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Catullus 1
Catullus’ fi rst poem is programmatic, that is, it “announces” what we are to expect fr om 
his poetry collection. But what is that “something” that we are led to expect? Th e enig-
matic quality of this fi rst poem avoids giving us an obvious answer or perhaps that is 
the answer. Th e poem leaves us with material to ponder: books, gift s, charm, newness, 
literary undertakings, giving, polishing, literary support, patron/client, size, number, 
virginity, attractiveness, questions/answers, time, history, Italy, self/other, modesty, 
pride, divinity, learning, work. Its seeming simplicity—a two-line question, a fi ve-line 
answer, a three-line conclusion—teases us with a multivalent program. It is an off er-
ing/gift  to Cornelius, but heralds a readership and posterity beyond his specifi city.

 Cui dono lepidum novum libellum
 arida modo pumice expolitum?

Meter: Hendecasyllabic

1 quis, quid, interr.  pron., who, what; indef. pron., anyone, anything 
dōnō, dōnāre, dōnāvī, dōnātum, present, endow
dōnō: Th e present indicative here may focus attention on the present time of giving or may have 

the deliberative potential more oft en found with the present subjunctive.
lepidus, -a, -um, adj., charming, delightful, witty, amusing
libellus, -ī, m., a small work written for publication, volume, little book

2  āridus, -a, -um, adj., dry, lacking embellishment
modo, adv., only, just now
pūmex, pūmicis, m., f., pumice or any similar volcanic rock or piece of it
pūmice: Note the feminine gender here. Pumice was used for smoothing the ends of a book roll as 

well as for erasure and correction of writing. It also served as a depilatory, i.e., an object for 
removing body hair. Depilation was associated with youth, eff eminacy, femininity, passivity. 

expoliō, expolīre, expolīvī/expoliī, expolītum, smooth down, polish
āridā . . . pūmice expolītum: Th ese words should be taken both literally and metaphorically, 

i.e. as describing both the physical object being presented, the book, as well as the style of 
its writing. In addition, the “feminizing” of the book is to be noted in the context of Catul-
lus’ interest in issues of gender. See, e.g., the conclusion of Poem 11 where the speaker’s love 
falls to the touch of the passing plough in a reversal of traditional male (ploughing) female 
(ploughed) imagery.



4 W r i t i n g  P a s s i o n

 Corneli, tibi: namque tu solebas
 meas esse aliquid putare nugas
5 iam tum, cum ausus es unus Italorum
 omne aevum tribus explicare cartis

3  Cornēlius, Cornēlī, m., Cornelius Nepos (c. 110–24 bce), Latin biographer, historian, writer of 
light verse. Like Catullus, he came from Cisalpine Gaul. By 65 bce he lived in Rome and 
moved in literary circles. He was a friend of Cicero and of Titus Pomponius Atticus. Some of 
his work is extant, including a biography of Atticus, but not the three-roll history, Chronica, 
referred to in this poem.

tibi: Note the succinct answer to the two-line question in lines 1–2. With namque . . . labōriōsīs 
(2–7) the speaker gives the reason for his answer. Th en quārē (8) recapitulates the dedica-
tion and leads to the speaker’s address to his protector and his wishes for his work’s future.

namque, conj., for, because
soleō, solēre, solitus sum, be accustomed

4 meās . . . nūgās: Note the framing of the line by these two words that agree. Reading in the se-
quential order of the words and noting the elision, meās ess(e)aliquid is quite emphatic 
and makes “something” of the speaker’s work before its status as “trifl es” (nūgās) is revealed 
at the line’s end. Th is play between literary pride and self-deprecation is seen again as 
“quidquid hoc libellī, quālecumque” (8–9) competes with wishes for literary immortality 
(line 10). Th e “distance” in the line between meās and nūgās in a sense “expands” the “noth-
ings” into “something” while still giving the “nothings” the “last word” (in the line). 

putō, putāre, putāvī, putātum, think, consider, discuss
putāre: Th is verb can have a fi nancial sense of adding up and balancing accounts. Cf. the interest 

in quantity and counting in Poem 1 (ūnus . . . omne . . . tribus . . . ūnō) and in Poems 5 and 7 
(the counting of kisses). Th e Callimachaean aesthetic is interested in the small, refi ned work.

nūgae, nūgārum, f. pl., things not serious, nonsense, worthless stuff 
5 audeō, audēre, ausus sum, dare, wish 

Italus, -a, -um, adj., Italian
Ītalōrum: adjective used substantively. Th e i is lengthened here. Most take this word with ūnus 

and not with omne aevum.
6–7 Catullus’ characterization of Nepos’ work has provoked much critical comment. Most argument 

hinges on whether Catullus is poking fun at Nepos or praising him. How long is his history, 
three sheets long or three volumes long? Is trying to cover all of time a good thing or a bad 
thing? Is something “full of work” good or bad? And how does Catullus’ view of his own 
work fi t in with this hard-to-pin-down view of Nepos’? Is Catullus being serious? ironic? 
One way to encompass these paradoxes is to see Nepos functioning here as a kind of mirror 
for Catullus’ anxiety about the nature of his own production.

6 aevum, -ī, n., time, age, course of history 
explicō, explicāre, explicāvī/explicuī, explicātum/explicitum, unfold, unroll, give an account of
c(h)arta, -ae, f., sheet of papyrus, writings, roll (with one sheet standing for plural)
cartīs: For further discussion of writing materials, see the notes to Poem 22.
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 doctis, Iuppiter, et laboriosis.
 quare habe tibi quidquid hoc libelli,
 qualecumque quod, <o> patrona virgo,
10 plus uno maneat perenne saeclo.

7 doctus, -a, -um, adj., learned, taught
Iuppiter, Iovis, m., Jupiter, supreme god of the Romans, god of sky and weather
labōriōsus, -a, -um, involving much work, toilsome, industrious

8 libellī: partitive genitive with hoc
9 quāliscumque, quālecumque, rel. adj., of whatever sort 

quod: connecting relative, subject of maneat. Note the hyberbaton here. Cf. Poem 44.9, and 
Poem 51.5 for other examples of this fi gure. 

ō, interj., O (with voc.)
ō: Th e symbol < > encloses material modern editors have added to lines inadequately transmitted 

from antiquity.
patrōna, -ae, f., protector, patron; feminine alternative to patrōnus 
virgō, virginis, f., girl of marriageable age, young woman, virgin, maiden

10 perennis, -e, adj., lasting throughout the year, lasting for many years, enduring
 saec(u)lum, -ī, n., generation, age, lifetime, century


