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SUPERVISOR: Thomas K. Hubbard 

 Latin erotic poetry is an important genre recording surviving examples of male 

friendship. This report argues that a specific group of poems involving the poet and his 

powerful friend should be identified and studied separately as a sub-genre. Drawing 

examples largely from Horace, Catullus and Propertius, I argue that homosocial erotic 

poetry exploits the same repertoire of generic conventions as erotic poetry, but reshapes 

some of them for different functions. To articulate the erotic emphasis and the generic 

concern of this report, Eve Sedgwick’s notion of “homosocial desire” (1985) is 

introduced. The concept of homosociality is useful in revealing how male desire in our 

sub-genre has an erotic tinge and functions to foster the social bond of male friendship, 

but precludes the homoerotic possibility. Chapter One introduces the important terms and 

methodology chosen for this study, while Chapters Two to Four define and describe three 

distinctive features of the sub-genre. Chapter Two is devoted to showing that sermo 

amatorius, the “love speech” often featured in romantic relationships, can be assimilable 

to the structure of male homosocial relations. Chapters Three and Four examine how the 

sub-genre reshapes the recusatio and the topos of wealth to negotiate the tension of desire 
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between the poets and their powerful friends. Ultimately, this report argues that male 

homosocial desire motivates the sub-generic conventions and thereby the seemingly 

disparate poems constitute a coherent sub-generic classification.  
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Chapter One 

 Male Friendship and Homosocial Desire in Erotic Poetry 

 Germane to the interest of this report is a specific group of erotic poems in which 

the poet addresses a powerful male friend; while employing the language and 

conventions of erotic verse, the poem is engaged in affirming a primarily social rather 

than romantic bond. I propose that these poems should be studied separately as a sub-

genre, which has not yet been identified by scholars. This chapter offers a preliminary 

discussion of the theoretical framework of the present report. In light of Eve Sedgwick’s 

notion of male homosocial desire, I argue that the selected poems involving the poet and 

his patron/friend exhibit sub-generic features that set them apart from the larger genre of 

erotic poetry. The poets under discussion make generic choices to use erotic discourse 

and motifs to drive their homosocial bond.  

 This report concerns the male friendship between the poet and his more powerful 

amicus in the poetic context. I will draw from examples in which the poet’s amicus has 

explicitly patronal status, best exemplified by the patron-client relation between Horace 

and Maecenas. In other cases, the addressee’s status is non-patronal, as illustrated by the 

intellectual bond between Catullus and Calvus. I use the term “homosocial” to refer to 

these two kinds of male bonding in erotic poems. The term “homosocial,” originally 

coined by Sedgwick (1985), offers a useful distinction from homoerotic or homosexual, 



 2 

placing emphasis on social bonding between men.1 Erotic poetry records many surviving 

examples of these homosocial bonds, which are relevant to the discussion of this report. 

 This report argues that homosocial verse often co-opts erotic elements, which are 

often found in romantic relationships, but gives them a different function. Let us look at a 

programmatic example that demonstrates how eroticism can be repurposed in homosocial 

verse. In the opening lines of Ode 2.17, Horace styles the address to his patron Maecenas 

as a lover’s complaint: 

Cur me querelis exanimas tuis? 
nec dis amicum est nec mihi te prius 
obire, Maecenas, mearum 
grande decus columenque rerum. 
 
Why are you taking the life out of me with you complaints? 
Neither is it pleasing to the gods nor to me for you  
to die first, Maecenas,  
great glory and head of my affairs. (Ode 2.17.1-4)2 
 

The word “querelis” (1) immediately situates the conflict between Horace and Maecenas 

within an elegiac love context. Despite the erotic emphasis, we should not mistake this 

element as homoerotic. In fact, the language in the phrase grande decus columenque 

rerum (4) emphasizes the patronal role of Maecenas and thereby brings us back to the 

homosocial realm. The erotic language detected in the first line is better understood as 

pacifying the anxious friend and stabilizing the previously endangered bond. This 

example is illustrative of how the sub-genre of homosocial erotic poetry reshapes the 

conventional feature of sermo amatorius (lit. “the love speech”) for a new function.  

                                                
1 Sedgwick’s concept of homosociality will be discussed extensively later in the chapter. 
2 Translations of Latin works belong to the author of this report. 
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Erotic elements in homosocial relations were not to be found in Rome alone, but 

in fact were rooted in Greece. Ibycus, working within the Samian patronage system, is 

known for his homoerotic verse in praise of boys and his laudandus Polycrates.3 In 

Ibycus’ fr. 282 PMG,4 the last eight lines mark the climax of the poem with the praise of 

youth through the figures of Zeuxippus, son of Hyllis, and Troilus.5 The reference to the 

beauty of the mythological male figures serves to introduce the compliment to Polycrates 

and thereby renders Ibycus’ laudandus as an erotic subject. Ibycus’ example shows that 

the erotic language lends itself easily to encomiastic purposes. The conceivable kinship 

between the erotic and the encomiastic is also found in Pindar’s poems. One example of 

such generic blending in Pindaric epinikia is Pythian 6, the beginning of which states that 

Pindar ploughs the field of Aphrodite and draws the erotic link between Pindar and 

Thrasyboulos.6 On this argument, Lasserre also discovers that "erotic ornaments” could 

be embedded in other genres for the purpose of public praise.7 This conjoining is also 

evident in Horace’s Ode 2.12, which is discussed in Chapter 3; in this ode, Horace 

                                                
3 Polycrates was the ruler of Samos (reigned during 535-522 B.C.). Ibycus, born at Rhegium, served as a 
court poet to the wealthy tyrant Polycrates. 
4 For important studies on this poem, see Barron 1969, 119-149; Page 1951, 15-172. 
5 “[and also Zeuxippus, whom] Hyllis gold-girdled 
gave birth to; his eye-catching beauty 
Trojans and Danaans 
compared with Troilus’s, 
  like thriced-refined orichalc pitted 
  against the splendour of gold. 
  Their beauty is for ever; 
  and you too shall have fame undying, 
    Polycrates, 
  if we trust song and my own repute.” (Ibycus, fr. 282A 40-48, trans. West 1994) 
6 On an insightful discussion of the blending between erotic elements and an encomiastic genre, see Kurke 
1990, 85–107; Lasserre 1974, 5-33.  
7 Lasserre also uses Ibycus fr. 282 as an example. For more, see Lasserre 1974, 14-9. 
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combines the erotic subject of Licymnia with an encomium to appeal to his patron 

Maecenas. For Horace and others, “eros is an encomiastic theme; it does not indicate an 

amorous attachment between poet and victor (the powerful amicus in our case).”8 In 

other words, when a poet employs erotic language, it cannot be simply taken as a direct 

expression of the speaker’s erotic desire or necessarily a homoerotic attachment.9 

Instead, the poet borrows erotic motifs to color the homosocial language in order to 

appeal to his patron/friend, while still allowing himself some poetic freedom to work on a 

love theme and to maneuver a more preferred poetic agenda.  

Given this conventional interweaving of the erotic and the encomiastic in 

homosocial relationships, it might be helpful to offer a brief definition of terms. Classical 

scholars usually use the word “erotic” both to denote amor or romantic love and to 

connote sexual meanings. Latin literature provides a plethora of amatory discourses and 

erotic motifs, ranging from the obtrusively erotic work of Martial to the more subtly 

eroticized letters of Fronto and Marcus Aurelius.10 In fact, erotic poetry itself exists as a 

well-established genre in Latin literature. The corpora of Catullus, Horace, Ovid, 

Propertius and Tibullus best exemplify the genre of erotic poetry, in which oftentimes 

references and allusions to erotic images and sexual language are explicit.  

 The study of eroticism in Latin poetry has been gathering momentum in the past 

two decades, e.g. Lyne’s The Latin Love Poets from Catullus to Horace (1980), Veyne’s 

                                                
8 Crotty 1982, 154. On a useful discussion of erotic language in encomiastic poetry, see von der Mühll, 
1834, 211-44. 
9 This is not to negate the existence of homoeroticism in Latin poetry, as we have a plenty of poems of 
such sentiment, which cannot be treated within the present work.  
10 See Richlin 2006, 1-31. 
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Roman Erotic Elegy: Love, Poetry, and the West (1988), Wyke’s articles “In Pursuit of 

Love, the Poetic Self and a Process of Reading” (1989) and “Mistress and Metaphor in 

Augustan Elegy” (1989), Kennedy’s The Arts of Love: Five Studies in the Discourse of 

Roman Love Elegy (1993), Miller’s Latin Erotic Elegy (2002), etc. These scholars have 

long noted the eroticized male-male and patron-client relations in Roman poetry. Their 

approach, however, does not concern the question of genre.  

 Amongst works of scholarship, Oliensis’ (1997) article "The Erotics of amicitia: 

Readings in Tibullus, Propertius and Horace”11 is especially useful to my investigation. 

The author examines poems in which the poet is bound to the relations with his beloved 

and the patron/friend. This double role of the poet marks the convergence of the erotic 

and social relationships and exhibits the resemblances of these two types of bonds. 

Oliensis’ readings of the love poems show that Tibullus, Propertius and Horace exploit 

erotic discourse to cultivate their relationship with their patron/friend, which the author 

expresses as the “erotic potential of amicitia.” I.e., there exists a “cross-fertilization of 

friendship by sexual love, amicitia by amor,”12 as figured in the poetry of the three 

poets. 

 Following the spirit of Oliensis’ work, this report introduces the possibility of 

reading the poems involving the poet and his powerful amicus in the light of male 

homosocial desire. The following chapters analyze how the interplay of competing male 

desires motivates the reshaping of sub-generic features. A homosocial perspective allows 

                                                
11 Cf. Oliensis 1997, 151-71.  
12 Oliensis 1997, 155. 



 6 

us to see how these seemingly disparate poems constitute a coherent sub-generic 

classification. While close reading remains one of my methods, this report also pursues a 

broader formal question: what are the generic underpinnings for erotic discourse and 

motifs in poems addressing homosocial relationships? In other words, what generic 

features does the sub-genre of homosocial erotic poetry encapsulate?  

 To arrive at a more nuanced definition of “homosocial desire,” Sedgwick’s 

discussion in Between Men (1985) provides a useful hermeneutic tool for a critical 

analysis of homosocial erotic poetry. Her criticism will be especially helpful to gather our 

examples of the sub-genre under the same rubric. According to Sedgwick, homosociality 

and desire are understood as follows: 

“Homosocial” is a word occasionally used in history and the social 
sciences, where it describes social bonds between persons of the 
same sex; it is a neologism, obviously formed by analogy with 
“homosexual,” and just as obviously meant to be distinguished 
from “homosexual.” In fact, it is applied to such activities as “male 
bonding” … To draw the homosocial back into the orbit of 
“desire,” of the potentially erotic, then, is to hypothesize the 
potential unbrokenness of a continuum between homosocial and 
homosexual…13 
 
[T]he word “desire” [is chosen] rather than “love” to mark the 
erotic emphasis because, in literary critical and related discourse, 
“love” is more easily used to name a particular emotion, and 
“desire” to name a structure…“desire” [denotes] the affective or 
social force, the glue…that shapes an important relationship.14 
 

To borrow the Sedgwickean vocabulary, male homosociality reflects a basic tenet of 

Roman socio-political culture characterized by social bonding between men of different 

                                                
13 Sedgwick 1985, 1. 
14 Sedgwick 1985, 2. 
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ranks and power. Sedgwick’s observation about male homosociality is relevant to the 

Roman context of patronage and socio-political friendship: “in any male-dominated 

society, there is a special relationship between male homosocial … desire and the 

structures for maintaining and transmitting patriarchal power.”15 My motivation for 

employing this neologism is that “homosocial desire” has the virtue of articulating the 

erotic emphasis in non-sexual male bonds and is by definition less easy to confuse with 

heterosexuality and homosexuality, which are not germane to the present study.16 

 Sedgwick’s male homosocial desire then neatly articulates the nexus of 

associations that concern the thesis of this report: the generic question, the social and 

erotic dimensions of desire, and the nature of Roman male bonds. Her theory also offers 

us a more definitive method to identify and interpret poems where male homosocial 

desire is at play, which would otherwise be reduced to a rather fluid category without a 

more lucid theoretical delineation. This report reads erotic poems as key literary sites 

where male homosocial desire is at play. The poet’s choices to co-opt the generic features 

of erotic poetry are motivated by his urge to reconcile and regulate the competing desires 

with his patron/friend. This sub-genre shows that the poet often uses the erotic emphasis 

of desire to mediate the competing desires of socio-political or poetic orientation. This 

report investigates desire of a homosocial nature between male friends in erotic poems. 

Given that the expression “patron-client relation” does not encompass the more diverse 

phenomenon of male friendship in the Roman context, this report refers to the friendship 
                                                
15 Sedgwick 1985, 25. 
16 Although the homosexual relationship is not the main concern of this paper, it is important to note that 
‘homosexual’ and ‘homosocial’ are neither a dichotomy nor binary opposites. The two relations co-exist 
along the same continuum of homosocial desire. Cf. Sedgwick 1985, 1-5. 
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between the poet and his powerful amicus as a “homosocial relationship” or “homosocial 

bond.” “Desire” will be the commonly used term to discuss the erotic emphasis of the 

male bond. Chapter 2, focusing on the use of sermo amatorius, addresses how poets co-

opt erotic elements in mediating male desires in the homosocial situation. 

 In examining the sub-genre of homosocial erotic poetry and its distinction from 

the heterosexual and the homosexual, it is imperative to understand the ‘genetic’ 

similarity between hetero-/homosexual and homosocial desire that will account for some 

of the overlapping features across the two genres. In a Platonic mode of illustration, 

Cicero discusses how virtus gives birth to both amor and amicitia, which is reflected in 

the shared root-word “to love.” 17  In the interest of this paper, amor pertains to 

heterosexual or homosexual love whereas amicitia has more to do with homosocial 

desires. The fact that amor and amicitia share a similar genetic spark—the 

Ciceronian/Platonic virtus—makes it easier for us to understand how erotic language 

enters the homosocial relation between the poet and his patron/friend. The subsequent 

chapters will illustrate how an erotic tone and vocabulary operate within male homosocial 

relations in poetic formulations.  

 

                                                
17 Virtus, inquam, C. Fanni, et tu, Q. Muci, et conciliat amicitias et conservat. In ea est enim convenientia 
rerum, in ea stabilitas, in ea constantia; quae cum se extulit et ostendit suum lumen et idem aspexit 
agnovitque in alio, ad id se admovet vicissimque accipit illud, quo in altero est, ex quo exardescit sive 
amor sive amicitia; utrumque enim dictum est ab amando… 
“Virtue, I say, Gaius Fannius, and you Quintus Mucius, both creates and preserves friendships (amicitias). 
For in virtue is harmony of things; in her is stability; in her is steadfastness. When virtue lifts herself up and 
shows her light, and looks at and recognizes the same light in another, she moves toward it and receives it 
from the other in turn, from which what may be called love or friendship is kindled; for it is said that both 
words are derived from ‘loving’” (Amic. 100).  
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The Roman Literary Patron-client System18  

 Although this report focuses on different homosocial relationships represented in 

erotic verse, it is useful to outline some historical background on the Roman patron-client 

relationship, which is the most prevalent homosocial bond represented in this sub-genre 

and best exemplified by the relation between Horace and Maecenas. Wealthy patrons 

within the period of interest, including Augustus, Maecenas, Messalla, Pollio and 

Tullus,19 are important to our understanding of Roman literary history because they were 

recorded sponsors of poetry.20 The Roman patron-client system constitutes asymmetrical 

friendships between men of different social ranks. These relationships could be based on 

monetary support21 or established for the sake of garnering beneficia that allows poets to 

exploit and have easy access to imperial resources given their patrons’ fame.  When 

commissioning poems, patrons sometimes, though not always, impose specific generic 

demands and poetic requirements that their clients have to either accept or confront. At 

other times, the poets’ reference to the patrons’ request could be a construct of the genre. 

If the clients accept their patrons’ request, then they put themselves in subjection to the 

sponsor. E.g., the patron has the authority to command the production of a literary work 

to fulfill his desire for reading about a certain subject matter or for aggrandizing his fame. 

However, client-poets or writers have the power to refuse. Examples of direct refusal 
                                                
18 White’s Promised Verse (1993) remains an indispensable study on this subject. 
19 Pollio will be brought in Chapter 3. It remains uncertain as to whether Tullus was a patron or a friend of 
more superior rank to Propertius. The second half of Chapter 3 discusses the homosocial bond between 
Tullus and Propertius. Catullus, whose examples are also important to this report, is said to be rich enough 
and have no patron.  
20 See Gold 1987, 111-4 and Wallace-Hadrill 1989, 63-87 for detailed accounts on this subject. 
21 For example, Crinagoras of Mytilene, a Greek epigrammatist living as a court poet in Rome, was 
financially dependent on his patron Augustus. 
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include Cicero rejecting Lucceius’ request for a monograph (Ad. Fam. 5.12) and Laberius 

turning down the job of writing a mime for Clodius (Macrob. Sat. 2.6.6). Some poets 

might prefer a more implicit rejection through the deployment of a rhetorical device 

called recusatio. As will be discussed in Chapter 3, the poets can still execute their desire 

for the subject matters best suited to love poetry through a subtle and tactful rejection, as 

best exemplified by Horace’s Ode 2.12.  

 The Greek tradition may have offered Roman poets guidance in navigating their 

interests and obligations to the patrons. Meleager’s Garland (compiled around 90 B.C.) 

records some epigrams on how poets could use their clientary and poetic skill for the 

interests of their patrons in the Hellenistic context and in late republican Rome.22 

Exchanges of poetry took place, evidenced in Apollonides’ compliment on Laelius’ 

poetic gifts. 23  In Chapter 2, we will see that exchange of poetry constitutes the 

fundamental axis of the homosocial bond between Catullus and Calvus.  

 It is imperative to stress that the present work concerns the homosocial erotic 

poems in the late republican and imperial periods. Thus, the clientary requests, such as 

petitions for legal and financial assistance (e.g. in Hor. Epist. 2.1.102-7 and Cic. De Or. 

3.133), only reflect ancestral norms rather than the picture of the “relationship between 

the great man and his tenuiores amici”24 in Catullus, Horace, Propertius and Tibullus’ 

time. It would be an anachronistic preconception to apply the Hellenistic phenomenon to 

                                                
22 Wiseman 1982, 34. 
23 See related examples in Apollonides nos. 21, 25, 26. 
24 Wiseman 1982, 29. 
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the Roman context and claim financial support as the only or most important motive for 

the client-poet to seek from patronage.25 

 In fact, the poets and other Roman authors in the periods in question, compared to 

the Greek writers in Rome and early Republican clients, are more independent to the 

extent that they would decline offers of literary projects requested by their patrons or 

amici. Some of the poets, such as Catullus, were wealthy enough not to depend on 

patrons. Both Propertius and Horace were equestrians: Horace talks about his equestrian 

status, e.g. in Satire 1.6, and he was already well-off even before his introduction to 

Maecenas’ circle.26 Therefore, Horace’s reference to his modest circumstances could be 

“a mere polite pretence.”27  

 In microcosm, homosocial erotic poetry epitomizes a culture-specific aspect of 

ancient Rome’s literary economy. Client-poets gained beneficia by offering officia and 

demonstrating virtue, i.e. loyalty, to patrons and by composing magnificent literary 

products for patrons’ consumption. It is important to note that the amicitia between 

patron and client need not be entirely understood in transactional or political terms: affect 

sometimes came into play. As will be demonstrated, poems in our sub-genre, especially 

that of Horace, are often fused with the erotic elements also found in romantic love 

verses. Therefore, the genre of erotic poetry opens a window onto the patron-client 

system as well as different homosocial bonds. 

                                                
25 Another qualification to be noted is that patronage was at all times a diverse and pervasive phenomenon 
that did not necessarily involve persons of two very different classes. However, the surviving examples, 
which are the focus of this report, only show the more asymmetrical relationships. 
26 Armstrong 1986, 256. 
27 Armstrong 1986, 283. 
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 Homosocial erotic poetry then becomes a literary site of negotiation of different 

kinds of power and desire at work. The issue of homosocial desire becomes more 

complicated when the patron himself becomes a literary component in the poems, instead 

of just playing a backstage role as a sponsor. This “coming out on the stage” of the patron 

complicates the poetic formulation. Therefore, the homosocial erotic poems, especially 

those of Horace, best show the tension of homosocial desires, a feature that differentiates 

this genre from the general typology of erotic poetry.  

 

Texts and Methods 

 The meaningful relationship between the socio-political and the erotic in 

homosocial relationships has been overlooked when subsuming this genre under the more 

general typology of erotic poetry. Given that the social configuration of male 

homosociality differs from that of the hetero- and/or homosexual relationships, 

examining the generic features of homosocial erotic poems helps to reveal different 

negotiations of desire compared to other types of erotic poetry. If “[e]very genre has its 

own competence, each should do its own job.”28 It is then necessary for us to ask these 

questions: why is it helpful to identify homosocial erotic poetry as a sub-genre? What is 

its competence? In other words, what are its formal elements, and how does this genre 

encode and engender specific meanings and discourse? In Conte’s terms, how does “the 

text [e.g. a homosocial erotic poem] receive a language and a reader”?29 In a sense, this 

                                                
28 Conte 1994, 35. 
29 Conte, 1994, 36. 
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mode of investigation is conceived as a literary critical question—how could a separate 

treatment of male homosocial desire mediated by a homosocial relation complicate the 

conventions of erotic poetry? 

 For an effective discussion of a homosocial erotic subgenre, this paper proposes 

the following three categories of erotic poetry:30 

(1) between the poet and the female/male beloved, e.g. the puella in Propertius 
and Lesbia in Catullus; 
(2) between the poet and his patron/friend, e.g. odes from Horace to Maecenas, 
poems from Catullus to Calvus; 
(3) among the poet, his patron/friend, and a third poetic figure (e.g. the female, or 
the male beloved, or another rival-patron or -client). 
 

 
 Categories (2) and (3) of erotic poems between patron and client should be set 

apart from (1) so as to problematize the existing generic notion of homosocial erotic 

poetry. It should be noted that poems about homoerotic love are categorized in (1). The 

scope of the present study is limited purposefully to homosocial relations. As mentioned 

above, in Sedgwick’s initial formulation, “homosocial” is broader than but inclusive of 

the “homosexual.” However, in this report, the term is modified to embrace most of that 

broader range but exclude the homosexual. As this report will show, homosocial erotic 

poetry is an outgrowth of erotic poetry. They are natural cousins in that this sub-genre 

shares the same form and operates under similar principles and topoi as its larger genre. 

                                                
30  For the first category, this report primarily examines poems involving the female beloved as 
comparison to the second and third categories, due to the limited length of the investigation. There are a 
plethora of homoerotic poems dealing with the lover-poet and his male beloved (puer), e.g. Marathus in 
Tib. 1.4, 1.8, and 1.9; Iuventius in Catullus’ epigram Cat. 48. For a lengthier discussion on the erotic 
relationship between Catullus and Iuventius, see Wiseman 1985, 130. Most of this report’s discussion 
focuses on Catullus, Horace and Propertius. Only a few of examples from Tibullus can be treated given the 
space constraints.  
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By looking into male-male relations between a powerful figure and a social subordinate, 

this paper will reveal how the same content and devices serve different functions in the 

homosocial sub-genre than in other types of erotic poetry due to their associations with 

different occasions.  

 Three limitations should be admitted at the outset. First, the poems in this study 

are drawn exclusively from the late republic to the Augustan periods, because they offer a 

sizeable number of examples of homosocial relations projected or reflected in poetry. 

Second, this report in principle concerns primarily lyric and elegiac poems in which the 

poet and his patron/friend are both figured in verses. Works by literary clients of other 

sorts are mentioned only where their situations offer useful parallels. Third, given the 

length of the present report, only a relatively small number of poems can be offered in 

my investigation. Therefore, while the gist of the project is to suggest larger meanings 

about the genre, we should be cautious not to over-generalize our findings. 

Given the potentially extensive scope of this inquiry, this report examines the 

generic features of homosocial erotic poetry by focusing on Horace’s poems to Maecenas 

and a few extant poems from Maecenas to Horace; several poems by Catullus and 

Propertius; and a few references to Tibullus’ Book 1. Horace’s poems will take up a more 

central place in the discussion because one-fourth of Horace’s Odes are erotic in nature31 

and a good number of them are dedicated to his patron Maecenas. 32  Given the 

consistency in tone and address, Horace’s corpus best illustrates the genre of homosocial 

                                                
31 Conte 1994, 310. 
32 The introductory poems of Sat. 1, the Epodes, Odes 1, Epist. 1 are some example poems directed to 
Maecenas. 



 15 

erotic poetry. Other authors’ poems will be offered to stress the nuances and different 

configurations of homosocial bonds. 

 Since the present study of erotic poetry cuts across both lyric and elegiac modes 

of representation, the discussion of genre is not classified by the meter in which the erotic 

poems were written, but is concerned more with the employment of different generic 

features. Examples include sermo amatorius, recusatio, the imagery of militia amoris, 

servitium amoris, dives amator, the topos of death and/or illness, gender reversal, 

protestation of fidelity, the use of oath, accusation by the betrayed lover, praise of pudor 

(as opposed to perfidy) and virtus (as opposed to seduction by wealth), etc.33 These 

primary features are easily identifiable in the genre of erotic poetry. The subsequent 

chapters will move to the peculiar generic features that set homosocial erotic poetry apart 

from its larger genre. I have chosen sermo amatorius, which is the most overt feature, in 

Chapter 2. Chapters 3 and 4 treat the other two more complex features: the rhetorical 

device recusatio and the topos of wealth. In addition, I argue that the poets in the sub-

genre employ and repurpose these three features, supporting the usefulness of identifying 

the sub-genre in question.  

 

                                                
33 Generic features of different kinds have been expounded in detail by Cairns, 1972.  
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Chapter Two 

 Sermo amatorius in Male Homosocial Bonds  

We turn now from an exposition of the theoretical framework to the first generic 

feature. Sermo amatorius, literally "love-speech," ranges from the simple, straightforward 

use of terms of endearment and erotic diction to the artistic interweaving of amatory 

motifs. Indispensable concordances of sermo amatorius include Pichon’s Index 

Verborum Amatoriorum (1966) and Pierrugues’ Glossarium Eroticum Linguae Latinae 

(1826).34 Just as in romantic relationships, male friends in homosocial relationships also 

exploit some of the diction typical of sermo amatorius. The use of erotic discourse in the 

homosocial realm mediates competing desires between male friends. However, the 

resemblance of the language in romantic and homosocial relationships is everywhere 

assumed, but nowhere dissected. This chapter discusses the use of this generic feature 

and its function in the homosocial relationship between Horace and Maecenas as well as 

that between Catullus and Calvus in selected poems.  

Sermo amatorius, germane to the larger genre of erotic poetry, is also used 

abundantly in the sub-genre of homosocial erotic poems but is exploited for different 

effects. Horace’s poetry documents extensive and colorful examples of sermo amatorius 

in his eroticized relationship to Maecenas. For instance, Horace’s Ode 2.17 vividly casts 

the male homosocial bond between Horace and Maecenas in a quasi-homoerotic mode. 

                                                
34 On a comprehensive study on the sexual aspect of sermo amatorius, see J. N. Adams’s The Latin 
Sexual Vocabulary (1982). On sermos amatorius in comedy, see K. Preston’s Studies in the Diction of the 
Sermo Amatorius in Roman Comedy (1916).  
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The background to this poem is that Maecenas has just recovered from illness35 and 

Horace escaped from a falling tree (alluded to in 2.17.27-8). The patron is anxious about 

being separated from his client due to death. A marked tone of interdependence between 

Horace and Maecenas is detected right at the beginning of the poem: 

Cur me querelis exanimas tuis? 
nec dis amicum est nec mihi te prius 
obire, Maecenas, mearum 
grande decus columenque rerum. 
 
Why are you taking the life out of me with you complaints? 
Neither is it pleasing to the gods nor to me for you  
to die first, Maecenas,  
great glory and head of my affairs. (Ode 2. 17. 1-4) 

 

The poem begins with Horace questioning why Maecenas made complaints (querelis, l. 

1). This exchange resembles the behavior of querulous lovers in elegy, echoing 

Propertius’ querulous Cynthia (e.g. Prop. 1.6.11: “his ego non horam possum durare 

querelis./Amid these complaints I cannot bear for an hour”).36 Horace characterizes the 

vitality of Maecenas’ complaints by saying that his patron takes the anima out of him. 

The verb exanimas anticipates the reference to Maecenas as part of his soul in Stanza 2. 

Switching from this initial counter-reproach, Horace reassures Maecenas that he is the 

“great glory and head of [his] affairs” (mearum/grande decus columenque rerum, ll. 3-4). 

The phrase grande decus columenque strikes a strong verbal echo of Ode 1.1.2, where 

Maecenas is similarly exalted as Horace’s bulwark (praesidium, corresponding to 
                                                
35 For the background to this poem, see Nisbet and Hubbard 1978, 272-3. Garrison notes that Horace 
wrote Ode 2.17 in 30 B.C. to cheer up Maecenas who was in the process of recovery from depression and 
fear of death (1991, 284). 
36 The word “querela” is a distinctively elegiac term: in Tib. 1.2.9, 1.4.71-2; Prop. 1.6.11, 3.10.9; Ov. Am. 
2.4.27, 3.1.4, etc. (Pichon 1966, 248).  
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columen). This phrase refers to the benefactor’s material and moral support,37 as well as 

his cherished glory (dulce decus meum) given Maecenas’ prestigious patronage. This 

poem deepens the client’s encomiastic tone as seen in Ode 1.1 but transcends into a 

higher intimacy in that Maecenas is championed as “part of [Horace’s] soul” 

(meae…partem animae, l. 5). Horace elaborates this metaphor by juxtaposing Maecenas’ 

pars and another pars of his own (alteram, l. 6), which constitutes the whole of Horace 

(integer, l. 8):  

a! te meae si partem animae rapit 
maturior vis, quid moror alteram, 
nec carus aeque nec superstes 
integer? 
 
If some force snatches away you, who are part of my soul,  
before me, ah, what do I care for the other part,  
no longer equally loved, and, though surviving,  
nor whole if I live? (Ode 2.17.5-8) 

 
The above lines elevate the clientary discourse to a level that resembles a lovers’ 

exchange. Horace asks a rhetorical question: what would happen to him if Maecenas 

dies? The implicit answer to the above question is death: ille dies utramque/ducet ruinam 

(“That day will drag both of us down to death.” ll. 8-9). Horace’s reasoning is that his 

other half would not be equally loved (nec carus aeque, l. 7)38 and living wholly 

(superstes/integer, ll. 7-8).39 The idea of integer versus pars reinforces the intimacy of 

their homosocial bond and highlights their co-existence as a single unit. In fact, Horace 

                                                
37 Garrison 1991, 200. 
38 carus, a more general amatory term, often appears in love poetry too. Selected instances are: Prop. 1. 4. 
22, 19. 18. 2, Tib. 1. 2. 93, Cat. 64. 32, etc. 
39 In Epode 1.5-6, Horace says that the fact that Maecenas lives is a delight to him, and vice versa (quid 
nos, quibus te vita si superstite/iucunda, si contra, gravis). 
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also addresses Virgil in a similar epithet as animae dimidium meae in Ode 1.3.8. This 

idea has a Greek provenance, echoing Aristophanes’ comic discourse on the origin of 

love (Symposium 189C-193D). 

In order to strengthen his homosocial bonds with his superiors, Horace references 

the idea of “the sharing of a single anima” as the highest expression of his ties with 

Horace and Virgil. Furthermore, Horace’s channeling of affection through the mention of 

anima resembles its usage in a love context. This connection between homosocial 

relationship and erotic discourse is reconfirmed by the image of the “sharing of anima.” 

Horace borrows the literary quality of this image, a method that is traced back to 

Callimachus, who is Horace’s favorite model. In fact, the epithet that Horace ascribes to 

Maecenas and Virgil is borrowed from Callimachus’ Ἥµισύ µευ ѱυχῆς in A.P. 

12.73.1.40 The Greek epigrammatist talks about the peregrine anima in a love context: 

Ἥµισύ µευ ѱυχῆς ἔτι τὸ πνέον, ἥµισυ δ’ οὐκ οἶδ’ 
εἴτ’ Ἔρος εἴτ’ Ἀίδης ἥρπασε· πλὴν ἀφανές. 

ἦ ῥά τιν’ ἐς παίδων πάλιν ᾤχετο. καὶ µὲν ἀπεῖπον 
πολλάκι· Τὴν δρῆστιν µὴ ὑποδέχεσθε, νέοι. 

…41 δίφησον· ἐκεῖσε γὰρ ἡ λιθόλευστος 
κείνη καὶ δύσερως οἶδ’ ὅτι που στρέφεται. 

Half of my soul is the one that still breathes, and I don’t know 
if Eros or Hades has seized it. Except that it goes unnoticed. 
Does it again go to some other boys? And I forbid often. 
Do not receive the runaway, young men. 
..Search for it. For that one the gallows-bird, 
cursed in love, I know that it is somewhere loitering.  
(A.P. 12.73)42 

                                                
40 The phrase is also used in Meleager (A.P. 12.52.2) but the poet does not integrate the idea into the 
whole epigram. On commentary, see Gow and Page 1965, 158-9. 
41 I decided to leave out the beginning word(s) of line 5, given the difficult textual reconstruction. 
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Echoing Horace, the first line expresses that the poet is only half alive, echoing Horace. 

Callimachus’ epigram further supports Horace’s method of borrowing erotic imagery and 

language to establish his homosocial discourse with powerful friends. The reference to 

anima is also employed in Propertius’ Gallus-poems (1.6.26 and 1.13.17) and Cat. 30.7. 

The verbal echo of other love poets points to Horace’s method of eroticizing homosocial 

relations, although none of the elegists elaborate the sharing of a single anima as fully as 

Horace. Thus, Horace’s appropriation of amatory expression functions to stabilize his 

amicitia with Maecenas.  

The subsequent lines in Ode 2.17 also illustrate a blending of the language and 

motifs of amor and amicitia:  

…ille dies utramque  
ducet ruinam. non ego perfidum 
dixi sacramentum: ibimus, ibimus,43  
utcumque praecedes, supremum 
carpere iter comites parati 
 
That day will bring on a shared ruin.  
I have sworn an oath, not trust-violating. 
We will go; we will go, whenever you will take the lead, 
prepared as comrades to seize the final journey together. (Ode 2.17.8-12) 

 

In the above lines, Horace styles his relationship with Maecenas as comradeship, which is 

evident in “comites” in 12. This word recalls another homosocial bond of Catullus with 

Furius and Aurelius in Cat. 11.1; however, there seems to be a weakening tone of 

                                                                                                                                            
42 This epigram is adapted by Q. Lutatius Catulus, ca. 149-87 B.C. His poem is quoted by Aulus Gellius 
(19.9.14) (Gow and Page 1968, 158). Courtney comments that it was a new Roman phenomenon for an 
aristocrat to imitate a Hellenistic homosexual erotic poem (1993, 75). 
43 Horace could possibly also borrow from Catulus’s adaptation of Callimachus. In Catulus’ version, the 
poet uses “ibimus quaesitum,” which Horace repeats twice in Ode 2.17.10 (Gow and Page 1968, 159). 
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intimacy in Cat. 11 compared to this ode. Horace reassures Maecenas that neither of them 

will die before the other, and emphasizes that there would be only a shared death between 

them. This echoes Oliensis’ statement that “Two men who share a single anima cannot 

but live and die together. The surviving Aristophanic half, severed from its mate, will not 

survive for long.”44 To guarantee such reassurance, Horace seals his promise with a 

sacred oath (9-10). In conveying his loyalty, Horace formulates his relation with 

Maecenas in a way that is reminiscent of a romantic relationship. However, he presents 

himself as loyal, unlike the elegiac puella who is always perfidious: non ego 

perfidum/dixi sacramentum (“I have sworn a solemn oath and will not break it”, 2.17.9-

10). This “oath-bound compact of fealty between comrades not only has a martial aspect, 

but also an erotic charge. It is reminiscent of a pair of warriors and lovers who fight and 

die together in Vergil— Nisus and Euryalus (Aeneid 9.334-500). For Horace and 

Maecenas, their battle is to seize the final journey together (supremum/carpere inter, ll. 

11-2). Horace’s attempt to reassure the anxious Maecenas resembles the lovers’ oath 

often found in the poems of the elegiac poets and of Catullus, who will be discussed later 

in this chapter.45  

A comparison to Propertius’ love elegy underscores Horace’s adoption of an 

amatory mode in mediating homosocial desire. Maecenas’ anxiety about being separated 

from Horace and the importance of their co-existence both in life and in death resemble 

Propertius’ deployment of the elegiac motif of mutual death in his love poem: 

                                                
44 Oliensis 1997, 167. “Horace did in fact die fifty-nine days after Maecenas” (Garrison 1991, 284). 
45  Preston 1916, 57-60. 
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una ratis fati nostros portabit amores 
caerula in inferno velificata lacu 

si non unius, quaeso, miserere duorum! 
vivam, si vivet; si cadet illa, cadam.  

 
One boat of death will carry our love, that boat  
whose somber sails are hoisted upon the lake of hell. 
If you cannot pity one, I ask, pity on both! 
If she will live, I shall live; if she will die, so shall I. (Prop. 2. 28.39-42) 

 

In these lines, Propertius stresses the motif of unity in love through the depiction of a 

single boat of fate or death (una ratis fati, l. 39) carrying their amores, an idea that is also 

picked up by the word unius (41). The last line underlines the unification with the 

beloved not only in life, but also in death. The yoking of lives in love recurs in Prop. 

2.15.36 in another symmetrical construction: huius ero vivus, mortuus huius ero/ “hers 

will I be in life, her will I be in death.”46 The preoccupation with “love until death,”47 or 

more precisely “love after death,”48 is not only a favorable emphasis in Propertius’ elegy, 

but also reminds us of Maecenas’ worry about death which brings about his eternal 

separation from Horace in Ode 2.17. Propertius’ love verses also echo the language of 

integer in Horace’s poem. Just as Propertius wants to live and die together with his 

puella, Horace also refers to “the shared ruin” (8-9) of death with Maecenas. The 

comparison to Propertius adds another level of subtle eroticism to the homosocial 

relationship between Horace and Maecenas.  

                                                
46 Propertius varies the themes of love and death also in 1.19 and 2.26. 
47 Lyne 1980, 66. 
48 Lyne 1980, 141-2.  
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Although we do not know much about the elegiac puella’s response to Propertius’ 

verses above, fortunately Maecenas’ fragmentary odes lend us some assurance that erotic 

discourse is reciprocated in a patron-client relationship. Although Maecenas’ fragments 

are lamentably inadequate, the patron’s effusive language informs us that Horace’s 

eroticized account of their relationship is well-received by his patron Maecenas, 

providing us with useful testimony. In fr. 2,49 Maecenas addresses Horace as mea vita, 

an amatoria apellatio frequently favored by Catullus of Lesbia and Propertius of 

Cynthia.50 For instance, in Cat. 104. 1-2,51 Catullus compares Lesbia to his life, which is 

more important than his eyes. The same term of endearment also appears in Cat. 109, 

another famous poem to Lesbia. In another fragmentary ode, Maecenas addresses Horace 

with a more effusively erotic tone: 

Ni te visceribus meis, Horatii, 
plus iam diligo 
 
If I now don’t love you more than my very insides, Horace.  
(fr. 3, Maecenas to Horace) 52 
 

In this example, Maecenas reciprocates Horace’s affection through the exchange of erotic 

verses. Although Maecenas does not go so far as to use amo in his ode, diligo still 

conveys a strong erotic tone. In the entry for diligo in Index Verborum Amatoriorum, 

Pichon catalogues the instances of diligo largely in a love context in the poems of 

                                                
49 Courtney 1993, 295. 
50 For more on mea vita as amatoria apellatio, see Cat. 104. 1, 45. 13, 68. 155, 109.1; Prop. 2. 3. 23, 2. 
20. 11, 2. 26. 1; Ov. Am. 3.8.11, 12 (Pichon 1966, 298). 
51 “Credis me potuisse meae maledicere vitae, ambobus mihi quae carior est oculis?” (Cat. 104. 1-2) 
52 Courtney 1993, 296. 
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Propertius, Catullus and Ovid.53 In Cat. 6. 4-5, 76. 23, 81. 2, Prop. 2. 24. 43, 2. 25. 29, 4. 

1.117, Ovid’s Am. 1.4.3, etc., diligere conveys the same semantic force as amare.54 

While the object of diligere is the lover in the above instances, what is distinctive in 

Maecenas’ use of diligo is its address to his client. Besides, the affective tone is 

heightened by comparing the importance of Horace to his visceribus. Pichon renders 

viscera as animo intimo,55an intimacy reminiscent of Horace’s comparison of Maecenas 

to part of his anima. The sermo amatorius in this fragment suggests that the erotic 

discourse is not necessarily limited to the client. In fact, it is germane to the homosocial 

mode of communication.  

As the above examples illustrate, sermo amatorius in the sub-genre is exploited primarily 

to strengthen the homosocial ties with male friends. Our valuable evidence from the 

reciprocal use of sermo amatorius by both Horace and Maecenas further supports the 

important role of the erotic language in mediating homosocial desire and cultivating 

amicitia. The following section turns our attention to another type of male homosociality. 

 

Catullus and Calvus: an example of eroticized amicitia  

 Although Catullus and Calvus56 are not patron and client, their friendship is one 

of intellectual accord and offers us a useful parallel to the case of Horace and Maecenas. 

Specifically, their eroticized amicitia demonstrates the use of sermo amatorius in 

                                                
53 Pichon 1966, 130. 
54 “Sed multo saepius idem valet diligere atque amare” (Pichon 1966, 130). 
55 Pichon 1966, 298. 
56 C. Licinius Macer Calvus is famed for his elegies to Quintilia (mentioned in Prop. 2.34.89-90), which 
we now only possess in fragments. 
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mediating homosocial desire outside the context of the patron-client relation. Compared 

to Horace’s, Catullus’ poems are more erotically charged. There is a growing interest in 

studying the erotic coloring of the relationship between Catullus and Calvus, another 

famous neoteric poet and orator. Fitzgerald (1995) and Krostenko (2001) view the erotics 

of Catullus’ work as a kind of social performance.57 Cat. 50 is a full-blown erotic poem, 

presented as a “verse epistle”58 to Calvus: 

Hesterno, Licini, die otiosi 
multum lusimus in meis tabellis, 
ut convenerat esse delicatos. 
scribens versiculos uterque nostrum 
ludebat numero modo hoc modo illoc, 
reddens mutua per iocum atque vinum. 
atque illinc abii tuo lepore 
incensus, Licini, facetiisque,  
ut nec me miserum cibus iuvaret 
nec somnus tegeret quiete ocellos, 
sed toto indomitus, furore, lecto 
versarer, cupiens videre lucem, 
ut tecum loquerer simulque ut essem. 
at defessa labore membra postquam 
semimortua lectulo iacebant, 
hoc, iucunde, tibi poema feci, 
ex quo perspiceres meum dolorem.  
nunc audax cave despuas, ocelle, 
ne poenas Nemesis reposcat a te. 
est vemens dea: laedere hanc caveto. 
 
Yesterday, Licinius, on a leisurely day 
we played much on my tablets 
as it had been agreed that they are erotic. 
Each of us writing little verses 
played in one meter and in another meter, 
taking turn with joke and wine. 

                                                
57 For the specifics of their arguments, see Fitzgerald 1995, 34-58 and Krostenko 2001, 233-290. 
58 Burgess 1986, 584; Garrison 2004, 120; Gunderson 1997, 203; Wray 2001, 97. Scholars have long 
debated whether the gift-poem mentioned at 16 refers to Cat. 50 or Cat. 51, an adaptation of Sappho 31. 
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But I also left from there, burned by your charm, 
Licinius, and by your wits, 
that neither food helped me being miserable 
nor sleep touched my eyes with quietness. 
But untamed, I tossed around on my entire bed with fire 
longing to the light 
so that I might talk with you and I could be with you together. 
But when my limbs, having worn out by the labor afterwards, 
lay half-dead on the little bed, 
I made this poem, my sweet one, for you, 
from which you might discern my grief. 
Now beware not to be rash,  
I pray, my eye, beware not to spurn my prayers. 
Nemesis might demand penalties from you in turn. 
She is a powerful goddess: beware not to offend her. 
(Cat. 50. 1-21) 
   

The poem begins with Catullus speaking in retrospect and in a nostalgic voice 

about the day when Catullus and Calvus, otiosi, were composing versiculi in a sympotic 

fashion, with iocum and vinum (1-6). The tone and context resemble an actual erotic 

encounter, thus eclipsing the homosocial aspect of their relationship at this point. As 

Gunderson puts it, “nearly every line [of Cat. 50] is packed with the diction of erotic 

verse.”59 Sermo amatorius pervades the first 17 lines of the poem through explicit verbal 

cues such as delicatos, lepore, and facetiis,60 references to a miserable lover (me 

miserum, dolorem61), and symptoms of amatory furor (indomitus furore, lecto versarer), 

etc. The two poets swap little verses on their tabellae (2) as if on lectulus (15). They 

agree that the verses should be delicati (3), which suggests the subject matter as 

                                                
59 Gunderson 1997, 205. 
60 All these terms are standard erotic vocabulary, included in Pierrugues 1826, 170, 210, and 287. Also 
see Krostenko’s discussion of lep(idus) and facet(us) as terms for Callimachean poetry (2001, 255). 
61 Propertius often speaks of his dolores, e.g. in Prop. 1.10.13, 1.17.19, 2.15.35, 3.20.27, 3.23.17 (Pichon 
1966, 132-3). 
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something erotic or sexual. The use of the diminutive in versiculi (4), the little verses or 

verselets that are delicati (3), suggests their association with “elegy specifically as love 

poetry.”62 The association of deliciae with sexual peccadillos in 74.2 confirms the erotic 

connotation of delicatos in Cat. 50. Versiculus, according to Garrison, means “light verse, 

a short line of verse, epigrammatic verse.” Versiculus is used in 16.3, another poem 

loaded with eroticism. It is interesting that Catullus ascribes an erotic tinge to versiculi by 

describing the little verses as molliculi (16.3-4), suggesting their mannerism as 

“lascivious, libidinous.”63  

Other language choices reaffirm the erotic associations of these early lines. 

Vocabulary such as incensus (8), furor (11) and dolor (17) evokes a lover in agony. 

Calvus’ lepos and facetiae (7-8) in his erotic verses incite Catullus’ interest so much that 

he suffers from insomnia (nec somnus, 50.10).64 In employing the standard topos of 

erotic distress, “[such] language casts Catullus in the role of lover and Calvus as 

beloved.”65 The “lovesick” Catullus hopes to present Calvus with this poem so that he 

can discern Catullus’ grief (ex quo perspiceres meum dolorem, 50.17). By portraying the 

encounter as a real erotic exchange instead of a literary one, Catullus consciously blurs 

erotic and homosocial discourse. 

                                                
62 Gunderson 1997, 206. 
63 Cf. Pierrugues 1826, 327. 
64 The manner in which Catullus expresses his admiration and affection for Calvus reminds us of 
Achilles’ mourning for the death of Patroclus on a sleepless night, tossing on the bed (Il. 24. 4-6). 
Propertius’ elegies also record many instances of insomnia. For instance, quotiens desertus amaras/explevi 
noctes, fractus utroque toro/ “How many bitter nights I spend alone, bruising my limbs on either side of the 
bed” (Prop. 2.17.3-4); cum satis una tuis insomnia portet ocellis; “Since one woman is sufficient to keep 
your eyes from sleep” (Prop. 2.25.47).  
65 Burgess 1986, 583. 



 28 

 Through his exploitation of erotic language, Catullus requests Calvus to fulfill 

the obligations involved in an exchange of poetry. The poet makes use of a different 

apostrophe towards the end of the poem to urge Calvus’ reciprocation. In the whole 

poem, there are three apostrophes to Calvus: the first two times as Licini at the very 

beginning and middle of the poem (1 and 8) and the last as ocelle (19) towards the end of 

the poem. Ocelle is commonly used as a term of endearment between lovers. Catullus’ 

switch of apostrophe from Licini to ocelle, then invites us to ask why he employs a 

stronger erotic appellation at the end of the poem. In fact, Catullus uses ocelle in a playful 

way66 just as other erotic features in the poem. The playfulness is further emphasized by 

the mock solemnity of the invocation of Nemesis, a goddess who enforces payback or 

reciprocity. The reference to Nemesis also has an erotic context; the same name is given 

to Tibullus’ puella in Book 2 (2.3 and 2.4). In Tib. 2.3.3, Nemesis is likened to Venus, 

while in 2.5.111-2, Nemesis is mentioned as Tibullus’ inspiration for his verse. 

Therefore, Catullus’ apostrophe and the invocation of Nemesis indicate a deliberate 

choice in that it indirectly imposes pressure on Calvus to reciprocate with his own poetry 

or to allow another meeting of reciprocal composition.67 In addition, Catullus exploits 

the playful aspect of the sermo amatorius to elicit Calvus’ response to his desire. 

The pairing of desire and death in Cat. 50 is reminiscent of the common elegiac 

motif in erotic verse. Catullus desires Calvus’ verses so much that he is rendered 

metaphorically half-dead in bed (membra…semimortua lectulo iacebant, 50.14-5). This 

                                                
66 Catullus also uses ocelle in a similarly playful way to Sirmio in Cat. 31.2. 
67 Quinn argues that Catullus requests a second meeting. 
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description is also evocative of the half-soul motif in Horace (Ode 2.17.5-8) and 

Callimachus (A.P. 12.73), as discussed earlier. Prop. 2.15 expresses a similar idea that 

being in love inspires the writing of love poetry. The elegist’s erotic desire mutates into 

fear of his beloved’s death, similar to Maecenas’ anxiety. The figure of death enters into 

the elegiac universe “as a metaphor for the impossibility of desire.”68 Catullus’ aporetic 

condition recalls what Lacan calls “the condition of desire as aporia”69 in that “literary 

and sexual anxieties”70 share parallel grounds. The urgency of Catullus’ desire could 

only be resolved through the composition of poetry as another encounter with Calvus. 

In sum, the homosocial desire in Cat. 50 is largely defined by the desire for poetry 

exchange. The male friends are “bounded by the requirements of amicitia, by the rules of 

reciprocal composition.”71 The verse epistle itself illustrates the economy of writing 

desire and “writing about mutual returns.”72 While sermo amatorius mediates the patron-

client homosociality in Ode 2.17 and Maecenas’ frr. 2-3, it negotiates the literary 

relationship of Catullus and Calvus in Cat. 50.  

On another note, the poetry of Catullus emphasizes the transactional character of 

the poem. In Cat. 14, Catullus refers to the tradition of exchange of poetry as a gift (14.2, 

munere) and the literary challenge is similar to the situation in Cat. 50. The premise of 

Cat. 14 is that Catullus complains about the flawed poetic gift from Calvus: 

 
                                                
68 Flaschenriem 1997, 262. 
69 Cf. Lacan, J. Écrits 1966, 629. Cited in Flaschenriem 1997, 262. 
70 Flaschenriem 1997, 275. 
71 Burgess 1986, 586. 
72 Gunderson 1997, 211.  
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Ni te plus oculis meis amarem, 
iuncundissime Calve, munere isto 
odissem te odio Vatiniano. 
 
If I did not love you more than my eyes,  
most delightful Calvus, for your gift  
I should hate you with Vatinian hatred. 
(Cat. 14.1-3) 

  

Calvus is addressed as oculis meis (1), the same term used in Cat. 50 and in Cat. 48.1 of 

Juventius. Catullus further eroticizes his address to Calvus by apostrophizing him as 

iuncundissime Calve (2). After a sweet address, Catullus broaches the sore topic with the 

language of hatred. In using the oxymoronic expression of amarem and odissem, both in 

the first personal voice of the poet, Catullus imparts the odi et amo sentiment in Cat. 85 

to Cat. 14. The language of the first three lines is bittersweet and interestingly 

reminiscent of the amatory language found in the famed first line of Cat. 85:  

odi et amo. quare id faciam, fortasse requirs. 
  nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior. 
 
I hate and I love. Why do I do so? Perhaps you ask. 
I don’t know, but I sense that it happens, and I am in torment.  
(Cat. 85.1-2) 

 
 
The blending of opposite sentiments serves to punctuate his deep affection for his friend. 

I.e., Catullus hates Calvus with the same intensity that he loves him. Note that Catullus 

characterizes his odium using the word play odio Vatiniano (3). The poet is famous for 

the  deep hatred for Vatinius expressed in Cat. 53, in which Catullus broaches Calvus’ 
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famous speech on the “celebrated prosecution of Vatinius.”76 Not only does Catullus 

express hatred, but he also exaggerates in the preceding lines that the flawed poems sent 

by Calvus could have brought destruction on him and also Calvus’ clientes. Therefore, 

this instance illustrates how sermo amatorius becomes a “coy ruse” for Catullus to 

introduce a playful rebuke of his friend. 

The phenomenon of using sermo amatorius in negotiating a homosocial relation 

helps us to recognize how a male friend can “flirt with the erotic possibilities of 

amicitia.”77 As Cat. 50 demonstrates, the deployment of sermo amatorius as expression 

of the homosocial desire for literary exchange constitutes one important aspect of Roman 

amicitia. The literary desire for Calvus’ versiculi and the exchange of poetry constitute 

the core of Catullus and Calvus’ homosocial relationship. In fact, Cat. 50 is not a unique 

case of the manifestation of literary desire in a homosocial relationship. The erotic 

discourse that pervades Cat. 50 represents the fact that the Catullan “charm and wit 

extend out into all of [Roman] literary society.”78 As Gunderson nicely puts it, the poet’s 

literary desire or the Catullan furor (furore in l. 11) is “a passion felt by all men of letters 

and a passion expressed in letters that incite desire as they express it.”79 If this 

                                                
76 Garrison 2004, 103. 
77 Oliensis 1997, 157. Outside the realm of poetry, sermo amatorius is also noticeable in other literary 
work such as Cicero’s correspondence with Tiro. An erotic tone is especially prominent in the first seven 
letters of Ad. Fam. 16; worthy of our attention is Fam. 16.21 in which Cicero addresses Tiro as 
"dulcissimo." Another correspondence is an epigram in Ep. 7.4, which Pliny composed about Cicero and 
Tiro one afternoon when he could not sleep. Cicero is depicted as affectionate toward Tiro, while Tiro is 
portrayed as an effeminate figure. Homosocial desire in non-poetic works is one possible extension of the 
present topic. 
78 Gunderson 1997, 207.  
79 Ibid. 
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observation holds true, Catullus’ example represents the larger phenomenon of an 

erotically tinged homosocial bond.  

Other homosocial bonds also illustrate the thin line between the categories of 

amor and amicitia, as in the relationship of Fronto and Marcus Aurelius (the future 

emperor who studied rhetoric under Fronto). The effusive and overly affectionate literary 

exchange between Fronto and Marcus (e.g. Ad Caes. 1.3) has baffled scholars as to 

whether they were friends, whether they had the kind of intimacy between beloved 

student and teacher, or whether they were really lovers.80 Of course, the Fronto-Marcus 

example does not naturally suggest that Catullus and Calvus were ever lovers, but instead 

invites us to see the affinity of sentiments between friends of intellectual accord and 

friends that engage in homoerotic love, as well as the genetic similarity between hetero-

/homosexual and homosocial relations. Catullus’ method demonstrates how amor and 

amicitia “cross-fertilize”81 one another. As Oliensis nicely puts it, “Amicitia and amor 

are not only cognate, they also share the same hierarchical structure…in the sexual 

ideology of Rome.”82 The conflation of amor and amicitia raises an interesting question: 

in what way is amatory or erotic language transposed onto the rhetoric of amicitia? 

Speaking in a Sedgwickean spirit, Gunderson aptly reminds us that there is “a continuum 

that spans the two uses of amare rather than positing discrete lexical entires. There is a 

desire that can be carnal, but it can just as well be social.”83 This kind of homosocial 

                                                
80 Cf. Richlin 2006, 70-4 for the content of the letter and commentary. 
81 The idea of the cross-fertilization of amicitia by amor is borrowed from Oliensis (1997, 155).  
82 Oliensis 1997, 154. 
83 Gunderson 1997, 225. 



 33 

desire, more specifically an expressed desire for poetry, can be observed in the exchange 

between Horace and Maecenas, as well as between Catullus and Calvus.  

While we have seen above how erotic discourse is exploited in negotiating the 

homosocial desire between Catullus and Calvus, let us conclude this chapter by briefly 

discussing a reversed example. It is intriguing that Catullus also imports and “fuses” the 

“sermo” of amicitia into his amatory relationship with Lesbia, especially in his epigrams. 

In Cat. 109, this epigram begins with the poet calling Lesbia mea vita, which is a typical 

amatory appellation. Catullus refers to his wish that love shall last long between them 

(hunc nostrum inter nos perpetuum fore, l. 2) and that Lesbia will keep this promise in 

her heart (3-4). The vocabulary of amicitia appears at the end of the poem—Catullus 

prays that their amor become an aeternum sanctae foedus amicitiae (109.6). The words 

foedus and amicitia are typical of the political language of amicitia.84 This method is a 

complete reversal of Catullus’ practice in Cat. 50 and illustrates that the love poet can 

also exploit the potential of amicitia to strengthen the amatory bond. The transference of 

the language of sermo amatorius and amicitia into these opposite spheres suggests 

Catullus’ ability to exploit the potential of both discourses to further his homosocial and 

romantic relationship.

                                                
84 The vocabulary of amicitia includes amicitia, fides, foedus, benefacta, officium, pius, and diligere, e.g 
in Cat. 64.335, 373; 72.3-4; 73.1-2; 75.2; 76.1-4 and 23-6; 87.3-4; 109.6 (Riggsby, 6). 
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Conclusion 

Our evidence from Horace and Catullus points to a blurring of amor and 

amicitia,85 and also elucidates how the fluidity of sermo amatorius allows for its 

exploitation in both romantic and homosocial relationships. The generic feature of sermo 

amatorius demonstrates the interrelationship of the socio-political and the erotic spheres 

of influence. In Horace’s case, the erotic terms common in a hetero-/homosexual relation 

cross the threshold into the homosocial world. This pattern is also observed in Catullus’s 

poems. In both Horace’s and Catullus’s systems of erotics, the erotic and the homosocial 

penetrate one another, or in some sense, conflate together. This conflation seems to 

stabilize relationships in their respective systems. The exchanges between Horace and 

Maecenas as well as between Catullus and Calvus elucidate the “cross-fertilization of 

friendship by sexual love, amicitia by amor.”86 Yet, compared to the more effusive 

sermo amatorius in Catullus, Horace employs a more implicit erotics in his poems. It is 

interesting that Maecenas resembles Catullus in his explicitness of erotic discourse. 

Indeed, the brief phrases that remain of Maecenas’ poetic verses consistently display an 

apparent erotic coloration. While this chapter argues that sermo amatorius is germane to 

our sub-genre, it is important to recognize that the homosocial expression of this generic 

                                                
85 Cf. Ross 1969, 137-169; Krostenko 2001, 48-51 (on the semantic structure of venustus), 257-68 (on the 
discussion of Catullus and his fusion of the erotic language and social performance). 
86 Oliensis 1997, 156. 
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feature always exhibits decorum, unlike the outright obscenity that sometimes appears in 

erotic and homoerotic poetry.87 

 On a final note, it is worth considering the following statement: “[A] genuine 

ground of rapport does exist between them (male friends), and the affect-laden language 

which pervades their discourse is probably to be interpreted as an effort by both parties to 

neutralize those status differences which do still stand between them.” 88  One 

qualification of the above claim is that the exploitation of sermo amatorius or erotic 

language reflects a twofold effort by Horace and Maecenas to communicate their desire 

for a closer, continuous bond: for Horace, it functions as an affective means to convey 

surpassing love and loyalty to his patron. This observation about the mediating function 

of sermo amatorius in male homosociality could be further strengthened if we were to 

have Calvus’ poetic response to Catullus’ verses.  

 

                                                
87 The classic example of extreme overstepping decorum in (homo-)erotic poetry is Cat. 16. 
88 White 1993, 14, cited in Konstan 1997, 144. 
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Chapter Three 

 Recusatio and Erotic Triangulation of Homosocial Desire  

 
Recall that Chapter One proposes three categories of erotic poetry. Whereas 

Chapter Two concerns the second category of poems between the poet and his 

patron/friend, this chapter focuses on the third group involving the poetic figures of the 

poet, his patron/friend and a third party. This specific group of poems is particularly 

germane to our investigation of the second generic feature: recusatio. Garrison defines 

the recusatio in a literal way as “a poetic statement declining to take up a particular 

theme or type of poetry,”89 while Santirocco describes the device as a “refusal of an 

official commission.”90 However, in practice, the recusatio is a more complex device 

that a poet uses to fulfill the patron’s request for a certain subject matter while 

simultaneously denying it.91 

Before we move on to the discussion of the second feature, it is worth elaborating 

the role of each poetic figure in the third category of poems. Instead of assuming an 

external role as sponsor, the patron has been recognized also as an internal, structuring 

figure in the poetic design. This second male figure often plays an influential literary role 

and represents a desire that is at odds with the poet’s. In poems that record exchanges of 

homosocial relationships outside the patron-client context, a similar conflict of desire can 

be detected, such as between Propertius and Tullus in Prop. 1.6. The third poetic figure 

                                                
89 Garrison 1991, 187. 
90 Santirocco 1980, 231. 
91 The standard work on the recusatio is Hans Lucas (1900). 
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could be either the female or male beloved of the poet or his patron/friend. As this 

chapter argues, this person serves the function to mediate the conflicting desires between 

the poet and his patron/friend. This triangulating pattern is often found in the recusatio 

poems.  

Horace structures his Odes 1.6, 1.19, 2.12 and 4.292 as recusatio.93 In the 

Horatian and Propertian the recusatio, the theme of love is often set against that of war. 

The deployment of the recusatio illustrates a distinctive feature of the homosocial erotic 

genre, namely its tripartite structure of refusal: (1) polite rejection through adoption of a 

self-deprecatory persona,94 (2) reference to generic/circumstantial constraints (such as 

the disapproval of the Muse or romantic preoccupation), and (3) offer of an alternative 

poetic proposal. To illustrate, let us first consider Horace’s Ode 2.12, a formal recusatio 

addressed to Maecenas.95 It is significant that this is Maecenas’ first appearance in Book 

2, a belated mention compared to his prominent presence in the first volume. Compared 

to Book 1, we begin to detect in the poet’s verses to attempt to claim independence from 

Maecenas. In this recusatio, Horace refuses to yield to Maecenas’s request for history 

and war, due to the excuse of generic constraints. Instead, he insists on complying with 

the lyric meter and subject matter, the same situation as in Odes 1.6 and 2.1. The first 

word of the poem “nolis” (you would not wish) indicates Horace’s tactful refusal of 

                                                
92 Odes 1.19 and 4.2 are of marginal importance to this chapter, given the absence of erotic discourse in 
these recusationes. 
93 Scholars have noticed that Horace’s deferential and dependent tone towards powerful figures such as 
Pollio and Horace in Book 2 is much more qualified than in Book 1. Cf. Santirocco 1984, 245 – end page. 
94 Cf. Smith 1968, 56. 
95 On this example of the recusatio, see Nisbet and Hubbard 1978, 180. 



 38 

Maecenas’s request for what follows the poem. Horace lists the military figures such as 

Hannibal and Caesar, who represent the bloody subject of Roman wars (1-4). The 

beginning lines are replete with epic diction – the longa…bella (1) that describes 

Maecenas’ desired subject matter and the adjectives that has epic coloration, e.g. ferae 

(1), durum (2), purpurem sanguine (3), saevos (5) and domitos (6). Horace wittingly 

punctuates the unfitness, or even the impossibility, of lyric verse for martial subjects. He 

implies that his lyric is an unfit literary vehicle on the grounds that the subject of war 

could not be rendered onto “the soft melodies of [his] lyre” (mollibus/aptari citharae 

modis, ll. 3-4). This idea is expressed through the word aptari (4), which connotes a 

sense of accommodation of a style or a theme to an appropriate medium.96 In fact, lyric 

is typically associated with softness (mollibus, 2.12.3), and in fact mollis97 is a favorite 

word for elegists like Propertius to characterize their love verses. With the use of 

mollibus (3), Horace is making an implicit programmatic statement that it is his poetic 

agenda to write love poetry in lyric. The idea that meter should reflect the subject matter 

of a poem, also expressed in Ovid’s am. 1.1.2, rem. 381,98 is therefore exploited by 

Horace as a legitimate excuse for a professional poet. A similar pronouncement of a 

poetic agenda is foregrounded in the last stanza of Ode 2.1, as discussed earlier. 

From lines 1-9, the fulfillment of Maecenas’ desire for martial verse seems at first 

to be in jeopardy. And by extension, the homosocial bond is potentially at stake if this 

desire is not fulfilled. However, the antithesis established by “tuque” (9) and “me” in (13) 

                                                
96 Nisbet and Hubbard 1978, 186. 
97 On the meanings of mollis, see Pierrugues’ Glossarium Eroticum Linguae Latinae (1826, 325-6). 
98 Nisbet and Hubbard 1978, 186. 
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demonstrates Horace’s tactful method by redirecting the channel of Maecenas’ desire 

from martial subjects to erotic topics. In making this move, Horace first devolves the task 

of history writing (pedestribus/historiis proelia Caesaris, ll. 9-10) to his patron and 

humbly claims that Maecenas can do it better (dices…melius, ll. 10-11), because Horace 

himself is not fitted for this type of writing.99 What is atypical in this recusatio is that in 

addition to the adoption of a humble poetic persona, Horace invents “the motif of a 

substitute writer” who could dutifully do the literary task requested by Maecenas.100   

Therefore, in recognizing his inability to write epic, Horace does not dismiss Maecenas’ 

genuine desire for works about Roman wars. Instead, the poet recommends that 

Maecenas himself be the author. Thus, although Maecenas’ desire is not fulfilled 

immediately and in a conventional manner, it is important that Horace respects 

Maecenas. This literary apology becomes a means to ensure the balance and 

sustainability of male homosociality. 

Let us look at how Horace manages to juggle competing male desires. Horace 

invokes a higher authority: the Muse. At this point, the poem has two patrons, one divine, 

another human. To avoid offending his patron, Horace does not directly invoke the Muse; 

instead, he depicts himself as the direct object of the sentence, merely responding to the 

request of his Muse: 

 
                                                
99 The use of meter as excuse is in contrast to the angry tone in Prop. 1.7 in which Propertius is upset that 
another poet Ponticus scorns his verse and accuses him of inability to write an epic. In a different move of 
recusatio, Propertius says that Ponticus will put together tender elegiac couplets in vain when Amor (not 
the Muse this time) demands a love poem of him (et frustra cupies mollem componere versum, l.19). 
100 A similar antithesis between epic and love poetry and the idea of a substitute poet are seen in Prop. 1.7 
where Propertius suggests that Ponticus himself can write an epic, whereas the elegist compose love poetry. 
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me dulces dominae Musa Licymniae 
cantus, me voluit dicere lucidum 
fulgentis oculos et bene mutuis 
fidum pectus amoribus 
 
As for me, my Muse has wished me to tell of the lady 
Licymnia’s sweet singing, her brightly flashing eyes, and her 
heart that is rightly loyal to a loving partnership. (Ode 2.12.13-6) 

 
In these lines, Horace’s Muse is depicted as one of the components in the recusatio. This 

is characteristic of Callimachus and a common technique of Augustan poets. Some of 

Propertius’s love poems, such as 2.1, follow the same spirit. By invoking the Muse, 

Horace reclaims his poetic power and smoothly shifts to his desired subject of love.  

Other places in the Horatian corpus also allude to the poet’s preference of lyric 

and love over epic and war. For example Ode 2.1101 is a tribute poem in praise of the 

Historiae of Gaius Asinius Pollio.102 The first thirty-six lines of Ode 2.1 are encomiastic, 

celebrating Pollio’s literary achievement. In these lines, Horace demonstrates his poetic 

ability to write about political subject matter. However, he disassociates himself from this 

agenda in the last stanza: 

sed ne relictis, Musa procax, iocis 
Ceae retractes munera neniae 
mecum Dionaeo sub antro 
quaere modos leviore plectro. 
 
But my bold Muse, having abandoned frivolities,  
and do not go over again services of the Cean dirge.  
Join me in a grotto of Dione’s daughter  
to seek a tune for a lighter quill. (Ode 2.1.37-40) 

                                                
101 Pollio’s Historiae was still a work-in-progress when Horace composed Ode 2.1. On similar eulogies 
of a forthcoming work, cf. Cic. ac. 1.3 on Varro’s de lingua Latina, Prop. 2.34.61ff on Virigil’s Aeneid 
(Nisbet and Hubbard 1978, 11). 
102 In addition to his historical work, Pollio was reputed as a tragic poet; however, we do not possess any 
of his plays. 
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Horace makes a programmatic statement that the rest of the collection departs from the 

political themes but opts for the more “frivolous” and “lighter” subjects of love. This 

agenda of Horace is implied by the verbal cues of “iocis”103 in 37 and “leviore” in 40, 

both of which suggest the lightness of the subject, as well as the reference to the grotto of 

Venus (Dionaeo sub antro,104 2.1.39), which is associated with love poetry. Horace’s 

interesting use of procax (37) deserves our attention. The adjective can be translated as 

“impertinent, insolent, bold,”105 which is the opposite of Horace’s attitude. Through this 

characterization of the Muse, Horace deflects attention from himself as the source of 

disrespect to Maecenas in the recusatio.  Therefore, although Ode 2.1 is not a typical  

recusatio in form, its last stanza serves the function of declining106 and clarifies the 

amatory and erotic subject matter that he chooses to write.  

The discussion of Ode 2.1 provides a useful point of departure to illustrate the 

dual and almost paradoxical function of the recusatio – both to fulfill and to decline a 

particular request of the patron/friend. Although Ode 2.1 does not demonstrate the 

triangulation of desire that is characteristic of this generic feature, this poem is helpful in 

anticipating how the technique of the recusatio navigates and reconciles competing 

poetic desires between the poet and his patron/friend. Although the recusatio is a 

                                                
103 The word “iocis” reminds us of the ‘soft’ love poetry of Catullus. The same word iocum appears in 
Cat. 50.6. 
104 In Homer, Dione was Aphrodite’s mother; Hellenistic and Roman poets identify her with Aphrodite. 
Dione also appears in Cat. 56.6. 
105 Horace characterizes his Muse in a similar way in Ode 3.3.70, using a more forceful adjective 
“pervicax.” 
106 The last three lines of Ode 1.1 also indicate Horace’s interest in lyric poetry (following the Lesbian 
model), but a specific reference to Aphrodite is absent in the opening ode of the first book. 
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common technique in the larger genre of erotic poetry, the selected poems in this chapter 

demonstrate that when the device is used in the sub-genre, an erotic agent always 

functions to mediate the homosocial desire between the two males. 

A similar strategy is found in Ode 1.6, where Horace refuses to praise another 

powerful man, Agrippa, Augustus’ other right-hand man. Horace claims that his 

“powerful Muse of the unwarlike lyre” forbids him to diminish the exploits of “glorious 

Caesar and [Agrippa himself] by [his] inadequate talent” (1.6.10-2).107 The language of 

refusal is strong and tinged with legal coloring: his powerful Muse vetoes (Musa potens 

vetat, 1.6.10). Although Horace does not mention any specific erotic figure, he alludes to 

his desired subject of lovers’ quarrels. In the last stanza, he states that he is burning with 

passion or “on fire with some love”108 (urimur, 1.6.19), and thus compelled to sing the 

“battles waged by fierce girls using their sharpened nails against young men” (proelia 

virginum sectis in iuvenes unguibus acrium/cantamus, 1.6.17-8). Horace’s recourse to the 

Muse to avoid the designated subject of Augustus’ deeds is also reminiscent of Prop. 

2.10.10, “nunc aliam citharam me mea Musa docet” (“now my Muse teaches me a 

different harp”). 

To return to Ode 2.12 itself, Horace recognizes that neither political rejection nor 

recourse to the Muse suffices to elude a powerful patron’s request, and thus this demands 

the poet to maneuver the third element of the recusatio to appeal to the patron’s desire. 

Horace has to convince Maecenas to consider an erotic theme as better than Maecenas’ 

                                                
107 “dum pudor imbellisque lyrae Musa potens vetat laudes egregii Caesaris et tuas culpa deterere 
ingeni” (Ode 1.6. 9-2). 
108 Borrowed from Garrison’s rendering of “urimur“ (1991, 212). 
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proposal. He ingenuously chooses an oblique way to redirect his patron’s desire toward a 

different subject in an encomiastic poetic form. Horace celebrates Licymnia, whose name 

seems to invoke Maecenas’ wife Terentia109in an erotic encomium: 

Num tu quae tenuit dives Achaemenes 
aut pinguis Phrygiae Mygdonias opes 
permutare velis crine Licymniae 
      plenas aut Arabum domos, 
cum flagrantia detorquet ad oscula 
cervicem aut facili saevitia negat, 
quae poscente magis gaudeat eripi, 
      interdum rapere occupet? 
 
Surely you wouldn’t wish to take all the possessions of rich 
Achaemenes,  
or the Mygdonian wealth of fertile Phrygia, 
or the affluent house of the Arabs 
in exchange for one lock of Licymnia’s hair, 
when she bends her neck toward your blazing kisses 
or refuses with compliant fierceness 
the kisses (more than the one who demands for them) 
she enjoys to be stolen, and sometimes is the first to seize? 
(Ode 2.12.21-8) 

 

In these final lines of the ode, Horace conflates the encomiastic with the erotic and even 

goes so far as to “seduce” Maecenas by depicting erotic images of Licymnia’s hair, neck, 

and kisses. Horace asks: isn’t Licymnia a more desirable subject matter (and possession) 

than wealth (21-4)? The word “permutare” (23) suggests that Maecenas would rather not 

“exchange” any grander themes for Licymnia.  

In fact, Horace reveals his desired poetic agenda behind the erotic encomium in 

the second half of the poem. In exploiting the symbolic quality and function of the female 

                                                
109 The two names fall into the same syllabic count and metrical position. 
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erotic figure, Horace plays with the Greek meanings of Licymnia’s name, ligys and 

hymnos, which are translated into the earlier phrase “dulces…cantus” (13-14).110 In other 

words, the poet implicitly states his poetic desire by encoding it in the name of Licymnia. 

Horace transforms the figure of Licymnia into a “creative adaptation of the recusatio 

conventions”111 to express an independent dialectic, thereby allowing the poet himself to 

navigate his desire for an amatory subject and imply his preference for the Callimachean 

aesthetics.112 In sum, Ode 2.12 is a useful illustration of how the poet manipulates the 

versatile nature of erotic discourse to reconcile the poetic tension within his homosocial 

relationship.  

On a theoretical note, by elevating erotic desires, Horace reverses the Freudian 

idea of sublimation and more important, successfully completes a “transaction” of 

desires. That is, Horace exchanges a political subject for an erotic one. In Freud’s 

scheme, libido, raw erotic energy, is sublimated and redirected to higher cultural pursuits. 

Horace’s effort to deflect from a more political-historical theme and to press on an erotic 

theme is thus a neat reversal of sublimation. In this sense, Horace suppresses Maecenas’ 

desire for political subject matter, which Freud would characterize as a higher cultural 

agenda. Instead, Horace channels his patron’s desire down to the often-sublimated primal 

level of libido and promotes Maecenas’ erotic desire for Licymnia to the surface. It 

                                                
110 Santirocco 1984, 245. Also see a fuller discussion in Santirocco’s “Strategy and Structur in Horace, C. 
2.12” (1980) 
111 Santirocco 1980, 232. 
112 On Callimachus’ influence on Latin poets, see Walter Wimmel, (1960). Kallimachos in Rom: Die 
Nachfolge seines apologetischen Dichtens in der Augusteerzeit. Hermes; Zeitschrift für klassische 
Philologie. Einzelschriften, Heft 16. Wiesbaden, F. Steiner; and Wendell Clausen. (1964). “Callimachus 
and Roman Poetry,” Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 5: 181-196. 
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should be noted that Horace resolves the poetic tension very skillfully by presenting 

Maecenas’ erotic subject in an encomium. Therefore, while Horace exchanges the love 

theme with a more elevated theme of war, he reconciles his patron’s need by rendering 

the former in an elevated form of an encomium, which is regarded as a high cultural 

form.  

By exploiting the full potential of the recusatio to negotiate homosocial desire, 

Horace gains more power to elicit his poetic freedom from his patron. It is notable that 

although eroticism comes into play in their relationship, it remains only at the homosocial 

level to mediate the rapport between Horace and Maecenas, and does not develop into a 

kind of homosexual love. Although other literary exchanges between them (like Ode 

2.17) exhibit a more intimate tone than Ode 2.12, the ultimate function of erotic discourse 

in their homosocial relationship never goes beyond the realm of amicitia. Not exclusive 

to Horace, recusatio is also employed in some of Propertius’ work.113  

Prop. 1.6 is a recusatio poem addressed to Tullus,114 Propertius’ friend of 

superior rank and an important figure in the Monobiblos.115 Propertius declines Tullus’ 

invitation to go to the province of Asia on a military campaign. Typically speaking, a 
                                                
113 Propertius addresses two important figures in his work. Tullus appears in Prop. 1.1, 1.6, 1.14, 1.22 and 
3.22; Maecenas in only two poems, Prop. 2.1 and 3.9. 
114 Tullus is our reliable historical figure as the nephew of L. Volcacius Tullus and consul with Octavian 
in 33 B.C. and proconsul of Asia in 30-29 B.C. It is very likely that Tullus, regardless of his arguable status 
as the poet’s patron, plays an important part in Book 1. He is addressed in the very first line of Prop. 1.1 as 
the dedicatee of Propertius’ The Monobiblos, and also mentioned in 1.6, 1.14, and 1.22. Tullus is not 
mentioned again after Book 1, except in Prop. 3.22. Noteworthy is the absence of Cynthia, although the 
subject of love is central to Prop. 1.14 and her figure as Propertius’ puella dominates in the first three 
books. 
115 It is unclear whether Tullus was really a patron to Propertius. Gold holds the view that Tullus is 
Propertius’ early patron and the only patron. Miller (2002, 26) holds the same view. For more on Tullus’ 
symbolic significance in Propertius’s work, see Gold 1987, 143-156. Chapter 4 discusses other poems 
addressed to Tullus. 
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voyage of this kind is tantamount to a successful initiation into the public sphere for a 

Roman man. However, the lover-poet decides to abandon the opportunity to advance his 

socio-political station and stay with Cynthia at Rome instead. This is an easy emotional 

decision for Propertius to make; the difficulty lies in how to refuse a superior friend in an 

actual homosocial situation. In this way, Propertius’ situation mirrors Horace’s as both of 

their desires conflict with their patron/friend’s. The difference between them lies in the 

logic of their excuse. Propertius, who abides largely in his role of an elegiac lover, uses 

an amatory excuse as his circumstantial constraint, instead of the limitation of the genre 

that he is working with. Propertius excuses himself from the patron’s request by listing 

his miserable circumstances. He needs to bear his puella’s overwhelming passion (totis 

argutat noctibus ignes, 1.6.7); she makes complaints (queritur, 1.6..8; querelis, 1.6.11) 

and threats (minatur, 1.6.9) to him. In her upsetting mood (tristis amica), Propertius’ 

amica accuses of upsetting her with his ungratefulness (ingrato … viro, 1.6.10). 

To summarize the situation of 1.6, Propertius is forced to juggle competing 

desires of both relationships: amatory and homosocial. To defer Tullus’ authority, 

Propertius first announces his wish to go to Asia with him in the beginning of the poem, 

and very quickly pictures himself in a miserable romantic situation that prevents him 

from going abroad (7-12). Propertius’s tone here is petitionary in that he is seeking mercy 

from a powerful friend. Poised as a soldier of amor, Propertius also goes so far as to 

reject Roman masculinity by saying that he is unfit for arms and glory: 

multi longinquo periere in amore libenter… 
non ego sum laudi, non natus idoneus armis: 

hanc me militiam fata subire volunt. 
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Many have contentedly perished in a long love-affair… 
I was born unfit for glory, unfit for arms: love is the warfare fate wishes 
me to undergo. (Prop. 1.6. 27, 29-30) 

 
Worthy of our attention is the hortatory tone at 19-20 and 31-4.116 This fits into the third 

element of the tripartite structure of the recusatio, which is the offer of an alternative 

proposal. Propertius also ends the poem with an affectionate reminder to Tullus to 

remember him, showing a delicacy and deftness in handling their homosocial bond: 

tum tibi si qua mei veniet non immemor hora 
vivere me duro sidere certus eris.  
 
then should there come a moment when you remember me, never 
doubt that I live under an unkind star. (Prop. 1.6.35-6)117 

 
In these lines, Propertius resembles a lover by feigning sadness due to his separation from 

Tullus. In mobilizing the power of memory, the poet asks Tullus not to be forgetful of 

him (non immemor). In a sense, the denouement of Prop. 1.6 is reminiscent of an “erotic 

triangle” between Propertius, Tullus and the poet’s puella Cynthia. The very last verse of 

the poem depicts Propertius as a pitiable poet torn apart by two lovers. By saying that he 

“lives under the unkind star” (duro sidere, 1.6.36), Propertius creates an elusive 

impression that he suffers from being with his puella, as such a description would appeal 

to Tullus. The strenuous effort that Propertius makes to reconcile Tullus’ and his own 

desire in this poem suggests to us that it is untrue to say that an elegiac poet needs neither 

                                                
116 This poem also incorporates propemptikon, though this paper has no room for further discussion on 
this. See Cairns 1972, 7. 
117 The English translation of Propertius’s poems is from Goold (1990). 
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friend nor patron other than his puella.118 In fact, Propertius recognizes the importance of 

both and thereby exploits his puella through a defensive discourse intended to seek 

empathy from Tullus. In other words, the erotic discourse and situation between the poet 

and his beloved now becomes a useful device for Horace to follow his desire while not 

putting the homosocial bond in jeopardy. 

In both the cases of Horace and Propertius, the poets manage their homosocial 

relationships diplomatically without betraying their hidden agenda to their patron. The 

patron, no longer limited to his role as sponsor, directly participates in the construction of 

the poem itself. This observation is then at odds with Gold’s argument: “Male patrons 

always possess…an identifiable, stable character and a power external to the poetry.”119 

Indeed, within the genre of patron-client erotic poetry, the patron is an internal, not 

necessarily stable character. However, we should note that Tullus is not the same kind of 

patron as Maecenas. As discussed in Chapter 2, the fact that Maecenas reciprocates 

poems to his client confirms a different manifestation of male homosociality in a poetic 

exchange of erotic discourse. 

On a final note, the examples from Horace and Propertius demonstrate that the 

deployment of the recusatio in the sub-genre of homosocial erotic poetry not only 

requires the female as an erotic figure to triangulate competing desires; it also demands 

encomiastic language to allow for a successful reconciliation. For instance, Prop. 1.6.19-

30 illustrates Propertius’s compliment of Tullus as a soldier, a role that the poet himself is 

                                                
118 See a similar discussion in Cairns 1972, 4-5. 
119 Gold 1993, 293. 
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not fit for.120 Horace elevates the role of Maecenas and speaks highly of the patron’s 

importance as equitum decus (“glory of the Knights,” Ode 3.16.20). This technique 

shows the complementary function of erotic and encomiastic discourse in fostering the 

homosocial relations, which complicates and reconfigures the structure and practice of 

the recusatio.  

 This chapter has argued that the generic feature of the recusatio both illustrates 

and mediates a more complicated structure of male homosociality. It entails a 

sophisticated, contrived negotiation of social and poetic power, as well as negotiation of 

desire. In the subgenre of homosocial erotic poetry, we have discussed that the female 

figure hearkens back to the male-male bond and serves an important function to mediate 

the desires between men. The female figure then becomes a literary vehicle that the poet 

evokes to depict and navigate the male relationship. Compared to Propertius, Horace 

more fully exploits the potential of the female to mediate competing male desires in the 

sense that the erotic encomium of Licymnia not only appeals to Maecenas, but also 

symbolizes Horace’s own desired poetic agenda.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
120 See Cairns 1972, 5. 
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Chapter Four 

 The Topos of Wealth and Seductive Desire  

 This chapter brings us to the last feature of our subgenre in question. Although it 

might be less obvious at first glance to readers than sermo amatorius and recusatio, the 

topos121 of wealth is nonetheless an important convention. This topos is common to all 

erotic poetry and especially in poems pertaining to homosocial bonds. By definition, 

topos, literally a place, is usually a passage or formula that is familiar to the audience or 

readers.122 In love poetry, the elegists in particular favor the employment of this topos in 

their poems to speak unfavorably of the puella’s desire for money, or simply the “greedy 

girl” as James calls it.123 Wealth, therefore, in the eyes of the elegists, is a dangerous 

element in a romantic relationship in that it seduces the puella and thus upsets the balance 

of romantic desire. Similarly, in the subgenre of homosocial erotic verse, the poet 

exploits the same topos, but reverses its use: i.e., he presents himself as aware of the 

seductive power of wealth and ready to deny all material pursuits. In some sense, the 

topos becomes a medium for the poet either to express loyalty or to express apology to 

his patron/friend. This is not only evident in Horace and Propertius, but also in one of 

Maecenas’ fragments. 

 As an entrance point to our main discussion of homosocial erotic poems, let us 

first consider how the topos of seductive wealth operates in a poem about a romantic 

                                                
121 “[T]opoi are the smallest divisions of the material of any genre…They help, in combination with the 
primary elements, to identify a generic example.” (Cairns 1972, 6). 
122 Garrison 1991, 393. 
123 James 2001, 224. 
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relationship. In Prop. 2.16, Propertius complains to Cynthia of her mercenary orientation 

in conducting love affairs (maxima praeda tibi/ “great prey for you,” l. 2). The entire 

poem is charged with Propertius’ condemnatory tone in accusing Cynthia of being 

seduced by a dives amator. As the first line of the poem informs us, the poet’s rival is a 

“praetor124 [who] has just returned from Illyria” (1). Line 12 vividly captures Cynthia’s 

calculating character and money-driven amatory practice—semper amatorum ponderat 

una sinus/ “she always weighs the purses of her lovers.”125 In negating her mentality of 

love as transaction, Propertius exploits the topos to its full force in the following lines: 

sed quascumque tibi vestes, quoscumque smaragdos, 
quasve dedit flavo lumine chrysolithos, 
haec videam rapidas in vanum ferre procellas: 
quae tibi terra, velim, quae tibi fiat aqua.  
 
But whatever garments he has given you, whatever emeralds,  
or whatever chrysolites with golden gleam,  
may I see rapid storms brings these into emptiness:  
I wish that they may become earth and water to you. (Prop. 2.16. 
43-6) 

 
Here, Propertius censures the kind of love between Cynthia and her wealthy lover as 

materialistic and largely based on gifts. Propertius implicitly compares their affair with 

the infamis amor between Antony and Cleopatra (37). Other symbols of foreign wealth 

that seduces the puella create the erotic environment of this elegy. The result is that the 

topos of wealth and its associated poetic figure, the dives amator, constitute a 

destabilizing force in an amatory relationship.  

                                                
124 Goold (1990, 169) believes that this male figure is the same rival to Propertius in 1.8. 
125 Prop. 1.2.1-8 nicely summarizes Cynthia’s obsession with perfumes, exotic and Oriental luxuries, etc.  
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 Prop. 2.16 nicely exemplifies Propertius’ self-depiction as a pauper, 126  his 

attempt to dissuade his puella from the allure of money offered by a dives amator,127 and 

the use of the wealth topos. The same topos is used in poems depicting homosocial 

relationships, especially the exchanges between Horace and Maecenas. However, in their 

homosocial bond, the technique of eroticizing wealth is reversed and reshaped for a 

different function: instead of a poor lover-poet pursuing and blaming the money-minded 

puella, the client-poet uses the same topos to denounce wealth and express contempt for 

the mercenary nature of a relationship. This reversal is demonstrated in Odes 3.16 and 

2.18, which are discussed in the next section. 

Given the potentially extensive scope of inquiry, this chapter dedicates most of its 

discussion to Prop. 1.14 and Ode 3.16,128 examples that illustrate how poets might 

                                                
126 On the poet-lover as a pauper, see Sharon James’s article, “The Economics of Roman Elegy: 
Voluntary Poverty, The recusatio, and the greedy girl.” 
127 Many poems record Propertius’ effort to dissuade his puella of the value of money. The rhetoric of 
persuasion becomes important to love elegy, which in some sense is “self-consciously a genre of 
persuasion (James 2001, 226). 
128 In Prop. 1.14 and Ode 3.16, the wealth-related vocabulary and especially the deprecatory tone against 
wealth indicate the resemblance of the two projects, which may suggest their possible interaction. It is 
likely that Horace and Maecenas, Propertius’ contemporaries, had read the elegist’s work. It is believed that 
Propertius was not acquainted with Maecaenas until after the publication of the Monobiblos (Gold 1987, 
114). Moreover, Horace’s Odes, as discussed by Lyne in The Latin Love Poets, “tend to react to the 
Elegists rather than the other way round (Propertius does not start responding to Horace until his third 
book)” (Lyne 1980, 190). The traditional date of the publication of Propertius’ Monobiblos is 29 or 28 B.C. 
(Sullivan 1976, 3). It is plausible that Prop. 1. 14 is a relatively earlier poem by Propertius given its 
minimal use of dysyllabic pentameter endings (42%). It is observed that Propertius adopted more 
frequently the rule of the Ovidian disyllabic pentameter endings later in his career (Sullivan 1976, 3). 
Therefore, the lower the percentage of disyllabic pentameter used in Propertius’ elegies, the earlier the 
composition of the poem. To use this scale, Prop. 1.14 is then probably the second earliest poem, after 
Prop. 1.3 (39%). For more on disyllabic studies on Propertius, see Gordon Williams’ Tradition and 
Originality. It is likely that Propertius’ first book might have appealed to Maecenas, who later becomes 
Propertius’ patron and is a significant figure in Prop. 2.1 and 3.9. Propertius’ success in the Monobiblos 
might reasonably have encouraged Horace’s imitation. For important studies on their interaction, see Otis, 
B. “Horace and the Elegists.” Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 
(1945) and Solmsen, F. “Propertius and Horace.” Classical Philology (1948). 
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employ the topos of wealth to negotiate desire within the homosocial bond. However, it 

also considers Tib. 1.1, Maecenas’ poem to Horace (fr. 2), and a few supporting poems 

by Propertius and Horace. In examining the topos of wealth as a generic feature, this 

chapter discusses how the same topos sheds light on our understanding of desire in the 

male homosocial bond.  

In 1.14, Propertius employs the topos of wealth to establish a dialogue with Tullus 

on wealth and love. Tullus is addressed in the second person (tu) at the beginning, 

implied in the second-person verbs at 1.14.1-6, and finally named at 1.14.20. The poem 

begins with Propertius’ view that the luxurious mode of life is incompatible with love. 

The first six lines are a running list of the images symbolizing the comfortable pleasures 

(expressed adverbially in molliter) that wealth could bring: lying by the Tiber (1), 

partaking of Lesbian wine (2), enjoying the sight of passing ships (3-4) and the sublimity 

of nature (5-6). These images symbolize the “wealth and pleasures of Tullus.”129 The 

choice of molliter (1)130 also suggests an erotic overtone, as seen in other usages such as 

Prop. 1.3.34 (the beloved’s couch as mollis). Also in Prop. 1.6.31-2, the destinations 

visited by Tullus are described as mollis,131 which aptly corresponds to Propertius’ 

characterization of the pleasures in Prop.1.14.1-6. In the final couplet of the stanza (7-8), 

Propertius interjects his negative remarks on the kind of wealth and pleasures Tullus 

offers and speaks encomiastially of amor: 

                                                
129 Richardson 2004, 185.  
130 The word molliter or mollis also marks the “soft” genre of love or elegiac genre with which Propertius 
is aligned. 
131 Cf. Pierrugues 1826, 327. Also discussed in Chapter 2. 
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non tamen ista meo valeant contendere amori. 
nescit Amor magnis cedere divitiis. 
 
Nevertheless all those pleasures could not strive with my love; 
Love does not know to yield to great riches. (Prop. 1.14. 7-8) 

 
The word ista (7), condensing “those pleasures” in 1-6, conveys a deprecatory attitude 

toward wealth. Propertius also characterizes amor as inferior to magnis divitiis. Amor in 

Propertius’ universe has an overpowering force, as implied in words like valeant (7), 

contendere (7), cedere (8), and “is described as a pleasant pursuit in itself (optatam, 

quietem, 9; facili, 10).”132 Although Tullus has not yet been mentioned in the first stanza, 

the couplet at 7-8 belies Propertius’ reference to his intended addressee. A clue can be 

found in another poem to Tullus, Prop. 1.6. 21-2, which echoes this idea of love’s 

superiority: 

  nam tua non aetas umquam cessavit amori, 
  semper at armatae cura fuit patriae. 
   

For your youth has never yielded to love, 
but there has always been care for your    

 warring fatherland. (Prop. 1.6. 21-2) 
 
As discussed in Chapter 3, Propertius uses the convention of the recusatio to decline his 

patron Tullus’ invitation to go to the province of Asia. Propertius, being both a lover and 

a friend, has to commit to the relationships with his patron and his puella and is thus 

trapped in a quasi-“erotic triangle.”133 To defer to Tullus’ authority, Propertius first 

announces his wish to go to Asia with him in the beginning of the poem, then very 

quickly pictures himself in a miserable romantic situation that prevents him from going 

                                                
132 Gold 1987, 151. 
133 Cf. Sedgwick 1985, 21. 
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abroad (7-12). Propertius’s tone here is petitionary in that he is seeking mercy from a 

powerful patron. Poised as a soldier of amor, Propertius also goes so far as to deny 

wealth and even his Roman masculinity by saying that he is unfit for arms and glory (27, 

29-30).134 

Against this background, Prop. 1.14 and especially lines 7-8 merit our attention 

because they express the honest remarks that Propertius withholds in 1.6. The poet’s 

steadfast refusal in 1.14 contrasts with his strenuous effort to maintain the homosocial 

bond with Tullus through the recusatio poem of 1.6. The poet’s statement about love in 

1.14 is at odds with the contrast in 1.6 between Propertius’ hard/simple life (duro, 1.6.36) 

and Tullus’ soft/luxurious life (mollis, 1.6.31; also in 1.14.1). In 1.14, the poet uses the 

wealth topos to express his distaste for riches and to elevate a life of love as superior to 

all.135 As insightfully noted by Gold, “Propertius does not wholly reject what Tullus is or 

what he represents, but he rejects Tullus’s values,”136 which include his attitude to war 

and the wealth acquired from it. Reading the two poems intertextually reveals Propertius’ 

tactful handling of the situation to avoid upsetting Tullus or explicitly rejecting his 

                                                
134multi longinquo periere in amore libenter… 
   non ego sum laudi, non natus idoneus armis: 
   hanc me militiam fata subire volunt. 
   Many have contentedly perished in a long love-affair… 
   I was born unfit for glory, unfit for arms:  
   love is the warfare fate wishes me to undergo.  
   (Prop.1.6.27,29- 30) 
135 Another verbal echo that suggests the interaction between the two poems is the mention of the waters 
of (gold-bearing) Pactolus at both 1.6. 32 and 1.14.11.  
136 Gold 1987, 147. 
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desire.138 In addition, this comparison invites us to read 1.14 as a statement about the 

poet’s attitude toward love, which is not fully expressed in 1.6. The poet here challenges 

his higher-ranking amicus’ unwavering concern about war and wealth, which he only 

indirectly criticizes in 1.6. In some sense, Propertius in 1.14 commits himself as a client 

to amor and claims to be equal to or more significant than the wealth of Tullus. 

Propertius uses the entire second section of Prop. 1.14 to elaborate the statement 

“nescit Amor magnis cedere divitiis” (8), which concludes the first stanza. The following 

lines amplify the comparison of love and wealth:   

  nam sive optatam mecum trahit illa quietem, 
  seu facili totum ducit amore diem, 
  tum mihi Pactoli veniunt sub tecta liquores, 
  et legitur Rubris gemma sub aequoribus; 
  tum mihi cessuros spondent mea gaudia reges: 
  quae maneant, dum me fata perire volent! 
  nam quis divitiis adverso gaudeat Amore? 
  nulla mihi tristi praemia sint Venere! 

 
For whether she (Cynthia) spends desired rest with me,  
or passes a whole day in an untroubled love,  
then the waters of Pactolus come under my roof,  
and gems are brought from under the waters of the Red Sea;  
then my joys assure that kings will yield to me:  
which things may remain till fates wish me to perish! 
For who rejoices in riches if Love is unfavorable?  
Let there be no rewards for me if Venus is unhappy. (Prop. 1.14.9-
16) 
 

In the lines above, the poet compares the company of the puella (implied in illa) and the 

amor between Cynthia and Propertius to the flowing water of Pactolus and the gems from 

                                                
138 Otis notes the balancing position of the two Tullus poems, Prop. 1.6 and 1.14, which frame other sets 
of poems within the larger structure of the Monobiblios (1965, esp. 7-9). 
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the Indian Ocean. Propertius goes so far as to assert that this erotic bliss would even 

make kings cede their riches. The poet concludes with a clear statement of his priorities: 

Amor and Venus (15-6) value far more than divitiis and praemia. These lines, again, 

reveal two competing desires that Propertius must confront in his relationships with both 

Tullus and Cynthia.  

The last section of the poem more explicitly fuses wealth with eroticism (Prop. 

1.14.19-22), and the last couplet ends the poem with a clear gesture of refusal of wealth 

(1.14.23-4): 

illa neque Arabium metuit transcendere limen 
  nec timet ostrino, Tulle, subire toro, 
et miserum toto iuvenem versare cubili: 
  quid relevant variis serica textilibus? 
quae mihi dum placata aderit, non ulla verebor 
  regna vel Alcinoi munera despicere. 
 
Neither does [Venus] fear to cross the Arabian onyx 
nor dread to steal a couch with purple coverlets, Tullus, 
and to turn a young miserable lad all over his bed: 
what do the silks of varied texture relieve? 
As long as she approaches me in a reconciled mood, I shall not fear 
to scorn kingdoms nor gifts of Alcinous. (Prop. 1.14.19-24) 

 
The above lines express the overwhelming power of Venus over the tempting Eastern 

wealth. Propertius’ ingenuousness is demonstrated in how he transforms Tullus’ acquired 

Eastern wealth into seductive, erotic images in lines 20-23. The poet casts the wealthy 

Tullus as a miserum iuvenem on a luxurious cubile, resembling Catullus’ lovesick 

situation in Cat. 50.11-2.139 These final lines are persuasive in that Propertius exploits 

                                                
139 sed toto indomitus, furore, lecto/versarer, cupiens videre lucem/ “But untamed, I tossed around on my 
entire bed with fire longing to see the light” (Cat. 50. 11-2). 
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the erotic potential of wealth to imply that the possession of a luxurious bed is worth 

nothing if one does not win the favor of love.  

The trope of the rejection of kingdom, which is a subset or variation of the wealth 

topos, also recurs in 1.14.24, where Propertius says that he despises regna vel Alcinoi 

munera.140 This trope also appears in 1.8.31-6: in celebrating Cynthia’s decision to stay 

in Rome instead of going on a voyage, Propertius uses the trope of rejection of kingdom 

to make a point that Cynthia prefers the poet’s company, i.e. angusto mecum requiescere 

lecto (to lie with me on my narrow bed, 33), over the ancient kingdom of Hippodamia 

(regnum vetus Hippodamiae, 35) and the wealth of Olympia (Elis opes, 36). The 

topographical details reveal contrasting seductive locales—lecto (“bed,” 33) and regnum 

(“kingdom,” 35). In Prop. 1.8, not only is the puella praised for her choice of Propertius’ 

bed over wealth acquired from imperial conquest,141 but also the bed that she chooses is 

a modest one, as punctuated by the adjective angusto (“narrow,” 33). Prop. 1.8 

complements our reading of 1.14 in that it nicely sets up the antithesis between the 

private/erotic versus the public/imperial realm.  

The topos of wealth appears in the works of other elegists. For example, Tib. 1.1 

is similar to Prop. 1.14 in its elevation of amor and denial of a lucrative mode of living. 

Like Propertius, Tibullus even asserts that he is willing to lead a life of “voluntary” 

                                                
140 The reference to Alcinous is in Od. 7.81-132. 
141 For an excellent study on the relationship between erotic elegy and empire, see Bowditch 2006, 306-
325. Consider this useful statement by Bowditch: “Pearls, expensive fabrics, alluring scents, and colorful 
gems—these are some of the exotic or foreign goods that the elegiac mistress demands from her lovers. 
Indeed, such luxury goods may be in conflict with the lover-poet's ethos of poverty and simplicity, but they 
contribute to the atmosphere of leisure and Hellenistic refinement that provides the backdrop to elegiac 
relationships” (2006, 306). 
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poverty on account of love,142 as expressed in 1.1.5: me mea paupertas vita traducat 

inerti (let my poverty draw me away in a lazy life). The language of voluntary poverty is 

also heightened in 1.1.41 and 45-6: 

  non ego divitias patrum fructusve requiro… 
  quam iuvat immites ventos audire cubantem 
  et dominam tenero continuisse sinu  

 
I don’t demand the riches or fruits of fathers… 
How pleasing it is to hear the cruel winds while lying in bed 
and to have held my mistress to my soft bosom. 
(Tib. 1.1.41, 45-6) 

   

The elegist’s choice for his mistress over riches in many ways finds its echo in Ode 3.16, 

where Horace explicitly refuses wealth. However, although Horace’s refusal of riches is 

reminiscent of Propertius’ and Tibullus’ gesture, Horace’s interest in the topos of wealth 

has a slightly different focus from the elegists. Ode 3.16, addressed to Maecenas, is more 

critical in its evaluation of wealth and melds the topos of wealth with the male 

homosocial bond.143 This ode best illustrates another line of inquiry in this report: how a 

poet brings out a homosocial desire by tactfully suppressing monetary desire, which is 

often a major concern due to his client status. 

Ode 3.16 begins with a mythological representation of the seductive nature of 

gold or wealth. According to the myth, Jupiter, in the form of a golden shower, gains 

access to Danae, who is concealed in a tower.144 However, Horace manipulates the erotic 

                                                
142 See James 2001, 228-9. 
143 Other odes of a similar theme are: Odes 1.31, 2.2.16 and 18.3.1. 
144 A traditional account of this Greek myth is that Acrisius locked her daughter Danae in a tower because 
he was presented with a prophecy that she would give birth to a child who would kill him. In Ode 3.16, 
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overtone of the myth and transforms Jupiter, now a symbol of seductive gold, into a 

bribe—converso in pretium deo (“the god turned into a bribe,” 8). Horace’s virtuosity is 

evident in his turning Jupiter into a metaphorical statement about the corrupting and 

seductive nature of money. This idea is further elaborated in the following lines: 

aurum per medios ire satellites 
et perrumpere amat saxa potentius  
ictu fulmineo: concidit auguris 
Argivi domus ob lucrum 
demersa exitio: diffidit urbium 
portas vir Macedo et subruit aemulos 
reges muneribus; munera navium 
     saevos illaqueant duces. 
 
Gold loves to slip through the middle of bodyguards 
and to break through rocks more powerfully 
than a stroke of lightning.  
The house of the Argive seer fell because of profit, 
destroyed in ruin. The man of Macedon  
divided the gates of cities  
and overthrew rival kings with gifts;  
gifts entrap savage leaders of the naval. (Ode 3.16. 9-16) 

 

Although Horace does not talk directly about himself in these early lines, we are left with 

a strong impression of his harsh disapproval of money. The disintegrating and deceptive 

nature of wealth is highlighted through rich and apposite vocabulary: perrumpere (10), 

demersa and diffidit (13), subruit (14), and inlaqueant (16). Horace’s negative evaluation 

echoes the final lines of Prop. 1.14, in which Propertius uses similarly harsh vocabulary 

to denigrate wealth. Exploring the same topos of wealth, Prop. 1.14 and Ode 3.16 also 

share verbal echoes, i.e., regna and munera (1.14.23 = 3.16.15). The verb despicere also 

                                                                                                                                            
Horace “rationalizes” the myth to illustrate the potential of money to bribe. Cf. Nisbet and Hubbard 1984, 
199. 
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evokes Horace’s contempt for material pursuits, such as negaverit and deneges (Ode 

3.16.21, 38).145  

Despite his denunciation of monetary desire, Horace still talks about an 

alternative type of desire: 

…nil  cupientium 
nudus castra peto et transfuga divitum 
partis linquere gestio 
contemptae dominus splendidior rei 
quam si quidquid arat impiger Apulus 
occultare meis dicerer horreis, 
magnas inter opes inops.  
 
Being poor, I seek the camps of those desiring nothing; 
a deserter, I am eager to abandon the parties of riches. 
I am a master of the despised wealth, nobler 
than were I said to hide away in my barns 
anything which the diligent Apulian ploughs, 
a pauper among great riches. 
(Ode 3.16.22-8) 

 

Horace distinguishes himself from the typical clients who usually seek out a rich client 

for support. Using the military language, the poet aligns himself with the camps (castra, 

3.16.23) of those desiring nothing. Horace’s only desire is to abandon wealth. This 

thought is accentuated by an emphatic word, gestio (24), which denotes “to exult, desire 

passionately, be eager.”147 In this sense, Horace counters the seductive power of wealth 

by desiring its opposite. This contrasts with the end of the stanza where he talks about 

himself if surrounded by riches (magnas inter opes inops, 3.16.28), which is a strong 

parallel to Ode 2.18.10-11 (pauperemque dives/me petit). To conjecture from these lines, 

                                                
145 Tib. 1.1.51-2 also expresses the theme of the client’s rejection of his patron’s riches. 
147 Nisbet and Hubbard note that the verb “suggests physical excitement” (1978, 207). 
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the poet’s denial of money brings about an interesting role reversal in a homosocial 

relation that is not determined by money. Characterizing material possessions (rei, 

3.16.25) as contemptae also further characterizes the poet’s attitude. Horace even goes so 

far as to claim that by rejecting money, he is the dominus of wealth (25), a term which is 

more appropriately attributed to the patronal role. Although we know that Horace’s 

economic condition was much better off in reality than the description in these lines,148 

we are meant to understand the depiction of his humble circumstance as a tactful gesture 

to speak of his own loyalty to Maecenas. The following lines proceeds to discuss his 

modest condition: 

purae rivus aquae silvaque iugerum 
paucorum et segetis certa fides meae 
… sorte beatior. 
 
A stream of pure water, woodland of a few acres, a sure promise of 
harvest—this is a more fortunate lot. (Ode 3.16.29-30, 32) 

 

These lines are likely to refer to the Sabine farm that Maecenas has given him as a gift. 

The context of his farm in Ode 3.16 is referenced in Ode 2.18.13: satis beatus unicis 

Sabinis/ “I am happy enough only with my Sabine estate.” Therefore, we could 

conjecture that, besides referencing his simple lifestyle, Horace expresses gratitude to his 

patron. Words such as satis and unicis highlight Horace’s ethos, one that is not driven by 

luxuria and avaritia. 

                                                
148 It is important to note that both Propertius and Horace were equestrians, though the former seemed to 
be less interested in gifts as reflected in his poems. Armstrong argues that Horace talks about his equestrian 
status in Satires 1.6, and he was already well-off even before his introduction to Maecenas’ circle (1986, 
256). Therefore, the self-portrayal as a pauper and reference to his modest circumstances could be “a mere 
polite pretence” (Armstrong 1986, 283).  



 63 

Horace lapses into a moralizing tone in the remaining verses of Ode 3.16. The ode 

closes with an expansion of the wealth topos. These final lines of the ode express a Stoic 

view on the rejection of desire for money: 

importuna tamen pauperies abest 
nec, si plura velim, tu dare deneges. 
contracto melius parva cupidine 
vetigalia porrigam, 
quam si Mygdoniis regnum Alyattei 
campis continuem. multa petentibus 
desunt multa: bene est, cui deus obtulit 
parca quod satis est manu.  
 
Nevertheless, I am free from cruel poverty,  
and if I were to want more, you would not refuse it.  
By reducing my desires I will stretch my little income more 
than if I were to join Alyattes’ kingdom to the plains of Mygdon. 
Those who seek much lack much. A man is well, to whom God has 
given enough with a frugal hand. (Ode 3.16. 37-44) 

 

Horace’s protestation of “reducing [his] desires” (contracto melius parva cupidine, l. 39) 

for riches warrants our attention. This attitude towards money is highlighted by the use of 

a topos that especially symbolizes Oriental wealth. However, one may suspect the poet’s 

dismissal of cupido for money as a pretentious gesture, given that this portrayal appears 

to be incongruous with his financial reality. As far as we know, he enjoyed wealth even 

before his encounter with Maecenas. This begs us to ask why Horace seems to depict 

himself as one desiring nothing. 

 We should caution against a literal reading of Horace’s claims because he could 

have intended equivocal meanings in his verses. Several possibilities could account for 

his rejection of wealth using the topos: either as an attempt to express a genuine affection 
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for his amicus-patron that is not driven by monetary motives (because he is now free 

from financial need), or a gesture to claim independence from the patron by negating a 

relationship based on material gains or social benefits. Even though Horace could have 

intended such ambivalence, this does not preclude us from perceiving the effect of the 

ode. In rejecting monetary desire with finesse, the chief effect is to achieve an inversion 

of the typical power relationship.  

Before we move on to see how Maecenas also employs the topos of wealth in his 

poems to Horace, it is important to consider how the client’s self-depiction as a pauper 

and his derogatory view of wealth are observed in another ode: 

pauperemque dives 
me petit: nihil supra  
deos lacesso nec potentem amicum 
largiora flagito 
satis beatus unicis Sabinis. 
 
[P]oor/Modest as I am, the rich man seeks me:  
I do not provoke the gods for anything further, nor do I pester my 
powerful friend for more lavish gifts. I am happy enough with my single 
Sabine estate. (Ode 2.18. 10-14) 
 

These lines have interpretive significance to our understanding of Horace’ homosocial 

bond not only with Maecenas but other rich amici. Despite his poverty, Horace takes 

pride in his popularity among rich friends. The verb peto in Ode 3.16 echoes that in Ode 

2.18. In the former, Horace seeks (peto) the camp (castra) of desiring nothing; in the 

latter, the action of seeking is reversed. In Ode 2.18.10, rich friends/patrons seek or court 

Horace. Economic status is also emphasized through juxtaposition: pauperemque dives 

(2.18.10). It is important that the verb peto is often used in a clientary context, and 
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usually describes the action taken by the client to his patron. Putting himself in a passive 

position, Horace highlights the reversal of courtship and the fact that he does not demand 

(flagito, l. 13) gifts. The meticulous use of satis (14), in contrast to supra (11) and 

largiora (13), indicates Horace’s contentment in enjoying Maecenas’ gift, the Sabine 

estate. As our evidence from Odes 2.12 and 3.16 shows, Horace asserts that neither 

monetary nor material gains seduce him, although wealthy people do court him.  

 The above depiction of Horace being sought after by the rich evokes the image of 

a dives amator, who in elegy often represents the rival of the love-poet. Nisbet and 

Hubbard believe that Ode 3.16 alludes to the competition between Maecenas and 

Augustus for Horace’s service. Being pursued by two rich patrons (divitii amici), Horace 

casts himself in the role of a beloved seduced by a dives amator. This recalls the similar 

seduction in Prop. 2.16, where Propertius’ puella is later seduced by the rich praetor. 

However, unlike the mercenary puella, Horace uses the topos of wealth to elaborate his 

view on riches and confirm his fidelity to Maecenas. In effect, Horace presents himself as 

a metaphoric virtuous puella in the sub-genre as opposed to “the mercenary puella” of 

erotic poems.  Speaking through the topos and with a moralizing tone, Horace lets 

Maecenas understand that he upholds an amicitia based on virtus rather than money. 

Thus, the ode’s implied message defines the motive of homosocial relationships, 

especially those of patron and client.  

An intriguing point is that the topos of wealth is not only employed by Propertius 

and Horace, but also by Horace’s patron Maecenas. Maecenas reciprocates with poems 

dedicated to Horace. For instance, in fr. 2:  
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lucente<s>, mea vita, nec smaragdos 
beryllos neque, Flacce mi, nitentes 
nec percandida margarita quaero 
nec quos Thynica lima perpolivit 
anellos nec iaspios lapillus. 
 
My lights, darling (lit. my life), neither do I desire for 
shining emeralds nor beryl, my Flaccus, nor bright pearls,  
nor rings polished smooth by Bithynian file,  
nor jasper gems. (fr. 2, Maecenas’ ode to Horace)149 

 

This fragment reminds us of the use of sermo amatorius, discussed in Chapter 2. 

Maecenas addresses Horace as mea vita, Catullus’ favorite term of endearment to Lesbia. 

Styled in a priamel,150 the fragment establishes Horace’s invaluable status through listing 

a catalogue of jewels. The priamel serves to elevate Maecenas’ love for his amicus-client 

and compares his affection to something far greater than precious jewels (smaragdos, 

beryllos, margarita, Thynica lima and anellos … iaspios lapillus). Smaragdos recalls 

Propertius’ use of the term in his complaint against Cynthia in Prop. 2.16.43. The verbal 

echo and the dismissal of wealth by Maecenas further confirm how this topos, like sermo 

amatorius, is imported from poems of romantic relationships to mediate desire in a 

homosocial bond. Furthermore, while Horace denounces wealth and material pursuits in 

his odes, Maecenas’ similar denial of seductive wealth suggests that this topos had 

become a common rhetorical device within the patron-client relation of Horace and 

Maecenas. 

                                                
149 Courtney 1993, 276. 
150 For more on the priamel technique, see William Race (1982). 
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As discussed above, the poems of Horace and Propertius complicate the topos of 

wealth in the sense that it is transferred from the romantic system of love to homosocial 

relationships. The erotic root of this topos is not overt (original sentence: “This topos is 

not an outright erotic feature”), compared to the first two generic features. However, its 

frequent use in erotic elegies and close association with seduction imparts it with an 

erotic flavor. In most of Propertius’ elegies, the topos is usually applied to the puella, 

with a special intent to characterize her mercenary nature. In 1.14, the topos of wealth is 

ingeniously imported to the homosocial realm and applied to Propertius himself. For 

Propertius, the topos of wealth is often used as a foil for the more elevated status of amor. 

In setting up the contrast between monetary and amatory desire, the love elegist hints at 

disagreement with his amicus.  

Horace manipulates the same topos in a more subtle way to express the proper 

self-control of monetary desire, which in effect inverts the power structure of the 

relationship. Like the motif of death that symbolizes the impossibility of desire,152 

wealth in the eyes of Horace encompasses one’s maximal desires and is the opposite of 

non-monetary pursuits. Thus, by denouncing wealth, Horace and Propertius aggrandize 

and elevate another kind of desire: clientary love for the former and amatory love for the 

latter. These two types of affection are akin to each other because they both are 

constantly threatened by seductive desire for wealth. In a sense, wealth is a relative 

measure that Propertius and Horace employ in order to weigh the importance of amor and 

amicitia against the futility and minimal value of wealth.  

                                                
152 Flaschenriem 1997, 262. 
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 In addition, the seductive and erotic character of wealth, figured in the selected 

poems, represents a destabilizing force in both Propertius’ and Horace’s cultivation of 

their respective relationships. Compared to Horace, Propertius is indeed less interested in 

fostering his amicitia with Tullus. Interestingly, when the same topos is imported into 

Horace’s odes, wealth becomes a general theme running through his work and an 

important means to foster his relation to Maecenas. 

 Despite the fact that Horace exploits the wealth topos more often than Propertius, 

it is imperative to note that the two poets reshape the topos similarly for an important 

function in a homosocial relationship. While the topos is more often associated with 

Cynthia or other mercenary puellae seduced by a dives amator in Propertius’ elegies, the 

description of Propertius’ and Horace’s resistance to the riches of their amici is an 

unusual yet ingenious deployment of the topos of seductive wealth in our sub-genre in 

question. In this way, the topos is exploited to mediate the poet’s homosocial desire that 

is beyond material gratification or socio-political pursuit. 
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Conclusion: The Generic Question Revisited 

 This report has brought each major generic feature under question and illustrated 

its function in the subgenre of homosocial erotic poetry. Each generic feature is 

embedded with either an altered or inventive function. Conventions that characterize 

romantic love are proven to fertilize the cultivation of homosocial desire and the 

continuity of the male bond. It is important to remember that not all features might appear 

within a single poem, but some features are more central than others. For example, sermo 

amatorius is a more noticeable in the sub-genre, while the recusatio and the wealth topos 

are very specific generic features. 

 Having examined the three distinctive generic features, it is important for us to 

ask the raison d’être of homosocial erotic poetry: what justifies the identification of this 

sub-genre nowadays and what was the larger generic function for this type of poetry in its 

time? As we are well aware, the ancient poets would not have had the sub-genre of 

homosocial erotic poetry in mind as they were composing their poems. The identification 

of this sub-genre is a modern distinction to deepen our understanding of the literary-

generic relationship between erotic elements and different types of homosocial bonds 

figured in the poems. As Cairns states, “[e]very genre can be thought of as having a set of 

primary or logically necessary elements which in combination distinguish that genre from 

every other genre.”153 On closer consideration, ascribing homosocial erotic poetry to the 

sub-generic classification is legitimate because homosocial erotic poetry is an outgrowth 

                                                
153 Cairns 1972, 6.  
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of erotic poetry. The poets in the selected poems do not develop new generic choices that 

could be distinguished as “the independent genre of homosocial poems.” Neither do the 

poets depict their relations with their patron/friend in homoerotic terms. However, as 

previous chapters demonstrate, the erotic root of the homosocial bond looms large. 

Therefore, how should we evaluate the presence of erotic elements in these poems? This 

report has tried to prove that erotic discourse is borrowed from the larger erotic genre, 

and that the erotic topos is repurposed to regulate the competing male homosocial desires. 

The reshaping, rather than invention, of the generic conventions deems it proper for us to 

classify the poems discussed in this report as a sub-genre. With these generic distinctions 

in mind, we as modern readers are able to recognize that this large genre is not a 

homogeneous or uniform field, but with variations that have sub-generic significance and 

thereby should be better analyzed under the same rubric.  

 Another reason to call attention to this sub-genre is that the role of erotic 

discourse in homosocial bonds could be overlooked or mistaken as homoeroticism, given 

the blurred boundary of amor and amicitia. This report invites readers to challenge why 

sermo amatorius exists in a homosocial relation. This could only be achieved through 

close examination. 155  To problematize the homosocial erotic poems as a generic 

question, this report borrows Sedgwick’s notion of homosocial desire, which has the 

virtue of articulating the erotic emphasis and the generic question. In this way, we would 

not be inclined to marginalize the importance of the specific erotic mode detected in the 

homosocial bond. 

                                                
155 Horace makes it explicit to expect his readers to reread his work in Sat. 1.10.72-4 (Miller 1991, 366). 
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 The identification of the sub-genre requires us to consider the historical aspect of 

desire between males and therefore homosocial relationships between the poets and his 

patron/friend. The historical background of the poets discussed in this report, in part, 

accounts for the different manifestations and configurations of homosocial desire, as well 

as the level and tenor of erotic discourse in mediating and negotiating competing desires 

in the selected poems. This especially holds true for Horace—the heart of the present 

discussion—who composed his odes around thirty years after Catullus. Just as Propertius, 

Horace wrote during the Augustan period; his odes were a product of a transitional period 

between the republic and the empire. Therefore, this historical period conditions a 

different mode of poetic subjectivity in Horace, as compared to Catullus’ neoteric 

universe. In historicizing the homosocial bond, Miller aptly puts that Horace’s odes 

“negotiate a middle path between public engagement and private withdrawal.” 156 

Straddling the two spheres, Horace seems to find his way through the tensions by 

exploiting the erotic potential more fully than the other poets to mediate the competing 

homosocial desires. His tactfulness allows him to claim relative autonomy.   

 This report has not taken into account other identifying features in the sub-genre 

of homosocial erotic poems. To expand the present investigation, further possibilities can 

be pursued to build on the arguments presented in the previous chapters. For example, the 

standard conceits of servus amoris, militia amoris, etc. in erotic poetry are worth 

exploration. Other love poets such as Tibullus and Ovid could also enrich the present 

discussion of this report. Another promising vein of study could be pursued by looking at 

                                                
156 Miller (1991, 365), referencing to W. R. Johnson, The Idea of Lyric. Berkeley 1982, 44. 
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the negotiation of male homosocial desire outside the realm of poetry. The letters of 

Cicero and Tiro, or Marcus Aurelius and Fronto, would be a fertile field to extend the 

present investigation of the sub-genre. This report has laid the groundwork for identifying 

the homosocial erotic genre. Future work might consider exploring other homosocial sub-

genres. 
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