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Introduction

Publius Ovidius Naso, the second son of a prosperous family, was born in 43 BC at Sulmo (modern Sulmona) in the Abruzzi, a mountainous region of east-central Italy. In his teens, both he and his brother, who was exactly a year older, were sent to Rome to be educated, as were most boys whose families could afford it. They were taught literature and rhetoric, and while his brother showed great promise as a lawyer, Ovid’s inclinations always drew him towards writing poetry. After his brother died, aged only twenty, Ovid attempted to enter the world of law and politics as was expected of him by his father. He took up some minor judicial posts, but then opted not to stand for the quaestorship, the first step on the ladder to the Senate, and so barred himself from political life. Turning instead to poetry, he cultivated the friendship of established poets at Rome, including the love poet Propertius and lyric poet Horace.

Ovid became a successful and popular poet, who prided himself on his productivity, versatility and wit. His comfortable financial background enabled him to remain independent of the constraints put upon many poorer poets who needed the backing of wealthy patrons in order to make ends meet. Although he claimed that in his earlier years he was supported by Messalla, one of the great literary patrons of his age, there is little evidence of this to be found in the works before the poetry written in exile. This implies that such support as Messalla gave him was nothing like as substantial as that offered to the love poet Tibullus, for example, who fits fulsome praise of his patron into his works. The image of himself that Ovid projected in his early years was one of a smart, well-educated and cheerful poet, with a healthy disregard for authority and respectability. In AD 8, however, his stance of independence from the dictates of traditional morality backfired, as the emperor Augustus banished him to Tomis, a city on the Black Sea, in punishment for a poem (the Ars Amatoria) and a mysterious ‘error’. For all Ovid’s pleas to be allowed to return to Rome, neither Augustus nor Tiberius, who succeeded him in AD 14, relented, and the poet died in Tomis in AD 17.

Despite Ovid’s apparently candid style of writing in many of his works, few details are known about his personal life. When still very young, he married a woman he describes as unworthy and useless (Tristia 4.10.69), and their union was short-lived. A second marriage followed with a better wife, but again the relationship foundered. Ovid’s third wife, however, lasted the distance, and in his later collections of poems, written from exile, she is praised for standing by him and trying to protect his interests back in Rome. He had a daughter who married twice, and had a child from each marriage, and he was also close to his step-daughter, child of his third wife, who was herself a poet.

Ovid began to compose his first collection of poems, the Amores, at an early age, perhaps eighteen, but the version which survives today (whittled down from five books to three) was published around 16 BC, when the poet was in his late twenties. In the first half of his career, Ovid’s poetry was almost exclusively concerned with love, but nevertheless displayed the flexibility of his talent. In addition to the Amores, which (for the most part) explore the amatory adventures of the young poet’s lover-persona, he composed several works of erotic instruction: the (now only partially preserved) Medicamina Faciei Femineae (Potions for Female Faces), which advises women on how to use makeup to their best advantage; the Ars Amatoria (Art of Love), the first two books of which offer instruction to young men on how to seduce women, while the third, produced later, offers similar advice to women; and the Remedia Amoris (Cures for Love) which advises both men and women on how to extricate themselves from the toils of love if they find themselves in an unhappy relationship. The Ars Amatoria emerged in its three-book form around 1 BC (although it seems likely that the first two books were issued in an earlier version several years before),1 while the Remedia was published around AD 2. In this period, Ovid also worked on the Heroides, a collection of letters in elegiac verse from mythical women to their absent husbands or lovers; some of these were published before the second edition of the Amores. At some stage in the earlier part of his career (perhaps also before the second edition of the Amores), Ovid took a break from love poetry and the exclusive use of the elegiac metre to compose a tragedy, Medea, which was apparently much praised in its day, but which has, unfortunately, not survived. From around AD 1 onwards, Ovid began a different phase of his poetic career, composing the Fasti, an account in elegiac metre of the origins of Roman festivals and traditions, alongside what is nowadays his most famous work, the Metamorphoses, a long hexameter poem retelling a series of myths stretching from the world’s creation to the poet’s present day. His relegation to Tomis in AD 8 prompted another change in poetic direction, and Ovid produced the Tristia (Sorrows) and Epistulae ex Ponto (Letters from the Black Sea), in which he returned to the use of the first-person voice in order to lament his miserable state, and the Ibis, a learned curse-poem based on a Greek work of the same title by the Alexandrian poet Callimachus.

During Ovid’s childhood, Italy and Rome were in a turmoil of civil war. After the assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 BC (the year before the poet’s birth), a struggle for the control of Rome and its empire went on for years, until Octavian’s defeat of Mark Antony and Cleopatra at Actium in 31 BC left Caesar’s adopted son in the position of greatest power. The subsequent restoration of order and stability was a long and painful process, and in the early stages of Octavian’s rule many were doubtful that this peace, which he had achieved at the price of vast bloodshed, would be lasting. By the time Ovid came of age, however, Octavian had taken the name Augustus to mark his great achievement in bringing Rome back from the brink of self-destruction, and had tightened his grip on the reins of power. He was to remain in control for longer than anyone had expected, and died in AD 14, only three years before Ovid himself.

The majority of the poet’s life, then, was lived under the rule (one might say the shadow) of Augustus, in his ‘restored republic’. While for the poets of the generation before it had often seemed impossible to leave politics out of poetry – Vergil’s Georgics, for example, are as much about the poet’s hopes and fears for his country emerging from civil war as they are about farming – Ovid’s early works frequently give the impression of being very much distanced from contemporary political concerns. This impression, however, is deceptive. Although it is true that the later books of the Metamorphoses and, in particular, the Fasti devote more overt attention to Rome’s historical and contemporary political institutions, there is plenty in Ovid’s earlier amatory works which prompts reflections on the current social and political climate. Indeed, the poet’s very assertions of independence from the constraints of traditional morality, as he applauds a libertine approach to love and deprecates marriage, can be seen as political statements. Under Augustus, laws were introduced to promote marriage and to punish adultery, and the espousal of more liberal values became increasingly dangerous as the emperor grew older and less tolerant of dissent. While it would be simplistic to characterise Ovid as a ‘rebel’ poet, his wit and naturally satirical outlook on life often left him standing on perilously thin ice. His eventual banishment to Tomis demonstrates that, even if he did not necessarily intend to inject his poetry with provocative politics, politics was not going to leave him untouched.

This book is concerned with Ovid’s amatory works, the Amores, Ars Amatoria, Medicamina Faciei Femineae and Remedia Amoris, which constitute the bulk of the poet’s surviving output from the first twenty-five years of his career. (Reference will also be made at times to the Heroides, but space does not allow me to offer any detailed account of these poems.) In the present age, the idea of ‘love poetry’ carries certain connotations. We expect such verse will be passionate, personal and (to a degree, at least) honest. We might think of Shakespearean sonnets or Byronic protestations of devotion. Although there is much in these works which inspires, even requires, thought and reflection in order to appreciate them fully, their first call is to the heart. With Ovid’s love poetry, by contrast, the heart often takes back seat to the head. Ovid is not a romantic poet in any sense of the word, and even the Amores, which relate in the first person the experiences of a young lover, often betray a greater interest in poetry than in love itself. Whatever the realities of Ovid’s emotional state at the time of composition (realities which we, of course, shall never know), his love poetry does not always give the impression that it is written by a desperate young man who must give his expression to his love or die. Ovid may well have experienced the emotional turmoil of real love, and he may well have coupled his experience with his inspiration when writing, but it is a thankless task – and missing the point – to look to his works for a direct expression of true romantic sentiment. This is even more the case with the Ars Amatoria and the other didactic poems, which move from the particular to the general, arguing that there are foolproof rules which anyone can follow to find the perfect love affair and evade the unhappy ones.

All this might sound unpromising: love poetry which is not really, or exclusively, about love, and a love poet who all too often appears emotionally detached from his subject matter. Yet there is much that is appealing in Ovid’s erotic works, whose wit, ingenuity, intelligence and insight provide a reader with something far more complex than and just as satisfying as a straightforward declaration of love in true romantic style. The fact that it is often hard to take Ovid’s pose as a poet-lover seriously does not mean that he has nothing serious to say about both love and poetry.

So Ovid’s love poetry is something very far removed from the unembellished, impassioned outpourings of a card-carrying romantic. Yet on one level, the poetry is exactly what it claims to be: a fragmentary account of the poet’s ‘own’ experiences in love (the Amores) and the advice of an experienced lover to erotic novices (the Ars, Remedia and Medicamina). However, the poet’s pose of frankness, of telling it as it is, is just that – a pose. The superficially simple narratives of love which provide the framework for the poetry do not tell the whole story. Ovid is the inheritor of various literary traditions and is keen to demonstrate that he is familiar with the work of his great poetic predecessors, and eminently well-qualified to be included in their number as one of the great poets: mihi fama perennis / quaeritur, in toto semper ut orbe canar (for me, eternal fame is the goal, that I may be sung forever the whole world over; Amores 1.15.7-8). This is an ambitious statement to issue at such an early stage of the poet’s career, especially given his chosen subject matter. Among more solemn and upright citizens in the ancient world, love was regarded as something frivolous and ultimately unimportant. A lover’s obsession with a particular man or woman was considered to be the product of an idle or even insane mind. To write love poetry and to have ambitions to be a great poet seemed, then, something of a contradiction in terms for those of a strict and traditional mind-set. The commitment of Ovid and his predecessors in the genre of love elegy to writing witty, well-crafted and complicated poetry about love was therefore a declaration of poetic independence which shook its fist at the old-fashioned idea that the only good poetry was that concerned with weighty, serious subjects.

By the time Ovid came to compose his love elegies, however, the genre had already been established and made familiar to readers by Propertius and Tibullus, who began publishing their work a few years before Ovid produced his own.* His work still offered a challenge to traditional ideas of poetic respectability, but a challenge already issued by others needs to be restated and reframed in order to retain its punch. So the work of Propertius and Tibullus which, a few years earlier, had been new and daring in its way, now from Ovid’s point of view constituted a kind of poetic establishment. There were, then, two impulses pulling him in opposite directions: Ovid had chosen to write love elegy, and thus needed to adhere to certain expected forms and aspects of the genre, producing work which bore a close resemblance to that already existing, but, on the other hand, his adherence to a principle of challenging the establishment meant that he had to regard his predecessors as rivals as well as models. The resulting poetry is, therefore, both instantly recognisable as part of the elegiac genre and unmistakably individual.

Ovid’s robust engagement with the work of his poetic elder brothers has led many critics to accuse him of killing off the genre of love elegy.2 They complain that he parodies the genre’s conceits and stock features to the point where it is impossible for anyone to take the poetry seriously any more. Although there is an element of truth in this argument, to characterise his entire project as parodic and destructive is an oversimplification which obscures the finer qualities of Ovid’s erotic output. Without doubt, his work encourages both comparisons and contrasts with his predecessors’ elegies, but such comparison often reveals subtlety, creativity and humanity as much as burlesque and mischief.

So what are the commonplaces of love elegy which Ovid adopted and developed? First of all, love elegy is poetry about man’s powerlessness: the poet-lover presents himself as the underdog, dominated by the cruellest and most capricious of deities, the love goddess Venus and her son Cupid, and (figuratively) enslaved by a beautiful and equally cruel and capricious woman.3 Although on occasion the poet-lover is granted the bliss of sexual union with his beloved (and celebrates that bliss in his poetry), most of his time is spent firmly locked out of his girlfriend’s bedroom. His energies are thus devoted to attempts to get back into her good books and to vociferous complaint when those attempts fail. Depending on his mood, he will compare his situation to those of other lovers from mythology, or to the hardships of a soldier on campaign, or a slave owned by a particularly harsh mistress. Stock situations arise which sharpen the poet-lover’s pain and frustration: he sees his beloved with a rival; she goes away on a dangerous journey; she falls ill – or he does – which drives him to reflections on mortality; her doorman, guardian or husband prevents the two from meeting up at a time when she actually seemed willing to bestow her favours upon him. For all his vulnerability and powerlessness, however, the poet-lover holds a trump card which allows him to turn the tables on his fickle girlfriend. A poet has the power to make someone famous, even immortal. The poet-lover’s beloved therefore has a choice: she can be renowned for her beauty and loveliness, or it can be her faithlessness, bad temper, greed and shallowness which the poet chooses to immortalise. Ultimately, such assertions act as reminders that the elegiac poet is, after all, in control of his own love story: we, the readers, know only the details he chooses to tell us and the version of events he opts to present. Even when we are told of things the beloved woman has said or done, we have only the poet’s word that this is a true representation of the situation.

The poet’s overall control of the version of his love story that he tells the world is balanced by his equally tight control over the flourishes and details of the poetry itself. Like many other Roman poets, the love elegists were deeply influenced by the literary ideas of a group of Hellenistic poets of the third century BC, whose taste was for intricate, learned and self-conscious compositions.* Indeed, it was they who had started the battle still waged by the elegists to gain recognition and respect for the so-called ‘lower’ genres. They argued that the seemingly unassailable position of epic at the top of the generic pile had led to the composition of some dire poetry, as second-rate artists vainly attempted to produce works which equalled those of Homer. They called for poetry to be valued for its quality, not its length or its genre, and the Roman love elegists saw their work as answering that call. Alongside the elegiac love story, therefore, lies a literary story, of the poetic ambitions and ideals of young writers who want to follow, match and even outdo the example of their Hellenistic gurus.

Ovid inherited a genre which was already a bundle of paradoxes: love elegy presents the figure of a poet who demonstrates his power by dwelling on his weakness; it gives the appearance of real, raw, individual emotion through the re-enactment of over-familiar scenes; it seems single-minded in its obsession with love, yet in fact is just as obsessed with the act of creating poetry itself. Ovid’s reaction to, and contribution to, the genre was to put these paradoxes under greater pressure than they had had to withstand before. It is fundamentally important to the elegiac conceit that the poet-lover’s emotion should be in some sense believable, even if it also relies on its readership’s not being so naïve as to take it absolutely at face value. In the Amores, Ovid offers us the vision of an elegist who becomes a love poet before he has even become a lover, questioning from the outset the necessity of maintaining the appearance of love elegy as a confessional genre, telling of emotions which, if they are not actually real, at least could be real. Then, in the Ars Amatoria, he dons the cap of love’s teacher, the praeceptor amoris, who professes to be able to tell a wide readership how to become elegiac lovers and mistresses, thus challenging any remaining conception of these roles as unique, remarkable and set apart from the majority of society. In the figure of the praeceptor amoris, Ovid enlarges two elements already present in elegy – the poet’s advice to others about the appropriate way to behave in a love affair and the advice of bawdy old women to attractive girls that they should take their lovers for all they can get – and turns it into the dominant, dominating voice of five books of poetry. Yet the praeceptor also belongs to a completely different genre, didactic poetry and, by drawing on this strain, Ovid injects more life and more difference into his new kind of love elegy.* Throughout his amatory works, Ovid plays games with elegiac tradition and pushes relentlessly at the limits of the genre, boldly drawing attention to its artificiality, its repetitiveness, its self-reflexivity. Yet the most surprising thing is that even though love elegy may be stretched, battered, caricatured and altered in Ovid’s hands, it is not destroyed but reinvigorated, not drained but shown new horizons and taken in new directions.

Although it is often easy to identify particular ‘primary’ models for Ovid’s amatory works, whether they be the elegiac love poets, or Lucretius and Vergil, such an identification rarely tells the whole story. Ovid’s sources are both eclectic and numerous. I have not had the space here, for example, to describe his relationship with the Greek epigrammatists,4 or with comedy5 and even tragedy.6 This cheerfully expansive network of references to the works of other poets in many different genres itself reflects the poet’s open-minded approach to generic boundaries. Although the Amores, for all their differences from the works of Tibullus and Propertius, can easily be classified as elegiac love poetry, the Medicamina, Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris straddle the two genres of love elegy and didactic, while even containing elements familiar from prose handbooks on sex (see Chapter 1). Moreover, as his career progresses, we see the poet stretch the boundaries of elegy further still, as he moves away from primarily erotic concerns to subjects as diverse as the movements of the heavens, cultural foundations and the ethics of friendship.7 But even in the first poem of the Amores, the poet is itching to have a go at a different genre, epic, while in Amores 3.1 he stages a quarrel between the personified genres of tragedy and love elegy, fighting it out as to which of them should enjoy the attentions of the great Ovid.8 It seems that the poet is reluctant to leave any generic stone unturned, and wants to be included in the top ten of any given group of poets!9

Ovid is fascinated with poetry – that of other writers as much (or almost as much) as his own – and his works are filled with references, reminiscences, tributes to and arguments with other poets.10 Although these references are often complicated and witty, and although one gains the impression that on one level the poet simply enjoys showing off his literary knowledge, creating a system of allusion is, for Ovid, something more profound and far more important than a detached and cerebral accumulation of crossword clues. He is a poet who, for all his jokes and for all his flippancy, both thinks and cares deeply about his position in a literary landscape, and who wants to carve a niche for himself which is at once in harmony with the others and unforgettably distinctive.11

The aim of this book is not to offer an exhaustive study of Ovid’s love poetry – such a project would require a much longer volume – but to give an account of several key aspects and to suggest directions of interpretation.

Chapter 1 sets Ovid’s work in the context of his poetic predecessors, giving the reader a concise assessment of the state of both elegiac and didactic poetry at the time Ovid began to write, as well as offering a flavour of the ways in which Ovid adopts and adapts these traditions (a subject to which I return in more fragmentary form throughout the book). A short account of the importance of Hellenistic literature to the Roman poets is also included.

Chapter 2 explores the poet’s narrative voice, Ovid’s construction of a persona (or, more accurately, several personae) in whose guise he describes his ‘own’ love affairs and instructs others on how to conduct theirs. The reader of Ovid’s love poetry is drawn in by a speaker who at first appears to be a coherent, single character, but whose voice is soon found to fracture and fragment, producing a more complex and contradictory narrator, who is at once untrustworthy and transparent, both engagingly modest and infuriatingly sure of himself.

Having established how the author constructs this complicated persona across the Amores and the didactic works, Chapter 3 goes on to look at the poet-lover’s creation of other characters within his erotic fiction. Starting from the elusive Corinna, the poet’s named beloved in the Amores, the trail leads to other female figures
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