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The genre of Roman elegy had a lifespan of 
just 50 years, but its influence on literature, art, 
and ways of conceptualizing and representing 
love has been profound. A Companion to 
Roman Love Elegy, edited by Barbara Gold, 
an eminent figure in the discipline, is the first 
comprehensive work dedicated solely to the 
study of love elegy. 

The text explores the genre through 33 essays 
on Catullus, Tibullus, Sulpicia, Propertius, and 
Ovid, their Greek and Roman predecessors 
and later writers influenced by their work. The 
approaches of these essays vary broadly—some 
articles focus on specific writers or texts, others 
center on the historical and material context, 
Greek and Roman influences on the elegists, 
style, meter, translation, aspects of production, 
and different critical approaches.

Original essays from respected experts look 
back to earlier works on Roman elegy and 
offer a retrospective view of the state of 
the discipline, whilst also delivering essays 
devoted to developing approaches in the field; 
these essays reveal the new layers of meaning 
currently being exposed in Roman elegy and 
their influence on a wide range of academic 
disciplines.
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Preface
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There are two amazing things about Roman love elegy. One is that the entire genre 
(or subgenre) existed for only about 40 years. The other is that elegy nonetheless had an 
extraordinary and long-lived influence on subsequent art and literature (see Part VII 
[articles by Davis, Uden, Parker and Hooley] of this volume for elegy’s literary Nachleben; 
for art, see Fredrick, Leach, Valladares and Welch in this volume).

Many questions persist about this subgenre (of lyric poetry), and these questions will 
be taken up in depth by the contributors to the volume. First, when we speak of Roman 
love elegy, what exactly do we mean? The narrowest and most basic defining character-
istic of elegy is poetry written in the elegiac meter, couplets formed of one hexameter 
and one pentameter (or one hexameter and two hemiepes; see Morgan in this volume). 
If we are trying to define love elegy in particular, we can add the following: Roman love 
elegy was a book-length collection of poems; these poems were usually written in the 
first person; and many of these poems were written to or about a lover who is addressed 
by a specific name that is a poetic pseudonym (so Gallus’ Lycoris, Tibullus’ Delia, 
Propertius’ Cynthia, Ovid’s Corinna). Further, most of the love affairs recounted in the 
poetry are fraught with difficulty or end badly. And finally, Roman elegiac poetry, while 
purporting to be about an external lover, in fact is wholly inward-focused, centering 
almost entirely on the poet himself. So Coleridge said: “Elegy is the form of poetry 
natural to the reflective mind. It may treat of any subject, but it must treat of no subject 
for itself, but always and exclusively with reference to the poet himself” (Table Talk, 
quoted by Parker, this volume). Barchiesi, discussing the unifying perspective of Roman 
elegy, says that the essential feature of elegy is “the constant effect of an individual voice, 
which attracts toward itself every theme” (Casali 2009, 347, quoting and translating 
Barchiesi; see also Barchiesi 2001, 32; Gibson in this volume: “the lover’s primary con-
cern is for himself and not for his beloved”).

Introduction

Barbara K. Gold
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2 Introduction

Second, to what genre does Roman love elegy belong? There is general agreement 
that we cannot call elegy a genre in and of itself, since it is both too complex to fit into 
a single category and too idiosyncratic to be called simply “elegy.” As Farrell says, elegy 
was “a hybrid genre if there ever was one” (Farrell 2003, 397; Farrell, this volume, 
where he discusses “the dynamics of the elegiac canon” and refers to both “proto-elegy” 
and “meta-elegy”). Elegy contains within it the seeds of many other genres, e.g., epic, 
pastoral, comedy, and lyric. Its relationship to epic in particular is especially antagonistic 
and complex: the elegists repeatedly and specifically declare themselves, their poetry, and 
their chosen lifestyle to be anti-epic, and yet the traces of epic are everywhere. So when 
Propertius maintains in 2.1.17–46 and 3.9.1–4 that he will not, indeed cannot write the 
requested epic for Maecenas, he makes his point by writing a mini-epic (undercutting it 
by making a few errors but writing epic nonetheless, although in elegiac meter). And 
Propertius refers to his “battles” in bed with Cynthia as his Iliads (2.1.5–16). Elegy 
adopts and subsumes points of view not its own (Farrell 2003, 399; Conte 1994, 35ff.; 
Conte says that the ideology defined by servitium amoris [“the slavery of love”] “con-
structs for itself an organic language that works by transcodification, inasmuch as it 
transvalues from one system to another,” 38). So this process reformulates the world 
according to elegiac rules and sensibilities.

Third, who exactly should be included in the canon of Roman love elegists? The first-
century BCE Roman educator and authority on rhetoric, Quintilian, says that only four 
authors belong to this exclusive group: Tibullus, Propertius, Ovid and Gallus (this is his 
order; chronologically, Gallus should be at the head of the list). But other authors could, 
and often do lay claim to membership in this club. The most significant of these is 
Catullus, who wrote many poems in elegiac meter and what is arguably the first Roman 
elegiac poem, poem 68 (see Miller 2007, 413: he contends that Catullus is “the pro-
genitor of the elegiac subgenre”; but cf. also Wray in this volume, who says that Catullus 
“stops very far shy of elegy’s potential for enacting the horror of erotic obsession”). 
Catullus, in both his elegiac and his polymetric poems, handed down to the later elegists 
(who explicitly or implicitly acknowledge his importance) a “complex, self-reflexive, and 
multi-temporal consciousness” (Miller 2007, 413), a poetic subjectivity that is the brand 
of Roman love elegy. Other possible poets and poetry in this group include Sulpicia, the 
only extant female poet of Latin love elegy (see Hallett, Liveley and Skoie in this vol-
ume), Lygdamus (who, with Sulpicia, forms a part of Book 3 of the Corpus Tibullianum; 
see Skoie), and the poems of Ovid that are in elegiac meter but do not strictly fit the 
canonical definition of elegy: his Heroides, Ars Amatoria, and exile poetry (Tristia, 
Epistulae ex Ponto; on Ovid, see Sharrock and Boyd in this volume).

Fourth, is love elegy narrative poetry? Does it tell a story? Scholars in the past have 
pointed to the lack of action, plot, denouement, continuity and chronology as reasons to 
deny that we should look to Roman elegy for a story (Veyne 1988, 1–14, 50–66; he is 
right of course to deny that we should look for any genuine biographical details in these 
poems). But with the rise of new ways of interrogating literary landscapes (narratology, 
intertextuality), “narrativity is now seen as fundamental to the distinctive character and 
shape of Roman love elegy” (Liveley, “Narratology,” this volume; see O’Rourke, this 
volume, for intertextuality). Readers detect different kinds of narrators, developing sub-
jectivities of characters, stories unfolded over different non-contiguous poems and even 
different books with possibly or probably historical characters used as symbols and 
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themes, chronotopes established and undercut, and themes repeated in different 
ways  throughout books of elegies. One critic even sees Ovid’s Amores as an “erotic 
novel” (N. Holzberg, cited by Liveley, “Narratology,” this volume).

For those not inclined or able to see in a book of elegiac poetry a unified voice but 
rather a complex, shifting, polyvalent figure, psychoanalysis offers an interesting 
 hermeneutic. So Janan (this volume) presents a Lacanian approach to help grapple with 
our ever-present desire for a unified subject so that “the fractured subject, and the 
 disjunctive collection he subtends, become not problems to be solved, but insights to be 
grasped, enabling us better to contextualize and understand both” (Janan, this volume; 
cf. Miller 2007, 412–13, who discusses the split consciousness that we find in Catullus 
68 and later elegy).

The characters as they are drawn by the elegists, even while we know they are fictions 
assembled from the many layers of literature and life, continue to fascinate us and make 
us wonder about “who they really were.” Who was the puella, “too impossibly good and 
impossibly bad to be true” (Janan, this volume; cf. Keith, this volume, for the figure of 
the domina)? And what about the narrator, or elegiac persona, “bad, mad, and danger-
ous to know” (Hooley, this volume, quoting Lady Caroline Lamb)? Even as it is “his-
torically impossible and aesthetically absurd to identify the paramours of the Roman love 
elegists” (Veyne 1988, 67) or the other characters of elegy, scholars have persisted in 
trying to “create a short circuit between individual texts and naked biographical reali-
ties” (Conte 1994, 113; but see Hallett, this volume, for an argument that autobio-
graphical and realistic detail in the elegies confers amatory authority on the poets and 
adds to elegy’s appeal). As Leach maintains, the response of the poet’s internal readers 
“ostensibly merges poems and lifestyle lending to representation a sense of intimate real-
ity that … has made this interrelationship appear as narrative and given persona the look 
of autobiography” (Leach, this volume; cf. Conte 1994, 112ff).

Fifth is the fraught issue of gender. According to Maria Wyke, Propertian elegy “has 
three … interlocking themes: love, writing and gender” (2002, 173). Women are, of 
course, central to Roman love elegy. Gender roles are clearly delineated, with subservi-
ence, dependency, passivity, and softness (mollitia) on one side, and mastery, dominance, 
and toughness (duritia) on the other. But in elegy, the traditional roles are reversed: it is 
men who are slaves of love (servi amoris), dependent on their female lovers, who are 
called dominae (mistresses, in the sense of “those who rule”) and harsh (durae); so 
Propertius says “a hard-hearted girl spelled the end of this poor guy” (“huic misero 
fatum dura puella fuit,” Prop. 2.1.78). As Ellen Greene discusses in her article on 
“Gender and Elegy” in this volume, this purported subversion of gender roles and 
attributes has prompted a debate among scholars about whether the poets are in fact 
ceding to women a genuine voice, subjectivity and agency, or are objectifying their mis-
tresses and female characters, controlling them by their poetic authority while only pre-
tending to be under their control. This debate has given rise to such essays as Miller’s 
“Why Propertius is a Woman” (2004, 130–59), a Lacanian reading of gender in the 
Rome of the late Republic, and to comments such as this by Wyke: “Propertian elegy is 
not an obstinately male genre. It is engendered as masculine in its discursive mastery 
over the female object of its erotics and poetics, but engenders itself as effeminate in its 
association with softness, submissiveness, and impotence, and as feminine especially in its 
self- critique and its interrogation of Roman gender and sexuality” (2002, 189). Another 
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scholar maintains that “although Propertius never really relinquishes control over his 
material, he opens up spaces in his text in which we can feel and see the presence of 
‘woman’ ” (Gold 1993, 92). Elegy is the first Roman genre to speak from a feminine 
point of view (in Sulpicia’s poetry) or as if from a woman’s point of view (Propertius 1.3, 
3.6, 4.3, 4.7, 4.8), but clearly scholars differ on how to read this feminizing of Roman 
elegy (see Farrell 2003, 401 and n. 63; Keith and Boyd in this volume). As Greene sums 
it up, “No matter what particular line of argument one wants to take regarding the 
 gender implications of elegy, it is clear that, as a genre, Roman elegy is a site for very 
complicated negotiations concerning traditional notions of gender, sexuality, and power” 
(essay in this volume).

The many contributors to this volume take up all these issues and debates as well as 
others not yet mentioned. In Part I, “The Text and Roman Erotic Elegists,” Joseph 
Farrell lays the groundwork for a possible definition of canonical Roman elegy 
(Quintilian’s quartet of Gallus, Tibullus, Propertius and Ovid) and leads us nicely into a 
detailed discussion of these elegists by David Wray (whose “Catullus the Roman Love 
Elegist?” indicates by its interrogative form the question he takes up), W.R. Johnson 
(“Propertius”), Paul Allen Miller (“Tibullus”), Alison R. Sharrock (“Ovid”), and 
Mathilde Skoie (whose essay, “Corpus Tibullianum, Book 3,” discusses Sulpicia inter 
alias/os).

Roman love elegy may be fantasy or fiction, but it is also in many ways urban, grounded 
in Roman realities, and a part of the social, political and cultural context from which it 
arose. So in part II, “Historical and Material Context,” three contributors examine the 
cultural and ideological contexts in which elegy is grounded. Tara S. Welch, in “Elegy 
and the Monuments,” looks at the urbanism of elegy and how we can read Roman 
monuments. P. Lowell Bowditch, in “Roman Love Elegy and the Eros of Empire,” dis-
cusses the idea of empire in elegy and the ways in which elegy seduces its readers through 
the rhetoric of luxury while presenting Rome as a metropolitan center. Eleanor Winsor 
Leach, in “Rome’s Elegiac Cartography: The View from the Via Sacra,” examines what 
makes Roman elegy so Roman and how Romanitas is represented in the cartography of 
elegists from Catullus to Ovid in his exile poetry.

Canonical elegy had its antecedents in both Greek elegy and earlier Roman elegy. In 
part III, “Influences,” Richard Hunter, in “Callimachus and Roman Elegy,” looks at this 
intriguing and important figure and his implicit and explicit, general and specific influ-
ence on the Roman elegists. Roy K. Gibson, in “Gallus: the First Roman Love Elegist,” 
starting us off with a surprise twist, talks about our almost irrational fascination with this 
all but lost progenitor of Roman love elegy and the many attempts to recover intertexts 
with subsequent elegy.

Roman elegy has its own distinct style, meter, poetic patterns and arrangements, and 
diction. In Part IV, “Stylistics and Discourse,” Duncan F. Kennedy, in “Love’s Tropes 
and Figures,” addresses the elegists’ skills in troping and the embeddedness of the poetic 
tropes in an infuriatingly elusive form of expressiveness. Llewelyn Morgan, in “Elegiac 
Meter: Opposites Attract,” tackles (with a surprisingly light touch and sense of humor) 
the topic of meter and the communicative power that the manipulations of this meter 
embodied. S.J. Heyworth, in “The Elegiac Book: Patterns and Problems,” grapples with 
the difficult issue of book arrangement and structure from Gallus to Ovid, with Propertius 
as the most problematic case. Vincent Katz, in “Translating Roman Elegy,” brings a 

Gold_cintro.indd   4Gold_cintro.indd   4 2/15/2012   3:58:12 PM2/15/2012   3:58:12 PM



 Introduction 5

professional translator’s eye to discussions of using translation as a tool for literary  analysis 
and making translation into a work of art.

Part V, “Aspects of Production,” foregrounds in its seven essays particular ways in 
which elegy relates to its social, historical and cultural contexts. In “Elegy and New 
Comedy,” Sharon L. James finds the deep roots of elegy in New Comedy (Plautus, 
Terence), from social structures and sexual relations to social class. Judith P. Hallett, in 
“Authorial Identity in Latin Love Elegy: Literary Fictions and Erotic Failings,” reads 
elegy against its contemporary Roman background, arguing for the importance of real-
istic and autobiographical details in the poetry. In “The Domina in Roman Elegy,” 
Alison Keith discusses the textualization of one of the most vexing figures in elegy, the 
puella, and the gender dynamics of the roles these puellae play. Barbara K. Gold, in 
“Patronage and the Elegists: Social Reality or Literary Construction?”, discusses the 
importance of patronage and the role of the patron in Roman elegy, in particular the 
patron as amatory and triumphal figure. Hérica Valladares, in her essay “Elegy, Art and 
the Viewer,” opens up the intensely visual quality of Roman elegy and the important role 
that viewing and vision play in our appreciation of Roman elegy. Another significant 
method of approaching Roman elegy, and one that, like viewing, has gained increasing 
attention recently, is performance. Mary-Kay Gamel, in “Performing Sex, Gender and 
Power in Roman Elegy,” offers us a different way of negotiating these poems: through 
dramatic readings. Finally Ellen Greene takes up the aspect of gender in “Gender and 
Elegy”; she explores the roles that the female beloveds play in elegy – as objects of male 
fantasies of domination or examples of female subjectivity?

In Part VI, “Approaches,” the contributors give us four different critical methodolo-
gies that allow us entries into Roman elegy. Micaela Janan, in “Lacanian Psychoanalytic 
Theory and Roman Love Elegy,” articulates how concepts of Lacanian psychoanalysis 
can elucidate key issues in elegy such as subjectivity and sexual difference. Donncha 
O’Rourke, in “Intertextuality in Roman Elegy,” takes up one of the most prominent and 
stimulating hermeneutical approaches used by recent scholars: the conversation between 
the texts of two or more authors and how that conversation informs both the source and 
the target texts. Genevieve Liveley, in “Narratology in Roman Elegy,” invokes narrato-
logical theory as an important way to read across books of poetry or to read the narrative 
features of an individual elegy. And David Fredrick, in “The Gaze and the Elegiac 
Imaginary,” borrows from film theory, gender theory, and the viewing of art to elucidate 
the importance of the gaze and the imaginary in the specific political context of Roman 
elegy.

Part VII, “Late Antique Elegy and Reception,” takes us to the Nachleben of Roman 
elegy. P.J. Davis, in “Reception of Elegy in Augustan and Post-Augustan Poetry,” con-
centrates on five authors who engage with Roman elegy: Virgil (and Gallus), Horace 
(and Tibullus), Seneca (and Ovid, Heroides), Valerius Flaccus (and Propertius), and 
Statius (and Ovid, Ars Amatoria). James Uden, in “Love Elegies of Late Antiquity,” 
focuses on the expansion in thematic range and scope in later elegiac poets and examines 
three distinct modes of engagement: established scripts and characters replayed in an 
Ovidian manner; the Christian poets’ wedding of amatory themes to elegiac meter set 
against a rhetoric of impossible, divine paradox; and the new uses of the militia amoris 
theme in poets of the 4th to 6th centuries. Holt N. Parker, in “Renaissance Latin Elegy,” 
continues the journey into later poetry; he covers a wide variety of neo-Latin authors and 
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works from the Hermaphroditus of Antonio Beccadelli (alias “Panormita”) in the 15th 
century to the poets writing in both vernacular and Latin like Jan Kochanowski in the 
late 16th century. Finally Dan Hooley, in “Modernist Reception,” investigates the after-
life of Roman elegy in more recent literature from the first third of the twentieth century 
in authors such as Pound and Lowell.

The final section, Part VIII: “Pedagogy,” focuses on concerns around the teaching of 
Roman elegy. Ronnie Ancona, in “Teaching Roman Love Elegy,” bases her comments 
here largely on her informal survey of classicists and on her own teaching experience, 
giving us possible new ways of introducing elegy to both students with Latin and those 
reading elegy in English. Barbara Weiden Boyd writes specifically about Ovid in “Teaching 
Ovid’s Love Elegy,” covering changing approaches to Ovid’s elegiac presence in the 
classroom, and categories of analysis that could be used for the teaching and study of 
Ovid’s love elegy: Gender, Cultural and Political Contexts, Genre and Intertextuality. 
The final essay in the volume, “Teaching Rape in Roman Elegy,” is divided into two 
parts by two different authors. Genevieve Liveley first investigates this topic for courses 
taught in the United Kingdom, while Sharon James does the same for courses taught in 
the United States. Both ask pressing questions that often arise from today’s students 
(especially, but not only, from female students), worrisome questions that hit at the heart 
of personal response to the poetry and to our students: the relation between representa-
tion and reality; what kinds of matters we should be raising in our reading and teaching 
of elegy; resistant ways of reading; how to teach disturbing subjects.

This volume contains a rich trove of material, both helpful summaries of important 
information about Roman love elegy and new insights into the many and varied topics 
covered by the contributors. I hope that it will appeal to, enlighten and delight the many 
kinds of students and teachers who read and use it.
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Quintilian names Gallus, Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid as the canonical poets of Roman 
elegy. His comments are brief enough that they can be quoted in full:

Elegia quoque Graecos provocamus, cuius mihi tersus atque elegans maxime videtur auctor 
Tibullus. Sunt qui Propertium malint. Ovidius utroque lascivior, sicut durior Gallus.

(Quint. Inst. 10.1.93)

In elegy too we challenge the Greeks; I think its most polished and elegant author is Tibullus, 
but there are those who prefer Propertius. Compared to either of these Ovid is rather 
 unrestrained, just as Gallus is rather stiff.

(All translations are my own)

In spite of his brevity, Quintilian gives us a lot to discuss; but his brevity itself deserves 
comment. Of all genres only iambus receives as skimpy treatment as elegy, each occupy-
ing about 1% of Quintilian’s canon. Moreover, Quintilian says that the Romans never 
really treated iambus as a proper genre, whereas he considers elegy a genre in which 
Roman writers successfully challenge the Greeks for supremacy. Why then does he say so 
little about it?

Quintilian’s Roman canon is of course modeled on an earlier Greek one, and it may 
be important that he has even less to say about Greek elegy, which he dispatches in 
a single sentence of sixteen words. (The relevant portion is italicized in the passage 
quoted below.) And the way Quintilian introduces Greek elegy is telling, as well. 
After discussing epic poetry, Quintilian mentions elegy via an elaborate praeteritio 
designed to anticipate complaints that he ignores a great number of capable poets. 
His justification?

CHAPTER 1

Calling out the Greeks: 
Dynamics of the Elegiac Canon

Joseph Farrell
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12 The Text and Roman Erotic Elegists

Nec sane quisquam est tam procul a cognitione eorum remotus ut non indicem certe ex 
 bibliotheca sumptum transferre in libros suos possit. Nec ignoro igitur quos transeo nec utique 
damno, ut qui dixerim esse in omnibus utilitatis aliquid. Sed ad illos iam perfectis consti-
tutisque viribus revertemur: quod in cenis grandibus saepe facimus, ut, cum optimis satiati 
sumus, varietas tamen nobis ex vilioribus grata sit. tunc et elegiam vacabit in manus sumere, 
cuius princeps habetur Callimachus, secundas confessione plurimorum Philitas occupavit. Sed 
dum adsequimur illam firmam, ut dixi, facilitatem, optimis adsuescendum est et multa magis 
quam multorum lectione formanda mens et ducendus color. 

(Quint. Inst. 10.1.57–59)

Neither is there anyone so far from understanding these things that he could not transfer into 
his own books a catalogue taken from a library. Nor am I, therefore, unaware of the writers 
whom I pass over. And, certainly, I do not condemn them, having already said that there is 
something useful in all. But we shall return to them when our powers have been established 
and made perfect: as we often do in great banquets, so that that after we are sated with the 
best dishes, the variety of plainer food is still pleasant. Then we shall have time to take up even 
elegy, of which Callimachus is considered the principal author and Philitas, in the opinion of most, 
has taken second place. But while acquiring that solid ability, as I said, we must grow  accustomed 
to the best, and one’s mind must be formed, one’s style informed, by reading much rather 
than many.

Elegy is the only Greek genre to receive such ostentatiously marginalizing treatment. In 
comparison, Quintilian’s remarks about the Roman elegists, scanty as they are, seem that 
much more impressive. One might almost wonder whether Quintilian ever did read 
Callimachus and Philitas.

Perhaps this all has something to do with the fact that Quintilian simply takes both 
canons directly from the Roman elegists themselves. Propertius opens his third book 
with the following invocation:

Callimachi manes et Coi sacra Philitae,
in vestrum, quaeso, me sinite ire nemus.

primus ego ingredior puro de fonte sacerdos
Itala per Graios orgia ferre choros.

(Prop. 3.1.1–4)

Shades of Callimachus and sacraments belonging to Philitas of Cos, permit me, please, to 
enter your grove. I am the first to attempt to combine Italian revelry with Greek ceremony, 
drawing inspiration as your priest from a pristine source.

No doubt Propertius is following a Greek critical tradition that named these poets to the 
elegiac canon. But his decision to invoke them – to call them out – as predecessors is 
significant, as we shall see. Some years later, Ovid would name Gallus, Tibullus, 
Propertius, and himself as the canonical poets of Roman elegy:

Vergilium vidi tantum, nec avara Tibullo
tempus amicitiae fata dedere meae.

successor fuit hic tibi, Galle, Propertius illi;
quartus ab his serie temporis ipse fui.

(Ov. Tr. 4.10.51–54)
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