Humor, Mockery, and the Problem of Catullus’ Attis

Catullus’ Carmen 63, the pathetic tale of the Greek youth Attis who, in a moment of religious frenzy, excises his own testicles and regrets it ever afterward, has long posed interpretive problems. In its nightmarish subject matter and psychological insight, it is unlike any other Catullan poem, or, indeed, any extant work of ancient literature. Yet the interpretations that have been proposed thus far are unsatisfactory. Carmen 63 has been read variously as a metaphor for a normative heterosexual relationship between Catullus and Clodia Metelli (Highet 1957: 26-28), a translation of a lost Greek original (Wilamowitz 1879: 194-201), or a hymn composed for a specific religious occasion Wiseman (1985: 198-206). Strikingly, all these various readings manage to circumvent the poem’s disturbing psychological aspects. In fact, most scholarship on Carmen 63 is engaged in a collective, unspoken project to “excuse” the poem’s bizarre subject matter. 
The earliest exception to this trend was Quinn (1972): he proposed that Carmen 63 represented the character study of a Greek youth who “could not make the transition society demanded from the role of puer delicatus to that of husband or Don Juan (moechus)” (250). While neglected for many years, this argument has the advantage of being based both on a close reading of the poem and on a contextualized understanding of Greco-Roman attitudes toward sexuality. It was revived by Clay (1995) and Skinner (1997), both of whom demonstrated the difficulties of making this “ephebic transition” in a society in which masculinity was a construction, not of biology, but of behavior. While the identification of Attis as an ἐρώμενος was an important step forward in Catullan criticism, I believe that Quinn and his supporters have also neglected a fundamental aspect of the poem’s characterization of Attis: the element of humor. I will argue in this paper that, while Catullus’ Carmen 63 indeed depicts the failure of its protagonist to mature, it does so in a deliberately parodic way.
Carmen 63 contains many elements of humor that have not been recognized as such: the slippage between grammatical genders that begins once Attis has completed the act of castration, the use of military terms to describe him/her and his/her companions, and the ridiculously exaggerated language of Attis’ lament for his lost testicles. Attis is a character whom it is difficult to take seriously—and other evidence suggests that castrated priests were objects of mockery. Thus, I propose, castrated men—particularly self-castrated men who wish to take back their castration—are funny.

Furthermore, they are funny precisely because their castrated status is so disturbing. In a society so fixated on the performance of masculinity as an indicator of social standing, in which, as Wray (2001: 60) has remarked, “every semiotic element of that performance, in dress, comportment, and speech, was subject at every moment to ideological evaluation along the binary spectrum of virility/effeminacy, an evaluation whose vigilance made no allowances or exceptions,”  the prospect of the loss of masculinity must have been terrifying. And those things that most terrify us are precisely what we most ridicule: as Proust  writes, “The things about which we most often jest are generally, on the contrary, the things that worry us but that we do not wish to appear to be worried by.”
That this was an important concern of Catullus’ is shown by Carmen 16, with its famous pronouncement ego pedicabo vos et irrumabo addressed to Aureli pathice et cinaede Furi. Aurelius and Furius have questioned the poet’s masculinity and he must re-assert it by threatening to prove it—through the physical enactment of manhood: penetration. Freud first recognized that the function of humor is, essentially, aggressive, and Richlin (1983: 57-80) has explicated in detail the applicability of this function to specifically Roman humor by means of the “Priapus-figure,” the aggressive male with an outsize penis who threatens everyone he meets with penetration. Similarly, Carmen 63, like Carmen 16, should be viewed as a performance of masculinity, calculated to affirm the manhood of speaker and audience by ridiculing (i.e., metaphorically penetrating) the hapless Attis.
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