Seeing Influence in Propertius 1.10 and 1.13

Cornelius Gallus is one of the more tantalizing figures in Latin Literature.  Although well informed about his biography, we know precious little about his poetry, despite its significance to the development of Latin elegy.  Identifying the figure of Gallus in Propertius’ Monobiblos with the historical Cornelius Gallus is a subject of much debate and little agreement.  Among the representations of Gallus in the Monobiblos, that found in 1.10 has garnered the most attention.  The elegy, which presents itself as an instance of voyeurism, of Propertius watching Gallus, apparently a kindred poet-lover, engaged in some dalliance, has been discussed frequently.  Two dominant readings exist: the literal reading (e.g. Richardson) in which Propertius is actually present, and a figurative one that holds Propertius is reading the amatory poetry of Gallus and reacting to it as if he were an eyewitness at the scene.  The figurative reading was suggested over a century ago by Skutsch and has since been revised by, among others, Benjamin, Cairns and Ross.


This paper will show first that the literal and figurative readings are simultaneously active and in no way mutually exclusive.  While the words affueram, testis and vidimus do suggest that Propertius is present for Gallus’ dalliance, they are also textbook results of reading or hearing a vividly described scene.  Greek and Roman rhetoricians hold that the device variously called enargeia or evidentia can make a reader or listener (almost) present at the scene described, and that the information so described seems to be seen rather than heard.  Furthermore, Propertius’ inability to turn away from the scene, whether literally or by putting down the book roll, despite his fatigue suggests a reaction similar to ekplexis.  There need be no disconnection between reading and seeing, because one is the rhetorically ideal outcome of the other.  Indeed, in the context of love poetry, the two are shades of one another: a reader of love poetry is positioned as a voyeur, peering into the love affair of another.  


Secondly, this paper demonstrates that Propertius responds both visually and poetically to erotic stimuli.  This can be seen as an aspect of what Boucher has called Propertius’ tempérament visuel, the penchant for imagistic description, often tied to contemporary visual art, which is generally recognized in his poetry.  In the first part of 1.10 Propertius responds to reading Gallus’ poetry with his mind’s eye, becoming an eyewitness to his affair; in the second part (vv. 11-30) he responds to Gallus’ poetry with his own verse, proclaiming the power of his elegy to reunited separated lovers, open doors, cure love’s wounds, etc.  Understanding 1.10 to be a reaction to the enargeia of Gallus’ poem shows us that Propertius responds to this poetic stimulus in the same way he responds to the sight of both art objects and love objects.


Finally, by reading 1.10 in conjunction with 1.13, I suggest that Propertius uses his own elegy to memorialize a particular moment (if perhaps not a specific poem) in Gallus’ poetry when one is first able to recognize elegy’s generic devotion to a single mistress—a moment like Propertius’ own Cynthia prima.  In both poems, Propertius references what is probably the same poem of Gallus (cf. 1.10.5-6 and 1.13.14-15).  After describing his reaction to reading it in 1.10, Propertius proffers his own set of elegiac tropes in exchange for the shared joy (commissae laetitiae, 12)—the joy of experiencing both the ardor of Gallus’ love and the poetry itself.  In 1.13, Propertius notes Gallus’ shift from multiple girlfriends (puellis, 5) to one (quadam, 7 and illa, 26).  Moreover, this one, despite having beauty like various mythological heroines, can seduce Jupiter himself, not with her looks, but her words (32).  The heaping of allusions, especially heroines, is typical of Propertius and the connectedness of the puella’s seductive words and beauty hints at the idea of the scripta puella.  In both Propertian poems, the same poem of Gallus is met both with Propertius’ mind’s eye and his own elegy.  Although Propertius says he will not imitate the words of his predecessor (1.13.3), he does respond to Gallus’ eroto-poetic lusus with his own poetry.
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