A Failed Transition from Passive to Active Lover in Tibullus 1.8

Scholars have discussed situations in Catullus and Vergil in which the young male protagonist fails to transition from the passive to active lover (Skinner 1993, Petrini 1997). Another instance of this transition occurs in the Marathus cycle of the Tibullan corpus. Specifically in Tibullus 1.8, the poet-speaker addresses Marathus, his young male ex-lover, and Pholoe, Marathus’ new female lover. His apparent purpose is to help Marathus in his amorous advances towards his new girlfriend. The poet-speaker offers his aid since his ex-lover is seemingly incompetent as the active partner in wooing Pholoe. In this paper I examine Tibullus 1.8 and argue that it portrays Marathus as a gender-fluid character who experiences a failure to transition from passive homoerotic beloved to active heteroerotic lover. Thus far, little work has been done in the secondary literature concerning his failure to complete this transition. To this end, I examine how the poet-speaker’s description of Marathus and his direct quotation of Marathus contribute to the impression of a failed transition. 

To illustrate, the poet-speaker expresses Marathus’ failure by ascribing qualities of a puer delicatus to Marathus. Although Marathus was once the type of boy pursued by older men, he now actively tries not to assume the qualities of a puer delicatus as he pursues Pholoe. The poet-speaker points out however that Marathus ‘in vain’ continues to dress his hair, wear makeup, manicure his nails, and wear tight shoes (1.8.9-14). Treating Marathus as a gender-fluid character who once embodied the young male passive lover, the poet-speaker suggests that Marathus now struggles in transitioning to the active partner as he tries to woo his girlfriend Pholoe. In addition, the sentiment of failed change is echoed in the poet-speaker’s word choice used to describe Marathus. This diction is significant because it is often used to describe women in the Tibullan corpus and it harks back to the word choice used in Tibullus 1.4 to describe the type of boy pursued by an older male lover. Further, when he tells Pholoe not to take advantage of nor be too harsh on Marathus, he calls him a puer (1.8.27, 1.8.49) and tener (1.8.51). This deliberately marks out Marathus as neither a iuventius nor a vir, and associates Marathus further with the idea of a passive lover. 

When the poet-speaker directly quotes his ex-lover, Marathus gives the impression that his attempted transition is ultimately failing. As Bright (1978) and Lee-Stecum (1998) note, Marathus borrows aspects of Priapus’ language from poem 1.4 and the speaker’s language from the Delia cycle. I argue that he mirrors these two speakers in an attempt to emulate their actions as active lover. Though this could be interpreted as a step forward for Marathus, he subverts himself by these same words. This is because though Marathus uses the same language as an active lover, his unfamiliarity with the characteristic actions of an active lover proves him otherwise. For example, Marathus says that he knows how to conduct secret love affairs, but cites oscula rapta with no sonum as part of his skill set (1.8.57-58). Here, the words oscula rapta reference the snatched kisses of Tibullus 1.4 related by Priapus. However, as Smith 1913 notes, oscula rapta with no sonum cannot exist because oscula rapta are inherently noisy. So, Marathus shows us that though he is familiar with the language of an active lover, he is not familiar with the actions. 

Only a few times in the Latin literature are we presented with a sexual and psychological transition from boyhood to manhood in the way that we have been in Tibullus 1.8. The examination of Marathus, caught in the transition between being the object of male desire and the subject of female desire, only refines our conception of gender in the ancient world. In fact, understanding more fully Marathus’ attempted but failed transition can add new dimensions to our knowledge of erotic relationships in antiquity, especially from the point of view of the traditionally passive lovers like puer delicati and women.  
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