Claudian “On the rape of Proserpina 1.20-66” Analysis Essay.
This extract of Claudian’s “On the rape of Proserpina” entails an explanation of how Pluto kidnapped Proserpina due to his anger over not being the only god who is unmarried and lacking children. It then details how Pluto had begun to prepare to start a civil war between the gods, by allying himself with “all the monsters that lurked in the abyss”[footnoteRef:1], the furies, the spirits of the dead, and the titans. However the fates then forbid Pluto to take this action, imploring him not to “overturn the bonds of brothers with the trumpet blast of civil war.” And to not “dissolve the established laws of peace”[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Gruzelier, C. 1993]  [2:  Gruzelier, C. 1993] 

The writing of Claudian’s “on the rape of Proserpina” is very heavily influenced by the politics of the time it was written.
He is writing at a time when the empire is split between the East (ruled by emperor Arcadius) and the West (ruled by emperor Honorius). As such connections are obviously drawn between the two feuding brothers in his writing, Pluto likely being associated with Arcadius and Jupiter likely being associated with Honorius. 
Additionally Claudian is writing approximately only a century after the crisis of the third century, an event that shook the roman world to its core and would likely still be very influential on the Roman Empire during the time which Claudian is writing. The crisis of the third century likely influences the writing quite significantly, particularly due to several large civil wars occurring across the empire, which are a large theme of this particular text, with the civil war among the gods, between Jupiter and Pluto. Interestingly, Claudian made the choice to make Pluto a relatively sympathetic for the Romans, appealing to “traditional values” of family. This decision makes the most sense when Pluto is analogous for a real person who Claudian intends to show somewhat favourably.
The civil war that Pluto intends to start is possibly somewhat emblematic of the possibility of a wider Roman civil war starting around the period that it was written, along with possibly invoking the memory of the crisis of the third century, a time in which Rome was crippled by civil war, and such civil war also allowed attack from other outside forces, particularly the Sassanid Persian Empire. which could be alluded to by the inclusion of the titans alongside Pluto, symbolising a civil war weakening the empire and allowing for old enemies to reemerge and attack again. Additionally, if this particular work was written after 395 C.E., Claudian would likely be influenced by the invasion of the Huns, an issue in the empire that was made far worse by the disunity between the Eastern and Western emperors[footnoteRef:3]. If written after 395 C.E., it could also be alluding to some of the battles fought between the new emperors immediately after the splitting of the empire.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Elton, H. 2018.]  [4:  Elton, H. 2018.] 

The Words of the Fates in the extract appear to likely be embodying the ideals that Claudian wants to convey. This is likely because the Fates hold all law, and “draw out the succession of destiny with their thumb, and unwind the long ages from their iron spindles”.[footnoteRef:5] The Fates are attempting to stop Pluto from releasing the forces of the underworld on the heavens and the gods, which may be interpreted in a wider context as a call to the Emperors who the gods represent (particularly Arcadius being represented by Pluto) to not begin a war, and not to “raise the standards of unrighteousness”[footnoteRef:6]. This again seems to show the influence of the author, who much like the vast majority of Roman authors, would not want a civil war to occur, an influence that would inevitably show up in his work. It is also not clear however, exactly how much of the events of the period were understood by Claudian, as many of the events were not known or understood during the period[footnoteRef:7], and a prediction of civil war may simply be a presumption caused by the chaos rather than an actual analysis of the time, given that it was a relatively common anxiety, along with the collapse of the empire. [5:  Gruzelier, C. 1993]  [6:  Gruzelier, C. 1993]  [7:  Elton, H. 2018.] 

Despite all this there is some argument over the politicisation of Claudian’s “On the Rape of Proserpina”. Some argue that the work is unpolitical[footnoteRef:8], however the previous analysis of this essay should stand against that. Additionally, Claudian was under the patronage of Stilicho at the time, and as such was also indirectly under the patronage of Honourius. A notable element that points to the work being incredibly political is that it appears to be a new and reworked interpretation of the older myth of Proserpina/Persephone’s kidnapping by Pluto/Hades. This means that all the new elements were likely added intentionally, and at least a modicum of thought was given to the political implications of the changes, particularly given the fact that his patron is Stilicho. [8:  Dutsch, D. 1991. 
] 

Overall, Claudian’s “On the Rape of Proserpina” is a text that is heavily influenced by the political situation under which it was written. It demonstrated the anxieties of the Roman people after a long period of instability and an increasingly high risk of civil war. The text depicts the possible civil war in Rome through the metaphor of a war among the Roman gods.
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