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Introduction: More than a Sum of Its Parts

This is a book concerned with the construction of a whole from parts, and a whole that is greater than those parts. From its inception in Aristotle’s Poetics, the study of narratology has been one which broadly focuses on and uses as its basis long-form media. Whether Aristotle’s own preoccupation with Homer’s epics and Athenian tragedy or modern scholars’ focus on the novel and film, the study of narrative has broadly been guided by an appeal to long-form storytelling in order to define and understand itself. In this way, traditional definitions of “narrative” have often been narrow in their focus, such as Prince’s declaration that “narrative is the representation of at least two real or fictive events or situations in a time sequence, neither of which presupposes or entails the other”,1 or Chatman’s:


… what makes Narrative unique among the text-types is its ‘chrono-logic’ … its movement through time not only “externally” (the duration of the presentation of the novel, film, play) but also “internally” (the duration of the sequence of events that constitute the plot).2



In the last twenty years, however, with the increasing study of non-traditional forms of storytelling—such as video games and comics—ideas of “narrative” have been pushed beyond strict definitions in order to accept a fuzzier set of possible factors which instead classify a text by degrees of narrativity.3 Indeed, recent work on poetry in particular has explored alternate narrativities that often defy traditional narratological dependence upon long-form narrative. Moreover, as the field has shifted towards cognitive narratology and postmodern (and now metamodern) fiction, temporal fragmentation or apparently incoherent or “unnatural” narratives have gained attention from important scholars in our discipline.4

Scholarship on Latin elegy—a genre composed of a series of individual poems—has not yet caught up. Here, we still find our examinations of the elegiac genre hindered by narratology’s historical dependence on long-form narrative. Some scholars have begun to resist this urge, yet these scholars have just begun this discussion. Patricia Salzman-Mitchell, for example, writes: “Amores (and Latin love elegy more generally) narrates stories through a succession of snapshots …”, while Kennedy, in the same volume, describes Latin elegy as a striptease, the gradual revelation of flesh/narrative in poetic segments.5 These scholars, however, while acknowledging the segmentary form of elegiac narrative have not suggested alternate narratological frameworks that move beyond the standard appeal to long-form understandings of narrative in order to better understand these short-form, ancient texts.

Until recently, elegiac scholarship has too often ignored the narrative forest owing to a proliferation of fragmented trees, with elegiac narrativity often discounted. Even now, with scholars beginning to recognize the narrativity of the genre, a framework for understanding this method of narrative-building has been slow in coming. Yet Latin elegy is not alone in creating something from segments in order to build a narrative mosaic: a chapter in a novel, a scene in a film or play, or a quest in a video game are all narrative segments. It is in comics, however, where we most overtly see a narrative construction from segmented parts. As defined by Scott McCloud, comics are: “Juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer.”6 Essentially, comics are independent and yet inter-dependent images placed in sequence in order that they might be combined by the reader to produce meaning, individual segments which work together to build sequential (and consequential) narrativity and thus narrative.

This book seeks to bring these two disparate genres and media—Latin elegy and comics—into dialogue, showing the way that, when seen through the lens of a comics-based narratology, Latin elegy is replete with a rich narrativity. Here illustrated through close analysis of his Amores, I show that Ovid takes advantage of elegy’s inherent segmentation in order to tell stories across a series of poems—just as comics creators do today. Working with the genre’s characteristic tropes, traditions, and form, Ovid in his Amores creates a narrative mosaic in which key characters and motifs can be tracked between and within poems, encouraging the reader to build story fragments into a larger narrative unity.

Finding Elegiac Narrativity
When Apuleius wrote in the second century CE giving the “real” identities of Catullus’ Lesbia, Propertius’ Hostia, and Tibullus’ Delia, this “truth” was given a kind of ancient legitimacy and was for a long time thereafter firmly embedded in elegiac scholarship.7 Based on Apuleius’ assertions therefore, Latin elegy was read as a kind of personal history, a representation of the reality of Roman life during the transition from Republic to Principate, a time in which Roman citizen men pursued their sophisticated puellae (“girlfriends”). Traditional Roman values, meanwhile, were subsumed by erotic and literary passions which were recorded in the autobiographical “love stories” supposedly narrated by Propertius, Tibullus, Ovid et al. Indeed, some editors have infamously tried to impose chronologically ordered autobiographical “plots” upon the arrangement of some elegiac editions: in particular, in the re-ordering (in terms of a broadly coherent sequential and chronological narrative) of the elegies attributed to Augustan Rome’s only extant female elegist, Sulpicia.8

Today, of course, this view of elegy as narrative autobiography or personal history is generally considered not only quaint but naive. While many who seek to explore the lives of ancient Roman women may turn to the elegists as one of the few surviving representations of their subject, Archibald Allen demonstrated over fifty years ago the illusion of the “autobiographical” reality that these elegists purport to present.9 Despite Allen’s sound reasoning, however, it was not until the 1980s that the reading of elegiac characters—especially elegiac women—as literary constructs took hold, with scholars such as Maria Wyke, Duncan Kennedy, Allison Sharrock, and Paul Veyne expanding the study of Roman elegy into new ground.10

Instead of following the traditional Latin elegy-as-autobiography narrative, these scholars began to explore the poetic products of this genre, not as chapters in a life story but as literary artefacts or textual constructs. Yet in moving away from the more traditional autobiographical readings of the genre, scholars simultaneously began to question not just the supposed “reality” of Latin elegy’s love stories and life-narratives, but the configuration of elegy’s purported “storiness” or narrativity as well. Veyne provides a good summary of the contemporary 1980s and 1990s argument that Latin elegy does not exhibit any such narrativity in his discussion of Tibullus, by explaining that this poetry instead “resembles a montage of quotations and cries from the heart”, a “mosaic” of poems that:


… have no chronology, and each elegy deals with its themes independently of all the others. Only the name Delia creates the fiction of a series. The poems do not present the episodes of a love affair-beginnings, declarations, seductions, a falling out.11



Similarly relying on narratological principles such as sequence, denouement, and—especially—plot to define narrative (and to define Latin elegy as non-narrative), these scholars were then employing a tacit understanding of narrative that reflected the leading narratologies of the time: that is, an understanding of narrative fiction primarily informed by the narratological study of long-form narrative media (specifically film and the novel).

This raises an obvious question: what is narrative? If we begin with Plato’s proto-narratological examinations of narrative in his Ion and Republic, he does not offer a clear-cut definition, and instead concerns himself with the affect (and effect) of narrative rather than with narrative systems and structures.12 In his study, Plato frequently employs examples from Homer, thus determining that the basic building blocks of his own narrative principles are drawn from the long-form narrative of epic.13 In his Republic, however, Plato employs the term ἀπαγγελία (apangelia; “narration”) for lyric poetry—including its subgenre, Greek elegy, the foreparent of Latin elegy—in place of διήγησις (diegesis; “narration”), which he employs for epic, comedy, and tragedy.14 Therefore, Plato suggests a difference between the narration of tragedy, epic, and comedy, and the kind of narration that is employed in the genres of lyric and Greek elegy. At the same time, he clearly recognizes the narrative quality of lyric and elegy.

Aristotle, perhaps the best known and most influential ancient scholar to examine narrative, similarly begins his Poetics with the recognition that narrative is a quality shared by a range of poetic genres and forms.15 However, the central element of Aristotle’s understanding and definition of narrative is plot (μύθος/mythos)—that is the artificial re-organization or representation of story (πρᾶξις/praxis) in a narrative discourse (λέξις/lexis). In other words, a sequence of temporally ordered events rearranged into a new sequence in order to create a response in the reader. This plot/mythos, the function that binds events together into a narrative representation, is deemed essential to epic and tragic storytelling, with other elements such as character, inter-personal conflict, or psychological and ethical considerations being entirely secondary (Aristotle Poetics 1450a39–40): ἀρχὴ μὲν οὖν καὶ οἷον ψυχὴ ὁ μῦθος τῆς τραγῳδίας, δεύτερον δὲ τὰ ἤθη (“So plot, then, is the beginning and like the soul of tragedy, while character is secondary.”)16 Hence, Aristotle’s Poetics (which became an important touchstone for modern studies of narratology) puts the emphasis in its mimetic definition of narrative on plot, on cause-and-effect, and the way that individual events in a narrative come together in a denouement.17

Aristotle takes as the focus of his narrative study long-form narratives such as those found in the genres of epic, tragedy, and comedy (although the book of his Poetics on the topic of comedy does not survive). Yet, for all that Aristotle may list dithyrambic and lyric poetry as comparably mimetic forms, he has nothing substantive to say about their narrative dynamics, focusing instead on long-form genres. This foundational text, in many ways, has biased the modern field of narratology towards the long-form narrative, such as epic and tragedy in the classical world, or the novel and film in the modern one.

Jumping ahead several millennia, Viktor Shklovsky, whose writing is aligned with the work of the Russian formalists, reflects Aristotle. Translating mythos and praxis into syuzhet and fabula, Shklovsky explains that it is the distinction between story (fabula) and plot (syuzhet) that is one of the central principles of his narratology.18 Like Aristotle, Shklovsky places the importance of plot/syuzhet front and center in his examination of narrative, arguing that plot is narrative and without it one is left with only a timeline, the stuff of narrative (the fabula) without the narrative itself.19 Like Aristotle before him, Shklovsky turns to ancient poetry to illustrate his examples, referencing their similarity to the modern novel









	1.Narrative must be about a world populated by individuated existents.

	2.This world must be situated in time and undergo significant transformations.

	3.The transformations must be caused by non-habitual physical events.

	4.Some of the participants in the events must be intelligent agents who have a mental life and react emotionally to the states of the world.

	5.Some of the events must be purposeful actions by these agents.

	6.The sequence of events must form a unified causal chain and lead to closure.

	7.The occurrence of at least some of the events must be asserted as fact for the storyworld.

	8.The story must communicate something meaningful to the audience.28
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Figure 1 Selection from Ted Dorgan’s Judge Rummy.
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