
 

 

“I Found Someone”…or Did I? Teaching Catullus and Persona Theory through Pop Music 

 By and large, Catullus scholars have long ago moved away from biographical readings of 

his poetry, and the methodologies offered by persona theory — which highlights the constructed 

nature of a poem’s ostensibly autobiographical speaker and his presentation of people and events 

— have become a dominant paradigm (e.g., Nappa). Often, though, it is hard for students to read 

“the tenderest of Roman poets” other than biographically, and the idea of poetic persona presents 

a major conceptual challenge for them. In his paper I describe an activity that I developed to help 

students approach abstract persona theory from a more familiar angle, namely popular music. 

 Recently, Latin and Greek teachers have shown growing interest in how music can aid in 

Classical language classes (Pearcy, Irby-Massie), and several scholars of Latin poetry have noted 

similarities between ancient poets and modern singers (Veyne, Selden, Rosen and Baines). With 

these ideas in mind, I developed an activity in which students had to reconstruct the biography of 

an unnamed “poet,” who unbeknownst to them was the pop musician Cher, based on a set of four 

“poems” that I gave them, which in reality were simply lyrics from four of Cher’s songs from the 

early 70s (these were chosen because they have a 1
st
-person speaker and many thematic parallels, 

as well as because their antiquity made them least likely to be known to 18–21 year old students, 

though I discuss additional options and their potential contributions and complications, including 

songs by the rap artist Eminem). After students worked in small groups to construct the “poet’s” 

biography, we attempted to develop a consensus as a class, with students arguing for and against 

particular interpretations when there was disagreement or ambiguity. Once we established a vita, 

I revealed the identity of the “poet” and we compared how our biography reconstructed from her 

songs matched Cher’s historical experience, noting when a biographical approach was successful 

and when it was not and discussing how persona theory might help us explain the discrepancies. 



 

 

 In this activity, students experience firsthand the kind of interpretation and argument that 

19
th

 and early 20
th

 century Classicists undertook to develop the Romantic biographical narratives 

we have inherited, for good and ill. They also get to see that biographical does not mean “wrong” 

and persona theory does not mean “right,” as there are substantial overlaps between Cher-as-poet 

and Cher-as-poetic-speaker, just as Catullus’ poetic speaker seems to present aspects of Catullus’ 

lived experience (in terms of, e.g., sex, social status, etc). In addition, this activity offers a hands-

on and fun experience that encourages comfort with complex ideas and helps students see poetry 

as an active and pervasive part of Roman culture in the same way that music is in America today. 
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