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[bookmark: _Int_2Ha2wlad]Gobbet: Claudian On the Rape of Proserpina 2.186-233

Context
[bookmark: _Int_c2qmPsb0][bookmark: _Int_21wDNyHA][bookmark: _Int_xQF4i9vC][bookmark: _Int_mvLiyxby]Claudian, mostly associated with the court of Honorius, is one of the final significant Classical poets: holding the rank of vir clarissimus. His life, spanning 370-404 CE, reaps a litany of panegyrical works, as well as epistles and satirical epigrams, mostly honouring the consulship of his patron Stilicho. While not a native Italian, he mastered the art of Latin poetry despite likely sustaining Greek as his mother tongue. His poetry often mixed mythology with the political, cultural, and religious context of the time, a period of intrinsic upheaval and instability relating to power, succession, and unchartered diversity. De Raptu Proserpinae is part of a wider group of works by Claudius (the Claudianus minor) forming part of the most influential historical works of the time, blending the themes of mythology with common sociocultural and theological ideas of the fourth century. In particular, this piece On the Rape of Proserpina is an unfinished three book narrative, out of a likely four. The account ends in a particularly interesting way, seeming deliberate, potentially never to be restarted. While panegyric works did not boast a wide-reaching audience, they were accessible to an important sector of society, the literate elite. They gave insight into the ‘imperial voice’ as a positive presentation of messaging to the masses, allowing interaction with it by the elite and thus a better understanding of wider history and a seemingly closer relationship with the ruling class of fourth-century Rome. 

Content
[bookmark: _Int_Ej7NhtTl][bookmark: _Int_CEqeCBnb][bookmark: _Int_dEjCEgnu][bookmark: _Int_dyYf1ha8]Claudian’s De Raptu Proserpinae recounts the story of Pluto’s abduction of Proserpina after he falls in love with her following a divine intervention by Cupid. Passages 2.186-233 appear to take place following her excursion to the underworld, and describes the reaction of the various Roman deities to the actions of Pluto. This passage climaxes as an emotional high point and contrasts other moments in both Books One and Three, contrasting with the previous tranquility of Proserpina’s daily life, and indeed that of her mother Ceres, with the dark and tumultuous events that follow later in the narrative, revealing itself as a point of great development in plot and narrative. The respective gods and goddesses appear wrathful, and the physical world, personified as Tellus Mater in Roman mythology, is corporeally affected. Claudian describes, as is the case in classical myth, the horse and chariot are driven by Pluto himself; representing his direct role in abducting Proserpina. This also reflects on its relationship with and impact on the gods, stating: “their death bringing breath infected the breezes, the sand was poisoned, polluted by their foam” as well as the tenebrosity brought by them, adding they were “accustomed to grazing in the long darkness”. This emphasises the nature of Pluto, as well as the underworld, by reflecting the deep uncertainties of death and the realities of the Roman perception of an ‘afterlife’. Similarly, multiple gods and titans appear to be uncomfortable with the presentation of Pluto in their realm, as they “shudder” and “grow pale”. The magnitude of the act of abduction by Pluto is evident through the cosmic disturbance described by Claudian; stating “the stars abandoned allegiance to their courses” which sheds light on what a monumental moment Proserpina’s disappearance is, and the fact it could never be predicted, or that it would never have been allowed by one of the more influential gods, such as Jupiter, at all. The idea that the stars (which were important historical indicators as well as a vessel through which the gods could indicate their will to the humans able to understand their positioning), were so hugely affected by this event demonstrates and highlights its monumentality as well as reflecting a central theme of the poem through celestial imbalance and the disrespect of fate. 	
[bookmark: _Int_jkytAUpz]Similarly, the residents of the underworld are displeased with Proserpina’s treatment by Pluto, and its disruption to the balance between life and death. The voice in the latter half of the extract appears to be spoken by the personification of the spirits there, expressing discomfort through questioning Pluto: “Why do you mingle the living with the buried?”. Seemingly unhappy with the existence of a ‘living’ deity within the underworld, they press: “Why do you trample over our world, when you belong elsewhere?”, illustrating the conflict between the two realms, and the tension caused by their interaction.

Significance
[bookmark: _Int_vJFaXouv]The idea that Claudian specifically chose the story of the abduction of Proserpina with its links to fate and an abandonment of the people by the gods represents a contextual link to events of the fourth and fifth centuries, indeed throughout the entire Late Antique period, a time rife with political, cultural, and religious controversy and instability. This was due to the consistent mistreatment of religious minorities, through the Great Persecution and similar edicts relating to the treatment of nontraditional Roman religion, including the mandatory destruction of religious monuments, buildings, and scripture. Similarly, the fourth and fifth centuries contained significant political conflict due to the considerable number of uprisings and usurpations, as well as growing tensions within the various provinces and civil war. This illustrates the lack of ability to effectively govern the extensive Empire, and the worries of the people are reflected in contemporary poetry, as well as other written sources. De Raptu Proserpinae makes a compelling contextual reference to Late Antiquity, due to the central themes of abandonment by the gods, which may have been felt by the Roman populace considering the steep decline of their government systems and wellbeing. The text also centers around conflict, in particular between the physical realms of life and death, however this may have reflected brewing and eventual conflict within the Roman Empire during this period, causing readers to sympathise with the work completely, thus extending its emotional impact, allowing it to become such a fundamental text in understanding Roman society during Late Antiquity.
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