Constellations of Ovid: Framing Lament in Fortunatus’ de Gelesuintha (Carm. 6.5)

Fortunatus borrows widely from the classical texts available to him to construct the lament-cum-consolation for the Spanish princess Gelesuintha (Carm. 6.5), who died in Gaul soon after her marriage to the Neustrian king Chilperic in 567. His allusive methods range from coloring without specific verbal overlap (Delbey 2007), to one-line borrowings (Blomgren 1981, Davis 1967), to entire constellations of allusions (Blomgren 1950). In this paper, I argue that two constellations of allusions to specific Ovidian moments (Tristia 1.3 and Metamorphoses 13.439-532) heighten the emotional register of the parting scene between Gelesuintha and her mother and offer subtle political commentary on the circumstances of Gelesuintha’s demise. I treat each constellation in turn.

Scholars have noticed the language of exile in Carmen 6.5 (Campanale 1995, Steinmann 1975), but closer study reveals a constellation of verbal borrowings from Ovid’s Tristia 1.3. For instance, as Gelesuintha is leaving, her mother declares that she will be an exile (exul ero, v.146), evoking the words of Ovid’s wife upon his departure (exul ero, Trist. 1.3.82). Elsewhere she insists that part of her will follow her daughter (pars mea te sequitur, v.82), also echoing Tristia 1.3.82 (te sequar). Tristia 1.3 presents a model of personal-political lament, where we see Ovid leaving not just his wife, but his household and his patria for an unknown land. The Ovidian resonance furthers Davis’s (1967) observation of the ever-widening spheres of lament in Carmen 6.5, and at the same time, it highlights the political obligations that necessitate Gelesuintha’s departure. Where Ovid in Tristia 1.3 tacitly condemns the actions of a powerful overreader, Augustus, for sending him into exile, Fortunatus likewise issues an implicit censure against Chilperic for forcing Gelesuintha to leave her homeland and head to her death in a foreign kingdom. 

Moreover, the network of allusions to Ovid’s account of Polyxena and Hecuba enriches the characterization of the princess and amplifies the depth of the loss suffered by her mother. M. Campanale (1995) has uncovered several allusions to Metamorphoses 13 in Fortunatus’ Carmen 6.5, but further investigation yields even more shared language, pointing to a deeper connection between the two literary moments. For example, Gelesuintha is referred to as a “royal maiden” (regia… virgo, vv.24-26), just as Polyxena was (regia virgo, Met. 13.523). For both maidens, separation from their mothers brings loss of status (and life), along with violent emotional upheaval. Again, the narrative overlap between Fortunatus’ poem and its Ovidian source suggests a political message. Just as Polyxena was killed unjustly at the behest of a bloodthirsty warrior, by implication Gelesuintha was as well. J. George (1992) has suggested political reasons for Fortunatus’s refusal to identify Chilperic openly as her murderer. The complexity of allusion allows the poet to conceal a condemnation of the king within a veiled comparison to Achilles’ murderous ghost. 
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