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Catullus, or Gaius Valerius Catullus, (born 84 BC, died 54 BC), was born in Verona, the son of a wealthy man. He died young, leaving behind him a total of 114 poems. A Roman poet of the first century BC, who has been described as ‘Rome’s most erotic poet’, his writings may have had an influence on Ovid, in Metamorphoses, and Virgil, in the Aeneid. Catullus 64 is a miniature epic which deals mostly with the marriage of Peleus and Thetis, the parents of Achilles, but also devotes much of its time to the story of Theseus and Ariadne, and in doing so contrasts a tale of happiness with with one of grief. Theseus abandoned Ariadne after eloping with her. Peleus, on the other hand,  was reunited with Thetis on his death and made immortal. It is Catullus’ longest surviving poem, at over four hundred lines. The poem has been named an epyllion by some, which means a miniature epic. We shall be looking at the verses that tell of the beauties of the Peleus’ home, the palace of Phtia, and more specifically, the nuptial bed, and its coverlet, which, as we shall see, tells the story of Ariadne’s abandonment by Theseus. The marriage of Peleus and Thetis was a favorite subject of ancient poetry. For instance, Pindar in Isthmian, wrote that « that no city was so barbarous as not to have heard the fame of the hero Peleus the happy son in law of the gods ». It was the ceremony that witnessed the judgment of Paris, prelude to the Trojan War. 
Zeus had originally fallen in love with Thetis, but was told by Prometheus that she would bear a son more powerful than his father. He therefore consented to give her to Peleus, a mortal, that her son might be mortal also. To win her affection, Peleus had to wrestle with her, as she changed into different shapes. In one of the Nemeans, Pindar describes how Peleus overcomes her in the shape of fire and a lion, then marries her.
Verse 42 opens with a description of Peleus’ home, the palace, lavishly prepared for his impending nuptials and wedding ceremony to Thetis. It then focuses on his coverlet of the nuptial bed, which is said to be « broidered with shapes of ancient men, with wondrous art sets forth the worthy deeds of heroes ». Upon it, Ariadna is shown watching Theseus sail away on his ship. Ariadne was the daughter of Minos and Pasiphae, who fell in love with Theseus when he came to Crete, giving the thread which allowed him to find his way out of the labyrinth. At first, Theseus took Ariadne with him, but then abandoned her in the island of Dia. For doing so, his father Aegeus was led to believe that Theseus was dead, and threw himself from the summit of the cliff. Thus « Theseus himself received such grief as by forgetfulness of heart he had caused to the daughter of Minos ». This representation of events on an inanimate object is called an ecphrasis, also a literary description of a work of art.  A form of rhetoric, ekphrasis provides a textual description of visual art. In the case of Catullus, the nuptial bed. The purpose of this is twofold, on the one hand it allows the readers to visualize through text art unseen to them, while on the other hand embellishing the work itself by translating its outward visual beauty into words, thus giving it a « voice » within the text, and substituting one form of art for another. As the object is invisible to us, the description must stand in for it. The more beautiful the work of art, the more mesmerizing and vivid the corresponding description must be. Res ipsa loquitur, in other words. 
There are several famous examples of ekphrasis in classical poetry, most notably the shield of Achilles from the Iliad, book 18, the first known example of ekphrasis. The episode of Ariadne embroidered on the nuptial bed of Thetis and Peleus in Catullus' Carmen 64 (v. 50-266) is one of the most famous from Latin poetry, the other being Virgil’s description of the shield of Aeneas (En. 8.626-731). Apollonius of Rhodes, author of the Argonautica, described «seven scenes embroidered on the mantle given by Pallas to Iason »[footnoteRef:1]. Such descriptions are common throughout the works of Greek poets, with Homer and the shield of Achilles acting as a sort of model. Other examples include The shield of Hercules described by Hesiod in The Shield of Herakles, in which the description of the shield is modelled, almost word for word, on the shield of Achilles from the Iliad. The shields of the chieftains in Aeschylus. Euripides describes scenes embroidered on the hangings of a building, and Theocritus the carving of a cup. Moschus, a bucolic poet from Syracuse, the figures on Europa's basket[footnoteRef:2].   [1:  Ellis, R. A commentary on Catullus, 1988]  [2:  ] 

Roman poets followed this example, with Virgil’s description of the shield of Aeneas in book 8 of the Aeneid, which takes its inspiration from Homer. Ovid, who described the carvings on the doors of the temple of the sun and on a cup given to Aeneas. Silius Italicus described the shield of Hannibal in his Punica.
Recital of ancient poetry rested above all on its oral reading, therefore a vocal representation, and in the case of ekphrasis, a vocal representation of a physically artistic entity. We will try to understand how Catullus in verses 40 to 75 enhances the technique of ekphrasis. Whereas in other cases it merely provides the object in question with a vocal version of itself, but does not go so far as to give it a voice of its own. Here, Catullus does just that. His description goes on to tell the story of Ariadne, as Catullus 64 primarily concers itself with the story of Ariadne and Theseus.  Rather than the text being only a means to an end, in this case the image becomes voice again, that of the poet and that of the Ariadne figured on the coverlet. Of course, throughout Catullus 64, Ariadne and Theseus both exist only in picture, neither are actually present, nor are they even alive, nor do their portraits on the coverlet speak. Yet they relive their stories as though they were. Whereas the conventional purpose of ekphrasis requires the poet to step in for the object, which cannot speak for itself, in this case Catullus bestows upon the object a voice of its own with direct speech, allowing the work of art to embellish itself. And it does so not through its visual beauty, but by speech. The object in a sense, becomes its own poet. By having Ariadne’s portrait on the coverlet « speak », it is the coverlet that « speaks », not Ariadne. Thus Catullus establishes a second level of contact between image and voice.
Ekphrasis has been described as charcteristic of the relationship between text and image. Catullus provides here not merely an image within a text, but a text within an image, within a text.
And what is it that the coverlet says for itself ? It tells the story of the abandonment of Ariadne.
This is told by means of a flashback, a highly selective narrative sequence that moves forward from Theseus’ departure from Athens to his triumphant emergence from the labyrinth, incorporating two short tableaux and shorter vignettes (Ariadne praying to the gods, Theseus retracing his steps). Verse 76 starts off with ‘Nam perhibent’, or ‘They recall’ or ‘They say’. This may be because there are different versions to the story, as we shall see. The verse continues with ‘That Cecropia was driven by a cruel pestilence to pay a penalty for the slaughter of Androgeos’. Cecrops was one of the first mythical kings of Attica, from whose name stems the country’s early name of Cecropia. He was traditionally represented as a snake from the waist down, and he was regarded by Athenians as their first tribal ancestor, and a great civilizer, who introduced such things as writing and monogamous marriage. [footnoteRef:3] Cecrops was autochtonous, meaning he was sprung from the earth and by Aglaurus he had three daughters, (Erichtonius), The contest between Athena and Poseidon for Attica took place in his reign, in some accounts he was the judge, awarding the land to Athena.[footnoteRef:4] Cecrops married Aglaurus the daughter of Actaeus the king of Acte. Cecrops fathered four children : Erysichtion, Pandrosus, Aglaurus and Herse. [3:  Poems of Catullus: A Bilingual Edition Paperback – 1 Aug. 2007
by Gaius Valerius Catullus  (Author), Peter Green 
]  [4:  The Oxford Companion to Classical Literature 3/e (Oxford Quick Reference)
] 

The slaughter of Androgeos recalls the events leading up to the story of Theseus and the Minotaur, and acts as the starting point of Ariadne’s troubles. Androgeos was a Cretan prince, the son of Minos. According to Pseudo-Apollodorus, Androgeos was the son of Minos and either Pasiphaë, or Crete. His murder in Athens is a subject of some debate among writers : Pseudo-Apollodorus wrote that he took part in the Panathenaic Games, and won, and was then killed by jealous adversaries. According to Servius, it was the Athenians themselves who killed him, and the Megarians. According to Plutarch, he ‘was treacherously killed’. In another version, Ageus, king of Athens, sent the Marathonian Bull to kill him. (Apollonius). According to Diodorus Siculus, Aegeus killed Androgeos because he feared that he would support the sons of Pallas against him. In the Bibliotheca, of Apollonius, Minos was informed of his son’s death while performing a sacrifical rite in honour of the Charites at Paros. He was overwhelmed with grief and ordered the music to stop. He waged war against Athens, but failed to sack the city. He then prayed to Zeus for help, and Athens was struck with Plague, whereupon the people of Athens, consulting an oracle, were told to give Minos whatever he wanted, only then would the plague cease. Minos demanded that the Athenians send several youths every few years to be devoured by the Minotaur. Thus set in motion a chain of events that would ultimately lead to Ariadne’s abandonment. Catullus therefore tells Apollonius’ version of events. But he soon breaks off this story line, in order to return to Theseus and Ariadne’s first meeting. As Aegeus was responsible for the death of Androgeos, as a result, Minos invaded Attica, imposing the annual tribute of young men and young women, which gave rise to Theseus’ expedition against the Minotaur. Theseus promised to change the sails of his ship from black to white if he returned victorious, but forgot, or perhaps was caused by fate to forget, as punishment for the abandonment of Ariadne. Aegeus, led to believe his son was dead, threw himself into the sea (Aegean).[footnoteRef:5] [5:  The Penguin Dictionary of Classical Mythology (Penguin Dictionary) Paperback – 29 Aug. 1991
by Pierre Grimal  (
] 

Just as Catullus’ poem contains references to other poets’ work, such as Apollodorus and Ennius, there are other works such as the Aeneid of Virgil which echo what Catullus says. Book 6 of the Aeneid, verses 20 to 30 include an echo of Catullus 64.[footnoteRef:6] Virgil summarizes the story of Theseus and the Minotaur in another ecphrasis, as depicted by the architect Daedalus on the walls of the temple of Apollo at Cumae, and attributes the trick of the thread to Daedalus himself.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  ]  [7:  ] 

Catullus then departs from the heroic theme of Theseus rather suddenly and turn towards the theme of the youth and innocence of Ariadne, which are effectively conveyed by a pattern of imagery in which neither is explicitly asserted.[footnoteRef:8] The long aside ends by describing something which happened in a moment (Ariadne’s falling in love at first sight). This theme is also quickly abandoned, in favour of the theme of the love which Ariadne feels at the first sight of Theseus. In verse 86 it says ‘Cupido…lumine’, meaning ‘with eager eye’, which one source says is an epithet transferred from such expressions as ‘cupido animo’, and may perhaps be an echo of Ennius. The next few verses take up the theme of Ariadne’s youth, with verse 88 saying ‘In molli complexu matris’, meaning ‘in the tender arms of her mother’, and uses the verb ‘Alebat’, or that her mother had been rearing to womanhood (adolescentia). The ‘suavis odores’ of 87 are ‘like the myrtles which the streams of Eurotas brings forth’, i.e ‘like those of the myrtles’, with the usual idiomatic suppression of the unimportant middle term of a comparison. It is noteworthy that Eurotas is mentioned when desribing Ariadne, since this could possibly be a parallel drawn between Theseus and Ariadne. Just as the the father of Theseus was Aegeus, from whose name was derived the name of the Aegean Sea, the river Eurotas derived its name from Eurotas was the son of king Myles of Laconia, who bequeathed his kingdom to Lacedaemon, who married his daughter Sparta. One of his children was Himerus, who threw himself into the Marathon in remorse for having assaulted his sister, and the river was subsequently known as the Himerus, until its name was changed to Eurotas, who became knows as a river god.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  ]  [9:  Classical Dictionary ] 

From that scene picturing her in Crete it is clear that Ariadne has a particular nature inherited from her mother. Growing up under Pasiphae’s care, in the women’s quarters of the house, Ariadne has come to be very much like her mother for whom sexual passion is all-compelling. It is only by metonymy that the lectulus is said to be suavis expirans castus odores. Ariadne is the one who is casta and perfumed. This is perhaps in contrast to the later stages of Catullus’ epic, in which Ariadne warns all maidens against the dangers of elopment, as she was herself betrayed by it. As the myrtles, sacred to Aphrodite, are nourished by the streams of the Eurotas, which has given birth to them, Ariadne has been nourished in her mother’s soft embrace. As the spring flowers have come into new bloom, Ariadne has just reached physical maturity, when for a daughter of Pasiphae ungovernable passions first appear. Catullus is writing about the kind of girl Ariadne has grown up to be. Klingner has shown that verses 86-90 are modeled upon conventional motifs of wedding songs. It is just the right time for Ariadne to meet a young man. She is driven by her passionate nature to concentrate all her attention and power upon Theseus. For Ariadne, falling in love is (to use Ortega’s desription of the erotic seizure) a ‘paralysis of attention’, i.e. a fixation upon some totally absorbing object. Catullus is speaking of such a phenomenon of concentration when he cries out to the departing Theseus : curans toto ex te pectore, Theseu toto animo, toto pendebat perdita mente. Estranged from Theseus, for whom she has abandoned her whole family to satisfy the dominant passion of her life (omnibus his Thesei dulcem praeoptarit amorem ) she has lost the person who has become essential and indispensable because he would have made it possible for her to fulfill her basic nature.[footnoteRef:10] All the more cruel and heart-breaking was her subseqeunt betrayal.  [10:  Nostalgia for the age of heroes dp harmon ] 





All this is told entirely on the embroidery of the bed cover. The coverlet therefore not only has the opportunity to describe its own beauty, making it almost self-sufficient, because it has beauty both visual and verbal, but tells a story. Catullus’ choice of myth is also very interesting, because the story is that of Ariadne and Theseus, one of very unhappy love, unlike that of Peleus and Thetis. On the day of their arranged nuptials, the coverlet of the bed prepared for Peleus and Thetis, from whose union will come Achilles, tells the story of another, less fortunate union, and does so by means of a story within a story. Catullus’ new take of ekphrasis therefore serves not only to make the coverlet beautify itself, but creates a even greater contrast between the two tales because it is not he that tells the tale of woe that accompanies it. By having the coverlet embellish itself through speech, it is the very symbol of the happiness of Peleus and Thetis, their nuptial bed itself, that not only recalls, but narrates the misfortune of Ariadne. In doing so, Catullus combines two tales in direct contrast with one another, in an almost cruel irony, which is perhaps the purpose of the poem. 



























 







