CARMINA SULPICIAE – Translation and commentary by Anne Mahoney (2000)

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0070%3Atext%3Dorig 

Sulpicia was a Roman of noble stock. Her father was Servius Sulpicius Rufus, consul in 51 BC. Earlier, in 62, Sulpicius had prosecuted Lucius Murena for bribery in the consular elections; Cicero's speech for the defense survives. There are letters between Cicero and Sulpicius in book 4 of Cicero's collected letters: letters 1-4 and 6 are from Cicero, letter 5 is Sulpicius's letter of condolence on the death of Cicero's daughter in March 45, and in letter 12 Sulpicius tells Cicero about the assassination of Marcellus in May of that year. Sulpicius died in 43, and Cicero's ninth Philippic argues in favor of giving him a public funeral. 

Sulpicia's guardian was her uncle Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus, who proposed the measure giving Augustus the title pater patriae in 2 BC (see Suet. Aug. 58). Messalla had fought on the side of Brutus and Cassius at the start of the civil war, but ultimately joined Octavian's side. He was consul in 31 along with Octavian. Messalla is best known now, however, as the patron of a group of writers including Tibullus and the other poets of the Corpus Tibullianum, one of whom was Sulpicia. Messalla lived from 64 BC to AD 8. 

We know little about Sulpicia's own life. It is clear from poem 2 that Messalla has patris potestas over her; we can conjecture, then, that she is not yet married and that her father is dead. She may have been roughly the same age as Tibullus and Propertius (both born in the late 50s or early 40s), or perhaps a couple of years younger. We do not know who Cerinthus was, or even whether Sulpicia used a pseudonym for her lover, as male love poets conventionally did. 

The Sulpicia mentioned in Martial 10.35 and 10.38 is a different woman, a contemporary of Martial's at the end of the first century AD, hence about 100 years younger than our poet. 

Sulpicia's poems have come down to us as part of the Corpus Tibullianum, the collected works of Tibullus and his friends. In this group of poems, books 1 and 2 are by Tibullus. The remaining poems, which may be counted as one or two more books, include a long poem in praise of Messalla, a group of short poems called the "Garland of Sulpicia" because, like Sulpicia's own poems, they are about her and Cerinthus, and some other unconnected elegies by other poets. Sulpicia's poems are numbers 13-17 in book 3, or 7-11 in book 4. The "Garland" are the immediately preceding poems, 3.8-12. 

Sulpicia's six poems are love elegies, that is, they are written in elegiac couplets and they are about love. Gaius Cornelius Gallus (roughly 69 BC - 26 BC) is generally considered the first important writer of love elegy, although his works do not survive. After him, Propertius and Tibullus wrote collections. Ovid's Amores follow the generic conventions established by these poets; his Ars Amatoria, Heroides, and other elegiac poems expand the limits of the genre. There are no more significant poets in this style after Ovid. 

While the poems of Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid are relatively long (typically 20 to 100 lines), Sulpicia's are quite short, not unlike some of the shorter elegiac poems of Catullus (for example, 70, 75, 85, 87, and perhaps 76). In Rome as well as in Greece, the elegiac couplet was originally used for short poems, including epigrams for dedications or on funeral monuments (ROL epitaph 10, 135 BC). Greek poets were writing longer poems in this metrical form, however, as early as Tyrtaeus in the seventh century BC, and the elegiac couplet quickly becomes a general form, not tied to any particular genre. This is how Catullus uses the form; his elegiac poems range from short, pithy epigrams like 85 and 93 to longer poems like 67, and their subjects include insults and sarcasm (as in, say, 84), Lesbia (70 and many others), literature (for example, 95), and Catullus's brother (101). Sulpicia's elegies are like Catullus's in their length, but like those of the later elegiac poets in their consistent focus on her love affair. 

Sulpicia's prosody and meter are straightforward. Her metrical practice is similar to her contemporaries', and more like theirs than like Catullus's. In 15 of the 20 hexameters, the principal caesura is the masculine caesura in the third metron. The other five (1.5, 2.1, 2.3, 2.5, 5.1) have the feminine caesura there, along with masculine caesurae in the second and fourth metra; 3F is arguably the principal caesura in 5.1, but not in the other four lines. The pentameters all end with disyllabic words except for 4.4, which ends with the poet's own name. This had become a rule by Sulpicia's time; while Catullus often ends pentameter lines with longer words, and occasionally with monosyllables, the later elegists almost invariably close with disyllables. There are, of course, no "spondaic" lines (hexameters with contracted biceps in the fifth metron) in these poems; by this time, Latin poets were systematically avoiding them. 

There are only six elisions in the forty lines of Sulpicia's verse (1.2, 2.4, 4.1, 4.2, 4.5, 4.6), most of them in the angry outburst of poem 4. The only hiatus is after the exclamation a in 5.2. Except for poem 6, which is one sentence six lines long, the couplets are self-contained, with strong punctuation at the end of each pentameter. 
JW: For details of the later Sulpicia, of whose poetry only two incomplete lines have survived, see John Quinn’s discussion at http://www.stoa.org/diotima/anthology/sulpicia2.shtml 
POEM 1

Tandem venit amor, qualem texisse pudori
     quam nudasse alicui sit mihi fama magis.
Exorata meis illum Cytherea Camenis
     attulit in nostrum deposuitque sinum.
Exsolvit promissa Venus: mea gaudia narret,      5
     dicetur si quis non habuisse sua.
Non ego signatis quicquam mandare tabellis,
     ne legat id nemo quam meus ante, velim.
Sed peccasse iuvat, vultus componere famae
     taedet: cum digno digna fuisse ferar.
At last the love I've waited for has come.
(No shame to say so: more to cover up).
My Camenae called on her in prayer,
and Cytherea brought him to my heart.
Venus kept her promise: now she can tell


5
my tale of joy to those who don't believe.
I hardly want to give this letter up
so no one else sees it before he does.
I'm glad I did it — why wear a prudish mask,
as if he wasn't good enough for me!
Why is this the first poem in the Sulpician collection? It may give the beginning of the story: Sulpicia has met someone with who she has fallen in love. But the arrangement of poems in a collection need not have anything to do with any story-lines that run through them; Catullus 11, the end of the Lesbia affair, comes before 51, the beginning. Kirby Flower Smith, in his commentary on the Tibullan corpus, speculates that this poem chronologically follows 4: Sulpicia and Cerinthus quarrel, he protests that he really does love her, and she, convinced, writes this poem.
venit: Present or perfect? How do you know?

pudori, mihi: This is the "double dative" construction. Prose equivalent: “Amor est qualis, ut fama eum texisse mihi magis pudori sit quam alicui nudasse.” 

[3] illum: Emphatic, he, the man she loves. We will learn in poem 2 that his name is Cerinthus.

Cytherea: Venus has this name because she was born on the island of Cythera.

Camenis: The Camenae were Italian goddesses (or perhaps nymphs) associated with music. Roman poets sometimes invoked them in contexts in which Greek poets could call upon the Muses. The most famous example is the beginning of the translation of the Odyssey by Livius Andronicus: “Virum mihi, Camena, insece versutum” (fr. 1), corresponding to Homer's “ἄνδρα μοι ἔννεπε, Μοῦσα, πολύτροπον” (1.1). Sulpicia has “Camenis” rather than “a Camenis” because she is personifying her songs: they are a means, not an active agent.

This is almost a golden line, though it is centered on a pronoun rather than a verb. 

[4] nostrum sinum: Note how deposuit is placed in “nostrum sinum” just like Cerinthus in Sulpicia's “sinus”. Is “sinus” more likely to be literal or figurative here? The usual constructions would be “in sinu deponere” or “ad sinum adferre”; since Sulpicia has both verbs in this sentence, she compromises on “in sinum”. Nostrum refers to Sulpicia alone. 

[5] narret, dicetur: Mixed conditional: “si quis dicetur, Venus narret”. Note indirect discourse, depending on “dicetur”, subordinate to the protasis.

quis: “aliquis”. 

[7] signatis tabellis: A letter, written on wooden tablets, and sealed with sealing-wax. 

[8] meus: Cerinthus again, "my guy" or "my man". A male poet can write “mea puella”, but “meus puer” would mean “meus servus”, not at all what Sulpicia wants to say.

quam … ante: “antequam”

ne … nemo: Strong negation; sometimes a double negative cancels out, with an effect of litotes, for example in “non nullus”, but sometimes two negatives reinforce each other. This is not as colloquial or slangy in Latin as it would be in English. 

[9] iuvat: sc. “mihi”.

vultus: Since “taedet” is usually used impersonally, “vultus” really can't be its subject. It must therefore be accusative plural, object of “componere”.

famae: Dative, not genitive. “Vultus componere famae” means “bene videri”. 

[10] cum digno digna: A somewhat colloquial turn of phrase.

ferar: More likely subjunctive than future indicative. 
POEM 2
Invisus natalis adest, qui rure molesto
     et sine Cerintho tristis agendus erit.
Dulcius urbe quid est? an villa sit apta puellae
     atque Arretino frigidus amnis agro?
Iam nimium Messalla mei studiose, quiescas,
5
     non tempestivae, saeve propinque, viae!
Hic animum sensusque meos abducta relinquo,
     arbitrio quamvis non sinis esse meo.
My stupid birthday's here, and I'm supposed
to go away and leave Cerinthus here.
What's better than the city? On the farm,
it's cold and rustic — no place for a girl.
Messalla, uncle, you're thinking of me,

5
but stop it: this is no time for a trip.
Take me away, I'll leave my heart and mind
In Rome: what good's free will? You make the rules.
Poems 2 and 3 form a pair. This poem gives us much of our scanty evidence for Sulpicia's life and situation: we deduce from the reference to Messalla that she is living with him after the death of her father, and not yet married.
natalis: That is, “dies natalis”; we will find out by line 2 that it is Sulpicia's, not Cerinthus's, and that it is “invisus” not because she is concerned about her age but because of how she is to spend the day.

rure: Ablative. The locative would not fit here because its last syllable is long: rūrī.

molesto: modifies the nearer noun, “rure”, not “Cerintho” in the next line! 

[2] Cerintho: This is the first mention of his name in the poems. We do not know who he was. Sulpicia names him twice, here and in 5.1, both times in a rather negative way. Here, she refers to their potential separation; in poem 5, she is accusing him of insensitivity. Sulpicia does not address Cerinthus by name as affectionately as Catullus does Lesbia in 5.1, “Vivamus, mea Lesbia, atque amemus”; on the other hand, she never has occasion to refer to her lover as bitterly as Catullus does in 58. 

[4] frigidus: Figurative; the river in question is the Arno, which is not notably cold.

Arretino agro: Ablative either of place where or of separation. Arretium is a town in Tuscany, presumably near Messalla's villa. 

[5] Messalla: The other key figure in Sulpicia's life; see the introduction.

studiose: Note the quantity of the final e, by which you can determine whether this is an adverb or an adjective in the vocative.

mei: Objective genitive with “studiose”. 

[6] non tempestivae viae: The “viae” are “intempestivae”; in other words, Sulpicia says “non volo iter nunc facere.”. The verse is rather corrupt; the correct text might also be “non tempestivam sic properare viam”.

propinque: Kinsman, someone "near and dear". 

[8] arbitrio meo: The genitive could also have been used here. The ablative is similar to the idiom “sua sponte”; it may also have a legalistic sound. 
POEM 3
Scis iter ex animo sublatum triste puellae?
     natali Romae iam licet esse suo.
Omnibus ille dies nobis natalis agatur,
     qui nec opinanti nunc tibi forte venit.
You know, that trip's been taken off my mind:
your girlfriend gets to spend her day in Rome.
Let's spend the day together, as we hoped:
we've had the good luck you were waiting for.
This poem finshes the story begun in 2.

scis: To Cerinthus.

iter triste: The same “via intempestiva” referred to in the prior poem. 

[2] licet: Oddly impersonal; neither the person giving permission nor the one receiving it is named. This echoes the slightly legalistic cast of “arbitrio meo, ” 2.8.
suo: Or perhaps the correct reading is “meo”. 

[3] omnibus nobis: “Omnibus” implies that Sulpicia and Cerinthus will be joined by other friends, perhaps by Messalla and the rest of the household. 

[4] qui: antecedent is “dies”.

venit: Present or perfect? Why? 
POEM 4

Gratum est, securus multum quod iam tibi de me
     permittis, subito ne male inepta cadam.
Sit tibi cura togae potior pressumque quasillo
     scortum quam Servi filia Sulpicia:
Solliciti sunt pro nobis, quibus illa dolori est,
     ne cedam ignoto, maxima causa, toro.
I should be glad you think that you can cheat:
what a fool I'd be to fall into your arms.
Go: court your working girl as she spins her wool
instead of Sulpicia daughter of Servius.
5My family are concerned I might lose out
to the affections of an unknown's bed.
The sound-effects in this poem convey Sulpicia's mood. There are several elisions, more than in the rest of her poems put together, and she pointedly uses the sibilants in her name and her father's to hiss at Cerinthus.
gratum est: That is, “gratias ago”, or “mihi valde placet”: she's being sarcastic, of course.

securus: confident of her feelings for him. 

[2] male inepta: “valde stulta, quam stultissima”. 

[3] togae: That is, a woman wearing a toga, or the sort of woman who would. Proper “matronae” wore the “stola”; only a prostitute or a very low-class woman would wear a toga.

pressum quasillo scortum: a slave carrying a heavy basket of wool to be spun. This image contrasts with that of the toga-clad woman, since spinning and wool-work were traditional tasks for the virtuous Roman lady; see, for example, Lucretia in Livy 1.57ff. 

[4] potior … quam: comparison

Servi filia Sulpicia: Sulpicia makes a point of her patrician status. This is the only pentameter in Sulpicia's poetry that does not end with a two-syllable word. The metrical oddity calls attention to the name. Note also the hissing alliteration. 

[5] sunt … quibus: Although Sulpicia does not name her concerned friends, we can assume it was obvious to Cerinthus who she meant, probably Messalla.

illa: in apposition with “maxima causa” in the next line, not a reference to the woman who has caught Cerinthus's eye.

quibus, dolori: Double dative. The couplet might be paraphrased “Sunt qui timent ne cedam...”. 

[6] ignoto … toro: It's not clear whose bed is in question here. Sulpicia may be saying "they don't want me falling for the sort of obscure young man who has liaisons with slaves," or she may mean "they don't want to see me come in second to a girl who has not had my advantages." Either way, she is threatening Cerinthus. Is she bluffing, or does Messalla know and approve of the relationship with Cerinthus? 
POEM 5
Estne tibi, Cerinthe, tuae pia cura puellae,
     quod mea nunc vexat corpora fessa calor?
A! ego non aliter tristes evincere morbos
     optarim, quam te si quoque velle putem.
At mihi quid prosit morbos evincere, si tu
     nostra potes lento pectore ferre mala?
Cerinthus, do you care that I am sick,
my body wracked with fever and fatigue?
I cannot hope that I'll be well again
unless I think that that's what you want too.
5But if my sickness doesn't worry you,
what good is it to me to be well again?
Just as in 4, here Sulpicia complains about Cerinthus's behavior, though she is not as angry here as in the prior poem.

tuae puellae: Dative of reference, not objective genitive, though either would give the same sense.

The principal caesura in this line is the feminine in the third metron; this is one of only five hexameters with this caesura, and the only one where it is the principal caesura. In the others (see introduction), the principal caesura is in the second or fourth metron. 

[2] corpora: “corpus et membra”

calor: Fever. 

[3] More simply, “nisi vis me valere, malo mori”.

evincere morbos: This is a strikingly prosy phrase, not found elsewhere in elegy. More usual would be some form of “curare” or “sanare”, as for example in 

“Possum ego diversos iterum coniungere amantis,
et dominae tardas possum aperire fores;
et possum alterius curas sanare recentis,
nec levis in verbis est medicina meis.”







Propertius 1.10.15-18
or in Tibullus 2.3.13 “Nec potuit curas sanare salubribus herbis” 

[5] This couplet repeats the idea from the preceding one, using some of the same words. 

[6] lento pectore: “lenta mente, aequo animo, sine dolore” 
POEM 6

Ne tibi sim, mea lux, aeque iam fervida cura
     ac videor paucos ante fuisse dies,
si quicquam tota commisi stulta iuventa,
     cuius me fatear paenituisse magis,
5hesterna quam te solum quod nocte reliqui,
     ardorem cupiens dissimulare meum.
My light, may you not love me any more
the way I think you did a few days since,
if I have ever in my youthful life
done anything as stupid as I did
5yesterday, when I left you all alone
because I didn't want to show my love.
This entire poem is one sentence, longer than is usual in elegiac poetry. More often, each couplet is self-contained.

mea lux: As a term of affection, this expression is fairly frequent in elegy, going back to Catullus (68.132, 68.160). At around the same time, Cicero uses it once in a letter to his wife, Fam. 14.2. Propertius has the phrase three times (2.14.29, 2.28.59, 2.29.1). Ovid uses it several times: Amores 1.4.25, 1.8.23, 2.17.23; Ars 3.523; Tristia 3.3.52. Later, Martial has it at 5.29.3. The phrase occurs one other time in the Tibullan corpus, at 3.9.15, in one of the poems of the "Garland of Sulpicia," poems about Sulpicia and Cerinthus written by someone else, conceivably Tibullus or Cerinthus himself (though there is no good evidence for either hypothesis). Because 3.9 is written from Sulpicia's point of view, perhaps this expression was a favorite of hers. 

aeque … ac: “tam … ut”, but with indicative rather than subjunctive. 

[3] tota iuventa: Ablative of time. Because Sulpicia is still young, this means the same as “per totam vitam”. Note carefully the case of stulta.

All the bicipitia in this line are contracted (except for the fifth, of course). The heavy meter gives the impression that Sulpicia is speaking slowly and deliberately, trying hard to convince Cerinthus. 

[4] cuius: Antecedent is “quicquam”; depends on “paenituisse”. 

[5] quam: With “magis”.

quod: Here the conjunction, not the relative pronoun.

Another very heavy line, like line 3. The poem can be paraphrased simply as follows: “Si aliquid peius umquam feci quam quod te reliqui (volens nihil dicere de amore), utinam tu me non ames.” Just as in poem 1, she insists that this love is not to be hidden. What happened the night before? Were there particular people present with whom she did not want to discuss the relationship? (Compare Catullus 83, perhaps?) Or was she simply playing hard to get? 

