Daring and Desire:  The Poetics of Gigantomachy in Propertius 2.1 and Ovid, Amores 2.1

Propertius 2.1 and Ovid, Amores 2.1 are both programmatic poems that use imagery from the Gigantomachy to make their point. The topos of the Gigantomachy is routinely used to convey political themes, but, as this paper will argue, it also contains significant metaliterary potential.   In particular, as the ultimate epic topos, it embodies genus grande, a style of writing inherently opposed to elegy (Innes (1979)).  Combined with the fact that it is a myth about succession, gigantomachic imagery becomes shorthand for talking about one’s place within literary history.  Therefore, it is an ideal topic for a recusatio.  It has also been observed that the list of mythico-historical topics that Propertius will not treat share a theme of hybris (2.1.19-24; see Gurval (1995) 171-4 and Cairns (2006) 264).  In this poem, the Gigantomachy represents striving after more than is fitting.  Propertius explicity tells us that he is not “fit” (conveniunt, 41) to write epic poetry.  He complicates this position, however, by consistently crossing the boundary between epic and elegy.  Through the inconsistent generic signification of the word durus, his use of the militia amoris motif, and his mocking statement that he composes Iliads and histories when he makes love with Cynthia, Propertius paradoxically identifies elegy with epic in this poem (cf. Greene (2000), Miller (2004) 138, Wiggers  (1977) 341).  The poet who will later claim to have one oar on land and one in the sea already views epic as an unattainable object which he must simultaneously strive for and reject; this creates a strong generic tension in the poet’s work.


By contrast, Amores 2.1 is a significant departure from the standard recusatio.   Ovid tells us that he “had dared” (ausus eram, 11) to write a Gigantomachy; he stopped when his amica shut the door and epic was no longer useful to him.  This passage evokes Propertius’ use of the Gigantomachy in 2.1, but contradicts it (Morgan (1992) 16).  Others, including Manilius and the author of the Ciris, use forms of audeo to say that they would not dare to write a Gigantomachy. To write the ultimate act of daring hybris is itself a daring, even hybristic act, since it means contending with the old generation of epic writers and having to show the gods at their most vulnerable or at their greatest, depending on how the battle is shaped (cf. McKeown (1998) 11).  Ovid not only sets aside such scruples, but also presents himself as directly manipulating Jupiter’s thunderbolts (line 15).  Through the artful repetition of words, the poet creates a doubling effect in which the life of the poet and the actions of Jupiter merge (cf. Boyd (1997) 192, McKeown (1998) 14); when Ovid needs elegy, Jupiter himself becomes elegiac.   I argue that this scene is not to be interpreted biographically, but view it with Booth ((1991) 25) as a parody of the recusatio and of the tension between epic and elegy in Propertius’ poetry.
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