Propertius 

8 poems

Themes to note

· His philosophy to life

· Love of beautiful women

· Friendship

· Pride in his poetry

· Attitude to death

· Attitude to war

Propertius

Questions asked are usually about your opinion of his character, based on the poems on the course, his attitude to women, love, death and war.

He is a pacifist ‘Love and Peace’. The only wars he belives in are the wars between two lovers.  He enjoys beautiful Women ‘Two requests’ and Susceptilility’.  He sees woman as having the power to hurt him.  ‘Two Requests’ ‘The God of Love’. He also appears to be interested only in women’s physical appearance and never mentions their personality or type of person they are ‘Two Requests’ ‘Susceptibility’ ‘Gone’ and ‘Cynthia’. He is addicted to falling in love ‘Susceptibility’.  He can also be very jealous and distrusting in love, Gone to Clitumnus’ In Cynthia he believes that love can overcome death.  In ‘Love and Peace’ we learn much of his philosophy of life. He believes in enjoying oneself when young, drinking, dancing and singing and when old, he will then have the time to learn all the things he didn’t have time to do like, why we have four seasons, why the stars are in the sky, why we have rainbows.  Riches do not interest him, he does not want land, animals or Corinthain gold.  You cannot take wealth with you into the Underworld.


1.Two requests

In this poem Propertius makes two requests as follows

He addresses a beautiful woman and asks her to allow him to see her more often.

He says “you were born to hurt me, to be loved, to be beautiful”  

Is this the way that he views all women that he could love?  As people who are beautiful to look at, but he expects them to hurt him.

In the second stanza, he tells her that his poetry will make her famous, showing that he has a certain amount of pride in his work, and then he makes his second request.

He asks that his poetry be better than Calvus and Catallus

Themes

Love of beautiful women and the belief that he sees women as having the power to hurt him.  Also there is the theme of pride in his poetry, he boasts that his poems will make this woman famous, and he also makes the plea to write better poetry than two other leading poets Calvus and Catullus.

2. Susceptibility

In this poem Propertius writes about his weakness for falling in love.

In stanza one he addresses a friend Demophoon and tells him that yesterday he looked at many girls everywhere and every one of them he loved.  He says that this gets him into trouble.

In stanza two he says that even when walking down a street he is sure to to come out the other end in love. He also meets women in the theatres to fall in love with and he says that once a girl lifts up her arms or sings he will fall in love.

In stanza three, he asks Demophoon why it is that any girl can catch his eye and answers that love has never heard that silly word WHY.
In the next stanza he says that other men do what he sees as a madness, that is in their worship of the god Cybele they slash their arms or thighs with knives, apparently they like it.

In the next stanza he says that all of us have a madness in us, and in his case its wanting many women “It’s wanting an infinity of wives”
He says that even if he goes blind like the minstrel Thamyras he will always keep an eye out for beautiful girls.

Themes

Love for beautiful women

3. Love and Peace

Themes

Proertius attitude/philosophy to life

His hatred of war

Stanza one he says that Love is a god of peace, that he is not interested in war except the wars between lovers.  He does not want gold, jewels rich farmland with animals or bronzes from Corinth.
In the next stanza, he says that Prometheus gave us perfect bodies but out minds are not perfect and men like to make war against each other.  “And now the tempests throw us anywhere, any foe will do.  War, War,! For death we cry.

In stanza three he says that you cannot bring your money with you to Hell, it will make no difference if you are the victor or the vicim there, you will all be togther.  The only good death he sees is one where you have lived a full life

He then tells us his own particular views on how to live a good life.  He says that in youth he loved singing, dancing and drinking.
In the next stanza he tells us that when he becomes old he will then learn about all the things he did not have time to learn about, like the gods, the seasons, why the moon changes shape, the winds, the clouds, why we have rainbows, the stars, these are some of the things he will settle before he dies.

In the last two lines he mentions his attitude to war again

“But all of you who are so mad on battle,

Get off and bring the standards of Crassus home.  

4. Gone

Themes

Love and the expectation that women can hurt him

In this poem Propertius adressess a friend but gives him no name.

He says that the girl that he loved has left him and tells his friend not to tell him that he has no cause for distress.  He says that there are no enemies except those that we love and that he is very angry.

In the next stanza he says that he can see her with another man.  He says that Love comes and goes, he does not expect it to last and compares it to the great kings that have lived and are now gone, he also mentions the powerful city of Thebes that was destroyed, and he also mentions Troy that also had been destroyed.

The last lines remembers the gifts and songs that he gave her, but says that all the time she never had loved him, again a reference to the idea that he expects women to hurt him.

5. Gone to Clitumnus

Themes Love and jealousy within love

Nature

Country living V City life

In this poem Propertius addresses his mistress Cynthia who has left him in Rome and gone to Clitumnus in the country.

He tells her that he hates her leaving him in Rome, but that he is glad that she will be in the country because she will not meet any men to seduce her.  He calls the farmlands chaste, they will not have any seducers to turn her mind to vice, there will be no rivals under her window and she will be alone with Propertius gazing at the lonely hills, cattle and the peasants poor houses.  There she will not be corrupted by theatres, temples, but will watch the bulls ploughing the land and see the vines being tended.  She will sacrifice at the shrine, join in the dancing chorus but “will catch no possible lover’s roving eye.”

While she is doing this he says he will go hunting, and is quite looking forward to the kill.  He will not hunt lions or boars but will hunt hares or birds.

He tells her that when ever she has any wild ideas to remember that in a few days he will be there.  Nothing will keep him from seeing her, every absent man has enemies again showing his jealousy and distrust of her.

6. Cynthia is Dead

Themes

Death

Propertius sees Cynthia’s funeral and sees her buried beside the roadside.  He says he cannot sleep thinking of her funeral and says “I loathed the chilly empire of my bed”
He remembers her hair, her eyes and her dress, Her lips were pale.  He remembers her voice speaking, full of life and passion and her hands quivering, but then her frail knuckles snapped.

7. The God of Love
Themes 

Love

Propertius speaks about Cupid the god of love.

He says that the person who first pictured the god of love as a boy was a genius.  He knew that lovers never allow small problems to get in the way of enjoying love.  He also gave Cupid a human heart and tempestuous wings well knowing that lovers often quarrel.  He says that we never know when, we will be struck by an arrow from Cupid.  Once we’re hit we’re never free from pain.  Propertius says that Cupid’s arrows are still in him and that he sees Cupid’s image everywhere. 

Cynthia

In this poem Propertius addresses Cynthia his mistress.

He tells her to take her clothes off before going to bed or he himself will do it.  He also says that if his temper grows too hot she will have bruises to show her mother in the morning.  He says that physically she is looking good and that childbirth has not marked her body.  He then says that they should make love now while they can, they will be dead for a long time.  “A long night with no day following”  But he does say that their love for each other will outlast even death.

“Bind us with a chain so strong 

That time will not dissolve it” 

