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Gaius Valerius Catullus, who lived from c. 84 to c. 54 BCE was a well-known poet during the time of the Roman Republic. The works that Catullus produced in his lifetime spoke mostly about his own life; the love, the joy, the struggles, and the pain that he experienced. Aside from influencing the Roman population, his poetry also had a large influence on other popular Latin poets throughout Roman history like Horace and Vergil. Catullus is most famous for his series of poems that follow the falling in and out of love with his love interest, Lesbia. In his fifty-first poem, modeled after the thirty-first poem of Sapphro, Catullus describes how Lesbia makes him feel, physically and mentally.
In his fifty-first poem, Catullus is confronting the reality of his situation with Lesbia.[footnoteRef:1] He is completely infatuated with her. In the first few stanzas he describes a pleasant and joyous relationship he is experiencing with his lover. They read: [1:  Thorn Sjarlene, Confrontation with Reality in Catullus 51 (2014) p. 80 <http://akroterion.journals.ac.za/pub/article/viewFile/502/568> [accessed 14 December 2018].] 

 “He seems to me the equal of a god, he seems, if that may be, the god’ superior who sits face to face with you and again and again watches and hears you sweetly laughing, an experience which robs me poor wretch, of all my senses; for the moment I set eyes on you, Lesbia, there remains not a whisper of voice on my lip,”.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Catullus, trans. by G. P. Goold (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co., 1983), p. 96-97.] 


We see here that Catullus overwhelmingly adores his lover both physically and emotionally. He adores her “sweet laugh” and she has taken his breath away since the moment that he “set eyes on her”.[footnoteRef:3] Catullus is jealous of the other man that gets to look at her and listen to her daily; in this case, it is most likely Lesbia’s husband. Catullus’ use of imagery indicates that his man is calm in the presence of Lesbia and is not effected by her beauty and laughter.[footnoteRef:4] While on the other hand, the mere presence of her drives Catullus into a craze; she takes his breath away, “there remains not a whisper of voice on my lips…”, and her intense beauty causes his to become blind, “my eyes are covered in darkness”.  [3:  Havelock A. E., The Lyric Genius of Catullus (New York: Russell & Russell, 1967), p. 12-13]  [4:  Ibid 81.] 

“…but my tongue is paralysed, a subtle flame courses through my limbs, with sound self-caused my two ears ring, my eyes are covered in darkness…”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid 97.] 


Despite this being a love poem, Catullus describes his love for Lesbia as not only a physical adoration, but also as an illness.[footnoteRef:6] This description of love as an illness is the same in the thirty-first poem of Sappho too.  Catullus uses completely different emotions to compare the huge difference between his adoration of Lesbia’s beauty to depict just how hopeless she makes him feel without even having to do anything.[footnoteRef:7] She causes his ears to ring, his eyes to go dark, his tongue to be paralyzed, and for a burning sensation to course through his body. Through his wild description of his illness caused by the love he has for her, we are able to grasp just how irresistible Lesbia is for Catullus; in fact, so irresistible that it is driving him mad. [6:  Ibid 82.]  [7:  Ibid 81.] 

	The last stanza of this poem reads:
“Idleness, Catullus, is your trouble; idleness is what delights you and moves you to passion; idleness has proved ere now the ruin of kings and prosperous cities.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid 97.] 


The reason for Catullus directly addressing himself in these lines is that he is attempting to digest and grasp all the emotions that he is experiencing because of Lesbia.[footnoteRef:9] If he clings to these emotions and does nothing about them, like kings and prosperous cities before him, he too will be ruined. The purpose of this section is to describe to the reader that Catullus is totally ill and cannot fall out of love with Lesbia. [9:  Ibid 81.] 



[bookmark: _GoBack]It is not possible for us to examine the inner workings of Catullus’ fifty-first poem without comparing its lyrics and meaning to that of Sappho’s thirty-first poem. In Catullus’ fifty-first poem to his lover, Lesbia, he alludes to and adapts Sappho’s thirty-first poem. Some people say that Catullus is just simply translating Sappho’s poem, however, that is not true, Catullus is doing far more than just translating. Catullus makes use of Sappho’s poem as a model that he adapts and molds to fit the demands Roman population had at the time he was writing these poems; Catullus recognizes the vast differences between the time and work of him and Sappho.[footnoteRef:10] Like Sappho’s poem, Catullus’ is a love poem written in Sapphic hendecasyllabic meter, which was very uncommon for the time that Catullus was writing his poetry.[footnoteRef:11] Both of these poets do more than just write a flowery poem describing their infatuation to their lovers, these poems describe love as a sickening and maddening thing too. Unlike Sappho’s use of language in her poem, which is focused around jealousy and being possessive, Catullus’ choice of language is far more loving but also hopeless.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Skoog James, Catullus 51: More Than Just a Translation (2018) <https://www.academia.edu/13189150/Catullus_51_More_Than_Just_a_Translation> [accessed 14 December 2018].]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Ibid. 12] 

Using the meter invented by Sappho and by modeling his stanza structure and language after that of Sappho 31, Catullus is able to create a powerful piece of poetry describing and confronting the reality of his intense infatuation and hopelessness of his love for Lesbia. 
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