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‘Latin elegy is centrally concerned with love’. Discuss.
















This essay will consider whether Latin elegy is (or is not) centrally concerned with love, by exploring a range of poems from Catullus,[footnoteRef:1] Ovid, Propertius and Tibullus (as-well as a brief exploration of Gallus). I will begin by addressing how we might consider the statement in question to be correct by examining key themes within love elegy and their prominence, before addressing poetry which indicates other themes or motives. This will include, for example, polemic within elegy, the role and importance of Augustus, and the political backdrop and values of Roman society and its prevalence within the genre. Ultimately I will show that whilst love is indeed a key theme, to say that it is the central concern is to ignore anything beyond the immediate face value of many of the poems. Instead, it might be better to view the role of ‘love’ in some cases as a vehicle to engage with a number of other topics, whilst in a few poems, love is simply not on the agenda. [1:  Though of course not completely written in elegiac meter, I will deal with Catullus’ works as a whole for the purpose of this essay given the elegiac themes throughout. Cf. Bessone, F, 2013, p.51-52, which sees Catullus as a precursor to elegy, and the later poems composed in elegiac couplets as a ‘complex elegiac experiment’, enabling the subsequent development of the genre.] 


If Latin elegy is concerned with love, then there is no better starting point than Gallus, whom Ovid promotes as the ‘first poet in the canon’.[footnoteRef:2] Raymond notes the first line of the fragments found at Qasr Ibrim, with the inclusion of the name of his puella, Lycoris, which they argue can be seen as Gallus’ ‘programmatic introduction to his love poetry’, or alternatively as evidence of servitium amoris, which of course becomes prominent in other elegists’ works.[footnoteRef:3] Similarly in lines 6-9, Gallus evokes the Muses, with whom ‘the poet should be able to charm his perhaps over-critical domina’.[footnoteRef:4] Gallus also plays a role in Virgil’s Eclogue 10, which has been noted to combine pastoral and elegiac elements, the elegiac elements of which (if not the pastoral) are widely believed to derive from Gallus. Whitaker notes here that the ‘themes of passionate love’ and the rustic setting provide ‘points at which pastoral and elegy overlapped’, and so too, Whitaker argues, would the ‘idea of the elegiac lover ‘dying’ of love for his mistress’ have been present in Gallus’ poetry.[footnoteRef:5] Similarly, Raymond notes the bringing together of Gallus and Lycoris in line 2 of Eclogues 10, as-well as amores in line 6, which ‘arguably stands for Gallus’ entire output’.[footnoteRef:6] What the above evidence shows is elegiac themes, concerned centrally with love (and more specifically the pains of it all) within a fragment of Gallus itself, and in allusions to Gallus’ works elsewhere. If Gallus is to become a model for other elegists, then we might expect love to be their central concern. [2:  Raymond, E, 2013, p.66; ]  [3:  Ibid. p.62-63.]  [4:  Ibid. p.64.]  [5:  Whitaker, R, 1988, p.454-455.]  [6:  Raymond, E, 2013, p.66; Virg. Ecl. 10.2-6.] 


Propertius, too, includes in his elegy the theme of servitium amoris. As Maltby argues, the ‘idea of a man’s love for a woman being seen in terms of voluntary servitude is peculiar to Latin poetry and has no real equivalent in Greek literature’, and indicates that in Propertius, its incompatibility with libertas becomes a ‘necessary prerequisite for success in love’.[footnoteRef:7] Servitium amoris, then, becomes a defining feature that places love firmly within Latin elegy. As such it can be observed in use by a number of poets. Tibullus, for example, professes that he will always be in servitude to Delia.[footnoteRef:8] In a similar manner, militia amoris, or lover’s military service, is readily found in the same way. As Maltby indicates, it is used frequently in love elegy as a ‘common contrast between the life of military action and that of the elegiac lover’.[footnoteRef:9] As an example, Ovid says ‘every lover is a soldier, and Cupid has a camp of his own’, and continues to compare the duties of a soldier at war to that of a lover.[footnoteRef:10] Despite this, militia amoris demonstrates other ideas. Ziogas argues that militia amoris is part of the recusatio that ‘transforms epic narrative into elegiac metaphors’, resulting in an imperialistic rather than epic backdrop. As such, the elegists are making a ‘powerful political statement’ by ‘refusing actively to take part in Roman imperialism.[footnoteRef:11] Therefore, whilst the prevalence of the motifs of servitium amoris and militia amoris which are commonly found amongst all of the elegists indicates a preoccupation with love in Latin elegy, equally so they represent other avenues of expression. [7:  Maltby, R, 2006, p.156-157; Maltby offers Prop. 1.9.1-4 and 2.23.23-24 as specific examples of this.]  [8:  Tib. 1.5.61.]  [9:  Maltby, R, 2006, p.158.]  [10:  Ov. Am. 1.9.1; cf. Ov. Am. 1.5.15 which uses militaristic language in ‘conquering’ a lover in a (potentially) more violent sexual manner.]  [11:  Ziogas, I, p.213-214.] 


The construction of the puella is also important in addressing the statement. As Miller notes, a common reading in current scholarship revolves around the puella being a textual construction rather than a real person (except in the case of Lesbia). Miller indicates that the Romans ‘did in fact believe their mores had changed…changes (which) were associated with what could be seen as an increasing liberation of the behaviour of Roman women from the constraints of tradition’, and that Augustus’ reforms attempted to rectify what he saw as a ‘decline in the standards of moral behaviour’.[footnoteRef:12] Catullus’ Lesbia then may be viewed as an exception, and so we could view his Lesbia poems in support of our statement, that they are concerned with a man’s love for the puella, which ‘articulated in Catullus is the beloved as a dream of fulfilment’.[footnoteRef:13] Nonetheless, Miller argues that she also functions as that ‘fulfilment’s impossibility’, by violating social expectations.[footnoteRef:14]  Even here, then, Catullus utilises the theme of love to explore other ideas, such as societal expectations of both men and women, with the caveat that the reality of his love with ‘Lesbia’ essentially makes it the most pure form of love within the genre, and so its overall support of the statement is admissible. [12:  Miller, P.A, 2013, p.166-167.]  [13:  Ibid. p.170.]  [14:  Ibid.] 

Unlike Lesbia, the puellae of our other elegists are far more likely to be textual constructions.  In the case of Ovid, it seems extremely likely that Corinna was a literary character, and Miller argues that ‘Corinna substitutes for her own unreality, for the poet’s ability to create her as another link in the chain of generic transmission that stands now for the resistance to epic, politics and normative civic life, while offering the fantasy of erotic fulfilment precisely as fantasy’.[footnoteRef:15] Furthermore, Ovid almost breaks the fourth wall by declaring that his poetry does not reflect Corinna’s actual attributes, and that her admirers should not be listening to the hyperbole of a poet’s lyrics, which all but confirms Corinna’s non-existence to the reader or listener.[footnoteRef:16] As such, the puella here serves as a device to explore the themes Miller mentions. This explicit framing of character eclipses any true sense of love, and presents us with the notion that love is more of a backdrop than a ‘central concern’.  [15:  Ibid. p.176.]  [16:  Ov. Am. 3.12.41-44.] 


It is also worth considering the link between elegy and comedy. James notes that Latin love elegy has its roots in New Comedy, providing examples such as Propertius 4.5 and Amores 1.8 which take influence from Plautus, as-well as the ‘energetically woeful me miserum!’ in Amores 1.1.25, and notes the similarity between the young men lamenting in the comedies because ‘their passion interferes with their social and familial obligation to marry’ and the character of the elegiac poet.[footnoteRef:17] Similarly, James argues that the elegiac puella is ‘based on the independent meretrix of New Comedy’ and as such provides the circumstances, obstacles, and social problems that underpin the poet and puella relationship.[footnoteRef:18] As such, it is arguable that a major theme in elegy is in fact, as James says, the ‘self-deprecating humor’ of the elegists.[footnoteRef:19] When viewed from this perspective, love becomes a vehicle for comedic explorations of Roman society, essentially becoming the setting in which the real story takes place rather than the central concern of elegy. [17:  James, S.L, 2012, p.254-255.]  [18:  Ibid. p.260-261. This also furthers the idea of the textual construction of the puella.]  [19:  Ibid. p.265.] 


We must also consider trying to understand the elegists’ own particular stylistic tendencies, and what they hoped to achieve through their poetry. For example, we know that rhetoric was an important skill for famous writers and orators, and one that was taught as a discipline before a certain point.[footnoteRef:20] Reinhardt notes such uses in Propertius, for example in 1.2 his convincing of Cynthia to not use cosmetics, ‘ostensibly because that would make her needlessly attractive to men’.[footnoteRef:21] Whilst in this case the inclusion of rhetoric enhances the love story between the poet and puella, Propertius agenda here is arguably to show off his rhetorical ability, particularly because as Reinhardt notes, he may not have had the same formal training as, for example, Ovid.[footnoteRef:22] Propertius may have had something to prove. Elsewhere, this preoccupation with being a skilled poet is even more conspicuous. In 4.1, Propertius goes as far as to refer to himself as the Roman Callimachus, aligning himself with the Callimachean style of poetry, and declaring his position amongst immortalised poets.[footnoteRef:23] Ovid, too, immortalises his own work in Amores in a similar fashion.[footnoteRef:24] What the above evidence shows, is that what was perhaps most important for our elegists was to develop and show off their own unique styles of poetry (whilst still drawing on common themes), and be remembered like the Greeks before them, which they so often evoke in their poetry. The narrative content of the poems, then, arguably simply become vehicles for this. Here then, love may be a central theme of elegy, but not its main concern. [20:  Reinhardt, T, 2006, p.202 gives a date of c. 5-4 BC for this.]  [21:  Ibid. p.204-205.]  [22:  Ibid. p.200.]  [23:  Prop. 4.1.64.]  [24:  Ov. Am. 1.15.41-42.] 

Similarly, Ovid’s Amores book 3 represents Ovid’s decision to leave love elegy for tragedy, following the structure of a ‘fundamental characteristic’ of tragedy, a ‘short space for action’, which Ovid evokes in 3.1,[footnoteRef:25] and reaches its conclusion in 3.15, where Ovid bids farewell to love elegy, declaring quaere novum vatem, tenerorum mater Amorum! Ovid again expresses his desire to be immortalised, wishing the genre to live on after his death, implying that he somewhat embodied it. Ovid’s structuring of the book in many ways confirms love as its central concern, but once more the fact that Ovid explicitly frames the book in such a way, and given some of the more humorous elements such as ‘the erectile dysfunction poem’,[footnoteRef:26] as-well as his reminder to us that the puellae of Amores are poetic constructions, points to a focus on style and making his mark on the genre. As Hutchinson says of book 3, ‘the inset often teases the reader with feints towards an ending of the love‐poetry, but then immediately thwarts them.’[footnoteRef:27] Ovid’s primary concern is with the genre of love elegy itself and his position within and impact upon it, and love is simply the thematical playground. [25:  Hutchinson, G.O, 2008, p.177-178; Ov. Am. 3.1.61-70.]  [26:  Ov. Am. 3.7.]  [27:  Hutchinson, G.O, 2008, p.179.] 


Because of Propertius’ self-professed intertextual relationship with Callimachean poetry, this becomes a major theme within his works. As Piazza indicates, ‘in Propertius 2.1 the impossibility of tackling traditional epic themes is explained in Callimachean terms’ making Propertius unfit to deal with such content. Similarly, Piazza notes how epic is elegized in Ovid’s Heroides, ‘where heroines from epic are transformed into elegiac lovers’.[footnoteRef:28] Once more, Greek influences on Latin elegy underpins the use of style by the elegists. This again presents the same problem: do we define Latin elegy’s main concern simply by its content, which at face value is clearly dominated by love, or is it better to define the genre by the common use of style and rhetorical devices, leading us to other themes and influences? The answer becomes clearer when we examine poems where love doesn’t dominate the content. [28:  Piazza, L, 2013, p.226-228.] 


Thus far, the evidence I have examined surrounds romantic love between poet and puella, and the scholarship too examines love in these terms. However, other forms of love are addressed within the poetry. Catullus 101, one of the poems that is written in elegiac couplets, is addressed to his late brother, presenting familial love into the equation of the statement in question, since the elegiac theme of lamenting over a loved one (I shall address this further) is present, but the theme of romantic love that we might associate with Latin elegy is not. Furthermore, the poem’s primary function may be as an observation of Roman funerary ritual, and it has been suggested that this may ‘transfer the poem from the realm of the merely literary to that of the real’, and that it may have been intended as a funerary inscription.[footnoteRef:29] Both of the above points provide challenges to the notion that Latin elegy was simply about romantic love. Elsewhere in Catullus, the focus is again shifted away from love, with a number of polemics filled with vulgarity.[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Feldherr, A, 2000, p.210.]  [30:  For example, Catull. 21.] 


Despite this, Catullus’ poetry has also been considered as helping to develop an Augustan ‘programme of ‘bereavement’ poetry’, with Bessone noting that if in Catullus elegy was born ‘as a lament for his dead brother, into which was woven in a unity of tone the poetry of Lesbia, in the Augustans love lament becomes funereal, a lament for suffering experienced as bereavement’.[footnoteRef:31] This idea is tied to the theme of love and death, recalling the unbearable love Gallus had for Lycoris. In Propertius, as Maltby notes, sometimes the theme of love and death even extends even beyond a character’s death, with Propertius imagining his faithfulness to Cynthia (and worrying about her ceasing to care) after his own death.[footnoteRef:32] Propertius’ love for Cynthia here is a tangible reality even upon death, highlighting the importance of this theme and the unique ways in which elegists manipulated it, and providing evidence for the statement in question. Similarly the theme of lamenting in love, and the juxtaposition of life and love with death and loss is prominent elsewhere, for example in Tibullus 1.1, in which Tibullus (here also presented as militia amoris) quite dramatically imagines his own death, with his Delia weeping for him.[footnoteRef:33] However, this poem also contradicts the idea that love is the central concern of Latin elegy. [31:  Bessone, F, 2013, p.45-46; see Catull. 65.11-12.]  [32:  Maltby, R, 2006, p.163; Prop. 1.19.11-12.]  [33:  Tib. 1.1.59-62.] 


Tibullus’ unique style and structure has garnered notable criticism amongst scholars of our time, as Miller notes.[footnoteRef:34] Poem 1.1 arguably encapsulates this seeming oddity amongst elegy, with a non-linear narrative and a constant change in scene, which switches between the contrasts of life as a soldier, praise of his patron, and then the aforementioned section with Delia.[footnoteRef:35] Miller argues that Tibullus may be challenging elite male Roman values through the juxtaposition of virtuous country living and inertia, military conquest and his enslavement to love, and thus ‘the appropriate recognition of elite male values sits cheek by jowl with those of the socially and sexually humiliated’.[footnoteRef:36] The repetition of inertia in line 58 emphasises the link between both of these negative values, and is further evidence of Tibullus’ potential questioning of these Roman values. Ultimately, Miller argues that this comic poem may also be recalling a ‘genuine utopian desire for a time before the fall, a Golden Age, where inertia could be a form of virtus’.[footnoteRef:37] Here then, whilst love remains an intrinsic element of the poem, it arguably once again becomes part of a rhetorical device for another theme entirely. [34:  Miller, P.A, 2012, p.53. ]  [35:  Ibid. p.54.]  [36:  Ibid. p.57.]  [37:  Ibid. p.58.] 


Lastly, it is worth discussing the interesting position of Ovid’s Heroides. The Heroides, despite its elegiac content, is often ‘treated in isolation from the rest of elegy’, Fulkerson points out.[footnoteRef:38] Drinkwater examines Heroides 5, for example, indicating Ovid’s inclusion of different genres noting that ‘Ovid’s Oenone is a deft manipulator of pastoral, elegy, and epic’.[footnoteRef:39] Ovid’s manipulation of genre, and the more obvious differences (focus on mythology; primary voice is female) to the type of elegy this essay has examined thus far, provides an interesting challenge. Although, once again, love arguably forms a backdrop within the Heroides, by playing with mythology and pitting genres against each other Ovid is able to achieve much more (and the interplay between the genres may be seen as a central concern). Similarly, as Fulkerson points out, ‘Ovid presents them (the heroines) as finally having their say: if, as a reader of the Iliad, you have wondered what Helen or Briseis, or Helen’s abandoned daughter Hermione, thought of this Trojan War business, the Heroides will give you an answer’, giving the Heroides a further function.[footnoteRef:40] As such, the Heroides as a collection might present the boldest refutation to the statement in question, owing to its peculiar position as an outlier in elegy. [38:  Fulkerson, L, p.83.]  [39:  Drinkwater, M, 2015, p.387]  [40:  Fulkerson, L, p.85-86.] 


In conclusion, love is without doubt an important theme, and certainly in the majority of Latin elegy it is present. Common motifs such as servitium amoris which can be found in all our elegists’ works make that presence clear. However, its presence alone does not justify the statement. The narratives created by our elegists draw on a wide variety of influences, from Callimachus to Plautus, and even from each other. The creation of the puella is used to challenge or parody Roman societal norms, and love as a theme becomes a vehicle to tell that story. Similarly we have challenges to Roman male values in which love plays a part but does not seem to be the end goal, as in Tibullus. The links between elegy and New Comedy provide a new angle to observe the relationship between the poet and puella, one of irony, hilarity, and again, a play on Roman societal norms. Sometimes, our poets’ primary focus appears to be making in making a statement about their own style, or desire to be remembered, for example in Propertius referring to himself as the Roman Callimachus, or Ovid’s wish to be immortalised. In some cases, elegy takes us in entirely different directions, by exploring other genres and ideas in Ovid’s Heroides, or by moving away from love entirely to more traditional elegy in Catullus’ lament of his brother, or his vicious polemics against his critics.  Ultimately, love is intrinsically tied to Latin elegy, but as I previously argued, it is the thematical playground in which the elegists explore a wide variety of themes and influences.
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