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Marathus the Chameleon:
How Tibullus Uses Marathus’ Changing Faces to Redefine a Genre

 In Latin Love Elegy, unlike in some other genres, we have been lucky enough 
to have some of the greats survive to us. There is no escaping the gaping absence that is 
Gallus, but despite this we still have works by Sulpicia, Propertius, Ovid, and Tibullus, 
along with others. Amongst these Tibullus stands out as being a titan of subtlety, and an 
expert at brilliantly bending and circumventing rules that would have scared off a lesser 
poet. As much as it seems that Gallus defined the genre in its birth, Tibullus was the one 
who ushered it into a ripe state of maturity, and who added depth with artful precision. 
When considering Love Elegy, one inevitably falls into the issue of categorization of style, 
and of characters. The style can be loosely defined as being a compilation of verbose 
lovers’ laments, as being the platform for the unrequited lover and the absent one who is 
the object of the desire. It is a genre that generally has fairly defining and specific roles. 
There are three main roles that characters tend to fall into within the framework of the 
poems, that of the lover, the female beloved, and the teacher. There is also the existence 
of a fourth role which comes and goes which could be termed as the ‘guardian’, which is 
often assumed by a door, and it can be defined as an obstacle which stands between the 
lover and his goal. Within the framework of these roles, Love Elegy can do remarkable 
things, however, it is when these boundaries are pushed and prodded that the true masters 
can be seen. 

 Tibullus’ 1.4, 8, and 9 are commonly referred to as the Marathus cycle, because 
they deal specifically with a different object of Tibullus’ attention, and that is the puer 
(boy). Marathus. This character is one of the most interesting in all of Love Elegy, because 
of his diversity. This paper will examine how Marathus jumps between Elegiac and gender 
roles, and how Tibullus uses him to completely turn the genre on its head. It will break 
down the cycle by poem, look at the role that Marathus inhabits in each one, and bring to 
light the ways in which these changes affect Marathus, Tibullus, and the genre as a whole. 
In doing this it will attempt to bring forward the significance of this character and his 
changing faces, as well as to discuss other interpretations and their possible validity.

First, to understand Marathus’ role in 1.4, one must examine the poem as a whole 
and establish the various roles that each player inhabits, and what that signifies. 1.4 starts 
with Tibullus asking the god Priapus, or more appropriately, a statue of Priapus for advice 
on how to have boys fall in love with him.

Quae tua formosos cepit sollertia? certe non 
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tibi barba nitet, non tibi culta coma est1 

Tibullus says this to the god. This line sets up the tone for the rest of this poem. 1.4 
centers around Tibullus beseeching the god Priapus to learn about the art of cepit formosos, 
capturing alluring boys. It is only at the end of the poem, in the last ten or so lines that 
the goal behind this is revealed. Tibullus admits that he is seeking this information for his 
friend Titius. In the final few lines Marathus is revealed and yet another layer of intent is 
brought into the mix, as Tibullus unveils a boy who he is vying for. The lines describing 
this end section will be discussed further in the paper in more detail. Now to return to these 
introductory lines of the poem, this section is not only notable because it introduces what 
the poem will discuss, but it also stands as a marked change from the first three poems. 
Immediately, this poem differentiates itself by stating that the focus of infatuation will 
be boys. This simple change of an “a” to an “o” in formosos (beautiful [boys]), gives a 
profoundly different and new feel to this poem. It not only breaks up the monotony of the 
pining for the same lover without success of the first few poems, but it introduces another 
potential side of Elegy. However, what is possibly more interesting, is the fact that Tibullus 
presents this change as being merely more of the same.

Before continuing it seems pertinent to briefly discuss the language of Elegy, 
specifically the adjectives that are used prominently to describe the love interests in 
general, and Tibullus’ love, Delia, specifically. In 1.1 Tibullus imagines a Delia who’s 
heart is not hard as iron (duro ferro, 63) but is tender (tenero corde, 64). These lines are 
remarkably representative of the powerful connotation behind the vocabulary choices that 
are used throughout the first book. Book one is all about the difference between duritia 
(hardness) and teneritas (softness), this would seem to primarily apply to Delia, however 
it also applies to Marathus, as will be discussed in more detail.2

Poem 1.4 is particularly concerned with the breaking down of gender assigned 
roles. This begins with Priapus, and ends with Marathus. As Nikoloutsos aptly puts it,“in 
the figure of Priapus gender stereotypes collapse. He is both superior and inferior, both 
powerful and vulnerable.”3 This gender blurring, and general role inconsistency that appears 
with the descriptions of Priapus serve as an appropriate introduction for Marathus to be 
brought in. However, there is in fact more intricacies of roles which are introduced before 

1  Tib. 1.4.3. “What skill of yours captures the beautiful boys? Certainly your / beard does 
not shine, and your hair has not been groomed.” All translations are the author’s unless 
otherwise noted.
2  Konstantinos Nikoloutsos,  “Beyond Sex: The poetics and Politics of Pederasty in Tibullus 1.4.” Phoenix 61, 
1- (Spring-Summer 2007), 60.
3  Ibid, 64.
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Marathus is, to further complicate the situation. This refers to when Tibullus introduces, 
near the end of the poem, that he is in fact the one telling his friend these things.

Haec mihi, quae canerem Titio, deus edidit ore,  
Sed Titium coniunx haec meminisse vetat.  
Pareat ille suae; vos me celebrate magistrum,  
Quos male habet multa callidus arte puer.  
Gloria cuique sua est: me, qui spernentur, amantes  
Consultent: cunctis ianua nostra patet.  
Tempus erit, cum me Veneris praecepta ferentem  
Deducat iuvenum sedula turba senem.4

This section introduces an interesting further level to what has been described 
so far, and that is that Tibullus describes himself as being the teacher here. In fact, all 
along it was Tibullus who was giving the advice, although it was the god speaking through 
him. This sets up both Tibullus and Priapus as being the teachers for this section, all the 
while Tibullus also inhabits the role of the one being instructed, as in his description he is 
listening to what the god tells him. The elegiac roles are then completed when Tibullus, 
in the last lines of the poem, introduces the fact that in truth he also has to learn the art of 
making boys fall in love with him, as he is pleading with Marathus who is torturing him, 
all while describing himself as teacher.

Heu heu quam Marathus lento me torquet amore!  
Deficiunt artes, deficiuntque doli.  
Parce, puer, quaeso, ne turpis fabula fiam,  
Cum mea ridebunt vana magisteria.5

Here Tibullus opens up about the fact that his credibility relies entirely on his 
relationship with Marathus. That if he is not successful with this puer (boy) that no one 
will take him seriously, and that he will go down as a turpis fibula (shameful bind). In these 
phrases the keystone of the entire poem is revealed. Marathus stands as being the turning 

4  Tib. 1.4.73-80. “This, which I was singing for Titius, that the god spoke from my / mouth, but Titius’ wife 
forbade this to be remembered. / He ought to obey her; you all praise me as teacher, / the sly boy has many which 
are with evil skill. / His glory is to each of them: the lovers who have been spurned / consult me: my door stands 
open for all. / It will be the time, the sedulous crowd of youths, having been / taught by Venus, lead me down as 
an old man.” 
5  Tib. 1.4.81-84. “Marathus twists me with slow love! / Skills fail, tricks fail. / Spare me, 
boy, I beg you, lest I become an ugly tale, / when they laugh at my false instruction.”
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point for all of this. Without him Tibullus is nothing more than a languid lover, and one 
who pines after these unreachable boys. As such, Tibullus’ role-defying jump is entirely 
reliant on the existence and love of this boy. In these few lines Marathus’ importance is 
made abundantly clear. The fact that he is himself a role-defying character opens Tibullus 
up to do the same thing.

This poem in its entirety stands as an opening for Tibullus to begin redefining 
the Elegy. He begins this journey simply, by showing that the beloved need not always 
be a puella (girl). Boy and girl become interchangeable in 1.4. There is the change of 
asking how to make boys fall in love with you, when he is pleading with Priapus in the 
beginning. This is as opposed to the common elegiac trope of pleading with a teacher to 
teach you how to get girls to love you. Which one can see in all of Ovid’s Ars Amatoria, 
in that he places himself as the teacher who teaches love to the ignorant masses. It can 
also be seen when, in Propertius 1.1, love teaches him what to do, teaching him not to like 
chaste girls. This change is further enhanced by Marathus’ being described in the same 
way as are the girls who are normally sought after. He describes the boys as “teneri pueri” 
(soft boys), an adjective commonly attributed to women.6 This is taken a step further in 
that the same attractions that are described when discussing the teneri pueri are those 
which are generically given to the puella.7 This continues in lines 81-84, which are pivotal 
because Marathus spurns Tibullus’ love, which goes hand in hand with the idea of a dura 
puella (hard girl). “This is a puer who both acts in a manly manner and displays feminine 
characteristics.”8 

The decision to describe Marathus in the same way as a normal puella makes it 
in some way more acceptable to do what he did, but makes it a statement in its own right. 
The use of the same adjectives and such amounts to Tibullus showing that Marathus is 
just as acceptable as is any other beloved in Elegy. This establishes a new framework, in 
which anything is possible within the poetic universe, and retroactively supports the role 
changing and integration of both Priapus and Tibullus himself.

These same themes and ideas are furthered and intensified in 1.8. The eighth poem 
in Tibullus’ first book is easily one of the most interesting of his corpus, given that it 
occupies a unique place in its ideas and story. In this poem Marathus falls in love with 
a girl, then tries to be with her. Most of the poem is comprised of Tibullus talking about 
how he has helped and is helping Marathus. From the very start this poem emphasizes the 
gender ambiguity that is introduced in 1.4.

6  Tib. 1.4.9, 11.
7  Nikoloutsos 2007, 67.
8  Ibid, 70.
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Quid tibi nunc molles prodest coluisse capillos  
Saepeque mutatas disposuisse comas?  
Quid fuco splendente genas ornare, quid ungues  
Artificis docta subsecuisse manu?9

Nine lines into the poem Tibullus introduces an intriguing ambiguity, in that in 
these lines there is no gender stated outright for the “you” being discussed. This intentional 
lack of clarity continues with the theme from 1.4, about the blurring of gender lines. This 
is especially poignant because further on in the poem the reader finds out that this “you” is, 
in fact, talking about Marathus. Not only is there an implied genderless pronoun in these 
sentences, but the actions described are ones that are profoundly feminine. The fixing of 
“displaced hairs” and the pearing of nails are most certainly female activities. Even in the 
earlier poems Tibullus only talks about hair in conjunction with Delia.10 Marathus goes 
through what can be described as ‘transvestite transformations’ here (gets hair done, puts 
on makeup etc), by doing this he further blurs the lines between gender roles, and shows 
that they are not so clear cut. This is made especially noticeable in this poem as he is the 
one who is going after the girl, and not the other way around. In every way Marathus blurs 
these lines and shows that nothing need be so exact, that nothing is so concrete as some 
may have it seem.11 This passage is then put in sharp contrast to the lines that come shortly 
thereafter.

Illa placet, quamvis inculto venerit ore  
Nec nitidum tarda compserit arte caput.12

The juxtaposition that is achieved here is powerful in its force. The gender roles 
have now not only been blurred, but essentially reversed. Despite this, the roles have not 
entirely been transferred, as it is still Marathus who is doing the chasing in the poem. 
Though Marathus here inhabits the role of the lover, he is still being portrayed in a way 
that makes him stand out, and that allows him to stretch the definition of the conventional 
male lover in Elegy. Here Marathus steps out of the role of the beloved, and the much 

9  Tib. 1.8.9-12. “Why is it useful for you to have tended to soft hairs / and often to have displaced shifting hairs? 
/ Why do you decorate your cheeks with shining dye, why do you / pear the nails of an artist with skilled hand?”
10  An example of this is Tib. 1.1.68, there are others strewn throughout though.
11  Konstantinos Nikoloutsos, “Gender B(L)Ending and Elegiac Composition: A Queer Reading of Tibullus 
1.8,” (May 14, 2010).
12  Tib. 1.8.15-16. “She is pleased, although she may come with an uncultivated mouth / she will not arrange a 
shining head with slow skill.”
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sought after love interest and instead takes the place of the hunter, or one could go so far 
as to say even the place of the elegist (which will be discussed more shortly). This new 
position change then allows Tibullus to once again take a step back from his own longings, 
at least superficially at first, and take the place of the teacher once again. As such, Marathus 
is once again not only used for his own gender-bending impact, but also to allow the poet 
to alter his own position in the poems, and so provide a new perspective and feel in Elegy. 
Marathus is then asked if he has been put under the spell of a witch, and Tibullus goes on 
a long tirade about the effects and power of such a song. 

Num te carminibus, num te pallentibus herbis  
Devovit tacito tempore noctis anus?  
Cantus vicinis fruges traducit ab agris,  
Cantus et iratae detinet anguis iter,  
Cantus et e curru Lunam deducere temptat  
Et faceret, si non aera repulsa sonent.  
Quid queror heu misero carmen nocuisse, quid herbas?  
Forma nihil magicis utitur auxiliis:13

This section is important for what it implies about the new position that Marathus 
now occupies. With the inclusion of the witch, and the talk of him being enchanted, as 
well as his introduction as one who is fruitlessly attempting to win over a girl, this passage 
takes further steps to place Marathus as being the poetic-lover in this poem. This role has 
hitherto only been occupied by the poet himself, and is a sort of ‘breaking the fourth wall’ 
type of idea. It is so extreme because it implies that all of a sudden one of the characters 
has potentially become the poet, as opposed to merely being a fictional turning post around 
which the poem operates – the character can now become the driving force behind the 
poem as a whole. This idea is firmly cemented when, in one of the most evocative moments 
in all of book one, Marathus actually speaks.

‘Quid me spernis?’ ait.‘poterat custodia vinci:  
Ipse dedit cupidis fallere posse deus.  
Nota venus furtiva mihi est, ut lenis agatur  
Spiritus, ut nec dent oscula rapta sonum;  

13  Tib. 1.8.17-24. “Now does the witch enchant you with songs, now with pale herbs /in the silent time of night? 
/ The song brings across the fruit from the neighboring fields, / and the song holds down the path of the angry 
snake, / the song tries to lead down the moon from its chariot / and it makes it, if the gongs having been struck 
do not sound. / Why do I lament this song having harmed the wretched, why do I lament the herbs? / Beauty uses 
no magic help.” 
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Et possum media quamvis obrepere nocte  
Et strepitu nullo clam reserare fores.  
Quid prosunt artes, miserum si spernit amantem  
Et fugit ex ipso saeva puella toro?  
Vel cum promittit, subito sed perfida fallit,  
Est mihi nox multis evigilanda malis.  
Dum mihi venturam fingo, quodcumque movetur,  
Illius credo tunc sonuisse pedes.’14

This passage is powerful not because of its excellent and subtle wording, given that 
it is full of relatively common Elegiac tropes, but because it firmly establishes Marathus as 
an elegist. What was only teased earlier in the poem comes to full fruition with Marathus’ 
speech on the position that he finds himself in. This, more than the actual advice that 
Tibullus has given Marathus, evinces the feeling that Tibullus has truly been his teacher, 
his praeceptor amoris (teacher of love). This complete switch is possibly one of the most 
poignant examples of Tibullus’ complete over-ruling of the common standards of Elegy. 
With this section the reader is then watching a poet be born and operate, within the universe 
of a poem. It is a moving moment in poetry, it shows that there can be change in Elegy, 
and in a way, it gives a glimpse into at least the emotional side of the genesis of an elegist.

Tibullus then completes the poem by showing Marathus his side of the situation, 
and trying to make him understand what this looks like from an outside perspective. “He 
reminds the boy that the one who is shedding tears over a puella dura (hard girl) used to 
be a puer durus (hard boy) himself.”15 That he used to derive pleasure from having others 
chase after him, and now the roles are reversed. Tibullus does this arguably to attempt to 
ground Marathus again, and to bring him back into where he is meant to be. Many of these 
situations, where he is pleading with Marathus, have the feel that Tibullus is almost the 
Elegiac moderator, and that he is attempting to reassert, or assert at all, proper order upon 
the poetic world that he finds himself in. Meanwhile, he, ironically, while attempting to 
control things in this way ends up stepping outside of the rules that he is trying to enforce. 
1.8 operates as Tibullus showing Marathus that he is ‘doing it wrong’, and that he instead 
should be playing the role that he was meant to be playing, which is that of the boy who is 

14  Tib. 1.8.55-67. “‘Why do you spurn me?” he says, “the guard is able to be defeated: / the god himself gave the 
ability to deceive to the passionate ones. / Secret love’s known to me, just as the light spirit has been urged, / just 
as stolen kisses are given without a sound: / and I am able, though it’s midnight, / to open the gates secretly, with 
no loud sound. / What use are skills, if she spurns her wretched lover / and, savage girl, flees from the bed itself? 
/ Or when she promises, but suddenly treacherous girl deceives, / and night too is a vigil of many sorrows for me. 
/ While I imagine she will come to me, whatever has been stirred, / I believe to have been the sound of her feet.”
15  Nikoloustos 2007, 78; Tib. 1.8.67-78.
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being chased.
Tibullus, in his poems, is playing within the rules of Elegy in order to show 

that the rules are unnecessary in a way, and one could even go so far as to say that he is 
implying that they are wrong. His choice to make characters jump between roles, and to 
alter what can be considered to be the standards for each of these should be viewed as both 
a statement about the genre, as well as something larger, and more poetic. It can also be 
seen to have been a commentary on the nature of love itself. Tibullus could be trying to 
imply that the confines of Elegy do not properly encompass the ideas and changing nature 
of love. All of this serves to allow Tibullus to show that nothing is sacred in Elegy, and that 
there should be no clearly defined roles. It is unreasonable to say that any one person would 
only be in a specific role in life, or in love, and so Tibullus attempts to show this, first by 
Priapus, who is a conflicting figure, who justifies Tibullus’ own changes, which introduce 
Marathus, who is the epitome of this idea that Elegy and love should not be so exclusive. 
His elegiac role is never properly set, from one poem to the next, arguably reaching its 
climax in 1.8 where he himself becomes the poet.

The Marathus cycle completes its story in 1.9, when the boy begins seeing an 
older rich man. This makes Tibullus quite unhappy, to say the least, and so he spends the 
entire poem attempting to show Marathus the error of his ways. This poem is intriguing 
in that it both represents an endpoint, and a change, while at the same time coming back 
full circle in other ways. Verstraete points out that 1.9 belongs to “a well-recognized type, 
announcing the end of an affair.”16 In this way it is the end, and something new; this poem 
marks the cutting off of relations between Tibullus and Marathus, as the boy has moved 
on, and becomes merely another love interest for Tibullus to pine after. However, there 
are things which have come back around in this poem as well. First is that Marathus 
has returned to being a homosexual character, given that in the last poem he had a brief 
foray into heterosexuality. The second is that though it is not with Tibullus, Marathus has 
nonetheless gone back to the same situation which he started in. He began as someone for 
an old man to pine over, and then in 1.9 he begins the cycle anew, just with a different man. 
In this poem Tibullus discusses his having taught Marathus, and returns himself to the role 
of elegist proper in his lamenting.

Haec ego dicebam: nunc me flevisse loquentem,  
Nunc pudet ad teneros procubuisse pedes.17

16  Verstraete, Beert C, “The Originality of Tibullus’ Marathus Elegies,” Journal of Homosexuality 49, 3-4. 
(2005), 305.
17  Tib. 1.9.29-30. “This I said to you: now I’m ashamed that I wept / as I spoke, and stretched myself out at your 
feet.”
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In this passage it can be seen that Tibullus begins receding back into himself, 

and into the role of the love-sick poet. He is referring to the previous sections where he is 
quoting what he had taught to Marathus concerning the importance of not being taken in by 
wealth. This is more important for the fact that he is regretting what he has taught, more so 
than what was actually in the lesson. Here it can be said that Tibullus is expressing serious 
feelings of remorse for having been Marathus’ teacher, but this can be taken a step further 
to say that perhaps he even regrets having stepped out of his role as elegist.

In 1.9 Marathus has found someone to replace Tibullus, and so at the end of the 
poem, in Tibullus’ anger, he threatens that he will then find someone to replace the boy. 

Tum flebis, cum me vinctum puer alter habebit  
Et geret in regno regna superba tuo.  
At tua tum me poena iuvet, Venerique merenti  
Fixa notet casus aurea palma meos:  
‘Hanc tibi fallaci resolutus amore Tibullus  
Dedicat et grata sis, dea, mente rogat.’18

These threats can be taken in two ways, one is that, although Tibullus is angry, 
that Marathus is in fact quite easily replaceable, and that as such not only will the cycle 
continue with Marathus and another man, but the same will happen for Tibullus. The 
other possibility is that in fact Marathus is unique, and the poet is speaking out in such 
fury because of the unique nature of the boy, and so they are empty threats, because he 
knows that they are not true, even to his own ears. There is no doubt that both arguments 
have profound implications for the puer’s (boy’s) role in Elegy and in this poetic cycle in 
particular. The first would imply that this treatment of Elegies as a whole should not be 
viewed as being a different thing, and although powerful and painful to see it move on, 
that it is in fact reproducible. The other is more poetically sound, as a grander idea, but has 
more pitfalls in actual interpretation from the words because of the amount of extrapolation 
involved. The idea that Marathus is unique, and as such cannot be replaced, certainly has 
value for the reader given how much they have interacted with him, and how much he has 
come to redefine the genre and poems.

“The later Marathus cycle [is] dominated by a perception of amor (love) as an 
especially unstable and unpredictable enterprise in which happiness easily gives way to 

18  Tib. 1.9.79-84. “Then you will cry, when another boy has me bound / and bears his proud reign in your king-
dom. / But then your punishment pleases me, and to deserving Venus / a golden palm shall be affixed marking 
my fate: / Tibullus, whom the goddess freed from faithless love / offers this and asks her to be grateful to him in 
spirit.”
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pain.” This ties into the idea of Marathus being representative of the ever-changing aspect 
of love, love as a fickle thing, that can change us, and that itself changes often. These 
poems fall into a grander idea of changes in love, as they are intermixed with poems about 
Delia, and so this becomes a more ‘meta’ idea of changing love, because it is not only doing 
so within the Marathus poems themselves, but also throughout the book, which is jumping 
around between love interests.19 

In a more general sense the character of Tibullus can be interpreted in multiple 
different ways. Nikoloutsos argues that Marathus’ gender fluidity can be used to shed more 
light on that same aspect of Tibullus’ own way of being.20 This is to say that perhaps this 
is more of a reflection on the real Tibullus, and that this is an outlet for these feelings. This 
argument certainly has some validity, although it is an issue that really has little to back 
it. It could be argued that his feelings of rejection and anger in 1.9 could contribute to 
this argument. However, this merely serves to lessen the role of Marathus and has no real 
impact aside from that. One must also note that given Marathus’ prominence this seems 
unlikely to be merely a question of sexual confusion.

Another intriguing theory regarding Marathus, and the adjectives used to describe 
him, is that much of the character modelling of Marathus circles around the difference 
between tener (soft) and durus (hard), adjectives which can also represent Elegy, and Epic, 
and the difference therein.21 The fact that he is changing between these two perhaps then 
can be taken to mean that a poet may go back and forth between them. However, Tibullus’ 
portrayal of Marathus as being better suited to being tener may be indicative of the fact 
that he believes that love belongs more in elegy, or even more so that Elegy is a superior 
form of poetics.

It can also be argued that Marathus, in truth, does not change roles at all, his role 
is just expanded, and altered, while still remaining essentially the same. In the first poem 
he is the beloved, the one who is torturing Tibullus with his love. In 1.8 he is still the 
beloved, however he has become the lover as well. In this he becomes a new type of elegiac 
character, one who is both sought after, and who is seeking another. This allows Marathus 
to be the elegist and Tibullus to step out of the love-sick shoes and to become the teacher. 
In the 1.9 it is again different because Marathus’ love situation has changed, but this time 
it is for the reason that he has found someone to replace Tibullus, he has found a new 
Tibullus in the form of an old rich man. In so doing he becomes the object of affection for 
two characters at the same time. With all this in mind, one can see that although Marathus 
changes, at the core he remains one who is sought after throughout the entirety of the cycle.

19  Nikoloutsos 2007, 77.
20  Nikoloutsos 2010.
21  Ibid.
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When discussing the interpretation of Marathus, and the Marathus cycle, one 
can also consider its impact from a more historical point of view. One must consider the 
following question, “is it significant to look at the issues in poetry as being indicative of 
the views regarding these same concepts in Rome at the time?” This is unlikely, because 
that assumes that ideas and events in poetry represent the world outside the poet as would 
a mirror. However, this is not the way of things, it could potentially be, but this is not 
something that can be assumed to be the case because it is not so by necessity, it merely 
depends on the poet and style. And especially in a style so deeply entrenched in love and 
gender roles as Elegy is, it is difficult to countenance the idea that these can be interpreted 
as being applicable outside of the poetic universe itself.22

Despite this inherent distance between poetry and reality, some have argued that 
the Marathus poems can be used to learn about the functioning of pederasty in Rome at this 
time. It seems difficult to countenance that the Marathus cycle is indicative of the general 
functioning of pederasty in the ancient world. Its nonchalant inclusion, and seeming fluid 
entry into the book (along with all of the other poetry, by others, with homosexual aspects) 
is perhaps indicative of the level to which the practice is widespread and perhaps how 
accepted these acts were. However, Tibullus’ interactions with Marathus as a whole should 
not be used as an archetype for understanding pederastic relations in Rome. It must be 
kept in mind that this is poetry, and that all characters are a part of that poetic framework, 
as such it cannot be assumed that any character is necessarily based on a real person, or 
that any events or actions are reflective of the society’s “way of being.” By doing this 
one undervalues the true merit of the poetry itself and lessens its poetic importance for 
an easy route to thin historical extrapolations. A poem is not meant to be indicative of the 
world around you in every way, if it were then it would be history. This is not to say that it 
does not contain aspects of the outside world, or that there are not statements being made 
by the author, perhaps through his poetry, about aspects of his society (such as political 
dissatisfaction and the like). Nonetheless, these must still be taken within the poetic context 
and not as a historical document which can be dissected for its factual breakdown of habits 
and events. One must keep in mind the themes that the author is discussing, and that it is 
likely the author is attempting to wade through those concepts and ideas, as opposed to 
them trying to give a proper representation of whether male slaves were in fact treated as 
is described in the poem.23

To further these points, it is important to note, that when discussing poetry in 

22  Nikoloustos 2007, 70.
23  However, if it can be discovered, how this was seen by those who encountered it contemporaneously can 
be potentially used to understand the validity of these aspects, based on how shocked and outraged, or even 
uncaring, they were by its inclusion or descriptions.
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the ancient world, that one must consider aspects of inter-textuality. It is believed that 
Callimachus may have been the source of Tibullus’ homoerotic Marathus cycle. The idea 
of inter-textuality, aside from being important for the understanding of intent, also takes 
away from the argument about learning historical fact from poems. If an author is adding 
some aspect of their poem as a reference to another who was in a completely different 
society and situation, then these things can only be viewed within this sort of shared world 
of poetry. Many scholars have also regarded elegists as being “thoroughly hellenistic in 
their use of technique and their deployment of themes and motifs; despite the fact that 
Tibullus is certainly unique in his approach to them.”24 If this is truly the case then these 
ideas do not represent the times at all, and Tibullus is in fact keeping up a poetic theme by 
their inclusion.

On the subject of inter-textuality, there is something to be said for Marathus’ 
complexity. Namely that, at least in part, it comes from Catullus 99, which introduces a 
level of depth in the “motif of ‘boy rejects a man’s erotic advances.’”25 In this way Catullus 
opens up a way for Tibullus to give Marathus the leeway to be a varied character. There are 
other ancient poets that talk about boy-love, such as Vergil’s second eclogue; however the 
importance of these on the actual character of Marathus is questionable.

Two final interpretive thoughts are that Marathus in some ways could be said to 
work as a vehicle for Tibullus’ poetic persona to speak to itself, and to give himself advice 
(to function as his own magister amoris (master of love), and not simply one who instructs 
those around him). Marathus in 1.8 goes through things that Tibullus has gone through, and 
so he empathizes. The second is that Marathus as a changing character allows Tibullus to 
interact with different aspects of the Elegiac tradition directly, all conveniently embodied 
by a single figure.26

In conclusion, through the Marathus cycle, a meagre three poems, Tibullus has 
managed to push the boundaries of the Elegiac tradition, and redefine the roles of Elegy, 
as well as to make profound statements about love itself. In some ways it seems that he 
attempted to re-imagine these concepts by attempting to keep everything within their 
confines, and so reordered them from within. In 1.4 he introduced the idea of a gender role 
defying character, in both Priapus, and in Marathus, allowing himself to step outside of 
his restrictions and become more than merely a lamenting poet-lover. In 1.8, with brilliant 
subtlety he showed that the genders could be subverted, through the use of ambiguity, 
then followed this by allowing a poetic character to step out and emerge as a poet in his 
own right. Completing this tale, in 1.9 he brought everything full circle, and showed that 

24  Verstraete 2005, 302, 304.
25  Ibid, 303.
26  Ibid, 308.
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the cycle continues ever on, and that this is just one moment in a perpetual sequence, a 
path that Elegy, and even love itself, goes through. Through all of this Marathus can be 
seen in many different ways, depending on the viewpoint, however he is surely a defining 
character for Tibullus and for Elegy as a whole because of the novelty of his existence, and 
the variability and depth that he brings to the genre.

Michael Ostroff
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