Propertius and his “Programmatic” Girl:  Readings beyond Realism

Despite her “real” appearance, Cynthia has no existence outside Propertius’ poetry. According to Maria Wyke's reading of Elegy 2.13 (1987), she is both a fictitious character, i.e., a scripta puella, and the signifier of a particular form of poetic production, namely, that in the style of Callimachus. Yet it is precisely Propertius' mastery of using the device of realism that conceals his puella's hybrid nature and that makes it so easy to miss a programmatic statement that is not placed at the beginning or end of a book, i.e., where the reader expects it. 
Elegy 3.10 is a case in point. Aside from the Propertian speaker's visit by the Camenae, little may at first glance indicate that the result of the deities' epiphany, namely, a birthday poem for his puella, can be interpreted as a programmatic poem. Accordingly, scholarship on 3.10 has interpreted the poem primarily in the context of the Propertian speaker's elegiac love (Cairns 1971, Bramble 1973, Lyne and Morwood 1973, Valeri-Tomaszuk 1976). However, given that it is preceded by a programmatic poem, i.e., Elegy 3.9, the reader may consider 3.10 as a sequel and interpret it in a similar fashion as Wyke suggests for Elegies 2.11-13, i.e., as a response to a poetological statement (2.10) and thus as a poetological statement in itself. 
As in poems 2.11-13, so in poem 3.10, the Propertian speaker uses the device of realism, in order to illustrate his previously articulated poetic program through his interaction with his puella. Yet, while Elegy 2.13 suggests that the name “Cynthia'”denotes a specific thematic in Propertian poetry, namely, elegiac love, the nameless puella in 3.10 may be regarded as a term that stands for subjects other than “Cynthia.” 
Elegy 3.10 thus illustrates by means of a quasi-real episode the new artistic beginning that the Propertian speaker announces, rather than rejects in 3.9, namely, to write elegies on topics other than elegiac love. As Elegy 3.10 performs the first, basic steps toward carrying out this program, it may itself be considered not only a birthday poem but also the birth of a “new” type of poem. 

By drawing analogies between Elegies 2.13 and 3.10, on the one hand, and 3.9-10 and 2.10-13, on the other, this paper hopes to take further Wyke's investigation of how Propertius combines realism as a narrative mode with a poetological statement. 
Furthermore, by including a brief discussion that identifies Elegies 4.7-8 as a third sequence of programmatic poems that, according to Butrica (1996), fuses the “Cynthia” poetry with aetiological poetry, his paper will suggest that 2.10-13, 3.9-10, and 4.7-8 constitute a category of poetological statements that is different from the recusationes at the beginning of each of Propertius' four books of elegies. While the latter justify the writer's choice of genre, the former are concerned with the thematic orientation of Propertian elegy. They distinguish themselves through their use of a semantic that associates the scripta puella with a subject matter, not the elegiac meter. To apply to them the term recusatio would indeed be, as Cameron (1994) suggests, a misnomer -- but in more than one sense.
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