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Catullus’ poem 64 has engaged a generation of scholars to interpret its meaning and to find the context of the poem. Due to its structure, narrative technique and position in Catullus’ corpus, different interpretations have been offered but considerable difference of opinion remains among the scholars.[footnoteRef:1] [1:    Bramble, J.C. (1970) ‘Structure and Ambiguity in Catullus LXIV’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 16, pp. 22–41. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1017/s0068673500003278.
Catull.64.1-408. 
  Trimble, G. (2025) Catullus: Poem 64. Cambridge University Press.] 

The questions that I want to explore as my intended area of research are following.
1- Is there any unified meaning of Catullus poem 64?
2- Is the artistic tapestry, reverse chronologic order and flash backs function as poetic devices or they provide an insight into Catullus thought process?
3- Can we explain the Catullus’ use of Greek mythic heroes and characters? 
4- Is Ariadne the central character of the poem? Is there any relation of Ariadne with the person of Catullus?
5- Can the poem provide any hint towards the social and  political situation of Rome at the time of Catullus ? 
To explore these questions, I intend to use psychoanalysis as a theory for my research.

Psychoanalysis as a theory for literary analysis
Psychoanalysis and its various techniques have a well-defined role in literary criticism. Despite divergent approaches and theoretical underpinnings, all typologies of psychoanalysis converge on the exploration of unconscious phenomenon.[footnoteRef:2] Unconscious is seen as a repository of passions, unfulfilled and supressed desires and in a broader sense any mental phenomenon that is irreducible to conscious awareness. The last component is important as this defines the distinction and the relation between consciousness and unconsciousness. The role of psychoanalysis as a theory is to explore, define and understand the roles that unconsciousness plays in a person’s thought process and expression of his self. Any literary work may be seen as a manifest expression of its creator’s unconscious activity through which he communicates with his audience.[footnoteRef:3] As psychoanalytic technique of free association provides a medium for understanding a person’s unconscious, the same process with some modifications can be used to analyse the person behind any work of art. This also helps in formulating an overall view of his thought process and a glimpse into an artist’s unconscious and objects of his desire that expresses itself in the form of his creative activities. In contrast to intertextual approaches towards literature and use of theory like feminism and deconstruction, the psychoanalysis is applicable to whole in contradistinction to parts or isolated areas of interest.[footnoteRef:4] Traditional psychoanalysis as a theory is  historically Freudian. In this formulation, the mind is topographically divided into Ego or Self, a Superego and Id that lies above and beneath the Ego. The Id works at an unconscious level and represents the hidden desires and instincts that affect and influence the self. The major thematic areas for any analysis are phases of sexual development and fixation in these stages, unable to wade through these stages successfully due to childhood trauma, impact of this childhood trauma as expressed in later life in various forms and ego defence mechanisms. Further developments in psychoanalytic traditions concentrated on one of these themes. In Kleinian variety, the focus is object relation in childhood while Kohut developed a theoretical model around self and its attachments.[footnoteRef:5] The variant of psychoanalysis developed by Lacan, due to its peculiar characteristic, is most suitable for literary analysis. His main thesis that provides a powerful tool for analysis is that unconsciousness is structured like a language or is an imprint of language and it creates gaps where language does not have words to express or reaches its limits. By incorporating language in his schema, Lacanian psychoanalysis provides a new opportunity for analysis of literary texts. In addition, while other structuralist and formalist theories of language and literary analysis see no distinction between subject and identity; Lacan view them as two different entities. This distinction can explain the relation of the author in his different identities and personas.  [2:  Ogden, B.H. and Ogden, T.H. (2013) The analyst’s ear and the critic’s eye: rethinking psychoanalysis and literature. Routledge]  [3:  Shaddock, D. (2020) Poetry and Psychoanalysis. Routledge.]  [4:  Gardner, Hunter. (2007) ‘Ariadne’s Lament: The Semiotic Impulse of Catullus 64’, Transactions of the American Philological Association, 137(1), pp. 147–179. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1353/apa.2007.0001]  [5:  Finch, S.M. (1990) ‘The Politics of Psychoanalysis: An Introduction to Freudian and Post-Freudian Theory’, American Journal of Psychiatry, 147(4), pp. 524–525. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.147.4.524.
] 


Lacanian Psychoanalytic theory- A brief overview
Lacan develops the Freudian tradition of psychoanalysis by concentrating on unconsciousness and viewing its structure in terms of structuralist theory of linguistics originally proposed by Saussure. The structuralism of Saussure distinguishes between the concept as signified and speech as a signifier. The dividing line between both is arbitrary and is in turn depends on culture, linguistic tradition and diachrony and relates to the underlying idea for which the signifier is chosen. The totality of language is divided along two axes: syntagmatic axis or axis of speech with operations of combination of phonemes, contiguity and metonymy and Paradigmatic axis or axis of language with operations of phoneme selection, similarity and metaphor.[footnoteRef:6] Lacan combines the psychoanalytic tradition with structuralism in a novel way that can be summarized in his famous conclusion that consciousness is structured like language. In this schema, the unconscious is itself a conglomeration of different signifiers like words, phonemes and morphemes linked together. It operates on certain linguistic rules that are not evident to a person’s self or ego. The words and metaphors just pop up in the mind during any mental discourse without any conscious effort and they may or may not be used in speech and articulation. Hence the language working independently according to its own rules and it has two streams. One is speech and the other is unconscious thought. While metonymy belongs to the first stream that is speaking, the metaphor belongs to the unconscious stream. This unconscious and almost independent stream uses metaphors as an act of creativity. In Lacanian terms, the metaphor is a creative spark that creates the subject by brining about new configuration of the chain of signifiers. Reality is not evident and accessible in first instance, and it is through language and chain of signifiers we access reality.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Jean-Michel Rabaté (2001) Jacques Lacan : psychoanalysis and the subject of literature. Palgrave.
Lacan, J. and Fink, B. (2004) Ecrits : a selection. W.W. Norton & Co.
]  [7:  Judith Feher Gurewich and Fairfield, S. (1998) Introduction to the reading of Lacan: the unconscious structured like a language. Other Press] 

With language as a base, Lacan creates his own topographic model that consists of three registers: Symbolic order, Imaginary and the Real or IRS. Symbolic order that is a true innovation of Lacan and  forms a matrix both for human-to-human interaction and for the creation of a social reality. It includes language, social norms, written and unwritten social codes of behaviours -all of which are signifiers. Hence in one sense the Symbolic Order is a huge system of interconnected chins of signifiers. And each signifier has a value, signification, and a socio-political function. The second register is Imaginary- a concept that changed over the time in Lacan’s thinking. Imaginary is related to our perception and fields of perception. It is the function of our senses that makes final image in our brains. The Imaginary is formed by these images from our perceptible world. But Imaginary is also full of deception; it obscures both the symbolic order and the real. These created images are deceptive as they are just parts. They are incomplete and missing in wholeness. There is a curious relationship between symbolic order and imaginary. The symbolic order provides significance and meaning to the imaginary.
The Real is the last register through which we approach subjectivity. The concept remains problematic to define. It is certainly not the real world that we perceive but what, that does not become part of our experience. It is a kind of destructiveness that surfaces after the loss of sense of reality. The Real is what is not symbolized or is yet to be symbolized.[footnoteRef:8] The relationship between Symbolic Order and Real is at difficult to grasp as its evolved in Lacan’s thought over the time. It ranges from a dualistic relation in early Lacan to a dialectic one in later one. In addition to these basic registers of subjectivity, Desire has a curious place in his system. Desire distorts the relation with reality and social orders. Desire creates this distortion by signifying some objects more than others. Desire then has a distributive as well as a distinguishing function. It distributes value and significance but very unevenly. It distinguishes the object of desire from all others through this distributive function.  [8:  Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen (1991) Lacan : the absolute master. Stanford University Press.
] 

I have described a very brief outline of Lacanian though that has relevance with my intended research. There are other elements of his theory like Quilting point, Objet-a and fantasy that may also be used in overall analysis.



From theory to methodological framework and application
There is no checklist or algorithm like set of instructions of steps for using Lacanian psychoanalysis to Catullus 64 that will result in exact results. As a first step, I intend to recognize the three registers of subjectivity in poem 64 and then proceed to the auxiliary themes of Objet-a, quilting points and desire and then will attempt to link the induvial concepts together within the RIS framework. A proposed schema of the methodology will be as under.
1- Symbolic Order; neoteric elements, Roman aristocratic structure and themes, social norms, heroes and mythic figures, use of mythology, 
2- Imaginary; imagery, textual characteristics, ecphrasis, narrative style, marriage event and details, opening scene and descriptive elements. 
3- Real; Ariadne’s lament, reverse chronology, ring structure, Intervention of gods, Poet’s lament
This list is not exhaustive and there can be overlap and some categories can also fit in the other concepts. The most difficult to ascertain is the Real or the real Catullus behind the persona of poet Catullus and in what ways this affects the signifier’s chain in symbolic Order.
In light of this theory, I will reformulate my original research questions. This will be more focused for analytic approach.
1- What is the subject of the poem? Is it Catullus as a persona of himself or Ariadne as the main subject onto which he projects his own self? 
2- What is object of desire in Catullus 64? What is Objet-a in the poem that points towards his main object of desire? Is that entry of gods or ecphrasis?
3- What are the signifiers Catullus has used in his artwork? How metaphors and allegory used in the poem can create any new subject and how Catullus the poet  identifies with Catullus as a subject?
4- The use of Greek mythical characters and tradition is a new Symbolic Order, or can it give us a glimpse into the Real of Catullus?
5- Can the poem’s psychoanalytic interpretation be applied to Lacan’ other poems and vice versa?
Limitations
Like any other methodology, psychoanalysis has its limitations. Psychoanalysis developed as a clinical discipline and  evolved into various forms in response to changing clinical needs in dialectic fashion. This contrasts with the other literary theories that developed in situ. Despite application of psychoanalysis on literary texts, there is no exact literary psychoanalysis as an exact theory like clinical psychoanalysis or its various forms. This results in the use of technical vocabulary taken from a pathologic process to a work of art that often ends in a wild pursuit of discovering and identifying themes in literary text corresponding to  psychoanalytic concepts. This may result in overidentification and complex interpretation when simple explanations are sufficient.
The unconscious of a subject as available to an analyst in the form of a patient on couch is not available to a literary theorist  who often confronts disparate and fragmented nature of evidence in the form of literary activity. In case of Catullus, the situation is further complicated by the paucity of evidence about his life events. Hence any explanation on his subjectivity will be conjectural. 
Lastly Poem 64 is only one of the poems of Catullus and any analysis cannot take place in isolation. The repeated patterns or symbolism used in his other poems needs to be assessed in relation with his other poems This approach may result in a circular argumentation.

Conclusion
Despite its limitations, Lacanian psychoanalysis has a sufficient plasticity for application to Catullus 64. This analytic technique has been used to identify some patterns in his poetry like Lesbia cycle and roman aristocratic tradition as a signifier that forms a chain in his symbolic order.[footnoteRef:9] However , Catullus poem 64 has not been interpreted using Lacanian analysis in an attempt to interpret his work holistically and to explore his underlying  thought process and dynamics that creates a layer of meanings. In addition, the insight gained from this analysis has a potential to create general principles or a Catullian weltanschauung that in turn can be applied to his other poems. [9:  Janan, M.W. (1994). When the Lamp is Shattered. SIU Press
Janan, M. (2012). Lacanian Psychoanalytic Theory and Roman Love Elegy. In: B.K. Gold, ed., A Companion to Roman Love Elegy. [online] Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., pp.375–389. Available at: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/9781118241165.ch23 [Accessed 31 Dec. 2025].] 
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Jean-Michel Rabaté (2001) Jacques Lacan : psychoanalysis and the subject of literature. Palgrave.
Lacan, J. and Fink, B. (2004) Ecrits : a selection. W.W. Norton & Co.
Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen (1991) Lacan : the absolute master. Stanford University Press.
Ogden, B.H. and Ogden, T.H. (2013) The analyst’s ear and the critic’s eye : rethinking 
Shaddock, D. (2020) Poetry and Psychoanalysis. Routledge.
Trimble, G. (2025) Catullus: Poem 64. Cambridge University Press.






2

image1.emf
 

                 


image2.emf
 

                 


