Ancient Erotic Poetry – Gobbet 2:
Ovid Amores 1.5.1-26.

Ovid first published his Amores in 16 BCE as a collection of five books, although this was later edited down to three, they consist of a linear view of his relationship to his beloved Corinna in elegiac metre. The collection of poems would have been seen as controversial as they did not conform to Augustus’ moral legislation and especially his leges Iuliae (18-17 BCE), as he had been married three times and therefore should not have been seeking a mistress.[footnoteRef:1] The lover’s life is described throughout the three books of the Amores in regards to either conquering their beloved or being conquered, taken captive, and enslaved.[footnoteRef:2] Amores 1.1 describes Ovid’s conflict with Cupid and details an eventual love interest, one to inspire Ovid to write love elegy.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Smith, W. 1875: 692; Daube, D. 1972: 373.]  [2:  Murgatroyd, P. 1975: 77.]  [3:  Ov. Amores. 1.1.26-28.] 

The poem can best be described by containing two main elements: the description of Corinna’s beauty, and the elegant formula “who does not know the rest”.[footnoteRef:4] Ovid’s Amores 1.5 is where we first learn the name of his beloved – Corinna, and that she is the reason why Ovid moved to elegiac poetry from epic, as Cupid “stole a foot”.[footnoteRef:5] The Amores collection is very different to Ovid’s collection of epistolary elegies as the focus is now for the male Naso poeta in the Amores, but that is not to say that they have no relationship to one another.[footnoteRef:6] Ovid’s Amores 1.5 can be summarised as a successful act of love between the lover-poet, Naso poeta and Corinna. There has been no tradition concerning the real identity of Corinna, Ovid’s beloved in many of his poems, which is a contrast of Cynthia and Delia, and it can be suggested that Ovid out more invention into Corinna’s character than previous elegists.[footnoteRef:7] The poem can rightly be called erotic due to its description of the physicality of their love rather than the love itself.  [4:  Nicoll, W.S.M. 1977: 41.]  [5:  Ov. Amores. 1.5.9; 1.1.1-3; ]  [6:  Thorsen, T.S. 2014: 147.]  [7:  Lyne, R.O.A.M. 1980: 239.] 

The beginning of 1.5 opens during the siesta and is used to set the scene as well as a brief description of Ovid’s domus, midday was considered similarly to midnight in regards to paranormal happenings and supernatural beings were more likely to be encountered, and therefore, we could see Corinna’s appearance in the fourth couplet as a supernatural occurrence or a divine event. Furthermore, a mention of Phoebus is given shortly after, an epithet of Apollo, perhaps a further allusion to a divine event with Corinna’s arrival.[footnoteRef:8] The sudden and dramatic appearance of Corinna draws upon some similar characteristics from Virgil’s Aeneid: the appearance of Hector’s ghost, Aeneas’ vision of the Penates, and the vision of Tiberinus.[footnoteRef:9] They are sudden and unexpected and Virgil uses the dramatic ecce similarly to line 9 in 1.5, and aestus erat… in line 1 is a phrase of Virgilian “nox erat…” type.[footnoteRef:10]   [8:  Ov. Amores. 1.5.1-6.]  [9:  Virgil. Aen. II. 268; III. 147; VIII. 26; Nicoll, W.S.M. 1977: 42.]  [10:  Nicoll, W.S.M. 1977: 42.] 

Furthermore, it is not only her appearance that can be associated with divinity but also her name, the famous Greek poet Corinna who is often associated with Sappho and also the muses. Therefore, Corinna can be seen as Ovid’s own muse. The deification of the puella is a common occurrence within love elegy, with a clear example in Catullus 68 with Lesbia, and in Ovid’s Amores with Corinna, she would also be seen as the candida diva of 68 until the actual arrival of the beloved.[footnoteRef:11] However, it is clear from line 2 that he was not expecting her “medio… toro” and that he was also sleeping in the middle of his bed, sleeping alone.[footnoteRef:12] However, whether Ovid was expecting Corinna or indeed company in general is debated with Nicoll and Barsby arguing Ovid must have expected her “for he took great care to create the right illumination” but it is not explicitly said whether Ovid was or was not expecting company.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Cat. 68.70-72; Ov. Amores. 1.5.10.]  [12:  Ov. Amores. 1.5.2; Lyne, R.O.A.M. 1980: 261.]  [13:  Nicoll, W.S.M. 1977: 41.] 

Corinna’s sudden appearance in line 9 is seen as the opening to the second half of the poem, and her intentions are clear; first by description and then by implication as she is described as having a unbelted tunic and the looseness of her hair which can be seen as sexually provocative.[footnoteRef:14] The description of her hair is an apt one for an intimate occasion, as Roman women would often wear their hair tied up, usually in a knot or a bun but Corinna allows it to divide over her shoulders and covers her neck which has the connotations of intimacy.[footnoteRef:15] Ovid proceeds to describe Corinna’s beauty by comparing her to the Assyrian queen, Semiramis, and the famous Corinthian courtesan, Lais, a clear allusion to both her beauty and also her connection to sex. Ovid then introduces us to the sexual and somewhat violent nature of the poem in lines 13-16, by modern standards this would be seen as shocking but in a contemporary perspective this ‘pretend’ violence was commonly found in love elegy.  [14:  Ov. Amores. 1.5.9-12; Barsby, J. 1991: 67.]  [15:  Barsby, J. 1991: 67.] 

As the struggle ends it leads us into the third part of the poem and Ovid’s description of Corinna’s nude body. He lists and describes various body parts starting from the shoulders and works his way down until Ovid employs discretion and leaves the rest to the reader. Ovid, in a sense is evoking an erotic atmosphere for the reader, with the detailed description of the scene, Corinna, and can assume what is to come next, but Ovid does not describe it. Lenz and Luck comment on how Ovid exercises restraint where the poem could have developed into pornographic description.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Hungtingford, N.P.C. 1981: 107.] 
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