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The puella 



Lecture outline 

 Puella and amator: the mistress in the real world 

 Primary sources: Prop. 1.2; 6; 8; 11; 14; 15; 2.4; 6; 
Tib. 1.3 

 What behaviour characterises the mistress? 

 Last lecture: like a hetaira? 

 What is the real-life background, or, is there any? 

 Is that reflected anywhere else in literature? 

 We will be skirting the issue of just how embedded 
the poetics of elegy are in the character of the 
beloved – next lecture will be on ‘womanufacture’. 

 

 

 



Who is the puella? 

 Remember: ‘she is a generic woman’, both in terms of 
real-life background and of literary ‘ancestry’ 

 Therefore, we are by no means discussing the possibility 
of a specific real-life woman hidden behind a 
pseudonym  

 This was a key feature of 19th and early 20th century elegy 
scholarship, partly influenced by the possible identification 
of Catullus’ Lesbia with Clodia 

 …and partly by a statement made by 2nd century AD 
rhetorician Apuleius of Madara that all four elegists used 
pseudonyms 

 ‘Bentley’s law’ 

 20th century elegy scholarship has disproved this 
hypothesis 

 



The elegiac beloved 

 Good summary in James 2003 36f: 

 She can choose from different lovers 

 She demands expensive gifts 

 She is relatively wealthy, and controls several household 

slaves 

 I.e. she is not a slave herself, nor under a father’s authority 

 She knows about fashion trends, and follows them 

despite incurring sizeable costs 

 She sometimes has a male companion who is the rival 

of the poet lover 

 



Basis in real life?  

 A courtesan class? Very scant evidence that such a 
group existed in Rome. 

 Evidence from Greek contexts is good, the most famous 
example probably Pericles’ mistress Aspasia. 

 

 We know of a few individuals, e.g. Hispala 
Faecenia and Volumnia Cytheris, mime actress and 
mistress of Mark Anthony, cf. Cic. Fam. 9.26.  

 It has been suggested that Cytheris is the inspiration for 
Gallus’ Lycoris 

 Several examples from imperial times 

 



Cytheris and Cicero 

 I have just lain down to dinner at three o'clock, when I scribble a 
copy of this note to you in my pocket-book.  You will say, "where?" 
With Voluminus  Eutrapelus. One place above me is Atticus, one 
below Verrius, both friends of yours. […] Now listen to the rest. 
Below Eutrapelus lay Cytheris. At such a party as that, say you, was 
the famous Cicero, "To whom all looked with reverence, on whose 
face Greeks turned their eyes with wonder?" To tell you the truth, I 
had no suspicion that she would be there. But, after all, even the 
Socratic Aristippus himself did not blush when he was taunted with 
having Lais as his mistress: "Yes,” said he, "Lais is my mistress, but not 
my master." It is better in Greek; you must make a translation 
yourself, if you want one. As for myself, the fact is that that sort of 
thing never had any attraction for me when I was a young man, 
much less now I am an old one. I like a dinner party. I talk freely 
there, whatever comes upon the tapis, as the phrase is, and convert 
sighs into loud bursts of laughter. (Cic. Fam. 9.26) 

 



Mistress (meretrix) of Comedy 

 Elegy linked to Roman Comedy by way of thematic 
correspondences 

 The young mistress of Roman Comedy is educated and 
sophisticated (usually of more pronouncedly Greek 
origins – or upbringing – than the main characters) 

 Acceptable as a pastime for young men, but not 
marriage material, and not at the expense of the 
family fortune! 

 Numerous plots where the beloved is found to be, after all, 
of noble birth: Plautus: Bacchides, Menaechemi, Terence: The 
Eunuch 

 



The meretrix: similarities 

 Runs own household, with household slaves 

 Sophisticated in dress and has a luxurious home suitable 
for entertaining professionally 

 Described as intelligent and able to convince 
rhetorically (although not obviously nor maliciously 
described as manipulative!) 

 In need of money (capital rather than readies, as 
repeatedly reminded of approaching old age) 

 Sometimes has several young lovers at the same time – but 
unlike elegy, it is made clear that this is out of financial 
necessity 

 



Other Men: Tib. 1.3 

 Tib. 1.3 plot: the narrator has left his beloved Delia at Rome to 
follow his patron Messalla on a military expedition to the East. 
He falls ill during the journey and remains behind on the island 
of Corcyra 

 Finally, he fantasises about returning suddenly to Rome and 
Delia:  

 ‘But Delia, please be true to me, and let the old woman be 
there to guard your honour with her continual care. She shall 
tell you stories and when the lamp is lit draw the lengthening 
thread from her laden distaff, while the girls around her, intent 
on heavy stints, gradually for weariness nod off at their work. 
Then I shall arrive and no one give you warning but your first 
thought will be that I have dropped from heaven. Then, simply 
as you are, in long-haired confusion, run to greet me, Delia, 
with naked feet. That is my desire: let bright Aurora bring me 
on her rose-red steeds that shining Morning Star.’ 

 



Tibullus’ Delia and the Mime 

 Bare feet and unravelled hair 

 To the narrator: Haste and pleasant surprise 

 To the reader?: Haste and (un)pleasant surprise: has she 
been caught out? The mistress caught almost in 
flagrante is a typical feature of the mime, as is the 
cuckolded husband 

 Cf. links between elegy and comedy 

 This interpretation is supported by correspondences 
with Prop. 1.3 (positioned the same way in the 
book)  

 



Prop. 1.8: The Illyrian Trip 

 The beloved has embarked on a trip with another lover, 
but surprisingly decides to remain in Rome 

 Relationship between poet lover and beloved described 
in terms of money: 

 1.8.2 and 3 ‘less’ and ‘so well’ (= so much); 1.8.17 ‘badly’ 
= cheaply); 1.8b.31 ‘dear’ and subsequent mentions of 
dowries and wealth 

 Little is said about the rival, aside from him being a 
man of means 

 Is it clear that the beloved makes an active choice to 
stay in Rome – or is that the narrator’s interpretation 
only?  

 Linear reading, cf. 2.16 where the praetor returns, might 
support this 



Prop. 1.2: A Costly Life 

 What's the point of walking around, love, with your 

hair all done up? Why does Coan clothing cover 

your delicate breasts? Why do you drench your hair 

in Orontean myrrh and sell yourself with foreign 

enticements? You lose your natural charm with store 

bought sophistication, you don't allow your limbs 

their native splendor.  

 



Prop. 1.2: A Costly Life 

 This is the first real information we get about Cynthia 

 Thus suggested that she follows previously known patterns, or the poet 
would need more exposition 

 Comedy links or earlier elegy?  

 ‘Hair done up’ 

 Implied that she has the money to spend, cf. Ov. Am. 1.14 where a hair 
dyeing experiment has gone wrong 

 Also implies cultural refinement; discussions of hair styles often 
metaphorical (cf. Sharrock 2000) 

 Coan silk 

 The most costly cloth available, extreme luxury 

 Purple associated with decadence 

 Reaction of the poet lover?  

 Demands for simplicity: Real conviction or because the luxury may be 
read as tools of the trade? 

 



Prop. 1.15: Dress and Behaviour 

 I knew your contempt would get to be a drag, Cynthia, but I 
never expected you to be unfaithful. Look at me, how fate 
snatches me from danger's mouth! Yet you come lazily to me 
in my terror. You fix yesterday's set with your hands, 
examine your face in slow deliberation.You decorate your 
breasts with oriental jewels, as any beauty does, preparing 
to see a new man. (1-8) 

 Don't cheapen those lovely eyes which have often hid your 
infidelity! You once swore, if you ever told a lie, they would 
fall out into your own hands. Can you still raise them to the 
great Sun untrembling, aware the evil you've admitted to? 
Who made you change so many colours and cry with 
unwilling eyes? Let my death be a warning to other lovers: 
Don't believe a word she says! (35-41)  

 

http://old.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/vor?type=phrase&alts=0&group=typecat&lookup=Cynthia&collection=Perseus:collection:Greco-Roman


Prop. 1.15: Dress and behaviour 

 The word perfidia ‘unfaithful’ implies breaking of a 
contract; appropriating the discourse of marriage 

 Again, the beloved has considerable wealth (pearls 
or gems in 1.15.7) 

 Presence of a rival lover implied and connected, 
subtly, with her access to money and riches 

 Ability to sway the poet lover with words implied in 
the final line 41f – does this enable the beloved to 
keep her two lovers? 

 This ability is described in negative terms 



Behaviour and manipulation: Prop. 1.6 

Really, I'm not afraid of exploring the Adriatic with you, Tullus, or to set 
sail on the Aegean. We could climb the Rhipaean mountains 
together! and go even further, to the land of Memnon, but the words 
and embraces of my girl make me linger, her earnest prayers and 
rapidly changing color. 

She pierces every night like a flame, complaining she is abandoned, no 
gods exists.  She is already denying she is mine, making threats like 
a spurned girlfriend to a graceless man. I can't endure a single hour 
of these complaints! 

To hell with him who can be flippant in the face of love! Is it worth so 
much to me to know Athens' sophistications, to see the ancient 
splendors of Asia, when Cynthia launches such invective toward my 
ship and disfigures her face in a rage, says she owes kisses to the 
opposing wind and that nothing is worse than an unfaithful man? 

 

http://old.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/vor?type=phrase&alts=0&group=typecat&lookup=Cynthia&collection=Perseus:collection:Greco-Roman


Manipulative mistress? Prop. 1.6 

Really, I'm not afraid […], but the words and embraces of my girl 

make me linger, her earnest prayers and rapidly changing color. 

 Ability to convince with words and gestures 

 

She pierces every night like a flame, complaining she is 

abandoned, no gods exists. She is already denying she is mine, 

making threats like a spurned girlfriend to a graceless man. I 

can't endure a single hour of these complaints! 

 Ability to adapt techniques to suit purpose; also the possibility 

of getting a new boyfriend – might be seen to tie in with the 

beloved’s need to support herself. 



Prop. 1.6 continued 

To hell with him who can be flippant in the face of love! Is 
it worth so much to me to know Athens' sophistications, to 
see the ancient splendors of Asia, when Cynthia launches 
such invective toward my ship and disfigures her face in a 
rage, says she owes kisses to the opposing wind and that 
nothing is worse than an unfaithful man? 

 Rage further increased; the lines also strongly imply 
that Cynthia is well-read, as the final couplet echoes 
Cat. 70: the words of a woman should be written on the 
wind and rushing water 

 



Differences: Gifts 

 Unlike the young prostitutes of Comedy, elegiac 
mistresses are never paid outright – they demand 
gifts from their lovers, but only bawds suggest 
asking for actual money (more on this in Lecture 9) 

 Prop. 2.16.15: The return of the rival praetor from 
Illyria 

 It seems that anyone with love can purchase love. 
Jove, my girl’s ruined by shameful gain. She sends me 
into Oceanus to look for pearls and bids me bring 
presents back from Tyre. 



Differences: Consequences 

 If there is a link between elegy and prostitution, then the 

description is much less realistic than in Comedy. The elegists have 

tweaked the realistic basis for other reasons…  

 “[…] payment rendered by way of gifts allows two things: first, 

the woman in question retains her independence; and second, the 

lover can suggest that she owes him informal, spontaneous, 

genuine gratitude, to be expressed both sexually and socially, as 

part of a more equal and truly loving relationship.” (James, 

2003, 39) 

 Thus the ideal of the elegiac relationship is kept alive and at 

least theoretically possible 



The rival, and the status of the puella 

 We previously looked at the rival in terms of the beloved’s possible need to be 

supported by more than one source – but what does his character give away 

about the social status of the puella? 

 She is unlikely to be his wife (at the same time having an adulterous affair with 

the poet lover) 

 She does not wear the stola nor the vittae of Roman matrons: Tib. 1.6.67f: 

“Only teach her to be chaste, although the headband does not / hold back 

her tied hair nor the long stola her feet” 

 Cf. also Ov. Ars as unsuitable reading for matronae 

 She is not among the chaste women, who seem to form a group (Prop. 1.1), 

i.e. possibly wives 

 She does not appear to live with either the rival or the poet lover on any 

regular basis, and there is no mention of any family obligations shared 

between these characters 



The language of marriage 

 Elegy nevertheless continually uses words associated 
with marriage and marital status to describe 
extramarital relationships – mentions of wedding 
torches, and ‘foedera’ (treaty, contract) are many 

 Both male and female lovers are described by 
ambiguous terms: 

 Vir, used of rivals, or by the beloved of the narrator, means 
both ‘man’ and ‘husband’ 

 Coniunx, of the beloved, normally means ‘wife’, but is often 
used of the beloved by the narrator 

  NB: Elegy also uses a range of typically elegiac pet 
names: domina, lux, vita etc. 

 

 



Between matron and mistress 

  Prop. 2.6.41f: Never will a wife, never will a 
mistress seduce us / ever will you be my mistress 
and ever my wife.  

 “Cynthia is to be matrona and meretrix in one, and 
consequently from the perspective of traditional 
Roman ideology she can be nothing at all since 
these categories are mutually exclusive.” (Miller, 
2004, 63) 

 Or, the beloved is no-one, only a reflection of the 
male narrator, as we shall see further next week. 

 


