[bookmark: _Int_RtP8VCGf]De Raptu Proserpina is an epic poem of Claudian, written in the late 4th or early 5th century ce, detailing the mythological tale of Proserpina’s abduction by Pluto. The passage consisting of lines 20-66 is a direct speech from Claudian to the gods, establishing the thematic juxtaposition between harmony and chaos, and is a foreshadowing of Pluto’s actions. This also reflects Claudian’s rhetorical skill and appreciation of epic conventions.
The wider theme of the poem is one of disruption of order by external forces and a growing instability. The poem draws heavily on Graeco-Roman mythology, particularly the traditions of Ovid and Virgil, to craft an epic narrative that is not only reflective of mythic events but also of the social and political turmoil of Claudian’s time. The central theme of order versus chaos mirrors the context of the declining Western Roman Empire. The figure of Proserpina represents the security of Roman values, yet she is “stolen away” (24) and it symbolises the crumbling of these ideals. The chaos brought by Pluto corresponds to the external political threats and unrest destabilising the empire. Claudian uses the motif of the Fates (40) to underscore the interconnectedness of the world - removing one key element, such as Proserpina and her innocence, causes a ripple effect that disrupts the entire cosmos. This reflects both the Roman belief in the unity of the divine and natural worlds, and the political instability of Claudian’s era. The abduction of Proserpina thus becomes an elegy for lost Roman glory, a metaphor for the decay in Roman power. Her loss represents the fading of Roman strength, while her innocence recalls the earlier period of order and prosperity. Claudian’s description of how “high-spirited Proserpina was stolen away and came to possess Chaos as her dowry” (24) can be interpreted as a metaphor for the decline in Roman ideals. The poem, written in the context of the increasingly unstable Western Roman Empire, mirrors the collapse of Roman political power, marked by military overreach, internal strife, and external barbarian pressures. Proserpina’s abduction is a symbol of the erosion of peace and stability in the empire.
This passage illustrates Claudian’s prowess as a poet, showcasing his command over language and his ability to evoke epic themes through stylistic flourishes. His use of elaborate and elevated language, typical of epic poetry, is evident throughout the poem. Descriptive epithets such as “empty Avernus” (20) and “bloody Aegaeon” (37) enrich the portrayal of characters and settings while emphasising the epic scope of the poem. The juxtaposition of serenity and violence, particularly in the contrasting representations of “high-spirited Proserpina” (24) and the “Chaos” of Pluto (25), reflect the poem’s central theme of order versus chaos.  This juxtaposition heightens the emotional tension by drawing attention to the tragic nature of Proserpina’s abduction and the disparity between her innocence and Pluto’s cunning. This reflects the broader theme of uncontrollable external forces disrupting the natural order and is resonate of the political and social turmoil of Claudian’s period. Claudian’s rhetorical skill is further demonstrated through his use of personification, such as the “swelling anger” (28) of Pluto, which transforms abstract emotions into tangible, physical forces that the audience can observe growing within characters. This personification not only adds emotional weight to the gods’ actions but also serves as a narrative device to move the poem along by building anticipation for the impending tragedy of the abduction.
Claudian weaves intertextual references into these lines, drawing on earlier epic traditions to frame his narrative within a broader, familiar, literary contexts. This situates Claudian within the epic tradition and invites his audience to compare his retelling with earlier versions. Claudian’s description of the abduction of Proserpina in particular draws heavily from Book V of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, with both poets highlighting her innocence and the idyllic setting as a stark backdrop for the violence of Pluto. However, Claudian elaborates on the pre-abduction tranquillity, emphasising the serenity of nature and of Proserpina to create a greater sense of loss. This invites comparison and thus engages his audience and reflects social sensibilities in Late Antiquity regarding cosmic and moral implications. The intertextuality of this passage shows Claudian’s engagement with earlier epic and cosmological traditions, enriching his narrative by situating it within a literary framework while offering his own distinct interpretation. 
As a court poet, Claudian’s work served to entertain and moralise an educated elite audience, as such, he would rely on their prior knowledge of the myth to enhance the poem’s impact. Familiarity with the myth allows Claudian to plant subtle clues that resonate with the audience’s expectations, such as descriptions of fleeting serenity that evoke a sense of impermanence, reflecting the inevitability of Proserpina’s fate. These hints deepen the emotional connection to the poem, engaging the audience. Claudian also plays on his audience’s familiarity with earlier depictions of the myth, particularly in Virgil’s Georgics and Ovid’s Metamorphoses. He uses the epic conventions in these works to use the natural world as an indicator of impending disruption. By engaging with these traditions, Claudian positions his work as both an homage and a reinterpretation, which would appeal to his educated audiences. Indeed, the audience itself would view mythological tales such as Proserpina’s kidnap as carrying allegorical significance, often reflecting political or philosophical ideas. The myth could be read as an allegory for cosmic balance, or as a warning reflective of their political turmoil. As such, Claudian’s audience would not only sympathise with Proserpina, but also appreciate the deeper layers of meaning, thus enhancing their engagement with the poem. By engaging with the established literary and cultural traditions surrounding the myth of Proserpina, Claudian curates a resonate poetic experience that would have had a significant impact on his audience.
In lines 20-66 of De Raptu Proserpina, Claudian juxtaposes the serenity of nature with the impending disruption of cosmic order, reflecting the wider theme of order and chaos. His rhetorical skill and intertextual references emphasise the fragility of harmony and innocence – which are personified through Proserpina. The audience’s familiarity with the myth heightens the emotional tension underlying the passage. These lines serve as a foundation for the inevitable tragedy that follows. 
