
Roman Love Poetry – a short example 

Love hurts ….. 

This famous – and very short – poem 85 by Catullus sums up the agony and the 

ecstasy of being in love.  It is written by a young man (arguably, with too much 

time on his hands), and his love affair is not going well.  As we discover more 

about this young poet, who died more than two thousand years ago, we will 

find that his mistress has been unfaithful, and he has been spurned for a 

(younger and more successful) rival in love.  

Catullus 85 

odi et amo.  Quare id faciam, fortasse requires? 

nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior. 

I hate and I love.  Do you perhaps ask the reason? 

I don’t know.  I just feel it happening. And I am in torment. 

It’s a theme as old as time, perhaps, but Catullus encapsulates it with simple, 

colloquial language in this memorable couplet. (The Latin words have adorned 

t-shirts; such is their impact!)  He may not have been the first to record the 

torture of love, but he was the first to do it so concisely.   

The effect is to unsettle us too: we pick up on the sincerity of his words, partly 

because they are not couched in high verse with esoteric references and 

complex images.  There is only one theme, and one image, which arises from 

the verb “excrucior”.  I have translated it as “I am in torment”, but the literal 

meaning is “I am crucified to death” or “I am stretched out on a cross”. 

Crucifixion was a common means of execution in Catullus’s time.  It was 

reserved for slaves and those of low status and led to a lingering and agonising 

death, often over days. (Christ’s death by this method was hastened by the 

stab wound he received from a Roman soldier.)  After the rebellion led by 

Spartacus in 70 BCE, the ringleaders were crucified all along the Appian Way, a 

powerful and cruel scene that would have stayed with anyone who witnessed 

it – or heard of it.  Catullus is unlikely to have seen this particular series of 

crucifixions at close hand, since he would have been only about 12 or 13 and 

living in Verona at the time, but he would have known of it.   

 


