Ovid Amores


Love Elegy, not Epic
1 Arma gravi numero uiolentaque bella parabam 

Introductory poem which sets the mood:

· Witty, charming, ironical, full of mythical allusions

· Traditionally poets apologized for writing lighter poems rather than something more serious

· Usually, it is Apollo, as god of poetry, who has commanded them

· Ovid is original in putting the blame on Cupid.
· This is an example of Ovid parodying his models

He was planning to write Virgilian epic in hexameters, but ended up writing elegiacs

· One foot was missing

· Because of Cupid (love personified)

· Here he describes the impact of falling in love

· For the detailed symptoms, look at poem 2 (1-10)

Who is the girl he has fallen in love with?

· We are not told until poem 1.5

· Do we assume that he is referring to the same girl each time?

Ovid is expert at delayed –action effects

· Unlike Propertius, whose “heart-on-the-sleeve” approach he found vulgar and which he often parodied.

Line 1ff.

Arma

 this is also the first word of Virgil’s Aeneid (arma virumque cano …) and so immediately points up the contrast between the two types of poetry: Virgil is writing  public poetry, imperialist propaganda, Ovid’s is personal and private.

How much pressure were poets under to produce Augustan propaganda? Ovid covertly mocked Augustan imperial propaganda – which may have contributed to his fall from grace with the Emperor.

Lines 3-4

Hexameter: primarily a dactylic 6 – foot line and, since Homer, the metre of epic poetry
Epic was considered  lofty, political, military and far more serious than erotic elegy.

The elegiac couplet: 

Hexameter and pentameter (5 feet only, or 2 groups of two-and-a-half feet)

Ovid considers the epic metre as pretentious and adopts a mocking, ironic attitude towards it.

Lines 7ff

A series of ‘illustrations’, typical of Ovid’s style:

Gods should not take over the powers of other gods

· Each example seeks out the incongruity and paradoxical and takes a whole couplet: eg Venus and Minerva exchanging love and war, Ceres and Diana exchanging poetry and war. NB the pictorial and the verbal incongruities

· But Cupid has succeeded in taking over Apollo’s powers by reducing Ovid’s hexameter to elegiac couplets.

Lines 19- 20

Love elegy could be written about young boys, as well as mistresses!

Lines 21ff

Cupid’s work is quick, the poet’s cry of dismay is conventional, the metaphor of love burning and then ruling is also conventional

Lines 27-30

Mock resignation to his fate, the lines neatly echo the beginning of the poem:

· The metre of war is banished (2, 28)

· The metre of love (4, 27), with its rising and falling rhythm, is accepted

· The muse must accept myrtle (sacred to Venus)  and a couplet of 11 feet

Playful poem to introduce the Amores and its theme of love

· But no indication who its subject is going to be

· Unhurried, detached approach, unlike Propertius (I,1.1 Cynthia prima suis miserum me cepit ocellis)

· All goes to suggest a more light-hearted and literary approach to love-poetry than in Propertius, Catullus and Tibullus.

· Expect to be entertained rather than emotionally stirred!

Questions to consider:

1 What are the essential differences between hexameter poetry and elegiac poetry?

2 Why did Ovid decide to write love elegy rather than epic?

3 What evidence is there in this poem that Ovid is playful rather than serious about having fallen in love?

4 What evidence is there in this poem that Ovid is not necessarily prepared to be an “establishment” poet

5 What are your first impressions of Ovid as a poet?

