Of Lambs and Mistresses:  Patterns of Contradiction in Tibullus Book 1


All the references to lambs in the first book of Tibullus’s elegies occur at 1.1.21-32 and 1.10.39-42; thus, after 1.1.31-32 (non agnamve sinu pigeat fetumve capellae / desertum oblita matre referre domum), no lambs are encountered until the final elegy, whose parallels to 1.1 are so obvious that no one disputes the “bookending” function of the two poems. Between 1.1 and 1.10, however, the lambs undergo a motivic transformation that is characteristic of Tibullus’s thematic practice in general. 


In both 1.1 and 1.10, the lambs are associated with a pastoral ideal that contrasts with warfare; in the first poem, they are also associated with the speaker’s straitened circumstances, which in turn contrast with the wealth of his ancestors. The cumulative effect is to undermine the dominant antithesis of 1.1, which aligns paupertas with the pastoral ideal and divitiae with warfare. By the time the lambs reappear in 1.10 in an overtly parallel context, the pastoral ideal has itself been undermined by the incompatible Saturnian ideal of 1.3, by the violent metaphors with which the origin of agriculture is depicted in 1.7, and by the ascription of the motive lucra petens to farmers and ships alike in 1.9; moreover, two contradictory views of the speaker’s ancestry balance each other in 1.1 and 1.10. 

At work is a combination of structural balance and thematic contrast that is also exemplified by the erotic material of Book 1. The idyllic pastoral landscape of 1.1 serves as the stage on which the speaker’s mistress Delia makes her first appearance; during the course of the poem, she causes the antithesis to shift to one that contrasts the military and the erotic life, represented respectively by Messalla and Delia. Moreover, the setting changes all but imperceptibly from the speaker’s farmhouse to the mistress’s townhouse, thus introducing yet another antithesis between the countryside and the city. Throughout the book, Delia herself is caught in this contradiction: in the rustic setting, she is a “country châtelaine” (Putnam 102); in the city, a married woman involved in an adulterous relationship with the amator, hence the conventional puella of amatory elegy.

Between the first and final poems of Tibullus Book 1, pastoral and erotic themes are transformed in such a way that their initial significance loses whatever stability it had. When the lambs reappear in 1.10 after being absent since the first poem, they are laden with the accumulated contradictions of the entire sequence of poems, not least the contradiction between country and city, which itself exemplifies a generic conflict between pastoral poetry and Augustan amatory elegy. The book’s compositional integrity ultimately consists in the replacement of certitudes with correspondences.

