LYRIC IMPASSE IN SHAKESPEARE AND CATULLUS


 The history of poetry resembles a deep breath drawn through centuries.  The animating spirit so visible and conversant with the world in the athletic speech and articulate action of Homer, Archilochus, Sappho and Catullus, withdraws from the physical atmosphere around a person and enters deeper within, swelling the chest and stimulating those mental echoes which fill the little rooms of romantic and modern poetry.  The active figure whose energy flashes so vividly in classical epic and lyric slows to a walk and rouses himself with a head full of subtleties in the Renaissance.  We may hear the history of poetry sound, for instance, as a Homeric line containing pol@Floisbow, "heavy-thundering," evokes "She sang beyond the genius of the sea," and reminds us of accumulated inwardness in Wallace Stevens' style.


My purpose here is to present two great opposite moments in the gradual internalization of poetic meaning--I am not, certainly, taking on the huge job of tracing the historical process itself that flows through and connects both historical moments.  I am interested in the differences in poetic technique and emotional habit between the Latin poet Catullus who distills his meaning largely from palpable happenings, and a more modern one, Shakespeare, who draws upon various interpretations of many happenings and some things that may hardly be said to have "happened" at all.  Much has been said of Catullus' immense sophistication, not nearly enough about his equally impressive naivete.  His sophistication sings in gaiety and style he requires from his friends and from himself in society, but in all that touches him most personally, in his vision of love, he is passionately naive, even with a touch of squareness.  If we think of naivete as ignorance or renunciation of other possibilities for thinking or acting than one's immediate reflex, and suffering from it, then naivete abounds in the Carmina.  Catullus hates to change his mind, to abandon his nostalgias, to drop his friends.  We sense his naive belief in the past as the only true source of joy if we inspect the tenacity with which he tries to lock his most serious words to their originally experienced meanings.  He will not compromise what he once felt for Lesbia, even when her reckless fornication throws a lurid glare on his own past love for her.  The resulting poem is sometimes boastfully nostalgic, "I loved her as no girl will ever be loved" (VIII), sometimes a grotesque juxtaposition, as in LVIII, when the affectionate verbal texture of Lesbia and, behind her name, the almost incantatory repetitions of meae puellae, words which in another poem, collide with whatever perversion of lust the word glubit conceals:  "O Caelius, my Lesbia, that Lesbia, Lesbia whom alone Catullus loved more than himself and all his own, now in the crossroads and alleys glubit the descendents of lofty-minded Remus."  Certain words, chiefly amor, fides, pietas, sancta, amica, and the amatory possessives mea and tua, Catullus uses in the time of his disillusion with as much intense loyalty to them as ideals as he must have felt when he first put on the white toga in adolescence.  He never mocks these expressions, or sneers at them, or accuses them of having enticed him into impossible emotional ambushes.  This stoutness in defense of vanished purity causes him a great deal of trouble and pain.  


But when we turn to Shakespeare, in sonnet after sonnet we see him conjure with the meanings of words such as love and sin, struggling to preserve a comforting relation between such crucial words and his experience, even when his friend's and his mistress's actions toward him are disheartening and treacherous.  Two examples of his ingenious and rueful redefinitions:


But that your trespass now becomes a fee;


     Mine ransoms yours, and yours must ransom me.    (120)

 
   But here's the joy:  my friend and I are one;

     Sweet flattery!  Then she loves but me alone.     (42)

While acknowledging Shakespeare's frequent willingness to relinquish unpleasant meanings and superimpose saving new ones on the words which preside over his deepest concerns, we should not condescend to this as self-delusion or dishonesty.  His escape from a meaning long held is never clean; it remains to haunt, and the effect of this haunting is to enrich the poem with mournful echoes:  e.g. those persisting in the wake of "Then she loves but me alone," a sonnet to be discussed more fully a little later.


My subject is then the surprisingly varied behavior of Catullus' and Shakespeare's language and temper when each confronts an emotional disaster, not so austerely charged as tragedy, yet nearly beyond each man's powers to master.  Poetry becomes for both a possible means to extend mastery.


These two poets encourage such a comparison because the situations that close around them are remarkably similar.  Both attempt to preserve and express a sense of their own love's goodness in response to a shattering sexual betrayal.  That Catullus was betrayed by a woman, a great amorous aristocrat, Shakespeare most unkindly by a man whom he loves, and more casually by his mistress, does not alter the intensity of the betrayals as much as that of the other attitudes each brought to it.  Though both loved women their better natures told them to resist, in Catullus' case his love reaches hysterical proportions; Shakespeare, though hurt and sardonic, is more often resigned to his enslavement.  Like Catullus, he speaks of a moral revulsion for a mistress accompanied by an undiminished need for her sexual passion:


Whence hast thou this becoming of things ill,

That in the very refuse of thy deeds

There is such strength and warrantise of skill,

That, in my mind, thy worst all best exceeds?

Who taught thee how to make me love thee more,

The more I hear and see just cause of hate?       (150)

The paradox of this last pair of lines resembles Catullus'


     nunc te cognovi: quare etsi impensius uror,


        multo mi tamen es vilior et levior.


      qui potis est, inquis? quod amantem iniuria talis

  
   cogit amare magis, sed bene velle minus.


      I know you now:  it makes my love more hot,


      but you're more cheap, mere trash to me.


     "How so?" you ask.  Such dirt heaps up my love


       but buries all my friendliness.1                  (LXXII)

Instead of praying for strength to resist the woman, as Catullus ultimately does, Shakespeare, in other sonnets accepting his ardor, finds in this gesture a wry and muted note of concordia mundi, or concordia demi-mundi.


Each sought, from the midst of his frustration, a substantial way of loving which enabled him to escape from the squalor and betrayal and somatic depression in which his passion necessarily involved him.  The fact that both men resented physical and social reality did not propel either into a Platonic or Christian dualism or so firm a resolution of the problem as Donne's rapprochement, in "The Ecstasy," between sensibility and sexuality.  The great prince Love was never confined in his cell of flesh in the worlds of Shakespeare and Catullus, but lived on their lips in the love contained by a poem's words.  Love was thereby free to move through the whole spectrum of expression, from orgasm to smile to metaphor.  


This freedom love had in poems encouraged both men to give it a haven there.  But neither was so sanguine that he believed that love expressed in poems was out of danger; it was still exposed to its old enemies--the whore's lust, the slackness of ageing, the sickness of a divided mind.  But each poet enhanced his sense of love so that it might secure the best brilliance and vantage in its campaigns.


However, there are limits to what a poem may accomplish for a man who seeks in the softened blows and enlightened sarcasm of his verbal art the victories over frustration and rejection which he lost in life.  These limits may be delayed acknowledgment of man's physical nature, as when Shakespeare begins sonnet 44, 


If the dull substance of my flesh were thought


   Injurious distance should not stop my way . . .

only to remember,


But, ah, thought kills me that I am not thought


To leap large lengths of miles where thou art gone;

or the limit may be imposed by plain incomprehension:


Odi et amo.  quare id faciam, fortasse requiris.

 

 nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior.2
    
I hate and I love.  Why I do so, perhaps you ask.


I don't know, but I feel it, and I am tortured.   (LXXXV)


The limits Catullus encounters are typically physical, and enmesh him when he unites a moral feeling with an experienced sensation and finds that the sensation leads to no resolution or understanding.  Shakespeare's impasses stand in the mind, and assert themselves with the discovery that exhilarating transformations of loss into gain, cuckoldry into manly dignity, betrayal into sympathy, though verbally and intellectually achieved, fail to convince or endure, leave futile echoes in the couplets.  Profoundly opposed ideas, no matter how brilliantly one of them acquires imaginative force, cannot trump each other out of existence.  


To elaborate this distinction, I offer the following (somewhat unwieldy) set of contrasting propositions, which should be taken to apply primarily to Catullus' and Shakespeare's poems of sexual and romantic anguish.


1) Catullus finds no anodyne for his defeat and no satisfactory expression for a love on his side which he believes is extraordinary and pure.  He arrives at a dead end in which he is unable to transcend or escape his feelings or the reality which feeds them.  Shakespeare discovers a series of amazing, but finally foiled escapes from his dead ends of misery and betrayal and disgust, through shifting values distilled from pun, paradox, steep changes in context and meaning.


2) Catullus habitually attempts to express his emotions, however complex, through physical actions and sensations which his lines record.  When he wishes to catch the glory of his early love he weighs kisses by number (VII) and sees his luck reflected in the malocchio and the dirty glances of voyeurs (V).  To dramatize his divided impulse he wavers between abstinence from desiring Lesbia, and collapse into another abject and ruinous chase of her (VIII); and these two states of feeling, which are generated in his moral nature, emerge smoothly as physical gestures:


nec quae fugit sectare, nec miser vive,


sed obstinata mente perfer, obdura.


Don't chase her and live a poor idiot, as she runs away,


stick it out instead, with a cool head.          (tr. author)

He represents his precarious temper as a slippage of control--just at the moment he envisions Lesbia possessed by someone else, kissing him, biting his lips.  His attraction which began as unclouded immersion in sunlight and sex:


fulsere quondam candidi tibi soles,


cum uentitabas quo puella ducebat


amata nobis quantum amibitur nulla.


Once the days shone bright on you, when you used to go 


so often where my mistress led, she who was loved by me


as none will ever be loved,

he can now feel only as bitter sarcasm:


at tu dolebis, cum rogaberis nulla.


scelesta, uae te, quae tibi manet uita?


quis nunc te adibit?  cui uideberis bella?


quem nunc amabis?  cuius esse diceris?


quem basiabis?  cui labella mordebis?


But you will be sorry, when your nightly favors are no


more desired.  Ah, poor wretch!  what life is left for you?


Who now will visit you?  to whom will you seem fair?  whom


now will you love?  by whose name will you be called?  whom


will you kiss?  whose lips will you bite?

By this jabbing interrogation Catullus gives the points, the intense actions, which, were he suddenly receiving them, would round his passion anew as a circle is rounded from a few points.  But the glow is gone, leaving the spikes of resentment.  His nostalgia collides with braced determination, so instead of reacting with fresh hope, he imagines his escape from her incessant sexuality.  His final resistance in the last line:


at tu, Catulle, destinatus obdura


But you, Catullus, be resolved, and firm                  (VIII)

becomes a sea wall against which the earlier lines lunge, giving us a sturdier idea of both the passion and the self-control.


Even his playful poems, as verbally suave as they are, confirm this consistent impregnation of his own or another's action with the emotional shading he wants articulated.  Some random examples:  Catullus uses three main images to convey his delight in his return to Sirmio.  It is as a haven after years away, as the opposite of adventure that Catullus most intensely feels the semi-island, not as the bright eye (of the first line) only.  His homecoming is most profoundly reached when he thinks of falling asleep at the center of his house, and sleep becomes a "metaphor" for a larger sense of well-being and restoration than an ordinary night's rest can furnish:


o quid solutis est beautius curis,


cum mens onus reponit, ac peregrino


labore fessi unenimus larem ad nostrum,


desideratoque acquiescimus lecto?


Ah what is more blessed than to put cares away,


when the mind lays by its burden, and tired with


labor of far travel we have come to our own home


and rest on the couch we longed for.

The sentiment is so natural that we hardly read these lines as metaphor at all; we do so only when reflect that this particular couch and night's sleep have a virtue which must come from reactivation of memories and securities and repose which are evoked, but not given in detail by the poem.  Since 'sleep' is a muffled example of all these responses to his Sirmio, Catullus' search continues for an action which will more brightly reflect the interplay of his mind and his landscape, and he finds it in what the lake does in answer to the heartiness and wit inhabiting the villa:


salve, o uenusta Sirmio, atque ero guade


gaudente, uosque, O Lydiae lacus undae,


ridete quidquid est domi cachinnorum.                     (XXXI)


Welcome, lovely Sirmio, and rejoice in your


master, and rejoice you too, waters of the


Lydian lake, and laugh out loud, all the laughter


there is in my home.

Reliance on physical happenings still allows considerable play for subtlety and sophistication, but we should prepare ourselves for situations which no imagined action alone can really grasp.  And these frustrations of Catullus we will examine in later pages. 


When he wants to impress his friend Fabullus with the "essence" of love and sex appeal, he invites him to his house to sniff a perfume the Cupids and Venuses have given to his mistress.  Catullus assures Fabullus that he will wish himself, for the occasion, one man-sized, sensitive nose.  Catullus wittily makes us, under the perfume, see the lady herself, giving life and body and delicate intoxication to the invisible scent with which she blends.  Just as Catullus offers meros amores, "pure, unmixed love," so must Fabullus' perception of it be tremendous and uncomplicated.  All other responding senses, and whatever psychological ingredients love requires, are playfully banished so that Catullus can gloat for the moment in love as action, unendangered by all that insinuates itself into its honest denouement; an action to which he may, as a host, introduce his friend.


sed contra accipies meros amores


seu quid suauius elegantiusue est:


nam unguentum dabo, quod meae puellae


donarunt Veneres Cupidinesque,


quod tu cum olfacies, deos rogabis,


totum ut te faciant, Fabulle, nasum.


But on the other hand you shall have pure,


undiluted love,


or what is sweeter or more delicious than love, if sweeter


there be; for I will give you some perfume which the Venuses


and Loves gave to my lady; and when you snuff its fragrance


you will pray the gods to make you, Fabullus, nothing but


nose.                                          (XIII)


Shakespeare, however, is liberated because of his superior verbal and emotional flexibility, from having to realize all his problems, attitudes, conflicts, double responses in actions or in simple metaphors or in single sensations.


3) We picture Catullus moving through the life his poems glimpse as someone emotionally inflexible and vulnerable to unfortunate happenings, but Shakespeare's personality we feel to be more volatile, less nakedly vulnerable.


Catullus is able to translate his pain from action to an occasional metaphoric statement of it, as in XI, or into a mythical tale, as in LXIII, LXIV, LXVIII, but he is not apparently able, and does not even attempt, to transcend his misery.  Shakespeare can create here a redeeming perspective, there an unexpected reciprocity, discover a fresh source of joy in the midst of failure and love gone wrong.  When we read such a sonnet as 120 we may at first suspect the bargain Shakespeare reveals to his young man as somehow shady and unearned:


That you were once unkind befriends me now,


And for that sorrow which I then did feel


Needs must I under my transgression bow,


Unless my nerves were brass or hammered steel.


For if you were by my unkindness shaken,


As I by yours, y'have passed a hell of time,


And I, a tyrant, have no leisure taken


To weigh how once I suffered in your crime.


O, that our night of woe might have rememb'red


My deepest sense how hard true sorrow hits,


And soon to you, as you to me then, tend'red


The humble salve which wounded bosoms fits!



But that your trespass now becomes a fee;



Mine ransoms yours, and yours must ransom me.

But nobody, I am certain, leaves this sonnet feeling that the poet's and the young man's transgressions come out even.  That may be the poem's point, but not its truth.  "The truest sense, how hard true sorrow hits," remains, as well as the awareness that guilt may be exchanged and so comfort the chagrined mutual offenders.  Yet even the opening line which bravely urges this comfort, "That you were once unkind befriends me now," makes a hollow use of befriends, since acts damaging to friendship cannot provide a promising atmosphere for renewed sympathy.  The very desperation of the bargain, the attempt to conjure with honest suffering, leaves us with a knowledge that though sin and sorrow may be ransomed, they cannot be dissolved into nothing.  The value of Shakespeare's flexibility of mind, thriving as it does on rhetorical ingenuity and vital puns, is not finally to escape the pressure of unhappiness.  Its value may be to create a medium in which his life's conflicting awarenesses can operate without destroying one another, and thereby extend Shakespeare's and our sense of a personality's resources.  Our resistance to the paradox, and to such facile bar- gains, fixes more truly the human limits of forgiveness as we are likely to find them, than a poem whose charity sounds pure and untroubled.


4) There exists a further difference between Shakespeare and Catullus which is more elusive.  It derives from Shakespeare's greater reliance on verbal events within the language of his sonnets.  After we have read a number of Catullus' sexually obsessed poems we begin to think of his basic tormenting experience as one that exists outside the poems and of which any one poem (or the Carmina as a whole) does not express more than a moving fragment.  The reader's gradual confidence in the existence of a life in which difficult and continually varying emotions assault the poet is indispensable to the autobiographical poet, since the sensation in the reader of the mystery and reality of another's life is to him what dramatic confrontation is to the playwright.  In Catullus' poems and Shakespeare's sonnets this conviction of an uneasy life always lends its weight to individual poems, and is one reason for their greatness.  Once we are familiar with their work, no poem can be quite new or isolated.  Each poem speaks from a world we know our way around in.  There is a continual tension between experience and expression in a major autobiographical poet which is not common to a playwright, novelist or epic poet.  But frequently in Shakespeare the sonnet's composition becomes a deliberate experience he lives through, and so for a moment we locate Shakespeare's deepest personality within the poem itself, as we do here:


No more be grieved at that which thou hast done:


Roses have thorns, and silver fountains mud,


Clouds and eclipses stain both moon and sun,


And loathsome canker lives in sweetest bud.


All men make faults, and even I in this,


Authorizing thy trespass with compare,


Myself corrupting, salving thy amiss,


Excusing thy sins more than thy sins are;


For to thy sensual fault I bring in sense--


Thy adverse party is thy advocate--


And 'gainst myself a lawful plea commence.


Such civil war is in my love and hate



That I an accessory needs must be

    

To that sweet thief which sourly robs from me.    (35)

Shakespeare's effort is to implicate himself in his friend's misdeed, to surpass it even, and to achieve this reversal the poem becomes his own misdeed; as a poet, by intellectualizing into a complacent metaphor what had hurt him as a man, he makes himself an "accessory" to the "sweet thief."  Because it is so clever, almost professional, I think Shakespeare means to suggest that this form of sympathy is not satisfying.  He has attempted to excuse his friend's sins by pretending they are natural, like the thorned rose or cankered bud.  The attempt is sinful itself because his friend's fault is sensual; a fault committed without the "sense" or reasoned cachet Shakespeare would give it.  But the friend's fault hits its victim's senses also, since Shakespeare suffers stingingly whatever the friend did before he tries mentally to minimize it.  And here begins the "civil war" which is fought between his love and hate, with his feelings and his mind the immediate combatants.  He believes he is corrupting himself by denying the primacy of his own emotional pain.  Only a sensual salve, the implication seems to be, will cure a sensual fault.  But this truth is still only a part of Shakespeare's generous response.  In his willingness to side with his friend, even on misguided terms, he displays how his imaginative sympathy cannot but further pain his own love, already so "sourly robbed."  Shakespeare's civil war differs from Catullus' odi et amo in the Elizabethan's understanding of how strongly the warring impulses are drawn to support each other; Catullus hates and loves and does not know why, Shakespeare "must needs" do both since he knows his sympathy and his pain both confirm his love for the young man.


The seemingly futile search for the process through which personality, or "life," might be honestly said to have been absorbed into the speaking ink of verse was one that explicitly fascinated Shakespeare.  His solutions took many directions, but here is a less well known one to our purpose:


As an unperfect actor on the stage,


Who with his fear is put besides his part,


Or some fierce thing replete with too much rage,


Whose strength's abundance weakens his own heart;


So I, for fear of trust, forget to say


The perfect ceremony of love's rite,


And in mine own love's strength seem to decay,


O'ercharg'd with burthen of mine own love's might.


O let my books be then the eloquence


And dumb presagers of my speaking breast,


Who plead for love, and look for recompense,


More than that tongue that more hath more express'd.

            
O learn to read what silent love hath writ.


 To hear with eyes belongs to love's fine wit.       (23)

The paradox of hearing with eyes attempts to define a hoped-for skill in the friend to whom this is addressed--a skill that may not be articulated in a more lucid phrase.  What does Shakespeare mean by "hear"?  An answer would help us establish the relation between the "love" that exists in the words of his sonnets and that in his heart.


Shakespeare is asking, in some sense, for his reader to do more than imagine a speaking voice inflecting the words.  Certainly the young man and the friends among whom the sonnets circulated in manuscript would be able to perform such a translation of rhythm and turn of phrase into the voice of the man they had often heard.  (The you of the sonnet may be more populous than the young man alone, since the "books" which are the pleaders for love are property of a wider audience.  The tone is simultaneously public and personal, and conceivably asks both audience and friend to become aware of Shakespeare's "silent love.")  What is "heard" includes Shakespeare's implied physical voice, but it also includes the "dumb presagers" of his "speaking breast" who ask for "love" and "recompense," two gifts of the hearer's response clearly not identical with detached admiration of the poem's "eloquence."  If Shakespeare is asking to be taken personally in his books, and presumably in the other sonnets, precisely what does he expect to communicate and how will he create this communication?  To answer conclusively we must return to his metaphor in the poem and ponder the reason he gives for the necessity of speaking his love in verse.


When he compares himself, "O'ercharg'd with burthen of mine own love's might," to an actor who cannot remember his lines in the throes of stage fright, the implication of the metaphor is that though Shakespeare knows the graceful, accepted phrases of love--"the ceremony of love's rite"--some fierce or raging quality in his love is what he most deeply wants to bring to his friends' attention.  Since this "burthen" weakens him so far he forgets to speak even that love which is all grace and courtliness, it seems likely that the uncontrollable love Shakespeare feels is what he most wants his poems to convey.  Here is the problem.  To find such an emotional block in Shakespeare, whose ease at finding words for the most staggeringly powerful and subtle feelings is not in doubt (except when these feelings were his own) makes us pause:  is the impasse he speaks of the result of his choked inability before his friend to find words in the pressure of an occasion, or does the impasse suggest that only words used in a certain way, the way of art, will fully register the rage and "love's might"?  The second possibility seems Shakespeare's intention, because the line "More than that tongue that more hath more expressed," after acknowledging the energy of the tongue's expression, makes clear that conversational speech does not convey love as completely (or profoundly) as books do, even though books must rely on "love's fine wit" to discover a love that will not speak a word of breath.


The reason, then, why Shkespeare chose a troupe of miming actors (like those players in Hamlet's mousetrap) to be his image for his poetry's essential eloquence seems to be this:  the dumb show, by a silent pantomiming of emotions, recalls and embodies the inarticulate frustrating ferocity of Shakespeare's moment of tongue-tied embarrassment; Shakespeare's books are "dumb," of course, because they are also speechless; but more significantly, their dumbness not only resembles, it can redeem Shakespeare's dumb love.  The labor of his art, which moves too deep for the courtly ceremony of love's rites, moves in private and on paper, and creates the superior suggestiveness, the perfectly turned gladness in the young friend and the "gold complexion" of the earth, the subtle and honest connections spied between experiences.  The intensity of "love's might" can only be articulated in the intuitions and sweet (wordless) melody created by artistic intensity.


If we consider the conviction Shakespeare reveals in this sonnet it is apparent that poetry had an indispensable role in his life.  He did not value it alone for what we call its aesthetic interest.  Poetry was the place where his love was fully visible and reached its greatest spiritual vitality.  Writing again to the young man in 74 he repeats, very austerely, this belief that his poems contain a portion of himself which does not exist elsewhere:


But be contented.  When that fell arrest

         Without all bail shall carry me away,

         My life hath in this line some interest,


Which for memorial still with thee shall stay.


When thou reviewest this, thou dost review


The very part was consecrate to thee.


These two sonnets are more a summation than an interesting use of his belief.  For that, we may well turn to a poem where Shakespeare's forgiving love is on display in a situation that other men might well greet with no love whatever.  The sonnet contains at least vestiges of Shakespeare's main obsessions.  He reacts to his discovery that the young man whose sweetness was to be distilled in noble children and brave verse has gone to bed with Shakespeare's own mistress, whose vileness he celebrates elsewhere with uncommon frankness. 


That thou hast her, it is not all my grief,


And yet it may be said I lov'd her dearly;


That she hath thee is of my wailing chief,


A loss in love that touches me more nearly.


Loving offenders, thus I will excuse ye,


Thou dost love her, because thou know'st I love her,


And for my sake even so doth she abuse me,


Suff'ring my friend for my sake to approve her.


If I lose thee, my loss is my love's gain,


And losing her, my friend hath found that loss;


Both find each other, and I lose both twain,


And both for my sake lay on me this cross.

     
      But here's the joy, my friend and I are one;

     

 Sweet flattery, then she loves but me alone.       (42)


The final couplet cannot be taken at face value.  We instinctively believe that Shakespeare's admission of how sharply the seduction hurt him, in the first quatrain, is nearer to the truth than the glum and rigid conceit he develops which turns his hurt into a parody of joy.  We prefer the simple dignity of the lines "And yet it may be said I lov'd her dearly," and "A loss in love that touches me more nearly," perhaps because this reading accords with our understanding of the natural human wish to reduce a conflict of feeling to a manageable and straightforward statement.  The conflict Shakespeare feels is between his "loss in love" and his impulse to forgive the two people he most loves, and this impulse shapes the remaining lines.  But unlike most people Shakespeare is unwilling to simplify his love falsely; he finds an exhilarating pleasure in rehearsing the various ways (lines 6-12) in which the sexual act his friends enjoy may be done in his honor.  And yet he never moves far from the knowledge of the excruciation he feels:  "And both for my sake lay on me this cross."  This bittersweet gratification is made clear to us by the slew of paradoxes, though our reaction also includes recognition that this man who enjoys his own cuckoldry enjoys talking about it.  It is against this mood of forgiving torture that the couplet strikes its hollow effect.  The last phrase, "then she loves but me alone," reveals his wish to be able to assert unambiguously the "truth" of her faithfulness without the humiliating irony which allows acknowledgment of her unfaithlessness also to be present in the line.  The invasion of "alone" by another person cannot be cured of pathos by the bravest of paradoxes.


Shakespeare has made use of the ability autobiographical poetry has to hold in one rhetorical unit sharply contradictory emotions.  Our sense that the voice is not fiction allows us to perceive Shakespeare's enjoyment of writing his own lines, as a gesture of honesty and sensitivity, as well as art.  In nearly all the sonnets we can observe this interaction of Shakespeare's various techniques (such as irony, the pun, the metaphor of psychological implication), with our curiosity about and confidence in the existence of a man whose mind is filled with associations, impulses, pleasurable activities.  It is not merely a matter of our conviction that Shakespeare lived that makes a difference; the complexity of the attitudes and shifts of feeling which the sequence implies create a personality not so outwardly and dramatically unified as a Shakespearian character, but one with a far more intricate mentality.  We do not see Shakespeare's personality sharply, but we see it as we see our own--in bewilderment, in the vague impulses of understanding and joy, the cross-purposes.  The complexity of feeling dictated the complexity of technique.


Catullus' reaction to a personal crisis, very similar in some famous respects to what Shakespeare faced in the sonnets, was simultaneously less complex but more morally troubled.  As C. L. Barber has said, Shakespeare had a supremely wandering mind,3 and this swiftness in moving from attitude to attitude, though it did not dispel his obsession with his mistress' vileness and his friend's increasingly gamy purity, does give us a sense that Shakespeare was not, like Catullus, broken and disillusioned by the disgrace he found.  The mind which will not rest is bound to seem detached, as it drops one thought for a more striking or viable one.  In Catullus, we find rather a tenacity that would seize and hold some final phrase or metaphor or dramatic situation which promises to define his ruinous devotion--tenacity which also may be seen in the grip his memory has on the marvelous and pleasure-drenched moments of his past.  In studying Catullus' poems as his struggle to resolve an obsession we will want to look for different techniques and qualities.


Since Catullus was less detached, the signs of inner conflict might be expected to appear less subtly than in the sonnets, as they do, for example, in Miser Catulle.  In that poem Catullus grows hysterical as we read, almost losing this time his struggle with his impulse to chase after Lesbia.


We want to know the meaning of that hysteria, knowledge which may explain why Catullus resists any amelioration or transformation of the emotional defeats he suffered from his affair with Lesbia.  What he had hoped to find is painfully clear.


First, Catullus discovered that he desperately needed to create a love he could share with Lesbia that was more satisfying to his mind than sex, sophistication, and the intense sunshine of a youthful affair could be.  When Lesbia spectacularly proved she could not love according to his fierce hopes, but betrayed him, his response to her promiscuity was to desire her more violently, and despise himself for doing so.


Secondly, Catullus searched with difficulty through many poems to find means to embody boldly and articulately his extraordinary conception of what love ought to be.  The initial means he found were to transfer traditional familial and religious feeling, the ambiance of the domus and pietas, to his passion for Lesbia.  Another more desperate demonstration of the exalted pitch of his devotion to Lesbia was conditioned by the failure of this devotion, and works at a deeper level of consciousness:  Catullus dramatized his love for Lesbia by suggesting metaphorically that it was like that of a virgin for her first lover.  This strange "reversal of sex" has been noticed by at least two commentators,4 though neither attempted to relate the psychological meaning of the "reversal" to Catullus' central need to make his love's unique quality unmistakably (almost unbearably) manifest.


These three motifs, or nodes of feeling to which he commits his sense of what is fine in life, all serve to reflect, through their destruction, the disastrous turn taken by Catullus' love for Lesbia.  Frequently two or all of these nodes or motifs are gathered together in a single poem or passage.  His loss of Lesbia, because it reflects a moral turbulence and sickness in Roman life, is amplified first by his sense of his own scorned pietas, once devoted to her, and then by the disintegration of his family life, his domus symbolized by his brother's death; we cannot miss how completely his love for Lesbia governed his response to the rest of his life.  Only a few poems show a direct concern with these motifs, to be sure, and all motifs are more completely developed in the elaborate Alexandrian mythological poems than in the first person lyrics.  Nevertheless, these eccentric and complex ideas emerge as the climactic statement of Catullus' long brooding on his love.


The psychological exploration I am going to make of Catullus' personality may be defended by an appeal to his own explicit sense of what he expected his poems to accomplish for himself and his readers.   In a three line fragment he refers to his poems first self-depreciatingly as "absurdities."  Mild courage is required to read him he wryly suggests; the words horrebitis  and admovere, from verbs meaning to shiver and to reach out to touch, are used in such a way as to suggest a hesitating hand reassured of its gesture's rightness.  Catullus asks his readers to feel him, to understand him.


Siqui forte mearum ineptiarum


lectores eritis manusque vestras


non horrebitis admovere nobis


Readers, if there are  any who will read my absurdities


and not tremble to touch me with your hands   . . . 

Perhaps (with sly wit) the reader "touches" Catullus in his manuscript incarnation just as he "hears" his voice recorded in the poem.  But Catullus' intent is unmistakable--he does not expect his poems to be read as tame masks from which he has excused his personal, tactile concerns.  The ancient convention which by ingrained habit made the poet address someone in his lines certainly encouraged Catullus to feel himself as a presence to be reckoned with in his published books.  His savage use of the epigram, which stripped its victims naked, more literally than figuratively sometimes, and his devastated notes to Lesbia and his friends, his letters full of literary horseplay, insist that their immediate readers, Catullus' friends and enemies, respond--to some expression of his personality.  Nowhere, though, does Catullus anticipate Shakespeare's belief that a poem was a more profound instance of his feelings than his non-literary life.


This identification between his poems and his physical being follows naturally from his habitual use of himself, by name often, as his own chief "character" and source of sensation.


Nearly all of Catullus' poems either recount anecdotes or seize some momentary circumstance, a friend's acquisition of a mistress, a gift of a nauseating book of poems; an urge to jab out at some perversion or disgraceful behavior he sees in the life around him; to kid an acquaintance; or greet some especially fresh and meaningful event in his life, such as his return to Sirmio or his brother's death.  His Lesbia poems greet the many puzzling and violent changes in his affair with her.  The habit of receiving fresh experiences as occasions for dramatizing a unique, but perishable feeling is so pervasive that it may be said Catullus 

wrote almost no other kind of poetry.  The longer mythological an Alexandrian pieces do not seem at first glance to depend directly on emerging incidents and insights into his emotional life, and yet, as I will argue, even these pieces (as has been noticed by several critics) offer a continuation and refinement of the basic personal concerns we find in his poems about Lesbia: his sense of abandonment, his betrayed devotion, his underlying need for some hysterical gesture to vent his exacerbated feelings.


Catullus' openness to the casual and mundane gave him an opportunity to fix very precisely certain low-keyed states of mind, of the kind that produced a wry and puzzled self-mockery.  An account of a visit of his friend Varus' latest mistress is an example.  Catullus sets off the girl's underbred and disconcerting brashness by his own (bluffing) tone of worldliness and charm.  The result is embarrassment for them both, plus a tongue-lashing for the girl.  After recounting his fruitless adventure as a Praetor's aide in Bithynia, Catullus yields to temptation and tells his friend's sweetheart that his luck was not so melancholy, after all, that he filed to bring home a litter and the eight men to jog it through the streets.  Instantly, the girl, who is ill, asks to borrow it for a visit to a temple.

                         

 'mane,' inquii puella,

         
'instud quod modo diseram me habere,

          fugit me ratio: meus sodalis--


    Cinna est Gaius,--is sibi parauit.

          
uerum, utrum illius an mei, quid ad me?


          utor tam bene quam mihi pararim.

   

sed tu insulsa male et molesta uiuis,

          per quam non licet esse neglegentem.'

          
"Stop," say I to the girl, "what I said just now about those

           slaves, that they were mine, it was a slip; there is a friend of

           mine--Gaius Cinna it is--; it was he who bought them for his

           own use; but it is all one to me whether they are his or mine,

            I use them just as if I had bought them for myself: but you


   are a stupid, tiresome thing, who will never let one be


   off one's guard."   (X, 27-34)

There is no attempt to exaggerate the incident, to find anything sublime or astonishing in it.  Not much of a moral concludes the poem; Catullus lamely seizes the last word.  His jumpy and grouping defense come across splendidly in the last lines.  His accusation, that the girl has disturbed his right to speak with an occasional extravagance, does not disguise his awareness that he looks foolish and is uneasy about it.  Sustaining him in his pique is his conviction that the girl's clumsy manners, her demimonde eagerness, is the real cause of his faux pas.  It is not only this contretemps which interested Catullus, but the entire vignette; the idle moment in the forum, his approval of the friend's mistress, through the inevitable small talk about Bithynia, struck, Catullus as having a value for itself, for the comforting way that it made art out of the kind of event which filled his days.  Catullus developed the anecdote far beyond any of his surviving predecessors in Latin and Greek (with the exception of Lucian's dialogues, perhaps).  He made the experience and its conflicting sensations, rather than any general truth drawn from them,his prize.


This loyalty to experience does not conflict with his eventual drive to understand it, though the loyalty does insist the experience be allowed its place in the poem and that it not be distorted into ideas which formulate it.  This constant reliance on vignette and personal jibe and message or the bon mot that Catullus is using his poems as privileged enhancers of a world he is in constant touch with, reaching through his poems to touch people in that world.  A primitive, almost punning illustration of this tactile use of poetry in this note to a courtesan:


Amabo, mea dulcis Ipsitilla,

          meae deliciae, mei lepores,

          iube ad te ueniam meridiatum.

          et si iusseris, illud adiuuato,

          ne quis liminis obseret tabellam, 

          neu tibi lubeat foras abire,

          
sed domi maneas paresque nobis

          nouem continuas fututiones.

          uerum si quid ages, statim iubeto:

           
nam pransus iaceo et satur supinus

           pertundo tunicamque palliumque.


     
 O mellow, sweet, delicious little

            piece, my Ipsithilla,

             I love you dearly.

             Tell me to come at noon

              and I'll come galloping

              at your threshold

               Let no one bar the door today

               
but stay at home, my little one,

               to fit yourself for nine long

               
bouts of love.  And if you're so inclined,

               call me at once;

               my morning meal is over

               and I reclining

               discover

               my tree of life (your bedfellow)

                has risen joyfully tearing through my clothes,

                
impatient to be at you.           (XXXII, tr. Horace Gregory)

Kenneth Clark's defense of the spectator's natural liking for the nude is appropriate here: "No nude, however abstract, should fail to arouse in the spectator some vestige of erotic feeling, even though it be only the faintest shadow--and if it does not do so, it is bad art and false morals.  The desire to grasp and be united with another human body is so fundamental a part of our nature that our judgment of what is known as 'pure form' is inevitably influenced by it; and one of the difficulties of the nude as a subject for art is that these instincts cannot lie hidden, as they do, for example, in our enjoyment of a piece of pottery, thereby gaining the force of sublimation, but are dragged into the foreground, where they risk upsetting the unity of responses from which a work derives its independent life.  Even so, the amount of erotic content a work of art can hold in solution is very high...."5  In turning Clark's point to this little poem I would add that, since Catullus is the first reader of it, his response is not very different from ours; the details of the noon hour, Ipsithilla's elusiveness, the expansive promise to her, and the "pertundo tunicamque palliumque" hold in solution Catullus' private adjustment to available sexuality.  The delight comes from speaking of his precise situation to Ipsithilla, and the eroticism does not interfere with the art or the playfulness.


Ipsithilla is almost certainly a name pressed into service here from the tradition of elegiac love poetry.  Yet, though she and the situation may be fictitious, neither Catullus nor his wish is.  His lightness towards her is the conventional tone towards girls of her class, and except for its superior vividness, might have been written by an earlier or lesser poet.  Catullus has several other poems to courtesans; usually telling them to cleave to their responsibilities and to behave properly (e.g. XLI and XLII).  The poems recording his love for Lesbia are something else.  In order to recall how original and how great a departure from the ancient love affair the poems were, a brief summary of the limits of the conventional love affair is useful.  As F. O. Copley has characterized it, the ancient love affair was 1) ephemeral, 2) almost wholly physical, 3) not a prelude to marriage, 4) has, in fact, nothing whatever to do with marriage, and 5) its passion began and ended with the sexual attractions of the beloved.  These are the rules of the game as it is played in the Palatine Anthology and in Theocritus, and by Catullus in his poems to Ipsithilla and her sisters.


During the course of his love for Lesbia, as we see it in his book, Catullus presents his feeling that his love was not merely sexual; and we may watch his search for ways to express his true love for Lesbia.  Intensifying this difficult struggle to discover expressions that might relieve Catullus' distrust of existing language, was Lesbia's sexual looseness, multiplying from the rara  furta Catullus amiably withstood to the squalor described in Salax  Taberna (XXXVII) and in XI and LVIII.  Catullus speaks in LXXII, somewhat mysteriously, of Lesbia's "iniuria," some injustice or harm: probably he referred to her mounting promiscuity, which, he felt, destroyed his hope for a love which included more than desire and gaiety.  Certainly, her notoriety (real or imagined) caused him much pain, disillusionment and not infrequently hysteria.  As a result of the life Lesbia led (or that he thought she led) Catullus was compelled to evoke his ideal negatively--what was and what might be.


F. O. Copley in his article "Emotional Conflict and its Significance in the Lesbia-Poems of Catullus" traces both the struggle with words, (which I will borrow from) and then offers the suggestion that Catullus reacted guiltily to realizing that, despite her disgrace, his desire intensifies: "As the full extent of her libidinous skill is made clear to him, he feels an insatiable desire to share in it."6 Copley continues, "the idea arises in his mind that he ought not to continue to desire the woman for whom he has lost all sense of spiritual and intellectual sympathy."  Copley's thesis is brought to a particularly sharp focus by LXXII:

  
Dicebas quondam solum te nosse Catullum,

       Lesbia, nec prae me uelle tenere Iouem.

       
dilexi tum te non tantum ut uulgus amicam,

       sed pater ut gnatos diligit et generos.

        
munc te cognoui: quare etsi impensius uror,

        multo mi tamen es uilior et leuior.

         
qui potis est, inquis? quod amantem iniuria talis

         
cogit amare magis, sed bene uelle minus.

         
You used once to say that Catullus was your only friend, Les-

          
bia, and that you would not prefer Jupiter himself to me. I

          
loved you often then, not only as the common sort love a 

          
mistress, but as a father loves his sons and sons-in-law.  Now

           
I know you; and therefore, though I burn more ardently, yet 

           you; and therefore, though I burn more ardently, yet you

           
are in my sight much less worthy and lighter. How can that

           
be? you say. Because such an injury as this drives a lover to

           
be more of a lover, but less of a friend.

The poem gives a miniature history of the affair.  The passion begins in Olympian sweetness and affection.  Catullus says that he loved Lesbia, not merely as a man loves his girl, but even as a father loves his heirs (sed pater ut gnatos diligit et generos).  This is a surprising and unparalleled claim.  There follows a play on two words meaning "to know" (nosse and cognovi).  In the wonderful early days, Lesbia used to say that only Catullus "knew" her--and added that she would not have preferred the embrace of Jupiter; now, however, he knows her--and as a result he has an insatiable desire for her but loathes her person.  He has no explanation: only that "that kind of sin," iniuria talis, makes a woman's lover love her more but wish her only ill.


He goes over the same ground again and again.

 
Huc est mens deducta tua mea, Lesbia, culpa

          atque ita se officio perdidit ipsa suo,


          ut iam nec bene uelle queat tibi, si optima fias,

           
nec desistere amare, omnia si facias.

            
To this point is my mind reduced by your fault, my Lesbia,

             
and has so ruined itself by its own devotion, that now it can

             
neither wish you well though you should become the best of

             
women, nor cease to love you though you do the worst that

             can be done. (LXXV)

              
Odi et amo. quare id faciam, fortasse requiris?

              
nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior.

               
I hate and love. Why I do so, perhaps you ask. I know not,

               
but I feel it, and I am in torment. (LXXXV)

He dwells obsessively on his suffering, and on the dissipation of his shining vision.  In LXXVI, he prays for the gods to release him from his enervating desire to renew his visits to her incunda and iocosa.

                
Ye gods, if mercy is your attribute, or if ye ever brought aid

                 to any at the very moment of death, look upon me in my 

                 
trouble, and if I have led a pure life, take away this plague

                 
and ruin from me.  Ah me! what a lethargy creeps into my

                 
inmost joints, and has cast out all joys from my heart! No

                 
longer is this my prayer, that she should love me in return,

                 
or, for that is impossible, that she should consent to be chaste.

                 I would myself be well again and put away this baleful sick-

                 ness. O ye gods, grant me this in return for my piety.

                                                                                        (LXXVI, 17-26)

Copley easily turns aside the possibility that it is disappointment rather than guilt which Catullus feels.  He points out that his malaise is described as a disease in LXXVI, as abnormal, in the terms pestis, perniciesque, torpor, taeter morbus, a visitation decreed by the gods, all of which have connotations of moral wrong.  There is nothing immoral connected with the disappointment or frustration which any love elegist still immersed in the tradition might feel.


The spectacle of Lesbia sleeping with other men, responding wildly and insatiably to their masculinity, haunted Catullus.  He seems to have had much chance to be shaken by this behavior of Lesbia, and it certainly shared in his moral disgust for her.  But, why does he feel compelled to revel in her career as a moecha, a slut, and picture her in the very act of receiving and copulating with her lovers?  Such moments as 


cum suis uiuat ualeatque moechis,


quos simul complexa tenet trecentos,

      
nullum amans uere, sed identidem omnium

  
ilia rumpens. . . .

        
Tell her to live and take pleasure with her cocksmen, three

         
hundred of whom she holds in one heat, not loving any of

         them 
truly, but time after time wringing them limp.

                                                                  (XI, 17-20, tr. author)

or similar ones in LVIII and XXXVII, the glubit and Salax Taberna poems, focus on the act of her copulation with other men.  Catullus in each case is viewing Lesbia's lust from outside, trying to express his simultaneous alienation and involvement in what she does.  He is able somehow to experience, through these ugly vignettes, copulation from both Lesbia's and the male point of view--omnium ilia rumpens.  In the last stanza he places his love, in the image of the flower at the edge of the meadow, at the mercy of Lesbia's cruel lust.  Catullus is where the moechi were.  In the images of Lesbia first, literally, rupturing her lovers and then slicing Catullus, we find the clear implication that her profligacy has castrated him; apparently he also associates, plausibly enough, castration with sexual exhaustion, since Lesbia's lust accomplishes both.  This lust of hers is ultimately so powerful it insists Catullus react to it by either seeking to experience it from inside Lesbia's mind or letting himself turn into a female in her honor.  Even if she looks for his love, it will no longer be waiting for her, because she has (symbolically) castrated him.  The stroke is brilliant and psychologically profound because castration suggests not only the end of passion and prowess, but also the conversion of the male to woman.  It would be very difficult to carry the line of feeling and implication suggested by these last two stanzas further, especially since Catullus leaves these meanings somewhat veiled.  But the notion of castration and transformation into a woman in order to avow his ruinous devotion, so enthralling to Catullus, he did explore explicitly, in the myth of the self-castrated Attis in LXIII.


 The cult of Cybele was known in Rome, and very likely there were Alexandrian poems about the goddess.  Catullus' friend Caecilius had composed one (cf. XXXV).  It is not surprising to find Catullus trying his hand at the myth.  The question is how much of his personal frustration and sense of his life's ruin he imparted to it.  I believe Catullus took the tenor of the poem quite personally, for the following reasons: 1) The poem contains the castration and reversal of sex visible in XI and LXVIII and LXIV.  2) Catullus was in the habit of projecting himself into his mythic poems, explicitly in LXVIII, and in LXIV seemingly identifying his loss with Ariadne's.  He translated Sappho's L.P. 31 so that it accords with his love for Lesbia.  3) Catullus has altered the myth so that it presents a worshipper violently disillusioned and homesick, after his self-mutilation rite, and this change accords with XI and with his revulsion with Lesbia. 4) The conclusion of the poem, spoken in Catullus' own person, asks the goddess not to drive him to such a frenzy.


The Attis story was strikingly appropriate to what Catullus had come to understand was Lesbia's effect on him; the ritual of worshipping Cybele requires Attis to castrate himself and assume the frenzied exultation of a less-than-female, the furor of a notha  mulier.  In addition to making what was metaphoric or suggested (emasculation) in XI and the reversal of sex in LXVIII nightmarishly explicit, the Attis story allows Catullus to dwell richly on the uncomprehending madness Attis in ecstasy exhibits, a heightened reflection and embodiment of his own excruciated lust for Lesbia even when he knew it was morally insane to pursue her.  The myth allows Catullus to confirm the irrevocable finality of his liaisons outcome, and confirm that violence has been done to him by his own insistence on having Lesbia.  Lesbia had ripped away an idealism profoundly intertwined with his masculinity and he knew he could never find his way to the moment at the brink of manhood when an aurora of sacred goodness rose with his desire.  In XI he imagined this ideal love as a meadow flower; in LXIII as his genitals.  The unique way in which Cybele's spell collaborated with Attis' eagerness again gives weight and amplitude to our suspicion that Catullus' mind was perhaps indistinctly focussed because of his own frenzy.


Super alta uectus Attis celeri rate maria, 

        
Phrygium ut neumus citato cupide pede tetigit

        
adiitque opaca siluis redimita loca deae,

        
stimulatus ibi furenti rabie, uagus animis,

        
deuolsit ili acuto sibi pondera silice...

         
Swept in his swift raft over towering seas, Attis when eagerly

         
with sprinting foot reached the Phrygian forests, and plunged

          
into the goddess' darkened precincts, forests on the heights,

          
there, stimulated by raging insanity, his mind bewildered, he

          
cut down from him with cutting stone the weight of his sex.

                                                                                      (LXIII, 1-5)

Attis leads his companions, who have also performed the rite of castration, into

mountains where the band encounters Phrygian flutists and yelling Maenads; finally they reached Cybele's house and then collapse into a slumber from which the sun wakes Attis, refreshed and clear-headed.  He is instantly shaken with regret, and runs to the shore.  His moment of rational calm is soon spent, since his mind again surges, this time with aching, not for what he was crazed to win, but for what he has lost.



ita de quiete molli rapida sine rabie

        
simuli ipsa pectore Attis sua facta recoluit,

        liquidaque mente uidit sine quis ubique foret,

        
animo aestuante resum reditum ad uada tetulit.

        So after soft slumber, freed from violent madness, as soon 

        
as Attis himself in his heart reviewed his own deed, and saw

        
with clear mind what he had lost and where he was, with 

         
surging mind again he sped back to the waves.

                                                                                (LXIII, 44-47)

The poised moment between mental convulsions is matched in the poems directly speaking of his disillusion with Lesbia, LXXII and LXXV, where the tone is one of bitter but balanced command of his paradoxical situation.  From this instant of clarity Attis can look back both at his insane act of devotion and beyond to the happiness of his earlier life, a life only now seen as joyful, sensible, fulfilled and ripe with the sacredness he looked for so disastrously elsewhere, at the goddess' hands.  Such a perspective, which the story gives, has the virtue of providing a simplifying and concentrated version of his own experience; Catullus now may let himself be absorbed into Attis and look back on a paysage moralisse of youth and family as Attis does to Greece.


egone a mea remota haec ferar in nemora domo?

         patria, bonis, amicis, genitoribus abero?

         abero foro, palaestra, stadio et gyminasiis?

         miser a miser, querendum est etiam atque etiam, anime.

         quod enim genus figuraest, ego non qoud obierim?

         
ego mulier, ego adolescens, ego ephebus, ego puer,

         ego gymnasi fui flos, ego eram decus olei:

         
mihi ianuae frequentes, mihi minima tepida,  

          mihi floridis corollis redimita domus erat,

          
linquendum ubi essert orto mihi Sole cubiculum.

                   I, shall I from my own home be borne far away into



these forests? from my country, my possessions, my 

            friends, my parents, shall I be absent? absent from

            the market, the wrestling-place, the racecourse, the 

            playground? unhappy, ah unhappy heart, again, again

            must thou complain.  For what form of human figure

            
is there which I had not? I, to be a woman--I who was

             
a stripling, I a youth, I a boy, I was the flower of

             
the playground, I was once the glory of the palaestra:

             
mine were the crowded doorways, mine the warm thres-

             
holds, mine the flowery garlands to deck my house when

             
I was to leave my chamber at sunrise.         (LXIII, 58-67)

When we compare this passage to those in which Catullus in his own voice also regretted his destroyed youth, we quickly notice that Attis' speech is fuller and more rhetorical, not as clipped and buoyant as Catullus himself.  But the attempt Attis makes to seize the lost roles is now ironically locked in womanhood.

          
ego mulier, ego adolescens, ego ephebus, ego puer.

            
I a woman, who was once an adolescent, a youth, a child

He has lost his way home, to family, to the warmth of crowds and to the sexual adventure whose only aftereffect was garland of success draped on his house.  The warm threshold, limina tepida, is perhaps the one Lesbia's sandal creaked upon, in LXVIII, another attempt to purify in imagination the sources of his happiness, to cast a spell in which Lesbia and himself would be united in Laudamia's chracater.  In LXVIII he also touches reassuringly his unclouded youth:

         tempore quo primum uestis mihi tradita pura est,

          iucundum cum aetas florida uer ageret,

          multa satis lusi: non est dae nescia nostri, 

           
quae dulcem curis miscet amaritiem.

           
At the time when first a white dress was given to me,

           
when my youth in its flower was keeping jocund spring-

           
time, I wrote merry poems enough; not unknown am I to

           
the goddess who mingles with her cares a sweet bitterness.

                                                                              (LXVIII, 15-18)

Catullus concludes the Attis poem with a prayer to Cybele not to drive him into a rabid frenzy, to keep her fury from his house; a classic case of asking to be spared what has already happened:

          dea, magna dea, Cybebe, dea domina Dindymi,

           
procul a mea tuos sit furor omnis, era, domo:

           
alios age incitatos, alios age rabidos.

            
Goddess, great goddess, Cybele, goddess, lady of 

            
Dindymus, far from my house be all thy fury, O my

             
queen; others drive thou in frenzy, others drive

             
thou to madness.                               (LXIII, 91-93)


This assumption of a female's role in sexual love became an astonishing way to dramatize devotion to Lesbia in physical and psychological terms.  He writes himself into several poems--psychological allegories they might be called--so that his sexual feelings emerge as those of a girl, abandoned by her lover while still feeling the glow of first sexual fulfilment.  He identifies with Ariadne in LXIV, Laudamia and Juno in LXVIII.  In the final image of XI Lesbia becomes a sharp-edged plow (the male) which uproots Catullus' love, a delicate flower (the female).  The transformation of his sex becomes brutally explicit in LXIII, taking even more literally the vision of Lesbia as a cutting edge.  To achieve a feminine sensibility, Attis castrates himself in the opening lines of the poem.  Since Catullus has told us that his lust to go to bed with Lesbia torments him the more fiercly even though he is revolted by her iniuria, we wonder why he relinquishes the basic masculine organ which animates his hotly opposed emotions.  This contradiction makes perfect sense if we understand his reversal of sex as a metaphor, a way of suggesting his peculiar spiritual commitment; on the other hand his unflagging lust is literal.  The implicit statement behind the drastic reversal metahpor seems to be this: I, Catullus, feel toward Lesbia the sexual bondage and tenderness that a woman does toward the man she loves.  Giving life to this intuitive profession we feel the traditional subservience to male libido in which western women have nearly always lived.  Freud has argued that the source of this subservience--which Catullus uses to explore his feelings towards Lesbia--is the ancient and strict preservation of taboo of virginity:

           
The maiden whose desire for love has for so long and with 

            
such difficulty been held in check, in whom the influences 

            of environment and education have formed resistances will 

            take the man who gratifies her longing, and thereby over-

            comes her  
resistance, into a close and lasting relationship 

            which will 
never again be available to any other man.  This 

             experience 
brings about a state of 'thraldom' in the woman

              that assures 
the man lasting and undisturbed possession of 

              her and makes 
her able to withstand new impressions and 

              temptations from without.7

And this "lasting and undisturbed possession" is what Catullus has not got.  The choice of enthralled virginity to serve as a myth of devotion absorbs power from virginity's 

combination of psychic and physical factors.  Logically the final exacerbation of this myth of devotion becomes castration, allowing all its ugly physicality to suggest Catullus' mangled sense of his once virile love.  Laudamia and Ariadne are both virgins; Laudamia's violet passion (You alone surpassed the passion of these,/when once you were matched with your golden-haired husband)8 is attributed to her virgin state; by dwelling on the intensity of his female personae's passion for their lovers, Catullus suggests the extent of his thraldom to Lesbia.  If Catullus were not known to us as a man, and one whose need for an extraordinary rapport between him and his girl was frustrated by her iniuria and his feelings of guilt, the deepest meaning of these poems and of Catullus' extraordinary gesture in them would escape us.  That virginity and thraldom are in Catullus' eyes absolute, as death is, we understand from LXVIII, which shows us that the death of Catullus' present existence.  He places a lament for his brother near Laudamia's loss of her husband, on the strange, forced ground that both met death at Troy.  The true ground for his identification with Laudamia is that her loss--of both sexual joy and the life of her husband--suggested Catullus' own loss of Lesbia and his brother's death, two events which are further symbolized for him by the emptiness of his domus.  The sexual loss Laudamia feels is strengthened and widened and made final by the fraternal loss, so Catullus can say to his brother:


  omnia tecum una perierunt gaudia nostra, 

                
quae tuus in vita dulcis alebat amor.


         All my joys have been destroyed along with you,

               
which your sweet love cherished while you were alive.


                                                                             (LXVIII,55-56)

Even though very significant in the development of Catullus' fascination with the possibilities of virginity as an expressive metaphor, LXIV and LXVIII are confusing and lacking in artistic fulness and finesse.  For the latter we must turn again to his two greatest poems, which both speak with clarity of Lesbia's hopeless betrayal.


        Siqua recordanti benefacta priora uoluptas

                est homini, cum se cogitat esse pium,


        nec sanctam uiolasse fidem, nec foedere nullo

                
diuum ad fallendos nnnumine abusum homines,


         multa parata manent in longa aetate, Catulle,

                
ex hoc ingrato gaudia amore tibi.


         nam quaecumque homines bene cuiquam aut dicere possunt

                
aut facere, haet a te dictaque factaque sunt.


          onmia quae ingratae perierunt credita menti.

                
quare iam te cur amplius excrucies?


          quin tu animo offirmas atque istinc teque reducis

               
et dis inuitis desinis esse miser?


          difficile est longum subito deponere amorem,

               
difficile est, uerum hoc qua lubet efficias:


          una salus haec est, hoc est tibi peruincendum,

                
hoc facias, siue id non pote siue pote.


           o di, si uestrum est misereri, aut si quibus umquam

                
extremam iam ipsa in morte tulistis opem,


            me miserum aspicite et, si uitam puriter egi,

                 
eripite hanc pestem perniciemque mihi,


             quae mihi subrepens imos ut torpor in artus

                  
expulit ex omni pectore laetitias.


              non iam illud quaero, contra me ut diligat illa,

                   
aut, quod non potis est, esse pudica uelit:


                ipse ualere opto et taetrum hunc deponere morbum.

                    
o di, reddite mi hoc pro pietate mea.

                                                                                   (LXXVI)

              If a man can take any pleasure in recalling the thought of kindness done, when he                                          
        thinks that he has been a true friend; and that he has not broken sacred faith, nor in

 
        any compact has used the majesty of the gods in order to deceive men, then there 


              are many joys in a long life for you, Catullus, earned from this thankless love.       
        For whatever kindness man can show to man by word or deed has been said and

              done by you.  All this was entrusted to an ungrateful heart, and is lost: why then  

              should you torment yourself now any more?  Why do you not settle your mind          
        firmly, and draw back, and cease to be miserable, in despite of the gods? It is 


       difficult suddenly to lay aside a long-cherished love.  It is difficult; but you should 
       accomplish it, one way or another.  This is the only safety, this you must carry 


             through, this you are to do, whether it is possible or impossible.  Ye gods, if      


             mercy is your attribute, or if ye ever brought aid to any at the very moment of       

 
       death,  look upon me in my trouble, and if I have led a pure life, take away this 




       plague and ruin from me.  Ah me! what a lethargy creeps into my inmost 


       joints, and has cast out all joys from my heart!  No longer is this my prayer, that 

             she should love me in return, or, for that is impossible, that she should 

             consent to be chaste.  I would myself be well again and put away this baleful

             sickness.  O ye gods, grant me this in return for my piety.


 His voice carries a dramatic quietness in it, coming among to many writhing and

sometimes hysterically vulgar attempts to attest his torn feelings.  Though the feelings are as torn as in Miser Catulle, they are here chastened, whispered, so that he may stoically sum them up by noting simply that it is hard to let go of a long-standing love affair.  To be his physical image of his moral turmoil, he chooses, instead of the religious madness of Attis, to see it as an insidious disease, and he now looks for salvation not toward the purge of plain speech of XI, or the fatalistic exhilaration of the Attis adventure, but toward a cure at the hands of benign divinities.  The goodness of his past actions, his kept faith, his decency, he reasons, must earn him enough joy to fill a long life and deliverance from his sexual nightmare.  He has stopped looking for strength in his own personality to resist Lesbia and expel the sickness.  Nor does he attempt a Shakespearian transformation of misery, or the change of heart Sappho asks Aphrodite to work in a reluctant girl.  His one mildly transforming gesture, which comes when he ironically thinks of these "joys," gaudia, as extracted from a thankless love, exposes its own futility: her love will always be worth more than however many gaudia would make his senescence phosphorescent.  But to which gods does he pray for release?  Perhaps to Aphrodite or Jupiter, perhaps the gesture is so doomed he does not bother to single them out.  Certainly these gods control a morality of traditional sanctity, and mercy, far different divinities than the charismatic and unmanning Cybele of LXIII.  In this half-successful change from a vital but destructive goddess, Cybele-Lesbia, to a more civilized but less potent crew, we have a revelation of why Catullus was never able to shake off his sickness.  Perhaps he recognized that a commitment of blood fever existed between himself and Cybele-Lesbia.  Remaining in his passionate sickness was an act of worship, perhaps to an evil goddess, but one who had power over him that he must acknowledge if he would accept his own nature.  The general inability to escape the sway of the goddess of lust drives Shakespeare's "expense of spirit" sonnet to its couplet:


 All this the world well knows, yet none knows well


To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell.


 
                                           (129)

Siqua recordanti benefacta is a moving and a profound poem, but because its gods are beyond it, are dei ex machina in fact, and not the goddess of sexual fury Catullus must engage, it is a less complete act in the Catullan experience than Furi et Aureli, where the goddess is in her flesh.  The final image of XI--the plow and meadowflower--establishes its affinity with LXIII, but Catullus here makes no attempt to indicate Lesbia in terms of the gods who reward piety.  Like LXIII, the whole poem is imagined in a world where Cybele's power is the unappeasable reality--it is Cybele-Lesbia's lack of human sensitivity which excites his sarcasm.  The message he sends to her is in her language, non bona dicta,"put none too nicely," and its point is not to purify her sluttishness but to reveal its cost.


Furi et Aureli, comites Catulli,


 siue in extremos penetrabit Indos,


 litus ut longe resonante Eoa

 


tunditur unda,


 siue in Hycranos Arabasue molles,


 seu Sagas sagittiferosue Parthos,


 siue quae septemgeminus colorat

 


aequora Nilus,


siue trans altas gradietur Alpes,


Caesaris uisens monimenta magni,


Gallicum Rhenum horribile aequor ulti-

 

mosque Britannos,


omnia haec, quaecumque feret uoluntas


caelitum, temptare simul parati,


pauca nuntiate meae puellae

 

non bona dicta.


cum suis uiuat ualeatque moechis, 


quos simul complexa tenet trecentos,


nullum amans uere, sed identidem omnium

 


ilia rumpens;


nec meum respectet, ut ante, amorem,


qui illius culpa cecidit uelut prati


ultimi flos, praetereunte postquam

 

tactus aratro est.

                                                                    (XI)


Furius and Aurelius, bound to Catullus


Though he penetrate to the ends of the Indies


Where the eastern ocean crashing in echoes

 

Pours up the shore,


Or into Hyrcania, soft Arabia, 


Among Tartars or the archers of Parthia,


Or where the Nile current, seven times the same,

 

   Colors the waters,


Or through the beetling Alps, by steep passes, should come


To look on the monuments of great Caesar,


Gaul, the Rhine, and at the world's bitter end

 

  The gruesome Britons,


Friends, both prepared to share with me all these


Or what else the will of heaven may send,


To my mistress take these few sentiments,

 


Put none too nicely:


Let her spread for her lechers and get her pleasure,


Lying wide to three hundred in one heat,


Loving none truly, but leaving them every one

 

 Wrung out and dropping;


But as for my love, let her not count on it


As once she could:  by he own fault it died


As a flower at the edge of a field, which the plow

 

 Roots out in passing.9
In its resonant use of allusion, thrice modulated tone of voice and decisive imagery this is plainly one of Catullus' finest shots.  But the difficulty of trying to express a complex moral emotion through a series of physical gestures is still with him.  How is he to present Lesbia as a formidable natural force, a ravenous slut, and Catullus' partner once in a love of healthy sweetness which she has cast aside?  How is he to distinguish his own fornication with her from that she accomplished with her moechi?  (Certainly mere multiplication of that sordid gang by three hundred is a witty, though only a limited answer.)  His solution to this last problem, which I postpone discussing for a few lines, is to let Lesbia make the distinction by the superior savagery with which she treats Catullus.

 
To send his true friends on such an errand would be callous; therefore we imagine he selected Furius and Aurelius as deserving enemies.  Perhaps the suggestion was that they would swell the number of moechi and deliver their message by acting it out.  The risks of adventurous travel they are willing to share with Catullus culminate in Lesbia herself, who ruptures or wrings those who copulate with her, but once dealt more violently with Gaius Valerius.  The modulation from the imperial tourism of the seven mouthed Nile, those Parthian archers, Caesar's memorials, and the hair-raising Britons to Lesbia's monumental and obscene vitality gives the tone its abrupt and total descent, but clearly Lesbia belongs among them as an eighth wonder of the world and as a final perilous destination.  The very action of her sex in "ilia rumpens" echoes back against the repeated line of Sapphics, "tunditur unda," "aequora Nilus," to parody their natural grandeur.  Once he has so established the salacious grandeur of her behavior, he can assert with sharper delicacy how separated from her his simple love has grown.  Her mechanical sexual extravagance, devouring men as if virility were her enemy, was not sensitive to Catullus' love for her, but treated him like the rest.  He asserts his difference, saying that while what she destroyed in him was manly, it was also flowerlike, possessing an integrity and beauty more intense than either the flower's wealthiness or his manhood.

 
This is surely as tremendous a poem as any of Shakespeare's sonnets.  But we may permit ourselves to feel that Catullus' flower image, subtle as it was, did not perfectly express the phallic delight whose continuance Catullus both cherished and knew was a sickness.  Castration is a physical punishment, and Lesbia's sin had been moral as well.  Because castration is sensational and exaggerated, the final two stanzas do not put us in touch with the profoundest private drama suggested by Lesbia's insensitivity.

 
Because he often consigns expression of his frustration to less complex images and gestures than Shakespeare does, Catullus gives us a sense of a mind that is tortured and longing, but a mind that does not consider with Shakespeare's sophisticated curiosity the subtleties of his own self-deception and the connection between sexual lust and moral degeneracy.  Our feeling that Catullus' experience of frustration in love, in some respects so similar to Shakespeare's, was really quite different, derives above all from their use of differing literary techniques.  Whereas Shakespeare delighted to move now closer, now farther away from the speaking voice, at one time identifying with it completely, at other times undercutting it with a pun or some other rhetorical device, Catullus even when he tried to put some distance between himself and the speaking voice, as in Miser Catulle or Furi et Aureli, slides at the last into a bitter voice which drowns out the lighter ironic melodies he set out to play.

 
But here in Shakespeare's 138th sonnet we see the value of a voice which can, through its double-entendres, impress on us that even when lovers' speech, consciousness and actions undermine one another, a dark sympathy of mind and body ravels them together again in human entanglement.


When my love swears that she is made of truth,


I do believe her though I know she lies,


That she might think me some untutor'd youth,


Unlearned in the world's false subtleties.


Thus vainly thinking that she thinks me young,


Although she knows my days are past the best,


Simply I credit her false-speaking tongue:


On both sides thus is simple truth suppress'd.


But wherefore says she not is unjust?


And wherefore say not I that I am old?


O love's best habit is in seeming trust,


And age in love loves not to have years told.

    
Therefore I lie with her, and she with me,

    
And in our faults by lies we flattered be.

                                                                        (138)

   The pun in the last line is more than a reminder that their pact of deception is confirmed by sleeping together.  Usually the act of sex is given some meaningful prelude, some joyful or ironic context, sensuously displayed.  Here the unadorned fact stands alone in its cynicism.  The "faults" are his mistress' unchastity and his own un- youthfulness, but the act of sexual pleasure makes these of no present importance and therefore dissolves their humiliating power.  The sestet takes the form of an inquiry into the motives of their futile suppression of truth, but the experience which gets into the last couplet is not simply the admission of the sexual flattery, but a climate of moral despair deeply infused and somehow lightened with a tired and almost gentle acknowledgment of what they give to each other.  Shakespeare imagines and lives in a milieu where tenderness and deception fill the same smile.  The "truth" that "love's best habit is in seeming trust"that "love's best habit is in seeming trust" is one to which Catullus could never acquiesce, since sex was more perfectly desirable in the degree to which it stimulated feelings of generous purity and unadulterated trust.  Like Hamlet, he knows not "seems."  (Once, in LXXII, Catullus uses a play on cognovi and nosse, words for carnal and moral knowledge, but there to separate his sexual from his later bitter spiritual perception of Lesbia.)


The situation Shakespeare finds himself in is an attitude of tolerance, which exudes a recognition of a possible moral world where love has other habits of real trust and where flattery is replaced by unambiguous love.  But this is not the world Shakespeare inhabits, so he imagines a way of coming to terms with the one he does.  Catullus longs for a world free of sexual faults, iniuria, and dramatizes his longing in the flower image, appeals to the gods, and in vituperation.


This primary imaginative difference is made possible largely by the idiom of 

Shakespeare'e age delighting in ambiguity and at ease with it.  In order to love they both must lie.  Their sympathy vibrates in that word lie, but its vibrations, like a bat's radar, warn of other and better worlds.


Love for Catullus may be enriched by sexual pleasure or embittered by rejection, but still will retain enough independence as a center of feeling, from these encroachers, that though they may color love, they cannot alter love and so create a new and disquieting synthesis when he says of his betraying plaint, "Lascivious grace, in whom all ill well shows, Kill me with spites; yet we must not be foes."  Even when we recall certain Shakespearian lines which seem to echo Catullus' belief in an unswerving passion, such as

          

Love is not love

          Which alters when it alteration finds,

           Or bends with the remover to remove.

           O no, it is an ever-fixed mark . . .

                                                               (116)

in terms of the entire sequence their true meaning is that in order not to remove or alter in disgust, love must absorb and comprehend many strange and ugly vicissitudes.  But for Catullus such a rapprochement between his ideal love and the reality of Lesbia as he found her--with all his heroic loathing for her and his equal longing to transform himself into a more perfect expression of passionate commitment--was not possible.  He had too blunt and clear-eyed a Muse.


Yet is it one of those curiosities which end by convincing us of their naturalness, that Shakespeare's protean transformations of feeling in the face of shifting truth, and Catullus' Menelaean intransigence in holding firm to his own love, now lulling promise, now wounding salt, now scathing fire, are both diverse approaches to the same deep knowledge of impasse.  Shakespeare's transformations may work rhetorically and in the masque of nonchalance he aims at those he loves, but a sharp bright ache is underneath all he says.  He arrives through grace and ambiguity not far from where Catullus is driven by frank ferocity.  Immediately following the sonnet which ends "Sweet flattery, then she loves but me alone," we find the next sonnet beginning, "When most I wink, then do mine eyes best see, . . ."  And we should also see Shakespeare best when he should also see Shakespeare best when most he winks at his truest emotions.

   Perhaps the only lasting conclusion to be drawn from these propositions is that revolutions of sensibility and literary style cannot cheat the human personality of melancholy kinships across the generations, as well as they are famed to do.

