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Catullus 64.132-153 Critical Analysis
	A strong appeal of Catullus 64 is the creation of a poem within a poem, written in the ‘new’ style, a style which was strongly influenced by the Alexandrian technique.[footnoteRef:1] Over half the poem is focused on the abandonment of Ariadne by Theseus, but this ecphrasis features on a description of a bridal coverlet on the couch of Peleus and Thetis, with their union being the initial focus of this poem. As Gardner notes: ‘Ariadne’s lament is a structural inset of the (so-called) epyllion describing the wedding of Peleus and Thetis.’[footnoteRef:2] The description of mythological scenes depicted upon various artefacts is not an unusual occurrence and Homer’s description of the shield of Achilles in the Iliad may well have inspired this.[footnoteRef:3] As Konstan observes ‘A tapestry dyed in fraudulence that exposes the achievement of heroes is a good medium for the tale of Theseus’s thoughtless betrayal of Ariadne.’[footnoteRef:4] The choice of this aspect of the myth is a rather unusual one for a coverlet at a wedding, if we are to focus on Ariadne’s despair at her abandonment by Theseus and the realisation that she would not marry him. It is plausible that it was intended as a more suitable topic in that the reader knows what Ariadne does not, that she is in fact intended as a wife for Dionysus and that he is on his way to the island to retrieve her. As Feldherr has observed ‘Sometimes misunderstandings come from the partial perspective of interpreters like Ariadne who simply looks the wrong way and therefore doesn’t notice her narrative is not a tragedy of abandonment but a triumphal take of apotheosis to be realised in the arrival of the approaching Dionysus.’[footnoteRef:5] This is certainly a more comforting interpretation of Ariadne’s suffering, and the reader at least is comforted by the knowledge that her pain is not long lasting, however if Ariadne’s marriage to Dionysus was to be the focal point of the coverlet, then why are the couple not united in the ecphrasis describing the depiction on it. Perhaps it is because this union is imminent, just like the marriage of Peleus and Thetis. This is certainly conceivable, but it does not seem as though marriage has a particularly strong theme in this poem overall.  [1:  Fordyce (1961) 272.]  [2:  Gardner (2007) 162.]  [3:  Hom. Il. XVIII.]  [4:  Konstan, D. (2011) 79.]  [5:  Feldherr (2011) 101.] 

	This analysis treats lines 132-153, the first part of Ariadne’s lament, which is a noteworthy part of the poem in that it is the beginning of the only piece of direct speech. Up until this point from where the description of the coverlet begins (line 48), the reader is presented with an image of Theseus on his ship, casting the oars deep and rowing swiftly away, whilst Ariadne stands on the shore in utter despair and disbelief, having just woken from a deep slumber. She is so saddened and shocked that her hair is unkempt, and her clothes have fallen unnoticed to the ground, a clear physical representation of her emotional state. We then have a digression within the ecphrasis, where Theseus’s exploits with the minotaur are explained, along with Araidne’s role, to set the scene and to remind the reader of what has occurred beforehand (lines 70-115). We then return to Ariadne on the island where she has climbed (conscendere) the steep cliffs to gain a better vantage point of the disappearing ship to then express her despair to the winds. 
	Catullus then gives the heroine a voice to cry out her anguish at her abandonment by Theseus and the reader encounters an outpouring of grief and sorrow at how events have led Ariadne to Naxos. As Gardner observes: ‘…the heroine is given a clear voice with which to articulate her sorrow and condemn the perfidity of her lover.’[footnoteRef:6] The realisation that the betrayal of her family was as unjust as Theseus’s promises to her is an overwhelmingly harsh revelation and her sadness at being abandoned turns into feelings of angry vengeance, as Ariadne realises the power of her words when wishing pain upon Theseus, which we know from the myth culminates in the suicide of Aegeus after Theseus forgets to change the sails on his return to Athens. This first part of the speech is focused on scolding Theseus for his departure (132-163), outlining how Ariadne helped him and what she gave up to be with him and her failure to understand why he would not have taken her with him to Athens, even if it had transpired that he had no intention of marrying her. Quite understandably the reader gains a sense of not just her pain, but her confusion at being left alone to die (as she fears) on an island, not knowing that Dionysus will retrieve her as his own bride. [6:  Gardner (2007) 168.] 

	The use of rhetorical questions in lines 132-138 demonstrates her outpouring of grief and frustration on finding herself alone, which is emphasised even further in the repetition of sicine to commence her first questions on lines 132 and 134. In lines 60-62 the reader has already seen Ariadne gazing out into the distance, watching Theseus’s ship depart across the sea, her portrayal as a statue of a Bacchante (ut effigies bacchantis) giving a sense of simultaneous stillness and frenzy, as the reader is well aware that an emotional outpouring will occur, but we wait for another seventy lines before it materialises. For the moment it seems to be stewing beneath the surface of innocence, but when she finally speaks in line 132, the extent of her anguish is revealed. Her direct question to Theseus, asking him why he left her on a deserted shore (deserto liquisti in litore, Theseu?), presents a rather forlorn and pathetic image of the heroine calling out after her lover’s ship and evokes sympathy in the reader. She cannot evoke sympathy from anyone else, as the reader gets the impression that Theseus is far out of earshot by this point. Despite her abject situation, there remains a sense of strength and fury in Ariadne, which is visible from the outset of this speech. Her furious plosives of ‘p’ alliterated in perfide, lines 132 and 133, are almost spat into the wind after Theseus’s ship, as she tries to understand why he would have left her. The epanalepsis of this arrangement, with ab aris dividing it, further emphasises her fury with the slightest hint in the use of aris that she may not have left Crete willingly, perhaps in her abandonment her perception of how events unfolded is changing. Catullus’s choice and positioning of words here really drives home the force of her passion. She sees Theseus as ‘(intentionally) unthinking’ (immemor) and believes that his actions are ‘neglectful of the will of the gods’ (neglecto numine diuum), the implication here is that Theseus has broken his oath, not just to her, but in the eyes of the gods too.[footnoteRef:7] This presentation of Theseus certainly does not fit the idea of what we expect to be depicted on the coverlet ‘the excellence of gods and men’ (hominum… heroum… uirtutes).[footnoteRef:8] The choice to use uirtutes here causes some confusion, as the main focus of the ecphrasis is on Ariadne abandoned, which is hardly the most heroic deed in Theseus’s life and shows the practice of the Alexandrian poets of honing in on less popular incidents of mythology that focus on core emotions, rather than the more famous elements of the stories.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  There are parallels here with the presentation of Medea in both Apollodorus (Arg. 4.358-9) and Euripides (Med. 492-4. Medea believes that Jason swore a promise to her with the gods bearing witness, which he then breaks. There are clear links here with the Aeneid and these works would most likely have had some impact on Virgil in Dido’s speech (Aen. 4.300-340).]  [8:  Cat. 64. 50-1.]  [9:  Fordyce (1961) 272.] 

	In line 135, deuota periuria is separated by domum, which hints at the suffering which will follow Theseus home, just like the ‘accursed perjuries’ which he carries (portas), the use of the present tense here also continues that sense of an ongoing action; Theseus will be haunted by his deeds long after Ariadne’s own turmoil is resolved. There is clearly quite a rapid shift occurring during this speech, as Gardner observes: ‘Though the heroine initially appears vulnerable within the socio-symbolic contracts, she eventually reacts against it and disturbs the heroic progress of Theseus and the paternal order he supports.’[footnoteRef:10] The image we have of Ariadne before she begins her speech is of a lost and abandoned victim, but the force of her words when she eventually speaks swiftly belies that concept. [10:  Gardner (2007) 160.] 

	The next set of rhetorical questions in lines 36-38 use nulla to add force to her belief in Theseus’s unfeeling nature. She suggests in the first question that Theseus may have even planned to abandon her from the start, with the enjambed placement of consilium at the end of the question and the start of line 37 suggesting that some thought went into his decision to leave, although she can only guess at the reasoning behind this choice of his at this stage. The fact that she sees his mind as cruel (crudelis), shows that she can only see a dishonest reason behind his departure and laments that she is the victim, the actions of his cruel mind have caused her great pain. The promotion of tibi to form the next question demonstrates clearly where Ariadne places the blame. She mentions clementia here, but it does not appear as though she truly believes that Theseus is capable of such a thing and her insult to him at the start of line 138, where she calls him ‘inexorable’ (immite), perhaps foreshadows his later thoughtlessness, which results in his father’s death. The final part of the question finishing with pectus referring to Ariadne’s heart, gives little impression that she believes that Theseus would take pity on her, nor take her feelings into consideration. 
	The next few lines of the speech show a notable change from the initial rhetorical questions and Ariadne shifts her focus to reflect upon how she fell for Theseus’s words and hoped for marriage, but the twist in events shows that this naivety can be damaging, and she laments the lot of women who have to endure such things from men. Fordyce suggests that the use of at non haec is the same formula as Nonnus xlvii. 368-9, thereby showing the Alexandrian original behind Catullus’s words.[footnoteRef:11] The promises that Theseus offered to Ariadne were made in a blanda… voce, which suggest that she was charmed by his flattering tone, which was certainly persuasive. Gardner goes further and suggests an element of sexual persuasion here, which would certainly add to Ariadne’s feeling of rejection after they had lain together.[footnoteRef:12] The fact that Theseus’s promissa have most certainly been broken, adds to this criticism of his virtus and certainly affects his sense of honour as a hero.  [11:  Fordyce (1961) 295.]  [12:  Gardner (2007) 169.] 

	The use of the imperfect (iubebas) in line 40, in direct contrast to dedisti denotes a continuous action in the past with Theseus encouraging Ariadne to hope for marriage, along with his smoothly delivered promises.[footnoteRef:13] The repetition of sed in the following line, contrasts directly with miserae in the line above, to show that Ariadne has not seen these hopes realised as promised, and the reuse of sed reinforces this message of fantasy versus reality further. Line 42 emphasises further that the promises of Theseus and the hopes of Ariadne were all irrita, and carried off by the airy breezes (aerii uenti), just like the words of her speech at present. There are also echoes of Catullus himself in this line, as Garrison observes ‘Ariadne is a transexual projection of Catullus, tags from earlier lyrics support this reading, once again illustrating the use of myth as a vehicle for present day experience.’[footnoteRef:14] Putnam, among others, has already drawn a distinction between the mythical poems of Catullus and his poems concerning Lesbia. The voice of the poet echoes throughout Ariadne’s soliloquy.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Trimble (2010) ad loc.]  [14:  Garrison, D. H. (2011) 516.]  [15:  See Putnam (1961) 165-205, Forsyth (1961) 555-66, Parlock (1990) 116-117 and Miller (1994) 107-118 for further treatment of this.] 

The reader is reminded here that Ariadne’s soliloquy is heard by no one, except for the reader and perhaps any of the gods if they were listening by chance, but there is no indication of this apparent in the poem.
	Perhaps understandably, the next few lines instead focus on the battle of the sexes and lament the lot of women, who are tricked by men who have no fear of oaths, nor breaking promises it seems, in their thirst to satisfy their lust.




Parallels with Medea’s lament in Euripides Medea 165ff. 670 ff. and in Apollonius iv. 355ff; 139-42 (don’t forget that they are both nieces of Circe) 
‘Ariadne’s articulation of desire and loss bears a provocative resemblance to the male amator’s expression of his own suffering in Augustan poetry.’[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Gardner (2007) 155.] 

Gardner believes that ‘Catullus’s characterisation of Ariadne in Catullus 64 plays an important role in shaping the puellae of Augustan elegy.’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid. 147.] 



Bibliography
Primary Sources
· Ap. Arg. 4.355-90
· Cat. 64. 
· Eur. Med. 465-519 (See 132-8) 
· Vir. Aen. Poetry in Translation, Kline translation.
Secondary Sources
· Clausen, W. (1977) ‘Ariadne’s Leave-taking: Catullus 64.116-20, Illinois Classical Studies, Vol. 2, pp 219-223.
· Daniels, M. L. (1967) ‘Personal Revelation in Catullus 64’, The Classical Journal, May, Vol. 62, No. 8, pp. 351-356.
· Dee, J. H. (1982) ‘Catullus 64 and the Heroic Age: A reply’, Illinois Classical Studies, Spring 1982, Vol. 7, No. 1, pp. 98-109.
· Feldherr, A. (2011) ‘The Intellectual Climate’ in Skinner, M. B. (ed.) A Companion to Catullus, Blackwell, Malden, pp. 72-91 [ebook, 2008]
· Fordyce, C. J. (1961) Catullus: A Commentary, Oxford at the Clarendon Press, Oxford University Press, London.
· Gardner, H. H. (2007) ‘Ariadne’s Lament: The Semiotic Impulse of Catullus 64’ in ‘Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-2014)’, Vol. 137, No. 1, pp. 147-179.
· Garrison, D. H. (2011) ‘Catullus in the College Classroom’ in Skinner, M. B. (ed.) A Companion to Catullus, Blackwell, Malden, pp. 72-91 [ebook, 2008].
· Henry, R. H. (1950) ‘”Pietas” and “Fides” in Catullus, Hermathena, May, No. 75, pp. 63-68.
· Kinsey, T. E. (1965) ‘Irony and Structure in Catullus 64’, Latomus, Octobre-Decembre 1965, T.24, Fasc. 4, pp. 911-931.
· Konstan, D. (2011) ‘The Contemporary Political Context’ in Skinner, M. B. (ed.) A Companion to Catullus, Blackwell, Malden, pp. 72-91 [ebook, 2008]. 
· Moorwood, J. (1999) ‘Catullus 64, Medea, and the Francois Vase’, Greece & Rome, Oct., Vol. 46, No. 2, pp. 221-231.
· Murgatroyed, P. (1997) ‘The Similes in Catullus 64’, Hermes, 125. Bd., H. 1, pp. 75-84.
· O’Connell, M. (1977) ‘Pictorialism and Meaning in Catullus 64’, Latomus, Juillet-Septembre 1977, T. 36, Fasc. 3, pp. 746-756.
· Putnam, M. C. J. (1961) ‘The Art of Catullus 64’, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, Vol. 65, pp. 165-205.
· Thomson, D. F. S. (1961) ‘Aspects of Unity in Catullus 64’, The Classical Journal, Nov. 1961, Vol. 57, No. 2, pp. 49-57.
· Traill, D. A. (1981) ‘Ring-Composition in Catullus 64’, The Classical Journal, Feb-Mar., Vol. 76, No. 3, pp. 232-241. 
· Weber, C. (1983) ‘Two Chronological Contradictions in Catullus 64’, Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-2014), Vol. 113, pp. 263-271.
