Light, Sight and the Erotic:  the Visual Narrative of Ovid’s Fasti
Ovid’s narrative in his Fasti sparkles with color and light throughout, using such words as lucere (1.75, 93, 105; 5.358; 6.455), nitere (1.75; 2.149; 3.2, 44, 142; 5.265; 6.234), ruber (1.342, 400,415; 2.212; 3.403; 5.511, 522), and aureus (2.310, 311, 793; 4.135, 546).  The poet creates a world of color and image in his poem, but aside from studies discussing the pictorial nature of the Metamorphoses (e.g., Barolski 2003, Allen 2002) or even the Amores (e.g., Benediktson 1985), a comprehensive study of light, color, and the visual in the Fasti  has not yet been attempted.  In this paper, I suggest that Ovid uses light, color, and the visual sensory experience in order to eroticize the Roman calendar.


One such example of eroticizing the calendar comes at Fasti 5.355-68 as Ovid converses with the goddess Chloris (Flora) about her rites.  Initially the poet surmises the reason why Ceres wears white robes while Flora wears myriad colors: the harvest whitens when it is ready, while flowers are not monochromatic but rather variegated.  As Flora nods her assent, her garland flowers fall and scatter, but Ovid still asks her another question – what role do the lights, which are prominent in the festival, play?  The goddess gives several reasons, each more visual and gaze-worthy than the last.  First she says that perhaps light is important because the fields glow with purple flowers; next, she suggests that both light (born from fire) and flowers are not dull and hence draw the eye.  Lastly, Flora suggests that lights are important in her ritual because nocturnal license pleases her. All of these examples are both filled with color and light and erotic in their visual nature.  While flowers are colorful, they are also, as is the flame which creates the light, elegiac/erotic buzz words; with the culminating example of nighttime and its illicit activities, Flora crowns the erotic image with her own unique garland.


Another example of Ovid’s pictorial representation of the Roman calendar is at Fasti 2.303-358 during Ovid’s description of the unusual feature of the Lupercalia, namely the holiday’s renowned nudity aspect.  Ovid connects Faunus (or Pan) to the holiday, and he uses this obscure factoid to segue into a story about Faunus’ first sight of his beloved, Omphale.  With words that suggest the visual aspect of desire, Ovid describes Omphale’s golden bosom as gleaming in the sunlight, though protected by golden parasols (ibat odoratis umeros perfusa capillis/Maeonis, aurato conspicienda sinu:/aurea pellebant tepidos umbracula soles…2.309-11).  As the night falls and Omphale and Hercules play their cross-dressing games and finally fall asleep, Faunus sneaks into their love nest to find Omphale, except that he cannot see what he desires; it is only in the light of the torches that he can see Hercules instead of Omphale dressed in the purple garments she had worn earlier (tenues tunicas Gaetulo murice tinctas, 2.319).  Not only does Ovid’s initial description of Omphale use light and color to increase Faunus’s desire for her, but the lack of light  at the end of the vignette serves to create erotic confusion – at least until the torch-light is brought in.  Ovid successfully turns an already erotically charged holiday into an elegiac-style, comic love triangle, further eroticizing the Roman calendar.
In the end, such an intensely visual narrative is not at all surprising for the erotic poet, Ovid.  Genre is tied with his content after all – he is an elegist, and erotic poet, and not strictly meant to be read as a didactic poet.  By creating pieces of art with his words, Ovid reminds us that “to see” is “to desire” and that even the erstwhile political topic of the Augustan calendar can be erotic.
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