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Philip Hardie 

 

Virgil’s Catullan Plots 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This lecture examines Virgilian imitation of Catullus for what it has to tell us 

about Virgil as a reader of Catullus. Modern criticism has often focussed on themes 

shared between different Catullan poems, looking for example at continuities within 

the ‘long poems’ 61-8, or at themes that link 61-8 to the polymetrics and the 

epigrams. Certain shared patterns recur in all three parts of the corpus, both in poems 

in the first person and in poems that take as their subject events or occasions external 

to the poet, including the mythological poems 63 and 64 which have often been read 

as offering some kind of correlative to Catullus’ own experiences. This lecture tests 

the proposition that Virgil’s allusions to Catullus provide evidence of one ancient 

reader at least who was alert to the recurrent patterning of Catullus’ poems, and who 

was already ‘reading together’ separate Catullan poems in the way that has become so 

common today. Further questions relate to: (1) the extensiveness of Virgil’s Catullan 

allusion. How far do the plot structures of Virgil’s poems on the largest scale map on 

to Catullan themes and patterns? (2) the way in which Virgilian imitation that 

combines allusion to more than one Catullan poem on a similar theme introduces 

complexity into the Virgilian texts. 

After a brief look at Catullan allusion in the Eclogues and Georgics, I turn to 

Catullan patterns in the Aeneid, with a particular focus on (1) the combined imitation 

of Catullus 63 and 64 in Aeneid 8 and 9, and (2) the motif of cutting, which functions 

as a decisive moment in a narrative, either as a conclusive ending, or as an irreversible 

transition from one state to another. 


