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ABSTRACT 
 

This review synthesizes scholarship across four fields—classical philology, ancient rhetorical theory, 
Roman funerary epigraphy, and modern biomechanical research on emotion and movement—to examine 
a question approached piecemeal rather than as a coherent debate: whether the prosody of Latin elegy 
functions as a vehicle of grief in its own right, independent of the imagery and sentiment that have 
received the bulk of critical attention. The review is organized around four bodies of literature. First, it 
surveys work on the embodied vocabulary of ancient meter, in which the Latin pes (foot) links verse 
rhythm to physical movement, drawing on Morgan’s Musa Pedestris and the rhetorical testimony of 
Cicero and Quintilian. Second, it examines scholarship on Roman medical theory’s conceptualization of 
grief as a bodily condition, situating Jackson's account of Galenic melancholia alongside Padel’s work 
on emotion as physical inhabitation. Third, it reviews the epigraphic scholarship of Lattimore and Bodel 
on the metrical conventions of Latin funerary verse. Fourth, it brings this classical scholarship into 
dialogue with Michalak and colleagues’ biomechanical research on grief-related gait alterations and 
subsequent work on rhythmic entrainment and gait-based affect detection. The review finds that these 
literatures, though rarely cited together, converge on a framework in which metrical disruption in 
elegy—spondaic accumulation, irregular caesurae, the structural fall of the pentameter—can be read as 
encoding grief physiologically rather than representing it. Embodied approaches to ancient prosody 
remain underdeveloped, illustrated through focused application to Catullus 101 and Ovid’s Tristia.​
​
​
INTRODUCTION: THE STATE OF THE QUESTION 

The Latin word for a metrical unit, pes, is the same word Romans used for the foot one walks upon. This 
is not the kind of detail that tends to survive the transition from Latin classroom to scholarship; it gets 
noted, perhaps, and then passed over in favor of more pressing concerns, like whether a given syllable 
scans long or short. This double meaning is not incidental to how ancient poets thought about their craft. 
It suggests, rather, that verse rhythm was understood in antiquity as a kind of walking, and that 
disruptions in meter could represent disruptions in gait–a connection with consequences for how Latin 
poetry of grief and mourning is read. 
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The stakes of this question are methodological as much as literary. The relationship between the body and 
the experience of suffering in antiquity is not unexamined terrain: the history of science, cultural history, 
and the medical humanities have developed rich accounts of how ancient thought located emotion, pain, 
and selfhood in the physical body, most influentially Brooke Holmes’s study of the emergence of the 
sôma as an object of medical knowledge and ethical concern.1 What has not been brought into sustained 
contact with that scholarship is the study of meter. Classical philologists have produced sophisticated 
accounts of elegiac prosody as a formal system; historians of ancient medicine, and their colleagues in the 
medical humanities, have reconstructed the understanding of grief as a bodily condition; epigraphers have 
catalogued the metrical conventions of verse epitaphs; and cognitive scientists have measured, in 
contemporary populations, the gait alterations that accompany depressive states. These literatures are 
individually mature, but they have rarely been read together, and the prosodic implications of the 
embodied turn in particular remain largely undeveloped. 

This review argues that these four literatures, read together, constitute an emerging framework for 
understanding Latin elegiac prosody as embodied rather than merely formal—one that treats meter not as 
backdrop to emotional content but as a vehicle of that content in its own right. Where the conventional 
account of elegy focuses on imagery and sentiment while treating meter as backdrop, the synthesis 
offered below suggests that in the most powerful Latin elegies, meter is not backdrop but argument. 

A brief example from the primary material can illustrate what is at stake for the review. Ovid, writing 
from exile on the Black Sea, addresses his book of poems with a striking pun in the opening of the Tristia: 
contingam certe quo licet illa pede, translatable as “I shall certainly reach those places with the foot that is 
allowed me.”2 The word pede here refers simultaneously to the metrical feet of his elegiac verse–the 
physical book can travel to Rome even though Ovid himself cannot–and to his own actual foot, now 
forbidden to tread upon Italian soil. This is not simply clever wordplay for its own sake but reveals a 
conceptual framework in which physical and poetic movement are intimately linked. 

Drawing these literatures together, this review proposes that Catullus and Ovid are best read within a 
framework of “embodied poetics”—a term used here to name the convergence these scattered scholarly 
traditions point toward, in which verse does not merely describe mourning but performs it through 
prosodic disruption. Within this framework, the heavy accumulation of spondees, irregular placement of 
caesurae, and enjambment disrupting the expected pause at the end of the couplet register as the prosodic 
equivalents of what biomechanical research has identified as the signature of grief: just as a person 
overcome by grief might walk more slowly, stumble, pause unexpectedly, so too the grieving poem limps 
and halts and drags its metrical feet. Catullus 101 and selected passages from Ovid’s Tristia serve 
throughout as test cases for the framework rather than as the primary objects of analysis. 

2 Ovid, Tristia 1.1.16. Text from A. L. Wheeler, trans., revised by G. P. Goold, Tristia. Ex Ponto, Loeb Classical 
Library 151 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988). 

1  Brooke Holmes, The Symptom and the Subject: The Emergence of the Physical Body in Ancient Greece 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010). Within classical studies this embodied approach also underlies Ruth 
Padel, In and Out of the Mind: Greek Images of the Tragic Self (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), cited 
below; the present review extends its method from the conceptual to the prosodic.  
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What makes this more than literary interpretation is that modern scientific research has confirmed what 
Roman poets seem to have intuited. A landmark study by Michalak and colleagues published in 2009 
used three-dimensional motion capture technology to analyze the walking patterns of individuals with 
major depressive disorder,3 finding that depressed individuals walked more slowly, showed reduced arm 
swing, exhibited greater lateral swaying suggesting less stability, and maintained a more slumped posture. 
The signature of sadness is written in how the body moves.4 Roman poets, working within a vocabulary 
of meter that was already bodily, created verse that captures this signature in prosodic form. 

The review proceeds in five parts. The first surveys scholarship on the embodied vocabulary of ancient 
meter, anchored by Quintilian’s observation that uneven rhythm produces claudicantis speciem, the 
impression of a limping gait. The second examines the literature on Roman medical theory’s 
understanding of grief as a physical condition affecting bodily motion. The third reviews epigraphic 
scholarship on the metrical conventions of verse epitaphs as a shared cultural vocabulary of mourning. 
The fourth applies this accumulated framework through close reading of Catullus 101 and selected 
passages from Ovid’s exile poetry. The fifth places the classical literature in dialogue with modern 
biomechanical research on grief-related gait, arguing that the convergence between ancient and modern 
evidence is one of the more significant and underexplored findings available to current scholarship on 
Latin elegy. A brief coda steps outside antiquity to read Anne Carson’s Nox (2010), an elegy for the 
poet’s own brother built directly on Catullus 101, as a modern instance of the same embodied poetics: a 
work of mourning whose physical form, an accordion-folded text that must be unfolded by hand, refuses 
to let the reader stand still. Carson serves throughout as a reminder that the questions this review raises 
about rhythm, grief, and the moving body did not close with antiquity. 

THE EMBODIED VOCABULARY OF ANCIENT METER 

Before turning to the poetry itself, it is worth dwelling on the terminology ancient writers used to discuss 
meter, since this terminology reveals assumptions about rhythm that are not always apparent to modern 
readers. Both Latin pes and Greek pous mean both the physical foot and the metrical unit, and this is not 
coincidental. Both words derive from the Proto-Indo-European root *ped-, which is also the source of 
Sanskrit pad and of course English “foot.”5 According to the Etymology Online Dictionary, the metrical 
sense of “foot” in English, which translates Latin pes and Greek pous, “is commonly taken to represent 
one rise and one fall of a foot: keeping time according to some, dancing according to others.” This 
definition returns the reader to the original context of poetic rhythm in physical movement, whether the 
beating of time with the foot during recitation or the actual steps of a dance. In other words, the 

5 “Foot,” Etymology Online Dictionary, https://www.etymonline.com/word/foot. The entry notes that the metrical 
sense appears in late Old English, translating Latin pes and Greek pous. 

4 Michalak et al., 580-587. The study used three-dimensional motion capture technology to analyze walking patterns. 

3 Johannes Michalak et al., “Embodiment of Sadness and Depression: Gait Patterns Associated With Dysphoric 
Mood,” Psychosomatic Medicine 71, no. 5 (2009): 580-587. 
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vocabulary of meter did not develop as an abstract technical system that only afterward acquired bodily 
metaphors; the body was present in it from the start.6 

The names of individual metrical feet further reinforce this embodied understanding.7 The Greek 
trochaios, which gives us “trochee,” derives from trechein, meaning “to run”–a trochee is literally a 
running foot, so named for its rapid, forward-falling motion. The dactyl, from daktylos meaning “finger” 
is named because its pattern of one long syllable followed by two short syllables resembles the three 
joints of a finger. The spondee, consisting of two long syllables, takes its name from spondē meaning 
“libation,” referring to the solemn ritual pouring of wine in religious ceremony. Its heavy, measured pace 
suits contexts of gravity and solemnity. That the spondee carries this association is not incidental to the 
argument that follows. When Catullus loads his poem for his dead brother with spondee after spondee, he 
is drawing on a foot whose cultural meaning already encoded solemnity and arrested movement.8 

Rhythm as Rhetorical Body  

That ancient writers understood rhythm as something felt physically, not merely heard intellectually, 
becomes even clearer in the rhetorical theorists. Cicero, in the Orator, describes how prose rhythm makes 
a period either “sedate” or “rapid,” and argues that the period itself is “carried along by the rhythm in a 
vigorous movement until it comes to the end and stops”–language that treats metrical forward motion as 
literal locomotion.9 But perhaps the most explicit ancient testimony on this point comes from Quintilian’s 
Institutio Oratoria. In his discussion of prose rhythm and delivery in Book 11, Quintilian describes what 
happens when an orator allows rhythm to become uneven: 

Vox non inaequalis, id est ut ne cursu aeque et sono discors sit, longa et brevis, acuta 
et gravis, contenta et remissa confundens, ne sit illa, quam universa haec inaequalitas 
claudicantis speciem reddit. 

“The voice must not run joltingly, with irregularity of rhythm and sound, mixing long 
and short syllables, grave accents and acute, tones loud and low, without 
discrimination, the result being that this universal unevenness produces the impression 
of a limping gait.”10 

10 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria 11.3.43. Latin text and translation from H. E. Butler, trans., Loeb Classical Library 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1920). The passage discusses how rhythmic unevenness produces 
“claudicantis speciem,” the appearance of a limping gait. 

9 Cicero, Orator 186-187. Translated by H. M. Hubbell, in Brutus. Orator, Loeb Classical Library 342 (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1939). (Orator is translated by Hubbell; Brutus in the same volume is translated by 
G. L. Hendrickson.) Cicero discusses rhythm extensively in De Oratore 3.173-198 and Orator 186-226, consistently 
framing rhythmic patterns in terms of physical movement and bodily sensation. 

8 On the spondee’s association with solemn ritual and its use in funerary contexts, see Morgan, Musa Pedestris, 
89-112; see also W.S. Allen, Vox Latina: A Guide to the Pronunciation of Classical Latin, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1978), 96-102, on the temporal weight of long syllables in performance. 

7 On the embodied vocabulary of Greek and Latin metrics, see Llewelyn Morgan, Musa Pedestris: Metre and 
Meaning in Roman Verse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 1-47. 

6 The Greek terms arsis and thesis were originally applied to the lifting and placing of feet in dance and marching 
before being transferred to metrical theory; see Morgan, Musa Pedestris, 1-22. 
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The phrase claudicantis speciem, “the impression of a limping gait, ” deserves more attention than it 
usually receives. The verb claudicare means “to limp, to be lame,” from claudus, the same root that gives 
us the medical term “claudication.” What Quintilian is describing is a genuine perceptual phenomenon: 
for ancient listeners trained to feel rhythm as bodily motion, uneven meter did not merely sound irregular. 
It limped. The ear detected rhythmic stumbles just as the eye would detect physical ones. Crucially, 
Quintilian frames this as a failure of oratorical persuasion and what the speaker must avoid. But if uneven 
rhythm registers as limping for an audience, then a poet who wants to represent a limping, grief-laden 
body has a tool available: deliberate prosodic irregularity and the controlled cultivation of exactly what 
the orator avoids. Quintilian’s prescription for oratory becomes, in the hands of the elegist, a poetic 
technique. What the orator must never do is precisely what the grief-poet must: the claudicantis speciem 
that destroys rhetorical persuasion becomes, in Catullus and Ovid, the only honest prosodic form grief can 
take.11 

​
GRIEF AND THE BODY IN ROMAN MEDICAL THEORY 

Quintilian’s limping voice raises a question his own rhetorical context does not answer. If uneven rhythm 
is heard as a body that stumbles, why should grief in particular be the thing that makes it stumble? The 
answer lies in Roman medicine, which understood grief not as a passing mood but as a condition of the 
body. Because ancient audiences were trained to feel meter as bodily movement, an elegist writing 
spondee-heavy verse was legible on two registers at once, as a formal choice and as a physiological 
signature. Such a poem did not so much represent a grieving body from the outside as move like one. 

Roman medical theory, which drew heavily on Greek Hippocratic and Galenic traditions, conceptualized 
emotions not as purely psychological states in our modern sense but as conditions affecting the entire 
body, including effects on how the body moved.12 This is the development Brooke Holmes has traced in 
the Greek medical writers the Roman tradition inherited: as the body (sôma) became an object of physical 
inquiry, symptoms were read as legible signs of internal states, and suffering itself was relocated from the 
agency of the gods to the matter and motion of the body.13 The medicine Catullus and Ovid inherited took 
that embodied conception of affliction as a premise. The condition this tradition theorized most fully was 
melancholia (from Greek melaina cholē, literally “black bile”), named for the humor whose excess was 
thought to produce a particular temperament and, in its acute form, a particular kind of suffering. This 
excess produced characteristic physical symptoms that go well beyond what is ordinarily understood as 
“sadness.” The melancholic person was sad in mood and impaired in body, weighed down by the cold, 
dry humor accumulating in the system. The word melancholia itself preserves this material 

13 Holmes, The Symptom and the Subject, esp. 1–40. 

12 On Galenic humoral theory and melancholia, see Stanley W. Jackson, Melancholia and Depression: From 
Hippocratic Times to Modern Times (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), especially chapters 1-3 on the 
ancient and medieval periods. 

11 This inversion–the orator’s failure becoming the poet’s resource–is discussed in Morgan, Musa Pedestris, 15-22, 
who notes that ancient poets were aware of the affective distinction between smooth and irregular meter and could 
exploit it deliberately. 
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understanding–heaviness, coldness, the literal weight of black bile–and it is worth pausing to notice that 
these are also the qualities of a spondee-heavy line: slow, weighted, reluctant to move forward. 

It is worth being precise about what is and is not being claimed here, because melancholia is not a 
synonym for grief, and the two have long and divergent histories. In the humoral tradition, melancholia 
named a constitutional condition: an excess of black bile produced a temperament and, in its pathological 
form, a despondency that the Hippocratic writers were careful to describe as arising without external 
cause.14 Grief is something else. The grief of Catullus before his brother’s ashes, or of Ovid mourning the 
life taken from him, is a response to a specific loss, directed at an object, and at least in principle 
answerable to time. The distinction is the one Freud would later draw between mourning and melancholia: 
the first a finite work of detachment from a loss the mourner can name, the second an open-ended 
affliction whose object is obscure even to the sufferer.15 That difference was elaborated and complicated 
across the long afterlife of the concept, from Burton’s encyclopedic anatomy of its causes to Kristeva’s 
reading of it as a disorder of the speaking subject, and the present synthesis does not collapse it. The claim 
here is narrower, and concerns the body rather than the diagnosis. Melancholia is simply the condition in 
which ancient medicine worked out most fully the principle that a dark and heavy affect is not merely felt 
in the mind but registered in the matter and motion of the body, in coldness, in weight, in a torpor that 
slows the limbs. It is that embodied conception of affect, rather than the clinical category of black-bile 
disease, that the reading of grief-elegy proposed below draws upon. The grieving poems do not depict 
melancholics. They share with the medical account of melancholia a single premise, that sorrow has a 
physics and bears down on the body and alters how it moves, and it is this premise that the spondee, slow 
and weighted and reluctant to advance, makes audible in verse. 

Aretaeus of Cappadocia, writing in the second century CE, synthesizes a Hippocratic and Galenic tradition 
of melancholia theory that was well established by the first century BCE. The core humoral framework, 
that grief involves an excess of cold, heavy black bile affecting bodily motion, appears in Hippocratic texts 
centuries earlier and would have been available to educated Romans when Catullus and Ovid wrote. 
Aretaeus provides the fullest surviving ancient description of its physical symptoms: sufferers “become thin 
by their agitation and loss of refreshing sleep... They are dull or stern, dejected or unreasonably torpid. 
They also become peevish, dispirited, sleepless, and start up from a disturbed sleep.”16 The physical 
language here is striking when read alongside the analysis of spondaic weight above. Torpor, the body’s 
reluctance to move, corresponds to spondaic accumulation, the meter’s reluctance to advance. Disturbed 
sleep rhythms, the interruption of expected bodily patterns, find their prosodic equivalent in irregular 

16  Aretaeus of Cappadocia, De Causis et Signis Morborum Chronicorum, in Francis Adams, ed. and trans., The 
Extant Works of Aretaeus, the Cappadocian (London: Sydenham Society, 1856). 

15  Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917), in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. and trans. James Strachey, vol. 14 (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 243–258. For the 
concept’s wider history, see Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621; New York: New York Review 
Books, 2001), and Julia Kristeva, Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1989). 

14  On melancholic despondency as arising without manifest external cause, see the Hippocratic Aphorisms 6.23; on 
the humoral framework and its long history, Jackson, Melancholia and Depression, chaps. 1–3 (cited above, note 
12).  
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caesurae, the unexpected pauses that break the line’s expected flow. Grief, for the Romans, was a physical 
condition that altered the basic rhythms of the body, and a poem that encoded those alterations in its meter 
was doing something its ancient audience would have recognized as more than metaphor.17 

The Book as Grieving Body 

The medical understanding set out above, in which grief is not a state of mind but a condition that 
reshapes the body and its motion, has a literary counterpart in the way Ovid imagines his own book. 
Roman writers regularly gave the physical liber limbs and the capacity for movement, and the exile 
poetry turns that convention into something closer to a prosthesis: the book becomes the body the poet is 
no longer free to move.18 The opening of Tristia 1.1 addresses it directly: Parve, nec invideo, sine me, 
liber, ibis in urbem, “Little book, and I do not begrudge it, you will go without me to the city.”19 The verb 
of motion ibis, “you will go,” is granted to the book and denied to the poet, and the asymmetry is the 
point. Ovid then dresses the book for the part. It is to arrive incultus, unkempt and in disarray, and to wear 
the habitus, the bearing or physical carriage, of an unhappy time. The book does not merely report its 
author's grief; it carries that grief in its appearance and its gait, arriving in Rome the way a mourner 
arrives, disheveled and slow. 

This is the embodied poetics of the review in miniature. The book travels on feet, and those feet are 
metrical: the pedes of the elegiac couplet are what carry it to a city its author cannot enter, so that the pun 
on pede with which the poem closes, examined in detail below, is not ornament but a literal description of 
how the book moves. A text built of feet walks, and a text of grief walks like the grieving. This way of 
thinking about verse as a body in motion was not confined to the refinements of literary culture. Romans 
met it most often in the most public form of Latin verse they encountered, the inscriptions on their tombs, 
where the written line stood in for an absent body and called out to the passer-by who walked past.​
​
​
METRICAL GRIEF IN ROMAN FUNERARY EPIGRAPHY 

Before examining the literary poetry of Catullus and Ovid in detail, it is necessary to look at how grief 
was encoded in these epitaphs, since they represent the most widespread form of Latin verse in antiquity 
and would have shaped Roman expectations about what metrical mourning should sound like.20 These 

20  On verse epitaphs as the most widespread form of Latin verse in antiquity, see Richmond Lattimore, Themes in 
Greek and Latin Epitaphs (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1962). 

19 Ovid, Tristia 1.1.1. Text from A. L. Wheeler, trans., revised by G. P. Goold, Tristia. Ex Ponto, Loeb Classical 
Library 151 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988); translation my own. The full address to the book 
runs through Tristia 1.1.1-16 and is discussed in Claassen, Displaced Persons, on the personification of the exilic 
book as a body. 

18 On the personification of the book as a body capable of motion in Ovid’s exile poetry, see Claassen, Displaced 
Persons. 

17 On the physical symptoms of melancholia in ancient medical literature and their relationship to bodily motion, see 
also Ruth Padel, In and Out of the Mind: Greek Images of the Tragic Self (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1992), 60-80, which discusses the Greek medical tradition’s understanding of emotional states as physically 
inhabiting and transforming the body. 
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epitaphs survive in large numbers, many of them gathered in the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, and 
within that body many are metrically regular and formulaic while others deploy the heavier, slower 
movement also found in literary elegy. Any inference from this material, however, must reckon with the 
nature of the corpus itself. The Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum is not a neutral archive but a 
nineteenth-century scholarly construction, begun under Theodor Mommsen and the Berlin Academy, and 
the inscriptions it preserves are a heavily filtered sample of what once existed. The practice of inscribing 
was itself historically uneven: as Ramsay MacMullen first argued and Elizabeth Meyer developed, the 
production of inscriptions rose through the first and second centuries CE and fell sharply thereafter, so 
that the epigraphic record reflects a culturally specific habit rather than a constant baseline of Roman 
behavior.21 Durable stone survives where painted or wooden markers have perished; the monuments of the 
propertied outlast those of the poor; cities are better represented than the countryside. The conventions 
visible in the surviving verse epitaphs are therefore best read as the shared idiom of a particular and 
comparatively privileged epigraphic culture, not as evidence of a universal Roman code. With that 
qualification in place, the surviving material still supports a more modest claim, and one sufficient for the 
present argument: the use of metrical weight to mark mourning was a convention available within the 
epigraphic tradition, on which literary elegy could draw, rather than a purely literary invention that 
Catullus and Ovid devised on their own. 

One often-cited example, older than the literary elegists by several generations, is the so-called Epitaph of 
Claudia from Rome (CIL I².1211), datable to the later second century BCE. It is composed not in elegiac 
couplets but in iambic senarii, the spoken-verse meter of early Latin, which is itself a reminder that the 
impulse to give mourning a measured and weighted movement was at work in Latin verse epitaphs well 
before the elegiac couplet became their characteristic form.22 Its opening turns on a demand that the 
passer-by halt: 

Hospes, quod deico paullum est: asta ac pellege. Heic est sepulcrum haud pulcrum pulcrai feminae. 

“Stranger, what I say is brief: stop and read it through. Here is the not-beautiful tomb of a beautiful 
woman.” 

The clustered long syllables of asta ac pellege (“stop and read it through”) slow the line at the very 
moment it asks the traveler to slow his step, and the play of pulcrum against pulcrai, the not-beautiful 
stone against the beautiful woman, lets the verse enact the irony it states. The archaic spellings, deico for 
dico, heic for hic, paullum for paulum, reflect Republican orthographic conventions and do not affect the 
scansion. The point is not that this epitaph is itself elegiac, but that the expressive use of metrical 

22 CIL I².1211 (= ILS 8403), the so-called Epitaph of Claudia, Rome, later second century BCE, composed in iambic 
senarii (not elegiac couplets). It is discussed by Bodel, “Epigraphic Poetry,” and Lattimore, Themes in Greek and 
Latin Epitaphs, as a standard instance of the hospes address formula. 

21 Ramsay MacMullen, “The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire,” American Journal of Philology 103 (1982): 
233–246; Elizabeth A. Meyer, “Explaining the Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire: The Evidence of Epitaphs,” 
Journal of Roman Studies 80 (1990): 74–96. The Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, founded by Theodor Mommsen 
under the Prussian (Berlin) Academy of Sciences in the mid-nineteenth century, remains the standard collection; on 
the survival and selection biases inherent in the epigraphic record, see MacMullen, 233–235. 
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movement to mark grief and arrest the reader belonged to inscribed Latin verse long before, and 
independently of, the couplet that Catullus and Ovid would inherit. 

The broader pattern, rather than any single inscription, is what grounds the claim. Richmond Lattimore, in 
his foundational study Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs from 1962, documented that verse epitaphs 
across the Roman world repeatedly employ certain metrical placements as signals of lamentation.23 
Common topoi such as addresses to the passerby (hospes), laments for untimely death (inmatura mors), 
and requests for the earth to lie lightly upon the deceased (sit tibi terra levis) were consistently placed at 
metrically marked positions–the caesura, the line end, the opening of a new verse–where they would 
receive particular prosodic weight. The formulaic phrases of public grief, in other words, were metrical 
formulas as much as verbal ones. They encoded mourning in rhythm as much as in word. As John Bodel 
has observed, verse epitaphs constituted a form of literary production that overlapped with and informed 
the conventions of literary elegy, creating a shared vocabulary of poetic lamentation that both genres drew 
upon.24 

The literary elegists, writing for a sophisticated audience that would have encountered such epitaphs in 
daily life, such as on the Via Appia and on tombs lining the roads out of every Roman town, could draw 
on these conventions while also departing from them in ways that signaled personal grief exceeding the 
bounds of conventional lamentation. When Catullus loads Poem 101 with spondees and places frater 
three times at the caesura, he is doing something his readers would have recognized: he is writing like a 
tombstone.25 And when the poem exceeds what a tombstone can hold, such as when the grief circles back 
obsessively and when the meter drags beyond what formula permits, his readers would have felt that 
excess as well. The deviation from epigraphic convention is itself a prosodic argument: this grief is too 
large for the forms that normally contain it. 

CATULLUS 101: STUMBLING THROUGH GRIEF 

Catullus 101, the poem that most fully enacts this excess, is one of the most celebrated elegiac poems in 
all of Latin literature.26 Written for the poet’s brother, who died in the Troad, the poem records Catullus’s 
journey to the grave and his performance of the funeral rites. The poem has been admired for centuries for 
its emotional intensity, its famous closing line ave atque vale (“hail and farewell”), and what seems to be 

26 Catullus 101. Latin text from R.A.B. Mynors, ed., Catullus: Carmina, Oxford Classical Texts (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1958); translation my own. For commentary, see Quinn and Garrison (above, note [25]). 

25 The metrical argument for Catullus 101’s unusual spondee density and the placement of frater at the caesura is 
developed in full in the Catullus 101 section below; for the Latin text and commentary, see Kenneth Quinn, 
Catullus: The Poems, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1973), and Daniel H. Garrison, The Student's Catullus, 4th ed. 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2012). 

24 John Bodel, “Epigraphic Poetry,” in A Companion to Latin Literature, ed. Stephen Harrison (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2005), 348-361. Bodel discusses the relationship between epigraphic verse conventions and literary elegy, noting the 
shared vocabulary of lamentation across both forms. 

23 On metrical conventions in Latin funerary verse and the placement of lament formulae at prosodically marked 
positions, see Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs, passim, especially on the formulaic metrical 
placement of lamentation topoi in Latin epitaphs. 
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its formal perfection. Yet this apparent perfection actually includes deliberate disruptions that embody 
grief within the verse’s very rhythm. Here is the complete text: 

Multas per gentes et multa per aequora vectus advenio has miseras, frater, ad inferias, ut 
te postremo donarem munere mortis et mutam nequiquam alloquerer cinerem, 
quandoquidem fortuna mihi tete abstulit ipsum, heu miser indigne frater adempte mihi. 
nunc tamen interea haec, prisco quae more parentum tradita sunt tristi munere ad 
inferias, accipe fraterno multum manantia fletu atque in perpetuum, frater, ave atque vale. 

“Carried through many nations and across many seas, I arrive, brother, at these wretched 
funeral offerings, so that I might present you with the final tribute of death and address in 
vain your silent ashes, since Fortune has taken you yourself from me, alas poor brother, 
unfairly snatched away from me. But now, meanwhile, receive these offerings which by the 
ancient custom of our ancestors have been handed down as a sad tribute for funeral rites, 
flowing much with a brother's weeping, and forever, brother, hail and farewell.” 

The poem’s metrical argument begins in its very first line and depends on contrast. Multas per gentes et 
multa per aequora vectus opens with a pattern that is relatively dactyl-rich: the line moves forward with a 
degree of momentum appropriate to the journey it describes, the long crossing of “many nations and many 
seas.” Whether such metrical weighting reflects conscious authorial design or the natural pressure of the 
poem’s emotional content is ultimately unprovable; what matters, and what the statistics support, is that 
the pattern is measurably marked relative to Catullus’s own elegiac norm. But this forward motion is what 
the poem then refuses. Beginning with line 2, when Catullus arrives at his destination and confronts his 
brother’s grave, the meter becomes noticeably heavier and more labored. The phrase has miseras, frater, 
ad inferias (“to these wretched funeral offerings, brother”) loads the pentameter with long 
syllables–mi-ser-as, fra-ter, ad in-fer-i-as–creating what can only be described as a sense of trudging 
heaviness, as if the metrical feet themselves have become reluctant to continue forward.27 

To appreciate how deliberate this is, it helps to set the poem against a Catullan elegy written in a lighter 
register. Poem 5, Vivamus, mea Lesbia, atque amemus (“Let us live, my Lesbia, and let us love”),28 though 
in hendecasyllables rather than elegiacs, exemplifies the rapid, forward-driving movement of Catullus at 
his most dactylic: short syllables proliferating and the line almost tumbling forward. Poem 101 is writing 
in a different body entirely.29 Scholars have noted that Catullus’s elegiac verse uses spondees in the first 
four feet of the hexameter at a rate of approximately 65%, already higher than later elegists like 
Propertius (56%), Tibullus (51%), and Ovid (46%).30 A line-by-line scansion of the poem’s ten lines 

30 The spondee frequency figures for all four poets are drawn from D.A. West, 'The Metre of Catullus' Elegiacs,' 
Classical Quarterly 7, no. 1-2 (1957): 98-102, which provides a comprehensive statistical analysis of spondee usage 

29 The contrast between Catullus's lighter and heavier metrical registers is discussed in Morgan, Musa Pedestris in 
the context of how elegiac poets deploy spondaic weight for tonal and emotional effect.  

28 Catullus 5.1. Latin text from R.A.B. Mynors, ed., Catullus: Carmina, Oxford Classical Texts (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1958); translation my own. 

27On the prosody and structure of Catullus 101, see Quinn and Garrison (above, note [25]). 
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reveals that lines 5 and 6, the most emotionally acute, expressing the loss of the brother and the cry of 
heu, contain the highest density of spondaic feet in the entire poem, while the relatively dactylic opening 
line stands in measurable metrical contrast to what follows. 

The following scansion of Catullus 101 marks the quantity of each syllable using standard notation (— = 
long, ∪ = short, | = foot boundary, ‖ = principal caesura, × = final anceps position) and indicates the 
spondee count in the first four feet of each hexameter, where the variation in weight is most analytically 
significant. Pentameter lines, whose fixed structure makes dactylic variation impossible, are scanned for 
completeness. 

 

Line 1 (hexameter) 
Mul-tās | per gen-|tēs et | mul-tā ‖ per ae-quo-|ra vec-|tus  × 
  —  —  |  —  — | —  —  |  —  ∪ ∪ ‖  —  ∪ ∪ | —  —  | × 

Feet 1–4: S S S D  →  3 spondees. The opening line is one of the lightest hexameters in the poem, 
its forward momentum enacting the long sea crossing it describes. 

 

Line 2 (pentameter) 
ad-ve-ni-|ō hās | mi-se-|rās ‖ fra-|ter ad | in-fe-ri-|ās  × 
  — ∪ ∪  | —  — |  —  — |  — ‖  — |  —  — |  —  ∪ ∪  | × 

The pentameter immediately shifts to spondaic weight as the speaker arrives at the grave. The 
isolation of frater at the caesura (‖) occurs here for the first time. 

 

Line 3 (hexameter) 
ut  tē | pos-tre-|mō do-|nā-rem ‖ mu-ne-re | mor-|tis  × 
 —  — |  —  — |  —  — |  —  — ‖  — ∪ ∪  | — |  —  × 

Feet 1–4: S S S S  →  4 spondees. The heaviness of the offering rite is encoded in the unbroken 
sequence of long syllables. 

 

Line 4 (pentameter) 
et mu-|tām nē-|quī-quam ‖ al-lo-|que-re-|rem ci-|ne-rem  × 
 — — |  —  — |  —  — ‖  — ∪  | ∪  — |  — ∪  |  —  × 

The word mutam (mute, silent) falls with particular weight at the opening of the pentameter, its 
long syllable initiating the poem’s sustained labial phonology. 

 

across the Latin elegiac corpus. Platnauer, Latin Elegiac Verse, 36-37, corroborates the figures for Tibullus, 
Propertius, and Ovid. 
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Line 5 (hexameter) — spondaic peak 
quān-do-|qui-dem | for-tū-|nā mi-|hī ‖ tē-|tē ab-stu-|lit ip-|sum  × 
  —  — |  —  — |  —  — |  —  — |  — ‖  — |  — ∪ ∪  |  —  — | × 

Feet 1–4: S S S S  →  4 spondees. The emphatic tete ... ipsum clusters long syllables around the 
pronoun of loss, making the sheer weight of grief physically present in the line's duration. 

 

Line 6 (pentameter) — heaviest pentameter 
heu mi-|ser in-|dig-nē ‖ fra-|ter a-|demp-te | mi-hī  × 
  — — |  —  — |  —  — ‖  — |  — ∪ |  —  — |  —  × 

The exclamatory heu opens the line before the meter can reassert itself. The second occurrence of 
frater falls again at the caesura. Lines 5 and 6 together form the poem’s emotional and metrical 
apex. 

 

Line 7 (hexameter) 
nunc ta-|men in-|te-re-|ā haec ‖ pris-|cō quae | mo-re pa-|ren-tum  × 
  — — |  —  — |  — ∪ ∪|  —  — ‖  — |  —  — |  — ∪ ∪ |  —  × 

Feet 1–4: S S D S  →  3 spondees. A slight dactylic opening of the rhythm as the poem turns from 
raw grief toward ritual. 

 

Line 8 (pentameter) 
trā-di-|tā sunt | tris-tī ‖ mu-ne-|re ad | in-fe-ri-|ās  × 
  — ∪ ∪| —  — |  —  — ‖  — ∪  | ∪  — |  — ∪ ∪  | —  × 

 

Line 9 (hexameter) 
ac-ci-pe | frā-ter-|nō mul-|tum ‖ ma-nan-|ti-a | flē-|tū  × 
  — ∪ ∪  |  —  — |  —  — |  — ‖  —  — |  ∪ ∪  |  — |  —  × 

Feet 1–4: D S S S  →  3 spondees. The dactylic opening on accipe (receive) gives way 
immediately to spondaic weight. 

 

Line 10 (pentameter) 
at-que in | per-pe-|tu-um ‖ fra-|ter at-|que va-|lē  × 
  —  — |  —  — |  — ∪ ∪ ‖  — |  —  ∪  |  — — |  —  × 

The third and final frater falls at the caesura. The closing vale releases the poem into open 
vowels after ten lines of labial pressure. 
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Spondee count across hexameter lines: 

 

Hexameter Line Spondees in Feet 1–4 Note 

Line 1 3 Opening — most dactylic 

Line 3 4  

Line 5 4 ← peak quandoquidem fortuna... 

Line 7 3  

Line 9 3  

 

Lines 5 and 6 are unambiguously the poem’s spondaic peak. Line 1, the most dactylic hexameter in the 
poem, creates the contrast against which this weight registers: the journeying forward motion of the 
opening yields to the arrested, weighted grief of arrival. The pattern is not incidental to the poem’s effect. 
Whether it reflects deliberate design or the pressure the subject exerts on the verse cannot finally be 
settled, but the distribution of weight is doing work that a paraphrase of the poem’s content would miss. 

Spondaic Weight and the frater Refrain 

Line 5 is the most striking example: quandoquidem fortuna mihi tete abstulit ipsum, “since Fortune has 
taken you yourself from me.” The emphatic tete ... ipsum, an intensified form of “you” that might be 
rendered as “you, your very self,” creates a cluster of long syllables that embody the sheer weight of loss; 
this line performs that heaviness in the time each syllable takes to pronounce.31 The following line, heu 
miser indigne frater adempte mihi (“alas poor brother, unfairly snatched away from me”), opens with the 
exclamatory heu, a cry of grief that breaks the metrical flow and introduces raw emotion before the meter 
has a chance to reassert itself. The word frater (“brother”), which recurs at lines 2, 6, and 10, creates a 
refrain throughout the poem, always at the caesura, the strong metrical pause at the midpoint of the line, 
and its repetition mimics the psychological circling of grief, the mind returning again and again to the one 
word it cannot move past. As the epigraphic evidence above suggests, Catullus is placing the key word of 
mourning at the caesura, as tombstones did. But he does it three times, where a tombstone does it once, 
and that excess is itself an argument about grief’s refusal of containment. 

Phonology and Stifled Speech 

The sound patterns of the poem deepen this prosodic argument further.32 Throughout the poem there is a 
striking concentration of labial consonants, particularly the closed-mouth m sound, that creates a sense of 
stifled expression, of speech that struggles to emerge against physical resistance. Consider the sequence 

32 On the sound patterns of Catullus 101, see Garrison (above, note [25]), commentary on Poem 101. 

31 Quinn (above, note [25]), commentary on Poem 101, notes the unusual concentration of spondees in the poem's 
central lines. 
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munere mortis / et mutam ... alloquerer (“with the tribute of death / and address the mute [ashes]”). The 
repeated m sounds suggest both the silence of death–the brother is mutam, mute and silent–and the 
speaker’s own difficulty in producing speech while overwhelmed by grief. Grief closes the throat; the 
poem enacts that closing in its very phonology. This pattern continues with something close to insistence: 
miseras, munere mortis, mutam, miser, mihi, more, munere again, manantia. Through this sustained 
phonological argument, the poem keeps circling back to the sounds of silencing. When it finally opens 
outward into the closing line–atque in perpetuum, frater, ave atque vale –the labial pressure releases into 
the open vowels of ave and vale, a sonic equivalent of breath finally let go. 

The poem’s famous closing line achieves a kind of resolution, but it is a resolution still marked by the 
dual greeting-and-parting formula ave atque vale that encompasses arrival and departure simultaneously. 
The repetition of atque (“and”) creates a sense of continuation, of ongoing motion even in finality, as if 
the poem’s feet continue walking even as they reach the end of the journey. This is the paradox of the 
elegiac mode that Ovid would later articulate with his surgat / residat formula: the meter rises and falls, 
advances and retreats, and the poem about grief cannot quite come to rest. The frater refrain does not 
resolve, as it simply stops. This stopping, the arbitrary silence of vale, is its own prosodic argument: that 
grief has no formal conclusion, only the moment when speech runs out. 

OVID’S TRISTIA: EXILE AS GAIT DISTURBANCE 

If Catullus 101 encodes mourning for a single death, Ovid’s Tristia represents something like mourning 
for the death of an entire life: the poet’s existence in Rome, his literary career, his social identity, and 
everything that made him who he was.33 Exiled to Tomis on the Black Sea by the emperor Augustus in 8 
CE for reasons that remain partially obscure, Ovid refers cryptically to “a poem and a mistake” (carmen 
et error), and he spent the remaining decade of his life composing poetry from what he constantly 
reminds us was the very edge of the civilized world. The Tristia (“Sad Things” or “Sorrows”) and the 
related Epistulae ex Ponto (“Letters from the Black Sea”) record this experience of exile in elegiac verse, 
the same meter used by Catullus for his brother’s elegy. 

The programmatic opening poem of Tristia Book 1 establishes immediately the theme of disordered 
movement that will run throughout the exile poetry. Addressing his book, Ovid writes:34 

Parve, nec invideo, sine me, liber, ibis in urbem: ei mihi, quo domino non licet ire tuo! 
vade, sed incultus, qualem decet exulis esse; infelix habitum temporis huius habe... 
vade, liber, verbisque meis loca grata saluta: contingam certe quo licet illa pede. 

“Little book, and I do not begrudge it, you will go without me to the city: alas, where it 
is not permitted for your master to go! Go, but in disarray, as befits the state of an exile; 

34 Ovid, Tristia 1.1.1-4, 15-16. Text and translation as above, note [19]; translation modified. 

33 Jo-Marie Claassen, Displaced Persons: The Literature of Exile from Cicero to Boethius (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1999). 
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take on the unhappy appearance of this present time... Go, book, and greet those dear 
places with my words: I shall certainly reach them with the foot that is allowed me.” 

The pun in that final line crystallizes Ovid’s whole situation. The word pede refers both to the metrical 
feet of his elegiac verse and to his own physical foot now forbidden from Roman soil. But what is often 
overlooked is that the line is itself metrically split in a way that enacts this divided condition. The first 
hemistich, contingam certe, is notably heavier than the second, its clustering of long syllables creating a 
weighted quality that mimics the poet’s own inability to move forward. The second hemistich, quo licet 
illa pede, trips forward in dactyls, the lighter motion of the book making its permitted journey.35 The 
meter performs the split Ovid is describing: the grieving body that cannot move, and the metrical feet that 
can. The metrical division of line 16 substantiates the claim that form enacts the division it describes: 

contingam certe quō licet illa pede 
con-tin-|gam cer-|tē ‖ quō | li-cet | il-la pe-|dē 
  —  — |  —  —  | — ‖  — | ∪  ∪  |  — ∪  ∪ | — 

 

First hemistich (contingam certe): — — | — —  →  two consecutive spondees, slow and 
weighted, enacting the poet’s immobility. 
​
Second hemistich (quō licet illa pede): — | ∪ ∪ | — ∪ ∪ | —  →  two dactyls, light and 
forward-moving, enacting the book's permitted journey.​
 

The caesura falls after certe, dividing the line at the precise moment Ovid names what is permitted and 
what is not. The spondaic weight of the first hemistich and the dactylic lightness of the second do not 
merely accompany Ovid’s meaning; they enact it, so that the division the line describes, between the foot 
that may travel and the foot that may not, is also a division the line performs. To say that form and content 
coincide here is not to claim that they are everywhere identical in elegy, but that in this single line the 
difference between describing a movement and making one all but disappears. 

Moreover, Ovid as a poet characteristically preferred dactyls: his hexameters in his pre-exile poetry use 
dactyls in the first four feet at a rate of roughly 54-55%, against a corresponding dactyl rate of only about 
35% in Catullus, whose spondee-heavy practice fills those same feet with long syllables some 65% of the 
time.36 When his exile poetry becomes spondee-heavy in its most grief-laden passages, the departure from 
his own practice is all the more conspicuous. Scholars have noted that Ovid in exile seems to feel he has 
lost control of his own metrical fluency, that exile has disturbed even the rhythmic confidence that was his 

36 On Ovid’s characteristic dactyl-preference compared to earlier elegists, see Platnauer, Latin Elegiac Verse, 36-37; 
the overall dactyl frequency in Ovid's hexameters is documented in metrical studies drawing on Platnauer's corpus 
data. 

35 On the internal metrical structure of this line and its enactment of Ovid's divided condition, see the discussion of 
the Tristia’s elegiac meter in Morgan, Musa Pedestris. 
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defining poetic characteristic.37 The meter of the Tristia not only describes loss, but in its very heaviness 
and hesitation, it is performing it. 

The Elegiac Couplet as Embodied Form  

Ovid’s thinking about the elegiac meter as particularly suited to lament builds on ideas he had articulated 
in his earlier, happier love poetry. In Amores 1.1, he describes the characteristic rhythm of the elegiac 
couplet:38 

Sex mihi surgat opus numeris, in quinque residat. 

“Let my work rise in six measures, and fall back in five.” 

This line describes the alternation of hexameter (six metrical feet) and pentameter (five feet, or more 
precisely two-and-a-half plus two-and-a-half) that makes up the elegiac couplet.39 Most significant here 
are the verbs Ovid uses: surgat (“let it rise”) and residat (“let it fall back, subside”). He is describing the 
metrical pattern in terms of physical motion, a rising and falling like breath, like waves that advance and 
then retreat. The pentameter, shorter than the hexameter, always falls back from where the hexameter 
reached. This inherent falling quality, the sense of something that rises but cannot sustain itself, made 
elegy suitable for themes of loss and incompletion, the form enacting in miniature the failure to sustain 
that its content so often laments. 

In exile, when Ovid’s lines grow heavier and his characteristic lightness fails him, the elegiac couplet’s 
built-in fall becomes the gait of a man who cannot go home. 

The metrical performance of grief is not confined to the programmatic opening poem. Tristia 3.3, in 
which Ovid writes from his sickbed in Tomis imagining dying far from Rome, culminates in a request that 
crystallizes his whole condition:40 

Ossa tamen facito parua referantur in urna: sic ego non etiam mortuus exul ero. 

“Yet see to it that my small bones are brought back in an urn: so I will not even in death be an exile.” 

The opening sequence ossa tamen facito–bones, nonetheless, see to it–is metrically weighted, the long 
syllables clustering in a way that makes the line feel as heavy as the request it carries. This is the Ovid of 
exile, whose meter has taken on the weight of grief. The couplet falls back not with the graceful 

40 Ovid, Tristia 3.3.65-66. Text from A. L. Wheeler, trans., revised by G. P. Goold, Tristia. Ex Ponto, Loeb Classical 
Library 151 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988); translation my own. 

39 On the “rise and fall” of the elegiac couplet as both metrical and thematic, see Morgan Musa Pedestris. 

38 Ovid, Amores 1.1.27. Text from Grant Showerman, trans., revised by G. P. Goold, Loeb Classical Library 41 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977). 

37 On Ovid’s self-consciousness about his meter in exile and his sense of diminished poetic capacity, see Claassen, 
Displaced Persons, on Ovid’s treatment of meter and emotion in the Tristia. 
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inevitability of surgat/residat, but with the exhaustion of a man composing his own epitaph far from 
home. 

MODERN BIOMECHANICS AND THE GAIT OF GRIEF 

The convergence traced above between the vocabulary of ancient meter and the physical experience of 
grief finds confirmation in contemporary scientific research on emotion and movement. What Roman 
poets achieved through literary intuition, modern science has confirmed through quantitative 
measurement. The 2009 study by Michalak and colleagues conveys findings that align so strikingly with 
the specific prosodic features analyzed above in Catullus and Ovid.41 

The researchers used three-dimensional motion capture technology, the same kind used in modern film 
special effects, to analyze the walking patterns of individuals diagnosed with major depressive disorder 
compared to never-depressed control participants. They found that individuals with depression showed 
reduced walking speed, which corresponds directly to the slower tempo of spondee-heavy verse: a 
spondee takes measurably longer to pronounce than a dactyl,42 and a line loaded with spondees moves 
through time the way a grief-weighted body moves through space. They showed decreased amplitude of 
arm swing and vertical head movements, corresponding to the reduced energy and forward momentum of 
the grieving poem–the way Catullus’s verse at lines 5-6 refuses to advance, burdened by its own long 
syllables. They showed increased lateral swaying, indicating less stability, which finds its prosodic 
equivalent in irregular caesurae and disrupted enjambment: the unexpected pause. And they showed a 
more slumped, forward-leaning posture–which, to extend the metaphor, is the posture of the pentameter 
falling back from the hexameter in Ovid’s surgat/residat formulation. 

Gait, Mood, and Physiological Response 

Perhaps most significantly for the argument, the study also demonstrated that these gait changes were not 
merely chronic effects of long-term depression but could be induced in healthy participants through mood 
manipulation. When non-depressed individuals listened to music designed to induce dysphoric mood, 
their gait patterns shifted toward those characteristic of depression, becoming slower, less vertical, and 
more unstable. This finding means that the relationship between emotional state and walking pattern is 
immediate and embodied, not simply a long-term consequence of clinical illness.43 It also means that 
Roman audiences listening to elegiac poetry being performed aloud may have experienced something 
physiologically real rather than figurative while feeling its heavy spondees, its stumbling caesurae, and its 
falling pentameters. Research on rhythmic auditory-motor entrainment in music perception has 
demonstrated that external rhythmic stimuli reliably induce corresponding changes in motor output and 

43 Michalak et al., 584-585. 
42 Allen, Vox Latina, on the temporal weight of long syllables in performance. 
41 Michalak et al., 580-584. 
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physiological state—a coupling that operates independently of conscious attention to the stimulus.44 The 
grief encoded in elegiac verse may thus have registered not only as cultural meaning but as bodily event. 

The relationship between these two mechanisms—cultural convention and physiological 
response—requires brief theorization. The association between spondaic weight and solemnity was not 
arbitrary: it was established through centuries of ritual practice, from the solemn libation (spondē) that 
gave the foot its name to the epigraphic conventions examined above, in which funerary verse 
consistently encoded mourning in heavy, slow-moving syllables. Ancient audiences brought this cultural 
conditioning to every performance of elegy. Yet the Michalak findings suggest that the physiological 
dimension of the response operates on a separate, more immediate channel. The mood-induction 
component of the study demonstrated that gait changes were produced by auditory stimulation alone, 
without any requirement that participants consciously recognize or interpret the emotional content of what 
they heard. Duration and tempo—the sheer physical fact of how long a syllable takes to 
pronounce—appear to have a measurable effect on bodily state independent of semantic decoding. For 
ancient listeners at a performance of Catullus 101, both channels would have been active simultaneously: 
the culturally trained recognition of spondaic weight as the meter of mourning, and the physiological 
entrainment to the slowed tempo that weight produces. Convention and physiology are not competing 
explanations for the affective power of elegiac prosody. They are sequential and mutually reinforcing: the 
former established the code; the latter ensured that the body responded to it even in advance of conscious 
semantic decoding. 

The constitutive role of gait in emotional expression receives further confirmation from Wang and 
colleagues’ 2021 study, which demonstrated that machine learning algorithms analyzing smartphone 
accelerometer data could detect depression with over 80% accuracy based solely on gait characteristics.45 
The significance of this finding for the present argument is not merely additive. If contemporary 
pattern-recognition technology can extract emotional state from movement data with that degree of 
precision, it establishes that the gait signature of grief is not a loose metaphor but a stable, 
cross-contextually legible signal. Quintilian’s ancient audience, trained to hear uneven rhythm as limping, 
was performing a version of the same detection: reading emotional state from the physiological 
information encoded in a performer’s moving, sounding body. The detection of emotional gait, then, is 
not a peculiarly modern discovery but a longstanding human capacity, one that Roman poets appear to 
have understood and exploited, even if they described it in the vocabulary of feet and rhythm rather than 
of biomechanics. 

The spondee-heavy lines of Catullus 101, with their slower tempo and weighted syllables, correspond to 
the reduced speed and amplitude of the depressive gait. The metrical stumbles and disruptions in Ovid’s 
exile poetry reflect the increased variability and instability that characterize emotional walking. The 
pentameter’s built-in fall mirrors the reduced vertical movement and forward momentum of the 

45 Jiayuan Wang et al., “Detecting Depression through Gait Data: Examining the Contribution of Gait Features in 
Recognizing Depression,” Frontiers in Psychiatry 12 (2021): article 661213. 

44 Michael H. Thaut, Rhythm, Music, and the Brain: Scientific Foundations and Clinical Applications (New York: 
Routledge, 2005). 
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grief-altered body. This convergence of ancient poetics and modern biomechanics suggests that the 
embodied understanding of rhythm in antiquity reflected something real about the relationship between 
emotion and motion in human experience: a universal that Roman poets intuited, ancient audiences felt, 
and modern science has finally measured. 

MODERN RECEPTION: ANNE CARSON’S NOX​
​
If the embodied poetics traced here belongs to antiquity, it does not end there, as the case of Anne 
Carson’s Nox, introduced above, makes clear. The continuing power of Catullus 101 as a model for poetic 
mourning is demonstrated with particular clarity by this 2010 work, an extended elegy for Carson's own 
estranged brother, who died in 2000. Carson, who is both a classicist and a poet, structures her meditation 
on grief around Catullus’s poem, providing something like lexicon entries for each Latin word of the 
original alongside fragments of memoir, reproduced letters and photographs, and reflections on the 
process of translation.46 The physical form of the work is presented in a box as an accordion-folded 
reproduction of what appears to be a scrapbook, so that reading it requires physically unfolding and 
manipulating the object. A review arguing that ancient elegy encodes grief in kinesthetic experience finds 
a fitting modern counterpart in a work of mourning that refuses to let the reader remain still.47 

Carson reflects on the difficulty of translating Catullus 101: 

“I have loved this poem since the first time I read it in high school Latin class and I have 
tried to translate it a number of times. Nothing in English can capture the passionate, 
slow surface of a Roman elegy. No one (even in Latin) can approximate Catullan 
diction, which at its most sorrowful has an air of deep festivity, like one of those trees 
that turns all its leaves over, silver, in the wind.”48 

Carson’s phrase “the passionate, slow surface of a Roman elegy” captures the embodied quality analyzed 
throughout this review. The slowness she identifies is a matter of weight, resistance, and effort, the 
prosodic equivalent of the grief-laden gait that modern biomechanics has confirmed. Her description of 
Catullan diction as having “an air of deep festivity” even at its most sorrowful points to the paradox of 
ritual mourning: that the formal, measured quality of elegiac verse provides a container for emotion that 
might otherwise become formless and overwhelming.  

Carson’s own translation of Catullus 101, when it finally appears near the end of Nox, is deliberately 
rough, full of interpolated questions and parenthetical uncertainties.49 Her final line translates Catullus’s 
ave atque vale not as the traditional “hail and farewell” but as “farewell and farewell,” eliminating the 

49 Carson, Nox, final section. On Carson’s translation practice and her engagement with Catullus 101, see Kates, 
“Catullus by Night” (above, note [46]). 

48 Carson, Nox, section 7.1. 

47 Anne Carson, Nox (New York: New Directions, 2010). The physical form of the work–an accordion-folded 
facsimile scrapbook presented in a box–is described in Kates, “Catullus by Night.” 

46 For a description of Nox’s structure and its relationship to Catullus 101, see Kates, “Catullus by Night.” 
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greeting and doubling the departure. This translation choice reflects Carson’s own situation: her brother, 
estranged for decades before his death, was gone before she could greet him again. There is only 
leave-taking, repeated, and only the metrical foot walking away. Yet this is also what the elegiac form 
always does: the pentameter always falls back from the hexameter, and the meter always retreats from 
where it reached. Carson’s “farewell and farewell” is a clarification of what Catullus’s form was already 
doing. Translation, like grief itself, is a journey toward something that cannot quite be reached. And the 
closer the translator comes, the more faithfully the English tries to walk in the Latin's footsteps, the more 
visible the distance becomes. 

​
 CONCLUSION: READING WITH THE BODY 

The literatures surveyed in this review—on the embodied vocabulary of ancient meter, with pes serving 
as the word for both foot and metrical unit; on Roman medical theory’s understanding of grief as 
affecting the body as well as the mind; on epigraphic conventions of metrical lamentation in verse 
epitaphs; and on modern biomechanical research on grief-related gait—converge on a framework the 
field has not yet fully articulated. This review has proposed the term “embodied poetics” for that 
convergence, naming an approach that treats meter not as an abstract pattern to be analyzed but as a 
kinesthetic experience to be felt. The close readings of Catullus 101 and Ovid’s Tristia offered above 
illustrate how the framework operates when applied to individual poems. 

The biomechanical evidence does more than parallel the ancient framework; it lends it independent 
support. The characteristic gait patterns associated with depression that Michalak and his colleagues 
identified–reduced speed, decreased vertical motion, increased variability and instability–correspond in 
notable ways to the prosodic features that Roman poets used to encode grief in verse: heavy spondaic 
accumulation producing slower tempo, disrupted rhythm creating a sense of instability, and compressed 
expression suggesting the reduced amplitude of movement. What modern science has measured in the 
laboratory, ancient poetry appears to have enacted in performance, though the relationship is one of 
structural correspondence and suggestion rather than proof. The fact that these gait changes can be 
induced immediately by mood and not just accumulated over years of clinical illness suggests that Roman 
audiences listening to performed elegy may have been doing something more than intellectual 
appreciation. Their bodies may have responded to the rhythm of grief encoded in the verse, an effect that 
modern research on rhythmic entrainment in music perception suggests is physiologically real. 

The Romans heard poetry recited, felt its rhythms as physical sensation, associated its patterns with 
walking, with dancing, with marching in procession, and with the slow steps of funeral ritual. Close 
reading of these texts requires attention not only to what they say but to how they move. Moreover, the 
implication for the state of the field extends well beyond Catullus and Ovid. Nearly every surviving Latin 
elegy, from Propertius’s love elegies to Tibullus’s meditations on death and the countryside, was 
composed within a metrical tradition whose embodied dimensions remain largely unexplored in the 
existing scholarship. The review has identified an opening in the literature: the convergence of classical 
philology, Roman medical history, epigraphy, and biomechanics sketched above provides a 
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methodological foundation that future work can build on. If the synthesis proposed here holds, then 
metrical analysis, read through this interdisciplinary framework, becomes a tool for recovering the 
affective experience of ancient audiences in ways that purely semantic or imagistic readings cannot.50 

When Catullus writes multas per gentes et multa per aequora vectus, moving briskly through dactyls, and 
then slows to the weighted spondees of has miseras, frater, ad inferias, the reader feels the transition from 
traveling to arriving, from motion to the stillness of standing before a grave. When Ovid writes of 
reaching Rome quo licet ... pede, “with the foot that is allowed me,” the passage conveys both the 
metaphorical walking of his meter across the page and the physical walking that has been denied to him 
forever. The poets’ feet, both metrical and corporeal, carry the weight of grief across two thousand years. 
They are still limping, still stumbling, and still moving toward destinations that recede as they approach. 

And forever, brother, ave atque vale. 

 

REFERENCES 

Allen, W. S. Vox Latina: A Guide to the Pronunciation of Classical Latin. 2nd edition.  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978. 

Aretaeus of Cappadocia. De Causis et Signis Morborum Chronicorum. In The Extant Works  
of Aretaeus, the Cappadocian, edited and translated by Francis Adams. London: Sydenham 
Society, 1856. 

Bodel, John. “Epigraphic Poetry.” In A Companion to Latin Literature, edited by Stephen  
Harrison, 348-361. Oxford: Blackwell, 2005. 

Burton, Robert. The Anatomy of Melancholy. 1621. Edited by Holbrook Jackson, with  
an introduction by William H. Gass. New York: New York Review Books, 2001. 

Carson, Anne. Nox. New York: New Directions, 2010. 
Catullus. Carmina. Edited by R. A. B. Mynors. Oxford Classical Texts. Oxford: Clarendon  

Press, 1958. 
Cicero. Brutus. Orator. Translated by G. L. Hendrickson and H. M. Hubbell. Loeb Classical  

Library 342. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1939. 
Claassen, Jo-Marie. Displaced Persons: The Literature of Exile from Cicero to Boethius.  

Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1999. 
Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (CIL). Berlin: Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der  

Wissenschaften, 1863-. 
Etymology Online Dictionary. https://www.etymonline.com. 
Freud, Sigmund. “Mourning and Melancholia.” 1917. In The Standard Edition of the  

50 For a broader discussion of the implications of embodied approaches to ancient meter, see Morgan, Musa 
Pedestris, which argues for the necessity of treating ancient meter as an affective and performative practice rather 
than purely a formal system. 
June 2026 
Vol 8. No 1. 

Oxford Journal of Student Scholarship 
www.oxfordjss.org 

184 

https://www.etymonline.com


The Rhythm of Grief: Metrical Disruption as Embodied Poetics in Latin Elegy 
 
 

Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, edited and translated by James Strachey, vol. 
14, 243–258. London: Hogarth Press, 1957. 

Garrison, Daniel H. The Student's Catullus. 4th edition. Norman: University of Oklahoma  
Press, 2012. 

Holmes, Brooke. The Symptom and the Subject: The Emergence of the Physical Body in  
Ancient Greece. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010. 

Jackson, Stanley W. Melancholia and Depression: From Hippocratic Times to Modern Times.  
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986. 

Kates, J. “Catullus by Night: Anne Carson’s Nox.” Harvard Review Online, July 23, 2011.  
https://www.harvardreview.org/content/catullus-by-night-anne-carsons-nox/. 

Kristeva, Julia. Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia. Translated by Leon S. Roudiez.  
New York: Columbia University Press, 1989. 

Lattimore, Richmond. Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs. Urbana: University of Illinois  
Press, 1962. 

MacMullen, Ramsay. “The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire.” American Journal of  
Philology 103 (1982): 233–246. 

Meyer, Elizabeth A. “Explaining the Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire: The Evidence  
of Epitaphs.” Journal of Roman Studies 80 (1990): 74–96. 

Michalak, Johannes, Nikolaus F. Troje, Julia Fischer, Patrick Vollmar, Thomas Heidenreich,  
and Dietmar Schulte. “Embodiment of Sadness and Depression: Gait Patterns Associated with 
Dysphoric Mood.” Psychosomatic Medicine 71, no. 5 (2009): 580-587. 

Morgan, Llewelyn. Musa Pedestris: Metre and Meaning in Roman Verse. Oxford: Oxford  
University Press, 2010. 

Ovid. Amores. Translated by Grant Showerman, revised by G. P. Goold. Loeb Classical  
Library 41. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977. 

Ovid. Tristia. Ex Ponto. Translated by A. L. Wheeler, revised by G. P. Goold. Loeb Classical  
Library 151. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988. 

Padel, Ruth. In and Out of the Mind: Greek Images of the Tragic Self. Princeton: Princeton  
University Press, 1992. 

Platnauer, Maurice. Latin Elegiac Verse: A Study of the Metrical Usages of Tibullus,  
Propertius and Ovid. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951. 

Quinn, Kenneth. Catullus: The Poems. 2nd edition. London: Macmillan, 1973. 
Quintilian. Institutio Oratoria. Translated by H. E. Butler. Loeb Classical Library.  

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1920. 
Thaut, Michael H. Rhythm, Music, and the Brain: Scientific Foundations and Clinical  

Applications. New York: Routledge, 2005. 
Wang, Jiayuan, et al. “Detecting Depression through Gait Data: Examining the Contribution  

of Gait Features in Recognizing Depression.” Frontiers in Psychiatry 12 (2021): article 661213. 
West, D.A. “The Metre of Catullus’ Elegiacs.” Classical Quarterly 7, no. 1-2 (1957): 
98-102. 

 

June 2026 
Vol 8. No 1. 

Oxford Journal of Student Scholarship 
www.oxfordjss.org 

185 

https://www.harvardreview.org/content/catullus-by-night-anne-carsons-nox/

