Propertius, Augustus, and Romanitas
The subject of Augustus and his works, both civic and military, figure prominently in the poetry of Propertius and appear alongside verses celebrating the elegiac lifestyle the emperor publicly sought to suppress.  A close examination of the poet’s treatment of Augustus suggests that Propertius was opposed to the Augustan regime.  I argue that Propertius protests against Augustus’ moral reforms, military exploits, and the deception of his propaganda.  Instead the poet champions the elegiac lifestyle as the true saving path of Rome, rather than Augustus with his destructive civil wars. 

Scholars such as Harrison (2005) and Cairns (2006) have read Propertius’ poems as pro-Augustan, but following the arguments of Nethercut (1971) and Merriam (2005), who have argued that Propertius has a negative opinion of all things Augustan, this paper takes the stance that Propertius’ work is subversive. Propertius often protests against war and the greed of military campaigns and calls to the reader’s attention Augustus’ role in many civil conflicts, particularly the savage events of the Perusine War, and insists the battle of Actium, Augustus’ great triumph, was a civil conflict (Nethercut 1971, 414; Merriam 2005, 32-35). By showing the emperor’s continuous complicity in these conflicts, and emphasizing the avaricious drive behind war, Propertius dispels the notion of a Golden Age of peace, which was put forward by Augustan propaganda (Heyworth 2007, 107-119). 

Propertius also attacks Augustus’ religious reforms and civic restoration of Rome by setting poem 4.9 at the Ara Maxima and the sanctuary of Bona Dea, which were both reformed by the imperial family
, but treats them as elegiac spaces where the eager lover seeks his mistress (Welch 2005, 74-79). Therefore, in his rebellion against the emperor, Propertius not only uses his poetry to critique Augustan reforms and propaganda, but also to put elegiac values back into the landscape of Rome and to champion the poet’s way of life as the “true Roman way”.
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�Something to think about for later is distinguishing between acts, legislation, and so forth that comes directly from Augustus or which he put forth and the senate approves, and those which members of his family took on as their own projects. Are Livia and others just doing Augustus’ bidding? Are they buying into his propaganda? Is there room for subversion or at least independence on the part of members of the imperial family that sets their acts apart from Augustus’?





