Sabina’s Poetic Embroidery: A Reading of Ausonius, Epigrams 27-29

Laudet Achaemenias Orientis gloria telas,



molle aurum pallis, Graecia, texe tuis,


non minus Ausoniam celebret dum fama Sabinam,



parcentem magnis sumptibus, arte parem. (Epigr. 27)


Sive probas Tyrio textam subtemine vestem,



seu placet inscripti commoditas tituli,


ipsius hoc dominae concinnat utrumque venustas;



has geminas artes una Sabina colit. (Epigr. 28)


Licia qui texunt et carmina, carmina Musis,



licia contribuunt, casta Minerva, tibi;


ast ego rem sociam non dissociabo Sabina,



versibus inscripsi quae mea texta meis. (Epigr. 29)

In this sequence of epigrams, Ausonius’s wife Sabina is depicted as a skilled practitioner of two arts, of which one is unquestionably weaving, as evidenced by forms of texo in all three poems. The second of these geminae artes appears to be embroidery, on the strength of inscripti commoditas tituli, which in context implies an embroidered motto. Moreover, the superscription to Epigram 27, VERSVS IN VESTE CONTEXTI, indicates that whoever compiled the epigrams understood the embroidery of verses upon a textile—and hence the transformation of poetry into textile—to be at issue. This paper will argue (contra Kay 2001: 137-138) that the second of Sabina’s twin arts is itself twofold, consisting not only of the skill with which she stitches verses onto a cloth, but also of the skill with which she composes them. 


The epigrams progress thematically from textile to textuality. Epigram 27 praises Sabina’s ability as a weaver to rival her Persian and Greek counterparts without indulging in their expenses; the punning adjective Ausoniam—both “belonging to Ausonius” and “Ausonian,” i.e. Roman (Green 1991: 391 ad loc.)—adds stereotypical Roman thriftiness to her mastery of the stereotypical female handicraft. Epigram 28 opens with a sly allusion to Catullus 64 (textam subtemine vestem), a work in which the metaphor of textile as poetry is dominant (see inter alios Laird 1993, Gaisser 1995, Iversen 2001, Sklenár 2006): the ecphrasis of the coverlet is framed by references to the cloth as a vestis (Cat. 64. 50, 265), and subtemine references the subtegmina in the refrain of the Parcae’s song. Since the poet as metaphorical weaver is traditionally male, the textile metaphor for poetic composition appropriates for masculine use a traditionally female craft. Sabina reclaims the metaphor in her own voice in the sequence’s final epigram, whose concluding line encloses mea texta within versibus meis, and thus asserts Sabina’s status as weaver, embroiderer of verses upon cloth, and poet in her own right.
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