Undesirable Desire: Sexual Subjects in Propertius 3.19
The narrator in Roman erotic elegy, the amator, constructs for himself a feminized position in relation to the normative Roman masculine subject (Sullivan 1972; Wyke 1994).  In contrast, the puella, the female beloved of Roman erotic elegy, is often represented as an actively desiring subject whose acquisitive sexuality constructs her as masculine in relation to the socially normative female subject, for whom the virtue of pudor defines and all but erases any trace of a sexual subjectivity.  This paper will interrogate the stability of this apparent gender reversal by considering the construction of the boundaries of these gendered positions in Propertius 3.19.  Identifying what is included in normative gendered categories and what is excluded reveals how the female desire of the puella becomes a means to reinvest the marginal elegiac amator with normative moral authority.  This process is well described by what Kristeva (1980) has termed abjection, wherein elements or behaviors which contradict or threaten to destabilize a subject’s self-identity are refused by the subject and aligned instead with the other. While the amator may appear feminized because his slave-like love for his beloved stands in opposition to the independent, free-born and rational Roman man, his masculinity is restored through comparison to his beloved.

3.19 is a response, the poet tells us, to Cynthia’s frequent complaints about his sexual desire (obicitur totiens a te mihi nostra libido, 3.19.1).   He assures Cynthia that her sexual desire (ista, 3.19.2) is stronger.  The remainder of the short, twenty-eight line poem is made up of a list of mythological examples of women’s sexual desire.  This catalogue constructs female desire as destructive and out of control, in opposition to tamer masculine desire.  Each tragic and Hellenistic heroine qua exemplum in Propertius’ list carries a destructive connotation which is associated with her through her mythological and literary genealogy.  Pasiphae is identified only by her bestiality; Tyro, by her desire to drown herself in her beloved river, Enipeus; Myrrha, by her desire for her “aged” father.  We are told that Medea’s (scorned) love kills her children and Clytemnestra’s (adulterous) love destroys the reputation of her family.  Scylla, given the most space in the catalogue (eight lines), is invoked for betraying her father and attempting to forge her own marriage alliance.  Her punishment at the hands of Minos ends the poem and creates a frame of masculine control and rationality around feminine intemperance and irrationality. 

The paradigms in the list function as synonyms for Cynthia and her libido.  In the first lines of the poem, Cynthia’s desire is explicitly opposed to Propertius’: Obicitur totiens a te mihi nostra libido;/ crede mihi, vobis imperat ista magis (3.19.1-2). Nostra and vobis create two mutually exclusive groups whose separation and juxtaposition in the discrete lines reflect their dichotomous nature. By aligning Cynthia’s desire with the destructive paradigms which follow, Propertius is necessarily excluding their characteristics from his own, masculine desire.  Keith (1994), Sharrock (1991), and Wyke (1987, 1989a, 1989b), among others, have demonstrated that the puella in Roman erotic elegy functions simultaneously as the subject of the poetry and as the poetry itself.  I argue that Propertius’ construction of the puella’s abject desire functions in a similar way.  Her desire is both the cause of his own suffering and a foil to his own abjection, allowing him to reclaim a subject position just on this side of normativity in relation to her uncontrollable desire.  Such a construction allows for a more flexible definition of masculinity through the reinforcement of feminine stereotypes.
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