Violence and Vulnerability in Ovid’s Amores 1.5-1.8
Ovid’s Amores are unique in Roman elegy in foregrounding the physical experiences of the beloved puella, who suffers numerous physical assaults and indignities, including a beating from her lover (1.7), the loss of her hair (1.14), and an abortion (2.13-14). Furthermore, the Amores contain a large cast of slave and subaltern characters who are also physically vulnerable and portrayed as such: a ianitor (1.6), a lena (1.8), an ancilla (1.11-1.12), a custos (2.2), and an ornatrix (2.7-2.8). Although scholars (including Gamel, Cahoon, Fredrick, Greene, and James) have discussed violence against the puella’s body, this sizable group of slaves and their vulnerable bodies has attracted almost no critical attention. The recurrent presence of threatened lower-class bodies is a striking feature of Ovid’s poetry that is absent from the rest of the elegiac corpus and, as I argue in this paper, serves to draw attention to the vulnerability of the most important body of the genre: that of the puella. The presence of numerous slave characters who are threatened with violence and who are figured as victims of abuse draws attention to the subordinate status of the elegiac puella, also a social inferior of the amator and, despite his protestations of devotion, also vulnerable to physical attack. 

In this paper, I focus on Amores Book 1, in which, I argue, the poet creates a tightly-woven structure of four poems that repeatedly juxtapose the vulnerable body of the puella with the vulnerable bodies of subalterns. In Amores 1.5, the amator sexualizes his beloved, Corinna, by describing her physical charms in languorous detail and then objectifies her by omitting a face and mouth from his catalogue, leaving her without any means of expression (Cahoon 296). The lover tears off her tunic and overcomes her resistance to his advances—a resistance that he claims is feigned (1.5.13-16). Yet, since Corinna has been effectively silenced, the reader has only the amator’s word that her struggles were a pretense—leaving open the possibility that their encounter was a rape.

In Amores 1.6, the poet turns to the vulnerable body of a slave. The lover attacks his mistress’ recalcitrant doorkeeper with pleas and threats, promising physical retaliation if the ianitor refuses to let him in (1.6.57-58). Furthermore, the ianitor is graphically figured as an object of corporal punishment, stripped and trembling before a beating (1.6.19-22), and objectified by being equated with the doors he guards (conservae… fores, 1.6.74).
The poet returns to the beloved’s body in poem 1.7, where the lover physically assaults her, thus confirming that she is at as much at risk of physical abuse as the ianitor of 1.6. Indeed, the poet explicitly reminds the reader of the beloved’s lower-class status by identifying her as a non-citizen (si pulsassem minimum de plebe Quiritem, 1.7.29). Poem 1.8 then turns again to the vulner​able body of a subaltern when the lover contemplates physical violence against an aged lena.

These four poems, Amores 1.5-1.8, thus constitute a quartet in which images of the puella’s vulnerable body alternate with images of the vulnerable bodies of slaves and subalterns. Poems 1.6 and 1.8 portray the extremes of violence to which subordinate bodies are subject in Roman society. Yet these poems are arranged around two poems that show the puella in similarly vulnerable positions: she too is stripped naked and struggles with the lover (pugnabat, 1.5.14), she too is beaten (laesa puella, 1.7.4), and the parts of the lena’s body that the lover wishes to tear apart—hair, eyes, and cheeks—are all injured (or give evidence of the puella’s injury) in poem 1.7. The links between the body of the puella and the bodies of her own subalterns expose the extreme social inequality of the relationship between amator and puella and her consequent vulnerability to violence at his hands.
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