‘Augustanism’ in Virgil’s Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses

Introduction
Readings of both Virgil’s Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses have over time evolved from more reductionist perspectives which sought to define these texts as either pro- or anti-Augustus. More recent criticism has opened up non-binary perspectives, multi-vocality, and the potential for both Virgil and Ovid to be writing in response to Augustanism, in all its complexity. Furthermore, the question of what Augustanism itself is has been opened up, as Zanker (1990) and others have shown that the projection of the image of Augustus, and the values and identity of Rome that he sought to create, was itself constantly evolving, contested, and constructed in dialogue with the Roman population, including its poets.  Opening up elements of the texts which both reify and stand in counterpoint to Augustus and Augustanism reveal this process in action. 
Shifting ways of approaching Latin poetry
Moulton provided a concise overview of the pro- versus anti- Augustus debate up to 1979[footnoteRef:1], while Myles (1999, page 197) argues that a turning point came with the work of Zanker and Barchiesi towards the end of the 20th Century, and early 21st, who made clear how Augustanism pervaded all of Roman culture, and that neither Ovid nor Virgil in this context can be read as either simply pro- or anti-Augustus. Myles also cites the transformative work of Feeney in the early 90s, which showed how Ovid’s oeuvre was itself part of constructing Augustanism, through the testing and creation of boundaries, in the same way that the construction of heresy helped define the ‘true religion’ of Christianity in later centuries. Recognising the particular potential for nuance in written text, Myles argues that Ovid’s “insistent probings” of the regime and the underpinnings of its authority was Ovid challenging Augustus’s desire to be ‘read’ univocally by the Roman public through monuments, with the multivocality of poetry (Myles, 1999, page 199). [footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Moulton (1979) provides a clear summary of how the shifts in approach to Ovid’s Metamorphoses took place over the 20th Century, from Otis’s reading of Ovid as pro-Augustan in the 1930s, to Segal’s work in 1979, which provided the first significant revision of Otis’s viewpoint. Similarly, Boyle in Dominik et al (2009) looks at both pro- and anti-Augustan readings of the Aeneid, citing Stahl’s ‘revisionist’ argument that in the 1960s critics were looking for a subversive anti-Augustan reading of Virgil, but making the case that Virgil was in fact fundamentally pro-Augustus. Sandra Myles cites Hinds’ 1989 criticism of the ‘pro- versus anti-Augustus debate‘, and reductionist readings, of the poets as “shallow, excessively literary and politically escapist.” (Hinds, cited in Myles 1999, page 190). ]  [2:  Myles also cites as critical to the turning point Hinds’s work in 1989 which demonstrated how Ovid was re-telling myth as part of (re-)articulation of Roman identity, and using myth to comment and reflect on his own culture and political environment (Myles, 1999, p.195)
] 

Feeney (in Powell ed, 1992, p.5) makes the case that under the principate, the distinction between literary and political writing collapses, as all writing was written in response to, and constrained by, the political context, and therefore was in some sense political and hence concerned with the power and policies of the princeps[footnoteRef:3]. Feeney goes on to explore the “protean character” of the Principate, arguing that it’s impossible to say if a text is pro- or anti- Augustan, as Augustanism itself developed and shifted over time (Feeney, in Powell et al 1992, p1.) He points out that through Zanker’s work we see the “dramatic shifts in Augustan self-representation”, and how at all times, the regime was multifaced – for example in its projection of both martial and peaceful images (p2.)  [3:  Powell in in his introduction to the same volume argues that previously some critics wanted to deny the political nature of poetry written under Augustus, as if to see the political themes and intent of the works would be to sully their literary value (Powell in Powell ed, 1992, p.141).] 

Zanker in his seminal 1990 work The power of images in the age of Augustus meticulously outlines how the imagery associated with Augustus was developed and shifted over time, depending on the political context and the needs of Augustus himself, but also how these shifting images were taken up and repeated across the empire, without the need for any direct instruction from the Princeps himself. As just one example of these shifting sands of what constituted the image of Augustus, he wrote:
“Soon after attaining sole power in 31BC Octavian altered his political style, and in 27 he “restored the Republic.” As a savior of the state he received the honorific title Augustus. Henceforth he did everything possible to separate this period from that which had gone before, and with good reason. Much that had happened between 44 and 27 had to be forgotten; the image of himself that Octavian promoted before this turning point is fundamentally different from that which he later conveyed so successfully as Augustus.” (Zanker, 1990, page 33) 
Feeney further argues that “Indeterminacy was essential to the success of the Augustan and Roman project” (Feeney in Powell ed 1992, p.3) as what Augustus stood for changed and had to over time (p.7) and that Augustus himself was constrained by the wider political and cultural context, including recent history, in what he himself could say, and how he portrayed himself (p.9).[footnoteRef:4]  Given the multi-faceted nature of Augustanism, and the need for Augustus to be able to shift and embody different values for different audiences and at different times, we cannot simply say for example that Augustus stood for either repression or for tolerance, as these attributes and values had to shift depending on the audience and context.  [4:  This point is also explored by Rudd in the first chapter of his 1976 Lines of Enquiry in considering how Augustus was constrained by public opinion and his own image in his treatment of his daughter Julia. ] 

Dominik, Garthwaite and Roche argue that their 2009 collection Writing Politics in Imperial Rome “establishes the pervasiveness of political content within Roman literary culture, in a world in which the republican mores and assumptions were being radically transformed in the transition to the prinicipate.”[footnoteRef:5] In this process, the poets were negotiating the mutable conditions of power, and, they argue “in the literature of this period we observe a vital and ongoing engagement with these transformative and transforming contexts of power.” (Dominik et al, introduction to Dominik et al (2009), p.20) [5:  Eder also draws attention to the transitional nature of Augustus’ regime, and how Augustus’ himself used the power of tradition to both underpin and disguise the radical nature of the shift to the principate (Eder, 2023, p88.) 
] 

With this understanding of the political context and content of Roman literature under the principate, I will turn to some specific examples within both the Aeneid and the Metamorphoses, in which the poetic work of probing, contesting, upholding and questioning of Augustanism, helping to shape and define it, can most clearly be seen at work. 
Virgil’s Aeneid
Boyle (1993) describes how fast Virgil’s Aeneid became canonic, central to Roman culture and the identity and self-perception of Rome[footnoteRef:6], and in his later chapter (in Perkell ed 1999) he highlights both the speech of Evander and the Shield of Aeneas in Book 8, as key moments in the work at which the articulation of, and Virgil’s reflection on, Augustanism can be seen[footnoteRef:7].  [6:  Toll (1997) further argues that it’s immediate popular reception was in part because Virgil was articulating Roman-ness not only for Augustus, but for newly Romanised peoples of Italy and the provinces (including himself) anxious about their own identity as Romans, particularly following the many years of civil war. ]  [7:  Feeney also argues that Virgil’s response in the Aeneid to the Augustan complex on the Palatine, in the speech of Evander, is a key example of the “indeterminacy of Augustanism” as magnificence and parsimony were both Augustan (Feeney, in Powell ed 1992, p.2) and that Wallace Hadrill has shown also how Augustan imagery was both monarchical and republican ] 

As Evander shows Aeneas around the territory that will one day be Rome, Virgil has him highlight the places where Augustus had recently built new monuments and restored older ones, whilst nodding at the same time towards Augustus’ modest lifestyle in his home on the Palatine, in the description of Evander’s own humble home:
“From here he led the way to the house of Tarpeia and the Capitol, now all gold, but in those distant days bristling with rough scrub. Talking in this way they were coming up to Evander’s humble home … When they arrived at his house, Evander said: ‘The victorious Hercules of the line of Alceus stooped to enter this door. This was a palace large enough for him. You are my guest and you too must have the courage to despise wealth” (Virgil, Aeneid Book 8 lines 348-349, 361-365)
Boyle points to Evander’s speech as highpoint of Augustanism in the Aeneid, with the future of Rome laid out before Aeneas not just as prophesy, but as Augustan ideology, and argues that Aeneas at this point in the epic is not only being Romanised, but Augustanised (Boyle, in Penkell 1999, p152).  Boyle also argues that the shield of Aeneas also in Book 8 presents Roman history as Augustus wanted it presented, and as the Romans wanted to make sense of their own past, presenting Roman history, including its military might and conquests, as the creation of civilization through warfare, with Augustus at the centre:
“In the middle were the bronze-armoured fleets at the battle of Actium … on one side was Augustus Caesar, leading the men of Italy into battle alongside the Senate the people of Rome … High he stood on the poop of his ship while from his radiant forehead there streamed a double flame and his father’s star shone above his head.” (Aeneid, Book 8, line 676, 678, 680-81)
Boyle argues that in the shield, “the historical association of Aeneas with Augustus, evidenced as early as 42BC on coins minted at Rome, becomes narrative fact”.[footnoteRef:8]  The whole narrative described in the ekphrasis of the shield can be understood as a retelling of Roman history to fit the Augustan narrative[footnoteRef:9].  [8:  Boyle argues in relation to the Shield that the “semiotic value of images” and their emotional power was well established by the Late Republic, and came into its fullest  expression in the principate in Augustan imagery, both in monuments and text (Boyle, in Penkell 1999, p160)]  [9:  Rossi in Breed et al 2010 for example, argues that the purpose of the ekphrasis of the shield of Aeneas, was to reframe the recent, painful civil wars as a foreign war. 
] 

Boyle however argues against those who want to see the Aeneid as simply a pro-Augustan text, pointing out ways in which the text is also subversive. For example, at the close of the ekphrasis, Virgil writes:
“Such were the scenes spread over the shield that Vulcan made and Venus gave to her son. Marvelling at it, and rejoicing at the scenes pictured on it, without knowing what they were, Aeneas lifted on to his shoulder the fame and the fate of his descendants.” (Virgil, Aeneid, Book 8, 7.29-31)
Boyle points out that having outlined the glorious future of Rome, the Aeneid can also be read as saying, as Aeneas lifts the shield in ignorance of what it means, that only through ignorance can the pursuit of fame and death be sustained, can Rome continue to fight its many battles, and history be endlessly repeated; and at the same time, as a reflection on the failure of Art, both the shield of Aeneas and the work of poetry more generally, to prevent history repeating itself. Thus although the Aeneid can be read primarily as a reification of the reign of Augustus, multivocality and questioning is also present in the text, as Virgil also calls into question aspects of Roman and Augustan narrative of its own past. 
We can also analyse Virgil’s Aeneid as addressing and explaining, rather than trying to cover up or hide, Augustus’ embarrassments. Powell argues that Augustus’ ending of the Republic, the violence of the proscriptions and the civil wars in which Romans fought Romans, and his military failures, were all well known, and that Virgil’s text is an attempt to put these many failures in the context of Rome’s greater glory and destiny under the Augustan settlement. In the Aeneid, Virgil’s framing of the past is that Augustus was “honourably forced to fight Italians” (Powell, in Powell ed 1992, p.148).  The apologetic purpose of the Aeneid was to frame the painful civil wars as, like Aeneas’s battles in books 7-12, part of the wider destiny of Rome. 
At the very opening of Book 1, the explanatory purpose of the Aeneid is laid out. 
“Tell me, Muse, the causes of her anger. How did he (Aeneas) violate the will of the Queen of the Gods? What was his offence? Why did she drive a man famous for his piety to such endless hardship and suffering?” (Virgil, Aeneid, Book 1.8-11)
The Muse is asked to explain how a man of such pietas (Aeneas) can be involved in so much catastrophe and toil? Powell argues that that the whole purpose of Aeneid is to answer this question for Augustus, whilst serving also as “political prophesy”, to support, with all its complexity and compromise, the Augustan settlement (Powell, in Powell ed 1992, p.149). Powell further argues that with Augustus’s concern to be seen as modest, we shouldn’t expect in the Aeneid (a work he may have commissioned through Maecenas, his right hand man) to see a direct vaunting of Augustanism, but as with the Res Gestae, rather than frequent explicit references to Augustus, the text instead has “his fingerprints all over it” (Powell in Powell ed 1992, p144).[footnoteRef:10] Further political readings of the Aeneid include Casali, who argues that that Virgil is knowingly reflecting on Art and the politics of patronage, exploring the painful reality that “the duty of the political poet is to produce myths that will function as weapons” (Casali, 2006, p202).  [10:  Similar to the argument made by Myles, that poetry opens up unique possibilities for nuanced treatment of Augustanism, Powell points out the parallel we see in the fragments of Augustus’s own lost biography, where Augustus confronts and explains difficult subjects (Powell in Powell ed 1992 p149), arguing that literature was able to function more easily as subtle and complex apologia for the regime, than it’s statuary/monuments. ] 

We can also read the Aeneid as a moral exploration, rather than simply or only political in its purpose. For example, Horsfall (1995) argues that the Aeneid’s central purpose is to understand the moral nature of experience, including not just the question of arms (the central question of the Iliad) or the man (that of the Odyssey) but of the inter-relationship between the two.  The Aeneid returns constantly to the question of whether the Gods are just, and that both possible readings of the death of Turnus (that of Aeneas as either embodying, or abandoning, pietas, in the moment of furor) deliberately suggest themselves to the reader, without being resolved, thus epitomizing in its closing moments, the central question of the poem as a whole. Rather than being asked to choose an interpretation of Turnus’ death, Virgil invites us to explore the limitations of Pietas when confronted with furor, not by choosing one over the other, but recognising that Aeneas is caught in the conflicting demands of Pietas, which requires both resistance to and the appropriate use of furor (Lowenstam, 1993, p44). Although Horsfall and Lowenstam in these ‘moral’ readings of the Aeneid don’t explicitly refer to the Augustan context, these moral explorations clearly could also, as Powell has argued, form part of the apologia for Augustus, and the exploration of how both pietas and furor could coexist in the life of the Princeps. 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses
Turning to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, another Augustan text, written post-Virgil, many critics have pointed out that his ‘mini-Aeneid’ within the Metamorphoses is a retelling of Virgil’s already canonical work, bringing out hidden voices, along with themes of mutability and transformation, latent within the prior work (see for example, Hinds, 1998, Myles, 1999) and therefore profoundly suggestive of alternative possible readings of the Aeneid itself. 
In his essay, Politics in Ovid in Dominik et al (2009), Williams starts by making the case that Augustus shouldn’t be thought of as a person, but as a “collective invention”, and an “all embracing discourse” (p. 203), and that Augustan discourse should be understood, not as a fixed ideology, but a constant negotiation between the Princeps and his people, and between past and present (p.204). With this framing, “Augustus’ presence in Ovid’s verse, can be seen, Williams argues, not as a fixed commodity, but as a “fluid object of representation, of controversy” (p204) and as a floating signifier. “Ovid writes not for or against, but about Augustus and Augustan roman-ness” (p204) as both a complex projection of, and reaction to, Augustan values and meaning (p205).[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Williams points out that even in parody, Ovid’s work was part of what constituted and helped to construct Augustanism, so was itself a necessity for Augustus (Dominik et al (2009) p. 211), and furthermore, that the balancing of voices, along with the fluidity of the Metamorphoses, defies any simple pro or anti Augustan readings (p217).] 

Williams further argues that a key difference between Virgil’s Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses is teleological. Whereas Virgil’s Aeneid makes the case that all of history is heading up to its apex in the foundation and subsequent glory of Rome, Ovid’s text puts this teleology into question, by situating Rome’s story as just one more chapter in a long line of metamorphoses[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  Even if we were to treat all of books 14 and 15 of the Metamorphoses as the founding story of Rome, this still amounts to only 13% of the work as a whole. ] 

Hardie in his chapter in Powell et al (1992) picks up this point, arguing (p.61) that Ovid is both exploring and subtly challenging the Virgilian version of Rome, exposing its metamorphic character, with the hints of Aeneas repeating history, going backwards as well as forwards, temporally as well as ethically. Ovid uses the voice of Pythagorus in book 15 to explore the tensions in Rome’s recent past, and the angst ridden question of Rome’s place in history, would it endure? In the long speech given to Pythagorus in Book 15 he predicts the rise of Rome, embedded within a long list of cities that are now just names: 
“Sparta is bare, flat earth, and the towers of Mycenae were toppled; nothing remains of Oedipus’ Thebes or Pandion’s Athens, except for their names. And now word goes out that Dardanian Rome is rising … foundations are being laid of a mighty city and empire. Rome is changing her shape as she grows. Some time in the future she’ll form the head of the boundless world.”(Metamorphoses Book 15 lines 428-430, 432-434)[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Contrast this, with Jupiter’s prophesy for the Romans in Virgil’s Aeneid Book 1, Line 279 “I have given them an empire which will know no end.”- a much more definitive prediction of Rome’s permanence.] 

Hardie constrasts this with the speech of Anchises in Aeneid Book 6, pointing out that while for Virigil “Anchises’ philosophy is merely a preliminary to his history, the story of Rome’s greatness which concludes Pythagoras’ lecture on cosmic metamorphosis is reduced in scale to little more than an example of the […] theme of universal change” (Hardie, 1995, p.211)
Another key difference, or point of relationship between the two texts, is Ovid’s mini-Aeneid being used to explore the voices of those who are voiceless within the Aeneid, for example those of Circe and Scylla (see Hinds, 1998, as well as Williams in Dominik et al, 2009).[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Williams in Dominik et al 2009 points out that giving voice to the voiceless in the mini-Aeneid sits alongside constant themes of voice and voicelessness, in both the Metamorphoses and the wider works of Ovid. As a writer writing as an insider within the Augustan principate, themes of voice and voicelessness recur throughout Ovid’s work, as he explored himself what could and could not be spoken.  
] 

Beyond the playing with and destablising of the Aeneid within the Metamorphoses, we can see specific moments in the Metamorphoses where Ovid engages directly with the narrative of Augustanism. In the apotheosis of Julius Caesar, there are deliberate ambiguities where the text can be read either as humorous innuendo, and/or as straightforwardly glorifying both Caesar and Augustus. 
“For of Caesar’s achievements no accomplishment is great than this, that he found glory as the father of this man (Augustus). It should evidently be thought a greater thing to have tamed the sea-girt Britons … and to have celebrated several triumphs and earned many, than to have fathered so great a man!” (Ovid, Metamorphoses, 15.750-2, 15.757-8) 
As Williams points out of the word in this passage ‘evidently’ (scilicet) in this passage has multiple potential readings: “Evident absurdity, or evident truth? The question defies firm answer.” (Williams in Dominik et al, 2009, p.218). 
Another key part of Ovid’s description of the apotheosis of Julius Cesar allowing multiple potential readings is this section:
“Yet Julius’ son could not have been born of seed that was mortal, so Julius had to be made a god. When Aeneas’ golden mother perceived this …. she [Venus] caught the soul of her Caesar up as it passed from his body. She did not allow its component atoms to be dispersed, but carried it straight as it was to the stars in the heavens. During her journey she felt it glowing and catching fire … till it finally took the form of a gleaming star.” (Metamorphoses, Book 15, 760-61, 844-847, 849)
On the one hand, we can read Ovid as straightforwardly saying at this point that Julius Caesar had to be made a God, so that Augustus himself could be divine. At the same time, Ovid writes Julius Caesar’s story, his transformation into a comet, as yet one in the whole series of metamorphoses his work has described, perhaps putting this event in its place, as just one more transformation. Slightly further on, referencing the death of Augustus (albeit saying he hopes it will be far in the future) Ovid nods towards yet another transformation facing the Roman people, and calls into question what that transformation will bring for Rome (Barchiesi, 2001, p.77)  
Having spoken of both Caesar’s apotheosis and Augustus’s future demise, Ovid ends the Metamorphosis with these lines:
“Now I have finished my work, which nothing can ever destroy … My name shall never be forgotten. Wherever the might of Rome extends in the lands she has conquered, the people shall read and recite my words. Throughout all ages, if poets have vision to prophesy truth, I shall live in my fame.” (Ovid, Metamorphosis, 15 871, 876-879). 
Juxtaposed directly with the mutability and impermanence he has just ascribed to Caesar and Augustus, the culmination of the poem with this bold claim Vivam (I shall live) of his own immortality through his work can be read as a joyful and defiant contrast to the pervasive power of Augustus, whose regime Ovid has constantly had to negotiate throughout his writing. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, some of the most exciting writing on Roman poetry puts into question not simply the binary question of pro- or anti- Augustus, but explores the role of the poets in co-constructing Augustanism, through reifying, questioning, exploring and probing the complexities of Augustan ideology and the Augustan settlement. The ambiguities and tensions in both Virgil and Ovid’s texts reflect the tensions and ambiguities within Augustanism itself (Barchiesi, 1997, p.7) 
We need to understand the poets’ work through understanding Augustus, not only as a person, but as an idea, a collective invention, in which they played their part. Augustanism, as all language and power structures, was fluid, dynamic, contested (Kennedy in Powell et al 1992, p40). Kennedy draws our attention to the reader’s interpretation of these texts and specific passages within them as reflecting the reader’s own stance or ideology. In other words, as we ask and seek to answer the question of how Augustanism is reflected in these texts, we are seeking to understand its reception by the Roman citizens, but equally reflecting our own reception of these texts. 
Neither Virgil nor Ovid can be pigeonholed or understood as writing simply pro- or anti- Augustus. Instead both texts in their different ways are most excitingly understood as subtle reflections on the tensions within Augustanism, between tradition and novelty, between the tropes of Rome’s Republican mores versus the reality of monarchical rule, pietas versus furor, permanence and change. Both Virgil’s Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses served to reify Rome and Augustus, whilst reflecting on and back to the people of Rome the tensions, questions, hope and fears that they were living with. As such they both also served to uphold, shape, shine a light upon, and problematise the idea that was and is Augustanism, for their own and all subsequent generations.  
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