Otium and Intertext: Catullus and Calvus Revisited

Cc. 50 and 51 are two of Catullus’ best known poems, and Calvus one of his best known fellow-poets, albeit one whose work survives only in fragments. In poem 50, the two playfully write verse, presumably erotic, while otiosi, “at leisure.” Later Catullus cannot sleep, and he tosses and turns with the kind of longing associated with those in love. Poem 51 offers a creative translation of Sappho 31; both the original and the Catullan version describe the effects of a beloved woman on a speaker who is overawed by her. Famously, the final stanza does not translate what remains in the Sapphic original, but turns into a self-address on the part of Catullus, who reminds himself of the destructive role of otium in his own life, concluding with the statement that “In the past, otium has even destroyed kings and prosperous cities,” otium et reges prius et beatas / perdidit urbes.

It has plausibly been suggested that poem 50 functions as a kind of cover letter for 51 (Lavency 1965; Wray 2001, 97) and furthermore that the triple occurrence of forms of otium at the end of the poem hearken back to the word otiosi at the beginning of 50 (Stroup 2010, 55). On the other hand, it has also long been argued that the otium stanza is not an original part of 51 at all but perhaps a fragmentary poem accidentally attached (e.g., Fordyce 1961, 219).  

This paper brings another piece of evidence to the question, namely a fragment of a poem of Calvus (fr. 6 Courtney), preserved by Servius Danielis. This couplet, almost certainly from an epithalamium, describes Ceres as Demeter Thesmophoros (Courtney 1993, 204); the last thing attributed to her in this fragment is the foundation of great cities (Calvus 6.2): magnas condidit urbes, a phrase which bears a strong resemblance in sound to Catullus’ perdidit urbes (51.16). Catullus 51, like its Sapphic model, is probably best understood as describing a scene at a wedding, and thus it shares a generic link with Calvus’ poem. The latter poem was admittedly a hexameter work, while Catullus 51 consists of Sapphic stanzas. Yet the end of each Sapphic stanza is metrically identical to that of a hexameter line. Furthermore the adjectives applied by each poet, while different metrically, have related meanings, since it is difficult to see how any cities could grow great (magnas) without growing prosperous (beatas). One might argue that founding and destroying are fundamentally opposed actions, but the contrast may be part of the point.

If we accept the argument, as I believe we should, that poem 50 serves as a “cover letter” for poem 51, then the sonic resemblance of perdidit urbes to Calvus’ condidit urbes makes especially good sense: Catullus’ poem 51 concludes in a way that echoes Calvus’ wedding poem. Moreover, this resemblance, along with the occurrence of otiosi at 50.1 and the forms of otium at Catullus 51.13-15, suggests—whatever the truth may be—that Calvus worked on his epithalamium while Catullus produced his version of Sappho. The irony, of course, lies in the fact that Catullus’ poem addresses Lesbia, a woman never to be his wife, while Calvus’ evocation of Demeter would seem to suggest anything but adultery. Nevertheless, the link between Calvus’ fragment and Catullus’ text turns Calvus into a secondary addressee of the Sappho translation, one who understands the production context of the text and the otium that produced it. The contrast between the founding of great cities and the destruction of prosperous ones also underscores the differences in the two poets’ situations, inasmuch as beatas has connotations of a more than purely physical happiness, and one that Catullus never quite achieves with Lesbia.
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