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"One from many, many from one" as Empedoclean "tag" in Ovid's Metamorphoses 

It has become increasingly clear that Roman poets regarded the Greek 

philosopher-poet Empedocles as an important model, especially in the sub-genre of 

philosophical didactic, in which Lucretius seems to posit Empedocles as his principal 

forerunner. Especially via Lucretius, Empedoclean motifs appear prominently in 

subsequent Latin epic poetry, not least in Virgil's Aeneid and Ovid's Metamorphoses, 

although Latin epic's reception of Empedocles seems to go back as far as Ennius's 

Annales. Our ability to determine the extent of Empedocles' influence is hampered, 

however, by the fragmentary state of his poem(s).  

 In the case of Lucretius, the relatively recent publication of the Strasbourg 

papyrus has aided this pursuit, in as much as it has confirmed, as demonstrated by Sedley 

(2003), that Lucretius uses the clustering of compound adjectives as a "fingerprint" to 

signal allusion to Empedocles, such compound adjectives being a prominent stylistic 

feature of Empedocles' poetry in the extant fragments. On the basis of this fingerprint, 

Sedley is able to build the case for Lucretius' allusion to Empedocles in other passages 

without extant parallels in the fragments of Empedocles. Garani (2013) has recently 

argued that Ovid recognized this Empedoclean fingerprint in Lucretius and used it in his 

reworking of the Virgilian bugonia in book 1 of the Fasti to signal his engagement with 

both Empedocles and Lucretius. In the same paper Garani argues that Ovid uses another 

Empedoclean "tag," as it were, namely a variation (mille animas una necata dedit, Fasti 

1.380) of the expression of "many from one," which Empedocles repeatedly uses to gloss 

the phase of increasing Strife in his cosmic cycle; Empedocles repeatedly uses the 

opposite expression, "one from many" to gloss the phase of increasing Love (e.g. frr. 
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25/17 and 28/26 Inwood). This alternation of plurality and unity under the influence of 

Strife and Love, respectively, is one of the basic features of his cosmology.  

 In this paper I argue that Ovid's use of this motif ("many from one" or "one from 

many") in the Fasti is not an isolated instance in his poetry, but in fact seems to 

contribute to the Empedoclean fabric of at least two different episodes in the 

Metamorphoses, the first being the aftermath of the flood, in which the Empedoclean 

themes of elemental cataclysm, purification, and piety are underscored by Ovid's 

repetition of "one from many" to describe Deucalion and Pyrrha: de tot modo milibus 

unum, 1.325; de toto modo milibus unam (1.326). In contrast to the Fasti, Ovid here 

alludes to Empedocles' phase of increasing Love, which anticipates the subsequent 

appearance of Amor/amor for the first time in the poem. 

 Then, in the fifth book, similar phrasing (de mille sagittis...unam, 5.380-81) 

accompanies the cosmic power play of Venus and Cupid at the beginning of Ovid's 

version of the hymn to Ceres, which is set in the landscape of Empedocles' native Sicily 

and is attributed to the Empedoclean Muse, Calliope.  

 I argue, then, that we can add the Empedoclean "tag" of "one from many" and 

"many from one" to our toolkit for identifying loci of Empedoclean allusion in Ovid, 

alongside Sedley's Empedoclean "fingerprint" of the clustering of compound adjectives. 

Recognition of this Empedoclean tag in Ovid should encourage us too to consider 

whether uses of similar expressions in Lucretius and Virgil, for instance, may function as 

allusions to Empedocles. That being said, the "one from many" or "many from one" motif 

is a common enough figure in Ovid and others (indeed, the "one and the many" is a 

common enough motif in Presocratic thought that there is a monograph entitled One and 
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Many in Presocratic Philosophy) to discourage facilely applying this as an index of 

Empedoclean allusion in Roman poets. As a conclusion to the paper, I will offer some 

preliminary thoughts on methodology in using such tropes as markers of allusion and 

provide what I see as several limit-cases of this approach from Ovid's Metamorphoses. 
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