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Preface
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Abbreviations of the titles of ancient texts are those listed in the Oxford Classical Dictionary (3rd edition) or the Oxford Latin Dictionary.
Barbara K. Gold
Hamilton College
July 2011
Introduction
Barbara K. Gold
There are two amazing things about Roman love elegy. One is that the entire genre (or subgenre) existed for only about 40 years. The other is that elegy nonetheless had an extraordinary and long-lived influence on subsequent art and literature (see Part VII [articles by Davis, Uden, Parker and Hooley] of this volume for elegy’s literary Nachleben; for art, see Fredrick, Leach, Valladares and Welch in this volume).
Many questions persist about this subgenre (of lyric poetry), and these questions will be taken up in depth by the contributors to the volume. First, when we speak of Roman love elegy, what exactly do we mean? The narrowest and most basic defining characteristic of elegy is poetry written in the elegiac meter, couplets formed of one hexameter and one pentameter (or one hexameter and two hemiepes; see Morgan in this volume). If we are trying to define love elegy in particular, we can add the following: Roman love elegy was a book-length collection of poems; these poems were usually written in the first person; and many of these poems were written to or about a lover who is addressed by a specific name that is a poetic pseudonym (so Gallus’ Lycoris, Tibullus’ Delia, Propertius’ Cynthia, Ovid’s Corinna). Further, most of the love affairs recounted in the poetry are fraught with difficulty or end badly. And finally, Roman elegiac poetry, while purporting to be about an external lover, in fact is wholly inward-focused, centering almost entirely on the poet himself. So Coleridge said: “Elegy is the form of poetry natural to the reflective mind. It may treat of any subject, but it must treat of no subject for itself, but always and exclusively with reference to the poet himself” (Table Talk, quoted by Parker, this volume). Barchiesi, discussing the unifying perspective of Roman elegy, says that the essential feature of elegy is “the constant effect of an individual voice, which attracts toward itself every theme” (Casali 2009, 347, quoting and translating Barchiesi; see also Barchiesi 2001, 32; Gibson in this volume: “the lover’s primary concern is for himself and not for his beloved”).
Second, to what genre does Roman love elegy belong? There is general agreement that we cannot call elegy a genre in and of itself, since it is both too complex to fit into a single category and too idiosyncratic to be called simply “elegy.” As Farrell says, elegy was “a hybrid genre if there ever was one” (Farrell 2003, 397; Farrell, this volume, where he discusses “the dynamics of the elegiac canon” and refers to both “proto-elegy” and “meta-elegy”). Elegy contains within it the seeds of many other genres, e.g., epic, pastoral, comedy, and lyric. Its relationship to epic in particular is especially antagonistic and complex: the elegists repeatedly and specifically declare themselves, their poetry, and their chosen lifestyle to be anti-epic, and yet the traces of epic are everywhere. So when Propertius maintains in 2.1.17–46 and 3.9.1–4 that he will not, indeed cannot write the requested epic for Maecenas, he makes his point by writing a mini-epic (undercutting it by making a few errors but writing epic nonetheless, although in elegiac meter). And Propertius refers to his “battles” in bed with Cynthia as his Iliads (2.1.5–16). Elegy adopts and subsumes points of view not its own (Farrell 2003, 399; Conte 1994, 35ff.; Conte says that the ideology defined by servitium amoris [“the slavery of love”] “constructs for itself an organic language that works by transcodification, inasmuch as it transvalues from one system to another,” 38). So this process reformulates the world according to elegiac rules and sensibilities.
Third, who exactly should be included in the canon of Roman love elegists? The first-century BCE Roman educator and authority on rhetoric, Quintilian, says that only four authors belong to this exclusive group: Tibullus, Propertius, Ovid and Gallus (this is his order; chronologically, Gallus should be at the head of the list). But other authors could, and often do lay claim to membership in this club. The most significant of these is Catullus, who wrote many poems in elegiac meter and what is arguably the first Roman elegiac poem, poem 68 (see Miller 2007, 413: he contends that Catullus is “the progenitor of the elegiac subgenre”; but cf. also Wray in this volume, who says that Catullus “stops very far shy of elegy’s potential for enacting the horror of erotic obsession”). Catullus, in both his elegiac and his polymetric poems, handed down to the later elegists (who explicitly or implicitly acknowledge his importance) a “complex, self-reflexive, and multi-temporal consciousness” (Miller 2007, 413), a poetic subjectivity that is the brand of Roman love elegy. Other possible poets and poetry in this group include Sulpicia, the only extant female poet of Latin love elegy (see Hallett, Liveley and Skoie in this volume), Lygdamus (who, with Sulpicia, forms a part of Book 3 of the Corpus Tibullianum; see Skoie), and the poems of Ovid that are in elegiac meter but do not strictly fit the canonical definition of elegy: his Heroides, Ars Amatoria, and exile poetry (Tristia, Epistulae ex Ponto; on Ovid, see Sharrock and Boyd in this volume).
Fourth, is love elegy narrative poetry? Does it tell a story? Scholars in the past have pointed to the lack of action, plot, denouement, continuity and chronology as reasons to deny that we should look to Roman elegy for a story (Veyne 1988, 1–14, 50–66; he is right of course to deny that we should look for any genuine biographical details in these poems). But with the rise of new ways of interrogating literary landscapes (narratology, intertextuality), “narrativity is now seen as fundamental to the distinctive character and shape of Roman love elegy” (Liveley, “Narratology,” this volume; see O’Rourke, this volume, for intertextuality). Readers detect different kinds of narrators, developing subjectivities of characters, stories unfolded over different non-contiguous poems and even different books with possibly or probably historical characters used as symbols and themes, chronotopes established and undercut, and themes repeated in different ways throughout books of elegies. One critic even sees Ovid’s Amores as an “erotic novel” (N. Holzberg, cited by Liveley, “Narratology,” this volume).
For those not inclined or able to see in a book of elegiac poetry a unified voice but rather a complex, shifting, polyvalent figure, psychoanalysis offers an interesting hermeneutic. So Janan (this volume) presents a Lacanian approach to help grapple with our ever-present desire for a unified subject so that “the fractured subject, and the disjunctive collection he subtends, become not problems to be solved, but insights to be grasped, enabling us better to contextualize and understand both” (Janan, this volume; cf. Miller 2007, 412–13, who discusses the split consciousness that we find in Catullus 68 and later elegy).
The characters as they are drawn by the elegists, even while we know they are fictions assembled from the many layers of literature and life, continue to fascinate us and make us wonder about “who they really were.” Who was the puella, “too impossibly good and impossibly bad to be true” (Janan, this volume; cf. Keith, this volume, for the figure of the domina)? And what about the narrator, or elegiac persona, “bad, mad, and dangerous to know” (Hooley, this volume, quoting Lady Caroline Lamb)? Even as it is “historically impossible and aesthetically absurd to identify the paramours of the Roman love elegists” (Veyne 1988, 67) or the other characters of elegy, scholars have persisted in trying to “create a short circuit between individual texts and naked biographical realities” (Conte 1994, 113; but see Hallett, this volume, for an argument that autobiographical and realistic detail in the elegies confers amatory authority on the poets and adds to elegy’s appeal). As Leach maintains, the response of the poet’s internal readers “ostensibly merges poems and lifestyle lending to representation a sense of intimate reality that … has made this interrelationship appear as narrative and given persona the look of autobiography” (Leach, this volume; cf. Conte 1994, 112ff).
Fifth is the fraught issue of gender. According to Maria Wyke, Propertian elegy “has three … interlocking themes: love, writing and gender” (2002, 173). Women are, of course, central to Roman love elegy. Gender roles are clearly delineated, with subservience, dependency, passivity, and softness (mollitia) on one side, and mastery, dominance, and toughness (duritia) on the other. But in elegy, the traditional roles are reversed: it is men who are slaves of love (servi amoris), dependent on their female lovers, who are called dominae (mistresses, in the sense of “those who rule”) and harsh (durae); so Propertius says “a hard-hearted girl spelled the end of this poor guy” (“huic misero fatum dura puella fuit,” Prop. 2.1.78). As Ellen Greene discusses in her article on “Gender and Elegy” in this volume, this purported subversion of gender roles and attributes has prompted a debate among scholars about whether the poets are in fact ceding to women a genuine voice, subjectivity and agency, or are objectifying their mistresses and female characters, controlling them by their poetic authority while only pretending to be under their control. This debate has given rise to such essays as Miller’s “Why Propertius is a Woman” (2004, 130–59), a Lacanian reading of gender in the Rome of the late Republic, and to comments such as this by Wyke: “Propertian elegy is not an obstinately male genre. It is engendered as masculine in its discursive mastery over the female object of its erotics and poetics, but engenders itself as effeminate in its association with softness, submissiveness, and impotence, and as feminine especially in its self- critique and its interrogation of Roman gender and sexuality” (2002, 189). Another scholar maintains that “although Propertius never really relinquishes control over his material, he opens up spaces in his text in which we can feel and see the presence of ‘woman’ ” (Gold 1993, 92). Elegy is the first Roman genre to speak from a feminine point of view (in Sulpicia’s poetry) or as if from a woman’s point of view (Propertius 1.3, 3.6, 4.3, 4.7, 4.8), but clearly scholars differ on how to read this feminizing of Roman elegy (see Farrell 2003, 401 and n. 63; Keith and Boyd in this volume). As Greene sums it up, “No matter what particular line of argument one wants to take regarding the gender implications of elegy, it is clear that, as a genre, Roman elegy is a site for very complicated negotiations concerning traditional notions of gender, sexuality, and power” (essay in this volume).
The many contributors to this volume take up all these issues and debates as well as others not yet mentioned. In Part I, “The Text and Roman Erotic Elegists,” Joseph Farrell lays the groundwork for a possible definition of canonical Roman elegy (Quintilian’s quartet of Gallus, Tibullus, Propertius and Ovid) and leads us nicely into a detailed discussion of these elegists by David Wray (whose “Catullus the Roman Love Elegist?” indicates by its interrogative form the question he takes up), W.R. Johnson (“Propertius”), Paul Allen Miller (“Tibullus”), Alison R. Sharrock (“Ovid”), and Mathilde Skoie (whose essay, “Corpus Tibullianum, Book 3,” discusses Sulpicia inter alias/os).
Roman love elegy may be fantasy or fiction, but it is also in many ways urban, grounded in Roman realities, and a part of the social, political and cultural context from which it arose. So in part II, “Historical and Material Context,” three contributors examine the cultural and ideological contexts in which elegy is grounded. Tara S. Welch, in “Elegy and the Monuments,” looks at the urbanism of elegy and how we can read Roman monuments. P. Lowell Bowditch, in “Roman Love Elegy and the Eros of Empire,” discusses the idea of empire in elegy and the ways in which elegy seduces its readers through the rhetoric of luxury while presenting Rome as a metropolitan center. Eleanor Winsor Leach, in “Rome’s Elegiac Cartography: The View from the Via Sacra,” examines what makes Roman elegy so Roman and how Romanitas is represented in the cartography of elegists from Catullus to Ovid in his exile poetry.
Canonical elegy had its antecedents in both Greek elegy and earlier Roman elegy. In part III, “Influences,” Richard Hunter, in “Callimachus and Roman Elegy,” looks at this intriguing and important figure and his implicit and explicit, general and specific influence on the Roman elegists. Roy K. Gibson, in “Gallus: the First Roman Love Elegist,” starting us off with a surprise twist, talks about our almost irrational fascination with this all but lost progenitor of Roman love elegy and the many attempts to recover intertexts with subsequent elegy.
Roman elegy has its own distinct style, meter, poetic patterns and arrangements, and diction. In Part IV, “Stylistics and Discourse,” Duncan F. Kennedy, in “Love’s Tropes and Figures,” addresses the elegists’ skills in troping and the embeddedness of the poetic tropes in an infuriatingly elusive form of expressiveness. Llewelyn Morgan, in “Elegiac Meter: Opposites Attract,” tackles (with a surprisingly light touch and sense of humor) the topic of meter and the communicative power that the manipulations of this meter embodied. S.J. Heyworth, in “The Elegiac Book: Patterns and Problems,” grapples with the difficult issue of book arrangement and structure from Gallus to Ovid, with Propertius as the most problematic case. Vincent Katz, in “Translating Roman Elegy,” brings a professional translator’s eye to discussions of using translation as a tool for literary analysis and making translation into a work of art.
Part V, “Aspects of Production,” foregrounds in its seven essays particular ways in which elegy relates to its social, historical and cultural contexts. In “Elegy and New Comedy,” Sharon L. James finds the deep roots of elegy in New Comedy (Plautus, Terence), from social structures and sexual relations to social class. Judith P. Hallett, in “Authorial Identity in Latin Love Elegy: Literary Fictions and Erotic Failings,” reads elegy against its contemporary Roman background, arguing for the importance of realistic and autobiographical details in the poetry. In “The Domina in Roman Elegy,” Alison Keith discusses the textualization of one of the most vexing figures in elegy, the puella, and the gender dynamics of the roles these puellae play. Barbara K. Gold, in “Patronage and the Elegists: Social Reality or Literary Construction?”, discusses the importance of patronage and the role of the patron in Roman elegy, in particular the patron as amatory and triumphal figure. Hérica Valladares, in her essay “Elegy, Art and the Viewer,” opens up the intensely visual quality of Roman elegy and the important role that viewing and vision play in our appreciation of Roman elegy. Another significant method of approaching Roman elegy, and one that, like viewing, has gained increasing attention recently, is performance. Mary-Kay Gamel, in “Performing Sex, Gender and Power in Roman Elegy,” offers us a different way of negotiating these poems: through dramatic readings. Finally Ellen Greene takes up the aspect of gender in “Gender and Elegy”; she explores the roles that the female beloveds play in elegy – as objects of male fantasies of domination or examples of female subjectivity?
In Part VI, “Approaches,” the contributors give us four different critical methodologies that allow us entries into Roman elegy. Micaela Janan, in “Lacanian Psychoanalytic Theory and Roman Love Elegy,” articulates how concepts of Lacanian psychoanalysis can elucidate key issues in elegy such as subjectivity and sexual difference. Donncha O’Rourke, in “Intertextuality in Roman Elegy,” takes up one of the most prominent and stimulating hermeneutical approaches used by recent scholars: the conversation between the texts of two or more authors and how that conversation informs both the source and the target texts. Genevieve Liveley, in “Narratology in Roman Elegy,” invokes narratological theory as an important way to read across books of poetry or to read the narrative features of an individual elegy. And David Fredrick, in “The Gaze and the Elegiac Imaginary,” borrows from film theory, gender theory, and the viewing of art to elucidate the importance of the gaze and the imaginary in the specific political context of Roman elegy.
Part VII, “Late Antique Elegy and Reception,” takes us to the Nachleben of Roman elegy. P.J. Davis, in “Reception of Elegy in Augustan and Post-Augustan Poetry,” concentrates on five authors who engage with Roman elegy: Virgil (and Gallus), Horace (and Tibullus), Seneca (and Ovid, Heroides), Valerius Flaccus (and Propertius), and Statius (and Ovid, Ars Amatoria). James Uden, in “Love Elegies of Late Antiquity,” focuses on the expansion in thematic range and scope in later elegiac poets and examines three distinct modes of engagement: established scripts and characters replayed in an Ovidian manner; the Christian poets’ wedding of amatory themes to elegiac meter set against a rhetoric of impossible, divine paradox; and the new uses of the militia amoris theme in poets of the 4th to 6th centuries. Holt N. Parker, in “Renaissance Latin Elegy,” continues the journey into later poetry; he covers a wide variety of neo-Latin authors and works from the Hermaphroditus of Antonio Beccadelli (alias “Panormita”) in the 15th century to the poets writing in both vernacular and Latin like Jan Kochanowski in the late 16th century. Finally Dan Hooley, in “Modernist Reception,” investigates the afterlife of Roman elegy in more recent literature from the first third of the twentieth century in authors such as Pound and Lowell.
The final section, Part VIII: “Pedagogy,” focuses on concerns around the teaching of Roman elegy. Ronnie Ancona, in “Teaching Roman Love Elegy,” bases her comments here largely on her informal survey of classicists and on her own teaching experience, giving us possible new ways of introducing elegy to both students with Latin and those reading elegy in English. Barbara Weiden Boyd writes specifically about Ovid in “Teaching Ovid’s Love Elegy,” covering changing approaches to Ovid’s elegiac presence in the classroom, and categories of analysis that could be used for the teaching and study of Ovid’s love elegy: Gender, Cultural and Political Contexts, Genre and Intertextuality. The final essay in the volume, “Teaching Rape in Roman Elegy,” is divided into two parts by two different authors. Genevieve Liveley first investigates this topic for courses taught in the United Kingdom, while Sharon James does the same for courses taught in the United States. Both ask pressing questions that often arise from today’s students (especially, but not only, from female students), worrisome questions that hit at the heart of personal response to the poetry and to our students: the relation between representation and reality; what kinds of matters we should be raising in our reading and teaching of elegy; resistant ways of reading; how to teach disturbing subjects.
This volume contains a rich trove of material, both helpful summaries of important information about Roman love elegy and new insights into the many and varied topics covered by the contributors. I hope that it will appeal to, enlighten and delight the many kinds of students and teachers who read and use it.
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PART I
The Text and Roman Erotic Elegists
CHAPTER 1
Calling out the Greeks: Dynamics of the Elegiac Canon
Joseph Farrell
Quintilian names Gallus, Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid as the canonical poets of Roman elegy. His comments are brief enough that they can be quoted in full:
Elegia quoque Graecos provocamus, cuius mihi tersus atque elegans maxime videtur auctor Tibullus. Sunt qui Propertium malint. Ovidius utroque lascivior, sicut durior Gallus.
                                                              (Quint. Inst. 10.1.93)
In elegy too we challenge the Greeks; I think its most polished and elegant author is Tibullus, but there are those who prefer Propertius. Compared to either of these Ovid is rather unrestrained, just as Gallus is rather stiff.
                                                                   (All translations are my own)
In spite of his brevity, Quintilian gives us a lot to discuss; but his brevity itself deserves comment. Of all genres only iambus receives as skimpy treatment as elegy, each occupying about 1% of Quintilian’s canon. Moreover, Quintilian says that the Romans never really treated iambus as a proper genre, whereas he considers elegy a genre in which Roman writers successfully challenge the Greeks for supremacy. Why then does he say so little about it?
Quintilian’s Roman canon is of course modeled on an earlier Greek one, and it may be important that he has even less to say about Greek elegy, which he dispatches in a single sentence of sixteen words. (The relevant portion is italicized in the passage quoted below.) And the way Quintilian introduces Greek elegy is telling, as well. After discussing epic poetry, Quintilian mentions elegy via an elaborate praeteritio designed to anticipate complaints that he ignores a great number of capable poets. His justification?
Nec sane quisquam est tam procul a cognitione eorum remotus ut non indicem certe ex bibliotheca sumptum transferre in libros suos possit. Nec ignoro igitur quos transeo nec utique damno, ut qui dixerim esse in omnibus utilitatis aliquid. Sed ad illos iam perfectis constitutisque viribus revertemur: quod in cenis grandibus saepe facimus, ut, cum optimis satiati sumus, varietas tamen nobis ex vilioribus grata sit. tunc et elegiam vacabit in manus sumere, cuius princeps habetur Callimachus, secundas confessione plurimorum Philitas occupavit. Sed dum adsequimur illam firmam, ut dixi, facilitatem, optimis adsuescendum est et multa magis quam multorum lectione formanda mens et ducendus color.
                                                                                                                                            (Quint. Inst. 10.1.57–59)
Neither is there anyone so far from understanding these things that he could not transfer into his own books a catalogue taken from a library. Nor am I, therefore, unaware of the writers whom I pass over. And, certainly, I do not condemn them, having already said that there is something useful in all. But we shall return to them when our powers have been established and made perfect: as we often do in great banquets, so that that after we are sated with the best dishes, the variety of plainer food is still pleasant. Then we shall have time to take up even elegy, of which Callimachus is considered the principal author and Philitas, in the opinion of most, has taken second place. But while acquiring that solid ability, as I said, we must grow accustomed to the best, and one’s mind must be formed, one’s style informed, by reading much rather than many.
Elegy is the only Greek genre to receive such ostentatiously marginalizing treatment. In comparison, Quintilian’s remarks about the Roman elegists, scanty as they are, seem that much more impressive. One might almost wonder whether Quintilian ever did read Callimachus and Philitas.
Perhaps this all has something to do with the fact that Quintilian simply takes both canons directly from the Roman elegists themselves. Propertius opens his third book with the following invocation:
Callimachi manes et Coi sacra Philitae,
   in vestrum, quaeso, me sinite ire nemus.
primus ego ingredior puro de fonte sacerdos
   Itala per Graios orgia ferre choros.
                                           (Prop. 3.1.1–4)
Shades of Callimachus and sacraments belonging to Philitas of Cos, permit me, please, to enter your grove. I am the first to attempt to combine Italian revelry with Greek ceremony, drawing inspiration as your priest from a pristine source.
No doubt Propertius is following a Greek critical tradition that named these poets to the elegiac canon. But his decision to invoke them – to call them out – as predecessors is significant, as we shall see. Some years later, Ovid would name Gallus, Tibullus, Propertius, and himself as the canonical poets of Roman elegy:
Vergilium vidi tantum, nec avara Tibullo
   tempus amicitiae fata dedere meae.
successor fuit hic tibi, Galle, Propertius illi;
   quartus ab his serie temporis ipse fui.
                                 (Ov. Tr. 4.10.51–54)
Vergil I merely saw, nor did miserly fate give Tibullus much time to be my friend. He was your successor, Gallus, and Propertius his: with the passage of time I myself was fourth after them.
So Quintilian basically repeats what Propertius and Ovid said while they were attempting to define a Roman elegiac canon on the model of the Greek one and to inscribe themselves into it. This is not to say that Quintilian is wrong or eccentric: most people in his day as now probably agreed about who the canonical authors of Roman elegy were, because Propertius and Ovid were obviously successful in defining the canon on terms favorable to themselves. But, if Quintilian had undertaken any real comparison between these Greek and Roman canons, it is difficult to imagine what he would have said; because elegy as written by Callimachus and Philitas and elegy as written at Rome are almost totally different genres.
If we define canonical Greek elegy as the sort of poetry written by Callimachus and Philitas, then we are speaking of mythological narratives often of some length. Callimachus’ Aetia was a four-book collection of poems on the origins of various Greek cultural institutions in which the poet’s persona is exclusively that of an extraordinarily erudite researcher. Love, although it figures in such stories as “Acontius and Cydippe” (frr. 67–75 Pf) and “The Lock of Berenice” (fr. 110 Pf), is hardly among Callimachus’ principal themes. Philitas’ persona must have also have emphasized erudition – he is remembered as the prototypical Alexandrian poeta doctus or “poet and critic in one” ([image: c01f001.jpg], Strabo 14.2.19, 657c) – but we are also told that he wrote because he was in love with a woman named Bittis (more on this below). If this is true, then Philitas must have represented himself as a lover, something that Callimachus (except in some epigrams) did not do. As for Philitas, so far as we know, mythology was his principal subject. His own longing for Bittis may have been a device to “explain” his interest in the myths and to provide a frame for them. But in any case, both Callimachus and Philitas are known to have written third-person, narrative elegies.
If, however, we define Roman elegy as the kind of poetry that Gallus, Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid wrote, we find that it is very different. All of them wrote in the first person, each about a love affair with a particular woman (or, in Tibullus’ case, with two different women successively). The names of these women suggest Greek culture and literary sophistication (Randall 1979). The women themselves are represented as lacking the status of citizen birth and as living off their attractiveness to the kind of men the poets make themselves out to be (James 2002, 37–41). The persona of the lover boasts a literary culture beyond any rival and just enough wealth that actual work never enters into consideration, but not so much that he fails to resent the lady’s demands for gifts – the main area in which those less cultivated rivals actually can surpass him (James 2002, 71–107). The poet/lover therefore lives in a state of constant jealously, enthrallment, and inability to satisfy the whims of his domina – his “mistress” in more than the modern sense because the word connotes actual domination, as over a slave (Copley 1947; Lilja 1965, 71–89; Lyne 1979; Murgatroyd 1981; McCarthy 1998; Fitzgerald 2000, 72–77). A recurrence, sometimes morbid and sometimes humorous, to the theme of death is also in evidence (Gibson 2005, 171). Each poet makes his own variations on these themes, but the basic elements are the same. Mythology is a frequent point of reference, but straightforward mythological narrative (as in Prop. 1.20) is rare. The poems are generally brief, and the ensembles do not involve the elaborate framing devices employed by Callimachus or (perhaps) Philitas.
Two very different canons, then – a situation that we do not find in any other genre that Quintilian mentions. How did it come about? We can best answer this question by investigating the pre-history of Quintilian’s canons – which, of course, did not simply spring into being all of a sudden, but were the end result of a dynamic process of poetic and critical self-fashioning that began in the Hellenistic period and took a long time to complete.
The Proto-canon of Hermesianax and Its Influence
Representing Greek elegy as a proper genre was a challenge for Hellenistic canon makers (Murray 2010). From the perspective of Roman elegy, two poets from Colophon, an Ionian city not far from Ephesus, were an important part of this process. Mimnermus belongs to the seventh century BCE, and his works survive only in excerpts quoted by later writers. But these tell us that he collected his elegies and dedicated them to a hetaira called Nanno. It seems more than just possible that he provided a model for his countryman Antimachus, who in the late fifth century also named an elegiac poem after his beloved, Lyde – a foreigner, as her name (“woman from Lydia”) shows. The two poets are frequently mentioned together, as they are in Leontium, another elegiac poem which was composed in about 330 BCE by Hermesianax – also of Colophon! – and which he also named after his mistress. This is quite a tradition of erotic elegy produced within a single Greek city (Spanoudakis 2001).
Leontium, like the elegies of Callimachus and Philitas, seems mainly to have told mythological love stories in the third person, like that of Polyphemus and Galatea (fr. 1 Powell). But an entertaining passage from the third and last book of the poem (fr. 7 Powell) gives a catalogue of poets and philosophers who felt the pangs of love. Here Hermesianax mentions three elegiac poets, Mimnermus, Antimachus, and Philitas. Of Mimnermus we learn that he loved Nanno and that “he suffered much and invented the sweet sound and spirit of the soft pentameter” [image: c01_img02.jpg] This is important for representing Mimnermus as the inventor of elegiac poetry in response to his lovesickness – which is effectively to define elegy as love poetry. We next learn that Antimachus was “struck by love for Lydian Lyde … and wept when she died and placed her under the dry earth … and filled his sacred books with laments” [image: c01_img03.jpg] Again Hermesianax associates elegy with love for a particular woman and adds the important element of grief to that of erotic longing. Philitas, the last poet named in the entire catalogue, is cast in the same mold: “you know as well the poet … Philitas, who sang of nimble Bittis” [image: c01_img04.jpg] Why exactly Bittis should be “nimble” is something of a puzzle. In this regard, it is tempting to follow those who render [image: c01_img11.jpg] as “fickle” (Knox 1993, 66; Bing 2003, 341 n. 44), thus introducing the theme of rivalry into the mix. In any case, the facts are these: Our catalogue is found in an elegiac poem. It names three elegiac poets in the company of others representing such genres as epic, lyric, and tragedy. It thus implies that elegy is to be considered a genre on the same terms as they. In fact, it emphasizes elegy especially by naming three elegiac poets, as compared with no more than two from any other genre. It names Mimnermus as inventor of this genre and concludes with Philitas, making elegy the only genre that is represented as having a history that extends from the distant past to the present day. Finally, the elegists mentioned are all characterized as poet-lovers, each devoted to particular woman, at least one of them a courtesan, a second foreign, and the third fickle. Finally, all three of them share their names with an elegiac poetry book.
Canon formation is not a disinterested process, especially in the case of someone who is poet and critic in one. It is hard not to infer that Hermesianax – perhaps following the teachings of Philitas – designed this part of his poem as a capsule history of Greek love elegy. Far from being mere reportage, it is instead a speech act, a calling into being of the tradition to which the poet presents himself as heir. And in establishing his pedigree, he consigns all other forms of early Greek elegy to oblivion. The catalogue is therefore important not only for what it says, but for what it does not say, for if we survey the earlier elegiac poets whom Hermesianax does not name, we find them an interesting if miscellaneous bunch.
The great Archilochus, whose name was chiefly identified with iambic poetry, composed elegiacs on martial themes, and his contemporaries Callinus of Ephesus and Tyrtaeus of Sparta used elegy to exhort their countrymen to virtue in battle. The Athenian statesman Solon adapted this approach to the civic sphere. Theognis of Megara, operating in the private setting of the symposium, blends reflection on civic themes with other characteristic motifs of sympotic poetry. Love is prominent among all these poets, although for Theognis it is the idealized man/boy relationship between erastes and eromenos that matters. These poets belong to the same period as Mimnermus; yet Hermesianax ignores them and states simply that Mimnermus “invented” [image: c01_img10.jpg] the genre in response to his love for the woman Nanno.
Hermesianax, besides ignoring these other poets, excludes any hint of their characteristic themes from his treatment of other genres. Thus Homer (27–34) is represented not as a martial poet but as a kind of Pygmalion figure who fell in love with his own creation, Penelope. Alcaeus (47–50), later remembered for his civic themes (Lesbio … civi, Hor. Carm. 1.32.5), appears (anachronistically) as rival (cf. Bittis’ fickleness) to Anacreon for the love of Sappho; while Anacreon himself (51–56), whose erotic poetry (like that of Theognis) focuses on eromenoi, is represented as a lover of women. Sophocles (57–60), also a celebrated erastes (Ath. 13, 603e–604f), appears here as the lover of Theoris, (Ath. 13, 592a; Vita Soph. 13; Hesychius Θ 476); while Euripides (61–68), formerly hateful to all women (because of how he depicted them in his plays, Ar. Thesm. 81–87), ends up pursuing a serving girl. In effect, by excluding certain characteristic themes from the genres of epic, lyric, and tragedy Hermesianax assimilates all three genres to the condition of elegy as he wishes to define it.
One aspect of the elegiac tradition that Hermesianax does not exclude has to do with death and lamentation. During the Classical period the epitaph was an extremely widespread form of elegiac verse. It may be partly responsible for the idea that elegy (etymologized either as an expression of grief, [image: c01_img05.jpg], “to cry woe, woe,” or as “eulogy,” [image: c01_img06.jpg]: Etym. magn. 326.48; Orion Etym. col. 58.7 Sturz) was the appropriate genre for funeral poetry. Simonides of Ceos was remembered mainly as a lyricist, but he was especially celebrated for his funeral poetry (Dion. Hal. De imit. 2.2.6; Quint. Inst. 10.1.64) including his epitaphs, virtually all of which are in elegiacs. Modern appreciation of his stature as an elegist was enhanced by the discovery of a poem commemorating those who died in the Battle of Plataea in 479 (Parsons 1992). This gave us an important Classical example in which the characteristic concerns of the epitaph are developed in a substantial elegiac poem that was read for a long time and was influential: the papyrus that preserves it dates to the second century CE and echoes have been found in Horace, as well (Barchiesi 1996a, 1996b).
Hermesianax acknowledges elegy as poetry of lamentation when he mentions Antimachus’ mourning for Lyde (43–44). But he also begins his entire catalogue with Orpheus, who descended to Hades out of love for Argiope (a variant for the usual Eurydice, 1–14), and Musaeus, who made Antiope renowned even after her death (15–20). In this way he makes love and death themes of the earliest, archetypal poets, suggesting a special affinity between elegy and the oldest forms of Greek poetry. If we add lament to the other elements that Hermesianax associates with the elegiac genre – a poet-lover’s devotion to a single woman, a woman whom he names and who is herself cultivated but of socially inferior and perhaps foreign status, perhaps not constant in her affections; a concomitant tendency to exclude homoerotic themes; a tendency to exclude martial or civic themes – then the perspective on elegy that Hermesianax represents comes all the more to resemble that of canonical Roman elegy.
It is difficult not to infer that Hermesianax’s selective history of Greek elegy had some influence on the formation of Roman elegy, possibly thanks to the Greek poet-critic Parthenius of Nicaea, who himself composed an elegiac Arete in three books in which he lamented the death of his wife (Lightfoot 1999: 31–34) and who dedicated a work on “Disastrous Love Affairs” [image: c01_img07.jpg] to none other than Gallus, the first of the canonical Roman elegists. But in any case, this perspective was influential in respect to both what the genre included and what it excluded. First and foremost, the Roman poet-lover represents himself as being obsessed with one woman (Gibson 2005, 160). Other women enter into consideration as emblems of jealousy on the part of the domina (Prop. 1.3.35–36; 4.7; 4.8), as part of the poet-lover’s attempt to cure his infatuation (Tib. 1.5.39–42), or merely as occasional transgressions (Prop. 2.22; Ov. Am. 2.7, 8). Boys appear as love objects very infrequently as an element of counterpoint to the main relationship (e.g. Tib. 1.4, 8, 9; Prop. 2.4.17–18; Ov. Am. 1.1.20; 1.8.68), somewhat as happens in the Greek novel. The lady with whom the poet-lover is obsessed is, like Mimnermus’ Nanno and perhaps other Greek elegiac women (not to mention the meretrices of New Comedy: see James 2002, 21–38), a courtesan of non-citizen status. As I have noted, she gives the poet-lover reason to be concerned about rivals.
The theme of death is also well represented in Roman elegy. Tibullus’ mind is never far from death, and in poem 1.3 he imagines himself as dying and being taken by Venus to a quasi-Homeric Elysian fields while sinners against love are tortured in Tartarus. Propertius, near the end of his first book, anticipates a future in which either he will mourn for Cynthia or she for him (1.19.15–24); and in book 4 he fulfills this prophecy, devoting an entire poem to a dream in which Cynthia, dead and buried, appears to him from beyond the grave (4.7). In Ovid’s Amores, poem 2.6 is a humorous lament over the death of Corinna’s parrot (alluding to Lesbia’s sparrow in Cat. 2 and 3), and poem 3.9 is a moving lament on the death of Tibullus.
On the other hand, Hermesianax’s exclusion of martial elegy from his account is reflected in the rejection of martial themes by Roman elegists along with the life of the soldier and all it stands for. For the Roman elegist, martial poetry is epic poetry, and the relation between the two genres was usually conceived as antithetical. That is the point of a passage in which Propertius declares that Mimnermus is a better ally to those in love than Homer is (1.9.11–12). This antipathy of course extends to actual soldiery. Tibullus consistently represents his choice of an indolent, inglorious life as a positive rejection of military values (e.g. 1.3, 10). Propertius is readier to assert that the life of love is superior to the soldier’s life on the soldier’s own terms: laus in amore mori, he says (“it is a praiseworthy thing to die in love” 2.1.47). Thus the theme of militia amoris, of being a soldier in the army of love (Murgatroyd 1975), a conceit that receives its wittiest and most extensive expression at the hands of Ovid (militat omnis amans, “every lover is a soldier,” Am. 1.9.1).
Of course, this mix of ingredients can be found in Roman poets who antedate those of Quintilian’s elegiac canon. Catullus above all exemplifies many of the genre’s defining features: his obsession with one woman; the name that he gives her; the themes of death and lamentation. Poem 68 combines erotic and funereal themes with mythological exempla to form what many critics (e.g. Luck 1982: 407) consider the best surviving example of proto-elegiac poetry. And crucially, Catullus represents outstandingly the personal voice that defines Roman elegy in contrast to its Greek models. We cannot be certain that a similar perspective informed the work of Catullus’ contemporaries, like Varro Atacinus and Gaius Licinius Calvus, but these writers did share other elegiac elements. Varro wrote to or about a puella whom he called Leucadia, “woman of Leucas”; and the promontory of Leucas (modern Cape Lefkada) was where Sappho (cf. Catullus’ Lesbia, “woman of Lesbos”), according to legend, leapt to her death in despondency over her unrequited love for Phaon (Strabo 10.2.9, citing Menander; Suda Φ 89 Adler). Whether death was an explicit theme in Varro’s Leucadia our sources do not say; but Calvus’ Quintilia was a lament for the death of his puella (Cat. 96) by a poet who also wrote about various other erotic adventures (Prop. 2.34.89–90).
It is interesting that both Propertius and Ovid acknowledge all these poets as elegiac predecessors. In what looks like an early attempt at self-canonization, Propertius names Varro, Catullus, Calvus, Gallus, and himself as Rome’s great love poets (2.34.85–94). Similarly Ovid imagines the deceased Tibullus as taking his place alongside Calvus, Catullus, and Gallus in a lover’s Elysium (Am. 3.9.59–66, a conceit borrowed from Tib. 1.3.57–66). These two poems are very nearly contemporary: Propertius wrote shortly before and Ovid shortly after the death of Vergil and Tibullus in 19 BCE. This fact helps to explain some of the differences between the two lists, but in general they reflect very similar perspectives on the history of the genre as it was understood at that time.
At this point we should pause and take stock. We began by considering Quintilian’s canons of Greek and Roman elegy, noting that the two genres appear quite different from one another and that Quintilian is anticipated by Propertius and Ovid in naming Callimachus and Philitas to the Greek canon and Gallus, Tibullus, Propertius and Ovid to the Roman one. But we then traced the apparent influence of a proto-canon of Greek elegy upon Roman poets in the first century BCE, and noted that Propertius and Ovid also recognize a Roman proto-canon that reflects this influence. It seems, then, that canonical Roman elegy developed under the influence of both these Greek traditions. Can we say more?
Callimachus: Style and Genre
To understand what happened we must return to the Hellenistic period and to Callimachus. In the history of Greek elegy, Philitas is a relatively uncontroversial figure, the only poet who appears in the canons of both Hermesianax and Quintilian. Mimnermus and especially Antimachus are another matter. Hermesianax approved of them, and, if he was Philitas’ pupil, then he may have got this opinion from his master. But Callimachus, who lived about two generations after Hermesianax and three after Philitas, did not share it; and thereby hangs a tale.
Like Philitas, but only more so, Callimachus was important as a poet and as a critic, and some passages of his poetry are among the most influential literary-critical documents that we have from antiquity. Here is a passage from the beginning of his Aetia:
[image: c01_img08.jpg]
…] in few verses; but the nourishing goddess who gives laws far outweighs the long […. But of the] two, that Mimnermus is sweet, […] but the big woman did not teach.
            (Callim. Aet. fr. 1.9–12 Pf)
The text is scrappy (even more here than in Pfeiffer 1949, since I exclude some uncertain supplements), but we are helped to interpret it by a pair of ancient commentaries (also in Pfeiffer 1949). Lines 9–10 appear to contrast a long poem on some unknown topic with one that Callimachus prefers, which the commentaries identify as Philitas’ Demeter. Then (11–12) there is a contrast between two other poems, one teaching that Mimnermus is sweet, while the other – which Callimachus calls “the big woman” – does not. The commentaries say that “the big woman” is Mimnermus’ Nanno; some modern scholars think that there must also (or instead) be a swipe at Antimachus’ Lyde on the basis of a fragment from one of Callimachus’ other works: [image: c01_img09.jpg], “Lyde, a screed both thick and unclear” (fr. 398 Pf; Matthews 1996, 65–66).
Care is obviously needed, but some conclusions can be drawn. It seems that Callimachus approved of Philitas’ Demeter but disapproved of or said nothing about his Bittis; approved of something by Mimnermus, but perhaps not his Nanno; and, whatever he thought of Antimachus’ other poetry, hated his Lyde. This is a very different perspective from that of Hermesianax, one that emphasizes Philitas’ aetiological poetry and deprecates the poems that Mimnermus and Antimachus dedicated to the women they loved. It may be that Callimachus’ objections have more to do with style than content, and it is not clear whether they have to do with elegy as a genre. But the passage can be taken that way, so that Callimachus appears not to approve of the kind of poetry on which Hermesianax had based his elegiac canon (Cameron 1995, 303–39).
The Roman elegists thus found almost diametrically different perspectives on elegy in their Hellenistic predecessors. Their response was evidently to borrow such elements as the persona of the poet-lover, the exotic puella, the theme of lamentation, and so forth from the tradition outlined by Hermesianax. But, like virtually all Roman poets, they also came under the immense influence of Callimachus’ opinions regarding poetic style.
This influence becomes especially visible and nearly inescapable in the first century BCE. It has mainly to do with ideals that apply equally to many genres of poetry, according to which qualities such as “few,” “small,” “light,” and “thin” contrast favorably with “many,” “large,” “heavy,” and “thick.” In some cases a Roman poet draws a Callimachean contrast within a single genre, as Vergil does in the sixth Eclogue to justify his singing slender, pastoral epic instead of inflated, heroic epic (3–8). But it was also common for elegy to define epic exclusively as heroic poetry and to contrast itself with epic as a “slighter” or “humbler” genre (Prop. 2.1, 3.3; Ov. Am. 1.1). Thus the elegists tend to use Callimachean ideas and images to promote the cause of elegy at the expense of epic.
Consider in this regard Propertius’ poems to Ponticus in book 1. This friend with a triumphal name is introduced as attempting to write an epic Thebaid that will rival Homer for first place in the epic canon while Propertius tries to win fame as a love elegist (7.1–10). The poem concludes by warning Ponticus not to look down on Propertius’ efforts (cave … contemnas 25): should Ponticus ever fall in love, his expertise in heroic verse will be no use to him as he tries to write love poetry, and he will envy Propertius his elegiac skill (15–26). Here it is relevant that Antimachus was the author of an epic Thebaid that won him, according to Quintilian, second place to Homer in the Greek canon, but that was deficient in all aspects of its artistry, “so that it is really quite obvious how different it is to be close to first than it is to be second” (Inst. 10.1.53). Propertius thus predicts for Ponticus an Antimachean career, moving unsuccessfully from epic to elegy. This is close to what Hermesianax had said about Antimachus: whatever his previous accomplishments, when it came to love he had to retool himself as an elegist. But it is also close to Callimachus’ opinion that the Lyde was a failure. To this extent, Propertius seems to reconcile the two traditions. In another poem (1.9) he refers again to Ponticus’ contempt (irrisor 1) and tells him that a line of Mimnermus is more useful to the lover than Homer, presumably in his entirety (11–12). Here we may recall that, according to Hermesianax, Homer wrote the Odyssey and then fell in love with Penelope, his own creation.
Propertius clearly wrote these poems with Hellenistic debates about the epic and elegiac canons in mind. We have already seen that he was thinking about the composition of the Roman elegiac canon in the final poem of his second book. Then in the first poem of book 3 he returns to the Greek canon, invoking Callimachus and Philitas, the Greek poets of Quintilian’s elegiac canon, “calling them out” in a sense different from the one that Quintilian intended. The gesture is complicated by the fact that Callimachus was both a canonical elegist and a symbol of certain stylistic ideals; also by the fact that these ideals transcended generic categories and that Roman elegies were not much like his. An ambivalence is thus present in the image of the “uncontaminated source” (puro de fonte, Prop. 3.1.3), which is specifically Callimachean (Hymn 2.108–12) and is adapted by poets of many different genres as an emblem of stylistic refinement (e.g. Lucr. 1.927 = 4.2; Hor. Sat. 1.1.55–56; Ov. Am. 2.16.1–2; see Kambylis 1965, 98–102; Wimmel 1960, 272–74). But by calling out Callimachus and Philitas as the auctores who define the Greek elegiac canon, Propertius is claiming to go directly back to the source in another sense: not just the source of refined stylistic inspiration that is available to all poets, but to the canonical model of elegiac excellence. Similarly, when he claims the title Callimachus Romanus (4.1.64), he is not just boasting about his refined style but asserting that there should be a canon of Roman elegiac poets and that he should be in it.
Already at the end of book 2 (34.31–32) Propertius had singled out Callimachus and Philitas as defining the Greek elegiac canon, and he was to do so repeatedly in books 3 and 4 (3.9.43–44; 4.6.3–4; cf. 3.3.52). And it is in these late stages of his career that Propertius does begin to produce poems on Roman aetiological topics that are in keeping with the substance of Callimachus’ Aetia. He does not abandon the characteristic themes of the earlier books, but he greatly complicates them by adopting a more Callimachean (i.e. aetiological, narrative) conception of elegy. He writes about religious festivals and historical monuments (while emphasizing any possible erotic elements) and even introduces Roman matrons and allows them to speak (although they tend to speak in elegiac language, one even describing herself as a puella: 4.3.45, 72). Tibullus, too, devotes one poem to the festival of the Ambarvalia (2.1) and another to the elevation of his patron’s son to Roman priestly office (2.5). Ovid writes about a religious festival held in honor of Juno Curitis, a goddess who presides over, of all things, marriage; accordingly, in this same poem (Am. 3.13) he goes so far as to introduce the reader to his wife!
This interest in religious matters and social conventions on the part of all three elegists is something one meets in the final books of their respective oeuvres. Is it then a sign of each poet’s ambition, once he had exhausted the possibilities presented by the genre, to enlarge it so as to encompass quite different themes? And to what extent is this expansion related to Propertius’ heightened interest in the Greek elegiac canon? Ovid, too, mentions Callimachus and Philitas as a pair not in the Amores, but in his erotodidactic works (Ars 3.329; Rem. 759–760), which he wrote after he had in effect left canonical Roman elegy behind and embarked on a program of meta-elegiac exploration that would occupy him for the remainder of his career. After the Amores, everything that Ovid wrote engages with elegiac forms and motifs in ways that take him well outside the boundaries of the genre. The erotodidactic poems, the Ars amatoria, the Remedia amoris, and the Medicamina faciei femineae, deal with erotic themes but challenge the conventional elegiac paradigm both formally (they are much longer than any previous elegy) and in how they define the elegiac lover and his condition. Instead of an abject figure enslaved to an imperious female, Ovid the praeceptor amoris (Ars 1.17) presents himself as a technical expert and effective teacher, masterful and successful in all aspects of love and sex, treating women as so much prey. (The metaphor of hunting runs right through the poem: see Gibson 2003, 274.) But this is to describe only books 1 and 2, which are addressed to men; book 3 inverts the paradigm and advises the “Amazons” (Ars 2.743, 3.1) how to win these battles themselves. Thus any idea of a specially charged relationship between one man and one woman totally disappears from view. The Remedia takes this reversal a step further, replacing the idea of an Art of Love with its opposite. Thus if the Ars challenges the central assumptions of love elegy, the Remedia virtually does away with them (Conte 1994, 35–65).
In the Heroides – love letters written as if by mythic heroines to their absent lovers – we find something more in keeping with conventional love elegy. But again the gender dynamics of the collection is crucially different. Here the lover speaks not with one, masculine voice but through a multiplicity of feminine personae. And these are not fickle, untrustworthy puellae, but each is devoted to or even obsessed with an individual, often faithless man. Just as important if not more so, it is the women in love, not a man in love, who are represented as writing (Farrell 1998). Each of these elements reverses the norms of canonical elegiac poetry and of Roman literary culture itself. A second collection of Heroides, somewhat in the fashion of Ars amatoria 3, complicates matters further by representing exchanges of correspondence between various mythical couples (in each case a man writes to a woman who then replies). Both collections engage imaginatively with canonical elegy (Spoth 1992), but their material is that of mythological narrative and drama (Jacobson 1974) and their form is enormously indebted to the conventions of epistolography (Kennedy 1984). Much as the Ars and the Remedia adapt elegy to the conventions of didactic poetry, both collections of Heroides are ambitious experiments in generic hybridity.
It is interesting and significant that narrative becomes more and more prominent in Ovid’s later work. In the Heroides, as I just mentioned, narrative and dramatic poetry provides much of the material for the first-person accounts of the various heroic women. The Metamorphoses and the Fasti are themselves masterpieces of narratological bricolage. In this respect, they are both formally closer to canonical Greek elegy than to the genre of the Amores. Nevertheless, both poems are deeply informed by Roman elegiac convention. The Metamorphoses of course is not formally an elegiac poem at all but Ovid’s one surviving poem in the epic meter. But connoisseurs of style understand that Ovid’s epic is in many respects (diction, sentence structure, even some aspects of prosody) composed as if it were an elegiac poem (Knox 1986). Still, it is clear that the poem generates a lot of its energy from Ovid’s ability to manipulate readerly expectations by his sophisticated negotiation of generic signals – particularly those of epic and elegy (Hinds 1986), although his approach is so radical that traditional conceptions of genre can hardly account for it (Farrell 1992).
Much the same thing can be said about the Fasti, which is in so many ways the twin of the Metamorphoses. Ovid composed both poems during the same period, and, while the Metamorphoses introduces itself as an epic departure from Ovid’s predominantly elegiac career (Kovacs 1987), the Fasti demands to be read both as a return to and an adventurous expansion of the elegiac genre. The meter, once again, is elegiac, but this is a constant subject of anxious reflection because the poem’s “weighty” subject matter – Roman history and religion, astronomical phenomena, the monumental fabric of the Augustan city – is (by convention) incompatible with or requires careful assimilation to the elegiac form (e.g. Fast. 1.1–8; 2.3–8, 119–26; 4.10; 6.21–22; Hinds 1992a).
This is hardly a canonical Roman elegy. Instead, it is aetiological narrative elegy – in effect, canonical Greek elegy – written in Latin (Miller 1982, 1991). The Fasti is closer in form to Callimachus’ Aetia than anything else in Roman poetry. Like Callimachus, Ovid adopts the persona not of an amator or even a praeceptor amoris, but that of an elder cicerone who is well versed not in the ways of the heart but in the origins of certain cults and, especially, in the history of the calendar. Both poets question a number of interlocutors, including the Muses themselves. Both poems are substantial but highly episodic and are organized in pairs of books (two pairs in the Aetia, three in the Fasti). Ovid clearly designed the Fasti as a Roman counterpart to Callimachus’ Aetia, and in this sense he produced the single Roman poem that best represents the form and the spirit of canonical Greek elegy (Wahlberg 2008).
Its relationship to canonical Roman elegy, however, is rather tenuous, or perhaps vestigial. The point is not that there are a few poems of Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid’s own Amores that anticipate the ritual focus of the Fasti: these predecessors do not make aetiological narrative a normative part of canonical Roman elegy. It makes more sense to view these efforts as occasional gestures towards the Greek genre. By contrast, Propertian aetiological elegy and Ovidian meta-elegiac poetry refer constantly both to their Greek models, with their focus on narrative, and to the norms of Roman love elegy, as well. They take for granted the idea that elegy is especially suited to be the vehicle for subjective reflections on love; and this is perhaps the main thing that distinguishes the Fasti from the Aetia, in which love, as I noted previously, is a theme but hardly the most important one. Thus the Fasti narrator eroticizes his material in order to make the matter fit the meter (Hinds 1992a). For these and other reasons the Fasti is better understood, like the Metamorphoses, not as a poem that belongs to the genre of elegy but as a virtuosic display of generic sophistication in which elegy is only one of the elements, and not in any obvious sense the principal one, that is on display.
After his relegation to Tomis, Ovid produced the Tristia and the Epistulae ex Ponto, which bear a similarly fascinating relationship to canonical elegy without being of it. Both collections are concerned with Ovid’s plight and have as their goal to secure his recall to Rome or at least to some less distant place. The subject seems inherently unelegiac. By virtue of their epistolary form, which is explicit in the Epistulae ex Ponto and implicit in most of the Tristia, these poems have a lot in common with the Heroides. And the Ars amatoria is a frequent theme in both collections (Tr. 2.8, 240, 251, 303, 345; 3.14.6; 5.12.68, Pont. 1.1.12; 2.2.104, 9.73, 76, 10.12, 11.2; 3.3.70). But if anything, these poems belong even more than the Heroides to the genre of epistolography. Their most obvious relationship to elegiac convention has not to do with love or with aetiology (although both of these themes are present in the collection: see Miller 2004, 210–36) but with the title of the Tristia – “Sorrows” – which alludes to elegy as a genre of lamentation, a conceit that carries through both collections, in which the exile poet presents his existence in Tomis as a form of living death. And Ovid’s own career, including his identity as the poet of the Amores, is an important theme as well (although the Ars, which Ovid alleges was an important reason for his relegation, looms even larger). But to argue that the Tristia and the Epistulae ex Ponto can therefore be considered part of the elegiac canon would involve more than just special pleading.
In this respect we may include the Ibis, a curse poem that bears no obvious relationship to canonical Roman elegy but, like the Fasti and if anything even more so, is modeled on a specific poem of Callimachus, the chief poet of the Greek elegiac canon. It is as if Ovid, at the end of his career, had become a generic fundamentalist, moving beyond canonical Roman elegy in a way that takes him closer to canonical Greek elegy, and especially to Callimachus, than any Roman poet, in any genre, had ever come.
I hope I have shown why it is valid to consider the genre of Roman elegy from two perspectives. On the one hand, an expansive definition of the genre as one that embraces Catullus as well as Ovid’s exile poetry, is certainly defensible. On the other, it seems to me difficult to come to terms with what I have called proto-elegy and meta-elegy until one comes to terms with the essentializing impulse of canonical Roman elegy – the poetry of (presumably) Gallus, Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid in his Amores. It is here that the Romans truly called out the Greeks by creating out of inherited ingredients something that was new and unparalleled. It was an achievement upon which they built in amazing ways, but it is also one that deserves to be understood in and of itself.
FURTHER READING
The central issues of this chapter are addressed in the context of ancient genre theory in Farrell 2003. For a fuller account of Greek elegy in the Hellenistic period see Murray 2010. On the essential aspects of canonical Roman elegy Kennedy 1993 is excellent. Miller 2004 takes a different approach to the definition of elegy as a genre: he considers Catullus an elegist in much the same sense as the poets of Quintilian’s canon, and does not distinguish (as I have in this chapter) between canonical elegy and meta-elegiac poetry. Hunter 2006 is an incisive, up-to-date point of entry into the study of Callimachus’ influence on Roman poetry. For the influence of Callimachean aetiological elegy, see Miller 1982, Miller 1991, and Wahlberg 2008. A number of factors that influenced the development of Ovid’s career are discussed by Harrison 2002, Tarrant 2002, and Farrell 2004. On the various aspects of what I have called Ovid’s meta-elegiac poetry see: (Ars, Rem., Med.) Conte 1994; (Her.) Kennedy 1984, Spoth 1992, Farrell 1998; (Met.) Knox 1986, Hinds 1986, Farrell 1992; (Fasti) Hinds 1986, 1992a, 1992b; (Tr., Pont.) Nagle 1980, Williams 1994; (Ib.) Williams 1996.
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CHAPTER 2
Catullus the Roman Love Elegist?
David Wray
Quintilian (10.1.93) and Ovid (Tristia 4.10.53–5) seem to think not. In a pair of regularly quoted passages, they agree on a list of four canonical Roman elegists: Gallus; Tibullus, whom Quintilian likes best, “for his special polish and elegance”; Propertius (some do like him better, Quintilian admits); and Ovid, who, writing from the long view of exile, could claim his own place on the roster without arrogance or false modesty. These two strong pieces of evidence urge the conclusion that just about any reader of Latin poetry in the early empire would have told you that Roman love elegy was a genre initiated by Gallus, the only one of the canonical four whose poems are all but entirely lost. And Catullus? Despite having been born only about fifteen years before Gallus, despite being one of the most carefully studied and imitated poets in later generations, and despite having written long poems in elegiac metre on love themes, Catullus, from the view on the ground, the view of Latinity itself, somehow seems not to have counted as a Roman love elegist.
Does this mean it is a mistake to describe him as one? The editor of an influential early twentieth-century American college textbook on the subject named Catullus as “the first Roman elegist whose works have endured to our own time” (Harrington 1914, 25) and included twenty-five of his poems as examples of the elegiac genre. A more recent editor of a similar textbook, updating Harrington for the millennium and writing at about the same temporal remove from him as separated Quintilian from Ovid, likewise includes Catullus in his list of “surviving erotic elegists” (Miller 2002, 2). Here the representative selection includes only one, or part of one, poem whose claim to the status of elegy looks unassailable, Poem 68B. Like Harrington before him, Miller rounds out his sampling of Catullus with a number of shorter pieces in elegiac metre taken from the final third of the corpus (Poems 69 through 116). These poems are all traditionally designated as epigrams, with one possible exception (Poem 76), and duly recognized as such by both commentators. Are they also in some sense examples of elegy, as their inclusion seems to imply?
The seven shorter poems Miller anthologizes, freighted as they are with intense, complex, and characteristically Catullan emotions, do seem to press a claim to the status of miniature elegy, at least at the level of thematic content. Each of them however also manifests the formal pith, the drive toward neat encapsulation through symmetry and pointed antithesis, and above all the relative roughness of diction (Ross 1969) that distinguished Latin epigram, one of the most widespread and popular poetic genres of the language, from elegy. Latin elegy, conversely, was marked at the height of its development by an aristocratic disdain for linear progression at the level of theme coupled with a no less aristocratic commitment to relentlessly elegant polish at the level of diction. This latter quality, the mirror sheen of their exquisite surfaces, is what Quintilian picked out (in Tibullus especially) as a chief excellence of the Augustan love elegists. The former quality, the fuzzy logic of their propositional content (here again Tibullus leads the pack), is what makes them, for modern readers at least, often hard to construe for sense and even harder to come to grips with as poetry.
So does Catullus get to count as a Roman love elegist or not? On the one hand, we can acknowledge that Catullus gave the world some genuine examples of subjective-erotic elegy. Poems 65 and 66, a translation from Callimachus on Berenice’s lock with a dedicatory letter, clearly belong in this category. And whether we count it as one poem or two, Poem 68, a shimmeringly intense poetic meditation in which the major emotional preoccupations of the Catullus we get to know throughout the corpus find their correlates in the heroic mythology of the Greeks, realizes so many of the potentials of love elegy so fully that it might feel odd to call it a mere precursor of the genre. Propertius and Ovid explicitly acknowledged Catullus as a formative model (Miller 2007). Their poetic practice, and Tibullus’ as well, points to an apprenticeship that included diligent study not just of the full-length elegies but of everything Catullus wrote. The genres of Latin poetry, interrelated, were always open to influences from outside their own permeable generic boundaries, and all the surviving elegy collections have moments, for example, where they riff on the traditions of Roman epigram. Ovid even rewrites Catullus’ unforgettable single-distich epigram odi et amo (“I hate and I love,” Poem 85) in the first couplet of Amores 3.11b, and spends the rest of the poem amplifying it in a decidedly epigrammatic, if distinctly Ovidian, vein. For these reasons and others, Catullus has a place in the history of Roman love elegy, and studying that history involves studying more than just those two or three of his poems that come closest to being full-blown examples of the genre.
On the other hand are some strong reasons for saying that while Catullus did write poems that are properly called Roman love elegies, he did so without thereby becoming a Roman love elegist properly speaking. For one thing, the Roman love elegists, unlike Catullus, all shared the sense of a poetic commitment to devote their careers exclusively to writing in the elegiac form. This they seem to have allegorized in the claim to have devoted their lives to a sole and unique love object, a mistress (we owe this meaning of the word chiefly to Roman elegy [Wyke 2007]) whose beauty and faithlessness obsesses and torments them. Catullus does share with them the ethical claim to have devoted himself to a love object that both obsessed and disappointed him. But Lesbia, in the fictional world of Catullus’ poetry, has always struck readers as a real person with specific traits, at least too much so to serve merely or principally as an allegory for things like poetic writing, the genre of elegy, or the book of poems itself, as Cynthia so often does in Propertius. Further, within Latin poetry it is Catullus who has given us our great surviving example of restlessly experimental variety (what the Greeks called poikilia) at the level of form, through a very wide range of speech genres as well as metres and themes. By contrast, if Gallus, Tibullus, or Propertius ever wrote other kinds of poetry besides elegy, we do not know of it.
Ovid is of course the exception, since he went on to graduate from elegy into what he and his tradition regarded as more ambitious genres, starting with his (lost) tragedy Medea. And the characteristically Ovidian wit of the Amores can make his elegiac commitment look half-hearted, even inside the logic of that poetry collection’s imagined world. More often than not, Ovid – whether that name refers to the lover inside the world of the poems or to the poet standing outside that world and making it – just seems to be having too much fun to count as obsessed and tormented. Still, even Ovid portrays himself at the opening of his elegiac collection as wounded by Love’s arrow and bound by the god’s cruel command to live only for love and write only elegy (Amores 1.1). Even more instructive in this regard is his depiction, at the beginning of his third and final book of “Loves,” of Elegy and Tragedy personified as female beings competing for his exclusive devotion and not satisfied until he promises serial monogamy to both (Amores 3.1). This scene, for all its wit, also clearly shows just how thoroughly Ovid could count on his contemporary readers to recognize, as a cultural given, an implicit but clear and striking claim about Roman love elegy as a poetic vocation, one with more than merely writerly implications for the poet called to it. Ovid is implying, and expecting his readers to understand, that being a Roman love elegist had come to mean something comparable on some level to what it meant in this culture to be a philosopher (Hadot 2002). That is to say, the choice to be a Roman elegist could be held up as not just a choice to mold written language under the constraints of a certain literary form on a given day, or to have a particular kind of poetic career, but rather a once-for-all decision, forced on the poet more than taken by him, to be a certain kind of human being and live a certain kind of life. Catullus, whose poetry gives as strong a sense of poetic vocation and poetic ambition as any poet who ever wrote, never hints that he thought of being a love elegist in this way or had even heard of the possibility of doing so.
Another salient difference between Catullus and the Augustan elegists, as I read their poetry, is that Catullus gives us more, by a wide margin, of what Paul Veyne (1988, 31–49) calls “classical illusion.” By this I mean the strong impression that the speaker of Catullus’ poems is a man in the world, or at least a character in a realist drama, talking – maybe to someone else, maybe only to himself – but just talking, the way people talk in the world. While it may be hard to put a finger to the precise causes of this impression of directness and authenticity, the entire modern reception history of Catullus testifies to its power and presence. Extant Latin poetry offers no other reading experience that has felt to so many readers like the experience of getting close to another human being. No amount of talk on the part of us scholars about things like performativity and ironized self-presentation has yet succeeded in making Catullus walk that way for most of his readers, especially when coming to his poems for the first time.
By contrast, arguing hard for self-consciously performative artifice in Roman love elegy feels like belaboring the obvious. The speaker of a Roman elegiac poem is often as hard to place in a world as a Senecan tragic protagonist. His words seem to travel through a medium that has all the viscosity and circularity of song, and very little of the transparently linear discursivity of talk. “Semiotic game” and “self-pastiche” are among the concepts Veyne (1988, 9, 28, and passim) famously, or infamously, applied to the discursive system of Roman love elegy and the self-presentation of its speakers. While finding much to disagree with in Veyne’s book, I also find these formulations taken by themselves so intuitively apt as descriptors of Roman elegy that the resistance they provoke in some Anglophone scholars leaves me puzzled and wondering if something got lost in translation. For Veyne, neither Catullus’ “sincerity” nor the elegists’ jeu sémiotique (jeu means “mechanism” as well as “game”) has anything to do with the measure of fidelity or fickleness in love we might impute to the poets or their poems’ speakers. What makes the Catullan speaker “sincere” in this sense more kin to Roland Barthes’ (1986) “reality effect,” and ego in Catullus’ poems is never so “sincere” as when he allows himself to be caught in a lie or an act of self-deception, as he often does. As for “semiotic game” and “self-pastiche,” I take it that Wheeler (1915, 157) had already put a (less threatening) finger on more or less the same generic features when he spoke of an “erotic system,” something he found only hinted at in Catullus but fully formed in the elegists, and noted that the elegiac speakers talk about themselves and their loves in an ironizing, objectifying tone that Catullus uses sometimes to talk about other men’s loves but never his own.
At least some of these are differences of degree rather than kind. Still, it may turn out that the sum of these contrasts at the level of literariness points to a deep underlying difference in the range of relations between fictional world and lived experience available to a given poet or set of poets. This is a claim that, if accepted, puts Catullus on the other side of a fairly bright line from the Roman love elegists and has a fair shot at being a general assertion about Latin literary history. To evaluate it, or begin to, more needs saying about the literary as well as the historical. Literary space feels like a realm apart, an element apart, from the space of mere language. If a signifying act in its instrumental, communicative use is like a physical object (a rock, say) surrounded by air, then the appearance of that signifying act in a literary utterance can be likened to the event of the rock being dropped into a pond. There is no end to the things we can find to say about the “physical object” constituted by a word-meaning-referent nexus located in the “air” of ordinary language use, just as there is no end to the “contextualizing” things a literary historian or philological commentator can find to say about the origins, properties, and interrelations of all the items in the world a literary text referentially points toward and incorporates. But once we set about describing the rock’s fall into the water, what takes center stage in our description, after the splash of initial contact, is the pond itself, the rhythmic surges pulsing through it as it works its way from the shock of excitation back to a state of relative calm. Developing the analogy, we can liken the concentric ripples across the water’s surface to the widening complex of metonymic associations that spread out from the point of (signifying) contact across a textual surface. And we can liken the zigzagging descent of the rock toward the pond’s bottom to the deepening complex of metaphoric significances psychically activated by the interaction of text and reader in the act of reading.
The analogy as set up is being asked to serve at least double duty, by describing what a poem might be doing and what reading the poem might be like for a reader. I want to put it to yet a further service by holding it up alongside some elegiac verse texts of Catullus and Propertius, as a way of comparing and contrasting, if only in the limited way a sampling can achieve, these two poets’ available modes of relation to the lived experience and the historical events their poems reference and imply. In both passages, the shock of excitation, the splash on the surface of the psychic pond that is the poem-world, comes from the displacement power of the one linguistic signifier on which the whole massive heft of history during the writing life of all the poets here under discussion can be said to have ridden: the name Caesar.
The verses of Catullus I have in mind stand as a complete poem. Decidedly an epigram by its theme and diction as well as its form, and admittedly a strange candidate on its face for comparison to Augustan love elegy, this elegiac distich is nonetheless one of the selections Harrington included in his anthology of Roman elegiac poetry (1914, 109):
Nil nimium studeo, Caesar, tibi uelle placere,
         nec scire utrum sis albus an ater homo.
                                      (Catullus, Poem 93)
I have no particularly eager wish to please you, Caesar,
         or to know whether you are a white man or a black one.
As an utterance this is a choice example of what I have elsewhere called Catullus’ “poetics of manhood”: a conversation-stopping performance of outrageous verbal aggression that invites readers to enjoy and cheer it as such (Wray 2001). At the same time and above all it is a poem, and it does a poem’s work, however quietly and unobtrusively, in a way that the pond analogy allows us to describe with a measure of adequacy. The shock of excitation that sets up the vibrational system of the poem has its center of gravity in the vocative Caesar lodged in the first line’s metrical navel. This excitation, the poem implies, has its origin in an attempt, on Caesar’s part or another’s, to persuade or compel the speaker to adopt a willed (uelle), not feigned, resolve to accommodate his words and actions to Caesar’s wishes. The process of working through that excitation, what the poem enacts, consists in the representation of a man groping for an appropriately zinging squelch to rebuff what he takes as an attempt to unman him into submission. The release of excitation that restores relative equilibrium comes from the speaker’s victorious pleasure (and confidence that we will share it) in having produced from out of his linguistic community’s cultural storehouse a received proverbial utterance that, in context, hits the bullseye of perfect aptness. Not knowing if a man is albus an ater, “white or black,” as Cicero (Philippics 2.41) and other prose writers use the phrase, amounts to not knowing the first thing about him, not being able to predicate a single descriptor of him. By closing the epigram on this homely, prosy, but vigorous and vivid locution, the speaker responds to his own first-verse assertion, that he doesn’t care in the least about cultivating a wish to please Caesar, in a way that pleasurably subsumes, libidinally releases, that assertion into a broader claim, that Caesar stands outside the circle of persons the speaker has even the faintest wish to get to know or learn about.
Poem 93, while not very ambitious or impressive as a literary artifact and not very representative of its author’s talent, is characteristic of Catullus’ poetic practice in some important specific and general ways. If we take a Latin elegiac poem as a literary artifact susceptible of being read as the representation of a subjective “working through” of the problem of a painfully exciting stimulus, then it is fair to say that Catullus’ characteristic mode of working through consists in working his way to a sharp point and using it to jab hard. Leaf through the corpus and see how many Catullus poems you think end with a line that packs a punch, hones the point of an aggressively purposive linear rhetorical thrust. The dedicatory epistle, Poem 1, closes on a poet’s stark bid for his book’s immortality: “may it last, perennial, longer than an age” (plus uno maneat perenne saeclo, 1.10). The more famous of the two kiss poems, Poem 5, ends by encapsulating its speaker’s boastful expression of a gargantuan appetite for kisses inside an expression of the hope that his stratagem of mixing up the tally of kisses will prevent an enemy’s envious evil eye from taking effect, “should he come to know how many our kisses are” (cum tantum sciat esse basiorum, 5.13). The equally famous Poem 11, delivering its speaker’s bitter message of dismissal to a lover proved false, closes on a literal cut inside an unforgettable figure. When he likens his love to a flower that falls after “it has been touched by the plow” (tactus aratro est, 11.24), the speaker has plowed his own utterance straight down its furrow to an untoppable and unanswerable closure, by hitting on a poem-final phrase that manages to nail, with overweening aptness, no fewer than three things at once: the steely brutality of the heartlessness he imputes to his beloved; the slashing intensity of his own retaliatory anger; and the wilting pathos of the self-pitying aggrievement that underlies that anger as the source and secret principle of it, and that a psychologically subtle poet lets us discern through and beneath the words of his poem’s speaker.
Again, what I am describing is a matter of degree, and Catullus in his elegiac writing does have less the feel of an aggressively linear plowing toward a pointed thrust than my own reading, at least, finds in the shorter poems of the first and last thirds of the corpus. But even Catullus’ longer elegiac poems manifest a level of classical discursive linearity and realism of presence, a sense of a talking voice, that set them distinctly apart from what I am calling the circularity and liquid viscosity of song. This latter pair of qualities are a large part of what gives the love elegies of the Augustans their special feel and mood. They bespeak a markedly different situatedness not just in their imagined world but also the world inhabited by their poets.
The lines of Propertius I have chosen to set alongside Poem 93 deliver, like Catullus’ poem, a message to Caesar (by way of Maecenas, the poem’s direct addressee) consisting in a refusal to give him what he is presumed to want. The Caesar in question is of course a different man living in a different world. The refusal, no less different, takes its place in the long tradition of recusatio, or programmatic refusal to compose a full-length heroic epic. For Propertius this was a tradition that stretched, through the “proem in the middle” (Conte 1992) that opens Virgil’s sixth Eclogue, back to that passage’s direct model in the prologue to Callimachus’ Aetia, and from there back to Hesiod’s encounter with the Muses at the start of the Theogony. Yet Propertius’ refusal, while taking its place within the recusatio tradition, sits in it oddly, to say the least:
sed neque Phlegraeos Iouis Enceladique tumultus
        intonet angusto pectore Callimachus,
nec mea conueniunt duro praecordia uersu
      Caesaris in Phrygios condere nomen auos.
nauita de uentis, de tauris narrat arator,
      enumerat miles uulnera, pastor ouis;
nos contra angusto uersamus proelia lecto:
      qua pote quisque, in ea conterat arte diem.
laus in amore mori: laus altera si datur uno
      posse frui: fruar o solus amore meo!
si memini, solet illa leuis culpare puellas
      et totam ex Helena non probat Iliada.
                                 (Propertius 2.1.39–50)
But neither would Callimachus intone, from his slender chest,
       the Phlegraean roils of Jove and Enceladus,
nor are my own lungs fit, in steely verse,
       to set down Caesar’s name among his forbears.
A sailor’s tales are of winds, a plowman’s of steers,
       the soldier counts his wounds, the shepherd his sheep;
my business is battles that rage in a slender bed:
       let each consume his day in what art he can.
Dying in love is something to praise, another is being granted
      to enjoy a one and only: O let me alone enjoy my love!
If I remember right, she often dispraises fickle girls
      and dislikes, on Helen’s account, the entire Iliad.
Odd enough already, though not the oddest thing here, is that the poem’s speaker could hardly have hit on a fulsomer message of praise to send Caesar’s way than the one implicitly encoded in his outward withholding of praise. In comparing himself to Callimachus, the speaker sets up a complex analogy that maps Rome’s new princeps onto the monarch of Olympus, likening his long and bloody march toward one-man rule through Philippi and Actium (and politics and propaganda) to the mythological battle of gods and giants that ended with cosmic rebellion quelled and the establishment of Jupiter’s Olympian rule. The poem by this point has already situated itself in the historical moment of its own composition by rehearsing the names of those two great civil battles, among others. And “the allegorical use of Gigantomachy to allude to Augustan supremacy” (Hardie 1983, 312), especially in the context of a recusatio, puts Propertius squarely in the company of Virgil and Horace, in whose poems that mythological theme is a recurring motif. So far, then, by his range of historical and mythological reference, by his declaration of allegiance to Callimachean poetics, and by the always potentially ambivalent gesture of recusatio, Propertius, we can say, looks as characteristically and thoroughly Augustan as it was possible for a Roman poet to look.
If we look back at Catullus’ Poem 93 from the vantage point of these lines of Propertius, what stands out starkest in these two poetic messages of refusal addressed to two different Caesars is the fierce outspokenness of Catullus’ speaker in contrast to the sly indirection of Propertius’. The contrast is one that still holds true by and large, I find, when its terms are expanded to take in the entire Catullan corpus on one side and what survives of Augustan love elegy on the other. And once we view these two sets of poetic utterance together at the distance of a synoptic view, it feels frankly artificial not to consider the ways in which the historical and political circumstances of their composition may plausibly be thought to have conditioned their different modes of poetic voicing and fictive worldmaking. Instead of or in addition to describing the modes of psychic energy represented in Catullus’ poems in terms of cultural and anthropological concepts like performative self-fashioning and poetics of manhood, we might describe them, for example, in terms of a combination of political and psychological theory derived from Aristotle. Viewed from this perspective, what becomes salient in Catullus’ outrageousness is not its performativity – which after all explains nothing by itself, if all human social behavior has an element of performance to it – but rather the fact that, excessive as the Catullan speaker’s outbursts are, they consistently manifest the excess of a thing that, once modulated and matured, could look a lot like the republican virtue of spiritedness. The man Catullus’ poems make us think we are getting to know is one who voices his feelings with the heraldic intensity of an aristocratic spirit that brooks no constraint because it has never been broken, never been taught to curb or dissemble its passionate nature across the whole range of human emotion, from love to hate, from joy to grief, from anger to fear and shame. The seat and wellspring of the Catullan speaker’s emotional life seems in this regard to function a lot like the thumos of a Homeric hero (Casswell 1990, Koziak 1999), albeit in the unhomeric social setting of an urban metropolis.
The represented subjectivity of Propertius’ speaker, by contrast, is pretty clearly that of an imperial citizen-subject, for more reasons than the obvious fact of his submission to an autocratic ruler enacted in verbal kowtows that presumably would have sickened a Roman man like the one who speaks the poems of Catullus. Modern readers, as citizens of liberal democracies, have often responded with revulsion and condemnation to what looks like servile flattery of Augustus on the part of Augustan poets, especially Virgil and Horace. Latinists for the most part now tend instead (unless they are open apologists for empire) to come to the rescue of the poets they value by finding ambivalence in their political sentiments, through a hermeneutic teasing out of veiled resistance and resentment beneath the surface of their apparent encomia. If both positions are understandable, neither feels fully satisfying. The act of damning those poets who thrived under an empire has always afforded the reliable pleasure of righteous indignation. Perhaps it is predicated on a confidence in political institutions that is hard to summon in times when modernity looks like a thing of the past. In the specific case of the Augustan poets, perhaps it constitutes a failure not just of empathy but also of historical imagination, a distaste for thinking and feeling one’s way into the lived experience of a generation of poets formed not just by Callimachus and Catullus but also by civil wars, proscriptions, and massacred towns: a generation making poems in a world with no recourse to an “international community,” no escape but death, and governed by a power that, while it might give any of its subjects cause for pride and optimism or at least relief, had also procured the suicide of the eldest of the canonical love elegists and would exile the youngest.
I have quoted more couplets than scholars usually do when referencing this first example of a recusatio in the poems of Propertius (see e.g. DeBrohun 2003, 5). The complexity of the passage does make its unity easy to miss. But when the speaker gets around to referencing by name the epic of all epics, he turns out to have been, all along, on the same subject as when he was aligning himself with Callimachus’ refusal to try his hand at songs of kings and battles. In terms of the pond analogy, we can locate the rock-irritant whose impact breaks the pond-text’s surface tension in the pressure to write Caesarian-Homeric epic, a persuasive or compelling force experienced by the speaker as coming from someone outside himself and his love relation’s community of two. And we can say that the rock is still scuttling across the floor of the pond, the shock of excitation still being metabolized throughout its vibrational system, all the way to the point where the speaker finds a way to reframe his resistance toward that external (or projected) urge as a lover’s declaration of lifelong fealty – a wheedling, masochistic, needy, manipulative declaration, and one that presents a sphinx-like opacity to the question of its speaker’s own precise level of self-complicity – directed at someone or something he calls simply “she” (illa). By this reframing, he seems almost to have recast his utterance as an act that takes place in a world inhabited only by two, or no more than two.
It is not easy to account, at least not by the logic of waking consciousness, for the process by which the Propertian speaker manages to digest and naturalize his refusal to please Caesar into an event in the drama cycle of his love relation. Tempting as it might be to invoke the logic of dreams, this all too easy solution is inadequate as well (here and elsewhere) in that it fails to respect things like alertness of wit and elevated rhetorical tone. Those characteristic elegances of Roman love elegy serve here as the chief motors driving the passage forward, or rather downward and back to the obsessive kernel to which the discourse of the genre recurs. The middle pair of couplets (line 43 ff.) seems at first to launch off in a new direction with a single-couplet priamel on different subjects of talk (and poetry) that correspond to different walks of life. But when the speaker resolves his foresong into a claim of predilection for the life (and poetics) of love, he does so in language that, while metaphorizing sex acts as “battles” (proelia) fit for heroic commemoration, also metonymically links his slender bed (angusto … lecto) to the slender chest (angusto pectore) of Callimachus. The bed of love is thus not only ethicized by being held up as a walk of life on a par with farming or sailing, aestheticized by the application of a descriptor redolent of Callimachean and Neoteric exquisiteness (sheathed in the aggression of its insolent claim to take self-satisfaction in impoverishment), and heroized by the likeness of sexual congress to clash of arms, it is also figurally raised in dignity from the status of a piece of furniture to that of a cognitive and affective faculty, a living and singing sense-organ, through a kind of spiritualization of its function as the physical site of erotic acts and a resonant container of surging, pulsing, poem-making energies.
This figural complex is a familiar one, in which poetry and love are made each to figure the other, with the heroic economy of death in war and glory in epic serving as the third term of comparison. It has already been activated in similar terms earlier in the poem, when the speaker boasted of long naked wrestling bouts with the beloved in which “we set down (i.e. ‘compose’ or ‘found’) long Iliads” (longas condimus Iliadas, 2.1.14). When he returns to it here, on the far side of recusatio, he presses the point still deeper. The following couplet’s ethical assertions (lines 47–8) offer a kind of lover’s credo framed in a fiercely rhetorical tricolon that comes close to tracing an instance of what philosophers call the practical syllogism, a picture in words of the soul’s passage to action. If “dying in love” (orgasm is one referent here, but not the only one) is praise(worthy), then the lover’s pleasure can match the warrior’s honor in valuation, and a Paris is not outdone in glory by an Achilles (or an Antony by an Augustus?). But if dying a lover’s death is a commendable telos, then a life organized by that telos, through a steadfast devotion to – or more precisely a steadily reliable enjoyment of – a one and only, must necessarily participate in that same commendability as well. And so, rounding out the syllogism: “O let me alone enjoy my love!” The couplet’s fierce rhetoric is no less fiercely songful: the anaphora of laus marks the movement from the first premise to the second; the anadiplosis with polyptoton of frui/fruor stands at the threshold of the third; and the echo of amore mori in amore meo rings home what was to be proven, namely the equivalency asserted by the lover, with pressing urgency (O!), between a hero’s beautiful death and a lifelong access to the beautiful satisfaction of his own pressing want.
Before we pass to the final couplet of the passage, a moment of stocktaking. The figural moves executed by Propertius in these dozen lines are, on the one hand, sufficient by themselves to exemplify the operation of a “semiotic game” in Roman love elegy, comparable in many ways to the “erotic system” of the courtly religion of love that passes from the troubadours, through poets like Dante and Petrarch, into the poetic (and popular song) traditions of the modern European languages. It is love, these poets sing, that confers worth and honor on a human life; yet love is madness and pain; and yet that pain is sweeter by far than any pleasure. These and similar tenets of love’s religion, rules of its game, are perhaps so familiar to us, so conventional, that we take note of their presence or absence in a given poetic discourse of love only by a special effort of attention. But the figural systems that pervasively and specifically mark Roman love elegy – like love’s servitude and soldiery, and like the wordplay on Amor/amor that promotes desire (and its object) to the status of a ruling, besetting, triumphantly commanding divinity – are either absent entirely from Catullus’ poetry, or present only in embryonic germ, or foisted ironically onto other people, like Poem 45’s Septimius and Acme (with Amor sneezing approbation left and right). However complex, however painful the feelings he conveys, the speaker of Catullus’ poems, compared to the elegists, never stops doing just that: speaking, in a relatively contained, if often impassioned, tone of wakeful ego-consciousness – hovering, of course, over a ground of represented psychological depth (the “classical illusion” in action) – that never stops drawing in readers and making them want to be friends with Catullus. It is in this sense that the bluntness, the pure speakerliness, with which he blows off Caesar in Poem 93 can be called paradigmatic of his entire oeuvre. Catullus, in a moment of intense feeling, may compare himself to a nightingale, by talking about one, albeit in exquisite verse. We could say that the Augustan elegists, by contrast, are trying to sing like one, trying to voice intensities that go beyond the human, and not just at the level of form.
On the other hand, if we make the attempt to pierce the elegiac figural system, it is also possible to hear, in the words of Propertius we have read so far, and the thoughts and feelings they croon, a particular kind of zany boyishness, exquisite and brutal, that marks their genre as well. This too represents a set of qualities that Catullus, for all his thousands of kisses, never approaches. The situation these lines, and most of the verses of Roman love elegy, imaginatively conjure is that of a relation between an elite young man, tenderly raised and brilliantly talented (not unlike Catullus) and a woman who (very unlike Lesbia) is of a kind the young man would never under any circumstance marry. Both parties, as we are invited to picture them, have every interest in complexifying the nature of their relation so that it escapes looking like a mere exchange of payment for services, or even of gifts for attention, though the young man may sometimes hurl this latter construction in the woman’s face as a reproach, especially when her door is locked and she is behind it with another man. Their reasons for keeping the high drama stoked and thereby maintaining the complexified model of their relation are of course different on the two sides, as the elegists allow us to glimpse (and James 2003 brings into clear focus). What makes their reasons different, we might say, is that they have to do with different kinds of power and different kinds of want. But their reasons also overlap, and are also at least potentially complicated on both sides by things like feelings, and the elegists let us see this as well. In our own therapeutic vernacular, we might call their relation codependent. In the more precise terminology of a post-Freudian psychoanalytic model like Heinz Kohut’s self-analysis, we could say that the elegiac speaker casts his beloved in the role of a selfobject – an external object experienced by the deficient self as necessary to its own functioning as a self – while bringing to the relation a modality of wanting that Kohut would call (in his specialized sense) narcissistic, in that it partakes of the untamed grandiosity of infantile need (Kohut 1971).
Returning now to the Propertian speaker at the penultimate couplet quoted, we can say that his soul’s passage to action, the resolution of his practical syllogism, consisted precisely in his pentameter-splitting “O !”: an exclamatory expulsion of breath bodying forth what a medieval scholastic would call an “act of love” (actus amoris). What the action of his sigh was hankering after was the assurance of ever-ready access to intimacy with an always available selfobject, through a communion so intense as to blur the boundary between self and other, life and death, by drowning need and the self’s perception of itself as needy in ecstasy. When we arrive at the final couplet, however, something new has happened. The speaker, as if suddenly feeling the sting of mortified narcissism upon catching a glimpse of his own abject neediness and the utter impossibility of that need’s getting fed anywhere, least of all in the situation he has procured for himself, has now passed from breathing a lover’s sigh to mounting a kind of preemptive strike on his love’s object. This he achieves through an act of wit-driven passive-aggressive manipulation that deserves to be called sublime for two separate but related sets of reasons.
First, by resorting to the fictional (whether really experienced or no) memory of some literary critical remarks about the Iliad made in passing (or never) by a woman who is (or is not) referenced by the name Cynthia in Propertius’ poems, the elegiac speaker recharacterizes his generically-determined abnegation of Homeric epic, and all the modes of manly efficacy for which it stands, as his own sacrificially faithful maintenance of a love pact, a predated contract in which he agrees to eschew the Homeric and remain forever elegiac because she dispraises Homer, on account of Helen’s fickleness. The puella’s dispraise of Homer and the ethical condemnation of infidelity that motivates it are thereby deemed by the speaker to have had, all along, the value of sworn and solemn entry into that contract. In other words, he has aggressively recast a real or imagined stated literary opinion on her part as an implicit promise to compensate his status as an elegiac lover whose beautiful soul stands apart from all things heroic – the irresistible charm, that is, of his infantile dependence – with a steady stream of faithful love in the idealized maternal mode of constant and exclusive availability.
Striking as this bid for preoedipal bliss in union appears, even more striking is the fact that it remains always open to being read as a sally of wit engineered to raise a smile on the faces of his addressees both inside and outside the poem’s world. This crucial move is characteristically elegiac as well. By risking the exposure of so intimate a need to cold laughter while hinting that his bid for that need’s satisfaction might, even in the logic of the poem, all be based on a wishful lie (“if I remember right”), he appears, on one view, to be adding the spice of masochistic thrill to the sweetness of the (impossible) bliss he envisions. At the same time, by casting this cry for the fulfillment of a need beyond desire in the apparent form of an amusing stroke of urbanity, he has reserved for himself an out, an alibi, a guaranteed access to full deniability. The Roman love elegists have an iron-clad defense against any reader so importune as to take seriously what they say about the horrors of love. Catullus had found himself in the position of hurling the foulest threats of sexual aggression against readers who had put a finger to his tenderness as a lover and pronounced it unmanly. That is a position from which the elegists were protected (and barred) by all the perfections that made them, in the literary sense, Augustan: a perfection of hauteur and poise founded on the confidence of a poetic tradition whose language and forms had ripened (thanks to poets like Catullus) into a fullness of perfection and prestige that, in turn, both befigured and rested on the perfect imperial dominion those poet-subjects enjoyed and suffered. In this sense, the subject position of the Roman elegist is one around which the (new and improved) patriarchal power of his historical moment is ever ready to close ranks and keep his stance of perfect helplessness perfectly unassailable.
The second aspect of sublimity in this final couplet, with its intricate projection of an ethical disapproval of Homeric epic onto the speaker’s love object, is simpler to name. It cuts to the heart, the traumatic kernel, of Roman love elegy and defines it as a genre, at least in terms of its speaker’s subject position. It is what chiefly makes this poetry a treasure of world literature and a predecessor to the great love poetry traditions of the European languages. By recharacterizing his (however ambivalently) submissive refusal to Caesar and grand disavowal of Homeric song – by reframing, that is, the Callimachean recusatio that grounds his entire project, his poetic vocation and ambition – as an act of (however aggressively) submissive fealty by which he hopes to assure the continuance of a love relation that remains as hopeless, and as cruelly humiliating, as it is endless, the elegiac speaker declares himself not only a faithful follower of the religion of love but also a knower of the truth that love is a force more hostile to us, more inhuman, than death. It is this knowledge, of which he is master and teacher, that gives him the sense of himself as simultaneously, and to a sublime degree in both directions, heroic and degraded. Further, by flaunting (he cannot flaunt it enough) the miserable tawdriness of the relation he may never achieve and must always ache for, and by broadcasting in every poem the “written” (Wyke 1987), the “manufactured” (Sharrock 1991) insubstantiality of the (no) one he lacks, he declares his commitment to make poetry that is as monstrous as love itself.
Obsessive recursion to unbearable lovepain unquenched is elegy’s burden and theme. Elegy’s form – the droned and intoned liturgical monody of its ebb and flow, the mercilessly elegant sheen and tinkle of its semiotic gearworks – serves as a soundboard and receptacle for psychic energies too searing for ego consciousness and language to contain. Catullus, whether he is being a nice guy or a mean one, writing in whatever poetic form, whether he is exuberantly joyful in love or disappointed in love or just plain sick of love, never crosses the line into elegy in this sense, never stops talking his feelings with the psychological consistency and cohesion we like to think we have, and that we love Catullus for making us think maybe we do have. It is true that he approaches the elegiac position, in this sense, in places like the moment of fulgurous epiphany in Poem 68 when Lesbia’s foot flashes across the threshold (68.70–2), and it is true that moments like these, at least as much as his formal achievements, make Catullus a genuine predecessor and prototype for the Augustan love elegists. But it is also true that he stops very far shy of elegy’s potential for enacting the horror of erotic obsession. Catullus shows us a lover taking himself seriously with the perfect seriousness of adolescent manhood, and he depicts that modality of desire with a sunlit intensity that never cloys. The Roman love elegists perfected the art of not taking themselves seriously as lovers to a degree that allowed them to sound the archaic depths of the thing in love that is deeper than desire, and to put sung words to its terrible wisdom.
FURTHER READING
Catullus’ poems are quoted here from Mynors’ 1958 Oxford Classical Text, Propertius’ from Fedeli’s 2006 Teubner. Translations are my own. For further reading on Roman love elegy (beyond the sources mentioned in this chapter), Luck 1959 is still the best introduction to the history and prehistory of the genre. Lyne 1980 describes in fuller detail than the present chapter the ways in which Catullus set a precedent for the “life of love” that elegy depicts, and is overall an excellent study of Latin love poetry. Greene 1998 offers a feminist, Miller 2004 a Lacanian, reading of Roman love elegy. Major literary studies of Catullus’ entire oeuvre include Quinn 1972 and Fitzgerald 1995, while Skinner 2003 draws a richly imaginative setting for the composition of his longer poems.
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CHAPTER 3
Propertius
W. R. Johnson
The Meanings of Cynthia
Inside my carnal youth
My will to Poetry was being shaped
And mapped out were the outlines of my Craft.
                                                              (Cavafy)
The moment that Apuleius identified the elegiac poets’ objects of desire he gave warrant to their readers to view their love poems as representations of their actual romantic experience, inviting these readers, century after century, to supply (imagine) verisimilar details that the poet’s erotic autobiographies had been stingy with. (For a good discussion of Apuleius’ “identifications,” see Keith 2008, 88.) Thus as Catullus’ Lesbia was revealed to have been Clodia in actual life, so Propertius’ Cynthia was unmasked and identified as Hostia. In the present as in the past, for some readers who are mostly indifferent to the lives of the poets and primarily concerned with the pleasure of poems themselves (or their rhetorical engines), the actualities thought to be concealed behind these fictive names hold little interest. But for many readers, those enchanted by Dante’s Beatrice and Petrarch’s Laura, by Shakespeare’s Young Gentleman and his Dark Lady, and by Keats’ Fanny and Yeats’ Maud, fiction and fact are inextricably entwined, and, if fact is removed from them, the love poems seem divested of their life’s blood and wither into mere literature.
Today’s pendulum has swung away from this seductive prejudice, and the current fashion, with plenty of evidence and commonsense to fuel it, tends to distrust “actuality” and to favor “textuality.” The current fashion rightly reminds us that, for the most part, poetry is made out of words, most especially out of the words (and clichés) that poets borrow from other poets, both living and dead, and that they then transmute into their own unique idiom; it further insists we recognize that, however much a poet may seem to draw on his own experience, the construction of poetry relies primarily on literary conventions and on poetic imagination which combine to transform mere personal experience into something that looks like, reminds us of, realities, but is in fact something richer, stranger and possessed of far greater clarity and order than anything we are often likely to experience in our real lives. (The seminal essay for this perspective is Wyke’s; see also Miller 2004, 61–6) Propertius’s Cynthia, then, may have been a real woman whom he really loved (and lost, or rejected or was rejected by); or she may be a sort of collage of various women with whom he shared erotic joys and griefs; or she may be a textual contraption, cobbled together from the women that other love poets had loved or invented. Or she may, in fact, be a peculiar amalgam of all these possibilities. But whatever she was when Propertius sat down to write her she is, for her contemporary readers, primarily an imaginative representation of what Propertius thought and felt about the society he lived in, about the nature of the erotic experience as he and his contemporaries conceived of it and experienced it, about what he thought concerning the nature and function of poetry, and, perhaps most crucially, what he thought about the meaning of his role as poet, about his poetic calling.
The source of that calling is mysterious. Using the older, more traditional template, one could imagine that Propertius was essentially a lover, and it was for this reason that he chose (or was compelled) to write love poetry: being a lover and wanting to write, he had to write about what he knew best – until, as we will shortly see, for one reason or another (like falling out of love?), he abandoned love poetry and turned his attention to other topics. More likely is the fact that he grew up towards the end of a sort of revolution in erotic behavior in Rome, a revolution that was reflected in and abetted by the love poetry of several generations of Roman poets in the first century B.C.E. (beginning with Catullus and Calvus and ending with Propertius’ literary heir, Ovid). Briefly, that revolution had its origins in a fragmentation of social institutions that took place while its political institutions were being demolished; at the core of the erotic ideology that fueled this revolution was a profound distrust of and an increasing indifference to traditional ideas about sex and marriage and family values that had obtained in Rome for most of its known history. Those ideas centered on the procreation of Roman citizens (and soldiers) and the economic and moral stability of the Roman people. The new, emerging ideology was centered on a promiscuous celibacy that thrived on abundant divorces and prolific adultery and that even had some room for same-sexual diversions. In short: during this extended era, the patriarchy – as occasionally happens – was experiencing presentiments of cracks in its foundations.
Whatever Propertius’ personal erotic code, this revolution and the genre of love elegy that incarnated it in words was a nice fit for a young man from the provinces with a taste for life in the city, one who seems to have liked to amuse himself by irritating the patriarchy and who was possessed of more than a little talent for sarcasm and satire.
Putting aside for a moment the figure of Cynthia, which is primarily compounded of the poet’s responses to her incomparable beauty, her amazing vitality, and, above all, her capacity to fascinate and madden her poet by virtue of her limitless variety and the baffling spectrum of her caprices and moods, let us first examine Cynthia as a textual creature, as a generic construction, as an assemblage of the conventions of love poetry as these offered themselves to Propertius when he undertook to write his love poems. At the outset of the opening poem of Book 2 he categorically states that his poetry, his love poems, his amores, utterly depend on the woman (or the idea) he calls Cynthia: non haec Calliope, non haec mihi cantat Apollo:/ ingenium nobis ipsa puella facit, 1.3–4. It is not Calliope, here symbolizing all the Muses, and it is not Apollo himself, not even Apollo, leader of the Muses and the god of Poetry, who have made Propertius a poet: it is his girl alone, who has created his talent (better, genius) for him. It is Cynthia who made a poet out of him. This admission or claim is emphatically repeated in poem 2B, 30, where he specifically refutes the criticisms of old men who appeal to antique codes of behavior (antiquis legibus, 15) to condemn the boisterous partying (convivia, 13) of the poet and his sweetheart (vita, 14). The poet is not ashamed to live faithfully, not with one wife, but with a single friend (amica, 23). Whatever old men and their outmoded laws may say, if what the poet and his girl are doing is criminal, it is a crime of love, hence, no crime at all: hoc si crimen erit, crimen Amoris erit, 24. At this point in his poem, the poet promises to whisk his girl away from censorious Rome to an artificial (yet to him very real) paradise, a dewy cave tucked away in mossy hills, where the Muses are singing the loves of Jupiter (Semele and Io). (For another version of the poet’s poetic hideaway, see 3.3.27–52) And if the Father of gods and men cannot withstand the arrows of Eros, who can? And if that is the case, why should Propertius be singled out for condemnation of a crime that is common to all? (This sly self-defense, everybody’s doing it, will be richly elaborated by Ovid in his Tristia 2. See Johnson 2009, 137–44) But lest Cynthia should feel embarrassed to find herself suddenly in the presence of the Virgin Muses, the poet reminds her that at least one of them (Calliope) was once deflowered and became thereby the mother of Orpheus. So, when she feels more at home among the Muses, Cynthia will find herself leading them, and then, with Bacchus among them, Propertius will be crowned with ivy, triumphant among poets, and all because of Cynthia: nam sine te nostrum non valet ingenium, 40. “Without you my talent is worthless.”
The testament to Cynthia’s essential role in creating the poet’s genius and generating his poems that opens Book 2A is powerfully reprised in the closing poem of Book 2B, where Propertius examines the nature of love poetry and proudly asserts his place among his predecessors in love elegy. (For a succinct explanation of the reasons for dividing Book 2 into Book 2A and 2B, see Heyworth 2007, x–xi, 152, 156–8) He and Cynthia follow in the footsteps of Varro and his Leucadia, of Catullus and Lesbia (whom he had made more famous than Homer’s Helen), of Calvus and his Quintilia, and, finally, of Gallus and his Lycoris (2B 34.85–92). Cynthia quin vivet versu laudata Properti,/ hos inter si me ponere Fama volet, 93–4. “Yes, and praised in my poems, Cynthia too will be eternized, if only Fame permits me to join the ranks of the poets who went before me.” If in these verses the poet seems to slip into the Apuleian mode and suggest that the love objects of his predecessors were actualities, the weight of his claim to belong to the sacred band of Roman love poets is unquestionably on the literary meaning of the poems that had served as his primary models for his poems about Cynthia. It is the poets (or better, their poems), not their women (real or imaginary) that matter: whatever their ontological status, factual or fictive, the women exist for the sake of the poetry (though without them, without the themes and language and images they bring with them – to the poet’s desk and perhaps to his bed – the poetry would not exist).
Cynthia, then, like her models, is essentially an idea that turns into a poem (or a text, if you like), and it is as an idea, even if she was somehow a woman who turned into an idea, that she attains much of her meaning and not a little of her power to enchant in individual poems.
But Cynthia’s links with textuality do not end with her role as heiress of poetic convention and, as such, as begetter of Propertius’ poetic genius.
The other erotic heroines of love elegy, whatever other traits they share with Cynthia, seem bereft of an interest in literature and of poetic taste and judgment. But Cynthia is a docta puella (2A 11.6), which will in fact be the epitaph for her grave); at 2.13A 11ff. we learn that the poet enjoys lying in the lap of his learned girl, reading her his poems and basking in her praise of them, able to ignore the carping of his detractors as long as she approves of them; (see also 2B 24.21); at 2B 26 25f, we are told that whenever she recites his poems to him she pronounces her hatred of his rich rivals, and he asserts that he finds that no girl feels such reverence for the poetic art as she does ; finally, in a witty moment (2B 33.35–8), a very drunk Cynthia, her garlands askew and falling into her wine cup, is not so sozzled that she cannot recite the poet’s verses in a slurred voice – and the poet finds her beautiful even, or especially, then.
She is not merely literate, then: she has a special fondness for poetry and (as luck would have it) a genuine admiration for the poetry of Propertius. This connection with poetry in general and the poet’s poetry in particular complicates the varied materials from which Cynthia is constructed. At times, she seems a high-class hooker whereas at others she seems just an ordinary slut, with no thought in her head but where the next john and his cash were coming from. When this latter notion takes possession of his mind, textual Cynthia becomes not just a book but a dirty book, one that has given him a really bad reputation: “People are talking about you, and you are becoming a laughing stock (fabula) because your “Cynthia” is being read all over the forum,” 2B.24 1–2): this unexpected consequence he decides to squirm his way out of by living up to his bad name (nequitiae caput, 6) and, by becoming thoroughly promiscuous, insuring that he will never again be labeled as the neurotic, obsessive lover of a rotten woman. Here Cynthia is an evil text, but for the most part elsewhere (until the closing poems of Book 3) she is what inspires his writing and what gives it its purpose as well as its glitter and its verve and its sustained force. She is the idea of pure (and impure) passionate eroticism, of the world well lost for love (or lust). And that idea was the core of his poetry, which, so far as one can judge, was what he lived for.
In his Book 1 (the Monobiblos), though Propertius devotes some attention to other matters, among them alternate pursuits (which he rejects, firmly and wittily), Cynthia easily dominates the poet and his poems. In Books 2A and 2B, where she is ubiquitous, she gradually takes on what will be her perfected representation. In Book Three, for reasons we will be presently examine, she finds herself competing for the poet’s attention with other pressing concerns but still manages to intrude herself into over a third of the poems in his penultimate volume before being cast into outer darkness in its closing poems, 3.24 and 25. (See Keith 2008, 186n6; Johnson 2009, 92) Out of these many and varied pictures of Cynthia, a composite image of her that I form (granting that different readers will form their images of her in different ways) displays a complexity that is rare in the other extant elegists.
She is indeed a textual construct, the product of a powerful generic code, but she is also an impressive incarnation of the erotic fashion of her poet’s time – that is to say, she more nearly represents a reality than do the multiple and dim beloveds of Tibullus or Ovid’s cardboard Corinna. And more even that Lesbia, she radiates an erotic verisimilitude that invites autobiographical speculations and misreadings. She triumphs as a textual construct because of the minute particulars that combine to confirm her as a genuine inhabitant of the poet’s imagined erotic paradise (and hell). Propertius could supply both her and his imagined self with the necessary and proper erotic details because he was intrigued by the complexities and ambiguities of the new eroticism that fuelled his imagination and gave him a poetic mission that suited his talents and his temperament.
For Propertius (and for us) textual Cynthia means Poetry, Love Poetry, but she also means a free eroticism, a way of expressing one’s sexuality that was not prescribed by traditional moralities, a way of remaking one’s (male) identity that ran counter to the traditional techniques for the formation of the male identity. (See McDonnell 2006, 165–205) The Propertian lover is not a husband and not a father, nor is he cursed with that patriarchal temper, so revered in the past, one of whose chief obligations is to keep control of one’s women (wives, daughters, concubines). Rather, he is – or pretends to be – not the master of his mistress but her slave, and that voluntary (and unreal) slavery allows him to claim that he has liberated himself from the stern voices of the implacable fathers (those old men and their threadbare laws, once the targets of Catullus’ scorn, 5.2–3: rumoresque senum severiorum/omnes unius aestimemus assis, “ the gossip of censorious old farts is worth about one red penny.” (For Propertius’ “slavery” as ironic disguise, see Gold 1993) To what extent Propertius himself believed in and lived the erotic ideology that he represents in his Cynthia poems is as unknowable as it is irrelevant. What matters is that, having committed himself to his imaginative investigation of the new eroticism, Propertius found that the kind of poetry he was writing had become fused with his desire for artistic freedom. His Cynthia meant the writerly writing of Texts, and she also meant Sexual Liberation, the Rejection of the Patriarchy, and the poet’s claim to Poetic Autonomy.
The Meaning of Maecenas
Caesar plots against India,
Tigris and Euphrates shall, from now on, flow at his bidding,
Tibet shall be full of Roman policemen ….
                                    (Pound, Homage to Sextus Propertius)
Arguably his masterpiece, Ezra Pound’s once notorious burlesque re-creation of key passages in Propertius’ corpus is distinguished not only by its wit and verve but also by its shrewd insight into the poet’s distinctive perspective on his era’s politics. The Propertius that most of Pound’s contemporaries were in the habit of reading was a fascinating if difficult love poet who happened also to be a loyal court poet: what Pound detected in the poems where others read enthusiastic assent to the Augustan regime was skepticism, irony and disenchantment.
It seems not unlikely that soon after the success of his Monobiblos, finding himself inducted into Maecenas’ coterie, Propertius would make the acquaintance of Vergil and Horace. What these two poetic stars thought when they first encountered Maecenas’ new find is unknowable and hard even to imagine. How Maecenas himself supposed his newcomer would fit in to his new surroundings is also difficult to guess at. But he apparently felt that he could persuade the passionate (and eccentric) young poet of love to transform himself into an ardent supporter of the princeps who would eventually reveal himself as an emperor, the brilliant and lucky politician who relied heavily on Maecenas for advice on various matters and not least for his fertile talents as master of political spin. That Maecenas was not slow in urging Propertius to add ardent civic advocacy to his repertoire of ardent erotic representations is clear from the very first poem in the poet’s new volume (2A), which is addressed to his powerful new friend.
quaeritis, unde mihi totiens scribantur amores, 1: “You ask me why I am constantly busy writing love poems.” That was the question that Maecenas posed to his latest “find,” a question that perhaps he kept posing and reframing as he offered Propertius suggestions for new topics, for a wider view. Maecenas loved the first volume, but perhaps it was a bit too delicate, a bit soft (mollis, 2), not quite manly enough? (This from an amateur of very light verse who preferred delicate garments to his toga!) The poet, as we have seen, answers this question by proudly confessing that it is his girl who had provided him with his genius (not Calliope, the Olympian Muse, or Apollo, the Olympian god of poetry, a deity very dear to the heart and to the iconography of the man who was then fashioning himself as emperor). Having identified Cynthia as the only creator of his poethood, he then launches into an exquisite series of images that evoke her charms and explain the power she has to make a poet of him. This catalogue of her erotic virtues ends with vivid salacity: if, while they are in the midst of rough foreplay, her garment happens to be ripped from her, the sight of her nakedness inspires him to produce a spate of massive Iliads: in short, whatever she does and whatever she says, maxima de nihilo nascitur historia, “a superb history is born out of the merest nothing” (13–16).
These raptures are suddenly abandoned for an apology. If the Fates had gifted him with a different sort of talent, one for epic, he would not waste it on old Greek fables (like Hesiod or Homer) or on Greek history or early or fairly recent Roman history: he would devote himself, if he had any epical capacity, to commemorating the wars and the accomplishments of Augustus and, after that, of Maecenas himself (25–6). He then proceeds to sketch some of Augustus’ wars and achievements, ending this skimpy catalogue with a renewed promise to include Maecenas in the epic he would like to write but cannot (“You, my muse, would constantly be weaving yourself into Augustus’ military campaigns, since you serve faithfully as his chief advisor as to when to make war and when to make peace,” et sumpta et posita pace fidele caput, 35–6). He then returns to his apology, identifying himself as an epigone of the counter-epical Callimachus, one whose gifts are woefully unsuited to singing the praises of famous soldiers. Instead, he finds his fame in dying for love and in being possessed by love for one woman only. This woman is so pure that she condemns others of her sex who do not share her gift for constancy. And, in fact, she has scorned the Iliad entire because it offers, in Helen, such a poor role model for those who might wish to be a one-man woman (47–50). He then admits that quite possibly his one true love is something of a femme fatale, as bewitching as ladies of legend (Phaedra and Circe for instance) who enchant their victims with wicked potions. One woman alone has deprived him of his reason, and it is from her house that he expects (and wants) his body to go forth to its pyre (55–6).
Doctors can cure other afflictions, but all medicine is powerless where Real Love is the sickness unto death (57–8). Propertius glories in his incurable illness, and he only asks of Maecenas that, when, at some unspecified date, he chances to drive his fancy chariot past the poet’s tomb, he will weep and whisper: huic misero fatum dura puella fuit, 78: “That cruel girl was the death of this miserable wretch.”
In the only other poem in Book 3 (9) that is addressed to Maecenas, the poet offers a similarly disingenuous statement of his desire to satisfy the requests of his friend for epic compositions, one that is constantly undercut by his confessions of epical impotence and his total commitment to self-consuming passions and to poems that commemorate them. (See Johnson 2009, 121–2) Here, hinting at the modest ambitions of his powerful friend who modestly remains in the spot in which fortune has placed him, he asks why Maecenas keeps trying to make him trust his fragile vessel in the perilous seas of high epic (1–4). Once again we encounter variations (here rather elaborate) on the “shoemaker stick to thy last” truism (7–20) capped by a single sentence: naturae sequitur semina quisque suae, “everyone obeys his genetic code.” And that is why, sticking to love poetry in the Callimachean manner (43–46), Propertius will continue to obey his natural bent (thereby winning the adulation of boys and girls in love with love – they worship him as a god), even as he imitates Maecenas, who also lives the life that nature intended him to lead, humbly content to remain as one of the powers hidden beyond the throne, when he could, if he wanted, display his gifts and his authority more ostentatiously, and find his name coupled with Caesar’s, especially famed not so much for his bravery as for his fidelity (21–34). Still, if Maecenas has a change of heart and decides to take a more decisive and visible role in the history of his times (and the history of Rome), then the poet would be prepared to follow (against the grain) his mentor’s lead and devote his genius (sub tua iussa, 52, “under your orders”) to immortalizing the current military successes of the Augustan regime (including the demise of wicked Antony) in epic verse, 47–60. You start behaving epically, and I’ll start writing epic.
So much for Maecenas and his cajoling. But the atmosphere of Book 3 tells another, more complicated story: not just bland, insincere refusals to toe the party line (the droll recusationes) but moods tinged with uncertainty and hesitation, these mingled with an increasing insistence on (or anxiety about) his place in the poetic pantheon. The first five poems of Book 3 concern themselves not with Cynthia but with the nature of his career and the quality of his achievement thus far. At 3.1.9–12 he presents himself as a triumphant general, back from the wars of love, laden with Callimachean spoils, accompanied with little cupids, trailed by (vanquished?) poets; and at 35–37 he predicts (not quite accurately) that whatever the envious throngs of his detractors may say (21) future Romans will honor his tomb. In the following poem (3.2) he repeats this prophecy more emphatically. It is still Woman that commands the center of his poetry (Cynthia has here vanished into an indefinite pronoun, 17–8), but the grandeur of his literary survival, which surpasses the pyramids and temples and the Mausoleum (and which may be mocking Horace’s similar claim to poetic perpetuity), is what his mindset is currently focused on. In poem 3, he is toying with the idea of writing Roman epic once again, but, taking yet another page from Callimachus, he represents first Apollo and then Calliope as chiding his false ambition and enjoining him to continue writing the love poems he was born to write.
In poem 4 he seems to have decided to ignore their intervention and to write, at long last, of Augustus’ victories. Now, he had in fact attempted to write such a poem before (Book 2A, 10), even addressing Augustus there by name (15). In this earlier poem, he contemplates freedom for his erotic muse and his self-transformation into a great Augustan vates: (bella canam, quando scripta puella mea est, 8, “I shall sing of wars since I’ve finished writing up my girl”: but of course he had not – she will continue to figure prominently in the next volume, 2B). For the moment, however, he can offer only promises of this poetic conversion and continue to write love poems (see the elaborate ironic metaphor that conveys his rejection of grandeur and that closes this exercise in il gran rifiuto (2.10.19–26). In 3.4, his determination seems more powerful and his assertion of the inevitability of Augustus’ triumphs over all Rome’s enemies is full-voiced. He prays to Mars and Vesta that he may live to see the day when Augustus rides in the triumphal chariot, with all his humiliated enemies trudging in his wake. But this moment of epical vision dissolves in quiet laughter when Propertius casually lets us know that he was witnessing the spectacle of imperial glory with a companion. Ever the partisan of peace and a enemy of excessive wealth (these values become the ostensible topics of poem 5), leaning on his girlfriend’s breast, he explains to her which cities the emperor has captured, and voices another prayer, this time to Venus, begging her to look after her royal kinfolk and preserve the emperor and his progeny forever (19–20). Then, in a striking break in his mood, he remarks that “they” who took the booty are welcome to it (presumably this “they” refers not just to his soldiers but to their commander); for himself he is content to applaud them as they move past him on the Sacred Way (21–2).
In poem 5, once again he distinguishes himself from those who live for profit and those who live for making war (and for making wars out of other wars, 12). After briefly taunting the worshippers of wealth, he voices one of his most famous (and most unpatriotic) statements: victor cum victo pariter miscetur in umbris:/ consule cum Mario, capte Iugurtha, sedes, 15–6), “victor and vanquished are equals when they meet in the underworld; captured Jugurtha, you sit side by side with the consul Marius” (in Charon’s boat). As for himself, he rejoices in the fact that from his youth he has danced with the Muses and encircled his brain with lots of wine, and always had a garland of spring roses on his head (21–2). Much later, when he has grown up, he will be ready to study the nature of things, various natural phenomena and questions of what may or may not await us beyond the grave. Possibly he is contemplating converting himself into a Lucretian poet when his libido dwindles (and possibly he is sending up Vergil’s famous threat to abandon poetry and give himself over wholly to the study of philosophy). In any case, he closes this poem about the meaning of his life and values with another jab at (greedy) soldiers whom he enjoins to go off to the wars they love so much and bring back the standards of Crassus.
What follows in Book 3 is a varied assortment of topics: Cynthia is still prevalent among them, but he also experiments with new subjects and new perspectives. Nevertheless, aside from an elegy on the emperor’s nephew Marcellus, a poem tinged with ironic highlights – for well over half the poem its apparent consolation is undercut with elaborate musings on the fact that death renders the lucky equal with the luckless (3.18.11–30) – the poet shows no further interest in yielding to Maecenas’ requests to celebrate the regime (3.9 is a funny, affectionate farewell to his mentor: I’ll undertake heroic imaginings once I see you leading the way; see Johnson 2009, 121–2). Still, since the volume closes, as we’ve seen, with the poet’s ferocious, bitter farewells to his Cynthia, the only begetter of his poetry, the reader is led to expect that if the poet continues writing poetry he may at last find himself wholly at the disposal of Maecenas and the ideology he fosters so faithfully.
And indeed, in the opening poem of Book 4 Propertius represents himself as an ardent, sonorously vocal spokesman for the Roman Way. His genius, forgetful of its initial inspiration, is now devoted to the venerable monuments of the City, to the awesome history they reflect, and, especially, to the shining promise of its future as this is vouched for by its shining present (67–70):
Roma, fave: tibi surgit opus; date candida, cives,
     omina; et inceptis dextera cantet avis!
sacra deosque canam et cognomina prisca locorum:
     has meus ad metas sudet oportet equus.
“Rome, look with favor on me – it is for your sake that my present project is undertaken. Citizens, give me good omens, and let the prophetic bird sing me a lucky song! As for me, I shall sing of Roman rituals and Roman gods and of the ancient names of the places. This is the goal that my steed must sweat to reach.”
Well and good: he has changed his mind and changed his act. But then, characteristically, the poet interrupts himself with a radical shift of tone and design. From out of nowhere there appears an astrologer who, having established his credentials as a truth-foreteller at considerable length (75–134), reminds the poet of Apollo’s warnings against his plans to abandon love poetry (73) and of the god’s crucial role in the poet’s choosing to write love poetry at the outset of his career (133–4). In ordering the poet to continue writing love elegy, he insists that he must recognize that he will never escape from the domination of Cynthia (139–46).
Propertius tries to ignore the prophet’s efforts to undo his new resolution to write patriotic poetry. He writes about the godling Vertumnus, about a soldier’s wife who is anxious about her husband’s tour of duty in the East, about the legend of Tarpeia (poems 2, 3, 4). But in poem 5 he indulges himself in a grotesque and funny tirade against a madam whose expertise in running her brothel, expansively documented, calls down on her the poet’s vehement curses. This poem acts as a peculiar prelude to the volume’s centerpiece, a celebration of Augustus’ triumph over Antony and Cleopatra at Actium in which Propertius finally performs all he has been promising and becomes a full-voiced vates, a great poet-prophet fully capable of representing this turning point in World History in all its solemn grandeur.
Most readers are satisfied with what appears to be the poem’s vatic sincerity, but a few smell a cruel burlesque (see Hutchinson 2006, 152–5; Johnson 1973). In any case, the shaman’s picture of what happened in history is followed by two poems (7 and 8) in which Cynthia, first as garrulous ghost and then as a jealous and violent lover, returns to enact the comic heroine of what may well be one of Propertius’ masterpieces. These strange, wonderful poems give way to poems 9, 10, 11, on, respectively, Hercules and the Ara Maxima, the origins of the spolia opima, and the self-pitying ghost of Cornelia, a sort of anti-Cynthia who incarnates everything that Roman family values and Augustus’ reconfigurations of them demanded of a Roman wife. (For Hercules, see Anderson 1993; for Cornelia, see Johnson 2009) Taken all in all this grab bag of Roman themes and erotic meditations (the soldier’s wife, Tarpeia and the Madam join with double Cynthia against long-suffering Cornelia) hardly constitute a volume of what Gertrude Stein christened “patriarchal poetry” (here, in its archetypal Roman avatar). Maecenas kept casting his wide and cunning net, but Propertius eluded it with perseverance and bravado.
The Ironic Erotic
So, she would come, like a fugitive, half-dead, to roll upon the
doormat which I have put for this very purpose outside my door.
So, she would come to Me with eyes absolutely insane, and she
would follow me with those eyes, everywhere, everywhere.
                                                                   (Laforgue 1998, 251)
Propertius is among the least accessible (and maybe the least popular) of the great Roman poets for a variety of reasons. Chief among these are the textual problems that continue to bedevil him despite the valiant efforts of his editors (where do certain poems begin and end? what to make of what appear to be fragments of poems? what happened to the end of Book 2A and the beginning of Book 2B?). Next comes the poet’s fondness for an oblique and jagged language that often complicates his considerable ability to craft a style that suits the normal Latin preference for harsh clarity and stern concision. Finally, there are the difficulties we face when we attempt to close with the wide range of his moods and perspectives: the tone (or tones) of voice that Propertius gives his poet-lover is marked by an unusual degree of ambiguity and irony. The obsessed creature who speaks these poems is a paradigm of erotic madness and un-Roman abjection, and his creator, it would seem, must in some measure accede to or at least sympathize with the erotic ideology that he incarnates. At the same time, Propertius, throughout his corpus (but especially in Books 2A, 2B and 3), and often in the same poem, mixes passionate devotion to erotic freedom with a cooler perspective, one in which the poet-lover, his behavior and his values are viewed with a wry detachment and subjected to a shrewd if friendly analysis of the genre he had inherited from Catullus and Calvus (2B.25.4 and 2B.34.87–90) and, more recently and perhaps more crucially from Gallus (91–92). (He refuses, of course, to mention Tibullus, but he can hardly have been unaware of his originality and of the success of his contemporary rival in erotic poetry.)
Something like a parallel to the Propertian mingling of eros and irony is offered by the much later literary phenomenon called (incongruously for our purposes) “romantic irony,” a cogent description of which Anne K. Mellor (1980) provides: ‘‘ … the authentic romantic ironist is as filled with enthusiasm as with skepticism. He is as much a romantic as an ironist. Having ironically acknowledged the fictiveness of his own patternings of human experience, he romantically engages in the creative process of life by eagerly constructing new forms, new myths. And these new fictions and self-concepts bear within them the seeds of their own destruction’’ (5). “Romantic” in Mellor’s study refers only accidentally to eros (the major figures that concern her most are Byron, Keats, Carlyle, Coleridge, and Lewis Carroll), but this concept, elaborately developed by German Romantic philosophers, has the merit, for our purposes, of focusing on a particular kind of double vision, one in which “sincerity” and skepticism engage in a peculiar dialectic (that is impervious to synthesis). This blending of antinomies is characteristic of Propertius’ distinctive mode, a fusion that puts him considerably closer to Cole Porter (“Down in the Dumps on the Eightieth Floor,” for example) than to the purer, Petrarchan norm, which allows for ironies but not for an ironical counter-voice against which the erotic voice must compete.
Propertius’ ironic erotic is clearly on view in poems where he treats himself with what amounts to a pitiless and droll self-mockery. In 1.3, when he stumbles “home” to Cynthia after a long night of heavy drinking, his efforts not to wake her up (fearing the scolding he knows he’s in for) are undermined by his need to touch her (and perhaps awaken her for sex); this hilarious cartoon is prefaced by an extravagant mythological preface (Cynthia as Ariadne, Andromeda as maenad) that heightens the absurdity of the unheroic drunk (no Bacchus or Perseus he) who is about to confront the inevitable tongue-lashing of his mistress, which she promptly administers (34–46). In a similar poem (2B.29), drunk again, the poet-lover, unattended by slaves and torches, is accosted in his midnight revels by a throng of angry cupids, sent by Cynthia to find him, apprehend him, and send him back to her. When he arrives back at Cynthia’s at dawn (2.29.23f), his first thought is to see if she is in bed by herself, and, finding that she is, he is enchanted by her loveliness. But once again she wakes, and once again she rails against him, this time accusing him of infidelity even as she protests (perhaps a bit too much) that she has remained true to him (31–8). She then gets into her slippers, and, denying him the chance to kiss her, disappears, leaving him defeated (and hung over). In poems 7 and 8 of Book 4, both dead Cynthia and living Cynthia seize the opportunity to give voice to their manifold displeasure with him, reducing him to a comic figure, whose stumbling and flaws and excesses reveal the fissures in the erotic ideology. (See Lefevre 1966, 32–8 and Hutchinson 2006, 170–2, 189–92)
Finally, in 3.6, Propertius shows his poet-lover quizzing one of Cynthia’s slaves about her response to a rumor of his dalliance with another woman. Instead of listening to the slave’s answer, he himself imagines her response, puts angry recriminations and protestations of her fidelity to him in her mouth, becoming a sort of ventriloquist Pygmalion and thereby revealing not her failings but his own anxieties and narcissism. In all these poems it is the voice of Cynthia that allows the self-mockery to blossom brightly, and it is her criticisms of her lover that permit us to glimpse the possibility that this poet’s versions of Cynthia are more about him than they are about her, and to entertain the notion that the genre of love elegy is a masculine invention whose codes are constructed to express masculine perspectives on “being in love,” perspectives which tend to focus on the suffering inflicted upon men by their women and to affirm the exemplary behavior of men in matters erotic (an affirmation, or alibi, which would, of course, help efface what might seem their amatory deficiencies).
2B.19 is informed by a somewhat similar irony. Here, in what may be a rather cruel send-up of Tibullus and his predilection for rural, Propertius imagines that Cynthia is heading off to the countryside where she will find no chance of being seduced by the poet’s cunning rivals and where oxen and viniculture will provide her with harmless contentments. She may even find herself participating in the rural dances of rural maidens that furnish glimpses of naked legs (15–6). This last detail to his vision of her countrified lifestyle leads him to imagine there the presence of peeping toms. He immediately inserts himself into her vacation, and, fervent city slicker that he is, he promises to join her and himself take up pursuits that are suitable to the rural male, such as hunting with hounds – not after lions, of course, or wild boars: rather, his quarry would be rabbits or birds (19–26). The poem ends with the poet-lover promising to join his mistress shortly because his attempts to imagine her safe from temptation in the countryside cannot dispel his fears that his rivals might not be defeated by her temporary rustication. What plunges the poem into complete bathos (and with it the lover-poet and his genre) are those rabbits and birds: his tiny targets reduce the would-be hunter to a figure of fun, and therewith the lover’s anxieties (along with his attempts to invent verisimilar details that can represent his passion) mutate to hilarity.
No less funny are the poet’s frequent resorts to hyperbole of various kinds. In a poem that sets up the outlines of a very serious narrative moment, Cynthia’s grave illness (2B.28), his efforts to magnify his subject’s medical crisis with a plethora of mythological allusions threaten to render him slightly ridiculous. (Quintilian and readers who share his distaste for Propertius perhaps find in this strategy merely another instance of the poet’s bad taste). He begins by wondering if his mistress’ sickness has been caused by the excessive heat that arrives with the dog days, but he quickly decides that Cynthia has brought her sickness on herself, both because women fail to honor the gods and swear false oaths of fidelity (5–8), and because pretty women tend to boast of their beauty (13–4). Perhaps Cynthia angered Venus by comparing herself with the goddess of love and beauty? Or maybe she said uncomplimentary things about Juno’s walk? Or did she mention that she thought Minerva had ugly eyes? (9–12). This skewed allusion to the Judgment of Paris is witty in its own right, but it detracts our attention from the dangers that confront the poet’s mistress, functioning as an awkward and irrelevant ornament to a scene which should focus solely on the lover’s concern for her. Having suggested that she brought her sickness on herself, he tries to cheer her up by reminding her of the great heroines of poetic myth who survived the perils they encountered and were richly rewarded for their sufferings (Io, Leucothea, Andromeda, Callisto, 15–24). Yet should she chance to die, she will be able to chat with Semele, another victim of her own beauty, and, indeed, finding herself among the great erotic heroines of epic, she will, by their own admission, be supreme (25–30). This pattern of baroque ornamentation and ironic hyperbole continues when Cynthia recovers her health and Propertius, having offered his thanksgivings to Jupiter for her escape from death, uses another generous cluster of legendary beauties to construct his most famous and most beautiful tribute to Cynthia’s incomparable loveliness. Dead are Antiope, Tyro, Europa, Pasiphae, and all the celebrated beautiful women of Crete and Greece and Rome, but Cynthia lives: sunt apud infernos tot milia formosarum:/pulchra sit in superis, si licet, una locis, 49–50. As Pound puts it neatly, “There are enough women in hell,/ quite enough beautiful women.” Let one and only one remain on earth, one who incarnates all of them. That is at once witty, extravagant and – so it seems – heartfelt. And unforgettable.
Conclusion
As a writer and perhaps even as an existing individual Propertius was committed to the erotic ideology that his chosen genre reflected. This genre and its codes promised him a freedom from convention, a freedom that was that was at once merely personal (he could become who he chose to be and love whom he chose to love) and also artistic (he could experiment with this newest of literary forms, could shape it as he wished to shape it, even, or especially, when his personal and artistic values ran counter to those of what the age demanded). He could be passionate (or feign passion with pen and ink) and he could be or present himself as being an eloquent (obsessed) spokesman of the new erotics. But he could also (often simultaneously) give rein to his natural skepticism and allow his natural gift for satire to come into vigorous play. He could give genuine voice to the Mad Lover even while he was also a keen observer of the Mad Lover’s extravagant ideology and of the genre that defined it and him. At once impassioned and cynical, actor and spectator, Propertius so designs the moods and pictures of erotic experience that he imagines and represents that they take on a unique flavor, one that is ardent, embittered and unsettling, one that disturbs even when it pleases most, and, above all, one that is shot through with a wit as ruthless as it is humane.
FURTHER READING
Among older studies, Lefevre, Hubbard, Commager and Sullivan continue to provide valuable readings of the poems. Goold’s Loeb version is provocative and insightful. Among recent books, Keith’s study is eminently sound, and Miller’s is as rewarding as it is ambitious. Indispensable are the commentaries by Heyworth and Hutchinson.
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CHAPTER 4
Tibullus
Paul Allen Miller
Tibullus possesses the rare honor of being considered the foremost representative of his genre in antiquity and so incoherent by modern scholars that one famously attributed a brain abnormality to him (Wageningen 1913). In recent years, his stock has risen with the publication of several influential articles, chapters, and dissertations (Fineberg 1991, Kennedy 1993, Miller 1999, 2004, and Wray 2003), as well as a new commentary (Maltby 2002). Nonetheless, it is striking that scholars, such as Ellen Greene (1998), have felt free to exclude him from book length treatments of elegy. Likewise, although a number of monographs have been devoted to the poetry of Ovid and Propertius, it has been thirty years since one devoted to Tibullus has appeared in English. Clearly, the ancient and modern views of Tibullus diverge.
To get a clearer understanding of why the moderns have failed to see the virtues in Tibullus that ancient readers did, it is worthwhile to compare his fate to that of Propertius and Ovid. In the last twenty years, Propertian textual criticism has generated a great deal of attention. Scholars such as Butrica (1997) and Heyworth (2007a, 2007b), following on the earlier work of Margaret Hubbard (1974), have sought to emend, transpose, and rewrite the text with the express purpose of making Propertius read “more like Ovid.” These same critics reject as anachronistic another strand of Propertian criticism that views his text as exemplifying a protomodernist aesthetic of discontinuity and inconcinnity first defined by Pound (cf. Sullivan 1964; Benediktson 1989), arguing instead for a more historically-based concept of elegiac style, which takes Ovid as its model. Even those who argue for a more cautious approach leave Tibullus distinctly on the sidelines in these discussions (Fedeli 1987; Tarrant 2006). Instead, the editors of Propertius often base their textual revisionism on a reading of the relatively few ancient poetic descriptions of Propertius. These passages are by and large isolated, one or two word descriptions that are susceptible to more than one interpretation, but all seem to emphasize the elegant and pleasing nature of Propertian poetry. Ovid as the elegist whose text is best attested, and therefore least controversial, and whose poetry has the clearest and most linear rhetorical development, thus becomes the model to which the Propertian text is supposed to be adapted.
Tibullus is not a player in this modern game. But this is unfortunate and, I would argue, fundamentally distorts the nature of elegiac verse. Indeed, Quintilian, in his discussion of the matter, is clear: Tibullus is the chief exemplar of the genre, though some prefer Propertius, while Ovid and Gallus are each in their own ways outliers (Inst. 10.1.93). Why then has nobody proposed a critical edition of Propertius based on the assumption that, if we only had a proper text, he would surely read more like Tibullus? What has made Tibullus so difficult to assimilate to modern tastes, even those of self-consciously historicizing philologists? And what would elegy look like to us, if he rather than Ovid were the model? An understanding of these issues, will not only help appreciate Tibullus’s poetry, but will also help us dispel the notion that a single normative style of Augustan elegy exists and that our texts must be altered to fit that model.
One cause for this discrepancy between ancient and modern views of Tibullan poetry is the latter’s deceptive subtlety. His is not a poetry of big ideas and grand statements. It does not propound a thesis or even paint a consistent scene. Instead, as Paul Veyne argues, it often seems to drift from topic to topic “through the mere associations of ideas and words” (Veyne 1988: 36). It may begin in one place – a farm, a symposium, before a statue of Priapus – but soon we are at a crossroads, on an island, or performing a magical rite. Each step takes place effortlessly, but it can be very difficult to say exactly where we are going or, even, where we have been (Putnam 1973: 6–7, 11–12; Lyne 1980: 181–83).
The speaker does not endow the poem with a single center of meaning but rather proceeds by a series of associations. Transitions are not abrupt and seldom explicitly motivated. Ralph Johnson speaks of the corpus as “a fever’s dream,” an “achronological, spiritual, autobiographical collection” (1990: 102–03). For scholars expecting linear development, logical transitions, and a clear rhetorical framing, Tibullus can be maddeningly frustrating and even termed a failure (Jacoby 1909–10). And, as in the case of Propertius, when critics have failed to find the forms of poetic development they deem appropriate, they have sometimes resorted to the expedient of proposing transpositions and emendations (cf. Murgatroyd 1991 on 1.1.25–32, and Maltby 2002: 27).
Tibullus’s poems are, in fact, complex tissues of related, interwoven, and sometimes contradictory themes. In poem 1.1, which we shall examine in more depth, the poet begins by contrasting the life of the farmer with that of the soldier. He then switches into praise of his patron Messalla and finishes with an evocation of his life as Delia’s seruus amoris. The entire poem, although possessing no single scene or argument, proceeds in a harmonious fashion, returning to certain key oppositions such as labor (“struggle”) versus inertia (“inactivity”), and diuitiae (“riches”) versus paupertas (“poverty”). For those expecting Catullus’s dramatic sincerity or Ovid’s rhetorical brilliance, the Tibullan world of soft-focus irony is disorienting, even alienating. Yet, Ovid labels Tibullus cultus, “refined” (Amores 1.15.28) and dedicates an entire poem to him on his death (Amores 3.9). Horace dedicated two poems to him and terms him a worthy judge of his satires (Odes 1.33; Epistles 1.4). And, as we have seen, for Quintilian he is clearly the exemplar of the genre, with Propertius a close second. If Tibullus becomes the standard from which elegy is read, then assumptions about the forms of coherence and organization admissible by the genre become very different. What if Propertius, in fact, does read more like Tibullus?
In what follows I shall first offer a brief overview of what is known about Tibullus and sketch in broad strokes the outline of his oeuvre. I will then offer readings of three poems that I see as particularly revealing of the nature and structure of Tibullus’s poetry. The first will be poem 1.1, whose transition from city to country, has always presented problems for Tibullan commentators and whose less than obvious expository order has produced calls for emendation and transposition. Inasmuch as this is the opening poem of Tibullus’s first collection, we can also assume that it has a programmatic aspect and is designed to introduce the Tibullan poetic project as a whole. The second will be 1.2. This poem, which is a Tibullan variation on the elegiac topos of the paraclausithyron, begins and ends, as in the previous poem, in two very different places. In this case, however, the setting of the opening itself has been the cause of much debate and seems to defy singular characterization. The indeterminacy of the opening sequence introduces a poem that is structured less around a single discursive focal point – a theme, a speaker, or a setting – than a complex series of related motifs whose associative implications are both multifaceted and nonlinear. The result is a poetic structure that is both deeply coherent and yet defies a simple account. The last poem we will be looking at is poem 2.3. In Tibullus’s second book, he has a new mistress whose name, Nemesis, reveals the change in her nature. The goddess Nemesis is the spirit of divine retribution, and Tibullus’s puella in the second book represents the inverse of everything for which Delia, the mistress of Book 1, stood. Thus poem 2.3 will not only display the structural characteristics we have come to anticipate, as well as the longest sustained mythological exemplum in the Tibullan corpus; it also features an ironic overturning of many the thematic commonplaces that characterize the poetry of Book 1.
Overview of Life and Works
Tibullus, as we have indicated, does in some ways seem atypical. Where Catullus, Propertius, and Ovid all have explicit programmatic passages in which they pledge loyalty to a Callimachean poetics, Tibullus never directly names a predecessor. Although, as we shall see in 2.3, he is able to indicate his allegiances in subtle ways. His poems are longer on average than those of the other elegists. Where Propertius and Ovid generally have shorter poems that average between thirty and fifty lines, though there can be variation, Tibullus’s elegies average between seventy and eighty.
Information on his life is not plentiful. Tibullus was born between 60 and 55 BCE and died in 19 (Putnam 1973: 3). Ancient testimony links him to the area near Pedum in the Alban hills east of Rome (Horace, Epistles 1.4.2). He was closely associated with the orator and general, M. Valerius Messalla Corvinus (64 BCE to 8 CE) and accompanied him on his Aquitanian campaign. Messalla was a senator and politician who cultivated the arts. He appears to have served as a patron for Tibullus, as he later did for Ovid. After some hesitation, Messalla supported Augustus in his conflict with Antony but shortly after celebrating his Aquitanian triumph in 27 BCE, he retired from politics. Tibullus’s poetry, unlike Propertius’s or Ovid’s, is free of references to Augustus. From a statement at 1.1.41–42, we can deduce that Tibullus’s family, like many others, suffered a reduction of fortune during the proscriptions carried out by the second triumvirate after the defeat of Caesar’s assassins.
Tibullus published his work in two books. The first c. 26 BCE, is largely concerned with Tibullus’s love for Delia (1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.5, 1.6), but also features three pederastic poems (1.4, 1.8, and 1.9) dedicated to Marathus. Tibullus here is following Hellenistic precedent in which love poetry written in elegiac meters was generally homoerotic in nature. Catullus did the same, writing erotic epigrams about his love for Juventius in addition to the Lesbia poems. Neither Propertius nor Ovid includes homoerotic poems in their collections. Tibullus’s Book 1 also includes a poem celebrating Messalla’s birthday and comparing him to the Egyptian god, Osiris (1.7), as well as a final, more generic poem on love and the virtues of rural simplicity (1.10).
Delia’s social status is never directly mentioned, nor are we given any meaningful description of her as a dramatic character. We do know that she demands gifts from Tibullus, and this is often characteristic of meretrices. We also know that she is kept under lock and key by her uir, a term that can be translated “husband” but possesses a wide semantic range and may to refer to any man with whom a woman has a long-term relationship. It would not be uncommon for a meretrix to be in such a relationship, and her livelihood would depend on her ability to extract material benefits from her lover or his rivals (Veyne 1988: 1–2; Konstan 1995: 150–58; James 2003: 35–107). A respectable Roman matrona would hardly have risked her reputation by having dissolute poets hanging about her door, wheedling and whining to be let in. Yet this is precisely the situation with Delia in poem 1.2, where she is described as locked inside with Tibullus’s wealthy rival who, we are told, had won her favor with expensive gifts.
The opposition of the diues amator [“rich lover”] to the poor poet is part of the general emphasis on the preference for genteel poverty over acquiring riches through warfare or mercantile adventures announced in the opening lines of poem 1.1. However, given Tibullus’s equestrian status, the stance of the poor poet must be regarded as a mere pose. The celebration of the virtues of poverty is, in fact, part of the pastoral genre’s praise of country life in general, one recycled throughout much Augustan poetry. By the same token, the preference for amorous otium (“leisure”) over a more socially approved and fiscally remunerative negotium (“business”) is typical of erotic elegy from its inception.
Tibullus’s second book is largely devoted to his affair with the aptly named Nemesis (2.3, 2.4, 2.6). While he portrays his love for Delia as hardly ideal, things deteriorate in Book 2. Nemesis is imagined as a cold and calculating mistress whose sole interest is money. The poet’s self-abasement before his beloved becomes complete in Book 2 when he proposes to become a field slave so that he can be close to his mistress when she goes to the country estate of his rich rival. Where Delia represented the fantasized unity of otium (leisure) and the fruits of negotium (abundance, social recognition), Nemesis stands for their opposite: poverty, labor, and public humiliation. Gone is the idealized country life of Book 1. This field hand gets blisters and a sunburn. In Book 1, Tibullus wishes for a life of rural ease. Here, he embraces menial labor. In Book 1, he dreams of a relation of ideal unity with Messalla, the exemplar of civic virtue (1.5.29–36). Here, he fantasizes about a life of plunder to satisfy Nemesis’s desire for luxury goods (2.3.35–58).
The rest of Book 2 is devoted to Tibullus’s friends and patrons. Poem 2.1, dedicated to Messalla, recounts the celebration of the Ambarvalia. Poem 2.2 is a short piece on the birthday of Tibullus’s friend Cornutus. Poem 2.5 is long narrative elegy celebrating the election of Messalla’s son, Messallinus, to the college of the quindecemuiri sacris faciundis, the keepers of the Sibylline oracles.
Poem 1.1
Poem 1.1 begins as a rural idyll set in the subjunctive mood. It does not indicate a state of affairs, but rather a set of desires. These desires themselves are nothing unusual and constitute a recognized part of the Roman ideological landscape: wishes for a return to country piety, for ease and material prosperity, for social recognition from other elites, and for amorous fulfillment. Yet, while these desires in themselves are familiar, they do not in Tibullus 1.1 seem to emanate from any one recognizable center. Who is this speaker expressing these wishes: a farmer, a soldier, a dissolute lover? All have been posited. Where is he to be located in physical, ideological, or social space? None of these things is made clear, and the initial answers often seem to be contradicted by later developments, as the reader moves through the poem.
At the same time, while familiar values are expressed in the desires articulated by the poem – if often in unconventional collocations – the subject who voices them also adopts positions that would be highly unusual for an elite male to claim as his own. Thus the speaker of the first poem embraces the virtues of country life and simple living in language that often recalls Vergil’s in the Eclogues and Georgics. So far so good. At the same time, he claims inertia as one of his primary values: that is, laziness, inactivity, impotence (1.1.5 and 1.1.58). This is far more problematic. Rough rural piety and urban amorous flaccidity are normally opposed in Roman life. Nor is this the only such contradiction. In one passage later in the poem, the poet speaks in awestruck tones of the vestibule of Messalla’s home and how it is lined with trophies of military conquest (1.1.53–54). In the very next, he imagines himself a door slave at the home of his lover (1.1.55–56). The appropriate recognition of elite male values sits cheek by jowl with those of the socially and sexually humiliated. What is, in fact, the world that is wished for here and who are we to imagine wishing for it? The dreamlike quality of Tibullan verse is on display everywhere, and, like dreams, there often seems to be no single center from which meaning emanates, nor are we even necessarily aware of its radical incongruities until we try to subject the text to a rational analysis.
It is easy to see from this brief sketch how Tibullus could prove baffling to critics, and how they might well prefer something that reads more like Ovid. But such a perspective is not only anachronistic, it also fails to appreciate the subtle complexity that characterizes this work. The poem, as we have seen, begins with the poet disclaiming a life of greed and acquisitiveness as well as the toil and danger characteristic of the soldier:
Diuitias alius fuluo sibi congerat auro
     et teneat culti iugera multa soli,
quem labor adsiduus uicino terreat hoste,
     Martia cui somnos classica pulsa fugent:
me mea paupertas uita traducat inerti,
     dum meus adsiduo luceat igne focus.
ipse seram teneras maturo tempore uites
     rusticus et facili grandia poma manu:
nec Spes destituat sed frugum semper aceruos
     praebeat et pleno pinguia musta lacu.
                                                          (1.1.1–10)
[Let another pile up riches for himself in tawny gold
     and hold many acres of ploughed land
whom constant struggle strikes with terror
     and whose sleep is routed by Martial trumpet blasts.
Let my poverty hand me over to a sluggard’s life,
     so long as my hearth glows with a constant fire.
Let me myself sow tender vines at the ripe time, a bumpkin,
     and let me plant grown fruits with an easy hand:
Nor let Hope desert me, but piles of fruit
     let it ever offer and rich must in a full vat. (All translations are my own)]
The poet seeks not a life of glory or riches. He does not wish to join the plutocracy that made up the Roman elite, here portrayed as soldiers enriched off booty (1.1.1–4). In the forties and thirties BCE when Tibullus came to maturity, such soldiers would have made their fortunes primarily from the spoils of civil conflict. The aspiration to win glory on the battlefield and possess landed wealth as well as a claim to social standing had become increasingly stained with the blood of fellow citizens. But what is the aspiration expressed by this string of subjunctives? Are Roman equestrians, like Tibullus, really to be out sowing their own fields? Are tender elegiac poets really supposed to shed the label of urban elegance (urbanus) and adopt the role of rude country bumpkins (rusticus)? The whole thing is ridiculously comic and, at the same time, the incongruity points to a moment of real pathos, a genuine utopian desire for a time before the fall, a Golden Age, when inertia (“laziness,” “impotence,” but also “leisure”) could be a form of uirtus (“manliness,” “virtue”).
The incongruities continue to multiply as we progress through the poem. The contrast between the ease of country virtue and urban greed and anxiety is both confirmed and inverted at the central turning point of the poem. It is confirmed in the sense that the city remains the site of acquisition and hence of a world fallen from bucolic innocence. But it is inverted in the sense that the very exemplar of Roman aristocratic uirtus, the poet’s patron Messalla, is pictured in a wealthy home overflowing with the spoils of conquest, and the poet’s own desire is revealed to lie within the city as well, where he will be a ianitor. Indeed, the fantasy of rural ease and fulfillment is the corollary of an equal and opposite fantasy of urban self-abasement. The sequence of associations, as presented in the following passage, is revealing: war, wealth, and respectability; social and sexual humiliation; inertia and death.
te bellare decet terra, Messalla, marique,
     ut domus hostiles praeferat exuuias:
me retinent uinctum formosae uincla puellae,
     et sedeo duras ianitor ante fores.
non ego laudari curo, mea Delia: tecum
     dum modo sim, quaeso segnis inersque uocer.
te spectem, suprema mihi cum uenerit hora,
     et teneam moriens deficiente manu.
                                                            (1.1.53–60)
[It is fitting, Messalla, that you wage war on land and sea,
     so that your house may display enemy spoils:
The chains of a beautiful girl hold me bound
     and I sit a slave before her hard door.
I do not care to be praised, my Delia: so long as I am
     with you, I seek to be called sluggish and impotent.
May I see you, when my final hour has come
     and, dying, may I hold you with a failing hand.]
The inertia, which before was contrasted with the greed of the freebooting soldier or landowner, has here become once more a sign of shame, which nonetheless is to be worn as a badge of honor. The humiliation of being chained to his mistress’s door as a ianitor or “door-slave” is preferable to the social position of Messalla, which even so is approved and even exalted. The fantasy of the contented rusticus who effortlessly plants fruit trees with his own hands, which dominated the first fifty lines of the poem, has been swept away. If your measure of poetic excellence is the direct expression of a consistent and unified subject position through a clever rhetorical exposition of sustained argument, Tibullus is not your man.
Nonetheless, these poems are far from being incoherent, chaotic, or the clear product of a diseased mind (Wageningen 1913). They are in fact exquisitely wrought aesthetic objects. In its final passages, poem 1.1 returns to all its major themes, even as it inverts them, creating a garland in which each thematic flower is tied to the next. The whole creates a sustained chain of significations, but one that possesses neither a center nor an easily abstractable meaning.
nunc leuis est tractanda uenus, dum frangere postes
     non pudet et rixas inseruisse iuuat.
hic ego dux milesque bonus: uos, signa tubaeque,
     ite procul, cupidis uulnera ferte uiris,
ferte et opes: ego composito securus aceruo
     dites despiciam despiciamque famem.
                                                            (1.1.73–78)
[Now frivolous love should be pursued while breaking down doors
     causes no shame and it brings joy to have started fights.
Here I am a good commander and soldier: you, standards and
     trumpets be gone, bear wounds to men who desire,
And bear riches too: secure with my own pile heaped up,
     I will despise wealth and I will despise hunger.]
The passage begins by invoking the standard elegiac trope of militia amoris (see Veyne 1988: 32; Wyke 1989: 36–37; Kennedy 1993: 54–55). The lover, who had portrayed himself as an impotent sluggard, is now breaking down doors and starting fights. He will be the equal of Messalla, but on the field of love. The life that was rejected before is embraced, not however beneath the standards of Rome, but those of Venus: “Bear wounds to men who desire!” (76). The formula is richly ambiguous. On the surface, it means let those who want to be soldiers have the wounds they seek. But, of course, no soldier desires to be wounded, except those who march in Cupid’s camp (cf. Propertius 2.7; Ovid Amores 1.9). The play on cupidus immediately after uenus is not to be missed. Cupidity is the offspring of Love. At the same time the poet disclaims any desire for riches. Yet he too will be safe with his own “pile” and will be able to look down upon both the greed and the poverty of others. The final line gives the illusion of the poem having come to a balance, a Golden Mean between excessive greed and poverty, but it is a mean predicated on excess: the breaking down of doors, fantasies of death in Delia’s arms, the embrace of genteel poverty, and the celebration of Messalla’s riches.
Poem 1.2
Poem 1.2 is no easier to circumscribe within a unified setting, point of view, or abstractable meaning. Generically, it is most often classified as a paraclausithyron (Putnam 1973: 10). On one level, this is certainly correct. Yet it is anything but a straightforward serenade by a locked out lover (exclusus amator). The poem opens in medias res. The speaker is calling for more wine (adde merum). He wants to drink himself to sleep and forget his pain (dolores). He warns those around him not to try to wake him “so long as unhappy love slumbers.” In consequence of this opening command and accompanying warning, the speaker appears to many commentators to be in a private or sympotic setting (Lyne 1980: 180; Bright 1978: 137). It is only in lines 5 and 6 that mention is first made of the beloved’s door, and only then is he portrayed as a locked out lover (Murgatroyd 1991: 71; Cairns 1979: 166–67; Putnam 1973: 10). In which setting, then, is this scene really taking place: before Delia’s door, at a drinking party, or in some fantastical theater of recollection? From a logical point of view, it would seem difficult to reconcile these options. Our speaker must be some place. Yet, the true question is not where is he “in reality”; we are not dealing with reality. In fact, this interpretive problem, which has caused critical consternation over the years, begins not with the text of Tibullus but with the assumption that the poem is a mimetic act representing a dramatic scene portrayed from a single point of view. This is our assumption not the poem’s. In fact, its hallucinatory quality is part of its appeal (Bright 1978: 140–41).
Let us examine the opening of poem 1.2 in more depth.
Adde merum uinoque nouos conpesce dolores,
     occupet ut fessi lumina uicta sopor,
neu quisquam multo percussum tempora baccho
     excitet, infelix dum requiescit amor.
nam posita est nostrae custodia saeua puellae,
     clauditur et dura ianua firma sera.
ianua difficilis domini, te uerberet imber,
     te Iouis imperio fulmina missa petant.
ianua, iam pateas uni mihi, uicta querellis,
     neu furtim uerso cardine aperta sones.
et mala si qua tibi dixit dementia nostra,
     ignoscas: capiti sint precor illa meo.
te meminisse decet, quae plurima uoce peregi
     supplice, cum posti florida serta darem.
                                                       (1.2.1–14)
[Bring unmixed drink and restrain new pains with wine,
     So that the sleep of exhaustion might seize our conquered eyes:
Nor let anyone wake a man struck in his temples with much Bacchus,
     So long as luckless love lies quietly.
For a savage watch has been placed upon our girl,
     And the unyielding door is closed with a hard bar.
Let the rain pelt you, o door of a difficult master,
     Let lightning sent by Jupiter’s power seek you.
Door, overcome by my complaints alone, swing wide now,
     Nor make a sound, when opened stealthily on your turned hinge.
And if in my madness I cursed you, forgive me:
     I pray, let those curses fall upon my own head.
You should remember the many things my suppliant voice
     Accomplished when I gave floral crowns to your doorposts.]
The passage is very fluid. It moves from demanding more wine, to calling curses upon the door, to addressing wheedling prayers to the same. The ever-shifting tone mirrors the uncertainty of location with which the poem opens. Indeed, all that is stable is the lover’s desire and its transgressive nature. This is not a respectable love but a shameful passion for an irregular mistress held captive by her lover or master.
When we reach lines 5 and 6, moreover, it is not only the physical but also the discursive mise-en-scène scene that has changed. In opposition to the previous four lines’ emphasis on sleep and rest, we have words that indicate firmness, opposition, and other traditional masculine, even military, virtues (saeua, dura, firma). These qualities, however, are ironically attributed to the door and then, by implication, to Delia (Putnam 1973: ad loc). Not only is there doubt concerning the physical setting of the poem, but also the ideological universe in which the poet operates is shown to be fundamentally unstable. There is, in fact, a kind of double movement that occurs in this and other passages. The trope of militia amoris, as we have observed, is common in elegy. In it, virtues attributed to soldiers are transferred to the lovers who represent their ideological antitheses, as we saw at the end of 1.1. The norm within elegiac discourse is, in fact, a simple inversion, so that what is characteristic of the fighter is attributed instead to the lover.
What happens in 1.2, however, is something far more destabilizing. Military virtues such as ferocity, toughness, and stability of purpose are, in a second displacement, removed from the drunken lover posed to make an assault on the door (cf. 1.1.73–74) and transferred to the door itself. What ought to be the stable virtues of Roman military life are displaced from the lover, to whom they should not in fact belong, and transferred from him first to an inanimate object, the ianua, and, then, by metonymy, to the woman the door stands before, both of whom belong to a difficilis dominus. The double displacement is significant and in fact far more destabilizing than a simple inversion: for while we may laugh at an inversion of values, we always recognize that a world on its head can still walk on its feet. The double displacement means that there is no longer a simple binary relationship between the transgressive and the normal; values and significations have begun to float freely from their established objects. If we add to this ideological double displacement the erasure of a firm placement in physical space, the Tibullan text comes to function less as the expression of a unitary subject and more as a series of interlinked and yet disseminated significations. A floating tumble of words and images displaces any notion of a person behind them.
In the following section of the poem, Tibullus shifts to addressing Delia directly, though she is still locked behind the unyielding door:
Tu quoque ne timide custodes, Delia, falle,
     audendum est: fortes adiuuat ipsa Venus.
illa fauet seu quis iuuenis noua limina temptat,
     seu reserat fixo dente puella fores:
illa docet molli furtim derepere lecto,
     illa pedem nullo ponere posse sono,
illa uiro coram nutus conferre loquaces
     blandaque conpositis abdere uerba notis.
nec docet hoc omnes, sed quos nec inertia tardat
     nec uetat obscura surgere nocte timor.
                                                           (1.2.15–24)
[You too, Delia, do not deceive the guards timidly.
     You must be daring. Venus herself aids the strong.
She shows her favor whether some youth assaults a new threshold
     Or a girl unlocks the doors with a fixed key:
She teaches how to creep stealthily from the soft bed,
     She teaches how to walk without a sound,
She teaches how, right before your man, to exchange speaking nods
     And how to conceal sweet nothings in secret signs.
And she does not teach this to just anyone, but only to those whom
     neither laziness slows nor fear forbids to rise in the dark of night.]
The lover here sings the praises of Venus in a bid to persuade his beloved to unlock the door. Inertia, which is portrayed as a virtue in 1.1.5, where Tibullus praises the life of the farmer and the lover in contrast to that of the freebooting soldier, here becomes a vice. Superficially, this realigns Tibullus with dominant Roman ideology. But, where in traditional ideology inertia is stigmatized because it symbolizes the opposite of the virtues possessed by the ideal Roman farmer-soldier, here it is blamed as the opposite of what the daring lover and beloved must possess in order to deceive Delia’s dominus.
In the next section, the speaker warns all passersby, who might see him before Delia’s door, to be silent, lest they come to know that “Venus is born from blood and the foaming sea” (35–42). The castration of Uranus by Saturn forms a vivid threat, even as it implicitly reminds the reader of the lover’s own impotence, his “inertia,” when faced with Delia’s locked door and the custodes posted by her uir. The question of whether others need fear either his or Venus’s vengeance is put to one side, and he reminds us that this entire discourse, which has recently pretended to be directed against the door or the prying eyes of others, is designed to persuade a mistress to yield to his entreaties (James 2003) – a mistress who under all interpretations is not present to hear him. Delia, in fact, is either locked behind the door or a figment of his wine-sodden imagination. Of course, it is part of Tibullus’s dreamlike discourse, with its subtle and oblique transitions and its refusal of a single rhetorical center, to cause us momentarily to forget not only the address to the door and to Delia but also the poem’s seemingly sympotic opening.
Thus after an initial profession that Venus helps those who help themselves (23–24), the poet backtracks. If the goddess or Delia fails to deliver, there’s always black magic. Lines 45–54 are given over to the topic of witchcraft and the various standard “proofs” of the saga’s power: the ability to raise the dead, to call down the moon, and to make rivers change course, all of which the speaker claims to have witnessed himself. In lines 55–58, however, we come to the real point. The speaker claims to have obtained a charm of invisibility that would allow him and Delia to remain unseen, even if caught in flagrante delicto. This whole passage has been nothing more than a series of rhetorical amplifications designed to convince the mistress to satisfy his desires.
In lines 57–58, however, the poet suddenly and comically realizes that if he and Delia are invisible, or if Delia believes that they are, then she might also believe that she and his rivals would be as well. The speaker beats a hasty retreat. He warns Delia not to try to use the charm with anyone else. It only works for him:
tu tamen abstineas aliis: nam cetera cernet
   omnia: de me uno sentiet ille nihil.
[Nonetheless, you should keep away from others: for he will perceive
   all the rest, about me alone he will sense nothing.]
We watch as the poet tries to cobble together a justification for the absurd position in which he finds himself: a witch’s charm can make Delia invisible but only if she is having sex with him. “Why should I believe it?” (“quid credam?”) He knows the witch can be trusted because she said she would make him fall out of love (59–61)! Of course, that didn’t happen. On one level, these lines possess a cinematic quality: we seem to watch the poet tying himself into knots in “real time.” On another level, though, it is completely unclear to whom he is supposed to be speaking: his fellow drinkers? Delia? the door? his own fevered imagination? In the next couplets, there follows a narrative of the purification ceremony, which was supposed to release the poet from the bonds of love, and of the reasons for its failure: he secretly prayed not for release but for Delia to requite his passion (63–66). She need only open her door and she will prove, once and for all, the witch’s power.
The poem’s end does nothing to alleviate this artful confusion. In lines 65–74, the poet elaborates a contrast between an unnamed third party (ille) and himself (ipse):
ferreus ille fuit qui, te cum posset habere,
     maluerit praedas stultus et arma sequi.
ille licet Cilicum uictas agat ante cateruas,
     ponat et in capto Martia castra solo,
totus et argento contextus, totus et auro,
     insideat celeri conspiciendus equo;
ipse boues mea si tecum modo Delia possim
     iungere et in solito pascere monte pecus,
et te dum liceat teneris retinere lacertis,
     mollis et inculta sit mihi somnus humo.
[That one was made of iron who, when he was able to have you,
     like a fool preferred to follow after arms and plunder.
That one can lead before him captured troops of Cilicians
     and place his martial camp on foreign soil,
wholly woven out of silver and wholly out of gold
     let him sit on a swift horse demanding to be seen;
if only I with you, my Delia, might be able to yoke oxen
     and pasture my herd on its accustomed mountain,
and, so long as it would be permitted to hold you in tender arms,
     sleep, even on the raw earth, would be soft.]
The last two couplets briefly bring us back to the rural idyll of poem 1. Yet a major question remains, who is ille? Three answers appear in the scholarly literature. They are logically mutually exclusive, but on a rhetorical and interpretive level they are not. The first and most common answer is Delia’s coniunx. He is a wealthy miles gloriosus who holds Delia a virtual captive from the Tibullan lover. A second possibility is another rival. We know that the speaker worries about others and apparently has reason to since he hastens to remind Delia that the magic charm he has received from the saga will only work for him.
The third possibility is different: for, it has been argued that ille is also Tibullus himself. This is less implausible than it sounds. We know from the poet’s own story of accompanying Messalla on campaign, recounted in 1.3, that from a dramatic point of view he fits the characterization of ille at least as much as Delia’s coniunx (Putnam 1973: ad loc; Kennedy 1993: 20). Ille on this reading would be an alienated vision of the Tibullan poetic self: an aspect of his existence at odds with his erotic and rural ideal. Furthermore, the poet’s audience would have been able to savor the additional irony of knowing that Tibullus, the person, as opposed to his poetic persona, was a wealthy equestrian who really had indeed gone on campaign with his patron, Messalla. He was anything but a farmer sowing with his own hand or a ianitor chained to his mistress’s door. Thus, in point of fact, this section functions on three levels simultaneously: 1. It is an attack on the poet’s rival for his greed and heartlessness as opposed to the poet’s espousal of simple rural virtues (a position hard to square with his being drunk in the city). 2. It serves as a statement of implicit regret for the poet’s persona having at one point chosen the lifestyle he now attacks. From this perspective, the entire passage rather than enacting a dramatic scene represents an internal psychic conflict. 3. It opens an ironic metanarrative, as the poet’s own lifestyle is seen to undercut the claims of his persona. Yet the narrator of the fictive world also expresses a utopian critique of the poet’s actual existence, so that the “real” and fictive each come to counter the claims of the other, while providing no single logical center from which all such claims can be deduced.
Poem 2.3
In poem 2.3, Tibullus’s world gets turned upside down. In Book 1 there is a recurring fantasy of rural ease as an antidote to the corruptions of greed, war and the city. Admittedly, that fantasy is often juxtaposed with or undercut by images of amorous desire in an urban setting that border on the masochistic: death, humiliation, and castration. Nonetheless, the fantasy of rural ease and of a return to simplicity is an important motif in the story of Tibullus and Delia. In Book 2, the dream of the Golden Age has become a nightmare, most clearly symbolized by the name of the poet’s new beloved, Nemesis. Where in 1.1 the poet dreams of being a simple farmer whose vats overflow with rich must, in 2.3, driven by jealousy, he will follow his beloved to the country estate of his rival where he will undergo the ultimate in humiliation and become a field slave. Where in 1.1 he will plant fruit trees with an “easy hand,” in 2.3 his “soft” hands will be sunburned and blistered from the unaccustomed work:
o ego, cum aspicerem dominam, quam fortiter illic
     uersarem ualido pingue bidente solum
agricolaeque modo curuum sectarer aratrum,
     dum subigunt steriles arua serenda boues!
nec quererer quod sol graciles exureret artus,
     laederet et teneras pussula rupta manus.
                                                              (2.3.5–10)
[O since I might spy my mistress, how bravely there
     would I turn the rich soil with a two-pronged hoe.
and follow the curved plough just like a farmer
     while sterile steers drive deep the furrows for seeding.
Nor would I complain because the sun burnt my thin limbs
     and the broken blister hurt my tender hands.]
Ironically, of course, the newfound realism of the Tibullan countryside does anything but ground it in reality. This new image is every bit as much a fantasy construction as the previous one.
The poet admits as much by directly modulating from the realistic detail of the opening into the longest and most complex mythological exemplum in the Tibullan corpus. Here, Apollo, stricken by love of Admetus, becomes a slave on his farm. To the shame of his divine sister, Diana (aka Delia, cf. Vergil, Ecl. 7.29), he teaches the locals how to make cheese, weaves wicker baskets, and is seen carrying lost calves home.
tunc fiscella leui detexta est uimine iunci,
     raraque per nexus est uia facta sero.
o quotiens illo uitulum gestante per agros
     dicitur occurrens erubuisse soror!
o quotiens ausae, caneret dum ualle sub alta,
     rumpere mugitu carmina docta boues!
                                                       (2.3.15–20)
[Then a basket was woven with a light switch of reed
     and a thin path opened through the knots for the whey.
O, how many times, when he was carrying a calf through the fields,
     is his sister said to have blushed when she met him!
O, how many times did cattle dare, while he sang deep in a valley,
     to interrupt his learned song with their lowing!]
The willing humiliation Apollo suffers for his love of Admetus is called to serve as precedent for Tibullus’ imagined abjection. But the passage is multilayered. On one level, the comedy of the cattle’s lowing interrupting the song of the god underlines the absurdity of the situation in which both the poet and Apollo find themselves. Yet, what is ironic comedy on one level is poetic program on another: for the poetry Apollo sings is no rustic ditty, but learned verse (carmina docta). Doctus is, of course, a code word for Alexandrian learning, and Tibullus’s use here of a specifically Callimachean erotic version of the tale of Apollo’s subjection (cf. Hymn to Apollo, 47–54), which had been told in a very different manner by Hesiod (fr. 54 M–W), shows precisely that. The sophistication of the Tibullan poetic project is announced, even as the poet’s abjection and rusticitas are proclaimed.
But this is not the whole story. The rarae uiae of the rustic cheese basket are themselves a further allusion to Apollo’s admonition to Callimachus, in the preface to his Aitia, to avoid the common track and stick to “untraveled paths” (keleuthous atriptous), though the course he runs may be “more narrow” (steinoterên) (fr. 1.28). This famous passage is part of a longer programmatic statement by Callimachus on the virtues of the slender style and the need to avoid the puffed up, the overblown, and the jejune. Thus, on the literal level, the poet seems in this passage to be justifying his own fantasized self-abasement by citing the precedent of Apollo, but on a metapoetic level he is demonstrating exactly the opposite. He concludes this section by noting that Apollo has now become the subject of gossip (fabula), but whoever is in love with a girl would rather be the subject of gossip than a god without love.
The next series of couplets plays a kind of fugue on the theme of praeda or “loot,” contrasting the poet with his wealthy rival and his ill-gotten gain. Yet after a series of reflections on the unnatural excesses that the pursuit of wealth has led to among the Roman elite — oversized mansions and gigantic fishponds — the poet stages an abrupt about face. If Nemesis demands luxury, then let the floodgates open!
heu heu diuitibus uideo gaudere puellas:
     iam ueniant praedae, si Venus optat opes:
ut mea luxuria Nemesis fluat utque per urbem
     incedat donis conspicienda meis.
illa gerat uestes tenues, quas femina Coa
     texuit, auratas disposuitque uias:
illi sint comites fusci, quos India torret
     Solis et admotis inficit ignis equis:
illi selectos certent praebere colores
     Africa puniceum purpureumque Tyros.
                                                          (2.3.49–58)
[Alas, alas, I see girls love riches.
     Then let the loot come, if Venus wants wealth,
so my Nemesis may float in luxury, so through the city
     she may progress, a sight to see by my largesse.
Let her wear the see-through cloaks a Coan woman
     wove and decorated with paths of gold:
Let her companions be dusky, baked brown in India
     dyed by the fire of the sun, its horses brought near.
Let them struggle to offer her chosen colors,
     Africa its scarlet, Tyre its purple.]
The rarae uiae of Apollo’s cheese basket have become the gilded stripes (auratae uiae) of Nemesis’s Coan cloak. In this one poem, the poet moves from a newfound realism that repudiates the Golden Age mythology subtending Book One, to a comic mythological excursus that doubles as a metapoetic manifesto, to an indictment of luxury and its corrosive effects on love and the traditional Roman elite, and then to a nullification of that indictment and an embrace of luxury if that is the price of love. It is a bravura performance but hardly a model of self-consistency. Ovid is capable of making these kinds of about-faces between poems within a single collection (Amores 1.4 and 2.5, or 2.19 and 3.4), and sometimes between immediately juxtaposed pairs of poems (2.7 and 2.8). But Ovid’s individual poems normally present relatively consistent, if often hilariously perverse, arguments that are then ironically contrasted with one another on a larger intertextual level. What makes Tibullus so baffling, so dreamlike, is the way these juxtapositions and ironic overturnings often happen within the text of a single poem, making the identification of a single position – whether physical, ideological, or personal – from which the poetic subject speaks all but impossible.
Conclusion
In the end, Tibullus challenges our very notion of what a poem is. For him, and for the ancients who appreciated him, a poem is neither a single speech act nor the imitation of a single speech act. It is not a logical or rhetorical argument, or the imitation of such. It is rather, to use a metaphor offered earlier, a kind of garland: a series of statements, exclamations, and descriptions, each enchained with the next, but not emanating from a single center. The identity and interrelation between those utterances is sequential and serial rather than totalizing. The utterances do not presume, in short, the existence of a subjective essence that stands apart from each poem and endows it with meaning in a univocal fashion, but rather they produce a progression of meanings, of emotional colorings, of reflections and ironic undercuttings that come to constitute the text itself. They ask us to believe not that Tibullus should read more the way we prefer to imagine Ovid, but rather they demand that we rethink the status of the speaking subject in Roman erotic elegy and, perhaps, poetry as a whole. They ask us to imagine if Propertius, in fact, should not really read more like Tibullus than we have dared to suppose.
FURTHER READING
The modern study of Tibullus begins with Bright’s Haec mihi fingebam (1978) and Cairns’s Tibullus: A Hellenistic Poet at Rome (1979). Each in its own way strives to make the case for Tibullan artistry, Bright through a more traditional close reading of the poems and Cairns through tracing the Hellenistic origins of the poet’s art. Maltby’s 2002 commentary is the most complete and up to date in English.
Among books not devoted exclusively to Tibullus, Duncan Kennedy’s Arts of Love (1993) offers provocative readings of the complexity and overdetermination of the Tibullan persona. Paul Veyne’s chapter “The Pastoral in City Clothes” in Roman Erotic Elegy helps to situate Tibullus’ fantasy of rural ease in its larger generic and literary context, allowing us to make connections with Vergil and Gallus (1988). Sharon James’s Learned Girls and Male Persuasion is fundamental for anyone wishing to understand the role of the puella in elegy (2003). She makes a persuasive case that Delia should be viewed primarily as a meretrix.
My article “The Tibullan Dream Text” (1999) and David Wray’s rejoinder (2003) offer an interesting perspective on contemporary postmodern and psychoanalytic readings of the poet. They have been profitably compared recently by Ellen Oliensis (2009). There is, of course, a vast bibliography in languages other than English.
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