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Catullus is arguably the first Roman love elegist, and the first to write about a single love-affair, which had influenced: Gallus, Propertius, Tibullus and Ovid. Catullus 68 has been regarded as ‘Probably the most extraordinary poem in Latin’ by Lyne.[footnoteRef:1] The poem is written in elegiac couplets, and can be placed into the genre of love elegy. However, the poem is unlike others, it is almost made entirely up of similes and metaphors and most importantly the Laodamia simile: “Even as once Laodamia came burning with love to the house of Protesilaus, that house begun in vain”, a simile that in the context of the poem emphasises the tragedy of love, and introduces a new perspective on his affair, but also showing fear of how his reality cannot match his expectation of Lesbia.[footnoteRef:2] Catullus’ waiting for Lesbia, and expectation of her had elevated her to a goddess in line 69.[footnoteRef:3] This simile also alludes to a fantasy of marriage – Catullus waiting as the dominus and Lesbia the domina, a devoted wife like Laodamia, who is seen as one of the most appealing figures in mythology.[footnoteRef:4] Catullus’ choice of myth highlights his relationship with his beloved Lesbia but also the tragic ending that must occur, similarly to the relationship of Protesilaus and Laodamia.   [1:  Feeney, D.C. 1992: 33; Lyne, R.O.A.M. 1980: 52.]  [2:   Catullus. 68. 73-75; Heath, M: 117.]  [3:  Catullus. 68. 69.; Lyne, R.O.A.M. 1980: 56.]  [4:  Lyne, R.O.A.M. 1980: 57.] 

Catullus writes in an unusual style in regards to his poems to Lesbia, a style that would have been seen as shocking in Republican Rome, by giving power to the puella, Lesbia. The theme of gift-giving is common in Roman love elegy and is normally between the lover-poet and the puella, however, in this poem it can be seen between Allius and Catullus, with the gift being a house to carry out his affair with Lesbia in: “he gave me access to a house and its mistress”, this service is relatively small but it is the past and future moments had there which are of importance to Catullus.[footnoteRef:5] Scholars have debated on the meaning of this and pondered if it meant Lesbia, a different mistress, or a housekeeper – my stance will be that of Lesbia. Furthermore, Allius can be seen as performing officia (service, duty) by giving Catullus a house to make love to Lesbia in which can be seen: “and you may not think I am tired of the duty of a friend” – something Mallius had requested of Catullus.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, Allius has solved, however temporarily, Catullus’ problem similarly to sailors praying to Castor and Pollux.[footnoteRef:7] Moreover, the house is mentioned again in the following lines when Lesbia steps on the threshold and Catullus is waiting for her as if she is enchanting, a creature of dreams: “my fair goddess delicately stepped, and set the sole of her shining foot on the smooth threshold” and this in Roman tradition was an ill-fated omen.[footnoteRef:8] Lines 70-72, however, re-create Catullus’ own romanticising of Lesbia in the moments before she arrives at the domus. This point can be applied to most, if not all relationships – no one is as great as just before they arrive.[footnoteRef:9]  Although, Lesbia is not a bride and therefore does not act like one, so there is no ill-fated omen in her action.[footnoteRef:10]  [5:  Le, N. 2013: 2; Catullus. 68.68.]  [6:  Catullus. 68. 11-12, 67-68.]  [7:  Catullus. 68. 57-58; Tuplin, C.J. 1981: 117; Lyne, R.O.A.M. 1980: 54.]  [8:  Catullus. 68. 70-71; Williams, G. 1958: 16; Lyne, R.O.A.M. 1980: 55.]  [9:  Lyne, R.O.A.M. 1980: 55.]  [10:  Heath, M. 1988: 117.] 

It is also worth commenting on the description given to Venus: “wily goddess of Amathus” as there was a statue of Venus at Amathus (ancient Cypriot city) where she was represented as a hermaphrodite and Voss argues that Venus’ epithet is in reference to the poet’s amours, or at least there was a cult worshipping a half male, half female Venus at Amathus.[footnoteRef:11] Myth is a recurring theme throughout 68 as seen in lines 54 onwards with the mention of the “Trinacrian rock and the Malian water at Oetan Thermopylae” the mineral springs were supposedly sacred to Hercules as Athene had presented them to him, a Greek myth also said how Hercules jumped in the spring in an attempt to wash away hydra poison, Hercules is also seen as the proto-founder of Rome.[footnoteRef:12] This reference is most likely connected with the following simile of “my sad eyes never rested from wasting with perpetual tears, nor my cheeks from steaming with a flood of sorrow” as it could refer to either the tears of Catullus or the relief Allius gave Catullus, this has birthed scholarly debate on the meaning of this simile but the latter is the most likely.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Ellis, R. 1876: 327.]  [12:  Granitz, N. 2011: 4.]  [13:  Ellis, R. 1876: 328.] 
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