Ovid’s Children: The Metamorphoses and Augustus’ Moral Legislation
In her discussion of motherhood in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Elaine Fantham (2004, 67) remarks, “Ovid devotes more concern than most poets to the mother and child during gestation and labor.” While Ovid may have constructed these stories with women in mind, as Fantham suggests, the contemporary social context equally explains his interest in, and emphasis on, childbirth and children. This paper offers readings of several episodes of the Metamorphoses involving pregnancy, childbirth, and children within the context of Augustus’ legislation, which rewarded parents and penalized the childless. While Fantham and Lateiner focus on mothers, especially their grief for a lost child, Nagle and Janan argue for a correlation between Juno’s escalating anger and Jupiter’s mistresses bearing children. Janan (2009, 102-3) acknowledges a connection between Augustus’ legislation and Juno’s feelings of anger and inadequacy, but the implications have not been fully explored. I argue that Ovid’s representations of mother-child pairs, attitudes toward children, and the inferiority complex of less fertile goddesses highlight the law’s negative effects: the risks of childbirth, depersonalization of children, and injustice toward the childless.

While Ovid describes pregnancy, childbirth, and the young child (e.g. Alcmena, Telethusa, Myrrha, a nursing Latona), he also emphasizes the risks of childbirth for the mother with Ligdus’ prayer for his wife and, although post-birth, the touching farewell between Dryope and her infant son. The likelihood of complications would have been higher as women were encouraged and rewarded to have more children. The common theme of the grieving mother (and father) not only highlights the risk (and reality) of losing a child but also humanizes the child. At a time when the number of children translated into the nature or amount of the reward (several deceased children who reached a certain age equaled one living child who reached 
puberty), Ovid offers (e.g. Latona, Dryope) a more intimate and tender perspective neglected by the law. Grieving parents emphasize a desire for children, further reflected by Apollo and Jupiter, who quickly respond to the deaths of Coronis and Semele by saving their children from the womb. 
Ovid further criticizes the injustice of the law. Juno feels inferior to Jupiter’s mistresses and persecutes them and their offspring; while Jupiter is obviously fertile, she can blame him for her inadequacy in the child department since he is not sleeping with her (regarding Semele, she exclaims, et mater, quod vix mihi contigit, uno/ de Iove vult fieri, 3.269-70). While Niobe challenges Latona on a number of levels, the insult to her fertility provokes Latona the most. Juno’s and Latona’s anger, inferiority complex, and vengeance highlight the injustice of Augustus’ legislation as those who could not have children were punished. Yet Apollo, Augustus’ patron, complicates the situation by slaughtering the children. As Ovid has inflated the degree of Niobe’s offence, Augustus could be blamed. The poster child for the legislation, with her 14 children against Latona’s 2, Niobe exposes the extremes of the law as her children define both herself and her superiority. Niobe insultingly views Latona as childless, yet Niobe herself ends up childless. In the world of the Metamorphoses, the risks and the grief may be emphasized, but the less fertile can enact their vengeance on the more fertile and retaliate against the disadvantages.
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