“Latinorum vates operosus dierum”:  Ovid and the Narrator of the Fasti

In Ovid’s Fasti, the narrator speaks directly to several gods and goddesses in order to discover the origins of both their names and of their festivals. Twice during these interviews the narrator’s divine interlocutors address him as Latinorum vates operose dierum (“the painstaking vates of the Roman calendar,” F. 3.177, cf. 1.101). When taken out of the context of the Fasti, the epithet operosus might seem a strange way to describe a vates. Scholars have found the phrase to be a “rather peculiar vocative collocation” on the grounds that “laboriousness ill fits an inspired poet.”
 Indeed, according to Philip Hardie (1986), the Romans believed that “through some form of inspiration, the poet [had] privileged access to eternal truths,” and that, as a vates, the poet was then “qualified to sing of the secrets of the universe, of cosmology” (p. 17). It stands to reason, then, why the narrator-poet of the Fasti – a vates who clearly enjoys intimate contact with the divine – should have to be operosus about his task at all.

The answer to this question begins to grow clearer when we examine the type of narrative persona that Ovid creates for himself in the proems of each book. There, we find a narrator who is timid, tentative, and even afraid as he discusses the difficult task before him. In books 1 and 5, for example, such anxiety stems from the gravity and complexity that he encounters when attempting to explain the Roman calendar and its origins.
 On the other hand, in the second and sixth book, the narrator voices his apprehension about writing in a “slight” meter (i.e., elegiac couplets) that might not be able to support such a weighty and serious topic.
 And at the start of books 3 and 4 the reader finds the narrator needing to plead his case to Mars and Venus so that they might lead him to answers about the festivals in their respective months.
 Indeed, it is not without reason that the narrator’s divine interlocutors address him as vates operose dierum: it would seem nearly impossible for him to overcome the many difficulties he claims to face in writing the Fasti without exerting extreme amount of effort.

But why? What exactly does Ovid gain from presenting us with a vates who seems to have so much doubt in his own abilities and need to work so hard to accomplish his task? Quite a bit, actually, if consider the irony that underlies these “biographical” statements at the beginnings of each book. After I outline the apprehensive nature of the narrator that we find in the different proems of the Fasti, I will suggest how crafting this peculiar narrative persona actually lets Ovid subtly assert his poetic genius. By lining his work with an excessive false modesty Ovid, I will argue, is ironically suggesting to his readers that he has the power to subvert the authority of Augustan religious restorations and innovations to the calendar – which is, after all, the proclaimed subject matter of his song
 – by becoming an alternative “founder of the Roman year” simply through his poetry.
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� Pasco-Pranger 2000, pp. 275-278. 


� Cf. F. 1.4, 16; 5.1-6.


� Cf. F. 2.3-8; 6.22.


� Cf. F. 3.1-8; 4.1-18.


� F. 1.12-13: Caesaris arma canant alii: nos Caesaris aras / et quoscumque sacris addidit ille dies (“Let others sing of the arms of Caesar; we will sing of his altars and whichever days he added to those that are sacred”).


� During his interview with Juno, the goddess addresses the narrator as: vates, Romani conditor anni, / ause per exiguous magna referre modos (“vates, founder of the Roman year, who has dared to report matters of gravity through slight meters,” F. 6.21-22).








