Catullus 45:  A Window onto Love and Love Poetry

Catullus 45 has long stood out as an oddity in the collection.  The poem provides a rare glimpse in the Catullan corpus of a love other than Catullus’ and one that is analyzed from a more or less objective position.  Because of its strangeness and the palpable—yet intangible—irony that pervades the poem, much scholarly ink has been spilled in discussing this poem.  This paper proposes to alleviate some of these difficulties by reading the narrator’s closing question in earnest: Quis ullos homines beatiores / vidit, quis Venerem auspicatiorem?


More than four decades ago, H. Akbar Khan suggested that the poem was merely an “amusing picture” of lovers exchanging oaths, and recommended that we turn our attention from “extra-poetic distractions” like the couple’s identity (Khan 1965, 6).  Although I hope to show this poem is more than an amusing picture, Khan nonetheless hits on the mode of interpretation best suited for this poem, if unintentionally: “This [i.e. the poem] is the window through which the view is to be had;…it is high time we paid attention to the view itself.”


This paper offers the reading of the poem dictated by the narrator, and suggested, but not pursued, by Khan: looking through the window of the poem onto love itself.  The bulk of the poem is a romantic vignette (in the truest sense of the word) that ends with the unexpected intrusion of the narrator who points out that we have been watching the scene unfold in our mind’s eye.  Indeed, the vignette itself shares much in common with scenes of lovers (especially Mars and Venus) known from Roman wall painting, most notably the schema of one lover languishing in the lap of their partner.  The opening lines of the poem recall a common and presumably well-known arrangement of lovers in visual art, and the closing lines bid us ponder what we have just seen.  The poem is thus framed by references, direct and indirect, to the poem’s pictorial mode.  Unlike a real picture, however, the characters within have voice, thus allowing us to hear their oaths and better answer the narrator’s question in vv. 25-26.  Catullus also uses the speaking ekphrasis to great effect in poem 64.  See here Laird 1993.  


In addition to the distance from which we observe these pseudo-pictorial lovers, the poem’s structure in the manner of an amoebaean song contest helps to create a sense of objectivity in the reader.  While the poem is not a true amoebaean contest (pace Singleton 1971), the text does present us with an internal judge, Amor, who sneezes his approval at both oaths.  But he is not the only judge.  The reader is specifically cast in this role when the narrator asks our opinion in the closing lines.  Moreover, the reader judges not only the couple’s happiness, but also Amor’s judgment of it: Do we interpret these ambiguous sneezes as positive or negative?  

While the poem’s structure may recall the amoebaean song of Theocritean pastoral, its most direct model is Callimachus AP 5.6 (= 11 HE = 25 Pf.).  This poem, however, involves the swearing of false oaths.  Moreover, unlike the canonical happy couple of wall painting, Mars and Venus, Septimius and Acme are presumably mortal.  If we consider that a close literary model is a swearing of false oaths, and that this mortal couple does not share the divine prerogative of Mars and Venus, how do we see Septimius and Acme’s love ending?  Catullus brings the reader’s judgment into sharp focus with the poem’s final lines.  The absence of the clearly defined Catullus persona, which otherwise dominates the collection, and the incongruously saccharine treatment of love should catch the reader’s attention.  Do we accept that love may happen as it does in mythological wall paintings?  Or do we contrast Septimius and Acme with the barren landscape of Catullan love which surrounds them in the collection of poems?  By presenting us with a scenario in which we literally stand apart from the loving couple and judge them like a painting on the wall, Catullus grants us the distance to evaluate whether an idyllic love is possible—a distance which he does not allow us in most other poems.
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