Propertius and Tibullus lecture

A) Development of Roman love elegy

(subjective love poetry, in elegiac couplets: i.e. hexameter/pentameter)
1) precedents in Greek elegiac poetry e.g. Callimachus' Aetia (but in
Roman elegy, beloved in depth over a number of poems; subjective
viewpoint)

i1) “founder” Catullus (some of his poems to Lesbia in elegiacs e.g. 68)

i11) Gallus: b. 70/69 BC; d. 26 BC; politician (prefect of Egypt); 4 books of
Amores; Lycoris (= Cytheris, mime actress, courtesan, freedwoman, ex-
lover of Antony)

iv) Propertius: 4 books: Book 1 completed 29 BC; Books 2-4 written 26-
16 BC. Esp. featuring beloved Cynthia

1) “Cynthia was the first, Cynthia will be the last” (Prop. 1.12.20)

2) “You’re my only home, my only parents, Cynthia: you, every moment
of my happiness” (Prop. 1.11.23-4; tr. Kline)

v) Tibullus: Book 1 after Propertius Book 1; Book 2 after Propertius Books
2 and 3. Some homoerotic love poems. Female beloved = Delia

vi) (female) Sulpicia (??7?)
vii) Ovid

B) Background to Roman elegy

« politics and patrons. Gallus writing at end of republic/start of Augustus'
rule (Octavian defeats Antony at Actium, 31 BC). Propertius and Tibullus
writing under Augustus.

3) “My fate will then be sweet to me, Caesar, when you are the most
important part of Roman history, and when I read of many gods’ temples
the richer after your return for being hung with trophies” (Gallus ft. 2)

* militia amoris, the soldiery of love



4) “Why should I breed sons for our country’s Triumphs?
From blood of mine shall come no soldier.
But were I truly serving, with the colours of my mistress,
Castor’s horse would not step high enough for me.
For it is from her my glory earned so great a name” (Prop. 2.7.13-7;
tr. Lee)

5) “Let me, whom Fate always wished to level, give up this life to utter
worthlessness. Many have been lost, willingly, in wearisome love: earth
buries me also among that number. I’m not born fitted for weapons or
glory: this is the war to which the Fates would subject me.” (Prop. 1.6.25-
30: adopts path of warfare of love, in contrast to Tullus who has
conventional career)

* actual as well as metaphorical war in Propertius: poems 1.21 and 22 on
Perusine war (41-40 BC: Fulvia and Lucius v Octavian. Octavian laid
seige to Lucius at Perusia; shadows over victory)

6) “Let your sister learn what happened from your tears: / That I, Gallus,
rescued from the midst of Caesar’s swords, / Failed to escape from hands
unknown; / And of all the scattered bones she finds on Etruscan hills, / Let

her know that these are mine.” (dying soldier to fellow soldier, Prop.
1.21.6-11; tr. Lee)

7) “If the Perusine graves of our fatherland are known to you, / The dead
of Italy’s troubled times/  When Rome’s dissension drove her citizens to
ruin, / (But specially to me, Etruscan dust, the grief: / It was you allowed
my kinsman’s limbs to lie outcast, / It was you refused his poor bones
burial) / Umbria, next adjoining on the plain below, / ... bore me.” (Prop.
1.22.3-10; tr. Lee)

* twist to previous ideas: realistic setting, not Cynthia; real war not warfare
of love; real death (of a soldier called Gallus)

8) “[Gallus] dying in a girl’s embrace” (Prop. 1.10.5; tr. Lee)
9) “Will that patch of sand cover my corpse?

Will you, dry-eyed, be able to ask about my fate



And never hold my bones to your breast?”” (Prop. 1.17.8-12, Propertius
imagining his death at sea)

* Poet mocking his elegiac persona

e Tibullus' patron= Roman general Messalla. Propertius' patron =
Augustus' right hand man, Maecenas (after Book 1). Need to praise
patrons and validate their own alternative lifestyle (e.g. Tib.1.1: has life of
love and is spoil)

10) “It’s right for you to war by land and sea, Messalla,
so that your house might display the enemy spoils:
the ties of a lovely girl bind me captive,
and I sit a doorman before her harsh entrance.
I don’t care for praise, my Delia: only let me be
with you, and pray let me be called idle and lazy.” (Tibullus 1.1.53-8;
tr. Kline)

11) “Now’s the time for sweet love, while there’s no shame
in breaking doors down, while it’s joy to pick a fight.
Here I’m a general and brave soldier both: away

standards and trumpets, bear wounds to greedy men,” (Tibullus
1.1.73-7; tr. Kline)

C) Background to Roman elegy: attitudes to love, sex and marriage
* men: acceptance of casual sex with freedwomen/prostitutes etc , esp. for
youths. Respectable women should be chaste

* otium alongside negotium (“business”)

» Marriage: arranged marriage for dynastic advantages. Producing children
important (function of marital sex, in theory)

12) “Lascivious movements are of no use whatever to wives. For a woman
forbids herself to conceive and fights against it, if in her delight she aids
the man’s action with her buttocks, making undulating movements....
Whores indulge in such motions for their own purposes, that they may not
often conceive ....” (Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 4.1268f1t.; tr. Rouse; rev.
Smith)



» divorce possible; mainly initiated by men; marriage ceremony has idea of
equal partnership but...

* Romantic Love: in marriage? Power to say no? Courtesans, e.g. Cytheris
(‘Lycoris’); other men’s wives/widows

13) “I hate her who gives because she must, and who, herself unmoved, is
thinking of her wool. Pleasure given as a duty has no charms for me; for
me let no woman be dutiful” (Ovid, The Art of Love 2.685-8; tr. Mozley;
rev. Goold)

D) Why do elegists write love elegy?
* Because of love for their girlfriends?

* Because they want to make a point about women’s status? Disagreeing
with treatment of women (Hallett)

* Because they wanted to follow in footsteps of Catullus/literary
predecessors? Catullus’ Lesbia = looks to Sappho of Lesbos; Lycoreus, a
cult-title of Apollo > Gallus' Lycoris; Delos, the birthplace of Apollo >
Tibullus' Delia; cult title of Apollo, Cynthius (Cynthus = mt of Delos) >
Propertius' Cynthia

» Draw of love elegy: allows picture of subservient male and untraditional
attitudes? female used to define the male

14) “We should live, my Lesbia, and love / And value all the talk of stricter
/ Old men at a single penny.” (Cat. 5.1-3; tr. Lee)

15) “The Lesbia whom alone Catullus / Loved more than self and all his
kin”(Catullus 58.2-3; tr. Lee)

16) “Cynthia first, with her eyes, caught wretched me
Smitten before by no desires;

Then, lowering my stare of steady arrogance,
With feet imposed Love pressed my head,

Until he taught me hatred of chaste girls-
The villain- and living aimlessly.



And now for a whole year this mania has not left me,
Though I am forced to suffer adverse Gods.” (Prop. 1.1.1-8; tr. Lee)

17) “Is it your mad desire to suffer my obsession?
Unhappy man, you rush towards your ruin-
To blunder perilously over hidden fires
And drink all Thessaly’s poisons” (Prop. 1.5.1-6; tr. Lee)

* Mistress also a device to explore generic play and poetry?

18) “While you write of Cadmus's Thebes, and the bitter struggle of that
war of brothers, and (bless me!) contest Homer's primacy (if the Fates are
kind to your song) I, Ponticus, as usual, follow my passions, and search for
a means to suffer my lady.” (Propertius 1.7.1-5, to epic poet Ponticus)

19) “Let scorned lovers, after me, read my words with care, and benefit
from knowing my ills. You, as well, if the Boy strikes home, with his sure
shaft ...will cry out in pain for that ancient citadel... and long helplessly to
compose sweet verses.” (Propertius 1.7.13-19; cf. 1.9 where Ponticus at
mercy of beloved and his epic poetry is useless)
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