
Femmes Fatales: The Lure of the Foreign in Philodemus (AP 5.132) and Catullus (c. 51) 

 Graecia capta ferum victorem cepit et artis | intulit agresti Latio:  “Captured 

Greece captured her savage conqueror and introduced the arts to rustic Latium” (Horace, 

Ep., 2.1.156-7).  The Greek epigrammatist Antipater of Sidon (2
nd

 c. BCE) brings this 

well-known topos—often referred to simply as “Graecia capta”—into play in an epigram 

(AP 9.567) on a female dancer called Antiodemis who has migrated to Italy.  She is 

going, he concludes, “in order to make Rome give up war and the spear with her 

mollifying charm” (7-8).  The poem belongs to a minor “sub-genre” of Greek epigram 

represented before Antipater by Dioscorides (late 3
rd

 c. BCE; AP 5.137) and later by 

Crinagoras (1
st
 c. CE; AP 9.429).  These poems play on the popular notion of mimesis 

whereby the qualities of a performance or performer—in these poems a ‘femme fatale’—

have the power to mold the ψυ χ ή  of the audience (for the idea, cf., ultimately, Plato, 

Rep. 605a-e).  Antipater’s contribution is to direct the performer’s influence not at an 

individual but an entire society. 

 While this epigram has been read as a critique of Roman military aggression 

against Greece during this period (so Penzel, 2006, 171), it is easy to imagine the appeal 

it might have had for a Roman audience.  Like Antiodemis, Antipater himself had made 

the journey from east to west and become rather famous as a member of the entourage of 

Quintus Lutatius Catulus (cf. the glowing notice at Cicero, de or., 3.194).  So, instead of 

threatening Rome with enervation through foreign influence, Antipater plays (ironically?) 

on the widespread anxiety among the Roman audience about this very possibility. 

 In this paper, I would like to argue that Antipater’s modification of the figure of 

the femme fatale was taken up by two later poets, Philodemus (AP 5.132) and Catullus (c. 



51), who used it as a vehicle for the expression of two different perspectives on the 

‘Graecia capta’ topos:  Philodemus ingeniously inverts Antipater’s formulation.  His 

femme fatale is an Oscan woman named Flora, who, he says, “does not sing the poems of 

Sappho” (AP 5.132.7).  The cultured Greek is here undone by the uncultured Italian—the 

very opposite of the elegiac docta puella (following Gow-Page, 1965, II.382 and Sider, 

1997, 108).  The femme fatale of Catullus c. 51—his translation of Sappho fr. 31—

meanwhile, is either, per the recent suggestion of Young, 2011, Sappho herself, or at any 

rate a Sapphica puella like Lesbia whose beguilements may prove destructive.  

Philodemus’ epigram and Catullus’ poem are mirror images of one another. 

 Whether or not we accept a direct relationship between these poems of Catullus 

and Philodemus—or between them and Antipater’s epigram—they remain illustrative not 

only of the interest among Latin as well as Greek poets in the ‘Graecia capta’ topos, but 

also of the use of the female as a vehicle for the figuration of the intercultural dynamics 

that underlie the topos. 
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