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Ancient Erotic Poetry: Gobbet 2: Propertius 4.3:
Latin love elegy provides scholars with endless questions to investigate. Is the mistress based on someone real and tangible? To what degree is the eroticism a rebellion against hard hitting moral legislation? How was the genre developed and who by? Such questions have served scholars as motivation for countless interpretations, debates and controversies. Perhaps one of the most perplexing collections comes from the poet Propertius in his, Elegies: Book 4. Whilst some regard this final book of elegiac poetry, “thoroughly bad”,[footnoteRef:1] others praise it for being the work of a, “restless pioneer”.[footnoteRef:2] Clearly then this book and the poems held within, indeed the poet himself, offer ample opportunity for closer analysis. The passage to be investigated here comes from the third poem of book four and in order for sufficient analysis context is required.  [1:  Williams, (1968).]  [2:  Mendell, (1965). 208.] 

The entirety of book four can initially seem out of place within the wider scope of Propertius’ elegiac work.[footnoteRef:3] Having lost his ‘sweetheart’ (2.8.1-2) as inspiration in book three, following his renunciation of her, he turns his attention and therefore his poetry to broader topics. Now the focus is to be on aetiological poetry with an emphasis on, ‘rites and deities and ancient names’ (4.1.68-70). Such subject matters are arguably better suited to other genres, epic for example. Propertius is attempting something both unusual and unexpected. Himself and his readers would have been very aware of the inherent contradiction caused by a love elegist undertaking such a task. The rescusatio (refusal) is a standard motif of the genre of love elegy and one in which Propertius had himself partaken.[footnoteRef:4] It is arguably somewhat bizarre then, that he now begins to write about that which he had previously declared himself unable. Having drawn attention to this conflict of generic interest, Propertius then uses it as the central basis for book 4. He continues to combine and contrast elegiac and epic themes and stylistic features. It is for this reason some consider book four an experimentation in the, “poetics of polarity”.[footnoteRef:5] It is pertinent to keep this in mind when reading any poem of book four and so too for analysing our passage. [3:  Hubbard, (1974), 117.]  [4:  Propertius, Elegies, 2.34.61-2.; 3.1.1-7.]  [5:  Wyke, (2002), 83-4. ] 

The third poem, from which we get our passage, is presented as a letter written by Arethusa to Lycotas. Whilst the style of the poem, being written in first person, invites the reader to imagine this as a genuine message from a female narrator, care should be taken to remember the real author behind such work is in fact Propertius. Despite being a poem containing a love letter, Propertius is able to remain within the constraints of his new subject matter, a blending of aetiological and amorous elegy, through an emphasis placed on military matters. It seems that Arethusa’s lover, possibly her husband, has left on a military campaign and been gone for a number of years. The passage includes a list of Arethusa’s efforts to remain involved in her lover’s life despite this.
Going above traditional expectation she makes a dedicated attempt to enter into the military world, wanting to feel close to her lover, however, doesn’t get it quite right. She confesses to having spent her long nights alone working on a, ‘military cloak’ (33-34). Specifically, she has used, ‘Tyrian wool’ (33) which suggests a luxurious item. Rather an odd choice for a military cloak and not the typical expectation. She feels herself, ‘constrained to learn’ (37), the miles a horse can cover, countries on a map, what the weather might be and the winds for sailing (37-39). This attention to detail verges on obsession. It is not enough for her to merely know his expedition she must research, for herself, every aspect of it. 
So desperate is she to be at once reunited she even wishes, ‘camps admitted Roman girls’ (45). Pushing the constraints of her gender she considers herself following in the footsteps of, ‘happy Hippolyta’ (44), known famously as queen of the Amazons. However, it is made clear that such drastic measures are only considered out of longing brought about by the sustained absence of Lycotas. An almost crazed compulsion to become her lovers, ‘trusty packload’ (45) is said to have been born of a passion, ‘fanned into flame by Venus’ (50). 
Allusion to both a queen and obsessive passions at the hands of Venus forces to the forefront the, then recent, Aeneid which contains the tragic story of Dido. Propertius is purposefully prompting the reader to compare his poem with that of book 4 within Vergil’s work. Dido is represented within the Aeneid initially as a rather masculine figure. She is a competent ruler who is successfully establishing her kingdom. Her arc is one of tragedy and reflects well the sorrows of the love elegist, it is no coincidence Propertius utilises her for comparison. Upon meeting the hero Aeneas, she is stuck by Cupid and becomes, ‘infected’ (Aeneid, 4.91) by a lover’s passion which is said to be, ‘sweeping away (…) her reputation’ (Aeneid, 4.92). In her infatuation she becomes so fixated on Aeneas that everything else falls away to the extent that she is unable to continue building up her city and its defences. As such her characterisation shifts and she takes up more feminine qualities familiar to the elegist. Dido can be seen to display both, “epic masculinity as well as elegiac femininity”.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Xlnyue, (2018), 223.] 

Forcing the reader to consider this comparison brings to light new interpretations and approaches regarding the poem as a whole. Given that a clear parallel is being drawn between Arethusa and Dido are we to believe the, ‘husband’ (11) and ‘wedding’ (12) mentioned are fictitious? It is made obvious in the Aeneid that whilst Dido believes herself married this is not the case. Are we now led to question the relationship between Arethusa and Lycotas? How we determine this impacts our understanding of the poem significantly. No longer a devoted wife acting out of desperation Arethusa can be seen as a pathetic lover left behind and clinging to false hope. The dynamic of the poem shifts dramatically as a result of this.
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