Realigning Roman Masculinity: Wounds and the Soldier-Rival in Amores 3.8

Within late Republican and early Imperial historical and epic discourse employing traditional exempla of Roman masculinity, the soldier defines the secure position at the positive end of the masculinity-effeminacy spectrum.  Given the elegiac tendency for apparent deference toward anything marked as traditional or respectable, as well as the self-conscious identification of the poet-lover as effeminate, one would expect the soldier to occupy a high status in that genre as well.  In Amores 3.8, however, the soldier and his body are revalued through the very markers that should ensure his hyper-masculine status, his scars from battle.  This paper will examine how Ovid reanalyzes the wounded body of the soldier to reposition not only the soldier, but the poet-lover himself within the traditional masculinity paradigm. 

A soldier’s scars were traditionally viewed as a positive marker of his masculine identity, as they reflected his virtus and granted elevated status among fellow soldiers and the citizenry (Phang 2008, Baroin 2002, Leigh 1995).  In Amores 3.8, these war wounds, instead of affirming the soldier’s privileged status, undermine it, as Ovid associates what should be badges of honor with greed and shame (3.8.9-22).  With the soldier’s displacement from his positive position, the poet-lover is free to locate himself more favorably on the masculinity spectrum.  Through this maneuver, Ovid demonstrates that the soldier’s masculinity is not only unstable, but is ultimately just as negotiable as that of the poet.  Ovid’s evaluation of the soldier’s body reconfigures and expands the standard motifs of the poet-lover’s criticism beyond mere questions of greed to broader questions of what it means to be a proper Roman man.  What in other genres serves as the default for ideal masculine behavior—going to battle and suffering its wounds—is cast in a different light by Ovid, who advances the poet-lover—his own identity—as the appropriate masculine ideal.  

By privileging an examination of the poet-lover—soldier-rival dynamic in Ovid’s Amores 3.8 over that of the more commonly emphasized puella—poet-lover dynamic, this paper will expand the existing interpretation of the gender paradigm in elegy along an axis that considers masculinity through the elegist’s depiction and critique of male bodies.  Scholarly fixation on the effeminization of the poet-lover—and on the puella generally—has skewed the interpretation of elegy’s gender dynamic to the neglect of other potential dynamics. This is not to say that the puella-lover relationship is not essential, but rather that this preoccupation with the female severely restricts the question of masculinity as a positive construct in elegy.  This analysis of the poet-lover’s reevaluation of the soldier’s scar will demonstrate how Ovid attempts to reposition the limits of Roman masculinity, as it displaces the traditional with an appropriate elegiac alternative.
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