
 

 

LIBERALIA IN OVID 
LIBER IN THE ROMAN RELIGION 

DÓRA KOVÁCS 

Liber is a mysterious figure of the Roman pantheon. His figure can hardly 
be identified besides the Greek Dionysus. According to Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus, the deities from Eleusis – Demeter, Dionysus and Kore – 
were honoured in Rome as Ceres, Liber and Libera at the Aventine. His 
festival, the Liberalia, is described in several sources, among which is 
Ovid’s Fasti. Ovid’s description contains something unique because it 
seems that he tries to tell something new and different about the god in 
contrast to the other accounts of the Liberalia. 

Liber is the most mysterious figure in the Roman pantheon. The figure of 
this deity is largely influenced by the Greek god, Dionysus, as are his 
interpretation and the stories about him. According to tradition, Demeter, 
Kore, and Dionysus were brought to Rome during a famine on the advice 
of the Sibylline Books.1 The deities from Eleusis were honoured as Ceres, 
Liber and Libera.2 A temple was dedicated at the Aventine, which also 
functioned as the centre of the plebeians.3 The Bacchanalian Affair, which 
followed the Second Punic War in 186 BC, did not leave the cult of Liber 
untouched. Our most detailed source of Bacchanalian Affair comes from 

                                                           
 

1 Dion. Hal. 6,17,2–4. 
2 WISSOWA (1912: 297–304); LATTE (1960: 161–162); RADKE (1979: 175–183). 
There are many examples of foreign deities brought to Rome. Moreover, the 
Romans had a special ritual – evocation – for such foreign deities. The triad from 
Eleusis is outstanding because in contrast to the former cases, they did not keep 
their original name or get a Latin one, but received another. Perhaps this 
nomenclature indicates that the triad at the Aventine had ancient roots in Rome and 
in Italy before the deities from Eleusis arrived.  
3 The place of the temple also refers to the ideological connection between Liber 
and Libertas. Ovid uses this relation in the etymological explanation of the god’s 
name and his festival, the dressing up in the toga libera. The fact that the Roman 
magistrates also took office on the Ides of March – two days before Liberalia – 
until 153 BC, relates to the contact between the god Liber and the political idea of 
Libertas. To the political idea of Libertas, see WIRSZUBSKI (1950: 5); BEARD–
NORTH–PRICE (1999: 64–65).  
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Livy, an elder contemporary of Ovid.4 In Livy’s Book 39, the scandal is 
surrounded by a love story (Aebutius and Hispala).5 The exhaustive 
narration of Livy also proves the significance of the case, which 
endangered the existence of the Roman state.6 The reaction of the Senate 
followed a powerful speech of the consul, Sp. Postumius Albinus, which, 
due to the information of the libertine, Hispala, revealed the details of the 
affair to the Senate.7 In addition to the exhaustive narration of Livy, the 
seriousness of the problem is indicated by the extensive investigation of 
the consuls, by the numerous denunciations and executions and by the 
accepted senatus consultum.8 The “conspiracy” (coniuratio) – as Livy has 
called it – could play a great part in that by the time of the Fasti, in the 
Augustan age, Liber, and the members of the triad were not among the 

                                                           
 

4 GRUEN (1990: 34–79); WALSH (1996: 188–203); BEARD-NORTH-PRICE (1999: 
91–96); TAKÁCS (2000: 301–310); PAGÁN (2005: 50–67); BRISCOE (2008: 230–
290). 
5 Liv. 39,8–19. Livy’s narration can be divided into two sections: the first is the 
love story of Aebutius and Hispala and the speech of Postumius and the following 
investigations. In connection with the drama of the first section, see SCAFURO 
(2009: 321–352). The placing of the description by Livy and the tale about the 
young Roman boy and the libertine, Hispala hint at one of the characteristics of the 
story which also determined the conspiracy: the conflict of the private sphere 
(Aebutius’ personal story) getting into the centre of the public life.  
6 Wiseman has connected the repression of the Bacchanalia to a purging in 213 
BC. Foreign cults appeared in Rome because of the ongoing of Second Punic War. 
As a result of that – at least according to Livy – the women departed from the 
Roman habits honouring the gods. Liv. 25,1,7: nec iam in secreto modo atque intra 
parietes abolebantur Romani ritus, sed in publico etiam ac foro Capitolioque 
mulierum turba erat nec sacrificantium nec precantium deos patrio more. 
7 It is proved by the speech of Postumius that the point in question is more political 
than religious. The cult became dangerous for the Roman state because it 
functioned without any supervision by the magistrates. In Postumius’ opinion: et 
ubicumque multitudo esset, ibi et legitimum rectorem multitudinis censebant esse 
debere. (Liv. 39,15,11). In his speech, the consul mentioned three main 
characteristics of the cult: nocturnal ceremonies, participants gathering in an 
undefined mass and the mixed meeting, men, women and servants together. It 
emerges from the problems illuminated by Postumius – and also from the senatus 
consultum – that the strict reaction of the Senate was due to the organization of the 
cult, as Postumius also said: nisi praecauetis, Quirites, iam huic diurnae, legitime 
ab consule uocatae, par nocturna contio esse poterit. (Liv. 39,16,4) The 
Bacchanalia functioned as a state within a state. See LINKE (2000: 269–299).  
8 CIL I2 581; FRAENKEL (1932: 395–396); KEIL (1933: 306–312); KRAUSE (1936: 
214–220). 
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deities with a significant state cult.9 Livy’s obscure depiction (though he 
did not speak about the cult of Liber) was suitable for the religious policy 
of Augustus. After the temple at the Aventine had been destroyed, it lay in 
ruins under the regime of Augustus.10 The restoration followed only in 17 
AD.11 

In connection with the sources about the Bacchanalian Affair, it is 
noteworthy that neither the senatus consultum nor the narration of Livy 
mentions the name of Liber. It seems that both of them try to separate 
Liber from the god who played a great part in the conspiracy and who was 
called Bacchus. Wiseman makes a compelling conclusion about with the 
affair, concluding that the redefinition of the figure of Liber was needed 
because the god was compromised by the happenings in 186 BC.12  

In the light of the facts established by Wiseman, one part of Cicero’s 
De natura deorum (2,62) has been set in a new light. In this work, Cicero 
spoke of three Libers: the first the child of Semele (Semele natum), the 
second who is honoured with Ceres and Libera (cum Cerere et Libera 
consecraverunt) and the last Liber, who is known by a mysterious religion 
(ex mysteriis intellegi potest.)13 It seems that the different narrations of the 

                                                           
 

9 The loss of importance of the triad can be explained by the shifting of emphasis 
in the religious policy of Augustus. Nevertheless, it can be stated that the triad 
disappeared from the mainstream religion because of the relationship between the 
temple at the Aventine and the plebs. Maybe the domination of Ceres in the triad 
contributed to the fact that Liber and Libera did not have an independent cult. 
10 Cass. Dio. 50,10,3. 
11 Tac. ann. 2,49. Antony’s own identification with Dionysus: Vell. Pat. 2,82; Plut. 
Ant. 24,3–4; Cass. Dio 50,5,3 could be also a reason for the neglect of the temple 
of Ceres, Liber and Libera. 
12 WISEMAN (1998: 41). ROUSSELLE also announced a similar opinion in his paper, 
in which he examined the appearance of Liber and Dionysus in the early Roman 
dramas. ROUSSELLE came to the conclusion that the figure of Liber /Dionysus was 
identified during the 2nd century BC and the Romans themselves were also afraid 
of the influence of the foreign, ecstatic cult based on Liber. The ecstatic mark of 
Dionysus remained only in the lines of the Roman drama. However, he points out 
that the references to Bacchus’ rituals in the plays did not mirror real events, rather 
they saw Greek characteristics inserted into the Roman surroundings. ROUSSELLE 
has drawn attention to the fact that the general opinion about the god – due to the 
plays – tended toward a negative image. So during the Bacchanalian Affair, fiction 
and reality met. See, ROUSELLE (1987: 193–198). 
13 WISEMAN has concluded in connection with the section of Cicero that there is a 
change because – in contrast to the former writers – Cicero did not trace Liber’s 
name to word liber (“freedom”) but from liberi (“children”). The god who is 
mentioned as pater became in the approach of Cicero a child. WISEMAN has 
mentioned another example for the redefinition of Liber’s image. Under the regime 
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Liberalia14 – Virgil, Augustine and Ovid – prove the learned approach of 
Cicero. However the descriptions of Virgil and Augustine show some 
similarities – mischievousness and licentiousness, among others – though 
it seems that Ovid and the others handled three different figures, that is to 
say, three different Libers.  

In the second book of Virgil’s Georgics is found a narration about a 
rural, Italian ceremony which was celebrated as honouring Bacchus.15 This 
section of the work describes a vintage festival in which a goat – the main 
nemesis of the grapes due to his targeting of vintners’ fruit – is sacrificed 
to Bacchus: non aliam ob culpam Baccho caper omnibus aris / caeditur 
(Verg. G. 2,380–381).16 In the following parts of the festival, there was a 
theatre performance: veteres ineunt proscaenia ludi (381), then jumping 
on oily goatskins: mollibus in pratis unctos saluere per utres (384). Other 
parts of the celebration also evoke the theatre. According to Virgil, small 
masks were hung on pine trees (387–389):  

oraque corticibus sumunt horrenda cauatis, 
et te, Bacche, uocant per carmina laeta, tibique 
oscilla ex alta suspendunt mollia pinu. 

It seems that the festival described – or imagined17 – by Virgil reflects 
huge Greek influence. In Virgil’s narration, scenes of the Greek festivals 

                                                                                                                         
 

of Hadrian, Ampelius in his Liber memorialis spoke about five Libers. See 
WISEMAN (1998: 49–50). Liberi quinque: primus ex Ioue et Proserpina: hic 
agricola et inuentor uini, cuius soror Ceres; secundus Liber ex Merone et Flora, 
cuius nomine fluuis est Granicus; tertius de Cabiro qui regnauit in Asia; quartus 
ex Saturno et Semela <…> dicunt, quintus Nisi et Hesionae filius. According to 
Wiseman, the first and third Liber are already a redefinition after 186 BC, which 
also served to separate the Roman Liber from the Greek Dionysus and Semele. 
14 RADKE (1993: 136–140); SCULLARD (1987: 91–92). 
15 MILLER (2002: 199–225). For this section, see ERREN (1985: 474–480).  
16 Varro Rust. 1,2,19: sic factum ut Libero patri, repertori vitis, <h>irci 
immolarentur, proinde ut capite darent poenas. 
17 MILLER (2002: 202) has stated that Virgil did not describe – at least in this form 
– an existing Italian festival, but he mixed the parts of some Greek and vintage 
festivals. ERREN (1985: 479) also has mentioned Virgil’s compilation in the 
description because the offerings known as oscilla were a customary element of 
the Compitalia, the celebration of the Lares. Compita circum in this section may 
also refer to this. The night before Compitalia in every household these small 
masks, or oscilla, were hung up, one for each member of the household. ERREN’s 
opinion is that due to the fact that the oscilla was understood in one case as a face 
in another as a mask led Virgil to allude the theatre. For the relation between Liber 
and theatre see WISEMAN (2000: 265–299). 
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of Dionysus – Ur and City Dionysia – appear. Moreover, in this section we 
find only the Greek name of the god, Bacchus. In contrast to the other 
narrations of Liberalia, only Virgil relates wine and wine culture to Liber. 
Following the approach of Cicero, Virgil’s Liber could be the child of 
Semele. This can also be explained by the Greek material, which Virgil 
uses during his narration at every step.  

The Liberalia narration of Augustine named a certain city, Lavinium.18 
In Lavinium – in contrast to Rome – the Liberalia lasted one month: 
Lavinio unus Liber totus mensis tribuebatur. The festival at Lavinium bore 
some features of a fertility cult:19 mischievousness, licentiousness (tanta 
licentia turpitudinis; omnis verbis flagitiosissimis uterentur) and the 
phallus march, something which greatly disgusted Augustine: 

Nam hoc turpe membrum per Liberi dies festos cum honore magno 
plostellis inpositum prius rure in comptis et usque in urbem postea 
vectabatur. 

Augustine counts Liber and his female equivalent, Libera as fertility gods 
– one for the male and the other for female fertility. The licentiousness 
which shocked Augustine so much can be found in the Bacchanalian 
Affair, too. Cicero, without any appropriate information, dealt with this as 
a mystery religion. 

The atmosphere of Ovid’s Liberalia20 differs from the rural ones. In 
the narration of Ovid emerges a new image of Liber, one in which another 

                                                           
 

18 Aug. Civ. 7,21. 
19 Other part of Augustine’s work also refer to this: ipse sit postremo etiam in illa 
turba quasi plebeiorum deorum; ipse praesit nomine Liberi virorum seminibus et 
nomine Liberae feminarum (Aug. Civ. 4,11). Later: Liberum a liberamento 
appellatum volunt, quod mares in coeundo per eius beneficium emissis seminibus 
liberentur, hoc idem in feminis agere Liberam (…), quod et ipsam perhibeant 
semina emittere; et ob haec Libero eandem virilem corporis partem templo poni, 
feminam Liberae (Aug. Civ. 6,9). 
20 Ov. F. 3,712–790. See BÖMER (1958: 193–198). The god Liber appears three 
times in the Fasti. See HARRIES (1992: 180–181). Two of these are in the third 
book of the Fasti. Both of them are erotic stories and both about the god’s lovers. 
Firstly, about the beloved boy, Ampelos (3,407–414) the next about the god’s wife, 
Ariadne (3,459–516) see BÖMER (1958: 179). Both stories end with catasterism. 
Ariadne and Dionysus are in love unhappily, but at the end the disappointed 
Ariadne is transformed into a star (Corona) by Dionysus. In these few lines some 
questions are raised. After Ariadne became a star, Dionysus said (3,510–512): tu 
mihi iuncta toro mihi iuncta vocabula sumes, / nam tibi mutatae Libera nomen erit, 
/ sintque tuae tecum faciam monimenta coronae. Next Liber appears in the sixth 
book during the Mater Matuta festival (6,473–570). In this episode Bacchus is the 
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aspect of the god is evoked. Besides Ovid we have another source 
regarding this day. Varro, in his work De lingua Latina deals with the 
ritual only briefly:  

Liberalia dicta, quod per totum oppidum eo die sedent sacerdotes Liberi 
anus hedera coronatae cum libis et foculo pro emptore sacrificantes.21 

There are some common features with Ovid: the little honey-cakes (libum) 
sold in the streets and the old granny (anus), who is recognized as Liber’s 
sacerdotes by Varro. Varro explains the name of the ritual with the libum, 
the honey-cake. Beside this explanation, Ovid gives other solutions to the 
etymology of the god’s name. 

At the beginning of the section, Ovid himself asks the god Bacchus for 
help to introduce his festival. However, Ovid claims that non est carminis 
huius opus, though in the first half of the description (3,715–754) he 
evokes the Greek mythological material with the repetition of nec referam 
(the birth of Dionysus, the death of Semele, the triumph in the Orient, the 
fight against Pentheus and Lycurgus and the affair with the Tyrrhenian 
pirates). After this, Ovid draws the attention to the main issue (3,725–
726):  

carminis huius opus causas exponere quare 
vitisator22 populos ad sua liba vocet. 

Ovid’s intention is not to write the Greek story again, but to explain the 
origin of the rituals performed on the day of Liberalia, the cult of the god 
honoured together with Ceres and Libera. Ovid answers the questions 
“Why are honey-cakes (libum) sacrificed to the god?” Why does a woman, 
an anus, sell these?” Finally, “why exactly on this day is the ceremony of 

                                                                                                                         
 

one who explains the sense and the origin of the festival. See also LITTLEWOOD 
(2006: 145–172). 
21 Varro. LL. 6,14. It seems that a wall-painting from Pompeii depicts this scene 
written by Varro. See also SIMON (1990: 127). 
22 According to another variation instead of vitisator stands vilis anus. The second 
variation – vilis anus – makes the other parts of the section more sensible (3,765–
766): Cur anus hoc faciat, quaeris? vinosior aetas / haec erat et gravidae munera 
vitis amat. 
Suddenly a somewhat drunken, wine-loving old granny appears. In the description 
of Varro, an old granny also sells the honey-cake (libum) in the streets of Rome. 
Maybe it is not an overstatement that this “anus” relates to the one who turns up at 
the festival of Anna Perenna (Ov. F. 3,523–596) – just before Liberalia – in the 
narration of Ovid. For this section, see BÖMER (1958: 179–193) and for Anna 
Perenna and Ides of March see NEWLANDS (1996: 320–338). 
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toga libera held?” While Ovid is searching for the answers, he evokes the 
past of Rome. In those days, Liber had an independent celebration (Luce 
sua ludos uvae commentor habebat, / quos cum taedifera23 nunc habet ille 
dea, Ov. F. 3,785–786)24 for which masses arrived from the countryside in 
order to celebrate Liber in Rome. At the end of the poem, the god is called 
upon for help again.  

Those characteristics of Virgil’s and Augustine’s narration – 
mischievousness, licentiousness or fertility – also mentioned above are 
missing in the description of Ovid. At the beginning, Ovid briefly evokes 
the Greek material with the expression nec referam. It is not the task of the 
Fasti, but of the Metamorphoses to rewrite this, to which Ovid also refers 
(3,724). His present task is – in accordance with the intention of Augustan 
religious policy – to formulate or – if we accept the opinion of Wiseman – 
to create the Roman figure of Liber.  

In the light of this, Ovid’s use of the names deserves special attention. 
The name Bacchus occurs five times, but the name Liber only three times 
in the narration of Liberalia. In this case not the quantity but the context in 
which Ovid uses the name Liber is more revealing. The rarer application 
of the name Liber draws attention to the intention of Ovid to say 
something new about the god. The Liber-name appears only in those cases 
when Ovid speaks about “the invention” of the god. The selection of these 
also states Ovid’s intention: the creation of the Roman Liber. None of the 
stories mentions the invention of wine, which comes to mind first when 
thinking about Liber (Dionysus), regarding the plentiful stories also known 
by Ovid.25 Ovid refers to wine only twice: vitisator (3,736), uvae 

                                                           
 

23 The expression taedifera makes a contrast to other name of Liber “Lucifer”. 
These expressions bring us closer to revealing the familiar relationship in the triad, 
to the connection between Liber and Ceres. The word “lucifer” relates also to 
another story about Liber in which he is compared to Prometheus, or in another 
approach it refers to what Augustine write about Liber. 
24 These few lines about the past refer to the course of the Liberalia. On the one 
hand it comes out that Liber also had an independent cult from Cerialia (4,393–
620). On the other hand Ovid alludes to a ludus held to honour the god Liber. 
WISEMAN is on the opinion that on the former Liberalia theatre performances were 
also enacted. WISEMAN thinks that one example could be Livy’s narrative about the 
Bacchanalian Affair. In my opinion, in this section the Silenus story has also some 
features which refers to some kind of performance. Ovid and the stage see 
WISEMAN (2002: 275–300). 
25 Moreover in the work of Ovid in connection to the festival of wine Vinalia 
(4,863–900) neither Liber nor Bacchus is mentioned but Venus and Jupiter. This 
fact also points out that the archaic figure of the Italian Liber does not relate to the 
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commentor (3,785). Instead of this, he links inventions with Liber, which 
is unprecedented and occurs only in his writings. 

Before we examine the parts of the Fasti relating to this problem, it is 
worth getting more information about the etymology of the god’s name, 
which can explain the role filled in the Fasti. According to Michiel de 
Vaan’s Latin etymological dictionary, the name of the god also has the 
meaning “to grow”.26 Features of the god derived from this etymological 
explanation are reflected in the narration of Ovid. In this section, words 
and expressions relating to “growing” appear: priority, creation and 
invention.27 This is stressed by the verb pario (“bore”), derived reperire 
(“discover, invent”), and its different versions (“herba reperta” 728; 
“mella reperta” 736; “iure repertori” 763). In the sections dealing with the 
inventions of Liber appear several expressions which point to priority and 
creation: primitias (...) tu primus (...) dedisti (730–731); nomine ab 
auctoris ducunt (733); inventi praemia (744); deus (...) inducere monstrat 
(759). 

The first appearance of Liber’s name is also significant because it turns 
up just after the closing of the Greek material. (728) The Roman 
nomenclature brings us immediately to the centre of the Roman state and 
religion: Ovid’s first “Liber-explanation” relates to triumphus. The god 
returning from his triumphus offers the seized booty as a sacrifice to 
Jupiter (731–732): 

cinnama tu primus captivaque tura dedisti 
deque triumphato viscera tosta bove. 

By evoking the triumphus, Ovid removes himself from the Greek sphere; 
instead of Greece, Rome and the Capitol will be the scene.28 A similar 
principle can be observed in Liber’s third appearance (3,777). Ovid 
mentions the Roman name of the god in connection with the festival of the 
toga libera. On the one hand, the name serves as an etymological 

                                                                                                                         
 

wine and wine culture. Liber’s primer field – as we know from Augustine – is 
fertility. 
26 DE VAAN (2008: 338): “The BSl (Balto Slavic) and Gm (Germanic) noun 
*hIleudh- ‘people’ derives from a verb *hIleudh- ‘to grow’; the deity Liber shows 
that *hIleudh- originally meant ‘to grow’ in Latin too.” 
27 The word “priority” occurs also in connection with the month March itself 
because long ago March was the first month of the Roman year. March is the 
beginning of the agricultural and martial cycle. Moreover, Ovid also stresses the 
primary character of March as he tells the story of the foundation of Rome. 
28 MILLER (2002: 212). 
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explanation of the toga libera, 29 while on the other hand, the putting on of 
the toga – such as at the triumphus – evokes a typically Roman rite and 
Roman spot, hence the Latin name Liber. 

But Liber’s appearance in the honey-story (here for the second time) 
requires more explanation. Ovid tries to connect the god to honey-cakes 
(libum) sacrificed for him: why is libum sacrificed to the god? The answer 
is simple (735–736):  

sucis quia dulcibus idem 
gaudet, et a Baccho mella reperta ferunt. 

Ovid inlays the relation of the god and honey in the story of the unlucky 
Silenus. According to the story the god, accompanied by satyrs, is leaving 
the river Hebrus and is heading to the mountain of Rhodope. The 
drumming of the followers lures the bees at this time, named only flying 
creatures (volucres). The god collects and then closes them into a hollow 
trunk. So according to Ovid: Liber et inventi praemia mellis habet (744), 
meaning that Liber deserves honey as its inventor. But Ovid’s narration 
continues. Silenus appears and immediately begins searching for the sweet 
honey. Finally, he finds the bees hidden in the trunk. The elder then stands 
on the back of his donkey and tries to seize the honey, unhappily achieving 
his aim, as the bees rise against the intruder and sting the bald head and the 
nose of Silenus. But the misfortune of Silenus does not end here, as he 
subsequently falls down and is kicked by a donkey. At the cries of Silenus, 
the other satyrs arrive, and laugh at their shamed older colleague.  

The Silenus-narrative also functions as a contrast to the episode with 
Liber. Like the god, the old satyr finds the bees, but because of his 
imperfection, the bees do not obey, but instead turn against him. Ovid 
himself also plays with this duality in the line “melle pater fruitur” (761). 
On the first reading, we do not know who the poet means. Liber also 
appears as civilizer in the story of the unlucky Silenus. After Silenus 
experienced the bees’ real power, Liber returns in order to ease his pains. 
The god also instructs them how to lessen the pain caused by the stings of 
the bees: the satyr has to smear his face with mud. 

So Ovid introduces the god, now Liber, as the inventor of honey. Ovid 
is the only one who puts Liber in this role. Tradition relates the discovery 

                                                           
 

29 In connection with the ceremony, the relation between Liber and Libertas occurs 
again as Ovid himself also puts it (3,777–778): Sive quod es Liber vestis quoque 
libera per te / sumitur et vitae liberioris iter. The putting on of the toga libera is 
therefore the first step of the Roman youth toward adulthood and also means the 
decrease of the power of the pater familias. The concept of libertas embraces civil 
rights and a more active attendance in the public life. 
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of honey to Aristaeus.30 Moreover, in the first book of the Fasti, Ovid 
makes the same identification, listing the types of the sacrifices (1,363–
380). What is the reason for this – seemingly inconsistent – change? 

The answer can be found perhaps in the relationship of Liber’s 
inventions to each other. Ovid mentions the name of Liber only twice 
when dealing with the inventions of the god or with creation. Firstly, Ovid 
depicts Liber as Prometheus when he writes (727–730):  

ante tuos ortus area sine honore fuerunt, 
Liber, et in gelidis herba reperta focis. 
te memorant, Gange totoque Oriente subacto, 
primitias magno seposuisse Iovi 

So according to Ovid, Liber – much like Prometheus – was the first to 
offer a sacrifice (libamen). Secondly, Liber becomes the inventor of 
honey: Liber, et inventi praemia mellis habet (745). 

Ovid compares Liber to the culture hero, Aristaeus. In both cases he 
uses the name Liber when he speaks about invention and creation. The 
mention of Prometheus and Aristaeus points to the act of creation and 
priority. Prometheus, in devising the mode of the sacrifice, separates the 
human sphere from the world of animals and the gods. A similar aspect 
appears in the myth of Aristaeus. The nymphs brought the bees from the 
wilderness to Aristaeus.31 Aristaeus, just like Prometheus, is the hero of 
civilisation’s development, and he continues the work of Prometheus by 
giving humans “inventions” to mankind that define human life, just as 
each figure gave the means necessary for the sacrifice. 

The story about honey bears another significant feature besides the 
Liber-Aristaeus relation: community and organization. The bees set an 
example as the perfect society in ancient times.32 In Ovid’s narration, it is 
Liber who organises and unifies the bees into a community. This is shown 
by the words and expressions which Ovid uses for the bees. Firstly, they 
are called as “novas volucres,” who are lured to the god by a “sonitus 
aera.” Next, they are mentioned as apes, the earlier unknown flying 
creatures. After that the wanderers, “errantes” are collected, joined and 
locked into a trunk. Then they are referred to as a team, “examines”. This 
unity will be stressed more when the bees fight together against Silenus, 
who wants to pilfer the honey.  

                                                           
 

30 Ap. Rhod. 4,1132–1133. 
31 DETIENNE (1981: 95–111). 
32 Hes. erg. 233; Cic. off. 1,157; Varro rust. 3,16,4–7; Plin. nat. 11,11; 25; Verg. G. 
4,148–209. 
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The next step after the unity of the bees – as in Ovid’s narration – is 
the state which appears in connection with the other ceremony of the 
Liberalia, the putting on of the toga libera.33 During the ceremony, the 
Roman youth lay down the symbols of childhood (golden locket bulla, and 
the purple bordered toga, toga praetexta) in order to put on the all-white 
toga virilise, an act indicating adulthood. The celebration begins before the 
familiar Lararium, with the participants then marching to the Forum, 
where they offer sacrifice again.34 The youth are signed up in the 
Tabularium. At the ceremony, the community is also present: ergo ut 
tironem celebrare frequentia possit (3,787). Dressing in toga libera also 
happens on behalf of the maintenance and affirmation of the community. 
Ovid strengthens the typical Roman sphere with the words senator, fasces 
and consul. With these words, the next grade of the community appears: 
the city, Rome itself. 

To sum up, Ovid intends to create the Roman Liber in the narration of 
the Liberalia. In contrast to Virgil and Augustine, he does not use the 
stories known from the Greek tradition. Though evoking these previous 
stories, he applies them as a contrast to his own divine figure. Ovid creates 
the figure of a god who corresponds to the religious conservatism of 
Augustus: on the one hand, the foreign impact is missing, on the other 
hand, Ovid describes Liber with typically Roman elements. Moreover, he 
leaves out those features which could banish the god outside the city walls. 
Consequently, the mischievousness and licentiousness of the rural festivals 
are missing in the narration of Ovid. He tries to differentiate his own 
divine figure with the significant use of the name Liber. Ovid changes the 
name only in two cases: when he deals with a typical Roman location or 
ceremony (triumphus, the putting on the toga libera and also the Forum 
and Capitolium), or when he speaks about the inventions of the god 
(sacrifice and honey). Ovid enriches the main characteristic of the god 
(growing) – also included in his name – with a new meaning recalling the 
figure of Prometheus and Aristaeus. He sets Liber in the role of civilizer, 
comparing him to the cultural hero. 

                                                           
 

33 MILLER (2002: 219) draws attention to the four variant explanations of the 
ceremony. The several explanations offered by Ovid are general in the Fasti. But 
in this case, according to MILLER, these show the ceremony from varying aspects: 
firstly, its meaning in general (3,773–4), the transition from boyhood to adulthood; 
second, the aspect of the pater familias who initiates his son; third, the ceremony 
itself due to which Roman youth would live a freer life. But Ovid’s fourth 
explanation shifts from the god to his former festivals.  
34 Prop. 4,1,131–132; Cic. Att. 6,1,12. However the 17th of March was not the only 
possible day on which this ceremony could be performed.  
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