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The subject of this thesis The amatory vocabulary of Latin poets (Catullus, Tibullus, Propertius, Horace and Ovid) is the continuation of my BA thesis The semantic field of love in Plautine comedies that I defended at the University of Bucharest in 2002.


Its originality resides in the fact that there are no similar comprehensive works in the existing literature. I found comparable studies only for Latin comedy, not for poetry. The choice of these five authors is entirely original.


From the lexical point of view, I analyzed the words related to the Latin verb amare, then I chose smaller subjects, thematically related, that refer to sentimental events, situations characterized by eroticism and sensuality.


For the verb amare, the main senses of the verb to love are: love in a spiritual and bodily sense, goodwill, appreciation and love of things, attachment, option. From a lexical and grammatical point of view several verbs are derived with prefixes (intensive verbs such as adamare, deamare); the inchoative suffix –sc forms the inchoative verb amascere.


-de amore inter diuersos sexus uel in pueros (about love between both sexes and towards children):


Cat. 5,1: Viuamus, mea Lesbia, atque amemus.


(Let’s live, Lesbia darling, and let’s love)


-fauere alicui, magni aestimare, de amore inter familiares, consanguineos, ciues (to encourage someone, to appreciate, about love in the family, among relatives, citizens).


Hor. Ars, 313: quo sit amore parens, quo frater amandus et hospes.


(with what love a parent is supposed to be loved, a brother and a host).


-de amore in res (about love towards things)


Cat. 3, 5: passer…quem plus illa oculis suis amabat.


(the sparrow that she loved more than her own eyes).


Ov., Letters, 1, 18, 116: I love the error of the voice and the divine force.


-transfertur uerbum ad animum, corpus, mores (the verb refers to the soul, the body and traditions)

Verg., Ecl, 3, 59: the Muses love amebeic songs.


Mart. 1, 104: lions love the caught rabbits.


Ov., Trist. 3, 4, 28: if…he hadn’t loved Achilles’ horses

deamare…to love enormously

Deamat:ualde amat (deamat:loves very much, deamare:to love too much)

At the same time as amo, ever since ancient times people used the inchoative form amasco (to fall in love):

Cat., 92, 1-4: I’ll be damned if I don’t love.

Cat. 35, 12: he’s dying for a feeble love.

In every poet’s work, the verb amare possesses specific senses: Catullus uses pronouns and adjectival pronouns from the semantic sphere of uniqueness, such as nullus, a, um, also antonyms (odisse, disperire) and the lexicalized form amabo te. Tibullus’s work contains obscene senses; in Horace and Propertius, the verb amare means: to like and to love. We know Ovid’s vision about love as an art, a skill of conquest by fighting:

Ou., Ars am., I, 35-36: Principio, quod amare uelis, reperire labora,

Qui noua nunc primum miles in arma uenis.

(In the beginning try to discover what you want to love,

When you to come to the battle for the first time).


The lexical field of the verb amare contains agent nouns: amans and amator, most frequently expressing relations outside marriage; for the feminine, the corresponding noun is amatrix; the noun amans has two morphological values: adjective and noun. As a noun, it refers to friendship in a battle, from the heroic, military, and patriotic senses. In an erotic sense, this word means an erotic and sentimental relationship. The feminine form amica has the same range of meaning, from eroticism and friendship to conviviality.


The noun amor is also used time as Amor, the god of love, being used in the singular and plural (as a succession of events in a love story, idyll, etc). The feeling can be assigned to animals, such as a sparrow, and to useful objects; as a fixed expression that I also encountered in the Latin comedy, I mention amabo (a parenthetical word meaning ‘please’).

The agent nouns amator, amatrix and amans have exclusively erotic senses.

In Tibullus’s poetry, the noun amor is characterized by specific adjectives: infelix, iustus, ineptis, lentus, uictus, uetus, omnis, mutuus, leuis, miser, fidus. In the plural, amores is interpreted as ‘love relation’, with or without an adjective. The verb amare has obscene senses. The nouns amicus and amica are not erotically characterized, generally designating such feelings as friendship and election.


In Horace’s poetry, the verb amare is synonymous with placere; Horace innovates a series of metaphors of love, using images of fire, where the soul is tortured, or of forces against man. Flagrans amor et libido (burning love and desire), amor torret (love is roasting), amore qui me praeter omnes expedit/ mollibus in pueris aut in puellis urere (out of the love that, above all, allowed me to fall in love with boys or girls), percussum graui amore (hit by a hard feeling).


There are three names of the feeling: amator, amans and amicus.Does this still belong to the paragraph on Horace 

In Propertius’s work, the verb amare has two main meanings, ‘to like’ and ‘to love’. The noun amor is both represented as name of the God of love, Amor, and as the name of the feeling. The epithets of the noun are generally positive. The noun amicus has the sense of friendship, conviviality, as well as an erotic sense.
In Ovid’s poetry, love is described as an art (ars). As magister et praeceptor amoris, Ovid has the responsibility to teach the secrets of love to the Romans.


Ov., Tr. III, 73-76: I Hic ego qui iaceo, tenerorum lusor amorum

Ingenio perii Naso poeta meo.


At tibi qui transis ne sit grauem quisquis amasti,


Dicere nasonis molliter ossa cubent.


(I, who am lying here, the singer of sweet loves,


I, the poet Naso, perished because of my talent.


You, who are passing here, because you loved


Don’t find it hard to say


That Naso’s bones are buried here).


For all the poets I described the atmosphere that the feeling of love creates, the conditions and physical manifestations of romanticism, expressed by nouns such as: amarities, ardor, cupido, desiderium, furor, gaudium, sensus, adjectives such as: carus, felix, iucundus, uenustus, verbs such as: gaudeo, ere, laetor, ari, sentio, ire, placeo, ere, bene uelle. From all the Roman gods, Amor and Venus are very often personified, depicted with details of their aspect, and of the actions they fulfill.


The figures of style were studied from the cognitive point of view: metaphors, metonymies, synesthesiae, hyperboles. I gave definitions for each of them.


I encountered metaphors about light, flame, inner burning, torture, visceral torsion. From the sphere of sensual pleasures, the synesthesy of the adjective dulcis applies to love and related events. I also identified negative metaphors of love, in terms of pain, torture, absence, melancholy.


I commented upon hyperboles, describing catastrophic terms of the sentimental reality (such as devastating fires, death, disappearance because of pain and suffering).


Another chapter presents forms of address to the beloved person: puella, puellula, uir, iuuenis, coniunx, uxor, domina, puella amata, femina, mas, uirgines, scortum, scortillum, meretrix.

Prop. LXVIIIb, 155-156: Sitis felices et tu simul et tua uita


Et domus, ipsi in qua lusimus et domina.


(Be happy, you at the same time as your life,


And the house where I and your mistress used to play).


The godess Venus is described in the same way as the god Amor; she possesses anthropomorphic features, divine and overnatural, designating seduction, charm, sensuality. Being a beneficient divinity, she controls marriages and amatory relations between people, offers silence, mildness, good words.

The manifestations of love by physical contact range from visual contact to hugging or kissing; the verbs of this semantic sphere are verbs of touch, carress, and conquest; in the terminology of kissing, three words are included: osculum, basium and sauium.


The human body is described in its component parts, reactions of the body in different moments of life, with its physiological and sentimental effects. Knowing the role of aestheticism in the evolution of love, I expressed the image of beauty in terms referring to physical excellence, aspect and form, clothes and traditions.

The thesis aims at presenting the amatory vocabulary of Latin poetry (Catullus, Tibullus, Propertius, Horace and Ovid) from their literary texts, involving the linguistic aspect and the reflection of the mentalities of the times when the poems were written.


Considering that language and literature are the results of a certain historical period, I used not only lexicographic sources, but also several monographs, partially literary, such as F.O. Copley’s book, R.O.A.M. Lyne’s and mixed, such as P. Grimal’s. I appealed both to monolingual and bilingual editions; some of them contain very abundant comments, such as S.J. Heyworth’s, K. Quinn’s, K.F. Smith’s editions, etc.


For the linguistic analysis of the Latin words, I looked them up in dictionaries such as ThLL, OLD, glossaries for the amatory vocabulary . For the semantic analysis, I appealed to cognitive theories, reading the works of G. Lakoff, M. Johnson, A. Blank, V. Haser, for whom our thinking is made up of images.


First I selected the words that are part of the lexical familyof amare, commented upon with the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae, etymological and bilingual dictionaries. The contexts where they can be found were identified with a special programme Musaios 2001.


In several chapters I supplemented the linguistic information with facts illustrating mentalities, emphasizing the pictural and iconic characteristics of the artistic Latin and Greek universe. The gods Amor and Venus have human features, being endowed with weapons, arrows, hurting people who are in love:

Cat. III, 1-2: Lugete, o Veneres Cupidinesque

Et quantumst hominum uenustiorum.


(Cry, Venus and Cupid,


And all the charming people).


Prop. I, 1, 1-2: Cynthia prima suis miserum me cepit ocellis


Contactus nullis ante cupidinibus.


(Cynthia was the first to see me with her eyes,


not being touched before by any desires).


Prop. II, 12, 1-2: Quicumque ille fuit, puerum qui pinxit Amorem,


Nonne putas miras hunc habuisse manus?


(No matter who he was, who painted Amor as a child,


Don’t you think he had wonderful hands?)


The Latin fragments cited in this work were taken from lexicographic sources, after I read the works of the poets. As the thesis is intended for different classes of specialists, I wrote down the translation of the Latin works. When the published translations are too literary, I translated them with my own words, so that the Romanian version is close to the interpretation of the selected works.


An important distinction should be made between lexicon and vocabulary. The lexicon is the totality of words a language contains; the vocabulary designates the words used by a certain speaker at a certain time. This is how the title of the thesis should be understood. By the adjective erotic I understand the love feelings expressed in the Latin lyrical poetry of the authors mentioned above. I confined myself to the literary, cultural and artistic senses of the term, without providing anatomical or physiological information.

There are differences between these poets, according to the literary genre. Horace’s language proceeds from the attempt to depict the daily Roman reality. In his satires and iambs I found the sermo pedestris. The unpretentious work of Catullus contains elements from satire and elegy, combining the lyrical attitude with the radicalism produced by despair. In Catullus’s work there are two important poetical classes: on the one hand the satire and epigram, on the other the poems inspired by alexandrinism. The Roman elegy is a literary species of sensitivity, delicate and fine feelings. The elegance of expression is noticed in the frequency of euphemisms, in using metaphors, comparisons, periphrases and poetical words.

Among the poets analyzed in this thesis there are no significant differences in the amatory vocabulary, as they all live in a relatively stable and homogeneous period from a philosophical and religious point of view. Major changes in the Latin language are to be found later, in the Roman novel and in the works of Christian authors, when amor is replaced by caritas and the Greek eros by the Greek agape. Therefore, I presented the lexical family of the verb amare first, then I thematically selected subjects related to the vocabulary of feelings.
