Lingua sed torpet: Genre and Translation in Catullus 51

In c. 51 Catullus interlaces the questions of what it means to translate from Greek into Latin with what it means to borrow literary forms and poetic ideas from one cultural setting to another: from Lesbos to Rome and from epic to lyric.  This paper offers an analysis of the strong Ennian intertext in Catullus’ description of the physical suffering of a lover in a poem that is self-consciously presented as a translation of Sappho.  Catullus appropriates from Ennius not only epic descriptions of physical suffering but also a bodily metaphor for translation in the famous opening of his third stanza: lingua sed torpet (9).   The phrase tropes Ennius’ non si lingua loqui saperet quibus, ora decem sint/ in me, tum ferro cor sit pectusque revinctum (469-70), which is itself an adaptation of Homer’s famed ‘many-mouths’ topos (Gowers 2005).  The overlap of love lyric with the language of epic, already present in Sappho (Rissman 1983), signals a discussion of genre, which is continued in the final “otium stanza,” where Catullus elaborates his generic discourse (Kidd 1963, cf. Baker 1989, Harrison 2001, and O’Higgins 1990).    

For a poet, the function of the voice, symbolized by the tongue in Catullus 51, is of great importance.  Each occurrence of lingua in the fragments of Ennius’ Annales appears either as a self-conscious reference to poetry or in the context of Greek speakers: as well as 469-70, quoted above, cf. et densibus aquila pennis obnixa volabat/ vento quem perhibent Graium genus aera lingua (139-40); …cos Grai memo/…li>ngua longus per (459-60).  In 140 the tongue (lingua) is juxtaposed with the race of the Greeks (Graium genus).  A similar parallel is evident in lines 459-60, if the reconstruction of lingua at 460 can be trusted.  The context in Ennius is not completely apparent, but in both cases lingua occurs in close connection to marked literary-reference verbs of speaking, recording, and recalling: perhibent (140) and memo (459).  This suggests that Ennius uses lingua as a marker to refer to instances of his own translation from Homer, in much the same way as Lucretius uses lingua to discuss the difficulty of translation from Greek to Latin (e.g. 1.133-6, 1.637-9, 1.829-31, 4.550-1).

Catullus deploys the image of the dysfunctional tongue at precisely the moment at which he shifts from lyric into epic language drawn from Ennius.  In addition to the Ennian reference in lingua, Catullus’ flame (tenuis sub artus/ flamma demanat, 9-10) evokes Ennius’ sweat (tunc timido manat ex omni corpore sudor, 417), and Catullus’ ringing ears (sonitu supote/ tintinnat aures, 10-11) recall the ringing brazen sound of Ennius’ helmet struck by spears (tinnit hastilibus umbo/ aerato sonitu galeae, 392-3). Because Ennius, like Catullus, engages in translation from Greek, the metaphor of the flagging tongue creates in the poem a sort of double translation effect: it signals that the poet is borrowing translated Greek material from an epic context to an amatory poem which is itself translated from a Greek model.  By enfolding questions of both language and generic appropriation into a single bodily metaphor, Catullus establishes the low genre of nugatory poetry over the high genre of epic, and Latin over Greek as the new poetic language par excellence.

