Analyse the ways in which Claudian attacks Eutropius in his In Eutropium.

In Eutropium is a Latin invective poem authored by the Alexandrian poet Claudian, attacking Eutropius, the grand chamberlain (praepositus sacri cubiculi) and Eastern consul of 399CE, the year the poem was written.[footnoteRef:1] Eutropius was the first, and only, eunuch to ever be made consul.[footnoteRef:2] Claudian’s poem takes form as an inverted consular panegyric, utilising common tropes from consular panegyric and turning them on their head, consolidating his criticism of Eutropius by making a mockery of the consul’s position and highlighting his supposed deficiencies through the poem’s very structure.[footnoteRef:3] Claudian’s long term patron, Stilicho, was regent of Honorius, the young emperor of the Western court, however, he also claimed to have been granted guardianship over Arcadius, Honorius’ brother and emperor to the Eastern part of the empire. Eutropius’ position in, and influence over, the Eastern court was an obvious threat to Stilicho’s claim, creating dissent between the two, with Eutropius even declaring Stilicho a public enemy.[footnoteRef:4] Much of Claudian’s major works engage in promoting Stilicho and his claims of regency, even if Stilicho does not explicitly feature as a main subject, and the abuse directed at Eutropius in In Eutropium must be understood within this context.[footnoteRef:5] The poem was split into two books, both delivered at the Western imperial court in Milan in 399CE to an aristocratic audience at imperial ceremonies.[footnoteRef:6] Before the second book was completed, Eutropius fell from favour and was deposed, stripped of his titles and possessions, exiled to Cyprus, and eventually executed.[footnoteRef:7] [1:  Elm, 2019, p.1; Long, 1996b, p.321-2; Nathan, 2015, p.11; Tougher, 2015, p.147, 149.]  [2:  Nathan, 2015, p.16-17; Tougher, 2020, p.79.]  [3:  Long, 1996b, p.322; Nathan, 2015, p.17]  [4:  Charles and Anagnostou-Laoutides, 2022, p.230; Elm, 2019, p.12-13; Gillett, 2012, p.265-6, 269; Nathan, 2015, p.11, 13, 16; Tougher, 2015, p.147. ]  [5:  Gillett, 2012, p.269; Nathan, 2015, p.11.]  [6:  Gillett, 2012, p.269, 282-3, 290.]  [7:  Elm, 2019, p.11; Long, 1996b, p.322; Tougher, 2015, p.150.] 

One of the main things that Claudian highlights throughout In Eutropium in order to denigrate Eutropius is the latter’s status as a eunuch. Eunuchs, due to their castration, were ambiguously gendered, and ancient Roman and Greek writings had an established history of utilising the eunuch as a figure of effeminacy, and eastern effeminacy in particular, something Claudian draws on throughout the poem.[footnoteRef:8] Claudian uses the association of eunuchs with the East to portray Eutropius as un-Roman and foreign, one example of this occurs in lines 1.338-345 where he ponders upon the invention of eunuchs and attributes it to either the Assyrian queen Semiramis, choosing to surround herself with effeminate men in order to disguise her own sex, or to the Parthians, to “serve their lusts” by castrating young boys in order to preserve their youth.[footnoteRef:9] He also alludes to a passage by Lucan by identifying Eutropius with Pothinus, the eunuch responsible for the death of Pompey, attacking him by utilising the image of the scheming eunuch and allying him with enemies of Rome.[footnoteRef:10] In his 2015 article, Tougher explains that this presentation of eunuchs as being foreign to the West is rather deceitful as they had long been present in the Roman imperial court by this time.[footnoteRef:11] In fact, the focus on Eutropius being un-Roman is somewhat ironic as Claudian’s patron, Stilicho, was himself half Vandal, likely leaving him vulnerable to similar accusations.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  Tougher, 2015, p.147-8, 161.]  [9:  Claud. Eutr. 1.338-345; Tougher, 2015, p.151-4.]  [10:  Claud. Eutr. 1.480-484; Tougher, 2015, p.155-7; Ware, 2012, p.75-6.]  [11:  Tougher, 2015, p.148, 157-9, 161.]  [12:  Nathan, 2015, p.12-13; Tougher, 2015, p.147.] 

Claudian weaponises Eutropius’ position as a eunuch to characterise him as feminine from the very start of book 1, declaring “behold an old woman decked in a consul’s robe who gives a woman’s name to the year”. Further to gendering him as female, this quote implies that the effeminate Eutropius becoming consul is shameful and embarrassing to the people.[footnoteRef:13] Throughout the poem, Claudian maps Eutropius onto various female literary tropes, including that of the love interest found in elegy. Thus, Claudian’s Eutropius cries out: [13:  Claud. Eutr. 1.9-10.] 

“Was this thy fidelity, Ptolemy? Is this my reward for a youth lived in thine arms, for the bed of marriage and those many nights spent together in the inn? Must I lose my promised liberty? Leav’st thou Eutropius a widow, cruel wretch, forgetful of such wonderful nights of love? How hard is the lot of my kind!”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Claud. Eutr. 1.66-71.] 

This outburst draws upon works such as Ovid’s Heroides and Catullus 64, the latter in which Ariadne, upon being abandoned by Theseus, similarly laments “hast thou left me, faithless, faithless Theseus, on the lonely shore?”.[footnoteRef:15] This comparison does not only mock Eutropius by portraying him as a woman, the obvious disparity between the consul and the women of elegy also displays his inadequacies, ridiculing him.[footnoteRef:16] One such inadequacy that Eutropius bemoans is that unlike a woman, he is unable to birth a child and therefore ensure the continuation of a relationship, even after his beauty has faded.[footnoteRef:17] Unable to perform even the duties expected of the women he is being compared to, Eutropius is relegated to an ambiguous third gender, useful only for sexual purposes and then when his youth is gone, nothing.[footnoteRef:18] This complaint is reminiscent of Juvenal’s Satire 2, where Juvenal is critical of the male brides he discusses for the same reasons. This allusion to Juvenal utilises the authority Juvenal had in stirring up outrage against those considered to be acting outside of Roman moral conventions, adding weight to Claudian’s words.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Cat. 64.132-133.]  [16:  Long, 1996b, p.325-6.]  [17:  Claud. Eutr. 1.72-75.]  [18:  Elm, 2019, p.15, 18; Long, 1996b, p.326-7.]  [19:  Long, 1996b, p.321-2, 327.] 

Claudian continues his feminising diatribe by characterising Eutropius as an ugly and lascivious old woman, identifying him with the old women found in satire in order to create a sense of revulsion.[footnoteRef:20] Vivid and grotesque descriptions of Eutropius’ supposed appearance are present throughout the poem. He has both a “mass of senile pendulous flesh” and “fleshless bones”, is a “troublesome corpse” and a mangy dog, his balding scalp looks as though “grubs ate away his head”.[footnoteRef:21] These images elicit disgust in the audience, degrading and humiliating Eutropius.[footnoteRef:22] Claudian also creates a contrast between the consul’s body and the finery he wears, for example  “the gold of his raiment rendered his decrepitude even more hideous. ’Twas as though an ape, man’s imitator, had been decked out in sport with precious silken garments”.[footnoteRef:23] The implication that these clothes are not fit for him and the ridiculous image of the ape in fine clothing conveys a sense that he is not worthy of the consular robe he wears. Portraying him as an ape also denies his humanity, he is not human but creature, a mere imitation of man.[footnoteRef:24] Appearances and how one presented themselves was exceptionally important at this time. In a period where a child can become emperor, it was their regalia that separated them from the masses and elevated them to their status. Claudian’s attacks on Eutropius’ appearance undermines this and asserts that it does not matter what he wears or what position he holds, his ugliness and inhumanness is inescapable and will always seep through.[footnoteRef:25] [20:  Claud. Eutr. 1.90-97; Elm, 2019, p.20; Long, 1996b, p.327-8.]  [21:  Claud. Eutr. 1.38-41, 113-137.]  [22:  Nathan, 2015, p.19.]  [23:  Claud. Eutr. 1.302-305.]  [24:  Elm, 2019, p.17-18, 20.]  [25:  Dewar, 2004, p.224; Elm, 2019, p.22-5.] 

Eunuchs in the Roman empire were usually slaves or ex-slaves, Claudian exploits this in the poem by imagining Eutropius’ past experiences of servitude and describing them in humiliating detail.[footnoteRef:26] In lines 1.35-36, Claudian envisions him being stripped and inspected before being purchased, “How often has he been stripped while buyer consulted doctor whether there lurked any flaw by reason of some hidden disease!”.[footnoteRef:27] The detailing of such a degrading experience and the implication that Eutropius might harbour disease are another attempt to humiliate Eutropius. A reference to the eunuch being sold is made again, later in the poem, when Claudian makes an accusation of corruption against him, suggesting that because of being sold so often himself, Eutropius is now willing to sell off provinces.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Long, 1996b, p.323-4.]  [27:  Claud. Eutr. 1.35.36.]  [28:  Claud. Eutr. 1.190-209; Long, 1996a, p.135-6.] 

At the end of book 1, Claudian uses Eutropius’ experience of slavery to slander him in yet another way, “Why sound the trump of war? No need to attack him with javelin or spear. At the crack of the whip will be bowed the back that has felt its blows”.[footnoteRef:29] This not only alludes to slavery with the mention of the whip and paints him as powerless and easily cowed but also insults his martial prowess. Military success was an important aspect of masculinity in this period. The Latin word virtus, from vir meaning man (although it was specifically used for freeborn male Roman citizens), meant to embody a range of masculine qualities, of which success in battle was one of the most important.[footnoteRef:30] Therefore, this attack on the consul’s military performance is also an attack on his masculinity. The criticisms Claudian makes of Eutropius’ ability as a general are in direct contrast to the way he presents Stilicho’s military prowess in his works, especially in De Consulatu Stilichonis which was written only a year after In Eutropium.[footnoteRef:31] In truth, Eutropius had experienced military successes in the years preceding this poem, including managing to repell the Huns in 398CE.[footnoteRef:32] [29:  Claud. Eutr. 1.505-7.]  [30:  Nathan, 2015, p.10; Wilson, 2015, p.40-1.]  [31:  Nathan, 2015, p.14-17.]  [32:  Charles and Anagnostou-Laoutides, 2022, p.229; Elm, 2019, p.2.] 

It is clear throughout the poem that the truth does not factor into Claudian’s writing process here, nor is the intent to give an accurate portrayal of Eutropius in any way. Rather, he cleverly draws on familiar Roman literature and exploits societal prejudices in order to fabricate a monstrous creature that likely had little semblance to the man he was portraying, but did bluntly assert to the audience what their opinions on him should be, all while promoting Stilicho as the alternative to Eutropius, and the potential saviour of the East.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Long, 1996b, p.322-3; Tougher, 2015, p.154.] 
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