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Catullus by Charles McGrath

My children got through high school without learning a word of Latin. At my Catholic
school, back in the sixties, Latin wasn’t even an elective—it was required. Even then
the language was starting to fall out of favor, though, and in my freshman year—in
hope of making the subject seem more modern and exciting—a few of us were
subjected to something called the Sweet Method, which was supposed to enable us to
pick up Latin the way children pick up a language: by hearing it. Instead of grammar
and syntax, we learned about phonemes and morphology and spent hours listening and
talking back to a tape recorder. This experiment proved a disaster, and we chosen few
wound up having to do remedial work, learning Latin the old-fashioned way—by
memorizing vocabulary, conjugations, declensions, irregular verbs.

The first Latin we read was made-up—sentences designed to illustrate one
grammatical principle or another: “puer amat puellam” “pueri amant puellas,” and the
like. Then gradually, like infants being weaned onto solid food, we were exposed to
some actual classical texts: some Caesar, some Cicero, a few poems by Catullus.
These selections were chosen less for their literary merit than because they were
relatively easy. Much of Catullus is actually quite difficult, but some of the poems
addressed to the mistress he calls Lesbia have a deceptive simplicity and have become
staples in the anthologies for beginning students. Most famously, perhaps, there’s
“Odi et amo” (“I hate and I love”) and “Vivamus, mea Lesbia, atque amemus” (“Let
us live, my Lesbia, and let us love”), a poem that goes on to demand a thousand kisses
and then more thousands, until the number is past reckoning. Almost equally well-
known are a pair of poems about Lesbia’s pet sparrow, one an elegy and one in which
the poet, watching Lesbia play with the sparrow, wishes he could trade places with it.
Back when I was in high school, these two struck me as particularly insipid. Dorothy
Parker felt the same way. In a poem that purports to be a letter from Lesbia, she wrote:

That thing he wrote, the time the sparrow died—
(Oh, most unpleasant—gloomy, tedious words!)
I called it sweet, and made believe I cried;

The stupid fool! I’ve always hated birds.

No one explained to us—I’m not sure the teachers themselves knew—-that the Latin
word for sparrow, “passer,” is loaded with sexual connotations, so that a good way to
translate these poems, as the classicist Daniel Mendelsohn once suggested to me,
would be to turn the bird into a cat, Lesbia’s pussy.

In fact, Catullus can be a spectacularly dirty poet, in ways that would have greatly
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appealed to the imagination of teenage boys back then. The really filthy stuff is not
erotic, but invective. Take the poem, addressed to two of Catullus’ friends who had
complained that his poem about the kisses was insufficiently manly. It begins: “I will
fuck you in the ass and in the mouth, / You’re a bum-boy, Aurelius, and, Furius,
you’re a fag.” But the standard edition for use in schools back then omitted most of
the raunchy poems, and so, for that matter, does Stephen Mitchell’s new translation,
which leaves a distorted impression.!} As a nineteenth-century translator wrote of
Catullus: “His expressions, it is true, are often intensely sensuous, sometimes even
grossly licentious, but to obliterate these and to clothe him in the garb of purity would
be to misrepresent him entirely.”

Catullus had a very short life—he died at 30 or 31, possibly of tuberculosis, like
Keats—and not much is known about him except what can be picked up from the
poems. Like most of the great Roman poets, he was a provincial, born in Verona,
which was then a part of Cisalpine Gaul, around 84 BCE. His father was a wealthy
landowner, so important that he frequently entertained Julius Caesar (whom Catullus
later poked fun at). At around age 15, he says, he fell in love with both sex and poetry,
and they remained his great preoccupations. Probably in his early twenties, Catullus
moved to Rome—a brash, entitled young man from the sticks, eager to make his
mark. There he became one of the leaders of the so-called “New Poets,” whose model
was the Greek poet Callimachus, famous for rebelling against the epic tradition of
Homer. In place of poetry that was serious and long-winded, he championed brevity,
wit, elegance, and precision. Callimachus was never vituperative or vulgar, though,
and this is where Catullus broke with the master; he deliberately mixed high and low,
insult and decorousness. In a poem that is simultaneously earnest and crude, for
example, he entrusts a boyfriend of his to his friend Aurelius, begging him, if he cares
anything at all about chasteness and innocence, to keep the boy safe and unmolested.
But you know what worries me most? he adds. “You and your penis.” So if anything
happens to the boy, Catullus warns, he will ream Aurelius out with something as sharp
as a razor.

We have a tendency now to think of all classical poetry as old-fashioned, forgetting
that it wasn’t at the time. Catullus thought of himself as what we would call a
“modern.” A lot of his invective is directed at older, stuffier poets—at one called
Suffenus, for example, who writes more long poems than anyone else, Catullus says,
and gussies them up with fancy scrolls, and yet, when you read them, he seems like a
goat-milker or ditchdigger. And then there are the writings of someone named
Volusius. “Cacata carta,” Catullus calls them—shitty pages—and says, “So clownish
and inept it’s time to feed them to the fire.” Really good poetry, on the other hand, is
evoked in a poem written to Catullus’ friend Calvus, who, if Catullus hadn’t turned
up, would probably have been the most famous poet of his generation. (The other
important poet of that cohort was the ill-fated Cinna, who was lynched after Caesar’s
assassination because the mob mistook him for Cinna the conspirator.) Catullus
remembers how much fun it was when he and Calvus sat around drinking wine,
scribbling little verses on his tablet, playing around with every kind of meter,
matching joke for joke, drink for drink.
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If, as I sometimes think, Horace is the James Merrill of Latin poets—wise, urbane, a
genius at prosody—then Catullus is the Frank O’Hara: almost as gifted, but looser,
hipper, a little more personal. Take a poem like O’Hara’s “Having a Coke with You”
(the title is the first line), in which he says:

is even more fun than going to San Sebastian, Irin, Hendaye, Biarritz, Bayonne
or being sick to my stomach on the Travesera de Gracia in Barcelona

partly because in your orange shirt you look like a better happier St. Sebastian
partly because of my love for you, partly because of your love for yoghurt . . .

In its familiar tone, the way it mixes high diction and low, the exotic and the mundane
(Biarritz and Bayonne!), this sounds just like Catullus, and O’Hara’s persona is
similar, too: the young, witty, sometimes catty man-about-town.

Poetry in ancient Rome was largely a performance art, more often recited aloud than
read privately. Even so, there was publishing of a sort. In a dedication poem to the
historian Cornelius Nepos, an early supporter, Catullus talks about his “lepidum
novum libellum,” his “elegant little book, newly polished with pumice”—and by that
he seems to be referring both to the text and to the papyrus itself.

All of Catullus’ poetry has come down to us from a single manuscript discovered in
the fourteenth century, and the arrangement of the poems has attracted a lot of
scholarly speculation. It’s not chronological (a poem about breaking up with Lesbia,
for instance, comes before one about seeing her for the first time), but it doesn’t seem
entirely random either. Someone appears to have ordered them, and you can make a
reasonable case that it was Catullus himself. The manuscript consists of three parts,
each roughly the length of a single papyrus scroll: fifty-seven shortish poems, in a
variety of meters; a central section of much longer, more literary poems (two marriage
hymns and two mini-epics); and a final section all in elegiac couplets (alternating lines
of dactylic hexameter and pentameter). The spine, or through-line, is the affair with
Lesbia, and even now, centuries later, these poems are remarkable for their rawness
and intensity. By Poem 8 in the sequence, he’s already telling himself that it’s over, he
needs to forget her, and she’ll be sorry. Then, in the third section of the book, he’s
back in love again; in fact, nobody ever loved a woman as much as he loves Lesbia. A
few poems later, he hates her, but he still wants her, and he loathes himself for feeling
that way.

These are poems about a young man in way over his head. Lesbia was almost
certainly a pseudonym for a woman named Clodia Metelli, the wife of an important
politician. She was about a decade older than Catullus, of a higher social class than
his, and much more experienced sexually. If we can believe Cicero, who hated her and
her family, she was famous for infidelity, including incest. But if Catullus was her
victim or plaything, he also one-ups her; he, not she, is the star of the poems, which
turn him into a romantic hero of sorts, writing about love in a way no one had dared



before.

The Lesbia poems bookend a long poem, in the middle of the book, an epyllion, or
epic-in-miniature, whose ostensible subject is the marriage of Thetis and Peleus; at its
center, though, is a lengthy description of a woven coverlet depicting the
abandonment of Ariadne by Theseus. It’s described in such detail that it practically
comes alive, in a way that is surely intended to remind readers of the Shield of
Achilles passage in the //iad. The whole poem is a kind of showpiece, dense and
allusive and dazzling in its technique. It’s a tour de force, proof that Catullus can do
just about anything. For good measure, elsewhere in the book, he scatters poems about
a yacht, about his family’s summer place, a heartbreaking elegy to his dead older
brother, a charming poem about two lovers who, unlike Catullus and Lesbia, are so
perfectly matched that even the syntax knots them together. The entire manuscript, in
other words, is more than just a sweeping up of the poet’s work to date. It’s a
deliberate and considered self-advertisement.

Getting the tone, that blend of high and low, right is part of what makes Catullus so
notoriously difficult to render into English. There are so many different versions by
now that it’s hard to keep track of them all. Since 2000, new translations have come
along at the rate of about one a year. Even if you know some Latin, it’s hard to read
Catullus without the help of one—or, really, more than one. The poetry is that various
and complicated, that hard to pin down. The challenge isn’t just diction; there’s also
the problem of meter. All the Latin poets used meters adapted from Greek poetry. The
fit wasn’t perfect, but close enough. English, on the other hand, is particularly ill-
suited to those meters. Their basic units were the dactyl (long, short, short) and the
spondee (long, long), both of which can sound awkward in English, which is naturally
iambic. By far the best translation at capturing the music of Catullus is Peter Green’s
2005 version, which this formidable classics scholar finished when he was in his
eighties.!2! His versions ingeniously mimic the ancient meters exactly, while also
managing to sound contemporary. Here, for example, is his rendering of a famous
poem in which an impoverished Catullus invites a friend to dinner—as long as the
friend brings the food and wine. It’s in hendecasyllabics, an eleven-syllable measure
with a sort of lolloping beat which was a favorite of Catullus’.

You’ll dine well, dear Fabullus, in my lodging
one day soon—if the gods look on you kindly,
if you bring along a good and lavish

dinner, not to mention an attractive

girl, plus wine and salt and witty stories.

If, 1 repeat, you bring this lot, old sweetheart,
you’ll dine well. The thing is, your Catullus
has a purse that’s full—of spiders’ cobwebs.
Still, in return you’ll get love undiluted—

or something even tastier and smarter:

I’11 contribute the unguent that the Cupids—
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Venuses too—of passion gave my girlfriend.
Get one whiff of that, and you’ll beseech the
gods to make you one big nose, Fabullus!

Stephen Mitchell’s translation of the same poem is careful, intelligent, elegant in its
way, but not nearly as lively. His aim, he says, is to be “neither stiffly formal nor
vulgarly colloquial,” and he largely succeeds. Mitchell is the “Kilroy was here” of
translators: he’s done everyone from Rilke to Homer to the Gilgamesh and Beowulf
poets. But in the case of Catullus it feels as if he were checking off a box rather than
deeply engaging with the poet. He doesn’t even bother with the long poems, because,
he says, they “leave me cold.”

By far the oddest, most eccentric, and most original of the recent Catullus renderings
1s Isobel Williams’ Switch: The Complete Catullus, which in many respects is hardly a
translation at all.'3} As she says at the beginning, her versions “take an elliptical orbit
around the Latin, brushing against it or defying its gravitational pull.” In her take on
the dinner-invitation poem, for example, the poet asks Fabullus to “bring the sushi, / A
user-friendly sub, some coke, Doritos / And jokes that are actually funny.” A drinking
song poem in which Catullus asks a wine-server to be generous with his pours she
turns into one about drug dealing:

Tell the boy on the snow white horse to deliver it. . . .

Don’t go cutting it with baby powder.
I’1l pay for the good stuff.
It muzzles the bad thoughts.

Taking an even bigger leap, she imagines that Catullus is into shibari, or Japanese
rope bondage, a persistent theme in the book, which is illustrated with her own line
drawings of people engaged in the practice. Her justification is a notion that Catullus
was a victim of emotional bondage, a dom when it came to affairs with men, a needy
sub in his relationship with Lesbia. So it’s no longer countless kisses he needs from
Lesbia; it’s knots and rope burns:

Count the stars that spy on sly
Lovers when the night is ball-gagged—

That’s how many of your tight knots and rope marks
Will deliver me beyond madness—

More than a voyeur’s torch could spot

Or a jealous sensei take to pieces.
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I’m not sure how much this fetishism really adds to our understanding of Catullus, and
Williams’ version of the coverlet poem is way over the top, dragging in both
Swinburne (who modeled himself after Catullus) and Gilbert and Sullivan. And yet,
not in spite of the occasional excess but because of it, her book gets at a lot of what
makes Catullus Catullan: the daring, the boundary-pushing, the emotional nakedness.
Her book would have been useless to us back in high school—though we might have
passed around those drawings of trussed-up nude people. What we prized then were
“trots,” translations so literal you could use them as substitutes for having to parse out
the original word by word, line by line. We might have enjoyed that process more had
we only known—as we know now, thanks to Isobel Williams and a few others—that
Catullus could be bratty, horny, needy, eager to give offense, desperate to be with it
and also to be above it all. He was a lot like us, only more gifted.

[1] Catullus: Selected Poems, trans. by Stephen Mitchell. Yale University Press.
$26.00.
[2] The Poems of Catullus, ed. by Peter Green (Berkeley, 2007).

[3] Switch: The Complete Catullus, trans. by Isobel Williams. Carcanet Classics.
£16.99p.
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