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Fatal Attraction : Paris, Helen and the Unity of Catullus 51

Catullus 51 (Mynors’ Oxford Classical Text) :




Ille mi par esse deo videtur,




ille, si fas est, superare divos,




qui sedens adversus identidem te





spectat et audit




dulce ridentem, misero quod omnis




eripit sensus mihi : nam simul te,




Lesbia, aspexi, nihil est super mi





*
*
*




lingua sed torpet, tenuis sub artus




flamma demanat, sonitu suopte




tintinant aures geminae, teguntur





lumina nocte.




otium, Catulle, tibi molestum est :




otio exultas nimiumque gestis :




otium et reges prius et beatas





perdidit urbes.

The issue of whether the last strophe of Catullus 51 (lines 13-16) in fact belongs to this poem, and if so how it connects with what precedes, is a long-running one 1 . The fundamental arguments for unity are from textual transmission : poem 51 is one of only two poems in the Catullan collection written in the Sapphic stanza (the other is poem 11) and it is consequently difficult to argue that this single stanza, universally transmitted where it is placed in all modern texts, belongs to any other poem (it cannot fit in 11). The main argument against unity is that the fourth stanza’s connection with the rest of the poem is obscure, though various links have been suggested 2. 

The question is complicated  by the fact that this poem of Catullus famously imitates Sappho fr. 31 L/P : Catullus’ first three stanzas closely follow the first four stanzas of Sappho’s poem in describing various symptoms of love, but his fourth stanza appears to take a different direction from the scanty remains of Sappho’s fifth stanza, of which we have only the opening line in a corrupt form (31 L/P 17) : ((((((+ ((+. The Sapphic line appears to talk about the necessity of endurance and some connection with poverty; the Catullan stanza might possibly pick up the mention of poverty in its allusion to riches (15 beatas), but otherwise seems to diverge from its model (though both stanzas seem to introduce further self-analysis on the speaker’s part) 3. This article regards Catullus’ divergence from his model as unproblematic (we may compare how he alters Callimachus Aetia fr. 110 Pf. in his other famous close imitation, Catullus 66) 4, and follows other recent treatments in arguing for unity. Its new contribution is to contend that the disputed stanza is in fact bound into the poem by a mythological subtext - the story of Paris and Helen. 


Catullus 51, like its Sapphic original, gives us a scenario of erotic envy : in both poems the speaker compares to a god the fortunate man who unlike the speaker is able continually to contemplate the beloved woman. The present indicative tenses of both poems suggest that the ille of Catullus (like the ((of Sappho’s first line) is a real person other than the speaker, and not just a rhetorical hypothesis : if he were the latter, subjunctives or some other linguistic mode of indicating potentiality or remoteness (spectet et audiat ?) would surely be appropriate. The poem says more than ‘I wish I could look at you all day’ : it sets up a dramatic scenario of rivalry - ‘I wish I could look at you all day as he does’.. In Sappho, for obvious reasons, the fortunate man cannot be identified with the poem’s speaker and must at least implicitly be the speaker’s rival for the woman’s affections. In Catullus, with a male speaker, the ille of the poem could be the speaker of the poem himself, but the contrast between the capacity of the putative ille to be with and watch the woman continually (3 identidem), and the remarkable effect that a single glance at Lesbia has on the speaker (6-7 nam simul te, / Lesbia, aspexi), suggest that the two are different. The speaker of the poem is the erotic rival of the ille of stanza 1, just as the Sapphic speaker is the erotic rival of the man she describes. Thus, as has often been suggested, Catullus 51 indicates a love-triangle.


The mythological model for this love-triangle, I would suggest, is the story of Paris and Helen. Lesbia, the beautiful object of desire, is analogous to Helen, while the Catullan speaker, who wishes to replace the rival who is able to look at her continually, is analogous to Paris, the ardent lover. The third member of the triangle, the man who currently has full erotic access to Lesbia, is analogous to Menelaus, the husband who is to be dispossessed. This is not to follow the biographical style of argument of those who make Catullus 51 the first approach to Lesbia (though that in itself is not unattractive) and to identify the ille of the poem with her historical husband (whoever he was) 6. The model of the supremely beautiful Helen fits well with Lesbia, also supremely beautiful (cf. Catullus 86.5-6), and her status as a mythical woman competed for by many men 7 also matches Lesbia’s Catullan presentation as a woman who has a vir other than the Catullan speaker (83.1), and who is generally uno non … contenta Catullo (68.135). 


This suggested general pattern may be supported by two other Latin poems, both postdating Catullus. The first is Horace Odes 1.17, where the speaker invites a woman named Tyndaris to a symposium in the country. As scholars have observed, the woman’s name suggests a connection with Helen 8, often referred to simply by this patronymic in Latin poetry 9; and the scenario of the poem, in which Tyndaris has a jealous husband-figure, Cyrus, who (she fears) is likely to come and claim her back from Horace with some violence (1.17.24-8) :





nec metues protervum



suspecta Cyrum, ne male dispari



incontinentis iniciat manus



   et scindat haerentem coronam



      crinibus immeritamque vestem.



All this suggests a comic-erotic version of the Trojan War and Menelaus’ violent repossession of Helen. Cyrus, appropriately named after a famous military conqueror, is cast as Menelaus, likely to invade his rival’s territory to get his woman back, while the Horatian speaker is cast as Paris, the persuasive seducer of another man’s woman who has the backing of the gods, a point which he has just stressed in the poem (1.17.13-14 di me tuentur, dis pietas mea / et musa cordi est). Here, then, we find the same feature - a love-triangle in Latin erotic poetry compared to the Paris-Helen-Menelaus relationship, with characteristic Horatian wit .

The second poem is Ovid Heroides 16, the epistle of Paris to Helen. Here we find material which corresponds in some detail with the scenario of Catullus 51 postulated above. Like the Catullan speaker (and many ancient lovers), Paris claims to feel dramatic physical symptoms of love on first looking at Helen (16.135-6) : 

ut vidi, obstipui praecordiaque intima sensi

attonitus curis intumuisse novis. 

Like the Catullan speaker, too, he presents himself as a jealous spectator of a rival’s intimacies with his beloved  (16.223-228), as he sees Menelaus’ conjugal attentions to Helen :



rumpor et invidia - quid enim non omnia narrem ? -




membra superiecta cum tua veste fovet.



oscula cum vero coram non dura daretis,




ante oculos posui pocula sumpta meos:



lumina demitto cum te tenet artius ille,




crescit et invito lentus in ore cibus.

Thus the Paris-Helen-Menelaus triangle can be represented in the Heroides with details very similar to those of Catullus 51, a further support for the mythological allusion in that poem 10. 


With Paris and Helen in mind we now return to the disputed stanza :

otium, Catulle, tibi molestum est :




otio exultas niumiumque gestis :




otium et reges prius et beatas





perdidit urbes.

The otium which is molestum to Catullus is the leisure generally characteristic of Paris, who could be presented since the Iliad as a ladies’ man who preferred the boudoir to the battlefield 11. This idea of indoor erotic otium, as opposed to the outdoor rigour of other more ‘manly’ activity, is common in Latin love-poetry, where otium often characterises the life-style of the lover and his primary concern with the private business of love rather than the conventional public activity of the Roman citizen male ; a good example would be Tibullus 2.6.5 (addressed to Cupid) : ure, puer, quaeso tua qui ferus otia liquit 12. More significantly for the interpretation of Catullus 51, this idea is specifically applied to Paris and Helen in Catullus 68 (101-4) :



ad quam [sc. Troia] tum properans fertur <lecta> undique pubes




Graeca penetralis deseruisse focos,



ne Paris abducta gavisus libera moecha




otia pacato degeret in thalamo.

Here Paris, like the speaker of Catullus 51, can be seen as wishing to use otium to pursue the life of love when he could be engaged in more honourable and strenuous activity.


If otium leads to the fatal attraction of Paris and Helen, it is clear that it also leads to the destruction of Troy, the ultimate consequence of their affair following Helen’s kidnap.  Commentators have generally taken the concluding words otium reges prius et  beatas / perdidit urbes as being generalising 13, naturally enough given the common occurrence of generalisation as mode of poetic closure 14; and indeed, more than one example of love leading to the sack of a great city can be found in ancient erotic narratives 15 . But once the Paris-Helen connection is made, a specific allusion to the Trojan War can be detected. If we are looking for great kings and great cities destroyed as a consequence of otium, Troy is the most natural candidate. Reges refers to Priam, whose death along with the fall of his city (a conjunction stressed by Latin writers 16 ) is entailed by his son’s erotic otium, while beatas … urbes points to the wealth of Troy, often emphasised from the Iliad onwards 17. The Catullan speaker plays the role of Paris, the lover helplessly enraptured by forbidden beauty, but unlike Paris is fully aware that his passion may have appalling consequences, the kind of antithetical thought-pattern which is common in Catullan love-poetry 18. The moral of the last stanza thus refers to the situation of the whole poem, and binds it together most effectively through the continued mythological allusion. The ultimate cause of Troy’s fall is the otium of Paris, his erotic leisure to gaze on and fall in love with Helen, whose face ‘launched a thousand ships / And burned the topless towers of Ilium’ 19.

NOTES

1.  For bibliography on the poem see fully Thomson 1997 : 330-1; see also Janan 1994:76, Godwin 1999:172, Fowler 2000:22-5. I am grateful to the editors of CB for their help, and to the anonymous reviewer, who made some helpful criticisms.

2.  Most interesting are Knox 1984, who suggests that the otium stanza reproduces lost Sapphic strictures on luxury, and Fowler 1989:112 (= Fowler 2000: 273-4), who argues that otium introduces Romantic Irony by reflecting on the leisure of the act of writing the poem : ‘the trouble with Catullus is that he has too much time on his hands, the time to translate Sappho rather than getting on with life’.

3.  For arguments that the Catullan poem continues the lost sequence of thought of Sappho see Knox, op.cit. (n.2).

4.  See conveniently Fordyce 1961 : 329, and most exhaustively Marinone 1997. 

6.  For the biographical approach cf. e.g. Goold 1983 : 246; for the impossibility of being certain of Lesbia’s identity amongst the sisters Clodia (and hence of that of her husband) cf. Wiseman 1979 : 167.

7.  Cf. Aeschylus Agamemnon  62 with Fraenkel’s note.

8.  Cf. e.g. Griffin 1985 : 20.

9. OLD s.v. a.

10.  Two further passages seem to suggest that the visual description of Paris falling in love on seeing or watching Helen was a (Hellenistic?) literary commonplace (Propertius 2.15.13-14, Ovid Ars 3.759-60), which would help my argument here.

11.  Cf. e.g. Iliad 3.39.

12.  This admittedly in a passage where otium also contrasts with war; but on the close connection between otium and love see further TLL 9.2.1176.66ff  ‘[otium] amantium’ Ovid Her.19.102 otia nescioqua paelice captus agis and especially Rem.Am.135-44; Pichon 1902: 224 notes under otium that : ‘vocatur ea vita quae, a gravibus curis libera, amori soli impenditur’.

13.  Cf. e.g. Fraenkel 1957:213.

14.  See Smith 1968 : 166-71, and for classical instances of closural generalisation see Roberts, Dunn and Fowler 1997 : 115, 230, 306. 

15.  Especially common is the Scylla-type story, with a number of different examples in antiquity, where the local princess falls in love with the invader and facilitates the capture of her home city – cf. Hollis 1970 : 34, Parthenius Erot.Path. 5,21,22. In these examples of course it is the female’s (usually unreciprocated) passion which has the fatal consequences, not (as in this poem and the Paris/Helen narrative) the male’s, which perhaps reinforces the particular reference to the Trojan War here.

16.  For the simultaneous deaths of Priam and his city cf. e.g. Ennius Ann. 14 Skutsch, Cicero Tusc. 1.85 and especially Vergil Aen. 2.581.

17.  For the wealth of Troy cf. e.g. Iliad 18.288-92, 24.542-6, Aeschylus Ag. 739-41, Euripides Tro. 994-5, Vergil Aeneid 1.119, 2.763.

18.  Cf. Lyne 1980 : 19-61. 

19.  Marlowe, Doctor Faustus, Act 5 Scene 1; for another modern version of the idea cf. Yeats, The Rose of the World : ‘For these red lips, with all their mournful pride … / Troy passed away in one high funeral gleam, and Usna’s children died’
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