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E frossini Spentzou’s monograph The Roman 
Poetry of Love provides a useful overview of 
elegiac poetry from the Late Republic to the 

Augustan period. It is a work primarily intended for 
students, as Spentzou explains, ‘I address primarily, 
but not exclusively, those for whom love elegy is a 
new discovery, and in doing so, I explore why, I 
think, we should read poetry two millennia old and 
why it continues to speak, powerfully, to a world not 
so different as people might imagine’ (xiv). The aim 
of this book is laudatory, showing how particular 
elegiac poems are a reaction to changing political 
circumstances.

The premise of Spentzou’s book is that Roman 
elegy was created in a critical period of Roman 
history, arguably a ‘cultural revolution’ (xiii). 
Spentzou argues that Latin elegy, far from being 
an ‘expression of troubled male psychology’, is a 
‘reaction to, and a register of, the overwhelming 
change that swept through Rome and Italy’ (ix). 
However, Spentzou’s attempt to appreciate the 
historical context of elegiac poetry does not result 
in banal historicism. Spentzou cautions against the 
naive attempt ‘to find ‘real’ people, places and events 
from the narratives of the poem as if the purpose 
of reading (and writing) poetry is to discover past 
(and present) historical truths’ (x). Rather Spentzou 
concentrates on first-person elegiac poetry to tease 
out the complex ways elegiac poets negotiated power 
and personal identity in the face of rapid cultural 
change. But as Spentzou warns in advance, ‘We 
cannot resort to binary schemes, such as private, 
elegiac voice in open conflict with the public, 
imperial dicta’ (xiii). Spentzou approaches elegiac 
poetry from an intelligent critical perspective.

The first poet Spentzou discusses is Catullus. This 
may seem controversial since most of Catullus’ 
poetry is iambic and lyric, not elegiac at all. 
Spentzou, however, identifies Catullus’ poetry 
as ‘proto-elegy’ (17; cf. 23) and thus rarely makes 

distinction between poems of different meters. 
Spentzou argues that Catullus is politically 
discontent: the start of his career in Bithynia 
brought no profit (Poem 28) and successful Roman 
politicians were milking provinces for profit (Poem 
29). This resulted in Catullus’ highly aggressive 
attacks on high-profile public figures like Caesar and 
Mamurra (Poem 57), maligning Roman masculinity 
and politics. In Poem 57 Caesar and Mamurra are 
cinaedi and pathici and in Poem 29 Mamurra is said 
to dominate Romulus who is the cinaedus. Catullus 
presents the political winners of Roman politics as 
‘perverted and fully exposed to sexual violation’ (9). 
Consequently in reaction to this corrupt political 
world, Catullus retreats to explore a feminised self 
(10-12). His marriage hymns (Poems 61, 62) depict the 
female’s perspective on marriage; Poem 63 shows the 
emasculation of the voluntary eunuch, Attis; Poem 
11 imagines Catullus’ love for Lesbia as a flower 
which has been plucked by the plough (a reversal of 
the typical image of the puella as the young girl to 
be plucked, as in Poem 62). Spentzou sees Catullus 
as resisting traditional Roman masculinity and 
forging a new kind of amatory relationship.

The next elegiac poet to be discussed is Tibullus. 
Spentzou argues that in this period when power 
was increasingly concentrated in Octavian, 
Tibullus’ poetry balances the divide between 
social withdrawal and the demands of Roman 
male citizenship. In Poem 1.3 Tibullus imagines 
the perfect Arcadian bliss of the Golden Age and 
expresses a yearning for pastoral simplicity as 
opposed to military conquest and riches (33-34). 
Tibullus’ pastoral idyll is not, however, a simplistic 
paradise. Poem 1.10, for example, depicts the beauty 
of rural life but ends with an image of the wife-beater 
farmer, showing that the ‘idyll of the countryside 
can be brutal’ (40). Nor does Tibullus’ poetry show 
a radical escapism from Roman politics. Poem 1.7 in 
fact celebrates Messalla’s military accomplishments 
(38). Spentzou’s analysis of Tibullus shows the 
contradictions and ambiguities in Tibullus’ poetic 
voice, often lamenting the loss of an Arcadian bliss 
but also hinting at the violence of rural domesticity, 
and equally condemning and celebrating military 
conquest. The chapter concludes with a brief 
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excursus on Sulpicia, an unconventional female 
poet who ‘sheds a light on the erudite world of 
real women of the circles that produced Latin 
love elegy’ (43). This is an interesting statement, 
but unfortunately Spentzou does not incorporate 
Sulpicia more into the broader aim of the book and 
relate Sulpicia’s elegies more closely to the political 
and cultural context of her poetry.

The third chapter looks at Propertius, the elegist 
par excellence. Spentzou cautions against politically 
labelling Propertius as pro- or anti-Augustan (46) 
but it is very much clear from the tenor of her 
chapter that she sees Propertius as politically 
dissatisfied with the increasing tyranny of the 
Augustan regime. She begins by discussing the last 
two poems of the Monobiblos (1.21, 22) which show 
the grief and discontent following the Perusine war 
(47-49). Her analysis here shows the countervailing 
political voice of Propertius’ elegiac persona. After 
twenty poems of love poetry mostly concerning 
Cynthia, the book abruptly ends with two poems 
commemorating the tragedy of Perusia, implicating 
Octavian in a terrible civil war. Throughout the 
rest of the chapter Spentzou examines the motif of 
recusatio in which Propertius declines to write epic 
and celebrate Roman achievements and thereby 
distances himself from the Augustan regime. For 
example, Propertius’ abortive attempt to celebrate 
Maecenas or Augustus (2.1, and also 2.10) contain 
‘an aggressive, assertive negativity that distances 
Propertius from the values of the regime’ (59). 
However, Spentzou should also have examined 
elegy 4.6 where Propertius does not decline to write a 
celebration of Augustus, commemorating the battle 
of Actium in a zealous encomium. Spentzou argues 
that Book 4 is not entirely written in first person 
narrative (46) and had already explicitly declined to 
discuss it (xiv), but since 4.6 is in the first person and 
on the surface is a highly flattering compliment to 
Augustus, it does warrant some explication. In the 
light of 4.6, poems 2.1 and 2.10 need not be a snub 
to Augustus but a polite postponement.

Finally, Spentzou discusses Ovid in two chapters, 
though exclusively examining the Amores, written 
long before Ovid’s banishment by Augustus. In 

Chapter 4, Spentzou looks at the ‘poetics of desire’. 
Ovidian elegy is a confusing world of sexual 
dominance, imperialism, control, victimisation 
and corruption. In certain poems, Ovid shows the 
soldiery of love, at other times, the slavery. Spentzou 
examines a variety of different elegies showing the 
layering of irony and constantly shifting poetic 
stances. For example, ‘the smug winner of 2.2 is 
the tortured cheated lover of 3.14’ (81). Similarly, at 
2.13-14, Ovid seems to be an Augustan mouthpiece 
condemning Corinna’s abortion (76) but in other 
poems, Ovid liberally endorses adultery and 
resists Augustan moral conservativism such as 3.4 
which explicitly encourages husbands to permit 
adulterous interactions. In Chapter 5, Spentzou 
takes a different approach, looking briefly at the 
reception of Ovid in David Malouf’s Imaginary Life 
and Christopher Ransmayr’s Last World. In these 
works, Ovid is depicted as the marginalised nomad 
and Spentzou argues that Ovid’s exilic identity is 
discernible in the Amores as well. In 2.11, 2.16, 3.6 
Spentzou notes how Ovid lacks a home and how he 
is away from Rome marginalised seeking his puella. 
Even in 3.2 as Ovid sits in the Roman circus, he 
does not participate; he does not watch the race 
but rather concentrates on his puella. Ultimately, 
Spentzou concludes, ‘The to-be-exiled Ovid was 
already in the Amores preparing his exile, long before 
word came from the offended emperor’ (96).

Spentzou’s overall approach to elegy can be 
summed up in a sentence in her last chapter: ‘all 
Latin love elegy is a nomadic mode of expression 
and existence’ (83). To Spentzou, all Latin elegists 
‘find themselves in the margins of society, and any 
settling is resisted’ (83). This is a sophisticated book 
which combines close analysis of individual poems 
with a brief historical and political context, showing 
how Latin love elegists frame themselves as socially 
marginalised and recalcitrant in an increasingly 
changing political world. Spentzou has a gift for 
translating the Latin in an accessible and fluent way, 
but unfortunately there are occasional examples of 
carelessness.
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