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Augustan Love Elegy
Ovid Am. 1.1.1-10 translation


I was preparing to tell of arms and violent wars in serious verse, with material fit for the rhythm.
The lower verse was equal – Cupid is said to have laughed and to have snatched away one foot.
“Cruel boy, who gave you the rights on song? 
We are bards of Pieris, we are not your mob.
What if Venus were to carry off the arms of flaxen Minerva?
Who would approve of Ceres reigning on the wooded mountains
(or) of the fields being cultivated by the law of quivered maiden?


Commentary
Ovid Am.1.2.29-46

Love and War trope
l.29-31: vulnus, praeda, vincula, captiva, castris – Ovid having announced in 1.1 that he’s not writing epic verse, now delights in overdoing the militia amoris trope for the second half of this poem. 

l.23-50: depiction of a triumphal procession with the gods in attendance, crowds chanting, captives being paraded. Points back to 1.1 opening lines, teases the reader’s assumptions on ‘materia conveiente modis’, this is epic material but inverted: love is the conqueror.
Frenzied tone

l.30-35: personification ‘Mens Bona.. Pudor.. Error.. Furor’ introduces tonal shift as the triumphal procession reaches a peak of emotion.  Mens Bona and Pudor are placed at the beginning of the line and Errorque Furorque at the end: suggests that the latter have the final say.

l.39-43: tone shifts to become lighter - joyful introduced by ‘Laeta .. mater’ and anaphora and asyndeton in l.41 keep the rhythm hopping along and anaphora again in ‘Auratis aureus’ completes these two couplets before a darker tone introduced in l.43.

l.43-46: Ovid brings the reader back down from the heights of Olympus to a warning that love is dangerous; sparget, rosas, gemma, aureus becomes ures, vulnera, fervida flamma, vapore, nocet.  Repetition of ‘tunc quoque ... p’ and alliteration in l.46 provides the menacing tone that is leading to the grand finale couplet of 1.: Augustus the victor will protect you from harm (love and war – of course!).

Other points
l.29-30: recens, nova: referring to Ovid being the new poet on the literary scene
l.38: nudus – not just bare of weapons but hints at being naked in terms of sex
l.43: si te novimus – refers back to the beginning in l.5 ‘puto, sentirem’ where Ovid appears to be uncertain about recognising love; by the end of the poem he is confident that he knows what love is.
l.45: licet ipse velis – not only is the lover a victim of Love but Love itself has no self-control: a great excuse to indulge in it!

NB. shapeshifting a feature of Ovid’s work? – here it’s seen in tonal changes but later it’s the theme of Metamorphoses.

