
Awakening Galatea is a setting of Ovid’s poem from Metamorphoses on the myth 
of Pygmalion and Galatea. This myth, in which an artist falls in love with his 
own creation, has fascinated dramatists through the ages. More recent versions 
include George Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion and the musical My Fair Lady. 
Ovid’s poem, the oldest version, tells how the artist Pygmalion vows to shun 
the company of women because he finds too many faults in them. Yet he uses 
his miraculous skill to carve an ivory statue of a woman that is more beautiful 
than any living woman could possibly be and, awestruck, he falls in love with it. 
He caresses it, showers it with attention, brings it gifts - - yet no adornment 
makes it any more beautiful than the original statue. Finally, the goddess of 
love, Venus  - - who up until that point had thought that she had seen it all - -  
takes pity upon him. Pygmalion is praying to find a woman just like his statue, 
because he does not dare ask for the actual statue. But Venus knows what he 
really wants, and she answers his prayer by making the statue come alive. The 
statue, Galatea, awakens to see Pygmalion with her very first glance. She is 
brought to life by the strength of his love (and the gracious intervention of 
Venus).  
 
        There were stories in Greek times of people falling in love with statues, 
but it was most probably Ovid who made this archetypical tale into an allegory 
for artistic creation. At the same time, the basis of the story that Ovid inherited 
from bronze-age myth is also a somewhat circuitous explanation of how the 
Greek sanctuary site of Paphos got its name. I have set the poem in the original 
Latin with extensive cuts -- although the opening and ending stanzas maintain 
the phrase structure of the original verse. Thanks are due to my brother Peter 
Agócs, a faculty member in classics at University College London, for his 
assistance with the translation, and for helping me to appreciate the nuances of 
the great fun that Ovid had with the story. Awakening Galatea was premiered at 
the Great Lakes Chamber Music Festival and on the First Monday series at 
New England Conservatory in 2009 with the composer as soprano soloist. 
 
- Kati Agócs 
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