
Creating the “Ambiguous Victim”: The Position of Dominance in Book I of Ovid’s Amores  

Ovid uses martial imagery to describe the lover and beloved within an elegiac 

relationship as victors and victims in war. In doing so, I argue that Ovid intentionally 

blurring the distinction between these victors and victims, in order to create an ambiguous 

image of dominance within an elegiac relationship. Earlier elegists made the position of 

power in the erotic relationship clear, where the poet was in a state of subjugation to his 

domina. However, Ovid establishes a new elegiac trope by equating these lovers to 

conquered foes using ambiguous military terminology. My analysis of the first three poems 

in Book I of Amores, will trace Ovid’s creation and development of the “ambiguous victim” 

of an elegiac relationship.  

In Amores I.1, Ovid initiates the theme of the “ambiguous victim” by illustrating the 

way he himself was conquered by love. As a miles amoris, the arrows of Amor have struck 

him, and, even though it is against his will, he must nevertheless yield. In Amores I.2, he 

assumes the role of servus amoris, and is objectified as booty (praeda, 19) within Cupid’s 

triumphal procession. Throughout Amores I.3 he remains a slave, but now to an unnamed girl 

(tibi qui deseruiat, 5). Within the last eight lines of Amores I.3, as I will demonstrate, Ovid 

begins to cultivate the image of the “ambiguous victim.” He proposes that the unnamed girl 

will be the inspiration for his poems, but by comparing her to the mythological heroines Io, 

Leda, and Europa, he intentionally inverts the role of dominance within the elegiac 

relationship.  

I argue that Ovid intentionally creates this image in order to distinguish himself from 

his predecessors and contemporaries who have employed the militia amoris and servitium 

amoris themes in their poetry. The goal of this paper is to illuminate the precise uses of these 



themes in the first three poems of Book I, and to show how Ovid develops new tropes within 

the elegiac tradition. 
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