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Then Peleus is said to have burned with love for Thetis;
then Thetis did not despise marriage with a mortal; 20
then the father himself judged3 that Peleus must be married to Thetis.4

These versesô focus on the beginning of a new epoch and the di erent perceptions 
of that beginning. Line 11, ñThat vessel ýrst introduced the inexperienced sea to a 
shipôs courseò (illa rudem cursu prima imbuit Amphitriten) marks the Argonautsô 
ship as the ñýrstò (prima, 11)5 seagoing vessel, and this primacy already draws 
attention to questions of temporality. The Nereids wonder at this ñstrange thingò 
(monstrum, 15) gliding through their watery realm, while the Argonauts glimpse 
the naked sea-nymphs, a vision a orded to mortals only this once. This moment 
contrasts male and female perceptions of a single event: the Nereids are an object 
of erotic fascination for the Greek heroes, the ýrst and only human beings to see 
them. The Latin noun monstrum, meanwhile, characterizes the sailors as a per-
plexing new phenomenon in the eyes of the nymphs, one that perhaps o ers an 
omen for the future. The striking use of the verb imbuit in line 11 encapsulates the 
gap between two perspectives. As the translation above shows, the verb here must 
mean ñto give (a person) initial instruction, experience in something,ò6 and the 
Argonautsô vessel is the active subject. Yet imbuit can also signify ñto drenchò or 
ñto wet for the ýrst time,ò7 meanings that could easily apply to how the sea wets a 
ship for the ýrst time.8
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male poets who record their deeds dominate the depiction of time as a linear 
movement. Instead, Catullus presents the Fates and Ariadne, the poemôs internal 
female narrators, as recording male actions and dictating their meaning in a cycli-
cal structure.14 Given his potential identiýcation with the poemôs female narrators 
as well as his emphasis on his role as the poemôs author, Catullus shows himself 
constructing time in a manner typically cultured as feminine.15 The conclusion 
of my chapter considers what this portrait of gender and time reveals about the 
enigmatic ýnal verses of the poem, where Catullus considers whether the political 
and social actions of his contemporaries might be understood within a cyclical or 
linear temporal sequence of events.

2  Ariadne and Theseus: circles of revenge
Within the lengthy ekphrasis that occupies more than half of poem 64, cyclical 
temporal structures encompass and reorient actions that start with a linear impe-
tus. The beginning and end of this inset narrative focus on Ariadneôs reaction to 
Theseusô abandonment of her, and it is her reaction that creates and controls the 
ekphrasisô narrative arc. The temporal modalities elaborated by Kristeva help to 
interpret the patterns of time and experience in this ekphrasis. As Kristeva notes, 
temporal patterns that are repetitive are often associated with female identity 
and experience, while linear temporal motion is frequently linked with men.16 In 
Catullusô ekphrasis, these modes are connected with the genders Kristeva notes, 
and when these temporal modalities come into conþict with each other, recur-
sive temporal patterns prove to be dominant. When this conþict occurs, Ariadneôs 
hopes for the future are more powerful, and her wishes determine the temporal 
patterns and commemorative outcomes that mark Theseusô life. 
As Catullus relates the setting of Peleus and Thetisô wedding, his attention 

falls on the coverlet of a couch, ñembroidered with ancient ýgures of peopleò 
(priscis hominum variata figuris, 64.50). Much of this coverlet is described from 
Ariadneôs perspective. In this rendition, ýrst Theseusô actions stand as the ori-
gin of her plight, but later Ariadne breaks this linear movement and imposes a 
new, cyclical temporal structure on Theseusô deeds.17 The ekphrasis opens with a 
description of Ariadne watching Theseus sail o  from Naxos, leaving her aban-
doned.18
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between their singing and spinning: ñthen plucking the þeeces, with a clear voice 
they poured out such fates in divine song, a song that no age will later convict 
of dishonestyò (haec tum clarisona vellentes vellera voce / talia divino fuderunt 
carmine fata, / carmine, perfidiae quod post nulla arguet aetas, 64.320ï2). This 
detailed description associates the Fates with a cyclical action that nearly stands 
outside of time itself and will structure their prophecy of the future. In a certain 
sense, their actions, even though they are coupled with a prophecy that unrolls 
future time, belong to what Kristeva terms ña monumental temporality.ò27 In addi-
tion to repeated time, Kristeva also associates monumental time with the female. 
ñAll-encompassing and inýnite,ò this temporality is ñwithout cleavage or escape 
é [and] has so little to do with linear time (which passes) that the very word ótem-
poralityô hardly ýts.ò28 The Fatesô work is termed ñan eternal taskò (aeternum … 
laborem, 310), while the eight imperfect verbs used to describe them emphasize 
the continuous and repetitive nature of their ever-lasting actions.29 At the same 
time, the mechanics of their spinning are themselves circular and hint at ideas 
of repetition. When the Fates pull the wool o  with their ýngers to form it into a 
thread, they twirl the ñspindleò (fusum, 64.314), which in turn is weighted down 
by a ñrounded whorlò (tereti … turbine, 64.314) that maintains the spindleôs speed 
while it spins. For the Fates, this mechanism of prophecy emphasizes the circular 
nature of time as well and reveals their ability to convert an unordered and incho-
ate mass (the wool of the dista , so to speak) into an ordered and legible future 
(the threads around the spindle).30

The Fatesô song, which centers on Achilles, further develops womenôs role in 
shaping social memory through its repetitive form and persistent focus on female 
commemoration. On a formal level, their songôs refrain sets a prototypically 
female activity as the metronome of Achillesô life. This refrain ýrst occurs near 
their songôs beginning, when it is folded into their address to their spindles: ñbut 
you, run, spindles, drawing out the weft that the fates follow, runò (sed vos, quae 
fata sequuntur, / currite ducentes subtegmina, currite, fusi, 64.326ï7). The order 
in line 327, ñRun, spindles, drawing out the weft, run,ò will be repeated ten more 
times in the Fatesô song, with each repetition standing on its own as an independ-
ent unit of syntax.31 Here, though, in its ýrst use, the Fatesô injunction makes the 
link between the activity of spinning and fate explicit. The noun ñweftò (subteg-
mina 64.327) is the antecedent of the relative pronoun ñthatò (quae 64.326), and 
the fates follow the thread spun by the Fates. Thus, whenever this verse reappears, 
whether it be at the end of a description of Achillesô slain foes or his own grave, 
there is a connection between this feminine activity and the heroôs life. Indeed, 
the injunction ñRun, spindles, drawing out the weft, runò (currite ducentes sub-
tegmina, currite, fusi) places Achillesô deeds within the rhythm of a quotidian yet 
impactful female activity, as the repetition of the imperative ñrunò (currite) has 
an e ect of closure.32 
Alongside these images of the Fatesô spinning, instances of female mourning 

and sacriýce dominate Achillesô funeral and his foesô burials, further establishing 
women as having a determinative role in controlling how men will be remem-
bered. Through the su ering of these women, the commemoration of Achillesô 
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actions will be given meaning. Death is a moment when a standardized commem-
oration of an individual may become crystallized, and when the Fates describe the 
burials of Achillesô foes, the dead menôs mothers hold center stage: 

Often mothers will sing of his illustrious virtues and bright deeds 348
at their sonsô funerals,
when they will loosen their unkempt hair from their white heads, 350
and they will mark their withered chests with weak hands.
Run, spindles, drawing out the weft, run.33

For Achilles too, a woman is connected with his tomb. In the ýnal verses that treat 
his life, the sacriýce of the Trojan princess Polyxena is highlighted. The image 
of Polyxena, sacriýced on Achillesô tomb, ends the Fatesô narrative of his exist-
ence,34 and it is a portrait of pitiful loss and bodily disýgurement, not everlasting 
glory.
While Polyxenaôs link with the Fates continues to establish that women 

deýne the commemorations of men, the activities of the Fates and the mortal 
women they describe are not completely equivalent. Polyxena and the mothers 
of Achillesô victims deýne menôs activities through their physical and emotional 
pain. The concatenation of their losses, ýrst in the sacriýces of their sons and then 
in Polyxenaôs sacriýce of her life, create a compounding of trauma that combats 
the linear movement generated by Achillesô glorious deeds. The Fates, though, 
fashion temporal structures and meaning without su ering themselves, and, as 
female internal narrators, they enclose Achillesô life and deeds with the cycli-
cal structure of their song. In terms of the social memory of the lives of Achilles 
and his conquered foes, namely those memories that are voiced by members of 
a group and are ñrelevant to and shared by the group,ò35 these commemorations 
are crafted by women and enshrined in repetitive acts of mourning and weaving 
rather than in history’s linear narrative. 

4  Temporal connections
Both the ekphrasis and the main narrative of poem 64 showcase the interactions 
between linear and repetitive temporal modalities, and in each instance women 
deýne cyclical temporal structures that encapsulate menôs deeds and their linear 
movement. While the gendering of linear time as masculine and cyclical time 
as feminine matches the perspective of Roman gender binaries and Kristeva’s 
analysis of time and gender, the dominance of cyclical over linear time desta-
bilizes these typical associations. Two features of the poem further undermine 
assumptions about the relationship between gender and time: the couch coverlet 
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between weaving and women in Greco-Roman culture, the coverlet is gendered as 
a feminine creation, even though the poem never speciýes its creator.36 Along with 
the cultural associations between women and weaving, earlier literary examples 
tend toward this same conclusion. In her ýrst appearance in the Iliad, Helen weaves 
a robe that showcases battles from the Trojan War.37 Here, poet and character tem-
porally merge, as Helen, in her artistry, creates her own record of the warôs toll.38 
Moreover, Penelopeôs act of weaving and unweaving associates woven products 
with female artistry in the Odyssey, as does Clytemnestraôs work in the Agamemnon.
Yet, it is too simple to designate all of the scenes in the ekphrasis as the prod-

uct of a womanôs work and to associate its cyclical mode of temporality with 
women. As Julia Haig Gaisser points out, Catullusô ekphrasis is unique in that it 
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5  Conclusion
Through emphasizing his own role as narrator, Catullus links himself with 
Ariadne and the Fates as well as with the cyclical temporal modalities they 
construct, and this focus on time raises questions about the temporal modalities 
of Catullusô own social and political milieu. In the poemôs ýnal verses, Catullus 
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Notes
1 As Thomson 1998: 438 notes, there is ñan enormous amount of scholarly literature é 
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