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Preface 

This is not just another collet·rion of piecemeal essays: it is an attempt at an 
<>vcrview of a wide exp<inse of liter<1wre from a fresh perspective. The contribu
tors h<•ve bet\•.;een then1 trie<t r() SllfVt')" <lU the maj<)r pr<><-iti<:tions <>f <111fjei1t 

Creel' ;ind L<itin lite.ratutc (though inevitably some works are more fully 
;:-oveied than others). It is <111 the more ren1<Hk<1ble th<1t without exception they 
have been so prompt ;ind responsive th<>t the book has kept to its schedule-ii 
rare f<•at! l \vish t<) th<1nk ''" f<.lr their g(lOd l)t1mot1r, flexibility·, pl1J1(·tt1<,lity, and 
for their p<1tie.1Ke with my lrnndwriting. 

The rel<itively smooth and rnpid progress of this book <1lso owes much to 
the excellent te<un <1t Oxford University Press. especially George lvlillec, the 
editor who l<1unched the project, and Shelley Cox, who skilfully piloted 
it over the w<1ves to harbour. I would ;ilso lik(' to thank £la H<1rrison, 
M<Hy L<1lc, and M;iry \·Vorthington for their eflkient and intelligent work 
<lJl V\ifiO\JS sti1ges of the \'<1y;:ig~ . ~1<tn): of tl1e contribt1tors are 01t1tt1<'lly 
indebted to e<1ch other for <1dvice and help. One or other of us would also like 
10 rh<ink fd Bisph<un, Jane Chaplin, Roger Crisp, Andrew Garrett, l'v!ark Grlf
ftlh, Edith Hall, Rachel )acoff. S<indra Joshel, Bob J<<1ster, Tony li>ng, Kathleen 
McC<itthy, Donald Mastron<•rde. Kathryn Morgan, Robin Osborne, Tony l•\lood-
01<1t1. 

I h<1ve encotintged the ('Ontributors to quote liberally and try to give a taste of 
the literature I hey arl' discussing. All rransla tions are by the author of tl1e chap
ter in question, unless indicated otherwise. (Complete translations have been 
recommendc(t in the section on f.uriher Reading.) 

Tile situation with 1he spelling of proper names is nor so straightforward. 
Since this book deals with b-Otl1 Greeks and Romans and with their interactions, 
I llav~ insisted that Greek names s11ould be transcribed direct rather than Into 
tll!!'ir 111ore traditi<)11al l.atill SJ)elJJr1g. \1•ie l1a\•e,. J1ov,re\1er, kept tilt? lraditio11al 

1pelling for nanws from both languages which are very familiar in th~ir Eng
lished form (such as Ho111er, Virgil, Al hens, Rome, Oedipus (actually lh~ Latin!), 
Hadriarl etc, etc}. l'l1e dividi11g Ji1\t~ rou11d tt1is cat~gory is ir1e\1 itabl)' i:irbitra r}' 
(tl1us lthakt! y·et ,\ttica. fc>r ~xa11111Je). F11rtl1~r1n<1re. 1,\·1·1er1 (;reek 11art1es arf! 
beir1g U!>t:<.l irt ll<>t1i.ar1 <1r l . .atir1 co11t('!Xt$ tt1ey are l.atin ized; \\•hen they are turr1ed 

i11t<.> •1<Jjec:ti"v·e::; the)' are Cnglisht!(I (eg <;~IJi1na<.:hean, aec1li(;). Tl1is is ar1 i~sue c111 



which It I~ impossible to please everyonc-inde«I ii is probably impossible to 

please anyone. 
Wlth the book a~ a whole we hope it will prove the reverse. 

o .111 I ,.,. .... '",,_ ... 

Oliver Taplin 
Oxford 
30 September 1999 
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Introduction 
OLIVER TAPLIN 

The public Is the manure round the roots of every artistic grow1 h. 
(Cesar~ Pr,iv('~C') 

Ibis book Is for those who know a tittle and would like to know more about the 

Lite1ature which was written or composed in ancient Greek or L.1tln . It grows 

from a fundamentaJ sense that these literntures still have something significant 

to offer a t the beginning of the th ird millennlum-indeed, that som.e of the 

\¥Or.ks still star1d ~lmong tl1e n1ost \\'Orth \\1J1ilc acl1 ieven1eots of J1,11nan <:rcati\'

ily from any place or lime. At the same time our access to them is not simple or 

direct. The approach taken here is at root his1orlcal: it looks, that is, at the 

Literature within lhe world that first produced it. The fotllS, though- and this is 

\Vll<lt n1akcs it distincti\'e fro111 1110.st prevlollS overvit:i,vs or SlJrveys-is oo the 

receivers of the literatl1re, the public, reti<lers, s1>ect,ltors, tind al.1tlier1ces. \f\/e 

twelve contributors axe various in our specializations and methodologies, but 

arc united In the belief that It Is valuable to ask who these works of literature 

were for. \Vhat did those people think they were getting from their literature; 

wily did they give it their lime and attention? For all our differences, we hold 

that our present appreciation or Greek and Roman literature can be informed 

;ind influenced by considera tion of what it was originally appreciated for. The 

past, for all Its alienncss, can affect and change the present. 

There is a kind of eternal triangle of clements or parties involved in any 

instance of literature: these are conventionally labelled Author, Reader, and 

Text. i\1aker mioy be a preferable word lo 'autho r' because it comes without the 

cot1trO\iersial :1ssociatiorls <) f, for Qxa1111)Je, 'autl1ority' or 'i11ler1tion'. Sin1ilarl}' 

Receiver has advantages over' reader' since it i ncludcs audiences, spectators, and 

so forth . It is obvious, once you think about it, that literature docs not necessar

ily have to be written down, and that it can be appreciated in other ways as well 

as being read; and this was ;ictuall y far mo re the case in the ancient Greek and 
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Roman worlds than it is ill the modern era. J\s for the th ird element- the text, 
the words-this is dearl y distinct from the other two, because, although it is 
conveyed through human-produced agency or technology (printed book. reci
tation, or whatever), it is not a sentient person. And by making the receivers 
our focus, it becomes obvious that there is bound to he a dynamic, an inter
action, between the three eleme11ts rather than a static isolation of any one. 

Claims for other 1>arties might be made, and have been made, outside this 
triangle. The literature might be, for example, the creation of god or an oracle 
or a 'fottrld poe1n1

• But tt1ese are all, Stlrely, st1bsidiary variatio11s 011 tt1e 01aker. 
Similarly with variant receivers such as god (again) or the universe or anin1als 
or an inanimate object. So peculiar exceptions who get wheeled out, like 
Orpheus, who performed for wild creatures, or Emily Dickinson, who kept her 
poe1ns to herself, do not invalidate the basic clain1 that it takes an audience, 
receivers, to make literature. If Dickinson had never been disco"ered, her 
poems would not have become literature. 

'Most previous surveys and histories of literature have made either the 
authors or the texts their primary focus. It has been traditional to docu.n1ent the 
authors' biographies, the sequence of their mental lives, their interests, prior
ities, and beliefs, as revealed by external evidence, and as in1plicd within their 
works. This kind of approach, which tends to put the iascinarion of creative 
genius in the spotlight, usually supposes that the Jives of the authors somehow 
explain their literature. But is individual genius any more than a cipher as long 
as it is \\t:itl1ot1t st1rrot1ndings, \.Vitl1011t circt11nsta11ces of prodttctio111 social 
context? 

TI1e approaches of some more recent literary theories, on the other hand, 
have tended to regard the texts as the only proper, or even possible, subject of 
attention. The texts have obligingly delivered meanings which 'anticipate' 
contemporary preoccupations with indetenninacy, the destabilization or 
fragmentation of conceptual monoliths, or the exposu1e of the operations of 
power through language. But these strategies should also leave room for 
approaches that treat the ol'iginal production and communication of the texts 
as a valid subject for a kind of history. The fact that the history we can 
reconstruct is bound to be, to a greater or lesser extent, partial, speculative, and 
selective does not rnake it emptily arbitrary, merely or pu rely a construct. The 
firSt audiences of this literature did once li ve, and did once give their attention 
to the works. 

In this inte ractio.11 nearly all makers of literature want, and go out o f their 
way to seek, <Ill <1ppreciative public: they desi re atten tion and 'success'. There 
may be m<iny \V3}'S of J11easuri11g that Sl1<:cess; ar,(l it is not necessarily a mc1tter 
of the numbers of the appreciative public. Artists often seek (or cl<iim to seek, at 
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least) the approval of only the select few- this is quite a con1mon pose in the 
Greek and Ronum worlds. Nor are celebrity or prosperity necessa.rily invariable 
criteria; and money is by no incans the only possible reward. Sometimes suc
cess only conies posthumously, but makers prefer to have their appreciative 
public (and their rewards!) within their lifetimes. Correspondingly, a good pro
portion of those people who have the opportunity have been happy to give 
some of their tin1e and resoLuces to the benefits of Uter<iture, to become 
receivers, that is. The formative experience of listening to stories in childhood 
is undoLLbtedly very important here. Whatever the roots of the phenomenon, 
the public is generally on the look-out, perhaps surp.risingly ready to be per
suaded that paying attention to Uter<>ture aught be worth their ti.me and 
trouble. 

Throughout niost of the history of most literatures tbe interaction l.>etween 
artist and public has, then, been by and large reciprocal, mutua lly beneficial. 
There has been a kind of symbiosis. The preferences and responses of the 
receivers lwve been assimilated by the makers, who have tried to meet them. 
And the niakers, in their turn, h<1ve affected their audiences, have pleased 
then1, and have led them to see th.ings that were not alre<1dy fan1iliar and 
respectable. The make; looks to the public for atteotion and appreciation: the 
public expects son1e kind of benefit or gratifi<:-1tion. Just what those hoped-for 
benefits were or are is elusive and shifting; and they ;ue one of the major 
concerns of this book. 

And yet, apparently in contradiction to this productive symbiosis, it is widely 
believed that n1ost artists-or at least the great ones-suffer a flawed and dif
ficult interaction ·with their contemporary public. Creative individuals·;1Ie sup
posed to be alienated, ahead of their tunes, temperamental. tortured; and their 
potential public fails to recognize the genius in their midst. Audiences are cbar
<icterized, or1 t11e ot11er l1a11d, as vttlg<ir, fickle, conservati\1e, <:ompl~icent; the)' 
do not see what is good for them. This is one reason why so much emphasis has 
usually been put on makers and so little on receivers: the public is seen as 
irrelevant, and even obstructive, to genius. l·Vhat is more this 'romantic' picture 
of the mismatch between the creative arrist and the unappreciative public was 
fami liar in the Greek (and Roman) world. The faseination with the crearive 
misfit goes back as far as any th ing like literary history can be traced-though it 
1nust he pointed out that Greek and Roman literary biographies were far more 
overt than their modern counterparts in the invention of attractive fictions. 
P'rom early days the poet was often seen as a lonely genius driven by creativity 
despite an unappreciative public: Euripides, and even the blind itinerant Momer, 
are archetypal exan1ples. Behind this lurks a deep-seated desi re for the prophet 
or genius to be a m;Hgin<1li~ed, tortured figure. So me g·reat price must be paid 
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for superhuman talent. Also, the later readers, who so love the stories of the 

unrecognized prodigy, can bask with hindsight In the complacent satisfaction 

of knowing belier. We la,1sb on ~vfozarl or I lopkins or Van Gogh the recogni

tion that their contemporaries were too stupid to give. Yet how often has the 

creative maker really wod<ed without a11y en\ourngement o r appreciation. 

without any public? Take Euripides, who for the Gree~ was the archetypal 

re jt'Cted and alienated genius. Year arter year the Athenians welcomed him as a 

compelitor in their highly selective tragedy competition; it is clear from the 

comic Aristophanes a n<l other sources tha l he was the centre of much atten

tlori; he was alJeady h igh ly appreciated outside ;\thens Jn h is own lifetiln e. T he 

facl that l1c hardly ever won the first prize makes h im more like the best-seller 

who docs not wln the Booker or the Nobel PrlY.e tha n like a bohemian stacving 

ir1 a garret. 
I land in hand with this segregation of the individual genius from the mass of 

receivers goes a certain condescension and snobbishness-which can be seen 

already in i'lato-towards the public of art, e5peclally large popular bodies of 

receivers. This is another of the main reasons, I suspect, why they have been 

largely excluded from most accounts of literature. How could the crude people 

of that bygone age have appreciated the subtlety and complexity of the (our) 

literature? The artistry is too line, the ambiguity too far-reaching, to be dragged 

down by mass appreciation. It needs the greater sophistication and insight and 

theoretical aw:ireness of a later age (ours, o f course) to sec its true ~uality, to 

create meaning for it. There is often a tai nt o f this superior self-promotio n in 

recent occ1den1l<; \\•ritirlg. 
it Is bound to be true that we read very differently from the original receivers, 

i>ut lhiH docs not necessarily mean that we read better. In fact, !here isa disturb

ing presum ptuousness about supposing that we can interpret and appreci;1te 

/x•trer than the audience that Uie literature was made for. The work was in a real 

sense made to their specifications-t he carpenter built the house for them to 

live in. The literature came into existence in their world, in their language, 

society, and mental landscape. It might well be argul!d that, if we find any 

society in the past which has produced a panicularly rich crop of creative 

achievements, then we should be asking wha1 It was about the people of that 

time, the receivers and their symhiosis wilh their makers, that stimulated the 

productivity. We should be looking to them for Ideas, not treating them with 

cond1·~ce11slon. 

Any wo rk of li terature that hi!s stood the test o f time has, by definitio n, been 

ap1Hecl11ted !)}' many later receivers as well as the origin<•l public who had 

It fresh-mi nt ed from the maker. It has been the achievement of lleceptio n 

Studies, especially in the last third of the twenlielh ccntLLry, to emphasize that 
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all those many receptions are still of Interest; and that many, if not all, or them 

contribute to our contemporary in1cr1>retatlon of the work. But the fact that a 
work of literature has survived across the centuries, and has been valued or 

dc,•alued in various ways as time goc:. by, does not alter another fact: that it was 

once new, that before a certain time and context it did not exist, and that 

afterwards it did. Some theories have led to the claim that the genesis of the 

work in the symbiosis between maker a11<l receivers is of no special interest (the 

term 'the originary fallacy' has been coi ned). But th is volume takes the mo re 

h istorically minded view that the contex tua l genesis is bound to be pa rticularly 

SU!Jlleslive for ou.r modern in lCqlrctnllon. To deny this is like digging up an 
artefact and having no curiosity abllu l why anyone wanted to have thal ar1c

fact in the fi rst place. 
So we believe U1at audiences and readers matter; that without them creative 

makers do not make. We do not believe !hat art Is solcly for art's sake: we 
believe that it is, and always has been, for people. And we do not believe that art 

is created in a vacuwn, or in the i:.olated crucible of lbe unique mind. To have 

the potential to outlast its original public, it must have had an original public. 

\'Vho were they? And what did they think that their literatures were for? 

A sketch of the territory 

Through thl~ book we are ta lki ng of a span of time that extended for well over a 
tl1ousand years, from roughly 750 IJCE LO even more roughly 500 CE. We arc also 

talking about a geographical area grea ter than modern Europe, wh ich spread, at 

o ne lime or another, from Tun is to York to Budapest, from the Black Sea to the 

Dead Sea, from the Rhf>ne to the Nile to the Euphrates. And the edges and 

lim its of these times and places are quite indistinct; they are not neatly demar

cated by frontiers and signitica111 battles. It is often implied. and occasionally 

asserted, that the 'The Clas.ical \Vorld' (or 'The Ancient ~Vorld') has some spe

cial, stable unity: this is a myth. 
On the other hand, we can, for the purpose.~ of this volume, circumvent 

manr difficult problems of military and administrative hiStory, and of 

acculturation and ethnicity. The worlds In question are made up of the people 

who he;11d, Wiltched, and read literature. What 'the Greek World' means here is, 

In effect, the primary receivers of C reek literatu re; and 'the Rom;m World' 

111e;:1ns the prj1nary ce<.:Ci\1crs of Latin litcroiture. A.ncl that mec.-11·1s tl1i1t sonic 
people belonged to both worlds: while not n lilCge n umber of Creeks lcarucd 

L.a 1·i1J L1eyo11d ,,.,.l1at \\fas 11ceclccl for ad1r)i11istri>tio11, m(1ny Ro1ni111s took aclva 11 · 
Lage of Greek. 
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It seems best to 'plot' the people we are talking about against the two basic 
axes of Tlme and Place. Although there are other ways of 'locating' people 
historically, this will still make for the clearest introduction. The points that I 
plot against these axes will aJI h<ive the making and receiving of literature 
primari ly in mind; and they are, of course, highly sun1n1ary and selective . \"/hat 
follows is, then, a kind of smal l-scale map of the literary lands that the rest o f 
this book will be visiting in 1nore detail. 

Greece bad enjoyed a materially and culturally advanced (<•nd literate) era 
back in the second millennium sc;r;, the so·called Mycene<1n Age. But, while 
memories of this are reflected in myth and in Homer, no literature survived. 
There followed a time of severe economic and demographic depression (one of 
the so-('alled 'D<irk Ages'). While there can be no doubt that during this some 
kinds of literature were performed, it is no coincidence that the earliest litera· 
ture which was to be eventually preserved in writing comes from the following 
era of explosive development, cultural as well as economic and geographical. 

Until about iSO tbe potential receivers of Greek poetry lived only in the 
southern parts of the Greek mainland, the islands of the Aegean Sea, and the 
coast of wbat is now western Turkey (Asia Minor). During the next two hun· 
dred years they spread to stri ngs of newly founded communities a ll round the 
northern Aegean, the Black Sea, the coasts of Sicily' and southern Italy, and 
even to sc<1ttered foundations in southern France and Spain and in North 
Africa . Geneoillv these remained coastal settlc111ents wh ich interacted with the 

' local non-Greek people but did not attempt to subdue them. The first material 
traces of. Greek Uterature are lines of verse scratched on pottery dating from the 
second half of tbe 700s nc;r., not long after the (re-) in troduction of the alphabet 
into Greece (from the Semitic Phoenicians), A nice indicator of th is spread of 
the Gree.k world is t hat one of the very earliest scraps of Greek verse has been 
found on a cup which was made in Rhodes but was buried in a grave on the 
island of Jschia in the bay of Naples (see illustration on p. 32). 

But early Greek literature was performed not written; and performances of 
the poems of l'lomer and Hesiod (Ch. J) in sometlting like the fo rrns in which 
we have them probably d<1te from around 700. vVhile some poetry had presu m
ably been recorded in writing by 600. it was to be a Jong ti me yet before any 
literature was made exclusively to be read, or even to be read rather than to be 
heard. This protracted, and arguably never complete, t ransition must have 
somehow gone hand in hand with the ra1)id growth of signilic<int prose litera
ture in the 400s, continued in the 300s. 

Throughout the 400 years or so that have conventionally been given the 
labels' Archaic' and 'Classical'-say from the 730s to the 330s-each Greek polis 
(city-st<1te) d id its best to maintain an indepeodent identity, even though this 
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led to much terrible con flict between them. This indepen.dence extended to 
institutions, constitutions, religious cults, dialect, alphabet, coi.nage, measures, 
and even calendars. One m.ight have expected this diversity, especially the 
differentiated dialects, to lead to highly loc:•lized and restricted litecatures; but, 
if anything, the opposite is the case. There subsisted a sense o fsl;lared Hellenic 
culture, which was reflected in the underlying language, social values, myth
ology, and religious practice, ;ind which found symbolic expression in tl;le great 
shared cu lt-centres and atb letie festivals (<1bove aU those at Olympia and Del
phi) . This also found pr<1ctkal expression in the successful co-operative resist
ance to territorial threats launGhed by the Persian empire from the E<•st, Pboe
nicians from North Africa, and Etrusc<1ns and others from centnil and northern 
ltily. ln keeping with this sense ofsh<1red culture-<•nd cutting across political 
and military lines-there was a fair amount of freedo1n of 1novement for those 
who were perceived as experts, reflecting an appreciation for achievements of 
culture, arts, and crafts, regardless of which polis had originally produced.them. 

So poets and word-craftsmen-just like architects, scientists, painters, musi
Ci<1ns, and many others-enjoyed considerable inter-polis mobility. And so did 
their works. The Homeric epics, above all, were evidently performed from earli
est days throughout the Greek world. Other eatly poets (Ch. 2) q uickly became 
known th 1'oughout the Greek world, despite their di fferi ng dialects. They came 
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from the shores of the Aegeiln and from Sicily, but above a ll from the islands. 
t esbos, for example, in the north-east Aegean, <ind l<eos, not far from Attica, 
were especially productive of craftsmen of words. Sunon ides of Keos, the first 
man to make a torh1ne from literature, composed for commissions from Thes
saly, south Italy, and Sicily, as well as for 'customers' nearer his l101ne island. 
Eventually he managed to become more or less the official celebratory poet of 
the great victories over the Persians ln 480-79. Commissions for poetry of vari
ous kinds from the Theba n poet Pindar came from as far afield as Macedonia, 
Rhodes, Sicily, and Kyrene (in Libya), as well <is places nearer home. 

Tragedy and comedy (Ch. 3) were astound.ing innovations, yet grew from 
within this n1lture. Theatre was in effe(·t invented at Athens in the fifth century 
for a predominantly Athenian public. But this central locality did not stop it 
from spreading rapid ly and easily through the whole Greek world. During tbe 
fourrh century virtually every polis of any note built an auditorium for per· 
fm·mances. Soon the makers were coining from Asia Minor, the Bl<1ck Sea, 
southern Italy, and many parts of the Greek mainland as well as Athens. 

Down to, say, 390 BC:F. the turbulent, triumphant Greek world was exuber
antly productive of fine poetry, and many kinds of poetry. Jt also inaugurated 
highly worh•d prose literature of the kinds that we now call l1istory (Ch. 4), 
rhetoric, sde1Ke, and philosophy. The next hundred or so even more turbulent 
years, although a period of great prosperity and of creativity in· the <1rts in 
general, was a relatively thin tlme Jor poetry, at least poetry other than d rama. 
But it was a highly fert ile and formative period fo r rhetoric (Ch. 6), ped<Jgogy, 
and above all for phi losophy (Ch. S). Prose cannot be trans1niltcd by memory 
in the way thi1t poetry can, and it nrnkes sense that th is great age of prose 
literature was also· the era when literacy first reached a relatively large propor
tion ol' the population- a third or nlore at Athens, still the cultural centr~~and 
also became rei11ly widespread tlHoughout the Greek world . 

The hundred ye<HS from (roughly speaking) 360 to 260 saw a crucial and 
i.rreversible re-formation of the Creek world, which mean t that in most ilnport
ant ways the southern niaiu land ceased to be the centre of gravity. To the west 
the Greeks of Sicily and southern Italy enjoyed a time of great prosperity and 
cultural activity; but at the same time they came under increasing pressure 
from the Carthaginians (Phoenicians in what is now Tunisia), and from various 
Itali~n 'tri.l;es'. c:11aris1natic le<t<lers \1'1ere inlportcd from the 'rn<>therla11d', and 
helped to hold up the tide, but it eventually proved irresistible. And one par
ticularly iunbitious power in centnil Italy he.came ever-increasingly dominant: 
Rome. 

J)ut before sketching the development of the interaction and overlap 
between the highly advanced Greek and just beginn ing Roman wodds in the 
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West, we should follow fii:st the awesome expansion of the Greeks to the East. 
The Macedonians, for long ethnically marginal Jn the north of Greece, 
developed a great mili tary machine whicb ovel'tan the d ivided mainland dur
ing Lhe 35Us and :l40s, under the leadership of King Philip. Mis successor, the 
charismatic, superhuman, and all-too-human Alexa nder. turned the Macedo
nian army against the empires to the East. Between :J:J4 and his death in ;{2:! 
he conquered not on ly the Near East (including present-day eastern Turkey, 
Syria, Israel, Jordan, Iraq), hut also Egypt. I-le then went o n into what are now 
!ran, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and even across the lndus. This vast, 
sudden empire hroke up, of course, and some of it, especially in the further 
East, never hecarne seriously part of the Greek world. But cities run by Greek 
settlers, and complete with the accoutrements of Greek li fe, such as the agora 
(civic centre), gymnasium, and theatre, were planted all over a vast area. At 
the same time the koine, a d ialect based on that of Athens, became accepted 
everyw)1ere. Jt iS hard to know how tnany, <>r bow few, of tbis (ar-flung ~l.ias
pora ever became signific<Jnt receivers of Greek literature; but texts have beeu 
found not o nly ln (for example) Syria anc.J Jordan, but as far east as 
Afghanistan. 

During this period, which is sti1nd<ndly labelled Hellenistic, old Athens 
remained a culturn l focal point, especiaJJy for philosophy and higher 



education. Rt1t otJ-1er r1e~v centres flot1risl1ed '''itt1 ri,1al cuJtural aJ11bitio11s, for 
example on the island of Rhodes, and at Pergamon in Asia Minor and at 
Antiocheia (Antioch) in Syria. But Alexandria towards the western edge of the 
Nile delta (one of the rr!any cities named after himself by Alexander) was to 
eclipse them all. Here the l'vfacedonian dynasty of the Ptolemies founded their 
capital, which rapidly grew into a huge cosmopolitan melting-pot of some haU
million inhabitants. The kings invested lavi:shly to turn it into the new cultwal 
capital of the Greek world, attracting artists, scientists, and poets. During the 
200s BCE there was an efflorescence ol a new kind of wholly literary; seU
conscio us poetry (Ch. 7). While its receivers seem to bave been well spread over 
the Creek world, its centre, and probably its core audience, was in Alexandria. 
The cluster of major poets came there from, among other places, Kyrene, 
Syracuse. Samos, Kos, and Soloi (south-east Turkey). 

The learned 'post-golden' culture established in Alexand.tia <ind the other 
great centTes of the Hellenistic world during the 150 or so years from the 280s 
BC£ was sustained, with various lapses and resurgences, throughout the Greek
speaki.ng world for another 500 years or more (Ch. 8). The receivers of litera ture 
that we happen to know 111ost about lived in a scatter of pl<•ces through Egypt, 
where their texts, written on the stand<ud writing-rn<iterial of papyrus, happen 
to have been preserved in the dry sand. It is interesting to li.nd, for example, 
how well read and widely read were the citizens of the middle-sized town of 
Oxyrhynchos in the second and third centudes CE. It is true that little o f their 
literature was contempor<iry or fro1n their immediate world; at the same time, 
while the great classics, above all Homer, are predominant, there is also quite a 
lot from this long 'post-golden' world. 

lhis long aotu1nn of Greek culture produced little worthwhile poetry but 
plenty of interesting prose of a variety of kinds, mostly retle(:ting the centrality 
of rhetoric to education and to official public life. The modern q uestioning of 
the traditional canon of 'The Classics' has led to sonic lively revaluation of the 
literature of this era. The most in1portant authors of the productive cultur<•l 
scene known as the Second Sophistic (roughly 60-230 CE) ca1ne from all over 
the place, but they tended to gravitate to the cultural centres of Athens, Perga
mo n, Smyrne, and Ephesos (all these latter th ree are in Asia Minor). And, of 
course, many of them went to Rome. 

During the five 'golden' centuries of breathtaking Cl'eativity in the Greek 
world, ther.e was no literahJti! to speak of in the as yet only incipient Roman 
world-at least if there was we know nothing of it. It would be misleading, 
though, to picture Rome as a backwoods vil.lage of wild men. Du ring the SOOs 
iicr, when Rome was first becoming dominant over the .~urrounding fellow 
Latin towns, the city itself, as archaeolO!,'Y has revealed, was quite developed 
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and cosmopolit<1n, and even had son1e literacy. llut it was to be a long time 
f)t~fore itny men1orable literatt1re came onto the .sce11e: tl1e Ro111ans \\le.re, it 

seems, too busy developing a sense of national identity, wol'king out a powel'ful 
social systen>, and subduing an ever-increasing area by milirary conquest or by 
dominating treaties. lly 300 Rome was the greatest power in Italy: her expan
sion took in 11ot onl}' Etrt1sc-a11s, U111btia11s, Sa11111ites, ai1ct a host of ol!1er l lalia11 
tcibes, but also the highly developed Greek cities round the southern coasts. The 
last to snccunib was the great artistic centre of Taras (Latin: Taren tum) in 272; 
Sicil)', a focus of Greek civ ilization for nearly 500 years, was added before long. 

One reason, It may be, why Rome d id not nurture a Latin literature sooner 
"''as tl1at tl1ere '''as SL1ct1 a 1nature co11ce11tratio11 of 3\\•e-i 1)s1>iring Greek Ci\1iliza~ 
tioo on the·doorstep. The nearest substantial Greek city, Neapolis (Naples) was 
little over 200 kilometres away. A high-quality Roman road, the Via Appia, had 
reached there before 300 (and it was extended to Taras before long). So if a 
Roman wanted tt> watch or. I isten t<> a Greek petformance, it was not a long 
journey; and it may well be th;1t Greek touring artists visited Rome. Once a 
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Ron1an learned Greek, the whole literary heritage was opened-and it must 
hitve seen1ed iibove en1t1liltion, ini111itabJc, far bc}1011d reach i11 sil11pJe Lati11. 

Once the Romans had overcome the threat of the Carthaginians under Man
nibal in the late 200s, the ensuing expansion of power and wealth was stun
ning: nortl1ern ltaly, southe)·n Spain, n1ainland Greece, and central North 
Africa had all come under Rome by 146 BCE. As the Greek h istorian Polybios, 
who spent 1nuch of his life at Rome, observed, this one city bad become the 
greatest power in the Mediterranean world in the space of some fifty years. It is 
from around this period that Roman literature emerges (Ch. 9). The early 
makers mostly came from the Greek parts of southern Italy, and learned Lalin 
as a seco11d or a tl1ird Jar1gtiage (111ea11,,1!1ile a lto1na11 '''rote local J1istor}' ir1 
Greek). And it was these poets who superimposed Greek metrics on the Lalin 
language, a foreign surcharge that would persist for over 500 years. The tu rni ng 
of the prestige art-forms of tragedy and comedy into Latin was a crucial land
mark; and the comedies of Plautus and lerence are the first complete works of 
Latin literature to survive. In the same era as them Ennius composed the first 
national epic of Rome, in the style. and metre o f Homer. Clearly there was a 
public, even if composed main ly of rich aristocrats, for these l.<llin transform· 
ations of Greek lite(ature, and for crafted poli tical rhetoric also. It is a great pity 
that, apart from the comedies, only a mass of ti ny fragments of Latin literature 
survive fr<>m before about 70 llCE. 

This preparation of the ground, so to speak, continued through the first half 
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of the first century. Further tcrril'orial expansions into the Greek wodd in Asia 
Minor and the Near East continued, to culminate in the addition of the Egypt 
of the Ptolemies (last queen-Klcopatra) in 30. Tbe cultural aspirations of the 
Ron1an aristocwcy arc reflected in the way that they brought larger and larger 
nu1nbers of Greek intellectuals, especially philosophers and poets. to Rome and 
to their luxury villas in Italy. Some of these were slaves, others were a kind of 
mobile intellectual l<ibour force. At the level of public display, &'!'.and theatres 
and libraries now began to be built at last: the most powerful city in tile world 
wanted to becon1e !l1e centre of the cultural world also. 

In the middle o f tbe first century DCE Cicero and his contemporaries greatly 
developed the power of prose in Latin, (hetorio•I, acaden1ic, and historical (Ch. 
10). New movement in poetry owes rnucb to two re.markable and contrasted 
makers, who 1J1ay well have been composing [o( the satne group of receivers 
(though they never name eac;h other): Lucretius and Catullus (Ch. 11). O ituUus 
dearly sees hin1seJf as belonging to a group of fashionable, rnutually admiring 
literary people, who agree in despising poets who are tou conventional to be 
daring. The public for Lucretius and Catullus was evidently an elite, 1nainly the 
' idle rich' of the metropolis. But their larger importance is that, through the 
symbiosis between them and their receivers. however exclusive, a new facility 
and subtlety in the handling of the Latin language, and ih its exploitation of 
the Greek 111etrics. was developed. Latin liternture had become significantly aod 
distinctively Roman ilS well ;is Greek. 
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rt is hard to say whether the horrific upJ1eavals and civil bloodshed in the 
40s, centred on the assassination of Julius Caesar; were rnore a kiod of sup-
1>ressior1 to creativity o r a stimulus. Either i.'1a}1, once Octavia11t1S and his 

assoc.iates-ar1d e\)entt1ally Octa'\1iar1us as 11lonarctl, \Vith the title A11gt1~'tt1S

had reimposed relati'l<e peace and security, there was an extraordinary literary 
flood. At least half of the top ten in any standard canon o f Latin literature were 
active in the half-century from 40 BCE to 'IC) C:E {Chs. 11 and 12). They and their 
public were aware that they were living th rough a great flowering, which was 
turning Latin into the language of a great literature in its own right, a literature 
which would survive as Jong as mighty Rome herself. 

Virgil only li"ed to the age of 5 I, yet already in h is lifetime he was seen as a 
great 'classic'. His poerry spread through the Roman warld, and was, far more 
than any otlwr, reflected in art-works, and even in graffiti. Augustus' agent for 
literature, Maecenas, made sure that Virgil and other talented poets were com
fortable, and that t'hey were-given recognition. Many of the eli te at Rome have 
an ode by Horace addressed to them. And Augustus himself commissioned a 
celebratory poem frmn 1-lorace for h is big jubilee in 17 BCE. Conversely, when 
Augustus decided that Ovid was a bad thing, he attempted to have his poetry 
totally suppressed. It tells us so1nething about the dissemination of literature 
that (fortunately) he failed. 

l his was undoubtedly a highly elitist society; and presumably literature did 
not filter far down the social scale beyond the rich an d powerful. But the public 
for literature was spreading: libraries were being built at Rome and other major 
cities; and there was by now a substantial book trade. The fU'St stone theatre at 
Rome was built as late as 55 SCP.; but over the next two centuries theatres were 
constructed in towns throughout the empite. Rome was, however, the unique 
centre of the Roman wotld. And no doubt this one city-an unprecedentedly 
vast city of over a million inhabitants-accounted for the core reception of 
virtually all 1,1tin literature. This is very different from the widespread Greek 
scene. 

Another limitatio n on the potential public was that I.a tin was never imposed 
on the e mpire, outside Italy that is, except as the language of administratio n 
and of the law. Thus, there are over fifty times as many Greek literary papyri 
from Egypt than there are Roma n. Of the forty or so examples o f L,1tin literahJre 
proper that have been excavated, h all are of Virgil, trai .led next by Cicero and 
by the historian Sallust. But it is worth ren1embeting that l~1tin-spe<•king sol
diers were stationed <111 over theen1pire; and th<1t tens of thousands of Rom<1ns 
and lt<1li<1ns were settled in colonies th e length and bre<1dth of the provinces, 
from 1"1ecida (in remote Spain) to Cologne (Koln, Latin Colon/a) lo Beirut to 
Caesarea (one in J'alestine, another in Algeria, and several others). A totally 
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unpredictable reminder that we should not over-restrict the scope of the 
Roman literary world turned up in 1979. At a briefly held frontier fort far up the 
Ni.le excavators found a papyrus scrap written in the 20s BCE: it tllfned out to 
contain poems by Virgil's friend and conten1porary Cornelius Gallus (see illus
tration on p. 337). 

The maturing of L<ttin liternture during the rule of Augustus was so fertile 
that the stand<trd periodiz<1tion of literary history has tended to cut it off from 
what followed, most obviously by applying the l<ibels Golden and Silver. This is 
more misle<1ding tlu111 helpful. Although the security of the lives of the makers 
became less st<tble, especi<1Uy under Nero (50s and 60s CE), it can be aq,'tled th<1t 
tl1e great <11Je of Latin literature continued for <•nother 120 years (Chs. 14, 15, 
16). At the san1e time, it c.1nnot be denied that rnore men1onible literatui:e w;is 
produced during the insecure times of thejullo-Cl<•udian dynasty in tbe first 
century than in.the celebrated prosperity and patronage of the arts under Tra
jan and H<1dri<•n in the second. In its own way the first century CE can claim to 
be another, rel<1ted bu t different, 'golden age', emulating th<tt df the first cen
tury BCE. 

But from now on the slope of the terrain is intermittently downhill. One 
might tr<•Ce the be&'i.nnings of the end of the Roman world, and of the Greek 
world under the Romans, right back to the de;ith of the philosophic<1I emperor 
"°farcus Aurelius in 180 CE. The usual kind of imperial and ntilitary history is 
told in tenvs of endless complie<•ted power struggles and frontier Wilrs; but the 
less extended and less contested worlds of literature were not in such turmoil, 
as the thousands of texts from the rubbish tips of Oxyrhynchos remind us. In 
both the Roman and the Greek worlds v<1rious interesting, and occ.1sio1wUy 
surprising, works emerge from the highly profession<1lized culture of the rhet
o ric schools. The recent repud;ation of an established canon of 'Clnssics' h<1s 
led to sonic interesting revaluations of the productions of this long, less bril
Uan t era {Ch. 17). 

The \·Vestern, Latin half.of the empire, based on Rome, and the Eastern Greek 
half, based on Byzantion (which was to become Constantinople, <n1d then 
Istanbul) sporadically but inexorably grew apa rt. Yet the Jong twilight of the 
world of 'classical' literature was not so dissimilar throughout both. The pres
Sltre of 11e\.v as.sertive J)0\\1ers, sucJ1 as those of tl1e Gotl1s, tt1e \iandals, a11d tl1e 
Arabs, set up great whirlpools of insecurity. And the encroachment, and even
tually triumph, of the absolute fai th of Christianity, whicll also meant the 
growir1g irl'lJ)Ortar1ce ir1 edl1Cation <)f 1norlks a11d clerics, \Vas goi11g to l)rir1g an 
end- as we.can now see with hindsight- to the kind of pluralism that had been 
essential to Gree~ l.iterature and to its Latin offspring (Chs. 8 and J 7). One can 
pin-poi.nt key moments in the chronic debilitation of the 'classical' world, such 
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as tile official adoptiClll of Ch ristlan l1y by the Roman authori ties in 312, the 

firs1 sack of th e city of Rome in 410, the closure of the philosophy schools in 

Atl1e11s In 529, but tliis tends to hide the to ns, sp(iradic process. The overall 

effect was this: in 300 <::P. literature was still being widely read and copied, even 

though not a great deal was being created; by SSO <:t, In the V\1est entirely, and 

In the F.ast largely, a literary 'dark age' had clo>e<J In. No one could claim that 

more than minimal literature was being made any more; and the vast quan

tities, from the tedious to the sublime, that had been created and disseminated 

during the previous 1,250 years was being neither read nor copied. By the time 

when, two or three htmdred years later, there were. in their very different ways, 

literary revivals-in the \.Vest under Charlemagne and in the East under the 

emperors of llyzantion-the great bulk of both literatures had been iicecover
ably lost-rotted, discarded, or burnt. 

'l'hc twin sagas of how what survived of the two litcrntures did survive, separ

Mcly until about the 1300s, and then in the reunion of the Renaissance, is 

another story. Most of the literature that was recopied by 900 c 1; has survived 

until today, 1hough not a ll- there were fu rther bottlenecks and bon fi res. Most 
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of the >urviving plays or Euripides and all but one of the poems of Catullus 

came through the.•e ha1.ards in only one copy, and it should not he forgotten 

how much failed to make it. TI1e productions of many major makers did not 

survive at all except in tiny fragments quoted in other works; hardly anyone's 

a•uvrt, however great, has come through in i~ entirety. Whatever reached the 

era of the printed book, however, still exlsl' today in multiple copies-and in 

electronic form. And the finds of papyri In the last hundred years and more 

have given us back a lot of Jost Greek, and a little of Latin, though all too much 

of it is in tattered bit~ and pieces. The ' Literature' of this volurne means incvlt

ahly the literature which has survived dowu to today, but it is worth rernernbcr

i ng tl1at tl1is is very fa r sl1ort of I.lei rig co-ex ter1si,1e \\'ith the literat11 re \vhicl1 w41s 

known to its early receivers. 
Greek and Latin literature have survived as texts, as the copied written 

records of the crafted words of their makers. TI1ey have not survived with any 

of their nurturing context; the dry core has been conserved without the sur

rounding appreciation of its receivers. It Is rather like the survival of the skel

eton of what was once a human who lived a life. The symbiotic creation and 

appreciation of the text, like the living body of the skeleton and its personal 

and social context, have to be painstakingly reconstruL'ted, often (inevitably} 

with a fair degree of speculation. But without that original symbiosis of maker 

and public the literature would uever have come into being in the first place. It 

is the mission of this hook to sr1y something about those sh;idowy, mostly 

nameless, publics of o ur great (though depleted} tteasu ry of ;in<·ient Greek and 

Latin literature. To come alive in our far distant, far different worlds, the texts 

need the revivification of the ;1udlence, the re<itlers and listeners who farmed 

and cu ltivated their growth. To develop the vivid image from the Italian poet, 

Ces"re Pavese: although they are now rotted away, they were essential to 1hc 

growth of the flowers we still pick and the fruit we still relish. 
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1 The spring of the muses: 
Homer and related poetry 
OLIVER TAPLIN 

The11c;e forn) }'our Jt1dgen1en1·, thence your ~laxin1s b-rir1g, 
,\-nd trace tt1e Nlt1se.s up\''<tr(/ to their S11ri11s. 

(Alexander Pope 011 Hon1er) 

Archetypes and antitypes 

The rosy fingers which heral.ded the extraordin<iry e ra we know as 'ancient 
Greece' first gradually spread between about 900 <•nd 700 BCE. The sunrise is 
quite distinctly ma rked, though, by the ascent at some thne within a gener
ation either side of 700, of the two poems: flias, the poem of llios (Troy), ;1nd 
Odysseia, the story of Odysseus-in English the Iliad and the Odyss<'y It is 
astonishing that we should nave such early poems preserved at all, Jet a lone 
th;tt this dawn of Greek Uterature should bring into the light not one but two 
gre.;11 ;uchetypal epi<:s. foot the whole of the ancient Greek-and Roman
worlds they established th.e large-scale n<trr<itive poen1 about gre;it men of the 
past ;is the foundation;il genre. And they est;1blished the long, rnther complex 
Une of the d;ictylic hexameter as the. most venernble verse-forn1. 

These poems would never lwvc con1e into existence if there had been no 
public for them, if there had not been people to stimulate them, hear them and 
appreciate them. So who was this poerry for, our earliest 'Western' poetry? \>Vho 
were the p<:>oplc who made the poet-or poets-who made the Iliad and the 
Odyssey? Richard llentlcy (the g1·ea1 Cambridge schola r) in 1713, reckoned he 
knew: 'Take my word for it, poor Uomer ... wrote a sequel of songs, to be sung 
by himself for small earnings and good cheer, al festivals and other days of 
merriment; the llias he made for the men, aJ1d the Odysseis for the other sex.' In 
1985 Joach im T.atacz (a clisti nguished professor at llasel) is no less assertive: 'the 
singer coultl fin(I an appreciation for such an artistry on ly among those from 
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whose manner of life it originated ... among the nobles ... Homer could not 
have made clearer the natural link between nobility and heroic song, nor could 
he have declared n1ore dearly his own membership in this social sphere.' As 
this direct contradiction indicates, the straight truth is that we can say next to 
nothing for certaitl about the original circu1nstances of production of our two 
poems, neither <tbout tl1eir audience nor their author nor their context of 
communication. for ii start, they con1e from a time well before a.ny kind of firm 
external historical record. But this is n o reason for giving up and regarding it as 
a waste of time to <\Sk who Ho1ueric poetry was for, and what it n1eant to them: 
there are still aspects of context and performance that are likely, plausible, 
interesting. There is still, as this chapter hopes to show, mucb worth saying, 
even though it is not 100 per cent proof detio;te or defulitlve. 

The prin1e evidence for Homeric performance and production is bound to be 
the poerns themselves. And there is an unavoidable circle of argun1ent here: we 
interpret the poems to reach ;in idea of the audience, and then we feed this 
;iudience back into the interpretation of the poems. Both Bentley and Latacz 
have all too obviously done just tbat. But provided we are aware of the prob
lem, it does not v.itiate the whole project: it is still worth searching for the 
interactive arcs which are n1ost suggestive, most interesting, and which fit best 
witb external considerations. We have w be especially careful, however, with 
the representation of poetry as perforrn.ed and appreciated within the p.oems 
themselves. This c;in be suggestive and illuminatiog, provided we keep in mind 
always that the poems are creating lictiorwl worlds, set in the heroic past. The 
internal t•udiences should not be treated as direct o r 'literal' evidence for the 
world of the external audiences-though that does not mean that there is 110 

relationship between them. lt is a further proble.m tti<•t the poet-narrator him
self never ever comes out of the li~tional world into the real world, or e"en 
what purports to be the real world. 'Homer' never in any way ded;1tes who he 
is, where he conies front, or who he is making poetry for. Even if he did, we 
would have to treat the declaration with C'are- it need not be Jitewlly true-but 
he has covered his own tracks so completely that this question does n ot arise. 
More than in almost any other poetr)', the craftsman suppresses his own 
presence, and effaces his own identity. 

One big question left open by this self-concealn1ent is whether the Iliad and 
Odyssey are the work of the sa1ue poet. Nearly all ancient Greeks-though not 
all-believed that they were, and that his name was t-Jomer, or rather J-/omeros. 
But modern scholarship has sti ll not been able to settle this basic question of 
authorship decisively. Jn view of the way that the epics depend on a long poetic 
traditio n (see pp. 30- 1 below), and of the way that they may well have been 
preserved at first through performance, rather than as a fixed text (see p. 50 
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below), itis even open to question how far the modern concept of authorsh ip is 
app1·opriare al all. \<Vhile I am inclined to believe, though with no great con-
1\dence, that they are both fundamentally the work of one poet, the importan t 
point that seems to me beyond reasonable doubt is that they were created for 
very much the same aud iences and occasions. While they are simultaneously 
highly similar in solne ways and different in others, the differences are per
vasively complementary. This is especi<1Jly clear with the Od)'SSe)•, which has 
the Trojan l·Var as its immediate past, even as its point of departure- when 
Odysseus tells of his various adventures he begins 'Le<1ving Ilios, the wind took 
me . . .' (9. 39). The other greilt heroes, alive or-all too many- dead, are very 
much the s<nne ch<1racters as those in the f/iad. More th<m that, the experience 
of the war as both glorious and destructive, magnificent yet full of suffering, 
emerges as quintessentially silllilar. Vl'hen Odysseus is listening to a narration 
o f his greatest deeds ilt the sack of Troy, instead of glorying, he weeps: 

Tl1e tears trickled down and drenched llis cheeks. 
As a vvc)1nan n1ighr wee1) -as she clas1>s the body <>f }1er beloved 
husband. who has fallen before the eyes of his whole people, 
tr)'ing 10 keep off the cruel day ftolJl h.is laod and its cb.ild(en; 
she see.s hirn in t1is death thr<>es, an<I t\vir1ing herself around hin1 
slHieks in keening la1nent. But her captors come up bebind her, 
•ind beat her across the back a11d sl1oulders \\•itl1 their s1>ears, 
as they are seizing a slave for a life full of grief and labour, 
and h.er face ·is \\1a.st,ed1 h_er checks wracked \',rith pitiJu I streaks: 
s<> 0<1ysseus st1ecJ tears, drops <>f the \ .. •ater c>f J>ity. 

(Odyssey s. 522-31) 

This is very like the suffering of the Trojans in the I liad, and e.specially of 
Andron1<Khe- oot exactly the same, but tapping the same sensibility. 

Throughout their existence 01ost readers and audiences of one poen1 have 
seasoned their appreciation of it with their knowledge of the other. More 
clearly the Odyssey feeds on the Iliad, and it is generally regarded as the l<1tcr 
poen1, a kind of sequel. llul there are also places where the Iliad appears to draw 
strenglh from the Odyssey. Thus it is Odysseus (who twice calls himself in a 
unique turn of phrase 'the father of TeJemachos') who in the first sequence of 
the Iliad takes Agamemnon's special prize, Ch ryseis, back lo her father, the one 
and on ly return-ho me narrated in the poem. And Odysseus already has the 
th ree epithets which a re unique to him, and which capture the qualities wh ich 
will see h im through the Odyssey: 'much-subtle', 'mud1-enduring', and 'much
devis.ing' (pOl)'nwtis, polytlas, and polymeclumos). These epithets belong to the 
antitype o f t he d irect, ' fast-footed' Ach i.lles. It is revealing that both of them 
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were offered as cen tral figures to the early Gteek audiences (later Greeks had 
serious scruples about both, especially the deceitful Odysseus). Achilles is 
uncompro mising, overt in his feelings, unhesitatingly ready to die in o tder to 
make good his failings: Odysseus, the gre.at survivor, is subtle, always ready to 
temporize, to disguise, and ro lie. Achilles speaking to Odysseus, insists: 

I det('.St Lb<Jl n1an as 01ucJ1 as Lbe door,.,.a)' of !·lades, 
i.vl1c> h ides one th ing inside and declares otJt loud anotl1er. 

(Iliad 9. 312-J:l) 

But Odysseus is the great specialist al just that. On ltbake (in Latin Ithaca) 
Athene drops her disguise to acknowledge a man after her own heart: 

)'0\1 are otitstand ing a1tJong nJe11 fo.r de\1er i'.ll.1.d deviol1s \ 'l.1ords, 
't'ihi le I arn the greatest god for cunnir1g and f<>r co1111irlg. 

(Odyssey 13. 297-9) 

The a l'chelypal antitypes go far beyond .the two heroes. The //lad tells directly 
of 0 J1ly a fe''' crucial da}'S out of tt1e '''l10Je ·1roja11 V\1ar; a11d it is aln1ost c11tirel}' 
set, claustrophobically aln1ost, at Troy. Al rhe same time, the poem extends 
u11dersta11dil1g towards a "''ide ra11gc of cl1aracters1 a11d to botl1 sides i11 tl1e v .. rar. 
1~1hile tile Odyssey narrates only a small n um ber of days directly-those leading 
up to Odysseus' return and revenge on lthake-il covers, by 1neans of flash
backs, a wide spread of places, including the varied s tory-worlds of Odysseus' 
adventures. And his adventures (and those of Menelaos) are spread over some 
ten yeats. Yet, for all its range of lime and place, the Od)'SSe)' is cen tred on one 
man and his close associates in a way quite diffol'ent from the nn1lliplicity of 
the Iliad. 

The Odyssey is fundamentally a crime-and-pttnishment story: the good and 
the likeal>Je triumph, and the wicked are Jn the end brought low. Jt all moves 
towards reunion and t he establishment' of a stable and peaceful society, even 
though that is not fully ach ieved by the end of the poem (the eventuality is 
prophesied). The Odyssey's overall d irectio n is from suffering and d isruption 
towards re-$toration and the un ited family. The J/iad, on the other hand, is not 
evidently a St.Ory of righ t and wrong; it tells of a world in wh ich all suf(er, and 
where the sufferiJ1g is not apJJOrtioned b)' deservi ng. The fi nest people and the 
finest reh1tionships-Achilles, Patro.klos, Hektor, Andromache, Priam-are des
troyed . The best gets wasted; <Jnger and conOict rule h uman life. The prosper· 
ous and civilized city of Troy is to go up in Oames; and by oo means <tll of the 
leading Achaians will get hon1e-and even fewer will en joy the fruits of victori
ous peace. Two quite different views of the b1mJan condition, then, ;ind yet 
somehow a pair, like non-identical twins. 
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Hesiod of Helikon 

Before trying to get any furthe1· with reconstructing a context (or Homer, it 
might be a good idea to tuJ'n to ai1otlwr poet, one wno does locate hi1nself in .a 
kind of scene. For the Homeric. epics are not oul' on ly works from this early 
period, and not even the only kind of archetypal hexameter poetry. There is 
also Hesiod, in Greek J-/esil)dosot J-leisiodos. And he, by ccmttast, does 'come out' 
of his poe!Ty. He even names himself, something that many (perhaps most) 
poets do not do: 

Aud one day the)' taught to I Iesiod the beauties of song; 
as he was herdiJ1g his lambs below holy mount Helikon. 
Ariel tl1is is \\!~1at the go<ldesses said to me first, 
those Olympian Muses, daughter,; of mighty Zeus: 
'You shephercls of tl1e lie1cls, y<>U di$graces, pure greed, 
we k11ow l1ow to tell many falsehoods just like the real thing, 
and \Ve kJ.lOW, \VJJe n we so \'\•isl1. h.ow to sing trt1ly·'. 

(The-0souy 22-8) 

In other pl<1ces Hesiod says precisely where he lives below Mount Helikon (the 
ra11ge of nlot1ntai11s IJet\,1cen tbe <"CJltral 1naiola11d plai11s of Boiotia. and the 
gulf of Corinth). He also gives details of his fmnil)' history, and even tells of 
participating in a poetic performance. ~Ve cannot be cerl<lin how much of all 
this is historically true, and how inuch is 'falsehood just like the real thing'. llut 
it is offered as if true, and it is still revealing for us. 

We have two poems from Hesiod, traditionally known as ihe T/1eogony and 
the •Vork5 and Days (abbreviated as >V&D). Our texts have both accumulated 
some 'unauthorized' additions over the centuries after Hesiod, especially 
towards the end of each poem; but, even including these, they are far shorter 
than the 1-Jomeric epics. Quite a few other miscellaneous hexameter poems 
got attached to the name o( Mesiod, but we know enough ahout them to be 
confiden t that they date from some time later than the two which we have 
(see p. 56 1>e10·w) .. The Theogo11y, in al)out l,000 lines, covers the origin and 
genealogies of some 300 gods (many in list~ of course), and it all leads up 
towa rds the establishment o f Zt:us as the supreme d ivine ruler. The shorter 
1-Vork.~ and Days is a kind of discursive collection of wise advice, especially 
about good husbandry; it tells what a man should do to lit into the natural 
and moral order (>f the world. Unlike any o ther early hexameter poetry, 
l'l'&D is addressed to fellow contemporaries, n1ostly to Hesiod's l«y<1bout 
brothec Perses, and p;irtly to the local lords whom he accuses of conuption. 
(It is worth registering here, since it will recur, that the word tor 'lord' is 
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basileu.s, often mistranslated as 'king', which is what it n1eant in l<iter Greek.) 
Although so different in tone and subject from Homet, Hesiod's poems are in 

the same hexameter n1etre, and in a pretty similat style and diction. There h<is 
been much dispute over which ca1ne first, but it may well bl! thilt the two poets 
were contemporaties, or at least their 1ivesn1ay have overlapped. Hon1er almost 
certainly can1e, though, fro1n the other side of the Aegean Sea, from the iniddle 
patt of the Asia Minor coast known ilS loni<I, near its border with the rnore 
northern part known 11s A.iolis. Even so, it is not impossible that they both 
participated in the s<1me poetic oc<:asions sometin1es. The ancient Greeks cer· 
tainly liked to believe that they did, and stories about a great 'Contest' between 
then1 &'Iew up e11rly, probably within a few generations of their own day. This 
sets up a kind of contest within the whole nature o f poetry: the story-teller of 
gla1norous cha1npions versus the foot of homely wisdo1n. 

Hesiod and Homer get cited as a pair, as the twin founders of Greek poetry, 
and even of the Greek rnent<1lity. Herodotos in the later 6.fth century wrote, 'I 
think thilt Hesiod and Homer lived no rnort: than 400 years before my time; 
and they wece the ones who cre<1ted the gods' family trees for the Greek world, 
gave the1n their nan1es, assigned them honours and areas o f expertise;and told 
us wh<ll they look like. Any poets who are supposed to have lived befo re Hesiod 
and Homer actually ca1ne Mter them in my opinio n' (2. 53). Those early 
thinkers who set then1selves up as purveyors of new wisdom (see pp. 157-S, ·162 
below) denounce their prin1al pair of rivals. Thus Xenopbaoes, for example 
(se<:ond half of sixth century): 'Homer and Hesiod attributed to the gods all the 
things which <1mong men <Ire shameful and blameworthy.' 

So what might Hesiod reveal about the audiences of his world, and possibly 
though less dire<'tly of Homer's also? Tbe most revealing p<lSsage comes well on 
through W&D when, after over 200 lines devoted to the ;igricuJtural year, 
ffesiod turns tose<1-foring as il source of livelihood, and even p rofit. It is built up 
to with circumstantial 'autobiogrnphy': 

.. . jt1st as our father, mi11e a11ti yot1rs, }'Ou stupid PeJses, 
used l'O go to sea in ships in his search tor a good livir1g. 
1\ncl one day he carne here, making the Iongsea~crossingJ 
quitting Kyme in Aiolis, all the way In bis dark ship, 
1101 numing away from wea.ltll ... bur from foul poverty ... 
1\nd S<> he can1e to settle near HelikOrl i11 a rniserable village 
called Askre, tlarst1 ir1 ~vl11te1',. riasty in StJ1111nc-i:. good at no tj1ne. 

(W&D 633-40) 

There are details here that a re not predictable and most unlikely to have been 
conventional. The migration of Hesiod's father goes against the obvious tack by 
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leaving the relative prosperity of Asia Minor (Momer'> home territory), and 

heading up a valle)' fro01 the fertile plains of Boiotia (later Greeks planted 

Askre with groves and turned it into a delightful sanctuary of the Muses). There 

follow) rather a long introduction to what will be in the end the rathet short 

sect1on on seafaring: 

I sl1all sl1ow yot1 the measures of the revcrbero.1ingsea, 

urlir1itiated though I a1r1 in tl1e skills of sea n'u1isl1lp a11d boats. 
For as for sl1ips, l b_avc nevel' ever e1nl)al'ke(I on tl1e broad seas

1 

u11less )'OU cot1nt to Ettboia frorr1 Aulis {~vh<'re t l1~ 1\cl1aia11s 

011ct: W(Li lcti tl1roi.1gl1 lo11g bad wcal)l (\t \Yhc111 t1ey ha(l gn11terect 

a mighty expedition from Greece agalnsl Troy, ci ty of beauties). 
l' rom there I crossed over for the funeral games 
or strong-minded Amphidamas a1 Chalkls 
-and many were the prizes announct>d and displayed 
by the sons of that great man. I declare that there 
I 'vas victorious in poet1)1 and won a tripod wilh ri11g-l1a11dles.. 

And I dedicated it to the Helikonian Muses, 
at the place where they initially set me on the path of clear song. 

( W&D 648-59) 

We cannot know for sure whether this is nil literally true or 'falsehoods just like 
the real Lhing'. llut it docs sound like the rea l thing. and there are no clear 

signals that Lhls is fiction or 1ncrely trad itional talcs. It is a f;ict th<it bronze 

tripods (vertical-legged cauldrons) were tile prestige prizes ;ind dedications of 

the time, as Is clear frou1 excavations at Olympia. And there is no doubting that 

Ch:1lkls on tile island of Euboia was very prosperous in this era; it won a famous 

victory over the neighbouring Eretria, which Is probably reflected archaeo

logically l>y the desertion of the major site of Lcfkandi iJ1about700 BCE. AuLis is 

indeed a gnod harbour on the opposite mainland coast, and its place in the 

great epic tradition is taken for granted in 11omer. There is even a joke here for 

those who know the local topography (Uie first joke In Greek literature?): the 

distance across the straits between Aulis and the coast of Chalkisopposite is less 

than 100 metres ('I shall show you the measures of the reverberating sea'!) 

Last but not least, it was >-urely Hesiod himself who established the Muses, 

traditlonally from lvfount Olympos far to the north, on his local mountain, 

Hellkon. Me even seems to h<1ve coi ned, in his T/wogo11y, their canonical nine 

names, and to have put the little river Pcrrnessos and the spring of Hippokrene 

on the 1>oclicnl nwp. It w<1s there, where he wa' grazing his flocks, that the 
Muses, as Hesiod cl<1in1s, once i!ppe;ired to h im (see above), and gave h im a 

magic Slaff or laurel: 
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. .. and they breathed into me a marvellous voice, 
so that I might celebrate !give kleos to] matteis of rhe future 
and of the past. And they commanded me to sing poems 
of the family of blessed gods who live for ever, 
and first and last always 10 sing of them themselves. 

(Tl1ro.fony 31-4) 

(for kleos see further below and pp. 137-8) 

Hesiod performed his poetry, then (or made out that he performed) at a big 

public occasion which attracted visitors and competitors. Competition ca n l>e 

good, he claims elsewhere (W&IJ 25-6) 'potter against potter, carpen ter with 

carpenter ... poet with poet'. T his OVl•r laps suggestively with a passing remark 

in the Odyssey (17. 384-S), llsUng certain kinds of craftsmen who are welcome 

anywhere: 'a seer or a healer or a carpenter in wood or an inspired poet who 

delights with his song.' So a pict ure begins to take shape of poets who travel, 

and whose venues include big public occasions where they can compete to win 
allention, prestige, and reward. 

Why poetry at the funeral games of Ampl1idamas of Cbalkis? Funeral games 

were meant to be a glorious me01orlal to the dead man; they were an occasion 

for his sUIViving relatives to be conspicuous and generous; and they were some 

kind of consolation for them. Mortality should not-Lile games declare-

obliterate all delight from h uman life: life goes on. (nw reason, I should add, 

why there is no poetry competition at the funeral games for Patroklos In lli111/ 

23, is because in the //ind this state or mind is not fully achieved un til the later 
scene between Priam and Achilles.) 

In 1-v&v t-lesiod casts himself as a grim old bugger, tough, without illusions, 

worn down by hard labour, pessimistic: 

How I wish I didn't live In the Fifth Age of men, 
but had either died before or had been born later. 
For this is a race or iron now; and they shall not cease 
from toil and misery .. . 

(W&D 17-1-7) 

Rut this does not mean that Hesiod's audience listened to him in order to get 

depressed. ~\That does his poetry offer them, then? Explicitly: vivid wisdom, 

mythical and religious lore, and glori fl cation of the gods, above all of Zeus. llut 

there is an important passage In the 'f/t(•ogo11y which brings out a further, key 

reason for audiences to give time lo this special form of discourse, poetry. 

Hesiod is talking of the behaviour 11nd blessings o ( a good basile11s (lord), a n<I 

emphasizing Lhc importance lO h im o f the poet: 
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S\veet is tl1e sµeec:t1 that flo~"·s fro111 l1iS lips, 
l'or C\.'et1 if a ni.an t1as sorro1;v .in his breast fresl1 inflicted, 
ar~d is ext1austed witl1 grief, everl so tlle po~t, atte11<l~1r1t of tllt! Muses, 
ain sing the glorious achievements fklct1I of !he people of old, 
and can sing of tl1e l)lessed gc)d.s \.,·he> are c>Jl Oly1npos; 
and then he quickly becomes oblivious of his ills-of-heart, 
ar1d no Jongerd\\•clls on his c;ires. Soo11 the M11ses' gifts di\rert hin1. 

(Tlwogonr 97-103) 

PoetTy soothes, diverts, banishes angst-'lvlusic for a while I Shall all your cares 
be&'\lile'. This is why poetry is so important in a world whi<:h is <is gri1n as 
Hesiod m<ikes it out io be: it is Still no t llwna11 w dwell on our troubles and 
griefs the whole time. ~Ve need chaur1s, delights, soo thing salves, cor1solations 
to t<ike our mind o ff them- such as poetry, music, becoming absorbed in a 
good story. 

Aural and oral poetry 

In the passage just quoled I lesiod alludes to two d ifferent kinds of poetry: 
poems about the gods- I hat is what he delivers in !he rest of the 711eogony-and 
poems about ' the glorious achievements of the people of old' (line 100, klea 
protero11 anthropo11- a11//iropo// is not gender-specific). This is just the kind of 
poe try we have in the Iliad and Odysse1'; and it shows that, however little trav
elled Hesiod was, and however godforsaken his viUage of Askre, he was well 
aware of a mainstream of epic poetrj' of the Momeric kind. 

Hesiod refers to both kinds of poetry as conveyed live to !heir audience by 
the llOidos (poet-si nger), who sings or recites. There is every reason to suppose 
that this is how early hexam.eter poems were composed and communicated. 
This is not only because Hesiod and Ho mer both use the same terms (aoidos 
etc.), and both speak of poets in performance, but because of the basic nature of 
their l<111guage <.<nd narrative techniques. It is now some seventy years since 
Milman Pauy first demo nstrated in a quasi-scientific way that both Homer's 
poetic dlction <ind scene-construction, with their rich yet efficient range of 
fonnulae and repertoire of repe<ited sequences, <ue to be explained as the 
accumulated stock of generations of practitioners of ornJ poetry. Since then 
Parry's theory has been elaborated, strengthened, and genewlly acc:epted-arid 
rightly so: Hon1et is the inheritor of a cenrnries-old tradition of oral story
tell ing. II is beyond reasonable doubt, that is to say, tha t Hon1er-and Hesiod 
too- learned how to be a poet by hearing and i111itating pcrfon11ing poets, who 
had in their turn lea rned from the previous generation, and so on back through 
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gen.erations, ex-en q uite possibly back into the prosperous and powerful era of 
the so-called Mycenean ;\ge some SOO years earlier. 

No less importantly, Homer's and Hesiod's audiences will have learned to 
appreciate epic poetry by listening to perfonn.ing poets. This is the way that 
they will have come to know the subject-matter and concerns of the tradition, 
its ty pically recurrent scenes. its basic strate&>i.es, <ind its special language. !~or 

the language of Homeric epic iS far away from <inyth ing tha t was ever actually 
spoken at any one lime or place. It an1alg<1n1ates a mixture of dialects, 
incorporated over generations fro m different are11s of the Greek world ; it also 
retains archaic words and grammat;cal forms that had gone out of SJJoken use 
long ago. Yet these a re all mixed up with, and indivisible fron1, current words 
and forms, including phrases which had been coined by the particular per
former, perhaps on that very occasion. lf one were able to stick a little label on 
each half-line of Homer, coded with the time and pla<:e that that phrase had 
been first incorporated into poetry, it would make a thoroughly variegated and 
unpredictable kind of 'mosaic'. Yet this special poetic; language will not have 
struck its hearers as artificial or outlandish, precisely bec<iuse they knew it and 
expected it as the language of hexameter poetxy. lt is the language proper to the 
occasion that they will have assimi lated from cbildhood. (A partial analogy 
might be tile way that those brought up in a church where the Authorized 
Version of the Bible ••as the no rm came to know its Janguage and to regard it as 
special and appropriate to it~ co ntext.) 

It is crucial to the quality o f Homer, and even o f the less fluent Hesiod, that 
!heir audjences were already soaked irr hel\atneter poetry of the traditional 
style. ' fhis helps to explain how what is fo r us the e1uliest Greek poetry can be of 
such high quality (to put it modestly). By keeping to and by departing from the 
expected patterns and prio rities, the poetry can build on and exploit the audi
ence's already rich experience. However 'archaic' these aud;ences in terms of 
standard chronological 'period', they were alre<>dy tra.ined in a highly 
developed tradition o f poetry. 

So far r have spoken exclusively in terms of live performances sung or recited 
before the audience; and Hon1er and Hesiod themselves allude to poetry 
exclusively in those terms. But what about reading and writing? There has 
been, and still is, a lively deb<ite about whether the art of writing played a 
formative part in the composition of the /1iad and Odyssey. In fact at present 
(late 1990s) scholars are pretty evenly divided on the issue. The claim that 
Homer 'had the advantage of writing' (as it is often tendentiously put) is 
chronologically quite possible. The Phoenician alphabet had been adapted to 
Greek by the mid-eighth century, and by Homer's time (assuming somewhere 
between, say, 733 and 666 BCf.) the skill was available and catching on. Several 
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of our earliest specimens o f Greek writi ng a re, in fact, lines of hexameter poetry 
scratched o n pottery. One fro m about 725 BCE is a beaker which refers to itself 
as the 'cup of Nestor'; and it has been claimed to be alluding humorously to the 
huge golden goblet (not the same word) which Nestor drin ks from in Iliad book 
J L But this heated scho larly discussion is all margi nal to our present concerns, 
because, even if Homer himself learned to wrlle, o r if-as is much less 
unlikely- he was persuaded to let a skilled scribe transcribe h is poetry (sec p. 
50 below) the poetry was not made to be read. llwre was no reading pu blic. 
Even ass1101ir1g a vvritte11 ''ersioll \\ras ic1 existe11ce-perl1aps to be st11died by 
newly literate disciples?-lt is still as good as certain that tlon1cr conveyed his 
poetry to his public through performances. 

EPIC GRAFFITO? This message, partly in hexameter verse, was scratched on a beaker 
found at Jschia in the bay of Naples at an early Greek settlemen t site, dating 
from 700 BCE or slightly earlier. Its allusion to Nestor hiJs led some scholars to 
claim that it presupposes a knowledge of the Iliad. 

It is often claimed that Ji esiod used writing even if Honter did oot. His 
authoritative editor, Martin West, argues tl1is on the grounds that Hesiod's 
personalized poetry-'your father and mine, Perscs' etc,-could not possibly 
have been performed by others or transmitted orally. But there is no reason 
why I should not recite feelingly a high ly personal lyric by Hardy or Heaney; 
and, more immediately to the point, later classical Greeks happily recited ihe 
first-person poems or such individualized artists as Alkaios OJ' Anakrcon (see pp. 
75- 9 below). In later times visitors to Askre, such as Pausanias in the second 
century CE, were shown a time·worn sheet or lead with the 1'\1orks mul Days (or 
at I.east some of it) scratched upon it. This is a reminder of how unwieldy 
writing was back in the early days befo re papyrus was readily available from 
Egypt. It is absurd to thirtk of Hesiod reading his script from sheets of lead, let 
alone h is publ.ic carting home liter<11ly tons of poetry. Even if they were written 
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on prepared skins o r on wooden tablets coated with wax, the texts wUl still 
have been bulky and unwieldy. 

There is no Mlusion what.soever to writing in Mesiod, even though W&D 
deals with h.is own co1.1temporary world. There is, however, one illtrigulng ref
erence in the Iliad. In the course of a story about the past before the Trojan W<1r, 
l3ellerophon is sen t away to Lykia by a jea lous king: 

. .. t1e scot 11 i1t1 off v•.ritl1 a consigr1n1ent of lethal S}'JUbols, 
inscrit>ir1g <leadl)' desig1)S irlslde a sealed lablC't ... 

(/liar/ 6. 168-70) 

The way that these inscribed signs are treated with a kind of folk-talc mystery 
does not necessarily mean th at Homer's audience had never encountered writ
ing, be<'ause, Since the introduction of writing into Grnece was pretty recent, 
the poet would want 10 avoid sounding anachronjstic. (ll is highly unlikely 
they would be ;iw;ue th«t ii different kind of writing-Linear B-had been in 
use back in lvlycenean times.) At the same time. this passage is not conclusive 
evidence that the poet knew about writing himself, still less that his public read 
his work. 

Internal audiences 

It is now time to tur.n to tt1e explicit mentions and accounts of the performance 
of poetry scattered through the liomeiic epics. ~Ve have to remember the 
examples o f Bentley and Latacz and keep on our guard against treating these 
s.i.niply o r literally: they are set in a past heroic world, and there is no guaran tee 
that they are self-retlccting acco·unts of how the actual poem w;is (is) being 
delivered. llut, via a more circumspect approach, the scenes n~ay less direc;tly 
yield some sign ifican t plausibilities (not certainties) about the production of 
the poems and their reception. 

There ;ire passages where gn:>ups, even maybe choruses, arc portrayed <is per
fonning; but interesting though these are, they are marginal to the primary 
search which is for solo petformers telling heroic stories. What is clear, though, 
is that poerry <1nd n1usic are mostly thought of as part of the good life, espe
cially of feasting and festivity. So it is typical that they appear in three of the 
pleasant scenes on thegre;it shield that Hephaistos makes for Achilles, a kind of 
microcosn1 of human life not dominated by war (Iliad 'IS. 494-6, 569-72, 604-
5-the last passage is unfortun<>tely caught up in a serious textual problem). It 
is in keeping with this that the Iliad portrays no solo performances of poetry for 
entertainmen t, not even at any feast of the Achaians or the Trojans: a world of 
war docs not seem to be the place for epic poetry. 
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With one extraordinary exception. Achilles has been taking no part in the 

fighting for four days, and the Achaians arc in such danger of disaster the next 

morning that they send a sn1all group of negotiators to II)' to placate him. As 
they approach his encampment along the shore-

they found him pleasing his spirit by playing ti melodious lyre, 
an Intricate iElStn111l.t-J1t, fitted 1;viti1 a bridge of sliver, 
which he had picked from the spoils when he sacked Ection's city. 
11~ "'as pleasir1g his spirits by recitir'g ttle (\1 n1ous feats 
of men. Patroklos alone sat facing him ln si lence 
\l\1aitir1g f<>r wl1ene\'er ,.\ct1illes shoulcl close l'llS singing. 

(/1111</9. 66-91) 

The phrase for 'feats of nien' (klea 1111dro11) Is used In the Odyssey to refer to 

heroic epic, and ii is close to Hesiod's phrasing at r11eogo11y line JOO (seep. :io 
above). II would be foolhardy to jump 10 the inference that in Homer's own 

world it was common--0r even known at all-for young aristocrats to strum 

epic poetry to themselves for their own satisfaction or that of a few close 

friends. Is it any more justiliabk to conclude that Homer's audience 'saw its 

own Idea of the highest form of self-realisation renected in this combination of 

warrior and artist' (latacz)? In view of the absence of epic performance else

where in the warrior world of the Iliad, there might be a better, Jess literal 

interpretation. At this stage of the poem Achilles is, in effect, 1101 a warrior; he is 

living In J kind of capsule of peacetime activities (like his men, the Myrmi· 

clones, who ind ulge in athletics and wander nround-2. 77:!-9). So the signifi· 

e<>ncc of Achilles' singing heroic epic may be, I suggest, that this shows his 

awareness that he is sta)'ing out of the wal', out of the world where the 'glorious 

achievements of n1en' arc enacted (though the double Irony is that b)' doing so 

he Is winning his special place in epic). II ls, then, because of this, and because 

Achi lles is an aristocrat and not a pradising poet, that, like some archaic Hop
kins, he has no performance-context and no public. 

The O<lyssey is far more poeticall)' self-referential, or metapoetic, than the 

lliatl: poets and their audiences are a constant theme. The epic is not more than 

a quarter of an hour old when Phemios is intrOduced, the poet who has to 

perform after the feast for the suitors on Tthake (O<lr>S•y I. 150-5). And not 
long after that: 

the celebrated poet \\•a.s (Jerfc)rl'ning ;i 1>oer1t for ttiern, 
as t11C)' sat io silence listci1i11g; llis SlOl'y \vas or 
the disastrol•S )1011leco11ll11g of 1t1c Acl1oio11s ... 

(Ody.•«'Y I. 325-7) 
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Penelope rebukes him: 

'Vhemios, you can perform all son; of other >00thiog songs 
about the deeds of gods and of men, such as poets celebrate (give kleos). 

Sing one of these for them a< they sit lulled to silen<-,, 
drinking down their wine. Bui sto1> this disast1ous story .. : 

(0<1;>$ey I. 337-41) 

To her su rp<ise, her son Telemachos comes to the defence of the poet: he Is 

bound to sing what is 'newest', meaning both with recent subject-matter and 

with novel touches. ;\ I ready here we have some features which can be plausibly 

transferred-at least wishfu lly- lo the world ol' the poet and his audience: the 

celeb<ity of the poet, his association with festivity, his ability to bestow fame 

(kleos), the expectation that he will provide charms or soothings. Also note how 

even the rowdy, over-indulgent suitors ,11 In sllence when the poet is al work. 

His ability to sing 'about the deeds of gods and of men' may suggest that he 

should also have poetr)' more like the Tlieogo11r In his repertoire. And this may 

also be implied when, towards the end of the poem, Pllemios pleads with Odys· 

seus for his life, saying that he sings 'for both gods and humans' (22. 346-he Is 

spared on the grounds that he sang for the suitors against his will). 

P0<:try is also important among the rhaeaclans (in Greek Pilaiekes) on their 

remote island o f Scherie, Odysseus' last port or call before he gets home. They 

are intermediate between the rc<>llties of Jthake and the fantastical world of 

Odysseus' stories, and they lead an almost utopian existence. They have a suit· 

<1bJy talented poet, the blin<l Demodokos 'held in honour by the people'-'thc 

god llild given h im mo re th<m 1·0 any other the gift to please with poetry, when 

his spirit might move him to perform' (8. 44-5). Demodokos can play to 

acco1npany dancing, and he can sing dique stories of the affairs of the gods, 

which also 'please' (8. 368). Rut hi1 central repertoire is heroic epic, which he 

performs after the feast. At the midday foa~t in book 8 he sings 

a tale of the famous feat> of men Jklt<11111dro11), 
picking up the track at a point fomed [given k/e-<>s) to the skies. 

(8. 73-1) 

This turns out to be the story of a dispute among the leaders at Troy, signlfi· 

cantly similar to the opening of the /li111/. Then in the evening, at the special 

·~·quest of Odysseus, he tells of the fighting at the sack of Troy: Odysseus weeps 

(se<1 p. 24 above), which prompts King i\lkinoos to urge Odysseus to tell his 

own story. Throughout these scenes there is much praise of the poetry fol' Its 

S\'\1ect11ess and cap<.lcity to cl1i1 rn1 . 

But there is another poet in the Odyss<!)', or al least an honora ry poet. The 
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loyal farmer EUJnaios tells Penelope what it was like 10 listen to 'the stranger': 

'as '"hen one stares at a poel, '"'hO ls divinely inspired 
10 tcll delightful stories to men, and e••eryone 
is happy to listen to him unceasingly when he sings
that's ho'v that man entranced me , . .' 

(17.518-21) 

F.arllcr Alklnoos, on Scherie, had said to Odysseus: 

··r11cr~ is SLlCh beaL1ty i11 your wor(I), ar1cl \l ISC> such wiscion1; 
you hnve to.Id of your toils . . , so skilfu lly, 
yot1' re as goo<l as a [><">et yot1rself .. .' 

( 11. 367-9) 

11 was alre:1dy late evening, after the feas1 and after LJcmodokos, that Odysseus 

began. While telling of the underworld, over rwo hours Into his story-telling in 
'real' narrator's time, he rather abruptly stops and says it is lime for bed. 

And they all sat in silence throughout 
the shadow-till('() hall, enthralled under the spell. 

(ll . 333-4) 

He is persuaded to take up the thread again ('th is night still stretches ahead,,. 

we could stay wide awake till dawn .. . ', li nes 373-6). 1\nd when he evenn1ally 

ends, they sit In enthra lled silence again (13. 1-2). Always bearing in mind that 

th is Is all lictilious, and t hat it is set in a disl;rnt heroic and idealized world, 

there arc still poetic or metapoetic assumptio ns that It seems s;ife to tran sfer as 

aspiratio 11s to tl1e \\•orld ()f l·lor1\er ar)(l lliS (l11dle11ce-lr1 fact it see111s t111reasot1-

able not to: the beauty of poetry, its skilled musica l accompaniment, its sweet 

delight, the way it cha rms its audience, the way II 1·educes them to spellbound 

silence; and the poet as someone who is held In ~1>ecial esteem, someone who 

conveys >0me special kind of wisdom as well as pleasure. 

The 'Odyssey moder 

If 1ha1 much is 'safe', the next step might be to infer that, just as the Odyssey 
reflects the poets· aspirations for appreciation, so II reflects the a~wal cirn1m

stanccs or their performa nces. ft is a tempting step, and one that has often been 

1akcn. llomer performed, it is claimed, for the eighth-century equivalents of 

Penelope's sui tors and o f the Phaeacian court; h is public sat at the tables o f 

lords or kings in their feasting-h<1Jls, surrounded by peers, hcoch1nen, gues ts, 
ancl ri~tai1~ers. 
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The1-e are serious objections 10 this, however. First, there is the scale of our 

two poems. On both lthake and Scherle the performance lasts for one, two, or 

al most three hours. At that rate the I/Ind or Odyssey would have taken a week or 

a fortnight of performances. fhls Is not unthinkable-oral poets in Muslim 

societies observing Ramadan, for example, are known to pedorm evening after 

evening. Or maybe Homer's audiences were prep.ued to stay awake most or the 

njght listening to h.is monumental poems-the possibility eagerly urged by 

Alkinoos? In that case three nights, or even two for the Odyssey, should have 

been sufficient. But . .. on both Ithaca and Scherie the poet is subject to inter

tllptions and requests. He is at the beck and c;ilJ of his noble patrons; <1t any 

mon1ent he 1nay be stopped <1nd told to si11gsomethir>g quite diife rent. ror the 

Iliad or Otiysser to have come into existence, there must have been, I would 
insist to the contrary, an aulliencc wil/i11g l1J iiste11 lo IJie w/10/e pwm. 

Both poems add up to far more than Ille •um of their parts. TI1e connections 
cs11ct interactions \Vith.i11 them for;m such ti net\.,·ork that any one sectio11 is 

seriously impovertshed by being extracted or separated from the rest. Of course, 

it would still be possible to enjoy Isolated =lions; and this kind of perform

ance of extracts may well have happened in Homer's own day. But there was no 
reason for the whole poems to have come into existence in the first place 

without occasions for performance In their entirety. So, if we are to salvage 

what I shall call the 'Odyssey model' reconstruction of the primary reception, 

we have to suppose feasting noblemen who were a great deal mo re patient and 

persistent in their poetry-listening than the Phaeacians, Jet alone the sui t()rS. 

There is a way out of this problem that has l)een so widely advocated in the 

schol<1rsh ip of the last fifty ycr1rs, that I must, briefly, bring out its implaus

ibility. This theory starts from the bellef-;l perfectly possil>le scenario, seep. 4 I 

below-that tl1e way that the poems ever got recorded was through their dicta

tion by the poet to a transcriber. lt Is then claimed that th is p rocess can explain 

their scale and complexity: while In normal performance the poet delivered 

shorter bits to demanding aristocratic feasters, as in the Odyssey model, the 

process of dictation gave him the time. the thinking-space, and the oppornm

ity to expand, and so to join separate pieces into tbe mighty whole that we 

enjoy. I cannot insist that this is Impossible, but I find it very hard to believe 

that these hugely anful networks came into being, not for a living responsive 

audience, but for the sake of a material lrnnscription, a load of scratched skins 

or whatever. So I do not believe that lhls 'dictation theory' should let the purn

livc audience or kings and barons off the hook. lf they con1prised Momer's 

aud ience, they should have been 110 1 just ready, bul eager, to listen fol' ma ny 

hours without interfering in the sub)CCl·maltcr. 
Another serious objectio n to t11e111 is that the poems can hardly be claimed to 
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tell an aristocracy what they want to hear politically o r ideologically. Although 
set in a world of great heroes, they examine and question traditional power
structures rather than ratifying or reinforcing th.em. Agamemnon in the fljad, 
who is some sort of king-among-kings (or lord-among-lo rds) is, taken over the 
poem <ts a whok, a far from admirable role-model. It is his errors of judgement 
and his greed which start the troubles. The most q uoted lines in favour of 
kingly authority (17iad 2. 203-5) are spoken by Odysseus in the mi.ddle of a 
shambles caused by .'\gmuemnon's mismanagement. And, once he has bad h i.s 
brief hour of glory in book 11, the 'king of men' has little pait to play in the rest 
of the poem: his humiliating clin1bdown in book 19 is in fact the last time he 
speaks in the entire epic. On the other hand, Achilles is so individualistic and 
prepared to be so antisocial, that he cannot be claimed as an exeinplar for any 
social gcoup either. Hektor is admirable, but he is killed, and thus doo ms his 
city, bec:ause he recognizes that otherwise people will say 'l·Iektor trusted in his 
own strength and destroyed his own people' (22. 107). In the Odyssey the local 
aristoc:rac:y of the lth<1ke area are the Sltitors, hardly a good advertisement. 
Odysseus, if only he could get ll.01ne and settle down, would be, we are assured, 
a fine rulec, but at the end of the poe1n this is stiU only a promise, prophesied 
for the future. But the fact re1nains that during the poem he manages to lose all 
the men that he took to Troy with hiln, all twch•e shipfuls. It is emphasized that 
this was.their fault, not his; but this is hardly a story of successful leade~hip. 

Many scholars seem to agree that the Homeric poems 'support' either trad
itional aristocra<.:y or tra<litio11aJ mo11arcl1)'. vve l1a,1e already i11et Latacz's 
predilection for the nobility: 'we do Homer no disservice in thinking he was 
encouraged and patronised by an <tlistocratic clientele (to whose class he him
self may have belonged).' Rlchard Janko, for another example, writes of 'ideo
logical support .. . to tniditional in1ages of authority'. ·10 complete a trio of 
heavyweights, Ian Morris clailns thilt the poc1ns served 'as an ideological tool 
to legitimise elite domin<ttion, presenting ir as natural and unchangeable ... 
Tb roughout the poeJus the basilees are glorified, and the demos ignored to the 
point of totnl exclusion.' But none of this is validated by the actual poems. r 
h<1ve already pointed out what questionable figures the basilees and nobles 
often cut. As for the demos, the people as a whole, the usual word for them in 
Homer is Taos, and the laos is constan tly referred to and far from ignored. This 
does not (of course) make the poems 'democratic', any more than the nobles 
make it ideologically aristocratic, but it gives a real significance to the non-elite 
levels of society. 

The Oilys.sey model of Homer's audience might still be defended by objectil1g 
that I am attriiluting an unfairly crude attitude to the eighth-century nobility. 
This is tile poetry of suffering after all, it might be said in their defence, and we 
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should not assume that they would be so silnple-minded as to demand that all 
the kings and nobles are good and successful all the time. The poems are, 
indeed, set in an aristocratic world, and the prosperity of its socieries is closely 
tied up with the authority and well-bei.ng of their rulers. The failings of indi
viduals do not necessarily constitute an attack on the elite as a whole. But even 
accepting this, there remains a further argument against the Odyssey model
the most powerful and signifi(·ant of all the arguments against. 

In many parts of the world in modem and earlier times, heroic poetry of the 
great deeds of men of the past is and has been performed for aud iences which 
are, as in the Odyssey model, g<ithered a round those in power. These chiefs or 
potentates in the audience are normally taken to he the direct descendants of 
the heroes in the poems. Furthermore, this is explicitly spelled out in various 
ways, mainly through prophecies and geneaJogies. So the poets openly cele
brate their living patrons by indicating that the poems are about their fore
bears. This kind of poetic celebr<ition was familiar and important in ancient 
Greece: it is reflected, for instance, in the victory odes of Pindar (sec pp. 82 ff. 
below). But such ancestral connections between tile altdience and the poem aH• 
conspicuously absent fron1 Homer. There is a blank of allusions to future dynas
ties tracing their fan1ily-trce to Agamemnon or Odysseus or whoever, and no 
addresses-01· references of any sort-to any particular individuals, however 
prestigious, in the audience. There is just one exception, the exception that 
accentuates the rule. In Iliad 20 the gods agree that they must presen'e a certain 
mortal because he is due to have noble descenda nts, not an Achaian but a 
Trojan: Aineias.,Once the family of Priam has been obliterated, says Poseidon, 

. .. mighty Aineias shall lrnve rule over the Hojans, 
a11d his chilc.lr(:>111s cl1ildre11, ge11eratioJ1s jJ1 future tin1e. 

(lliad20. 307~) 

(No mention of Italy, of course- Rome and Aenea$ (in Greek, Aineias) are still 
no rnore than a twinkle in History's eye!) 

There are passing references to the future, to the era of the audience, in 
Homer, but they ase not this kind of genealogy-related pointers to great des
cen<la11ts: on the cor1trar~1 r.111e11 110,l\1adays' ar<~ <lismissed as. co1nl)arati,1e weak
lings. There are, however, scattered allusions to the o rigins of phenomena 
which are stiJ I to be seen in the audience's day-these ar.e, in effect, forerunners 
of the aetiologies that have such a significant place in later poetr)', Greek and 
Ron1an. There are references, for example, to an old tomb in the southern Troad 
surrounded by elm-trees (Iliad 6. 419- 20), to the tomb of Sarpedon in L)'kia (I 6. 
671-83), or to the rock-formation on Moun t Sipylos which is supposed to be 
Niobe turned into stone (24. 614-.17- she is there 'now', says Achilles). ln the 
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Odyssey there Is an explanation of the strange rock-formations and double 
entrance of the Cave or Ille Nymphs on llhake {13. 102-12- in classical ti1nes it 
housed a large dedication of ancient tripods). There are a lso references in both 
poems to tombs at Troy which will be seen by future generations. The Achaians 
raised one for Achilles and l'atroklos, 

on a >ieep promontory above the level Hellespon1, 
so ii mlgtu be conspicuous, seen from far out at sea 
by people In 1he present and by genera1ions in futu1e lime. 

(O<IJ><q•24. 82-1) 

TI1ere are also a couple of Interesting 'negative aeliologies'. Jn Jliatl 12. 10-35 
there is an elaborate explanation of how the gods eventually obliterated the 
Achaean camp on the shore at Troy. This alludes explicilly 10 limes after the 
war is over. and strongly lmplles that Hon1er's audience would want to know 
why no trace survivl'tl of the camp (In conliast to the n1ighty walls of Troy). 
And in O<lys.w:y 13. 125-87 It Is cxpl;iined how the gods IUincd the Pbaeacians' 
ship into stone to make sure that they wou ld not be seafarers any more after 
they had taken Odysseus home. ThJs implicitly explains to the audience why 
they have never encountered them (though it did not stop the classical 
inhabitants of Kerkyra, Corfu, from claiming tha t their islan d was Scherie). 

The important point Is that these quasi-aetiologics and other forward allu· 
sio ns are pretty few and far between. ;i nd geographically scattered as well. We 
cannot h ighli/.\ht specific passages-with the exceptio n of the descendants of 
Aineias at Troy-and claim th<1t they <He there to please particular dy nasties o r 
;>articular 1oca11t·ies. A h ui;c n umber of heroes ;in d places are na med, especially 
in the catalogues in hO(>k 2 of the lllc11/, but non e of thcn1 is given any obvlously 
speci<i I tret1tn·1er1t; ,,,,d 11011c see1i1.s to in~licate tl1c locality o f all aud1er1ce. If a11y 

specia lly emphasized catchmen ts were to be claimed, they would have, I think, 
to be Troy and lthake. 

In later classical times all sorts of patriotic and terrltorial clai ms were rnade 
on the strength of allusions in Homer. But none of them had any explicit 
sanction. Por example, the Athenians justified their daim 10 Sigeion, an 
important site at 1hc mouth of the Dardanelles, on the ground that there is an 
Athenian conllngcnt in the I/Intl. But dozens of other places could make the 
same claim. 'l11e Athenians' rivals for control of Sigeion were from the nearby 
island of Lesbos, and no doubt they on their side pointed out that Achilles' 
beloved Brlseis came from there, and that they were part of the ancient king· 
dom of Troy (/liatf 24. 544). One of the earlie5t external soun.-es we have for the 

reception of Homeric epic Involves a 'misunder$1anding' of this very point 
about what might be called 'non-localization'. According to Herodotos (S. 67) 
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Klcisthenes, the monarch of Sikyon in the nor thern Peloponnese, during the 
course of a wa r against Argos in about 590 SCf, put a stop to the performance of 
llomerlc epics at Slkyon because they were 'full of celebration of the Argives 
and Argos'. first II Is not true~1t least not in our poems-that Argos is given 
any special praise, as opposed to being frequently named; and secondly 
'Arglves' In epic, like• Achaians', generally means Greeks as a whole rather than 
specifically men from Argos. 

What Is true, however, I~ that Sikyon i~ scarcely mentioned in Homer. )!or are 
some other places which were powerful and wealthy communities in Homer's 
own limes, for example Corinth and Chalki> and Miletos-and indeed Athens. 
Homer does not even glorify his own homeland. However much the poet wan. 
dered around the place In the course of his profession, one might have 

expe<"tcd some kind of special mention of the places of his 'home base', so to 
speak, and of their local dynasties. There were strong traditions in ancient 
times that associated him with Smyrne and with the nearby island of Chios, 
where there was a school or performers claiming descent from him (see p. 50 
below); and there Is n<> reason to disbelieve this tradition, which fi ts with the 
dialect-mix or the poem> and with thei r familiarity with the Troy area. llut 
these places, and Indeed the whole area of lonia, are given no special 
attention-In fact they seem to be positively disregarded in the poems. 
The noblllty of 1-tomer's own 'country' would, then, have found no 
a1H'cstors or other boosts to their local p ride in the poetry of their cele· 
bratecl con1patric>t. 

The 'Delos model' 

11\is rcr1lnrk;1blc lack of 'fti\'0\Jritism', '1oc;alisrrt', or dynastic rei11force1l1e11t irl 
Homer Is, 1hen, a strong negative argument against the Otiyssey model of an 
<'lite audience of Indoor feasters. In foct, it might, J suggest, be turned to use as a 
positive J>Oi nter 1owards a different kind of audience and occasion altogether. 1t 

might suggest occ:1sions where local differences were set aside, context.~ or 
social integration rather than of local or class division. The Homeric poems are 
in a sense 'panhellenic'; and it has been becoming quite common to use t his 
term of them (Greg Nagy has been especially influential here). This might not 
be the best word, however, since ii is especially associated with later rallying of 
Greek unity in opposition to foreign 'barbarians'. Even in later times there were 
few occasions which were so fully panbeUenic that there was a strict and uni· 
versa! truce for their durallon; and even the most venerable of those, the great 
gathering at the sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia, was apparently local to the 
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Peloponnese back in the eighth century. So perhaps the term 'inter· 
communal', though less attractive, might be more accurate. 

There were in the Greek world many gatherings which. while less all· 
lnchulve than panhcllenic, brought together a collection of communities 
which had some sort of geographical, uadilional, or ethnic coherence. There 
were dozens of these inter-community leslivals, mainly annual, all held in 
religious sanctuaries. At most (all?) there were athletic competitions-Pindar 
alludes to some twenty such prize-winning occasions. Al some there were also 
competitions in poetry and/or music; and, even where there were nol, artists 
might stlll take the opportunity to perform- we know that this happened al 
Olympia. There were enough such festivals <!Heh year fo r a travelling poet to 
give a good few performances, and to be well rewa rded . Hesiod alight, for 
example, have performed at big gatherings at Lcbadela, Thern1opylai, and Del
phi without travelling very fa r and without getting on a boat (the big local 
festival at Tllespiai might have started because of Hesiod rather than before 
him). At such festivals there were often competitions for song-poems in honour 
of the local deity (hymns to Apollo at Delphi etc.). When there we1e contests 
for the performance of heroic epic, there is, however, no reason to think that 
there was any precondition that the narrallve should include local allusions. 
Another kind or occasion where a large gathering from a considerable geo
graphical area con;.erged is funernl games: and we have Hesiod's explicit evi
dence for poetic competitions there (see p. 28 above). Another 111ight be a 
big marriage-marriages are still an occasion for rhe perform<1nce of epic poetry 
Jn India a11d other part.~ of the world. Funeral g<1mes <111d weddings, being dyn
astic, migh t have encouraged elements of 1<><'.al prnlsc, but not necessaril)' so. lt 
Is a crucial feature of all such 'pilgrimage' gatherings rh;1t they last for several 
days. In ancient Greece people used to travel surprising diswnces to them, and 
woul<l carn1) out i1·1 tents. There were al\.Yays sacrifices and feasting, as \\tell as 
athletics ancl music. There was no need to rise early for work; and a1 many 
modern analogous occasions the performance of poerry goes on through Ute 
nigh!. Typically it begins at dusk and goes on Into 1he small hours. 

There Is no narration of any such open inter-communal gathering in the Iliad 
or Otlyssey (though Nestor recalls a funeral games open to all-comers at Iliad 23. 
629 ff.). There does, however, seem to be an oblique awarenes5 of some such 
occasions. For example, at fliatl 20. 403-S there is a simile alluding lo the cult of 
Hcllkonlan Poseidon: his sanctuary was al M)'kalc (between Ephcsos and \.file· 
tos), and a ga1hcring of au the lonians from Asia Minor was held there. At /lieut 
11. 698-9 Nestor tells of racing-horses sent LO compete fo r a tripod in Elis, the 
1>lace of the Olympic games. And at Odyssey 6. I 62-5 Odysseus tells the princess 
Nauslkaa how he once saw an astonishing 1>alm-lree by the alt;ir of Apollo on 
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SPECTATOR SPORTS. This representation of the spectators of a chariot-race was 
painted in Athens c.580, but found in Thessaly. The inscriptions reveal not only 
that it was painted by one Sophilos, but that it is supposed to be the Funeral 
Games of Patroklos, the l/iadic companion of Achilles, whose name is also 
Inscribed to the right. 

Delos. This small rocky island in the middle of the Aegean was celebrated as the 
birthplace of Apollo and Artemis: their mother Leto gave birth under a palm· 
tree that became a sacred symbol. It was here that the lonians held il big festival 
for all those supposed to be of Ionian origin, including those from the island$, 
F.uboia and Athens. 

Delos is the cue for a key piece of external evidence, which, although It 
cannot be firmly dated, was very probably composed within a hundred years of 
Homer. This is a poem of over 500 hexameters which we know as the tfomeric 
H1•m11 w Apollo (on these 'H)'mns' see pp. S.S- 6 below). The first half celebrates 
Apollo's cult on Delos (and the se,·01ul half, which may not he so early in date, 
his cult <1t Delphi). 'You h;we 1nany temples nnd cults. Apollo', goes the poem, 

T~t1t y<>u take SJJecial <leligl1t i111l11t lsl\111<..I of Delo.s, 
where the finc-robecl lonlans ga 1 her themselves together 
aJ011g \\'ittl tlleir chi ldrcn and c heir clecorous \Vives, 
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\'\•lleri they set u1) contests ren1en1bering to do }'OU l10J1our: 
they delight with Jistfights and with patterned dance and poetry. 
:'\11}'<>11e coining upon tl1e lonlans garl1ered tl1e1c 
r11igtlt believe tli,e111 to be ur1ageing, L1nd}1 ing gc)ds; 
he would see all r.heir gcace, and feel a deep delight 
at the sight of such men and their fine-fih'Ured wives, 
and their swift ships and au their splendid goods. 

(II. 146-55) 

Here is the right kind o f occasion, dr;nvo from evidence outside the poems, an 
occasion- perhaps Significantly?-unli.ke any with in the poems. lt is a delight· 
ful festive gathering which lasts several days; it brings together people from 
various and widespread communities. lt is striking that the participants are not 
stratified by class; and that they indude wo.men tis well as men. The rituals, 
athletics, and dancing took place presumably during the day; it would be in 
keeping with the comparative evidence fron1 other parts of the world if the 
performances of epic poetry occupied the evenings and nights. 

We can rough ly calculate from experi.ments ;tnd comparisons that the //fad 
and Odyssey would each take so1nething between fifteen and twenty-five hours 
to perform in their entirety. The OdySS<'Y falls very distinctly into two halves. The 
firs t part 'Vhich has ranged across time and pl<ice and across 'levels of reality' 
ends at t:I. 92. with Qdysseus asleep OJJ the Phaeacians' boat: front 13. 93 
onwards the poem is set almost entirely onlth<ike, and its events take up on ly six 
days. This could all be performed over two nights, with son1e intervals of course. 
Analogously the Jliadwou id need three nights. The first n1ajor internal d ivision 
comes (according to me, at least) at the end of book 9 with the failure to inend 
the great quarrel of hook 1. The othercon1esat the end of the great central day of 
the narrative wh ich stretches all the way from the be&'inn ing of book 11 to mid
way through book 1.8, probably when Tbeti.s artives on Olympos at 18. 369. 

A big occasion 0 11 the Delos 1nodel would, unlike the Ody.ssey model, have 
provii:led an audience in a tolerant commu1.1ally spirited mood. Th is would 
have given some poets the o pportunity and the impetus to grow their poems 
from shorter h•ys of one or two hours long into monumenta l epics. Of course 
the poets (i11cluding Homer) may well have performed shorter poems fo r other 
occasions; they may well have sung sometimes at the feasts o l' lords and lor<l
Ungs. But th<lt is not how the Iliad and Odyssey, with their enormous scale a nd 
scope and int(~nal complexity, came into ex.istence. The primary, formative 
iiudiences, those who participated in the symbiosis that produced our two great 
epics, were not the commissioners of extracts and episodes, but participants in 
longer, more open occasions. 

There is a problem in this reconstruction, however, though it is not, I tllink, 
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insuperable. It is cleat thattl1e events at the big inter-co nnnunal occasions were 
competitive. How could there be a competition hetween epics U1e length of the 
Iliad? Well, if sucll a festival lasted six days, there would still be tin1c for two 
Iliad-length or three Odyssey-length poems. Or perhaps most poets were con
tent with just one evening/night fo r their poems·! Perhaps each poet would 
tailor the length of his poem to his assessment of the audience's capacity; and 
maybe only very few poems grew to such a great length as our t'vo. We have no 
evidence of other Greek oral epies as long as the Iliad and Odyssey, though it is 
true that poems as long and even longer have been reported from various parts 
of the 1nodern world. 

The people who went to these festivals for several days will have tended to be 
the better-off in their co1nmunities: note how the Homeric Hym/I emphasizes 
the Ionian pilgrims' fine life-style. So this is not really a ' peasant' audience, nor 
is it like the n1enfolk-in-tbe-coffee-house who are found listening to some 
modern ornl traditions. But they are still very different from the power-elite of 
the Odyssey-model. The occasion of the Delos-model is open rather than closed, 
inclusive rather than exclusive, communal rather lhan entrenched, various 
rather than hon1ogeneous. It is also the arcl1et)' pe for the open-air audience, as 
opposed to the indoor a11<lience, a distinction which will run through later 
Greek literature. 

\Ve have seen how those who believe in an elite aristocratic audience claim to 
find suitable assmnptions and va lues reflected within the poems. So any se<Hch 
for internal reflections of tbis wider ' Delos-type' audience needs to be aware of 
irs 1nethodological insecurity. Nonetheless it is interesting to find it argt•ed 
recently that both the housing and the diet of the heroes in Mamer show no 
ac~uaintance with the actualities of the 'upper-class' life-sty le in the eighth 
century (let alone in Mycenaean times): it is, a 'hottom-up' view of grand liv
i11g. I \\l'Ottld also drt1w ~itte11tion to the si1niles, \'\1hict1, as Is ob\Tiotts, co11taio 
many scenes of 'eve1yday life'. 

The long and unpredict<lble similes (four times as many in the Iliad as i.n the 
Odyssey) have always been ;1 favourite and much-imitated feature of J·lomeric 
poetry. 1\"o characteristic examples. The Trojaos, elated by their success lhe 
previous day are camping the night out in the p lain: 

/Is on a moonlit night the stars blaze ou1 most brightly 
ir1 tile lleave11 above, wheJ1 the air sta11ds still \'\•itllout \'\1ic1L1, 
and t11eshapes of the slopes and the mountain-tops and trees 
are silhouetted clearly, ar1d aJl i,1f111ity of ai1 is ur1ft1rled; 
each sta r is <listinct ~•nd a glad feeling fi lls the shepherd's soul. 
So many bla1.ed 1he watchfires which the Trojans had lit 
outside Troy, in between the ships and the rippling Xanthos. 

(fliatl 8. SSS-6 1) 
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(lm.agine this (!elivered to an audience sitting out under the stars!) Second, iu 

the Odyss«y, when Odysseus has been swiinming desperately for two days and 
nights, he glimpses land from the crest of a big wave: 

As ''"elcoJne as Vi.1ot1ld be tJ1c first sig-ns of reviving life 
to a family whose father has 1.aio suffering from fever, 
weeks wasting away; and loathed death has brushed by hin1, 
}'et ftnally- \velcon1e tl1e gods free lli1n frorn disease, 
so welco111e ti le \<\•Oods and la1'1tl see1ned to Od}1SSel1S. 

(Odyssey 5. 394-8) 

(At 23. 23:\-40, when Pen elope at last lrns Odxsseus restor~d to her, it is as 
welcome to land to shipwrecked sailors.) 

The similes, like the Delos <tudience are various and inclusive, and are open 
rather than closed. First, they are not drawn from the·world ol' tlte audience, but 
of almost any audience of almost ;iny time or place. Very few are set in a par· 
ticular locality, scarcely any in a particular era; and remarkably few are specific 
to any particular cu lture. This is essential to their fresh appeal. Secondly, the 
subject-matte.r of the sin1iles is usu;iJly in distinct contrast with the surrounding 
narrative: they make vivid and intensify by 1neans of difference no Jess than 
similarity. \•Vhat the simlles do for the audience is to make the narrative more 
vivid J.>y drawing them into it through a picture that is different from the world 
of the poem, while being fa.ruiJiar (or at least not alien) to their own world. Thi.s 
mirrors in miniature the way that the whole world of the poem is simul· 
taneously ' 'ery different from the audiences' world, and yet also powerfully, 
spellbindingly similar. 1\ few similes draw on the gods, and a few on the world 
of tile very rich (an ivo ry ornament, a team of prize-winning horses), and a very 
few on the world of warfare; but the i,'Ieat majority draw on a peacetime 'ordin
ary' world of crafts, seafari ng, \\!eatl1er, <ini1naJs, agrictLltute, l1erdir)g. It is nc)t 
always a happy world-it includes bard. l;ibour, dangerous natural phenomena, 
marauding lions-but it is also often constructive, fruitful, and intensely 
beautiful. 

A social-historical context 

I have tried to ;ivoid arguing from external history, if only because th is is still an 
ew of prehistory: we sin1ply do not have the kind of detail and precision that 
woul.d validate such an approach. On the other hand, it should now be worth 
the ;ittempt to relate tbe reconstruction that has been built up of Hon1er's 
primary audiences at inter-communal festivals to what can reason;ibly be said 
about the social and political history of the time. Cramming a lot of history 
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into a small nutsheJJ is bound to involve ovcr-sin1plifications, of course, but 
what kind of thing was going o n in the Gi·eck world in the dec.:ades on either 
side of 700 SCE'I 

The era of Homer and Hesiod was even more a time of radical changes than 
most (though it is true that in many ways the Greek world was in a state o f 
perpetu;il te,•olution f rom about 800 uCE for the next 500 years and more). 
There w'iS at th is.stage, t1o~"rever, a11 cxceptio11al \.videoing of horizons i11 every 
politic<tl and Cl!ltural sense-in some ways, the pottety decoration of 6SO set 
beside that o f 750 makes the point at a glance. Very generally and roughly 

HUMANS AS PATTERNS. This huge bowl (well over 1 m. high), made to be a tomb· 
marker, typifies the geometric style of painting c. 750 8CE. It was found at 
Athens, which specialized in this kind of art-work. Mourners are grouped round 
t.he funeral of a body carried on a chariot. 
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NEW MOVEMENT. This band from a jug-like vessel made in Corinth c.650 OCE 

demonstrates the great change in lechniques of representation· of movement 
and of the human figure from the geometric style of 100 years earlier. The 
battle in massed ranks might suggest the new hoplite warfare, and the aulos 
accompaniment is reminiscent of the war poetry of Tyrtaios (see pp. 74-5). 

spenking, Greece in 750 LlCE consisted of conmrnnities which were accreted 
round leaders, the powerful dynasties, the lmsilees who traditionally dom inated 
power, wealth, and the sense of local identity. This is pretty much the world of 
Hesiod's Works and Days, though he re&>i.sters protests. By 650 HCE a new, larger 
power-base had emerged, a citizenry- far from democratic, hut with a develop
ing sense of shared power and con1n1unity. This was related to (though not 
s imply caused hy) a radi<;;al change in military practice. Instead of a few aristo
cratic charn pions with a mass of retainers, there developed co-ordinated ranks 
of those who could afford to be heavily armed in bronze, the hoplites. l'ower 
accompan ied the indispensability of each hoplite to the security of the coin
munity. At the S<nne tin1e conm1unities structured themselves into conurba
tior1s 1ivith SU(r<)\JndiI1g a&rrict1ltl1ral areas, tl1e cit)1 .. state <)r _poJjs of classical 
times. l~lws began to be codified for the whole area; and, th;u1ks to the new 
techno logy of inscription, they were reco rded on stone or other imperishable 
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material, beginning the transition to a tiJne when legislation no longer rested 
in the minds of the powerful few. The civic centre (the agor:•) conglomerated, 
with su itable buildings and temples. The religious dimension of the polis was 
also expressed fn local hero-cu lts (th e cult of the powerf.uJ dead} and in major 
sauctuaries with competitive festivals, often located out in the count(ySide. 

This was also generally an era of growth in population and prosperity. Hand 
in hand with this went th,e sending out o f new settle1nentS all over the lvfediter
ranean world (apoikiai, usuall y called 'colonies', but, the wo rd bri 11gs the wrong 
baggage). This important change led both to an increase in rnobility, t.rade, and 
travel, and ro a new awareness of what it is that hinds scattered communities 
together. This relates to the way that certain mainland cult-centres became O( 

the first importance. The Olympic games developed fro m a gathering for Pelo
ponnesians to an occasio n open to all Greeks, including those from the coasts 
of \\1l1at are no''', for exa1111>le, Ukrairle, Lib;1a, a11d Fra11ce. let alor1e l'urke}', 
Cyprus, Sicily, and Italy. And the oracle at Delphi ga;ned a special authority as 
an authorizer of these overseas settlements-and as the recipient o f thank· 
offerings for display. Archaeology suggests that this was the very period of 
the first growth of the big i nter-communa I festivals (avoiding the term 
'panhellen ic'- see p. 41 ahove). Olympia explodes in actioity in the mid· 
eighth century; Delphi and Delos two or three decades later; and many of the 
other main sanctuaries leave traces of substantial development around 700 BCE. 

People are likely to have hrought to these festivals at this period a new sense 
of civic pons-identity, co mbined with a co-operath'e yet competitive in ter
action with the other participant comm unities. News and ideas about politics, 
trade, and travel will have been exchanged. Temporarily away fro rn the con· 
straintS and po~'·er~structures of tl'1eir h<)tr1e Cc)rnrr1unities, tt1ey· \Viii have ha<I 
the opportunity t<> discuss and think about political, social, and cultural issues. 
\Ne have here. in fact, the gerrn of that extraor\linary combination of shared 
Hellen ism with fierce inter-city conflict which is so cha(acteristic of the great 
age of ancient Greece. The common religion and culture cut across politi~al and 
rnilitary boundaries to a re1narkable extent. Whatever. their erunities, th.ey share 
tbe gods, tl1e athletics, the architecture, ;ind the art. And they shace poetry. 
It is here that the non-local ;in1alg;im of the 'di;ilen' of hex;imeter poetry 
be~'Omes really i111portant. And thfs is, I would daim, the context for the 
absence of 'localizations' in Hon1er: the poems do not give prestige and advan
tages to some participan ts over others. This may be less lnte of 1-lesiod, with his 
lloiorian colouring, but even his poetry is large!)• 'unpartisan'. 

And 'ideology'? I have argued that the poems do not bolster the />asilee.s: on 
the other hand, they do not advocate their overthrow either. The 'people' (laos) 

in Mamer are important- more important than is usually recognized- but 
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there is no message that they should have more power. The poems seem to 
emerge, rather, as a kind of opener of discussion, an invitation to think about 
and to scrutinize the structures and allocatlons of power and of respect. Thus, 
while everyone within the poems agrees that honour-the key Greek word is 
time- should be given where honour is due, they do not agree on the criteria 
for its allocation. So while I lomer docs not positively advocate any particular 
kind of political change, this Is surely not the poetry of political conservatism 
or retrenchment either. It is part and parcel of an era of radically widening 
horizons; and it is a catalyst 10 change. 

Setting Homer on the classical pedestal 

It is a historical fact that the Iliad and O<lyss1y got written down. At the time of 
the gwat Alexandrian editors (see pp. 234-5 below) many cities throughout the 
Greek world had U1eir own iransC'riptlons, ail slightly differen t. I have already 
argued that the poems were not created through writing, let alone for reading. 
It still remains a real possibility that they were dictated by the poet himself to 
an expert in the new craft of Phoenician-type inscribing. Another possibility is 
that a disciple or disciples learned rhe poems by heart, and that they were 
handed down orally until the technique of writing a nd the supply of papyrus 
were more developed. There was on the iShtnd o f Chios a guild of Homer 
experts who called themselves the 'Descendants of Ho mer' (Homeridai). Per
haps the early ~Jomcrldai trlccl to act as hum;in tape-recorders and to preserve 
the poems as close as th ey coulcl to word perfect? It is widely objected that over 
the course of 100 ycnrs o r more the poems would have hecome inevitably more 
and more a ltered, eon sclously o r unconsciously; and it is true that most oral 
performers who claim lhnt they are repc;iting n poem word for word are in fact 
making considerable chongcs. The 'oral tr<msmission' theory (which I am 
inclined to believe mysdO has to suppose either that the disciples of Homer 
had genuine aspirations to achieve perfect recording. or tbat the poems went 
on being developed, to a greater or lesser extent, during the first generation of 
their 'recordi11g'. 

\'\'hichever of these models is right, dictation or oral transmission-and there 
do not seem to be any >Crious alternatives-it has been generally (generally, but 
not universally) agreed in recent times that the poems which we have are pretty 
close to tho>e created by Homer. along with his audiences, in about 700 BCE. 'A'e 
know from the local city-transcriptions and from early papyri (third-century 
BCE) that there wece a lot of ,mail variations-a couple of lines added in one, a 
line missing in another and SQ o n- bul by before 500 BCE it is highly likely that 
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lhc text was already fixed much as we have it. One reason for supposing that 
this version was close to Homer's version is that the poems we have a re so 
highly crafted, and so highly Integrated both 011 a large and a small scale-they 
must go back to a high point of creative symbiosis. This is admittedly an aes
thetic claim, and It used to be much disputed, especially in the nineteenth 
century; but It is now widely agreed. The two most significant exceptions are 
raised in the next paragraph. The other main reason why most experts believe 
that the texts were not pervasively developed or changed in the 200 or so years 
between 700 and 500 Is that there is so much in the poems which comes from 
the eighth century in terms of material objects, social world, and linguistic 
features, and so little (merely an occ<isional line) which betrays any sign of 
coming from after, say 660 BCE. 

There are two major exceptions, one in each poem, to rhe claim that the texts 
which were more or less fixed by 500 BCE went back to Homer's versions. The 
579-block of the Iliad which we know as book 10, or the Dolo11eia, is full of 
differences of lani,'Uage and tone from the rest of the poem. And, while it has 
been made to !it 14 slot in the Iliad, the rest of the poem makes no reference to 
it whatsoever. If it was added to Homer's fliad, that must have been done early 
in the transmission and by a powerful authority; and an ancient tradition said 
it was adcled by the sixth-cen tury ruler of Athens, Peisistratos. But this inaywell 
be on ly a renection of the later cultural authority of Athens: the Homeridai are 
more likely 10 have been responsible. 111e other big problem, which is the 
ending of tile Odyssey, Is quite different. v\l.hile some have traced the starling
point of their reservations and dlsappoi11tments son1e 620 lines back from the 
end, as soon as Odysseus ;ind Penelope are finally reunited in bed, there is 
much that is impor1<1 nt and Integral in the lirst half of book 24. It is in the last 
200 li nes, where the relatives of the dead suitors confront Odysseus, that are 
full of ever-Increasing staggerings in both language and narrative techniques. 
The theory that something went wrong with the actual original recording, for 
example that the poet's health deteriorated, seems a real possibility. in any 
case, the widespread agreement among experts that these two major problems 
are on a different level and scale from any others is some indication of how the 
r~st has a consistently high aesthetic quality. 

Even supposing that the Iliad and Odyssey were set down in writing back in 
the poet's iifetimc(s), somewhere not long before o r after 700 scr" there is no 
reason to think that they were ever appreciated by being read as opposed to 
being performed for at least 200 years after that. The text existed for learning 
from and for checking, not for 'receiving'. There seems to have been, however, 
an important division in the reception of Homer somewhere io between 700 
and 500 UCf., as has been brought out by Walter Burkert. Before about 600 there 
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ILIAOIC INSPIRATION. This florid plate, painted c.600 probably in Rhodes, shows a 
battle scene whicn seems to be directly inspired by the Iliad (though this has 
been disput ed). The two warriors are labelled Menelaos and Hektor and rl>ey 
are fighting over the corpse of Eupl>orbos. This particular dual is narrated in 
book 17 of the Iliad. 

is not one certain allusion to Homer in another poet; there are plenty of refer
ences to epic, to its values and diction as well as its stories, but not specifically 
to Homer. It is similar with the visual arts: while there are many seventh· 
century representations of heroic episodes, none points unequivocally to a 
telli.ng in Ho mer- though there is an outcrop of v;ise-pain tlngs of the blinding 
of the Cyclops Polyphemos in the mid-seventh century, which is arguably 
inspired by ouc Odyssey. In other words, ou1· two epics do not seem to have 
stood out in the seventh <.:enhHy. The first clearly Homer-inspired visual art in 
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my view (though disputed) is a plate, p robably painted o n Rhodes in c.600 RCE, 

which shows a precise mo men t at Jliad 1 7. 106 ff. 
The Delos half of the Nomeric Ny11111 to Apollo (see p. 4'.~ above) may well date 

from about lhe same time as this, or not long after. Nea r the end o f this the poet 
addresses the young women of Delos who dance a special, fa mou.s dance to 
Apollo, and tells them thal if anyone ever asks l'tiem whic.h performer they take 
to be the best of those who visir Delos, 

. . . 90Lt shoul<I all a11S:\\1er fir1r1ly for me: 
'he is the blind man, his home is [oikei) In craggy Chios; 
and his poetr}' shall all Stand as the finest for future ti1nes.' 

(II. 169-73) 

Either the poet is pretendi n.g to be Homer (for th.is poem is certainly not by 
the poet of the liiad or Odyssey); o t Homer still 'lives' in Ch.ios tluough the 
skills of the Homeridai; or, as Burkert hits proposed, the verb oikei is past <>nd 
means 'his home use.d to be', in whiCh case we have a perfonner of Homer 
advertising his master-poet. Whatever the right expl<tnation, we h<>ve here the 
earliest trace of what became the 'Horner lvfyth', a collection of stories, with 
variations, which grew up around the 'biography' of the sh<>dowy Poet him 
self. The blindness, for e.x11mple, whkh was most likely derived fron1 the blind 
Demodokos in the Od)'SSey, and the home-base on Chios, which cannot be 
derived from the poems, are central features of th.is Myth. Another, that l1e 
died on the island of los after faili ng to solve a riddle posed by son1e boys (the 
answer was ' lice'!) was al reitdy current by the time of Herakleitos in aboutSOO llCE. 

Hy 500 BCE the situation is co1npletely differen t from 100 ye<tts earlier. Hon1er 
is by then tile Poet, the father-figu re of Greek culture, the staple of basic educa 
tion. Simon ides Cilr1 say 

The poet from Chlos said one thing which ls the most beautifu.I: 
'Like tt1e ger1eration of leaves, sucl1 is that of men aJso' 

and everyone knows that be is aUudiog to Iliad 6. 146. Allusions to Homer in 
tl1e visu~l arts, as well as in poefr}', have b}' 110\\r lleco1ne con111lo11, e\te11 stand .. 
ard . The proto-philosophers (or ' performers of wisdom'- see pp. 156 ff., below} 
attack J-Jomer in the process of setting themselves up as alternative authorities. 
'From the beginning following Ho mer, l)ecause they have all lea rned . . .'began 
an attack by Xenopha11es; HerakleitO$ complains: 'Homer deserves t(> be 
thrown out of the public contests and given a beating' (presumably meaning 
recitals of Homer at contests). Fly the early fifth century w~ begin to get proto
scholars defending Homer against sud1 :1ttacks, especially by <1Uegorizing his 
stories ('Achilles represents the sun, Hektor the moon .. .' to give a wild but 
early example). 
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It was probably during the sixth cenrury, then, that cornpetitions in the 
recitation of I lamer and other traditional epics-as opposed to competitions in 
performing new poems-became established at m11ny of the festival occasions. 
The performers were called 'tl1apsodes' (rlwpsodoi, probably meaning 'stitch.ers 
of song'); and their art was to be practised for another 700 years or more. Some 
of the leading rhapsodes were Homeridai from Chi OS, but they had no monop
oly. They never, so for as we know, perf<1rnted poems of their own, only the 
fixed texts of the great masters o( the past; and, unlike the creative oral poets, 
they had no 1nusical instrument. They could become celebrated and win good 
prizes, although intellectuals tended to be supercilious about them and their 
showmanship. It is an index of Homer's growing prestige in the mid-sixth 
century that when Peisjstratos, th.e ruler of Athens, put together a special new 
Atheninn festival to be celebrated every four years, the great Panathenaia, he 
included a rb;ipsodes' co111petition in the official programme. We hear dis
proportionately ml•Ch about this Athenian competition because of the Athen
ian domination of ou r sources. ft is in teresting to gather, though, that only 
Homer- and that seems to have meant the f/iad and Odyssey-was permitted at 
the Pan<•the11al<t. 

It is, ironically enough, Homer's greatest detractor, Plato, who gives us our 
best external account of an audience of Homer- though this too is liable to 
some distortion of course. In order to build up his kind of Philosophy (sec pp. 
172 ff. below) as the only true access to wisdom, Plato has to discredit other 
tradition;il clai1nants, including poetry, and above all The Poet. In his brief 
dialogue, Ton, he does this by having Sokrates expose the rhapsode Ion (from 
Ephesos) ;is not only stupid and conceited, !)ut also as a passive rather than 
active link in" kind of magnetic chain of inspiration within which even Ho1ner 
is the trnns1nitter, not the source. rn the dramatic setting of lhe dialogue, Io n 
has just won the rhilpsodes' competition at the festival of Asklepios at Epidau-
1·os, and is now in Athens in the hope of winning at the Panathenaia. Sokrates 
establishes that Ion is in a high e111otional state when he performs emotional 
scenes (thus fudging, as Pl;ito always does, the distinction l>etween the emotion 
of a performer and that aroused in real life): 

'RcalJy, lOil! Car1 \\'C possibl}' nlai11 tain that ttris n1an )'Ot1 describe ls in tlis 
right sense$? Here l1e is, adorne<.t \vitl1 or11ate clotl1i11g and a golder\ gar
Jar1d, ar1d yet he is i,.veeping a111id a11 at111osphere of sacrifices ai1d festi\'al, 
even thougl1 he has lost nothing. Or is he frightened, while standing in the 
presence of over 20,000 well-disposed people, although no one is trying to 
rob or harm him'/' (53Sd) 

And you realize, asks Sokrates, that you produce the san1e effect in the 

54 I THE SPRING OF THE MUSES 

spectators'! ' f most certai nly do'. replies Ton, 'I look at them from up there on 
the platform, and there they are weeping and staring wildly and feeli ng 
amazement in tune with the words .. .' (S:lSe). i\nd he adds, with the kind of 
commercialism th.at Plato despised, that if he can make audiences cry, then he 
will laugh all the way to the bank, while if he makes them laugh, he can cry 
goodbye to his money. It is Pla to's aim to discredit the experience of audience, 
performer, and poet alike. In the process, however, he captures the ability of 
Homeric poetry, well performed, to grip the attention and to move a live audi
ence, even in Athens some 300 years after it was first made. 

In the wake of Hesiod and Homer 

By the tune of Plato, and fron1 then onwards, epic poetry n1eant the Tliad and 
the Odyssey far above every rival. This is clear from references in our sources, 
from papyri discovered in Egypt, and even school exercises. But it would be 
quite wrong to suppose that back in the seventh century Homer already over
shadowed the whole genre. There were other epics all along, and some of them 
must have been popular in their ti.me. \'\'hen Hesiod, going through the five 
ages of mankind, tells of the bronze age of heroes, he implies that two great 
\1,,1ars (l<>minated: 

Four war and fearful fighting killed them off, 
some around seven-gated Thebes, in the land of Kad111os, 
as they fought over tbc flocks of Oedipus, 
while i t dre\v others in ships <>ver the b'Teat b'lllf 
of the sea to Troy for the sake of fair Helen. 

(W&D 161· 5) 

But, both before Momer and after, oral poetry must have told all sorts of other 
epic narra tives as well as those of Thebes and Troy, ta.tes about the Argonauts, 
for example, Herakles, ·Meleagros, and the rest. The visual arts in the seventh 
century, and to a considerable extent in the sixth and fifth as well, show that 
many other heroic stories besides Homer's were well known. Quite a few texts 
of these survived to reach the great Library at 1\Jexandria in the thi rd century 
GCF.; but we now have only scraps and fragmentS, and all too little inforrnatio11 
about them. 

Some of the epics which were recorded got attached to the name of Homer, 
although few were seriously considered as really his work. Aristotle":.ornments 
on how inferior they are to the l/iad and Odyssey in their structure and narrative 
technique; and the fragments we h<ive appear to confirm this. A large group of 
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these epics were later set in a kind of sequence which was known as the Kyklos 
(or Cycle), running from the beginning o f the world down to the end of the age 
of heroes. Some were clearly designed to fit round the I liad and Odyssey: the 
.4itfliopis even began wlth the last line of the lliad-'So they buried Hektor; and 
the Anrnzon princess arrived . . .'. But, even if tbey were not brilliantly told, 
they provided a rich repertory of good stories for later visual arts and for litera· 
ture, especially tragedy. 

Yet other hexamerer poems got connected with the name of Hesiod. The 
most interesting, usually k110\\'1l as Tlie ( ;ttlt1/ogi1e of \-\'01r1e111 \V41S f;:u more 
widely read in antiquity than the Kyklos, as is shown by finds on pap)•n1s. It 
told of the dyn<istics that were founded by gods' mating with mortal won1en, and 
was known, fron1 the recurrent transitional ph rase e f1oie, meanjng 'or like the 
woman who . . .', as the (plural) Elioiai. It purported to continue tl1e Tltco,~ony, 

but was probably composed piecemeal as late as the sixtl) c~ntury. We h<ippen 
to have preserved so1ne 480 lines or martial epic which were incorporated in 
the Ehoiai, w.hlch tell of the battle bet,~een the Thel>an Herakles and th e Thes
salian Kyknos. The piece is known as the Shield because of its long description 
of Heiakles' shield (like that of Achilles in lliad18). It hardly seems subje<:t:ive to 
say that this is dreary doggerel; and, if it is at all typical of sixth-century epic, it 
accentuates the quality of Homer. 

As well as poetry that told of the feats of great men, there was also always 
poetry abo ut the gods, like the Theogony or like the Batlle of' the Gods tmd Titans 
in the Kyklos. And there was poetry which included both, like the Elloiai. So1ne 
actual examples of 'gods-poetry' survive (a change from all these fragments!): 
we have a mi.scellaneous colle<·tion which ls known as the Homeric Hymns. 
Quite a few are less than teo lines long, and are no more than an invocation; 
but the longer ones, which are attTactive poetry in their own right, tell stories of 
the exploits of the particular god who is being honoured. Most are probably 
pretty Jate in date, s01neeven later than the fifth cen tury. But it is reckoned that 
the Hymn to Hermes (who steals the cattle of Apollo) and the Hymn to Aphrodite 
(who becomes the mother of Aineias by seduch1g the Trojan Anchises on 
Mount ld<1) <1re rela tively early. \·Ve have also already rnet the Hymn to Apollo, 
with its division between Delos and Delphi. Most interesting of au and perhaps 
earliest is the Hy11111 to Demeter, which tells of the goddess' sorrow on losing her 
daughter Persephone, and the ecological d isaster it caused, le<iding on to the 
foundation of her cull at Eleusis nea r Athens. 

Thoukyctictes (3. 104) refers to the Hr111111.o Apollo as a prooimio11, a 'prologue' 
or 'overture', and the same word is used elsewhere of such 'hymns'. But it is 
hard to see how the longer examples, which would take the best part of an hour 
in performance, could have been only a 'warm-up' for something else. The)' 
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might well have been performed, l1owever, at the opeolog of festiva ls. Wh ile 
very different from large-scil\e epic, they share m<iny of the same tcaditlons o f 
diction a.nd narrative technique; <•nd they are-a waJTling against setting generic 
descriptions too naI1owJy. 

After 500 BCE bexi11netec poetry is still to have a long history in Greek litera
tuce, and then in Latin. But from now on every poem was aware that it was, in 
v<1rying ways, in the w<•ke of Homer and Hesiod. Several early 'performers o f 
""'is<lom' put fori.vard thej( i<leas iJ1 hexarrl.eters. so1netjroes lo expli<.:it rivalry 
(see pp. 161-2 below). Jn Hellen istic times the subject-matter o f 'didactic epic' 
bec.ame less ambitious and more directly factual (see pp. 246 ff., below). But it 
was yet to find new life in two gteat and ve ry different Latin descendants, 
Lucretius and Virgil's Ge01:gics (see pp. 339 ff., 367 ff. below). 

Return ing to narrative poems that tell of great feats, there were p lenty h1 
betweeo 500 1>e1'. and Virgil's Aeneid, though the only s ignificant one to.survive 
i.ntact is Apollonios' .. 11go11a11t:ika (see pp. 241 ff. below). There are within th is 
period two importa11t cttanges avvay frc)tr1 the Hc)rrJeric traditi<">r1 ar1d 1·nar1ner. 
One is a growth in overt self-consciousness. The epic, and the hexameter metre, 
are no longer the 'natural', unchallenged medium of poetry; the)' have to 
locate themselves in the literary scene. The other is a movemen t towards a 
more litecal, geograp hical ' localization'. Thece had been, in fact, quite an early 
poem, traditionally at.trihuted to Eumelos, which set out to put Corinth o n the 
heroic epi<: map. In the mi.d-lifth·century Panyassis, ii relation (uncle?) of 
Herodotos, composed an epic about Herakles, wh ich paid special attention to 
b.is adventures over in Asia Minor. Antimachos. soon after 400 ncF., was very 
aware of how his native Kolopho n was in the heartland of Homer country. He 
was a quasi-professional Horner expert who wotked h is scholar.ship into his 
poetry, anticipating the practices of the AJexandrian eca. 

To conclude with, tbere is a five-line f~agment from the later fifth ceoturi• 
wh ich epitomizes the great change from the open unselfconsciousness of per
formed epk to a written fext which is search iog for rnetaphors to express itS 
metaliternry self-location. This is by Choirilos of SaJuos, frorr1 an epic about t he 
mythical origins of the Persians, 11nd trncing the1n down to the great Persian 
\·Va1s: 

J.\h, ·11app)' he \\'h<> in tl1at era \Va$ expert in 1>oetry, 
a servant of ttle ~fttses, \VlleJl tire 1neadO\\' \vas sliLJ \1r1SC}1thed. 
ll1,,1l 1l O"'' \VJ1e11 C'\7et}'t ftiJ1g has bcer1 apportiori.ed O\.Jt, 

ar1d the craft$ all have their O\v11 sr>heres, \\•e are left beh inc.I, 
like the last off the starting-grid. And though 
I gla11ce all cou11d, I caJJ 11ot light orJ ai)y ne\\' cl1a.rio1-to l\arness. 
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2 The strangeness of 'song 
culture': Archaic Greek poetry 
LESLIE KU RKE 

. .. As I know how to lead off the lovely choral strain of Lord Dionysos, 
I·bc ditJ1yramb. wl1e11 n1y brai11s are blitzed with \·\line. 

(Archllochos) 

Let the lyre sound its holy strain, and the reed pipe (aulos), 

And let lJS drink, \\•hen \\'e have gratifie<I the gods \oVith lii>ati01lS, 
Saying things full of grace to e.ach other, 
And fcarlng not at all the war of the Medes. 

( l'heognis) 

I breakfasted, having broken otf a bil of slender honey cake, 
And dralned my cup of wine. And now I delicately pluck the lovely Eastern lyre, 
Celebrating the festivity (komos) with a dear and dainty girl. 

0 Mistress lvfuse, our mother, I pray you, 
In the holy month of Nemea 

(1-\oakreor1} 

Come to the hospitable Dorian island of Aigina, fOr beside the water of 
Aso1)0S \Vait you11g n1e11, traftsm~n of lloney··soun<lir)g celebrations (kor11oi) , 
longing for your voice. And different achicvcme1\ts thirst for different things, 
but atl1lelic victor)' 1nost lo\res song . . . 

(Pindat, Ne1ue.a11 3. 1-7) 

l'hese diverse snippets of poetry (ranging from the mid-seventh to the early 
rifth century BCE) evoke for us the strange world of early Greek 'song culhire', in 

The follO\\'lng standard abbreviations "1re used in this cl\apter: (Jf.f' =- r.. lc>hel and 0. 1- r•a&c: 
(eds.). />oernr1111; LitSbiorun1 .fra,~1neul(1 (<)x.f()rt,I, 19.55); f'NfG = D. l.. t>agc (ed.), l'oecae 1\efelicl Gtaeci 
(O;.:f(1rt1, t962); Sl.G = D. L. Page (ed.), S11pple11'1e11t111n Lyrifis Graecis (Oxford, 197•1)( \\IJ \¥1· = 

~f. L. Wcsl (ed.)) Ja1ubi er Ele,gi Graeci, Z vols. (2nd ~h1. Oxfr>f(I. 1989-92; \.\~2 = 2nd c:(ln. 
specifically). 
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which sung and recited verse were an integral part of daily life. Jn thjs world, 
song was only imaginable as part of live performance in a particular context, 
where it forged a powerful bond between singer/speaker and listening audi
ence. Many of the elements of this living song culture (which endured at least 
until the end of the fifth century) had already been lost or forgotten by the 
time Greek scholars of the Jiellenistic Period organized definitive editions of 
the early poets, so that we can)1ot entirely rely on their categorizations and 
genre distinctions. Instead, we must attempt to reconstruct an older system 
from what we know of the social context, scattered reports about perform
ance, and the internal evidence of the poe.rns then1selves. Modern s<·holars 
have been aided in this endeavour by the discovery and publicaflon of sub
stantial papyrus finds in this century: perhaps for n1ore than any other 
domain of Greek literature, the understanding of early Greek poetry has 
undergone a revolution as a result of such papyrus finds. from the pub.Ucation 
of substantial texts around the turn of the 1<1St century (e.g. Alkm<tn's Parthe
neia and Bakchylides) to the appearance of fragn1ents of Silnonldes' Elegy on 
the Battle of Plataia in 1992, papyri lwve v<tstly increased our corpus of lyric 
texts and thereby allowed us to piece toge.ther an alien system of poetry in 
perfonnance. Given the scanty and fragn1entary nature of the re1nains, any 
reconstruction must be tentative and hypothetical; yet it seems worth the 
effort of historical imagination to try to hear again the dist<int strains of early 
Greek song culture (what is conventionally-and loosely-<iesignated 'Greek 
l}~·ic poetry'). In this effort, we must avoid two misconceptions. First, that th.e 
'age of lyric' succeeded the 'age of epic' as an organic development of the 
Greek spirit (to be succeeded in tun1 by the Hegelian 'synthesis' of tragedy). 
Second, a more serious misconception: we cannot expeGt ancient Greek lyric 
to conform to our modern asstnnptions of what lyric should be. In the n1od
ern era, lyric has becon1c the form of poetry par excellence, the most private 
and intense expression of emotion by a speaking subject, often linked to the 
confessional ' I' and valued for the authenticity of feeling expressed. Because 
Greek lyric poets are found 'speaking' for the Jirst tilne (aln1ost} in the first 
person in their texts, there is a great temptation to assimilate then1 to modern 
notions of lyric sul>jectivity. l hus, it is often said that with archaic Greek 
poetry, the individual ' I' first emerges onto the stage of history, with lyri« 
subjectivity inexorably succeed ing the objective form of epic as the Greek 
spirit develops. Both of these claims (lyric as the invention of the self, and the 
organic development from epic to lyric) are romanticizing modern projections 
th.at fail to take accou nt of the cultural specificity a nd difference of ancient 
Greek poetry. 

The diachronic development from epic to lyric is, in a sense, a mirage 
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produced by certain technological developments in ancient Greek culture. l'or 

the study of comparative metrics reveals certain lyric metres to be of 

immemorial antiq uity (songs the Greeks were singing before they were Greeks), 

while the Ho.meric poems also provide representations of embedded lyric per

formauces (harvest song, wedding song, paiari to 1\pollo, tlrre11os or mourning 

song). Thus, epic and lyric must have coexisted throughout the entire prehis· 

tory of Greek literature. What suddenly enabled the long-term survival of lyric 

in the period under discussion w<1S, paradoxically, the same technological 

development that ulllmately ended the living oral tradition of epic 

composition-in-performance: the invention of writing. II was, then, an acci

dent of technology and not the ne~-essary development of the Greek spirit that 

caused lyric to 'succeed' epic In the literary remains. 
But if lyric poetry depended o n the advent of writing to survive, it was very 

much an oral medium for the whole period under discussion (and this brings us 

to our second misconception). Greece down through the fi.fth century has aptly 

heen described as a 'song culture', in which everyone sang and knew songs, and 

there was a highly elaborated system or songs fo r different occasions. ln such a 

culture, all song-making and performance are 'embeddcd'-that is, intended 

for performance in particular public (often ritualized) contexts. Such 'embed

ding' makes ancient lyric radically different from our modem notion of lyric as 

the personal outpourings of a poet. written in private to be read in private by 

Individual consumers. A<Tording to john Stuart Mill's fomiliar dictum, in the 

modern era eloquence Is meant to be heard; poetry overheard. Greek lyric, in 

co11trast, \:\1as always tnten<lecl to l>e tleard, 11ot ovet'l1carcl. 

vVhat then was the purpose o f such poetry in perfonnance? Beyond whatever 

particular purpose it performed (fo r example, prayer to a god, celebratio n o f 

marriage, mourning at a funeral), e1n bedded song served In general as a means 

of socialization and culttiral education in the broadest sense. ln a largely oral 

culture, with no institutionalized schools and only minimal state strochne and 

Intervention, poetry in performance was a vital way of transmitting to each 

Individual their store of cultural knowledge, the values to be espoused, their 

proper level of expectations and aspirations, and their social roles. That is to 

say, embedded poetry was one medium (along with, fo r example, family, mili

rnry service, and forms of commensality) for construcling individuals as social 

subjects. This fo rmative process applied to both the singers and the audience of 

early Greek poetry, since, tluoughout most of this period, the singers would 

have been non.professionals and members of the same community as their 

listeners, whether that community be the entire city or a small group of 'com

panions' at the symposium. 
Indeed, it seems likely, given the cultural work of s0<·iall1.ation performed by 
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poetry in context, that the particular formation of the Gr<'t!k poelic system was 

linked to and partly conditioned by the rise and development of the polis in 

this same period. The polis, or city-state, emerged as the characteristic structure 

of Greek community some tilnc in the eighth or seventh centuries (cf. Ch I, pp. 

47-9). The polls w;1s not just a built town, but the indissoluble union of city 

and tenilory (chom), in which the inhilbitants felt themselves to be fe llow 

'citizens'. The cons ti tu lion of the polls depended crucially on the abstraction of 

law and oftire from individuals and the notion that all citizens (however the 

citizen franchise 1night be definccl) should participate in communal dcclsion

making. In these terms, the polis is more properly understood as 'state' than 

'city', and the eighth to sixth cenniries as the critical period of Greek state 
formation. 

In this same period, we find a proliferarlon of what appear to be new poetic 

genres and occaslons. Thus, for example, In adcl.ilion to paian, wedding song, 

and thrc11os (a lrc;idy evident in the Homeric poems), such genres ;is parthe

neion ('maiden song'), dithyramb (a cult song for Dionysos), and epinlklon (a 

song celebrating athletic victory) d<.>vcloped, and all three in different ways 

servccl the interests of the civic community (as we shall see). Other genres of 

poetry seem to have taken their dislinctive form in this period, if not i11 the 

service of the polls community, then i11 rl'flctlo11 to it. Because of this mutually 

informing relation of polis structure and poetic system, the remains of archaic 

lyric (scanty though they are) provide us with a precious view of competing 

values a nd ideologies in the period of Greek stare fonnation (on which more 
below). 

These two facets of early Greek pocrry-its pcrfonncd and pertorm;i tlve 

nature within a living 'song culh1re'-have an important coronary: that we 

cannot take the ' I' of Greek lyric to be the biographical poet. There Is, first, the 

evidence of other 'song cultures' around the world, in which the singer often 

adopts a persona well known to other members of the community, though he 

or she sings in the first person. We encounter precisely this phenomenon in 

Greek poetry when Aristotle mentions orn1a nd that two .first-person poems of 

Archilochos or which we have fragments were in fact spoken in the persona of 

'Charon the carpenter' and 'a rather speaking to his daughter' respectively 

(Archilochos, wi trr. 19, J 22). Since we do not possess the whole o r either 

poem, we cannot know whether the s;>eakers were explicitly named, llut with

out Aristotle's u/Ji/<'r dicta, we might have been tempted to take the speaker or 

both poems as the historical Archilochc)S himself. A similar situation pertain> 

to certain first.person fragments of Alkaios and Anakreon which happen to 

contain word~ with feminine endings to characterize their speakers (illkal0>, 

PLF fr. I 08; Anakreon, PMG frL 385, 432). These poems, because they cross 
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gender lines, clearly exemplify instances of the poet speaking in the persona of 
anotlwr, but they should make us cautious about the rest of the poetic produc
tion from t)lis period. How often did the poets of Greek iam bic, elegy, and 
melic (sec below for these tenns) speak in a fictive persona, which, because it 
was gendered male, is otherwise unmarked in out texts? 

The second aspect (what I have referred to briefly as the 'perfom1ative' nature 
of Greek poetry- its power to form singers and audience alike) provides even 
1norc compelling argutuents for scepticism about the lyric 'I' . If comparative 
evidence shows us that the poet's 'I' can be a fictive persona, the consideration 
of the cultural wo rk of poetry in performance suggests that in a sense it must be. 
For the poet's speaking 'I' must always have served the needs of genre and 
occasion, constituted so as to make the 111ost compell.ing <ippeal to the audience 
while <1chievi ng the needs for which the poem w<1s being performed. 

lndeed, we should probably think of different poets or poetic names, at least 
in the first half of the period under discussion, not so much as authors but as 
traditional authorities, personae to be occupied by any com.poser/singer who 
wanted to speak from that ideological place. Thus, for ex<nnple, the 'Tlleogni
de<1' (ii colle~'tiOn of brief elegiac poems running to about 1,400 lines) has trad
itionally been taken to contain an authentic core of poe rns by a historical 
'Theognis', arom1d which has accreted the <1etritus of generations of lesser 
poets in1itating him. Instead of thus dissecting the corpus, we might think of 
'Theogn.is' as the name for a particular ideological positiori-a disgruntled and 
alienate<! aristocrat inveighing against the evil developments in his polis to an 
audience Of fellow sym posiasts. Such a model would account for the fact that 
references to historical events in the Theognide<m corp~•s seem to range from 
the line seventh century (the probable date of the tyrant Theagenes) to the 
Persian invasion o f 480 BCE, as well as for the occurrence of poems otherwise 
attributed to Solon, TyTtaios, and other elegists in the Theognidea. That is, we 
should perhaps unagine an ongoing process of co1nposition and performance 
as "fheognis', extendi ng over two centuries and many parts of the Greek world. 
.'\n even clearer ex;unple of this kind of ongoing composition in a persona is 
provided by the Anakreontic corpus. This light playful sympotic verse con
tinued to be composed in the persona of Anakreon for many centuries, and it is 
often hard to tell where 'At1akreon' ended and the Anakreontics began. 

Th is model of authority in place of authorship has two implications in turn. 
First, questions of authenticity-is th is poem by the 'real' Theogn.is or 
/\nakreon?-are not necessarily <>ppropriate. Such questions are the product of 
a literate age, an age of books, and 1nay well be alien to a living song culwre. 
Second, we cannot necessarily reconstruct individual poets' biographies from 
t11eii: \~·ork, sirlce t11ey \\fere always spe<1ki11g in a }JerS<)11a suited to tl1e ger1eric 
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occasion and calculated to make an appeal to tf)e audierlce. Tbus it may be that 
the h istorical Archilochos was a mercenary, that the historical HipJ?onax 
had problems with impotence, and that the historical Anakreon loved wine 
and boys, but we cann,)t safely assume these ' facts' based on thei r poeth:: 
production. 

It should also be acknowledged that over the course of this period a shift took 
place from traditional authority to authorship, a shift that corresponded t.o a 
change in the conditions of production of lyric poetry. One contrihuting factor 
in this shift may have been the rise throughout the Creek world of the monar
chical rulers conventionally known as ty ran ts. The term ' tyrant' was originally 
a neutral one, borrowed from Lydia to designate any sole ruler whose authority 
was not hereditary or constitutionally sanctioned. In the late seventh century, 
such tyrants appeared in Corinth, Si~'}'Orl, Megara, and Mytilene, while the 
sixth century saw tyrannic regimes established in Athens, Samos, and many of 
the Ionian cities. fly the early fifth century, the 'age of tyrants' had largely 
passed for most of the Greek world, but the great warlords of Sicily were still 
founding their dynasties in the West. ML~torians debate the causes and effects of 
this wave of tyrannies, but one thing is certain: the ty rants emerged on the 
stage of history as the first distinctive individuals, partly because they fostered 
their fame and re11own through the patronage of poetry. Thus, in the first lOO 
years of the pel'lod 650-450 oc~. poets were not professionalized, and they 
generally lived and worked in their own con1munities (for example, Archilo· 
chos, Mipponax, Kallinos, Tyrtaios, Solon, Stesichoros, Sappho, Alkaios). Th is 
began to change in the second half of the sixth century, when poets like lbykos 
and Anakreon travelled abroad to join the court of Polykrates, tyrant of Sarnos. 
lbykos and Anakreon were intermediate figures, not fully professionalized, nor 
yet said 'to work Sor J)ay', but affiliated with a powerful lyJ·ant in a patronage 
relationship. With Simonides in the next generation, this process of poetic 
professionalization was completed. Simonides, we are told, was the first to 
accept poetic commissions from individuals 'for a fee', and he appears to have 
travelled all over the Creek world, wherever his various commissions took h im. 
The lyric poets of the next generation, Pindar and Bakchflides, were fully pro· 
fessiooali7.ed itinerant craftsmen . Suell professionalization radically altered the 
relation of the poet to tradition and to his audience, for it put a premium on his 
special, individu•I poetic skill (Sophia). 13ecause patrons were paying for the 
particular artistry of Sin1onides, Pindar, or B<1kchylides, these poets emerged 
from the mists of tradition as the fust true authors (though even ln thjs case, 
Simooldes rem<1ined "m<1gnet for a whole twdition of terse and wi tty epigrams 
<1ttrib11ted to him throughout antiquity, so that we might say that he w;is both 
a11 at1thor and an atttl1orit~l) . 
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Taxonomies of song in context 

In short, ancient Greek song culture was radically different from anything our 

modem notions about lyric poetry might lead us to expect. How, then, can we 

come to understand the highly elaborated system or Greek genre and perform

ance on its own terms? Let us imagine we are anthropologists, visitors to an 
alien cultu re attempting to construct a taxonomy of native categories and per

formance genres. 

CHARY. Genres of Greek poetry and their performance contexts 

Symposium 

tambol (recited) ? 

Elegy(recited or Brief erotic. advice poetry 

sung to aulos) Mimnetmos, Kallinos, 

(Ionic colouring! Theognis, Simonides 

Mellc(sung to lyre) Monody [local dialects) 

Sappho, Atkaios, lbykos, 

Anak(eon 

Public Sphere 

At festivals(?) 

Archil0<.hos, Hipponax 

Semonides, Solon 

Hlstork.al Narrative 

Military exhortation 

Tyrtalos. Solon, Simonides 

Choral/Public [Doric colouring) 

Aikman, [StesichorosJ, 

Slmonldes, Pindar, 

Bakchylldes 

Within the Greek system, genre correlated with occasion and pcrforn1ance 

context, as well as with formal features. \Ne may think of these as two axes of 

differentiation (see Chart). Perhaps the most significant contexts for perform

ance were (t1) the small group of the symposium and (b) the public sphere of the 

city. TI1e opposition of these 1wo only approximately corresponds to our 'pri

vate vs. public' (since, in a sense, 'private' was an inconceivable category for the 

Grei!ks), but these terms may be helpful in conceptualizing the difference. 
In the arcltaic period, the symposium (Greek: sy111posio11) that followed the 

communal meal came to be Lhe main focus of atten tion and ritual elabo ration 

for the privileged ~lite. At the same time, early In the archaic period, the Greeks 

adapted from the East the custom of reclining 11t bnnquet anti symposium. This 

shift In banqueting posture crucially limited the number of people who could 

participate together in a symposium at a private house. Jn a normal house, t.he 
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HAPPY HOIJR. A typical scene of a well-advanced symposion wirh music decorates 
the outside of rhis mid-fifth-century Athenian wine cup. Tl'te inebriated men are 
by now dancing to the accompaniment of the aulos (double reed pipe), played 
by a professional woman. 

andron or dining-roon1 (so called because the symposium was a n exclusively 

male activity, forbidden to respectable won1en) could accommodate no more 

than seven to nine couches, so that the syrn potic grou p was limited to fourteen 

to twenty-seven participants (two to three t~) a couch). Thus, in contrast to the 

I lomerlc representation of large groups o f warriors eating together, the archaic 

period saw the development of small, tigh tly knit bands of 'companions' (hct 

airoi) who drank together. 
As we know from literary remains and the evidence of vase-painting. there 

was a whole culture of the symposium. This generally included the consump

tion of wine mixed with water under the direction of a syrnposiarch or 'master 

of revels'; wearing of crowns and perfumes for au the symposiasts; the ready 

availability of sex with boys or hired women; drinking games like kot1t1bos (a 

kind o f ancient 'beer-pong'); and the komos or drun ken rout with which the 

party often ended, '~hen the revellers would spill out of the house and careen 

through the streets with torches, singing and dancing. We get a clear idea o f the 

oncient conception of the potential progress of a symposium from a fragment 

of ;i fourth-cer1tury comic poet, who puts into the mouth of Dion ysos the 

sequence of 'kraters' or large bowls or whte and water mixed and consumed by 

tile revellers: 
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Three kraters alone do I mix 
for those who have good sense; one belonging to health, 
which they tonsume lirtt; the second belongtng to 
love and pleaswe; the third belonging to sleep, 
\vhlch, \Vhen they have drained, \\lise gu<"SlS 
go home. But the fourth is not still 
ours, but belongs to hybris; and the fifth to shouting; 
and the sixth to dn1nken revels (komoi); and tile seventh tu black eyes; 
and lhe eiglllh to the policeman and the ninth to biliousness; 
and the tenth to madness ancl the Uuowlng of furniture . . . 

(£ubot1Jos fr. 93, irl R. Knsscl an<l C. Auslln (eds.), 
P<.u~rae Co1nlcl (irat!cl, vol. v (8erli1J, 1986)) 

Given the very real possibility that the S)•mposium could degenerate into com

plete drunkenness and violence, the Greeks also established an elaborate code 

of sympollcetiquette, much of it purveyed in poetry performed in U1iscontext. 

This was one particular way in which song served an educative function within 

the symposium. but we should not limit its role to that. TI1e elite symposium 

seemed to be most of all a play-space, exempt from the larger civic order, in 

which Its participants could safely try on different Identities and social roles. 

Through sympolic song. the revellers could momentarily mime a woman or a 

slave or a barbarian, even as such poetry also taught them how to be proper 

aristocratic iletairoi. The symposium as a space for role-playing and fantasy is 

perhaps best emblematizecl by the so-called 'eye-cups', ancient drlnklng vessels 

with large eyes painted on their exterior. WherJ the drinker raised his cup to 

drain It, Its eyes covered his own and presen ted to his fellow d ri nkers a mask. 

Thus l)ionysos pl'esided over the symposium not just as god of wine, but as the 

divinity associated with masks, altered srntes, and 'otherness'. 
Poetry was performed either within such u small sympotlc gioup (or l1et

aircia), which was often in competition with other small groups or with the city 

as a whole, or it was performed at a large public event in which the entire city 

(notionally) l>articipated. 
Such civic festivals were public holidays, often Involving animal sacrifice and 

the distribution of meat; athletic and musical competitions: freedom from toil; 

and a general party atmosphere. Whether the performing choruses were male 

or tcmale, It seems that both men and women comprised the audience, dressed 

In their holiday best and enjoying the elaborate spectacle of beautifully cos

tumed chorus members singing and dancing in unison. We can get some idea 

of the experience of such festivals- though on a largcl', 'inter-communal' 

scale-from a passage in the Homeric H)'11m to AfJOllo describing an Ionian fest i

val on Delos (cf. Ch. 1, pp. 41- 6): 
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ClJP AS MASK. Ir was a favourite conceit for the underside of Athenian drinking 
cups that they should reveal the representation of eyes so that the drinker 
would be covered by a kind of ceramic 'mask'. This particular vessel painted 
c.500 BCE is unusual in being in the shape of a female breast. 

But you (Apollo! take special dcllgh1 in the island of Delos, 
where lhe fine-robed lonlans gather themselves together 
along \'lith their chiJ(lre111:1 11cl tl)cir decorous V\1ives, 

\ .. •tu!n tJ1ey set t1p co11 lcsts rcn1c1'l1l)eri ng to do }'Ou ho1)0t1r: 

they dcJight with fis tfights and with patterned dance and poetry. 
An}rone con1ing upon tt1c lo11ians gall1ered there 
might believe them to be unageing, undying gods; 
he would see all their grace and feel a deep delight 
at the sight of such men and their fine-figured wives ... 

(II. 146-54) 

These different performance contexts can often be correlated with different 

ideological position.~ expressed: symposium poetry often espoused elitist 

values, championing the supremacy of an aristocracy of birth, wealth, and 

status against the more egalitarian values of the civic community. l'ublic 

poetry, even when it supported the claims of the elite, did so in terms o f civic, 

cgaliwrian values. Thus, for example, choral poetry tended to assume thal 

flower in the city should be held 111 common, accessible to all citizens, and that 

all good citizens were moderate in wealtl1 and needs. 
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In terms of formal features, our modern catch-all designation 'lyric' actually 
subsumes three different categories of r><>etry (based on metre, level of 
decorum, and style of perfomiance-sung vs. recited). Tiiese are: 

I. /am/Joi: a category which included, but was not limited to iambic metre; 
iamboi were also comJlOSed in trochaic metres, and in epodes which combined 
Iambic or trochaic verses alternating with dactylic rhythms. The defining fea
ture of imnboi in this period seems to have been their coarse, 'low-class' con
tenl, sexual narratives, animal fables, and use for blame. There is dispute about 
their performance context, bul many scholars take 111111/Jai to be a kind of dra
ma lie mono logue performed at publlc festivals. perhaps originally associated 
with fcrllllty rituals. famboi were apparently spoken, not sung. 

2. Jllcgy: poetry composed in elegiac couplets (a daclylic hexameter followed 
by a shorter dactylic pentameter). All the elegy we have preserved from the 
archaic period shows a marked Ionic dialect colouring, suggesling that the 
genre of elegy developed originally in East Greece. Although in later antiquity 
elegy was strongly associated with funeral lament, there is no good evidence for 
this function In the remains of early elegy. Instead, 1here seem to have been 
two different genres of elegy: brief JlOCms of advice and/or erotic sentiment 
probably performed at the symJlOsium, and tonger historical narrative elegies 
or JlOClllS of mlllcary exhortation probably performed at 1>ubllc festivals or on 
campaign. In style, elegy tended to be more decorous 1han iambic, but not as 
elevated as metlc poetry. II appears 10 have been sung (though It could also be 
tccitcd), perhaps to the accompanhncnt of the aulos (double reed pipes). 

3. Melle: composed in lyric metres properly so called, melic is convention
ally divided into monody (perforn1ed at 1hc symposium) and choral poetry 
(performed in public for the civic community). Monody was sung by a solo 
performer, accompanying him· or herself o n the lyre; choral 1>oetry by an 
en lire chorus singing (and dancing) in unison, 10 the accom1>an iment of a ly re 
(and some1imes perhaps also an milos). Monody tended to be shorter and sitn· 
pier in its me1rical structure; choral poetry longer and more elaborate, lx>th in 
diction and metre. The language of monody tended to conform to the local 
dlalec1 of the composer, while choral Jl()Ctry exhibited an artificial (>Oetic dia
lect with a marked Doric colouring. MonOdy has traditionally been read as 
more personal, because (in our terms) it speaks to a small, 'private' group in 
terms of shar~'<I knowledge and shared values. Choral poetr)' tended to speak to 
and for an entire community on important ritual occasions, mapping both the 
11nit)' and hiera"hY of that con1n1unjty thro11gl11he choral group. 

This Is, I realize, a very schematic account. In order to nesh it out, l will go 
through each category in turn. and briefly consider some poets whose work is 
charncterlsllc of each genre. 
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tamboi 
The main iambic Jl()CtS were Archilochos, Hipponax, and Semonides of Amor· 
gos. Archilochos of Paros, conventionally dated to the mid-seventh century, 
composed in an array of iambic metres. epodic struetures, and also in elegiac 
couplets. He is thus our first (preserved) multi-genre poet, revered in antiquity 
for the poetic skill which earned him frequent comparison with Horner and 
Hesiod. His poems range from tl1c pensive seriousness of 

Heart, Heart . .. do not rejoice openly when you win, 
nor la1ne11t, downcast in your l1ous<! \1vl14!r·1 you Jose, 
but rejoice at p1easa11t tl1l1lgS ar\d be a1111oyed at e\1ils 
not too mltCh, and know 1he rhythm that holds human beings 

(\'11 fr. 128, JI. 4-7), 

to the beast fable of the fox and the e;igle (w" frr. 1 72-81 ), to the obscene, 'Just 
like a Thracian or a Phrygian drinking beer through a straw, she sucked, bent 
over, also engaged from behind' (W' tr. 42). 

The fragments of HipJlOnax of Ephesos (traditionally dated to the mid-sixth 
century) are more purely 'iambic', obsessed with food, sex, and excrement as 
they chronicle the picaresque adventures of a low buffoon in language gcner· 
ously mixed with Eastern loanwords. Thus in one fragment, a thievish speaker 
1>r3)'S to Herines, 

Hermes. dogwtl1rolt lcr, Ka11daule,'\ in Maioniar11 

Co111pa1.1jo11 of thieves, C()1"J1e to rny aid l1erc 
(W' fr. ~a). 

;\nother fragment, preserved on papyrus, appears to describe a painful treat· 
ment for impotence set in a priv)' (VJ' fr. 92). 

Greek tradition had it that Archllochos was set to wed Neoboule, bur that her 
father I.ykambes broke off the engagement. Archilochos responded with such a 
stream of scathing invective (apparently including the clain1 that he bad had 
sex with both Neobnule and her sister In the precinct of Hera) that both the 
daughters of l.ykambes took their own lives. We can take this story as a parable 
for the r><>wer of blame JlOClrY and the social norm< it enforces, for the names of 
the figures involved suggest that they were stock characters in an iambic 'mini· 
drama' performed at public festivals (the name 'Lykambes' shares a root with 
tl1e genre narrle ;n111bos, \\'l1ilc 'NC?oboule' 1nca11ing 'ne\'1 plar1' is 3J)l for a Jlckle 
bride-to-be). \,Ve might imagine Archllochos In the persona of a rejecled bride· 
groom, lmnpooning l.)'kamhes and his daughters to the asseml>led civic com
munity. which was united by the scapcgoa1il1g of these stock cha.racters. 

We fmd precisel)' this story pattern repeated for liipponax and his enemies, 
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the sculptors Roupalos and Athe11ls. In this instan(·e, we are told, Doupalos 
made an unflattering portrait of Hlpponax, whereupon the poet dunned hin1 
with invective ver;e until he, too, commirted suicide. And, indeed, the name 
Boupalos recur. in the >Cant corpus of Hipponax, for example, in the frag
ment, 'Hold my cloak- I'm gonna punch Boupalos in the eye' (W1 fr. 120} 
and another which describes Roupalos in obscene and literal terms as a 
'motherfucker' (vV1 fr. 70 ). The recurrence of very similar stories told about 
Archilochos and Mlpponax suggests that the story pattern was somehow 
characteristic of the genre iambos. Indeed, some scholars have speculated 
that iambos was Informed by a ritual 1>attern whereby a marginalized and 
abject persona succeeded in scapegoating others through the power of bis 
invective. 

The publication of the 'Cologne Epode' of Arcl1ilochos (W' fr. 196a} in 1974 
has both confirmed and complicated this model or iambos and ritual abuse. The 
Cologne papyrus gives us the end of an epode describing the encounter of a 
young man and a girl in an Isolated rural landscape. In the lost beginning 
section of the poem, the young man apparently expre.~sed desire for sexual 
union 011 the spot, and, when the 1>apyrus picks up, the girl is just ending a 
speech trying to dissuade him rrom such Immediate gratification. A negoti
ation ensues in which the young man seems to promise that he will not ·go au 
the way', hints ill the possibl llly of marriage later, a11d then, with a swift succes
sion of first·pcrson verbs, has his way wit h the girl in the meadow. The poem 
ends with h is ejaculation, though it remains ambiguous (especially given the 
fw1,'lllent<1ry state of the papyrus) whether this is with or without full penetra
tion. Some modern scholars have read the poem as a charming and light
hearted erotic idyll, but such a reading docs not account for a lengthy passage 
of scathing invective against Neoboule embedded within this encounter. The 
girl, al the end of her s1>eech, apparently offers (her older sister!) Neoboule as 
an alternative for the speaker's desire (li nes 5- !1). In his speech in response, the 
speaker paints a blistering 1>ortrait of Neoboule in contrast to his virginal 
interlocutor: 

As for Neoboule-let some other man have her. 
Pah! She Is over-ripe, and twice your age, 
And her maiden bloom has fallen away, 
And the grace she had before. 
For she does not ... .atlcty, 
And, a maddened woman, she has revealed the limits of ... 
Hold her off-to the crows with her! 
May the king of the gods not ordain 
That. having such a wife, I will be a source of joy to my neighbours. 
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I rtlttch prefer to take you; 
For you arc not t1r'ltrt1Sl"\\•ortl1y, nor duplicitous, 
llttl chat 0 11c is far t<>O keen, 
find she makes many men her friends. 

(\V' fr. 196a, II. U-38) 

Tills contrast between the 'maddened woman' the speaker reviles and the 
dainty, innocent girl he seduces is central to the poem, and must figure in any 
interpretation of It. The other fact that is often ignored in discussions of the 
poem is that It Is not simply a sexual encounter, but a narrative thereof offered 
to an audience, perhaps of male lrerairoi (cf. W' fr. 196 ). As such, the epode 
itself works to dl'Stroy the reputation of the girl by impugning her chastity. 
Thus paradoxically, the narrative of evenLS collapses the distinction between 
Neoboule and the girl, between the virgin and the whore of the speaker's repre
sentation. (In this sen:.e, the whole poem serves to demonstrate how brief and 
fragile a girl's 'maiden bloom' is.) And, since the t:wo females involved are 
apparently unmarried, their sexual shame redounds to the dishonour of their 
male k11rlos (or guardlan)-thelr father, if he is living. On this reading, the 
'Cologne Epode' is an example of iambic abuse, though of a more insidious and 
subtle kind than we might have expected. Dy itself, furthermore, it cannot 
definitively answer the question whether Neoboule, her sister, and Lykambes 
were real p~rsons or stock blame figures. 

With Solon the Athenian lawgiver (active around the turn of the seventh to 
six th centuries), we see a shift In the fu nction to which the public perforrn
ance of iambic was put. Solon used iambic to defend his political programme 
(<1nd this is lr1decd why the fragmen ts were preserved in the texts o f later 
writers like Aristotle an<l l'lutarch). Thus he justified his reforms, the 'shaking
off of del>ts' (Selsachthcla) and abolition of slavery for debt, in the resounding 
\V2 fr. 36: 

Those things for which I drew together the demos, 
which of these have I stopped before accomplishing'/ 
Stle \\'Ol1lcl l>est bear \\•ltn~ss to these tl1lngs in the court of Time. 
supremely great mother of the Olympian gods, 
Ulack F,arth, from whom I once 
removed the boundary stones fixed in many places, 
slie \\'llO \vas before enslaved, but no\v is free. 
And I led back 10 their god·built homeland of Athens 
many who had been sold, some unjustly, 
others justly, and others stlll who had fled 
under the compulsion of debt, no longer 
speaking In the Attic tongue, since they had wandered far and "ide_ 

ARCHAIC GREEK POETRY I 71 



:\nd those v1.<ho suffered st1a111cful c11sl.aven1eilt here, 
1ren1bli11g at tll~ tiabits of their niasters, 
These I set free. 

{Solon .. w' fr. 36, IJ. 1- 15) 

1\ut even here, Solon ~imultaneously drew on the traditions of iambic in using 
the humble sphere of beast fable for h is final image: 

... n1a_ki1-ig my 1.1.cfe11ce fro111 every sic.le, 
I turned li ke a wolf among many dogs. 

(Vv' fr. 36, II. 26-7) 

~Ve might thus view Solon as an intermediate figure, who adapted Ionian inm
/Joi (both ian1bic trin1eter and trochaic tetrameter) to a Ioft.ie.r style and content, 
and thereby (perhaps) nrnde these metrical forms suitable eventu<1lly for Attic 
tragedy. 

Elegy 

Solon a lso composed elegies, both on public themes and in celebration of 'pri
vate' pleasures, so that his elegies seem to provide us with examples of both 
sympotic and Civic forms. The other major elegists known from the period are 
Kallinos, Mimnermos, Tyrtaios (all traditionally dated to the seventh century), 
Theognis (seventh-Jifth centuries), Xenophanes and Simonides (both l<ite 
sixth- fifth centuries). Most of the extant poems of Kallinos and lvHnuiern1os, 
as well as the entire corpus of the Theognidea, represent symposium poetry
short t1ortatory or meditative poen1s reflecting on the plea$ures of life, Jove, 
and wine. A good eX<•mple of this type is Miinnermos, W' fr. 1 : 

Vl'hat is life, what is pleasure without go~den Aphrodite? 
M<l)' l die \'1l1e11 tt1ese t11j11gs no longer concern 111e
secret love-making and honeyed g'lfts and bed, 
what sorts of things are the lovely blooms of youth 
for meJ1 a11d wo1necl. But \vt1en grie''ous ol<J age conies up, 
v\'llich n1akes n n1ar1 ugly and base, 
alt,•ays evil cares .. vear out l1is \'\1its1 

and be does 11ot everl rejoice \-..• t1en t1e f<>ok.s <>n the bean1s of tl1e S\1n, 
but he is hatefl1l to boys a11d v·.ri l'llotit l101lour a111011g\\•omen. 
So dreadful a thing g<>d has made old age. 

(tvfi 1·o_rt<:-r1nos, V\1~ fr. 1) 

The lengthier collection of the Theogn idea (the only archaic elegy handed 
down by direct manuscript transn1 ission) allows us to see inore clearly the 
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politics that infonn such symposiastic verse. Framed as advice by an older man 
to a boy (sometimes explicitly named Kyrnos), the cocpus can be read as a kind 
of survival n1anual for an imperilled aristocracy. Thus, in addition to advice on 
proper syn1potic behaviour, the Theognidea returns obsessively to the dangers 
of associating with kakoi or dei/oi (social inferiors) <1nd the paramount import
ance of choosing the right companions, the agathoi or esthloi. A good deal of the 
impact of this Theognidean refrain derives from the impli<:it co llapse of social 
and ethic<1l categories in these terms: the kakoi are inevi.tably not just socially 
'base' but morally 'bad', while the aristoccatic agatl1oi or esthloi monopolize for 
themselves innate 'virtue'. In addition, the speaker of the The,ognidea broods 
about the fact that riches are bestowed indiscri1nin<1tely by the gods, and that 
wealth has even 'mixed the race', as in1poverished aristoe'rats marry their 
daughters to rich commoners (lines 182- 96, cf. lines 1109- l:l}. Through it all 
n111s <Jn ilnplicit narrative of the speaker's biography: a nobleman betrayed by 
his friends, robbed of his property and exiled, be remains the city's true sage 
and lawgiver, if it could only recognize and embrace h im (e.g. lines 332a-4, 
341- 50, 543-6, 575- 6, 667-82, 1197- 1202). This leitmotif ultimately con
structs" kind of god-given, naturalized authority fo r the speaker, precisely in 
the period when the nature and criteria for civit authority were most contested 
and up for grabs. \Ve can imagine theTheogn.idea-or something very like it
being sung or recited at aristocratic symposia all over Greece, as speaker and 
audience alike co nstructed and reaffirmed their legitimate authority through 
performance. It is perhaps evidence for the panhellenic appeal and circulation 
of the Theognidea that even in antiquity there was doubt about 'I'heognis' 
home city: was he from mainland Megara or its ~Vestern colony in Sicily, 
!vfegarn Hyblaea? This uncertainty of origin made Theognis (whose nan1e 
means 'descende<I from god') a figure for any beleaguered aristocrat in a 
troubled city. 

In addition to such sympolic verse, we have evidence of another genre. of 
elegy: longer historical narrative elegy probably perfo rmed at public festivals. 
Thus later authors attributed to Mimnermos a book called Smymei.s, which n1a)' 
have included a narrative of the founding of Kolophon, Smyrna's mother-city 
(1¥' fr. 9) and ao accoun t of a battle between the inhabitan ts of Smyrna and 
Gyges, king ot Lydi<J (vV1 fr.. 13, l :la ). In like nrnnner, Tyrt.aios was said to have 
composed a poem called Eunomia or l'oliteia, while we also hear that Xen
ophanes of Kolophon 'coruposed a foundation of Kolophon and the coloniza
tion or Elea in Italy in 2,000 lines' (for Xenophanes, cf. p. 162). This may 
well have been a poem in elegiac couplets, which included Xenophanes, \N2 fr. 
3, a denunciation of the 'useless luxuries' adapted by the Kolophonian ~lite 

from their neighbours, the Lydians. A late theorist, On .~fusic provides evidence 
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for the performance of sung elegy as part of the musical competition at festivals 
like the Athenian Panathenaia, and that public festival context conforms to the 
community these fragments seem to construct for themselves. for such narra
tives of foundation and battle speak to (and help forge) an entire civic com
munity, while Xenophanes' brief fr. 3 suggests that this kind of elegy could also 
oppose from an egalitarian position the extraordinary status markers assumed 
by an Internal ~lite. 

The nature or such longer narrative elegy o n historical themes has been 
clarified recentl y hy the publication of fragments of Slmonides' Elegy on the 
Uatlle of Pla1ala ('11'2 fr r. 10-18-Plataia was the grctit land b<•rtle against the 
Persian lnva<lers in 479 BCE). Th is poem began with a hym ntc prooimion 
add ressed to Achilles (th rough which the poet ltnked the glo ry o f the Greeks at 
Plataia with that earned by the heroes who fo ught at Troy) . It continued 
(apparently) with an account or the march of Spartan (and other) troops from 
the Peloponnese to Plataia, and seen1s to have Included a description of the 
order of the Greek troops for battle (for example, Corinthians in the middle, 
\V2 fr. IS). Beyond that, the extremely tattered and lacunose papyrus fragments 
make It difficult to say anything with certainty, though the poem perhaps 
contained embedded speeches of prophecy or exhortation 0'f' fr. 14?). 
Scholars have speculated that tlie poem wa.s commissioned shortly after the 
battle, to be performed at a public festival In Sparta or perhaps Plataia itself 
(where those who fell in \)attle were honoured periodicall y with festival and 
offerings). 

Finally. ·1y n aios' poems of militar)' exhortation represent a somewhat differ
ent con1ext for public performance. The fnurth-century Athenian orator 
Lykou rgos tells us that 'the Spartans made a law, whenever they went out on 
cam paign, to summon a ll the soldiers to the king's tent to hear the poems of 
Tyrtaios, believing that thus they would be most wi lli ng to die for their coun 
try' (Against Leocrates 107). It seems that In the fourth cenniry at least (and 
perhaps much earlier), these elegies were performed before the entire Spartiate 
army assembled (though we need not imagine It occurring on the very eve of 
battle). I.Ike the Spartan custom of sussitia (public communal dining), this 
performan~-e context extended the sphere of commensality to the entire citizen 
population. In this context, we can imagine the profound effect of verses 
~'\•Ch as: 

1"lliS Is virtt1e, this is the best JJriz.e among 1nortrtls 
arld 1 he rllOSt beau Ufll1 for a }'OtJllS 11la11 to \\'h'I; 
;\nd this is n common noble deed for the city ond the cnHre demos, 
Willlt'evCr lTl<ln, J>lanting hirnself firrnly, Sta11clS (aSl' l!'I the front ranks 
u11ccasirlgly, a11d forgets er1tir~l)' sl1a1'l)\?f\1I Olgl1t, 
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setting at ri'k his spirit and hi> enduring heart, 
and. standing next to his neighbour, encourages him; 
This one shows him<elf 10 be a good man in war. 

f fynalos. W' fr. 12, II. 13-20) 

Melic- (a) Monody 
Uke elegy, melic can be divided into poems perfo rmed for the small group of 
the symposium and those performed a t· more public, civic occasions. As we 
shall see, the opposition symposium-public sphere corresponded roughly 
(but not exactly) to the trnditional opposition o f monody-choral poetry. The 
major survivit1g monodic poets are Sappho and Alkaios (both traditionally 
dated to the late seventh-early sixth centuries), and lbykos and An akreon 
(mid- to late sixth cen tury). Sappho and Alkaios we re both from the city of 
Mytilene on the island of Lesbos, and both composed in their characteristic 
Aeolic dialect and lyric metres. 

Alkaios' poetry constructed him as a Mytilenean nobleman, heavily involved 
in the turbulent politics of his home city, where tyrants rose and fell; where 
sympotic groups of 'companions' (l1e111ird11i ) plotted and went into exile; and 
where the poet and his group were betrayed by a former 'companion'. This was 
l'ittakos, whom at some point, the people 'established as tyran t, acclaiming 
him greatly en mas.~e· (Alkaios. J>LP fr. 348). All this should sound very like the 
implicit biography of Theognis, for both the elegy and Alkaios' melic were 
poetry of the /retaiteia, working to unit(' a small grou p of aristocratic co
conspirators arid to legitimate their claims to :1utho rity within the city. Thus we 
lind a sim ilar range of themes in 1hc Thcognldea and Alkaian monody (though 
the latter dealt more in particu lars}: drinking songs, affirmations of the import· 
ance of noble birth, bitter laments from exi le, exh ortation to compaJlions to 
maintain their loyalty and courage, abuse of tyrants and perceived traitors to 
the group. Though often denigrated In modern times as more of a political 
trouble-maker than a wordsmith, Alkaios was a poet of great power and preci
sion. for example, in two lines that are almost an oxymoron in their jwcta
posltion of festive mood and grin1 reality, 

~O\.V one n1ust ge:t drunk, and even violently 
Drink, sine<? Myrsitos ls dead. 

(l'LF fr. 332) 

Sa ppho, Alkaios' contemporary, was the only female poet to make it into the 
Hellenistic canon of the 'Lyric Nine', and, Indeed, one of the very few female 
voices preserved for us fro m antiquity. There is much scholarly debate about· 
what context we should properly imagine for the composition and perform-
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POETS FOR A SYMPOSIUM. This unusual vessel, a double-walled wine-cooler, was 
painted in Athens c.470 BCE and also has unusual subject-matter. The male and 
female poets represented are labelled as Alkaios and Sappho, the two great 
lyric poets from Lesbos. 

ance of Sappho's poetry. Almost certai nly, some of her poems were originally 
con1posed for choral performance; th is is likely for songs such as epitlwlamia 
(wedding songs), of which unfortunately we have only exiguous fragments. But 
most of the poems we have (a nd the publication of papytus finds in this cen
tury has greatly increased the corpus) appear to be monoclic and so raise the 
question of the nature of Sappho's group. Some schol<trs propose a fenrnlc sym
potic group or 1·1etaireia which would have been the exact analogue of Alkaios' 
group. Others imagine Sappho as an educator of young won1en, who took girls 
before marriage and prep:tred them for this life tr<lnsition. This reconstruction, 
in turn, has several versions, which run the ga1nut from high secular 'finishing 
school' to hjgh religious 'initiation'. According lo this latter model, Sappho was 
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the leader of a tf1iasos of young women, engaging in ritual homoerolicisn1 to 
prepare them for marriage. There is almost no reliable externa l evidence for any 
of these positions, so it i.s perhaps best to ma·intain a healthy sceptlcism. 

Yet ;inotber apploach to Sappho wants to see her as cle6.nitively different 
from aU other Greek poets, in so far as her verse see1ns ;iuthentically personal 
and iJ1.timate-rnuch more like ou1· modern notions of lyric. Yet here l would 
reiterate what was said at the outset: no Greek poetry was con1posed as private, 
authentic utterance to be 'overheard'. Sappho's poetry too 1n11st have been 
composed for performance before a group. Instead, we n1ight read the more 
intimate and personal quality of Sappho's poeny as a phenomenon of the 
margi11al.i1..ation and containn1cnt to the private sphere of women 11s a group in 
ancien t Greek culture. Thus the poet spoke inlin1ately to other women, with 
whom she shared the experiences of seclusion, diserupowerment, and separ
ation. Sappho's poems often spoke openly of love and longing for other 
won1e.n or girls, who seem to have been separated fron1 the speaker by forces 
beyond h.er control. Because of this pattern of sepan1tion, memory played a 
much greater role in the texture of Sappho's poetry than that of the other lyric 
poets (and conjures up for us perhaps a stronger sense of the speaker's interior
ity). For example, in one (fragmentary) poem, the spe<iker seems to comfort 
another wo1nan longing for a third: 

. . . Sardis .. . . often holding her mind here ... 
When we ... she honoured you 
Uke a far~cc)nSJJituOLtS goddess, 
arid sl1e l1Sed to rejoice n1ost of alJ i.n yottr S(>ng. 
Bt1t no\ .. ~ sh.e is conspiClIC>us among 
the. Lydian \\•Ornen, as, wlle11 tJ1c st1n 
has set, the rosy-fingered moon 
surpasses all the stars; and it sheds its light 
equally upon the salt sea 
and OJ\ the much-(lowering fields, 
A.nd beauti ful <le\lv is sl1ed, 
and roses bloom and soft cllervU 
a11d tlo\ .. 1cri11g n1eJilot. 
A.J1d w:iodering mtu.:h, r~1n~1nbering· 

gentle ;\tthis, with longing 
st1e <.~OrlSUJll<'S, l SllPl)OSe, J1er delicate heart. 
.But for us t<> cc>n1e there ... tl1is is ElOt 

(Sappho, /'lf fr. 96) 

This poem is remarkable for the extended, almost epic-style si1ni le that 6.lls its 
three middle stanzas. Through the simile; the poern hollows out an imaginary 
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space where the two women can be together in fantasy (just as they both gaze 
on the s<1me n1oon). 111is reading is perhaps confirmed hy the striking transfer 
of the epic epithet 'rosy-fingered' from Momer's dawn to the moon in the night 
sky. If epic represents the daylight world of men, this poem constructs a separ
ate magic<ll night-tin1e realn1 for women. 

lbykos of Rhegion in southern Italy and his contemporary Anakreon ofTeos 
on tile coast of Asia Minor can1e from opposite ~nds of the Greek world to tile 
court of Polykra tes, tyrant of Smnos. We are told that l))ykc>s composed long 
poems 0 11 mythologic.11 themes (like the earlier \Vestern poet Steslchoros), but 
the fe>v fragments we have look n1uch niore like monody. Thus lllykos sang o f 
love and the desirability of beautiful boys (appropriately for the pederastlc con
text of the symposium), as in 

l>ros again looking at me meltingly from under dark eyelids 
with a ll sorts of en¢han1me111s cast~ me into the boundless nets of Kypris. 
Atld 1 trc1nble at hiir1 as l1e aJJproaches, 
like a yoke-bearing horse- a prizewinner who, come to old age, 
ucl\vi11ing e1·1ters the contest of S\\'ift chariots. 

(PMG fr. 287) 

or again 

0 Euryalus, shoot of the grey-eyed Graces, 
ai\d darling of the beautiful-haired Seasons, you Kypris 
and gen tle-eyed Persuasion nurtured am.idst blop).uing ros.cs 

(PMG fr. 288) 

This latter fragment seems to be an example of what Pindar and llakchylides 
would later refer to as paideioi /1ym11oi ('hymns to boys'), which again probably 
had an important social function in context. It has been noted that the objects 
of such 'hymnic-' praise were always young noblemen or dynasts, so that we 
might read the eroticism of these fragments as a conventional form of conl
munal praise and affirmation of social pre-eminence. (Indeed, some have even 
read lbykos, f.t. 282, a Jong poem in hon ou r of Po lykrates, as an exemplar of thi.s 
genre.) 

Anakreon too seems to have com1>0sed for a small group of like-minded 
fellow symposiasts. Thus his themes a re frequently the pleasures of. love and 
wh1e i.J1 exqttisitel}' tltl'11ed verses, SttCll as 

0 boy of the maidenly gaze, 
I purSLte you, but }'<>Udo nc)t heed me, 
lt11aware t11at you are tllY 
so111's c1i.arjptcer. 

(PMG tr. 360) 
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f{ring. \\•ater, bring \\•irte, t>O}', alld bric1g fo.r us tJowering 
crow11s, sj11ce 1 go to box v1.ri th l~r<>s. 

(PMG fr. 396) 

llur we should not i;>e fooled by Anakreon's light touch; there was a politics 
implicit in his sympotic celebrations, as his scathing att<ick on a social climi;>er 
(f'MG f.t. 388) reveals. The language and iniagery of Anakreon's attack on the 
low-class 1\rtemon echo those ofTheognis' Lines bemoaning the fact that 'the 
base' (kakoi) have now l>ecome 'the good' (kaloi, Theognis, 53-60). This similar
ity is not accidental. for Anakreon, like Theognis, was much concerned with 
maintaining the purity and exclusivity of the aristocratic group, as if was 
threatened by the encroaching power of the city. 

Melic- (b) Choral poetry and public poetry 

Turning f.tom monody to choral, public poetry, we iminediately perceive a shift 
in formal features and level of style, as well as i.n occasion and social function. 
Choral poetry tended to be composed on a larger scale, with n1ore co1nplex 
metrical syste1ns; more elevated, ornate diction; and (often) extended mythic 
narrative. Choral poetry was, furthermore, in some sense always religious 
poetry, whether performed as part of a ritual (like Alkman's pa rtheneia) or 
more loosely dedicated to a particular divinity (like dilhyrambs in Athens). 

The earliest preserved choral poetry ls that of Alk111an (traditionally d<1ted to 
the last quarter of the seventh century). Alkn1an composed 'maiden songs' 
(parthencia) which were performed at Sparta; papyrus J\nds have given us 
extensive fragments of one such poem and hits of another (I'MG f.tr. 1, 3) . 
Internal evidence suggests that th e first PartheneioiL was sung by a chorus of 
ten oreleven girls while another girl performed ri tual activities (offering a cloak 
o r a plough to Orthia <>t sunrise) . Such ritual conforms to the theory that in this 
instance, choral performance was part of an initiatory experience for the 
chorus members (or choreuts), perhaps marking a life-transition before their 
marriage. At the san1e time, performaoce of the partheneion a lso provided an 
occasion to put marriageable girls on display befo re the whole city, decked out 
in all their finery. The first half of this long poem, of which we have only 
fragments, narrated the story of the attempted abduction of the mythical 
daugh ters of Leukippos by a band of violent young heroes. This was offered as a 
paradigm o f overreaching and transgressive failed n1arriage; th us a few gnomic 
lines from the myth admonished, 'Let no unwinged strength of mortals fly to 
heaven nor attempt to marry mistress Aphrodite.' These<:ond half of the poem 
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then shifted from myth to present actuality, from violent battle to girls' play 
and adornment, and in a sense from mythic uansgression to ritual propriety. 
This latter half is remarkable for its carefully scripted but ostensibly s1>0n
taneous self-referentiality; 1hc choreuts speak at length about their 0\\~1 orna
ments and appearance ;ind about their two leaders, llagesichora and Agido, for 
wl1om they evince an ero tic fascination. We might read this vivid erotic praise, 
sung by a chorus of girls before the entire civic community, as ana logous to the 
1u1irle/oi lrymnoi of lbykos. Thus, the erotic interest voiced by the chorus could 
be said to represent the admiration of the entire community for these two (now 
nubile?) girls, but in a form that was safe because ventrlloquized through the 
modest maiden chorus. 

V\le should also note that 1he chorus of young girls seems to have staged in 
performance both the unity and the hierarchy of the community. For these ten 
or eleven girls represented their enti re age cohon and the whole conununity (as 
their praise suggests), whi le they diu so in clear subordination to the two lead
ers. Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that the n<1me 'Agldo' connects one of 
their two leaders with one of the two ruling houses of Sparta, the Agiad dyn
asty. lfwe are to imagine Agldo as a young wormm of this royal house, then the 
enactment and affirmation of social hierarchy through 1hc hierarchy of the 
chorus would have bttn complete. 

Stesichoros, who was active in Italy and Sicily in the first half of the sixth 
century, was traditionally numbered among the choral poets, but recent 
papyrus finds have made l hat categoniation less defi nlte. Stesichoros was 
known to have composed mythic narrative poems in lyrlc mctTes, but until the 
1960s, we had only the most exiguous fragn1ents preserved by quotallon in 
other ancient authors. ;\t that 1>oint, three Steskhoros papyri were published, 
o ne of which contained fragments of the Geryoneis. Calculnllons based on the 
sl2e and layout of this papyrus revealed that the poem would originally have 
spanned 1,300 lines at least (remarkably long for a lyric poem; Indeed, analogous 
In length to an entire tragedy). Such exceptional length (and cenain odd met
rical features) have caused scholars to think that Stcsichoros' poems could not 
have been performed chorally. E.ven if true, this docs not, however, mean that 
they were not public poetry, for one fragntenl of Steslchoros, at least, see.ms to 
have required a Civic audience. in this case, what may have been the opening 
lines of Stesichoros' Or"stc/11 asserted U1a1 its sul>jcct-mauer was r/(m1omata, 
' things common to the citizenry'. Lt was perhaps performed before an entire 
community by a solo singer accompanied by a miming chorus. We mig.ht then 
Imagine Stcsichoros' lyric productions as proto-dramas, which would well suit 
what we can deduce of his vivid narrative style and frequent use of direct 
quotation. for <'Xample, muclt or the Gerycmeis appears to have been nanated 
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from the point of view of Geryon, a monster killed by Herakles as one of his 
twelve labours. We even have a fragment which must have been spoken by 
Geryon's mother, begging her son to save his life (by flight?; SLG Ir. S 13). 

Another papyrus, published in 1977, has given us thirty-three virtually intact 
lines of a poem on the Oedipus cycle. ln it, lokaste spoke directly to her sons 
Eteokles and l'olyncikcs on the verge of wnr, uri,~ng them to divide their 
father's property by Jot and thereby spare their house and city from descruc· 
tion. The extended use of direct quotation (thirty out of thirty-three lines were 
spoken by lokastc) would have made the poem particularly vivid in perform
ance, while lokaste's appeal on behalf of the 'city of Kadmos' (which did not 
figure in Homeric versions of the Oedipus story) may reveal something about 
the original civic audience to which the poem was pitched. 

With Si.J.nonides. Pindar, and Bakchylides, we reach the final great period of 
choral lyric production (c.520- 450 BCE). It is hard to say much about the choral 
poetry of Si111011 ldcs, since so very little survives. J'or Bakchylides of Keos, how
ever, ma jor p<1pyrns finds early in this century have given us substantial frag
ments of fourteen epinikia (poems celebrating atltictic victories), as well as 
dithyran1bs and palans. 8akchylides' dithyrambs were composed for different 
cities, including two for Athens. In Athens we know that dithyrambs were 
performed in competitions at the City Dionysia (cf. Ch. 3, pp. 102-9) and 
perhaps other festivals (according to the Parlan Marble, the ditbyrambic con
tests at the Dionysla were insUtuted in 509/8 BCE). f.or this con1petition, each of 
the ten Athenian irlbes entered a chorus of men and a chorus of boys, each 
containing fifty members. They were elaborately and beautifully costumed and 
crowned, and danced with circular choreography as they sang to the al'COm
panin1cn1 of an 1111/os. Such con1petilion would have required rigorous 1ra1t1ing 
and would have involved 1,000 Athenian citizens and future citizens each year. 
As such, the dilhyrambic contests played a major part in the citizens' choral 
education. 

Like the Athenian tragic contests, instituted according to the traditional date 
some years earlier, the dithyramb was a song in honour of Dionysos, but like 
contemporary tragedy, that dedication seems not to have required Dlonyslac 
themes as subject-matter. Thus Bakchylides' two known dithyrambs for Athens 
(18, 19) told the stories of ·n1eseus' first a1)proach to Athens as a young man, 
un known to h is royal father Aigeus, and of Io's wanderings after Hera trans
forrned her irtto a cow. The former poern was constructed as a dialogue, with 
a single voice (perhaps the chon1s leader) speaking in the persona of Algcus, 
while the chonis responded in the role of iepresentative citizens of Athens. 
The mood created was one of uncenainty and fear, as king and people alike 
apprehensive!)' awaited the powerful but unknown individual who had 
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exterminated the robbers and criminals lining the road from Epidauros to 
/\thens (whom. of course, the audience knew to be Theseus). ln its dialogic 
form, as well as in the asymmetty of knowledge constructed between characters 
and audience, this poem seems to show the influence of the contemporary 
genre of tragedy on more traditional choral song. It thereby told the familiar 
story of Theseus' youthful exploits in " novel way and allowed chon1s and 
aud ience alike to unite in celebrating their nationa l hero. 

8;1kchylides' exact con temporary was Pindar or Thebes (traditional dates 
518-438 BCE), regarded by rnany as the greatC>t o f the c;mon ica l nine Greek 
l)'l'i<.: J>Octs. 111 t1is 0\.\1r1 tirr1e, Pir1tlar \¥a~ 111 grc(lt (Je1n ::.r1cJ, reCe.i\;ing p(letic 
commissions from all over the Greek world. lly the Hellenistic period, his 
poems were collected in seventeen books (I.e. p<q>yrus rolls o f l ,000-2,000 lines 
each). He was thus a prolific poet who corn posed many different types of choral 
songs-hymns, paiims, dithyrambs, parthenela, dirges. and epinikia among 
them. From papyrus finds, we posses.s sul»tantial fragments of his paians and 
a few bits of hymns, dithyrambs, and parthenaia. All these poems exhibit 
Pindar's characteristic style: difficult, crabbed syntax; obscure traosition.s; very 
elevated dlC1ion; and elaborate, vivid metaphors and conceits. But all these 
qualities are shown to best advantage In his epinikia, of which four books 
~urvlve through direct manuscript tradition. 

Both Pindar and Rakchylides composed eplnlkla. Relatively speaking, we 
have a sub>tnntial corpus of this genre preserved: fourteen Bakchylidean 
epJ nikla from 1>apyrus; forty-four Pindaric odes pre>erved thrC)ugh direct 
manuscript tradition. Epinikion, d1o(<li p<>etry composed on cornrn.issiC)n to 
celebrate Individual ath letes who had wo n at the ranhellenic games, was a 
rel.atlvc latecomer among the gen res o f Greek choral poetry (the earliest epinj
kion we know of was composed by .Sirnonkles In the 520s). We might under
stand It as an adaptation to the needs of a l)anhcllenic elite (those with the 
money and leisure time to train and compete at the games), when their 
authority within their individual cities was no longer unquestioned. Athletic 
victory itself was one means of acquiring enormous prestige within the city 
and the aristocracy in general, but, as we know from Tyrtaios (W' fr. 12) and 
Xenophanes (W' fr. 2), the civic value of athletic victory could be challenged 
from an egalitarian perspective. Thus Xenophanes could contend in elegiac 

''erse: 
For even if there should be a good boxer among the peorle, 
or one 1,.vl10 is gooct at the pentatl1 lo11 <)I' 'vre1'tli11g, 
<)I' 111 1l1e swiftness of his feet- t}1e ''ery tl1 l11g ~\' lllcll is n1ost llOJ'I0\1red, 
or all the works of strength in the contest or men-
1 hc cily \VOti ld 11o t 011 1t1a t accou11t b<.: more orclcrly. 
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Rut there would be little joy to the city In this, 
if someone should win in competition bc.'slde the banks of Pisa [at Olympia]; 
for these things do not fatten the city's coffers. 

(Xenophanes, w• fl: Z, II. IS-22) 

Against such chaUengcs, epinikion affirmed the common value of athletic 
achievement. At the same tin1c, ii worked to reintegrate the victor who had so 
distinguished himself into his various communities. Thus epinikion praised 
the victor by representing him as an ideal member of his aristocratic class muf of 
his civic communily. Emblematic or this relntegrative function was the per
formance context of most epinikla: composed by a professional poet, the vic
tory ode was sung in unison by a chorus o f the victor's fellow citizens in his 
home town . Often the poem voicc<I by this representative chorus contained ;i 
myth which linked the victor's achievement with those of local cult heroes (as 
Pindar. for example, tended to use myths of the J\iakidai in odes for J\igi.nctan 
victors). Thus also much of the familiar rhetoric of epinikion, warning about 
human limitations and admonishing the victor 'not to seek to become Zeus' 
should perhaps be read in a political context. Such rhetoric served to reassure 
the victor's feUow citizens that he did not aim to use the extraordinary prestige 
acquired from athletic victory to wield undue political influence within the 
ciry. for example, Pindar could s;iy, speaking In the 'generic first person' which 
voiced the sentiments proper to victor and poet alike: 

I wou ld desire beautiful things fron1 god, 
Strivil1g fc)r things t}1at ar~ J>ossible "'itl1l11 n1y age-class. 
!'or fi ndlng the middle ranks bloo111ing with more enduring prospcrily throughout 

the city, 
I l>la1r1e tt1e lot of tyrar1r1ies; 
And I am strained over co1nmon achievements. And the envious are fended off. 
If a ntan, having taken the J>eak of ach1evement, plies it in peace and avoids dreacl 

hybris ... 
(Pindar. P)-t'1iau 1 t. 50-8) 

Epinlkion seems also to have serv~'d a panhellenic function, as we can deduce 
from the large number of co1uu1isslons Pindar and Bakcbylides received from 
Greek colonies, and especially from colonial rulers like the kings of Kyrene in 
Libya or the Greek tyran ts in Sicily. Nearly a third of Bakcbylides' extant cpini
kia were composed for colonial victors (Including three for liieron, tyrant of 
Syracuse), while twenty of Pindar's forty-four surviving epinikia celebrated vic
tors frorn Greek cities in Italy, Sicily, and North Africa (of these, ten were co111 -
missior1ed by colonial dynasts or meml)ers of tbei r immediate families). Just as 
Greek colon.ial citizens and dynasts competed avidly at the panhellenic games 
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and made lavish dedicanons "' Olympia and Delphi, so also they commis
sioned numerous epinikia from the most famous 1l<X'ts of mainland Greece. AJI 

three activities derived from the same impulse-the desire of colonials to assert 

their Greekness and to maintain a visible presence on the Greek mainland. For 

dynasts on the margins of the Greek world the aspiration extended further; 

they wanted to affirm the legitimacy or their rule as well as their rightful mem

bership in a panhellenic elite. This 1>articipation on the larger stage of Greek 

history and culture was the real substance behind eplnikion's promise, fre

quently lHO<:laimed, to spread the victor's fame to lhe very limits of the earth. 

In all these d ifferent contexts in epin iklon, the poet's ' l' figured prominently, 

but it was a nexlllle persona, suited In each poem to serve the needs of the 

victor's reintegration and glorification (again we should not deduce anything 

about the historical Pindar or Bakchylides from their poetic self-references}. 

Thus In the passage from P)'t/1ia11 l I quoted above, the poet's 'l' voiced the 

sentiments of an ideal middling citizen, as he did again in Ne111eo118 (composed 
for a private citizen of Aigina): 

Some pray for gold, others for a boundless expanse or land, 
Out I pray to cover my lintbs with earth when I have pleased the citizens, 
Prai~ing the one \'"ho is praise\vortf1y1 a11d )l\0\<.1Crlng blan1e Otl '"'rongd()('rS. 

(l•lndar, Nrrneari 8. 37-9) 

In contrast to this middling stance, the poet's 'J' espoused a very different 

position in odes composed for tyrants; thus both Pindar and Uakchylides ended 

major odes for Hien)n \)y asserting the absolulc pre-eminence of his 'kingsl1ip' 

and afR llating their own poetic skill and reputation with the dynast's status: 

·r11e furthest height caps itself 
for kings. No longer look furtheJ'-
May It be for you [Hieron] to tread aloft for this time, 
As for me to the some extent to keep company wilh victors, being pre-en1inent in 
p<>ellc skill throughout au Greece. 

(Pindar, Olympia11 I. 113-1 ISb) 

0 Hieron, you have displayed 
the most beautiful blooms or bles~ness to mortals. 
llut for one who has been successful, silence bears no ornament; 
Together with the tnith of noble dt'ttls, someone will hymn also 
the grace of the Kean nightingak. 

(llnkchyllclc;, Ode 3, II. 92-S) 

84 I THE STRANGEN ESS OF 'SONG CULTURE' 

The 'new music' and the end of the ' lyric age' 

Pindar's latest datable eplnlklon was composed in 446 BCE. In a sense, this ode 

marks the end of the great age of Greek lyric poetry. After the middle of the fifth 

century, there was no single Iambic, elegiac, or melic poet deemed worthy of 

canonization by the later I lelienlslic scholars (though poetic composition and 

performance continued in all three forms). \"lhat then was the cause of the 

abrupt silencing of Greek song culture in OLLr sources? I insisted at lhe outset 

that we should not impose an organic, developmental model on the diach ronic 

sequence epic-lyric-tragedy, taking these genres to correspond to different 

phases of the Greek 'spirit'. 1\Jld yet, the end of the ' lyric age' of Greece seems 10 

correspond with the maru re phase of Allie tragedy; should we not inlerprcl this 
as an organic development? 

As in the case of tbe apparent shi(I from epic to lyric, the processes involved 

were probably more complex and more historically specific than such an 

organic model allows. The appearance and popularity of Attic tragedy and com

edy played a part, to be sure, for bolh genres appropriated lyric fom1s that had 

earlier been independent (Including iambic, choral song, and monody; cf. 

Ch. 3, pp. 88-90). The domination of tragedy and comedy may have meant that 

gi£ted poets were drawn to these forms rather than to traditional lyric com

position. ln what may have been partly an attempt to compete more effectively 

with these synthetic genres, practitioners of other lyric forms (especially di thy· 

ramb) seem to have Jed a musical revolution In the last third of the fifth cen tury 

in Athens. This was the period of the so-called 'New Music', characterized l>y an 

abandonment of strict strophic rcsponslon In favour of looser, astrophic forms, 

a much freer mixing of different rhythms and musical modes (or sca les) wi thin 

a single composition, and the proliferation of notes at smaller intervals. 

One prominent practitioner of lhe New Music was Tlmotheos of Miletos, 

active in the last ti1ird of the fifth century and beginning of the fourth. 

Timotheos added four strings to the traditional seven-stringed lyre, thereby 

allowing the performer to modulate between modes (or scales) within a single 

composition without having to adjust the strings. Timotheos composed 

dlthyrnmbs and also lytic kitharodlc nomes (In which a solo singer accom

panied himself on the lyre}. An extraordinary example ofTimotheos' work in 

this latter genre came to light on papyrus in 1903; our oldest liternry papyrus 

(dated to the fourth century llCE) presecves over 200 lines of nmothcos' 

l'crsinns. This poem, probably performed at a Panathenaic kitharodic competi

tion some time in the years before 408 OCE, vividly narrated the Battle of Sala tn

is (480 BCE), and ended wlth a series of four quoted speech es by defeated 

Persians, ranging from the fractured Greek of a conunon J>luygian soldier to the 
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solemo lament of the Great KJng. Just as the rhythm shifted from the dactylic 
hexameter of the opening line to iambic and Aeolic measures, so also the style of 
the poem fluctuated. from baroque dithyrambic, full of co mpound adjectives 
and elaborate metaphorical conceits, to the restrained dignity of Xerxes' lament: 

llur when the King looked upon 
tiis all~11liXed force ruslli:r1g to back.turning flight, 
he fell to his knees and defiled his body, 
and spoke, swelling wilh misfort1mes, 
'Alas tile destruction of l1ou.se-s 
and the scorching Greek ships, which 
have destroyed the ships' 
youthful strength of many men. 
But the ships will not convey 
tt1cn1 O.ll tl1eir i,.v<l}' back, t>ttt 
the smoky strength of lite 
\•.rill llarc '"itll s..1vaJ,te bo<;ly, and groa11ir1g griefs 
V\lill co1ne. to the Persiar1 lar1d. 

(Timotheos, PMC fr. 791, IL. l73-86) 

·nmotheos' Persians was a tour de (Orce, a kind of compendium of the whole 
traditio n of lyric rhythms, styles, and generic forms. As such, it helps us under
stand the ways in which the New Music contributed to the end of a living 
performance culture. This was not because (as Plato and Aristotle would have 
it), th is New Music was n1orally decadent and corrupting; it was rather that, in 
its very virtuosity, it required performance by professional musicians. lt was 
nearly impossible for anrnteur singers ;ind lyre players to re-create the rhythmic 
and musical complexity of Timotheos' compositions (or those of the other 
practitioners of the New Jvfusic). But in a world with only the most rudimentary 
1rluSical notatiol1, co11ti11l1cd rcperforroar1ce \\las the sole rot1te to Sttf\..-i\1aJ at1d 
eventual canonization . Thus paradox\cally, the New lvfusic, by radically push
ing the envelope of traditional musical styles, pern1anently altered the condi

tions fo r m.usical performance w'iU1in Greek cultu.1e. 
Another factor in the demise of the 'lyric age' w<>s a more general shift in the 

techniques and style of education in classical Greece (cf. Ch. 5, pp. 167- 72). 
With the rise of the Sophists in the last third of the fifth century, education 
became increasingly privatized and professionalized. For the Sophists (along 
with their Athenian counterpart Sokrates) insisted that education required spe
cial knowledge and expertise 0 11 the part of the educiltors. By systen1atixing 
di fferent fields of knowledge (like rhetoric, mathematics, astrono1ny1 and 
grammar), the Sophists worked to diseo1l>ed education from its traditional cul
tural cor)text, a large part of \\fbicb \.YaS tt1e cl1oral a11d r11usical cdL1cation 
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received Jn a living song culture. Instead, they offered naining in special skills 
for a fee, so that education became more of a private matter dependent on an 
individual's resources. Jr is then no accident that in the debate over the 'New 
Education' staged between a father and a son in Aristoph<>nes' Clouds, the event 
that precipitates the final quarrel is the father's request that the son sing him a 
song by Silnonides (which the son rejects as too 'old-fashioned'). With the rise 
of the New Education, the traditional modes of lyric pe.rformance fell out of 
favour and into disuse. Along with these developments, the 1nedium of writing 
began to·make much more of <>n ilnpact in the la ter fifth century. In this period, 
new prose genres such as medical treatises, h istory,. and philosophy were con1-
posed to be read rather than performed, and so contributed to the specializa
tion and pcivatiziltion of knowledge. 
~Ve nlight understand all these processes as part of a shift in the nature o f 

performance in the polis. Public poetry of all kinds seemed to play a 1nuch less 
important role in the city and the education of its citizens in the fourtb century. 
It is well to remember rhat Attic tragedy and con1edy, which ina sense displaced 
other lyric production, did not n1aintaln their unquestioned pre-eminence for 
long. In fact, it appears that much of the energy and prominence tr;iditionally 
accorded to poetry had shifted to anothe1 dom;iin of performance-the rhetori
cal displays of the lawcourts and assembly (cf. Ch. 6, p p. 196-216). Political and 
forensic oratory became the sites fortl1e negotiation of speaker and audience, for 
the collaborative construction of ideal community that had been the function of 
choral poetry in performance. \'/ith this developn1eot came also the split 
between public oratory and private literary production, wl1ich for the first time 
constituted a category of the 'Literary' closer to our own. Thus lyric poetry lost its 
crucial involvement in public ideology and was relegated to the private sphere. 

Paradoxically, th is incant that what had been a n1inority voice in the 'lyric 
age'-the elegy and 1nonody performed at sy1nposia-<:.an1e to be the bulk of 
the lyric poetry that was reperformed and preserved. For sy1nposill ilnd their 
entertainments endured, as the sphere of public poet1y did not. Historical na.r
rative elegy was replaced by prose history, and Solon, had he lived in the fourth 
century, would certainly have composed speeches instead of poems. It is no 
accident that many of the lyric fragments we have derive frotn the second- or 
third.century <;F. antiquarian Athenaios of Naukratis, who wrote the Deipnoso
phismi (Scholars tll Dinner), of which an interminable fifteen l>ooks survive (cf. 
Ch. 8, p. 261). Conversely, with the exception of Pindar's epin ikia, all the 
major fragments of choral lyric we currently possess came to light from papyrus 
finds in this century. This happy acddent of preservation has thus restored to 
us a dom.ain of public poet.ry in performance that was profoundly different 
fro1n all thilt came <>fter it in the Western tradition. 
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3 Powers of horror and 
laughter: The great age of 
drama 
PETER WILSON 

The growth of tragedy from song culture 

trage<ly blo.s.so111ed fortt1 ru1d W0\1 great a<;claiJn, bec<->mirlg a \VOcl<lrous 
event for the ears and eyes of the men of that age . .. 

~Vhen the tragic t1ower firs t blossomed in Attic soil J;ite in the sixth century it 
represen ted a major innovation on the horizon of Greek poetr)' and society. For 
the 6.rst time the familiar figures of lll)'th-thc n1en, won1en, and gods sung of 
by the Homeric hard and h is successors- had n1iraculously come to li fe. They 
moved and interacted as real physical presences before the eyes; they spoke and 
sung directly to the ear of the aud ience; the new technolo&'Y of the theatrical 
ro<1sk and costu me introduced the possibility of total imp·ersonation. A uniq ue 
set of circumstances had produced a radicaUy new kind of performance, and 
with it the first fully theat rical audience. 

The origins of Greek drama remain obscure. But it is niucb more hel.pful to 
speak of a coalescence of different forces-historical, poeUc<tl, religi.ous, 
socjal- ,,1bose combinatiori ~'·as an1azi11gly prodt1cti\1e, and generate<I the 
phenomenon we know from its classical form. Arnong these, we should 
include the ancient traditio n <>f 'p<>etry of occasion'. In the ornl society of 
early Greece poetry was produced for specific and significant social <1nd 
religious occ.asio11s-t1 song for the gods, or to praise a n1an's <1tl1letic 
acl1ieve111ents, to celebrate tl1e foun(lir1g of a 11e\\' city, a l\'Cdding, a fttneraJ, 
to inspire soldiers to battle. For this kind of poetry, the words were only one 
,,art of a complex performance involving singers, musicians, and, crucially, a 
group gathered for a social and reHgious event (see Ch. 2, esp. pp. 58-9, 60 
on 'song culture'). It was only much l<tter in the day of drama's li fe that 
the very idea of a 'reading public' was born. Even then (around the end 
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of the fifth century), reading d rama was still very much a minority activ
ity. Drama was essentially a performance-a 'doing' (as the Greek word 
drama itself signifies), and a performance for the niasses, for a huge public 
audie11ce. 

Another important ingredient in the early n1ix that led to dran1a is the spe
cific promotion of poetic performance by the tyrants of sixth-century Athens 
(for the term ' tyrant', see p. 63), Peisistratos and his sons Jiippias and liip
parchos (1-l ipparchos, though remembered for his promotion of the arts, was 
never himself the sole ruler of Athens.) Jlefore their tinre Athens was son1ething 
of a poetic backwater: by the early fifth century, it was well on its way to 
becoming the poetic magneti~ pole of all Greece. Some of the greatest poets of 
the age were invited to Athens (among them the versatile Sin1onides of Keos 
and Lasos from f-lermione), to practice their crafts and, no doubt, to foster local 
talent. As part of their aim to promote Athens as a cultural centre to vie with the 
other great states of Greece, the Peisistratids expended much energy on 
enhancing the city's programme of major festivals, especially the Panathcnaia, 
Athena's great 'birthday party', and-crucially for the future of dra1na-the 
Dionysia, the wine god Dionysos' major city festival. Uoth of these ca1ne to 
ha,,e grand public cultural contests as a distinctive characteristic: con1petitions 
in U1e recitation of Momer and in instrumental playing and accompanied sing
ing at the Panathenaia; and competitions of the new art-fonn of tragedy, and 
later of comedy as well as of dithyramb, Dionysos' special choral song, at the 
Dio11}rsia. 

Since classical tragedy and comedy are bound up intimately with the 
political forms of democratic Athens, lt would be fascinating to know whether 
and in what ways d rama served the city while still under the control of a tyrant. 
The shadowy, alluringly ha lf-mythic figure of the Athen ian Thespis (whence 
ultimately our 'Thespians') was regarded by later writers as in some sense the 
father of tragedy and inventor of the art of acting, and they placed his activities 
in the last thj rd of the sixth century, in the period of Peisistratld rule. Thespis 
may well have presented his startling innovat ion to his fellow villagers in his 
birthplace, the region of Tkarion in northern Attica (in Greek, Attike}, a place 
with which the god Dionysos had spe,ial associations (see p. 97 below). 
Likewise with co1nedy: there were certainly sixth-cen tury predecessors to the 
riotous 'other face' of Dionysi<u1 drama, which tended to slink-but scarcely 
quietly-behind lts more 'elev<1ted' sibling of tragedy in terms of the oftieial 
recognition and prestige it gained. 

If Homeric epic was i11 some sense 'shared' by all Greece, a precious ele1nent 
in a broad cultural patriJnony 1·ather than the special possession of a particul<u 
place or people (see Ch. 1, pp. 40-1), the situation was very d ifferent with 
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drama. There were othel' claimants to tile title of the 'invent<)r' of drama. 
Dorian communHies of the Peloponnese p ut forward claims to tragedy; Megara 
(a city between Athens and Corinth) and a n umber of Sicilian Greek cities had 
flourishing comic performances, perhaps as eady as the rnid-sixth centur)'. llut 
whatever the substance of these clalin s (and the whole idea of looking for a 
single 'inventor' is in any case probably 1niSl,'llided), they were soon over
shadowed by the inordinate success of the Athenian experiment. Drama 
tapitily became a characteristically Athenian phenomenon. In the lo ng-term 
perSl')ective of literar}' l1istor)1, tragecly <tnd co11l.ed)r i,-vere t~1e hvo ~lreat COll

tributions of Athens. 
Thal drama grew up in intin1ate connection with the worship of Dionysos is 

another of the early shaping forces behind it. The qualities of this ambiguous 
and elusive god, and specific elemen.ts of his worsh.ip, played vital roles in the 
developing art-form. The mask had long played an importa nt part in his wor· 
ship. However, its transformation from an object of cult ''eneration represent· 
ing the god to a malleable instru1nent of iden tity-change on the head of actors 
and chorus was dccisjve. 

The situation with n1usic is con1pawble. l'v!usic was always central to the 
worship of Dionysos, as of many gods. The forms of religious music for 
Dionysos included especially 'orgiastic' tunes and instruments, the kind of 
thing he was linagined as bringing with him to Greece from his journeying in 
the east, in Lydia and Phrygia. These were played enthusiastically by his fol· 
lo~A'ers 1 be tl1ey ordinary mortal worshippers <tt ~1is various feasts a11d festivals, 
or h is special possessed female followers known as maenads, or his anarchic 
male entourage of satyrs-see pp . 107~ below. Tbi s ecstatic, Dionysiac music 
plays an important role in tragedy: Euripides' Bakc/wi is particularly fu ll of it, as 
we should expect in a play with a chorus of 1naenads devoted to their god, w ho 
is h imself its protagonist. 

- Antl he cries. as they cry, Ew>lle!
On, llakchai! 
On, Uakcl,ai ! 
Follow, glory of golden Tmolos, 
hymning god 
,..,itt1 a ru111-b_te of ctrl1n1.s, 
\Vith a c:r)' Ev(J/1&! to the Evian god, 
\vitll a c.ry of J,J1rygia11 cries, 
when the holy pipe like honey plays 
tl1e sat:red song C>f tl1ose '"'110 go 
to tile 11lOlLntain! 
to tJ1c 1nol111taio! 
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ACTOR COMMUNING WITH MASK. This very interesting tombstone was only recently 
discovered on the island of Salamis near Athens. It may date from as early as 
420 BCE. It evidently showed a youthful idealization of the dead man holding 
up the mask of a female role from tragedy. It is revealing for the importance of 
the mask as a symbol of acting and for the kind of 'communication' that was 
set up between actor and mask. 

- then, in ecstasy, like a coll by its grazing mother, 
tl1e Ba.kct1al1t rt1r1s \\.· ith flying feet, she leaps! 

( II. LSZ-69) 

Ancient scholars from a t least Al'istotle's time believed that dntma developed 
out of the form of the singing, dancing chorus for Dionysos, as a lead figure 
stood apart from the group and began to engage in dialogue with it. llut the 
chorus stayed with drama even when its stories no longer centred on Dionysos, 
and it remained a strictly mus\cal core at its cent·re. The basic format of all 
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classieal drama, tragic and comic, is an interlacing of the stream of song (and 
dance) from the chorus with the speec/1 of the a~•ors, in the form of Iambic 
verse. (See pp. 72-3 on the Athen ian trndition of iarnbjc poetry.)The fact that the 
chorus can draw on. and Imaginatively mingle together, a wide range of musical 
forms that existed outside drama is one of tr;igedy's (and comedy's) great 
resources. The many funerary songs and lainents of tragedy, for Instance, will 
have drawn real intensity from their relation to forms of ritual song known to 
the audience. The choral lament or dirge (threnos) sung by the slave wo1nen 
of the household in honour of the dead King Agamemnon in the libatio11 
Bearers, the second play of Aischylos' trilogy of 458 the Oresteia, offers a good 
example. Its language, and doubtless the music that once accompanied it, shows 
many features characteristic of the traditional lament, including repetition of 
words 01 sow1ds in the satne pl<ice in the various metrical units of the song: 

\·Ve l1a\'e co111e tron1 tt1e l1c>u.s~, s~11t here 
to bring libations. Sharp blows rained on us. 
Look at these gashes on my cheek-
tt1ey're nei."; but for a Jong ti111e llO\v 
my heart has fed itself on misery. 
'vVe've re111 tll.e fabric of our clothes iri grief, 
we'''e t<>rn and <.:rL1sl1e(l tile veils arou11d our breasts. 
Tt1ese are disasters \\1l1icl1 bring nc> one joy. 

(/..il)(llio1r JJeat'l,rs 2z.-:~ 1) 

This musical dimension is almost entirely Jost to us, but would have been a 
majo r component of dramil's ancient impact. It was here perhaps more than 
an)'\"1here else that a poet could exert a direct emotional influence on his audi
ence. The Greeks (like n1ost n1odern musical theorists) regarded music's power 
as wo rking direct1y ·on the en1otions, as largely non-rational in its effects. And 
the cmlos, the set of double pipes whose pierci og sound was the usual acco1n
paoiment of tragedy, was above all instruments the one believed to seize hold 
of the soul in a powert'ully direct manner. 

Vve can caich a glimpse ol' the power of the lost musical dimension of drama, 
and of the wilys in which it could be flexibly used to hint at or underscore 
developments in mood and plot, from passages where the chorus describe their 
own song and emotional condition as they perform. In the first part of Sopho
kles' Women of Tracl1is, for example, the young women of the chorus are 
exhilarated at the prospect that Herakles is about to return front his long ex.I.le, 
and l1ence that their mistress and fr iend Deianeira, Herakles' wife, will be 
released fron1 her unhappiness <ind anxiety. They strike up what is essentii!lly" 
traditional wedding-song to greet the retu rn of Merakles, so long absent that 
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the idea of a 'remarriage' is not out of place (lines 205- 15). In poetry and (>ve 
can safely assume) musical forms that draw on elements of Dionysiac worship, 
they then go on to modulate their song: 

I am raised up and I shall not 
rejec-l the aulos, O tyrant o ( my inind! 
See how it excites n1e-
EltOi!-
1J1_e i\'Y OO\v \Vlti.rls me rou11d in Backb.ic con(est. 

(\i\fo11u~r1 o{Traclu's 216-20) 

Particularly striking here is the description of the Dionysian aulos as 'tyrant of 
my mind'. This imai,~ned Dionysian music-wh ich would surely have found 
an echo in the music heard by the audience from the stage musician-evokes 
the excitement that has taken over the chorus' minds. But as so often in 
trngedy, the excitement and joy summoned up at such times sooJl show a 
grim, dark side, the destructive side of the ainbivalent god Dionysos. For at 
this very moment, it is not Herakles who appe.ars, but bis beautiful object of 
war-booty, Iolc, the young woman who threatens to usurp Deianeira's pos
ition. HeL arrival throws a d<1rkly ironic shadow back on their opening 'wed
ding' song, which now takes on a very different m.e<u1ing. As if realizing this 
radical change of perspective, the last few lines of the chorus' brief song 
'change their tune' 01Hoe more- this time to a hyn1n for the healing god, Paian 
(lines 221- 3). 

Passages like this h int at the enormous expressiveness of the music that is lost 
to us, bu t which for its audience was a ftmdamenral pa rt of the experience of 
dram.a. \"/hatever the original meanings of the terms, the second part of the 
words komoidia and tragoidia rc1ninds us of the central ilnportance of song and 
music (aide is a basic Greek word for 'song'). 

A special form of free speech 

Whatever the reliitive importance of these and other ingredients in the early 
matrix of drama, by the time of our fust texts (and even i.n earlier fragmentary 
re1nains) a quantum leap has wken place. In a short period the pioneers had 
developed the inunenscly sophisticated poetic performance with its many 
formal conventions that we find in Aischylos, whose Persians of 472 BCE is our 
first surviving tragedy, though he had been producing dramas for 111ore than 
two decades by then. Among the pioneers we need to include in a sense the 
avid early audiences too: drama of this sort could only have succeeded and 
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progressed so vigorously with the enthusiastic support and involvement of the 
aL1die11ce itself. 

Our first substantial evidence for comedy starts rn uch latex: the earliest 
example to survive in full is Aristophanes' Achar11ians of 425. At the other end 
of the chronological scale, our last tragedy is Sophokles' Oedipus al Kolonos, 
produced five years after the poet's de<1th io 406, although some scholars 
believe that the play ascribed to Euripides called the f/hesos is not by him hut an 
early fourth-century successor. for comedy the situati<>n is raiher different, 
since we have exan1ples of fourth-century AJjStophanic comedy (the Women i11 

Assembly of 393(2 and \4'ealt/1 of 388) whjch show signs of incipient change in 
form and function. And in Menander's (in Greek, Menandros) plays from 
·much later in the fourth·century, we can perceive that a more radica l change 
has taken place in comedy, away froro the topieal and political concerns of the 
filth century. Our l<ick of <1nytl:ling but sn1all fragments of tragedy of the later 
peJiod prevents us from investigating the developme111 of the genre, although 
we know that new works continued to be co.mposed for production as vigor
ously as ever each year for n1ore than two centuries. (See pp. 218- 26 for sub
sequent developn1ents in both comedy and tragedy.) 

These dates are significant: they highlight the important fact that both tra
gedy and political comedy (what is often called 'Ole!' comedy) roughly coincide 
in time with the most energetic <1nd turbulent period of Athen ian history-and 
of Athenian democracy. Absolutely cruci;iJ to the growth and to the character 
of dran1a were the massive social, political, and historical developments that 
swept through Atheruan society from tl\e end of the six th centurf. After the 
expulsion of the tyrants, Athens fan1ously adopted a new form of political 
organization which placed <tn unprecedented ly large contro l of affairs in the 
hands of the demos, the 'people'. as opposed to the well-born aristocrats who 
wielded power in most otl\er Greek cities. \Vith the reforrns of Kleisthenes 
(about 508 LJCE) that ushered in a significantly more democratic constitution, 
and subsequent increasingly 'radjcal' developmen ts in the democr;icy at vari
ous points in the fifth century, old social and political relations were pro
foundly changed. The new Institutions of the democracy made the adult male 
citizen population responsible for the running of the largest <n1d n1ost powerfu l 
city in Greece. i\11 the major decisions touching the lives of the citizens, their 
families and dependants, were no\v technically in the hands of the mass citizen 
Assernbly (ekklesia), while the new Council of five hundred (bo1Jle) prepared its 
agenda and executed its decisions. The third major institution o l' the den1-
ocracy, and one for which the Athenians became famous (or notorious), was 
the system of people's courts (dikast:eria), which met on arou nd two hund red 
days every year. They were 1nnnned by large panels o f ~itizen -judges (up to 
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2,001 in important trials), and they considered not only private legal quarxels 
but, more importantly, all major political trials (and there were many), as well 
as exercising extensive powers of control over the Assembly, Council, other 
magistrates, and political leaders. (for orators, see Ch. 6.) 

The democratic citizenry in fifth-century Athens was thus loaded with 
unparalleled power; and with unparalleled responsibility. It was constantly 
called upon to make judgements of the utmost in1portance-who to make alli
ances and war with, who to elect to i1igh office, whose advice to follow in the 
leadership of the city. And wit h the passing decades of the fifth century the 
responsibilities of the citizens increased on an exponential sc<>le, as the city 
became the most prosperous and powerful in th.e Aegean. The successful 
repulse of the two major Persian invasions of Greece, in which Athens played<> 
leading role, gave the newly democratic city a powerful psychological boost of 
collective confidence, and conlirmed it in its adherence to the icle<1J of fierce 
independence and freedom that underpinned its notion of citizenship. 

The· defeat of Persia was influential at more than a psychological level, how
ever. It allowed the Athenians Lo assume a posit.ion at the head of a defensive 
league o f Greek states which was designed to repel further threats from the east. 
This league of allies initially had its centre on the sacred island of Delos ilt the 
heart of the Aegean; but, over the course of the four decades following the 
Persiarl \.Vars, it turr1ed i11to tl1e 1cn1pire' or 'do111inatlon', a federation of st1b
servient suhjects under Athens' very firm control, its treasury of collected gold 
tribute now the temple of Athena on the Akropolis. Atheni<lll citizens were now 
masters of a11 extec1Si\te a11d im111ensel}1 powerfttl maritin1e leagl1c; <lnd one 
which turned to increasingly repressive means of administration and control 
over its 'allies'- a term which became a hollow euphe1nisn1 for 'subjects'. The 
city's e:xpansio.nism gradually drew it into conflict with the other major power 
in Greece, Sparta and her allies, and the last th irty years of the century saw the 
protracted and exhausting war (which we call the Peloponnesian Wat) between 
these two st.ates and former allies which ended in the defeat of Athens. The 
pressures of the war had exacerl>atei:I social tensio ns within Athens, especially 
between rich and poor, and between city-dwellers and farmers whose lands had 
been left to be n1vage<.I by the invading Spartan army. As so often happens in 
long wars, conventionill morality and accepted values tended to be abused in 
practice and questioned in theory. 

Throughout tbis seismic period of immense political, s<>cia l, and historical 
change, the Athenians n1ade of their theatre, not a p lace of escapist entertain· 
mcnt, but a vast sounding-board: il pl<>ce in which to expose, explore, and 
scrutin ize the samifications of this const<mt upheaval and change. \Vith tra
gedy, this usually operated at a level of powerful gener<ility: though the stori.es 
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told in tragedy have a very concrete particularity about them, the medium of 

heroic myth also provides a notable sense of distance from the here and now. 

Comedy's approach was much more ' full frontal ': the burning social and 

polltlcal Issues of the day could be opened up directly on the comic stage. 
Comedy set itself up as a watchdog of political safety, relentlessly questioning 

the wisdom of the leaders aod the led alike---or ;>romincot politicians, other 

poetic 'advil>ers' (especially tragedians) and thinkers, as well as of the demos 
Itself, whose gullibility and waywardness were not beyond comedy's critjcism. 

Comedy became a special form of political criticism, a striking instance of the 

dcmocrntlc ideal of parrhe.iia or ' free speech'. Th is is mi1dc clear by an anonyro· 

ous wrlte1· on Political matters who lived In the age of old con1edy, and whose 

views a re so radically opposed to the democratic (Orm of politics as to have 

eameu him the name (from modern scholars) or 'the Old Oligarch': 

the democrats do not allow ridicule and abusr oft he demos, to avoid being 
crlllclied themselves, but in the case of individuals they encourage anyone 
who wishes, in the sure knowledge that the individual Is not as a rule one 
of the tlemos or the masses but someone rich, well-born or powerful. (T/rr 
Co11stitutio11 oftlie Jltlrr11ia11s 2. 18) 

Although his own political views have caused the author to ignore the ways 

In which comedy ca n itlso critiCile the demos, this is a precious piece of con· 

temporary evidence fo r its important function as a democratic institution of 

crlrlclsm and ridicule. Generally this comic representation of the city's pre· 

occupations c<1me with a suff\ciently large dose o f the ridicu lous, the inverted, 

and the font<•stic to ensure that it~ e ngagement with ' live' issues did not over· 

swp the boundaries (i ncluding laws of slander) wh ich marked out the proper 

place o f criticism in the democratic city. Nonetheless we should rcmeinber that 

in his speech of self-defence before an Athenian cou rt when on trial for his !He 

in 399, Sokrates supposedly spoke of the many slanderers who had created U1e 

utterly false reputation for which he was now being condemned: 'the most 

unreasonable thing of all is that it's impossible to discover and reveal their 

names-except in the case of a comic poet' (Plato, AptlloSJ• I 8d). 

A range of theatrical occasions 

C::enul ne 1\thenia1ls are shre,,•d stt1dents of 1 llc arts 1111cl 1Jntiring theatre-goers 
(t-lerakleides (third-ce1•tory travel ~'·rl tcr), 0 11 t//e Greek c; itie.'i ·1. 4-) 

nefo re lo11klng [urther at the ways drama engaged with the concerns o f its 

audience, It is worth wh ile to talk in more concrete terms about just where and 
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how they experienced their thearre. The principal audience in any discussion 

will be the one that gathered in spring each year on the south-east slope of the 

Akropolis in Athens in the open-air thearre in the sanctuary of Dionysos, in 
celebration of his 'Great', or 'City' festival. It is worth pointing first, however, to 

a couple of other places where, by around the middle of the fifth century, the 

theatre-hungry Athenians produced and consumed their drama. 
One of these is the so·callcd 'Rura l' Dionysia, the name 'Rural' contrasting 

explicitly with the 'City' of the ma1or event in Athens. Rural Dionysia were 

held by the sn1alkr units of which the entire region of Attica, town and coun
try, was composed-the 'demes' or 'municipalities', of which there were some 

l39 In all. The dcmes were mini-communities with their own religious tradl· 
Lions and political institutions at a local l~vel, and among the gods worshipped 

with enthuslasn1 in the demes, Dlonysos 11ad an especially favoured poslrlon. 
Given that most of these demes were In fact 'rural' in the sense that they were 

located in the countryside outside the urban centre, the promb1ence of 
Dionysos, a god who was more at home beyond the city walls and identified 

Intimately with the vine grown there, should not come as a surprise. The 
farmer-protagonist of Aristophanes' Peoct called Trygaios-'Vintager'- glvcs a 

position of prominence to Dlonysla In a list of the pleasures brought back to 

the countryside by the return of peace: 

she has the smell nf harvest, hospitality and Dlonysia; 
of auloi. tragedies, the songs of Sophokles; of thrushes, and Euripidean verselets. 

(Pet1ce 530-2) 

There Is also a strong traditio n that puts the very earlle.st performances of 

both comedy and tragedy in a ru ral setting before moving to the city. J men· 

tloned the possible activities of Thespis in lkarion (a deme), which claimed to 

be t11e first home of tragic performances. This 1113)' have some basis to It: there 

was a myt11 which associated Dionysos' first appearance in Attica with Jkarlon, 

whose inhabitants he taught the an of turning grape.~ into wine. In the fifth 

century they hcld a well-organized Dlonysia of their own at which, unsurpris

ingly, tragedy was the premier event. 
Other scraps of evidence, mainly archaeological, give us tantalizing glimpses 

of the kjnds of performance staged at these local Dionysia, and so illuminate 

the bigger picture of the formation of a sophisticated theatrical auclience in 

Attica. For instance, we know that In a number of demes the cornmunitY'S 

central meeting-place, its agora, also served as its theatre-a fact that under· 

scores the inherently ' political' character of dra1na in the broadest sense. These 

performances will not have had the grandeur of the urban event, but that wil l 

have been counterbalanced by the prl(le that obviously went with st<1glng a 

THE GREAT AGE OF DRAMA I 97 



8 
Sa 

•• " 

T th1101ro11 / thca1re 

O ()rthestro 

Sa SallC(Utlt)' of 
OiOflySOS 

THE SACRED SPACE FOR THEATRE. While the temple of Dionysos was at the bottom of 
the slope at the south-east corner of the Akropolis, the entire slope above was 
part of his sacred precinct, and became the area for the spectators of drama. 
Nearly all, if not all, of the great dramas of fifth-cen tury Athens were first 
performed in this space. 
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dramatic festjval and we should not assume that they were third-rate eve1lts. 
Some lucky inscriptional linds have made it clear that some of the really 'big 
namcs'-Sophokles, Euripides, and Aristophanes among them-produced their 
works in the de1nes, poss.ibly (but not necessarily) as 'repeats' after an urban 
performance. lf they wem repeats, this is precious evidence for the formation of 
the very first 'repertory' theatre of sorts. The general principle of Athenian 
theatre was that every play was created for a si ngle, non-repeatable occasion, 
for a fixed 'slot' at a partlcular festival in a particular year, so that the idea of 
reperfonn<ince was foreign to this culture of th.e occasion. We are told that after 
the death of .'\ischylos the Athenians passed a Jaw permitting the reproduction 
of ltis works: a recognition (if true) of his unique status not just as a 'literary 
classic' but also as ;tn 'educator' of the city. It was o nly later, in the 380s, that 
performances of 'old' tragedy and comedy l.>ecame a regular feature of the City 
festival. So the Rural fest.ivals may have played an important role in fostering 
what was clearly a b igh degree of familiarity among the audience with their 
drama. 

By the late fifth century there was also a large-scale Dlonysia in the l'eiraieus, 
technically a deme but scarcely 'rural', since this was Athens' massive and 
cosmopolitan poit-town. Sokrates rnade a special effort to leave his usual urban 
haunts when Euripides was competing at the Peiraieus, and for once he was not 
isolated in his enthusiasm. We hear fro m Plato of those 'spectacle-lovers' who 
'run around to all the Dionysia, never missing one either in the towns or in the 
colmtry-vill<•ge.s' (Republic 5. 475d). Some at lea.st of these ' local' events clearly 
anticipated an audience rnade up of more than just their own com1nunity. The 
Peiraieus theatre probably held over S,000 spectators, and there are some indi
cations that demes co-ordinnted their timetabling so as not to have their 
Oionysia clash, no doubt so th<1t people (and performers) could move from one 
to another. 

Another Oionysiac festival, cnlled the Lenaia, was held in late January, rough
ly two months before the City Dionysia, which took place in early spring. ( rlw 
name 'Lenaia' comes from the Greek word for a wine-press, an essential piece of 
technology in the worship of Dionysos.) This too was a festival of the city as a 
whole, but a less grand occasion th;in tile City Dionys.i<J. It too was probably 
held in the theatre under the Akropolis (although this, like just about every· 
thing else to do with the festival, is a matter of controversy). This would make 
sense fo r our understanding of a comedy like Aristoph<mes' Lysistrate, which 
was a tenaian comedy. A centra l plank o( tysistrate's plan in this play to force 
tbe men of Ath ens to end the wa r is the seizure of the Akropolis by the wo1nen 
of Athens; and this ancien t, natural fortress, charged with political, religious, 
econo1nic, and historica l signi ficance, almost becomes a member of the comic 
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cast. The effect would have been that much grcalcr if the actual Akropolis 
formed a natural backdrop to the performance, looming at the backs of the 
audience. 

From an audience perspective, a nu1nber of features or the Leoaia were reveal
ingly different from the City Dionysia. While tragedy was clearly the 'senior' 
performance at the City Dionysia, comedy seems 10 have had the upper hand at 
1he l.enaia. Of the eleven surviving comedies of Aristophanes, live were cer-
1ainly o r probably performed at the Lenaia. This Is In keeping with the Jess 
grand character of the festival. January was no time for travel in Greece, so the 
large numbers of foreign visitors who attended the City Oionysia will not bave 
been presen t 1hen. Without these 'outsiders', and at<• tin1e of year when people 
were starling to give some thought to what was 10 come in the milit;irily and 
politically more active half of the year in spring and summer, the Lenaian 
audience had a more domestic focus. As much is clear from a passage of Aris· 
tophancs' Acharnia11s, which also throws lmponant Light on the claims of 
comedy- in competition, as often, with tragedy-10 a role as a mouthpiece of 
serious advice for the city. 

Aclwr11ia11s was produced after more than five hard years of war with Sparta 
which had seen much of the countryside destroyed, including the ancient 
farmlands of Acharnai, a deme whose angry, bcllJcose o ld men form the 
chorus of the play. The comic hero, Dikaiopolis-'Mr just City'- is forced 10 

defend himself before these men, his head, quite literally, oo the chopping
block, for having dared to negotiate a private peace for hin1self and, what's 
more, for suggesting that the Spartans 'arc not entirely responsible for our 
troubles' (llne 310). This is the kind of remark th11t may well Jwve been 
his1orically and politically true, but could only ever be uttered on the comic 
stage. 

l)o n<>t be indignant \ .. 'ith rr1e, rnenibcrs or the al1dience, 
if, though a beggar, I speak before the Athenians 
aboul 1he cily in a comedy. 
r-or even comedy is acquainted wilh jusllce. 

(II. ~97-500) 

('tn1glftl)I, the word Aristophanes uses for 'comedy' here, ls a punning forma
tion based on the word for 'grape-pressings' and ls clearly meant to make a 
proud stan<I beside its more elevated rival, 'tragedy'.) 

l>ikaiopolis goes on to preface his 'shocking but just' advice for the city with 
the remark that 

This time Kleon won't allege lllat I'm 
slandering the city in the presence of foreigners, 
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for we are just ourselves and It's the Lenaian comp<?tition 
and there are no foreigners here yet; 
neither tribute money nor lroops have come from the allied cities 

(as they would two monihs later on the occasion of the City Dionysia). 
·rhis time \Ve are alone, ready·hullcd; 
for I reckon the metlcs as the civic bran. 

(II. 502-8) 

Kleon was the leading politician of the day, and Aristophanes had already 
crossed him because of an attack in an earlier comedy, perhaps stinging him to 
launch a counter-attack in the courrs. This sort of comedy was, then, no harm
less entertainment cut off from consequences in the 'real' world. Kleon's com
p laint seems to have taken the form of a claim that the poet had been exces
sively critical of the city and lls leaders (I.e. himself} before an 'inte.rnational' 
audience (the City Dionysia is implied) at a time of war when 'solidarity ' before 
outsiders was paramount. So in this play for the Lenaia, where U1erc were no 
foreigners present (on the metlcs or 'resident foreigners' see below), the comic 
character Dikaiopolls puts forward his author's rejoinder at the same time as he 

makes his own self-defence before the Acharnians. Audiences shape the way 
drama can speak. 

One last (and somewhat neglected) context in which the Athenians con
sumed their d rama: this ls the very different, much more ·private' world of the 
(largely) uppe.r-class drinking party known as the syrnposion. Here wine, con
versation. pleasurable indulgences, and solo perfo rmances o f various kinds cir
culated freely (see pp. 64-5). It had for centuries been part of the rules of the 
symposiastic game to be able to show off one's culture by singing a poem o f 
some recognized master, and it is clear thnt some parts of tragic plays found 
their way into this intimate world of small-sc<1Je 'reperformance'. Given that 
every tragedy had a chorus of fiflecn men, who h•d spent some months in 
rigorous physical and mnemonic !raining to learn its complex dance-songs, we 
should probably imagine those with such experience as important in this kind 
of (partial) reperformance. It is clear that an upbringing in the ways of clloma, 

the dance-and-song-culture of choral performance, was to some extent the 
reserve of those with the time and leisure to devote to it; and this group over
lapped significantly ,..,ith the kind of prople who artendecl symposia. A story 
told about the defeated Athenian army In Sicily at the disastrous dose of the 
expedillon there in 413 BCE throws a fascinating ray of light on this different 
means of disseminating knowledge o f 1ragedy. Some of the Athenian soldi ers 
who were being held prisoner in the quarries outside Syracuse are said to have 

wo n their freedom by singing llurlpldean songs to their Euripides-mad Sicilian 
captors. 
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The programme of the great Dionysia 

The time, wealth, and level of admin istrative soph istication the Athenians 
devoted to their premier festival of Dionysos speak volumes for the Import
ance they attached to their dram11. For the l>est part of a week in spring the city 
effectively suspended all other official business. The democratic Assembly, the 
Council, and courts did not meet duri ng the f~stival. By means of a major civic 
institution known a.s the choresia (literally 'leadership of a chorus') Athens 
required a n1inorlty of its rich elite to fund the organizational and perfonnative 
'heart' of drama. its chorus, as a fo rm of highly honorific obligation. These 
choregoi, a kind of ancient version o f the film producer-and with all the arro
gance and self-interest shown by som.e of their modern counterparts- lavished 
vast sums of their wealth on drama. ~Ve hear of costumes with gold thread, gold 
crnwns for their chorus ntembers, specialized dietary regimes for the nton ths of 
training, upkeep, and pay during this period, the hiring of various experts and 
of training-grounds. Individual choregoi, who were themselves competing for 
the prize, spent genuine fortunes on an evanescent event lasting only for part 
of a single day. And to these sums the city itself added 1nore for the large 
Jlun1bers of beasts for sacrifke (over 200 bulls in one year), for the pay of the 
actors, prizes for poets, actors, and c/roregai, and for the upkeep of the tht•atre 
itself, Including, for most of the classical period unti l a stone theatre was built 
during the fourth century, the construction of temporary wooden benches for 
the bulk .of the audience. 

Certainly by the fourth century there were extensive regulations covering 
every aspect of the festival's organir.ation, the conduct of its parHcip<mts, the 
award of prizes, even to some extent, the behav iour of its audience. Th.is was an 
occasion of truly mass p<1rticipatio n, the largest annual gathering in Athens, 
and more than t"•ice the size of a full Assembly. At somewhere between 15,000 
and 20,000 snong, the comic hyperbole that describes the theatTe audience as 
·countless myriads' (Wasps 1010), 'the great crowd of people, thousands of 
discerning spectators' (Frogs 676), becomes perfectly intelligible. It ls clear that 
it was ne,'er d ifticult to fill the theatre to its capacity, and this close-packed 
environment will have helped generate " sh<Hed, coll.ective character of 
response to the emotional honors of traged)' and the humour of comedy. 
Under such conditions stro ng emotions are infectious and readily and rapidly 
nansn1itted through a large crowd-and so too is .l:•ughter. The excitement and 
tensions created in such a gathering were h igh, and only increased by con· 
sumption of Dionysos' special gift, wine. \Ne know of a law that prevented 
people taking advantage o f these circumstances by, for instance, making 
attacks on their personal enemies. A man called Ktesi.kles was acnrnll)' put to 
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COMIC SPONSORS. This extremely interesting and well-painted vase, produced in 
Taras in southern Italy in c.380 BCE, was first published in 1991. It shows a scene 
from a comedy witll stage doors, costumes, masks, etc., but includes a figure on 
the left (labelled Aigisthos) in full tragic outfi t. On either side of the slave 
posturing on a woo/ basket are two men with the label 'choregos~ evidently 
representing the wealthy citizens who put up the money for dramatic 
performances. 

death by a democratic court for striki ng an enemy with a whip as he look part 
in the procession. Questions of social order and status were a significant issue in 
the overall structure and conduct of this gr.eat festi<,al, just as t11ey also lay at 
the heart of the drama that was its most remarkable feature. 

Although much of the elaborate progran101e <>f events is obscure to us, we 
know enough to form an idea of the grandeur and sense of display that perme
ated the occasion. Formal proceedings began, on the firs t of some live days, 
with a huge procession, made up of representatives of various segments of 
Athenian society, including of course adult (male) citizens; metics (both men 
and women); deputations of the states of the empire, during the period of 
Athenian hegemony; young Athenian inen on the point of manhood and 
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ci1i1.cnshlp known as ephebes; the city's olficlals; the chorcgoi, and probably 

their competing teams. Opinion divides as to the Involvement in the proces

sion of Athenian women of full status. Some believe that the figure of the 

ka111!/1l1oros or 'basket-carrier' who led the whole procession carrying the sacrifi.

cal knife hidden in the ritual basket, was the sole representative of the female 

hall or the Attic population, while there is on the other hand some evidence 

(see Menander. fr. 55) to suggest that at least by the later fourth cenn1ry women 

took part, ii only in the capacity of spectators of the passing procession. 

This procession performed a number of important functions. It not o nJy 

conducted the effigy of Dionysos to a position of honour lo the theatre or 

s:1nctua ry. It also conveyed to the sacred alwr of the god the aniJnaJs to be 

slaug111ered and consumed. The blood of hundreds of beasts was made to now 

each year, and as Paul Cartledge has recently 1>ut it, 'the prospect of state

subsidised entertainment (and lnstntcrion) coupled with a beef supper liberally 

lubricated by Dionysos' special juice might have been a very attractive prop

osition indeed'. But the procession also had the important effect of dramatizing 

a sense of the community's identity, of producing a kind of social map on 

which each of the various groups represented had theic ' proper' place and role, 

symbolized in part by what they carried and wore in the procession. The met

ics, for instance, were marked out by a special crimson robe, and they seem to 

have carried various utensils that symbolized their secondary and perhaps their 

'product! ve' role in the community (bowls, water-pitchers). We hear of citizens 

simply dressing as they chose and carrying a wineskin, in hon~>ur of Diooysos 

110 doubt, l>ul such a show of piety would a lso have allowed these citizens, for 

whom the fest ival was principally designed, to refresh themselves o.o the way. 

That the representatives of the allied states were grnnted a prominent place in 

the procession adds a significant dimension 10 the whole event, and dis

tinguishes it sharply from the Lenala. These non-Athenian Greeks, many of 

whom will have travelled long distances to reach the festival, were also required 

to deposit the tribute they paid to the imperial project led by Athens. This took 

place during another, special preliminary to the tragic competition, and it may 

be they even had to deliver it, ingot by ingot, in the orchestra of the theatre, 

before the assembled audience. Such an affirmation by Athens- perhaps 

'dramatization' is the right word-of her position of power and control stands 

as a striking prelude to the tragic dram;is that followed. For in Uie world of 

tragedy, the i111mcnst' confidence that feeds such grand military and imperial 

1>rojecls is so oftt'n open to doubt, or shown to lead precise I y to tragedy. 

The d isastrous ambitions of the Persian King Xerxes are the clearest case. At 

the sta rt of the l'ersi<111.1 the chorus o f Persian el<lers sings of the military success 
;111<.1 con fidence of the great king and his people: 
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For divine fate has prevailed since 
it enjoined the Persians to '''age wars, 
\Vhict\ destroy tO\\'Crs, ramparts, 

and the glad rumult of horsemen, 
and cities overthrowo-
When the vast OCt'an was foaming, 
by the winds boisterous whitened, 
then they learned, trwting to cables 
and to pontoons which convey men, 
tc) scan rt1e sa<'I~d sea. 

(IJ. 93-l06) 

But they immediately go on 10 think of the 'cunning deception of god' that 

leads men astray-a lesson they and their king will learn t.o their cost. Later In 

the play. the ghost of Xerxes' dead father, Oareios. draws a general moral from 

the Persian loss that could also have powerful resonance for the one-time vic

tors over Persia, the Athenians themselves, on their way to becoming empire-

builders: ' . .. and let no one, scorning his present fortune, in lust for more, ruin 

his great prosperity' (II. 824-6). 
It is not only 'barbarians' in tragedy who demonstrate such behaviour. Ais

chylos' Agamemnon shows signs of a similar mentality and aerion. In the 

Agamcm11011, he is very much a 'leader of ships' (Agamemnon 1227, cf. 114- 16, 

184-5), just as AtJ1ens was in 458 very much a 'leader of ships' in the Aegean. 

The king's maritime enterprise against Troy is depicted not as a sim ple pious 

exaction of justice, but as an act of tettlble violence to the City itself, its crops, 

cattle, property, and religious places, bringing destruction to his own army, 

and of course to h.is own fam ily. in its unforgiving focus on the suffering 

inllicted by war, particularly on the Innocent and weak, Euripides' Trojan 
t.Vomen of the other end of the fifth C'l!ntury (415 BCE) obliterates any residual 

glamour that such warfare and imperlallsm may have had. 

The competitions that formed the climax of the Dionysia oc~-upied a full 

three or four days, and brought the city to the theatre from dawn till dusk. 

Simply being a diligent and attentive member of this audience will have been 

physically exacting, to say nothing of Its emotional and psychological 

demands. Remember also the immense athleticism needed on the part of cit

izens for participation in one of the choruses-tragic, comic or dithyrambic-at 

the centre of these contests. That actors and chorus-members trained so hard 
ar1d long, i11 particular to produce an a111ple volt1n1e of SOLtnd, clear articuJa. 

tlon. and (I n the case of the chorus) accurate delivery In unison, shows how 

lo1portant it was felt 10 be that everyone in this massive audience should be 

able to pick up the finest details of each perfon:nance. And that the Athenian 
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audience was a sensitive (and exacting) critic is shown, for example, by the 
harsh treatment (especially the co1nic ridicule] the tragic actor Megelochos 
received when he slipped up in enunciating a line of Euripides' Orest.es (line 
279), so that 'once 111ore 1 see. the calm after the t.empest' came out as 'once 
111ore r sec the weasel from the tempest'. 

A comic chorus of birds imagines the useful fantasy of spectators having 
wings with which they coLLid flir off when bored by tragedy (a bias we expect 
from con1edy) and come back in ihe aftenloon (Aristophanes, Birds 786-9). 
Weariness and Jrnngcr were doubtless pan of the theatrical experience, the 
latter staved off by provision of snacks in the theatre-when the acting was 
particularly bad, as Aristotle teUs us, suggesting that absorbed involvement was 
the norm. Theophrastos' caric;iture of 'The Man lacking perceptivity' (or sim
ply 'The Dolt') demonstrates this quality by being the sole person asleep all 
throughout the performance. and being left behind when everyone else l1as 
gone. 

~Ve should not pass too quickly over the very fact that for the Athenians 
(lram<l w<1s a11 essenti<1ily, and itrtensely, co111petitive event. It ""''as jlrdged by a 
careJuUy selected panel of citizen judges whose actions could later be legally 
scrutinized for their propriety. And it is dear that the audience as a whole felt 
the panel of judges should take notice of its own collective view, as expressed 
(so Plato and others inform us), by whistling, shouts, hissing, and kicking 
against the wooden benches. The sa111e idea is reflected in comedy through the 
god Dionysos' response to Etuipides' indignant question, when be has been 
overlooked by Dionysos in favour of Aischylos in his judgement of the 'battle 
of the poets' in Hades: 

F:tJR1r1r>ES: i\nd do you dare lc>ok in m}'· face, after that shamefL1I deed? 
010Nvsos: V1lhat's 'st1ar11efLi1'1 if t11e aL1clie1lce tt1i11k it not so? 

(Fro.is 117•1-S) 

Built into the whole experience was the sense that every individual tragic 
treatment of the mythic heritage, and every fantastic comic vision, was press
i11g jts clai111sJ givi11g its 'advice' a11d its pleaSLLre directly alo·ngside oti1er, cont· 
peting visions. This tendency to invite multiple and competitive views of the 
city in its drama ls perhaps one of its most democratic qualities. It is also a 
sobering thought, from our h.istorical perspective, that the competitive struc
ture of Athenian drama consigned many works to oblivion after an unsuccess
ful appearance. Euripides' A1edeia was lucky to survive its placement third in the 
contest o f 431 . This shou ld make us wary of forgetting the many other poets 
who were involved in the lietee compet.itive culture of the ,\theni;111 dr<•matic 
festivals, but whose work did not survive the perilous path of trans111ission 
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through antiquity and beyond, except in the most fragmentary form. Success
ful contenders from the fifth century include Ion of Chios, Sophokles' son 
lophon and the Agathon immorta lized in Plato's Srmposion. ~Vhile the fourth 
century-long regarded as a period of rapid decline-produced poets like Asty
damas and Theodektes who were nn1ch ad1nired and long reread. The situation 
is even more extceme with comedy, given the survival in substantial form of 
ortly a single fifth-century poet. But Aristophanes' direct predecessors and 
rivals, Eupolis and Kratinos in particular, were giants in the field (the latter won 
six first prizes at the City Dionysia, three at the Lenaia), deing 1nuch to forge 
the very shape and content of Athenian political con1cdy. 

Dithy ramb was the first event on the programme (see Ch. 2, p. 81)- Dithy
ramb had for decades contained elaborate narratives of stories largely or 
entirely unrelated to its recipient god, Dionysos, and was in this parallel to 
tragedy, which to some ancient observers already see1ned to have 'nothing to 
do with Dionysos'. And there was a fair degree of productive influence between 
genres at the Dlonysia from an early elate. One dlthyramb by the i,>Teat Ke;1n 
11oet Bakchylides- his Theseus (poem 18) of as early as c.490 BCE-is ;1 dialogue, 
in song, between a chorus of Athenian citizens and their Leader, the mythical 
King Aigeus, father of Theseus. This generic nlixing ha.s its counterpart in an 
aspect o f the audience's perspective Lhat it is difficult, if not impossible, for us 
to re.create imaginatively: the experience of witnessing a set of performances in 
four verf different but related styles over a number of days~lithynimb, con1-
edy, tragedy, and satyr play. 

Thus, even before their drama had begun, the Athenians had been.inun<l<ited 
with rwer>ty sung narratives of divine and heroic n1ythology in these dithy
rambs. )v1oreov.er, the emotional and psychological temperature had been fur
ther raised by the keen competition between the nibc-s for the prize in these 
two even ts-and it has been arl)ued that the audience ill the tl1earre was actu
ally arranged into wedges of seat~ belonging to each of the ten tribes. The next 
day was (prob<ibly-again, most details are open to debate) entirely con1-
edy's: five indjvidual plays hy different poets. The next, and climactic, three full 
days were for tragedy. Or rather, for tragedy and satyr play. For most of the 
classical period, each of the th ree tragedians chosen to compete (a decision 
resting in the hands of a leading city off\cial, the Arkhon Epon)•mos) presented 
their audience with three twgedies followed by a single satyr play. In Aischylos' 
day, the three tragedies often fanned a trik)gy in the sttong sense that they 
presented a continuous, connected narratjvesequence, as in the case of our sole 
surviving example, the Orestein (made up of Asnmemnon, the libation Bearers, 
the Erimenides). Even the satyr play, thcProteris, n1ay have had some connection 
to the tragic story- though a somewhat oblique one, since it seems to have 
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dealt witll an e1>isode in the return home from Troy of Agamemnon's brother, 
Menelaos. 

It is important to recall the arrival of the satyrs at the end of every grand and 
gruelling tragic production. Satyr play-'playful tragedy' as one ancient critic 
dubbed it- shared with tragedy its heroic cast, as well as much of its language 
and conventions; and U1e actors may well have used the same costumes tlwy 
wore in the immediately preceding dramas. Uut to these were added, in every 
case, a chorus of satyrs, those 1nythical ithyphallic creatures of the wild, half
man and lrn lf-beast (equine or caprine) who frequen tly attended Dionysos. 
llcdonlsts and masters of misn1Je, obsessed with wine and the pursuit of all 
physica l pleasures, the saty rs also show a surprising In tellectual curiosity-they 
arc experimenters and explorers. A common motif of their drama was the 'dis
covery' o f important items of culture: musical instruments, products of metal
work, lire, perhaps even woman herself (Pandora). '!'hey were also instrumental 
in conveying the great gilt of Dionysos-wine-.-i nd the means of its produc
tion to mortals. As Richard Seaford has put it, '!"he satyr Is an ambiguous crea
ture, cruder than a man and yet somehow wiser. combining mischief with 
wisdom and animality with divinity.' 

It is very difficult for us to gauge the impact on the audience of this satyric 
finale, but the sudden d1ange of gear, the injection of riotous Dionysiac satyr
dom Into the elevated world of heroic tragedy, must have served an important 
psychological function. Gn1otlonal 'release' fro m the Intensity of long hours of 
tragedy is too simplistic an explanation by itself, though surely one factor 
bcllind this arra ngement. The satyrs' energetic and gro tesque explorations of 
the machinery of G!'eek culture will have been another Important attraction of 
this fOul'th Dionysian 1)erformance. And anoU1cl', the way in which it brought 
performe rs and audience alike into an intimate relation, at the end of each day, 
with a mo re joyous, boisterous, masculine, and rather less threatening side of 
U1e worship o f their god. 

The City Dionysia alone thus needed five new comedies, nine new tragedies 
plus three new satyr plays every year {not to mention the twenty, much shorter, 
dithyrambs}-most if not all of which, it was normally expected, would never 
be performed again. This demand for so many entirely new large-scale per
formances was something unusual in the context of ancient Greek poetic pro
duction. By the start of the fifth century epic was prndomlnantly a genre o f the 
reperformance of a limited number of canonical classics {see pp. 53-4). Tu·ere was 
to be sure a vast range of poetic composition taking place in connection with 
all manner of social and religious occasions, but the 'literary' culture of classical 
Atbens J'eprcsen ts a quite new direction ;ind scale of production. Unusual too is 
its pl'opensity for innovation and diversity. We have already seen the radical 
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nature of tragic form as drama, as myth 'made live'. In fact, all of its distinctive 
features are innovatory: its deployment of many formal elements whlch, 
though found in separate usage previously, were never combined as Uiey are in 
the complex manner of drama {choral song. including a range of formal hymns 
and other songs from specific contexts, like victory songs, wedding songs; Iam
bic verse; the mask and so on). 

Also innovative was the technology of the stage itself, a completely new 
space which encouraged experiment. By about 460 the major step had been 
taken to intJ'odttce at the back of the open acting and dancing area a stage 
btrllding, or screen (skcnc), with all the possibilities it offered as a device to 
represent the face of any manner o f bui ldings (royal palaces, caves, military 
encampments, the homes of 'ordinary' citil.ens). Th is introduced a powerful 
dynamic between closed and open spaces, between the visible and the Invis
ible. Soon a device to reveal the secrets of this interior space was developed (the 
ekkyklema); another (the mocl1a11e) to exploit the uppt?r register usually reserved 
for gods over the top of the stage building. The stage-front itself probably saw 
the development of illusionistic scene-painting on movable and 'disposable' 
panels. All of these innovations may seem tame to a modern audience brought 
up on the hyper-technological entertainment culture of films or musicals, but 
they must have been radical, even shocking innovations in their time. From 
the comic side, the demand from the audience for constant originality and 
innovation is formulated by the cho rus in Aristophanes' M10111e11 in A.1semb/Jr. 

~fake sure }'Our r>lans 
are quite original in word and deed. 
(l"ltls audience hates t<> see old stuff served up again!) 

(II. 578-80) 

The drive to innovation and experiment evident in the Athenian theatre 
parallels the restless energies of AUtenlan society as a whole in this period. The 
stereotype of the Athenian character put In the mouth of a Corinthian by the 
historian Thoukydides surely has some core of truth: 'given to innovation and 
quick to form plans and to put their decisions into action ... bold beyond their 
strength, risk-taking beyond their better judgement ... ' (1. 70). 

The spectators, the chorus. and the drama 

\111hen they referred to themselves as an audience the Athenians tended to use 
the term theatni or the related tJ1e/lmel/Oi- 'spectators' or 'watchers'; their 
theatre, the theatrol/, was litewlly 'the place for watching'. This emphasis on the 
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'spcc1a1orial' is crucial. Much of drama's power lay in its e1nphatically visual 

quality, on Lhe shared experience of ils rllearai In witnessing what went on on 

s1age. And drama was, in an important sense, also a communal act of 'self
rcgard'. 

In its shape and size, lhe tlleatro11 focused and Intensified the attention of an 

unpreceden1edly large group. Plato writes of 'more than thirty thousand 

Greeks' in the LhcaLre, and even when modern scholars have deflated this exag

geration by as much as half (see above pp. 102-3), we are left with a gathering 

on a vast sca le by ancient standards. The audience sat in '' slightly more than 

semicircular spare that fanned out, prob<>bly in wedge-shaped blocks, from the 

level area where chorus and actors performed. The rows of seats were fairly 

steeply raked up the natural hillside. so th<tt the considerable distance separat

ing 1hose se<ited towards the back and the acting area did not adversely affect 
their line of vision. This spatial arrangement also meant, significantly, that the 

audience 'looked at itself to a large extent. In the bright open-air theatre in the 

early Athenian spring the tlieatai could very easily see their fellows all around 

and opposite them. This physical reality of 'self-observation' was matched by 
the nature of the performances: lhe business of 'self-.scrutiny' was at the hean 

or classical dramatic experience. 
As I have already stressed, the technology of the stage encouraged •isoal 

experiment. Although we depend on the meagrcst sources to conjure up the 

visua l dimension of drama, it is abundantly clear that a good deal of the impact 

or both tragedy <ind comedy was visual. Dramatic co~tume was an object of 

special fascination and, particularly in the case of corne<.ly, son1etimes of stun
ningly Ingenious construction (one c<in on ly wonder at the dress that brovght 

10 li fe comic choruses of cities, frogs, birds, waspish judges, islands .. . ). The 

costumes of tragedy may have presented the Athenians with a degree of lavish
ness and exotic luxury they did not often sec, given 1heir supposedly austere 

habils of normal dress. The luxury or Persian and other 'barbarian' ways was 

paraded before them, the majesty of the gods themselves evoked, the wealth 

and splendour of heroic kings, queens, and tyrants. 'Silver vessels and rich 

purple fabric are suitable for tragedies, not for life,' as a fourlh-<:cntury comic 
poet puts it (Philemon, fr. 105). 

But the visual dimension of drama and drama1ic costume in particular were 

much more than a matter of dazzling the eye. Costume was a crucial resource 

for evoking the other peoples and other places where dramas were set, and as 

the genre developed, the very business of taking on a costume and playing a 

role lrsclf be<'ame an incre;isingly fruitful thematic device. Euripides notori· 

ously dressed some of his heroes in rags. ;ind used lhls 'shock tactic' to pursue 

dramatic reOection on issues such as the gulf between appearance and reality, 
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between innate character and socially constructed status and identity, on the 

nature of fiction itself. His Hele11 Is the most breathtaking example, with its 
'i>vo' I lclcns, one phantom, one real, Its royal Menelaos in rags, its escape plot 

Involving disguise and deception. Orama here used its own conventions to 
reflect on and, at least by Euripides' day, to question the conventional in 

society. 
In many con1edies on-stage role-playing and costume change are central to 

the plot. Athenian won1en elaborately disguise themselves as men, even take a 

con1ic lesson in ho''' to speak anti 1act' li ke 1t1er1 in order to i11filtrate tile 

Assembly and so take power in tlw city (Wo111e11 i11 Assembly). Their leacler. 

Prnxagora-'Mrs Public Action'-has c11 lled them together in the opening 
scene, with aU tl1e 'props' of rnale attire, fi lched from their husbands-men's 

shoes, walking-sticks, cloaks; one has even let her under-arm hair grow and 

lanned her skin to look more masculine. Rut women have no experience In 

public speech: 

But that's precisely why we've gathered here, 
to rehearse our lines before the meeting stans. 
So get your beard anachcd without delay. 
And likewise anyone else'> who's practised speaking. 

(JI. 116-21) 

Dionysos himself in the Frogs dresses up as Mc1akles (if not very con
vincingly) to descend, as Herakles hacl, 10 I lades. In a spectacularly sclf
consdously (meta-)theatrical manner, Oikalopolis in the Achar11ia11s ritlcs 

through Euri.pides' entii:e theatrica l wardrOIJe and conics away as the tragic 

hero Telephos so that he can speak with added pa thos as a wronged beggar-king 

before the <ingry Acharnians. In tragedy, Orestes regularly uses disguise in order 

10 pull off his planned murder of his mother and her lover and restore himself 

to power in Argos-<lressing up, In Alschylos' Libatio11 Bearers, as a visiting 

stranger 'with all the equipment' and even talking of putting on an accent, 

'Imitating the speech of Phokian language' (lines 560, 564). In Sophokles' l'lli

lokteres, under Odysseus' direction a sailor stages an elaborate 'mini-drama' to 
try to deceive the wretched Philoktetes Into leaving Lemnos with them. The 

manipulative and deceptive potential or role-playing is explored here, and it is, 

significantly, rejected by the outcome of events. Although tricked by this 'plot' 

into leaving, Philoktetes' departure Is prevented by an attack Of h is painful 

illness at the last minute, and the experience of witnessing this at c:lose quarters 

profoundly troubles the young NcopLolemos: 

NF:or·rot.Etvtos: It's r)Ot jt1st 11ow a po-.vcrful k..i.n<i of j)ity for thi.s inan 
has come upon me; ll started long ago. 
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Pli1LOKT£T£s: Take pity on me, boy: don't make yourself the object of 
n1e11's abl1se for tricking me. 

(965-8) 

Neoptolemos is so moved by this spectacle o{ suffering that he confesses the 
deception and pron1ises to stand by the o ld hero ag;iinst ;iU the den1ands of his 
superiors and the needs of the Greek army. 

Role-playing (appropriately) perrn.eates that roost Dionysiac of dramas, 
Euripides' Bakc/wi. The god of th.e .mask himself masterminds the whole drmna 
as its 'stage manager' fro m the Jirst words oft.he prolO&'Ue when he announces 
he wilJ h imself be disguised as a 'Lydian stranger' (lines l -S). Under the influ
ence of the 'new' god the o ld fo rmer king Kadmos and blind see< Teiresias dress 
as bacchants. And, at the critical question o f the 'stranger'- ' Are you not cager 
to be a spectator of maenads"I' (line 829)- the young king Pentheus, enemy of 
the god, submits himself to an elaborate 'cross-dressing' as a won1<t11 on stage, 
under the god's direction. In fact h is clisguise will prove worthless, and he 
himself, perched in a pine-tree, will become the obje~-t of the <ittention of aU, 
and the centre of a horrific and 'real' drama, not its distant spectator (see esp. 
line 1075). 

Complete inundati(?n b)' the visual im.age, especially the moving image of 
fi lm and television .. is so much part of the modern vVestern culturnl experi
ence that it requires a gu:at effort to imagine the profound psychological 
impact of seeing the 'theat.ricalir.ation of myth' fo r the fust ti.me, to see those 
familiar but distant figures of myth and religion live and breathe before the 
eye. This radical shift into ii form of performance that Pl<1to would la ter call 
'full mimesis'- ('imitation')-see p. 18<t-escalated to an altogether new level 
the intensit)' of the emotional charge of Greek poetry. And conservative 
critics like Plato regarded this as<• setiouSl)' invasive psychological and moral 
threat for its audience, <1t best allowing them to indulge in 'shameless emo
tions'. We he<ir of audiences spellbound, or weeping at the performances of 
epic (see p . 54), where the only visual in1pact was that conjured up in the 
iroagin<1tion of the listeners. But drama took the further, eno rmous step of 
enacting and showi11g the actions of its heroes. The accounts we hear of the 
audience's response are correspondingly 111ore intense. Theatai are 'stunned' 
or 'struck' . Aristophanes' comic Euripides accuses Aischylos of 'blasting them 
out of their wits and astounding them' (Frogs 962). One of the most famous 
tragic actors of the late fifth century, Ka llipides, supposedly prided himself 
on being able to fill the seats with weeping multitudes (Xenophon, Sympo
sion 3. l l) Ao apocryphal story e~en tells of women m iscarrying in fear at 
the sight of the Erinyes in Aischlyos' E11me11ides. Even though apocryphal, 
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stories of this sort suggest the remembered or imagined impact o f SU<;h spec
tacles on their original audience. 

There were of cour~e limits oo wha.t was shown. Physical vio.le11ce on stage 
was slight, though not unknown. Aias in Sopho kles' Aias delivers his last., 
i11U11enscly moving speech to an empty stage (the chorus having, ironically, 
gone off in search of him), and at its end he tJuows h imself o n the sword he has 
planted upright in the earth. 

Tl1e s layer stands so it will be its sharpest, -
if I've tile ti1ne for s1.tch a calctilation: 
a gift of Hektor, the most hated man of all 
I e\•er met, rr1ost loathsorr)e to look upon. 
Soil stands fixed in the enemy soil of Troy, 
freshly shatj)ened b)r the irc>n~de,1ouring \<i1hetstone. 

I fixed it there, and earefully set it out 
to brlng Ulis man file comfort of quick death . 
So, I am well equipped. 

(11. 8 15- 23) 

Whatever was actually shown to tile audience, this is certainly an on-stage 
suicide, and the great body of the dead hero remains there for much of the re.st 
of the play, t() be fought over by his brother Teukros and h is enemy 
Agamemnon. 

The aL'IS of most extreme vio lence, especially those of death (as in the case of 
t.he wo men who go inside to end their lives) or mutilation (as in the case of 
Oedipus' self-blinding) are nearly always concealed from the audien,e'sgaze by 
taking place behi nd the stage-front. But such concealment at tile critical 
moment has the effect of il)tensifying their impact; and what is not shown on 
stage is described after the fact by messengers, often at great length and in vivid 
detail. 'How? Tell us, how?' i.s an o ften-repeated reguest of the chorus on hear
ing the report of a death, and it triggers a verbal cavalcade. The messenger from 
in.side the palace w,bere Oedipus has blir1<1ed himself frame.s his account with 
the.se words: 

~Vhat deeds am I to tell of, you to see! .. . 
He shouts for someone to unbar the gates 
and to display to Thebes the parricide . . . . 
... these \\1ou.11ds a.re greater 
than he cari bear- as you shaU see; for lookt 
They draw the bolts. A sight you will behold 
to n10\1e the pit}1 e\•en of an enen1}1 • 

(Oedi/111$ 1}'mW1QS 1224, 1287-8, 129°3-<S) 
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A cornplex interplay between the visual and the verbal is cn1cial to drama and 
its power. 

At their ~ragic perfornwn~ces the Athenians ga thered together to witness 
'grand' b11t teuible actions: violence and suffedng of all kinds; the trampling 
underfoot o f accepted values; the abuse of social relations, especially troubling 
when, as so often, they are those especially strong ties that should bind phi/oi or 
one's \ Jose circle' of fam.iJy and friends together. Rather, brothers fight and kill 
one another, p<uents kill child ren, and children parents, wives deceive and kill 
their husbRnds. i\nd yet there was beneli.t to be derived fro1n such things: the 
1>ower of horror, and o f fear, could be beneftcial. A sense of order, of the proper 
boundaries to be observed in relations with one's fellow man and with the 
gods, could be built, in part, from a controUed conten1pl<1tion of their disn•p
tion. The general point is made by the Erin yes (Furies) in the concluding play of 
Aischylos' great Oresl'eia. Turned at last fro111 their fury at their defeat in the trial 
of Orestes by Athena's persuasion and her offer of an hopo.ured role in the city 
of Athens as promoters of fertilit)' and civil o rder, the Erin yes are given the right 
to exercise for the good of the city of /\thens the principal of 'beneficial fear'. 
They sing of 'a place where the terrible is good and needs to stand as silent 
guardian on watch over the mind' (f!,umenides 51.7-19); <1nd, when Athena 
remarks at the very d ose of the trilogy on 'the great advantage for my citizens 
from these terrifying faces' (lines 991- 2), we might think too of the advantages 
being gai ned by the citizens o f Athens in their theatre fron1 these 'terrible foces '. 
of tragedy. 

As the earliest critics of drama t>0inted out, and as Athenian <1udiences knew 
from the start, this beneficial spectacle o.f suffering and disorder was also pleas
um/1/e. There is a p leasure to be derived from confroritiog disaster, terror, and 
crises personal and public that are without any real comfort or practica l solu
tion, from having ex trern~. dangerous emotions aroused, temporarily and arti
H.cially, in a 'safe' environrnent, the context of the special time of the Dionysiac 
festival; and from experiencing all this in a highly wrought artistic form of 
language, of crafted speech and song, that was full of poetic bea\1ty and power. 

In this connection, one of the important roles of the chorus is to act as a kind 
of 'internal audience'. 1bey are always close, physically and emotionally, to the 
horrors of each drmna . Often they are ried to the suffering protagonists by 
powerful bonds ofloyalty, dependence, and fr iendship. And yet, like the audi
ence, however much they are affected by the fate of the individual heroes, they 
themselves are in1n1lme from serious danger. Though they o[ten have good 
cause for fear dllting the cou1se of a play- the women of Aischylos' Suppliant 
l'\10111e11 arc the best example, 1>ursued as they are by their vio lent and threaten
ing cousi ns-<'horuses never die and are seldom in di rect physical danger. They 
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spend n1uch of the time watching. commenting, responding, both emotionally 
and rationally, to what they see arid hear. And in this they offer the audience a 
set of possible models for their own responses. The views of the chorus are only 
ever partial, as they have no special access to some greater knowledge or higher 
truth: it is wtong to see them, as was once fash ionable. as ' ideal' spectators, or 
even as the 'voice of the comm unit}". They do sometimes represent a general· 
ized response of a wi.der collective, a kind of normative o r expected reaction, 
b11t more often than not they are made up of groups who could have no real say 
in the formation of 'community opinion'. They are very often women, some· 
times slave women, or foreigners, o r frail old men well beyond their physical 
prime and perhaps even marginal politically, or even, rarely, divine or semi· 
divine creatures (such as the Okeanids of Aiscl1ylos' Promet/1e11s). It is on ly very 
rarely that they are the kind of adult male members of a citizenry that we might 
expect to serve as the mouthpieces of an authoritative, communal view. 

Important unwritten 'rules' govern just how much distance there needed to 
be between tile world of the contemporary audience's immediate experience 
and the world of tragedy. The worst horro rs of tragedy were not allowed to 
come too close to Athens: tragedy, on the whole, happens elsewhere. Early in 
the century, the tragic poet Phrynichos produced his Destr11clio11 of Miletos, a 
'h istorical' tragedy which dealt with the capture and annihilation of the Ionian 
city oftvfiletos by the Persians only a year or two earlier. MHetos was a city with 
which Athens had close ties o f kinship and culture, and its destruction was a 
matter of collective grief and, si nee they had given little assistance in the hour 
of need, probably of guilt. This subject proved quite litera lly 'too close to home' 
to be turned into tragedy for the Athenians. Herodotos tells us that the entire 
audience in the theatre burst into tears, the work was banned and the poet 
heavily fined 'for reminding the Athenians of troubles close to home (oikei r1 
kakt1)' (6. 21. 2) . 

The scenario of Phryn ichos' play was perfectly 'tragic'. At its cen tre was !lie 
destruction of a city, with the in tense pathos that evoked for the city-centred 
Greeks, the obliteration not onl\' of lives, but of ancient traditions, its famous 
temples and oracular site, noble public buildings, roads and ancestral lands; the 
horror of ensl;wement for women and chiJdren, and of death for men. In later 
traged)' the city of Troy would return time and again to the stage as the iconic 
eitample of the sacked city. But unlike Troy of the heroic age, Miletos was a 
Greek city li.nnly within the conten1porary orbit of ;\ thens, and the spectaele of 
its destruction on stage lacked the necessary 'safety gap' that could make the 
intense emotion pleasurable and valuable for its audience. 

flcrodotos' account of an audience response to a specific dranw very eady in 
the fifth century is precious indeed. Lts SlTess on a shared, basically undiffercn-
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tiated en1otionaJ reac.tio11 is striki11g1 aJ1d is confirn1ed in general terms ·by one 
of the (highly parodic and exaggerated) 'character types' sketched by Theo
phrnstosover a century and a hall later. This 'Disgusting lvfon' (11) is described 
as the type who when 'at the theatre wiU applaud when others cease, hiss actors 
whom the rest of the audience appreciate, and raise his he<•d and belch when 
the theatre is ·silent so that he may make the spectators look around.' ~Vbat 
niakes this so effective an example of 'disgusting' behaviour is the way that it so 
ostentatiously and systematically runs against the grain of the group theatrical 
mood and response. This was a collective and communal experience. 

Such other evidence as we have suggests the Athenian theatre audience as a 
whole could also have a generally ac'tive, noiSy, demaoding, even unruly char
acter, so much so as to have needed a special kin d of 'theatre pol ice' (rlwbdou

cl1oi or 'rod-bearers') to maintain order. '1\udience pa.rticipation' was especially 
important for comedy, and in more tilan the form of the punctuati ng rhythm 
of laughter at the right moments. Applause is actively solicited, for i.nstance, fo r 
their poet by the chorus of K11(~/1ts: 

raise a great tl1111ltlt for t1i 1n a11d send f)irt1 
a good hearty Le11aia11 cJa1JJour, 
s<> that our lX>et can depart rejoic.:irl.g and successful, 
radiant with gleatniog . . . forehead. 

(JI. 546-SO) 

At other tin1es, however, the instruction is to pay attention or not to interrupt, 
' to restrain yourselves and not hiss' (nrnok.les, fr. 19) as a cbara~ter tries to 
expl<1in something. The audience as a whole-and itS representative panel o f 
judges in p<uticular-is regul;nly cajoled, bribed, Oattered, o r ttireatened into 
voting for" comedy: 

I'd like to make a little suggestion to the judges: 
let tl1e \o;ise, ct1i11ctf11l of ot1r -...;isdo111, ''Ol'c for J11e; 
Jet those who enjoy a gooct laugh, vote for me for my jokes: 
so it's basically all of you I'm telling openly to vote for me. 

Don't J:>erj ure yot1rsel\res, b11t al\Va)'S j11dge tll~ chor11ses fairly. 
Don't bet1avt'. 1ike l1ad 1tvhores ''•ho earl only ever re:rllen1ber tl1eir last custo111ers! 

(lV01Jre11 i11 1\sse,nbly 1154-7, 1160-2) 

'Cc1ed' responses were sometimes vital to the progress of the play, as when at 
the start of the Wasps a slave has the audience guess who it is who is suffering 
from the 'strange d isease' inside the house (lines 67-73). The fact that these 
'guesses· are preserved in o ur texts of the play. and that tlley are prompts for 
jokes at the expense of the (well-known) figures who make them. shows that 
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the scene was not really one of impromptu interaction bet1veen stage and audi
ence; but it also suggests that more and Jess formal levels of this interacl1on 
were i:nvited rather than avoided in comedy. 

A theatre for political issues 

Nietzsche wrote that 'the Athenians went to the theatre in order to hear beauti
ful speeches', and a lthough not the whole story, this captures an important 
truth which needs to be set alongside the visual in1pact of drama: most of its 
serious work was done with words. The use of crafted speech in public contexts 
of debate and performance was cenlTal to all Greek society, from at least 
Homeric times on (see Ch. 6). And classical Athenian society gave <1n especi<1lly 
privileged place to the spoken word, for the institutions at the heart of its 
democracy were run by words. Crafted speech was so vital to the operation of 
the democracy that it has been aptly dubbed 'the political tool par excellence' 
(Vernant) . Jn the Assembly, the Council, and the elaborate court system, all the 
major decisions affecting the most powerful city in Greece, as well as the lives 
of many beyond it, were taken by citizen 'audiences' after weighing up the 
arguments put before then1 by speakers. As the democracy developed there 
developed with it an increasingly sophisticated cultu re of speech makers <1od 
consumers, of arguers and assessors o( argu111ent. This is a vital part of the 
context in wh ich we need to place drama's relentlessly ar&>t1mentative char
acter, its ot)sessio11 ,,rjttl words. 

This is no d ry, intellectual or purely rhetorical concern. Rather, drnma itself 
was for the Athenians a political institution (in the broad sense of 'political') 
which cou ld focus attention on the meaning.of complex key terms in the city's 
political language, and scru tinize the power of language in operation, either in 
the serious key of tragic debate or through the absurdist debunking of comedy. 
Drama became a forum where the huge, unwieldy, and often unanswe.rable 
questions generated by the ra1>id changes in society in the fifth century could 
be raised. Those changes set the Athenians on a psychological course that 
''eered between euphorie con fidence and deep-seated self-doubt, and it was 
<ibove all in their drama that they found a p lace to confront and explore these 
tidal shifts. 

Tragedies often centre around a key social concept, or set of concepts: 'just
ice'-in tl1c Ore.stein, 'pov1,1er' in the PrcJ111etl1ez1S, 'lav•t1 or 'custom' i11 tt1e i\t1tigor1e, 
'desire' and 'self-restraint' in the Hippolytos. And all the resources of tragic lan
guage, with its in1mcnse powers of <11lusion <1nd compression of mean ing, set 
up a kiod of 'debate' through each drama around these ke)' concepts and show 
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a light taking place over the mean ing of the words characters use. For instance, 
the radical con nlct of the ArJ/igo11e is explored through language which, ironic
ally, shows that the opposition between Antigone and Krcon is not in fact 
absolute, tha t neither of the two opposed atti tudes can by itself be right until it 
grants to the other its due place. Throughout the play, Antigone appeals to a 
concept of religious custom to justify her burying the brother who had died 
leading an army against his own city. Hers is a notion of religious custom 
attached principally to the family, and centred around the private, domestic 
heanh and the cult of the dead (llnes-152-00, 519, 908). At the same time, the 
leader of the city, Kreon, justifies his ediet requiring the death of anyone who 
attempted to bury the 'traitor' by appeal to the law- the law of the city and its 
gods. However. even as they stand against one another in irreconcilable oppos
ition, Antigone and Kreon ~e the very same l;mguage to describe the principles 
they support. For Antigone, the term 11omos means the 'custom' o f burial and 
respect due to the family's dead: to Kreon the very same word is the 1aw' of the 
city. The two use the same term> 10 describe sharply opposed ideals. Yet the 
very fal't that they do so suggest> to the auu ience that their positions in fact 
converge-or must conver8e-<1t a certain point. It is ch<lfacteristic of tragedy 
that this full recognitio n of the multip licity and complexity of meaning and 
values is o nly achieved by the audience, not by the protagonists themselves 
(hence much ' tragic Iro ny'). Sometimes the cl<ish of meanings <1nd values that 
is pl<lyecl out in this way IS also a d ash o f the past with the present, of an older 
1Jrinciple with a more 'modern' 0 11e. Th is to some exten t ls the case with the 
A11tiso11e. For the ' l<lw' which Kreon endorses is very much a civic J<1w, a Jaw of a 
polis (Thebes) wh ich also has ma11istrates and gener<ils and is at least to son1e 
extent remi niscent o f the conte111pornry city of 1\thens. By setting up " drama 
of language in this way between past and present tragedy will h11ve been a very 
productive means for Its audience to reflect on the n<1ture of concep ts centTal to 
thr ir lives in a world o f great change. One could not e<1sily institute a debate in 
the busy practical dcmocraHc ;\sscmbly on the changing nature of justice, or 
on lhc conflicts developing betwl>en the claims of tbe family and those of the 
city. 

At the most basic level of form drama shows ils atlac-hment to a culture of 
speech-making and debate: from 1he rapid-fire exchange of single lines of con
linuous dialogue (known as sticllo111ytl1ia), to the scenes where characters 
deliver long, rhelorlcally complex speeches to explain their position and justify 
their aetions, often answering one another point for point like opponents in an 
Athenian court (see below, p. 196). The most famous example is one of the 
earlieSt and mosl influential of all tragedies, lhe fully-fledged 'court-room 
scene' in the third play of the Om1eit1 of Aischylos. Here the very creation by 
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lhe goddess Athene of one of Athens' courts, the Areopagos, is depicted in 
mythic lhne, its fi rst case the trial o f Orestes for the murder o f his mother. 
Athena selects 'the best of my townsmen . .. to decide th is issue in accordance 
with the truth' (lines 487-8). and they listen in silence to the arguments of 
Apollo for and of the Erlnye> againot Orestes before casting their votes. The 
debate as to whether killing a husband, father, and king is worse than killing a 
mother, is made to turn on the nature of'pare.ntage', with Apollo claiming that 
the father Is In fact the 'tn1e' parent of the child ('the parent is the man, who 
mount~'), the mother little more than 'a stranger who preserves a stranger's 
offspring'. However we are 10 imagine the impact of such arguments on a fifth
century Athenian audience (and there are good reasons to believe they may 
have found them more credible than we can easily imagine), it is clear that the 
dramati1.ation of the process of decision-making serves an immensely import
ant function for the city of Athen;. This tragic myth of origins serves to exalt 
the majesty of an important institution and its power to remive conflict, a 
conflict that threatens 10 engulf all Athens in violence. And th is it does a t a 
time (458 BCE) when the real city of Athens was still shaken by th reats of 
internal discord following on recent further democratic refonns o f its institu
tions, Including the very court of the Areopagos. The myth ic story thus served 
to stress the vital importance to the citizens of taking their democratic 
respo nslb11 1ties as assessors of arguments seriously indeed. And it also serves to 
warn th<1t the operation of such institutions was always perilously fragile, thal 
persuasion was never ra r fro m vio lence, and that clear decisions acceptable to 
all parties .,,,ere 11ever easily \\10.r>. 

Nearly half a century i<1ter traged y still conti nues to show its concern with 
the power and problems of language. In Eurip ides' Trojan lNomen of 415 therr 
is, h Q\\1evcr, 111 tle or 110 sign of tile t-:autio11s OJ)ti1nis1n or ()ride of tile Oresteia, 
and the aud ience is, as often in Euripides, left with an overwhelming sense o r 
the fa11u re of argument and debate to achieve justice. In the central scene of the 
play Meneiaos judges the c;,se for and against his errant wife Helen . Helen 
speaks first, dcfenutng herself before her husband, the captive queen of Troy 
Hekabc, and the women of the city about to be carried off to slavery. In a 
rhetorical 1011r de force Helen blames Hekabe herself fo r the misery about them 
for having given birth to Paris, her seducer; and ;-upp<lrts this with an assertion 
that the goddess Aphrodite is to blame, and none can fight a god. Hekahe 
answers these arguments with a rationalizing attack on the story of the judge
ment of Paris: 'Why should the goddess Hera have such a desire for the prize of 
beauty? ... or was Athena hunting for a marriage among the gods-who 
sought from her father the gift of virginity, and fied the marriage-bed? Don't 
make the goddesses out as fools to give your crime a fine appearance' (lines 
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976-82). Deploying a word-pla)• (impossible 10 capture in translation) based on 

lhe similarity in sound between U1e name of the Greek goddess of desire, Aph

rodite, and a word for folly, ap/1rosy11e, Ille queen shows herself just as adept as 

1 lelen in all the modern techniques of rhetorical argumentation: 

You looked at him, and sense went Cyprian at Ul<• sight, 
since Aphrodile is nothiilg bu1 the human lust 
r1nmed rightly, since the ~'t'ord <>f li1st beglrt:. t~1e go<l's name. 

(II. 988- 90) 

Eastern \.vCaltl1a11d111c11, sl1e adds, \\1eL'e \\fl1at f-lcle11 \\•nntecl, not tl return to her 
S1>artan husb;incl (lines 991- 1022). These speeches teDect the interest it > the 

spcci<>lizcd and controveisial techniques of argument refined by experts in late 

fifth-century Athens, m<1.sters of rhetoric known (111ai11ly by their detractors) as 

Sophists, who claimed to be able to <1rguc any case, to defend seemingly 
indefensible and controversial positions (see pp. 145-<i and 167-70). TI1ey 

show the medium of public debate infected by a cleverness and rhetorical skill 
whose logic is perversely divorced from the real moral issues at stake. }.;fenelaos 

at first concurs with the chon1s' judgement that his wife mUSt die, only to 

retract his deci.sion to stone her at once with 1he proml>e to put her to death 
when back 1n Argos. Yet, as the audience knew from their Odyssey and, like the 

internal audience of this scene, from the behaviour of Menelaos when faced 

with his beautiful and persuasive wife, Helen will li ve on unpunished. In the 

e11d all the sophistications of rhetorical language foil to secu re the least pun

ishment for the won1<1n who is held to have <·a used the extreme suffering seen 
all through the play. 

Comedy also m;ide extensi\•e use of the forn1s of public debate to press its 

own cla ims as a voice to be heard in the public realm. VVe looked earlier at the 

scene o f the Acl1amin11s in which the comic hero OlkaiopoUs defends himself 

before a 'jury' of angry old farmers, drawing on all the reserves of poetic 

techniqu~mic and tragic- to put advice b<.'fore the audience concerning 

the contemporary political scene !hat was In its way fundamentally as serious 

as the lessons of tragedy. The ~Vasps on the other hand is entirely centred on 

the political institutions of Athens, in particular the system of popular courts. 

The chorus is made up of old men who fill their panels, taking their daily pay of 

3 obols and lording it o'1er anyone who comes before them: 

If you l'boroughly inspccl us, you will fi nd in :ill respects 
'l'hnt in ""ay of life and hat>its we arc very n1ucl1 like \vasps. 
In the first plate, there's no crcalurc, once provoked, 
More sl1\lrp-S})irited tl1a n we, rlOll C 1liorc co 111·0 r1 k(!rol1s. 

120 I POWERS OF HORROR AND LAUGHTER 

And to make a living we are very well equipped, 

For we sting everybody and procure a Uveliliood! 
01. 1102-5, 1112- 13) 

r'Or all the mileage that i.s made from parodying the foibles of the Athenian 

court system, and especially of its judges as obsessive, power-hllllgry vindictive 

n1en in it for money rather than from a sense of civic duty, the most potent 

critical fire in this comedy is d irected at misguided citizens like Phllokleon 

('Kleon-Jover') and the po liticians (Kleon above all) who misguide them with 

their f1<1ttering rhetoric. Far from being tl1e mighty Zeus-like (line 619) man of 

power that PhilokJeon fooclly imagines he Is as he sits in court, Jn reality, his 

son <1rgues, he is a slave, receiving a pittance while the politicians who hood

wink him put away massive bribes (see eSi>- lines 665-72, 682-5, 703-11) . At 

the core of comedy's powerful and complex political criticism arc the concerns 

of speech and persuasion: 'You're bambOozled by that kind of speaking, and so 

you choose that kind of s1>eaker to rule you' (line 668). 
One of the most important formal features of old comedy that permitted 

its poet to address his audience more directly, often on matters of con

temporary political and poetical cone\!rn, was known as the parabasis

literally the 'coming forward'. This occurred after the main conflict of the 

play had been established. The actors have left the stage and the chorus, 

p robably through its leader, adopts the stance of its poet, and often his very 

voice. Although to modern eyes this can seen1 a rather odd interruptio n of 

the dramatic flow, tt has the effect of powerfully linking the world of the 

ur;1ma with that of the external world of political and social reality. fn the 

/1flm/Jflsis of the Achan1iflns, for Insta nce, we fi nd in addition to further abuse 

of Kleon-

never shall I be found 
to be, like that man, a wretch and a bugger 
in matters of state 

(IL 663-4) 

~'claim for the poet's powers in a more 'choral' '1oice: 

Fame concerning his daring has already reached so far that, 
\Vheu the Great King icstcd the Spartan embassy, 
J-lc first asked them which side prevails with ships, 
And then whi<:h side this poet rebukes; 
For he said that these men have b¢comc much better, 
:\11d \VOuld tcit1111ph In wor, possessl11g tl1is c<>unsell<>r. 

(II. 646- 5t) 
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Comedy established for itself a place In the cily from which it could exercise the 
twin ideals of isegoria and parrlresia. Basically, these are resp«tively the equal 
right of any citizen lo speak and give advice; and an ideal of 'open spe«h', a 
willingness to bring any matter, however sensitive, before the people. It is no 
coincidence that comedy was given a formal lnslitutional place in the competi
tion of the City IJionysia in 486, a year known for important democratic 
reforms in lhe city, including the introduction of ostracism, a means for remov
ing a political 'tall poppy' by a mass vote of the citizenry. 

Who was there.? 

All that we have seen thus far of dram<1's context and content shows us a poetry 
aimed al the citizens (the politai) of Athens, at those for whom the weighty 
mailers of responsibility, of leadership and judgement were intensely live 
issues, and for whom the control of language was crucial because they alone in 
the community exercised the power of using language 'politically'. Much else 
supports this idea that the citizens were the 'target' audience of drama, that it 
was their own special form of education, self-scrutiny. and entertaining reflec
tion. In comedy, for instance, speakers often address the audience as 'l'vfen of 
Athens'. the same expression employed in the As>ernbly and courtS where none 
other than fully fledged citizens were ;illowccl. And the fact that citizens (only) 
could receive a small <:ash distribution from th()lr loca l de me administrati<)n to 
;isstst their <Htendance in the tl1et1t.ro11 also very >trongly >uggests that this was 
perceived ;is ii kind of civic duty directly ;11wi<lgous to sitting as a judge in a 
court or attending the Assembly. 

Of course the audience could never litera lly constitute the citizenry of Ath
ens. Although tbe theatre was ver)' much larger than the space where the 
Assembly met, it did not have the capacity to admit the entire citizen body. Also. 
we have seen that foreigners attended in some nmnbers; and we know that 
men sometimes took their sons with them (an early inculcation in some of the 
'big issues' of adult life). On the other hand, It ls also clear that some Athenians 
were unable to auend. We should remember that some Attic farms were more 
than thirty miles from the city. In this connection, the long Peloponnesian \<Var 
(431-404) made a powerful impact on the theatre audience and hence on the 
nature of theatre itself and the drama il left behind. The official Athenian pol
icy, to abandon the countryside each sptil1g lo lhe enemy and depend largely 
or1 i1nr>orted grai11 a11d the l)0\\1er of l h~ 1'\t'I\'}', sav1.r l l1ot1sa11ds of cot111try· 

dwellers move Inside the city wall s. The most obvious theatrical response to 
this change is Aristophanes' Jlc/wrnian.<, which takes this calamity as the 
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starting-point for its pro-peace fantasy, and this helps explain its idealization of 
the rustic life. 

Nor was the theatre audience an entirely undifferentiated mass of democratic 
equals. There were front-row seats reserved for Important officials, military and 
civic, for prieSts, foreign dignitiaries, and men honoured by the city for special 
services. There also seems to have been a special zone marked out for the fifty 
presiding members of the Council; and possibly for the year's 'ephebes', the 
Athonian adolescents on military service just prior to becoming full members 
of the adult, citizen community. Tile special place physically accorded the cph
ebes in the theatre has generated interesting speculation about the orientation 
o f tragedy in particular around 'ephcbic' concctns. It is certainly true that many 
tragedies seem to speak of tl1e problems and perils facing a young man on the 
point of adulthood. One thinks of the dcpiclion of Neoplolemos in Sophokles' 
Pl1ilokteles, the young 'cadet' faced with his first serious •campaign'; or of the 
numerous tellings of Orestes• ordeals, ever returning to the stage to daim his 
proper place at the head of his household and city, but having to do so through 
the extreme and deeply problematic path of matcicide, a crime whose justifica
tion seems less and less sound as Its tellings proceed across the generations of 
tragic poets. Another 'difficult ephebc' is Hippolytos, the companion of 
Artemis and eternal hunter (a very ephcbic activity), whose refusal to recognize 
Aphrodite and take on the responsibility of adult sexuality (that is, to cease to 
l>e an ephebe) is at1 important clement In his tragedy. At the very least a strong 
case can be made for the impact on tragic drama of this special segnJcnt of I ts 
auclier1ce. 

Despite this clear civic focus o r drama, it is one of the extraordinary cl1arac
teristics of the tragic stage that ils plays were regularly set in places other than 
1\thens and populated by non-Athenians. This means by non-Athenian 
Greeks-Thebans and Argives figure 1110Sl proininently in our surviving plays
and by barbarians, whether from the very edge.sof the Greek world, like Thrace, 
or well beyond it, as with the many Persians, Phrygians. and Egyptians who 
appear. It also means by non-AU1enian women; and in general by figures whose 
social status put them above (kings, tyrants, even gods) or below (slaves) the 
level of the Athenian citizen. Some of these groups, we have already seen, were 
sometimes part of acn1al dramatic audiences In Athens. It remains to see how 
far this inclusion of 'others' in the audience and drama of Athens may have 
extended. 

!'art of the explanation for the fact that most tragedies are not set Jn Athens is 
the 'safety-gap' argument (sec p. l lS above). Not only did this arrangcrnc1ll 

give Athens the satisfaction of seeing tragedy happen off their soil: a more 
rigorous, even relentless examination of soci~I and moral problems was 
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possible if they were not seen to fonn part of the city's own mythic past. The 
other side of this coin is the way that when Athens or Athenians do appear in 
tragedy, it is generally in a highly positive light. The end of theEumcmides is the 
classic example, as the polis of Athena en1erges as the place where the disas
trous history of self-destruction of the royal house of Argos can at last be 
resolved. A less subtle case is the way the venerable epic story of the 'Seven 
against Thebes', the campaign of Oedipus' son Polyneikes and his followers to 
recover power in his ancestral ho1ne, acquires in Euripides' Suppliant }Vomen an 
entirely new sequel in which the Atheni<1ns now take cenire stage, in the c;ip
acity of protectors of the weak and defenders of the sacred rights of burial. llut 
as ever with tragedy, things <ire not quite so straightforward . ~Ve need thln.k 
only of the way that, after the terrible murder of h.er owo children, Medeia flies 
off from Corinth, entirely free from punishment, to a safe haven prepared by 
her earlier in the dr<nna-in Athens! 

INe can safely rule out the presence o f non-Greeks in the theatre audience. As 
Edith HaU demonstrated i.n her classic study, 'the barbarian' in tragedy was a 
6.gure of the imi1gin;ition cre<ited for the tragic stage, a negative embodiment of 
;\thenian civic ideals. 'Barbarians' as a group perpetrated all the social and 
pol.itical crimes like incest, polygamy, sacri lege, despotism ,and having women 
in power in strict opposition to which 'the Athenian' defined his own ethical 
and politi.cal position. Once again, the Athenian remains the proper recipient 
of the dramatic message. 

The case o f metics is significantly different, as is that of slaves. Metiq were 
almost certainly in the audieJJ.ce, I)erhaps in some llumbers, given that many 
were City-dweUers. Me\ics were non-Athenians, immigrants usual!)• from 
other Greek cities who had certai n. rights of residency in Athens, but no polit
ical rights, :ind various obligations to the city, including a special poll-tax. By 
the middle of the fifth century the metie population was large, and it played 
the leading role in conducting Athens' burgeoning trade ;md comn1erce. 
'tvletic issues' are central to a nun1ber of tragedies. Jn Aischylos' Suppliant 
Wo11wn, for instance, the Greek cit)' of Argos, which despite being ruled by a 
king is depicted in marked.Ly democratic colours, is faced with the weighty 
proble1n of whether to extend help to a group of outsiders. The Danaids, the 
daughters of Danaos who have some hereditary dahn to the support of Argos 
through their Argive ancestor lo, have fled there from E&'YPI to escape the 
violent courting of their cousins. It is clear that to help them will involve the 
community in war, but the Argive assembly is shown as accepting this possi
bility and granting the young women a kind of melic status (line 609, cf. lines 
994-5) . This decision is presented as morally upright, but the fact that these 
'metics' will indeed prove such a source of trouble for the city makes of the 
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tragic treatrnent a complex rumination on the values and dangers of dealing 
with such outsiders. 

The Erin yes o f the Eumenides offer perhaps the best example of the issue as to 
how to incorporate potentially troublesome, and beneficial, outsiders. Athena's 
solution to their continuing anger aftecthe acquittal of Orestes is to find a place 
o f honour for these ancient goddesses within the city that will see their powers 
turned to the benefit of the city: 

J foresee-the !lowing course 
of tin1e \\•ill t)ring greater honours 

to these Jll)' citize11s, ail<I if yot1 have a place 
of honou1 by tbe palace of Erechtheus 
an endless line of men and women will present to you 
gifts you would never get from any otber race 

(II. 852-7) 

In Athena's own language this offer transforms the Erinyes into 'metics': 

Nov.• yoL1, 
descendants of Ktanaos, keepers of this city, 
)'OU n1ust lead ttiese l1onoured im1nigra11ts lr11etoikoil; 
tl1e citize11s 1nt1st learn to tJ11derstand 
their riches 

(II. LOIO- t3, cl. I. 10l8) 

And as a visual marker of this new condition whose significance WO<lkl nor 
escape the audience, when the Erlnyes participate in the great procession with 
which the entire trilogy closes, they put on crimson robes and march off stage; 
just as 'real' metics did when they joined in the 111ost important procession of 
Atheni.an religious life, that of the J'anathenaia. ~Vhat 111etic.s .in the audience 
made of th is we can only speculate. Were they honoure_d at the analogy that 
saw their status-group depicted as a source of prosperity and security for the 
glorious future of Athens? Or, rather, offended by the reminder of the manipu
lation and deg1ee of control exercised over them, at the extent to which for all 
the benefits they brought the city, they w·ere firmly placed as 'second-class' 
citizens? This seems to be another case where the presence of this significant 
group within society, and within the theatre audience, has affected the con
cerns of some dramas, but where the 'message' is still principally for those with 
the power to nwke real-life decisions, with responsibility for managing the city 
and all its inhabitants. 

Much the san1e point could be made for that even more sile1it and powerless 
group in Athenian society, slaves- we know some to have been in the theatre, 
but only in the capacity as attendants of their masters. In real life, .slaves had 
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virtually no agency. '111ey were the legal pvssessions of theic owners, and 
regarded by so1ne at least in dehu manizing terms as little mor~ than mechanic
ally usefu l items of property. 'by nature' incapable or the power ofjudgemeot 
that was central to the identity of the rree citizen. Yet they have an extraordin
ary prominence in drama, tragic and comic, where they can take on active roles 
of great consequence. It is easy not to notice how challenging a figure tlle slave 
Xanthias is in Aristophanes' l'rogs. I iis prominent and active role appears to be 
an innovation in the comic tradition, where slaves' principal functions had 
hitherto been to ret the scene in expository prologues, and to serve as objects of 
'amusing' physical and verbal abure. Xanthias, however, dominates his own 
master, Dionysos, makes a fool of him, and ends up having him beaten by the 
doorkeeper in tlades. This innovation in the con1ic slave may in part be a 
responre to the fact that in the previous year a large number of slaves had been 
freed becaure or their contribution as rowers to the desperate Athenian war
effort ln the battle cf Arginousai. The Athenians may have been forced to 
reassess the possibilities of this largely silent group, even to question the 
'naturalness' and permanency or that sharp and deep divide between free citi· 
ze11 and slave. 

The prominence of slaves in tragedy suggests that here too drama was a 
means for 'thinking through' issues that found little scope for expression else
where. And, altho ugh from the mouth of a comic caricature and not the real 
poet, the Euripides of Aristophanes' f'ross claims he was 'doing the democratic 
ll1ing' (line 952) by letting the slave talk as much as mistress, master, young 
woman, and old . The shepherd-slave of Sophokies' Oerlip11s 1'yl'atmo.s is revea l
ing here. For this man ls a crucial link in lhe drnma of Oedipus' life, and vital to 
his knowledge of it. Only he knows the scc1·et or Oedipus' birth, because against 
all the normal expecta tions of the proper behaviour of t11e slave, he had taken 
the momentous decision, entirely on his own account, to ignore the order to 
expose the l>al))' Oedipus. Similarly with the Nurse of the Hippolrcos, a slave 
with dangerous rhetorica l proficiency (see esp. lines 433-81 ) who takes the 
initiative, explicit ly prohibited i>y her mistress, of revealing Phaidra's passion 
to Hippolytos, with all the t raglc consequences that follow. 

A few co1Hemporary voices claimed that Athenian democratic conditions 
had obliterated or at least blu rred the distinction between free citizen and slave. 

\\'e should take such claims with much more than a grain of salt, but the 
importa11t 1>0i11t, a~ far as dran1a is co11cernet.1, i> this: the ne\.\11 more open 
conditions of Athenian democratic society had shaken social expectations and 
accepted norms to such an extent that claims of this sort could at least be 
made- and that there was less complacency about the (suppoS<'dly) 'natural' 
order of social status. 
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Women at the theatre? 

I have left the most lrllriguing and difficult case till last. \.Vere women pan of 
the theatrical audience in Athens? And if they were, what imp.1ct did their 
presence have on the works produced there? Were they close to the model of 
the male viewer, active partiC'ipants in a moral, emotional, and intellectual 
event that was central to their Uves as Athenian citizens? Or was their involve
ment more akin 10 that of the metic or slave, in that their 'presence' as a hugely 
significant sector of society at large had a major influence on the images shown 
in the 'mi rror' of drama, while those images were still intended for an audience 
of citizen viewers? 

We can begin from one point of certainty. ~\/omen made no contribution to 
the theatre in an active, creative cap;icity. There were no female tragic or comic 
poets in the classical period, no female actors. Medeia, Klytairoestra, Phaidra, 
the hundreds of ·young women' chorus members, goddesses, and s laves who 
crossed the stage were all acted by men, an extraordinary case of cross-dressing 
(fitting for Dionysos) on a gwnd scale. Nor so far as we know did women play 
any o ther part ln the organization or the contests, as producers, musicians, 
trainers, o r the like. In this 1nost basic sense drama was 'men's work', and the 
words of every impassioned female in drama were the words o f men, from a 
111al~ n1outl'I. 

\•Ve simply arc unable to answer the 'hacd', factual question as to whether 
wonwn WCl'e present in the audience. f or decades scholars have squeezed the 
same few pieces of evidence for all they might offer, but the result has only been 
a lack of consensus; and a genuinely a111bivalent picture exnecges. At a min· 
imum It is possible to say that, if women did attend the theatre, our sources <ire 
surprising!)' u11cica r on the fact (whereas they <lfe not on the m<itter o f foreign
ers, for i11stancc}. And this is significant in itself. For jt is consistent with a 
ge11eral policy o f s ilence with respect to 'good' Athenian women, a policy most 
famously formulated by the 'l'hucydidcan Perikles in his address to the war 
widows: 'Great is your glory if )'Ou do not fall below the standard which nature 
has set fo r your sex, and great also is hers or whom there is least talk among 
men whether for praise or in blame' (2. 45). 

A glance at a couple of the more Important pieces of 'evidence' will show just 
how elusive an answer to this question is. The relevant texts axe from comedy 
and Platonic dialogue, and are thus both very slippery and fax from straight
forward as evidence for what actually went on in the theatre. Comedy is in the 

habit of totally reshaping reality for its own ends, while Plato is notoriously 
biased against thc<111e, indeed against nearly all poetry, on broadly moral 
grounds. In a scene of Aristophanes' Peace, Trygaios' slave is throwing barley-
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groats to the audience at his master's instructions, in part because a sacrifice 

Is about to take place, and grain was thrown as a preliminary ritual act at 

saoifices, but in part also In keeping with the comic practice of getting the 

audience on side by distributing ' refreshments', usua lly fruit and nuts. The 

slave ir1for111s l1is 111ast('r that 'tJ1ecc isr11t a man i11 tile audience wl10 <loe~r11t 

have barley' (and, cruclnlly, the Greek word for 'barley' is a.lso slang for 

'penis'). 

TRYGAIOS: Bui I he women didn't get aJl)'· 

SLAVE: The men will give It to them tonight! 
(ll. 966-7) 

From this some deduce that women were there in the theatre, but perhaps o ut 

of reach of the ballistic barley, at the back or far edges. Equally energetic are 

those who argue it proves they were 1101 there, and that It shows r<Jther that they 

were at ho me (where their husba•lds would return to 'give Chem their barley· 

after the performances were over). Supporters of this last line cite a passage 

from the Women nr the Tl11!S111ophoria where a woman complains about 
F.uripides' '1nisogyny': 

Where has he not yet slandered us women. wherever 
there are audier1ccs. tragedies aod choruse$. 
calli11g tis adttltercsses and man-crazy, 
t\•i.ne-ripplers. traltore)ses, (.'l1attcrboxes, 
good-for-nothings, the scourge of husbands. 
No"' as sooll ~s tl)ey C<>1ne ttorne frOJll t11c bencl,cs 
they give us st1s1>ic:lous looks and im111ediately start seal'ct1i11g 
the hOLlSe for a tlidde11 lo,•er. 

(II. 390-7) 

Firm foundations cannot be built on such shifting comic ground. And the 

'strongest' passage of Plato Is hardly more secure. It is from a dialogue largely 

devoted to an attack on rhetoric, the Gorgias. Sokrates argues that poets are 

rhetoricians. and he dismisses what they do as 'a kind of rhetoric dite<:ted at a 

public composed of children together with women and men, sl;1ve and free' 

(S02d). Even this seemingly clcilr reference to an audience that includes 

women turns out to be elusive, for Sokrates does not connect it specifically to 

Athens, nor specifically 10 dramatic audiences. More importantly, it is dear 

that Sokrates' overarching desire lo tarnish poetry and the performing arts in 

general bas determined the kind of audience he alleges or imagines it to bave

a hotch-potch which mixes men up with the less than fully human (slave} and 

the Irrational (child, woman}. 
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Apart from passages like this, we de~nd largely on the more general Images 

that can be formed of the character or Athenian society and of the festival. 

These tend to be divided between two schools. There are those who stress, as I 

have, the largely 'political' character of the occasion, and the general tendency 

of Athenian society to lin1it the occasions on which women, espeeially unmar

ried girls, appcined in public. And on the o ther hand, those who stress the 

'sacral' nature of the occasion, and the fact that ll was precisely in the area o f 

religion that women participated and could even play prominent public roles. 

Although we cannot answer the factual question, framing it encourages us to 

make valuable reassessments of our assumptions concerning the nature of 

ancient theatre and sociery. 
We are !eh wilh a powerful sense of paradox. For while Athenian society did 

maintain a high degree of silence about its women. and liked to think or them 

remaining in the shadows of their 'proper' place inside the household, it filled 

its stage every year with women, including many young women, speaking in 

public, taking all manner o f decisions on their own ;1ccount, and putting their 

decisions into action-and not infrequently, actions of the most transgressive 

kind, like the murder of their own husbands and children. Our 'safety gap' 

argument comes Into operation here too. Women on the tragic stage are very 

rarely' Athenian' women. They are distanced by mythic time, by place of birth, 

by their excessively high (di<ine, royal) or low (slave} status. Apart from Kre

ousa, the daughter of the mythic King Erechtheus, and the cn1cial link in 

transmitting the line of m<1ie Athenian kings and proto-citizens (see Euripides' 

Ton), the only example of Athenian tragic women that we know ahout falls into 

the specia l ca tegory of 'sacrificial vi rgins' . They <ire Kreousa's sisters, lhe so

called 'Erechlheids' who died, appare11tly willingly, to save their city from 

destruction (their story w<Js told in the Erecllt/1e11s of .Euripides, of which 

important fragments survive). Far from being transgressive females they are 

thus highly conformist in their devotion to the future of their political 

community. 
Comic Athenian women are a slightly different matter. ~Ve have perhaps one 

or two examples of 'real' Athenian women named In comedy (where hundreds 

of re<Ji Athenian males are re&'lllarly named. and regularly for abuse). But the 

most promising exception proves the rule, si nce it is Lysistrate, ;rnd her 'real 

life' equiv(llent was a priestess of Athena, an entirely honournble nnd public 

function. Comedy docs however preseJ1t generic Athenian won1en with all the 

stereotyp<.-d vices ascribed by n1en to their sex-addiction to drink, adulterous 

sex. and deceit. And while the goals of the schemes they devise, like the peace 

plans of the LysistraLe, often seem to 'make sense' and strike a syn1pathetic note 

with their audience, it is the very impossibility and fantasy of the means they 
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use to promote them-sex-strikes, women taking over power, and the like
which m<1ke them possible In comedy. 

However, just as non-Athcnl:1n men In tragedy offered useful models for the 
Athenian viewer 1hrough which to pose questions to himself, so with these 
'other' women. Tragic women provide an immensely rich array of types and 
scenarios for Athenian men to think through, to worry at, o r to wish away some 
major problems. A recurrent concern of Greek literature, and an obsession of 
Greek society in general, i~ the continuity and purity of the male line of each 
free man's household (oikos). The anxiety is at least as old as Homer, with 
Telemachos' reply to the disguised Athena's question as to whether he is the 
son of Odysseus: 

My mother s.1ys 1ha1 I am his child, but I 
do not knO\V", ~ever yer did any rn3n himself kno\v his O\'ltl parentage. 

(Odyssq I. 215-16) 

This concern certainly did not disappear in ftfth-century Athens. Far fron1 it, for 
now the prize of citizenship, which depended on legitimacy of birth, was so 
much the greater. Th Is is an Important background to the prevalence on the 
Athenian stage of so many talcs of threatened childlessness and the end of 
family lines (Ion, Antigone, Seve1111gt1instT/lebes), of dysfunctional marriages and 
the dangers o f adultery (Ores1eie1, llippo/ytos). 

Women in tragedy a lso act out to the full the male belief that womankind 
was excessively given over to the l)assions, much more prone to being over
whelmed by them than men, whose control of their passions was an ilnportant 
cultural icleaL Thus figures like Phaidra and Stheneboia are shown as ''ictims of 
excessive desire (eros) in a way men on the tragic stage never are. Comparable 
are the many scenes where women give full rein to the exptession of the 
intense pain and su fferi ng that is l'eculiatly theirs as women-as victims of 
male violence in war (Tro/1111 l<\10111e11, llekabe), as wives and child-bearers 
(h1edeia. T<lytaimestra In Agame11111011), as grieving moU1ers and Jamenters for 
the dead (Euripides• St1pplia11t Wo111e11). These passions were attended in real life 
by fear and in some cases (publ!c lamentation, for instance) the)' were subject 
to legal control. In drama they wer<> given full expression, and the disasters that 
followed from them (particularly in the case of female desire) may have served 
to confirm the audience in their belief in the need to maintain a vigilant con
trol over their real-life expression. But they perhap~ also permitted men to 
experience, vicariously, the force of such passions that in the ordinary course of 
!heir lives they resolutely suppressed. This more complex response to the 
' female' In tragedy suits a performance for a god of ambii,'Uous gender. 

Another important set of issues whose dran1atization i.s made possible by 

130 I POWERS OF HORROR ANO LAUGHTER 

traglc women are those concerned with conflict between the public and private 
dimensions of life; where the political, military world o f the city at large con1es 
Into conOICl with the family, with its own partly independent needs and tradi
tions. The city and family, polis and oikos, were certainly not a sharply opposed 
pair of entities In Athenian life. The city was in an important sense made up of 
the many separate households, and to be a citizen required a man to be the 
head of a household. However, as Athens grew as a force in the wider Greek 
world and devoted more and more of its energies (including the lives and land 
of its citizens) to grand military and civic enterprises (above pp. 94-5), areas of 
sharp tension between the public and private realm <lid en1erge. In tragedy 
when women act 'Out of place', beyond their 'proper' domain of the house
hold, they often do so because they perceive some threat to it. And so they 
come fonh from the stage building which so often represents the household 
(oikos), Into the space bl?fore it which is a kind of no man's land bl?tween tbe 
private and public realms. Antigone explicitly signals her entry into this area 
for the purpose of discussing her seditious plar1 with her sister lsmene; botb of 
them, as unmarried young women, are transgressing the moment they enter 
this place: 

I summoned you here outside the gates of the courtyard 
t>ecnuse I wished you to hear Ulls alone. 

(Antigone t8-19) 

Antigone remai ns out of place by venturing even heyond the city walls to tend 
to her dead llrother's body (while the 'good' sister lsmene returns indoors). Yet 
in the outcome this t1·ansgl'cssion by th(' young woman against the order of the 
city in defence or the fam ily ls shown to h;we been to the good of the city itself, 
since it protected it from the pollution of an unburied corpse. (And, in a fonher 
irony, It turns out to have been detTimental to the continuity of her own fam
ily, since her actions led her knowingly to her death, in the face of pleas to 
desist from her sister and promised husband.) 

This curious combination of benefit and danger in the tragic woman is not 
confined to Ant !gone. Even a figtue like Klytaimestra, who must in many ways 
have seemed a nightmarish creation to the husbands and campaigning soldiers 
in the audience, Is not without her complexity and even her claims for sym
pathy. She Is of course the adulteress, the murderer- wielding a sword, like a 
man-of her own husband, the king; and she shows aa 'unnatural' craving for 
the male prerogatives of power, and an equally 'unnatural' ability to acquire 
them through her lntelllgence and rhetorical skill. All of this makes her a clear 
'negative paradigm', a model of the transgressive woman that plays on some of 
the most deep-seated male fears. And yet she is, for all that, allowed to make an 
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eloquent defence of her actions, a crucial part of wh ich is the claim that she was 
acting in response to the attack on 'the glory of our household' (Agamemnon 

208) by Agamemnon who, 

not caring n lhlng al>0u1 it, just as jJ an aninlaJ \''as dead 
from his abundant flocks of fle«y sheep. 
killed his own daughter, dea~t Crult sprung from 
my labour-pangs, to charm away the winds from Thrace. 

(II. 1415-18) 

Even though an Athenian male in the audience would hardly have seen this 
as a justification for the queen's actions, the play does allow the argument to be 
heard, and it supports her general claJm in the way it shows Agamemnon's 
great public, civic enterprise at Troy as a brutal and impious act of wanton 
destn1ction (see above p. 105). So too it allows Klytaimestra to voice her 
resentment of the sexual Inequality that allows the husband to have his concu
bines while the wife must remain faithful (cf. esp. lines 1437-43), a situation 
that was the norm In Athenian society. 

Tragedy is full of such app<irently unacceptable behaviour and arguments 
from the mouths of 'women'. even if real women were not there to hear them, 
these perha1Js more than anything else left their audience with the most chal
lengi11g or a ll their dramatic lessons. 
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4 Charting the poles of history: 
Herodotos and Thoukydides 
LESLIE KURK£ 

History before prose/ Prose before history 

Herodotos and Thoukydldes, the two ftfth-century practitioners of history 
whose works survive, together defined the para1nctcrs of history for the West
ern tradition. Thus, though the books they wrote arc in many ways very differ
c111, they need to be read and considered in tandem. lo the modern world, the 

relative respect and <•ttention the two have received tend to correlate di rectly 
with contemporary notions of what history Is or should be. When 'scientific 
history' was In vogue (mid-n ineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries), Thnuky· 
dides was a hero of objectivity and accuracy, while Herodotos was denigrated 
and pilled for his 1w/'vete and ch ildlike story-telling. In n1ore recent years, in the 
wake of the postmodernist con tention that all truth is constructed, multiple, 
and unstable (as well as with the rise of social and cLtllural history and anthro

pology), Merodotos has come into his own as a model for cultural relativism 
and 'l11lck description', wh ile we have become more and n1ore uncomfortable 

with Thoukydides' pose of subli me objectivlty. In the event, none or these 
modern stereotypes doe.-; justice to Herodotos and Thoukydides; we must 
i11stead, as far as we can, try to reconstruct the historical, intellectual, and 
cultural climate in which the two produced their remarkable texts. 

J-lerodotos came from the Dorian city of Halikarnassos (modern Bodrum, in 
south-west Turkey). We are told that he was born arow1d 484 BCE. He probably 
came from a prominent family and, to judge from the name of his uncle Pan
yassis, one that had intermarried with the native Carian population. We are 
told that he was exiled from Halikarnassos for his opposition to the tyrant 
Lygdamis, and then SP<'nl some lime on the island of Samos. lie also seems to 

The fragme1115 of 1he Crttk hl.Uorlans are cited from f. JaoobJ~ Fntg11w11e der pi«hisllt'lt 

Hi>Wlik<' (t;,ld<"'· l9S<l-69), conventlon•Jly •bb"''iatcd F<Jrll. 
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have spent time in Athens, and eventually participated in the panhellenic 
foundation ofThourioi in southern Italy in 443 BCE. This settlement ulti1nately 
failed because of Civil strife between. those of Dorian and Ionian ethnic affili
ation within tt\e city, a process which Herodotos could well have witnessed first 
hand. It is also usually assun1ed, b<•Sed on the text of the Histories, that Herodo
tos travelled widely in Egypt and the Ne;ir East, though other scholars deny that 
he tra.,,elled at all, pointing to the m.istakes and inaccuracies in his descriptions 
of foreign lands and peoples. I would contend that this is a sterile debate, in 
which both sides apply to Herodotos an anachronistic s tandard of accuracy or 
truth. We must accept the fact that we simply cannot reconstruct in detail 
exactly where Merodotos travelled from his text. 

This is about all we can say about Herodotos the man (n1ucb of it already 
ancient conjecture). As for the Histories itself, the date of its composition is still 
very much an open question. All we can do is establish rough paran1eters. An 
odd speech in Sophokles' Antigo1te (lines 904-15) seems to be an imitation of a 
story Herodotos tells about the Persian wife o f lntaph renes (3. 119). If this 
speech is genuine· and based on a Herod<)tean model, parts at least of Herodo
tos' narrative would have been known in ;\;thens around 442/1 (the prob;ible 
date of Antigone). 'Ne cannot, however, assume that the story was al•eady ti.xed 
in written form at this time. As for the date of compl.etion. the !<•test events 
referred to in the Nistories fall in the first few years of the Peloponnes.ian War. so 
that scholars have traditionally assumed the completic)n of the Histories (and 
even Hexodotos' death) by approximately 425 B<:f. This span of at least fifteen 
years ·suggests a long process of composition, perhaps in oral form, over an 
extended period of tin1e. 

With the recenr discovery of fragments of Simonides' Elegy on the .Battle of 
Plataia, we confront the fact that historical narrative very likely existed in 
Greece before 'history'. Indeed, it has been suggested that one of the proper 
generic fonns for elegy in the seventh-sixth centuries was extended narrative 
of the foundation, mythic tradit ions, and recent history of individu<il cities, 
performed at public festivals fo r a local civic audience (see Ch. 2, pp. 73-4 
above). Such narrative elegy ma)' account for some of the poetic production of 
Mimnennos, Kalli nos, l'yrt;iios, and Xenophanes, though <ilmost all the texts 
of this genre of elegy have disappeared, overshadowed by the rise oi prose 
history. Another pn1ctitioner of this genre nrny have been Pany<issis, the uncle 
or cousin of Herodotos, who, we are told, c01nposed '<• history of Ionia, in 
pen tameters, dealing with I<odros, Neleus, and the Ionian colonies in 7,000 
lines'. ln the literary development fro1n Panyassis 10 Herodotos, we see a shift 
from poetry to prose, which entailed simultaneously a sh ift in audience 
addressed. 
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Yet the fact that a(chaic poetry comprehended historical narrative publicly 
performed sbould make us wonder all the more about the development of 
prose history. Contrary to.our assmuptions, history does not require prose, nor 
is it self-evident that prose is the 'na t11cal' medlurn for genres such as history or 
philosophy. If.re must therefore ask why prose genres first developed in Greece, 
<ind what the models were for Herodotos' remarkable undertaking. For Herodo
tos, the 'father of History' (as Cicero called him), conceptualized and wrote his 
work before ' history' existed. What, then, did Herodotos think he was doing? 
And why ill prose? 

Sefore Herodotos, we know that Herakleltos. Anaximander, and other Ionian 
pl1ysiologoi or 'writers on nati,rre' wrote pr<;>se treatises (see Ch. 5, pp. 161-4). 
There were in addition (according to the fi•st-Gentury act critic Dionysios of 
Halikarnassos) a large nwuber of prose wtiters who were earlier or contempor
ary with Herodotos, including Hekataios of Miletos, Akousilaos of Argos, Cha
ron of Lampsakos, Hellanikos of Lesbos, and Xanthos the Lydian. They are 
shadowy figures to us, for whom only fragm.ents and sometimes book titles are 
preserved. Yet even this is enough to give some sense of their themes and 
topics: these writers composed prose accounts of mythology (in all probability 
rationalized), genealogies, local histO•ies, hi.stories of individual peoples 
(entitled, for example, 'Persian Things', 'Lydian Things', 'Gre.ck Things' (Per
sika, Lydiaka. Nel/anika) ), Annals or Horoi, and geographical treatises (the P1,,·i
egesi.~ or Periodos Ges). In his topics, Hekataios (the only one from Dionysios' Ust 
of earlier writers Mcrodotos mentions by name) is representative of the whole 
group: he wrote two books, a Gcmea/ogiai and a l'eriodos Ges (in two volumes, 
'Europe' and 'Asia'). The first sentence of Hekataios' Genealogiai sounds the 
same self-confident critique of earlier traditions that occurs later in Herodotos 
and Thoukydides: 'Mekataios ot Miletos narrates (mutlreitai) thus; I write these 
things as they seem ro me to be true. For the stories (logoi) of the Gre.eks ace 
many and ridiculous, as they appear to me' (l!GrH 1 F la). Wherever we ha"'e 
fragmentS o f these authors, their dialect is Ionic, whether they derive from 
Ionian. Aeolian, or Dorian cities, suggesting that Ionic rapidly became the 
proper dialect for the early logopoioi ('prose writers' but also 'narrators of logoi, 
stories'). The fatt that Merodotos (fron1 Dorian Halikarnassos) composed his 
Histories in Ion ic affiliates him with this group of writers, as also his use of the 
term /Jistorie, ' research, enquiry'. does. It is to this word that we owe the tenn 
'l1istOij1

'. 

It is worth quoting the assessment of Dionysios of Halikarnassos on what 
distinguishes Herodotos' work from that of h is predecesso•s and contemporar
ies among the early Ionian historians: 
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All of these showed a like bent In their choice of subjects .... Some wrote 
treallses dealing with Greek history, the others dealt with non-Greek his
tory. And they did not blend together these hlstorlc-s (into one work}, but 
subdivided them by nations and cities and gave a separate account of eacb, 
keeping In view one single and unvarying object, that of bringing to the 
common knowledge of all whatever records or traditions were to be fow1d 
an1or•g tltC natives of the individual natlonnlitie~ or !;tates, \Vhether 

recorded in places sacred or profane, and to dellver these just as they 
received them without addi.ng thereto or subtracting therefrom, rejecting 
not even the legends which had been bellevccl for many generations nor 
drarn•ltic tales \Vhic l1 seen1 to n1en of tJ1e prc.scnL 1imc to l1ave a large 

n1easurc of silliness . . . . 111 co11trast to t l1esc 1ncn, lierodotos of lialikarnas

sos ... expanded and rendered more splendid the scope of his subject 
1l1t1tt~r. Not clei,gnir1g to .. vrite the histc>ry of a single city or a single nation, 

but forming the design of comprising within a single treatise many varying 
d<'Cds of p<.>0ple of Europe and Asia, he started with the Lydian empire and 
brought his history down to the Persian Wars and narrated in a single work 
the history of the intervening period ... (Dlonyslos, 011 Tlt0t1k}'flides, ch. s, 
trans. iv. K. Pritchett) 

Dionyslos' remarks suggest that Herodotos shared the methods and interests of 

his predecessors and contemporaries, but conceived his work on a much more 

global scale, synthesizing different strands of local and ethnic history into a 
complex whole. 

Between orality and literacy 

Like the other Ionian logopoioi, Herodotos' work took shape on the cusp 

between oral tradition and written record. Throughout the period of the Ionian 

historians (approximately down to the rime of the Peloponnesian War), Greece 

was still largely an oral culture, reliant on tradltlonal oral means of preserving 

and transmitting knowledge and social norms. ·nius, when the /ogopoioi 

researched the distant past-in the form of founding stories, genealogies. o r the 

ultimate causes of Greek-Barbarian conRict, wl1ich l lerodotos traced pack to 

Krolsos- they were almost entire!)' dependent on oral Lraditions, storv and . ' 
anecdote. Hcrodotos might, of course, have had at his disposal the written texts 

of all lhc logopoioi who preceded him, but significantly, he mairitai.ns a fiction 

of pure orality. I le never cites earlier written 'researches• as such, although we 

know from severnl later authors that o n many occasions (especially in his 

account of Hgypt) he horrows ftom Hekat<tios (according to one source, even 
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Herodotos' striking formulation 'Egypt is the gift of the Nile' comes from 

Hekataios). 
And just as the logopoioi depended to a great extent on oral sources, they 

probably presented their work in oral form, even while they also committed it 

to writing. Such a 01odel of combined oral and written dissemination is implied 

in Hekataios' opening sentence, which uses first the solemn Homeric verb 

mllllteil<li ('tlekataios speaks thus authoritatively ... '), then immediately shifts 

to grapha (' l write'). L<1te sources (Plutarch and Lucian) preserve accounts of 

Herodotos' oral performances at Olympia or Athens. Their portrayal of Herodo

tos' activities is he<ivily influenced by the slightly later prnctices of the Sophists 

(I llppias, for example, famously gave ora torical displ<1ys at the panhellenic fes

tival at Oly1npia; cf. Ch. 5, p. 168), and yet, given what we can reconstruct 

about 1-!erodotos' sources, period of composition, and milieu, the idea of some 

kind of public performance is not implausible. Especially if we envision Hero

dotos' text taking shape over a period of decades, it is easy to imagine him 

honing and polishing different parts of his narrative through oral performance. 

At some point, though, Herodotos committed the entire narrative to writing, 

thereby producing a mammoth, comprehensive text that was itself far too long 

ror public performance (modern estimates of the time required to read the 

llistories aloud range from twenty-four to fifty hours). It needs to be 

emphasized that, at the time it was composed, Herodotos' text was uniquely 

and prodigiously long (about twice as long as the Iliad or Odyssey). The com

parison with the Homeric poems may well be relevant, for in their case we 

possess oral compositions that had over time become too long to be contained 

in the performance context of a bardic recitation accompanying a feast (see 

Ch. l , pp. 36-45). It may be that Herodotos was partly im-pired by the sca le of 

Homeric epic. 
In llerodotos' tirst sentence we find evidence both for his Homeric concep

tion of his project and for the convergence of oral and written methods that 

shaped his text. Herodotos begins, 'This is the display of the research (historie) 

of Herodotos of Halikarnassos, in order that the things done by men not 

become faded in time (cxitela), nor the great and marvellous deeds, some dis

played by Greeks, others by barbarians, come to be "1thout fame (aklea), both 

the rest and why they came into conflict with each other.' Herodotos' choice or 

the adjective ak/ea ('without fame') links his work v.ith the tradition of epic 

poetry, which characterizes itself as klea rmctro11, 'the fames of men'. Kleos, 

'fame' (derived from the verb k/11ei11, 'to hear') is essentially oral remembrance 

preserved th rough time, the highest <1spiration of the Momcric heroes (see 

Ch . 1, pp. 34-5 above). In add ition, lierodotos' formulation ' this is the display 

of the research' (lt istories 11potlexis /retie) puts the emphasis on the public oral 
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performance of his findings; indeed, the ve rb fro1n which the noun apodexis is 
derived itse.lf occurs in the same sentence, to chawcterize 'the great and marvel
lous deeds displayed' by Greek and barbarian alike. This verbal repetition 
implies that Herodotos' work is a sigriificant public performance, on a par with 
the great deeds it chronicles. 

llut if these terms affiliate the Histories with heroic epic and oral forms of 
commeinoration through performance, other elements of the preface align 
Herodotos' text instead with written monuments. Thus the adjective 'faded' 
(exitela), which is co-ordinated with ak/ea in a para.Ile! clause, is a metaphor 
apparently derived from the Greek practice of highlighting the letters of 
inscriptions with bright-coloured pigment to make them more visible. Exite/os 
describes the fading of the p igment, so that from a distance the inscribed letters 
see1n to disappear. Along with this term, we should note the slightly odd syn tax 
of the firs t clause of the sentence: Herodotos does not say, 'Herodotos of 
Halikarnassos displays (or displayed) these researches.' Unlike Hekataios before 
him or Thoukydides after hiln , ~lerodotos is not himself the subject of his first 
sentence; instead his name figures in the genitive, with the presentifying deic
tic hede ('this here present') anached to the noun apodexis. This construction 
resembles nothing so rnuch as the fonl) of early inscriptio ns, which 'speak' 
from the position of the object inscribed, while they characterize their absent 
owners in the genitive and the third-person ('this is the cup- or the tomb- of 
so-and-so'). That is to say, the syntax of Herndotos' first clause is predicated on 
the connection made between reader and text in the absence of the author. 

The echo of epic kleos in 1-lerodotos' first sentence is significant, and J!Oints us 
towards nrnny o ther affiliations and influences on his pro ject besides Ion ian 
/listorie. We can see Herodotos' epic aspirations in his monumental narrative of 
a greC1 t '''ar bet\vee11 Easl' a11d \ ·\lest, as ill partiCLLlar mo11)e1lts: like hi:; catalogue 
of the invading Persian forces (7. 61-99), and his characterization of the twenty 
Athenian ships sent to assist the Ionian Revolt as the 'beginn ing of evils' (5. 97. 
3, echoing the characterization of Paris' ship that carried off Helen in the fliad). 
In addil"ion, it is worth noting that while Herodot<>S ()nly ever merition s two 
Ionian logopoioi by name (Hekataios and Skylax of r<acya nda), acchai.C poets <ind 
sages figure prominently in his text. Thus Hecodotos mentions five Qf the 
canonical nine lyric poets (Alkaios, Sappho, 1\n<ikreon, Pindar, and Si.monides; 
cf. Ch. 2, pp. 75-84), as 1vell as Acch.ilochos, and Ario n who, be reports, first 
composed and taught dithyrambs in Corinth. Even moce striking, Herodotos' 
lirst book contains extensive anecdotes about Si" o f the tradition<il Se,•en Sages 
(Bias of Priene, Pittakos of lVfytilene, Thilles of lVliletos, Chilon of Sparta, 
Periill1dros of Corinth, Solon of Athens, while the seventh, Anacharsis the 
Scythian, 6gures pro1ninently in bk. 4). lVfost famously, the encounter of Solon 
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and Kroisos early in book 1 i.s widely agreed to be progran1matic for the work as 
a whole, even while sign ificant echoes of Solon's own poetry have been 
detected in the speeches Herodotos puts in his 1nouth . If Solon is to be read as a 
1nouthpiece for Herodotos (as many have argued), perhaps we should see that 
ventriloquism as part of Herodotos' own con1petition with the Sages as 'per
forn1ers of wisdom' (cf. Ch. 5, pp. 158-61). 1-lerodotos' text vies wi.th these 
figures.even as .it appropriates their authority. 

The Histories furthermore includes a great deal of 1naterial that might have 
circulated for a long time in purely oral forni, purveyed by traditional story
tellers and oral remembrancers (logioi and m11emo11es in Greek). Such normally 
ephemeral ·~peech genres' for oral perforrnance would comprehend miracle 
stories (for example, of mysterious superhuman figures who assist in battle, 6. 
J 17); dedication stories (for example, how a particular object came to be dedi
cated, I. 50- l ); o racular narratives (for example, how a riddling oracle came to 
be fulfilled, l. 47- 9); and travellers' talcs. Such stories are often fantastic and 
usually partisan (in that they serve and aggrandize the interests of the origina"I 
local audiences). Because his narrative includes such tales, Herodotos has long 
been accused of excessive credulity, but as he himself char<1cterizes hi.s method 
at one po,int, ' I'm obliged to say the th ings that are said (legdn ta legomena), but 
I'm certainly not obliged to believe them all, and let thiS formulation hold for 
th.e entire account' (7. 152. 3). 

Even without this explicit articulation of principle, a careful read ing of 
Herodotos frequently reveals the calculated subversion of one partisan story by 
its juxtaposition with o thers that contradict or undermine j t. To take just one 
example, the sequence of stories about the extremely rich, aristocratic Athe
nian family of the Alkmeonidai in book 6 (121- 31) starts from the denial that 
the)' could have attempted to betray Athens to the Persians after th e Battle of 
lvfarathon, insisting that they had always be.en great 'tyrant-haters' (I?. 121. 2). 
And yet, ·several of the stories that follow ilnn1ediately underrnine this claim, 
tracing the sources of the family's fantastic wealth back to the favour of an 
Asiatic despot (Kroisos, 6. 125) and a Greek tyrant (Kleisthenes of Sikyon, 6. 
126- 30; for the term 'tyrant', cf. Ch . 2, p. 63). 

Another form of oral tale that seems occasionally to impinge on t.he text of 
Herodotos is the 'Life of Aesop' tradition. According to late versions of the 'Life' 
which su.rvive, Aesop (in Greek, Aisopos) was a 'fluacian, hideously ugly, 
enslaved to a philosopher on the island of Sa mos in the sixth century BCE. It is 
pointless to ask whether there was a 'historica l' Aesop: already by the filth 
century a whole set of popular stories hao grown up around him, describing h is 
cleverness, his constant outwitting of h.is ph ilosopher master, and especially 
h is use of animal fables for didactic purposes. These tales probably circulated 
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for centuries in oral fo1·m before being committed to writing. Herodotos dearly 
knew the Aesop tradition, since he mentions Aesop himself as the slave of the 
S<11nian ladmon (2. 134), and since, o n occasion, he puts Aesopic fables into the 
mouths of h is historical characters (e.g. 1. 14'1 ). The inclusion of Aesop's fables 
and other 'Aesopika' represented a bold generic mixture on Herodot.os' part, 
since prose beast fable occupied the very bottom of th e hierarchy of ' literary' 
genres that culminated in heroic epic. Merodotos' text in fact incorporates the 
whole gamut of genres, often employed in lronic juxtaposition to one ano ther. 

Herodotos is thus a collector of the logoi of others who aspires to a cor.n
preherlsi,:e account, -but <.ll\vays n1ai11tai11s a Cl'iticaJ dista11ce l>etween llirn:\elf 
and the stories he transmits. As Dionysios of Halikarnassos observes, Herodo· 
tos' great achievement is his ability to synthesize into a single encyclopaedic 
whole all the disparate strands that make up his work-disparate strands not 
only of local histories (Dionysios' focus) bur also of the many different genres 
and traditions, l1igh itn<i I0\\1, ora l and writte11, that 1J1forr11 tlis narrative. 
Ultimately, it seeins that what allows Herodot-0s his ironic distance on his 
material is the fact that, first as prose, and then as written record, his narrative 
is diserobedded from a specific ritual or religious performance context. At the 
saine tirne (and related to this difference in context), Merodotos is free from 
the pressure to produce sin1ply a celebratory narrative that serves the in
terests of any single community- in contrast to historical elegy or the tales o f 
Togioi and oral remembwncers. Instead, Herodotos aims at a comprehensi"e 
panheJlen ic-or even global- account, producing thereby a uniquely cap
acious and complex fext that see1ns to include the entire world as Herodotos 
!>.new it. 

It is easy for us to miss the anoinalousness of lierodotos' account, which 
inheres precisely in his gei1cric n1ixing, ironic detachment, and incdrporation 
of many different, conflicting traditions. In order to appreciate how sta rtling 
these qualities may have been to ancient readers, we need only consult Plu
t<lfch's trea tise 011 tl1e iW11lice of J-Jerodotos. Writing five centuries after Herodot.os' 
composition, Plutarch complains bitterly that Herodotos was a 'barbarian
lover' whose account is filled with 'malice' against the Greeks, since he does not 
prod uce a purely celebratory history o f the great achievements of the Persian 
\'Vars. ·n1e first charge (of ileing a 'barbarian-lover') speaks to Herodotus' even
handed treatment of all concerned- recall that even in his opening sentence, 
I-lerodotos promises to memorialize the 'great and marvellous deeds' of Greeks 
and bmbarians alike. Plutarch clearly also feels that Herodotos hils betrayed the 
Greeks and sullied their greatest ach ievements by his inclusion of the many 
conflicting c.laims and counter-chtims of different Greek s tates in the Persian 
\Vars p roper. 
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Structure and purpose 

What is the structure of the work and what can we infer from this structure 
about lierodotos' purpose in writing? In the 1nost schen1<1tic tetms, Herodotos' 
structure is dictated by the progressive expansion of Eastern empires, first Lydia 
(1. 5-92), then Persia. As the Persian empire expands, coming into conflict with 
ever new peoples, H(•rodotos takes the opportunity to fold into his narrative 
the historie.s and ethnogi;iphies of various peoples conquered or th reatened by 
l'ersian expansion. Thus the Lydian ethnography of 1. 93-4 forms the pivot 
between Lydian and Persian domination of Asia Minor, while book l also 
incol'poratcs the early h istory of the Medes and the history and ethnography of 
Babylon and the !vlassagetai, a.s the Persian King Kyros encroaches against 
them. Book 2 is dedicated to the history and ethnography of Egypt, on the 
occasion of its conquest by Kyros' son Kambyses; book 3 narrates the succes
sion crisis in the Persian monarchy after the death of Karnbyses and the even
tual establishment o f Dareios as Great King; book 4 chronic.les Dareios' failed 
expedition against Scythia, incorporating its history and ethnography along 
the way; book S nMrates the events that led up to and precipitated the Ionian 
Revolt, bringing Greeks and Pe rsians Into direct conflict. Books (,...9 then chron
icle two successive Peisian invasions of 111ainland Greece, the first of 490 BC£, 

repulsed at Marathon (boo k 6), the second, much l<uger, invasion by Xerxes in 
480-479 BCE, in wbich Greek and Persian forces d ashed at Thennopylai and 
Artemisium (books 7, 8). at Salamis (book 8), and finally <1t Plataia (book 9). The 
remainder of the last book narrates the Greeks' taking the initiative and driving 
east against the Persians, and the combined land and sea battles at Mykale in 
lonla. 1-lerodotos' structure th us makes his work a kind of antithesis of the Near 
Eastern Royal Chronicle, wh ich traditionally records as an unbroken sequence 
the effortless and divinely sanctioned·conqucsts of the reigning ki ng. Merodo
tos, by contrast, although he allows imperial expansion to structure his narra
tive, tends to write from the perspective of those who are threatened or con
quered, and shows a particular i.nterest in those peoples who successfully resist 
royal aggression. 

An old theory ofHerodotean composition posited that He.rodotos t~gan, like 
Hekataios, as a geographer and ethnographer and only slowly came tO realize 
that his true subject was the great conflict of East and \>Vest. According to this 
theory, much o f the first hali of the Histories represents the relics of f!erodot.os' 
original geographic project, awkwardly shoehorned into a fran1e-n<lfr<Jtive of 
developing F.ast-~Vest contlict (thus, for exam11le, all of book 2. the histOr)' 
and ethnography of Egypt, would be ;i largely irrelevant digression). More 
recently, however, a unitarian school of read.ing Herodotos Jias niarshalled 
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strong arguments ag;1inst this theory, demonstrating the integral interconnec
tions between the more ethnographjc, wide-ranging first half of Herodotos' 
Historits and the more narrowly focused, historical second half. 

lllu> one pervasive pattern throughout the Histories is the contrast between 
what we might call 'hard' and 'soft' cultures. Hard culrures tend to inhabit 
rough countries with a shortage of wealth and means of livelihood; they are 
under-clvlllzed and usually politically decentralized. Soft cultures enjoy lux
urious living, specialization of arts and skills, they are hyper-civilized and are 
usually ruled l)y strong centralized monar~hles. Paradigmatic hi>rd cultures are 
the Massagetai (end of hook l ) and the Scythlans (book 4); pnradigmatic soft 
cu ltures are the Lydians, the Babylon ians (book 1 ), ar)d the Egypti<tns (book 2). 
In war, hard cultures always conquer soft cultures (as the Persi;ms conquer the 
Lydians and Egyptians), but often themselves become enervated once they are 
exposed to the cultures they have conquered. Thus the Persians start out <ts a 
hard people under Kyros, but become soft from enjoying the fruits of their vast 
ernpire, so that a generation later they are no match for the rugged Scythians. 
Through this pattern, Herodotos elaborates an ethnogrdphic theory of difterent 
peoples which also has a historical dimension. f-or 'hardness' and 'softness' are 
not dictated simply by geography and climate (as they are in the contemporary 
llippokratlc medical treatise Air:\", 1"1lller:\", Places; cf. p. 147 below), but also by 
Lhe interaction of people.~ and hy individual peoples• own deHberate choice 
Lhrough custom and legislation (nomos). In the end, this pattern helps account 
for the •asto11ishing' fact that Greek armies could successfully resist much larger 
invading forces led by Persians in 490 and 480- 479. J\s in the case of the Persian 
Invasion of Scythia (hook 4, wh ich reads In many wnys like a p review of the 
Persian War narrative of books 6- 9). the Greeks are a 'hard' people who (:<1n 
therefore resist the depredations of the now soft Persians. Thus the expansive 
sweep of the Histories' first half establishes patterns that help us understand the 
historical events of its second half. 

Yet the fact that the Persians in Herodotos' conception could go within two 
generations from hard to soft suggests that Herodotos' purpose is not merely to 
explain the past. Many elements in his work (especially in the later books) 
Imply also a didactic purpose that looks to the furure: Herodoros' nanative 
offers a warning to the conquering Greeks not to be seduced in their rurn by the 
lure> of luxury and empire. \'le should remember that 11erodotos himself lived 
through the debacle of Thourioi (where the panhellcnlc colony ran Into dif· 
ticult ies because of infighting between Dorian and Ion Ian settlers) a nd through 
the great y(·ars oft'he Athenian domination or ·empire' (478-4:lO, Thoukydides' 
J'cntekon tactla or 'fifty years'). Indeed, it is clear that he lived in to the first years 
o f the l'eloponneslan War at least. Given this con text, we can see the didactic 
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clement implicit in several vignettes that I lerodotos offers in the closing books. 
·1 here is first the story of the Spartan Klng Pausanias, the victorious commander 
at the Battle of Plataia. amazed by the opulence and luxury of the tent of Xerxes 
captured in the battle. On a whini. he has the Persian king's servants prepare 
their normal royal meal, which he juxtaposes to the plain fare of the Spartan 
s11ssitia. He then calls together the othN Greek conrmanders, as he says 'to 
show them the folly of the Persian. who. when he had such a life-style, c<ime 
<igainst us to take away our miserable fare' (9. 82). In context, Herodotos' narra
!lve can on ly be h eavily ironic, since, as he tells us discreetly elsewhere, l'ausa
nias would, within a couple of years, be accused of plotting with the Persian 
king. dazzled by the wealth and luxury he here disdains (Herodotus. 5. 32, 8. 3. 
2). 

Hero<lotos' dosing vignette of the Athenians Is no better. The very l<1st everit 
he narrates in the Histories is the Siege o f Scstos, commanded by the Athenian 
Xanthippos (father of Perikles). Xanthlppos allows the vengeful Greek popu· 
lace to crucify the Persian commander Artauktes and to stone his son to death 
before his eyes (9. 120). These are acts or 'barbarian• savagery comparable to the 
mutilation of the corpse of Mardonios, which Pausaruas had nobly abjured 
after the Battle of Plataia (9. 78-9). And slgnlficantly, this assimilation of Greek 
behaviour to barbarian norms takes place 'on the shore where Xerxes yoked the 
Hellespont'. Thus the crucified body of Artauktcs marks the crossing-point 
between Europe and Asia, and ominously foreshadows the ways in which the 
Athen ian empire will come to Imitate more and more closely the violent Per· 
si<m regime it was first formed to oppose. Through these anecdotes, Herodotos 
shows us implicitly how the Greeks cou ld be corrupled by their SLLccess, nnd 
how greed and ambition for empire wou ld eventually brea k down their ti:ngile 
alliance and lead to the terriblt! interneci ne conflicts of the later 6fth century. 

Between science and rhetoric: Thoukydides 

As with Herodotos. we know very llttle about Thoukydides' life and back· 
ground beyond what he tells us himself in his Hislbry. One important bit of 
information is that his father's name was Oloros; this is a very unusual name, 
which we know belonged to a late slxth-cent111y Thracian king who gave his 
daughter in marriage to MHtiadcs, son or Kimon (who would later be the Athen
ian commander at the Battle of Marathon). This name strongly suggest.~ that 
the historian was himself a member of !lw family of Miltiades and Kimon, one 
of the wealthiest a nd most prestigious families ln Athens. Thoukydides' wealth 
and noble birth, as well as his Thracian connections, tend to be confirmed by 
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what he tells us bin1self: he was elected Commander (slrategos) in 424/3 (a 

position that still almost invariably went to prominent aristocrats at this time), 

and he was in 424 'in possession of the working of the goldmines on the "lllra

clan mainland' opposite the island ofThasos (which implies lhe acquisition of 

prodigious wealth Crom slave-worked mines; Tlioukydides, 4. 105. J). Probably 

because of his Thra<:'ian con nection s, Thoukydides was d ispatched as leader of a 

campa ign force to this area, cha rged with preventi ng the defection of Athenian 

allied cities to the Spartan comm ander llrasldas. Thoukydides {possibly on his 

first mission as Commander) miscalculated and arrived just hours too late to 

prevent the defection of the strategically Important city of An1phipolis to 

6wsldas (Thoul<ydides, 4. 104-6). Rather lhan fnce the wrath of the Athenian 

people for thjs crucii1I n1ilitary failure, Thoukydldes chose voluntary exile for 

the next twenty ye;irs (as he tells us himself, 5. 26. 5). He wrote the history of 

the Peloponnesian War, starting, as he tells us, when the conllict first began and 

proceeding by sun1mers and winters down to the twenty-first year of the war 

(41 1 BCt). when his account stops abruptly at a se1nicolon in the middle of a 

paragraph. We do not know why Thoukydldes left his account unfinished; ii is 

usually assumed that bis death intervened, but this is not necessarily the case. 

Calculallng back from bis stint as Commander, scholars assume that Thoul.y

didcs was born in the early 4S0s; and he certainly survived the end of the War 

in 404 6CE (again as he tells us himself, 5. 26. 5), perhaps dying in the early 

390s. Thoukydides' text re.veals to us that he was profoundly influenced by the 

Intellectual develop1uents of his day, espccl<illy the Sophistic moveiuent and 

Hlppokratic developments in inedicine. The so-called Sophists were perform

ers, writers, and teachers who clailued to be 11blc 10 impart to students the arts 

e>f rhetoric <•nd pe>lilical governance. Many of them came lo Athens in the latter 

half of the fifth century, drawn by the city's Im perial wealth and by the grow

ing need for political an d rhetorical training as its system of government came 

to depend more heavily on public debate and persuasion. The first great gener

ation, including Protagoras of Alxlera, Hippias or Ells, Prodlkos of Keos, and 

Gorglas of Lrontinoi, were polymaths who systematized many different fields 

of knowledge (e.g .. astronomy, medicine, mathematics, etymology and gram

mar, ethics), but they seem to have had their most profound impact in the 

domain or political rhetoric (see Ch. 5, pp. 167-9). 
They were the first to teac.h rhetoric in a systematic way, dai ming that there 

were two opposi ng arguments {and on ly two) to be uevised on iiny issue (Pro

t<igoras' llfasoi logoi). while they purveyed distinctive styles of t•q;umeot, such as 

the argument fro 111 l.ikcli.hood (eikos). A ristotlc, In the Rl1etoric, offers a vivid 

example of h ow the 11rgument from likelihoe>d could be used in the lawcourt. 

Imagine, he says. that a s1nall man beats up a larger nrnn, who brings hi1n up on 
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charges. In court, the accused argues, 'Is It likely that I, a small man, would 

attempt to assault a much bigger man?' TI1e accuser, in turn, a rgues, 'Is it likely 

that I, a bigger man, would face the shame of this accusation if it were not true?' 

Thus (notice), lhe argument from likelihood can be used in the service or the 

constructionofopposlngargumcntson the same then1e(seeCh. 6, pp. 192-3). In 

like manner, th e Sophists popularized a set or conceptual oppositions which 

could form the basis of opposing arguments: convention vs. na ture (11omo.i vs. 

plwsis), and the advantageous vs. the just (as Aristotle advises, if your opponent 

argues from nature, you shift the groL111d and argue from convention; if, con

trariwise, he argues from convention, yoll argue from nature). The So phists' 

rhetorical teaching as well as their other wrHlngs reveal them to be pragmatists 

and relativists, who expressed agnosticism about divine causes but displayed 

unlimited faith in the power of human reason, ingenuity, and perception. 

I lence Protagoras' famous dictum, 'Of all thl11gs th e measure is manldJ1d, of the 

U1ings that are, that tlwy arc; of the things that are not, that they are not' . 

Allled with the Sophists In their optimistic faith in progress through the 

excn:ise of reason and technique were the Greek medical writers, many of 

whose treatises have come dow·n to us under the name of lhe famous fifth

ccntury physician Hippokrates of Kos. The medical writers of the late fifth 

century had come to reject supernatural causes for illness; instead, they estab

lished medicine as a rec/me, a specialized skill and field of k'llowledge based on 

close observation and the co mpilation o f 1nan y case studies. Thus the I lip

pokratics engaged in very accurate recording of the empirical facts and symp

to ms of disease, as a basis for diagnosis (distinguishing each illness from every 

o ther) and prognosis (accurate predicllon o f tl1e future course ol' illness). One 

l>asic contention of this new medical 1ecl111e was that the combination of 1>ast 

experience and careful observal'ion enabled the practitioner to deduce unseen 

causes from pe!l:eptible sympto ms. 
Thoukydides' text reveals over and over again the profound influence of 

these two intellectual movements. 'Ille influence of the medical writers ls per

haps most obvious in the clinical description of the plague in Athens (2. 4 7. 

55), but it informs many other passages or description and analysis as well. For 

example, in his succinct formulation of the causes of the war: 'I consider the 

truest cause (aletl1estate11 prophasin), though the most in,'iSible in discussion, to 

be that the Athenians, as they beca me powerfu l and provo ked fe;ir in the 

L<1kedainlonian s, compelled them to fight. But the openly acknowledged griev

ances on either side were these, wh lch caused them to dissolve the treaties and 

go to wm' (1. 23. 6; Thoukydicles then proceeds to narrate the ilnmcdiatc 

contlicts over Potidaia and Kerkyra). Notice that like the medica l writers, 

Thoukydidcs rejects any divine cause behind the war, but instead perceives nn 
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Invisible, underlying motive in Spartan fear of 1\thenian expansion (prophasis, 

Thoukydldes' word for this invisible, underlying cause, was in fact a technical 
term In Greek medical writing for the visible symptoms of the onset of disease). 
The form and diction of such passages suggest that Thoukydides regarded the 
war as a disease that infected the whole of Greece, and took it as his own task to 
describe its onset and progress. 

The Sophistic influence on Thoukydides is even more pervasive, dete~1able at 
every level of the text, from his penchant for an tithetical expression, to the 
frequent pairing of opposed speeches in del>ate, to the speakers' repeated invo
cation of the argument from advantage ancl tile claim that '111ight makes right' 
(whlcll we can read as a strong form of the nature vs. convention argument). 
Sophistic models also lie beh.ind many elements of Thoukydides' methodology. 
For example, inuued.iately after tbe proem, Thoukydides e111barks on a brief 
survey of early Greek history (1. 1. 3-1. 20). This survey (traditionally called the 
'Archaeology') presents a relentlessly materialist analysis, eschewing divine 
motivation, of human proi,"Tess through the gradual acquisition of surplus 
money, defensive walls, and ships. In this account, Thoukydides not only 
introduces several of his key themes, but also offers a tour de force demonstra
tion or his method: deduction from visible evidence (tekmeria) and argument 
from likelihood (eikos; see e.g. L 9. 4). 

In Ii ke manner, Thouk-yd.ides' well-known statement of his policy witb regard 
to speeches must be L111derstood ag<linst a Sophistic background. The historian 
explaln s: 'And however many things each of them s<1id in speech before or 
duri ng the war, it was hard to recall in det·ail the accuracy of the things said, 
both for me, o f the speeches I myself heard, and fo r those reporting them back 
to me fro m somewhere else, but as it seemed to me tbal each party would most 
say the necessary things (ta deo11ta) concern ing the things present on every 
occasion, while I held as nearly as possible to the general idea of the things that 
truly were said, thus it has been said' (1. 22. I). A huge amount of ink has been 
spilled on this statement, debating whether or not TI1oukydidl'S gives us an 
accurate transcription of speeches actually delivered, and what his statement of 

policy here means. But it is comprehensible as a statement of the Sophistic 
principle that for each argumentative position (for example, for or against war), 

there is only one set of things that could or should be said (tit cleo11ta). 

Given these marked intellectual influences, we mu;t finally ask: did Thouk-y
dl<lcs share the Sophistic views articulated by his spea kers-maklng him, as 
many have thought, the first great advocate of llC'C1lpolitik and 1\ilachtpolitik-or 

was he critlc<il of them.'! Arid did he share the optimism, the faith in rationality, 
of Sophists and ni edical writers alike'/ I will retu1·n to these questions. but first 
we need to consider Thoukydides' relation to his written 111ediun1. 
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Writing and textuality: making readers 

lnere was an age gap of at least twenty to twenty-five years between Herodotos 
and Thoukydides, a gap that perhaps partly accounts for Thoukydides' pro
foundly different relation to the technology of writing and the constitution of 
his text. Herodotos, as we saw, on the cusp between orallty and literacy, pro
duced a uniquely capacious text, collecting and preserving oral traditions from 
many different sources. Thoukyd ldes' work, by contrast, is more narrowly 
focused, both in terms of time and ninge of subject-matter. In contrast to I lero
dotos' 220-yeM sweep, Thoukydldcs concentrates almost exclusively o n con
tempowry history (the Pelo ponncslan W;ir, which he hitnself lived through). 
More significantly, Tboukydides severely 1·estricts his range of topics to politics 
<1nd war-men talkin.g and men fighting. He h;irdly anywhere mentions 
women or families, social or cultura l practices, relii,'ion, temples, or sacred 
space. As such, he is the inventor or political h istory narrowly construed, a 
form which seems quite 'natural' to us, but which was at the tinle (especially In 
the wake of Herodotos) hardly a self-evident choke. 

Thoukydides' self-imposed restrlctlons are conditioned partly by his meth
odologjcal assumptions (thus, for example, he seems to th.ink that accuracy can 
only be attained in the reconstn1ctlon of relatively recent events). partly by an 
uncompromising rationalism-hence h is downplaying of religious elements
but also by a greater adaptation to the possibilities and limitations o f the writ
ten medium than his precursors attained. Thus many passages of Herodotos, In 
th eir concreteness <md proliforntlon of contextual detail (for example, clescrl1>· 
tions of dedications at Dalphi or the luyout of battlefields) seem almost to 
milne the experience of an o ral pcrfonnance in which the audience is Itself 
alrt.'ady well acquainted with (say) Delphi or J'lataia. Thoukydides' Histo•')'. by 
contrast, offers a niuch sparer, decontextualizcd accotmt and therefore achieves 
much greater autonomy as a writ ten text. At the same time, 'f'houkydides tends 
to present issues and events in U1c most general and abstract form possible (as 
has been noticed, this is a strlk,lng feature of the speechl'S especially). This 
tendency toward generalizatlon and abstraction further exploits the peculiar 
strengths of the written medium. l'inally, in contrast to Herodotos' constant, 
multiple citation or sources. Thoukydides almost never cites sources, offering 
us Instead the finished and a1)parently seamless results of the historian's own 
laborious enquiries and analysis. Where Heroclotos' account attempts to cap
ture in written form the complex I ties of multiple oral traditions, Thoukydides' 
tt~xt rnaintains an a\vesor1'le a11c.'.I severe ilt1torio1ny, constituting itself as t l1~ 

defi nitive account of the period. 
This contrast in the two h istorians' deployment of the written nicdiun1 Is 
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clear already in their fust sentences: while Her<Xlotos designates his account 
/1istories apodexis /1ede ('this display/performance of enquiry'), Thoukydides says 

simply, 'Thoukydides the Athenian wrote up {x1111rgmp:w) the war of the Pelo

ponneslans and the Athenians, how they warrtld against each other, having 

begun straightway when the war starred and anticipating that it would be great 

and more wotthy of report than all previous events, judging from the fact that 

both sides were at the peak of their power in all preparation at the time, and 

seeing that the rest of Greece had aligned Itself 011 either side, p<ort str<1ight
away, the rest also contemplating it.' In contrast to Merodotos' emphasis on 

performance, Thoukydides choose.~ the modest verb xunegmpse, commonly 

use<I of writing up a report <)r a techn ical treatise. /\ncl yet, the implication of 

this verb Is not so modest after a ll, si nce it suggests that the ' facts' to be written 

up arc clear and unambiguous. in nee<I only of recording. It is noteworthy also 

that, In contrast to both Hekataios anrJ Merodoto~, Thoukydides uses no deictic 

pronoun that might attach his text to a present of perforrnan<:e (oot, for 

exam1>le, "nioukydides wrote up t11is war', or 'Tims llloukydides wrote up the 

war'). The language of the text makes it completely autonomous. Indeed. when 

Thoukydldes returns to the topic of the grearne~ of the war at the end of the 

'Archaeology', even his authorship has been effaced by the self-evident auton

omy of the written text {now fused in perfect adequation with the events it 

describes): 'And this war .. . will make clear to those considering from the 

event~ themselves that it was greater than all others' ( I. 21. 2). 
We muM finally ask why Thoukydides chose the medium of writing and why 

he wrote the way he did, constituting <lrl :1ustcre text that com.es to be coexten

sive wltl1-<!.ven to replace-the war itself. One answer has been th at Thouky

dides so completely removes himself from his written text hi order to achieve 

perfe<:t objectivity. Rut perhaps we have been too quick to construct Thouky

dldes In the pattern of a modern scientific historian, for the ;incient answer was 

very different. Ancient re<1ders knew Thoukydldes as an acknowledged n1aster 

of """'l,.ia ('vividness'), who used that technique (and others) to engage 

readers' emotions at a visceral level. As Plutarch observed, 'Thoukydides always 

strives for this vividness in his narrative, and all but makes the reader an actual 

spcctator and listener present at the astounding and dreadful events he 

describes.' Part of this effect of immediate emotional engagement is achieved 

by the absence of explicit authorial intervention and commentary, so that 

events seem to be conjured up directly before the reader without any 
mediation. 

It Is, furthermore, telling that Plutarch refers explicitly to 'astound ing and 

dreilfl{ttl events', because atone pointThoukyd ides himself reveals the central

ity of suffering to h is historiogr<tphic project. In his first sentence, he asserts 
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that the Peloponnesian \Var was 'greater than aU former events and most 

worthy of recording'; when he returns to the topic of the greamess of the war 

after the' Archaeology', he elaborates: 'Of former deeds, the Persian War was rhe 

greatest thing accomplished, and this still had a swift resolution through a pair 

of naval battles and a pair of land battles. But the great lengtb of this war 

surpassed it, and sufferings (pall11m111ta) OCt'Urred for Greece during the war such 

as had no equal in a comparable length of time' (l. 23. 1). Here the measure or 

the Peloponnes.ian War's greatness, which Inspired Thoukydides to make his 

h istorical record, is the unpMa lleied suffering .it caused. This is Thoukydiclcs' 

real theme, and h is seeming authorial objectivity is not the goal. but the me<ms 
by which he conveys to the re<1der as Im mediately and vividly as possible the 

experience of war. Jn order to experience the tragic effects of Thoukydidc.-;' 

narrative techoiques, the reader need On ly peruse his description of the firs1 

and second ships dispatched to Mytllene (3. 49), the final attempt of the 1\then

ian ships to break out of the Harbour of Syracuse (7. 70-1), or the devastation of 

Mykalessos by a band of renegade Tiiracian mercenaries (7. 29). 
But these same written techniques have more than just an emotional impact 

on the attentive reader. ='lotice, for example, how the deeper meaning of the 

'magnitude' of the war only emerges gradually, through the sequential rending 

ofThoukydides' text. This (small) example offers us a paradigm of how the te.•t 

works upon the reader, guiding him or her to a richer understanding by subtle 

shifts and modulations. This pattern Is re11eated-writ large-for almost every 

important issue and theme in the History, for example, the o riginal causes of 

the war. o r what Thoukydides thought went wrong with the Sicilian Exped

ition. Traditionally, schol;us used to attempt to account for these complex 

shifts in perspective by positing different layers of composition; after all, if we 

t;1ke Thoukydides at his word in the first senten<:e, he began writing when the 

war began and continued for rwenty-seven years at least. Surely in that time hi> 

thi1tking changed? And yet, decades of such separatist analysis have produced 

no consensus on the order of composition or on what Thoukydides' views 

'really were', and most scholars have now abandoned this 'Thoukydidean ques

tion' as an unproductive line of enquiry. If, how('Ver, we shift our focus from 

production to reception (from the author to the reader), the many minute 

inconsistencies detected by separatist scholars become evidence for the exact 

processes by which Thoukydldes' text progressively educates its readers. from 

this perspective it is clear that the text resists easy answers and assumptions al 

every level and does so Jn ways that 011/y a writlcn text can achieve. Thus, at the 

level of style, the text consistently fractures conventional antitheses and makes 

them asymmetrical, while its generali?..allons ffre often so deeply embedded ill 

particular situations that they are not extractal>le. In like manner, juxtaposed 
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speeches and narrative elucidate each other, but In complex and uneven ways 
that compel the reader constantly to revise his or her understanding. 

Thus the text's resistances offer an ongoing Intellectual, as well as emotional, 
challenge to the reader. And here we return to the question of Thoukydides' 
relation to the Sophists. As we saw, Thoukydides' text is permeated with 
Sophistic rhetorical techniques and methodology, and the 'Archaeology' (for 
example) seems to display a characteristically Sophistic confidence in the pro
gressive development of human resource~ and technology. The first two books 
also show us on several occasions (especially In the speeches of Perikles) an 
ideal b<ilancc between public deliberation and actio11. Thus. as Perikles puts it 
in tile J)uncral Or;ltion (a cnodel public speech for tlte Athenian war dead of 
each campa ign, wh i'h Thoukydides incorporates into the narrative of book 2), 
'In contrast to others, we have als<> this characteristic: that the same people 
most of all take risks and also deliberate concerning the things we will attempt, 
while for others ignorance pr<>duces boldness and calculation delay' (2. 40. 3). 
And yet, as the text continues, we see rhetoric turned more and more to the 
service not of rationality and reasoned deliberatio11, but of violence and 
unresrrained ambition. Thus we can d1an a progression from the ~ytilenean 
Debate In book 3-in whjch the destruction of the rebellious city of Mytilene is 
narrowly avened-to the ~{elian Dialogue In book S (in which representatives 
of the 11c11tral state of Melos fail in their argument from honour and traditional 
values and their entire city is condemned), to the debate on the Sicilian Exped
ition In book 6-in which Alkibiades inUames the Athen ian people "~th desire 
for conquest, based on igno rance, misrepresentation, and uncontrollable 
Imperial ambition. Indeed, at one point, Thoukydldcs even puts into the 
mouth of Kleon a critique o f the damaging effects of competitive rhetorical 
djs1,1ays 011 the Atheni;m people: 'You yourselves arc to blame for stupidly 
Instituting contests of speeches, you who are accustomed to be regular specta
tors of speeches, but of actions you only hear al>Out them- judging that future 
actions are possible from those who praise them, but as for the things al.ready 
done, you do not consider tile events you yourselves have witnessed more 
persuasive than what you hear from thos-: who skilfully reproach you in 
speech' (3. 38. 4). The fact that Thoukydides consistently portrays Kleo11 him
self as a violent and manipulative demagogue-he Is, after all, arguing here for 
the execution of the entire adult male population of Mytilene (d. Ch. 6, PJl. 
194- S)-<!oes not entirely vitiate his denunciation of the Athenians' addiction 
to rhetorical displays. Here we may have yet another reason for Thoukydides' 
choice of the written medium and for his peculiar style. His text is defiantly 
literary; it is deliberately \\'ritte11 to be difficu lt to comprehend when beard, in 
order to short-circuit th.e exchange of specious persuasion and public enjoy-
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ment that Sophistic rhetoric promotes. Instead, Thoulq•dides' text forces its 
audience into isolated- and effonful-private reading. 

\-Ve have still not yet quite exhausted Thoukydides' critique of Sophistic 
rhetoric. For it is not just that rhetoric misleads, replacing reasoned deliber
ation with specious persuasion, but that, in the cou= of the war, language 
itself becomes a form of violence. This is perhaps clearest in Tboukydidcs' dev
astating description of civll war in Kcrkyra, where 'even words were forced to 
cha11ge their meaning in adequalion to events', the new terms justifying the 
most ruthless slaughter (3. 82. 4- 5). As logos collapses into irrationality and 
peil/1/1 (persuasion) into bie (force). the 11/storr offers a scathing indictment of 
the Sophistic movement and the idiom that forms the text's very fabric. 

In like manner, Thoukydlcles seems simultaneously steeped in the meU1ods 
of I lippokratic medicine yet ultimately sceptical about their efficacy to change 
or effect a cure. Thus, at the end of ihc 'Archaeology' (I. 22. 4), he seems to 
sound a fairly optimistic note that, human nature being what it is, his careful 
historical account will serve as a means of diagnosis and prognosis for human 
upheavals in the future; and, indeed, the statesmen 'rhoukydides seems most to 
admire, Themistokles and Perikles, display In his account precisely this extra
ordi11ary skill in prognosis (d . Ch. S, p. 160). And yet, as his History proceeds, ll 
becomes less and less clear that the accurate detailing of sympton1s can, in fact, 
lead to any kind of diagnosis of causes or cure. In the case of the plague at 
Athens, for example, Thoukydides l)romises, ·1 wUI discuss what the process 
was like, and I will clarify those factors from which, if the affliction ever again 
occurs. one might, by having some advance knowledge, not fail to recognize it' 
(2. 48. 3), but at the same lime, he studiously mainta ins agnosticism about the 
cause and acknowledges that there was no successful treatment o( the disease: 
'Some died in neglect, others died though they were extremely well cared for. 
As for a remedy, there was nothlng- 110, 11ot one-that those applying must 
benefit the sick; for what helped one harmed another' (2. 51. 2). 

Analogous to the physical destruction of the plague in Tlloukydidcs' account 
is the moral and SOcial disintegration of civil war, captured in all its horror by 
the historian in his 'case study' of Kerkyra (3. 82-5). Here, accurate knowledge 
of the past and the characteristic trajectory of civil war offers no hope for 
treatment or improvement, only a clear recognition of the viciousness of 
human 11ature: 

1\nd n1.any difficulties fell u1Jon tl1e cities i11 civil \Var, t}1e kinc..1 t11at occur 
.:tr1d alvvays \\•ill OCC'l1r as tor1g as tll1111an r1a tu rc is tl1e san1e, btit son1("tiJ11e~ 
111orc inildl)' aJ1d varyj11g ir1 for1ns, ns each set of changes of circun1star1ccs 
"rise. For in peace an(l pros,>erlty, IJOtl1 citi~s ar1cl i11divi<lltals use t1igl1cr 
sta ndards on account of not fall Ing Into compulsions against thci r will; bu1 
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war, by taking away the easy satisfaction of day-to-<lay needs, is a violent 
teacher and assimilates I.be passions of mo~t people to their present cir
cumstances. (3. 82. 2) 

Thus, in his deeply ambivalent engagement with the optimistic, rational

izing movements of his time, Thoukydide> produces a profound critique or 

'human nature' under the pressures of war and imperialism. His written text 

never offers the reader easy answers, but instead guides him or her to probe ever 

dec1ler in the process of an exacting private reacllng. 

Postscript: Xenophon and the 'disembodied' reader 

It is a truism that all the major historians of the classical period-llerodot·os, 

Thoukydldes, and Xenophon-were exiles, and that the status of exile, with its 

disengagement from embedded political action, was the pre-condition for the 

writing of history. It is worth acknowledging, though, how exile produced very 

different effects on the first great practitioners of /1is1orie. For Herodotos, it was 

perhaps what inspired the 'global vision• that informs his work, while for 

Thouk'Ydides, it seems to have enabled the carving-out of a private space for 
meticulous writing and effortful reading. 

The third great classical historian, Xenophon, was also an exile from his 

native Athens, first by choice and then by necessity, ror most of his adult life. A 

generation younger than Thoukydides, Ile picked up the narrative of the Pelo

ponneslan ~Var where Thoukydides had left o rr and completed it, ultimately 

carrying his llellenika (or 'G reek Things') down 10 the lla ttle of Manti nea in 362 

uce. As a young man in 401 BCE, Xenophon had jo h1ed an expedition of Greek 

mercenary soldiers to support tile rebellion or Kyros, younger brother of the 

reigning Persian king. Kyros' army marched from Sardis to Babylon, where 

Kyros was killed in battle and the Greek commanders were treacherously done 

away with. Xenophon, who had been largely an observer, helped lead the 

st randed force of ten thousand Greek mercenaries back to Greek-occupied terri

tory, an expedition he h.imself recounts in the A1u1bt1sis, or 'March Up Coun

try'. In 395, Xenophon joined the expedition of the Spartan King !\gesilaos to 

liberate the Creeks in !\sia Minor from the Persians. Because of his assistance to 

Spana, !\thens' enemy, he was at that rime ofticlolly exiled, though the Spar

tans rewa rded him with an estate near Olympia in the Peloponnese. Late in his 

life, Xenopho n's exile was repealed but we do not know if he ever returned to 
Athens. 

Xenophon's career trajectory looks very d ifferent from that of Herodotos or 

Thoukydldes because lt was much more sha ped and governed by the 

154 f CHARTING THE POLES OF HISTORY 

para-political system of aristocratic guest-friendship: ii was guest-friendship (or 

xe11ia) that motivated his joining the Ten ·n1ousand, and again, joining the 

expedition of Agesilaos. In this sense, ii was not so much that Xenophon chose 

or was forced to abandon the polllical engagement of the citizen, but that he 

spent much of his life participating in an alternative order of networking elites 

and dynasts, spread over the entire Greek world, Persia, and Thrace. He was 

thus a throwback to an older kind or arlstoc1atic ideal, as he was in some ways 

in his writing. For Xenophon was an extremely prolii\c writer in many genres: 

in addition to the Anabasls and llelleriika, he composed treatises on horscman

sh if>, hunting, and estate-management (all trnditiona l aristocrntic pursuits). 

And since he had been a fr iend and follower of Sokrates in Athens in his youth, 

he co111posed a Defence (Apc>logy) of Sokratcs, a Symposium as a Sokrntic Dia

logue (perhaps in part his response to Plato's Symposium}, and Memorabilia, his 

recollections of Sokrates framed as a defence of his civic 'usefulness'. In these 

Sokratic treatises Xenophon engages most directly with Athenian politics and 

civic order, unsurprisingly perhaps given their agenda of defending Sokratcs 

posthumously against U1e charges on which he was executed by the Athenian 

>late. 
But the single topic that engaged Xenophon most in his writings was the 

leadership of men, and the qualities of the ideal leader. This issue informs his 

short dialogue Hiero11, his biographical sketch Agesilaos, and his lengthy 'histor

ical novel' The E</11catio11 of Kyros, an Idealizing portrait of the education and 

conquest~ of Kyros the Grea t, tile founder of the Persian empire. Projected onto 

the sixth-century struggles fo1· Persian hegemony, Xenophon constructs Kyros 

:is the perfect prince, a canny strategist in war and generous leader in pcnC<'. 

who binds hi.s subjects to him with ties of love and admiration. 
In another sense, however, Xenophon diverged markedly fro1n the archaic 

aristocratic ideal, in that Ile composed for a disembodied readership. In this 

re:.pect, we can see Xenophon's writing as the confluence of the developing 

traditions of history and philosophy. Together, these two traditions 

bequeathed to the eclectic Xenophon their didactic impulses, their use of 

exemplarity, their ethnographic fascinations, and perhaps most imporrantly

by the time of the mid-fourth century, their audience of readers. 
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5 Sages, sophists, and 
philosophers: Greek wisdom 
literature 
ANDREA WILSON NlGl-ITINGA LE 

Wise men and the performance of wisdom 

The Creek thin kers in the archaic and classical periods perforn1ed their wisdom 
in dltrerent ways and in front of different audiences. As a modern audience that 
enco1anters these 'philosophers' only in wriuen works, we tend to disconnect 
their doctrines from their historical and cultural contexts. By focusing on 
philosophic 'performances' of wisdom-both oral and written-and by exam
ining the audiences addressed by these thinkers, we can better appreciate their 
lives and activities and, indeed, their different conceptions of the n ature of 
\\1isdom. 

The discipline o f Philosophy caJJie pro perly in to existence in the fourth ccn · 
tu ry UCB, when intellectuals laid claim to a ~1 1slinct mode of wisdom which 
called fo r a novel title and an honorary place in Greek society. Philosophy was 
firs t defined and legitimized as a specialized discipline by Plato, who appropri
ated the term pl1ilosophi(l- which had previously designated intellectual culti
vatio n 111 the broadest sense-fo r his own activities and Ideas. How, then, did 
philosophy evolve as a cultural practlce. and what are the links between the 
fourth·cenrury philosophers and the intellectuals and wise men of the previous 
centuries? How did these thinkers present their ideas to their fellow Greeks, and 
what forms of discourse did they use? To attempt an answer to these questions, 
I will discuss the 'performance' of philosophic wisdom- in speech, in writing, 
and in action-from the sixth to the fourth centuries RC£; and In particular, the 
audiences that these thinkers addressed ;ind the contexts in which their ideas 
were co1n 1nt111icatcd a11d exchanged. 

It Is customary to say that Thales of Mileto~. who lived in the early sixth 
century, was the first philosopher. This attribution Is due to Aristotle, who (over 
1wo hu ndred years later) was the first lo give 'phllosophy' a history and a pedi
gree. Although Aristotle provides precious cvlclcnce for the shadowy figures 
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who are counted as early philosophers, we must remember that he was not a 
historian but himself a philosopher searching for thinkers who adumbrated his 
own theory of causality. Aristotle's 'history' of philosophy in the first book of 
his Metaphysics is, in fact, a narrative in which philosophy begins as a babbling 
Infant aJJd grows into the mature work of Aristotle. As he says there, 'although 
all the causes have been spoken of before in one sense, in another they have not 
been stated at all; for the earliest philosophy spoke about everything in baby
talk, inas111uch as it was new and In Its infancy'. Clearly, these early thin kers 
were not saying exactly what Aristotle wanted them to say. It is fo r this reason 
that he 11ccuses them of Spl'aklng 'muddily'. 'metaphorically', and 'vaguely'. 
\ •Vh(•J1 viewed from Aristo tle's pe rspective, the early Greek thinkers often sound 
a bit obtuse; thus ln chapter 4 A1·Jstotlc compares them to 'untrained soldiers 
who n1sh aroun d in battle, often strlkir'g good blows, but no t acting with 
knowledge; these thinkers do not understand their own statements'. 

Resisting Aristotle's revisionary history, I want to examine the early Greek 
thinkers in their own terms. These men were mature thinkers in their own 
right, and were not simply paving the way for Aristotle. Rather than locate each 
individual In his social and political context-there are far too many and they 
hail from all over the Mediterranean-I will look in more general tenns at the 
activities of these men, both practical and intellectual, and at their intended 
audiences. By focusing on these Issues, we can better understand the klnd of 
wisdom that these 'philosophers' professed. 

llut let me s<1y right off that I do not believe that we should call the thinkers 
o f the sixth and fifth centuries nci> ' phlloso1>hers'. They d id not use this term for 
themselves, nor did others refer to them In this way. The words 'ph ilosophy' 
and ' philosophize' were very rarely used until the fourth century SCI( and, when 
they were, did n ot pick out a special and distinct group of thinkers. Rather. the 
words sopl1os and sopliistes were the coveted titles: the early thi nkers warited to 
be ranked an1ong 'the wise'. In this period, wise men came in man y form~: 
poets, prophets, doctors, statesmen, astronomers, and various kinds of inven
tors and artisans were identified and honoured as 'sopl1oi'. Although these dif
ferent kinds of wise men were clearly seen to be practising distinct activities, 
there was nonetheless a generalized competition among the differeJJt groups 
for tile title of '\vise 111a11'. 

To he called wise was to receive a certain kind of 'symbolic capital', a payment 
in the form o f power, status, and honour rather than money or goods. This kind 
of capital was, of course, a scarce commodity, and had to be won ag<iinst stiff 
competition . Thus early historical a n<I ' philosophical' thinkers Jound it neces
sary to compete with Ho mer, I lesloel, and o ther wise men in order to put them· 
selves on the map as intellectual authorities or 'masters of truth'. We must 
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remember that this was not a culture in which one went to school to get cre

dentials: each thinker had to demonstrate his own authority and expertise to 

his fellow citizens and Greeks. Since Homer and llesiod were considered the 

wisest and most important voices in the tradition, the early Greek th.inkers 

were compelled to work in their wake. In the tenth book of his Republic, Plato 

refer> to the 'ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy'. In fact, the early 

thinkers did not attack poetry per se but rather entered into a competition with 

a few great poets. In fact, some thinkers such as Xcnophanes, Parmenides, and 

Etnpedokles rivalled Momer and Hesiod by writing hexameter poetry of their 

own: they, too, were poets, but with a di fferent thcn1c lln d message. 

The archaic sages 

I begin with a brief look, then, at Thales, who Is in the peculiar position of 

being ranked by posterity as both a Sage (one of the ~lite Seven) and a Phil

osopher. The fifth-century historian Herodotos offers several short accounts of 

him in the llistories. In book 1, he tells us that Thales predkted an eclipse and 

that he diverted the river Halys for the benefit or Kroisos and his army (when 

they were attempting to invade Persian territory); Hcrodotos also reports that, 

when the lonians in Asia Minor were being subdued by the Persians, Thales 

advised the lonians to set up a deliberative council on the island ofTeos, and to 

make th is the capita l of a confederation of city-states. Oiogenes Laertius (third 

century<.:!:), whose Lives of the P/1ilosopliers is a key sour<·e of information ;ibout 

Greek philosophy, relates another story about Tha les' 'cunning intelligence': in 

order to demonstrate how easy it was to get rich, Th<•les, foreseeing that i t 

would be a good season for olives, rented all the oil-presses and obtain ed a 

mo11opoly on the 1>roceeds (Diogenes Lacrtlus, hcreallcr DL, 1. 26). These stor

ies about Thales portray a man of many skills. Alongside his astronomical 

expertise, he demonstrates a great deal of practical wisdom: engineering the 

diversion of a river, acting as a leader in the polilical affairs of the day, and 

exhibiting a keen understanding or agriculture and business. 
It comes as a great surprise, then, when fourth-century philosophers such as 

Plato, Aristotle, and HerakJeides of Pontos represent Thales as the prototypical 

contemplative. In the Theaeteh1s, for example, Plato tell us that Thales fell into 

a well when he was contemplating the stars; a maidservant mocked him for 

being so eager to know what was going on in the sky that he d id not see w hat 

lay at his feet. As Pinto goes on to say, th is is the lot of all philosophers, who are 

l>y clcfinltion ignorant of the world of society and politics. having gi.\'en them· 

selves ovcrto the contemplation of higher rru ths. In a simiJ;1r vein, HerakJeides 
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of l'ontos (a member of Plato's Academy), wrote a dialogue in which Thales 

claims that he always lived 1!1 solitude as a private individual and kept aloof 

from state affaiJ's (DL I. 25-6). And Aristotle tells us in his Nicomacltea11 Er/tics 

(6. 7. 5) that Thales was 'wise' but not 'prudent' since he did not look to his own 

interests; Thales possessed a wisdom that was 'ra1e, marvellous, difficult. and 

superhuman'- t:he kind of wisdom that Is, Aristotle s.1ys, 'useless' (t1clm:sto11) In 

the practical sphere, since it docs not deal with things 'that a1e goO<I for human 

bcirtgs'. According to Aristotle, Thales Is the fi1st known philosopher in so for as 

he claimed that the world originated from water; his other skills and activities 

are simply irrelevant. How, then, do we get from the practic<1l, political, poly· 

mathic Thales to an other-worldly contemplative-from a performer o f wiS· 

dom in the social and political arena to a detached spectator of truth? 

In order to u11derstan d th is development, we need to look brieny at the 

archaic sage and the culture in which he lived. What sort of wisdom made the 

Seven Sages wise? Although these sages were by no means the only wise men of 

their day, they were clearly among the most famous and exceptional. To be 

sure, our evidence for them is scanty and late, and often bears the mark or 

fictionalized representations; but these at least tell us what counted as wisdom 

In the archaic period, and this is sufficient for our present task. The extant 

accounts suggest that the seven sages were a disparate and, to some extent, 

changeable group of individuals. The most commonly reco1>•nized members or 

the grou p are Solon of Athens, Thnles of Mil etos, Pittakos of lvlytilene, Rias or 

Prienc (near Miletos), Ch ilon of Sparta, Kleoboulos of Lindos (on Rhodes), ;i nd 

l)eriander of Corinth. lvfany scholars have clahn ed that wh at chat<•Cterizcd 

these sages was their poetic and/or poli tical activities. fn fact, five of the seven 

sages were reported to have written poetry, and five to have been involved in 

politics. But many men of this age were fine poets and politicians, and o nly ;i 

few made it to the ranks of the seven sages. As Richard J.vlartin has recently 

shown, what distil1guishcd these individuals was their extraordinary 'perform
ai1ces' of \visdom. 

1"he sages could 'perform' their wisdom in different ways. First, by non-verbal 

actions. as when Thales made a fonunc by monopolizing the olive harvest: 

here, the sage enacted a clever Idea and the outcome proved that he had special 

knowledge. Second, the sage could demonstrate his wisdom by a combination 

of action and utterance. For example, when Solon wanted 10 convince his 

countrymen to renew the war with Megara over Sala1nis (a proposal that had 

been declared illegal in Athens). he feigned mad ness, rushed in to the Agora 

with a garland o n h is head, a11d recltecl a poem that he had written on Sa lamis 

which called for •var; the Athenians were duly ro used to anger, a nd proceeded 

lo recapture Salan iis (DL 1. 46). Here, Solon pretends to madness in order to 
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evince his wisdom ;md sanity; in addition, his poem is performed in the space 

of the agora (the civic centre), where discourse ls traditionally converted into 

pollt1cal praxis. 
Both of these examples evince a kind of wisdom that often eludes the 

modern schol;ir: what the ancient Greeks called mrtis. 1"1ctis is a fundamentally 

practical form of wisdom wh.ich is often associated wilh cunning and clever 

behaviour. This kind of wisdom does not focus on abstr<•ct tn1ths, but rather 

on the complexities of practical life wllh all its chancy and changing forces 

and exigencies. The person who possesses 1111'1/s has a keen eye for the main 

cha11ce, for what the Greeks called kaims-the right thing at the right time. 

Th us Thales must seize the moment when he perceives that the olive crop wlll 

be abundant; Solon must find the right time and the right place to perform his 

poem (not to mention the demeanour and dress which enables him to get a 

hearing while breaking a law). An excellent example of an individual with 
metis Is Themistokles, who saved the Athenians when the)' were being 

attacked by the Persians by convincing them to iake refuge in their ships 

rather than their city. As the historian Thouk}'dides 1ells us, Themistokles ·was 

able to arrive at the most correct idea concerning the future, taking the widest 
point or view and foreseeing, as far as possible, the hidden advantages and 

disadvantages in what cannot be seen' {l. 138. 3). Here, metis indudes an 

understanding or the larger context of a siruarion, an intuition of what is 

hidden in the future, and an unerring sense of what Is advantageous at the 

present moment. Meris works with what is at hand, connives with the present: 

its exquisite sense of timing-of kairos-bcf11cldles o pponents and brings sur

prlslnfj successes. This kind of wise person does not gaze upon a truth wh ich is 

dct<1ched from the human world; on the contrary, he immerses himself in the 

tide of events and acts in response to the partlcularl1ies of the situation . . ~.felis 

is thus a clever form of practical wisdom, and Is d isplayed by men as different 

as Odysseus and Sokrates. 
This notion of the 'performance of wisdom' sheds light on the context if not 

the content of the wi.sdom of the archaic and early classical periods. The con

tent of wisdom, in fa~-i. could come in many and various fonns: but the con

tex1s of Its dissemination were finite. In the mos1 general terms, the wise man 

operated in a social and political arena in which knowledge was demonstrated 

by a performer to an audience in a public or a private gathering. ~\Then one 

considers that the technolOl,'Y of writing was only beginning to take bold in the 

sixtll and lifth centuries, it should come as no surprise that wisdo1n had to be 

orally or physica lly enacted; <ilthough some Individuals did make use of writ

ing, they could have reached only a liny ;iudie11ce In til ls period by the circu la· 

tlon of written texts. Ln the absence o f a li tern le public, a person could be 
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declared wise solely on the basis of the exhibition of exceptional actions or 

exceptional discourse (be it poetic, political, religious, or inteUectual). 

Masters of truth 

The earl y sages who later came to be called 'philosophers' formed a small 

subset o r the large group of sop/Joi that populated the culture o f this period. 

Take, fi rst of all, Thales, Anaxlmines, and Anaximilndros, s ixth-century 

thinkers who all lived in Miletos, an Ionian city 011 th e west coast of ;\ sla 

Minor. ~ch of these men offered (among other things) a cosmology that 

explained the operation of the universe by recottrsc to 'na tural' forces rather 

than individualized divinities stniggllng for power. These early thinkers initi

ated a tradition of recording their research (/Jistorie, cf. p. 135) in prose I realises 

(some fiftl1-century representatives of this tradition are Zeno, Anaxagoras, and 

Demokritos). The use of prose looks like a deliberate rejection of poetic dis

course and its popular audiences, since poetry was designed for group pleasure 

rather than intcllectual enquiry. In faC1, scholars often ascribe to the early 

Ionian thinkers the heroic feat of liberating philosophic discourse from the 

shadowy realms of 'myt/Jru' (since their 'natlualistic' accounts of the cosmos 

rejected the poetic accounts that attributed causality to the weddings and wars 

of the gods). But the many scholarly attempts to trace the movement from 

poetry to philosophy- 'from mytlios to /ogos'-have foundered on the problem 

Of defining the intrinsic quali ties of ·myth' a nd of 'rational ;1rgumentalio11', 

and of identifying texts that ure either 1>urei)' mythic· or purely analytic. Since 

lhe Greek poets were quite capnl>le of constructing argun1ents, a nd the ' philo

sophers' were unable to avoid metaphor and myth, il is difficult to d raw a c lear 

distinction between mytlros and logos. To be sure, we see in the lonians a new 

way o f thinking aboul the world; but we cannot sa)' thar their accounts are 

devoid of any mythical notions. What we can say is that these thinkers 

adopted a critical attitude towards received wisdom and were prized for their 

original speculations. 
A very different kind of wisdom was cultivated by Pythagoras, who emigrated 

from the island of Samos to sou1hern Italy in the second half of the sixth 

century. Because Pythagoras himself almost certainly did not publish any writ

ings and his society observed a strict code of s ilence, the sources dealing with 

early Pythagoceanism offer little rellable evidence about this sage. We do know 

that he founded a religious society in the city o f Kroton . The members of thl~ 

society, which included wome11 as well ns men, lived a life of aus1erlty iind 

clisciplioc, which included a vegetarian diet, the pract lce of self-examination, 
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obedience to precepts known as akousmata, and a vow of silence about 
Pytl1agore;1J1 cloctrine and prtlctice. P}1thagoras ru1d l1is foJJo'''ers, tJ1ec1, '''ere 
performing an entire w;ty of life; their ideas and doctrines translated directly 
into daily praxls (for example, their belief in the in1mortality of the soul and its 
transmigration into animals led them to abstain from meat). In so far as 
Pythagorem1ism offered its men1bers hidden knowledge that could not be 
divulged, it resembled the mystery religions, which promised to benefit inili
ates by the revelation of secret wisdom .. It is iJnportant to emphasize, however, 
that Pythagoras was fully involved in politic<tl life: lrl fact, he and his followers 
are said to have taken over the goven1ment of J<roton. Like other early sages, 
Pythagoras' wisdom was practical and political; his access to se.cret wisdom did 
not cut him off from the life of the city. 

The sixth-century Jonians did not offer their research to large audiences, but 
rather to small groups of like-minded pupils and associates. And Pythagoras 
positively prohibited the dissemination of his ooctrines to non-initia tes. Many 
early thinkers, however, packaged thei( ideas so as to reach a broader public. 
Xenophaoes (570-475 BC~) wrote elegiac and hexameter poems; Hernkleitos (fl. 
500 BCF.) constructed riddling aphorisms that emulate the discourse of the Del
phic oracle; and Pannenides (515-?440) and Empedokle.s (492-432) opted to 
rival Homer and Hesiod b)' writing hexa.meter poetry. These thinkers set out to 
compose literary art-works (albeit in different genres) rnther th<in merely to 
docu111e£1t tt1eir ideas in t\rr iting. It iS i.vortl1 noii11g tJ1<1t Xeoophanes attacks 
I lomer explicitly, and Herakleitos inveighs not only against the poets Homer, 
Hesiod, and Archilochos, but also against Hekataios (<1 proto-historian, cf. p. 
135), Xenophanes, and Pythagoras. Such attacks remlrld us th<it these thinkers 
conceived of themselves as r-ivalling 'wise men' i.11 general rather than the spe
cialized group of intellectuals who were later called philosophers. The fact that 
Herakleit()S' opponents include poets and prose writers, as well as a religious/ 
politica l guru such as Pythagoras, gives us a good idea of the breadth of 'wis
dom' that he himself recognized as <iuthoritative. 

What can we say about the dissemin<ition of the works of these thinkers? 
Unfortunately, the evidence is scanty and, for the n1ost part, derives from the 
texts themselves. Diogenes Laertius tells us that Xenophanes ' rhapsodised' his 
owo poeo1s (DL l. 18). This is a bil puzzling, since rhapsodizing generally 
referred to the performance of Homeric poems (d. Ch. 1, p. 54). rt is none
theless possible that Xenophanes offered a rhapsodic performance o f his 
hexan1eter poetry, fragments of which reveal a radical theology attacking the 
traditional anlluopomorphic gods as they are 1>ortrayed in Homer and Hesiod. 
If so, he would have been addressing the same audiences as the Homeric 
singers. In the case of his elegaic poems, we can in fer that these were perforn1ed 
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at aristocratic symposia, which were the traditional venue for this klrld of verse 
(cf. Ch. 2, PP- 66-7). 

As Diogenes Laertius re.ports, Herakleitos wrote a book 'On Nature' wh_ich be 
dedicated and placed in the temple of Artemis, deliberately nial;.ing it .more 
obscure so that' only the select few would have access to it (DL 9. 5). Did Hera
kleitos really opt for the written word as a way of avoiding n1<1ss audjences? The 
mere fact of the survival of his works in ancient times (subst<inti<il fragments 
are still extant) m ust indicate that thi.s thinker achieved a degree of fame com
parable to (at least n1inor) poets. lvfany scholars have questioned whether 
Herakleitos did in fact use writing as a medium for co1nnu Ulication, pointing 
out that the surviving fragments take the form of oral pronouncem.eots put 
into a pithy, striking, and therefore easily memorizable form. Certainly the 
frag1nents resemble oral apophthegms, though this does not meaIJ that Hera
kleitos did not also commit them to writing. It seems unlikely, howevec, that 
the dedication of the book in the temple was designed to keep it hidden from 
the masses; on the contr<uy, dedicati.ons at temples were generally a form of 
d isplay. This would have given Herakleitos' book an extraord.inary status 
(hence the legend) and ensured that a fixed text would ren1ain for posterity. 

Herakleitos did not simply docurnent his research: he was 'doing things' with 
his words. Using an oracul<tr form and voice, Heraklcitos makes paradoxical 
and enigmatic pronouncements. He says in fragment 93 that 'the lord whose 
.oracle is in Delphi neither speaks nor conceals, but offers a sign'. Since 
Herakleitos himself uses l<inguage in precisely this way, we n1a)' infer that he 
was deliberately adopting Delphic discourse. He did this, no doobt, because 
the riddling discourse of the oracle was well suited to conveying his central 
claim: that unity consists of coexisting opposites. Consider, for example, frag
ment 10: 'Things taken together are wholes and not wholes, something 
brough t together and brought apart, something in tune and out of tune; from 
all things one, and from one all things.' Here, U1e riddling form lits the rid
dling conten t. 

In adopting this style, l'lerakleitos ;1Jso adopts the voice of divine authority 
that ls associated with oracular discourse. Herakleitos speaks fron1 on high to 
contused mortals: 

Although tliis account holds forever, men prove to be uncomprehending, 
both before they have l1eard it and when once tbey have heard ll. For 
altlH>ugh all things happen accordi ng to this accouut, men are like those 
who lack expctience, even when they experience such words and deeds as l 
set forth, distinguishing each thing according to its nature and declaring 
ho\" it is; bt1t otl1er 111c11 faiJ to notice \\•hat the)' do \"1l1e11 awa.ke just as 
they forget what they do when asleep. (fr. l ) 
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When encountering such a statement, one may well imagine that Herakleitos is 

addressing only a kw intelligent Initiates-after all, the mass of n1en are far too 

stupid to get the point. Hui, at the same time, he claims that the masses have 

indeed heard the logos and experienced his account of the truth. This indicates 

that his audience is no t confined to a few ~l ite <1ssoclates. Indeed, one could 

argue tl1<>t this is a clever piece of rhetoric which invites the ordinary man to 

remove himself from the common herd by using his re<•son and titppiug into 

the lo,~os. More specifically, II places its audience in the role of the interpreter of 

an oracle (a not unfamiliar role for ancient Greeks): It exhorts its audience to 

aspire to wisdom by solving some difficult enigmas. A contradiction arises, 
then, in that the discourse divulges 10 tile public a knowledge that it proclaims 
lo be unavailable to the majority. 

This same paradox is found in Parn1enides, whose poem wavers between the 

discourse of niystery religion and al"gumentation that Is sul>jcct to reason and 
Its rules. For Parmenides presen ts his views about the world h1 a series of formal 

arguments using logic that Is open for inspection. Yet his poem t<ikes the form 
of a mystic journey in which wise steeds carry the p<>et on a chariot escorted by 

the daughters of the sun. After 1>assing through the gates of the paths of Night 

and Day, a goddess greets the poet and promise.~ to unveil the truth. 'Come 
now, and I will teU you-and you shall hearken and carry my word away,' 

begins the goddess (fr. 2). Parmenides must learn the truth and then convey
'carry'-it to others. This opening recalls the scene in the Tl1eugotJy where the 

Mus<:S meet Hesiod on Nfount llelikon and tell him what to sing (cf. p. 26). 
llut, unlike Hesiod, Parmcnldes meets his muse in a 'place' that twnscencls the 

physi.cal world. The goddess states that there are only two 'routes' of enquiry: 

the first is the 'patl1 of persuasion' (the '1.Yay of Truth'), and the second is a track 

completely closed to enquiry. After expounding the truth of the first track, the 

goddess turns to a discussion of mortal opinions; here, she gives an account of 

the very phenomena whose existence is disproved ln the first part. Scholars 

have puzzled over the relation of Uiis (poorly preserved) part or the poem, the 

'Way of Sceining', to the first part. the 'Way of Tnuh'. But its denigration of 

opinion and 'seeming' is not In doubt: mortals on the path of opinion 

... waJ1der, two-l1Ca(l(?d, 

knowing nothing; for helplessness 
guides the wandering thoughts in lheir breasts; 
1 hey are carried, deaf and blind at once, 
altogether dazed-hordes devoid of judgement, 
persuaded that 10 be and not to be are the same yei not the same; 
so the path they all take Is backward turning. 

(fr. 6). 
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Uke HerakleilOS, Parmenides suggests that the 'hordes' of men are ignorant 

fools. But lhe audience is nonetheless invited 10 foUow the poet off lhe beaten 

track and to enter the realm of Truth. We, too, can be the religious lni1ia1cs 

receiving the words of the goddess rather than the blind and deaf hordes who 

persist in poor rc<1soning. 
;\s I have suggested, both Herakleitos and l'art11cnides designed their work for 

an audience wider than their immediate associ<1tes and followNs. ll<tch 

developed a mode of discourse that was poclic and protreptlc (from the Greek 

word protrepe/11, meaning to 'urge on' or 'exhort'). Each used a rhetoric of legit· 

imation that claimed for its author a near-divine authority and conferred on all 

nay-sayers the status of fools. These thinkers were not only preaching 10 their 

converted students but also seel<lng to make converts (and attract followers) in 

the wider world. Th is does not, of course, tell us anyth ing about the size and 

constituency of their audiences, nor can we be su re o f the venues in which 

these texts were performed. 
\Ve know a bit 111ore about Empedokles of Akwgas (in Sici ly), whose poem the 

Purifications ls said to have been periormcd by a rh;1psode at the Olympic games 

(DL 8. 63). If this is true, then we can say that his work was broadly dissemin

ated by way of oral recitation. Aristotle offers the tantalizing observation that 

men could recite the verses of Empedokles when dnmk, though they arc speak

ing without understanding. This suggests that the work of F.mpedokles was pan 

of Uie discursive fare or drinking parties or symposia-a common context for 

reciting poetry, P<Jsing riddles, and performing other intellectual reats. ll is 

worth noting that Ads to tie, in a lost din logue c;i lled the Sophist, says lh<tl 

Empedokles wns himself an accomplished on1tor who deserves the Litle of Lhc 

inventor of rhetoric. Finally, Empedokles' claim th<tt he is a great doctor (which 

evinces his practical wisdom) is proven lly the many references to him ill later 

medical writings. This evidence suggests that Empedokles' poems were widely 

disseminated, and should warn us against the notion that philosophical ideas 

were confined 10 liny audiences of intellectual ~lites. 
The fragments of ErupedokJes were originally ascribed to two different works: 

011 Nature, a 'naturalist' poem, and Puri(icatio11s, a supernatural story of reincar

nation. Rut some scholars have claimed that the fragments belong to a single 

poem (a view which is now given strong support by the recent<1nd very excillng 

discovery of new rragmcnts of Elnpedokles); as they argue, the sep<1ratio11 of the 

naturalist from the mythical poem is based on the false assumption that true 

philosophy has no room for the supernatural. The poem begins in the first 

person, with an address to a man named Pausanias-a gesture that recalls 

Hesiod's address to his brother in the 1,Y<lfks ""'' DC1ys. nie poet calls on a muse 
who is a 'much-remembering white armed maiden' to assist him In his 
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narrative, which offers a11 at·count or the basic principles of the universe. He 
claims that two divinities, Love and Strife. act lo combine and separate the four 
'roots' (ea rth, air, fire, water), thus bringing the cosmos into different phases or 
cycles. In this poem, Empedoldes responds directly (but not explicitly) to Par
menides, who had deduced that being is changele,,,s, timeless, homogeneous, 
and unitary. According to Empedokles, the world consists of four distinct ele
ments which everlastingly oscillate between unity (their combination) and 
plurality (their separarlon). Here we find a philosophical debate designed for 
intellectual specialists couched in a poem that reaches out to a wider audience. 

like his predl'Cessors. Empedokles makes use or the topos of the foolish dis
senters: 'Fools-for they have no far-reaching thoughts, I who fancy that that 
which formerly was not can come into being I or that anything can perish and 
be utterly destroyed' (fr. 11). The audience is encouraged to side with the wise 
poet rather than join the mass of the ignorant. The poem also contains a pro
nouncement to the people of Akragas: 

fr iends who dwell In the great city or tawny Akragas 
. .. I greet you. 
An immortal god, mortal no more, I go about honoured by all, 
as Is filling, crowned with ribbon> and fresh wreaths. 
\+Vl1enever I enter ihc prosperous l0\\111sl1ips, l ac11 revere<l by all, 
boll1111~1·1 art<l \VOrnen; they f<:1llO"' 111c in count less 11t.1111bcrs, 

enq t1I f h1g wit etc th<: 1>01 11 to gal rl I ies, St>1r1t: st>t:king propl1ecies, 
\\'hi le <:>t·l1crs, l9r1g 1>lercecl 1Jy grievot1s 1>ojns, ask to l1~a r 
the word or heali ng for Ill nesses of all kinds. 

(fr. 11 2) 

In th is passage, £mpccloklcs Imagines himself adulated as a god and a healer by 
coun tless throngs: here Is a man who clearly longed for a h uge audience! This 
part of the poem is n visionary ~ccount of the story of the soul's exile from 
happiness, its wandering through many different lives, and its eventual restor
ation to divine purity. In a number of Intriguing fragments, Empedokles 
describes his own reincarnations, which range from the low!)' life of a bush to 
the lofty heights of godhead. The 1>0em as a whole is unveiled from the divine 
perspective (how things looked from the point or view of the bush is never, 
alas, revealed). Even more blatantly than his predecessors, Empedokles lays 
daim 10 divine authority. 

The work of these remarkable lhhtkers reveals their need to compete against 
the most influential 'masters of trulh'. Homer and Hesiod. Since these were the 
great educators or Hellas, any wise man offering an intellectual (rather than a 
practical or tedinical) product had to match himself against this kind of sage. I 
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am not suggesting that these philosophical poets achieved the kind of popular
ity enjoyed by more tradltlonal poets: the point is that tbey exploited trad
itional forms of poetry In an effort to put 1he1nselves oo the map. Of course, 
even as they made use of poetic discourse to gain a hearing, they engaged in a 
specialized discussion or the nature of Uie universe, of change, and of reality. 
Although, at times, the early 'philosophical' thiol<ers were content to ignore 
the public and talk primarily to one another, the need to attract followers and 
to gain authority and (at least local) fanie was a basic feature o f the life of an 
intellectual. This can be seen especially d<>ariy in the mid-fifth century, when 
certain lntcllcctuals decided to make a business out of imparting their id<>as and 

skills. 

The variety of professional 'sophists' 

The intellectuals In question are those that came to be called the 'sophists'. 
Although. In the futh century. the word sopilistes did not pick out a specific 

group o f intellccruals (until the fourth century, lt was often used as a synonym 
for sopllos). the term ca me to designate those men who travelled around the 
Greek world advertising and selling the products of their wisdom. The most 
famous 'sophists' o f the fifth century are Protagoras of Abdera, Gorg.ias of Leon
ti nol, rrodikos o f Keos. and Hippias of Elis. The very category 'sophist' has the 
effect of placing nil these ln<iivid uals in a group, when in foct they d id not work 
in association with o ne another and did not even purvey the same kind of 
wisdom. Although they are often bunched together as 'teachers 6f rhetoric', 
this categorization l'Oncea ls th~ wonderful variety of these thinkers. These men 
did not form a movemen t or school; rather, each was a lon e ranger, offering a 
unique product to the growing market. 

This is not to de11y that m<1ny sophists did offer teaching in the 'art' (teclme) 

of effective speech and action; cert<Jin ly there was a wide market for training in 
rhe skills that were required for success in the public world. One of the most 
able masters of rhetorical art was Gorgias, who developed a unique and highly 
poetic prose style. As he himself clain1s, poetry is simply 'specc'h with metre' (fr. 

Bl I. 9). In his famous Encomium of Helen, he not only demonstrates the power 
of rhetoric but also offers an explicit analysis of the nature of persuasive speech. 
The following passage gives a good idea of Gorgianic discourse and ideas: 

Speech Is a~·· lord, which by means of the smallest and most invisible 
body brings about the most divine deeds: it can stop fear and destroy pain 
and produce joy and augment pity .... What cause pre-•ents the assertion 
that tlelen, similarly, came under the Influence of speech against her wtu, 
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as if ravished by the force or the mighty? . .. For spe«h pe'1uading the soul 

that it persuaded, compelled it both to believe what was >aid and to 

approve what was done .... For just as different drugs drive out different 
secretions fron1 the body, nr1cL so111e bri11g an er1<I to sickness arid others ro 

Jl(e, so also ir1 the case of Sf)eeches, some crente JJai11, otllCrs l'leastire, so111e 
cnt1se fear, otl\c·rs 111akC' I lst<:11t>rs cor1fident, and sc)1n c drug n 1id enclla1i.t l'he 

soul wit h a certain evil persuasion. (fr. Bl J. 8-14) 

Here, Gorgias persuades us with his musical style even as he discusses the slip

pery nature of persuasive speech. 

As I have suggested, training in rhetoric was only one of many areas of 

expertise cultivated by the sophists. Consider Hipplas, whose expertise 

Included astronomy, geometry, ariUunetic, musical the<>ry, orthography, and 

an astonishing mnemonic art. As Plato report.~ in the U:sser Hippias, when he 

came to perform at an Olympic festival. Hippias claimed Lo have made every-

1·J1ing he was \vearing and Ct1rryiI1g hic11self: a cir1g, a sen I, n strigel, illl oiJ flask, 
shoes, a cloak, a short tunic, and a woven girdle circling the hmk. This re111inds 

us that Hippias did not confine himself to the higher or 'liberal' arts, but pro

fessed a wide variety of manual and technical skills that made him a n uc 
polyntath. 

In what venues did the sophists perform and teach? \Ve know that Gorgias 

and Hippias reached large audiences by performing their work at the Olympic 

and l'ythian games; these venues offered the sophists a panhellenic pla tform. 

Another popular spot was the Athenian agora, the political and econon1ic 

centre of the city. Since, by the middle of the fifth century 1JCB, Athens was the 

bastion of intellectual Life in the Gl'eek world, this City was on the itinerary of 

every major sophist. Alt hough the sophists were held In suspicion by many 

Athenians, it is clear that they were hugely successful there. 11nas we see a large 

crowd gathering at the Lyceum for two rather minor sophists in Plato's 

E111fl~Ylem11s, cheering each round of the argument; in Thoukydides, moreover, 

the politician Kleon chides the men at the Athenian assembly for acting like an 

audience attending a performance of sophists, seeking diversion rather than 

serious activity (cf. p. 152). Of course the sophists also performed at private 

gatherings, where they 11ddressed their hosts and prospective s tudents . In Pia· 

to' s l'rotagoms, fo r example, we find the sophists Pro tagorns, ll ippias, and 
Pro{likos Ji,1ing as guests a1 th e hous~ of Kallias, a '''ealthy All1e11ia11. Here, tt1e 

sophists are shown nddresslng smaller groups, though it is noteworthy that 

Protagoras has brought a Oock of foreign followers and a pri1.e pupil along as an 

entourage (a sort of ready-made audience). Let me add, linally, that the sophists 

also took advantage of the technology of writing, which was slowly taking hold 

In the fifth century BCt.. Although there are only scanty remains of sophistic 
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texts, we must remember that the sophists were writers and theorist.< as well as 

performers, mixing these media to suit their professional needs. Sophistic writ· 

ings served as performance texts, as exemplary models o f rhetorical techniques 

and, ultimately, as la>tlng advertisements of the aul11or's wisdom. 

The distinction between the sophists and the sages is not hard and fast. 

Perhaps the most Important point of difference Ls that the sophists were paid 

professionals: these men were after nlilterlal as well as symbolic ~apital. L'ro

tagoras is sa id to have been the first to have taken money for his teaching. Vve 

know little about the actual fees, although they seem to have ranged from 

Hippias' SO drachma lecture on grammar and language to Protagoras' 10,000 

drachma course or study, which was no doubt quite lengthy (a drachma was a 

qualified worker's dally wage). The fact that Hippias also offered a I drachma 

lecture as an ;alternative to the SO drachma lecture suggests that sophi.~ts readi ly 

adapted themselves to audiences of differen t sizes and constin1e11cies. Plato 

con1pares their activi ties to that of nle rchants and salesn1en. Like merchants, 

sophists travelled all around the Greek wo rld, offering their w;ires to com1>lete 

strangers. T his kind or business transaction was diffe!'ent from those carried out 

by citizens in their own cities, where exchanges were etnbedded in a network of 

social and political relationships. Indeed, the reason why the sophists were 

held in suspicion In Athens was because they were foreign men who pre.~umed 

to be telling Athenians how to nm their public a11d personal affairs. They were, 

then, cosmopolitan Intellectuals rather than local sages; not surprisingly, some 

were strong advocates of panhellenism, urging the Greek cities to put aside 

their differences and unite against foreign roes. 

The medical p rac:tltloners of the fifth and fourth centuries resembled tile 

sophists in a nL1111ber of ways. In addition to trcaling the sick, Greek physicians 

offered Live performances of their wisdom a nd expertise. Both Pinto and Xeno

phon provide evidence that doctors performed in public spaces as well as at tile 

bedside; they indicate that physicians addressed tile Athenian assembly as 

experts, and even competed with one another for the office of PubLic Physician 

of Athen s. further evidence of the performance of medical wisdom is found in 

the treatise On rife Nnhtre o(M<111, which ridicu les those doctors who engage Ln 

competitive debates with one another in front of crowded audiences: 

Clearly I these physicians] do n<>t know anylhing. One can see this espe· 
cially by attending the debates of these men. For when these men cteb<at~ 

\'\•itJ1 one anoc lier iii froc1t of tl1e san1e lister1ers, ll1e same n1an never ,vJr1s 

three times in a row, bul no\v this man ,,•i11s, no''' 1 hat one, and tt1e11 agal1i 

the man whose tongue is the most fluent In front of the crowd. 

The neatise entitled l'rerepts, finally, claims that some doctors wore fancy 
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headgear and exotic perfumes to attract attention, though the author discour
ages this kind of showy behaviour. 

Many medical practitioners also wrote treatises on their own theories and 
praC1ices. These 'Hippocratic' texts range from technical discussions of medical 
treatmentS to more general pieces aimed ata wider public. In these texts, many 
of which are extant, we can cleaily sec a group of profossionals varying their 
discourses to suit both specialized and lay audiences. Indeed, 1nany treatises 
explicitly address the question of how to speak persuasively to the lay public. 
Like the sophists, the medical prn(:titioners clalmccl to have an an or skill-a 
lee/me-which could be t<Jught and put into practice. This kind of wisdom 
could be systematized a nd placed in a writt~n p;ickagc; it was therefore less 
reliant on 11wtis, which w<1s spo ntaneous an d intuitive knowledge tlwt could 
not b~ reduced to systems and rules. 

Sokrates among the sages 

The fifth century also featured the most fan1ous or all Greek wise men: Sokrates 
the Athenian (469-399 BCE). Although Sokrates did not write anything down 
and therefore did not contribute directly to the corpus of Greek titeratu1e, 
he has the peculiar distinction of having spawned an entirely new literary 
genre, the Sokmtikos logos, a representatlon in [>rose of Sokrntes' philosophic 
convers;1tlons. Although there were rnnnerous autho rs of Sokratic dialogues, all 
that remains of this vital genre is some few fragments o f Aischines and the 
fourth-century writings of Plato (Greek: PJat on) and Xenophon. Unfortun
ately, Plato and Xenophon offe1 very dif(erent portl'illts of this elusive figure, 
;ind this has led to tl1e problem of identifying the 'true' Sokrntes. Already in the 
fifth ('enrury, the (:omic poe t Aristopha nes had written a play that featured 
Sokiates as the protagonist (the Clo11ds). That Sokra tes could command this 
kind of attention suggests that he was very well known in Athens. interestingly, 
Aristophanes offers an extremely negative portrayal of Sokrates: he is pait 
scientific quack and part purveyor of shady rhetorical practices. Of course, 
Aristophanes ls trying to raise a laugh, and he can hardly be aiming at veri· 
similitude. l'iato and Xenophon, by contrast, adulate Sokrates, though Xeno
phon's hero ls a pious do-gooder while Plato's is a cagey, complex, and 
charisma tic figure. ~\le must remember that neither of these men was attempt
ing to write a biography of Sokrates; both offered a blc11d of fact a nd fiction. If 
we favour Plato's versio n, it is because l1e alone 1>ortrays a character who is 
provociltlvc e 11()t.11Jh to be put to death at the hands of the Athen ians. 

Sokratcs was put o n trial in 399 SC& for co r·ruptlng the youth <ind worship-
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ping deities not recognized by the city. This may not have been the first time 
that the Athenians put an intellectual on trial; there is some (questionable) 
evidence that Protagoras and Anaxagoras were indicted for meddling in Athe
nian affairs. Even if these legends are false, their exiStence indicates that intel
lectuals occupied a somewhat dangerous position in democratic Alhens. In the 
case of Sokrates, it appeaIS that the underlying problem was political. Since 
Sokrates was known 10 have associa ted with aristocrats like Alkibiades and Kri· 
tias (who had done enormous harm to their city during the Peloponnesian 
'Nar), he \\•as identified as an enemy o f the democracy. lie was therefore 
dragged into court and niade to defond himself before a jury of 500. In Pl<1to's 
Apolo.~y, Sokrates is represented <JS delivering a stunning speech challenging the 
Athenians to take justice and virtue seriously. He claims that he has n eve1 been 
in a iawcourt before, and is unfamiliar with the language of the place. 13ut 
Sokrates' discourse is a brilliant piece o f rhetoric-rhetoric which cries out for 
an audience of good n1en. Sokrates' Jury voted 280 : 220 against him; his fiery 
provocations were no doubt insulting to many. vVhere Sokrates failed, how
ever, Plato succeeded: by writing the A/1()/ogy and other dialogues, Plato ensured 
that Sokrates found his true audjence, albeit after his death. 

As a rule, Sokrates did not perform In the political fora of Athens (i.e. the 
assembly and courts). Instead, he journeyed around the city and its environs 
striking up conversations wherever he went: in the gymnasia and wrestling 
schools, in the groves of the Academy an<l 1.yceum (before the famous schools 
were instituted there), in the <1gora, at symposia, in the workshops of artisans, 
and at private houses. lie claims in the Apolo,~y that he dellberatcly sought out 
poets, politicians, and crafts111en, since he thought that they might have some 
wisdom to impart. ~le ls also seen regularly with adolescent boys and young 
men. Finally, he is portrayed as sparring with many different sophists, soin~· 
times in front of a good-sized crowd. 

Although some scholars have argued that his avoidance of po litical gather· 
Ings makes him a ' performer in exile', there is in fact no more embedded 
and embodied philosopher than Sokrates. Embedded, because he rarely left 
Athens, and even chose death rather lhan exile at his trial. To be sure, Sokrates 
played by his own rules, rejecting traditional social, political, and economic 
exchanges; but his in-your-face approach to philosoph)• kept him intimately 
tied to his fellow Athenjans. As he says in the Apology, 'l went like a father or an 
older brother to each of the Athenians' (3 l b). Sokrates' wisdom was also 
embodied, for he enacted h is wis<iom In deeds as well as words: cmcial to his 
performance of wisdom w~re his extraordi nary powers of physica l endurance 
a rid self-control. He c'ould drink a ll night witllout getting drunk, go barefoo lin 
the s11ow in freezing weather, a11tl ha<I complete contTol over h is sexual 
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appetites (even resisting the beautiful Alkibiades when he stole under the 
covers with him In a vain nttempl nt seduction). Sokcates' deaU1, too, is a 
powerful performance, as he bathes his soon-to-be corpse and drinks up the 
hemlock in perfoct serenity. 

Although Sokrates is taken 10 represent a new turn in Greek philosophy 
(hence the modern term 'Presocralic Philosophy'), in many ways Ile is sui 

ge11eris. liere was a thinker who claimed that he did not have knowledge and 
was not aeting as a teacher. Ye1 he did have some basic principles. For example, 
his belief 1ha1 wisdom is necessary and sufficien1 for virtue (to know the good is 
10 do the good) form> the basis of his philosophy, which centres on the search 
for kno1vledge of the essence of the vlrtue$-Courage, piety, self-<:onnol, justice, 
etc. In conducting this .earch, Sokrates adopts a question-and-answer format 
(now called the 'Socratic method'). He generaUy plays the role of questioner. 
though he always insists that he does not himself have the answers. If one 
focuses on Sokrates' rhetoric and Irony as well as his arguments, one can see 
that he is a master of metis (see p. 160); responding to the vagaries of every 
argument and to the particularities or the characters he interrogates, he always 
manages to outfox his opponents. Sokrates, in fact, is ii consummate performer 
of wisdom, cut from the same cloth as the early silges. Although some Athen
ians (like Aristophanes) may have ldentifi.ed hiln as a sophist, we must remem
ber that Sokrates did not take money, d id not travel around Greece as a teacher, 
did not claim to possc...s knowle<11;e or any other intellectual product, and in 
fact never wrote anything down. Mis perforn1a1Kes were very different from 
those of the sophists: whereas the hitter, on many occasions, delivered set 
pieces that had been co111pose<i In writing, Sokrates' discourse was purely ora l, 
forrrlally di:tl<'>gical, ;-111<l al\\1\1ys a(/ l10111i11e 111. Moreo\•cr, Sokrates' wisdo111 ''ras 
not simply intellectual: his practic;il and physical enactment of the trad itional 
virtues 1nark hi1n as ;.1 sage ratl1er 1·l1a11 a so1:>l1ist. 

The 'first philosophers' and their schools 

lf Sokrates performed his wisdom for all the citizens of Athens (' young and old, 
rich and poor'), the philosophers of the fourth century focused primaril)' on 
writing and private tt>aching. creating the first oflkial schools of higher educa
tion. I say 'philosophers' beeause Plato and lsokrates were the first intellectuals 
to appropriate for themselves (and their models) the tenn 'philosopher' 1.pl1i

losop/Jos), a rather rare word which had previously been used to identify anyone 

pursuing intellectual cultivation. Both Plato and lsokrates offered explicit (and 
very different) definitions of 'phllO}Ophy'; each went to great lengths to defcnd 
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and legitimize his own brand of wisdom and to debunk that of his rivals. 
Although we now consider lsokrates a master of rhetoric rather than phil
osophy, he himself laid claim to the title of 'philosopher'. Given that Phil
osophy was first con~ttucted as a specialized discipline in the fourth century, 
we need to pay careful attention to the rhetoric tbat these intellectuals used in 
defence of 1hls new cultural practice. These thinkers used the powerful dis
course of philoso11hlcal protreplic to stake a claim to wisdom, negotiate space, 
rebuke rivals, and advertise their different styles of pedagogy. 

Although lsokrates and Plato were greatly indebted to previous intellectual 
enterprises, they created brand new fora and forms for promulgating wisdom. 
lsokrates was the first to found his own school, which was located near the 
Lyceum (r.393 BCF.). By creating an educational institution which was per
manently scnled In one place, lsokrates could offer a lengthy and systematic 
course of study. l,lke the sophists, he charged a fee for his teaching ( l ,000 
drachmas for a three- to four-year course of study), but he was neither a travel
ler nor a performer. In fact, he claimed in ii number of speeches that he had a 
poor voice and lacked the confidence for public speaking. Soon after lso
kratcs, Plato founded his own school, which was located in the Academy 
(Greek: Akntlemifl), a park just outside north-west Athens dedicated to the 
hero Hekadcmos. Plato turned to Pythagoras as a model, creating a t/1iasos or 
religious brotherhood that was devoted to the cult of the Muses. Plato's 
school was ;1 leg<1l entity defined by its tutelary deities; the master did not 
charge fct•s for h is te<1ching. People from all over the Greek world came to 
study with lsokrarcs and Plato, many of whom would have been attracted by 
the w rltlen works of these philosophers. An Arc<1dian woman named Axi
othea, for example, is said to have come to Athens after reading Plato's Rep11b
lic (unlike lsokrates, Plato had l'emale students in his school), and a farmer 
from Corinth Is reported to have joined Plato's school after reading the 

Gorg;ns. 
These Institutions of learning conferred on their be;ids an establlshed pos

ition and great prestige in the Greek world. The need for public performances of 
wisdom was thus reduced if not eliminated. lsokrates' education focused 

exclusively on rhetoric and its implementation in public and political life, 
whereas Plato offered a wide array of subjects, including mathematics, a~tron
omy, geometry, logic, metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and political theory. 
It is important 10 emphasize that Plato's school, l.ike that of lsokrates, attracted 
many influential and powerful students and colleagues (Plutarch lists twelve 
fan1ous poliUclans who associated with Plato, and other sources suggest that 
there were more). Plato's involvement in tbe political affairs of Sicily, particu
larly his association with the tyrant Dionysios of Syracuse, is a reminder that he 

GREEK WISDOM LITERATURE I 173 



THE THINKERS. This mosaic of a group of seven philosophers was made in the first 
century CE to decorate a villa near Pompeii on the bay of Naples. There has 
been much discussion whether the figures can be identified with individual 
philosophers. One theory claims that the figure pointing to the globe with a 
staff is Plato and the figure on the extreme left is Aristotle. In the background 
possibly the Akropolis at Athens. 

did not repudiate politics or public life, though he had little involvement in the 
democratic government of Athens. 

lsokrates and Plato, as Athenian intellectuals who belonged to the wealthy 
elite, would have been expected to participate in the democratic government of 
Athens. Both opted out, lsokrates because he was unfit for public speaking, and 
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Plato because he d id not approve of Athenian governroent. By avoiding the 
political fora of the assembly and lawcourts, they were effectively rejecting the 
mass audience and its values. Plato was of course far more critical of the dem
ocracy than lsokrates was. bul both chose to address an audience of elites by 
way of private teaching and llw circulation of written texrs. Although literacy 
was more widespread In the fourth century than io the fi fth, only wealthy and 
educated Individuals had the leisure and lhe money required to buy books and 

to study 1hem. 
lsokrates gives us a good Idea of the process of writing and publishing a work 

in the Pa11arl1e11aic Oration (200-72). He tells us how, after writing lhe first ver· 
sion of this speech, he 'revised' it in the company of three o r four pupils. Upon 
reviewing the speech, the entire group pronounced it excellent, though it 
lacked an ending. lsokrates then decided to call upon a former pupil, an 
admirer of Sparta who himself lived io an oligarchic state, to find out whether 
anything he said about the Spartans was amiss. This man came and 'read' the 
speech, and he founel fault with lsokrates' critical treatment of the Spartans. 
lsokrates 1ells us that he proceeded to deliver a short speech censuring this 
pupil for his Ignorance, a speech which was applauded by the other pupils who 
we1e present. A little while later. he 'dictated' this latter speech to his slave, who 
added il on at the end o f the former speech. Several days later, however, as he 
was 'reading and going over' the speech, lsokrates grew troubled about his 
handling of the Spartans. Me came to the brink of 'blotting out o r burning' his 
text, but optetJ Instead to cali ln those of h is former pupils who lived in Athens 
and to ask whether the speech should be destroyed oc published. When this 
group comes, the speech Is 'read aloud' and (not surprisingly) given a huge 
applause. f:.ventunl ly, o f course, the students persuade him to publish the 
speech, ' If he wishes to gratify the worthiest of the Greeks-those "'ho are truly 

philosophical and not pretenders'. 
Both lsokrates and PlatO aimed their written work first and foremost at elite 

and educated men who coultJ read (or listen to another person read) long pieces 
o f prose. llul nellher was fully confident that his books would find the right 
readers or evoke the correct response. lsokrates expresses his ambivalence 

about the wrlllen word in To Pili/Ip 25- 7: 

I do not fall 10 recognize the extent to which spoken speeches are more 
effective at persuasion 1han , .. •ritten ones, nor tltat all assume the former 
arc uttertd on ln1ponant and urge11t 1natters ,,·hite the latter are '"'ritten for 
display and profit . . .. \Vhen a speecb is deprived of the speaker's repula· 
tion, his voice, 1he variations which are made in the delivery, and of rhe 
advantages of timeliness and seriousness about the matter at hand ... and 
'''hen someone reads It ur1persuasively, '"ilhout depicting any character, as 
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though he were reading a list, it is not surprising that it seems to the 
llst~ners to be a poor Spe<!eh. 

Herc, lsokrates admowledges that written texts lack the force of embodied dis

course, since they must circulate in the absence of the author and bis voice. But 

he argues elsewhere that wri ting has the advantage over speech in that i t offers 

a fixed do<:ument of exactly what o ne thinks, and does not toady to its audi

ence In the way that oral performers generally do (e.g. Epistle 1). Jn fact, as he 

claims I ti the A11tirlosis (On t/1e lixcfumge of Property), n written text can create an 

'image' of it:; titithor for all time to come; the text is t~lllS 'a mont1n1ent, after his 
den th, liner than st<> tu es of bronze' (7). I ndee<l, In the A11Ndosis lsokrates goes so 
far as to Include lengthy passages from four of his other speeches. Here, for the 

first li111e i r' literature, \\1e find a '"'riter creat irig nn a11tholOg}: of Jtis own \\fOrk
a 'Portal>le lsokr<1tes' which can ' lay bare the trut h' about the life and ideas of Jts 
author (140-1). 

l'la1o's view of \Wiling is very different. In a famous passage in the Phae.dn1s, 
Socra1es suggests that 

(writing) wiU inlroduce forgetfulness into lhe souls or its learners because 

they will neglect to exercise their memory; indeed, on account or tbe faith 
they place in the written word, they will recall things by way of alien mark.' 
external to them, and not lrom within, on their own. (274e-27Sa) 

As Sokrntcs explains, written texts <He neither 'clear' nor ' reliable', since they 

need the presence of the author to defend them when they are under attack. 
The ~Jscmbodied written word can only say 1he same thing again and agau1, 

and •L 'doesn' t know how to address the right 1>eople and to keep silent before 

the wrong people' (27Sd- e) . Finally, since wrlling Is, as it were, an 'illegitin1<1te 

bro ther' of the spoken wo rd, it should not be taken seriously or tJeated as 

though it contained real truth. This passage has received a gre<it deal of schol

arly attention, since it appears to undermine Plato's own writings. As I see it, 

Plato is suggesting here that philosophical truth cannot be finalized and placed 

in a written package, since it demands ongoing argument and enquiry and is 

simply not suitable for the fixity of writing. Plato demonstrates this principle In 

mo:.t of his texts, refusing to offer final conclusions and pointing towards 

truths which are beyond the scope of the dia logue. What, then, did Plato 

intend to accomplish by writing d ialogues? First, he w;inted to issue a n in vita· 

tion to the philosophical life (and, indirectly, to his own school), offering a 

sample of the issues and m.ethods inv<>lvecl. ;Incl, second, he want~d to entice 

and perplex the readers, thus pressing them to Investigate the issues for them

selves. Altho ugh Plato placed a n1uch h igher vnlue on oral discussi<>ns of 

philosopliic Issues (which were no doubt the main activity In the Academy), he 
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did not completely reject writing; ralher, he tried to create texts that acknow

ledged their own provisionality. 
What can we say about the circulation and reception of these texts in fourth

century Athens? Clearly, a written text could travt>l the Greek world far more 

easily than its author. The disembodied word had the advantage of communi

cating across great d istances, and or creating a community of readers that tran

scended the boundaries of the city-states and their politics. Both lsokrates and 

Plato auracted pupils fro m all over the Greek world; this wo uld suggesi that 

theiI writings were widely disseminated. Although Havelock went too far in 

claiming th<tt the te<:hnotogy of writing was the cause of a conce ptua l shift that 

made philosophic thinking possil)le. il Is clcilr th<>t writing facilitates the prc

sent<>tion of long and technical argumen ts and gives readers a chance to study 

and respond to difficult ideas. Lly reaching beyond the boundaries or Athens, 

thinkers like lsokrates and Plato could conununicate with like-minded, edu

cated Greeks, thus ronning an ~lite co1nmunity of cultured intellectuals. In 

fou"b<entury Athens, wealth and power were no longer markers of aristo

cratic superiority, for many members of the 'lower dasses' were able to acquire 

money and political power. The 'liberal' or 'philosophical' education thus 

emerge<.! as ;i new marker of ~lite status. In sho", many aristocrats opted for 

culture and learni ng rather than power. In theory, of course, the liberal educa

tion cl<•imed to p repare young men 10 be good leaders; but th is claim d id not 

al\vays pe:1n <>ut in practice. 

lsokrates' philosophic discourse 

According to lsokrares, philosophy Is a (Orm of prnctical wisdom. As he says In 

the A11tidosis, 

It is not in the nature of man to all•ln a scientific knowledge (cpisttme) 
\Vlticb, once '"e possess it, enabl~ us to kno\v \\lltat to do or to say. I 

therefore consider those men wise who are able by means of conjecture to 
hit upon the best course of action; and I give the tiUc of 'philosopher' lo 
men who are engaged in the studies which make them achieve this kind of 
wisdom most expeditiously. (271) 

llcre, Jsokrates suggests th<ll ethical and political ilction cannot be turned 

into a science; because philosophic wisdom must respond to the shif1ing 

even ts of human life, it must be based on conjecture and experience. ISO· 

krates goes on to attack his rivals (Including Plato) for cultivating· the wro ng 

kind of wisdom: 
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They say that the people who pay no heed to things that are necessary bul 
e-njoy the outlandislt discourses of Ill(' a11cler1t so1Jt1ists arc pl1iloso1>11er:., bul that Ille J>eople who arc learning a1td practl\ing the thin~ which enal>lc tl1em to n1a11age wisely l>otl'I their Jlrivatc housel10Jds arid tl1c commonwealth of the city are not philosophers. (285) 

lsokrates claimed, then, to te<1ch men how to live and govern well. Jlu t his a' tual teach ing ro,used primal'l ly on logos, since the mastery o f the righ t kind of rhetoric, he believed, would lead to the proper pmxis. 
lsokrates was an ambitious man: h e wanied to Jnnuen'c Athenian po li tics without speaking in the democratic assembly; he wanted to be seen as an Athenian insider but also to participate in the affairs of ot her states (including o tiga1·chic aod tyrann ical regimes). He wa lked a fine line between these disparate audiences, somellmes incorporating different ideologies into the same speech . Th e Arropngitikos and 0 11 tile' P1mce, ror ex<imple, lflke the form of speeches delivered to the Athenlan assembly, and the A11tidosis take.\ the form of a court speech in a public t ria l. tn these texts, tsokrates portrays himself as " good democrat and a benefactor to his city, using many or the commonplaces found in 1\thenlan rhetoric. The democratic rhetoric in this and other speeches was not, of course, aimed al the Aihenian demos, but rather a l an educated readership consisting of orators, politicians, and other influential democrats. Jsokrates offers them strong arguments for their own position even as he exJ1orts thcrn to live up to the early glories of Athens. Jn the same speeches, however, he 

inveighs against the ii,'llorance and gu llibili ty of 'the ma11y', and criticizes the sycophan ts who are infecting the political p rocess. Herc, he shows his antidemocratic readers that he is not just a party hack. By skil fuUy tapping into different ideologies, lsokrates appeals to a dlspaw te audience of literate and 
leisured Greeks, some of whom favoured democracy, others oligarchy, and yet others monarchy. 

Although lsokrates made an impact on Greek politics by educating v'arious princes and leaders, he also wanted to wield power by mea ns of his writings. many of whlc:h discuss political issues and ul'ge specific courses of action. In short, he wanted his speeches to be speech-acts: words that make or remake the world. In several o f his late speeches, tsokra tes openly admi ts that his written texts bad little effect on political decision-making. He <ays more than once that his Panegyric Omrion created an enormous stir and brought him great fame, yet he bitterly complains U1at no one took the advice he gave there. His texts, as it seems, were admired but not obeyed. Because he refused to declaim h is discourses, he was unable lo (:on vcrt his lo3<ls in lo praxis; in this period. a written 
te.~t simply could not compete with oral performances. In addition, lsokrates' musical and verbose rhet'Oric ptocluces a smooth elega nce that does not have 
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t11e power demanded of polliical speeches. Even when his writings w ke the form or fore nsic and politica l s peeches, he uses an artful style associated more with display and entertainment than with power politiC'S. 
In the A11ridosis, lsokrn les expresses h is astonlsl1mcnt thal the Athenian people voted against him at a trial concerning the payment or a liturgy (an expensive civic service that was compulsory for the richest Aiheni<ms). Here, he portrays himself as a great benefactor to the city of Athens: he admits that he has not participated in the public discourse o f the assembly and 'ourls, but claims that his wisdom bas brought immense glory to the city. His speeches and his school, he asserts, have done an extraordinary service 10 

Athens, and should be seen as a n ew kind of lituri.'Y· Jn additio 11, since Athenians are known to be 'the best educated in thought and speech' of all the Greeks (2.94), lsokrn tes' intellectual activities render him the quintessentia l Athenian. Thus he suggests that h is disembodied voice (i.e. the written speeches) can and should be embedded In Athen ian social an d polilical discourse. This Is a novel and foscinaling endeavour, even if It did not produce the desired results. 

Plato and philosophic performance 

Plato developed a quite different relation to the city and culture o f Athens, one that evolved and changed as he matured. Plato's works are generally divided into three periods: the early, which include the Apology, Crito, £11t/1yp/Jro, Pro· tagorns, and Gorgias; the middle, which include the Symposium, Plmet/11, Rcpub· lie, and l'lwednti; and tbe late, including the Sop/1ist, Statesman, 1imae11s, and 1_,nvJ. 1 n h is early dialogues, Plato focuse.~ on Socrntic discussions of ethical and political co ncepts. Sokrates, of course, was no aristocrat, ancl his language reflecrs the class of artisans from which he came; indeed, he is 'always speaking about pack asses, or blacksmiths, or cobblers, or tanners' (Symposiw11 22.Ie), exploring the difference between the Lechnlcal knowledge of the craftsman and the ethical wisdo1u of the sage. This kind of langrn1gedearly annoyed Athenian aristocrats; in the Gorgias, for example, Sokrates posittvety revels in this low language in his encounter with Kalllkles (an aristocratic snob): 
sOCKRATFS: Whal about cloaks? f>erllaps the besl weaver should have the biggest cloak, and the most cloaks, and go .round in the pre1tiest ct oaks. 
KAI LIKlf.S: Ooaks indeed! 
SOCKRATES: \-Veil, clearly shoes then. t-le who is lhe best and wisest expert In shoes sho<Lld have the lion's share of them. The cobbler, I suppose, 
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Sh<>uld ha,,e the lJigg·est shoes and the n1ost nun1erous shoes i11 \\•hicl1 to 
\Valk (lf0\Uld. , , , 

KALl. IKLES: Ry god, you never stop ta.I king about cobblers and fullers and 
cooks arl(I doctors, as thougJ1 our argun1t-nt wt-re at>o\1t tl1errl. 

S~)CKRNTES: Tl1en please say what things the stronger and wiser man should 
get 1nore of, \vhen he j\tSfly <>verreaches and takes niore th"rl his share. 

(Gorgias 490d- 491 a) 

Plato's use of comn1on and lowbrow d iscourse in a prose text is a bold new 
venture in Greek literat1ire; since his readersh ip consisted of weaJthy and edu· 
cated n1e11, tl1is serio-con1ic t111crowning of 'l1igh art' is e''e11 n1ore remarkable. 

Although Sokratcs' dialogues take place in the presence of relatively small 
groups of people, the political context and ramificattons of these conversations 
are often underscored. In many texts, Plato creates a historical or political 
frame for the discussion that is to come. At the opening of the Clwrmides, for 
ex<imple, Sokr<1tes explains that he has just returned from a banle in l'otidaia
an event th<lt illuminates the dialogue's discussion of virtue and self-control. In 
the E11lhyphro, the protagonist encounters Sokrates just before he goes to trial 
on a charge of impiety; their dialogue, not surprisingly, focuses on the nature of 
piety. The Apology re-enacts Sokrntes' tria l and indict1nent, an event that 
occurred five years after the disastrous end of the Peloponnesian War. In this 
speech, Sokwtes turns the tables aJ1d puts Athens on trial for impiety and 
injustice; he openly criticizes the democracy and cla.i1ns that he would have 
been put to death long ago if he bad engaged in Athenian politics. Jn these and 
other early dialogues, Plato portrays Sokrates as a sage whose intellect11al and 
physical <1c!ivities are perforn1ed in a specific cultural context. This context 
serves as a remi11der that 30 individtJ\tl's ideas a11d valttes 11a''<' n1on1entous 
consequences: true knowledge, as Sokrates conceives it, necessarily produces 
good and virtuous action (and, correlattve!y, ignorance produces vicious 
t1ction) . In Plato's e(1rly 'drc.1n1aS:', tl1c11, \\'C see hO\\t logos affects praxi.s, t10,,r 
ideas affect deeds . .He thus encourages his readers to pursue a brand of wisdom 
whicb is fundamentally practi cal and civic in orientation. 

In the middle dialogues, Plato introduces a new kind of philosopher, a sage 
who is not at home in Athens or any other Greek city, and is not even real ly at 
home in his own body. In the Symposi11m, for example, we are told that, as he 
was walking to the drlnking party, Sokrates wandered off to a nearby porch to 
enjoy a period of silent contemplation (174d- 175a). Later in the dialogue, 
Alklblades tells a story about Sokrates when they were on a campaign together: 

One day, at da\.,.'O, ~le started tl1i11k.ing about so1r1'! problem c>r other, an<l 
stood tl1crc losl' i11 ltlO\tgJ1t, ai1<.1 l\'l1er1 t!1e a11S\\•er <licln't come t1e still 
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stood U1cce thioking. (efusing to give up. By midday, many soldiers h11d 
seen him and, quite surprised, they told each other that Sokrates had been 
sta11di11g tl1ere thl11ki'l8 ever since daWll. He 1ivas stjll tl1ere \\•hen eve11ing 
c-.tn1e, a11d after di11 ner son1e Tonians brought their bed(ling outside (tJ1is 
was ir1 tJ1e stun111er) partly because it \'las cooler a11d ooorc cooJJortable and 
partly to see whether he was going to stay out there all night. Well, he 
st<)Od or1 that very SJlOt u11tiJ cla"'111, and the11 l1e said Ills pt<l}'Crs c-o tl1c: Slt11 
a11d went away. (220c-ct) 

J-lere, Sokrates pl<iys a novel role-that of a contemplative philosopher, lost to 
the world as he labours in thought. We fi.nd no trace of this kind 9f activity in 
the early dialogues. Plato' offers here a new conception of the 'tnre' phil· 
osopher: nus new sage is most at home when he is engaging in theoria (con
templation). In the Republic, Plato will insist that the phi losopher who has 
found a happy conteo1plative life outside the cave must jounley back into the 
darkness to educate and-ideally- rule oi•er the ignorant masses (514a- 518b). 
He has cer.t<iinly not given u p on politics or praxis (his two most monumental 
works, <ifter all, are the Repu/Jlic and Laws), but he has created a philosopher 
who, by nature, belongs in a higher world. 

Pl<ito's new philosopher. is not embedded in the (non-ideal) city and its 
affairs, <ind is only tenuously attached to his own body. As he says in the 
Tlleaetct.iis, the true JJhiJosopher does not know the way to the market-place or 
lawcourts or council chamber; does not know whether people are upper 01· 

lower class; <lnd never takes part in popular entertainment. Indeed, 

he is not e,•en aware that he ls ignorant, for he holds aloof not for reputa
tion's sake, but because it is really only his body that resides and is at home 
ii1 tl1e cit)1, \vl1ile his thOlLght, tOl\Sideri11g all Sttch tllings pelt)' a.11d \l\1ort11-
less, disdains them aod takes wing ... studying the pla.ins by means of 
geoni.etry and i11\1estigati11g t11e heavens th<>ugh astrono111y, seeki1rg tlle 
tn1e nature <.>fall tl1at exists . . . and r1ever lO\\l'e1·i11g i lsclf to "'t1at lies close 
at hand. (173d--e). 

To be sure, this portrait is somewhat exaggerated; Plato h imself wou lc;l not have 
met these criteria. 13ut since, for him, human souls are immortal and can dwell 
outside the body, it is the task of the philosopher to ·practise death' by separat· 
ing his soul and mind from his body as much as possible during this present 
incarnate life (see esp. Pilaedo). ln the ntiddle dialogues, Plato erects a ne1" 
metaphysical system which calls fora new kind of philosopher. It also calls [Or a 
new kind of literature-a mode of discourse which can investigate and reveal 
an incorporeal world that exists beyond the borders of earthly Ufe. To com
municate this new vision, Plato a''ailed himself of a huge variety of styles, often 
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mixing bJgh language with low, and austere philosophic analysis with myths, 
allegories, and ornate rhetorical speeches. Dlis unique style is designed to 
engage readers both intellectually and einotionally-to make them understand 
that t11eir very lives are on the line. 

Most of Plato's middle and late dialogues are devoted to the <malysis and 
defence of the inany facets of this new n1ctaphysie<1J system. v\Thereas in the 
early dialogt1es he dealt exclusively with ethical and political issues, in the 
middle and late dialogues he tackles a wide raoge of topics, including epis
temology, ontology, psychology, logic, and cosmology as well as eth.ics and 
political theory. Although some of the middle and late texts are more conclu
sive than the open-ended dialogues of the first period, he never abandc;med the 
dialogue form. In addition, t>y refusing to speak in his own person in any 
dialogue, Plato avoids setting himself up as an authority. Rather, he invites his 
readers to enter into a dialogue with the text- to investigare the philosophical 
issues for themselves rather than accepting the author's own views. For Plato, 
dialogue is tile only way to 'do' philosophy; his choice of the dialogue form 
thus directly reflects his philosophical methodology. 

In addition to developing the vocabulary and argumentation to suit his 
metaphysical system, Plato also creates a new kind of rhetoric- a rhetoric of 
conversio11-which spi rits the reader into the ' real world' existing above and 
beyond the material realm. The famous 'allegory of the ca.ve' at the opening of 
book 7 of the Republic offers an excellent exa mple of this kind of rhetoric: we 
humans are shackled in a cave (Sokrates tells us) watching the shadow-play 
reflected on ils back wall; but if we are released from these bonds by·a philo
sopl1ic gt:1ide, '''e cat1 jour11ey j11to tl1e real a11d r·adta11t '''O:rld existi11g outside 
the cavern. Consider, too, this passage from the eschatology at the encl of the 
Plmedo: 

Next, s:aid Sokrates, J belie \:e that tl1e earth is \1ast in size, a11d t11at \Ve \vho 
dwell between the river Phasis and the Pillars of Herakles inhabit only a 
fin)' po(tion of il-\\re li\1e arot1nd t11e sea like a11ts or frogs arou11d a 
p<>nd- and there are n1a11): other 1>eo1>les inhabiting si1ni lar reg·ic>ns. There 
are 111a[1y hollo1A1 places e,reryvvhere irl t11e earth, plac~s of E'\'ery st1ape and 
siie, ilJ \'\'}liCll \Vater atld tlllst alld air llavc collected . . .. We do 11ot perceive 
that \l\•e are dwelling in i t.'i hc>ll<->\VS, t)ut think that we are fi\•ir1g 011 tht! 
earth's surl~ce . . .. But if someone could reach the s1unnlit, or take wing 
and ny aloft. when he put up his head he would see the world abo\'C ... 
and he would know that this is the true heaven ancl the true light and the 
true earth. (J>lwedo 109a- e) 

This kind of rhetoric s<iys to the reader: you know not where you are. It e.xhorts 
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THOUGHT IN WRITING. This fragment from Plato's dialogue Gorgias, written in the 
second century CE, is typical of the pieces of papyrus excavated from the sands of 
/igypt in the liJst 100 yeiJrs in thiJt the writing is very well preserved but the 
papyrus survives only in small pieces. A classical Greek text was normally written 
in columns (without word divisions) along the length of one side of a long roll 
of papyrus. The lettering of a literary text was usually as here neat and easy to 



the audience to make a heroic journey beyond the body and outside the city 
and its puny affairs. 

Plato's decision to write dramatic dialogues-<:omplete with heroes and 
villains- reminds us of 1he debt he owes to Attic tTagedy and comedy: he delib
erately borrows from both lhese genres. It is easy to sec 1 Ile comic spectacle in a 
d ialogue like the Prott13oms (which makes flln of the sophists) and the tragic 
undercurtent in texts like the Gm;~ias and P/lacdo (which deal with the death o f 
Sokrates). Plato ;ilso exploits the device of dramatic irony, where the readers 
know more than the charncters in the drama. Whereas Sokrates' irony centred 
on hiS disavowals of knowledge, Plato's irony is more wide-ranging, sometimes 
affecting the entire structure of a dialogue. In the Me11ext11os, for example, 
Sokrate_~ demonstrates to Menexenos how easy it is to give a successful funeral 
oration; but Plato indicates to hi> readers that this kind of discotuse is hollow 
and, indeed, harmful. Consider also the passage in the J>/wrdn1s which discusses 
the technology of writi ng: here we find Sokrates, who did not write anything 
down, offering a cri tique of writing in a d ialogue written by rJato. 

In spite of his borrowings from tragedy and comedy. r1 ;1to announces in 
Republic that there is an 'ancient quarrel' between philosophy and poetry, espe· 
cially tragic poetry. In bOoks 2 and 3, he offers a lengthy critique of the treat
ment of god~ and heroes in epic and tragic te.•ts. Here, he draws a formal 
distinction between tragedy and epic: the former consists entirely of 'imitation' 
or dramatic impersonation, whereas the latter includes long narrative portions 
and is therefore less relian t on impersonation. Plato makes it clear that he 
prefers tile form o f epic, yet he himself is writin!\ in the dra matic or 'imita· 
tive' mode. In hook 10, he ta kes his critique even further by banishing all 
poetry from the idea l City (except for hymns to gods and encomia of good 
men). In particular, he claims that the poets do not possess knowledge and 
thus end up infecting the viewers' minds and 'feeding' their appetites and 
emotions. 

As Plato says in the I.aws, Athens has shifted from a ' rule by the best' to 'rule 
by the audience' (a 'theatrOCTacy'). This is, in part. the fault of poetry, which has 
fostered the irrational and unruly elements in the souls of the spectators. Once 
aga in . however, Plato's own writings <He implicated: for his d ialogues do n ot 
simply appeal to reason. but also pl<>y on our emotlons and desires. Tl1e clia
logucs, after <ill, contain a good deal of myth and rhetoric; this kind of discourse 
Is designed to evoke a passion for truth, shame for li ving 111 ignorance, and fear 
of Its p<>inful consequences. Plato uses this discourse because he wants to con
vert his audience-to turn his readers into lovers of truth. Like many of his 
predecessors, he incites his readers by daiming that only a few elite individuals 
can achieve wisdom. lly making the ordinary world look dark and strange, and 
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offering his readers a home in the 'real' world, Plato attempts to make a new 
kind of man. 

I have suggested that Plato in his middle dialogues portrays the phll
osopher as a man who revels in lheoria, even though the truth that he con· 
templates contai ns an injunction to virtuous deeds and actions. llu l note 
tbat, even as Plato privileges llteori(I over pmxi.~. he conceives o f contempla· 
tion as something t11at is perfo rmed: Sokrates stands conte.mplating for all 10 
see on a stranger's porch, o r he gets lost in a trance in front 01 the entire 
Greek army. The contemplative philosopher described in Republic 5-6 and 
the Thet1etetus is said, moreover, to appear foolish and ridiculous to the 
common man. Tllis philosopher is on view, performing a new kind of wis
dom that consists in contemplation; 1/1roria becomes a son of heroic feat In 
the eyes of Intelligent people. So Plato's dramas manifest an interesting ten
sion. On the one hand, they create a philosopher who is neither fully 
embodied nor embedded, since his mind dwells elsewhere an d his acllvities 
are detached from civic life. At the same time, liowevcr, he enacts a bodily 
perfo rmance or tlreorla for the ben efit of his fellow citizens (though mosl men 
wi ll see him a.s useless rather than beneficial). In spite of the move towards 
detached contemplation, then, Plato's philosopher iS still a performer or wis
dom. ru Sokrates says in Rep11/Jlic 5, the philosopher is the most useful man 
in the city, but people do not know bow to put hint to use. The contempla
tive philosopher 1>erforins a new kind or wisdom, and thus appears 10 the 
many as a comic fool. It is perhaps for this reason that Pla to prefers oral or 
'li ving' discourse h) the disembodied voice of the written text: unlike Jsokrntcs, 
he believes that wisdom must be performed by an active soul in o human 
body. 

From performer to spectator: Aristotle 

Aristotle (Greek: Aristoteles) came from Macedonia to Athens in 367 llC~ and 
spen t twenty years in Athens as a pupil of Pia lo. After Plato's death In 348, he 
left Athens for twelve years, during wh ich lime he travelled in Asia Minor nnd 
i\.focedonia, and served as the teacher of ;\lexnnder of Macedon (then in h is 
teens). ln the 330s, Aristotle returned to Athens and established his own philo· 
sophical circle In the Lyceum (Greek: Lykeion), a grove sacred to Apollo located 
just outside of Athens. Initially the Lyceum, as this school was called, was 
housed in public buildings, but Theophrastos (Aristotle's successor as the head 
of the Lyceum) bought property near the grove and created a permanent place 
for the school. A very wide vanety of sublects was studied in the L)•ceum (also 
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known as the Peripatos), Including biology, zoology, cosmology, logic, ethics, 

politics, metaphysics, history, and literature. 

As a metic or resident alien in Athens, Aristotle was barred from political life. 

His orientation to the civic affairs of Athens was therefore very different from 

that of lsol<r<1tes and Plato. During his residency In Athens Aristotle could not 

participilte in politica l pmxls, so it is perhaps in keeping with this that he com

pletely scp<1rated prncrical and theoretic11l reasoning, privileging the !alter over 

the former. Ashe argues, the m;i n who leads a contemplative life will not spend 

much time on p ractical or political affairs, since his gaze Is fixed on the 'eternal 

and unchanging' rather than on the vagaries of human life. Although the phil

osopher will need to engage In some kinds of praxis In order to sustain a con

templative life, he will keep these to a minimum, since they can 'obstntct' 

philosophic activity (Nicom11chem1 ftllics ll78b). Correlatively, the man who 

perfects his practical rea.~onlng and chooses " life of polltlcs will not have the 

leisure to engage in contemplation. 1\ristotle m'1kes it clear thnt the contempla

tive li fe is superior to the polltical life, though both arc considered good lives. 

Aristotle composed two kinds of written works: those he called 'fogoi exoter

ikoi', which were aimed at intellectuals o utSide of his school, and those called 

' logoi lmta plli/osopllimr', which were technical treatises designed for his philo

sophical colleagues and pupils. Unfortunately, the 'cxoterk' works arc no 

longer extant; only the technical treatises have survived. These latter texts, 

ohcn referred to as ' lecture notes', are written in a terse, econorrtic.1! style, and 

are not works of literature in the full sense. Although they h<1ve been edited 

by later writers, they give us a good idea of Aristotle's style as " lecnuer and 

tcacl1er. t-Jis 'exoteric' work~, whlcl1 survi-,,e or1ly irl fr;1g11Jer1ts, were literary 

treatises and dialogues comparable to Plato's wri tten works. 1\s the fragments 

attest, these texts conta ined a good deal o f protreptlc discourse; they were 

clearly designed to reach the educated elite in the Greek world. Unlike Plato, 

however, Aristotle chose to cast himself as a character In these dialogues, thus 

creating a very different effect. For these texts tell us exactly where Aristotle 

stands, offering the fixed conclusions that Plato took such pains to avoid. 

One of Aristotle's technical treatises must be mentioned in a discussion or 

literature, since it deals expllrllly with literary discourse: the Poetics, one of the 

most Influential works or li terary criticisn1 ever written . In the Poetics, Aristotle 

rescues tragedy from the clutches of Plato: 'tile standard of what is correct in 

the art of poetry is not the same as io the art of politics o r any other art' 

(J 460b). Contrary to Plato, who focuses on the effects that the performance of 

poetry has on the polis, Aristotle clain1s that the performed 'spectacle' (opsis) of 

tragedy can be ignored, since the 'art' inheres in the structure of the drama. 

Aristotle offers a formalist interpretation of tragedy, paying no attention to the 
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socio-political context io which the plays were performed. He does, however, 

discuss the effect that a good tragedy ha' on the soul of the reader or viewer: by 

arousing 'pity and fear', tragedy brings about a 'katltarsis of these emotions' 

(1449b). There are many different interpretations of the concept o f kntlwrsis; all 

of them agree, hc>wever, that it somehow invo lves a purgation of the soul that 

is ber1efici;:ll ;111(1 f>leasurable. The l'oetics, tll<.?r1, tises an ar1alytical dlscussio11 

to defend the art of ilC>etry. For Aristot le, there Is no 'quarrel' between tragic 

poetry and phi losophy, since the two modes of discourse are completely dis

tinct and o ffer different kinds of instruction and pleasure. 

A brief look at Aristotle's Prot:rtp1icus (now fragmentary) exemplifies the rhct

o.ric and discourse he u.sed in his 'exoterlc' works. Llke Plato, he wants to make 

philosophers out or his readers. The following passage sketches out his concep

tion o f the true ph 1 losopher: 

It js 11ot surprisl11g, U1ca, if \visdoin Is 11ot useful or advantageous; for we 

say that 11 Is not aclvantagec>us bltt g<><>tl, ;:111<,I it stl c>ul<l be ct1osen 1'\0l for 
the sake of any Other thing, but for itself. l'or just as we travel lo Olympia 
for the sake or the spectacle, even if we got nothing more out of it (for the 

s1>ecracle Is more valuable than a large sum of money), and just as we are 
spectators at the Festival or Dionysus not so that we will gain anything 

from the actors (in fact we spend money on them), and just as there are 

many other ;~ades that we would choose over a large sum of money, so 
too the contemplation or the spectacle of the universe must be honoured 

above all things that are considered to be useful. For it is not right that we 
sl1oulcl take sucl1 pai..r1s to go and sec n1c11ln1irating 11\o·on1en and slaves, or 

to see nlc11 battliJ1g anct rt1n11ing, l>ut nol l'hlnk it rigJlt to conte-rliJJlate lt1c· 

nature of reality and tntth without any rcwarel or payment (fr. B44) 

Here, Aristot le suggests that true wisdom consists in viewing the spectacle (the· 

Qria) o f reality, which produces nothing beyond itself but is chosen entirely for 

itS own sake. This conception of wisdom as 'useless' and non-productive Is quite 

new. For the Greeks had always expected their sages to be useful; even Plato 

inSists that philosophers are beneficial to society. for Aristotle, the wisest man 

is a spectator rather than a performer, casting his gaze on that which is eternal 

and linch;1nglr1g. 

We 6nd this same notio n outli ned in the l11st book of the Nicomac/111011 Etlrics 

(one of his techn ical tre<itises, given the title Nit'o11111c/1er111 to disti nguish It from 

another work 011 Ethics, known as Erulemi1111). Although Aristotle spends most 

of the first nine books analySing praetica l wisdom, he turns in book 10 to a 

form of wisdom which is far superior-the divine activity of contemplation 

(theoria). This book is considered by some scholars to contradict the arguments 

in the rest of the treatise, since it celebrat~ a quite different kind of life: the 
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impractical life of the contemplative. Consider the following passage from 
book 10: 

The generous man will need wealth in order to perform generous actions, 
and the just man will need it in order to pay his debts (since mere inten
tions are invisible and even unjust men pretend that they wish to act 
justly). And the courageous man ""II need streng1h If he is to perform any 
brave act ions, and the te1nperate 111a11 '"'ill n~(-d opportunities for 
ir1tcnipcrance. For h0\'1 can he or illl}' otller n1an IX" vlsil>ly \rirtltous? .. . 

But the cor1ter11Jl lator (U1eoro11) i-1eecls r1011e of ttt4.!SC extt•rJtals to erigage in 
h is activity; In fact, these things are genernlly n hlnclrn ncc 10 conten1pla· 
lion. (11 78a-b) 

Here, Arlstol'le elevates the life of l/1eoria ov~r that of ethical prt1xis. Interest
ingly, the practical life is iden tified by its 'visible' f)erformance, whereas U1eoria 
is the activity or the invisible power of the mind (11011s). As Aristotle indicates at 
I I 78a22, 11011s may exist 'separately' from the body, wherea~ practical virtue is 
performed by the 'composite' of body and soul. The conte1nplative man, in 
short, is not a performer but a disembodied s1>«tator; he does not perform 
l/ieori11 (as Plato's philosophers do) but rather engages in the divine activity of 
'thought thinking itselr. 

I have emphasized the emergence of an ideology that privileges contempla· 
tion over 1>ractjcal reasoning because this both reflects and legitimizes the 
detachment of the ph ilosopher from the poli tical life of his city. It should be 
emphasized that the ideology of detachment was not always put Into practice. 
Jrideecl, the fourth-century philosophers I have discussed all engaged in politics 
at some point in their lives (not to mention their ventures into political sci· 
ence). But these philosophers did not take part in the political gatherings of 
democrat I<: Athens, and th us avoided the demotic aucllence. Opting instead for 
written discourses, these philosophers invited their readers to adopt a new cul· 
tural practice designed only for the select few. Rousing their readers with com· 
plex arguments and powerful protreptics, the gre-dt philosophers of the fourth 
century created new forms of literature. 

Epilogue: The Hellenistic period 

l' rom the reign of Alexander the Great onwards, the Greek city-states were no 
longer polll lcally autonomous. Beginning in this period, the Greek world was 
d ivided In to larger political units whose rulers lived al great d istances from 
rnost <)f 1·heir suhjects. This political s hirt d imir1ishcd the local loyalties of the 
city-states and encouraged a more cosmopolltan culture. After Alexander died 
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(323 BCE), there followed a period of wars and dynastic Stru81Jles throughout 
the Mediterranean. A new bastion ol Greek culture was established in the city 
of Alexandria; although Alexandria replaced Athens as the centre ol arts and 
sciences, Athens remained pre-eminent in philosophy. 

Jn a world of rapidly changing cultural and ethnic boundaries, traditional 
notions of personal and political Identity were being called into question. 
Responding to the breakdown of social, political, and cultural cohesion, the 
philosophers developed new systems of thought and specific styles of life Lhat 
were grounded in these systems. Jn fact, ma ny of the ph ilosophers of this 
period were consummate performers, since ench set o ut to model a unique 'a rt 
of Jivi ng'. Though their philosophies differed in many crucial ways, both Epi· 
kouros (familiar Lati n spelling Epicurus) and the Stoics advertised and enacted 
a life of supreme tranquillity, free from anxiety and psychic turmoil. 

It is a great misfortune that so few philosophical texts from this period sur
vive. There is no complete text from the early Stoics (Zeno, Klcanlhcs, and 
Chrysippos), little early evidence of either Pyrrhonian or Academic scepticism, 
and only scanty remains of Epikouros' voluminous writings. We do know that 
these schools attempted to attract followers from a wider social group than did 
Plato or Aristotle, and a brief look at the Stoics and Epicureans will give some 
sense of the audiences addressed by the liellenistic philosophers. Doth 
'Schools' set out to popularize their teaching, auempling to gain followers from 
all walks of life. In his Letter co I lerotloros, Eplkouros says that he has prepared iln 
epitome of his philosophy for those unable to smdy his technical writings. He 
also compiled a set of simple ethical maxims, explicitly designed to be le;lfncd 
by heart. The Stoics. o n their part, composed pieces they called 'suasions and 
dissuasions'; these offered moral advice that was easily accessible to the ordin
ary reader. 

Epi kouros came to Athens from the island of Samos, establishing his school 
there in c.307/6 scr. Diogenes Laerlius says that Epikouros' writings ran to 300 
rolls. Among his most important works were 011 Nawre (thirty-seven books), 011 
the Criterio11, and a collection of ethical texts including 011 Lives, 011 tl1e Goal, 011 
Clloic~ anti Awida11ce. His school-known as ' l'he Garden'- was a closed com· 
munity, located just outside the city; its members were allowed to bring women 
and children into the group, and t11ey had few reasons to be in contact with 
their former associates in their native countries. In his will, Epikouros speaks of 
the membership in the community as a commitment 'to spend one's time 
there continuously, in accordance with philosophy' (DL 10. 17); pupils were 
explicitly iostructed not to engage In political life. Epicureanism, in sho rt, 
offered personal salv;ttion and group solidarity. 

F.pikouros' ethical philosophy focus\~d on the proper >1 pproach to pain and 
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pleasure and the avoidance of anxiety and fear (especiall y the fear of death); its 
ultimate goal was tranquillity (atar<1xil1). His natural phi losophy, based on the 
thesis that the universe is compo,ed of atoms and void, offered a scientific 
grounding for his ethics. As he says In the l'ri11cipal Doctrines: 'If we were not 
troubled by alarms at celestial 1>henomena, nor by the worry that death some. 
how affects us, nor by a failure to understand the limits of pains and desires, we 
would have no need to study the science of nature' (1 I). The Epicurean, then, 
engages in llteoria for the purpose of pmxis. Thus, Epicurean wisdom is fully 
embodied, since Its adherents must perform an entire way or living. This phil· 
osophy Is not, however, embedded, for the full Epicurean n1ust be detached 
from bis or her city or origin and of all its social and political affairs. Indeed, it is 
precisely this detachment that enables the Epicurean to achieve happiness and 
tranquillity. Not surprisingly, Epikouros commltnicated bis philosophy to the 
Greek world by way of the written word. He confined his personal perform· 
ances to the (relatively) small and select audience of men and women who left 
thei1 cities to come and live In the Garden. 

In 301/300 BCE, Zeno of Kition (in Cyprus) began to philosophize in the 
Painted Colonnade (Stoa) In Athens, thus founding the Stoic school (OL 7. 5). 
The Stoa was located alongside the ngorn, in the very centre of town. Zeno takes 
his place in a succession of ph ilosophers inoving from Sokratcs and his follower 
Antisthencs to the Cyn ics Diogenes and Krates (who was Zeno's teacher). Like 
these predecessors, Zeno performed his philosophy in the public eye. To be 
sure, Zeno was 11ot as extreme as t1is Cynic forcrt111ncrs; [ >iogc11cs, afler all, ~¥as 
""011t to 1nastttrbatc, t1rl1iatc, arid fart i11 J)t1blic-'to use a11y place for any pttr
pose' (DL 6. 22). More In keeping with Sokr<1tes, Zeno w<1s austere and frugal, 
and apparently llnpervlo11s to cold, r;ii n, heat, <1nd disease; when he did take 
part in parties and festivities, he was completely unaffected (DL 7. 26-7). Zeno 
made a point or 11erformlng a life of poverty, even begging for money from 
bystanders in the Sron (OL 7. 13-14). Since Stoicism was a wav of life as much as , 
a system of thought, the masters of this school had to enact what they taught. 
It is noteworthy rhat Zeno's public performances commanded the attention of 
a man as powerful as Antlgonos Conatas (a king of Macedon), who frequented 
his lectures and even invited him to attend a party. Jiaving elicited this royal 
invtla1ion, Zeno proceeded to steal away from the festivities, thus exhibiting a 
Stoic indifference to !he trappings of power {DL 13). Zeno played toa public audi
ence thar ranged from the ordinary person to rich potentates. At the same time, 
his written works reached a huge audience of readers all over the Greek world. 

Zeno is reported to have written rreatlses such as Life According to Nahue, 

E11101io11s, Tira! wlticlt is appropriate, U11i•'rr$als, Disputatious Aw11111!11ts, and 
Homeric Problems (DI. 7. 4). Of his Immediate successor.;, the most important are 

190 I SAGES, SOPHISTS. ANO PHILOSOPHERS 

Klcanthes (300-232 llC~) and Ch ryslppos (281-201 BC£). or the writings of the 
early Stoics, only fragments survive. Later sources indicate that the Sroics con· 
srructed a philosophy In which ethics, physics, and logic formed a completely 
coherent and systematic whole. The Stoics represented this system by portray· 
ing philosophy as a fertile field ln which logic corresponds to the surrounding 
wall, ethics ro the fruit and harvest, and physics to the soil or vegetation. 
According to this philosophy, the universe is fully accessible to human reason, 
since it is itself a rationally organized structure; reason (logos), which enables 
humans to think and speak, is embodied in the physical univene. In contrast to 
dualistic philosophies that denigrared nature and the body, the Stoics 
developed a monislic theory that identified rationality with the physical uni
verse. Tilus when the Stoics encouraged their followers to live a 'life in accord
ance with nature', they were referring to a natural world that was prov;dentially 
guided by a rational cosmic principle. Since humans are akin to the universe in 
so far as they 1>0sse:ss reason, all men are therefore citizens of the world. Only 
the wise man, however, can offer the perfect embodiment of Stoic philosophy, 
since he alone understands the universal logos. 

Stoicism was a philosophy that addressed, at least in principle, the entire 
h uman race; this forced the Stoics 10 develop n1any different kinds of teaching 
and writing. Ta ke, fo r example, Klcanthes' J-Jym11 to Zeus, a hexameter poem 
that dea lt explicitly with Stoic principles: 

Nolhi11g occurs 0 11 the earth apart fmm you, god, 
nor 111 tl1c <Uvl11e vault of t1C"av(:11 r1or or1 t11e S<'a, 
except whal bnd 111cn do in !'heir foolishness. 
Uul you kl'lOV\' llO\\' t<.> 111nke tht! o<l<l e\re11, 
and t<> or{lcr tl1lrigs tl1at are tllsord~rl)'; 
lo yot1 llle tl1i 11gs chat n re alien nre akin . 
And so you have hlended all things into one, the good with the bad, 
so that rhere arises a single everlasting lo.~os of nil things, 
\\1l1ict1 nll bnd 111cn sh1111 <111d neglect, 
unhap1,Y wretches, always longing for the possession of good things 
they neitlwr sec nor hear the univer"S<Jl law of god, 
obeying which they would have a good life accompanied by reason. 

(II. I 5-25) 

Like the Epi<.-ureans, the Stoles offered their followers a happy and tranquil life; 

but this was not to be achieved by abandoning one's city or community. On 
the conrrary, the Stoics claimed that the wise man should take pan in politics 

and attempt, so far as possible, to create a just and humane society. The serious 
Stoic was therefore embedded in his own society at the same time as he took his 
place In the cosmic community. 

GREEK WISDOM LITERATURE ( 191 



6 Observers of speeches and 
hearers of action: The 
Athenian orators 
CHRIS CAREY 

From art to science 

Oratory was always part of Greek public or semi-public expression. It already 
plays a major role in the fictive society of Hon1eric epic. The education of the 
Homeric hero (exemplified in the case of Achilles) was designed to 1nake him 'a 
speaker of words and a doer of deeds' (lliad9. 443). \Vhen Odysseus and Mene
laos visited Troy to argue for the return of 1-!elen, they found an audience which 
could arpreciate their oratory (Iliad 3. 204-24). The three envoys sent to Achil
les in the ninth book of the Iliad each deliver a speech to hin1 in turn, to receive 
a speech in reply. If we jump three and a half centuries fro1n Homer's Greece to 
the fourth century net:, we find ourselves struck niore by the continuity than by 
any radical change. vVhen Athens began peace negotiations with Philip of 
lvfacedon in 346, they sent ten ambassadors to open negotiations. We have an 
account of the meeting with Philip fron1 one of the particip<1nts, the Athenian 
pol itician Aischines (Aischines, 2. 25-38). Like those sent to Achilles .. each of 
the ambassadors in turn delivered a speech (some evidently long) to Philip and 
his circle. After a brief recess, Philip gave an extended response, dealing in fl•rn 
with each Athenian speaker's arguments. For Greeks of all periods past and 
present ali ke were characterized l>y extended spoken discourse as a n1eans of 
persuasion. 

It would be a mistake, however, to suppose that nothing had changed in the 
interval between Horner and the age of Demosthenes. The sixth and fifth cen
fllfies s<iw a remarkable effervescence of intellectual acti,~ty, in physical sci
enc-e, niedicine, geography, and ethnography, historiography (see Chs. '3 and 
4). This is an age when the world is subjected to a set of rules. The J\fth century 
in particular sees the rise of the t.eclme, the technical manual. Within this intel
lectual rrend it is not surprising that oratory too was gradua lly systematized. 
The basic structures of the speech were mapped out and 1.ines of a.rgumentation 
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de~eloped. Particulady iniportant for the future of oratory was the identifica
tion of argument from probability as a staple tool for the process of persuasion. 
Argument from probability gave a speaker the means to capitalize o n any faL'tS 

which 1nlght support his own case and undermine his opponent's case by argu
ing from general patterns of human conduct to particular instances, instead of 
relying entirely on traditional sources of proof such as witnesses, oaths, and 
laws. To illumirn•te the new-found awareness of the susceptibility of fact to 
manipulation by argument from probability, 1 have taken an illustration from 
L'~o speeches in the first of the Tetralogics (a collection of speeches offering 
matching prosecution and (lefence in a series of fictitious trials) of the late fifth
century politiciao and speech-writer Antiphon. the fictive situation is that a 
man has been murdered . Th.e accused, an enemy of the dead man and U1erefore 
an obvious suspect, needs to offer alternative scenarios for the killing, while the 
prosecution need~ to anticipate and counter the defence arguments: 

[J>ROSF.CUTIONI (It is unlikely that the murder was committed by robbers.) 
Nobody would have exposed his life to the most extreme danger and then 
abandoned the profit which had been acquired and achieved; for the vic
tims were found "ritJ) tl1eir clothing. 
[Dfil'ENCE) lt is not improbable (as my opponen ts maintain) but probable 
that he was killed for his clothes while wandering late at night. The fact 
tl1at he v.1as llOt stripped is n<) i11dicatio11. If t11ey didr:l't l1a"·e tinie to Strip 
him but left him on being frightened off by some people approaching, 
they showed good sense and were not crazy in valu.ing saf'ety over profit. 

(l\r11iphon, Tetralo,zy 1) 

The development of argument from probability is very much of a piece with 
the other rationalizing advances of the perlod, since it is based on the under
lying assumption (found also in Thoukydides' history) that human nature too 
is subject to rules and that a given set of circUJnstances w ill in general prompt a 
predictable mode of ])ehaviour. The genesis of rhetorical theory thus belongs as 
much in the realm of behavioural psychology as in that of verbal artistry. The 
same (tacit) element of behavioural psychology is a.Isa present in the under
lying assmnption that audience response too is p redictable and that a know
ledge of niodes of argumentation enables a speaker to steer the audience 
towards a favourable decision. 

Ttadition (and there is no obvious reason to doubt our sources) associates the 
begjnning of this process with Sicily, specifically with the democracy which 
followed the overthrow ot the ruling house of Syracuse tn the 460s. lt is no 
coincidence that decades l<•ter the new skills found a fa"'ourable climate· in one 
of the other great democratic cities of the period, Athens. Although we have 
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ample evidence that oratorlca I skill could be deployed to good effect in non
democratic states. the connection bctwee11 oratory and democracy is made 
repeatedly by ou r ancient sources when they explo re the ethical ptoblerns 
raised either by rhetoric or by democracy. It ls made for instance by the Argive 
herald who engages in polltlcal debate with the Athenian king Theseus in 
Euripides' S11pplia11t:s. Though he Is clearly an unsympathetic character, his 
speech illustrates the connection between unscrupulous oratory and dem
ocracy in one strand of fifth-century political debate: 

The city from which I come 
Is controlled by one man, n0t by the mass. 
Nor is there anyone who deluding il with words (logois) 
Turns It tills way and that for private gain, 
And by ingratiating and giving much pleasure for the moment 
Harms it later, and then with fresh slanders 
Conceals his former failures and escapes justice. 

(Euripides, S11pplillnts 410-16) 

Democracy offered more occasions and larger audiences to be manipulated by 
effective public speaking. The political context, combined with the cultural 
prominence of Athens In the fifth century, attracted visits from the sophists, 
whose coLtrse offerings included the art of speaking, for which they found a 
ready nrnrket in Athens (Cf. 1>1>. 167-8). The pupils of the sophists were able to 
exploit their technical experl'ise In the political arena or to earn substantial 
sums by hiring their services to write speeches fo r the 1<1wsuits heard by the jury 
panels of classical Athens. 

Though many of tile broad effects, and some specific devices, of classical 
or<>tory arc prefigured in earlier 1>oetry. an<I must have played a role tn pre· 
rhetorical oratory, tl1c 11e w focl1S 0 11 rhetoric as tectlniqt1e ga\'C tl1e art of speak
ing the impact o( a new medium o f communic;ition for Greeks of the fifth 
century; like aJI new media. lt raised prospects which were simultaneously 
exciting and disturbing. The excitement generated by the new perception of 
the power of the word Is vividl y capnrred by the fifth-century sophist Gorgias. a 
native of Leontinoi in Sicily, In his Helen, a fictitious defence speech for Helen 
of Troy which shnultaneously advertises (through its argument and opulent 
style) and celebrate. the power of speech, logos. In the extract quoted on pp. 
67-8, Gorgias attributes to persuasive speech an almost magical power over the 
mind of the hearer, an Idea In earlier generations associated with the poet. 

Both the notion of words as magic and the US(' of the language of power (logos 
is a dy11asta, 'master', 'ruler' it has dyrtamls, 'power') present speech as a means 
of control, with the skilled speaker as the mani1lulator and the audience as 
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passive objects. Though one has to view with caution the professional rhetor
ician's claims for the product or his training, Gorgias' own career is itself testi
mony 10 the intox lcating effect of verbal skill in the fifth century, for according 
to our ancient sources the Athenians were captivated by his oratory when he 
came to Athens on a diplomatic mission in the 420s. Not only did th.is wi.n 
pupils for his lectures 0 1\ rhetoric, his highly artificial style had a profound 
effect on subsequent prose writers. It is important for the modern reader, in an 
age of entrenched divisions between high and low culture, lo bear in mind 
that, although the cu.nomers of Gorgias and the other sophists were drawn 
from the propertied cla~s. the admiration for rhetorical skill was not coohned 
to the wealthy. TI1e audience which was captivated by Gorgias was not an elite 
group but the popular asS('mbly. The historian Thoukydides puts into the 
mouth of the firth-century Athenian politician Kleon a diatribe against the 
Athenian fondness for bravura oratory: 

You're tl1e ones 10 blame for rhi~ '"'ith your mismanagement of these con~ 
tests. Your habl1 is to be observers of speeches and hearers of action, assess
ing the possibility of future events from good speaker.>. But as for things 
which 11ave already happened, you don't take what's been done as more 
pJausil)le because you1ve s~n it tt1an \\'hat }'ou've heard, tinder lhe in
fluence of people who produce a clever verbal critique .... 1;ach of you 
wants lcleally to he the most able speaker, and failing that you compete 
with such spc<1kcrs by seeming not to be slow-witted in following them . . . 
(Thoukydldcs, 3. :18. 4) 

As always with o ratory, nothing here is straightforward. The critidsm is dis
inge11uous, since the style In which it is ex.pressed is itself h ighly <irtificial, and 
the speaker Is dellbcrateiy adopting the posture of a blunt and sltnple man. 
More than this, we can1\0 t be certain how far the wording and even the content 
of Kleon's speech (as with all speeches in Thoukydides) is the invention of the 
historian. Rut the overall picture the speech gives of a popular audience which 
took genui ne pleasure in carefully crafted oratory is confirmed by the pro
nounced Influence of formal oratory o n Athenian tragedy, another art-form 
performed for a mass audience. 

The cesponse to the growth of rhetoric was not unambiguously positive. 
Pass.>ges in both comedy and tragedy indicate that the appreciation o f skilled 
oratory coexisted with a pro(ound suspicion of an art which threatened to 
substitute IUuslon for truth. This anxiety bas its roots in the same conception of 
the audience as under the control of the speaker which we find in Gorgias. This 
suspicion persisted and is manifested most clearly in courtroom contexts 
where speakers either directly or indirectly lay claim to lack of experience in 
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public speaking. The following is one of many examples: ' I could ha\'e wished, 
gentlemen, that my powers of speaking and experience of affairs were equal to 
my misfortune and the evils which have befallen me. As it is I have more 
experience of the latter than is fair, while In the former I am more delicient 
than is safe.' (Antiphon, 5. 1) 

Unfortunately we have little o ratory from the late fifth century set. Ap<1rt 
from the surviving pieces of Gorgias, our earliest texi,., from the p-0litici<m 
and speech·wdter Antiphon, date to the period between •120 and his death 
after the .1hort-lived politica l coup of 4U which briefly replaced the dem
ocracy with a na rrow oligarchy. Some of these were written for the courts; 
others (the 7l!tmlogies cited above) were composed for licll lious legal cases, as 

a means both of exemplifying and advertisi ng the rhetorician's art. We also 
have the speech composed by the politician Andokides some time after 410 
(011 his Returu) 1>leading for permission to return to Athens from exile. Other
wise our most important source for fifth-century Athenian oratory are the 
speeches which ·n1oukydldes puts into the mouths of the characters in his 
history. 

Oratory in context(s) 

In his Rl1ecoric the fourth-century philosopher Aristotle divides oratory into 
three categories. symbouleutic, dikanic, and epldclctlc. The ptimary basis for 
the de Jin il Ions (as for almost all archaic and classical llter~ turc) is the pcrforma
tlvc occasion. The first kind (symbou leutic) is aimed towards deliberative bod
ies and is the ancient equivalent to the parli<1mcntary speech. In the Athenian 
context this means primarily speeches delivered before the Assembly (ekklesia). 

Athenian democracy, unlike most systems known to us, was a direct dem
ocracy; policy was decided not by a small cohesive group ('the government') 
with an advertised political programme but by the popular Assembly. Although 
attendance figures for the Assembly are controversial, and there must always 
have been a preponderance of city-dwellers and those living near the city at 

Assembly meetings, there was evidently little difficulty in enticing several 
thousand Athenian citizens, and at least for some occasions as manv as six 

thousand, to attend public meetings which devoured a substantial po~ion of 
the day and to listen to extended speeches on major policy issues. The Athen
ian popu lace was by <1ny standards an unusua lly pollllclzecl group. Though all 
adult mnle citizens were entitled to participate In the decision-making, in real
ity policy was (!riven by individuals, o ften organized into loose and shifting 
groups, who h<1d the private nieans to devote thei r li me to politics. And they 
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achieved and maintained influence through the spoken word. The Assembly 
met regularly and its business ranged from major issues of peace and war and 
legislation (though from the fourth century the act\ial drafting of law was 
devolved to legislative panels) through to honorary decrees for public bene
factors. It also included control or the magistrates. There were regular 
opportunities for the Assembly to vote its officials out of office if their conduct 
was perceived as unsatisfoctory. We know from a number of sources that 
addressing the Assembly was no easy task. A passage in Plato gives some flavour 

of an Assembly meeting: 

' \<\il1y, i.vl1en,' 1 sai<I, 'a larg~ crowcl are seated togetl1er in assc1nblies or i11 

<:ot1rt-rooms or tlJeatres <>r camps <>r ar)y ott1cr 111ass public gathering, a11cl 

wllh loud uproar express disa1lproval or some of the things that arc said 
and done and approve others, bolh In excess, with loud clamour and clap
ping of hands, and beyond this the rocks and the region round about re
echoing redouble the din or the criticism and tbe praise.' (Plato, Republic 

~92~) 

Although Plato, no lover of Athenian democracy, presents us with a scene 
of Indiscipline, what it really demonstrates to the unjaundiced reader 
Is the livcly engagement of o rdinary assembly-goers with the issues 
addressed, and the absence of a culture or automatic deference to influence and 
authority. 

The second type of oratory is directed towards the lawcourt. Though the 
legal system was based o n a principle of trial by a panel of ordinary citizens, 
Athenian lawcourts were quite uo1llkc anything experienced in the modern 
world. The jury panels themselves were massive by our standards. For the least 
significant private cases the minimum panel size was 200, while for public 
cases (which for the ;\thenians meant not only overtly political cases but also 
trials for offences which were felt to affect society at large) the panels would 
begin at 500 and increase in size by multiples of 500, on occasion !X'aching a 
scale in the thousands. The distinction ~tween the juries and the Assembly 
must not be pressed too hard: the lawcourts were an accepted arena for fight
ing political feuds. In this respect the courts were an extension of lhe 
Assembly and the audiences must have overlapped to some (unquantll\
able) degree. Addressing the jury panels required no small measure or nerve. 
Athe11ian juries did not comport themselves with the sober silence expected of 
modern juries. The testimony of Plato about the behaviour of the juries 
(quoted above) is amply confirmed by many places in the orators where the 
spe<rker tries to anticipate a l1ostllc (and vocal) res1>onse fro1n the jurors. This 

1><•ss<1ge from a fourth-century speech may exaggerate, but presumably it is 
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SPACE FOR OEMOCRACY. The Assembly (ekklesia) in classical Athens was open to a// 
citizens and was held on the hill of the Pnyx to the west of the Akropolis and 
the agora. This view of the space where the Assembly listened to their orators 
looks towards the south. 

based on a shared perception of just how difficult an audience an Athenian 
jury might be: 

He read out I his and told •II lhc other Iles he thought useful, and he put 
the jurors in $UCh a frame of mind 1ha1 they refused to hear a single utter· 
ance from us. (Demosthenes, ·15. 6) 

In a memorable debate In Wnsps, produced in 422, a play devoted to the legal 
system (cf. pp. 120-1), the comic playwright Aristophanes presents the jurors as 
vindictive, self-indulgent old men who like to be Oattered and feared and who 
revel in the irresponsible and capricious exercise of power. On the baSis of this 
and orher evidence it is sometimes supposro that the courts are no more than 
another area of elite competition in which the rights and wrongs are ultimately 
of secondary Importance. But with comedy, as with oratory, caution is needed 
in interprNing the evidence. Although our perception is distorted by the fact 
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vonNG BEFORE ATHENA. The myth narrated how the leaders of the Greeks at Troy 
voted after a debate between Odysseus and Ajax for the award of the great 
armour of Achilles. On this cup painted in Athens (c.470s BCE) the votes can be 
seen accumulating on rhe low plinth, under the supervision of Alhena. 

that surviving lawcourt speeches arc the work either of pol iticians or of profes
sional speech-writers writing for moneyed clients, with the result that we Jack 
any direct evidence fo r smaller cases involving more humble characters, it is an 
inescapable fact that the courts were in foct an ;irena for competition among 
men of property. And the susceptibility of the jurors to flat tery is amply dem
onstrated In surviving oratory. l' urthcrmore. the feeli ng of power over the 
wealthy wh ich Aristophanes describes n1ust have been a real psychological 
bonus fo r tl1e jurors, as well as confirming on a daily basis the principle of 
equality which underpinned the ideology of democracy. At the same time, a 
cursory reading of the orators reveals the pains taken by speakers to argue the 
case on its merits, however much (like litigants at all periods) they may digress, 
distoo, and obfuscate. Tile jurors were considewbly more shrewd, and a more 
Intellectually demanding audience, than their critics suppose. It is important to 
bear In mind that Aristophanes In Wasps is particularly concerned with the 
political role of the courts. It was much easier to engage in systematic evasion 
In politlcal trials, where the specific issues can1e wrapped in larger questions of 

public policy, than In private cases. 
But one important point which does emerge fron1 Aristophanes' lampoon of 

the legal system Is the entertainment value of the courts. We should not 

imagine that the jurors were motivated solely by a desire to do their civic duty 
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or even to collect the pay ror service (about half the labourer's daily wage in the 
late fifth century, about a third in 1hc fourth cennuy when inJlation had low
ered the purchasing 1>ower of the drachma). Other people's lives arc endlessly 
fascinating and the courts offered a spectacle comparable in rertain ways with 
the gr;mder dramas played out on the tragic stage. 

The third kh1d (epldcictlc) Is Intended for public occasions where no formal 
outcome is soughr. In essence II is oratory of display. epideixis, though the 
English word trivializes what for the Greek> was a serious activity. The term also 
ignores the overlap between epitleixis and civic ideology. the importance of the 
speaker's status, and the tendency of epidelctic speakers to take an explicitly 
competitive stance towards their predecess-0rs and to utilize devices which 
identify them as in some sense the advocate of those they praise or ex~'lllpate. 
Epideictic oratory is exemplified especially {though not exclusively) by the 
speeches composed for delivery at the mass civic funerals which Athens held at 
the end of each year in times of war to honour the >11ar dead. The historian 
Thucydides tells us that it was the custom for a distinguished public figure to 
speak In praise or the dead. These funerals offered an opportunity for the 
assembled citizen body to celebrate the achievements of the dead and the 
greatness of the city and constitution In whose name they fought and died. 
Like all ritual, they are as much about the sharec.l identity o f the audience as 
about the overt religious activity. 

This lriparllle division Is no t rigid. The boundaries are permeable. Even a 
cursory reading of lawcourt ora tory reveals that In public cases at least there is 
room for a pronounced epldelclic clement. Politlclans involved in trials not 
infrequently draw on the mmifs (praise of ancestors, references to the great 
events of the past) wh ich a rc the raw material of the public funeral otations. 
Deliberative oratory o ften has a pronounced adversaria l element to it, inevit
ably given the nature o f politica l competition in democratic Athens. Jt .may be 
useful simply 10 draw allenlion to a single example. In 330 the politician 
Alschines brought to tria l a minor political figure. l<tesiphon, for h is proposal 

10 give a crown of honour 10 Aischines' political enemr Demosthenes for con
spicuous merit in the service of the city. A decade earlier Aischjnes had been a 

major player in Athenian politics and had been inftuentialin negotiating peace 
between Athens and Philip of Macedon. Ry the date of l<tesiphon's trial, how
ever, the 1>eace had failed and Alschlnes was a spent force in Athenian politics. 
His sense of himself as an outsider Is reflected in the way he presents the dom
inant political group (3. 250-1 ): 

Or don't you think It monstrous that the Council chamber and the 
Assembly arc ignored, while the letters and embassies come to priv-dte 
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houses, not from people or no consequence but from the leading men of 
Asin and ll11ro1>e? ... And the people are discouraged b)• their experiences, 
like someone senile or out or his minc.l; they preserve only the name of 
democracy, while they have surrendered the real thing to others. Then 
when you go home from Assembly meetings you have not decided policy 
but like men corning from a picnic you have t-n given a share of lhe 
scraps. 

The polltlc1ans get the benefits, the people get the leftovers. There is, however, 
nothing new In all this. The themes are encountered for the first time in surviv
ing literature almost 100 years earlier in Aristophanes' Wasps, where the char· 
acter Bdclykleon argues his father out of his passion for jury service by showing 
that the jurors are the dupes of tbe politicians: 

rHn.OKLEO:<: So where does the rest of the money go? 
llOELYKL£0N: ·10 these 'I-shall-not betray-the-Athenian-rabble 
bu t-wl I I-fight-for-the-masses-rorever' types. 

11ot1.v~ 1.1:0N:Just look how, when you and everyone else could be rich, 
you've been clrcle<I about without realizing by the perpetual ·people' 

people, 
you who rule the most cl lies from the Black Sea to Sardis 
and get no bencfu but this small wage. And this they always drip 
into you wllh wool like oil by drops to keep you a live. 
They want to keep you 1>0or, and I'll tell you wily: 
so you'll k11ovv y<>ur kec1Jer, a11<l lt1c11 .. v11eJ1 with a i,vl1istle 
cl1 ls n1an 1.1rges yot1 on agajr1st a11 e11e111y, you leap 011 lhcln savage1y. 

(Aristophanes, W1rs11s 665-7. 698-705) 

More significantly for our purposes, this presentation b<1s a marked affinity 10 a 
description o f the leading group by Demosthenes in 349/8 in his Tl1ird 0/)111-

t11i11c. almost twenty yea rs befo re Aischlnes' speech, when Demosthenes had 
yet to become a major political force: 

Now the reverse is the case; the politicians control the benefits and every
thing Is done through their agency, while you the people, ban1strung and 
sl ripped or money, allies. have b~n reduced lo the position of servant and 
appendage, content if these men give you a share of the theoric money or 
hold the lloedromla, and-the most man!)' thing of all!- you're even 
grateful to gel what belongs to you. (Demosthenes, 3. 31) 

Demosthenes' account occurs in a deliberative speech, Aischines' in a lawcourt 
speech, but the theme and stance are the same. On occasion epideictic oratory 
adopts the stance of other forms. But for all the dangers of restricth•e applica-
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tioo, Aristotle's categories are not to be dismissed. Each Ultegory is directed 
towards a different context and that context has a p rofound impact on its form 
and content. AlthOllgh there is a constant transmigration of motifs, the motifs 
are often deployed to different ends. When the great deeds of the past are used 
in epideictic contexts, the aim is straightforward praise of the dead and_, 
through the pride and shared origin enacted in the narrative, a ritualized cele
bration of group identity which unites speaker and audience. When they 
appear in forensic oratory the pride engendered hy the epideictic motifs serves 
an ulterior purpose. 

Often, it is utilized <1s a means of isolating the opponent; pride is a means to 
stimu.late other emotions, as when the late fifth-fearly fourth-century speech
writer tysias briefly slips into epideictic mode during the prosecution of 
Nikomach<>s ea rly io the fourth century for alleged nriscondLlCt in h is office as 
drafter o f the .revised l.awcocle. Nikomachos (himself probably a 1nan of servile 
extraction) is placed <>n one side of the balance, the ancestors who l>uilt the 
fifth-century empi.te on the other, and the audience is invited to express a 
preference: 

I gather he claims that l am guilty of in1plely in pulling an end to the 
sacrifices. Personally, l would think that Nikomachos could make tltis sort 
c>f state111ent abo\1t 01e lf J were makic1g lavvs. As it is, I am a.sking l1irr1 t<> 
obey the shared and established laws. I am surprised that he does not 
(eflect tl1at, \\'l1en l1e alleges tl1at J arl\ beflaving impio usly i11 sa}'ing that 
\Ve mtist sacrifice accc>rding to tl1e kyt/Jcis (tile early Jav\rcodej a11d t.lle col
UllltlS a,ccordillg to tf1e drafts, tie is alsc> acct1sing the city. For tl1is is t\1t1at 
you decreed. And if you think l'l1is ls intolerable, you must surely suppose 
tl1at tt1ose men did '"rrong, \Vl10 only <:arried out rl1e sacrifices 011 tl1e kJ'f
beis. And yet, judges, one should not learn piety from Nikomachos but 
reflect on tl1e basis of p<tst events. Ot1r a11cestors while carrying out tl1e 
sacrifices on tl1e kyrbeis l1arlded on the cit); as the greatest a11d most suc
cessfu_I il1 Gi·ecce, a11d so it iS rigl1t tl1at you 1nake tl1e same sacrifices as 
those men because of the good fort\lne which resulted from those offer
ings, if for no other reason. (Lysias. 30. 17-18) 

For Aristotle (Rhetoric I. 3. 5) the particular goal of deliberative oratory is the 
expedient; that is the speaker must persuade his audience that a policy or 
course of action is to their advantage 0 1· disadvantage. In fact, appeals to th~ 
interests of the judges play a significant role in lawcourt oratory, though as a 
me<1ns to <111 end (it is to the advantage of the judges or the city to convict/ 
acquit) not as an end, as for instance in the following passage from a speech 
written by Demosthenes for the prosecution of a man named Konoo for an 
alleged assault: 
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But Konon ~vill beg a11d '''eep. No,.., consider: \vho <L~serves 1nore pity, the 
lUao '"'ho suffers \'\•hat I ha\:e SLtffered at t1is t1a11ds, if I 1ea\.·e the cc>urt as a 
victim of furtl1er Ot1trage1 dcprjved of jt1stice, c>r Konon, if t1e is punisl1ed? 
ls it more advantageous for each of you that people should be free to 
comn1it assatilt aJlCI outrage or nor? I tl1ink 11ot. Ne)\"' if you a<:qltit, 
there will be 01ore of these people, but if you con,,ict, there will be less. 
{Demosthenes, 54. 43) 

The goals of each o ratorical category are not exclusive to that category; they are 
merely the 6nal goals to which all other consideraUons <1re subordinated. 

The means of persuasion 

Aristotle in the Rhetoric recognizes two kinds of means of persu;ision, the 
enteclmos pistis, thilt is the rn.eans which derives from tedmc, art, technique, and 
the ateclmos pistis, '<1rtless/inartificial means of persuasion. J sh<tll retu.rn to 
lnartiftcial means of persuasion later. For now l shall concentrate on ' technieal' 
proof. Aristotle lists three kinds of technical proof. lhe first, character (et:lros), is 
not personality but n1oral cbaracter, that is the impression cre;ited through the 
speech th<tt the speaker possesses qualities which invite tru.st and belief. The 
second, en1otion (pathos), is the emotional effect created in the audience by the 
speech. The third, argumentation (logos), is the n1ost obvious for us. lt is for 
Aristotle <tlso the most important of the proofs; but because the rhetorician 
musr opewte in the real, not an ideal, world, Aristotle accepts the ;mportance 
of the other two types. 

Character (in the sense of the character of the speaker) is equally at hon1e in 
.all oratory. To induce the audience to .share h is view of the political situation 
and support his political stance, the speaker in the Assembly must establish h is 
authority; so too n1ust the litigant in court or the speaker over the wax dead or 
at the panhellenic festival. There is however a difference. The speaker jn the 
Assembly conics with a past, since he is located in a particular set of affiliations 
and brings with him an imp lied context; the audience brings with it both its 
knowledge of this larger context and a set of (often conflicting) prejudices. The 
speaker of declamatory or<1rory is likewise a man with a past, particularly in the 
case of the funeral oration, where he owes his sele<:tion to his public creden
tials. This would of course also apply to po.liticia ns in court. But in the case of 
the ordinary Atlwnian in court, plaintiff o r defendant, character is indetern1in
ate until he begins to speak. This is sometimes forgotten in discussions of 
et11opoiia (character delineation) in the or;uors; some modern writers suppose 
that the speech-writer l\ts the speech to the (real) character of the speaker. But 
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in the case of obscure individuals only a minority of judges (ii any) would know 
anything of them in <idvance. R<ither, the character of the speaker in such cases 
is generated by rhetorical need. All self-presentation is to some degree fictive; 
that is, it involves the adoption of roles dictated by the expectations of the 
audi.ence as rnuch as by any desire for self-revelation. What distinguishes law
court oratory is the thoroughness of the fiction, or at the least the clear space 
free for fiction, which is not delimited by any previous experience of the hearer. 
The speaker's char.acter is a blank page to be filled in by the speech-writer 
accordi11g to his r1eeds. The(e is anott1ec \\'ilY in \\rl1ich la,,rcot1tt oratory 11as 
more room in character portrayal: the character o f the opponent. It is not !Tue 
that speakers in the Assembly do not resort to character assassination, but it is 
obviously more d ifficult to disguise this as relevant to the subject at issue. In 
contrast, in the courts theoretically any persona l information c;1n be offered as 
relevant. The loose Athenian conception of relevance in legal contexts 111e<U.1S 

that there are few slanders which cannot be uttered against one's opponent. 
The absence of firm rules on relevance in most Athenian courts makes such 
considerations germane to the discussion. The fottowiog example, taken fcon1 a 
relatively insignificant speech written for an inheritance case by Jsaios (who 
specialized in such cases), shows how readily the Athenians resorted to quite 
serious allegations: 

For ffi}' C)ppor1ent, -..vl1en 11e \1faS livi11g here, was first of au a_r.rcstcd in the 
act as a lhlef and taken to prison. Then after being released by the Eleven 
along with some others. all of wltom you publicly conde)llned to death, he 
\\1as later cle11oui)Ced to the Cot1ncil as a felon; he slipped <.l\\•ay and failed 
1·0 appear, and fro1n Uiat Ume he did not return to Athens for seventeen 
years, L111til the deatl1 c>f l\Tikostratos. He hns nevef in your service set\1Cd 111 
tl1e arrny or paid ail)' Levy, except si11ce he laid claim to Nikostratos' prop
erty, nor performed any other public service. (lsaios, 4. 28-9) 

Emotion too is at home in every kind of o rator)'. Long before the age of 
technical rhetoric Greek speakers realiied tbat the e1notional response of the 
hearer is as much a part of the decisl011-1naking process (<md therefore as much 
a part of the speaker's task) as the intellectual engagement with ideas and 
a rguments. The use of emotion differs according to oratoti('al type. Jn general, 
the range of emotions generated by the most conuuon form of epideictic ora
tory, the fu neral oration, is qttite narrow. A sense of loss niay be created, though 
e1notion of this kind is limited; niore common is the feeling of awe at and pride 
in ·achievemer1t, i1S for instance; 

But iJ1<.ieed I clo 11ot k11ov\• \'\'llat need tl1ere is to la1nent this i.va)'· f c)r \\'e 
\\'e(e well aware that \\'Care 111ortal. So w11at nc-ecl is tllere to co111plai11 1'lt)\v 
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over a fate '''e lo.ng sin<.-e \vere expecti1lg to suffer, or to grieve so heavily at 
natt1ral rni.sfortt1n~s? For " 'C k11ow tl1at death is the <:<>m 1no1i lot boti1 for 
the basest and for the best. He does not spunl the wicked or admire the 
good but offers himself equally to all. If it were possible for those who 
escape death in war to be imm.ortal for the rest of time, it would be proper 
for the Jiving to lament the dead for all lime. As it Js, our narure is subject 
to disease and age, ruld tile power tl1at has contr<>I <>four destirly is iJll?XOf· 
able. So it is right to wnsider those meCl most happy who ended their lives 
by facing danger for the greatest and most bonourabie of causes, who did 
r1ot trLtSt tllei.r fate to tJ1e arbitration of chance or wait for that deatl1 
\\1l1ich conies in its norrrla1 COLtrse bLtt chose t11e roost noble one. (l"ysias, 2·. 
77-9) 

The range of emotions in deliberative and forensic oratory is much wider, as 
the sitt1atlo11s arising <.1re more varied. It is, llov.rever, In forensic oratory i11 r)ar
ticular that emotions tangential to the case (in particular gratitude for service to 
the state) are utilized as a rneans of l?ersuasion. Though,.<is the passage from 
Demosthenes' Tllird Oly11tilit1c quoted above demonstrates, spe<ikers addressing 
the Assembly try to generate hostility against their riva ls, the Assernhly is not 
asked explicitly to vote out of goodwill for the politician or hostility or distrust 
for his rivals. Though arguably that is a significant p<irt of tbe whole delibera
tive process, it is implieii at most. In court the audience is invi ted explicitly to 
show its &'Tatitude to the speaker. It is also asked explicitly to h;lte the opponent 
and to register tWs hatred when casting the vote. This, taken from Ariston's 
prosecution of Konon for assault, is not untypical: 

S<> I Ltrge >~ou, j\t<.1ges, OO\\' that l proved my case irl fuJI justice, ar1d h3\.'e 
giver1 yotJ a pledge rn addition, tt1at jLtSt as eacl1 of )'OU \'10t1ld J)ersonally 
hate the perpetrator if he had suffered this, he should foe! the same anger 
against Konon here on n1y behalf, and not regacd as a private matter any 
such thing which might perhaps befall anyone. Whoever it befalls, you 
should gi\•e aid a11d gra11t jL1stice, and hate pe<>1)le wllO i11 tl1e face of tl1eir 
cri111es are bold aod lmpetuc>us and ~vhe11 put on trial ace .st1ameless and 
'''icked a11d care noth11)g for ct1sto111 or anytl1in.g else in tt1elr efforts to 
escape punishment. (Den1osrhenes, S4. 42) 

The third of the rhetorical means of pe rsuasion, logos, is n10re difl\cult to 
accommodate, simply bec<iuse it would require a book-length discussiot1 to 
determine the differences between different rhetorical modes. Here we are 
largely confined to forensic and deliberative contexts, since the largely descrip
tive thrust of the foneral oration leaves little scope (or need) for logic.al argu· 
ment. ft would be interesting ro examine logic in forensic and deliberative 
contexts to see whetheJ' there is any significant difference. In general, however, 
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a cursory survey suggests 1ha1 !here is no difference between the two categories 
so far as the qualiry of the argument is concerned. Jusl as the logical means 
{essentially argument from probability) are the same, so the logical strength iS 
no! a function of genre but of situation and writer. But equally my impression is 
!hat forensic oratory differs from deliberalive oratory in that in man)' cases itS 
ap1>roach to argument iS accrelive, Iha! is, there Is often a tendency in 1he 
courts to pile up argun1ents in order to hit the target from as many directions as 
possible, to survey Mguments in rapid succession where deliberative oratory 
tends to maintain its themes for longer. There is greater diversity and less sus
tained argument in the courts. This is not necessarily a s1re11gth, si11ce in some 
writers (particularly tysias and Aischines) the result can be a rather loose co11-
catenation of arguments. In the following pass<1ge an ano 11ymous client of 
l.ysias, charged with destroying the stump of one of the sacred olives scattered 
about Athenian territory, mo ves rapidly from argument to argument, as he 
presents his case before the Council of the Areopagus, which had jurisdiction ill 
many religious matters: 

AJld was it more in my interest, Council, to break 1he law under the dem
ocracy or In Lhe time of the lbirty? (the ruthless junra which ruled Athens 
briefly at the end of the fifth century] I say rhis not becau~ I had inOuence 
111en or because I'1n suspected nov,• but l>eeause it \\'3S mucll more open for 
a11yone to do "rrong 1hen tl1a11 110\v. You \\till fi11d tl1at I coinn1itted no 
crJ01c of tl1is sort nor any other in that period. HO\'', u11Jess r was my own 
\VOr$1 c11cn1y, \vllc11 yo1..~ take sud1 C(Lre, could I l1aveattem1>ted to eradicate 
a sacred olive from my farl)1, when there Is not a single tree In it but a single 
olive stump (so my opponent says), and the rond surrounds it on all. sides 
and nclghhours live on both sides, and the farm Is unfenced and visible 
from every direction. (J.ysias, 7. Z7-ll) 

Shaping the speech 

The function and context of oratory also impacts on stn1cture. 111e most sig
nificant difference is in the role of narrative. for Aristolle narrative is an essen
tial part 011/y of the coumoom speech, but the case is overstated (in fact his 
language lndic;ites that the reality is rather more complex); one has only to 
think of the pronounced narrative element in the Athenian funeral oration to 
realize this. But the narrative in the funeral orntion Is itself merely a variant on 
narratives shnrccl by the city. That is, the speaker praisirig the war dead may 
reshape collective history or city myth hut the raw material remilins broadly 
fomillar and indeed the same themes often recur. Marathon, one of the 
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defining moments of Athenian history, Is a regular theme in praises of the city, 
as in this extract from a funeral speech ascribed to Lysias: 

Ashamed that the barbarians were In their country, they did no1 wait for 
their allies to hear of it or aid them, and they did not feel that they should 
be grateful to otliers for their r=ue but that the other Greeks should be 
grateful to tJ1emselves. With this shared resolve they met them, few against 
many. They thought that to die was a fate they shared with all mankind to 
die bt1I to sJ1ow courage \vas a fate tl1cy st1are<.1 with re'"' . . . No \vonder 
then that though these deeds were performed long since their courage is 
atl11lired no\v still by all nia11kincl ;,s lt101.1gll tile deeds .. vere fresJ1. (Lyslns, 2. 
23-6) 

\Vithin the sphere of political oratory, Indirect evidence suggests that there 
was more room for narrative in ambassadorial oratory than within purely 
Internal political debate. But even ordinary political debate allows room for 
narrative, as can be seen from Andokldes' speech 011 the Peace, composed in the 
late 390s. Andokides had served as one of the Athenian delegates at a peace 
congress held at Sparta, and the speech was delivered on his return. In an 
attempt to persuade the Athenians to conclude peace wilh Sparta he surveys 
Athenian history and demonstrates (by a rather cavalier use of !he evidence) 
that peace has always been beneficial, while war has been ruinous. llut again 
this is a variation (h owever distorted) on shared narrative, while the narrative 
In court is not shared but individual. The juror looks to lhe litigants for basic 
information as well as opinion ;rnd ari,'l1ment to a degree found in no other 
context. V11hen the speaker of i.,yslas l, a rnan on trial for homicide who 
defends himself on the ground that he found the dead man in adultery with 
his wife, presents his case, he is our sole authority for the events he narrates 
and his case to a large extent stands or falls on his ability to impose his version 
on the jurors. This passage presents his account o r his wile's duplicity after she 
was seduced: 

Alter a time, gentlemen, I came home unexpectedly from the country. 
After dinner the baby cried and howled; he was bei11g tonnented by the 
maid on purpose to make him, b«'ause the man was in the house-
afterwards I discovered au of this. And I told my wife to go off and give the 
b•b)' the breast to stop him crying. To start with she refused, as if sl1e were 
pl~ased to see me back after a long absence. When I grew angry and told 
her to go she S<Jid: "Oh ye>, so that you can have a go at the serving girl 
J1ere! Yot1'\:e groped her berore 100 \\•hen y<>t1 wert.> drt1nk!" l for Ul)' ))art 
laughed, whj\e she stood up, went out and closed the door, pretending she 
was joking, and then turned the ke)'· ;\11d I thought nothing of all this and 
suspected nothi11g, but weo1· lo sleep gladly, having come from the 
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COL1ntry. \.Yl1en it Y\1as ahnost daylight, she came and ope11ed tl1e door. 
When I asked why the doors banged in the night, she said that the lamp by 
the baby had gone out and so she had got a light from the neighbouts. I 
said 11otbir1g, a.nd beJievecl t!~at this "'fas trLte. But I t~1ougl1t, ger1tle1nen, 
that she was wearing make-up, though her lnothcr was not yet dead thirty 
<..1ays. Still, eve11 so r said rlothing alJ<>Llt the matter but i.ve11t c>ff witl1out a 
word. (Lysias, 1. 11-14) 

The pronou nced narrative component in courtroo1n speeches brings more 
to the text than diverse material. There is a difference of manner. Tlle narrative 
voi.ce is usually d istinct to some degtee from the voice of <tr&•ument. The narra
tive se<!tion provides ostensible fact either alone or interspersed with judge
ment. The argument section usually brings a marked change of ptesentational 
mode, from 'fact' to overt argument and opinion, generally ;1 series of ;irgu
ments from probability. This di fference can best he app(eciateu if we cornpHre 
the narrative in Lysias l with the speaker's arguments later in the speech. These 
two passages deal with events leading up to the ki.lli ng o f the wife's Jover: 

l~ut firsr of all I i.va11 t to gj,,e )'Ot1 arJ accou11t of v·.il1at took plaC'e OJl tl1e last 
da}'· J had a close friend, Sostratos, \\•h<>m I met (>n his \\•ay frort1 tl1e coun
ny after sunset. I knew that having arrived so late he would find nothing 
he neede<J at lion1e, a11d so I invited hi11J to dlnner. \./Ve reacJ1ed lUY llOl1Se 

and vi.rent upstairs a11d dined. Wt1er1 ~1e ~1acl eater1 his fill, he .. vent <>ff v1.'hile 
r weot to sleep. Eratosthenes, gentlcn1en, came in, and the serving girl 
.. voke rne at 011ce ar1cl t<>l<1111e that he \vas in fl1e house. ~f'elli ng l1er ro \\'atcJ1 
t11e door, I \\l'e11t d·o1Ar11stairs i11 sile11ce and left t!1e l10 L1se. I calle<l or1 Orie 
n1an ·after another; some I didn't c;atch at home, wJlile otJ1ers, I fOLlild, \VCJe 
not even in town. (Lysias, l. 22- 3) 

As 1. said before, gentleme.n, my close friend Sostratos me.t me on his way 
fi.:oa1 the cot1ntry arou11d sunset and djned i.vith t1i.e, aod \\'IJen Jte l1ad 
eaten his fill he went off. Yet consider first of all, gentlemen, whether. if l 
was plotting against fuatostbenes that night it was better for me to dine 
else\\•here m}:self or t<> l:>ring a dinner gt1est hon1e. J:-or i.n til e 1.atter case 
Eratosthenes \\'Ould have been less likely to veriture into the h<">L1se. Then 
again, do you think I '"ould l1ave tel tll}' dll1t1cr gL1cst go a11d lca,,e 111e 
alc)ne artd t1nsup1><>rteci, <>r ask l1i1n to stay, so that he could joi11 .n1e ill 
ta.ki11g re\1enge 011 the se<..1Lt<:er·? FL1rti1er1nore, ge11tle111en, (lon1t you think f 
\\•ould 11ave sent \\'Ord to my associates duri.llg tbe d::iy arid it1str ttcted tl1e111 
to gattler in tlie r1eare.~t c>f JTI)'' friends' h.ot1ses, instead of runni11g arour\d 
duti11g tl1c oigl1t as soon as J foun<..1 OLtl, \\.'itl)Ottt knowi1)g \\•hon1 T \\'<)uld 
find at home and w\lo would be out? (Lysias, l. 39-41) 

In this c;ise the difference. of manner is so greilt that the modern reader, with 
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ti me to reread and interrogate the text at leisure, is struck by tile marked differ
ence between the in nocent transparency of tile character presented by the nar
rative a nd the sharp and skllful arguments built on the foundation of the earlier 
'factua l' narrative. It ls almost as though there were two speakers. But the for
mal difference within the speech is an illusion. The ro le of the narrative is to 
induce tile hearer to accept a particular version of events as reliable, not to 
provide the audience with transparent fact. A good narrator deploys a whole 
variety of narrative de,•lces to shape the aucUence's response without explicit 
co1111ner1t. 

ControUing the agenda 

A related d ifference bet,veen the three categories of oratory is tlle question of 
agenda, l he audience of the epidcictic speech have come to listen to a declam
ation on a set theme. There are no con1peting voices and the only surprises in 
content consist in variations on set themes. 'file deliberative speech starts with 
air agenda which is essentially predetermined. Again the audience brings with 
it a shared knowledge and a shared set of expectations. There is always scope in 
debate to spring surprises; but the terms of the debate ha"e been significantly 
delimited in advance, since the context of discussion is shared by all partici
pa11ts. [>eace or \var, aJlia11ce or not, 111ilita·ry 111terventio11 or not, tl1e broad 
issues are a given, and the broad issues bring with them both in general and in 
the individual context a set of arguments which the audience can predict to 
some degree. 

The same is true, though to a lesser extent, of those forensic debat~s which 
arise from political rivahy. The prosecution of Ktesiphon by Aischines in 330 
for his proposal to honour Aischines1 enemy Demosthenes was clearly 
in tended by Aischines as the final showdown in a political feud which had 
raged for a decade and a half. ~Vhen the jurors sat dowJl to enjoy Lhis Jnagnifi
cent grudge match, they could predict tile broad tenor of the opposing cases 
with reasonab le confidence. But the element of predictability dwindles in 
d irect proportion to the public visibility of the participants. ll has been main
tained that a ll tria.ls in clas_~ical Athens are poten tially polltical, since the 1-iti
gants are alrnost always drawn from the moneyed classes and this is the sector 
of Athenian society which engaged in politics at the crucial Jevel of initiative 
(as d istio'i from attendance at the Assembly). The socio.economic poi nt is 
('Orre«t: as WilS observed above, financial litigation, often 011 a substantial sca le, 
is prominent in survivingor;1tory. while the cases that bulk large i11 our system, 
what we would call 'crimin<1l' cases. are conspicuously few. But the conclusion 
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iS suspect. Most surviving speeches which are not directed towards political 
issues are apolitical in "the further sense that they avoid reference to questions 
of policy o r influence. Where the case turns on non-political issues (or involves 
people who are not prominent in public life) the agenda is not a given. By 
agenda 1 mean the facts of the case, the identity, personality, and general con· 
duct of the litigant~. The agenda is a vacumn, and it becomes the duty of the 
speech-writer to ti ll this vacuum for the audience with a sustainable version of 
the events and participants. There is far more room for manceLtvre in court. 

The need to control the agenda is increased l>y the nature of the judicial 
process. The pol.i.rician facing Assembly or Counci l is usually operating with.in a 
set of broader goals. The individual moment is important, but there is always 
the possibility th;it defeat can be reversed either in later meetings of the 
Assembly or through the medium of political trials, as for inst<nice the eventual 
1·eversal in the power ratio between the proponents and opponents of peace 
with Macedonia, which was both advanced and signalled by the politic;il pro· 
seculions of the late 340s. Defeat in court is not entirely irreversible-for one 
thing there is always the prospect of attacking the opposition witnesses {or 
perjury. But there is no appeal on the main action and, even where collateral 
actions arc possible, the loser starts at a disadvantage, since a previous jury had 
found for his opponent. Th.is means that everyth ing must be subordinated to a 
single goal, immediate victory. 

Despite all this, there iS ooe respect in which lawcourt oratory is more cir· 
cumscribed than other forms. In Aristotle's discussion of the 1neans of persua
sion, it is noteworthy that, although the artll\cial 1ncans of persuasion (char· 
acter, emotion, argument) are applicable to all modes of oriltory, the artless 
proofs (ateclmoi pisteis)-that is the proofs wh ich do not depend on the rhetor· 
ician's art-are all peculi<ir to forensic oratory. Aristotle lists (Rl1etoric l. 15) laws, 
witnesses, contrncts, tortures, oaths. This means that unlike other oratorical 
forms, forensic rhetoric 111ust engage directly with external material. Epjdeictic 
oratory is free to select as it chooses from the topics available. Deliber<ith•e 
oratory, though it cannot escape its external context, is free to reshape that 
context through argument, l'orensic oratory has a problem in that in order to 
command belief it must include external proof to substan tiate the speaker's 
statements. \•Ve do on occasion find courtroom speeches which make no use of 
documentary evidence; and although some of these are supporting speeches 
(in which case the leading speaker may well have provided a substantial body 
of evidence), some certainly represent the only speech delivered for this side in 
court. But the rarity of such speeches indicates that this is a strategy avoided by 
litigants wherever possible. ~Vhich in turn means that the audience were 
reluctant to trust a lit.igant who could not bring some element of independent 
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evidence to bear. So the speaker has to include a body of alien material. These 
externa l voices must l>e mastered and brought under the control of the speaker. 
In fact Athenian litigant.~ make use wherever possible of friendly witnesses. llut 
even so the witness is outside the speaker's control to the extent that he does 
not sin1ply say whateve( the li.tigant wants him to say, unless o f course be is 
unusually obliging, foolhardy, or unscrupulous; there was always the possibil· 
ity of prosecution for false evi.dence and O<Jr texts indicate that the Athenians 
were ready to use this tool against their opponent's witnesses. From about 380 
uCE written testimony was used; this was read our by the clerk and the witness 
simply confinned the text he heard. Tbe text itself, where we have evidence for 
the drafting, was the work of the litigant, but the witness still had to verify the 
sraten1ent and so the litigant cannot sim ply invent. It becomes the litigant's 
task to shape the deposition in such a way as to obtain maximum support fro111 
the \'\ritness. 

Another in1porrant voice in orato ry is the law. Not only do speakers speak 
about Jaw, they also cite laws (that is, the Jaw itself is read out in court in the 
clerk's voice). And again the law needs on occasion to be massaged. An example 
from Aischincs' speech for the prosecution of a rival politician, Timarchos, for 
(alleged) hon1osexual prostitution in 346/5 1nay clarify. The clerk is about to 
quote the law dealing with the law banning prostitulim1 by citizens. llut 
Aischines himself quotes it, m.ixes it up with pejorative details relat.iog to 
Timarchos (here presented in italics), and so at one and the same time asso
ciates the law with Timarchos, puts a negative complexion on Timarchos' 
public life, and wraps the Jaw in an en1otional haze: 

But OJlCe f)e is entered.i11 the den1e register and kr1ows the t it}1's la1ivs :ind is 
now able to dNermine right and wrong, the legislator from now on 
addresses nol>ody else but at this point the individual himself, Timarcbos. 
And what cloes he say? If any Athenian (he says) prostitutes himself, be is 
not to l1avc Lttc rigt1t to serve as one of tl1e niJ1e arcl1011s (tl1e reaso11 bei11g1 f 
tl1i11k, tl1at tl1<1se <1fficials ""'ear a sac.rer/ 1\•re(t//1); r1<)r to Ltndertake an,y priest
hood. since his body is quite unclean; and Jet him not serve (he says) as 
ad,1ocate for tl1c state or 11old a11y office ever, \'ll1etl1cr at J1ome or abroad, 
t\•ltetl1er selected by lot or elected b)' a vote; let hirr1 not .ser,,.e as h.ecald, 11or 
as envoy (t1ot let l1iP11 bri11g trJ trial fJeO/Jle ti rat J1ave serwd ns e11vOJ'S, 11or Jet l1it11 
JJri11g 111t1licio11s J>rosec11tio11s fbr /Jay), nor let him voice any O[)i11ion in the 
Council <>r the Assembly (11or even if"he is c/le cleverest sp<'aker in Athens). lf 
an}'011e acts against these l'rovi.sions, l1e l1as a1I0\\1Cd for indictments f0r 
prostitutio11 ar1d llnposecl ti1e rnost severe penalties. l~ead tllis la~v OLtt to 
them as well, to make you aware. of the noble and decent charactN of the 
established laws, against which 11marcllos has dared t<> address tl1e 
Assembly, a man whose way of life is known to you all. (Aischines, I. 18-20) 
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l have so far presented this external material as son1ehow threate11ing, 
though it can a.lso be an enormous help for the speaker in need of support. The 
law is not always celevant to the case. Sometimes it represents a rather desperate 
attempt to establish a case by analogy, as in I lypereides 3, where the speaker 
tries to fill what looks Ji.ke a gap in the law of sale by building up a set of 
tendentious parallels. His opponent has sold hun a perfu1uery cuo by a slave 
who has cun up som.e massive debts for wl1ich the speaker now finds h.imself 
Liable. It looks as though Athenian Jaw nrnde no specif\C provision for this 
and so the spea.ker has to argue at length from comparable legislation . In 
[Demosthenes] 46 the speaker quotes law after law irrespective of its immediate 
celevance, evidently as a means of browbeating the jurors into seeing things the 
speaker's way. It would be easy to see this as evidence for a <:avail.er attitude to 
law in Athenian society. But the re.verse is true. The 1<1w speaks with authority 
and the litigant is exploiting the voice of the law (as autho ritative text) to 
strength.en h is case. 

It remains a distinguishing faarure of forensic oratory that the speaker must 
absorb alien material in its raw form within the speech, neutralize it where 
necessary, enhance its support where possible. And while making this material 
subservient to his wlll, the speaker must maintain the authority which comes 
from the seeming independence of the support he cites. Unbke the other forms 
of oratory, forensic oratory presents a s.eeming multipticity of voices, with it~ 
n1ove between argument and narrative and its need to draw in external sup· 
port. The multiplicity is however illusion, itupersonati.on, for ultimately the 
voices are reducible to one, the speaker's, and that voice is devoted to the single 
task of persuasion. 

Style and context 

Aristotle notes that the three categories of oratory differ in style. A detailed 
account of the style of Athenian oratory is beyond the scope of this d;scus· 
sion; but the different occasions do create different audience expectations 
and these in turn detennine stylistic tendencies. The. most cautious branch of 
oratory in this respect is courtroom ocatory. Even here, however, some speeches 
were written for delivery in court by active politicians wl1ik others were 
delivered by ordinary citizens, and as was noted, the writers for the courts 
tend to fit their speeches as for as possible to the person of the speaker. This 
extends to style as well as staten1ents explicitly or implicitly charac
terizing tile litiga nt. So speeches for private citizens tend to be less grand in 
language, with a general avoidance of extende.d sin1ile or metaphor. Th is is 
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not true of the earliest period of professional speech-writing; the disclaimer o f 
experience in speaking made by the young man who delivered Antiphon 5 
(<1uoted above p. 196) uses an elaborate style which is at odds with the claim 
made, and it is difficult to belie,•e that the audience would fail to detect the 
professional speech-writer behind the litigant. Anystylisticeffect which creates 
a rift between the avowed personality and the mode of expression risks creating 
a simultaneous rift between speaker and audience; the audience must feel that 
the speaker can be lTustcd. Accordingly Antiphon's successors as forensic 
speech-writers were more cautious. Lawcourt s peeches delivered by politicians 
are not subject to the same restraint. The jurors expect politicians to sound like 
expe1ienced speakers and so such speecl1es are closer in style to deliberative 
oratory, which more readily admits grand effects. 

The following t'vo passages from Demosthenes' lhird Olynthiac (a delibera· 
tive speech of 348 in which Demosthenes ar&'l1es for the redeployment of state 
hand-outs to fund Athenian intervention to protect the city of Olynthos fron1 
the expansionist an1bitions of Philip of Macedonia) and his speech 011 the 
Crown (written for the trial of Ktesiphon in 330, when Demosthenes acted as 
supporting speaker for l<tesiphon) show the convergence between political 
speeches in court and in the Asse111bly: 

ff even JlO\V at last )'OtJ welc to abandon th.ese l1abits (lJ.1d agree to serve as 
soldiers: and beJ1ave in a rr1anr1er \vorttly <>f yourselves anc.l t1se this surJ>lt1s 
don1cstic revenue as a basis to ad1ieve cxter11aJ be£1etil', perl)aps, jttst 
perhaps, n1en of .. \thens, you <;otild gain son1e con1pl.ete ad\1a11tage and 
be rid of hand·outs of this sort, which are like the food given by doctors 
to the sick. For the la lier neither provide strength nor allow the patient to 
die. l,i kev11ise, \\tl1at y<.>u recei\•e n<)\\' is 11ot sufficient tc> pro\1ide any 

st1bstantial assistai1ce 11or does it allo"'' ·yot1 to gi,1e it up ar1d do sorne· 
tl1ing else; 110, tllis is \l\1l1a1· it1creases tl1e sluggislu1ess of eaci1 one of yot1 . 
(Demosthenes, 3 IT/1ird O/y11t/1iacl. 33) 

(To Aischines] You talk to us now about the pasf/ You are like a doctor 
\\•ho \vJ1ert Jte vjsits l1is patie11ts wl.i.ile they are sick ~ri,res not a v..•ord or 
a11 indication alJOL1t the rnear1s by '''llich the}' will escape tl1e.ir il111ess, 
but once one of them dies and his funeral ritl!S are being performed goes 
with the process.ion to the tomb and holds forth: ' if this man had done 
thjs or that, he would not have died'. (Demosthenes, 18 1011 the Crow11]. 
Z43). 

During the mid· to late fourth century at least, the grand manner becomes 
even more overt, as politicians make free use of passages from classic poetry 
and drama to achieve emotional effects and to enhance their authority, as 

THE ATHENIAN ORATORS I 213 



for instance with tbis passage from the speech written by Aischines for the 
prosecution of Ktesiphon of 330: 

Tt1e 1>oet Hesio<l eXJ)resses hin1self weJI <:>n ;>ituatio11s like t11is. He says at 
011e point, as J1e seeks to edltCate tbe 1r1asse.s a11d advise tJ1e cities, tJ1at tl1ey 
shc.>uld not tolerate <.:orrupt ctemagogt1es. I sl1a11 pronounce the verses; the 
reason I think we learn by heart the poets' thoughts as children is to make 
\ise of them ~1lleri '"'e are n1en. 

Often enough the whole City has paid for an evil man 
\'\1110 does wro11g a11d de,1iscs deeds of '''ic.kcd11ess. 
lJJX>n them frc>rr1 heaven Crc>nus1 sc>n tJrings great \.VC>e, 
famine and plague together, and the people perish. 
lie n1ay destro>' thei.r vast arn1}: or their \\'<lits 
or take ve11gear1ce or1 tl1eir st1ips at sea1 far·seei11g ZetlS. 

l f you rel11ovc tl1c rll}'tl1111 a11d exa111111c tJ1e poet's se11tjJ11cnts, I tl1111k }'Ot1 
\\•ill see tl1at t l1e}: are not Hesiod's l)<>etry but an oracle directecl at Dem. 

ostt1e1les' political career. for ir1deed ar111y a1ld fleet a11d wl1ole cities t1ave 
been obliterated as a resul.t of l1is policies. (Aischines, 3. 134-6,. quoting 
Hesiod, W<JTkS and Da)'S 240-S) 

Similar effects <ire a('hieved in the political-forensic speeches of his ene111y 
Demosthenes and the one con1plete surviving speech (Against Lcokrat<?s) by 
their conte111porary, the distinguished politician Lykourgos. 

L<1wcourt speeches for politicians and deliber<1tive oratory form an inter
mediate stylistic class between forensic speeches for prJv<1te citizens at the 111ore 
sober end of the scale and epideictic speeches at the gr<1ndiose end of the scale. 
The audience for oratory of display has co111e to participate in a great public 
occasion, with the full expect<>tion that the speech wiU be appropriate to that 
occasion, both as sentiment and as performance. The speech written for dec
lamation wears its verbal craftsmanship with pride, indulging in n1usical and 
rhythmical effects which would be avoided, or used less llamboyantly or liber
ally, in other oratorical types, as this passage from the funeral oration attrib
uted to Lysias illustrates the point: 

It is not eaS)' fc)r one n1an to r1arrate tl1e da11gers faced b)' 1narl}' 11or to 
declare iJ1 a single day deeds pc1·fonned through all time. l'or what speech 
or tin1e or spea.kerc.:01Jld be s1Jf1ic;ient to tell the <:our<1ge C)f the men '"'ho lie 

here? Witl1 the gr~4:1test toils ar1<-I tt1e n1ost il.l11st-rio11s trials a11cl tt1e r1oblest 
dangers they set Greece free . . . (Lysias, 2. 54-S) 
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From audience to reader 

\Ve encounter the Athenian orators as written text. IJut in most cases thei r 
status as Literary texts is either accidental or secondary. These speeches were 
first and foremost perfornied works. Jt is important to bear in mind when read
ing the orators that what we have no more reflects the full experience of the 
wor'k for its firs t audience than do the texts of tragic and comic plays. \Ve have 
ample evidence that some of the 111ore conttoversial political orators in the late 
fifth century adopted a flamboyant mode of delivery; and a lthough both con
temporary con1ic playwrights and later sources tend to present this as a striking 
dep<irture from tradition, probably we are dealing with a difference of degree 
rather than of kind. 

In the fourth century we know that the politician Aischines, who had worked 
as an actor, h<1d a very impressive speaking voice, which 111ust have more than 
compensated for features of his speeches which arc often perceived as flaws by 
students of rhetoric. In the fifth and early fourth century it was by no means 
inevitable that a speech would ever reach the status of text. Early in the fourth 
century we still find Gorgias' pupil Alkidamas (in h is essay On the Authors o( 
~Vritten Speeches) prnising the t1exibility of the unwritten, extemporized, speech 
over the rigidity of the written speech. But the practice not only of writing 
down but also of publishing speeches had already begun in the lifth century. 
There was a book trade in Athens in the late fifth century and the fictitious 
speeches of teacl1ers like Gorb'ias, even if they began their lives as pe.rformed 
exemplars designed to illustrate the potential of specilic e.ffccts, were clearly 
<tlso available in book fom1. The same is presumably trne of the 1etmlogies of 
Antiphon. 

The practice of publishing lawcourt speeches had also begun by the end of 
the fifth century. The speeches of Antiphon written for real tria ls show a degree 
of polish which suggests that they were at least prepared for publication during 
the autbor's lifetime. Although the market for such speeches probably con
sisted largely of people interested in acquiring speaking skills, the embedded 
Greek appreciation of good oratory-attested in particular by the frequency in 
ttagedy of speeches displaying the influence of formal rhetoric- suggests that 
even at this stage there must have ()een a n aesthetic as well as a practical inter
est in the speeches. In political oratory the practice of publishing speeches did 
not begin unti l the fourth century. Apart from the aesthetic ·and practical 
appeal of such texts in a society dependent on speech-making in most public 
contexts, the publication of political speeches allowed the1n to achieve a sec
ond life as pamphlets in continuing political debate both before a contempo1-
ary audience and ultimately before the audience of future generations. In the 
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case of the speeches wrHtcn by Demosthenes and AJschines for thei r showcase 
political contests in the lawcourts we have ample evidence that changes were 
made to the speech during the process of rev isl on for publication. As a result we 
can never be c11tircl}1 st1re 110,~~ far our ''rritten text.deviates fro111 the oral~at1ral 

text of the first performance. During the fourtb century, as we can see from the 
sheer volume of surviving speeches, there was a substantial market for pub
lished oratory of all kinds and this market continued into the Hellenistic period 
and beyond. The scholars of the Ptolemaic library at Alexandria edited and 
conllllentcd on the Atb.enian orators, and the texts continued to play a major 
role in the education of both Greeks and Romans. 
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7 Sophisticates and solecisms: 
Greek literature after the 
classical period 
JANE'.L. LIGH1'FOOT 

Mellenistic, post-classical-the old world's spiral into decline? The mainland 
Greek states continued their old squabbles for supremacy after the Pelopon-
11esian \·Var; bt1t a nei.'1 po\ver was risi11g1 and i,,rithin a cottple of ge11erC1tions it 
produced a figure who, in thirty-two years of life, would change the whole 
political geography of the world for good. The power was Macedon, and the 
llgt1re \\1as .l\lexander, soon kno,,rn as th.e Great. He svvept across Greece, Asia 
lvfinor, and Persia, obliternting the last Persian king; and, that done, stan1pedcd 
over the central Asian steppe, only to be brought up short in the Punjab by a 
mutiny. But he had shown them regions no Greek had ever seen, and mon
archy on a sc"1le yet undrean1ed of; and when he died, in Babylon in 323 BCE, he 
h<>d also irrevo('.ably altered the Greeks' culturnl horizons. 

Inevitably, the successors of this neo-Homeric hero were lesser men, who 
immediately started wrangling over his legacy. They carved out domams for 
themselves and hacked aw<>y at each other for years before any sort of steady 
sta te emerged; but by the time the dust cleared, there were immigran~ Greeks 
resident in new, royal foundations in kingdoms in Egypt, Asia Minor, Syria, 
Mesopotan1ia, Central Asi11-all the way to modern Afghanistan and India . It 
is against this background that we h<1ve to measure the liternture of the 
Hellenistic period, ·many of its producers and constuners no longer the clas
sical city-states of mainland Greece, but residents of the new world, further 
east. 

The new foundations had constitutions that looked Like those back h01ne; 
but they were under the thumb of the king; and the loo1ning presence of the 
I lelle11lstic 1ll01larcl1s is \'ital tivt1er1 we con1e t'o co11sidcr '''l1at beca111e ir1 our 
period of the literary genres of archaic and classical Greece. So is the newness of 
tile terrai11: Greeks were 110''' reside11t 'i\1here 110 Greek had e\'er li\red before. 
The o ld view, now rather threadbare, would portray them in their new com
munities as restless, uprooted, trying to defend their Greekness against the 
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narives of tlueatening, LLnfamiliar territocy. 611t it iS an exciting period, 
pcecisely because of this newness of terrain, because of the possibility o f testing 
responses to condirions the Greeks had never before encountered, because of 
tbe new sorts of literature which resulted fro111 thei r dislocation from their old 
J1orues and \'l.1ays. 

It is also probably the first period of Greek literature in which we have a 
subst<tntial body of direct informauon about audiences and readers as well as 
ati thors, abotit the con.suJller.s of Jiteratu(e as v .. 1ell as its l)COducers. ft '''as in tt1e 
Hellenistic period that there fi rst developed a para-literary industry: scholars 
and interpreters for tbe first time gathered and edited and commented on liter
ary texts. We even know something of tile sorts of scruHny to which they 
subjected the1n and ways in wh ich they read them. ~Ve owe much to the sands 
of Egypt, where numerous sites have yielded a wealth of texts on papyri which, 
though mostly documentary in character, also include a substantial body of 
litera(y material. Informat ion from these sources can tell us what was being 
read, in wt1at form (foe example, it can indicate the state of a particular author's 
text at any one time), and occasionally even how and by whom. find-contexts 
can-though all too rarely- tell us a little about the owners, while 1narginal 
annota tions may tell us a li ttle about the concerns of readers and of the sorts of 
questions asked of texts. Meanwhile a d ifferent sort of evidence for readers and 
audiences in the Hellenistic period comes from epigraphy-inscriptions 1nainly 
from mainland Greece, the Aegean islarJds, and Anatolia. Being for the most 
part public inscri ptions these cecord different sorts of activity, and form a 
necessary and important counterbalance to the Egyptian papyri with their evi
dence for mostly private reading. The inscriprions concern festivals and recita· 
tions, perfo rmances and displays which took place in theatres and concert
halls in Greek cities, and remind us that in a world of increasing text~talily the 
traditional enunciative, performative aspect of Greek culture was not on the 
\vane. 

Players and plays 

To begin with dr<mw, the gre<1t public genres which the Greek world inherited 
from cl<issical, den1ocratic Athens, is to emphasize the continuity of this aspect 
of Greek culture-and. indeed, its massive success and influence in the Hel
lenistic period. Drama w<is Athens' most enduring literary legacy, for it came to 
be seen as a necessary constituent of ucban life: to have a theatre was to be 
Greek. \·Ve arc only now coming to underst<tnd the pilce at which the<Jtres were 
established all over the Greek world, eight from the end of tl1e fifth century 
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on\,•ards- in mainJarid Greece, in southern Italy in the Hellenized area known 
(in Latin) as Magna Graecia, and then, after Alexander's conquests, in the new 
foundations where Gree.k immigran rs settled . Part icularly famous is the Site of 
Ai Khanum on the northern limit of modern Afghanistan: a theatre, •i gym
nasium, and a library were three ind ispensable elemen ts of Gree.k culture that 
not even so remote a colony could do without. ' 

There was a rash of new festivals, founded for a myriad of reasons: to hO(lOur 
a king (or 'liberator'); to commemorate an accession, o r a victor)', c)r the repulse 
of an enemy (the Soteria are famous, ma rking the defeat of th.e Gauls who had 
descended on Delphi In 279); or because someone, invaciably with some 
u lterior motlve, had declared that the local deity had appeared and ordairied it 
so (a famous example is the Leukophryena, founded at the end of the third 
century in Magnesia 0 11 the Maeander following an epiphany of the local 
eq uivalen t of Artemis) . Or the re were Dionysia in the time-honoured way-but 
not quite like the classical festivals, for the god's range of powers was now 
extended to include a ll the performing arts, music and singing as well as 
theatre. Athletic events too had a place in these great occasions. Dionysos was 
also the special god of the new Macedon ian rulers of Egypt, the Ptolemies 
(named after their founder, the general Ptolemaios), who also loved pageantry. 
So lt is no t surprising to find them as assiduous patrons of festivals, an interest 
rel1ected in many epigrams and other works hy con temporary poets. Theokri 
tos (of who111 more anon), praising King Ptolemy 11, claimed that 'No man who 
knows how to sing a clea r melody has come to the sacred contests of Dionysos 
without receiving a gift worthy of h is skill'. 

Yet, tra nsplanted from the city in wh ich it grew, Hellenistic d ram.a has often 
been supposed to have been in a parlous state. Allegedly, the Helleni.stic m.on
archies rode roughshod over the cities' freedom, leavi ng their po.litical instit11-
tlons worn o ut and exiguous: there was no longer any forurn for wh,at is seen as 
drama's main function in the classical polis-the assertion and/or interroga
tion of civic culture and values (cf. pp. 11 7- 22). Allied to th is is the .loss of m.ost 
Hellenistic drama: isn't it obvious that it d idn't survive because it was no good? 
On the other hand, evidence for the widespread revival of classical plays begins 
in the Hellenistic periotl. This is all of a piece with the crystallization in this 
period of notions of 'the classics'; but has also been held to point to the drying
up of creativity. lt is difficult to redress this situation, since virtually all Hel
lenistic tragedy and satyr dnima is sadly lost, and n1uch the san1e is trne of 
comedy, although here at least we have ?vfenander at the very beginnings of our 
period (see below). But we do have nwch valuable evidence of other kinds
including the excavations of theatres-and a great deal of documentation 
about the performance of drama. Using what we have wlll enable us to make 
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some In teresting and useful observations about what concerns us most here-
the public. 

It is true that the perfonnance of drama slipped from the hands of ordinary 
citizens, but specialization in the obviously skllled business of the theatre is 
detectable from very early in its history. Already in the middle of the fifth 
century in Athens we heac of prizes awarded to principal actors; by the middle 
of the fourth, Aristotle in his R/1etoric could pronounce that actors had become 
more Important than the poets themselves. The fo urth century s<iw the rise of 
the star-men like Aristoden1os and Neoptolcmos. Thcodoros and Polos, whose 
b1)ast was thal they could have whole audiences in te<irs. Theodoros, appar
ently, succeeded in so moving the hard-hearted tyrnnt Alex<inder of Pherai that 
he had lo leave the theatre Jest he be seen to weep. n espite the elaborate gear 
they had lo wear-1nasks and increasingly high-soled boots- their acting is 
praised in lerms of emotional realism, as when l'olos is supposed to have made 
uniquely affecting his portrayal of Elektra's grief for the dead Orestes, by carry
ing in his hands the urn containing the ashes of his own dead son. 

lly Aristotle's day there were probably also professional or semi-professional 
members of choruses; and we hear also of troupes of actors touring the country
side. They prided themselves on their tee/me, or aNlstry (or better still, crafts

manship); and it is hardly surprising to find that by the 280s they are orches
trated into large pro fessional bodies ca lli ng themselves 'Artists' o r, better, 

'Anlsans' or 'Craftsmen', of Dionysos. They comprised not only actors but 
others associated with the theatre-chorus-trainers and costumiers; and they 
admillcd not only those musicians who supplled the <11:co.mpanirnent for 
drama, but instrumentalists and singers of all kinds. 

lnscri1>lions tell us a lot about these groups. The big three in the Hellenistic 
period were those at Athens, at lsthmia and Ncmea, and in tile Ionia and Hel
les1>on t region. There was another in Alexand ria, and gtoups and leagues o f 
poets were presen t in Rome by the early second century BCE. There was strength 
in numbers: it was a little like belonging to an actors' union able to secure for its 
members contracts, privileges, and often extremely good wages; and able, fur
thermore, to ensure safe conduct over the long journeys which participants in 
the festival circuit then had to travel. Internal organization was elaborate, as 
the gulldsmen constituted themselves into miniature cities-within-cities, con
ducting negotiations on equal terms wit h the cities who contracted for their 
services. They were often associated with the royal house (as at l'ergan1on), and 
contributed to royal shows and pageants; and they had a liking for ceremony, 
presenting themselves and their activities with a distinctly religious cast. 
According to 1·1Jeir ideology, tbe performance of drama was the discharge of a 
sort o f civic piety-• religious duty, even at this late stage in drama's evolution . 
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Hellenistic performing artists were a hlgh ly skilled, articulate, vain, noisy, self
protecting group- and at the higher end of the profession extremely well-off. 
They were perhaps a little like the star operatic singers of the eighteenth 
century. 

Hand-in·hand with the growing speclallzation of perfonning artists went 
changes both in theatre staging and In the htternal structure o f plays. From the 
e;irly third century o nwards, theatres began to be built with a high raised stage. 
This consisted of a portico whose 'roof', raised two or three metres above 
ground level, was in fact a place for reciting o r declaiming. The clearest con
Sf•quence was that chorus and actors could no longer interact as they had do ne 
in classical drarna. Indeed, the chorus clwindled and was relegatecl to musical 
interludes, transferable from one ;>lay to another: Aristotle as_~ociates this 
change with a tragic poet, Agathon, actJve a t tile end of the fifth cen tury. 
Delphic inscriptions record choruses of no more than fifteen for a lyric genre, 
dithyrarnb, whe{e fi fty had been the classical norm; and seven o r eight for 
comedy. Tragedy probably had a Similar number, though inscriptions do not 
make this explicit. On the other hand, the actors theinselves started to sing 
lyrical set-pieces of exhibitionist emotionality called 'monodies': again, the 
beginnings are discoverable already in Euripides. A group of progressives at the 
end o f the fifth century had started employing music very much more elabor
ate than the traditional 'modes' associated with tragedy, with different sorts or 
sca les, virtuosic ornamentatio n, and 'hends' (cf. pp. 85- 6): it all sounded very 
strange and degenerate to tracli tionalists when first introduced, but by the Hel
lenistic period had won the day. The case of the traditionalists has h ijacked our 
attention because it is stated on the form idable authority of Plato and Aristotl e; 
but what the Hellenistic public wanted to hear were the sophisticated f>ew 
works of the rnodern vimiosi. When dra ma was reperformed, it was not alwa)•S 
In its original fomi: actors m(1de their own additions, deletio ns, and 'im;>rove
ments' (which have sometimes found their way into the preserved texts of 
d rama, creating headaches for modern editors); and itS original music was 

replaced by something more modish. Often reperfonnance took the form of 
the recital of highlights: to illustrate this we have a third-century BCE papyrus 
which contains lyrical excerpts from F.urlpides' lpllige11eia i11 Au/is, equipped 
with music. These trends continued so that, by the imperial centuries, even the 
iambic passages of dialogue were set to music-which no classic<tl drnrnatist 
would ever have dreaincd o f doing. 1'he recognition th <it these were the 'clas
sics' did not stop their being drastically revamped: most unlike the modern 
fashion for authentici ty . 

Less is kJ10\vn of at1dic11ccs. Mfl te1·Jal cvide11cc <.1Jloi.vs tls to sa}' tl1at rhcatres 
\\1erc oftc11 btiilt to accon1111odatc a very large proportio11 of a t0\\1n's 1>optlla-
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tion; the theatre of the Egyptian provincial capital, Oxyrhynchos, could hold 
11,000 of a total population probably of around 30,000. But further details are 
n1ore elusive. Since so inuch Jn formation about Hellenistic drama derives from 
public inscriptions, it uses honoritic language which tells us much about group 
ideology bt1t little about the composltion or the aud ience- let alone public 
response. We depend for that on anecdotal evidence, which presents (as we 
n1ight expect) colourful, dcamatic episodes, on whose reliability there is little 
check. If an audience disliked an actor, we hear, they might throw things at 
him, or hiss, or physically eject the object of tbeir displeasure from the stage. 
On the other h<ind, supporters mightn1obilizeclagues to orchestrate applause
it all sounds quite familiar. \!\'hat we read of the emotion;ility of audiences ties 
in with the reports of perfonn;ince style: stories of tearfulness ;ibound. fla ttery 
of the ;iudience's taste and disccimin<ition ;ire counterbalanced by reports of 
actors and poets lowering themselves to suit the tastes of " base, depraved 
public: every statement h ;is to be scrutinized in its context. \·Ve should dearly 
like to \<now what expectations, indeed what knowledge the v;irious sections of 
the public brought with them when they went to the theatre. Aristotle in his 
Po«tics fan1ously states that even the best-known stories ;ire only known to a 
few. But knowJedge of p lots would increase as circulation of texts incre;ised; the 
Hellenisti.c perJod saw many educators, and even one or two quite well-known 
scholars, turn their hands to writingplot-summ;iries and mythographical hand
books and compMative studies of the myths in tragedy. The gre<iter the avail
ability of texts, perhaps, the more likely the audience was to h<ive a base-line 
from which to scrutinJze the pl.ay-old or new, ttaditional or adapted-on stage 
before its eyes. 

The new kind of comedy 

Of the surviving literature, we are served best by the remains of con1edy. By the 
end of the fourth century, Old, Aristophanic, comedy had given way to New. 
At1cl \\1e reti.trn, once 1nore, to Atl1ens, ,,,•here the ge11re's i11ai11 practitio11ers 
were residents or natives. lt was at the traditional Attic drania festivals of the 
Oionysia and Lenaia (cf. pp. 96- 101) that these playwrights first staged their 
works, but the style was so popular that it was quickly exported all over the 
Greek world, wherever theatre companies took it. lt was carried to Egypt, where 
papyri have allowed the rediscovery of very sizeable porrions; to the Greek
speaking areas of southern Italy, and thence to Rome. And lt is Rome that 
provides o ur other major source o f evidence for New Comedy, since the Greek 
New Comedy, adapted to Italian d ress- the so-ca lled comoedia pallit1ia-
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flourished tl1ere between about 240 and 160 BCE (see pp. 297-9, 301-4). Indeed, 
the fates of New Comedy in the two halves of the Mediterranean world <ire in 
curious contrast. Our papyri of its n1ost celebrated Greek practitioner, 
lv!enander, fail after 500 or so, and <1p<1rt from tr<msmitting quotations fron1 
him in anthologies, the Byzantines h<id no interest in him. Plautus and Ter
ence, on the other hand, nevec fell fro1n favour, and Terence, in particular, 
remained the second most widely read L<•tin poet after Virgil throughout the 
lvfiddle Ages.; his influence on the '\oVestern tradition of comic drama has been 
profound. 

The most famous poet of New Co medy was Menander (in Greek, ,\,fenandros), 
c.342-290 8CE. His career was mucb shorter than that of Alexis, whom an 
ancient source claims as his uncle, and both shorter and less successful irJ term.s 
of recorded victories than that of another COrJtempO(ary, Phil em on. But 
lvlenander it was whom 1<1ter antiquity reme1nbered as the classic ex ponent of 
the gen.re . Of his hu.ndred known p lays we have one virhJa lly complete-the 
Dysk1J/os, or J>,fisanlhrope- and substaotial portions of another si:x. In them we 
encounter a world ve(y different fcom th:e one we left with 1Vistophanes (see 
pp. 99-101, 120-2). Anarchic fant;isy has been replaced by sornething more 
rule-governed: stock character-types have C(ystalJjzed, many o f them drawn 
from Old Comedy, but now constrained in a bourgeois world 1evolvinground a 
limited number of themes. The political awareness of Old Comedy (Cf. pp. 6, 
121) has all but vanished; up-to-dateness and topicality have been replaced by a 
homogenized sort of universalism, of which the most obvious sign is the d isap
pearance of the episode where the chorus would com.e fo rward to harangue the 
audience on n1atters of contem.porary concern, the parabasis. In fact the chorus 
has almost entirely disappeared: the papyri divide the plays into Jive a~is separ
ated by a direction to the chorus to perform its song, but this was a separable 
adjunct and bore no rel<1tion to the m.atter in h;ind. Another salient formal 
feature is the drastic reduction and simplification of ineire: Menander uses only 
two, the b<isic iambic trimeter which came closest to everyday speech, and il 
livelier, racier metre, the trochaic tetrameter. But contrasts of other kinds-of 
pace and intensity ;ind individtwl speech-styles-can still be used to vary the 
dran1atic texttirc. 

The plays are n1ostly set in Attica, but local detail is of little importance (and 
ironed out still further in Latin adaptations). The abse11ce of interest in politics 
seems eloquent about the level of contemporary political consciousness in 
Athens-or at least about the fora in which politics could be discussed. Pan of 
what may have happened is a change in the demographics of tlw audience: in 
the classical theatre a t/1eoric (or viewers') fund subsidized theatre attendance 
for the less well-off, and by some point in the fourth century this fund had 
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ceased 10 operate. Scholars have pointed to 32211 as a plausible date, since 
lower limits were then placed on the property-holdings of those eligible to lake 
part in political life. The plays can be seen, amongst other things, as entertain· 
menl for this relalivcly moneyed, urban constituency. Interestingly, satyr 
drama In the I lellenistic period seems to have taken a parallel path: an epigram 

1>raises a poet, Sositheus. for restoring it to Its rightful. traditional context
away from the city, and back in the wilds; this Implies that in most other 
playwrights, satyr play had bt'Come a ftindam~nta lly civil affair, shorn 
(perhaps) o f its wilder Dionysiac excesses. 

In the third quarter of the fourth century In Atl1ens, the theatre was rebuilt 
with a permanent stone auditorium and stage building. Th is represented a set 
of dwelli ngs and their entrances: a City street is lhe most usual (but by no 
means the only) setting for New Comedy, which Is peopled with bourgeois 
types and their concerns. The marital affairs or well-born Athenians are its 
stock-in-trade. An amorous young man is thwarted by a father who conuols 
the purse-strings; a greedy uncle plots to marry his niece, an heiress; a slave
girl prostitute schemes to restore an exposed child to its rightful parents; 
doubts raised by an impossibly early pregnanly are dispelled when it uan
spires that the husband himself raped his wife before their marriage. The basic 
unit is neither the polis, nor rhe individual, but the family. The plays seem 
deeply conservative in this respect: they are preoccupied with sodaJJy 
appro;>rlate and proceduraJJy correct un ions 'for the harvesting o( lawful chit· 
dren', as the traditional Atheni<1n formula o f betrothal had it. Indeed, they 
seem to speak of an audience so preoccupied with the legitimacy of their 
o ffspring that even a violent rape c;in be a plot-device to bring about the 
desired happy ending. Often a mass o f detail about the characters' circum
stances Is presented at great speed, suggesting an audience l>oth alert and with 
a taste for the complicated intricacies of fomlly relationships. \Nith due allow

ance made for the fictionality of drama, the plays provide good evidence 
about 1\thenian marriage law and the status of women. The reluctance to 

show unmarried free women on stage reflects Athenian unwillingness for 
them to appear in public in all but ritual or ceremonial contexts. >Vith furU1er 
allowance made for fictionality, and for the dramatic context in which each 
statement Is made, the plays also provide evidence for male attitudes towards 
women. All the dramatists, and most if not all audiences, were male, and if 
there were any wo1:r1er1 p rese11t i11 his attdier•ce, Mer1ar1cter couJ(I afford to 

OVCl'IOOk them when, ill the end O[ the J\;ffSntl//ll'QfJC, he <ippeiiled for ap
plause to 'youths, boys, <md men'. On the whole it is not a very cheering 
picture: dcm<inds for women's liberation a rc m:1dc by those so disenfranchised 
as to make them sound absurd. Yet when a male character is over-hasty in 
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COMIC Music. This fine mosaic was made for a villa at Pompeii in about 100 BCE. 
The stage and the masks show clearly that it is a scene from New Comedy. The 
plays of Menander provided favourite subject-matter for paintings and mosaia; 
and i t is likely that this scene of musicians playing outside a door is drawn from 
his play Theophoroumene (The Possessed). 

misjudging or condemning a woman, the plot will sometimes gratifyingly 

prove him wrong. 
Men;inder is extremely Inventive In devising complex domestic irnl)roglios 

from whieh his characters have to extricate themselves. Although the gallery of 
cltt1Iacters is 11.ot unlinlited, it ca11 be c11 riclled by vaJ'ial io11s 011 ft1111 iliar tyf)CS. lt 
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is some of the minor figures who are most familiar- the parasite, o r hanger-on, 
who boards with the well-to-do in return for services rendered; the boastful 
soldier; the complaining chef, forever feuding with the waiter; the put-upon 
slave. The plays have a certain rhetoric of 11o/Jlesse oblige, but these are plati
tudes addressed to the well-off, not serious calls for reform, and take their place 
among other bland piel"ism and moralizing. As Gorgias says to the hero in the 
Misnnt/Jrope: 

You've approached this business without disguising your character, 
Straight forwardly, and you've been prepared to do anyt hing !or the sake 
Of ll'liS ma1·1·1agc. 'l'J1ougl1 lo ... ~u1g luxury, you to<>k a n1attock. and clug and 
~Vere ready to sweat. A man of your class shows himself best when he's prepared, 
Though ricll, to level himself with the pauper. This kind of man wlll bear up best 
To changing Fortune. 

(II. 764-70) 

Fortune, or 1'yche, is one of the most important deities, reflecting the more 
general rise to power of this personified absuaction in the Hellenistic period. 
She could stand for fortune in a good or bad sense, but the 'theology' of New 
Comedy Is Jess one of shifting, capricious chance than one of confidence that 
ultimately all wiU get their due. She wears her more capricious aspect with 
regard to wealth, for wealth is easily lost; but Lile more import.-int mess.1ge is 
that vi rtue, finally, will prevail. 

New kinds of tragedy? 

In the case of trngcdy, very n1uch less survives. What we clo have, <ind in its 
entirety, Is a work which is, if not a tragedy, at least in the form of a tragic 
messenger's speech; bttt it is so t1ntypical, so n·1orlstro1.1s, ar1d so rebarb<1tive, 
that It Is difficult to use it to s.1y very much at all about the wider context of 
Hellenistic drama. It was written in Alexandria by the early third-century poet 
J,ykophron of Chalkis in Euboia, who had come to Egypt's new capital to work 
on the texts or drama. The Alexamlm, his only surviving work, has the distinc
tion of being quite the most repellent 1>0em to survive from antiquity (sonic 
daiJ.n this distinction for Konnos, but I do not believe them: d. pp. 282-1}. 
11 purports to be a prophecy some 1,500 line~ long by Kassandra (the Alexandra 
or the title), spelling out in lugubrious tones the doom or the Greeks returning 
from Troy. Lyko1>hron's hyper-riddling verse goes on like this for pages: 

Alas, poor nurse, who formerly was burned 
By trouble-breeding warships bu iii of pine-
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THE POWER 01 IORTUNE. The 
goddess Tyche or Fortune 
was a favourite figure for 
Hellenisric sculptors. This 
marble staruer:te dating 
from the second century CE 
was first published in 1994. 
It represents her, as often, 
wearing a crown of towers, 
symbolizing her power over 
a city (or cities) as well as 
Individuals. 

- l·he lion of three evening's, \vl\o \'7'as once 
Devoured by Triton's hound with jagged teeth. 

(II. 31-1) 

(Who would have guessed the reference Is to Herakles' sack of Troy?) The poem 
also has something to say about the rosy future or the Roman descendants or 
the Troj;ins-the theme or Virgil's Aeneid. Indeed, certain sections on the rise of 
the Romans look as if they were wri11e11 much later than Lykophron, and one 
recent hypothesis is that the problein passages are later Interpolations with an 
Italian ;iudience in mind, made when the play was adapted for performance by 
travelling groups or actors. The Craftsmen or Dionysos often performed 
excerpts. so that similarly styled aclditio 11s may h;ive been made to Lykophro n's 
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poem for performance In a southern ltallan programme in (probably) the late 
second century BCE. ff 1hfs is righ1, then there were sections of the publlc with a 
"ery high tolerance of learned mythological poetry and with very strong stom
achs. Perhaps the reciter made frequent pauses and waited until his audience 
guessed the riddles. 

More interesting, and untypical of Hellenistic drama in quite a different way, 
is a sizeable fragmen1 by an Alexandrian Jew called Ezekiel, dramatizing at 
length 1he fit>t fifteen chapters of the Septuagint version of Exod1t~. It is import
ant evidence for the way Hellenlzcd ~lites borrowed the clothes of Greek liter
ary high culture to represent themselves to each other, and also to Greeks. As an 
Illustration of 1he 11anslat1on of the Jewish mode into the Greek one, consider 
first, the biblical version of the episode In which God transfonns Moses' rod 
into a snake and back again: 

And the l.ord s.ild un10 him, Whal ls that In thine hand?' And he said, A 

rod. And he said, Cast It on the ground. And he cast il on Uie ground, and it 
became a serpen1: and Moses Oed from before it. And the Lord said unto 
Moses, Put forth lhlne hand, and lake it by tile tail. And he put forth his 
hand, and caughl it, and II became a rO<I in his hand. (Exodus 4: 2-4) 

And now f.zekiel: 

COD: \'l'hat is lhls h1 your hand'/ Say nowl 
MOSP.S: A rod, to pu n l~h four-foo1 beasts and men. 
COIJ: NO\V llurl it to tl1e tlc>or and rush owny. 

1-\ frightful s11ok(', a mtirvcl, sl1a1J ap1,ear. 
i\fOS1~.s: L<), I h\1\'C cnst It (IO\Yl1 . Ile gracious, Lord. 

0 11, frigl1tful, 11'10JlSll'<)us: n1~rcy c>11 1ne, Lord! 
I shudder <H the sight, my llrnbs all quake. 

COi): Pear r1ot, strctcl1 C>u• )'Our hand nr1d tnkc its tail, 
And, as before, It wlll IX'Come a rod. 

(II. 120-8) 

Here Ezekiel hits off tragic stlchomythia with stop-gap sentence-fillers, and its 
explicit enactmen t of emot ional and physical responses which are only 
implicit in the Hebrew. Other features of Greek tragic Idiom- the narrative 
prologue, the messenger-speech-arc present elsewhere. Unforh1nately we 
know nothing about the performance context of this fascinating hybrid but- if 
indeed it was writlen with performance in mind-it would interestingly imply 
that, whatever later rabbis may have had to say on the subject, at least some 
Jews in Alexandria at this time went to the Uieatre. 

Other great classical public genres lived on-adapted to new circumstances, 
and forntally much simpler, but still important vehicles for public display and 
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senllmcnl. The d lthyramb, for example, sung by massed forces in honour of 
Dionysos (cf. pp. 81- 2, 107), continued to be performed-though with 
reduced, professiona l choirs-in festivals on Delos, and in Athens until Ille 
second cen lury er. Very liule of these is left; but we do possess two Hym11s to 
Apollo performed by the Athenian guild of the Craftsmen of Dionysos d uring 
one of the Athenians' periodic mass pilgrimages to Delphi (127 flCF.). Propa
ganda, pageantry, and piety combine in these great display pieces. These are 
fascinating and unique texts, since we know, not only I.be occasion on which 
they were performed, but also something or what they sounded like, for they 
are accompanied by musical notation. 

Ano1hcr Important 1ype of hymn is the Paean in honow of a human ruler or 
military leader. These could be performed both in festivals and on other occa
sions. They have been iaken to demon>trate the servility I.bat set in with that 
nolorious new departure in HelleniStic religion, ruler-cult, and simultaneously 
to teslify to the decline of traditional religious feeling. The one that usually gets 
quoted was performed by the Athenians with choirs and dancers in honour of 
Demetrlos Poliorketes in 291, and indudes the lines: 'For other gods are a long 
way a1tvay, or t•ave 110 cars, or do not exist, or pa}' not (I jot <lf <1tter1tior1 to tis: 

bul we sec you befo re us, not in wood o r stone, bul in the flesh.' To the ancient 
author who quotes it, no less than to us, lhis sounded like flattery, but before 
we start announcing lhe twilight o r th~ gods, we have to set this statemen t in a 
wider context. It is ~n extreme specimen of the hyperbole used as cities strug
gled to come to lerms with the new phenomenon of their super-powerful for
eign leaders. 1\ 11d lls langungc is henotheistic rather than n1onotheistic: th is 
means that It pays special llo111ilge to one god, without denying the existence of 

others. 

Mime: Mini-sketches 

Closely related t<' comedy from the beginnings of its Wstory was the 'mime'. 
This, In its origins. was a sub-literilry form, in which punchy, robust sketches, 
often from low life. were performed by a single actor or a troupe. Narrative was 
less importanl than the vigorous evocation of personality and scene. Mime 
exploi ted shuations and charac1er-types which it shared with comedy, both 
because of direct borrowings (and parodies), but also because of comn1on ori
gins and parallel development. Comedy's ancient relations lived on healthily 
in the I lellcnistic period. A second-or third-century CE text preserves vivid and 
tantalizing details about the many sorts of popular entertainer familiar to the 
Hellenistic public. We hear, for example, of l1i/art)(/oi, 'joyful singers', who 
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dressed In while rol>es, boots, and a golden crown to parody tragedy to th e 
accompaniment or a ha rpist: one or two papyrus fragments, including a free
wheeling farce based on f\url pi des' lpl1igc11ia among tl1e Tc111ria11s show the sort of 
thing they may have gol up 10. 11le magodoi or f)1siodoi, meanwhile, took their 
parts from comedy, cross-dre;sed, and noisily took the parts of whores, pimps, 
and drunkards. The I1111/l<is1es, also known as a 'shameful singer', specialized in 
lavatorial humour and abuse. Yet this genre had some surprising))' dis· 
tinguished exponents, including Sotades, who worked in Alexandria and was 
known to Kalllmachos. On one occasion be addressed a notorious remark to 
the king, Ptolemy II, about his incestuous marriage to his sister Arsinoe, claim
ing that the king was ' lhrusting his prick lnlo an unholy hole' . His indiscretions 
finally sank him-quite literally- for he was shut in a lead container and 
dropped in the sea. 

Surviving mime from the llellenlstic period is represented mainly by two 

poets-and in rnic Hellenistic fashion. It has been made complex, fused with 
other forms. The mimes of 1 lerodas are knowo as 'Mimiambi', a cross between 
the subject-matter of mime, usually In prose, and the metrical form of iambus. 
used b y the archaic poets l'or realistic subjects- sex, food, vituperation (cf. 

pp. 68, 69-72). They arc vignettes o f about <• hundred lines each: cnaracters 
from New Comedy people them, alo ng with other urban grotesq ueries-an old 
procuress, a brothel-keeper, a delinquent schoolboy, women having affairs 
with their slaves, or enthusiaslically discussing dildoes purchased fro m a man 
who purports to be a shoe-maker: 

He works at home a 11d sells In sC<'tct
E.\1ery door 11ow tre1lll>le.:: ut l'lle tax·n1a11. 

But his work-what wol'k it isl You'd think 
Yot1 .. vere looking at All\Cn<:'s l1a11diwor~ 
Not Kedror11s. Wt1en I S.Cl\Y tl1em-you sec, l\tletro, 
He c;imc wll h lwo-my eyes J>OJ)ped out al the sigh I. 
Me11 do11' t n1ake 1>l1nlloi (~ve'rc on ot1r O\V11) S<) straigJ11 . 

And not jusl lhl>: they're soft as sleep, and their littl• straps 
1\re wool, not slraps. 

(Mimlmn1J<1i 6. 63- 73) 

Recent work on these texts emphasizes 1he sophistication of their form. rather 
than the crudity or their subject, which is mimesis or urban low life. This makes 
it all the more desirable to know somelhing of their public, a matter on which 
the texls lhemselves are silent. Probably they were performed, but whether by a 
single actor or whole troupe Is unclear. Their content may look undemanding, 
but their language, which Imitates the Ionic of the sixth-century Hipponax, is 
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Incompatible with lhc idea th<•t the)' were Inten ded fo r an unlettered public. 

The 01her author is 'J'heokritos of Syracuse. Wh<Jt he is best known for is a 
collection of lhlrty 1>oems (a few spurious). most of which are in hexameters. 
The shortesl is effectively an epigram, the longest over rwo hundred lines long. 
Anliquity called lhem Eidyllin, ' Idylls', which just means 'Pocn1s in d ifferenl 
styles'. They are indeed very different, but the largest group among them con
sists of mimes, understood In the sa1ne sense as poems which present a piquant 
or evocative mini-drama. They also include other species: a few short mytho
logical narralivcs; poems in which the speal<er addresses, or admonishes. a 
young (male) beloved; poems which praise a monarch, appeal for patronage, or 
accom1>any a gift. The praise-poetry and the appeals for patronage are import· 
ant documents for the literary history of the period and the contexts in which 
poets operated; bul It ls the mimetic poems for which Theokritos is be:.i known. 

TI1e majority of these are set in a fictive and idealized countryside that is 
peopled wilh herdsmen and shepherdesses. Th ey show off, quarrel, compete in 
song, exchange glfls-;ind above all lament unrequited Jove, all in a curious 
high -flown poetic version of the Doric dialect, mainly o fThcokritos' own devis· 
ing. Ye1 there arc also echoes. however distant, or traditional rural songs, 
refrains, and nmocbean (am lphonal) sini,<ing, all refracted through the extreme 
refinement o f the epic hexanieter. The effect is perfectly calculated, and derives 
not least from a three-way Incongruity between the speakers and subject· 

matter, llnguis lic resl~ter, :ind literary form: 

I go to serenade Amaryllis, wl1i1e 1ll)' goats gra7..e 
0 11tlte1nour11ai11sidc, a11d ·rityrus drives them oil . 

Tit yrus. my well-loved friend, please graze my goats, 
1\nd drive l11cm 10 rhe spring. The billy-goat-
Thc yellow Libyan- watch oul for him, in case he butts. 
-0 lovely Amaryllls, why no mor• 
l)o you peep from yonder cave and call me in, 
YO\ar $\\1eetJ1eart? Do yo\1 hate me? De> you tJ1i1lk 
Me snub-nosed, nymph, and b•arded, when dose by"/ 
You'll drive me to the rope. But see, I bring 
Ten ap1>les, from the place you told me, and 
To morrow I'll bring you another ten! 

(rheokrilos, 1'1/1/s 3. 1-11) 

This ts obviously sophislicated urban enlertainment, and no one for a 01inute 
would have been misled by these underemployed languishing rusti~. The very 

fac1 1hat they could be represented like this is eloquent testimony to the diS· 
tance 1hat 1he poet and his readers had moved away from the reality of the 
roun1rysldc and its traditions. Theokritos is not lhe first poet to have wrttten 
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about the counuyside, but he Is the first kno1Vn to have cultivated this bizarre, 

nostalgic, anti-realist form, and antiquity remembered him principally as its 
ti rst pastoral poet. 

The other two who wrote in Greek were Rion and Moschos. The following 

extr<1ct (folsely attributed to Moschos) illustrates nnoth er aspect of bucolic 

poetry-not its frivolous or mannerist side, but a capacl1y for poignant reflec

t io n on human mortality that is reflected in the tradition oft he bucolic Jan1ent: 

Alas, for the mallows, which die in 1hc garden, 
Or the green par:.ley, or thick bushy dill, 

Again come 10 life and another y<>ar Oounsh; 
Yet \ve 111cr1, so taJI and so strong and so '''lse, 
\Vhen once we die, then in hollow earth heedless 
>Ve ;Jeep the long sleep with no end and no clawn 

(IMoschosJ, 1.ame71t for R/011 99-104) 

llut Theokri.tos' non-bucolic wuvre is equally interesting, and until recently 

comparatively neglected. The fourteenth Idyll exploits the tension between 

country and town, between u1ueality and contemporary life, when the main 

speaker announces his Intention of giving up rustic frivolities and going to 

enlist as a mercenary under Ptolemy. Virgil's Eclogues would take this disjunc

tion much further (cf. pp. 359-66). And with the very celebrated fifteenth poem 

we enter the world of contemporary Alexandria itself. 'l\vo Syracusan house

wives, Gorgo and Pntxinoa, are on their way to the palace to see a tlisplay put 

o n by Queen Arsinoe as part of the annual festival of Ador1ls. The poem begins 

with a domestic scene showing their gossip; il accom1>nnlcs them as they push 

through the streets to the pal:1ce: and then it describes what they see when they 

get there-a 1nagnificent tableau with tapestries and figures or the goddess and 

youth disposed on a couch. It concludes with a hymn sung b)• a professional 

female reciter, irl an elevated and quite different style from the rest of the poem. 

\Vhat makes the poem particularly interesting. for our purposes, is that it 

dramatizes a public response to a work of art. Firstly, the women marvel at the 

embroidered tapestries in the tableau: their only criterion or excellence is real

ism. 'The figures stand and turn so naturally thei"re alive, lll>t woven.' Then 

the)• m<Hvel at the singer's knowledge: 'Praxinoa, the won·1;1n is cleverness 

Itself. Happy to know so much, happy above all to have so sweet a voice.' And 

then the mundane and bathetlc: 'Still, it's time to go home. Diokleidas hasn't 
had his dinner.' 

The women have often been considered 'vulgar'-not just because their crit

ical vocabulary is so limited, but because of their very obvious characterization 

throughout the poem as prattling urban housewives incapable of U1inking an 
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origirlal thought. But how are we supposed to re>pond to the hymn, in the light 

of their response to it? Their terms of praise seem misplaced: the singer has not 

reaUy displayed out-of-the-way mythological erudition. E.quaUy, though, it is 

not at all clear that we are supposed to take the composition n1erely as a tawdry 

crowd-pleaser. Is it that Gorgo and Praxinoa can still appreciate a display of 

virtuosity that they don't fully underst;ind'/ To move away from Arsi no~·s pal

ace altogeth er, might a broadly com mo n va lue-system allow quite l;1rge >eC

tions of the put>lic to appreciate fairly demanding material-not to understand 

it irl every single detail and nuance, but to be familiar enough with its back

ground and conventions to be able to enjoy it? Might the enormous popularity 

of (say) tragedy also be framed irl this way? While we should not split the public 

into the lettered few and the unlettered many, it remairls the problem to try to 

define more precisely the constituency of each literary genre and e11ch type of 

perforrr1ar1ce. 

The Mouseion and Alexandria 

And so to the literature of Alexandria itself. 111ls dominates the high Hellenistic 

period, and raises some of the most important and controversial questions 

about literature and the public irl this chapter of literary history. 'Alexandrian 

literature' is a phrase often used as if it is synonymous with 'Hellenistic litera

ture', the geographical term coterminous with the chronological one. This i>, 

strictly, irtcorrect; but it is easy to see llO"'' tl1e usage came itbout. 
In Alexand ria, at the mouth of the Ni le-originally Alexander's foundation

the first Pto lemies established a sort o f research centre, following in tile root

steps of Aristotle, some of whose pupils and followers overs<>w its fou11ding. 

This centre comprised the famous Llbrary and Museum, which l<>y within the 

palace quarter. The Museum derived its name from the older Greek ~fo11seio11, 

originally a sanctuary of the Muses, but now with primarily literary and cul

nua! connotations. These were places that supported philosophy and the arts. 

Literary studies, then, were but one of the many specialisms in Alexandria, 

which <>cted as an in ternational magnet to sd1olars attracted by the promise o f 

a well-paid collegiate li fe wlth magnificent resources at hand, all of which of' 
course redounded to the glory of the Ptolemies. Alexandria and la ter similar 

i11stitutio11.s, for exa1l'IJ)le at Antioch, and, later, [>erga1no11 011 tJ'le west coast of 

Asia Minor, were among the most concentrated centres of literary aclivl1y in 

the Hellenistic period, as they were of Intellectual excellence in general. But 

before coming tot he creative literary activity that went on in them, we nt'ed to 

consider their treatment of the literature or the past, which they carefully 
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husbanded and reappraised, and to which they devoted scholarly attention on 
a scale hitherto unknov.-n in Greece. Some of the best-known and most charac
teristic poets of the Hellenistic period are the so-called scholar poets, whose 
philology informed their creative activity. 

The Ptolemies were egregious book collectors, and formed the astonishingly 
completist ambition to secure for their library a copy of every book in existence 
(their holdings have been estimated at about 500,000 rolls of papyrus). In this 
tlwy were probably inspired by the ide<tlS of Aristotle and his school, the l'eripa
tetics, who collected information with the ultima te aim or explaining all 
things. The Ptolemies impounded books which arrived on ships in the harbour, 
and acquired o thers in the famous book-markets or Rhodes and Athens. They 
did not restrict their ambitions to works written in Creek, for the ancient Zoro
astrian scriptures were also translated and filed away In their new library, while 
a priest from the holy city of Heliopolis, Manetho, wrote a Greek reinterpreta
tion of ancient Egyptian history. The Greek trnnslntlon of the Jewish scriptures 
known as the Septuagint has been attributed to royal Impetus, but it is more 
likely 10 be due to private initiative, and to the need to render the scriptures 
comprehensible to Greek-speaking Jews within the synagogues themselves. 
The scholars who came to work on this huge body of assembled material 
ordered and classified it, and set about its textual criticism and elucidation. The 
works which at.tracted their attention were, in the first place, the classic works 
of epic and drama: only later was scholarly attention given to prose (beginning 
with l'lcrodotos' Histories) and works by contemporary writers. These early 
sd1olars established the basic genres of literary schola rship still practised 
today-editions, commen taries, specia list studi es, and monographs. One 
should not expect their work to have had much hnpncr beyond the walls of 
their academies, yet in at least one fomous instance lt did: the Alexandrian 
scholars succeeded, within a very sho rt space of time, In standardizing the very 
divergent texts of Horner in public circulation. This Is the more remarkable 
when one considers the ancient method of producing and distributing books: 
with each te.•t copied out by hand, and with no possibilities for mass produc· 
lion, there was no way for an author to impose a standard text or format on the 
market. 

Scholarly sifting led in turn to the grouping or texts Into literary genres-in 
the case of poetry mostly by metre and/or selling, in the case of prose mostly by 
purpose of composition or occasion of delivery. Gut thi s was done in a prag
matic and untheorized way. Thence came the drawing-up of canons of the 
<1pprovecl authors (classics, not moderns) In each gen re, a set of choices s<1nc
tionecl by lime and tradition and in part by popular rnste: Homer and Hesiod 
inevitably topped the list of epic poets, wh ile the contention for pre-eminence 
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in tragedy, satirized in Aristophanes' Frogs, was settled by the Hellenistic 
canons which grouped the top three dramatists in each genre. This process or 
sifting has been considered symptomatic of an age which now acknowledged 
its discontinuity with, and inferiority to, the past; only now, it is claimed, had 
the Greeks acquired a sufficient sense of distance from classical literature, 
work on which had now become a labour of imaginative reconstruction no 
longer linked by living participation. But it is very doubtful how far we can go 
down this path: a sense of 'bel;1teclness'. of coming at the end of a tradition, had 
already been expressed in sorne famous lines by Choirilos of Samas at the end 
of the fifth century (quoted above p. S7). 

The elements of Alex••ndria n phiiologlcal method emerged well before the 
Alexanclri<tns; so too, in certain genres, did tl1e notion of a classic. The scholars' 
lists were not in themselves prescriptive. Our papyri do not indicate that they 
inhibited the reading o f non-canonical authors in the world at large; but they 
formalized tastes and preferences which were probably not so very different 
from those among the educated public. When classical tragedy was revived, ii 
was usually Sophokles or Euripides, while with dithyramb it was Timotheos, 
whose stanie was also one or those that adorned the library at Pergamon. 

So too with the alleged 'two publics' of the Hellenistic period, the lenered 
and the unlettered. A central theme of this chapter is that even the most learn· 
eel members of Hellenistic society can nonetheless be seen as representing the 
extreme end of a very wide spectrum whose members shared a broadly com· 
mon value-system held in place l.ly the very conservallve nature of Greek Liter· 
<1ry educ<ttion. The scope for learne<ll'\ess was very much increased, at least in 
well-off areas: beside the royal libraries we hear of a growing number of public 
libraries, mostly in the o ld, wea lthy cities o f main land Greece, Asia Minor, and 
southern Italy and Sicily. In a few tantalizing cases we even have hand-lists of 
some of their books. There was also a change in the pattern of the education of 
young men, which came to embrace at least a smattering of literary culture in 
addition to athletic training: beauty of body tmd mind was now the Ideal, the 
cultivatedness or paideia which the Greeks prized so highly. Yet the state never 
made much provision for primary education, which was left to the generosity 
or private benefactors and probably cost money which many people could ill 
afford. In many rural areas there Is llkel)• to have been little or no education 
available at all, except at home. When we talk about the 'public' or even the 
'publics' o( Hellenistic literature, we have to bear in mind that although 
resources improved in many areas in the Mellenistic period, the numbers of 
those who cou ld read and had access to education, books, and libraries were 
probably still relatively small. In this respect, therefore, distinguishing between 
an '~lite' and a 'popular' reade1·ship is not very helpful. 
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As for the ancient schola rs, wh;1t is most interesting about them are their 
methods, wherever discoverable, and their ways of reading. ·10 deal with a work 
of literature was to set its text· In order, to understand it on a lexical Jevel
whence the compilation of ll>ts of rare or dialectal words or glossai-and to 
elicit informat ion about toplo arising from it. The plot of a drama could be 
summarized and com1>ared with other forms of the myth, genealogies could be 
given, antiquarian information of all kinds could be accumulated to shed light 
on the matter In hand. Aesthetic or literary-critical judgements could be formu
lated too, as we know from I Iomerlc commentarit!$-which, while often banal, 
are still capable of Insight or sophistication which is impressive even by mod
ern standards. 'fhcre are also papyri containing commentaries that seem to 
emanate ftom the private study or the schoolroom. Here, too, the text is sub
jected to paraphrase, gloss, and factual scrutiny. In general, we would do well to 
remember the ways in which ancient readers approached their texts, and the 
concerns they brought to bear on them-above all, that Homer should be ele
vated and edifylng; the growing sophlstlcation o f their analytical technical 
vocabulary; the very fact-based, antiquarian drive to amass supporting detail. It 
is salutary to recall the apparent gulf between what texts seem to 11S to be saying 
and what ancient readers seem to have made of them. though we should also 
acknowledge thal the bald and barely adequate marginal annotations cao 
hardly be expected lo tell the full story of ancient readers' responses to texts in 
all their complexity and richness. 

Alexandrian poets: Kallimachos 

The most creatlvc cen tury o f the I lellenlstic period, in li tewry terms, was the 
third, especially its first ha lf; arid many (but by no means all) of its 1nost fan1011s 
names were associa ted with the new royal capitals. Thuse associated specifically 
with the royal llbrarics- Alexandrla, principally, but also Pella in Macedon, 
and Antioch in Syria-arc the representatives of that notorious Hellenistic 
hybrid, the 'scholar poet'. lie is variously regarded as a perfect blend of poetry 
and scholarship that prefigured the best aspe<.'ts of Renaissance humanism, or, 
less romantically, as a token of the degeneracy of the Hellenistic age, whJch 
could produce only learned, trivia I footnotes to tl1e golden-age classics. Actu
ally we should keep in mind the great mass of Hellenistic poets whose reuvre is 
all but lost, who are barely names to us, and who never set foot in the royal 
capitals in their lives. But the most famous poets of the age are undoubtedly 
those who worked In Alexandria. In the first generation there was the elegiac 
master Philitas of Kos, who came as tutor to the young Ptolemy 11, then after 
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him Kalllmachos and eratosthenes, both, in Lheir different ways, polymaths; 
there was also Apollonlos, horn in Alexandria but with a Rbodian connection. 
The tragedians t.ykophron of Chalkls (see above, pp. 226-8) and Alexandros 
of Altolla worked In both Alexandria and Pella, while Aratos, who came from 
Soloi in Klllkia, dlvldl'<I his time between the Syrian and Macedonian capitals 
but has no known connection with Alexandria. Theokritos was certainly resi
dent at some point In Alexandria, but we do not know that he had an)• connec
tion with the Ubrary. 

The most famous of all was Kallimachos. A Cyrenean by birth, he was In 
Alexandria at the latest by the time the second Ptolemy c;-dme to t11e throne, in 
283, and perhaps before that. Kallimachos was never Librarian, but he was the 
library's tirele~ bibliographer, and he devised a cataloguing system for it on 
tablets called Pi1111kes; he also wrote copious treatises oo antiquarian, literary
historical, and literary-critical subjects. But bis main fame is for his poetry, 
whose versatility and multiformity owed much to the diversity of the material 
al his command. Of his huge output, only six Hymns have come down to us 
through the manuscript tradition, as well as those epigrams of his preserved in 
the big Hellenlstlc and post-Hellenistic anthologies. The hymns are all in hex
ameters, except the fifth, and divide into three which purport to re-create the 
occasion of performance (2, S, 6) and three which do not (l, 3, 4). Orthodoxy, 
neve1· quite unassallahle, Is that the first group seeks no more than to create the 
Illusion of pcrformn nee: 

Hc,w Apollo':. lal1rcl brancl1 is sJ1aki11g, 
I low the wJ101c shrine n1oves! J\Jl sinners, flee! 
1\pollo's h<111<1S<>11u! foot already beats 
The doorway: don't you see? The l)elian palm 
I lr.s given a st1dden pleasi11g rt<>cl, a11d i1) U1c sky 
'l'l1e S\ .. 1an sir1g:, S\'\1eetly. Bolts, be 110"' ctr:i\"'" back; 
Be now \vitl1dra\'\111, )'Otl bars: the god is near. 
You rig n1er1, strike up the s<>ng, µrepare to da11ce 

(Hrmn 2. i -8) 

They are extremely subtle co1111>0sltions, traditional in so for as they invoke t he 
god thrt)ugh his or her epithets, enumerate powers, and lay special emphasis on 
the birth or the coming-to-power of the deity; untraditional in their occasional 
political agenda (I hails king Ptolemy), thei r mixing-up of dialects and metres 
never mixed before, and their wry self-consciousness and wit. 

What else we have derives from papyri and citations in other works, and 
neither sort of source is very conducive to the fluent reading or easy com
prehension of this accomplished but formidably difficult poet Papyri may be 
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badly copied, scrappy, or incomplete, while excerpts are chosen for citation 
precisely on account of their diffkulty. Kallimachos' other major wo rks of poet
ry are his four-book elegiac poem Causes (in Greek, Aitia), which ferrets out the 
origins of festivals and rituals, statues and cities; and the Hek<1/e, a new and 
conspicuously unheroic sort of epic poem on'' n1uch-reduced scale, which told 
the story of an elderly lady who onceentert<iined Theseus on his way to slay the 
Marathonian bull. His thirteen Iambi are as thema tically varied as they are (in 
fact) metrically diverse; now purveying w.isdo.m through fables, now vituperat
ing, r1ow on the defensive, now recounting yet more s tories of origins, Kallhna
chos ranges much wider than the six th-century Hipponax (cf. pp. 69- 70) 
whom he claims as his n1odel. He also wrote a large number of occasional 
poems: victory poems to celebrate success in competitions, for example, or a 
marriage-poem for the queen, Arsinoe. 

Kalli machos' is the 1nost individualistic voice among all the Hellenistic poets. 
He is staggeringly enidite, and does not wear his lea.ruing lightly; and there are 
times in his Causes when self-advertisement carries over into self-parody. There 
ts a banquet and heavy drinking going on all arotind, bur l<all.in1achos, not one 
to waste an opportunity to add to his store of recherche knowledge, is busily 
quizzing his neighbour, who hails from lkos: 'Do answer my qucsrion: why is it 
your ancestral custom to worship Peleus the king of the Myrmidons?' He 
rounds off the famous narrarive of the love of Akontios and Kydippe by versify
ing the names of his historical sources, as if a Jove-story needs footnoting; 
elsewhere he p roclain1s, 'T sing nothing that is unattested'. He loves attitudin
izing, and finds especially congen ial the pose of the ;iloof and fastidious aristo
crat which he took especially from Pindar, poet of aristocrats (cf. pp. 82-4). 
'Tread the paths that carriages do not fo llow,' Apollo is supposed to have told 
him: 'do not drive your chariot in the common tracks of others.' 'Let another 
man bray like the long-eared beast,' he continues in h is 0\\~1 voice a little later 
on in the same passage;'/ am the relined one, the winged one.' Returning to the 
authoritative Apollo, at the end of the H)'mn to this god, he makes him contrast 
the large and filthy river Euphrate.s with a small, pristine freshwater sprlng
metaphors for undiscriminatingly copious poetry and his own choice verse. He 
loves to portray himself as embattled, bedevilled by ignorant critics: he knows 
they mutter malice against him, carping because his poems are too sbort, or 
unheroic, or too generically rniscellaneous. Yet his soogs are 'more powerful 
than 1nalignity', mightier than Envy, whom Apollo, his spokesrn<tn, spurns 
with his foot. 

Until very recently, Kallimachos was (rather oddly) taken at his word. He has 
been seen as the hypersensitive aesthete in whom he would have us belie<•e, 
favouring a sort of small-scale, exquisite poetry, a highly wrought artefact that 
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would stand minute scrutiny and was the product of profound erudition . He 
affects a psychotic aversion to the vulgar mob: ' I detest everything i)ublic' is 
one of his more notoriotis dicta. And the tastes of these vulgarians have been 
reconstructed in minute detail on the basis of the way he himself characterizes 
them. His enemies complained that he did not churn out 'continuous poems' 
in 'thousands of lines', while they themselves wrote about 'kings and heroes'
ftom which it is inferred that they continued to write epic pastiche in the old 
style. Popular taste, therefore, was for tired, dead literary forms. But if it is 
mistaken to infer biogwphical details from an author's work in any over-simple 
way, it can be no less so to try to reconstruct his n1ilieu fco m his own heavily 
loaded account of it. Re.cen t wor.k has sought to modify the traditio nal account 
of the literary wars l<allimachos portrays h.in1seU as waging, to redraw the 
battle-lines. £ach of his polemical statements has a p<irticular literary context 
and background: they shou.ld not all be bundled up togethe.r and turned into a 
manifesto or dog1na. For example, there is no evidence that he laid down a ban 
on imitating Hon1er; and little indeed that he was surrounded by a horde of 
semi-literate third-rnte epic pastichists. The portrayal of his opponents should 
be recognized for what it iS, tendentious caricature. 

Kallimachos can teach us the dangers of making a priori assumptions about 
the public. Since his own verse is so difl\cult, it has been inferred that it must 
have been written for coteries of intellecn1als: he is viewe.d a~ the° archetypal 
ivory-tower poet, and bis Causes are the quintessence of this aesthetic. His 
polemic is read as academic in-fighting, and squabbles have been reconstn1ctcd 
(such as a notorious feud with Apollonios of Rhodes) for which good evidence 
is seriously lacking. Perhaps a more serious error still is to oppose his poetry to 
what Jay outside the ivory tower, as if there were 1nurky areas o f popular culn1re 
out there to which the Kalli.machean spirit was deeply al.ien. Because he is 
lexically difficult, allusive, recondite in h is subject-matter, it is presumed that 
o nly scholars could read and appreciate him. Jlut papyri are coming to light 
which indicate that he was popular outside the elite circles Of Alexandria. 

Here perhaps we should introduce a distincti on between the envisaged and 
actual readership, for an 11ncient author had no control over the circulation of 
h is works once they were in the public domain. Ancient poets would make 
their works public in the first place through recitals, only afterwards circulating 
them Jn book form-presumably pr\marily among friends. But whatever circles 
K<1 llimachos originally ,,~·ote his poetry fo r, it appears that they soon reached 
readers elsewhere who were able to identify wlth the de1•ious sinuosities of 
Egypt's most accomplished poet. Our prize exhibit is the Lille papyrus, 
recovered from the bandages of a mummy of the late third century sc-only a 
generation or so after the poet's death-which came from the Fayfun, a large 
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oasis area on the west bank o f the Nile wh ich was a favoured site for Greco
Macedonian colonlzatlon. The very substantial fragments of Kallimachos it 
preserves come from the begi nning of the third book of the Ca11ses, and tell the 
story of the origin of the Ncmean games, at whjch d1e Egyptian Queen 
Berenike had won a chariot-race. They are interspersed with a commentary that 
is obviously not pitched at a very high level: it might, for e.xampJe, be U1e work 
of a local schoolmaster. The n otorious ' I detest everything public' apparently 
did not prevent his being cnfoyed by Ule sort of public who had to have their 
mythological allusions spelled out to tliem, and even the relations of their 
royal family underscored. 

At first sight it Sttms easier to find a 'how' than a 'why' to Kallimachos' 
popularity: Greek education was so conservative, and so privileged 'the 
classics', that it might seem sttange to have a modem author canonized so 
quickly. YN traditional hermeneutic meiliods could easily be applied to him. If 
he was lexlcally demanding, so was Homer himself; and he could be glossed 
and paraphrased and his adaptations or (for example) the vocabulary of epic or 
Attic drama could be nott'<I by diligent schoolboys. If he was allusive, then the 
classical texts to which he made allusion could be identified . Above all, if he 
sought out innumerable recondite myths and dwelt lovingly on the nlinutiae 
of loca l tradition, it was qui te within the competence o f ancient readers to deal 
with them. They had been taught to ask about sources, variants, the mytho
graphical ancl historiogra phic<il backgrounds to their texts. We have papyri of 
l<allimachos- albcit from the second century CF. and l<1tcr- which well 
exemplify the way ancient readers approached a tex t: tl1ey explain difficult 
words ancl provide background for allusions; they summ<Hize the story, and 
cite ancient authorities. The total number of papyri of his work which con tain 
margina l annot:i t·lons Is higher than that of any other Hellenistic author, show
ing that ancient readers rose to the challenge of interpreting this interesting 
and complex J)Oet. 

In respect at le<1st of its concern with foundation legends and aetiologies (the 
search for origins), K<•lllmachos' Causes was typical of its age. In his very indi
vidual way, and as a poet rather than as an antiquarian, he was treating the 
same sortS of themes with which the Greeks habitually constructed their [lOlit
icaJ identities, wrote their histories, and talked about their religion. The Greeks' 
extraordinary taste for heroic genealogies in the archaic period is seen as a way 

of stmcturing their own history, and of viewing and manipulating the relation
ships betw~-en different eth nic groups. \Ve should perhaps understand the 
interest in local traditions in a similar way: not, or not only, as antiquaoanism, 
but as a son of universally understood currency. Local antiquities-foundation 
myths, details of ritual and cult practice-were the topic of many recitals at 
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local festivals (including at Al~xandria). They were an expression of local patri
otism and pride. They were also a way to bring cities geographically or cultur
ally on the margins within the 1>ale of Greek civilization: the inhiibitants of 
Kanobos on the Nile delta could relate to other Greeks, and vice versa, if they 
claimed It was founded In memory of Menelaos' steersnian (for example). Tra

d itions might also be used as diplomatic counters and had international bar· 
gaining power, as when ambassadors arrived in a foreign city and prefaced their 
requests to that city with claims to kinship extending back into the heroic 
period. ·111cy might even use poetry to support their case, as when a couple of 
diplomats sent out from Teo> In about 170 BCE Lo several cities in Crete in order 
to secure a grant of Immunity for a local temple. They presented their request 
before several cities, but for some reason the citizens of Knossos and Priansos 
got special treatment-a diatribe about those cities' origins, including a cithara 
recital of excerpts from the dithyrambic poets Tunotheos and l'olyidos and 
others, and a whole cycle of myth synthesized from poets and historiographers 

on Crete and its native gods and heroes. 

The varieties of epic: Apollonios 

There Is some evidence for epic poems written about particular races or regions, 
but for the most part we know llltle more about them than their names: thus, 
we hear of th<~ works on Aitolia, Oita, Thebes, and perh<1ps Boiotia by one of 
the Nlcandcrs, and an epic in sixteen or more books by Rhianos, who also wrote 
an epic on one of the wars fought by archaic Spartil with her Peloponnesian 
neighbours. There Is, however, sw·prlslngly little evidence for the sort of epic 
which has long been postulated as the most popular and char<1cteristit of the 
I icllenlsllc period- multi-book historical epic, of the kind cert;1inly written b)' 
Roman writers fo r encomlastic purposes. The one f11ll-lengtb epic which we 
possess from the liellenlstlc period Is in fact on a inythological theme-the 
Argo11a11tika of Kallhn;ichos' contemporary, Apollonios of Rhodes. And few 

texts renect the age's abiding interest in aetiology, in chruter-myths of cults and 
cities, and in religious tOpo!)raphy, more clearly than this one. ApoUonios also 
wrote a number of foundation poems about cities ofEgypt, Asia 14inor, and the 
Aegean- Alexandria and Naukratis, Kaunos, Rhodes, and Knidos-which evi
dently had a similar bent, but only fragments of Ulem survive. But it is the four
book Argo11a111ik11 which best illustrat"" his concern to ground contemporary 
1>ractices, especially religious practices, in heroic antiquity. formally it might 
seem to be heir to a hundred earlier poems on the same theme. In fact it is a 
curious mixture of the traditional and the (very) modern-though it is bard to 
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say how experin1cntal it is, because of the loss of other material with which to 
contextualize it. 

J<ison leaves Thessaly for Kokhis to fetch back the golden fleece from the 
Kolchian tyrant, Aietes. Once there, he is helped in the superhuman trial o f 
stren&>tb imposed as a condition of the lleece's recovery by Aietes' daughter, 
who has fallen in love with hini. Medeia is a sorceress, and enables Jason both 
to overcome fire-breathing bulls and sow a field with dragon's teeth, and to 
rescue the fleece from the formidable serpent which keeps guard over the tree 
where the fleece is ,kept. She then escapes her fothe1's fury by Oeelng back to 
Greece with Jason. The story is fomiliar, the ta le-type (that of the youth who 
leaves home to prove his tnanhood) tradition<il. The literary form is conserva
tive, and the narrator's obviously intimate knowledge of the Homeric poems
wh ich inform the poem on every level, from set-piece episodes to similes, char
acterization, and divine machinery-might even suggest that this was son1e 
sort of throw-back to cyclic epic. But nothing would be f\uther from the 
truth. He re are l.iterary textures, narrative co1nplexity, and authorial self
consciousness like nothing ever seen in Homer. 

First is Jason himself: by turns lacking in initiative, despondent, bungling, 
and very much less than competent in battle, he is anything but heroic. Here, 
for example, is his reaction to Aietes' ch;dlenge: 

Thus spoke Aietes; Jason fixed his eyes 
Down on the ground in silence, and sat nonplussed 
-By tt1is <lisaster. L<>ng he turned the nlatter 
'1'!1is \\1ay· Cl11d tl1at, b\1t fou11d 110 bra\1'e device 
To undertake a task that seemed so huge. 

(.4rg<J11<111tika 3. 422-S) 

Yet h is advocacy of speech and strategy is as double-edged as was Odysseus', 
and his duplicity is shown to far worse effect in the shocking scene of the 
murder of Medeia's brother, Apsyrtos (4. 464-8J) . Jason is at the centre of a 
love-inrrigue with the Kolchian king's daughter, and the romantic interest is a 
large part of the poem's attract.ion fo r niodern readers. Consider the sensitivity 
of the following simile and observation: 

. . . And Iler \vl1ole soul gre\v i,var1rl inSi<le 
And 111clted, as v,1t1e1l ctev\1 011 i:osl~s melts 
When warmed by l.ight of dawn. Now shyly both. 
Fixe<..1 eyes ltpor) tl1e g-rou11d, a11d n<.)i,v agair1 
Upon each other they would cast their gaze, 
Witl1 ten<Jer sn1iles beneath tl1eir radiant brO\\'S. 

(Argomwrika 3. 1019-24) 
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Yet the relationship shows severe si&'llS of fraying already in the course of the 
poem, and anyone who h<is re<id Euripides knows its calamit<>us sequel: it is 
therefore extremely hard to see Jason as a romantic hero either. The love-theme 
looks very new in epic, but has to be set beside a certain amount of earl.le> 
mythographic evidence <ibout the Argonautic legend, and above all beside the 
great escalation ill erotic themes across the field of Hellenistic poetry. TI1e 
prominence of the female domain in general, the close in terest in the psycho
pathology of female passion look back to Eur.ipides (of course); so, uncomfort
ably, does the story of Jvfedeia in particular, whose characteri;.ation as the 
archetypal Greek 'othet', wornan and barbarian, becomes increasingly men
acing as the poem progresses. 

The A1go11a11t.ika is Jaden with aetiology. In the first and second books we 
have an account of the outward journey of the Argonauts; and in the fourth, of 
theiI return. \·Ve read o f the various Stops made by the Argo's crew, a journey 
made in rnythological time but in real space, and of customs, rites, and land· 
marks instituted by them, which the poet claims are 'still in existence to this 
very day'. A good example is the story o f Kleite, a young queen of Kyzikos on 
the Black Sea coast who kills herself fo r grief on the death o f her husband . This 
story becornes in typically Hellenistic fashion the origin of both a local spring 
and a custom at a modern festival, as the private and pathetic story broadens 
out to encompass timeless features of the landscape and the contemporary 
festival calendar: 

The woodland nymphs themselves bewailed hN death; 
And fron1 the tears which roJJed down from their eyes, 
The goddesses wrought a spring called Kleite still, 
The famous name of Uiat unhappy girl. 
Most grievous dawned that day for all the folk, 
Won1en and mer1, <>f the Dolior1es; for r1one 
Could bear to eat, and long throughout their grief 
They too.k no thought for grinding meal, but lived 
Jt1st as tl1ey \vere, eating tl1e uncooked food. :\rid eve11 no-.;.,, 
\\/hen Kyzlcenc lonians year by year 
/'our offerings to the dead, the common mill 
Ts where the:}' &'rind tt1e cor1l to cnake tt1eir 111eal 

(A1io11ouHko 1. 1065-77) 

The attitude to past, present, and future is profoundly different from Homer's. 
ln the Iliad, the only explicit and detalled forwa rd-reference to an event outside 
the framework of the poem ls to the obliteration of the Greek wall in a deluge, 
that is, to an act of destruction; the Hellenistic writer, on the other hand, char
acteristically binds mythological 1>ast and present together in a continuu111 in 
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which real-life detail is constantly explained by It~ reference to the past. The 
tragic vision which keeps the heroic world at an tnsurmouotable remove is 

completely absent. 
Apollonios studs his poem with other sons of detail that poiot to the present: 

recent discoveries in Alexandrian S<:ience spill over Into it, as when, famously, 
Medeia's overwrought state is described in terms of the nervous system which 
doctors had recently discovered, or as when F.ros, the Hellenistic putto, is 
cajoled in to action with the lure o f a sphere representing state-of-the-art 
astronomy. The poem dramatizes the confrontation of Hellenes with barb;ir
la ns. exh ibiting some of the cultura l over·COnfidence typica l o f the Greeks in 
their encounters with non-Greek cuJture, though Apollonios' heroes en\erge by 
no means un iformly well. Interestingly, the Kolchlans were believed to be des
cended from the Egyptians, but Apollon ios has chosen not to highlight this, let 
alone reflect ethnic confron tation in the l\gypt of his day. The ultimate 
superiority assmned for Greek culture and the elevated epic genre have flat
rcned out the contours of any serious attempt to Individualize the portrayal or 
the Greek-barbarian opposition. 

Who read the Argo11a11tika? As with Kallimachos, there are papyri of the 
poem-about half as many as there are or Kalli machos, but still enough to bear 
ample witness to its popularity; they date from about the first century set to the 
fifth c~. Some note textual variants, gloss the more difficu lt words. and explain 
other points of interest In marginal scholia. Interna l evidence fro m the poem 
Itself ca n tell us little eno ugh about the con texts In which it was read . Obvi
ously it no longer belonged even d istan tly to any oral tradition (Cf. pp. 30--3); 
nor would its length Ile amenable to its t:omplete performance viva voce a t 
fest iva ls. Yet the ancient biography of Apollonios whid1 tells the story (myth?) 
o f the failure of the poem's fi rst ed ition speak~ of Apoilonios 'reciting' the 
poem, as if this is at least plausible, whether or not it actuallr took pfoce. 
Neither the work's inherent complexity, nor the foct that its literary lan~'l.•age 
was both archaic and extremely artificial, are themselves factors that would 
prevent the public recitation of at least selections from the poem. 

Our infonnation about the poem's readers, however. comes mainly from its 

adaptation by Other poets. There is certainly contact between the Argo11n111ika 

and Kalllrnachos' Causes, but if it is the case, as seems likely from the placement 
and content of the passages at issue, that It Is Apollonios who is the borrower, 
then we are deprived of evidence for Kalil machos' treatn1ent of this epic. The 
same may be true of the two episodes Apollonlos has in conunon 1'ith Theokri
tos, the story of Hylas and the figh t o f Amykos and l'olydcukcs. The Argon1111tika 

was enjoyecl in late Republican Rome, where a translation was made lly Varro of 
Atnx, and his poem provides framework and con text for Catullus' celebrated 
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sixty-fourth poem (cf. pp. 349-50). Here Catullus tells how releus and Thelis 
met during the Argo's outward voyage, an event absent from Apollonios, who 
speaks only of their separation towards the end of his poem; both poets give 
different sorts of intimation about the couple's terrifying offspring, Achilles, 
and create different sorts of foreboding about the story's aftermath. But Apol· 
lonios' most sensitive ancient reader by far was Virgil in the fourth book of the 
Aeneid (see pp. 395- 7). 

The other famous mythological epic from the Hellenistic period was llekatc, 

by Ka llimachos himself-but modern terminology often refers to it by the 
diminutive term 'epyllion'. Since it Is only known from fragments, we do not 
know ex<Jctly how long it was, but it has been put at at least a tho usand lincs
perbaps, therefore, approaching the length of one of Apollonios' shorter books. 
The term 'epyllion' was invented by early modern scholars to embrace a cat
egory including various narrative hexameter poems shorter U1an a traditional 
epic. But their dissimilarity with one another-their lengths varying from 
under a hundred to perhaps sixteen hundred lines, their sryle and manner 
varying just as much-should make us think twice before using the term to 
Imply anything like a cohesive set. Hek11te was one of KalliJnachos' most popu· 
Jar poems-every bit as popular as the Ca11~s. Its subject-matter resembles that 
of the Argoucmtika in being the story of a young man's coming to manhood; but 
its treatment is also simi lar to the extent that the centre of interest is elsewhere 
than <Jn the hero's prowess. It is .-1amed after an old woman who had fallen on 
hard times and was li ving in 1>overty in Attica, and who gave shelter to Theseus 
when he was coming fro m Troizen, j)lace o f h is upbringing, to rid Attica of the 
menace of the Marathonian bull. After "l'heseus has killed the bull, there is a 
sizeable digressio11 presenting a conversation between two birds: the crow 
seems to be reciti ng stories whose moral Is that bringers of bad news arc 
unpopular. And indeed, when Theseus returns In triumph to Hekale's hut he 
finds her l)'ing on her funeral pyre. In her honour he sets up a precinct to Zeus 
Hekaleios, ;ind institutes the Attic deme named after her. So it is yet another 
Hellenistic foundation myth. 

The basic elemeots of this story are epic- the hero on a quest, his kindly host 
who lives in noble poverty; the story counts as a single, discrete action with 
beginning, middle, aod end, so corresponds to Aristotle's require.men ts for an 

epic. What is non-uaditional is the emphasis: it is as if a short epic were to be 
written in which Odysseus and Eumaeus, or Odysseu.s and Eurykleia, featured 
as the two main characters. The poet's use of local colour lets him show off his 
erudition: there is loving detail about Attic myth <ind topograph y, and among 
the great wealth of glosses that enl'lch Kn1Jiln <1chos' vocabulary are many from 
;\ttlc Old Comedy. The poem was pHticularly admired for its use of the 
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hospitality theme: the imitations, both Greek and Roman, tend to Unger over 
the det;iils of the humble 1neal tllat seems obligator)' fare on such occasions, 
just as Kallimachos had dwelt with loving botani·cal accuraL)' and lexico
gcaphical precisiorcon tbe species of Attic olive which a kind old lady had served 
up to her guest; 

Olives wJlicJ1 grc''' ripe 01) tl1e tree, a11d \vilcl olives, and the- at1turn11 ones 
\.V}1ich she ha<I set aside t<> s<>ak in hri11e while stiJJ ligJ1l grec-11. 

(fr. 36. Hollis) 

fithical pleasure in the old lady's nobility is matched by the aesthetic piquancy 
of describing her humble surroundings in high literary vein. The fan1ous and 
fantastic episode of the garrulous crow was also influential. UnexpeL'ted twists 
like this are characteristic of Hellenistic narrative, as if poets shunned linear 
sequence; another way of doing it was to include a set-piece descriptive p;issage 
or ekp/Jrasis which could also be a literary and rhetorical tour de force. An 
example is a poem by the second-centurylvfoschos about the rape of Europa, an 
important document, for it is one of the very few surviving poems from the 
second century which is not epigram. This includes a description of the mytho
logical scenes on Europa's basket- in fact pointedly relevant to her own situ
ation. Of Catullus' sixty-fourth poem, over half is formally a descriptive digres
sion, the Lamento di Arianna (cf. pp. 349- 50). Ekp.hrases occur throughout Hel
lenistic and i1nperial literature. based ultimately on epic sequences such as the 
shield of Achilles in Iliad 18; and we have already met an in1portant Hellenistic 
example, Theokritos' Adoninzousai , which also dramatizes the response of the 
\ 1ie,,rer to tl1e art-\vo1·k. 

Impractical didactic 

The other major sort of epic written in the Hellenistic period was didactic, and 
followed the precedent, not of Homer, but of Mesiod (cf. pp. 26-30). Of these 
works unquestionably the n1ost immediately and enduringly popular was the 
Pl1ai11on1ct1a of Aratos. Kalli111acl1os kne"v 110\"' to J)raise it \'ltJ1e11 t1e \Vrote that 

1·he soog a11d rt1anr1er are l·lesio<l's. Not ttle poet 
To the very hil t, but, one migbt say, the sweetest 
Of J1is verses has the man of Solc)i creamed off. Hail, Sl1btle verse~. 
Product of Atatos' wakefulness 

(J>af<1li11<1 1'ntJ1oloS)1 9. 507) 

The man of Soloi here is Aratos: Soloi was a city of Kll ikia, <ind Anitos exempli-
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fies a common pattern for HellenisHc intellectuals in that he gravitated to 
a major centre of culture from obscure origins, in his case in a city that was not 
even fully Greek. (Even its Greek speakers spoke Greek so badly that the tenn 
'solecism' (soloikismos) was coined after them.) In adult life he spent tilne in the 
courts of lvfacedonia and Syria, and was not employed in Alexandria even 
though Kallimachos knew his work. The 1'/Jai11omena is a hexameter work in 

J,J.50 li nes on the subject of the night sky and weather lore. Its conception is 
piously Stoic (cf. pp. 19()-1) : Zeus is the Providence that presides O\'er all 
aspects of the world, and ordained that the stars should order rimes and seasons 
and that the sky should also furnish weather-signs for humans to interpret. 

In fact the larger part of the text versifies a rreatise about the heavenly bodies 
by the astro1101ner £udoxos of Knidos. Jn the event, it was not very accurate. No 
matter: its popularity was guaranteed long before anyone ever bothered to 
point out its mistakes. It desci·ibes the placen1ent of the constellations, its con
tent much more neutrally descriptive than n1ythological or aetiological, 
though there is a famous description of the embodiment of Justice, Astraia, 
leaving the earth in disgust at humanity's growing wickedness to become the 
constellation Virgo: 

But when her people thronged the hill)' heights, 
SJ1e i.'1ar11cd t11em ar)d cl"1astised tli,eir evil \\1ays, 
Refusing t<> atter1<l thern in their plight: 
'How inferior was the race your fathers left 
f\fter the Golden Age! Yet worse shall be 
Your (>i.vn. For \'l,•ars, and t111rele11ti11g strife 
Await n1a11kl11d, and bitter socrow's load.1 

And with these words she sought the hills. and left 
The folk behind, gazing towards her still. 
Yet wllen they too were dead. and i.n their place 
The Bronze :\ge came, and mer1 rnore viciottS yet
The first to forge the highwayman's datk blade, 
And fusl to taste the ploughi.ng ox.en's flesh
Then did Justice hate that race, and fly 
Up to the heavens. And she made her home 
There, where the Maiden siill appears by night 
To mankind, near to Bootes the far .. see11 

( f>f1ai110111et1d 120-36) 

The career of this poem in Ron1e is well known: Cicero translated it as did Varro 
of Atax, Germanicus, and Avienus, and Virgil was influenced by the section on 
weather lore in his Gcorgics. The story told less often is that of the poem's career 
in Greece itself-apart from its ringing endorsen1ent by KaUima~hos. Its recep-
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tion outside learned circles is both informative and neglected. Astronomy was 
taught In gymnasia and formed one of the subjects lectured on by itinerant 
sophists and rhetors who, not unlike their classical forebears (see pp. 167-70), 
tmvellc<I the centres of Greek culture and gave talks to paying audiences. The 
text of Aratos was at the centre of their curriculum. It offered an ideal field for 
grammatic.11, mythological, and technical scholarship: among decrees and epi
grams that commemorate educators of a>tronomy Is one 1nentioning a man 
w1io was 1>oth Homeric como1e11tator, a.s1ro11on1er, an(i geometer. This com
bination o f expertise-potite learning, the modest polymathy offered by Hel
lerlistlc education-evokes an importan t context In which An•tos' work could 
be read and enjoyed. Perhaps the subject-matter appealed to an age increas
ingly interested in astrology; but astrology Is absent from the text itself, and the 
section on weather-signs is different aga in, Impa rting rural lore wbose juxt<t
position with the modern treatise is actua lly very represent<itive of ancient 
science in general. Virgil's adaptation emphasizes still further the dislocation 
between sophisticated form and quaint, archaizing content; this was not a 
manual that anyone would seriously think of using. But readers could enjoy the 
narrator's pious traditionalism and Stoic stance, his conception of a Zeus who 
had ordained the universe for mankind's benefit. J\nd they could appreciate 
J\ratos' use of the didactic form. used neither with Heslodic rambling nor Viri,'i.1-
lan complexity, but to impart information with quiet authority and the charac
teristic Kallimachos had diagnosed in it all along, 'refinement'. 

There are two other d idactic epics which ~urvlve from the Hellenistic period, 
the T/Jeriak" and Alexiplw nnaka, both by Nlk;1 11dros o f Kolopbon on the 
lm pr<)i)allle subject of poisonous anhrrnls ancl the remedies for their bites. The 
extant poems and fragments make reference t<> the cult of 1\pollo in Klaros just 
outside Kolophon, where the autho r is said to lrnve been hered itary priest. This 
Is an Important datum. Kolophon was one of the ancient Ionian cities of Asia 
Minor. and had strong poetic traditions that reached back to the archaic period. 
Not only did it lay claim to Homer (along wlth dozens of other cities) and 
Mlmnermos, but was also home in successive centuries to the rationalist Xen
ophanes; the scholarly Antimacbos, sometimes seen as a tlellenislic poet avam 
la lc•ttre, whose best-known work Lyde was the topic of lively debate in Kallinta
chos' Alexandria; and the elcgist Hermesianax. We also have the funerary epi
gram of one Gorgos, another priest of Klarian Apollo, dating from the late 
Hellcnlstlc period. It describes h im as a priest, a poet, and a polymath-a bib
lioph ile, a Jover of sopllia (poetic wisdom), an 'elder' among bards who culled 
tl1c fruits of llw written page (a semi-coherent but telling mixture of poetic 
terminology, ancient and modern). Gorgos' poems are entirely lost, but he very 
prollallly wrote hymns (a nd o racles) for tl1e shrine of Kkirian Apollo. He sud· 
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dcnly brings into focus for us the numbers of Hellenistic poets no longer 
known even bv name, but who continued to thrive outside J\Jcxandria and the 

' grand new roy<tl courtS in the traditional centres of Hellenic culture. It is most 
suggestive that his mourners prais«I his poetry in terms of the very same 
aesthetic-erudition- usually seen as the hallmark of the poets of the Library. 

No one could say that Nikandros is not erudite. He is-<>bsessively. weari
somely so. Like J\ratos. he borrows his erudition from a prose treatise; but both 
subject and manner of presen tation are far more esoteric, and though Nil<an
dros claims that his work will be useful to the ploughman, herdsman, or wood
cutter who finds himself Jn need of a remedy, this is in1possibly unlikely. No 
one suffering from a snake- o r scoqlion-bite would dre<m1 of consulting <1n epic 
poem which describes its menagerie of poisonous animals in heroic terms, the 
wounds they inOict in gory but unscientific detail, and their herbal remedic> 
either in impenetrably specialist vocabulary-or often not at all: 

.. . As for the sufferer, 
Sometimes his throat Is parched with a dry thirst, 
Often he free.:es to his lingers ends 
Aud surging wintry blight Invades his limbs. 
Often he vomits up a load of bile, 
All jaundiced, and a clammy sweat more chill 
Than falling snow pervades his limbs. Sometimes 
Like gloomy lead his complexion wiLI seem, 
Or Olltrky, or Ukc 1lletal 1>arllcles 

(Tlieri<1kr1 249~57) 

( J'he poem might, on the o ther h;1nd, be of interest to those interested in 
ancient taxonomies of animal species, though this is poetry not science.) It 
belo ngs to a mini-genre of b<iroque sna ke-bite descriptions, attested also 
in Apollonios' Argonautika, and later and most famously by Lucan (cf. pp. 
472-7). Nikandros exemplifies the vlnuosic handling o f poetically intractable 
material, and whether it ever found a wider readershjp than some of the Latin 
poets of the late Republic is difficult to judge. 

The golden age of epigram 

Jiexmneters have dom inated our survey of Hellenistic poetry because they 
domi nate the surviving ma terial. But wh8t needs emphasis is the great success 
In th is period of the elcgi;ic metre as wt!ll. In the lo ng term what had happened 
was that the diverse lvric metres of the ar<:haic and classical periods had died , 
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out, or lived on in a few etiolated aod radicaUy simplified forms, and elegiacs 
moved in to colonize much of the ground they had forsaken. (An example of a 
lyricist still active in the Hellenistic period is Korinna, a IJoiotian poetess who 
specialized in lyric narratives, at least one apparently performed by a choir of 
local womeo: her style iS plain-spoken and direct, her nictres sin1ple, her inter
ests patriotic and 1nythological.) But ihere was also a loosening of the general 
categories of applicability of metre to s<1bjecl-matter. This means that J<allima
cbos (for example) could write victory odes in elegiacs, that hymns were be
ginniJ1g to appear in elegiacs, th<•t Nikandros could tllrn even his uniquely 
baneful d idactic genius to elegiacs. That elegiacs could be used for longer narra
tives was already the case in the archaic period (d. pp. 73-4), and was even 
more clearly asserted by the J,J'de of A.otiroachos (c.400 BCE), which perhaps 
used the death of the poet's wife or m istress to fr;1me long sections of myth
ology and stretched to at least two books. The controversy surrounding this 
'thick and unclear' poem in Alexandria should highlight rather than obsclue its 
great intluence on the Hellenistic elegists. Ph.ilitas of Kos, long fan1ous as an 
elegiac master, is mostly an unknown quantity because only scraps of his work 
survi,,e-a particularly cruel loss. Kallitnachos, of coorse, was a gr<1nd master; 
and the great Eratosthenes in the next generation wrote an ;1dmired elegy on 
th e Attic hero ine Erigone (perhaps an opportunity for ;in excursus on the ori
gins of Attic tragedy). But the lesser figures who <1ccon1pany these men should 
also be allowed to en ter the pictur- Hermesianax of l<olophon, Phanokles, 
Alexandros of Aitolia, a ll of whom survive on.ly in fr:1gn1ents, though in a few 
cases quite long ones. l•Vhat they delighted in was catalogues of various kinds; 
their frequen t predilection for erotic subject-matter was not necess<1rily 
incompatible with, let us say, a robust sense o f irony: 

/\rtd even tl1e bard, by divine fate <>rdained 
Of au ~it1_ses' serva11ts sweetest soul
Godlike Homer himself- tor wise Penelope 
Set lowly lthaka to verse, for love. 
l'or her he suffered much, and left his broad 
Country behind tor a 1.nean is.land home. 
Jkarios' rac~, .An1yklos' folk, l1e fan1ec1; 
AJld Sparta, all in keeping '"'itl) l)iS ~voes 

(Hermesianax, fr. 7. 27-34, trans. Powell) 

\\l'ho re;id them? Hard to say, but at least the numbers of authors writing·in this 
nlode show that it was modish. And with ihc elegiac metre there was at least 
the theoretica.l possibility of performance. Bui it is interesting and perhaps 
st1rprisj11g that, '"1J1ereas tl1e inscriptio11s ''1.il1icl1 n1e11tior1 everltS ii1 1lll1Sical ar1d 
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poetic festiva ls refer to prizes for 'epic' (i.e. hexameter) poets, they do not do 
the same for elegists. 

It is another curious fact that elegy of any length disappears ;ifter the end of 
the third century. What continues is epigram, which indeed dorninates the 
field until a renaissance of third-cenniry genres ca1ne about in late Republican 
Rome with J'arthenios ofNikaia (d. p. 338). An epigram is literally an ' inscrip
tion', a poe111 written on something, and ;is such it had already been practised 
in Greece for centuries-in epitaphs, dedications on objects, sometimes 
inscribed on victory monun1ents to record success in " competition. lt was 
mainly, but not exdusively, written in elegiacs (the very earliest were in hex
a111cters), and its characteristics were directness and simplicity. 

It was early in the third century that it was expanded from its original con· 
text and raised into a literary form. Of its e;irly practitloners, Leonidas o f Taras 
and Anyte of Tegea represented a Doric tradition, further developing the epi· 
gram in its existing contexts of grnve-ioscriptions and dedications. i\nyte wrote 
dignified epHaphs, among them several for animals, whil.e Leonidas developed 
a distinctively convoluted, dithyrambic style and had a keen eye for the work
ing lives of those who lived off the land. The following example is by Nossis, a 
poetess from South Italy, and is an epitaph for a writer of farces o r plrl1•ake.~ in 
the. southern Italian and Sicili;in tradition: 

Pass by with a loud laugh and a kindly word 
i.:-or l.11.e: Rllintl1on of Syrac11se am r, 
The Muses' little nightingale; and yet 
For tragic farce I plucked an ivy wreath 

(Authologia Palatitu11. 4 14} 

On the other hand, epigrams increasi ngly came to borrow fron1 the traditional 
subject-matter of archaic and classical elegy, as performed at sy1nposia-love, 
wine, and song (cf. pp. 72·<!). for such subjects we look, not to the Doric 
tradition, but to Asklepiades of Samos, who moved in the same circles as J<alli
mach.os (and is supposed to have been one of his liternry enemies) and Theokri
tos, whose seventh Idyll refers to h im as a master poet. He handled the epitaph 
genre as well, but it was Asklepiades who first turned his hand to writing of 
mistresses and revels, bittersweet love and sorrows drowned in wine, in the 
fonn of epigram: 

lJllbibc, .L\sc1epia<1es. \.Vl1y \voe and tears? 
Not ) f()U alone has K)'J>ris ViCtirrlise<I, 
Not you alone have felt the smart of Love's 
Arro,.,s a11d bo\''· \Al11)', livirig, lie ill dust? 
Let's drink llakchos' pure drink. The day's a thread. 
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Shall we nwail the lamp lhal bids us sleep? 
Let'~ Orl11k, sad lover. ·rt1e tirr1e is 11ot far a"r'/a}'·, 
Sad wretch, when we musl sleep lhc long-drawn night 

(A1rtlrolugil' P"/afiu11 l2.. SO) 

Kallimachos, Aralos, Thcokritos. and Poseidippos took the genre still further. 
Kallimachos whimsically reOccts on all the subjects in epigram's domain-love, 
death, and dedications-and many more besides: Aratos' newly published 
Pl1ai1101111ma; the pitfalls and exigencies or producing drama; family history, 
and anecdote. It was certainly the Hellenistic )X'riod's growth genre, and its first 
practitioners were also great metrical ex)X'rlmenters. It could be tumed to polit
ical lampoons, to the description of natural marvels, and apparently even to 
metamorphosis stories. But we sometimes have to reckon with looseness of 
terminology and borderline cases, and situations in which it can be hard to 
distinguish between shon elegy and long epigram. What is most characteristic 
of Hellenistic literary e1>igram Is not innovation, but elegant or wirty or other
wise pointed retrncrn\ioo. One poet caps another, surpassing him in wit. Or it 
e<in remain tme to ils archaic character and the traditions of monumental 
epigr<1phy, which required Ideas to be expressed in the simplest and most 
stiilightforwilfd way-which was often the most poignant, too. 

Poseidippos' is ;111 interesting case, because in addition to the twenty epi
grams <1ssigned him by our main soul'cc for the genre, a huge Byzantine com
pil\atio11 k.noi.v11 tis the 1_>t1 tat Inc A11tJ10Jot,')', \\'C arc also a\.vaiting 1JubJicatio11 of a 
p<tpynis roll. now in Mll;in, contillnlng another hundred of his epigran1s. sub
divided into broad classes. Th Is ro l I dates from the second half of the third 
century, and is much our la l'gest ancient collection of epigrams on papyrus, 
though it ls not alo11c. Poets do seem to have published collections of poems 
which they wrote, presumably, as occasional pieces, and anthologies of differ
ent authors were also compiled from quite an early date. 

The first anthology to have had a big Impact is Meleagros' Garland, published 
in about 100 BCE. Melcagros was a Syrian from Gadara-home not only of 
Gadarenc swine, but also of Phllodcmos, a philosopher whose controversial 
view that we should not pretend that poetry is of any ethical benefit what
soever is presumably reflected in his own extant raunchy epigra1ns. Meleagros 
claims to b<' trilingual in Gr~k. Phoenician, and Syrian, and inhabit~ a world in 
which Greek erotic epigram can be written about a love-triangle involving a 
Jew for whom 'love burns hot even on cold Sabbaths' (A111hologia l'a/ati11a 5. 
160). This infiltration of Greek literary idiom into Semitic territory is as fascin
ating as the case of fJektel (above, p. 228). Prefacing his collection "ith an 
introduction assigning every named poet a Hower (whence the collective name 
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A11tilology. or (jarland), Mclcagros arranged his poems by alternations of author 
and t.hcmalic IJnks. It made an immediate impact in Rome when it was pub
lished there: aristocratic poetasters turned their hand 10 in1itating Greek con
ceits. At the same tlrnc, however, and across the Greek world, we have to bear in 
mind the continuing production of epigrams for their traditional purpose-on 
tombs, and on votive obje,ts. The impact on these of their more literary 
cousins is an untold story. Once or twice, in relatively out-of-the-way places, 
we find 1ha1 a local stone-carver has inscribed a poen1 in bombastic vocabulary, 
or in a curious or pretentious metre, and we wonder what gave him the impetus 
to do it. 

Hellenistic prose 

1-Vhy so llttle mention of prose, in all of this? Principally because so little of it 
survives. After the fourth century there Is very little Greek prose substantially 
extant unlll Polybios in the middle or the second century (cf. pp. 254-5, 263), 
and after him ii 11umber of historiographers whose date brings them within the 
scope of the 11ext chapter. Yet we have enough fragments, and testimonia, and 
references, to have some Idea of the size of the wreck, and of the character and 
ronge of what is loSI'. More materia l was committed to writing than ever before. 
a lot of it of a speclallsl nature; yet Ille age's wealth of historiographical, rhet· 
orical, phllosophlca l, scholarly, scientlftc, technical and non-technical writ
ings, compendious ancl brief, educallve and d iverting, are n1ostly just names to 
us, their loss due to accide1u, or to their ephemeral nature, or to tbe fact that 
they were later super~eded a11cl forgotten. In a survey llke th.is, we must skim 
over writings which barely classify as literature-the mathem<ttical treatises of 
Archin1c<le> and Apollonios of l'erge, the work of the m;ithematical astron· 
omers (a ll but vanished because superseded by Ptolcmaios). the fragments of 
1ncdical writers, great though their discoveries were. 

The works of the philosophers also survive, where they survive at all, mostly 
in paraphrases In later commentators, crlllcs, and excerptors. Just about the 
only ucatlses to survive in their original wording arc the letters of Epikouros 
(fan1iliar Latin spelling, Epicuru.~), of which the longest fascinatingly expound 
the master's physical and ethical system in atrocious prose (Eplkouros didn't 
care !or style). and the treatises of his later disciple Philodemos, preserved in a 
charred and crumpled state in the library of a villa in Herculaneum. Their 
interest is even greater but their style is, if anything, worse still. Yet the 
availability of wrtncn treatises may be just one factor in the unprecedented 
popularity and inOuence of the philosophical schools in the Hellenistic pertod. 
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When the Roman rhetorician Quintilian came to survey the historio
graphical achievement of the Greeks, his list jumped from the historians of 
Alexander the Great to the Augustan Timagcncs (l11sti111tiones JO. 1. 73-5). This 
reflects the belief that history had hit a low point in the liellenistic period, 
which in turn is at least 1>artly a reflection of the fact that it was not on the 
curriculum of schools (unllke Its close cousin, rhetoric). The papyri show the 
popularity of Herodotos, Thoukydldes, and Xenophon, but Hellenistic histori· 
ography does not seem to have been subject to canon-formation and judge
ments about what constituted a classic. 

Yet the period did produce several very influential fib'Ures. Ephoros of Kyme 
and Theopompos of Chios are both reputedly connected ,.;th lsokrates (cf. pp. 

172-7), and are the two main Hellenlstic exponents of rhetorical histori· 
ography. This means that their work employs rhetorical figures, speeches, 
character-assessments, and moralizing In accordance with history's perceived 
ethical purpose. Theopompos (mid-fourth century) had in fact worked as an 
orator. He co1uinued Thoukydldes' history down to the year 394, but his main 
work was a h istory of Philip of Macedon in fifty-eight books, in fact a history in 
the llerodotean tradition of the 'deeds of Greeks and barbari;ios' with Philip's 
career as its o rganizing principle. \.Yhen he produced a prose epitome of Hero
dotos, he became the first know11 exponent of a genre with a great future-the 
boiled -down, user-friendly, easy-to-take-in summary. tphoros wrote thirty 
books o f Histories, k11ow11 above all from the substantially extant history of 
Diodoros of Sicily, wl10 uses h im (not a lways straightforward ly). They covered 
the post-mythological era from the retu rn o f the HerncJids unt.il the year 340. 

\<\' Ith a wide scope, lively lnterest.s, and an organization in which individual 
books seem to have l>een concerned with particular areas, Ephoros w<1s con
sidered by Polybios to have been the fi rst universa l historian. At th e same tin1e, 
the loca l histories co11t111ucd to nourish, both within works of a larger compass 

(Ephoros was pa rl'icularly interested In city foundations), and in nlore special
ist, independent chronicles: the Atthldographers who specialized in the history 
of Attica are the outstanding examples here. 

Our longest extant tex1 of any Hellenistic historian is Polybios, who was 
concerned with the rise to power of Rome-a subject no historian after 200 BCE 
could ignore, and therefore really a topic for the next chapter (cf. p. 263). 
liis informative discussions of method distinguish histories dealing with city 
foundations and kinship, genealogie-s, and political history. He would have us 
believe that he ••as one of the select few to opt to write the last kind, but of 
course his self-advertising sugge-stion that he stands magnificently alone is 
over-simple. He also attacks the writers or so-called 'tragic history', purveyors of 
sensationalism and purple prose, whose ringleader is Phylarchos. This might 
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seem in lune with the emotionali ty in vogue in other genres, but his polemic 
may well distort or mislead, because it obscures the prevalence of emotive writ
ing throughout the genre-even in the Master, Thoukydides. 

The sophistication or Hellenistic literature, its allusiveness and awareness of 
place in a tradition, the burgeoning literature in prose, and the greater avail
ability than ever before of written material all tend to give the impression that 
the public were now above all readers. Despite the fact that much ancient 
reading was done aloud, the tendency for written matter to create a sort or 
private mental world for Its reader has somehow fed into a much broader myth 
that the Hellenistic period was characterized by 'alienation', the diStancing or 
people from the traditional social structures and supports of the classical city. 
The Individual was now. it Is claimed, alone. But as far as concerns reading 
versus performance, the traditional performative element in Greek culture 
was still demonstrably alive and well, and still adaptable. We have 
encountered feStlvals, competitions, and recitals of new poetry- tragedy, 
comedy, and dlthyramb, hexameter verse and lyric; and re•ivals o f the literary 
classics. The Homeric epics were still performed, though in excerpts. Athenaios 
speaks of rhapsodes and 'Homeristai', and their introduction into theatres fi rst 
ln the Hellen istic period; he talks, too, of the 'chanting' o f Ho mer, liesiod, 
Arch llochos, Mlmnermos. and Phocylides, implying th at they were set to new 
music, and he also mentions the comic ' acting' of Semonides of 1\morgos, 
liomcr and Hesiod, as If these 1Joets were mauled about for popular enter· 

Lalnn1c11t. 
Out It would be wro ng to identify popular culture solely with performance, 

and elite culture solely with l>ooks. Vll'tually any sort of composition could he 

perfol'mcd and has plausible contexL~ for performance. lvfony scho lars suspect 
that ccl'tain poems In the Theokrltcan corpus (fo r example 16, 24) were written 
fo r pa l'llcular competition~. though in the absence of independent evidence it 
Is difficult 10 be sure. While we cannot rule out the possibility that poets some
times ftctlonalize performance-contexts in their poetry rather than evoke real 

ones, \~e know also that histories were read aloud. In fact, most of our evidence 
for the recital of history comes from the Hellenistic period; and we even hear 
from time to time or the performance of learned, scholarly, or antiquarian 
mate rial. One man even seems to have recited historical notes or llypomnemata 
at Delphi. 

Many of the questions we most want to ask about the liellenistic public are 
unanswerable (as Indeed they are about any period). Nevertheless, we must ask 
them. Who was the public for Hellenistic literature, in all its variety? To what 
audience would each literary genre have appealed, and with what overlap? 
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Would any of the audience wbo enjoyed lhe antics of the magodes also have 
enJoyed Menander-and if Menander, then also Euripides? How many were 
li1era1e, and to what level? How many went to school, or beyond school to the 
gymnasium? A recent book has suggested that 1hc high point of Greek literacy 
occurred In certajn Hellerustic cities, but even 1hen reached only 20-30 per 
cent. But that figuie seems a little arbitrary. In any case how does literacy or 
illileracy affect the appreciation of literature In performance? And to what 
extent \VUS tbert: regional varjation? 

We are in lhe best position to assess ~lite cu lture, which leaves beh ind most 
traces; what we ,an see of it gives the impression or ho mogeneity. The edu· 
catlo11n l syste1tl was <.:OllServative, and press~d tlte sarlle texts ir1to service ~,1J1er· 
ever It spread. Canonical pieces o f wisdo m were clisseml nated- for example the 
maxims of the Seven Delphic Sages writteri on a wall at Ai Khan um, or epigrams 
and tnscrlptlons which purvey standardized, pre1>ackaged information: names 
of islands, rivers, poetesses, the Seven \Vonders of the \Vorld. The Greek dialects 
gradually died out during the Hellenistic periO<I, to be replaced by a species of 
international Gret!k known as koi11e, the common 1ongue. Did those who had 
been through a Greek education therefore come oul knowing, speaking. think· 
ing the same? Against the homogeneity thesis stands the wealth of local cus
toms and traditions in eacb and every area that came within the orbit of Greek 
civili zation. wh ich could affect those of Greek descent as well as Hellenized 
non-Greeks; against it, too, the different forms I lellenlsm took when cross-bred 
with the pre-Greek civilizations o f Egypt, Anatolia, Syria, Iran, or further still. 
Even with so mucb material befo re us, there is still so much that we do not and 
cannot know ab()ut th is fascinating period . 
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8 Romanized Greek.sand 
Hellenized Romans: Later 
Greek literature 
JANEL. LIGHTFOOT 

The fact of Roman rule 

Kallimachos knew a story about Galus lhe Roman, wb.ich he included in his 
Causes. Gaius was the hero of a baule against the Peuceru, wbo were besieging 
the city of Rome. But be was wounded in the battle, and the wound gave him a 
limp. liis mother was as unsympathetic as Roman matrons of the old school 
always were. She just told him 10 s1op complailllng (fr. 107 Pfeiffer). 

Nol very informative perhaps, but typical. Like a Greek, Kallimachos only 
names Gaius by his praenomen, and we have hardly any idea who he was. The 
main point, though, is that Kallimachos has a!J:eady rep1oduced a Roman story 
exactly in accordance with the ldeolob'Y that cre<ited it. The Gieeks h;ld had 
long experience of this insistently mllltaristic mition through their de;1li ngs 
with southern ltaly and Sicily. II w;is In 229 NC• th•t Rom•n m!Jlt"'Y mlgh< firs< 

ol>truded itself on the Greek mainland-a petty enough action ;igainst Jllyrian 
pirates, l>ut within not many dcc11des a succession of military campaigns took 
advan tage of the irresolution or the liellenistic monarcb.ies to bring what the 
historian Polyl>ios called 'the whole inhabited world' under Roman sway. 
Mainland Greece became lhe Roman province of 1'-facedonia when Lucius 
Mummius defeated Corinth and razed IL to the ground in 146 llCt. (Th• Roman 
historian Tacitus thought that this was when theatrical performances were firs1 
Imported into Rome: in fact they had exjsted long before, but the causal con
nection is quite a revealing mistake.) Imposts, taxes, and 1acketeering by offi. 
cials led to the reduction or Greece lo a state of miserable poverty and 
de1>0pulation, so that by the first century one of Cicero's correspondents cou ld 
point to the desolation o f some or Its most famous sites and citics-Alglna, 
Meg<lfa, Peiraieus, Corinth- to draw philosophical solace about the muta blllty 
of human i1ffairs (Ad fm11iliares 4. 5. 4). 

llut this w;is not the end o f the matter: lhe fortunes of Greece and the Greek 

lATER GREEI( LITERATURE I 257 



East were to impnlve. The ~cnatoria l historians may have hated the En1peror 

Nero, but Nero was also one of the more extreme manifestations of Roman love 

of Greek culture; and he even brieOy gave the Greeks their freedom. Under 

successive regimes Greek provincial aristocrats were admitted to the Roman 

senate, while philhellcne emperors, C>JX."Cially Hadrian, bestowed benefactions 

which In the earlier Empire, no matter how well disposed their rulers had been 

to the Greeks, had somehow failed to materialize. In the second and third 

centuries CE Greek culture reached such heights of prestige, and educated 

Greeks had been so successful at brokering it to the Romans, that the Greek East 
actually enjoyed a prosperity such as It had never enjoyed before. These centur

ies have left some of antiquity's most splendid monuments. In mainland 

Greece, think of I !erodes of Attica's beautification of Athens; and in Asia Minor, 

thirlk of Ephesos. And there were no costly wars to diss;pate the wealth gained 

by imperial patronage, nor to destroy the public monuments erected by rich 

benefactors eager to naunt their goodwill. The age was no less abundant in its 

production of works o f literature. This state of fe licity was disrupted in the 

middle of the third century, with several decades of misrule; the period there

after is conventionally labelled the I.ow o r Late Empire, Ch ristianized under 

Constantine (d . 337 CF.). Yet many areas still enjoyed prosperity; barbari<1n 

invasions were more successfully repelled by the East than the West, while 

Christianity couniered pagan religion and culture more successfully by borrow

ing its vocabulary than by wa rring against it. As the Roman Empire fell apart, 

literary education nevertheless managed to holel Its own for quite a while in the 

eastern empire, though o ne by one the schools eventually closed. A symbolic 

date sometimes chosen for the fi na l collapse of pagan culture is 529 CE. when 

Justinian closed the philosoph ica l schools at Athens- though even then it was 

not altogether fina l. 
\.Yithin a ch ronologica l and geographical framework as broad ;1s this, general

izations a re the best we can do. It is clear, though. just as with the Hellenistic 
period, that literary culture-high culture-was o nly ;ivailable to relatively few. 

The state st i 11 did 110 1 bot her wl1 h provision fo r elementary schools, for the 

assumption was that ele1nen1ary education was to be had privately. Typically, 

though, the state was concerned to provide the prestigious high-profile 

resources enjoyed by the elite, as emperors fo1mded 'professorships' of rhetoric 

and grammar in the big cities, and towns provided funding for middle- and 

high-level teachers. Libraries are more widely attested: the remains of the mag

nificent librar)' <>f Celsus In llphesos, for example, are among our most glamor

ous witnesses to the privately funded building projects in the second-century 

renaissance of the Greek East. But Ephesos was one of the chief centres of 

Uterary culture in Asia Minor: such privileged resources are still hardly 
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SHOWPIECE t1BllARY. When Celsus, the distinguished citizen of Ephesos in Asia 
Minor who had become a Roman consul, died e-1 ZO CE, his heirs built a 
magnificent monument over his mausoleum. This was ii librilry which hoped 
to rival (in architecture ilt least) those of Pergamon and Alexandria. 
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common. Oxyrhynchos in Egypt, whose life we now know so intimately from 

the contents of its ancient rubbish-dumps, mus1 serve to illuminate the sorts of 

lllcrature that might be available in a middle-ranking town (though we have no 

check On how typical it was). It is pleasing to find here, not only the inevitable 

Homer and Euripides and Menander, but also a good deal of exotica. Book

production, as ever, was subject to chance and circumstance, as scriptoria in 

which books could be produced and distributed e11111asse were still lacking. The 

normal method for a poet to publicize his works was still to give a reading and 

then distribute a copy among friends afterwards. 
Greek literary cullure is still strongly stamped with Its lwditional performa-

1 lv~ character. The performing arts, tragedy and comedy, <1re still attested 

(though nothing composed in this period survives), at least until loc<1I festivals 

peter out in I he third and fourth centuries. So is dlt hyrarnb, the art of singing to 

the ell hara, <1nd other sorts of virtuoso recitals that took place in theatres. A 

genre wlllch had a Lrenwndous vogue was the art of lhe mime or pantomin1e

mimelic dancers who assumed roles from tragedy, myth, and romance, and 

acted them out to musical accompaniment. A series of inscriptions from the 

Greek East refers to these 'actors of rhythmic tragic movement', in honorific 

language as courteous as that en1ployed for any performing artist, aod show us 

that lhey were eventually allowed to take part in competitions in the trad· 

itional Greek festivals. We even possess a treatise enumerating tbeir various 

roles, claiming they share their subject-matter with tragedy (l.uCian, On the 

D"'rce 31). Its detr<1ctors might sneer at it, as at mere ' popular entertainment' (a 

typical piece of cultural snobbery), while its aclm lrers ra llied to its defen<oe by 

alleglng lts kinship witl1 tragedy, and (less plausibly) itS etlucative <md mornlly 
uplifting nilture. 

II great deill of Greek literature-in fact the bulk of what we possess-survives 

from the imperial period, but it does not come from such circles. 'Most was 

wrinen b)• weU-educated Greeks from the cities of old Greece or Asia Minor, 

which regained their old primacy in literary culture against the cities founded 

by the tlcllenistic princes: even Alexandria was no longer the leading light. To 

well-educated Greeks careers were now open In the Imperial adminisrration, 

and much of our literature is written by those at, or with access to, the ('('(}tres 

of poiilical power. They, o r thei r offsvring, could become senators, or hold 

lucralivc adm inistrative posts, or, at the very highest level, provincial gover· 

norships and consulates. Those who achieved such heights tended to come 

from families which had held, and continued to hold, provincial dignities

prics1hoods, magistracies, and important loca l offices. They and the philhel· 

lene Roma 11s could understand each otilcr because they aspired 10 a similar 

cultural Idea l, that of polite learning or paidc/11. II was achlevcd by progressing 
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through 1he stages of an elite education which the Greeks called e11k11klios 

paidcia and the Romans the libemles artes, conventional in subject-mallcr and 

predominantly rhetorical in approach, which was supposed to equip its bene

ficiaries for a laudable and suitably lll-delined goal-to receive 'virtue'. Our 

imperial Greek lite.rature is mostly a literature of privilege, produced and 

received by the possessors of this polite culture. 
The ideals of paideia and its largely homogenizing effects on those who pos

sessed or sough t it are illustra ted on page after page. One of the most character

istic products of the age is the 1Jelpt1osopl1istt1i, or Sophist1 at 'llrble, of Athenalos, 

a l~;irnetl writer from Naukl'alls In Egypt who was active at the encl of the 

secon<J century CE. 1t documents, as do several other imperial treatises includ

ing Pluta rch's Questions of' tire Ba11q11et1<rs, the longevity of the symposium in 

~lite ci rc les. Originally in thi rty books but now in fifteen, it describes 1he course 
o f a banquet, extending over several days, at wh ich the learned i,•uests include 

professors of literature, orators, jurists, phi losophers, doctors, and a musician. 

Greeks and Romans all (iris hard to tell them apart when Greeks m;ght carry 

Roman names through their acquisition of citizenship, and provincial Greeks 

might be descendants of Italian settlers), they are gathered in the house of a 
wealthy Roman bibliophile who is praised for his antiquarian learning in legal 

and religious history. He has been Impelled to make his researches independ· 

ently 'because of the decay of popular taste' (the ostentatious separatism is 

characteristic). The topics of the diners are as wide-ranging as rheir professio11s: 

law, music, literature, medicine, philosophy, food, and above all the conven· 

tions of the symposium itself. None Is presented with any degree of origin:Jlity, 

anti indeed to require origioallt)' would be to miss the point. Tht,se learne<I 
gentlemen showoff their knowledge us111g lllerary tags, and their relinement is 

demo 11strated by their degree of Intimacy wit11 Greece's literary and cultural 
past. The epiphany of each new dish on the table is aC'C'ompanied by quotations 

from a whole encyclopaedia of Greek authors (the work is far more often treM· 

ed as a treasure-trove of excerpts from lost works Uian for its own sake}, and it is 

characteristic of the age that knowledge itself is treated as a delicacy to be 

enjoyed by connoisseurs: 'the plan of the discourse reflects the rjch bounty of a 

feast, and the arrangement of the book the courses of the dinner' (I b). 'Polym

athy' is a term of the highest praise, and it is clear that it conoo1es genteel 

amateurism in a wide variety of pursuits. The first thing we hear of the great 

jurist Ulplan himself is his insistence on correct linguistic usage as attested In 

works of liter<•ture, an obsessio n he carries with him in p ublic srreets, avenues, 

bookshops, and baths. 
Mere is another impor1·ant point: usage. l'rom the middle of the first century 

uc~ 011vvards, a_ literary move111e11t J1ad bce11 gi:itl1ering mon1e11tu111, wl1osc 
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goal was the restoration of the linguistic usages- syntax and vocabulary-of 
fourth-century ECE Athens, which had now been canonized as the golden age 
of Greek prose. This Atticist movement obviously had di fferent realizations and 
goals as times changed and the living language moved ever further away from 
the original Attic; different authors also exhibited very di fferen t degrees of 
commitment to the ideal. Nevertheless it was in principle an archaizing, purist 
movement whose adherents demonstrated their level of culture by classicism. 
At the end of the first century SCE the orator Dionysios of Halikarnassos 
recommended a range o f ancient authors whose style might prot\tably be irni· 
rated; by the second century CF. prescriptive lexica were in existence (the Ono· 
mastikon of Pollux, the Ekloge of Phryn.ichos) which labelled words 'Attic' o r 
'Hellenic' (that is, contemporary), or, worse still, 'common', to be avoided. 

They had less to say about the contexts in which Atticism was to be put into 
practice, and the situation is complex because the living language itself had an 
educated form which might be preferred in some contexts for the sake of precJ. 
sion of mean ing o r conciseness of e,xpression. Nonetheless the significant point 
is that now the issue had been raised, the language of literary prose could be as 
artificial as the literary language of poetry. furthermore, the pursuit of Atticism 
V1.1as a n1ark of stalLIS, siJ1ce n<> atterr1pt \V<tS ever made to prescribe tJ1e linguistic 
usages of the non-eUte. Galeo (see p. 272), no lover of Atricism, makes this 
absolutely explicit by associating it with professional people and the well-to-do, 
or the merely ambitious; this was something to which the mob could not aspire. 

Vl1hat underlay such backward-looking classicism? According to some, it had 
come about precisely because the Greeks were now, effectively, politically 
in1potent: it was a form of nostalgia for the days of the city-state. Th is needs 
nuancing: Greeks could rise to the highest positions of state albeit within the 
Roman administration, and the passion for classicism affected their political 
masters, the Romans, as well. In certain moods the Romans, no less than the 
Greeks, n1issed-or affected to miss- the cut and thrust of political rhetoric in 
the turbulent days when things were really happening, and expressed anxiety 
about their present state of well-fed inertia. Nevertheless the basic point 
remains: for the Greeks the question underlying this whole, h uge, period, a key 
theme in the present chapter is, how does one respond to the realities o f Rornan 
rule? 

The historiography of Empire 

The genre that best illustsates the sh ifting responses to this q uestion, and the 
chan&~ng contexts in which it was posed, is historiogrilph y. The first to 
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consider is Po lybios, born around 200 sci; in Achaia, but taken to Ron1e in 167 
as one of a thousand political detainees who were held there, indefinitely, 
without charge. His Histories were originally intended to cover the period from 
220 to 167, but he explains in a p reface that he extended h.is forrner design by a 
further ten books, so as to cover the years up to the destructions of Carthage 
and Corinth in the ye<ir 146. Of the forty books of the entire work, the first five 
are intact, and most of the remainder survives in abridge1nents and excerpts. 
For l'olybios, the sudden irruption of Roman power needed explanation. and 
though he refers several times to a Roman readership (and an elite readership al 
that), It is more likely tlwt the majority of h is readers would be Greeks, as 
bemused by Ro1ne's sudden ascendancy as he. Not that Polybios' brand of hard
headed Realpolitik-'prag:matic history' is what he calls it-tells h is readers 
what to think. In dispassionate Thucydidean tones he tells them that, while it 
wou ld be reasooal>le to expect Greeks to help o ther Gr~oeks out in time of trial, 
'by defending them, m.asking their errors, or deprec~1ting the wrath of the 
ruling power', nevertheless h istory's sole aim should be to tell the truth (38. 4. 
7- 8}, and it will help them avoid similar 1nistakes in the future. Polybios is more 
specil\c than Thucydides al>out history's value.as prophylaxis. 

Writing a century after Polybios, Poseidonios of Apamea no longer needed to 
come to terms with the upstart newconier: Roman rule was a fact of life. His 
work began where Polybios' left off and took the story up to the 80s, or perhaps 
the 60s, BCE. Although it was an extensive work, in fifty-two books, history was 
not by any n1eans the speciality of its au thor, a Stoic philosopher and leading 
intellectual. But since it survives on ly in fn1gments, the reconstruction of its 
attitudes is fraught with difficulty. 

Jn the Augustan period a trio of writers emerges- Diodoros of Sicily, Nikolaos 
of Dan1askos, nn(i DiotJysios of Halikarnassos. T\''o are ''1rlters of 1

t 111i\1crsal 
history'-in theory, the history of all peoples in the known inhabited world: it 
is no accident that this efflorescence of universal writings coin'Cides with 
Roman universal dominion (the un i''ersal geographer Strabon, discussed on pp. 
272- 3 below, was <1.lso in the same circles of patronage as Dio nysios). Nikolaos 
(born c.64 UCB) was court historian of Herod the Great, and wrote o n wonders 
and marvels in the genre o f 'paradoxography', also an autobiography, and a 
panegyric of Augustus. But of his 144-book universal h istory, the only surviv
ing excerpts come from. books J-7, dealing with early history up t.o the time of 
the Achaemenids, and 123-4, on the reign of 1-lerod the Gre<it. The situation is 
very different with Diodoros, of whose forty-book 1111iversal h istory to the year 
60 BCF., books J- 5 and 11-20 survive in their entirety, the rest in excerpts. This 
is a substantial amou11t of text. Diodoros' primary interest is in Greece and hls 
n<itive Sicily until h is sources for Ro1nan li istory begin to nu out at the start of 
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the First Punic \.Yar. And then there is Dionyslos, whose Roman A11tiq11ities in 
twenty books cover the entire period from Rome's foundation to the end of the 
First Punic \Var. We still have the first eleven books, and excerpts of the rest. 
Dlodoros and Dlonysios were both immigrants to Rome, a move typical of the 

demographics of first-century Bet intellectual life. But their responses to the 
ruling culture are in great contrast. While Oiodoro.' relations to the Romans 
seem lo have been somewhere between distant and hostile-we hear of no 
links with Romans of influence-the well-connected Oionysios threw himself 
energetically into the task of elaborating the ol<I Greek myth of the Romans' 
Trolan descent-a story Diodoros actua lly <lcnlecl. It was a tradition<ll Greek 
mech;inlsm for dealing with a non-Greek people to make them their kins1nen 
by mythical descent; Oionysios goes further by em11haslzlng connections with 
Greece t·hroughout every stage of Rome's cultural Infancy. 

He explains his procedure in his preface. Many Greeks Jabour under a misap
prehension about the Romans, considering them vagabonds whom Fortune 
has unjustly brought to power: he, therefore, will demonstrate the truth of the 
matter (l. 4. 2-3). He will instil his message into minds willing to hear the tn1th 
about the Romaru. so that they cease to fe<'l Indignant at Fortune: the superior 
inevitably rule the inferior (l. S. 2). fatly Roman history, moreover. abounds in 
virtuous deeds and doings which hitherto have lacked their historian, so that 
the Greek> have been unaware of them: and he, Oionysios. will step into the 
breach. This apparently targets Greeks as the audience. Yet things are not quite 
so simple. Whereas one suspects that a Greek readership may In fact underlie 
Polyhlos' references to Roman readers, in Dlonyslos it Is eviden t that h is refer
ences to Creeks in fact imply Roman addressees. For a little later, he adds his 
hope that the descendants of these early Roman heroes will be t\red by arnbi· 
tion on hearing the tales of their ancestors (1. 6. 4). lie means to map their 
conduct onto that of modern-day Romans, so It is they who are targeted by his 
encomta. He thus presents the Romans with an idealized model, of which the 
subject nation naturally hopes its rulers will be worthy. His cleverly devised 
work ls worthy of his profession as an orator, and his other special claim on our 
interest Is that we possess several of his works of literary criticism-studies of 
Thoukydidesand of individual orators, and works on Imitation and prose style, 
where he unsurprisingly emerges in the van of the Atticist movement. He 
associates lhe triumph of Atticism with the triumph of Roman civilii<•tion and 
rationality, a happy union of the stylistic and the political. With Dionysios we 
sec principles put in to practice in rhetorical hlst<Jrlography. 

Arter the Augustans no Greek h istorian seems to have c;ired to write a syn
optic history of Rome until the midd le of the second century, with the twenty
four-b<)Ok 1101111111 llistory of Appian of ;\Jexanel rla. Appian enjoyed imperial 
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patronage, at a modest level. lie chose a novel format for his work- not the 
annalistic one covering events year by year, but treating each people separately 
in order as they fell under Roman domination. This means he was able to 
present Rome's rise to power from the provincial viewpoint, and he makes no 
attempt to whitewash the Romans. Of his great work, the portions that survive 
deal with Rome's civil wars, and wars with the Celts, Spain, liannlool, 
Ca rthage, lllyria, Syria. and Mithridates. Lost are the books on the regal period, 
Egypt (a particularly unfortunate loss), Dacia, and Arabia, and on the conquest 
of Greece. He is entirely dependent on his sources, though he has good taste In 
choosing them. 

Appian's contemporary Arrlan (born 85-90 CE) was the first known Greek 
senator from Bithynia. Mis contemporaries knew him best as a philosopher, 
and he published a record of the teachings of the Stoic Epiktetos whom he had 
heard in Nikopolis in north-western Greece In the 120s. But be was also, like 
rnany others, exe!t'ised by Greece's famous past. His A11abasis told of a journey 
which easily rivalled Xenophon's in his work of the same title (cf. p. J 54)-the 

history of Alexander the Great. Other works are adjuncts to this: a virtuoso 
piece of Indian ethnography in the Ionic dialect, and a lost continuation of the 
Alexander history. Persistent loyalty to a native land he had left berund can be 

$cen in his Bitilynia11 History, while devotion to the Trajanic regime can be 
$urrnised in the l'arthian Ni.story and Its Roman set-up. These twin focuses of 
loyalty are typical of Greek intellectuals of his age. Most ilnperial histori

ography, whether ln Greek or in Latin, was written by senatorial historians, 
following a principle fi rst exemplified by Thoukydides, whereby the historian 
was also a man of affairs. This remained true even In times whose poli tical 
uneventfulness led to complaints that hl~toriography, real h istoriography, had 
lost its bite. By the time the l;ist full history of Rome was written by the 
reactionary senator Cassius Dlo Jn the first half of the third century, the author 
h;id identified so completely with Rome that he did not feel the need to eulo
gize or even to discuss her at all. 

The second era of 'Sophists' 

Rhetorical historiography, with Its speechifying, exempl<I, floridit)', and high 
moral tone, was a typical product of its age. For all types of formal and public 
language had now become rhetorlcizcd. Tl1e Attic orators (cf. Ch. 6) were the 
objects of greatest admiration. Jn<leed, the contexts in which public speeches 
hacl been made in clilssicn l tirnes were still occasions for rhetoric, but a great 
many mo re now joined to them. One wou ld make formal speeches on deputa· 

LATER GREEK LITERATURE I 265 



lions to an emperor, or provincial governor, or to welcome a dignitary into 

one's own city. There were speeches of praise, invitatio n, thanks, pleading, and 

condolence; speeches to mark arrivals and departures; epiclcictic or display. 

rhetoric o n public occasions. and private speeches at weddings and funerals. 

Not the most distinguished, but among the most characteristic, works of the 

period are the two treatises which date from the third or fourth centuries and 

go under the name of Menander Rhetor-a rhetor is an exponent of the art of 

public speaking, which became a distinctive p rofession in these days of display 

and showmanship. They codify the typical motifs, tropes. or ropoi, of the vari

ous genres of speeches as we see them exem plified in iiternture-not, o f course, 

as mechanically as this, but still ('(Catively deployed within a very con

ventionalized framework. The first tTeatise begins with the general theory of 

epideictic oratory, and concentrates main ly on encomia of countries and cities. 

The second work gives detailed rules about speeches on miscellaneous public 

and private occasions, and even lays down a framework for a type of talk whose 

purpose is to gtve a semblance of spontaneity, the la/i11. They both point out 

appropriate classical, and some 'modern', stylistic models for use in particular 

contexts-Plato fo r a rapt, visionary tone, Xenophon for grnceful language, 

lsokrates and Demosthenes for their handling of particular genres of forensic or 

epideictic rhetoric. Stilted, platitudinous, even laughable they may be (witness 

the kate1111astikos logos or 'bedroom spe«h', an earnest sermon delivered to the 

bridegroom outside the bridal chamber); nevertheless they are eloquent about 

the sorts of rhetoric which public and private occasions required and expected. 

Displays requiring bravura handling of conventional material were ways in 

which the age demonstrated its polirc.isc and its conlinulty wJth the past. 

There was a period from the end of the first century to the middle of the third 

when the declamation was the most highly regarded of all literary activities, 

and the most celebrated professional orators enjoyed unparalleled influence 

and privilege. This age wa$ called the 'Second Sophistic' by the man who wrote 

it up and gathered Li1'<!S of its foremost exponents, Philostratos, wri ting at the 

beginning of the th ird century. Philostrntos d istinguished the Second Soph is· 

tic, which took historical themes or person;d ity-types as Its subject-matter, 

from the 'First Sophistic', spearheaded by the classical sophist Gorgias (cf. pp. 

167-S). Oddly, Philostr;itos specified that Aischines was founder of the Second 

Sophistic movement, though he was unable to name more than a very few 

cootinuators of his alleged school before the imperial centuries. But in so far as 

the imperial rhetors did not spri ng from nowhere, he was right. They were the 

descendants of the I iellenistic or<1tors who acted as international diplomats, o f 

the prize speakers in inscriptions docu menting perform11nces at festivals, and 

of the Literary gentlemen of the Greek East who came on embassies to Ho me 
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from their beleaguered homelands at the end of the Republic and beginning of 

the Empire. It h<1d a lways been their li terary culture that had given them the 

right to speak and be heard by their political overlo rds, and in our period they 

attained a prestige which peace, prosperity, and the possibilities of advance

ment available to Greeks could translate into real political and ecclnomlc 

p<>\ver. 
Some of the biggest nan1es among this new type or sophist include Herodes 

of Attica, Adrlanos of ·fyre, and Favorlnus the anomaly from Gaul (who. to 

make matters worse, was supposed to be a eunuch). Most of their wo rks are lost: 

Herodes' gorgeous embellishments to the city of Athens have survive<!, willle 

his Literary mo numents, save one extant in Arabic transla tion, have not. Of the 

authors mcntl<med in Philostratos' Lives, the only ones whose work survives 111 

bulk are Dion of Prousa (eighty treatis<.>s attributed to him) and Aelius Aristeldes 

(over forty surviving works). Yet both men's status as sopl1ists is questionable. 

Dion is pan-rhetor, part-philosopher (the two professions are in theory distinct 

and not infrequently hostile, yet have a wide overlap), while Aristeides ca lled 

himself a 'rhetor' yet never 'sophist', would not declaim extem1:>0raneousiy, 

and spent much energy trying to extricate hitnself from the expensive public 

duties or ' liturgies' whicb a prominent public figure would be expected to 

undertake. 
Sophists sometimes declaimed on forensic themes, taking improbable seen· 

arios whose rights and wrongs they elaborated with gusto. But more often they 

preferred the h istorical topics mentioned by Philostratos as characteristic of 

their repertoire. Invariably these pertained to the golden age o f classical Greece, 

the orntors, or Alexander's conquests. Innumerable episodes ate on record as 

declamation topics from the Pei01)onncsian War, the ca reer of Demosthenes, or 

the meeting of Dareios and Alexander (cf. e.g. Arist<.>ides, 5, On Sendins 

Reinforce111e111s 10 those i11 Sicily, and 6, T11e Opposite Acyu111e11l). Aristeldes 

shadow-boxed with Plato on the worth of rhetoric. l'hllostratos also under· 

stands elegant trifles-unserious encomia, such as Dion's Encomium of a Parrot, 

or Lucian's B11cm11i11m of a Fir-as fit matter for sophistic rhetoric. But his defin

ition barely allows for the political speeches made by sophists- encomia o f 

cities (for ex;unpie, praises of Rome, Athens, Kyzikos, all by Aristeides, and 

sounding suspiciously alike), speeches of advice to cilles and emperors (Dion's 

four Discourses Qll Ki11gship, all probably addressed to Trajan), tonics for civic 

discord (Arlsteldes, 24, To 111e R/1odia11s: Co11<:emi11g Concord), praise of gods 

(Aristeides' prose hymns to Athene, Asklepios, Oionysos, I lerakles, Zeus), fund

raising appeals fo r cities (e.g. Arlstei<les, L7-21, the series of orntions concern· 

ing Smyrna, which had been devastated by an earthquake and sought imperial 

funds to restore it) . The ceremonial function of these speeches was far more 
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important than the pragmatic value of what was said. One or Dion's most 
famous and constantly imitated speeches or Orallo11s was the Euboian dis
course, In fact a misty-eyed evocation or the Ille ol virtuous lluboian peasants, 
followed by a profoundly unrealistic programn1e of urban social reform (Ora
tio11s 7). Sy far his longest speech, the Rhodian Discourse (Orations 31), fears for 
the Rhodlans' international reputation as a result or their practice of rededicat
ing sta tues; Oratio11s 33 lengthily rebukes the 'Thrslans for an obscure national 
vice usually translated as 'snorting'. Matters of great International moment 
thc>e were not; they were the pastimes anc;I amusements or the affluent in well
off cilles. 

It was mo re than this. of course. lt was power a11<.1 prestige for its practi
tioners, wcalt11 for the cities who hoste<.I the events, and above all, advertise
ments by all wl10 too k part that they possessed Mellenic pr1ideia. lo his twelfth 
Oration, held at the still-great panhellenic centre of Olympia, Dion evoked the 
crowd's pleasure in the 'formidable rhetors, delightful wri ters of verse and 
prose, sophists with their followers, lifted up as If on the wings of their reputa
tion like peacocks'. It was, for him and for them, a great pageant. The great 
sophists performed with such theatricality that their techniques wete some
times referred to as a ske11e, the word for the backdrop of a theatre. Philostratos 
d('SCribcs the performances of Polemon thus: 

I le would come forward to declalm with a relaxed and confident face . .. 
He would consider the proposc<i subject, not in public, but withdrawing 
l:Jrl~fly frOl'n tl1e crO\vd. His voice \vas C)l!i:lr and 1r11c, noel 1here was a 111ar

vcllous ringing quality in his delivery. Jlcr0<1cs says that he even leapt from 
his cl1air nt high-poi11ts in his "rgu1ner1t, .so gret1t llncl his 11npcius bcco11lc, 
aru.'.I wl1e11 he rot1n(lecl off a period ~I(! \VOulcl 1>ronouI1ce tl1e fir1al phrase 
with a smile on his face as if to demonstrate the case with which he said it; 
at certain points in his arguments he would stalllp his feet just like the 
horse In llomer. (VitaeSophistrm1m 537) 

No matter that the content of the sophists' spttehcs was mostly trite and 
commonplace: it was sheer artistry. Audiences would cheer to hear tbe masters 
round olf their beautifully turned, effortless periods. 

Sophists tended to come ftom mainland GrC(.'("e-Athens, to be n1ore 
precise-and the old cities of Asia ~4inor, especl311y Ephcsos and Smyrna. And 
they usuali)' e<nne fron1 wealthy backgrounds, since their training and profes
sional activities entailed the outlay of 1<1rge ainounts of money, for fees, travel
ling expenses, and above all for the benefoctions expected of prominent indi
vidunls and office-holders. Vvben Lucian (Greek Louklanos) was a young man, 
<•she later told the story, he was first apprenticed to a stonemason, deterred 
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from the further pursuit of paideia by Its expense. Uc returned to education as a 
result of his unhappy experiences as an apprentice and after a dream in which 
Paideia herself made him grandiose promises-fame and illustrious friends-
and showed him a vision of all the lands where he could reap eloquence's 
rewards. 

Lucian was a native of Sarnosata, a former provincial capital of Roman Syria. 
He refers s<>veral times to himself as a Syrian, wearing Syrian costume in his 
youth and speaking, not Greek, but Aramaic. His Greek culture was a secondary 
acquisition, a fact which may explain his touchiness about his Greek, and he 
never became a star sophist; Ludan hi mself distinguishes his 'popular rhetoric' 
(r'ftl'larike d1'mosia) from that o f tile sophists (Apology 15). He descril)es his own 
activity in several pass<1ges: he travelled the cities giving lectures (epideixeis and 
akroa.ieis), not always in the most prestigious locations (Philippopolis, modern 
Plovdiv, was not the big time ror a sophist), In some places more than once, and 
at least once returning to his home town. The talks, prepared in advance, were 
sometimes preceded by a prologue or prolt11/a, some of which are extant. He says 
more than once that the crowd found his talks strange and novel; but he pro
resses to wane to be praised, not for novelty, which matters nothing in itself, but 
for the virtues the age admires most: good, Atticist vocabulary; conformity to 
the ancient canon; keenness or mind; and good construction. 

But what was the novelty? About eighty works by Lucian survive, and include 
a few sophistic pieces of the types noted above. Many are harangues or essays 
delivered ln the first person, but his main noveil1• lay in tbe genre perhaps most 
characteristic of hi111, the dialogue. Not tile Aristotelian dialogue, given over as 
it was to lengthy exposes in essay f<)rm, but a racy version of the Platonic 
dialogu<> dedicated to Lucian's favourite subject, the relentless exp<.>sure of pre
tension, folly, and vice in all its species. As he himself views the matter, his 
dialogues have married the philosophic dialogue, comedy, the sort of popular 
harangue or diatribe associated with the Cynic school, and a type of social 
satire combining prose and verse and known as · Menippean' after l.l!enippos of 
Gadara. Here, for example, is Lucian's take on the rhetorical circuit in which he 
lived and the crowds which it drew, In the form of pseudo-advice to a would-be 
rhetor: 

So they admire the copiousness or your speeches, begin with the lli<ld or 
1he wedding of Deukallon and l'yrrha, or whatever takes youJ fancy, and 
take the story as far as the present day. There'll be few who will understand 
you, and they'll mostly keep silent out of courtesy anyway. And even if 
they do say an)•thing they'll be thought to do it out of envy. Most people 
will marvel at youJ get-up, voice, gait, hearing, sing-song delivery, high
hcelcd sl1oes and affected diction; and when I hey see you sweat and pnnt 
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they won't be able to stop themselves believing you a formidable oppon· 
ent In debates. Anyway, your e.<tempore skill wlll make up for a lot and will 
make the crO\\'d admire you . .Be sure never to wri1e anything do\Yn or corne 
fonvard prepared, as that is sure to show you up. (R/lttomm Pmoceptor20) 

This does not make for comfortable reading, but beyond what he tells us we 
hardly know how people reacted to him. His great subsequent popularity as a 
hard-hitllng and witty cynic tells us no th ing about ancien t responses. Only 
one cont-emporary, Galen, mentions him, an d that is LO tell a story about how 
he fo rged a trealise in the style of lierakleitos: a 11h llosopher wrote a learned 
commenta ry o n the work, and Lucian enjoyed his discomfiture when he 
revealed the work as a fake. It would be typical, if true. It ta kes a Lucian to show 
us the counter-side of all those refin ed gentlemen discussing sympotic culllire 
in Rome-an Ignora nt Syrian book-collector who amasses books out of the 
proceeds of a legacy merely in order to show off. Instead of the internationally 
frunous sophists, he shows us meretricious attention-seekers, with nothing to 
recommend them but loud voices and lubricious manners. And instead of pro
fessors of philology, pedants. 

The varieties of learning 

The connectio ns between rhetoric a nd philosophy are Illuminated by 1nany 
other authors l)esides Lucian. They might lie at the level of literary form: Lucian 
borrowed tile clothes of the dialogue and diatribe. Or they might consist in th e 
use o f rhetorical techniques of delivery . What qualiflecl representatives of very 
different professions to be dubbed 'so phists' by Athenaios was skill at expound· 
ing their various subjects (they include a lawyer. a musician, and a doctor). llut 
the connection subsisted especially at the level of content. Dion's treatises are 
replete with commonplaces from the dominant philosophical sect of imperial 
times, Stoicism. Philosophy and rhetoric reached their happiest union, how
ever, in Plutarch (Greek Ploutarchos) or Chaironeia (born before SO ct, died 
after I 20). 'Philosopher', if anything, b what he should be called. But he was 
also a scholar, either with access to an extremely well-stocked library of his 
own, or gifted with a prodigious n1emory-<Jnd probably both. And for the last 
thirty years of his life he was a priest ;it Delph i, combining faith in traditional 
religion and expertise on cultic antiquities with a more Intellectualized, philo
sophic plel)'. The following passage is wken From I'lut;irch's account of the 
Egyptia n deities Isis and Osi ris. Far from trying to unathcmatize then1 as tain ted 
'oriental' mo nstrosities, he claims that they swnd for 1h lngs common to all 
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mankind. It is typkal of Plutarch, presupposing readers who share his sort of 
benign universalism, and a framework In which potential tensions between 
competing races and religions can be smoothed out by calm rationality: 

Nor do we think that different people have different gods, barbarian and 
Gree!(. south and north. But just a> the sun and moon, ~n and land and 
sea, are common to all, though called by different names among different 
peoples, in tb.e same way for the one Reason tha1 ordains all and for I he 
one J>r<>vidence that gover11s tl1tn1, arld for tile assista11t pO\,rers appointed 
over all tl1ir1.gs, tl1erc arc cli ffere1l l co11ver11ional 11a1nes and prerogativ('s 
among different peoples. They sanction the use of symbols, some of which 
are obscure and others clear, which dl1·cc1 the Jntellect towards the divine. 
(Isis and Osiris 67) 

The severity-eight surviving treatises which together constill1te his so-called 
't-.foral Essays', or Momlia, represent about a thi rd of h is original output in thls 
field: Plutarch was O.uent, relaxed, and discursive. As a philosopher be has little 
claim to originality, nor is it ea~-y to trace much development in his thought. 
He too uses the dialogue form, but this time in the Aristotelian rather than 
Platonic mould, with long speeches of exegesis-not, however, entirely at the 
expense of d 1aracterization. He writes mainly on themes of popular moral 
philosophy, cn1phasizing ties of private affection, devotion to the gods, and 
acquiescence in Roman rule. He seems to have been on ly on the fringes of 
sophistic culture: no true sophist would have stayed in a backwater like Chai· 
roneia, and Plutarch claims his reslde11ce w.is in n rder to stop th e place beco1n · 
Ing smaller still. !tis the dedk;i tlorlS or h Is treatises that give us the clearest idea 
of h is audience (not tha t they need Imply :my degree of intimacy with their 
dedicatees): they include Greek notables, literary men (Dion among them), but 
also those involved in imperial admin istration. Hi s biographies-to which we 
shall return-are dedicated to Q. Soslus Senecio, twice consul (99 an d 107 CE). 
Yet the treatises are also peopled by locals and by those Plutarch had known in 
his student days in Athens: doctors, philosophers, literary men. 'Plutarch's aim 
was to convey the essence of Hellenlstlc Jlllidein to his pupils, to his powerful 
contemporaries, and to posterity', In the words of his most distinguished recent 
commentator. 

Medicine, at this period, is also closely allied with philosophy. Rhetoric could 
do little mnre than influence the style of Its presentation: yet medicine might 
lend itself to display and epideixis. Dion scathingly describes public displays put 
on by doctors, who 'sit themselves down in our midst and run through all the 
li nk<1ges of jo.iritS and a rticulations of bones and their juxt;ipositio ns and t11at 
sort of th ing, po res and respirations a ncl fi ltration s. And th e crowd are all agog 
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and more spellbound than children.' But it was doubtless a course of lectures of 
a very different kind that helped bring Galen, Greek Galenos (born 129 c~). 
recognition in Rome; Galen is not to be connected with the sophists. Perhaps 
the most prolific writer of the entire imperial period. and certainly its n1ost 
formidable polyniath, his writings fill over twenty volumes in the standard 
nineteenth-century cditJon. Mere J cannot even begin to sketch his achieve
ments in anatomy and physiology, pathology and psycholoi,'Y. his scholarly 
labours on the writings of the 1-fippocratic school, nor his lntlucnce on con
temporaries and posterity. Yet we cannot overlook a man who exercised his 
talents in so many fields-Including grammar and philology and the phil
osophy of language. Born In Pergamon to wealthy parents, Galen had pursued 
the normal scbool curriculum for a boy of his class, and though he bad little 
time for either literary connoisseurship among Greeks or for philhellenic pos
turing among Rom;ins, he never lost his concern for language ;is a tool for 
precise self-expression, nor his flair for rhetorical self-promotion. 

Another subject ;1Jlied to phi losophy was geogr<1phy. There are two in1port
a nt imperial treatises on geograph y: the Geosraphy of Strnbon and the Periegesis 
of Pausaoias. Strabon, writing in the reigns of Augustus and Tiberius, was the 
author of the fust universal geography in seventeen books. An essentially 
descriptive and mostly pracrical account, it works slowly from west to east, 
stretching from Spain to Iran, Arabia and Egypt; Strabon himself is located in 
Rome, the political centre. He is a priceless source for ancient geography, top
ography, ethnography, social nnd political history, nnd for Augustan intel
lcctua I culture in general. The broad sweep of the first two books, wl1ich discuss 
thcorclical matters, the phi losophy of geography, his predecessors, and the 
geographer's proper attltl•de towards Homer (an unavoidable question), is 
complemented by the rich, empiricist detail of the remaining fifteen. He 
emphasizes the need for wide learning, polymatheia, in order to write geog
raphy. But his addressel'$ are men of affairs, not theoreticians, and can be relied 
on to have a basic level of technical comperence, beyond which they need only 
the general attainments of Jmid~ia in order to be able to follow the book. He 
srresses his subject's practical utility, especially for rulers, statesmen, and gen
erals, those 'who bring together cities and peoples into a single c1npire and 
political management'. and he claims thatits uses arc in the domains of politics 
and the public weal; his work is explicitly intended for 'those in high office' (L 
I. 23). Yet his true critics, those most fit to judge his wol'k arc those acquainted 
with 'virtue and reflection and the studies that pertain to them' (I. I. 22): in 
other words, his addressees, the ruling elite, are the gentlemen amateurs. He 
writes from Rome, addresses Romans, and is an apologist for Roman rule. Yet he 
shows his greatest degree of personal involve1nent when discussing Greek intel-
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lectual culture of Asia Minor, his political and cultural horizons somewhat out 
of focus in a way which also emerges in the writings of Galen and other G1eek 
intellectuals. Greeks cou ld also read his work, and there is some lin1ited evi
dence that they did; and Strabon's representation of Greeks and Rom(ins to 
each other looks botll backwards and forwards to other historiilns and orators. 

Pausanias' work Is very different in characte1'. Written in the n1iddlc o f lhc 
second century c~. It ls essentially a study of the monuments of old, mainland 
Greece; Pausanias takes little note of anything later than Hellenistic. 'Perlegcsls' 
is literally a 'leading around', and the work, in ten books, conducts its reader 
through an ambitiously large, but still delimited space, concentrating on cults 
and temples, votive monuments and other works of art, myth, history, and the 
grey area in between. He appears to bave witnessed most of them for himself, 
and he is a demonstrably accurate &'llidc. There Is no programmatic lntroduc
rion, no theoretica l preface: Pausanias launches srraight in with 'On the Greek 
mainland opposite rhe l<yklades islnnds and the Aegean sea, the promontory o f 
Sounion projects rro m the Attic la1Hl'. beginning, ;is only appropriate, with 
Attica. 

He himself seems to have come from Magnesla-on-Sipylos in Lydia, and his 
references to persons arc, yet again, predominantly to the Greek intellectuals of 
Asia Minor. We arc left to infer his readership from the work itself. The itinerar
ies arc planned so that real travellers could follow them, but tbere is also matter 
for the armchair tourist. The combination is perhaps not very practical in either 
context, but Pausa nlas' envisaged audience is anyone who wanted to know 
about Greek antiquities. In theory it could be Greeks or Romans, in practlC<' it 
was perhaps slightly likelier to be Greeks, but in actuality there is no evidence 
about any ancien t readership until he came to be excerpted by the l;ite imperial 
grammarian Slcphanos of Byzantion, who rather missed the point, being Inter
ested only in geographical names and their ethnic adjectives. 

Perhaps the most famous episode from Pausanias is an anecdote eloquent 
about the international culture of its day and the inreUectuaJ koi11e shared by 
Greek-speakers from all over the Empire (7. 23. 7-8). He recallsmeeting a Phoen
ician from Sidon In an Acllaian sanclllary of Asklepios. The Phoenician, strik
ingly silent about the traditional Sidonian identification of their patron deity as 
Asklepios, instead launches into a philosophic discourse in which he asserts 
that Phoe11ician notions are superior to the Greek: Asklepios is really the fresh, 
healthy air. Nonsense, interjects Pausanias: this is a Greek idea just as much as a 
Phoenician one. To such an extent had these banal rationalizations become 
common currency that both cultures, Greek and Phoenician, could wrangle 
over them and claim them as their own. 
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Fiction 

Greek fictiona l writing seems to answer many of our own requirements: to 
revalue the canon, to engage with what could be seen as antiquity's most post
rnodern genre, to elicit evidence about evolving ancient attitudes to the rela
tion of the sexes, in which the novels are so rich. llu t the novel in antiquity is 
an arnorphous category embracing different types of narrative under a single 
umbreUa, defined, of course, in modern terms. \·Ve need to distinguish several 
types o f narrative. 'Ideal' romances are concerned with the rrials of a boy and a 
girl who, in the standard p lot, fall in love at the outset, ace then separated and 
suffer such slings and arrows as abduction by pirates, slavery, mock-sacrifice, 
and, worst of all, the predatory <Jdvances of would -be seducers, but who are 
eventually reunited with their fideli ty more or less int<1ct to co11sun1mate their 
love-matd1 . This category extends from relatively simple n arr<1tives, such as the 
anonymous roma(lces of Ninos and of Parthenope and lvfetiochos, to fully 
fledged novels. Of these Chariton and Xenoph on of Ephesos <ire rel<1tively 
p lain, while at the other er~d of the scale are the three 'sophistic' novels by 
HeJiodoros, Achi.lles Tatius, and Longus, so-called bec<1use they exhibit the lit
era ry, linguistic, and rhetoric..I sophistic<1tioos of the <ige of the sophists. 
Goethe liked Lo ngus' novel about the loves of the innocent rustics Daphnis 
and Chloe so much that lie recornmended yeady rere<1ding. Ct dran1<1tizes their 
loss of innocence against the background of the Cha ni,~ng se<1sons. Here is the 
moment when Ch loe fi.rst fa lls in love with 0 <1phnis, which illustrates the faux
naf(ton e which is sustained throughout the whole: 

She persLtaded him tc> have anotl1er batl1, and \\latched t1im b;ithe, aod as 
sl1e \Val'cl1cd, tOL1cl1ed hi1n, an<I ~vent awa)• praisi11g l1iin, ar1d her praise 
was the beginning of Love. The )'OtlJlg coumry-bred girl had no idea what 
t1ad l1ai:>pened tc> l1er, ne\>·er ha\1ing even l1earc1 t11e n.al"lle of love. Her soul 
\\•as i11 distress; Sile ~vas 11ot n1istress of wl1ere t1er eyes V\1an<lere<l; and she 
kept babbling Daphnis' nanie. She forgot to cat, stayed awake at night, 
igr1ore<l her flock. N<)\\1 sl1e \¥Quid smile, noV\r cry; nO\V she sle1)t, _rlO\\' 

started ltp. l~er co1nplexio11 \\·as Jlallid, bLtt suddenly burr1e<I \vitll a flarning 
blush. Never was cow more tormented by a gadfly. 

Such tender and-mostly-chaste loves are very different from the salacious 
romps we find in another class of narrative-the tales of innocence lost i.n 
squalor and kn ockabout llawcl ry in works such as Petron ius' Satyricon in Latin 
(cf. pp. 502-3), and, in Greek l.o llianus' l'hoe11icir111 Tal<!s or the Iolaos story 
(bo th preserved on papyrus). Then there are novels of travel ;ind wanderings: 
Antonius Diogenes' ~Vo11ders Reyond Thule, or Philostw tos' own Life of Apo!-
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lonios of Ty;ina, o r the send-up of such Nritings in Lucian's Trite Story" a Swift
ian broadside against travell.ers' humbug, and indeed a great influence on 
Gulliver's Travds. And there are also novelistic elaborations of the deeds or h is
torical kings: most influentiall y, the Alexander Romance, but a lso tales of the 
Pharaoh Sesonchosis (Herodotos' Sesostris) which may go back to narratlves 
with which the Egyptians trumped their arrogant Persian overlords. A classical 
prefiguration of this genre is Xenophon's pious romanticization of the child
hood of Cyrus, the Cyr<>paedia. Pseudo-historical backgrounds confer a patina 
of historiographical authenticity on other works, too: the court of Polykrates.of 
Samos is the settin.g for the roma.nce of Parthenope and Metiochos, while the 
heroine of Xenophon o f Ephesos was supposedly the daughter of the statesmen 
who led Syracusan opposition to imperialist classical Athens. Anmher sort of 
narrative is the Troy romance, witll surviv ing specimens in botll Latin and 
Greek. Cbaracteristically, these are apocryphal chronicles purportedly written 
by participants in the conflict, and set out to elaborate on the accounts of the 
Trojan ~Var i.n the epic cycle. Finally, via embroideries on the lives of national 
heroes, romantic motifs find their way into apocryphal religious literature: 
such are the novellas of Joseph and Asenath, or of St Paul and Thecla. 

Our earUest specimen of narrative fictio n is a papyrus roman ce about the 
Assyrian king Ninos, the handwriting datable to some time between 50 BCE 

and 50 ce. The latest may be the Ethiopian Story of 1-leliodoros, con,•en lionally 
of the late fourth century, though an influential new v iew would place it 
towards the middle of the third century, also the date of Philostratos' Life of 
;\pollonios (cf. p. 2.79). 1\s fo r place, it seems that a, or the, major area from 
which the nove l's influence radiated was the west coast of Asia Minor. For th is 
is " focus of interest for several novels, an d the p urported homeland of many 
novelists. It is also the n otional setting of a species of seedy narrative called 
'Milesian Tales' which in.6.uenced episodes in some of the extant novels. On the 
face of it, some of our works of fiction could be produ<.'tS of the long-established 
Greek con1n1unities of the eastern Aegean and Anatolia, where high levels of 
culture were available for elites in the cities. Chari ton, autho r of one of the less 
complex ideal rommices, d<iiJns to come from 1\ph rodisias in Caria. 

The question of the origins of the noveljs now seen as someth ing of a dead
end. We cannot hope to separate out the ingredients of so complex a confec
tion, nor assign clear-cut genealogies to so inveterate " hybrid. The novel is 
grand panjandrum appropriating, as it n eeds them, elements of h.istori
ography, epic, tragedy, comedy (especially New Comedy), plot-devices lifted 
fro m myths and folk-stories, facts and fantasies from travel literature, and topoi 
scavenged from suitable earlier material. On the other hand, it is well worth 
debating the question of readership. It is tme that we have very little evidence 
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ln<.leed outside the texts themselves, so that we are as unlikely to reach a defini

tive answer. Nevertheless, the questions are real, and need to be asked. 

One view of the matter is based on anachronlslic assumptions. Like modern 

pulp fiction, the novels were written for mass consumption, and since their 

subject-matter-love, in the case of the ideal romances-is trivial, the reader

ship was mainly female, or juvenile. The alternative would be to believe that 

adult males in the senescence of Greek civiliza1lon had sunk to reading such 

rubbish. The women-and-ch ildren thesis is now qui1e out of favour, recognized 

as a mostly modern projection, unsuppor1cd by probability that very many 

women or juven iles had the requisite literacy levels, and uncorroborated by 1'1le 

fragments discovered on papyrus. On the one hand, lhc physical form of these 

Is no1 different from that of other literary fragments; on Uw olher, they are 

conspicuously few in number, far fewer U1an those ol Ille favoured prose 

authors. And boU1 sophistic novels and 1he more 'popular' works are repre

sen1ed. So Lhls was no mass-produced plebeian genre: antiquity had no such 

thing as pulp fiction. Papyri inform us 1ha1 some inhabitants of the middle

ranking towns of Roman Egypt read fiction ranging from LoUianus to Achilles 

Tatius, but other data is harder to find. Mosaics or Ninos and Metiochos in a 

second-century villa in Antioch were not necessarily inspired by novels rather 

than mimes. And while we can certainly find scattered allusions to various 

novels in imperial literature, literary sources almost by definition are records of 

~lites. So we cannot conclude either that the novels in question were men11t 

primarily for a readership of that level, or that lhey even reilched mainly those 

readers. 

Deductions drawn from the novels themselves arc no less slippery. The nar

rntlve technique of the ea rlier ones tends to be sirn1>ler-hut need this imply a 

'simpler' audience> And if, on the other hand, the narrative technique of the 

sophistic novels is more complex, need this imply a more sophisticated reader

ship? The sophistic novels use Attidzing Greek, while others are linguistically 

much less polished (Loiiianus, for example). Rul would it reall}' be fair to con

clude either that a classically educated gentleman had little time for Lollianus, 

or tha1 11011c but the dassicaUy educ.1ted gentleman can have enjoyed Achilles 

Thtlus? Yet allusiveness is, in many novelists, at such a premium that an 

advanced education must have been an advantage, If not a requirement. Chari-

1011 (not even among the sophistic novelists) draws 011 a formidable array of 

archaic, classic, and Hellenistic works from 1he canon ical authors in m;iny 

genrcs. ll seems reasonably likely tha1 the educnted who knew ;ind relished the 

domestic complicalions of Menander, rhe cmollonnlity of a Euripidean tirncle, 
and lhe courtroom rheto ric of Demosthenes, would be the novel's optimal 

readers. A furlher point to note is the novel's inlcrtex1ualit)', not only with 
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other genres, but with itSelf. The sophistic novels seem to presuppose the 

readers' familiarity with the conventions of the genre, while even 1he most 

<mid of the novels, e."hibitlng the bawdrlcs of Loilianus, Diogenes, or the Greek 

original or Apuleius' Golden Ass. gain in richness if they are seen as pointed 

travesties of the 'ideal' romance. The genre Is self-referential and potenlially 

>elf-pa.rodic even in its early manifes1at1ons. 

There are also richer veins to be 1apped on the subject of their milieux. One 

view has been that novels play out the >(}I ritual isolation of rootless I lellenistic 

and post-Hellenistic man; the other side or this coin, equally suspect, Is that 1hc 

novels are in fact designed to guide lnillates by means of coded messages lo 

personal salvation in mystery religions. The novel has become the playground 

for social, even intellectual. historians, seeking to recover reflections and rcfrac· 

tions of society's changing a1ti1udcs to love, sex, marriage. the city. the gods. 

·nielr emphasis on highly erolicized c11ast11y (or 11111/es as a prelude to marriage 

seems unlike anything in the classical period. Does this new emphasis (which 

Christians could exploit In novellac aboul lhe virgin brides of Chris!) reflect a 

change in sexual morality, or is it not quite so simple? 

Ahove all, the ideal novels bring married love to the fore and endow mutual 

passion with a positive Yalue nol hilhcrto seen. Women could perhaps identify 

with this, though it is still far from proving 1hat they did read these works-and 

ii is further still from genuine sexual equality. 

And so to a genre which, in ccr1ain incarnations, can be a species of prose 

fiction, biography. Yet it ls im1>ortan1 to stress that with biography, we arc nol 

speaking of a single category at all, but rather, of a body of writing loosely 

defined in modern terms by Its subject-matter, which in ancien1 texts can 

manifest itself in writings of enormously different type.s. And in tile Imperia l 

period there was a huge effloresence of many types of biography, some in tl1e 

old style-lives of generals and statesmen and philosophers-and many more 

in new forms, such as the life of the holy man or saint or Christian martyr. The 

reasons lie in complex political, social, intellectual, and spiritual developmen1s 

whose momentum effected other types of change throughout society. There 

are two things to keep in mind. First, through all the complex ramifications 

Involved in a discussion of the ancient concept of 'character', it is to be remem

bered that throughout antiquity there remained a basic notion that man was 

an objectifiable unit in a rational. fundamentally knowable universe. Secondly, 

biography reflects just as much o n Its writer as on its subject. 

The cuJn1ination of the classical trnditlon of biography is Plutarch. In total 

we possess forty-eight of his biographies, of whkh fo rty-four belong to a series 

of Comparative Lives of Greeks and Ro111<1ns. The scheme w;is not his invention, 

but he wrought it to its most elabora1e form. The life of a Greek is juxtaposed 
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with tb11t of a Roman who pursued a silnil<ir career, and the two are foUowed by 
a c<.>n1parison or S)'nkrisis which follows the method of the rhetorical schools 
(and does not show Plutard1 at his best). The best lies in the mnbitiousness of 
the overall design arid its anrnssing of rich and evoe<•tive and sympathetic 
detail. Essentially what he gives <ire vignettes bridged by link-passages, rather 
than continuous narrative, each of which is underpinned by the question, 
' \Vhat sort of a man w<is he?' These heroes are all knowable and fundament<illy 
static. 

The design is thought-provoking: is it an assertion of cultural p<irity? Did 
Plutarch intend it as a demonstratio n to both Greeks and Romans of each 
other's capacities'! Did he even, as has sometimes been suggested, intend to 
show Romans that Greeks were. generals as good as they, and Greeks that 
Romans were just as civilized? There may be so mething in th is, fo r one of 
Plutarcll's o ther treatises, The Glory<.>( A tJiens, presents a si rniJar arg'tnneot about 
the Greeks, which may have been topical at a time when Greeks were bei<1g 
newly admitted to the Senate. Yet in the Lives themselves, Phttarch only ever 
speaks of an eth ical purpose. He tells us in the preface to the Timoleon that he 
began the work 'for the sake o f others', to teach and improve them. Hearing o f 
virtue and nobility immediately generates an imitative zeal in the listener. Plu
ta rch is the cul mination of a tradition of biograph ical writing which holds its 
subject up for judgement. and presents h im as a potential model fo r action . 

I twas not the on ly way to go about it, of course. Biography could be there to 
monumenta lize a subject wholly unreachable by eniulation, li ke the Alexander 
or the countless Alexander histories. Alternatively, rnonurnenta Ii zing and hold
ing up for emulatio n could go together, as they did in those most curious 
productions of all antiqui ty, the Christian Gospels, which certainly have a 
place in a biographical tradition, even if it is not necessarily a Greek ooe (Jewish 
historiography surely has a bigger role in their genesis) . One of the most 
important functions of the great body of ancient biography is to present 
models o r anti-models o f beh<lviour according to which its audience sbould 
regulate its own-that is, it is normative. This is a powerful motive in the lives 
of Christian rnartyrs, monks, and other holy men which are produced towards 
the end of our petiod ill vast numbers. Some of them are explicitly written for 
emulation. 

Pagans and Christians 

Another bizarre production of late paganism which may well ha\•e been written 
under the influence of these Christian lives of holy men and quite transmutes 
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its pagan inheritance is a Life of Apollonios of Tyana, a holy man from Cap
padocia in the second h<ilf of the first century CE. His biographer, Philostratos, 
is the same man as the author of the Lives of the sophists, but here shows 
himself in very different guise, narrating an eight-book story of an ascetic 
pagan saint who 'wooe.d wisdom and soared above tyrants', discoursed with 
m;iges and Brahm.ins and Egyptian divines, foresaw the f11ture, raised the dead, 
and quite confuted everyone with his esoteric wisdon1 culled fron1 the tradi
tions of Pythagoras. Paganism appears in this text as defiant, perhaps emba t
tled, assertillg itself against the upstart Cluistians. At one point, Apollonios is 
brought to trial before the Einperor Don1itian, suspicious of a man who claims 
to be a god. Apollonios takes an option apparently unavailable to Christ in a 
similar position before Pontius Pilate: confounding h is captors he sin1ply van
ishes i.oto thio air. Pagan biography bas here become fantastic wish
fulftlment-an assertion of unanswerable superiority before tyrannical Rome 
on the one hand, and the galloping blight of Christianity on the other. 

So what was it about this strange Jewish heresy which me<in t that it eventu
ally won out, not just over poor ApoUonios, but over all of classical paganism? 
How did it, within just three centuries, become the religion of Const<uitine, 
and thence of the Roman Empire? Adaptability, opportunism, cunning, argu
mentativeness, infuriating persistence, and sheer good fortune all had a part. 
Rut above all, Christians proved extremely articulate comnwnicators, with a 
whole armoury of rhetorical techniques and litewry genres at their disposal. 
They used letters and homilies, biographies and dialogues to get their message 
across. And since the appe<Jl of their relii,'ion w<is universal fron1 the outset, 
their literature potentially addressed itself to everyone. This is in total con
trast to the situation which prevailed with all the pagan literature considered 
hitherto, produced by and for an elite. 

One of the most in1port<int of the early churches was at Corinth, estilblished 
by St Paul in about 50 CE. Some of the converts were Jews, but more still were 
Gentiles; many belonged to the poorer classes, among them slaves (which is 
not necessarily incompatible with their being well educated). (n addressing 
h imself to them, Paul uses a language wbicl1 is apparently classless and 
LJnjversal: 

Unto the clwcch of God which is at Corinth, to them that are sanc1ilied io 
Christ Jesus. called to be saints, with all that in every place call upon the 
name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and ours. (I Corinthians I: 2) 

A little later his words, while hinting at the low social status of some of the 
community, exalt this Jack o f status in a new and subversive Christian va lue
system: 
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1'or ye see your callirtg, brethren, J1ow tl1;it 11ot 11l.a11y '"·tisc 111e11 after tJ1e 
flesh, r1ot 1nany mighty. n<>t 1nany nc)t>le, are called: But God hath chosen 
the foolish tlllngs of the world to confound the wJse; and God hatll chosen 
tl1e \Ve<ik tl1in.gs of t'l1e \\'Orld to coJ1fo~J11d t'l1e tl1i11gs \\•hich are mighty; 
And base things of the world, and things which are despised, hath God 
chosen. yea, and thlogs which arc not, to bring to nought things that are. 
(I Corinth ians 1: 26-8} 

Women were also an in1pol'tant part of the community, and Cht'istianity and 
its literat1ue makes them visible in a way that pagan literature does not-albeit 
s01netimes by accident. They are recipients of letters (sonic of the letters of !he 
New Testament address thc1n), or dedicatees of treatises and 1neditations. They 
<1re the subject of saints' lives which hold then1 up for enwlation. Sometimes 
they can do better and leave behind writings of their own-a letter, the record 
of a pilgrin1age, occasionnll}' so111ething 01orc; ill one exccptio11al c-ase, a cet1to1 

or patchwork, made up of lines rearranged from ~lomer to spell out a Christian 
n1essage. Is the situation really this rosy? Hardly. It is still relatively unusual for 
women to be addressee!, especially in genres-like the k l ter-whose main aim 
is to get something practical done (for which women were of Jess use than 
men), and it is all too clear, when they arc addressed at all, that the space 
Christianity has made available for them is one that maps onto them simple 
foith and unprovocative chastity, denying them the wider cultural references 
available to their ma.le counterparts. 

As it sprea<t and c-a1ne into conflict '''itt1 paga11isn1, 011<' of Cl1ristiai1it)1's 
initial strategies was to insert itself within an existing literature of opposition, 
protest, and defiance. Thus a small body ot Alexandrian nationalist literature 
dating fro1n the second and third centuries C£ documents various showdowns 
between city-leaders and the empetor. The consequences for the former are 
predictably fatal-but the unassailable moral high ground gained by martyr
dom is the whole point, as it was also for those Roman Stoics who stood out 
against the emperor's tyranny and left behind accounts of their suicides in the 
Roman historiographers. rt was the Christians. though, who best understood 
tl1is ger1re. 1·t1ey k-r1ew }10~'' to flie, ancJ 110~\' to \oVrite al>c>ttt it, to n1axirnl1rn 
effect, and thei r martyrologies were as much acts of self-advertisement as testi
monies to bitter or ingrained antagonism with the Roman state. 

The next extract is fron1 one of the most famous texts, narr;lting the martyr
dom of Polycarp, bishop o f Smyrna. It uses unembellished, occasionally 
colloquia l, prose, <111<1 is very «Oncerned to authenticate itself as an <•cctuate 
transcript of what went on. The immediate ;iddressees are the n1embcrs of a 
neighbouring Church, but they are asked to pass on the testimony 'to our more 
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distant brothers', so that its outreach is potentially to 'all the communities of 
the holy Catholic Church everywhere'. Despite, or rattier because of, its har
rowing content, the reader is constantly spurred on to emulative zeal, for this is 
an example which ··everyone desires to imitate': 

~Vhen he had said his Amen and rounded off his prayer, the men in chatge 
of the pyre klndled it. As a great flame blazed out, those of us privileged to 
see it beheld a great rniracle, \\lhich \\'e have prese-r'v~d ,so as to relate t))C 
events to othecs. The flame made the shape of an arch llke the sail of a ship 
beUying out in the wio.d, and encircled the martyr's body as if by a wall. 
And in the middle it was not like burning flesh, but baking bread, or gold 
a11d silver bei11g s1ncll'Cd in a !11rr1acc. Alld we percejved sucl1 fragrance as if 
fron1 gales of ince11se or so1ne <>t11er C<>stly perfun1e. (Tl1e lvff1rlyr<lot11 of· St. 
Polrcarp, § 15) 

For all their high profile, however, persecutions of Ch ristians were not a ll 
that frequent: most of the tilne pagans could afford to let Ch ristians he. But 
while the pagan world-view could usual.l)', with certain constraints, tolerate 
monotheism, the converse was not the case. Literary evidence takes us beyond 
competlng ideologies and shows how the oriental oewcorner borrowed and. 
was parasitic on the classical ndture made avail<ible to it. for in the long term, 
the appropriation of pagan genres and metJ1ods of aq,'tlmentation was more 
effective than head-on collision. Indeed, it was inevitable that Christians 
should use the language and litewture of the society in which they li ved, the 
culture in which they had been educated-what else was there? The twist, 
though, was the appropriation of the <irguments of dassKal philosophy to 
attack classjcal pl1ilosopl1)', rl1etori~ against rl1etoric, meaning against mean~ 

ing. The ted1niques are already in place in Paul himself. If (for example) we 
return to his first letter to the Corinthians, we find him protesting tbat when he 
ca1ne to ,~isi 't tl1e111, 

f\1y .speec.11 and my J)reacl1ing \Vas not with enticing "'Or<ls of r11a11's lvis
dom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power. (Z: 4) 

He opposes persuasive words of wisdom to practical demonstration. 'The 
Greeks seek a~er wisdom', he has said, but his own 'demonstration' is defini
tive and final: it is of the power of God. Yet the terms of both halves of th.e 
antithesis-persuasion and demonstration- are already familiar fro1n classical 
analyses of rhetorical technique. So in a way, Paul has tntmped pagan rhetoric 
too. 

As Christianity took hOJd o f the upper classes, we encounter such figures 
as the dazzlingly well-educated Gregory of Nazianzus (in Cappadocia), a 
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fourth-century bishop whose speeches and letters are steeped in classical 
rheroric, whose verse is studded wiU1 allusions to the authors on the school 
curriculurn (and a good many others encountered in Gregory's wider reading). 
The audience is no longer the urban poor of Corintll, but, potentially, those 
who have received the niost privileged of educations. Conversely, we also 
encounter a p~tgan cultt1re tta11sformed by its e11cot111ter \.vit11 the Jle\\'C0111er 

and coming increasingly to have to stand its grow1d against it. Above all the 
pagan offensive w<1s led by the Emperor Julian (d. 363), himself an apostate 
from Christianity, so knowing well how to turn Christian polemic back on the 
Christians- which he did, venomously. And i.t is perhaps in tl1is context that 
we ought to introduce one of antiquity's most extraordinary procluc!ions. 

Tl1e imperial period is not a great one for Greek poetry, so His all the n1ore 
notable that it has produced th.e longest surviving poem to survive froni all 
antiquity, the forty-eight-book Dionrsiaka <>f Nonnos of Panopolis in Egypt (fl . 
mid-fifth century CE). Often tltis epic ;ibout the career of the late-antique 
Dio11}~sos is \.\/ritte11 <>ff as t1r11)alatable, ttirgicl, monotonollS, for Non11os tises 
very strict metrical pri n.Ciples with predictable p;itterns of stress, a uniformly 
lush, many would say overwrought, style, and strives after effects of blood-and
thunder Baroque monstrosity. Yet J tnust put in a defence of this wonderful, 
misunderstood- and s.igni.ficant-poem. Nonnos is forn1idably learned, and 
011e \11,1ay of ar)r)roacl1ir1g' him is as a cross benveen iln arc.baeologicaJ site a11d a 
treasury whence relics of antiquity's I.Ost poetry can often be recovered. His use 
of his p redecessors is sometimes heavy-h;inded but often intelligent. But· he is 
also a priceless document about the tastes and spirit of his age. His accot1nt of 
Dionysos' entire earthly career, and his construction of its chronolO!,')', involves 
the meldi ng of traditions drawn from epic <tnd mythogrnphy and Alexander 
histories with the extraordinary imperial litenitt1re of phoney Dionysiac mysti
cism attributed to Otpheus, <tll overli!id with the age's abiding passion for 
astrology. 

The poem traces the birth of three successive incarnations of Dionysos, each 
as a tesult of a divine nipe. This extract comes fron1 Zeus' rape of Semele, and 
illustrates son1e in1porrant aspects of Nonnos' poetry-Dionysiac excess, 
grotesqueness, <1nd an unOinching and uninhibited range of voyeuristic detail: 

A \\•rithing snake cref>t <>ver lier, and licked 
The rosy neck of that affrighted bride 
Witl1 gentle li.ps, rl1en n1ot,1,11ting 011 lter cl)es1 
Erl(ircletl tler fir111 t)reasts' tir<:11mfere11ce, 
H.issi11g a -..veddi11g-soJ1g, a11<.1 pouring fortll 
1\ S\Yar111ing bee'5 si,veet l1.011ey, not 1·tte gaJJ 
Of deadly vipers. Zeus prc>longecl the mat~h, 
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DJONYSOS IN A CHRIST/At\' 

wORLO. These fragments 
of a huge linen and wool 
tapestry were woven in 
Egypt in the fourth century 
CE. Although made in the 
Christian Coptic culture it 
represented (as often in 
Coptic art) figures from 
pagan antiquity. This panel 
represents Dionysos. Note 
the halo! 

1\11d as besi<le a \.\•ir1e-press, cried 'E11l1oi' 
Engendering the son who'd love Uiat cty. 
And lo\1e-1nad m<>uth to m(>uth he pressed, arl<l gusJ1ed 
Jr1toxi<:atirlg nectar for bis bride, 
So tt1at l1er sor1. "''Oold be tl1e l1ar'v·est's r.>rir1ce 

(Dio11ysiaka 7. :l28- 38) 

The result iS a Dionysos who is now the Euripidean god of brute irruptive 
forc.e, nO\\T ;:1 nei,v Alexan(ier, con<.1ueror of J11dia, 11ov•1 a pra11cir1g 111sot1cia11t 
adolescent- and yet also a great savioµr divin ity who undergoes a passion o ut 
of love for hum<inkind for ;tll the wo.rJd like a pagan riposte (yet another one) to 
Christ. 'Lord llakchos wept tears, that he might allay mankind's sorrows.' Some 
said that Nonnos became a Christian bishop. The fact that he appears to have 
written a paraphrase of St John's gospel in exactly the sarne overblown style as 
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the Dionysiaka is inllnensely eloquent about the (e)ationship between p<1gan
is111 and Christianity in Nonnos' Egypt. However limited our data about tbe 
Dionysinka's inllnediate readership- for papyri do not serve us well, and th.e 
'Nonnian style' in fa~ seems to have got underway rather before Nonnos 
himself- the insights to be gleaned from Non nos about the spiritual culture of 
late antiquity ;ue priceless. He reflects, 11ot only an intensely lettered yet stil l 
adaptable paganism, but also a Christianity which seems to have been happy to 
dress up in paganism's gaudiest clothes. for the sting in the tail is that it looks 
ilicreasingly as if the Dionysiaka was written t1{ter the pa raphrase, that is, after 
Nonnos became a Christian. l•Vhat does that tell us ahout the relationship of 
Chri.stian and pagan culture? 

Imperial Greek literature, like most classical literature, is main ly the record of 
the winners. We possess little not written by the ~lites. One of the few non
prestige genres of which anything survives is that of the fable, tradltional par
ables of homespun wisdom. 1.lut even this could please refined palates with its 
arch simplicity and trad itionalist morality, and indeed parables were often used 
in high literary genres. If imperial literature is the story of the winners, it is set 
against a complex background in which the Greek elites were irJcreasingly 
Roman ized in to the political culture of their overlords, yet Ron'ians were 
increasingly Hellenized into the more prestigious intellectual cul ture of Greeks. 

The ideal Roman, from the Greeks' point of view, was Larensis, the Roman 
host of Athenaios' Greek sophists who makes them feel that 'Rome is their 
native land', and does th is by being bili ngual and having antiquarian interests, 
learning, well-stocked conversation- in short, ga llons of paideia. How many 
Romans lived up to Greek fantasy is another matter al together. Imperial Greek 
literature shows us various st.<iges in this process of accom1nodation: first, 
assigning the Romans a place in a still HeJlenocentric universe (some even 
claimed L<1tin <1s " dialect of Greek); then with va.cious uneasy <issertions of 
parity, or admissions of weakness which could be tempered by harking back to 
a glorious pilst. Yet, on the part of 1nany, there was a pubJidy unproblematic 
identification with Rome, for Strnbon already uses 'we' of Rome. And eventu
ally Greeks, enfranchised as Roman citizens along with the rest of the l'J:npire in 
212 CE, became Ro1nans, Ro111,1ioi. 
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9 Primitivism and power: The 
beginnings of Latin literature 
MATTHEW LEIGH 

To later Latin critics 1he very earliness of the earliest phase of Latin literature is 
bound up wi1h the perceptlon of it~ prirnitivism and the image which they 
have of their predecessors is sirikingly visual in form. The dominant rnetaphor 
is that of the barbershop: to Cicero and Quintilian. the prose-style of Cato the 
Elder is rough or hairy, to Gelllus it b unk~mpt; to Ovid and Propertius, the 
verse of Ennius is shaggy o r h irsu te. A proper modern style is therefore neat, 
restrained, and tasteful. An excessive pursuit of innovation promp ts talk of 
perfumes, ringlets, and curling-tongs. 

Consider the irnpllcatlons of the tonsorial metaphor. \.Yhen the satirist Juve
nal, writing in the late lirst and early second ct:11 tury CF., evo kes the life of man 
in tl1e golde11 ag·c, t1e J1ot1ses l'llrn 111 caves, rr1;;1kt:s hi1r1 ~lee1> on ski.ns and ~tra'i\1 

and gives him a wife hairier Hrnn her acorr>·belching husband. To Juvenal, 
therefore, hairiness can be a 111<1rker of absoluH· primitivism. lo tvtarcus Teren· 
tius Varro (cf. p. 32l), a century and a h;ilf bt•fore him, the picture is more 
con1plex. He adduces 1ha1 rherc were no b<" beJs in early Ron1e fron1 the foct 
that all the sta tues of the men o f this time have long h<iir and beards and adds 
that the first barbers were brought to Rome from Sidi)' at the start of the third 
cen tury b)' one 1'. Ticlnius Mena. Ancient Sicily was a profoundly Greek culture 
and ii is clear 1ha1 Varro understands the introduction of shaving as a stage in 
the l Jelleniz.allon of Roman C'uilure. Pliny the Elder implies much the same 
when he states that the great general and statesman Scipio Aen1ilianus was the 
first Roman to adopt the praetice of daily shaving. As will be seen, he too had a 
major role in the cultural development of Rome in the late second century. 

There is a significant paradox to be drawn from this pattern. Both Cato and 
Ennius will 1>lay a major part in accounts of Roman culture in this period. 
Neither, it may safely be assumed, lived in a cave-they are not Juvenal's abso
lute primitives. Yet I heir response to accusations of shagginess or unshavenness 
of style might well have been very different. When Horace talks of 'unshaven 
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Cato' the idea which he seeks to encode is that of the rigorous morality and 
austere life-s1yle to which he devoted himself. Ostentatiously to have worn a 
long beard would have been entirely in tune with Cato's public stance of stri
dent political arid cultural Hellenophobia. The archaizing tendency in all that 
Cato did would have had little trouble accommodating imputations of artistic 
shagginess were that seen as proof of his freedom from all Greek corruption. To 
E.nnius, however. the very Implication would have provoked horror. For all 1hat 
he becomes 1he epic voice of Roman success in arms, Ennius is only too aware 
of the Greek culture in which he was raised, of bis profound debt 10 Greek 
literary forms and models. He takes intense pride ill his own artistic modern
ism, parades the Greekness of this modernism, and moc:ks his own 'primitive' 
predecessors for 1heir dependence on native Italian forms (ct. pp. 294-7). 

Ano1her au1hor who is perceived as unrefined is the great comic wriler Titus 
Macclus Plautus (c.ZS<l-184 BCE). In the twenty-one extant comedies of Plautus 
we have the first complete Latin works of all and the rnost extensive of any 
writer In this early period. The judgement of Horace on his work is also a 
judgement on his audience-no concern for artistic coherence as long as the 

play is a commercial success: 

Comedy Is thought 10 be no sweat, its subject 
dra"v11 fro111 ev<!ry day, bt1t it1s alJ tl1c tot1gb_er 
the less it is indulged. Look at Plautus 
ancl how he sustains the role of the young Romeo, 
the wa1chful pa, 1he tricky pimp, 
sec \.Vht1t n11 a11liql1ated hick l1e i:i am<>rlg l1is trick}1 parasites, 
wltl\ how loose a slipper he races round the stage, 
he's s1 rlvi11g just to bank l1is fee, no J.11ntter 
whether the play sJ1ould stand or fa ll after that. 

(liorace, £pistles2. 1.168- 76) 

The audience which gives him hls success without worrying about the defects 
of his a11is1ry Is clear!)• not as sophisUcated as it might be. The insinuation has 
stu ck and Plautus is o ften dismissed as slipshod, his public as 'groundlings'. 
On closer inspection, however, it will be found that he remains well ahead of 
his critics and that his audience are a little more knowing than might be 

inferred. 
Plautus frequently parades the fact that his drama is adapted from an original 

in Greek New Comedy (cf. Ch. 7, pp. 220-6). In doing so he positively 
embraces the implication that he has debased his model by statillg that he has 
translated It into barbaiian. The criticisms of the Greek-speaking snob are not 
deflected, they are made part of the comic experience. If anyone had called 
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Plautus shaggy to his face, he would have bought the biggest possible wig and 
made a joke out or it. As for his audience, the best th ing that we can do is to be 
ready to divest ourselves of any 1>rejudlces, and be a~ prepared to be surprised 
by them as they were by him. 

The prologue of the Poe1111/11.1 or Little Ct1rUwgi11ia11 is the best antidote to any 
complacent assumptions about Plautus or his audience. Two factors must par
ticularly be emphasized. The first is the level of literary sophistication which we 

must assume in author and audience. This Is an issue from the very opening 
lines of the play: 

I am Inclined to translate the Acl1illrs of Aristarchus; 
I'll take my beginning from that tragedy. 
Pray silence and be quiet and pay heed, 
the general ... manager bids you listen. 

(Plat1C\1$, nrt• LittlrC,1nl1f1gi11ia1r 1-4) 

The audience have flocked to hear a comedy by Plautus but they v.ill require 
rather more theatrical knowledge than one might expect. Aristarchos wrote his 
Ac/1illes around 450 6CF. and wrote ll, or course, in Greek. At some poin1 in the 
early second cenlury l•CE, l::nnius adapted it for the Roman stage and Plautus is 
plain ly parodying the speech o f a herald not from Aristarchos but Ennius. Yei 
he does no t mention i!nnius al all. J'or this joke to work, therefore, his audience 
must both identify the parody of a noted scene from F.nnius and know enough 
of the literary filiatlon (lf his wo rk 10 explain the attributio n to Aristarchos. 

Parody, meanwhile, requi res an car fam il iar with the resonances of the work 
parodied. How for this process continues In the prologue remains uncertain but 
there is a clear interruption at the end of the fourth li ne: 'Pray silence be quiet 
and pay heed, the gcncrnl . .. manager bids you listen.' The general could be 
one of the Greek commanders at Troy and the words those of his herald-of a 
Talthybius to his Aga memnon- but Plautus coins h is own adjective (histric11s) 

and the general of tragedy sudden!)• becomes the general n1anagcr of a com
pany of actors. The audience laughs because it knows the high tone of the tragic 
genre, can recognize its imitation and engage with the bathetic return to pro
fessional theatrical reality which ~ubverts it. 

The evidence of this passage would suggest that Plau tus plays to a surpris
ingly sophisticated and dexterous audience. Other considerations might also 
lead us to believe that they are also rather more tolerant than might have been 
i1nagined. The prologue-speaker reveals the details of the plot. The action is set 
in Kalydon in Aitolia but the family whose vicissitudes it recounts are Cartha
ginian: two daughters stolen away with their nurse when 4 and 5 and sold into 
prostitution, their cousin who was kidnapped at 7, and their father, Hanno, 
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who roams the Mediterranean in the hope of finding them. When the speaker 
comes to describe the rather, it is noteworthy that he docs so in such a way as to 
suggest that there arc some things which his audience just must know about 
Carthagin ians: 

8ut the Carthaginian father of the girls, ever since he lost them, 
has been hunting for them high and low over land and sea. 
F.very time he get> Into a town, straightaway 
he looks up au tile tarts ,,•herever each <>ne lives; 
he pays his cash, books a night, then asks where 
the girl Is from, which land, whether she was captured or kidnapped, 
irt '"flat rank she 'vns born, who her pare11ts '''ere. 
So cleverly and cunningly does he hunt his daughters. 
And he knows ewry language and knowingly pretends 
he doesn't know: a perfect Carthaginian. What more need I say? 

(Plautus, 17~ little Carrl1agi11ia11 104-t3) 

Yet what Is it that this audience knows about Carthaginians and how is this to 
aid interpretation of the play? 

At some point in the middle o r end of the 300s, the Greek comedians Alexis 
and Menander both wrote comedies called Kard1edo11ios or The Cartlwginia11. In 
the mixed-up world of Med iterranean trade and travel this title was perhaps no 

more significant than The Cir/ from l'erilllftos or any nmnber of other equivalent 
forms. Yet for n Ro man audience of the late third or early second century the 
very w<lrd Carthaginian could scarcely fail to conjure up the most painful or 
associations. Mow many hnd witnessed Hannibal and his anny ;1t the walls of 
Jlome'? I low many had seen service in the Second PLmic \·Vac? The trauma of 
Hann ibal, the hatc(ul memory of the faithless, treaty-breaking, Rome-hating 
enemy was kept alive for generations afterwards. To allude to 'the perfec1 
Carthaginian' would seem therefo re to play on just such a collective under
standing. These very lines have even been cited as pan of a litany of anti
Carthaginia11 prejudices which any Roman reader would have to carry with her 
and im1>0se on the complex and suffering figure of Virgil's Dido. Yet Plautus' 
Hanno is not at all what he might be assumed to be. ·inc very title under which 
this play Is transmitted, Tlw Little CarUiagi11ia11, is itself reassuring: the feared 
enemy is now far enough in the past to be patronized, his wounded dignity a 
source of gentle humour, his rediscovery of his daughters the happy ending of 
the tale. This gentleman's skill with languages, moreover, is not quite of the 
sorl for which the bogeyman was loalhed. It is likely that, in the contested areas 
of Sicily and Greek southern Italy, the Carthaginians were found to be much 
more adept In the local Greek language than their Roman enemies; but they are 
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damned in some of our sources as biti11g11es, not because they were bilingual but 

because of their faithlessness, because they ever spoke with forked tongue. 

Plautus calls on h is audience's knowledge of what makes a 'perfect Cartha

gi nian' but then neats them lO something very different. ~Vhen Hanno does use 

his skill in lan&><iagcs it is only in order to rescue his daugh ters. There is a truly 

faith less villain in this drnrna but it is the Greek pimp l.ycus. Hanno's linguisti.c 

dex terity is as much as anything a 1nirror for that of Plautus himself, who 

translates from Greek into Latin and, for good measure, throws in an extended 

;>as.age of what may well be genuine Punic but is no less comical for all that. 

·111e audience flock to laugh at Plautus' plays and to celebrate the reunifica

tion of a dispersed family, even a Carthaginian one. The prologue reminds 

them of their prejudices about Carthaginians, the drama subverts them. They 

Still cheer. We will do well to assume as little as possible in advance about the 

literary sophistication ;1nd the political preconceptions of those people who 
Look Plautus to their hearts. 

l.Yhat was a proper Ro man of the middle Repu blic like? Marcus Porcius Cato 

the Eldei· (234-149 BCE) cou ld have told you. A proper Roman was not of the 

city at all, but a child of the land, hardy and thrifty, a man of few words, a stout 

soldier, religiously devout, well fed on indigenous ltallan fare and kept healthy 

by l!adllional local medicine. Cato made his own contribution to the devel

opment of Roman literature, propounding his cranky vision in anything from 

farming manuals to publi shed speeches, and o n to the earliest work of Lati n 

prose histo ry, the Orl,~i11e;. His baleful charisn1a endures, his campaign to 

refash ion Ro me in his own Image ns successfu l today as ever. Nowhere is he 

more successful than in h is h lJa<:k of the debate surrounding the famous Lex 

Oppia and its ban on fema le ornament. Discussions oft en go no further than 

recording the opin ions offered by Cato in its defence as proof of the austerity of 

Roman morality in the period. That this was only ever a wartime emergency 

measure, that Cato's opposition to its repeal was intended to make such condi

tions permanent, that Livy offers a version of the speech of the senior magis

trate for the year urb.i nely refuting his claims, that Cato was defeated and the 

law repealed all seems to get lost along the way. 

l.Yheo Cato took to writing history, he invented Rome's original identity: 

that wh ich ever had been ever should be. The self-servingly antiquated perspec
tive of this farmcr-soldler-poli llcian was suddenly bolstered by an array of 

myth-historical predecessors, his vision o f what was tru ly Ro man authen ti

caied by the discovery that he was not a freak but the last representative of a 

long and noble tradition. Yet it must be emphasized that this was a funda

mentally reactionary vision. By this I mean not just that It was stridently old· 

fashioned, but rather that it was a conception of Romanity whose genesis lay in 

292 I PRI M ITIVISM AND POWER 

reaction to and distress at the inevitable change> overtaking a city-state already 

conttoUing the Italian peninsula and gradually advancing to a much wider 

empire. The pernicious fictions purveyed by Cato were perforce opposed. That 

part of Roman society which could see no harm in acquiring a Greek literary 

education or fi lling Its houses with the statuary of a plundered world was 
reassured by rival Inventions which asserted that their city was a Greek fo unda

tion, and that rna n y of their cults were the creation of the greatest of Greek 

heroes, Hercules. If tile uncouth and warlike Romulus was to be the first king of 
Rome, then no less importance should be attached to his successor Numa, who 

taught the people Jaw and religious observance, who conversed with the Greek 

mage Pythagoras and effectively refounded the city in his own distinctly Hel

lenic image. 
Nowhere was the new cosmopolitanism of Roman culture more appa rent 

than in the w()rld of the arts. The one factor, Indeed. which links all the great 

creators of Roman literary culnue is the fact that they do not come from the 

city itself. In comedy, for instance, the two authors whose plays have been 

transmirted In complete form to us are those o f Plautus, a native of Snrslna in 

Umbria, and of Terence, a former Carthaginian slave freed by his noble patron 

Terentius J.ucanus. 
In this same period, thfff further writers distinguished themselves by their 

ability to compose works in epic poetry, tragedy, and comedy all at once. Of 

these, the oldest, Livius Andronlkos, was a Greek slave freed by a member of the 

Roman gens Uvitr (hence his name, ha lf-G reek, half-Roman); Naevius a Roman 

citizen from Capua near Naples; Ennius a native of lludiae (a small town 

between 8rindlslurn and Tarentum) which Strabo calls Greek but where he ;1iso 

learned Oscan. Like Plautus and Ranno he was noted for his trillnguallsm. Of 

these authors on ly Naevius is likely to have been born into the citizenship, and 

even his Campanian upbringing can hardly have failed to expose him to cul· 

rural influences very different from what a Catonian could have taken for 

authentically Roman. Likewise, anyone reading the first epic, the Odyssla of 

Livius Andronlkos, could not help but be struck by its cultural hybrldlly: the 

poem is composed In the Indigenous Lati n metre, the Saturnian, the hero of the 

poem is given the Latin name Ulixes, but the work preserves the Greek Li lle of 

the Homeric epic whkh it translates. lhe mixture of Greek and Roman elem

ents even extends to the name of the au thor h imself. By con trast, the readers of 

the Be/111111 i'01•11/n1m of Naevius and the A1111ales of En,nius wi ll have been con

fronted with a literary form which has no1v been adapted to narrate the myths 

of their nation's origins and to describe the specifically Roman historical 

experiences of the first and Second Punic 1¥ars. Yet even here the cultural 

stand;ird is Greek. Ennius mocks Naevius for composing in the Sanirnian and 
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implicitly ptidcs himself on fitting the Homeric hexameter to the Latin tongue. 
He no longer seeks his inspiration from the Latin Camenae but rilther fron1 the 
Greek Muses; and from the Gree.k he coins the terms putmwta to describe his 
verses and poeta for himself. Pride in native mi litary ac,hieve1nent and embar
rassment at indigenous cultural forms are inextricably intertwined. 

Ennius in the schoolroom 

How is the audience for early Roman epic to be imagined'! An important elem
ent here is the tendency of aristocratic generals and politicians to keep authors 
in their personal retinue. Quintus Ennius (239- 169 BC E) is said to have been 
brought to Rome by none other than Cato the Elder in 204 BCE. He later fol
lowed the coosul lvf. FuJvius Nobilior on campaign in Aitolia in 189 BCE and 
composed the celebratory drama, the Am/Jracia, in his honour. The vengeful 
Cato delivered ;in oration damning Fulvius for taking poets with him to his 
province. Though Ennius 1narks the closure of the fifteenth book of his .4nnales 
and its account of the very smne Aitolian campaign as the end of his narrntive, 
he was later induced to add three fuJ'!her books and to ta ke the story up to the 
lstrian and lvfocedonian \.Vars and around the year lTI BCF:. Pliny the Elder 
attributes the ;iddition of the sixteenth book to Ennius' admiration for one T. 
AeliusTeucec but it is hard to imagine that he would have felt such overwhelm
ing esteem for one who could offer no further inducement. 

If early Latin epic js made in a culture of patronage and perhaps finds " first 
aud.ience at recitations in the household of the patron, it still remains to 
explai.ti how it attains to a much wider audience. Here again, an importi>nt role 
seems to h;ivc been ·played by M. ~ulvius Nobilior, who brought back from his 
An1braci<1n c.1n1paign the statue group which formed the centre-piece of the 
Temple of Hercules of the Muses dedicated in 179 Rei;. While the ftrst e\•idence 
for the association of th is te1nple with the College of Poets concerns an event 
towards the very end of the life of the tragedian Accius (c.170-88 BCE) around 
the year 90 BCE, il' is very possible that th is guiJd 1ner here to listen to recitations 
from the beginning. Evidence in I.ivy and Festus for a College of Scribes and 
Actors nweting in the Temple of 1"1inerva on the Aventine in the late third 
century sc~ would support such an inference. 

Yet it is as a published text that the epic of Ennius must finally have reached 
its widest public. So it is importa nt to consider the implications of the claim 
that Ennius established hlmself on the Aventine ;ind pursued the profession of 
gra111111aticus o r teacher. For the c;inonicill status of the Anna/es in all Roman 
cultu re up to the ti rne of C;itullus and Lucretius must reflect th e practices of the 
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schoolroom, the rote learning and recitation of generations of pupils. There 
rerr1ains extant 11ot 011e seriOllS epic poe1n l)el't'1ee11 Ennit1s and the De rer111n 

naturn of Lucretius in the 50s 6CE (Cf. Ch. 11, pp. 339-49). Such poems were 
composed, but none even threatened to displace the Anna/es. Where fragments 
and brief quotations of works such as the Bel/um /stric11111 of Hostius are found, 
they show no signi11cant advance in style or content from the work of Ennius 
and suggest only a reverent rep~oduction of the master they h<1ve been taught 
to admire. 'lb Marcus Tullius Cicero, Ennius was 'the second Homer' . To Roman 
schoolboys he n1ust have dominated the literary curriculum in the manner of 
Shakespeare in England or Manzoni in Italy. 

Yet what was the vision of their nation's history which the Anna/es presented 
to the youth of Ron1e? When all that is left of a seventeen-book epic is some
thing short of six hundred lines of verse, and none of these fragmen ts lasts 
longer than twenty lines .• it is rash to make any too confident pronouncements. 
Yet a clear indication of the ennobling character of some of Ennjus' v.erse mai• 
be d rawn from episodes such as the description of the solitary resistance of a 
stalwart subaltern in the lstrian 1'\lar: 

From all sides like rain the spears fell on the tribune; 
they pierce his shield, the boss rings with the tips, 
tile l1eJ1nct witl1 a braze11 din; yet no rtla11 can 
tear his body with the steel, press trom all sides though they may. 
1\t ever}' 1no1ne11t l1e breaks atld brandishes tt1e $pears abu11ctar1.t. 
Sweat covers all his body and he labours much, 
nor is there tirne for t1i1n to breat11e: \\'ith \'\'i11ged steel 
the Cstria11s "''ere pressing hi1n, casting spears fro1n tt1eir 11a11ds. 

{E.nolus, A,1nals. 391-8, tr<•IlS. Sku•scll) 

The solitary warrior holding off the foe has a powel'ful appeal at Rorne; for this 
we need think only of the myth of Horatius Cocles on the bridge. Cato himself 
had found another heroic milita.ry tribune in his conten1powry Q. Caedicius, 
and in the Origines he celebrates his resistance as the equal of that of Leonidas 
and the 300 holding t'he pass at Thennbpylai. Ennius is doing much the same. 
He too chooses a middle-ranking officer- the military tribune and the centur
ion are specifically charged with the task of holding the line, of organizing <md 
sustaining the resistance of their legion-and he too colours this action with an 
unmist;ikable heroic tint. For we possess these lines only thanks to the l<1te 
Latin author Jvfa<:robius, who notes explicitly the lines of Homer which inspire 
Ennius' verse. From books 13 to 16 of the f/iad there is scarcely a moment when 
liektor and the Tcojans are not just about to set fire to the ships of the Greeks 
and drive the invader back into the sea, scarcely ii moment when the massive, 
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immobile Aias (Latin 'Ajax'), the 'rampart of the Greeks', does not stand firm 
with his giant shield of seven ox-hides and hold them at bay. Ennius adapts the 

lines which mark the very culmination of Alas' resistance but he transfers them 
not to one of the great generals of Rome but to a figure of far loweI rank and 
lesser name, to one who lives and fights In a very diffecent world but who can, 
by his example, rurn his Indomitable legion into an Alas for the modern worJd. 

Other passages are more complex. In one which is recorded by Cicero, gold is 
refused as a ransom and the enemy challenged to the test of 1•irt11s, of martiaJ 
courage. Yet those bearing gold are the Romans, and the speaker who twice 
invokes the quality which the martial nation held most dear is none other than 
the great Greek general and self-proclaimed descendant of Achilles, King Pyr
rhos. A further passage, 'Blunted back were spears that clashed against oncom
ing spears'. is quoted by an ancient commentator as the inspiration for the 
opening lines of l.ucan's desp.'liring poem or civil war, the Pharsalia. Docs 
Lucan take a stirring line from Ennlus' account of war in Spain and tum it to 
negative effect? Both Romans and Spaniards are said to have used the particular 
type or spear described, so this is quite possible. Alternatively, we may look to 
Livy and his account of the Latin wars where Rome fought a foe so like her in 
military equipment nnd orga niwtion as to make the combat feel like a form of 
civil war. Perhaps Lucan finds a first expression of h is pained consciousness in a 
darker section o f Jl.nnlus' poem. 

1,1tin literary scholars arc well used to searching for difficult and potentially 
troubling messages In the 11a1iom1I poetry o f Virgil. To do so .in the works of 
'shaggy E11ni11s', the primitive epic fo rcfathet affectionately constructed by the 
self-consci.ousiy rcfi ncd Auguswns, may seem captious. Yet Ennius himself is 
determined to project an tnrngc of modernity ancl sophistication, and to purvey 
a vision of the A1111ales as without nuance 01· reflection is to risk falsifying the 
importance of the poem for the generations of readers raised on it. Perhaps the 
most famous line o f the entire work is o ne recorued by Cicero in bis De re 

p11/>lica (On rhc State): 'O n manners and on men o f good old time stands furn 

the Roman state.' It has been noted that the initial letters of the first four words 
of this verse (motib11s antiq11is res stat R"mnna virisq11e) spell out t.-lars, at tin1es 
the god of war and at times its metonym. The <1ncient customs and men are 
thus the ways of war and the warriors who sustain them. 1.Vhicb martial culture 
could not adopt this line for itself? How many young warriors from Pydna to 
Passchendaele have not had It drilled into them? Yet this tells us nothing of 
how it was actually understood by the readers of the Amiales. A precious due is, 
however, preserved in the eighth book of the histories of Livy. Here, a father 
chastises his son with the complaint that 'as far as in you lay, you ha\'e broken 
the military discipline by which the Roman state has stood unshaken until this 
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day' (qru111111111 in re (r1it, discipli11am militrire111, qua stetit ad lianc diem Romawi res, 

so/visti). That rather is T. Manlius Torquatus. Livy tells us that he was the son of 
L. Man I ius hnperiosus, and that the father obtained his name from his imperi

ous treatment or others, most notably his close relatloas. The young Manlius 
Torquatus ls kept from the family home, the city, and the fo rum and consigned 
to a gaol or workhouse by his father, and all for the simple reason that a defect 

in his spee<:11 and his perceived stupidity render him an embarrassment. He 
endeavours to win back his father's affection by heroic endeavour when the 

latter Is arTaigned by the tribunes but only finally achieves glory when accept
ing the challenge or single combat against a giant Gaul, slaying him and strip
ping him of the chain or torque from which he gains bis name. Now, a gener
ation later. his own son has sought to impress his father by an act of heroic 
bravery. Yet the son has done so in violation of the order that no soldier may 
engage the enemy without the strict instructions o f the general: to make an 
example or this violation of discipline, Manlius TorquatuS executes his own 
son. The severity of his deed does much to restore discipline and is not without 
benefit to the cause, but It is also repulsive to the Romans who witness it; and 
'Man lian commands' become p roverbial in Rome for excessive severity in the 

exercise of power. if our one-line fragment of Ennius is spoken by T. Manlius 
Torqautus and comes from the same speech as Livy reco rds, then the message it 
conveys to the schoolboy readers of the Arma/es is far more complex than the 
dccontextu:1lizct1tag1night imply. To learn about the nature o ( fatherhood and 

the pro1ier exe rcise of authority may be just as valuahle as to be taught to ho.id 

the li r>e. 

Theatre and festival 

If it Is hard to imagine a mass audience for epic outside the classroom, the 

opposite Is true for tragedy, histo rical drama, and comedy. In the Athens of the 
fifth and fourth century, the great dramatists composed primarily for contests 
held at t'vo civic festivals lasting a total of only six days a year (cf. Chs. 3, 7). It 
is therefore a phenomenon of central importance that the Rome of the late 
third and early second century saw a veritable explosion of such annual festi
vals, from the l.udi Romani in 240 BCE to the Ludi Plebeli around 220, the Ludi 
Ceriales some time before 201, the Ludi Apollinares from 212, the l.udi Mega
lenses In 204, and the Ludi Flornles perhaps first held in 240 and an annual 
festival from 173 onwards. F.ach of these festivals seems to have begun in ful
filment of a vow or In celebralion of a specific occasion, and each appears to 
have followed the pat1ern of a day or days set aside for theattical games or /11di 
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FESTIVALS AND HOLIDAYS. An extr.,ct from a calendar compiled c.l5 CE. In the 
Roman world there was no regular partern of rest days. and religious 
festivals, which included the celebration of athletia and theatre, provided 
opportunities for holidays. On this calendar they are marked LUDI. 

scae11ici followed by a shorter period o f circus games o r ludi cirre11ses. By the time 
of the Augustan ca lcncla r, no fewer than forty-th ree days a year were devoted 
specifically to thea trical games a t llomc. Even If this constituted a considerable 
advance on the mid-Republican period and even if certain events, in pa rticular 
the Ludi Floralcs, were devoted to erotic mime and sub-literary indecency, this 
still represents a thriving theatrica l culwre. \<\/hen one adds in the frequency 
with which these fes tivals might be subject to the religious obligation of reper
formance or i11stn11mrio, and no tes the propensity of Roman aristocr<1ts inter
n1ittcntly to put on theatrical shows at the dedication of temples, at funerals, at 
triumphs or in pa)' lllCnl o f a vow for victory in battle, it is possible to wonder 
whether the phenomenon o f the 'resting' actor was ever seen at all in the Ro1ue 
of this period. No suq>rlse 1>erhaps that the great writers for the Rotnan stage 
from Livi us to Acclus were almost all active in the th.ird and second cennirics. 

\\/here there is evidence for the first performance of" Roman drama of this 
period, the context is always a fe1tlval of one sort or another. For serious drama 
the best documentation is that provided for the praetcxta or Roman historical 
drama (named after the toga /lfa•l<'xra, worn by senators). Many of the 
examples recorded celebrated recent events and were composed for one of the 
special non-recurring festivals In payment of a vow, at a triun1ph or a funeral. 
The whole enterprise reeks of self-promotion. As for tragoetlia, the adaptation 
into Latin of Greek mythological tragedy, an interesting example is the TI1ye$tes 

of Ennius which was performed at the Ludi Apollinares of 169. Unlike most 
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plays with this title, this is no t about the Thyestean feast but its aftermath, the 
exile ofThycstes In Thesprolia and his return to Argos to overthrow his brother 
Atreus. /\ notal)le element in Latin accounts of this part of the myth js the 
advice of the oracle or Apollo lo Thyestes, and such an episode would have 
Involved a felicitous harmony between festive context and dramatic content. 

It would be satisfying to detect such a relationship between the Ermuch of 
Terence and Its performance al the Ludi Megalenses of 161, for the cult of the 
Great Mother was the preserve of her eunuch priests, the Galli; but the Girl from 
Andros, the SelfTorme111or, and the A1otl1cr-i11-lmv were also put on at the same 
festival in 166, 165, and 163 and none of these overtly thematizes the problem 
of castration. It is also worth thinking about the interaction between the 
themes of the Brothers and the traditions surrounding the life of L. Aemilius 
Paullus Macedonicus, at whose funeral games it was performed in 160. This 
drama which infuses discussion of whether to raise children strictly or with 
indulgence with the language of foigiveness (c/ementia) and of the power of the 
1uler (imperi11111) is pcculla1ly appiopriate for a man who achieved almost as 
much fame for his humanity to his defeated enemy as he did for finally con
quering the 11omcland of Philip and Alexander. For Plaun1s the evidence is 
more sketchy but it is relevant th;it his masterpiece, the Pse11dol11s, was per
formed at the 1 .. udi Megalcnses of 191, a particularly auspicious occasion since 
th;it year also saw the dedication of the Temple to Flora and the Great Mother. 
The only other drama for which we have a date is the Sticlws, which was put on 
at the Ludi Plebeii of 200, games whkh were reperformed in their entirety three 
times in just one year. It has been suggested that this instauratio was induced by 
public zeal for l'Jautus' comedy. There is no ancient evidence to support this 
hunch but, were it coi:recr. it would tell us a good deal about the power of 
audiences In th Is period. 

It is not easy to account for the popularity o f Greek mythological tragedy in 
the early years or the lloman theatre. In comedy, it is possible to an<1lyse the 
process of adapWtion involved iJ1 the presentation of Greek New Co1uedy at 
Rome. It Is clear, for Instance, that nobody attempted to Ron1anize the exuber
ant fantasies or con temporary political humour of Aristophanes, and rhe other 
masters of fiflh-century Old Comedy. Rather, the pieces which won such favour 
with Roman audiences were those which adapted the domestic, bourgeois New 
Comedy of late founh· and early third-century authors such as Menander, 
Diphllos, and Phllemon. Some ancient critics p1aised Menander in particular 
for his naturalism, for the mirror which he held up to life. When he presented 
an Athenian youth on the stage he wore clothes which had been subject to 
some degree of stylization but which were not dissimilar to those typical of his 
class in the world outside the theatre. In a Roman palliate comedy (named after 
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the polliurn-Greek-style cloak, to designate the Greek origins of the genre, 
contrasted with partly Roman 'togate' co1nedy), every time a character refers 
to 'my palliwn' he is also drawing atteotio11 to his theatrical costume, to the 
n1arker of the burlesque national identity which he has embwced. Plautus 
veritably proclaims the Greekness of his comic world, even to the extent of 
having his characters 1nake commenis about Rom<ins <is barb<lfians. Yet for 
tnigedy there is no obvious reason to want to create the s<1me ironic distance 
from the form in which the author has chosen to compose. \"/hen Livius wrote 
his Achilles and his 'J'ere(fs, Naevius his Lycurgus or En nius /\,fcdca, their efforts at 
Greek.high culture in Latin must have been free of all the self-conscious cthn;c 
pl<iy which characterizes l'lautine comedy. In a later period it is evident tlrnt the 
audiences of Acdus in particular were accustomed to treat the theatre 11s a 
political forum, to respond to significant intonations from the actors, to iden
tify contempornry politicians behind the masks of the trag'ic heroes, and to boo 
Caesar <is a Tereus or weep for the exiled Eu rysaces as a Cicero, but there is no 
record of anything o( the sort in the very early years. 

The fact which reniains is that tragedy was a continuing success at Rome for 
;:1t Least t'''O centltries. Eve11 t.vJ1e11 110 great creati·ve talerlt E!JT.lerged to repl<1ce 
the aged Accius after his death around 88 Bt:F., h is p lays continued to be revived 
throughout the period of the late Republic. If Cicero is anything to go by, then 
the tragedies of Accius, l'acuvius, and even Ennius provided a powerful 
armoury of allusions and quotations for dialogues, works of philosophy, and 
speeches. Nor would it be appropriate to think of Roman tragedy <is a high
brow pursuit whjch attracted only the limited audiences who frequented the 
tr<igic recitations of the imperial salons. If so, it is bard to i.magine quite why 
popular comedy, particularly that of Plautus, should be so htll of parodies of the 
tone and content of the tragic drama. ~Ve have already seen an extreme 
example of this in the prologue of the Ullli! CartJw,~inia.11 (pp. 290-2 above), 
but the practice is widespread. 

Imagine the impact of attending the first perform<1nce of Plautus' Amp,.1itryo11. 
Gone are the t'vo bourgeois houses and the city street of New Con1ic tradition, 
in its place the palace and courtyard of the royal fon1ily of Thebes. Mercury 
comes forth- and there must still be some recogruzablc part of Mercury in 
him-but this time the nlessenger of the gods is dressed in the guise of a comic 
slave. The conflicting visual sign<tls which setting <tnd cosnune send out are 
then embraced in a c;ruCi<tl section of Mercury's speech: 

N0\\1, first of all, I'll tell yol1 wl1at it is l l1ave co11le to ask <>f yoLt, 
then I'll let you know the plot of th.is tragedy. 
\.Y-l1at? You fro\vn, t>etause ( .saicl this 
would be a tragedy'? I'm a god, I'll change it. 
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This sam.e play, if you wish, I'll turn from 
trage<ly to cornedy a11d Jlcver cl1a11ge a single verse. 
Do )'OU \-.•ant nJe to, ()f rlot? BLLt that '"'as a bit· rl1ick o.f me, 
I '''ho am a god pretendl11g 11ot to ki1oi.v }:ou \vant it. 
I qt1ite appreciate }'our feelings orl this matter: 
1'1J mjx jt u1); it can be a tragicon1cd)'· 
After all, I don't think it would be right to 
make il 100 per cent; comedy, with kings and gods on stage. 
\•Vhat ther1? Since tllere's a sla,rc involved as \\1ell, 
I'll do just as I said and ma.ke it a tragicomedy. 

(Plauti1s, A11111/1il:ryo11 50-63) 

Th.e drama whicl1 follows teeters constantly on the verge of madness, loss of 
identity, violence towards kin and the other staples of Attic tragedy. Appropri
ately for a drama set in the palace of Thebes, it engages repeatedly with the 
central thenies of two other works describing the destruction of the royal fam
ily of that city: Bakchai and Hercules Mod of Euripides. It appeals, in other words, 
to a public with a highly developed theatrical consciousness. Later writers like 
Moliere and Dryden have refashioned the Amphirryon by emphasizing its con1-
edy; others, 1nost importantly Kleist, respond to the potential darkness of its 
vision. It Is a marker of the low esteem under which Plautus labours that a critic 
of a recent London product.ion of Kleist's Amphitryon credited the German 
playwright with taking Plautus' frothy con1edy and turning it into a tragi
C<)med}'· Yet it '''as Plautus vvho coi11ed t11e tern1 1tragicomedy', a11d it was 
surely the pleasure which his audience took in tragedy <1nd the sophisticated 
understanding of the form which they possessed which made it possible for the 
AmplliCrJ'Ofl to be. 

A mirror to the audience 

There is no doubt a danger in identifying the most sophisticated manifest
atjons of Plautine con1ic technique and drawing fron1 these gcneral.iziri.g infer
ences about the cultural awareness of the audience as a whole. The value of 
certain jokes to those who get then1 is on ly heightened by the consciousness 
that there are others watching who are left entirely bemused. Yet it is surely 
better to d.iscover the audience of Roman drama through what the evidence of 
theiext suggests tbat the writers thoughtH poss.Ible to convey than to cling to a 
dogmatic assumption o f primitivism and then hack away at the text in order to 
make it banal enough to conform to this assumption (though this has not 
been an uncommon practice among experts). Another phenomenon, which 
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underlies all the modern editions of the c::o1nedies is the excision of great 
swathes of text which a re condemned for their repetition and reduplication of 
previous information. What emerges is decidedly neater than what is con
tained in the manuscripts but it is uncertain whether it is actuall)' an)' doser to 
an authentic l'lantlne script. Vl'hat may see1n like tedious repetition to the 
modern readcr of a text (or even to the modern audience in an indoor theatre 
with near-perfect acoustics) may have been a vital resource to the sccond
century actor struggling to nrnke himself heard to a potentialJy restless festive 
crowd fron1 a temporary wooden stage with on ly the sky as a roof. 

The audience of Plautus shou ld be sought in the plays of Plautus, not 
imposed from outside: and that audience is a constant presence in the dramas 
themselves. The poets and chorus oJ' Greek Old Comedy frequently step out of 
their roles and address the theatrical audience dfrectly on issues of dranu•tic 
technique, rivalry between authors, and the competition between the plays on 
show, but they do so in the formal section of the drama known as the parabasis 
(cf. Ch. 3, pp. 121- 2). Mcnandrean New Comedy features a range of divine 
prologue-speakers who address the audjence directly and sket<:h out the plot of 
the drama to follow; characters In Menander occasionally recount so111e off
stage i.ncident to the audience and address them as 'Gentlemen'. Terence in 
turn will adopt the prologues of Menander, but eliminate all expository con
tent in favour of literar)' criticism and polemic against cornpetitors. None of 
these writers, however, c0111es close to the in tense interaction between actor 
and audience which t)'p.il1es Plautine comedy. 

The tendency of characters to speak 'outside the comedy' is condemned as a 
particular foiling of Plautus by the late grammarian £vanthi11s, and Terence is 
praised for bis avoidance of this mode. Yet Evanthius is a textualist by profes
s ion and his knowledge of Plautus is acquired in the library, not the stalls. This 
is not to say that the far greater naturalism of Terence and lvfenander is not 
rheatricall)' effective in its own way, just that the particular n1ode which Plau
tus represe11ts loses far 1nc)re of its iln tJ<t<:t \\'itholtt an aLrdier1ce, "'ritllOl1t a 
theatre. for the Plautine actor, the St«ge on which he takes his stand is both an 
Athenian street and the space in which a theatrical pcrfonnance takes place. 
When that actor enters a h.ouse or departs for the countr)' or the port, h.e revels 
in the fact that he is also le<wing the stage for the changing-room; what the 
actor wears is a lways costume before it is dress; the edge of the stage is not an 
invisible boundary over which the actor must never step but a garden wa ll 
across wh ich the actor gossips and flirts with the public as if they were neigh
bours; conversations between two characters pullulatc with kriowing asides to 
the aud.ience. 

N<1turalistic theatre seeks lo submerge the identity of the actor in that of the 
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character pla)'ed and the theatrical space in the world represented; Plautus does 
not dispense with this iUusion, but its fu nction in Plaut\ls is as an idea, a possi
bility, and as a reflection of what the characters on stage are doing. The idea of 
acting is often expressed in Latin through verbs of simulation (simulare, dis

.simulare). ln Plautus, the theatrical event is therefore reproduced in microcosm 
as characters use the same \>erbs to express the intention to present themselves 
to an unwitting third patty as that which they are. not: the slave-hero of the 
l'se11dol11s deludes Harpax the representative of the boastful soldier by taking on 
the part of the pimp's doorkeeper; the courtesan Acroteleutium in the Bonstfiil 
Soldier snares the in.finitely vain warrior with the pretence that she is the lustful 
young wife of the veoerable Periplectomenus. 

The inevitable accompaniment of the adoption by characters of a separate 
identity in order t0 effect a deceit is the employment of a disguise. Again, this 
allows Plautus to offer another microcos1n of the theatrical. experience. for the 
disguise worn by the characters ls never clothing (vestis), always costtune 
(ornnmenta) . In the Three-Rob-Day (1rinumm11s), the disguised swindler makes it 
clear that he has obtained his costume from none other than the c/1nrng11s, that 
ls to say the props manager commissioned b)' the magistrates to supply cos-
111mes for the play. The slave hero of the Persian Girl, Toxilus, instructs Sanirio 
to bring the girl in outlandish, foreign costume and advises h im to secure it 
from the chora,~11s; when she returns, we are told th<>t she has learned her Jines 
better than any tragic or comic actors arc wont to do. The constant changes of 
costume and identity undertaken by the hero of the C11rc11/io prompt the c/1om
g11.s actually to come on stage and express his despair at ever recovering what 
has been borrowed. 

Compare all this with the Eunuch of Terence. Here the disguise adopted by 
Chaerea has a double function. Vv'ithin a play which generally eschews the self
conscious theatricalization of the Plautine stage, the clothes put on by Chaerea 
are the proper garb of one character, the eunuch Dorus, before they ever 
become the disguise of the youthful deceiver. And the paradox is that they fit 
Chaerea much the better. It .is Chaerea who really looks like a high-class present 
for a high-class courtesan; Don1s is only mangy and m1attractive, scarce.ly fit to 
put his own outfit on. I cannot th ink of a single Plautine disguise wh.ich starts 
the J)Jay as the dress proper to another character. This distinction between the 
method of the two playwrights is subtle, but telling. 

Procedures of this sort give a central position to the experience of the audi
ence. If it ls the actor who supplies the experience of having perpetrated a 
deceit, it is the audience, who believed him to be the character he represented, 
who know what it is to have been taken in. Similarly, the play often appeals to 
the imn1ediate experience of the audience by establishing a festive context for 
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the events which are taking place on stage. In the l'seudolus of Plautus and the 
S<>l(-Torme111or of Terence, the characters find themselves on the evening of or 
before the festival of Oionysos, and both plays Involve a party inside one of the 
private houses on the stage. In the Persa and the Slicl111s, Plautus has bis slaves 
fr~d long enough from the authority or their masters to celebrate an informal 
~lcutherla or fes ti val of freedom. In the Casi1111, the prologue speaker proclaims 
that the game. (lmli) are o n and that an Alccdonla Is being celebrated in the 
forum. The name of this particul<ir fictive festiva l refers to the time o f the year 
when the sea Is so calm that the halcyon makes its nest upon the wiives, 
expressing the abandonm.ent of workaday concerns in favour of the spjrit of 
play. No surprise perhaps that some of the most common terms for the p laying 
of a trick by one character on another turn on the same key-word /11d1LI and 

Invo ke the ldea of making a game out of o ne's victim (illudere, /udus fncere, 

l11dlficnri). More troubling to consider the location of so many of the a<.ts of 
sexual violence, on which numerous comedies turn, in the drunken, nocturnal 
licence of the Cerealia or Adonia. ls this pan of what the audience associate 
with their experience of festival? If so, do their misadventures always resolve 
themselves into the happy endings which comedy Is generically obliged to 
supply? 

Terence: The invitation to join the coterie 

T~rcnce (in full: l'ublius Terentius A fer) knows how 10 make his audience thin" 
through these problems. The world of h is dramas (185-J 59 11CE) is undoubtedly 
more naturalistic and less theatricalized than tha t of Plautu~, but those 
momen ts where his work.s reflect the dramallc and comic 1>rocess which has 
created them can often have a significant im1>act. Jn the Ew111c11, Chaerea 
commits a rape by daylight, when sober, and without any festival as a cover for 
his deeds. He is 16 years old and not even out of the period of military service 
after which a Terentian hero might well turn to the high life. His arrival on 
stage entirely smitten with his future victim 1>rompts the slave Parmeno to 
muse that the madness of a passionate Chaerea will make the activities or his 
elder br<>ther look like a game and a joke ('111/11111 i<Jc11111q11e). Yet Pam1eno takes 
the girl for a prostitu te and decides to educate Chaerea in the ways of this class 
by sneaking him in to the house of the courtc>0111 Thais and ur&<ing hin1 to 'take 
your food with her, be near her, touch her, play with her, sleep by her'. Parmeno 
ncv(•r means Chaerea to do anything like what he actu<>lly does. What then is 
to be mndc of lhe emergence of the distressed maid Pythias? She recounts the 
rnpe lo the audience and complains that Chaerea has made a mockery of the 
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girl, that the women of the house have b~n laughed at in unworthy ways. 
When Chaerea returns, she assumes that he must mean to laugh at them all 
over again. ls this then funny, a fit subject for laughter? Were Chaerea to think 
of his rape as getting the laugh over his victim, what would that mean to the 
audience? 

Terence uses the language proper to the experience of the comic audience in 
order to frame the questions im plied . l'.ven inore stril<Jng is the way that the 
same terms recur at the dC>se of lhe drama. Is the q uestio n answered o r the 
problem put forward again'/ Pythias has blamed Parmeno f()r suggesting the 
plan to Chaerea and compla ins again of being 1nocked. Yet she will not go 
unavenged. Rather. she in turn performs a trick on Parmeno by pretending that 
Chacrca is receiving an adulterer's punishment, causing the slave to warn the 
boy's aged father 1.aches, who therefore bu rsts into the house of Thais. The 
result is a joke which, as she puts It, she alone got. Pythias therefore celebrates 
and assures Parmeno that she cannot tell him what games he provided indoors. 
Now it is Parmeno's turn to complain that he is being laughed at. ·111erc Is 
something deeply uncomfortable about this process. The reciprocity whereby I 
laugh at you and then you at me and we both go off hand in hand is too neat 
and schematic. It makes us think that It is all over, that one level of conflict has 
been resolved. But it does so by inviting us to imagine that a foolish jape with 
an old man and a slave is in some sense commensurable with a rape, when any 
ra tional judgement would tell us that they belong to enti rely separate scales. 
The process which began lly llelpl11g us fwme the ltuestion 'Is Rape Funny?' 
closes by telling us that rape can somehow be <icconlnlodated within a process 
o r co1nic exchange. But can It? Tile audience of the £11n11ch have come to be 
entertained and to laugh, but it is not obvious that they nod in the laughter o f 
Pythias the perfect reflection of their aspirations. 

Much of the appeal of Terence's comedy is cerebral. Yet it is worth bearing In 
mind that this same Ew111c/1 earned Terence the unprecedented fee of 8,000 
scsterces, and that its fi rst performance was received with such acclaim that II 
was reprised that very day. Terence the success, the crowd-pleaser does not 
feature very prominently in literary histories and he has only himself to blame 
for it. The fault lies with the two prologues which accompany another of Ter· 
ence's works, the Hecyra o r Moll1er-i11-lnw, both of which tell of calamitous 
events a t the flfst two attempts to put 0 11 the play. No more famous tale of 
artistic disaster has come down from antiquity. According to the first prologue, 
the J)remiere could not be seen o r heard because the people became captivated 

by the counter-attraction of a rope-dancer. The second prologue is wt her more 
cl<•borate. The speaker now Is the great aCl'or-manager L. Ambivius Turpio and 
his stated resolution is to show the same persistence In backing Terence as o nce 
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he did with the great Caecilius St<itlus (c.225-168 BCE). This is how he tells the 
tale of the in itial failure of the play: 

N<>\.., a$ for '"'hat I seek for 111y O\\iO sake, yo,.1r be11evolent artenrioJ1 please. 
I bring )'OU the Motl1er·i11 .. /aH', a J)la}: I have ne\1er been a11ovi!e(I 
to perfonn in silence; so cruelly has dJsaster dogged ll. 
\'OLtr u11dersta11c.ling i,vill ease that <i isaster, 
if lt \Vi1l gi,~e assistance to 1rly zeal. 
1'he tirst time I startect to 1>erforn1 it, tl)e boasting of boxers, 
(and the eager expectation of a rope-walker to boot) 
the gnthering of tans, the din, the shouting of wo1nen, 
drove me off the stage ahead of time. 
I decided to follow my old method of 
experirnent with a nei,v play: I put i t on again. 
for tl1e first act tl1ey love<l 111e; ,;,;1J)er1 tile story ·.,ve11t around 
th:it gladiators \\'ere 11ext 011, t11e cro\vd rus11cct U1, 
riotecl, shoLtted, f<>ltgt1t f<)r a (>lace. 
Now U1cre is 1lo distL11'ba11ce: p('acc and quiet reigu: 
I am granted the tin1e to act; yoLt .1re gi\1eJ1 
the chance to a<ld some splendour to the theatrical games. 
A:s 111uct1 as you ca11, let ilOt t11e art of tl1c 111tJSCS 
fall ir1t<) the han(t.s of the fev1i; make )'Ot1r authority 
favol1r a11d aid 111)' atttl1ority. 

\ lerence, The Motller-i11·law 28- '18) 

Much has been made of th is story. Some dismiss it as a charming fiction; 
others assume that the other less elevated attractions deprived Terence of the 
attention of his audience and that they rushed off to wherever they were being 
held. Others rightly point out that the real tfC)uble only star.ts when wo rd gets 
round that boxers and gladiators are due to f'ollow the perfonnance of the 
Mother- in-law and on the same stage. In other words, what actually goes wcong 
is that the refined entertainment on offer is drQwned out by the tight for seats 
as gr.apple-fans an<J aesthetes come to blows. Even when <1esthetes <1r.e foolish 
enough to involve themselves in such disputes, it tends to be the grapple-fans 
\\1ho win. 

A later source <issures us that the th ird pcrfornwnce oftheMotl1er-i11-law was a 
hit. [ts popultHity may not have matched that of the E111111c/J, pexhaps, but a 
success it was for all that. How then are we to reconcile these protestat·ions of 
failure on the p<>rt of the author with what seem to be the facts of his actual 
good fortune? The answer surely is that Terence has constructed a comic per
sonality for himself. Mis comedies display a genuine subtlety and intellectual 
refinement and they eschew the most physical and farcical elements of Plautus. 
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There <ire not the burping, drunken slaves of Pse11dol11s and Stidws or the piggy
back riding with which theAsinaria concludes. The best way then to see off the 
inevit<tble accus<itions of elitism is to embrace then1 and make a joke out of 
them. The audience which stays with the MotJ1er-in-lmv until the very end can 
identify itself with the culturally refined and against the boorish mob. 

The same procedure is apparent in otherTerentian pro logues. In the J>hormio, 
for instance, a ' rnaJevolent old poet' is said to complain that Terence's pr.evious 
plays ares.lender in language and l.ightweight in composition (trmui .. . oratione 

et scriptura fovi). A century later, Cicero will ciwractedze the stylistica Hy ultra. 
refined speeches of the or.a tor. C. Licinius Calvus as too attenuated (attemwtfl) to 
appeal to any other. than the most atteotive of audiences. Ca.lvus was also one 
of the most p rominent o f the neoterics (cf. Ch. J 1, pp. 349-52) who set out to 
bring a new stylistic refinement to Lati n poetry and who paraded their rejec
tion of a mass audience in favour of the select few who could appreciate their 
work. The protestation of slenderness becornes a watcbwonl amongst their 
hei(S, the e legists. The audience of the P110rniio is lured with the cha.nee to be 
part of the coterie, to belong to that refined g(ouping who tru.ly appreciate the 
new literature. 

A comparable principle underlies Terence's refusal in the Jirolliers to grow 
indignant at the accusation of the same '1nalevotent old poet' th.at he has had a 
hand in writing his comedies from unnamed aristocratic friends. Tecence just 
notes that he considers it a rnark of distinction to please those \vho 'please the 
people and all o f you'. If the poet embcaces the implication that he is a friend of 
the most powerful his language reminds the audience that they share his 
esteem for the people who esteem him. They ;ire not so detached from the 
circle which sustains the poet; they can choose to be part of the group. 

The advantages of noble friends 

There is a wonderful paradox in the idea that'ference, a 25-year-okl Carthagin
ian former slave, was able to produce Latin of such purity and excellence that it 
became a school text for the rest of antiquity <tnd the Renaiss<1nce. He is even 
claimed to have met h is early death in " storm at sea as he sailed back to Italy 
from Athens with fresh texts of Menander to adapt for the Roman stage, a 
martyr to the cultural transformation of his adopted land. l'erhaps the very 
strangeness of his achievement provoked the gossip and calumny to which he 
offers his insouciant response. For a certainty that gossip was not wholly 
un>,•elcome. The claim that Terence did not work a lone inevitably rebounds on 
the det(actors because it is a 1nack of his distitJction that men so great should be 
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willing to risk association with his work. Terence, meanwhile, enjoys the 

reflected glory of collaboration with the best public men that Rome could 
produce. 

It will be noted that Terence docs not identify his noble friends. Ancient 

writers are not slow to supply us with names. Around the end of the second or 

start of the first centuries SCE, thescurriious poet Porcius Licinus identifies these 

men as the great P. Scipio Aemilianus, C. Laelius, and Furius Philus; he also 

alleges that the relationship was as sexual as It was literary, and in1plies that 

poor Terence was taken advantage of, tricked, and <•bandoned. Fifty or so years 

later, Cicero and Nepos also report the cla Im that Terence associated with Scipio 

and Laelius though they add none of the venomous allcg<1tions. Other author

ities contest the association with Scipio, Lacllus, ;111d Philuson the grounds that 

they were too young at the ti.me that the comedies were co1nposed, and pro

pose a rnther older generation of fr iends. It is more than likely that none of our 

sources does more than offer a plausible supplement to Terence's deliberately 

unspeclJic references and that the identity of the noble fri<.>nds will never be 

known. Yet the significance of the issue is not exhausted in this. 
Half a century before Terence, the poet Naevius was put in prison. His offence 

was to have insulted the leading men of the day in his comedies. One line of 

verse attributed to hin1 assaults a family closely allied with the Scipios, the 

Metelli, while another takes as its target the great victor of the Second Punic 

War, Scipio Africanus himself. A law of the a rchaic Twelve Tables banning mali

cious incantation was twisted to fit the offence and the first known libel trial at 

Rome begun . l'lilutus in the JJoastfitl Solt/11>r alludes darkly to the fate of his 

fellow poet. About a generation after Terence, two further libel trials took place. 

Uoth resulted from things said from the public stage in co111ic mimes. Accl us 

the tragedian launched a successful suit for defamation, LL1cilius the father of 

Roman satire faikd. ll is worth considering the Implications of this pattern. 

All six of the 'noble friends' who are alleged to have given Terence a hand in 

the composition of his comedies had held or were dl.'stined to hold the consul· 

ship, the highest magistracy at Rome. ·nils Is not accidental. What it represents 

correlates perfectly with the peculiar fact that the only libels recorded as ha'i'ing 

led to prosecution were those delivered in the theatre. The senatorial rhetoric of 

the late Republic is often magnificently free with Its Insults and abuse-the 

A3t1i11s1 Pi.io of Cicero is the most obvious case- and it is unlikely that the 

orators of the second century were much d ifferent. Yet a slander delivered in 

the Senate, by one o f equal status and hefore o ne's peers, C<irt be absorbed and 

poses no threat to class solidarity. /I slitnder from the stage and before the 

rnnssed ranks of the festival <1udience is a fa r 11101·e thre<1tening 111atter. It is 

evident th<1t the senatorial class were o nly too awme of the th reat to public 
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order posed by the theatre. It is probably for th.is reason that no permanent 

stone theatre was permitted In Rome until 55 BCE. J>.4any proposals were made 

for its construction, one was even set up in 154 BCE and then taken down stone 

l>y stone. The principle of the annual erectlon and then removal of a wooden 

structure is underscored by the sense that the theatre must be policed and 

cannot expect unconditional indulgence. 
The account of the suits launched by Accius and Lucilius speeifies their objec· 

lion to being mocked by name; when Aulus Gellius states tbat the jokes against 

the great of Naevius followed the Greek manner he refers to the tendency of the 

comedian Aristophanes to make fun of named conten1poraries. The link 

ilelwecn the prosccurions is evident. St range therefore to read in Ho race ancl 

o thers that the true heir of Aristophanic comedy and Archilochean iambus at 

ltomc was none other than one of our plaintiffs: Lucilius (1.48-103 scr.). There 

is Indeed scarcely a description of the poetry of Lucilius in antiquity which does 

not emphasize the pile of insults under which he buried the likes of L. Cor· 

nelius Lcntulus Lupus, the venomous mockery which he directed at the hapless 

Q. Caecilius Metcllus Maccdonicus. To anyone who feels that a satirist should 

be able to take what he himself dishes out, it will surely come as a relief to note 

that Lucilius failed in bis own prosecution. Yet what truly requires investiga· 

lion here is not why Lucilius was frustrated in his attempt to protect his own 

name, but rather how be was able for so long to get away with besmirching that 
of others. 

The origins of satire arc obscure. Livy and Valerius M.axim us refer to the 

performance of dramatic satura on the stage but it is entirely unclear what form 

this took. Ennius composed llter;iry Sntires but on ly th irty-one lines of these 

remain . The d ifferent fragments touch o n food and parasitism, wine-drinking, 

and a figure very iike the comic running-slave; they also display some virtuoso 

word-play and deploy an Aesoplc fable. The affinities to comedy in terms of 

content and style arc therefore apparent, but it is hard to conceive how a C<)lll· 

plete Ennian satire might have looked. For later Roman satirists the true father 

is, In any case, Lucilius. for it is Lucillus who, after much experiment, fixes on 

the dactylic hexameter as the metre for satire and it is he who associates the 

form with the laceration of contemporary mores and of representative debased 

individuals. Even when lloracc, Persius, and Juvenal confess the impossible 

hazards of emulating the outspokenness of Lucilius, he is still acknowledged as 

the authentic model for the satiric mode. 
How then d id Luci lius achieve the freedom to speak out as he did? In part, 

the answer must Lie in hi.s social status, which was considerably closer to the 

scnatocial class th~1n to tl1nt of a Nacvlus: a 111e1l1ber of tl1e eqLLestrin11 order, a 
landowner of son1e significance, the u11cle of the future Pompey the Great. 
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When t:lorace sizes himself up against l.ucilius, he confesses th<it he is below 
hin1 in rank as well as innate gifts. Even more s\gnificant perhaps is the 
e1nphasis of later writers on h is close friendship wi.th the very same 1nen wbon1 
Pordus accuses of writing the comedies o f Terence: Scipio Aemilianus and C. 
J..aelius. The only difference is that Lucilius enjoyed their fr i.endsh ip, not in 
their early youth, but in their days of power, when they were truly the leading 
men of the state. There is a famous anecdote which tells of Laelius stu111bling 
on Lucilius as he chases Scipio around the couches with a knotted napkin; it 
reve<1ls a great deal about the position of safety fro m which .Luci Ii.us could fue 
off his <1ttacks. Most in1portant of all, however. must be the evidence supplied 
l.>y .Lucilius in what l.>ecame confusingly listed as l>ook 26 o f his Sat.ires but was 
in fact the very first wh ich he published. ln a sign ificant passage, Lucil.ius dis
avows the desire to appeal to a very high-brow audience and chooses instead 
men of the 1niddling sort like Vecumus Laelius and lunius Congus who are 
neither h igh.Ly educated nor unlettered and untaught. What rnust be noted 
here is the phrase 'f care not tha t Persius should reail me'. The works of Luci.l.ius 
are book liter;iture, not for perforn1ance from the public stage. They m.ay insult 
the powerful but they arc in no danger of reaching so wide an audience as to 
threaten the stability of the senatorial class. 

The earli.est writers of Latin literalt1re engage with an ever-changing audi
ence. The same work may pass through the ha nds of aristooatic admirers. 
satisfy both the w<1tchful ma&<istrnte who buys it and the mass audience of the 
festival, then end up canon.ized for the purity of its d iction and learned by heart 
in all the city's dassroo1ns. Jn the cxamjnation of the Litt le Carthaginian and the 
Anna/es with wh.ich this chapter began, it was my aim to demonstrate tb;it we 
can learn (or rnther unlearn) a huge amount about the nature of the audience 
Si1nply by remaining alert to the peculiarities of the work. If th.e l,ittle Carthagin
it111 ren1ains iln extremely eccen tric cultural productio n fo r the years straigh t 
after the Second Punic \•Var, then we should reconsider our assumptions ilbout 
the Roman audience with which it was presumabl)' such " success. \Nith the 
closing investigation of the law of libel, the importance of powerful friends and 
the difference between festive perfo rmance arid limited edition publication, I 
have t~11dcavot1 red to sl1ot ... ~ 110\1,,1 t t1e political, ec<>nou1ic, ;Jntl soci<'J co11ditions 
of reception can fundamentally alter the signilicance of a literary work. Naevius 
and Lucilius both bring the traditions o f Aristophilnes <•nd Archilochos to 
llo111c; btit tl1e sa1ne irlSt1lt thr<)Wri (>ti t or1 tl1e public Sti:1ge can n1ea11 far -1nore 
l'l1a11 '''l1e11 it is ~vritten dO\\'r1 i.n ci l>OOk by orJe '''ho c<'n ())vvays st1111111on a 

Scipio to his aid. 
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10 Forging a national identity: 
Prose literature down to the 
time of Augustus 
CHRISTINA S. KRAUS 

Greece and the beginnings of Latin prose 

Cato was an old man when Karneades the Academic and Oiogenes the 
Stoic (>l1 ilosQJ)her came to R<>me . . .. Kar11eades \Vas t1ighly ctiarismatic, rlO 
less ifilf)ressi-vt? in rt?aJity tl1an iJl rep1Jlation, a11d it vi.1as l1e ln particl1Jar 
wl10 wo11 large a11ct syn.l1)atl1etjc'at1diences. t.ike a \\•ind, l1is presence filled 
the city '''ith noise, as tl1e \VOrd spread abotlt a Greek '''itl1 a11 extraorcli11ary 
ability to amaze his audiences. People said tb al he IJad instilled in the 
yo\1ng 11i.en of the cit}; a fierce passion \\1hich caused tt1em to bar1ish all 
their other pleasures and pastimes, and succumb to love of knowledge .. . . 
Right froin the stal'I Cato ... worried th.at the yow1g men of the city might 
lind a reJ)lttation for eloquence more desiral)le thar1 one gai11ed for prac
tital and military achievements. , . . In the course of trying to tum his son 
agail1st Greek '"'ays, J1e pred.icts. i11 an aln1ost orac:ular fasl1ion, that -Rorne 
vi.rill -he destroyed \\•hen it has beeoJ'ne affected by Greek Jear11i11g. Bltl 110\\' 
we can set? tllat tllis slander of t1is is 110Uow, si11ce v..re li\'e at a time \\•hen 
Rome is at a piJln•cle of politi.cal suc<:ess and has appropriated Greek learn· 
ing and culture. (Plutarch, Li(eo(Cato tire Elder22r3, trans. R. Waterfield) 

Writing about the in fluentia l political and literary figure Marcus Porcius Cato 
(234-149 BC~), the first century CF. biographer Plutarch here shows clearly how 
fron1 <111 early point in its development Rome wrestled with the t'~in problems 
of foreign influen ce and imperial expansion (see pp. 292-3). 'fhe city's founda
tion 111yths, codified in the fust century HCc but existing Jong before that, 
described a mingling of cultures: Ttojan and native Italian; Etruscan, Sal>ine, 
and Ron1an; Greek and Ron1iln. In the n1iddl.e of Romulus' new city, founded, 
according to one ancient calculation, in 753 sc~, was a place called the 'as)'
lum', designed to,atrract new citizens: 'son1e. free, some slaves, and all of them 
wanting nothing but a fresh start', in the words of the August<tn historian Livy. 
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As the City grew by virtue of its exceptional military Skill and boundless ;ippe
tite for territory, it assimilated land> and peoples at first immediately 
adjacent- the Sabines and the Elru$cans--and then further and further afield, 
until by the time of the birth of Chri>t Rome dominated the Mediterranean, 
F.uro1>e as far as the Rhine, Turkey, the Middle F.a>t, North Africa, and more. 
Each act of conquest was also an act of negotiation. TI1e roads that the Roman 
armies marched down from the capital into the provinces carried Roman cus· 
toms, laws, demands for taxes, and other Instruments o f imperialism. They 
also, 11owever. famously led back to Rome: and on them, fro m the beginning, 
travelled foreigners bringing with them their own custo ms, ideas. and litera
ture. Striki ngly, almost no important Latin literary figure whose work has sur· 
vivcd from the Republic and the Empire was born i11 Rome (see pp. 29'.i-4): 
Ennius came fro m the heel of Italy, Cato the £Ider from Tusculum, Cicero from 
Arpinum, Sallust from Amiternum, Lh'Y from Padua (all small Italian muni· 
cipalitics); Catullus, Virgil, Horace, and Ovid from similar Italian towns; Tacitus 
and l'rontinus from southem France, the Plinys from northern Italy; the 
Senecas, Martial, Quintilian, and Columella from Spain; Terence and J\ulus 
Gclllus (probably) from North Africa. 

The process of assimilation, adaptation, and incorporation of Greek, native 
Hallan, and other foreign ideas into Roman literature is one that is hard to 
document before U1e third century llCE, largely owing to our lack of evidence-
and for all periods our best evidence is for the assimilation of Greek culture. >Ve 
know that Creek cults were accepted into l\oman religious practice beginning 
back in Lhe fifth century; tha t Roman aristocrats took Greek n icknames in the 
late fourt h and early third cen turies; and that In 282 Rc:ii a llornan amt>assa<lc>r 
to Taras. in southern Italy, tried to conduct his negotiatio ns in Greek. His Greek 
was so flawed, so the story goes, and the Tarentines' insulting reaction was so 
humiliating, that the Ro mans ended up at war with Taras. True o r not, the story 
is revealing. The Romans would eventua lly settle on 1.atin as tbe lan0'1.rage of 
state, diplomacy, and fonnal occasions; but Greek increasingly became the ~1.d
tural language of the literate elite, who>e teachers and companions were Greek, 
and whose education often took place partly In Greece. These Romans, mem
bers of the governing aristocracy, wanted to show that, as they had mastered 
Greek territory, so they could master the language of Homer and Plato; but they 
also wanted to <1cquire son1e of that ancient intellectual and cultural heritage. 
Their Intellectual project was fuelled by geopolll lcal reality: in the early-second 
century Rome won distinguished victories over the roy11 I successors Lo Alexan
der rhe Great. After each war, booty flowed b11ck to the city: hundreds of 
statues. painti ngs, olijets d'rirt, and at least o ne royal llhrary. In 133 the last king 
of Pergamon, o ne of the two premier centres for scholarship and literature in 
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the Hellenistic world, bequeathed to Rome his kingdom-including his Library. 
And in 86, as the crowning touch, Sulla sacked Athens and brought AristoUe's 
library to Rome. 

Along with the physical objects, during these years there also came to Rome 
Greek intellectuals, either as hostages (llke U1e historian Polybios, who arrived 
in 167-see p. 263), as staves or a> voluntary exiles (the Stoic philosopher Pana
etios, in the 140s), or as ambassadors, like Krates o( Ma.llos in the 160s or 
Knrne<1des the Sceptic, head of the Platon ic Academy in Athens, in 155. The 
quot<ltion fro1n Plutarch's life of Cato the Elder which formed the epigraph 
al)ove show.$ some of the excitement, and some of the runbh«•lence, that these 
Greeks aroused in Roman audiences. Karncades• speeches were show-piece ora· 
tlons, deli vered on successive days, arguing for and against the idea of justice 
(see pp. l45- 7, 192--4). These 'eristic' declamations, which demonstrated the 
priority o f argument over substance, may have pleased the Romno youth, but 
they profoundly shocked the more conservative senators. Yet however much 
these men inclined towards Cato the Eider's (perhaps apocryphal} advice, 
'grnsp the content and the words will follow', they also recognized that govern· 
ing a growing Empire increasingly demanded competence not ooly in military 
but also in political skills, 6rst and foremost among them the ability to argue 
persuasively in favour of one's policies, both at home and abroad. 

rolitical oratory- persuasive speeches delivered to a senatorial or a (pri
maril)•) citizen audience-existed at Rome before Karneades. \.Yhen tucius 
Postumius l\1egellus spoke at "J'aras, tw spoke in prose, perhaps deli.vering a full
scale oration. Oratory is imagined as goi ng back to the very beginning> of the 
Roman Republic: Livy has Bl'tltus, one of the men who drove the kings from 
Rome. addreS$ the people in 509 ucf., and Cicero attTibutes a speech of popu lar 
appeal to Valerius Poplicola, consul In the n rst year of the Republic. The e<irl iest 
speech fo r which there is more rel iablc historical evidence is one given by the 
patrician senator Appius Claudius the Blind In 280, advising the Senate against 
making a treaty with King Pyrrhos of Epeiros, who was leading the Tareotines 
against Rome. From that point until the first speech of the great orator Cicero 
(For Q11i11cti11s, 81 sa:}, we have only fragments of Roman oratory. The largest 
numt>er come from Cato the Elder, whose ~natorial career, stemming from 
humble, non-aristocratic beginnings, spanned the period of geopolitical 
expansion n1entioned above, and whose more than 100 published speeches 
marked the beginning of Roman oratory as a literary genre. He is a key example 
or someone whose ambivalent reaction to the Hellenization of Rome den1on· 
stra tes both the appeal and the thrent of Greek literature to Jts new, Roman 
audience. The considerable, though fragmentary, remains of h is speeches 
show the unmistakable inOucncc of Greek rhetorical training, and yet arc 
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throughout cot1cerned with moulding h is Ronian audiences ethically and mor· 
ally in ways consistent with Ron1an tradition. In one of the longest extracts, he 
persuades the senate not to take extreme vengeance on the island of Rhodes, 
which had failed to oppose Rome's enemy King Perseus of Macedon: 

.l\s for me, I think tl1at tl1e RJ1o<lians ct id 110\ "t\•aol us to \vi.11 as co11lplete a 
victory a.s ~ve did . . . . Tt1e)'· \'i;ere frighter1ed that, if w~ had no one to fear 
a11d COl.tld do wl1a t \\1e liked, 1 t1cy migl1l fall u11der ot1r sole S\\•ay a11d be 
StlbSer,rie11t to ttS. It is their ccu1cern for t l1eir lil>erty, in Ill)' ''iC\<J, lJ1at 
prompted them to follow this poUcy. Yet the Rhodians never aided Perseus 
officially. Cc>nsider hO\\' 1n l1cl1 more catitiously \l\'C bc!1avC' bet\vee11 ot1r

sclves in ptl\1ate-. For each or1e of us, if t)e thinks that his interests .1re 
th reatene<i, stri\1es l1is utn1os1 to prcvell t tllis--a1lcl tllis is ""'llat has t1ap
pened to them .... Shall we today abandon in one fell swoop such an 
exchange of services 011 botll sides, so great a Jrien<lshitJ.? Are \Ve going to 
be t}1e first to set abollt doi11g wl1atwe acctise tt1en1 of wanl'i11g to do·? . . . If 
it js 11ot rigl1l to recei..,,,e a ba(lge of horiour if <>r1e -has said that C)11e \ovjsh.ed 
t<> <i<"> go<.><i but l.1as not (to11e so. sl1all tt1c. R11odians suffer prejl1di<:e n<>t 
becaltSe tile}' llave clone '''T<>ng but because tl1ey are said to lta\1e \\'Jrltcd to 
do so? (Ca to, Origins fr. 5. 3, trans. M. R. Comber) 

Cato here appeals to the traditional building-blocks of Roman self-image and 
imperial values: liberty, self-interest. advantageous alli<inces, and the import· 
ance of deeds over words. Speaking to an audience of equals, in power if not in 
prestige (th is speech dates from the height of Cato's long ~nd distinguished 
career as a sen ior senator}, he also insists that they put theinselves in the 
Rhodians' shoes. He interweaves his own opinion with that of the Romans, 
speaking for h is audience, encouraging them to see tbings through his eyes. 
And yet he asks them to imagine that they ace someone else as well, Greeks who 
have11othing in common with Roman traditions. Cato's audience can thus feel 
both superior to, and empathetic with, the people of Rhodes. This bold, per· 
suasive strategy at once associates the Romans with their enemy and invites the 
Senate to practice mercy, in effen to treat the Rhodians as the Ronrnns would 
li ke to be treated if the cir<:umst<tnces were reversed. It is a small but hnportant 
example of the power of political oratory, specifically of its ability to manipu
late audiences in rnore than one direction at once, and subtly to question, 
while at the same tune to rei.11forcc, cultural stereotypes. 

Cato, followed in short order by Tiberius Gracchus and Gaius Gracchus, fam
ous popuhlf leaders of the 130s and 120s, used Greek technical virtuosity to 
make politieal oratory into an effective weapon. The ability to co ntrol per
st1<1sive discourse is the llrst step towards controlling opinion: hence R01ne, as a 
growing imperial power, prized rhetorical skills. In the years between C<tto's 
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death in 149 BC£ and the start of the careers of the conservative statesman 
Cicero and the nidical aristocrat Julius Caesar, <lfound 80 llCE, Greek learning 
and literature steadily established itself as both a n1odel and a chaUenge for 
Ron1<H1 writers. And as the City (w'bs) gradually overlapped with the world 
(orbis), so the Romans added a liter<iry/~ultural empire to their poUtical one, 
developing the prose genres of oratory, history, pt1jlosophy, and techn i<.<IJ 
prose with chi•racteristi<: speed. 

'The light of day, the Forum, the faces of my fellow citizens' 

When l'vfarcus Tullius Ctcero returned to Rome in 74 scEafter a year as assistant 
governor of Sicily, he learned a valuable lesson: 

r thought at the time that no one at Rome was talking about anything but 
1ny quaestorship .... The Sicilians had dreamed up unprecedented hon
ours for me. So I left Sicily expecting that the Roman people would rush to 
la)' everything before me. But by chance on my trip I happened to call in at 
PureoJi [a sea-side resort near Naples] when it was crowded (as usual) with 
all the best people. Gentlemen, I nearly fell over with surprise when some· 
one asked me what day I hacl left Roo1e and lf there was any news . . .. That 
incident, judges, n1ay l1ave done n1e n1c)re g<>Od than if e\1eryone had come 
up and congratulatecl me. Once I realized that the Roman people have 
slightly deaf cars, but that tbeir eyes are keen and sharp, I stopped thinking 
about what people might hear aboui me and saw to it that they should see 
me iJ1 the He.sh every day. I lived in their sight, I besieged the l'orum. 
(Cicero, For />lancius 64-6) 

The only pl<•ce that mattered was Ro1ne, and specifically the Forum, whete 
trials, open-air speeches in the comitium (public gathering-place), and other 
business took place. During the last years of the Roman Republic, the three 
dee<ides or so preceding the ass<issination of Julius Caesar in 44 SCE, Cicero and 
other advocates developed politie<•l orntory into what was later regarded as its 
finest, freest form. Cicero's are the only speeches which survive in their 
entirety; for that reason, as well as for the high quality of his work, he has long 
been known as 'eloquence personilled', as the schofor Quintilian called hi.In 
150 years later, Though he spent a ye.ar in exile in Greece and another year as 
governor of the eastern province ol Cllicia, and though he regularly travelled to 
h is country villas in Italy, for most of his life he followed his own advice, 
making Rome his base o f o perations, building and then securing his reputation 
as the wittiest, the most patriotic, and (at times) the most respected, statesn1an 
i11 t0\\'11. 
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Such a reputation depends on an audience. Cicero spoke both in the Senate 
House, to his peers, and outside, to juries and-in addresses to the people 
(contiones)-to anyone who wanted to listen. Despite Lhe deep-seated Roman 
suspicion of any kind of in tellectual activity for its own sake, the urban popu
lace, both aristocratic and plebeian, was eager to listen to oratory. And Clcero
who himself, like Cato the Elder, was the first member of his provincial fa1nily 
to rise to the Roman Senate-knew how to manipulate a variety of audiences. 
lie begi ns one of his most successfu l speeches with an apology for taking up a 
festa l day with business: 

If, m~mbers of the jury, there should happen to be present among us here 
today an}'One \vho is u11fa1lliliar witl1 ot1r laws, cot1rts and way of doing 
tl1l11gs, I a)ll st1.re l1e Vl.10t1ld v1.ro11der "'l)fl1 terrible eriorm.i.l)' 1h.is case 
involves, since on a day of festivities and public days. when all other legal 
bt1si11ess is st1spcJ1ded, tJris cout l' alorle rc1nains i11 scssion-a11ct Ile would 
have no dol1bt <lt all tlJat the defe11dant n1l1st be i,'ltilty of a crime so terrible 
tl1at1 ur1le-ss actior1 \\•e-re taken, tile state couJ<I r1ot possibly SltJVive! 

Having raised his audience's expectations that they will be trying a spectacu
larly vicious crime, well worth missing the games, Cicero suddenly changes 
tack and as good as promises that his case will Ile just as entertaining as those 
missed theatrical shows (wh ich themselves might well have featured young 
men at the mercy of prostitutes): 

Lf he were t\lcn to be told that no crime, no enormity, and no act of vio
lence had been brougl1t l>ef<>re the cot1rt, IJut that a l)rilliantl}'· al)le, hard. 
working, and popular young man is being accused by the son of someone 
Ile has prosecuted ... and that tbis a1tack on l1im is being financed by a 
prostitute, he \V(>t1l<i find n<> fault \.Vith tl1e prc>secut<:>r's sense <>f fi liaJ dut)', 
Ile -~vOltl<l consider that a \'l.101nacl's passior1s sl1ould be kept l1r1der co1ltrol, 
a11d IJe "'Ould concltJcle lbal yot1 yol1rseJves aJc overworked, since C\1ert 011 
a fJUblic holi<lay you are nc)t allo\l\1ed the clay <>ff! (Cicero, For Cneli11s 1, 
trans. D. H. Berry) 

Throughout the speech Cicero exploits the closeness of oratorical to theatrical 
performance, deliveri ng a tour de force of comic argument that must have pro· 
<>ided more than adequate compensation for the jurors' forgone holiday. The 
analogy between the two kinds of performance is an essential one. Roman 
literature had a lways been pedonnative, both in the technical sense of the 
dramas o f Plautus, Terence, and others (see pp. 298-307), and in the more gen
eral sense that it was more often heard than read silently. J\y tbe end of the 30s 
BCE, public recitations of literilture were being given on a re&'Ular bitsis to sn1all 
groups, usually fr iends of the author. 13ut it is oratory which hitd ;tJways had 
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particular affinities with stage performance. "J11e three aims of a speaker, says 
Cicero-who wrote handbooks of rhetorical instruction as well as practical 
cxmnples of spee<·hes~1re 'to charm, to teach, and to move'. All are focused on 
the audience; the success of each depends on the orator's creation of a success
ful bond between himself and his listeners, be that a group of his peers, a 
preselected jury, or a randomly assembled crowd in the Fonun . And each audi
ence required a slightly diffe(ent technique: different levels of intimacy, differ
ent means of arousing sympathy or indignation, different applications of 
humour. 

But acting was <ilso dangerous, not least because it was the province of the 
lower c1<1sses and of Greek professionals . . >\ristocratic horror at the Emperor 
Ne(o's public perfonnances in the first century CE arose primarily fron1 his 
violation of class boundaries: aristocrats didn't act. But there was inore to this 
fear of theatrical technique than class prejudice. Just as Karneades had demon
strated that words can be manipu lated to argue both sides of any question, so 
acting exposed the inherent sUp between appearance and reality. Cicero's most 
successful speeches are those in >vhich he exploits his relationship with his 
at1dience, creilting a persuasjve t>ersor1a whicl1 can carrJ' l1is liste.11ers alor1g \\'ill1 
him: the outraged, deeply traditional consul in the Against l'iso; the sophisti
cated man-ttbout-town and gentle but fi rm father-figure in the speech for 
Caelius; the ideal Roroan politician, friend of the people and upholder of trad
ition in the For Sestius; the philhellenic Roman devotee of literatLtte in the For 
Archias. 13ut ir1 every case he had to make sure that the mask was not perceptible 
as a 1nask, tl1at the drarnati.c illt1sior1 \''as r1ot broke1l- or, If it ,.,as, as ii1 tl1c 
Caelius, whose h umour depends pa rtly on the audience's complicity with 
Cicero's ft1n, that it \Vas broken \\1itt1 the 1-isterlers' full a~"1are11ess arld acce1)t
ance. Nor were these easy audiences to fool, being both connoisseurs and 
experienced hecklers: 

I laughed at s()Jne<)ne in court lately 
Who, when Ill)' Calvus gave a splendid 
A<.:COltnt of al l Vatiltius' crinles, 
With han<.ts raised in st1rprise arlr10lt11ced 
'Great Gods, tl1e squirt's articulate!' 

(Catullus 53, trans. G. I.cc) 

The crowd, or corona, was as ilnportant to an orator as any judge o r jury, and 
Cicero was an expert at playing to it. So in h is third speech agai.nst the revo
lutionary Catiline, for instance, Cicero uses the topography of tile Capitoli ne 
hill and the Forum, and particularly a freshly erected statue of Jupiter Optimus 
lv!axirnus (the Best and Greatest, the city's presiding deity), to sw<1y the crowd: 
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Cetl.ai1)I}· )'Ot1 reJnen1ber that \Yhe11 C<>tta and ·10.rqutttl1S '''ere co11st1ls 
many things on the Capitol were struck by lightning: the images of the 
i1)l1nortaJ go<.1.s \Vere m<>ve<i, stati1es of 111an.y ;:i11cient 11)e11 \\'Cte tl1.ro\v11 
down, and the bronze tablets of the Jaws melted. Even the statue of Romu
lus, who founded tl1is city, \\•as struck .. . . . l\.ud tl1e sootlisaye1s said that 
Jllltrder, fire, the end of the law, civil war, ancl the fall <>f tt1e entire city and 
e1npire were at ha11d tinlcss \\'<' appeased tile i1111r1ortaJ gods . .. . The>' 
ordered LlS to n1ake a large statue C)f Jupiter, and to fix it il.1 a l1igh localio11 
. .. saying thal if that statue which you now see looked on the rising of the 
sun and the Foru1n ancl the Senate House, U1ose secret co11spiracies dir~ 
ected against the safety of the city and of the empire would be brougllt to 
light so as to be clearly visible to the Senate and the Roman people. And 
t ile co11st1Js or<lt>red the statue to t>e sc> placed; but it \\"i)S 11ot set l ip . .. 

before this very day. (Cicero, Agni11s1Catili11e 3. L9- 20) 

Here the orator mixes appe<1ls to fe<1r, hope, and the power of the state per
suasive ly to reassure tt1e audience: at last the danger threatening Rome from 
the rebel Catiline is under control, <111d Cicero lets us know that it is liis control. 

But what happens when the crowd is not friendly? Jn 52 Cicero spoke in 
defence of his friend Annius lvlilo, who was rried on the charge of having 
murdered a popular, ·and violent, fellow politician. The court was ringed with 
the soldiers of the powerful general Pompey the Great, then sole consul, whose 
rule was law. Cicero lost the case. later, however, he published a new version of 
the For Milo, a version wh ich was never delivered orally but which shows how 
he would have manipulated the audience if he had not been intimidated by the 
fierce cor01w or sol.diers: 

I realize, members of the jury, that it is disgraceful, when beginning a 
speecl1 iJ1 ciefence of a ·1nan of greal cot1rage, to show fear 011eself, a11d tt1at 
it is llighly u1lbeco1nir1g, '"hen Titus >\1111il1S is less coJ1cerned fol' l1js O~\'U 
survi\1al tt1an for tl1al' of l1is COLLntr)', r1<>t to sl1<>''' eqt1al strength of char
acter in !)leading his c.,"lse. l~lit e\1C11 so, tl1e l111fa11liliar look of this 
ur~fa111iliar court alarrrlS rr1y very eyes . . . . You the jury ;:ire 11ot J1e111n1c(I i11 
by ;:i ri11g or s1>ertators as }'Ot1 use<I to t>e, nor are '''e surr<>u11decl b)' fl1e 
uSltal 1>acked crO\\'d. 1·hosc _gltards "''lli.cl1 you ca.11 see in front of all the 
te1rtples car111ot fail to cause a sr>eaker a t\\1inge of alarr11 . .. . t\s for tl1e: rest 
of the cro\vd gatl1ered t1ere, it is, inasrnuc.·h as it t<.)nsists c)f Ron1an citizeos, 
entirely on our side. You c1n sec. the people lool<lng on Crom every diret· 
tioc1, _fco111 v..1l1erever any part of the Foru111 l1appe11s to l)e vjsible. 'fJ1C'y are 
eagetl)' awaitil1g tile ot1tco1ne of this trial; art<-1 tl1ere is 11ot a m,an anlo11g 
them i,.v)1(> d<,es not sul)port Milo's COLtragc a11d belie\~e tllat t1i1nself, J1is 
cllildrer1, lliS cou11try, arid his fortltnes are tl1is very da)' at stake. (Cicero, 
For Milo 1-3, trans. D. 11. Berry) 
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As in the Caclius, Cicero asks his audience to identify with him, alarming them 
with the importance and novelty of their position. Also as in the earlier speech, 
he the.n lets them off the hook: the new situation is not as alarming as it seems; 
we are ill tact being protected lly these soldiers. He then turns to .emotional 
appeal: it is not only the defendant whose life and family and country is at 
stake, but every one present. And as in the speech for Plancius (above), Cicero 
appeals not to sound but to sight: the spectacle of this trial, the sight of th.e 
fonun, is all-important. The emotional argument expands, therefore, to ta\:e in 
not only the spea ker but also the man on trial, as the audience is 1noved to 
identify both with the orator guiding them and with the defendant whose fate 
they are to decide: It is a brilliant introduction to a brilliant speech. Milo, in 
exile in southern France (partly owing to the failure of Cicero's original effort), 
is said to have replied that he was glad Cicero had not delivered the rewritten 
version: otherwise, he would never have had the chance to taste the excellent 
Marseilles fish . The failure of the first speech did not stop Cicero from rewriting, 
and publishing, his second version. Though Ron1an oratory was a public phe· 
nomenon, fully integrated into the experience of citizens, who in turr1 had an 
important role in regulating the politica l and social prestige of the speakers, 
there was more than one venue for the disttibution of political spe.eches-and, 
indeed, for the publication of other kinds of prose litera ture. 

Select audiences 

It is not certain what p roportion of Romans could read . Though the City was 
covered with inscriptions recording the texts of laws, treaties, dedications to 
the gods, epitaphs, and the achievements of statesmen and generals, it seems 
clear that a high proportion, at least, of this ubiquitous writing functioned 
sin1ply as displ<1y, as reinforcement of status, a declaration and affirmation of 
Romam1css. The market for hooks (as opposed to performances of dran1a or 
oratory) was restricted to a small, educated, and therefore largely at.fluent 
group, mostly con1prising men who were also involved in gove.rnment or in 
high-level busine.ss of some l<lnd, such as Cicero's friend Atticus. The circum
stances of book production had a great deal to do with keeping the n1arket 
small : books had to be copied one by one, and the ancient format of a papyrus 
roll was easy neither to read nor to store. There may have been something of a 
more general market for technical n1anuals such as Vltn1vius' On Arcl1itcct11rc 
(from the Augustan period) or Colun1ella's Newnian treatise on farming, and 
we k.now that in the late J\rst century CE the professor Qu.intilian complained 
that notes from his lectures on oratory were being circulated without his 
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SCll()()(WO~K. On this sarcophagus from the second century CE a father (or 
teacher) is shown instructing a boy as is symbolized by the papyrus rolls they 
hold in their hands. Rhetoric would have been the fundamental element of 
all such education at this period. 

appl'Oval. But the tendency of Roman society to encourage a highly competi

tive governing elite, which judged its leisure (oli11111) as much as its work (11ego
li11111) by how it was perceived frorn the outside, reinforced the tendency even 

for literature to remain within a sniall, select circle (see pp. :lJ6-8, 492-S 18). This 

~Ille took up new develop111ents in so far as 1·ht~y rei r1forced traditional ways: 

hence the popularity of rhetoric, which could enhance traditional values via 

persuasive oratory. In other disciplines, too, the areas in which Roman intel

lectual growth is most nlarked in the late Republic are those which match 

aristocratic vested interests: agriculture, history, e1hlcal philosophy, practical 

science such as engineering, granlmar (a branch of rhetoric), law. and the his· 

tory of religion, whose practice was also in the control of the political elite. 
The producers of much of this prose literature as well as its consumers were 

members of the governing class. It is not until the Ckeronian period, or per
haps just slightly before, that any professional writers of history appear on the 

scene, and they are on ly isolated cases; 01hcr fields, especially mathem<rtics, 

astron<>rny, nrusic, and medicine were reservccl for Creeks. But the period is 

rich In prose written by and circu lated amo ng lhc educated classes: polirie<il 

1racts such ;is the For AHio (and, h1decd, Cicero's first major court success, 1he 
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Jl8ai11st Verres of 70); farming manuals (including an influential early one by 

Cato the Elder); grammatical treatises; histories of Rome and its conquests; and 

collections of 'antiquarian' information on ancient customs, religious ritual, 

and the Uke. The Sabine Marcus Terentius Varro (116-27 BCE) had a writing 

career which was itself a microcosm of this intellectual activity by and for the 

elite: a senator and general, he wrote over 600 books, including 150 of satirical 

vc1se; the core, hO\\'e'"er, was a series of \vide·(i1nglng studies in al111ost every 
branch of scholarly activity, the most influential concerned with Roman cus
toms, language, and religious tra(lillon. 

The setting of many of these works brings their select audience home, as for 

insWJ1ce tbe beginning of Varro's 1rca1isc in dialogue form on farming (37 ~CE): 

On the festival of the Sememlvac l'Sowing'J I had gone to the temple of 
EartJt .•. wl1cre I fOllnd 111y fathcr-111-la\\' Gait1:. Full(lanius, Gaius AgrilJS, a 

Roman knight and a Socratic philosopher, and the tax collector Publius 
Agrasiu,, all looking at a map of llaly painted on the wall .... \'l'hcn we 
had sat down, Agrasius said: 'You have travelled through many lands
have you seen one more cultivated than llaly?' (Varro, 011 Rum/ ~fattm I. 
2. I, 3) 

The inner circle here is not only close and familial, but each of the men with 

whom Varro wiil converse about farming has a name derived either from {1111d11s 

('estate') or ager ('field'): an inside joke ror the educated reader. Varro's con

tempor<iry Cicero likewise begins severa l of his ph ilosophical and political trca-
1ises with a group of close friends: so the On Frie1ulsliip, On Ille Lnw.1, 011 rlll' 

Nature of tire Gods, the llrritus (a history of oratory), etc. The ultimate models for 

these conversations are Greek dialogues, but the Roman writers cast I hem in10 

distinctly Roman form, lly t1cvices such as Varro's punning names. What Is 

more, these rreatises are regularly dedicated to a single p~son-Varro's, for 

instance, to his wife Frmdania-enhanclng the impression of a personal com
munication. The relationship between writer and dedicatee is often envisaged 

as that between one who requests and one who grants that request, as at the 

beginning of Cicero's Orator (46 BCE): 

I have long been in great doubt, Br\ll\IS, whelher it is ,,·orse to refuse you 
.. . or to do what you have often asked. On the one hand, it seems very 
hard to refuse someone of whom I am particularly fond and who I feel 
retu1ns n1y affecrion, especially since his request is reasonable and he longs 
for something ennobling; but I thought rhat to undertake so greal a task 
... '"'as: scarcel)'' appropriate ror 011c wl'lo fears the criticistll of learned :i11cl 

judicious rneo. 

For what has Brutus (allegedly) asked? Onl y that Cicero, the folmt of authority 
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on the subject, write a treatise o n the best kind of orator and the best method of 
public speaking. Cicero's introduction tellingly interweaves h is own (under
played) qualifications, the importance and closeness of h is addressee, and the 
larger, but select, audience of readers whose judgement he fears. 

The enonnous number of letters written by and to C,Cicero during the middle 
decades of the last century scF. provides both a glimpse into and an example of 
this Close coterie of aristocrats. Several collections survive: sixteen books of 
letters to Titus Pomponius Atticus, Cicero's closest friend and a lifelong 
sounding-board for the orator's political ideas, personal feelings, and academic 
interests; letters to his brother Quintus, a smaller set which show the orator's 
familial, often protective persona, but which also give us an insight into the 
troul>les of a fa1nily 011 its '''ay up tl1e social ladder; tl1ose to iYfarcus Brltttis, one 
of Julius C-~1esar's assassins; and the letters to his 'circle', or familiarcs (often 
tra11slated 'friec1ds'), ~\1l1icl1 ra11gc f-rO£ll pc.rsonal co111111t111ications to mini
essays on the good life and other topics, to oflicial state 1nissives. This last group 
in particular lets us llear the voice not only of Cicero but of his peers, as he kept 
copies of many of the letters he received as well as those he sent. Even the most 
personal of these r11issi,:es st10\\IS a cor1cern \.Yilll self-i111age, as Cicero a11d his 
contemporaries strive to create personas that will show the1n to their best, or 
111ost J)ersuasi,,e, ad\ra11tage. 011e exa111ple, frO)ll a famot1s letter consoling 

Cicero on his adul t daughte1"s death, makes th ls clear: 

. 4.s I was on my i.'la}'· back frc>rr1 /\s,ia ... I IJ~gar1 to gaze at tl1e landscap€' 
around me. There behind me was Aegh1a, iJ1 front o( me Megata, to the 
rigl1t l'iraeus, 10 tlle left Coti11th; 0 11ce flourishing t<>\vns, now lying i(>\V in 
ruins tJefore c>ne'.s e)•es. "I began to ttiink to 1i1yself: 'Al1f 11ow earl \\11?' 111a11-
11ikins \\•ax i11dig:r1ar1t if 011e of tis dies ... \\'tlCll the corpses of .so n1all)' 
tO\VTIS lie al>ari.doned in a .single spot?' .. . You t<><> mttst d\\1ell instead <>n 
rec<>llections \VOrthy of the ct1aracter )10tt are. TeJI }'Ot1rself t11at Tullia liv('t1 
as Jong as was \\rell for J1eJ' to li,,c and tl1at sl1e and freedo.11l exis1ed 
togett\et. Sll.e sav.• >'OU, her father, Praetor, Consul, and Aug11r . .. . A1rnost 
all that life can give, she enjoyed; and she left life when freedom died .. . . 
And tl1e11 do 11ot forget t11at· }'Ot1 arc Cicero . ... \<\1e t1ave .seen. n1ore than 
011ce hO\\' 110bJy )'OU su.stai11 prosperit)', a11cl l1c)\1\' great the glor}' ):Ot1 gain 
thereby. I.et us recognize at last that you are no less able to bear adversity. 
(Cicero, "fo his Friends 4. S, trans. D.R. Shacklcton l}ailey) 

The writer, Servius Sulpidus Rufus, a prominent solicitor, shows a concern both 
for his own image and-especi<11ly- for Cicero's: even in the 1nost persC)nal 
grief, he exhorts the orator not to let b.is priv<1te feelings destsoy his public 
image, and above all, to consider the iJnpact of his <Ktions on the state, and on 
posterity. The cosmopolitan setting, the Roman values, and the intinwte yet 
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formal comrnunication are all typical of one strand o f Cicero's correspondence. 
The Roman model of intimate, mingled politica l and intellectual discussion 

fits well witll the story which the Romans themselves told about the begin
nings of scholarship in Rome. According to this story, Krates of Mallos, an 
eminent Homeric scholar and the head of the school C)f rhetoric at Pergamon, 
came to Rome (probably in 168 sc~) on a political embassy. While there he fell 
and broke his leg in the cloaca 11wximr1, Rome's greatest sewer and a source of 
tremendous local pride (in engineering); ducing his recovery lie gave lectures 
on rhetoric and grammar to aristocrats and intellectuals. The combination of 
the inner circle, the Greek teacher, and the concentration on the power of 
rhetorical knowledge would permeate all subsequent Roman philosophy, rhet· 
oric, and political thought. 

The craze for rhetoric is understandable, given the Romans' desire for power 
and for cmltrolling the knowledge that brings power. The question remains, 
however: what do fatming, religious rltes, dialectical logic, legal history, or 
technical grammatical questio ns (such as the proper way to spell words) have 
to do with social prestige, or indeed with politics? And why would men like 
Julius Caesar, who was busy conquering first Gaul, then Rome itself, interrupt 
his French campaign (in t'lle mid-SOs BCE) to compose a work On Grammatica/ 
Analog)'? The answel' lies at least partly in the political pressures of the late 
Repul>lic and in the capacity of literature to generate and respond to the values 
shared by a con1munity of readers . 

Dul'ing the last century UC£ Rome was under extraord inary pressure from 
without and, particularly, frmn within . The Empire was now large enough to be 
d ifficult to control, and e''en the sensible Roman practice of letting the pro
vinces run themselves (providing they paid taxes) was putting a strain on central 
adr1\ir1istratio11. lvfilitary coin111ai1ders ,,rere give11 l11creasir1g at1to1101ny in tl1e 

field, with correspondingly large and loyal armies; fierce competition between 
them meant that a few strong men- the most famous being Pompey the Great 
and his adversary Julius Caesar~ventually grew powerful enough to threaten 
the stability of the state and its traditional repuhlican organization. Rome was 
on the brink of returning to tile form, if not the name, of a monarchy. From the 
outside, pcessures came in the fo rm o f foreigners and freed slaves thronging tC) 
RC)me; as the provinces were gradually allowed more and more political rights, 
and as classes that were traditionally excluded from government becanie 
we;tlthy and powerful enough to participate in the administr<ttion of Ernpire, 
familiar systems broke down, some of them irreparably. Much of the technical 
prose literature of the last ye<Hs of the Republic cetlects an attempt, in vaxious 
ways, to st<>bilize this dedine. 

So in his political and philosophical treatises, for example, especially his 
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Republic, Cicero attempts to forge a stable language to bolster an increasingly 
unstable reality. Here he re-creates the n.ostalgic world of Scipio Aemili;inus, 
the great general and statesman who died in 129 RCf. just as popular political 
agita tion was changing Ro.man politics fo r good. rt is a world in whici:J. ancestral 
values and respect for authori ty hold sway, in which novelty iS distrusted, and 
ill which language follows orderly rules and mirrors a calm_, predi~table world. 
Cato the Elder provides the anchor of stability, as shown here ill Scipio's intro
duction to his brief history of Rome: 

As you know, I was especially fond of old Cito and admired him greatly. 
. . . I devoted myseli to llim, heart and soul, from my early days. I could 
11ever t1ear e11ough <>f his talk-so ricl1 \vas the JlJa1)'S political experience, 
\\

1l1iclt J1e J1ad acq1..1ired during J1is 1011g a11(l distingLtishe<l career i11 J>eace 
and \\1<1r. r:ql1ally ir111)(ess.i,re wefe l1is lenr1>crate '"a}' of speaking, l1is co1ll
l>inatio11 of sertous11ess and l1um<)ur, l1is tremendous zest for o·braini11g 
at1d providing informatJ011, ru1d tt1e cJosest correspo11der1ce behveen t1is 
preaching and his practice. (Cicero, Republic 2. l. trans. N. Rudd) 

The key here is the harmony between Cato's life and his words: no gap between 
appearance and reality, between rhetoric and fact. This nostalgic picture was_, 
by the time Cicero was writing the Rep11Mic (c.51 KCE), al ready lost; but this and 
other such treatises were powerful appeals against the inevitable changes that 
\vere in progress. 

Similarly, works like Marcus Terentius Varro's o n the Latin language or on 
Roman religions history-or even on the history of Roman theatre and the 
plays of Plautus-strove to reinforce a traditional way of life and an ideali.z.ed 
1norality. The collection of facts about the past and the estab1ish1nent (as by 
Varro and Alticus) of a firm historical chronology offered one defence against 
frightening political and social change. Biographies of famous men, written by 
Varro and by Cornelius Nepos (the declicatee of Catullus' poetry), provided a 
portrnit gallery of exemplary lives to imitate and to avoid; Varro's was accom
panied by a volume of 700 pictures with verse epigrams (the Tmat,es). 

In philosophy too, an area up till now dominated by the Greeks, the writers 
of the late Republic successfully created a distinctively Ro1nan genre, 1noulding 
Greek theories and ideas with Roman sensibilitles ;ind Rom<in ideology. Cicero, 
who is again our chief surviving exan1ple, was a leading tigure, ta(kling topics 
not only of politieal philosopby (in works such ;is Tile Republic and Tile Laws, 
modelled primarily on the Platonic dialogues of the silme name), but also of 
ethics (especially in On tlu: Limits of Good nnd El'il, On D11ties, and the l11scular1 
Disputr1tio11s, on what m<ikes the happy life), epistemology (tile Acade111iai), and 
theology (On the Nature oft11e Gods, On Fate). Cicero had been tra ined both in 
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Gree('e ;ind in llome by eminen t philosophers, while his rhetorical training 
allowed Wm to argue more than one side of any question. Though he was 
himself a moderate adherent o f Scepticism. he shows special skill in putting 
ari,'ttments frorn different philosoph ica l schools into tile inouths of his 
characters-for many of his works are in d ia logue form, imagined conversa
tions among the learned, aristocratic Romans of the days, set during their leis
ure tilne. '""riling with incred ible speed (many of his philosophical works were 
produced between February 45 and November 44 BC£) and while pursuing his 
political career, Cicero created nothing less than a whole language and liteni
ture of Latin ph ilosophy, from the most technical academic treatises (the Para
doxes o(the Stoics) to the most relaxed and elegant of essays (such as On Old Age, 
centr.ing on tl\e character of Cato the Elder, and 011 Friendship). 

Finally, to return to the opening of Vano's 011 Agric11/t11re, the scene is set by 
the participan ts looking at a map (literally, a' painted Italy') on the temple wall. 
Obviously appropriate to the subject of their conversation, tllis may bave been 
a sort of agricultural survey map-or someth ing more sophisticated. For a grow
ing interest in maps, geography, and ethnography (!he study of m1tions), pres
ent already in the Hellenistic scho lars in Rome but fuelled by new Roman 
conquests, Jed writers like Julius Caesar, Nepos, and others to investigate and 
record· the nature o f the lands and peoples whom the Roman armies were con
quering. In the midst of all this sat Ro1ne, at the ideal centre of its geographical 
u11i,:erse: 

Ho"v then could RonlttlltS i1ave adtievect \vitJ1 tnore jn.spjred Sl1ccess tl1e 
ad1la.11tagcs of a coastal city, \\1hile avoiding its faults, than by fotmding 
l{on'e 011 the l>ank <>fa rive:r which tlowe(l witll its l>roa_d stream, sn1ootl1 
ar1d t1t1failir1g i11to tl1e sea? 'fll ltS t!1c city could i111port 11vl)atever it nee<Jecl, 
a11d export i ts st1rpJ11s; and tlJa11 ks to the san1e river it COLiJ(l . . . draw itl b)• 
sea tl1e c<.>rnm<>dities r11ost necessary to its life a1)d culture . . .. And so 
l~or11ulL1S1 in 1ny view, already fore.sa11\1 t11at this cit)' v..1ould e.ventuall}' 
forin the Sile and centre of a world empire. (Cicero, Republic 2. LO, trans. 
N. Rudd) 

Ron1c's position, as these writers made clear to their public, both justified and 
was justified by its Elnpire. Foreign trihes became not only a fascinating object 
of contemplation, but also a means of (Cinforcing national identity, as they 
demonstrated what Rome was not. The readers of Nepos' (now lost) Geography, 
for example, must have felt as proud about Rome as they were intrigued by the 
descriptions of the peoples on its frontiers (see pp. 272-3). 

Against this backdrop of imperia l expansion <l!ld cultur"I anxiety, one can 
perhaps begin to see how scholarship itself becmne " politic<ll weapon. How 
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Jlltt•\11n 1 ·,.."l' 

A PAJNTED ROMAN WORLD. The map known as the Peutinger Table was made in 
c. 1200 CE, but based on an itinerary map from the Roman ;mperial period. 
Some 7 m. long but only 34 cm. high, it gives;, highly distorted version of the 
Mediterranean world and beyond. This segment is dominated by the city of 
Rome and its harbour Ostia. 

people spoke, even what words they used and what style they favoured, was 
seen as a reflection of character, illustrating the doctrine that 'the style is the 
man' (or, in Latin, q1111Us oratio, ta/;s 1101110). Correct Latinity, anc1 especially 
appropriate Latinity, was a mark of breeding, judgement, an.d status (see pp. 
266-7). Anthropologists today speak o f how a d ialect or a local accent f\m(tions 
as cullural currency; Romans like Cicero spoke of those who were 'best' (the 
Optimates) and 'goocl' (the boni), setting up a scale of monil/ethical goodness 
matching a scale of intellectual and physic<il decorum. 'fhe equation of 
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physical grace with mental dexterity and ethical fitness goes back to the fliad, 
to the low character Tbcrsites (who had neither); it Is alive and well in the 
late Roman Republic. Urbm1itas, a word which can mean everything from 
'city-smarts' to 'elegance', meant at heart the quality of being Ron1an: properly 
Roman, that is, deeply <ind seriously committed to the city's traditions an.d to 
preserving them, as well as being able, in season, to be lighthearted and 
sophisticated. 

What side one took in the debates 0 11 proper speech and spelling, what style 
of oratory one chose to use, what style of physical delivery one affected-a)] of 
these declared one's allegiance on the sliding scale of Romanness. Caesar 
scratched his head with one finger, and was immediately suspect (<in effemin · 
ate gesnrre, it also suggested an unhealthy degree of self-absorption-did he 
perhaps also shave h.is body'/); to wave one's arm too vigorously while orating 
might indicate" louche character; a toga worn unbelted signified loose morals. 
So, too, a fondness for Greek epigram or raunchy mi1nes could indicate an 
innnoral disposition; and over-flowery o ratory (tellingly called 'Asiatic'), wh ich 
revelled in figures of speech, simile, metaphor, and extravagant verbal combin · 
ations, might be considered beneath proper Roman dignity. Cl<irity of expres
sion, however, had tO be matched with d ignity of style: ordinary language 
could not beco1ne too ocdinary, or its d istinctively noble character would he 
lost. The language of con1edy, fo r instance, so appropriate for public perform
ance, was out of the question in a speech on political matters, or in a learned 
treatise addressed to educated readers. The grammatical, philological, and 
stylistic debates that occupied the attention of Caesar, Cicero, Brutus, Varro, 
and others were for from trivial: in them, these men were negotiating their own 
furure and the f\Jture of the Republic. 

Negotiating the past 

Tl':1e-y say 111at \\•.hen scu11ec>ne aske(I tl1e great 1'11e1u istokles, tl1e greatest 
man in Athens . . . whose voice he took the greatest delight in hearing, he 
ans~vered tllat it was tbe \1o ice c>f l1im wl10 best celebrated 11is O\'o'll 
111e1il' . . . . A11d so tl1e famot1s 1'-·1arit1s particl1latly esteemed Lucius l' lotitts, 
whose talent, he thought, could bes.t celebrate his achievements . . . . And 
tl1e poets ~\1i1ose ge11it1s celebrates <>ur ger1eraJs' deeds celebrate at tl1e sa111e 
tune the glory of the Roman people . . . . So we ought to wish that our glory 
and our fame extend as far as ou' weapons bave reached . . .. How ma11y 
historians of his deeds is Alexander the Great said to have had with hi111! 
And yet, when he stood at the grave of Achille.s on Cape Sigeion, he said, 
'\Vhat a lucky young man you are, to have had Homer as the herald of your 
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glory!' I le spoke the truth: for if the llitul had not existed, the same tomb 
which covered Achilles' body would have also burled his renown. (Cicero, 
For ;lrd1it1s 20-4) 

History. The word can denote many different kinds of writing: full-scale his· 
tory, which In ancient Rome meant for the most 1>art the history of the Roman 
Empire under the conm1and of its successful and charismatic generals; biog
raphy, which can in some ways be seen as a slice or military history, concentrat· 
ing on the deeds of single leaders; and comm~nrnrii, or ·commentaries', rela· 
tively unelaborated accounts of a period. Full-scale history could ta ke one of 
three forms: (l) history 'f101n Re1nus and Romu lus', as It was known, i.e. begin· 
ulng with the founding of the city and conll11ulng on, sometimes to the 
writer's own day; (2) monogcaphs focusing on a partlcular slice of that long 
time periO<I (usually a war); (3) 'univecsal' hlstory, which covered the known 
world .. including but not restricted to Rome. fucamples of each type survive, 
though from the period before 35 BCE the monographs of Sallust on the Co11-
spimcy o(C11tilir1e and che War with /11gurtlw (both written In the 40s) and the 
Co111111e11t11ries of Julius Caesar (and others) on the Gallic, Civil, and related ~Vt1rs 
(from the late 50s and 40s), ace all that have come down to us in their entirety. 

Roman history was written in Greek before ii was wrluen in Latin; hlstocy in 
1..atln, like or;itory, began with Cato the £Ider. Me adopted a Greek genre, klisis 
or 'foundation' literature, to his own purposes, producing seven books of Ori· 
gi11s on the founding <tnd early history of Rome and various Italian towns, a 
work which rnodulated (we are not sure how) lnio a chronological account 
of tl1e growth of Rome to Cato's own time. At the end it became semi· 
aut<>blographlC<tl, <•s the writer included some o f his own deeds and speeches 
(Including the one on behalf of the Rhodians, quoted above). Even in the frag· 
mentary remains, we can see that Cato's history testified to the greatness of 
Rome and Roman leaders-though, curiously, it is said not to have named the 
genernls, but to have depicted them simply as representatives of the Roman 
people. 

It also bore witness, as does the extract from Cicero just quoted, to the power 
of the wrlnen word. Here is Cato's story of a military tribune who during the 
6rst Punic War (mid-third cent·ucy ucr) allowed the bulk of the army to escape 
by drawing enemy 6re on his own small band. Ile fell together with the 400 
men whom he commanded, but: 

The Immortal gods accorded tile military tribune good fortune to match 
his comage. Th is is what happened: although he was wou11ded many 
thncs, t1is llead re111ained t1r1l1ar111ed • . . tliey J)i<;ked t1in1 lJJ.l a11d h.e 
r<'covcrccl. Ofte11 tl1creafter J1c gave bra''C' a ncl c11C'rsctl<- service to tl1e state: 
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and by his act of leading of! those soldiers, he $<tved the rest of tile army. 
Yet the same sel\>;ce is con>iderc<I very differently according to the way in 
which it is viewed. The Spartan Leonidas did the same thing at Thermopy
lai and the whole of Greece adornc'<I the glory and extraordinary popular
ity that his virtues had desemxl by the most conspicuously magnificent 
1no11u1ne11ts: portraits, stan1es, inscrlp1lons, storie$ amo11g otl1er U1jngs 
showed the very high value placed upon his exploit. But the military tril>· 
une received only scaJ1t praise for his deeds, although he had done the 
same thing and :;.1ved the state. (Cato the Eider, Origi11s [r. 83. trans. M. It 
Comber) 

There is a cleternTined rivalry here w)l'h Greek mernorialization: Cato's history 
will do for the tribune what all of Greece did for Leonidas- and yet he will do it 
in a llo1na11 "ray, t,vithoLLt extravagance, 111 a Latin \vhich 3\'0ids excessive 
ornamentation, in a simple, memorable style. The S<1me tendency towards giv· 
ing a moral lesson thal we saw in Cato's oratory is visible here as well: it is not 
just the tribune's courage that earns hls lmmort<1lity in this text, but the fact 
that he saved, and continued to save, the state. He thus becomes an exemp/11111, 
a model for readers to imitate. 

The i>0litical and military bias of most Roman hi~to1y is hardly accidental. 
Cato's tribune would have been imitable not onl)• in theory but in practice by 
many of his readers, as history was, •bove all, written b)' and for the governing 
class. Not until over half a century after Cato began writing were there any his· 
torians who were nol also senators (I.e. pollticians or commanders); and then 
o nlv a handful of professional Roman historians carne to any prominence. Of • 
their works only that of the Augustan writer Livy has survived in any quantity. 

As texts written by a nd for the men who wn the state, history at Rome 
occupied a peculiarly privileged position. It was a means of creating and 
preserving memory. What happened? When? What will be forgotten, what 
preserved'/ Which actors or the past will be remembered, and how? II is 
remarkable, for example, that as far as we know only one overtly pro-plebeian 
history exiSted-written by Licinius Macer, who held the office of tribune of the 
plebs in 73 BCE. TI1e techniques of rhetoric, In which all educated Romans were 
steeped, offered a powerlul tool for rewriting the past: for ancient history, even 
more than contemporar)' history, reflected the ideological aims and desires of 
its authors and its audiences. llelng primarily moral and didactic, designed to 
teach while informing, hiSt<)r)' was envisaged as a communal effort, in which 
readers and writecs alike participate. 

ll is easy to see how the writer cou ld influence lhc reader; but it worked th!! 
other way as well, si1Ke the history that lasted wou ld be the history that cre<•ted 
an image of lhe llo1nan past that the noman 1>resent wan ted to use. Tb is need 
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not be purely panegyrica l, like the military hJstories that Cicero praises in his 
Archias: Gaius Sallustius Crispus (Sallust). a politician and writer active in the 
40s BCE, sees history and the rnemo ry of the past both as an i ospiration and as a 
means of social critique: 

I have often heard that Quintus Maximus, Publlus Scipio, and other cml
r1er1t me.n of o t1r country ltsed to say t11at \\•hen they Jookecl at the portrait 

n1as~s of tJ1eir ai1cestors, tJ1i:ir spirits were e11tbusiastically fire<.1 '"'itJ1 a 
<1esire for virtue. ()b\1iousl):, tl1e '"'ax of the n1a~ks does 11ot itself l1ave suclJ 
power i11 it, but beC'altSe of tt1e 111ernory of tt1eir deeds tt1i.s flarne gro,vs ir1 
rhe breasts of outstanding Jl1en, and does J10t die dowi1 t1.1:1riJ tJ1ei1 ''itltJC 
has equalled the reputation and glory of their ancestors. (Sallust, H'ar with 
f11gurtlla 4) 

One 111a.y l1ec0Jne famol1s eitl1er i11 peace <Jr i11 \'•'<lr. ll<>th actors ao<I those 
who describe actions are often praised. And though the narrator earns 
n1l1cl1 less renot,rn tl1a11 tl1e doer of deeds, tl1e '"'riti:iJg of 11istory is, 1111J1y 

opinion, a pe<uliarly difficult task . ... My inclinations led me, like many 
otiler young n1en, to throw myself into politics. There many things were 
against me. rnstead of self~restraint, integrit)', and virtue~ lt11scrupt1loi..1s . . 

co11dl1Ct, briber)', an(l profiteerir1g lleld $\\•ay . . . . So, after suffering n1a11y 
troubles ... I decided tl1at I must spend the rest of my life away Crom 
politics . . . and ""'rite tl1e histc)ry of the Roman people, cl1o<>sing portio11s 
that seemed pa.rticularly worth recording. (Sallust, Conspir<r<)' of Catiline 
3-4) 

There is a close connection in the second extract between Sallust's own polit· 
jcal career, '''i1icl1 'vas derailed after l1e '"as ternr)ted in to 'ur1scrttpu lc)LtS con· 
duct' (he does not tell us, l>ut he was in fact expelled fro m the Senate), and the 
history he chooses to write about. For he does not, like Cato, go back to the 
beginnings of Rome, except in brief flashbacks; instead he picks relatively 
recent h istory, topics chosen to illustrate the <lecline o f Ro.man society and to 
reveal the origins o f the cormption in wh ich he himself was caught. 

Sallust has a preference for villainous heroes, flawed men like the rebel aris
tocrat Catiline or the Afriean gue..rrilJa figh ter Jugurtlw, figures who m he can 
use partly to rnirror, and partly to contrast with, decent Ronwns. Catiline is a 
particularly apt illustration of the d<tngers of aristocratic competitiveness 
overwhelmed by luxury and greed. I-I.is conspiracy is especially close to Sallust's 
own limes, con1ing <ts it did in 63 &CE, the year of Cicero's consulate, four years 
before Juli us Caes;ir took command in Gaul, and the year of lhe future 
Emperor Augustus' birth . In Sallust's hands Catiline becomes a model for and 
reflection of an entire civilization, an object lesson in whal Rome should 
avoid: 
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Lucius Catiline, a man of noble birth, had great power both o( inlnd and of 
body but an e\1il a11cl t\:o.'isted 11a luJe. J-'rom I-Us youtl1 he had re,•e11e<l in t i \ 1iJ 
war, slaugh ter. xobbery, and political strife, and among these he spent his 
early manhood. His body cottld endure incredible degrees of hunger, cold, 
and sleeplessness; his mind was reckless, crafty, and versatile, capable of 
an)' pretence c)r tc)11cealrnent . . . . His n1011strot1s spiril' co11stantly C(aved 
tl1ings extra,"aga11t, U1credjbJe, out of reach . ... Fie was spurred on b)' a 
corrupt society p1abrued b)' twc) (>f>r>osite and clisastrous ·vices: extrovaga11ce 
and avarice. (Sallust, CtmspimcyofCatiline 5) 

In counterpoint to this figure, who incarnates the grim backdrop of con
temporary corruption, Sallust places an impossibly rosy picture of what Rome 
was once like: 

Good n1orals \\'ere culti\•atetl i11 f)eace and i11 war. The closest haro1on)1 

prE'vailed, and avarice was almost unknow11 . Justice and goodness \\•ere 
stcong not so much by law as by nature. Quarrels, strife, and e11mity tiley 
directed tc), .. \lards tl1eir ene11lies; bet"'-recu t·J1elnsel'1es tl1ey con.tended onl}'· 
for virtue. ln theiI offerings to the gods they were lavish; at home they 
lived frugally; to their friends they were loyal. \•Vith these two arts, bold
ness in \var a11<.1 jt1stice lvl1e11 peace can1e, tlle)' took care of themsel,•es arl<l 
the state. (Sallust, Conspiracy of Catiline 9) 

Sallust also wrote an extended History, covering the period from 78 BCE to (at 
least) 67, but its fcagrnentary state does not a llow us to see n1uch of its original 
effect. His n1onographs, however, show a fairly conventional thinker formulat
ing ideas of the good old days and contemporary moral decline. He does so, 
however, in startlingly modern language. Though he may not really have been 
as stylistically innovative as he now seems (the lost h istory of Cornelius Sis
enna, in particular, who wrote in the generation before Sallust, seems to have 
been similarly experimental), in our curren t state of knowledge his Latin stands 
out as a remarkable fllustr<ttion o f how language can reflect thought. Sallusi's 
'''odd is corrupt, broken, deceptive, unexpected: men act contrary to tradition, 
contrary to Roman values, pursuing on I}' their own self-interest. So too Sallust's 
Latin. In the words of the later critic Seneca, h is sentence~ are 'an1putated, his 
words end before you expect lt, and he considers an obscure brevity to be 
refinement'. His unbalanced syntax uses connectives where they are not wan t
ed and omits them whe.rc they are, links non-parallel expressions by means of 
parallel structures, upsetting our expecnttlons, and reverses the order of com
mon expressions, especially those familiar from politieal or state language 
('peace and war' rather than 'war and peace', for exa1nple) . ln choice of words 
as well, he defeats his audience's expectations, selecting diction now from the 
archaJc language of Cato the £Ider, now from the repertoire of high poetry such 
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as epic; l1e jnve11ts new \\10rds ar)d extetl<.IS t .. atin's S):ntactic<iJ range; a11d l1e 
shows up the cliches of contemporary o ratotical and political rhetoric by put
ting them in a new context which reveals their essential emptiness. He thus 
created (or codilled) a new language for history, distinctly different from the 
academic prose that Cicero was inventing for philosophy, and fro1n Vauo's 
clear but unadorned technical prose, and above all from the smooth, punchy, 
followable, auraJJy attractive style of the orators. It is a s tyle th<1t depends on its 
readers' surprise and hard-won understanding for its effects, thus demonstrat
ing particularly well the close, almost collaborative relationship between his
tor}: an<-f its attdi<:.~nce . 

\.Yith the emergence of the powerful military leaders whose rivalry led to the 
bloody civil wars that ended the Republic, the histo ry o f Uome became the 
history of individuals- individuals whose often illegal actions needed justifka
tion, even fictionalization. The importance of the audience to history can be 
seen further in the develop1nent of the genre of autobiography and tnemoir, 
'histories' desi&'Iled even more than most to persuade their readers of the right
ness of the <iutbor's position. Tile two Sallustian monographs fit, to some 
extent, into this pattern, but they lack the partisan slant: despite h.is service 
under Caes<ir, Sallust writes as the 'unbiased' historian, partisan only to a lost, 
moral Rome. In choosing to write short works based on the lives of individuals 
he ls, in fact, drawing on an already existing trend. Starting in the second 
century BCE leaders such as Rutilius Rufus, Aemilius Scaurus, and the charis
matic and dangerous patrician general Cornelius Sulla a ll wrote apologetic 
military memoirs. None. of these survives; but from the very Jate Republic we 
have what nlust have been the most successful of all, the Galli<: I.Var and 
the Civil 1'\far of Gaius Julius Caesar, written during his French camp<iigns 
(59-49 DCE) and in the first years of his final war against the aunies of his fellow 
senator Gaius Po1npeius Magnus (Pompey the Great). 

As conunentaries, these are ostensibly 'camp notes', designed to be 'written 
tip' by a later 11istorjar1. Bt1t as Cicero rernarke<J of these Co111r11cl'1tarics, 11 thil1k 
fhey are much to be commended. For they are naked, upright, and chanuing, 
stripped of all stylistic ornament .... Caesar aimed to give others a source fron1 
which those who wanted to could write history, <ind in this he nlay have done a 
favou1· to incompetents: men with sense, however, he h<is deterred from w1·ir
ing. For there is n~)thing sweeter in history th<•n pure, shirting brevity' (Cicero, 
Bmtus 262). This, the reactioo o f a contempor<lf)' re<ider-albeit carefully and 
flatteringly worded- is telling. Caesar's Latin w<is famous for its purity-one 
word for one tiling, nothing faocy, nothing out of the ordinary-following his 
c)\\•·n. \<Vell~known a<lvice, to '<ivoid a11 tinfamjliar \\!Ord as yot1 l \'Ot1ld a sut)~ 

merged rock'. The point, presumably, is to avoid jolting your reader- none of 
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ROMAN SOLDIERS. The Column of Trajan was dedicated over Trajan's tomb in 
113 CE. In a spiral of 155 scenes stretching more than 200 m. it narrates Trajan's 
successful campaigns against the Dacians (modern Romania). As well as battles 
it shows all the background to a campaign such as marches, constructing forts, 
sacrifices, diplomatic activities, etc. 

Sa llust's amputated thoughts here. But an unjolted reader can also be an 
unthinking reader. Caes<ir's prose is designed to produce exactly that: readers 
who trust; who are moved and thrilled and disgusted by the things Caesar 
shows them, and in the way Caesar wants them to be; and above <ill readers 
who accept Caesar's version of the motivations and the ethical stance of his 
characters. 

He achieves all this partly through the dep.loyment of a simple, clear, exciting 
ntilit<iry style; and partly through the brilliant choice of narrative voice. The 
man who spea~s to us from his pages has no name; only on rare occasions is he 
'l' or ''"e', and ther1 alnlost exclusivel}" ,,,,hen spea.klng as the scl10 Jar·autJ1or, in 
discussing the habits of the Gauls, for example, or in posing as a commander 
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evaluating strategy fro1n a theoretical point.of view. The actor 'Caesar' is always 
referred to in the third person. The effect (s that of letting the story tell itself; 
the impression that of a co.mpetent histori<in, one with access to vivid fi rst· 
person accounts (though. as often in ancient h istory, such vividness ca n be 
wholly an imaginary creation}, and yet one detached from the action. liere is 
an example: 

The enemy formed up in battle order within the woods . . . then suddenly 
L'llS11ed out itl fLLll for.ce arid launched an attack on ottr ca\ral(y . .. . 'f'IJey 
then ran at astonishing speed down to l·l1e ri\1er, arld so see1nec.l- al1l1ost at 
one arl<I tl1e same mon1er1t- to be near the 'voods, then in tJ1e ti\'Ct, ar1d 
now already upon us. ~Vlth similar speed they made their way up the hill to 
our carnp and attacked the meJ1 1iv110 ""ere '"orkiJ1g 011 tt1e fortificatio11s. 
Caesar had to see to everything at once. The !lag had to be unfurled . . . the 
trumpet sounded, the soldiers recalled from working on the defences . . . . 
I-le 111t1st drav.• up l1is battle line, encourage the n1eri., give the sig1Jal. ·r11ere 
was too J;ttJe tin1e, the encm)' pressed on so fast, to complete these 
arrangements. 

'l\vo factors COLLnterbala11ce<l these difficulties. ~fhe first \vas lhe k.oo\v
ledge and experience of Caesar's men . . . . Secondly, Caesar had forbidden 
any of his officers to abandon either the defence-works or their individual 
legions before the fortification was complete ... . Once he had given all tile 
apprc)JJriate <>rders Caesar ran dO"'n \vhcre lt1c.k V\'Ott1d take )lirn to e11C<>ur· 
age the men-and ended up amc)ng the Tenth legion. His speech was long 
enough only to urge tllem to remember their long-established record for 
bravery, and nc>t to lose t11eir ner,,e l)\Jt to resist tl)e c11c111y assa1.1lt cour
ageously . . . . Tlwn he gave the signal for battle. (Ciesar, Gallic fVar 2. 19-
21, trans. C. Hammond) 

Classica l scholars debate whether these Commentaries on the Gallic Wars 
were directed towards the Rom.an people as a whole-a possible, though dif
ficult, audience to reach, given the w;iy books were distributed, copy by copy
or towards the Senate, Caesar's peers. Jn either case, the prose is carefully 
tailored to produce a Simultaneous impression of excitement and o rder. The 
enemy's attack is not trivial, the result turns on a knife-edge (and Caesar did 

lose engagen1ents ag<1inst these tribes): bu t the combination of the general's 
forethought and his troops' experience makes victory here inevitable. C;iesar 
matches the enemy's speed with his own, and is carried a long by luck as weJl <JS 

skill; the reader is drawn in not on ly by the hyperbolic prose ('astonishing 
speed', ' too little time', 'so fast') but also by words like 'our ca,>alry' (appealing 
to patriotism), and by the unexplained significance of the Tenth legion 
(Caesar's favou1ites and his best soldiers), designed to spe<1k to an audience that 
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already knows the players in this tense scene. All reinforce the sense of 'our 
brave lads' versus the frightening, but doomed, barbarian hordes. 

Caesar's fa1nous authorial detachment shows still more clearly in accounts 
of political action. Here, h.e p1esides over some elections: 'In his capacity as 
dictator [i.e. sole head of State, traditiona lly a position created only du(ing a 
dire en1ergency) Caesar held the elections, at which Gaius Julius [i.e. Caesar) 
and Publius Servilius were elected consuls' (Caesar, Civil 1¥ar 3. 1. 1). How 
1nany Caesars are there? Th(ee, fro m all appearances: the dict<1tor, the consul, 
and the author. And in exp.laining his position vis-ci -vis his gre<1t rival Pompey, 
he stresses h is own adherence to constitutional procedure: 

By means of legislation brought before the people by praetors and tribunes 
Caesar restored their property in full to some people who had been con
den1ned under Poinpey's law orl electoral co:rrltptioli .. . at a tin1e when 
Pompey had legionary forces l.n rl1e city [during the trial of Milo, 52 BCE). 

. . . He acted like th is because he had decided that these persons ought to 
receive restitt1tion b}' de-cision of lhc Roman people before being seen as 
restored by hls ov.~1 favour, so that he would not seem to be either churlish 
in repaying a kindness or arrogant in pre-empting the right of the people to 
confer a favour. (Caesar, Civil War3 . 1. 4-5, trans. J. Carter) 

'Legislation'. 'the Roman people', 'rep<1ying a kindness': Caesar, who in fact 
holds an irregular office of dictator, who is fighting a ~i vi l war against his fellow 
citizens, and who has h imself held the city by force in the not too distant past, 
seduces his audience into seeing him as the upholder of law and fairness. In ter· 
estingly, he borrows a trick from the orators, widen ing the perspective at the 
end o f th is extract to include a hypothetical audience looking at hin1 ('being 
seen', 'seen to be' : o ne ca n compare Cicero's use o f the fo reign onlooker in the 
Caelius o r the anonymous patriotic Ron1an in tl1e Milo): reputation ls what 
matters, and Caesar plays here both to <in imagined crowd within the text and 
to the reader. 

Both Caesar and Sallust look backward in many ways: Sallust from the vant
age point of an irremediably corrupt present to a bygone ideal Rome; Caesar to 
the immed i<ite past which has put him where he is today. In the next gener· 
ation, a history will emerge that takes up the chaJJenge of ma king the Roman 
past into something useful for the future. Liv)''S From tile Formdins 0( the City 

(see pp. 461- 3) will confront the problem of change by engaging its audience in 
a process of comp<1rison and imitation. 
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11 Escapes from orthodoxy: 
Poetry of the late Republic 
LLEWELYN MORGAN 

Captivated Roman elite 

In late 46 BCE Julius C<1esar made a journey from Rome to southern Spain. 'fo 
while away the time on the roacl he composed a poem entitled ftcr ('Journey'), 
describing the trek as be maclc it. The upshot of this rather civilized-sounding 
journey was the final, most brutal act of the civil wars which had raged between 
Caesar and the supponcrs of Pompey the Great since early 49. In March 45 
Caesar won a crushing vic1ory at :v!unda, leaving 30,000 Pompeians dead on 
the battlefield. 

'l\•enty years later, a Roman officer on active service at Primis in the very 
south of Egypt (ancient Egyp1lan Nubia) left behind 1he book he was reading, 
love poems by Gaius Cornelius Gallus (70/69- 27 /6 llCI\). That officer's careless
ness provided us with the on ly sizeable chunk of Gallus' poetry we possess, but 
it illSo, a1oog "'tith Caesar's lt<'r, provides a ·vivi(I illustrt:ition of ho\v c.c11tral a 
1>lace literature occupied in l\oman culture. Here we sec two Romans doing a 
ch;iracteristically Roman 1hing-fighting-and writing and reading poetry at 
the same time. It is a little paradoxical to pkture that soldier, in a military 
encampment beyond the furthest reaches of the Empire, cun1be™>mely 
unwinding his 'book' (a long roll of papyrus), and reading out loud (as Roman 
poetry was designed to be) Callus' trials and tribulations with his girlfriend in 
Rome. 

Rome was ruled by a small aris1ocra1ic and militaristic elite. A Roman aristo· 
('tat was first and foremost fl soldier, twined fro111 childhood to pursue success 
in the military and politica l arenas (for Romans these were two sides of the 
same coin), and it was this martial ethos which had won for Rome its enormous 
Empire. By the time of Caesar, however, this remark.1ble military entity had 
added to its accomplishments. The Roman aristocrat was now highly educated, 
sophisticated, and artistic. For example, Caesar was a brilliant and n•thless 
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EAAUEST ROMAN MANl/SOIJl'T. The frontier post of Primis far up rhe River Nile was 
occupied by the Romans only briefly in the 20s BCE. This scrap of papyrus 
excavated there in 1978 proved to contain some lines in elegiac couplets by the 
poet C. Cornelius Gallus. Gallus had been left as governor of Egypt by Augustus 
after the defeat of Kleopatra, but had been forced to commit suicide in 26 oce. 
The name of Gallus' mistress Lycoris can be read in the first line. 

general; but he was also the second-best orator in Rome (after Cicero), and 
wrote the lter on the road and in only twenty-four days. Gallus, too, besides 
being a love poet, also enjoyed a very successful military career. before ambi
tion got the bener of him and he found himself on tile wrong side of the 
Emperor Augusws. 

This (to us) peculiar state of affairs was In fac1 a direct consequence of Rome's 
milltary success. In the course of the previvus 250 years Rome had grnclually 
conquered the sophlsllcatcd Greek comrnunitlcs first of southern Italy, and 
then of the eas1crn Mediterranean, <111d this contact with the Greek world 
had profoundly altered Roman culture, turning warriors into aesthetes. The 
Romans recognized the irony: a race they had conquered had come to domin
ate them cult11rally. As the poet Horace put it, 'captive Greece made a captive of 
her rough invader, and brought the arts 10 rustle Latium' (Liltium is the area 
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around Rome, modern l.azio). Rome's attitude to Greece w<•s in consequence 
complex. A strong vei11 of anti-Greek prejudice persi~1:ed even amongst the 
most educated Roman aristclcrats. Respect for their <1rtistic <1chievements vied 
with contempt for tbeir (perceived) l<1ck of the 'Roman' qualities of military 
ability and administrative effiCiency. So we shaU fi.nd Lucretius bemo;in.ing 'the 
poverty of our native language', as compared with Gxeek, but also C<1tullus 
managing to outrage Roman sensibilities by tbe ostentatious 'Greekness' of 
some aspects of his way of life. 

One more anecdote will encapsulate this contradictory attitude. In the 70s 
and 60s BC£ Rome was i11volved in a long-ru nning series of campaigns ag<1iJ1st 
the Greek Ki ng Mithridates of Po ntos. In the course of them the Greek poet 
Parthenios \11.1as taken ()tisoner, er1sJaved; an<.1 l)rOt1gl1t to Ro1nt!. 1·he rr1an \\1ho 
brought him to Rome may well have been the poet Cinna, most famous now 
for being lynched in Shakespeare's Julius Caesar (cf. C]) . 12, p. 359), but before 
his death a leading light of the so-called New Poets who domj nated the Roman 
literary scene in the mid-first century see. l'arthenios arrived in Rome as a s lave, 
bt1t was stibseque11tly released i11 recog·r1itior1 of l1is learr1 ir1g1 ~:ind \\1ent OJl to 
exercise a profound intlue1Jce over two generations of some of the leading 
exponents of Roman poetry, including Cinna, Gallus, and Virgil. Rome was 
ca1)tivc to a capti,1e Greek. 

Caesar and Gallus were thus writing for. and at the same time members of, a 
sophisticated auctience of literature, but also a fairly small one. Familia rity with 
Greek culntre did not fi lter very far down the rigidly stratified society of Ro1ne. 
The readership of poetry was limited to the upper-class elite, and in the nwin 
(we have to assume) to the male members o f that elite. The small sca le of the 
audience, and the h igh level of education it possessed, expl<iin the remark<lble 
complexity and sophistication of the poetry composed at this time, but also the 
preoccupatio n with Roman public life wh ich all the poets to some degree dis
pla}'· Poetry \\1as rare!)' so im1ne,liately 1>oli ti<:aUy relev·0;1J1t <IS or<1tory or 
historiography-Cae.~ar's Ji.er may have had no political rntion<ile beyond want
i11g to git~e the itrlpressiQrt that Cetes<.1r \Vi's a11 <.1estl1ete~ l l Ot il bt1tcl1er. Bt1t 
nevertheless the writers and re;iders of Roman poetry were still to a consider
able degree coextensive with the men who wielded politic<1l power in Rome, 
and Rorne in the first century BCE was a country in political crisis. Centuries of 
rapid expansion, fuelled by the aristocratic ethos, bad given way to violent 
iJJteroal competition for power and status. A series of civil wars, punctuated hy 
periods of serious civil unrest, evenn1ally brought a bloody end to the aristo
cratic system of government, and ushered in a monarchical system of govern
ment under a single, all-powerful emperor. lhe tenible events of this period led 
some Roman aristocrats to question those cherished values wh ich had under-
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pinned their rise to power in the Mediterranean world. Both of the two main 
poets we shall meet in this section, Lucretius and Catullus, are directing their 
work at an audience traumatized Q)' recen t events and susceptible, potentially 
at Jeust, to some very radical reassessments of how a Roman aristocrat should 
le<id bis Ufe. The culture they were addressing had lost its centre, and the alter
n<itive w<1ys of Ufe pro moted in contemporary literature are correspondingly 
diverse. Wbat the authors share, however, is a profound disenchantment with 
orthodox Ro man culture, given expression- paradoxica lly-in ambitious liter
ary forms which bespeak considerable confidence about the potentia l of litera
tlJ(e in l,atin. 

Revolution through familiarization 

The poem De rer1111111at11ro, 'On the Nature of the Universe', of Titus Lucretius 
Carus (?97-?SS BCE) is sometimes claimed as the greatest poem ever written in 
the Latin language. It is certainly one of the niost ambitious. Its aim, simply 
put, was to convert whoever read it to the philosophical school of which Lucre
tius was a passionate devotee, Epicureanlsm. We can gain something of a sense 
of the enormity o f the task Lucretius set himself if we consider the main points 
of Epicurean doctrine, and ask o urselves how attracl'ive it was likely to appear 
to the kind of aristocratic reader of Roman literature sketched in the previous 
sectio11. 

Epieurean ism was named after Epicurus (Greek: Epikouros), its founder (341-
270 BCE) . Epicurus was a Greek thinker who formulated a stanting solution to 
what he saw as the evils l)edevilling human existence (cf. Ch. 5, pp. 189-90). 
Epicurus' ethical theory (i.e. his view of how humans should live their lives) was 
built upon an elaborate scientific theory about the strucl~ll'e of the universe. 
Lucret.ius follows F.picurns' theory very closely, and this explains why a poem 
with the stated aim. of teaching its reader a new and better way of living spends 
most of its t.ime in abstruse scientific arguments. lt also explains the title of 
Lucretius' poem, which owes someth ing to the title of Epicurus' most import
ant philosopbic.;.iJ \\10rk1 'On Nature', as \\•ell as to ai1ott1er '011 Nature' \Vritte11 

by the Greek poet-scientist Empedokles (cf. Ch. S, pp. 165-6). In addition, it 
accounts for the sc<ile of the poem. The De rerum nat11ra is written in the epic 
metre, dactylic hexameters, and oo an epic scale (about 7,400 lines). This 
vehicle is appropriate to the poet's lofty aspirations: not cJnly to convert his 
readership to a totally new p<1ttern of life, but also in the process to present an 
account of nothing less than the entire universe. 

Epicurus believed that human life was miserable, needlessly so. vVhat made it 
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PORTRAIT OF 

FREEDOM FR0tl1 

PAIN. Portrait busts 
of philosophers 
were;, favourite 
art-form in the 
Greek and Roman 
worlds. The 
portrait of 
Epicurus based on 
a third-century BCE 

original is known 
in over thirty 
copies. Its severity 
and concentration 
suggest Epicurus' 
philosophy of 
freedom from 
pain rather than a 
philosophy of 
hedonism. 

111iseral.>Je "i\'ere irratio11al a11xieties, ttie r:n<)St seriot1S of tvl1icl1, in his vietv, "\vece 
the fear of the gods and the fear of death . These anxieties caused pain to those 
who experienced them, and a centra l tenet of Epicurus' philosophy was that 
happiness was on ly possible if such pain was cernoved. Pleasure, the absence of 
pain, j\•as the ultimate object of Epicu reanism. This do~'trine has ofteo been 
misinterpreted. Epicureanis111, we should appreciate (though many con
temporaries d id not), was an extremely rigorous and difficult creed, <ind the 
'pleasure' wl1ich Epicurus had in mind was more of the nilture of an unruftled 
psychological serenity thiln ab<indonnient to sensuill excess. In foct the ataraxia 
(Gtt'ek), securif:as (L.1tin), or 'freedom from ilnxiety' to which Epicureans aspired 
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often involved avoiding precisely such sensual abandonment. Epicureans were 
not hedonists. 

To secure securitas, Epicureans believed, the 6.rst and most important step was 
to develop a rntional, cle<ir-sighted understanding of the way the physical 
world worked. In p<irticular, Epicurus adopted a scientific theo ry developed by 
tbc Jifth-century BCE Greek thinl<er Demokritos, Atc>mism, the theory that 
everything in the universe is ultirnately constructed of tiny, indestructible par
ticles. Epicurus m<ide this theory the bilsis of his own radically materialistic 
account of the universe. If absolutely everything consists of iltOms moving in a 
void, and nothing else; and if everything 'in the uoiverse is created when these 
atoms, foiling through the void, happen to combine, and destroyed when the 
atoms th<it compose it disperse and go on to form other th inl)'s, then some 
importilllt consequences follow. first, there is no room for the gods, not at any 
rnte in their twditional role <JS powers which created the world and interfered in 
it at will. The gods did exist, according to Epi.curus, but were utterly irrelevant 
to hunrnn life: they Jived far away in a state of Epicurean securitas. Terrifying 
events commonly attributed to the action o f the gods, 1.ike earthquakes or 
thundt'rbolts, bad a perfectly rational ex.p lanati(m, and the gods were thus 
nothing to be ;ifraid of. 

The second consequence of the Atomic Theory was that death was nothing 
111ore c!rt1111<.1tic ttl<1n ii clispersal of atoms, just as birttJ v .. ras sirr1pJy a C<)11'll)in~ 
<1tion of the1u. In foct death was a prerequisite of life: only th rough death could 
the ato1ns becon1e avaU;ible which were necessary to cceate something 
new. Death and Ufe were thus interdependent. As l.uctetius beautifully 
expresses it, 

\'\•'ith tl1e sound of fl111eral.s n1i11gles tl1e t1c>v11l 
that children raise when first they see the shores of light. 
And no n ight has ever followed day, or dawn night, 
\¥hich has nc)t he..1.rd, n1i11gled i,vith these feellle hO\vls, 
tl1e \l\1aili11g tl1at atte11ds cleatll a11d black fu11erals. 

(2. 576-80) 

Human souls are made up of atoms in the Silme way as anything else, and there 
is conseq uently nothing that can survive after death to suffer punjshment in 
the underworld, a major cause, according to Epicureans, of the fear of death. 
Hence the ethical implications of Epicut'us' scientific theory: a proper under
standing of the physics of the universe proves the irrationality of the anxietie.s 
which on h is view prevent us from attaining to happiness. 

Lucretius stuck very closely to F.J)icurus' theories, but he also invested the 
doctrine with~ strong contemporary relevance for Romans of the first century 
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BCE: his poem was probably completed in the late sos BCE. \Ve know next to 
nothing about h is life, but he gives the impression o f being himself a member 
of the lloman upper classes, attempting to co nvert men who are h is equals to 
the liberating truth of Eplcureanism. But a lot stood in his way. The Epicurean 
credo conflicted point after point with some of the most cherished values of the 
aristocratic society at wh ich the poem was d irected. 

AU anxiety, according to Epicu1us, is inimical to true pleasure. Lucretius gives 
particula~ emphasis to two sources of anxiety (besides the fear of death and the 
gods), love affairs (4. 1037- 287) and political ambition. Lucretius actually see.s 
these 'subsidiary' anxieties as direct consequences of the underlying fear of 
death. Desperate to affirm their existence in the face of annihilation llw11ans 
hunt out tangible symbols of life : 

~\.f<>re<>ver tl1e greed and blind 'hist for distinctior1s 
wltich drive ltnhappy men to overstep the bounds 
of law a1)d ar tin1es i11ake t11c111 acco1111)Jiccs a11d iostruJllents of crime, 
strair1ing night and clay v1.'ith extre1ne eff<>rl 
to rise to the top in power- these wounds of life 
are fed in no small part by the fear of deaU1. 
ror S:ha1r11!fL1l ignon1iny (IJl(l }Jitter po\o·erty 
seem far rc1noved fror11 S\vect a11d S<'ClJre ljfe, 
an cl like lingeri 11g alreacty l)efore the gates of death. 
Fro111 tl1ere, driver) by grounclJ4tss terror, 
n1e)J. wish to esca1)e: ar1.d re111ovc the111seJves fat. far a'vay, 
arid a111ass a fc>rtu11e in civil blc>C>dshecl, ctouble 
their riclws in their greed, piling slaughter on slaughter. 
Heartlessly the)' rejoice at the tragic deai-h of 1 heis brNhcr; 
ar1cl they l1ate: and fear the hospitality· <>f their O\\'n ki11. 

(3. 59-73) 

lhe Epicurean will withdraw from all the tensions and distractions of publlc 
life and nurture a serene philosophical calm in private. But for a traditionally 
minded Roman aristocrat this was a revolutionary doctrine. The Roman male 
was trained from the cradle to value, and struggle for, military and political 
success and the status that went with them . .Status meant being recog11i2ec/ for 
0 11e's acl1ie:.;re111e11ts: St1ccess \.Vith01Jt visit) il it}: was \\10rtt,1ess. Rut EpiCltrlts' cer1-

tral ethical tenet was lathe biiisas, 'Live unnoticed' o r 'Pass unremarked' . How 
could Lucretius possibly persuade his readership to aba ndon what was ari,<ti<•bly 
the very essence o f their culture? 

For these reasons in particular Epicurean ism did oot exert ;i naturnl attraction 
for Romans. They tended to find Stoicis1n (cf. Ch. S, pp. L66-7), a philosophy 
which encournged p<titicipation in public life, much more agreeable. But as we 

342 I ESCAPES FROM ORTHODOXY 

have seen, the upheavals which Ron1e experienced in the first century BCE had 
created a fertile environment for the questioning of traditional values, and 
Lucretius' poem is explicitly a response to these upheavals. This is clear from 
the passage l have just quoted, with its reference to civil warfare, and clear, in 
fact, from the very beginning oi h is poem, where Lucretius prays to the goddess 
Venus and begs her to put a stop to the violence io which Rome is involved . In 
the very llrst words of the poem Lucretius identifies Venus as 'mother of the 
race of Aeneas', 'mother of Rome' in other words. 

ln addition, Lucretius addresses his poem to ' tvlemmius' . This was Ga ius 
Mcmmius, a senior politician of the period. Lucretius thus takes pains to adapt 
the doc.trine he is expounding to his Roman readersh ip in the mid-first centu ry 
BCE-we shall return to the question o f whether a tvlemmius could possibly 
have felt sympathy tor statements like the fol.lowing on the political ca reer to 
which he, as a typical Roman aristocrat, had devoted himself. The ambitious 
lloman politician is compared to Sisypbus, an over-ingenious mortal punished 
for eternity in the underworld, according to my th, by having to roll a boulder 
to the top of a hill, only for it to roll back down again: 

Sis}1phus also is here in ti1is life before Ottr eyes, 
thirsty to win power from the people, 
a£1d al'''ays retiring defeated a11d de1>ressed. 
f or to seek po,ver, a ''a<:uotis tt1irtg ''\'llic l1 is 11evcr given,. 
and aJv,1ays to e11durc hard foil i11 1Jurst1it of i t-
this is to push a t><>Ltlcler laboriot1sly up a steep mou1ltain, 
Orlly to see it, ooce ti1c top is rcacl1ed, 
roll back ctow11 i1l a rusl1 to tl1e flat levels of the f)lain. 

(3. 995- IOOZ) 

'The plain' here is a lo<tded terrn . The Campus or 'plain' in Rome was whc.rn 
political elections took pJ;ice. 

"fJ1e De rerr1t11 1ratl1ra is ;:1 1(lidactic' poen1, that is, it teacl1es a lesso11, a11d tl1e 
stance that Lucretius adopts is very much that o f a teacher, albeit a rather strict, 
'Victorian' teacher, dunnjng knowledge into wayward children. One of the 
greatest strengths of the poem is Lucretius' mastery of teaching technique. For 
example, a good teacher wUI explain the unfam iliar by analogy with the (an1il
iar: if the earth is a grain of sand, and the sun a cherry stone th ree feet away, the 
nearest ott1er star ir1 140 r11iles a'vay, an(I so OJ1. 'Farnj.liarilAtion' of this kind is 
o ne of Lucretius' basic strategies. He has an astonishing gift for evoking the 
everyday. and using it to clarify the. often very difficult scientific theories he is 
attempting to explain . Since his illustrati ons have to be familiar to his reader
pupil it is natu ral that he selects images from contcmpor<iry Roman life. At 
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4. 973-83 he is explaining why we tend to dream about events we have recently 
witnessed, and he chooses for his illustration the ga1nes, which might include 
exotic theatrical performances, at which his male readers enjoyed relaxation 
from their busy lives : 

ArLtl v..•l1enever merL J1ave givt-rl tl1eir Ln1retnitting attention 
to the games for niany days on end, we usually sec tha t, 
\\1hen they have 11(>\"-' ceased t<> f'ercei"·e them with their senses, 
ne,'erthelcss tl1cre ate patl1s i11 tJ1e n1i11d left opetl 
\\•l1ere tl1e s<inte images of tl1ings <:<:'In enter. 
Ar1<I so for rnany days those sarr1e tilings l1over 
before their eyes, so tliat even while awake they seem 
to perceive figures <lar1ting arid swa)•ir1g supple lin1bs, 
and co hear hi their cars the Ouid t<ine of the tyre and its speaking strings, 
and t<> percei,:e tl1e same crowd anc1 alo11g \Vi th it 
the brillia11t, 111L1lticoloure<I clecoratiorls of tlle stage. 

(4. 973...83) 

Elsewhere Lucretius btlngs vividly before our eyes the ceaseless movement of 
atoms in the void, the cause (ac:c:ording to his theory) of all phenomena in the 
world: 

or lbis pbcoomcoon tbere ls. HOW l Ullnk of it, an iUusl'Jation and linage 
consta11tly hovering aJ1d pre.sent bef<>re our eye$. 
Do bt1t pa)' atter1tio11 'i:\•l1e1leVer tt1e bea1ns of the sur1 
are admitted into a house and pou1 tl1eir light tluougl1 its dark places: 
}'<>u \\•ill see 1na11y ti11y f)<irti<:Jes 11lingling ir1 n1an}' '''ays 
throughout the void Jn the light of the beams, 
an<i, as if in everlasting col1.t)ict, battling, 6ghtir1g, 
strugglirlg ir1 hosts '''i tl1out a p<ltlse, 
agitated i 11cor~sta11t 111eeti11gs a11<l parti 11gs. 
Pron1 this yol1 J11;iy pictt.1re >ivl1at it is for the fir.st elements of tl1i.n~s 
to be tossed about Jler1Jetuall}' ir1 the great ''oid. 

(2. L 12-22) 

This is a particularly significant sight, Lucretius goes on to say, because the 
movements of the particles in the sunbeam are actually a co11seq11ence of the 
unending movements of the atoms which are hidden from our sight. Jt is the 
n1otion of the atoms which sets off the movcnients of the visible particles. Mere 
Lucretius renders abstrnse science immediately familiar: the poet shows us the 
ato111s, 111ainsprii1g of l'l1e e11tire u11iverseJ it1 OLir own fro11t roocllS. 

As l have suggested, this ls good teaching techn ique. But that doesn't convey 
what great poetry it also makes. At the same time as Lucretius 'familiarizes' 
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these mysterious elemental processes, he a lso invests everyday phenomena like 
motes of dust with all the momentousness a nd grandeur of the universe: that 
dust exemplifies the nature of the entire cosmos. Th is ls an important p<;>int, 
since many readers have b'een put off the De rerwn natum by what they see as its 
unpoetic material. And it has to be admitted that Lucretius' poem is an 
acquired taste. Its often austere scienti fic content makes it 'difficult', as the later 
author Quintilian called it (and as the poet himself admits more than once). 
John Ruskin, the intluentlal Victorian art critic and reformer, asserted that he 
'held it the most hopeless sign of a man's mind being made of fl int-shingle if he 
liked Lucretius', but many others have appreciated the power of h is vision. 
Some of these have been atheists and materialists like Karl Marx, who regarded 
Epicurus as a forerunner of many of his own beliefs, and Jn the conclusion of 
his doctoral dissertation, 111e Differet1ce between tlie Democrite1111 and Epicr1rem1 
philosophy of Nature (1841), quoted Lucretius' praise of Epin>rus as the con
queror of religion at 1. 6Z.-79. llut the n~entieth-cenl t>ry philosopher George 
Santayana recognized that the philosophical vision of the totality of things 
which Lucretius presents to the reader makes for a powerful poetic experience: 
'llut the v ision of phllosophy is sublime. The order it reveals in the world is 
something beautiful, tragic, syn1pathetic to the mind, and just what every poet, 
0 11 a sn1al1 or 011 a large scale, is al\,1ays tr}ring to catcl1.' ·r-11erc is a tre111e11dOLlS 
intellectual exciten1ent in the idea that dust in the sunlight rellects the funda
mental creative principle of the universe. 

Redirecting the reader's mind 

Lucretius' core strategy of making familiar pervades every level of the poem. 
l~fl icurear1is111 ~\fas a revolt1tio11ary doctrine, a11d it is a truis111 tl1at tJ1e 111ost 
successfu l revolutions are those that bear as close a resemblance as possible to 
the state of affairs that preceded them. In th.is way they are less unsettling, more 
acceptable, and more likely to succeed. Lucretius' appreciation of this fact 
explains many aspects of his poem, but in particular the striking way he intro
duces it. 

A cooternporar)~, nc)n·Epicl1rear1 reader of tt1e De rert1111 r1fil~1rt1 woul<:I feel 
quite at hotne in the first (ew lines of the poem. It begins in a very conventional 
way with a hymn to" god, Venus, requesting her help with the composition of 
his poem: a swndard poetic approach. But this opening l1as bothered critics 
greatly, for tl1e .si111ple reason th<tt <t centra I te11et of f.piclrreanisn1, <ind a centr:iJ 
art,ri1111ent of the De r<~rt1111 1u1tr1ra, \\'<IS that gods did 11ot interfere in tl1e vvorld: 
they did not do things like cause earthquakes, hurl thunderbolts-or inspire 
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poets. The only conclusion scen1ed to be that Lucretius was being phi in incon
sistent. llul this is to misunderstand the purpose of the poem, by interpreting 
the De remm nntum as a testament of Lucretius' beliefs rather than what it really 
is: a course of teaching. Like the good te<>cher that he was Lucretius m.eets his 
pupils on their own ground, starts with what is famiJi;ir to them, and leads 
them gently from this starting-point to the (very different) truth. This is pre
cisely how the hymn to Venus works. In the course of the poem the powers 
attributed to the goddess Venus in the hymn are piece by piece reattributed to 
the rationalistic Epicurean &'Uiding principle of 11atura, 'the laws of natu.re'. 
Gradu<>lly, impeccepti.bly, the non-Epicurean belie f in the gods with which we 
started is replaced by orthodox Epieuceanisn1. As we read the poem, in other 
words, we are being delic<itely converted. 

As will be dear, Lucretius, though a hard taskmaster, tried very hard not t<1 
startle his readers. He w;\nts the truth (as he sees it) to seem ohvious to us. 
Consequently, he does not sin1ply reject out of hand the beliefs h is readers 
started with, but redefines them. He even does th is with the n()tions of the gods 
and the afterlife wl1ich he regards as the great bane o f human <:x istence. In one 
passage (partially (1uoted on p . 343) he dism isses a set of myths concerned with 
the underworld. There is no such thiJ1g as life after death, no ~iS)'phus suffering 
eterrn•l punishment in the underworld. Or at any rate there are no such figures 
i11 the undcnvorld, because the underworld does not exist. There are such figures, 
but they are here, in the re<Jl world: they are the pc>or ben ighted creatures who 
h<ive not heard. and 11cted upon, the wisdom of Epicurus. Their li ves are tru ly a 
'Hell on earth' (line 1023). The same applies with the gods. The gods have no 
involvement in human affairs. and <1s far as hu1:nan life is concerned they might 
as well not exist. But there are people here, on earth, who fulfil the role of the 
traditional gods, Epict1rt1s t1bo,{e ;:i 11, of \\'ll<)m _Luc;retius (lecJares, 1he {1,,ras a g()d, 
a god, noble Memrnius' (S. 8); but <1lso anyone who internalizes the precepts of 
Epicureanism and lives a life of unruffled calm: 'He therefore who has van
quished all these anxieties and banished them from his mind, by words not by 
weapons, will he not surely be worthy of a place among the gods?' (S. 49-51). 

Again, this is a subtle revolution. Our cherished beliefs are, as far as possible, 
adapted rather than abandoned. ~Ve shall ·worship' Epicurus. not Venus, 'fear' 
the fear of death, not death. The conversion is made as easy ilS it can be, 
although the revelatio n of the Epicurean 'truth' of the nature of the un iverse is 
none the less compelling for that .. Another way of describing Lucretius' overall 
strategy is as demystification. His world-view, like Gpicurus', is a thoroughgoing 
form of materialism. Everything that matters is here, now, and tangible. 
Repe<1tedly Lucretius insists that we should never give way to wonder. Every
thing (no nMtter how bir.<lrre) has a r<ltional ex planation: there is nothing mys-
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terious, or disturbing, about death, for example-it is merely a dispersal of 
atoms, and those figures from myth like Sisyphus are here, now, visible all 
around us. As for the gods, yori cao be a god . Just read this poem ... 

But as with the hymn to Venus at the stan of the poem, the religious emo
tions Lucretius criticizes arc not so much to be rejected as redirected. Lucretius 
does feel wonder, but this is wonder before the marvellous doctrines which will 
heal h is readers' lives; and for a philosopher comn1itted toil strictly rationalistic 
approach to life he is perhaps strangely passionate. The following passage, from 
h is argwnent to prove that 'Death js nothing to us' (3 . 830), nothing worth 
concerning ourselves with, is representative. Lucretius demands his reader to 
th.ink why he should be anxious about de<1th when so many great men have 
undergone the saine experience in the p<1st : 

£pjct.1rus hin1scJfdjed wl1.en his Ufe's ligl1t had rl111 its cot1 rse, 
he whose intellect surpassed bum;1nity and made them all 
look diln, as tl1c risi11g of tl1e !1ea\te11l)' s1..1n does t11e stars. 
And \Yi ll >'<>t1 l1esitate and co1nplain al>c>ut d}:ing? 
You whose life is almost death while you still Jive and have sight, 
who waste the great et part of your life in sleep, 
and snc>re wtlile a.,vake and r1ever stop <lrear11irlg1 

a11d bear a mirid J1arricd b)' e1npt}1 fea1s . .. 
(3. 1042--52) 

The criticism of the non -Epicurean life is <Jg&>tessive and passionate, but the 
result of a characteristic e1np<1thy on Lucretius' p<Ht for his fellow humans. The 
poet fully recognizes the power for ill of the hun1an fear of deiith, and con
sequently reserves some of his nlost powerful ar&'l•n1ents and rhetoric to coun
ter it. There is also a (cmarkablc intim<>cy <>nd humanity about the relations.hip 
Lucretius maintah1s with his readers, even at his most hectoring. ;\ddressing his 
argun1ents in the 11rst instance to ~1emmius, for example, makes a critical dif
ference to the effect of the poen1. Reading is an essentially solitary activity, and 
Epicureanism a doctrine which. is all about withdrawing if1 oo oneself and 
abandoning wider society. Consequently a poen1 on Epicureanism could easily 
become quite a bleak and lonely experience. Menunius is one of the strategies 
L.LLCretius e1nploys to create tl1e illusion tl1t1t \\re are engaging in a forn1 of socit'l 
interactior1, \\1J1e11 i11 fact \\l'e are reading to ot1rseJves. As the poem goes on, in 
fact, the references to Memmius become fewer and fewer, to be replaced by the 
intimate 111, 'you' (in the singular). Vitruvius, a writer on architecture, aptly 
descrihecl the experience of reading the poem as 'like arguing face to face with 
Lucretius about the nature of the un iverse'. So Lucretius is capable of powerful 
and passionate rhetoric, but it a lways takes as its starting-point an acute under-
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standing of the state of mind of the readershl1> he i> trying to convert, and of 
how best to mould it. 

The psychological sophistication of pa.sages like this makes our only 
contemporary response to Lucretius' poem all the more disappointing. In a 
letter to his younger brother in 54 uc1: (our best evidence for the date of 
1he poem) Cicero writes that 'Lucretius' poe1ry is as you say, sparkling with 
nalutal 1alen1, but with plenty of technical skill. Bui we'll discuss it when you 
come.' ll would certainly have disappointed a 1>oet who s1ated that his 
poetry was merely an a11ractive vehicle for a life-changing revelation (cf. 1. 
926-SO. 4. 1-25) to see his poe1n assessed in such formal, lllerary-critical terms. 
Cicero and his brother enjoyed the poem as a poem, 1>u1 were they converted? 
No. 1.Vhen Cicero's Epicurean friend A11icus tried to persuade him to with· 
draw from th e perilous political scene after the assassination o( Julius Caesar 
in 44 BCE he received a blunt response: 'You menllon Epicunis and dare to 
say "keep out of politics"?' Foe most Roman arls1ocrats politics was in the 
blood. 

It Is 1he same story with Memmius, the addressee of 1he poem, but in his case 
dramalically so. In two letters Cicero refers to a dispute In the city of Athens in 
SI llCI' between a leading Epicurean named Pa1ron, and Memmius. :vlemmius 
had had an unfortunate few years. A candidate for lhe consulship in 54 BCE, he 
had lost the election, been convicted of cleClorai bribery, and gone into exile. 
The dispute centred around the ruins of Epicun1s' house. Memn1ius seems to 
have lnrended 10 build o.n the site, a plan to which Patron (naturally) objected. 
The situation suggests in Memmius a man for from sympathetic to Epicurean· 
Ism, in fact violently <1ntilgonistic tow;Hus it. Certainly his no-holds-barred 
pursuit of the consulship was, in Lucretius' terms, the behaviour of a classic 
Sisyphus. Even after dec;ides of violent potilic<il upheaval there wexe few 
Roman arislocrnts ready to retire from the fray. 

Lucretius' poem attempts to persuade and conirol his reader to an unusually 
intense degree. As we have seen, it even maps, in ils course, the psychological 
development of its ideal reader. But for all his pedagogical genius thete was no 
guaran1ee he would have any more success 1han teachers generally do. Ovid, a 
generalion la1er, warnlly praises the Ve ren1m 1111hlra: 'The poems of lofty Lucre
tius will perish only when one da)' gives over 1he world 10 ruin.' The De rerum 
11nr11ra had become a literar)' classic. llut for t,ucrelius lhe work of art was just a 
means to an end, to be left behind when that e11d-en lightcn ment- wasattained. 
Lucrclius lnslslentl)' 1ells us 10 visualize the universe he describes. to under· 
stand his pl1iiosophy in our own minds, in1ernalize it, and leave the text 
behind . The Ue terum 11t1t11ra will have served Its purpose when we have learnt 
to live the good ii fe. llut the p revailing literary climate tended to value art for its 
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own sake, not for its message. Then again, Lucretius, who died in the late sos, 
would not (on his own principles) have been in a position to worry : 

When we no longer exist, when lhe parting has happened 
of body and soul, from \vl1icl1 '''\!are n1ade a single being, 
then (have no doubl about ii) no1hing al all will be able to happen to us, 
wl10 will then no longer exist, or to stir our feelir1gs, 
noi if earth be mingled with sea and sen wilh s~-y. 

(3. 838-42) 

I.Ve do not find in Lucrellus the kind of aspiratlon Lo poetic inunortality so 
commo11 iJ1 other poets. The dead Luc1·ellus ls bllssfuUy unconcerned about his 
at1die11ce. 

The erudition of the 'new poets' 

L.ucretius and Gaius Valerius Catullus were contemporaries. Catullus' dates 
(perhaps 84-54 BCE) are no less uncertain, but his poetic output seeins to dale, 
like Lucretius's, from the sos llCI:. Nevertheless, at least at first sight, they could 
hardly seem more dissimilar. ~Vhere IA1cretius warns against the dangers of 
involven1ent in day-to -day life, Catullus engages passionately with the urban 
culnire of contemporary Rome. And whereas l,ucretius reserved his special dis· 
approval for n1en wbo abando ned themselves to the pursuit of love, Catullus is 
nbove all a Jove poet: a ""ge proportio n o f his poerns concern an Ill-starred 
IO\'e-affair witl1 a n1;.1rrie<I woJ11ar1 he c;1lls 'l.estJia'. Rut these shar1) diss11l1llar
illes between the two poets are themselves symptomatic of the splintering of 
Roman culture at this juncture. Despite 1hclr differences, the poets have at leas1 
one thing in common: each offers an aggressive critique of traditional Roman 
values; and each offers alternative, and (as they see it) more satisfactory, ways 
of life. 

Lucretius' revolution was as much literary as cultural. He took the format 
of the hexameter epic, conventionally the vehicle for panegyric of Rome, or 
of successful Ron1an generals, and used it instead to promote a man (Greek, 
at that), and a way of life, which conslinttcd an outright reje<-1:ion of Roman 
militar)' and public values. Ca1ullus' pociry also constitutes a literary rebel · 
lio11 which entails simultaneously a rebellion against the whole traditional 
noman wa)' of life. Catullus prides himself on being part of a iiternry move
ment wh ich rejects noman models o f poetry In favour of Greek, ;md one 
Greek poet in particular, Kallhnachos (cf. Ch. 7). Poem 66, Catullus' version 
of a poem in honour of an Egyplian queen from Kalitmachos' most influ· 
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ential work, the Ctwses, emphatically advertises the Roman poet's literary 
affi liations. These poets claimed to be breaking with the past, to be modern
izers: Cicero calls them 'new poets', probably reflecting Lhe way they talked 
about themselves. 

There was in fact nothing especially new about a lot of what the New Poets 
were doing: Roman poets had been Imitating Kallimachos for quite sonw time. 
llut as the manufacturers of washing powder, and political spindoctors, lmow 
so '"ell, clai111i11g 011e's formt1la to be 11ew, wl1etl1cr it is or 11ot, is always a11 
effective marketing device. The literary ideals which these New Poets found and 
admired in Kalli machos were carcfltl craftsmanship, intellcctualisn1 (the ethos 
of the 'scholar poet'), and above all brevity: Catullus, like Lucretius, rejects the 
option of writing the rraditional, long epic in praise of Roman national 
achievement. He dis1nisses an example of that kind of poetry, the Atumls of 
Volusius, as 'paper crap' (poc1n 36). l'oem 64 is written in the epic metre, 
dactylic hexameters, but deliberately avoids both the kind of n1aterial and 
the predictable narrative style a reader wollld normally expect in that metre. 
The exotic and erotic 1naterial of poem 64-Pelcus' marriage to Thetis and the 
abandonment of Ariadne by Theseus-could not be further removed fron1 the 
nationalistic themes of poenis like Volusius' Annals. A major model for this 
poem was Kallimachos' Hekale, another hexanietcr poem which sets out to 
defeat the expectations which readers had of that metre (cf. Ch. 7, pp. 245-6). 
Crucially, too, poem 64 is highly polished, learned, and (comparatively) short: 
only 400 lines long. 

C. Melvius Cinna was a fr iend of Catullus and a fellow New Poet. ~Vhat 
ancient poetry did or did not survive through the Middle Ages to the Renais
sance was always largely a matter of chance; though it does seem true that 
contemporaries of the two late-Republican poets who did survive, Catullus and 
Lucretius, regarded them as the best of their time. Neve1thelcss, Catullus only 
jl1St 111ade it, rectisco\1ere:d 011 a si11gle, very corrLtpt 111a11L1script i11 tl1e four
teenth centu ry. The other New Poets (including the poet-orator Gaius Licinius 
Calvus) were not so lucky, and very little survives of their work, but we do have 
an epigram. which Cinna wrote about a copy he had brought to Rome of Aratos' 
Pliai11ome11a (CL pp. 246-7), a poem wh ich en joyed great popularity in first· 
century RCE .Ron1e: 

Tl1is poern, \vl1icll i1)for1ns u.s of tl·u~ tires of tl1e sk)'', 
the product of long vigil by the lamps of Aratos, 
'''ritten OJ) the ctry l)nrk of t l1e sn1oc)tl1 mill le>"'' JJlant, 
J J1a\•e brc>ugt1t to }rou tl$ a gift, irl a little PrL1Siac s1'1ip. 

This poem was evidently typical of Cinna's style of poetry. ll was deliberately 
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recondite, or, put anott1er \.Va}', 'allusi,1e1
: \"\1hereas Lucretius ai111ed at clarity

he dismisses Herakleitos (cf. Ch. S) as ' renowned for his opaque sayings I 
among the more empty-headed of the Greeks' (1. 639-40)-with a view to 
persuading the reader of his argument, Cinna offered hints to his audience 
which only the very well-informed reader was in a position to follow up. As 
compared with Lucretius, then, the reader is given much more work to do. In 
this litt l.e poem, for example, Cinna expects his readers firstly to understand 
that he is talking about ;\ ratos' Phainomena, then to pick up an allusion to a 
poem by Kallimachos in praise of Aratos (which has the effect of associating 
Cinna with Callimachean literary ideals), recognize that the ship comes fron1 
Bithynia, a country which had once had a king called J>rusias, and also recog
nize a pun in the word which l have translated 'on the , . , ba.rk': it can also 
m.ean 'in a little book'- the odd material that the book is written on, not paper 
but bark, is designed to match the recondite nature of the poetry written on it. 
The en joyment of the wit and brilliance-the exquisiteness- of the poetry is 
what Cinna is trying to encourage in his readership, and also the intellectual 
pleasure the readers derive from their involvement in the interpreta tion of the 
poem: reading China is a bit like doing a cryptic crossword. Only a generation 
later readers needed a commentary to interpret Cinna's most important poem, 
Zr11y111<1. The autl1or of tl1e co1111ne11tary, Crassicitis Pansa, \vas praised in a 
humorous poem: 

·rhe lady Zmyrna has agreed t<> give tlerself to one r11an-Crassicius: 
leave off trying to \Vi11 her i1) 1l1arriage, you ig(1orant L11cn. 
Sl1e J1as said tl1at sl1e is 01tly \Vill.iJ.lg to n1arry CrassiciLts, 
si.nce only he knows t1er irltitTiate secrets. 

lo CjnJla's poen1 Zn1~1rna \\Yas a yo1u1g \vo111ai1 '''110 J1ad a11 incesttIJJtts relatjon
ship with her father Cinyras. Th is poem amusingly suggests that Crassicius, her 
interpreter, has replaced Cinyras in her affections. It is an interesting insight 
into the intellectual complexity of this poeny that readers soon needed com
mentaries, but also an indication of tile type of reader it was written for- and 
cre<1ted-that Crassicius' commentary on Cinna's brilliant poem elicited a 
witty <1nd ;illusive poem in response. The New Poets niade poets of their 
readers. 

Perhaps the nliljor <lifference from Lucretius here is that the art istry of the 
poet, rather than inform;ition he is conveying, is the primary focus of interest. 
l~l1is \Vas t11e case with Ar<•tos too. Like the De rerl tr11 r1t~t11rt1, tt1e Pl1aino111er1a \Vas 
also, tJ1corctic.ally, a 'dicltlctic' poem, an ex1>lanatio11 of celestial pt1eno111ena. 
Jlut it did not rer11/y ain1 to teach anybody anything. The greater part of the 
l'/·1t1ir10111ent1 'vas a versificatio11 of <• scie11tific treatise by tl1e astro11on1er 
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Eudoxos, and if you wanted to learn something about astronomy t/1at was the 

only sensible place to look, not in Ara1os' poem. \¥hat readers like Cinna 

enjoyed In Aratos was the skilful and witty way he converted prosaic or scien. 
rifle material like astronomy or the croaking of frogs when it iS about to rain 

(lines 947-8) into poetry, rather than the intrinsic interest of the material itself. 

J\galn, th is \YUS a very fon11al achievemen1, art for art's .s.1ke, and th is, vve recall, 

was pretty much how Cicero responded to Lucretius' poem. Cicero liked Aratos 
too (he had transl<tted the poem in h is youth), so It Is perhaps understandable 

that he responded to Lucretius' didactic.: poem as If It was a d idactic poem like 

Aratos'. 
Catl1l I t1~ ~1IS(> "vrote a l)Oern tc) vvel<:OTne tl1e arrl,,al ()f Ci11 na's Z1t1)1r11tt : 

' 1'11~ 7.111>1n1a of n1y c;inna, at len1;,'1:l1 nine hnrv~~ts 
a1ill r1l11e " 1ir1ters after it "vas begun, is ptll)lisl1c<J! 
liortensius, mc.1nwhile, every single year 
has spawned fifty thousand verses. 
Zmynm wlU travel far, to the d<'<'p-d1anneile<I waves of the Satrad1us; 
lo11g \viii 1he \\'hite-haired cenn1ries read Z111yn1a. 
But the Amwls of Volusius will die before they cross the Padua 
and often make loose-6.u.iog jackelS !or mackerel. 
Dear to n1y heart is the small-scale monun1cnt of my comrade . . . 
But let the mob enjoy long-winded Antimachus. 

(l'oem 95) 

·rt1e sar11e 'allL1sive' approach to J)Oetry is evicle1tt as \\le saw 111 Ci11na's e1)igra111 

al)Ot1t· .l\ratos. FL1ture ger1erations are ' \.,1l1ite·llaired ccr1tL1ries'; tl1e Satract1us is a 

rive r In Cyprus associated with Adon is (son of Zmyrna and Cinyras) which 

Cl nna will have mentioned in his poem; Antimachus was the author of a poem 

crl1lci1.ed by Kalli machos for its excessive length. Clnna's poem-and by impll· 

catio11 Catullus' poem- thus encapsu lates the Ideals of the New Poet~: poems 

must Ile short, high!)• polished (Cinna spent no less than nine years over his), 

un-lloman (Volusius' Annals were probably a Roman epic in the tradition of 

F.nnlus), and erudite. We must never forget that even the most passionate, and 

apparently >pontaneous, of Can1ilus' poerns were composed with the same 

degree of effort and artistry. 

A cultivated 'madness' 

Catullus irnd the New Poets clai111ed lhat thei r poetry was for a small and 

sophislicMed audience o( fr iends: everybody else ('the mob') will have to be 

satisfied wilh 'long-winded Antimachus'. There will have been some truth in 
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this, but it isn't the whole story. On the one hand, the knowledge required 10 

appreciate this style of poetry was such that only a relatively few readers 

would be up to it: Kallimachos' poetic ideals had been developed in the con

text of the highly educated audience of the court of the Ptolemaic l:Jngs of 

Egypt. But in Catullus' mouth this is also a stance. By claiming that his poetry 

Is only suitable for a select few he Is Implying how special his poetry is, and al 

the same time forging a bond with his readers: read Catullus and you too 

become o ne of his special friends. This is Catullus' way of doing what every 
writer must-gaining the loyalty and lnter~st (alld readiness to read on ... ) o{ 

his audience. 
Although the Roman reading audience was never very large, Canrlius' audl· 

ence was certainly larger than he suggests. For example, Catullus waged an 

extended canipaign of abuse against Julius Caesar, partly through direct attacks 
on the general and partly through attacks on Caesar's lieulmant Mamurra, 10 

whom Catullus of1en refers simply as 'Prick'. According to the biographer 

Suetonius, Caesar believed that this series of attacks did lasting damage to his 

reputation. This would hardly have been t11e case If Catullus' poetry was only 

being read by his fiicnds. Nevertheless, whether Catullus is addressing one of 

his close Crimds or some of the most powerful figures in the state, his poetry 

always maintains an air of intimacy and Informality. Affectionate or abusive, 

the poems sound like first-hand exchanges between close associates, exchanges 

to which the reader is given privi leged access. This makes a twentieth-century 

reader's experience of Catullus particularly exciting: we often feel as if we have 

been admitted into the ch;nmed circle of the Roman aristocracy. Of course, a 

lot o f work has gone into producing this impression of spontaneity and 

Immediacy. 
Bui what response did he expect to receive from this audience to llis pocrry'/ 

A difficult question. 'ilie reaction to the poetry in the young Ron1an 'smart set' 

of which Canrllus was a part is liable to have been very different from that of 

the wider ruling class. Catullus' poetry offers an oblique insight into this area 

of contemporary Roman life: oblique, because even al his most passionate 

Catullus is first and foremost a consummate arlisl, who does not so much 

pour his soul into his poetry as re.create his experiences in art. Poem -II, an 

attack on Mamurra's girlfriend, is a case In point, blunt and obscene, bul 

skilfully crafted, with a succinct but vivid portrait of the girl and a perfectly 

timed punchline: 

.l\meana, a well-fucked girl, 
has asked 111c for a cool ter'I thc)usand sesterces, 
lhat girl '''itl1 the r~ttl lCr ugly J10Se, 
girlfriend c>f tfle bitn krupl fro111 Forr1J iae. 
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You relatives \Yho are responsible for tl1e girl, 
swnmoo friends and doctors. 
The girl's unwell, and is no1 in the habll of ouking 
the image-filled bronze what she looks like. 

Even obliquely, though, Catullus' poetry presents a fascinating picture of h is 

socia l world, profoundly intlucnced by Greek cu lture. and also strikingly femi
nine. in contrast to Lucretius' almost exclusively male wo rld. Catullus' p~try 

is popu lated by compawtively powerful and assertive women like tesbia and 

Anien11n. Al11ei111ci is <lefc1med, but she is rlot igr1c>red1 \\1t1 ic~1 i,.vas the more trad

itional fate of Roman won1en . One of the unconve11tlonal aspects of Cinna•s 

2 111y1·11a and Catullus' poem 64 was the pro minence they gave to female char

actel's, a departure from the generally military and male preoccupations of 

traditional epic. It is risky to infer from this that women a lso formed a signifi

cant part of Catullus' readership, but p~m 35 hu morously describes the effect 

on a girl of reading a similar shon epic by another New roet, Caecilius. 

Furthermore, Catullus had a particular attachment to the work of the female 

poet Sappho (cf. Ch. 2, pp. 75- 7), an important model for the passion, eroti

cism, and Intensely personal quality o f h is shorter poems. Poem 51 is a version 

of one of Sappho's poems, an example (incidentally) of Catullus' great metrical 

proficlenl)': Catullus makes Sappho's rhythmical scheme a natural vehicle for 

the Latin language, a harder task than he makes It look. But there is a further 

implicatio n to the rhythm. This poem describes the beginning of Catullus' 

affair with 'Lesbi<•'. and poem J 1 the devastating end of it, and both are in 

Sappho's c hMa<:terisic metre. The affair thus began, 

and ended, 

·r11al 111a11 ls seen by 1ne as a God's equal 
Or (if it may be said) the Gods' superior. 
l\1ho sitting opposite again and again 
\\latches and hears )'Oii 

Sweetly laughing- which dispossesses poor me 
Of all my senses, for no sooner. l..Mbia, 
Do I look at you 1han !here's no power lefl me ... 

(SI. 1-7, rraos. Guy l.ce) 

Simply deliver to my girl a brief dls
courte<>us message: 
Farewell and long life with her adulterers, 
Three hundt ed together. whom hugging she holds, 
l.c>\•ing none truly bttt agair1 a1·l(I agal1l 
Rt1ptt1ri11g all's groiris; 
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And let her no1 as lx'fore expect my love, 
\Vhich by her faull has fallen like a Dower 
On the meadow's margin after a p;issing 
Ploughshare has touched 11. 

( II . IS-24. trans. Guy Lee) 

The metre is appropriate, because the pseudonym Catullus chose for his girl

friend. 'l.est>ia', 'wo man of Lesbos', equa tes her with Sappho. The girl of poem 

35. al so, is co mplimented as 'more learned than the Muse of Sappho'. The 

Catullan ideal was apparently a woman as educated, sophisticated, and self

surncient as himself; and for the Lime this was a very unorthodox attitude 

Indeed. 
In wider society, though, the typica l response to Catullus must have been 

shock. In poems like the fragmentary I 4b ('if by any chance there are any o f 

you who will read my idiocies and not shudder to lay your hands on us .. .') 

Catullus seems to anticipate (with relish) this kind o( reaction. r'Or a reader 

possessed of more traditional moral values much of what Catullus wrote would 

have been highly provocative. The provocation consisted in the extremely 

unconventional lifestyle he documented in bis poems. Catullus invested his 

aristocratic en ergy not in the pursuit of the conventional Roman targets of 

wealth and status, but in the pursuit of boys and women . Jn a famous poem 

add ressed to Lesbia (poem 5) Catullus extols the life of love an d rejects o ut of 

hand traditional modes of behaviour: 

Let us Jive, 1ny Lesbla, n11cl lo\1e, 
a11d as fc>r tt1e 11111ttc.rl11gs of over-critical old n1eJ1 
let us value tl1er11 al n sl1lgle fartt1i11g! 

'Old-fashioned' moral values arc thus dismjssed as emphatically as 'old

fashioned' literary values. From a convention al Roman point of view the kind 

of obsessive love-affairs Catullus Involved himself in were, as Cicero puts it, ' no 

different, or not far different, from madness'. 
TI1e same can be said of Catullus' more ovenly political poetry. r~m 93 is a 

deva>tatingly simple, two-line anack on Julius Caesar which dramatically 

asserts Catullus' distance from Roman convention: 

I a111 not over1y keen, Caesar, to \Vish to be liked by )'Ou, 
c1or to k.110''' \\'he[ her YOll are a wl1ite or a black man. 

Quintilian uses the same word of Catullus' feigned ignorance of Caesar

'111ad11css'; el1er,,·o,.1e hacl hcar<l of CaCS(lr, a r1{J it was 1lrecisely i11 ~)t1rsuit of this 
recognition and stat11s that Caesar (In this respect a typical Roman aristocrat) 

l'lad e11'lbal'ked 011 l1is rer11nrkablc en rccr. Ro1i1an aristocrats I ived to act1ie,rc, and 
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10 be seen lo have achieved by their peers. TI1is is what makes Catullus' appar

ently innocuous statement so striking. For Catullus to tell Caesar, conqueror of 

Gaul, that he couldn't care two hoots about him strikes at the very essence of 
Roman aristocratic self-motivation. 

Similar in implication are a couple of poems (IO and 28) where Catullus, 

with a characteristic frankness, abuses Gaius Memmius, the addressee of 

Lucretius' poem. In 57-56 OC£ Catullus and Cinna served on Memmius' staff 

when he was governor of Bithynia (this may also have been the date of Cinna's 

poem (lboul Ara tos). Jn poen1 28. addressed to two fr iends also on service 

abroad, Catullus brutally attacks the rradltlona l system of public service 
aUr<.>(1cl: 

0 Mcmmius, well and truly did you gel me on my back, 
and mouthfuck n1e al your leisure with the full length of your beam. 
You, 111y friends, as far as I can see, 11avc fared the same-
>tuffcd by no less a prick. 
1:1nd influential friends, they say! 
May heaven send you (i.e. the two governors) plagues aplenty, 
you slurs on the name or Romulus and Remus. 

Mcmmlu>, that representative of traditional Roman values, is under assault 

from all sides. the Epicurean on the one and the thoroughly disenchanted 

c11{1111t terrible on the other. By calling the governors 'slu rs on the narne of 

Romulus and Remus', the founders of Rome, Ca tullus is actually suggesting 

that he and his friends have more right to be called Romans than traditional 

nrlstocrats like Memmius: Catullus is radically redefi ning aristocratic norms o f 

behaviou r. The exten t to which Ca tullus' readers sym1>at hized with this radical 

stm1cc Is as twrd to assess as it is with Lucretius. \Nho did 1·ead this poetry? Just 

the rndlcal youth of Ron1e, or the Ciceros 100? If the latter-and poem 49 is 

addressed to Cicero-we may suspect that most found it as hard to accept as 
Eplcureanism. 

But for an audience with a taste for style over content like that of contempor

ary Rome, there was much to be enjoyed In the sheer creative virtuosity or 

Catullus. There is an astonishing variety to his poetry, which ranges from short 

personal poems to the mythological content or poem 64, and right across the 

spectrum of metres and genres. One 1>oem in particular, 68, stands out even in 

Catullus' eclectic collection, a remarkable blend e>f the autobi.ogJaphical

Catullus refers to his affair with Lesbia and the death of his brother <lt Troy

and tile mytl1 of Laodamia and her husband Protesllaus, who was the firs t 

Greek to he killed at Hie siege or Troy. Not all critics reg;1rd poem 68 as an 

un4uestlonecl success, but there is no doubting the boldness of the piece; and 
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the san1e can be said for poem 63, the exotic story of a devotee of the eastern 

goddess Kybcle who castrates himself (and then regrets it), which is composed 

In an cortespondingly outlandish metre, the fast and frenzied galliambic. This 

latter poem, in particular, seems to have a purely literary rationale, as if Catul· 

lus encountered the galliambic metre (probably in a poem by Kalllmachos). 

recognized its potential, and only then found a theme adequate to it, rather 

thnn the other way around. It is a tour rle force of literary and metrica l tech· 

nique, without any obvious further ju;tlficallon. 
We h;ive already seen that the r<:aders o f the New Poetry were themselves 

potentially poets, equipped with the capacity to Interpret this allusive verse. 

Whereas Lucretius' poem sought to control his audience like a firm teacher, this 

type o f poetry gives its readers much more autonomy: we are left to do much or 

the work of interpretation. But this can cause in teresting problcn1s of intcrpret

a1ion, both in the New PoeL~ and in the generation or poets which followed, 

who were greatly influenced by them. This style of poetry is a very delicate 

mechanism. In the context of its immediate reception- the readership of the 

50s BCt-it made for a complex, stimulating literary experience, ultimately 

<juite as controlling and manipulative of the audience as Lucretius, but in a very 

different way: the readers or Catullus were drawn into the game the poet had 

set for them, and motivated by the intellectual pleasure of that g<ime to pursue 

the poet's design. But once the original context of a poem has gone, the 

allusiveness or the poetry- the Insistence that subtle, inexplicit <1llusions be 

followed up if a poem is to be understood-is li<1ble to h<tve the effect of sug

ge>tlng readings which the author did not intend, <1nd leaving us little grounds 

10 judge one reading against another. J)ut another way, we today are often in 

the position of not knowing how far we should re<1d inexplicit n1e;1ning into 

poems. 
In the Renaissance it became a question of ahnosl intern<1tiona l sign ificance 

whether the 'sparrow• referred to In poems 2 and 3, 'my girl's pet, with which 

she likes 10 play and which she likes 10 hold in her lap' (2. 1- 2) was in fact an 

allegory for Catullus' penis. Polil1an, a scholar from Florence, forcibly pro

moted this interpretation of the poems; only to be violently contradicted by 

scholars from Verona, Catullus' home town, enraged at the aspersion on their 

national poet. The debate continues, but is, arguably, incapable of resolution: 

the Callimachean style of poetry leaves much of the creation or poetic meaning 

to its audience. In the next generation we tind poets equally influenced by 

Kallimachos, but now under an obligation to write politically directed poetry, 

poetry where it bece>mes very important what a poem does or does not mean. 

The problem of t"onta ining a11d c()ntro lllng the various interpretations to 

wh ich the poetry is open will become ncute. 
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Poem 49 poses similar problems of interpr~tatlon. Superficially it is a gushing 
poem of thanks to Cicero for some unspecified service. It could be translated 

Most eloquent of all the descendants of Romulus 
tha1 are and have been, ~farcus ·rulllus, 
and ever will be in other years, 
Catullus, the worst poet of all, 
gives )'Ou t1is greatest tl1anks, 
as r11l1cJ1 the ,,·orst poet of all 
as you are the best a<l\'Ocate o f all . 

But til e entire poem could in fact he bitterly iro nic. The l.<lti n I have translated 
as ' the best advocate of all' may be translated quite differen tly. Catullus may be 
ca lling Cicero ' the best ad vocate.of.a ll', Le. a man with<lut principles prepared 
to defend absolutely anybody. 

tr the lallcr Interpretation is more compelllng, that is because it seems more 
in tune with the lack of respect for conventional 11otions or public achievement 
and success which Catullus generally evinces. The Lucretius that Cicero and his 
brother read and enjoyed (but were not In any way persuaded by), and the 
Catullus who either eulogized o r traduced the orator (probably the latter), seem 
prima facie to share little more t11an the period and the language in which they 
both happened to be writing. But the time of writing is a significant common 
factor. Each of these poets, whether in the fleshpots frequented b)' Rome's 
gilded yolll ll or in the li mitless tracts of the Epicurean universe, offers a vision 
o f escape from the catastrophe which the orthodox va lues men such as Cicero 
embodied had visited upon Rome. 
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12 Creativity out of chaos: Poetry 
between the death of Caesar 
and the death of Virgil 
LLEWELY N MORGAN 

Early Virgil: Pastoral and patronage 

The last survivor of the New Poets, Clnna, d ied in the violent aftermath of 
Julius Caesar's funeral. Mis cries or 'I am Cinna the poet, I am Cinna the poet' 
(according to Shakespeare's version) were of no avail, and his death is emblem· 
atic. Julius Caesar's assassination in 44 ushered in the most murderous period 
of the Roman ci9il wars, and neither poets nor poetry were exempt. But despite 
the general chaos.-<>r more accurately In direct response to it, and in an 
attempt to make sense of it- this period also witnessed a creative efOorcscence 
in Roman literature such as had never been seen before. Some of the greatest 
poets in the Latin language began their ('arcers in this, the darkest period of 
Ronwn history. In particular, the yea ts Immed iately after the death of Caesar 
formed the context for the lirst major work by Publius Vergilius Maro (70- l9 
flCE: styled 'Virgil' l.ly Christian commentators by association with the word 
'virgin'), the greatest of all Roman poets. Th is w<is a collection of ten poems 
known as the Eclogues or Bucolics: JJ11colics (originally Bm·ofica), meaning 
'Herdsmen's songs', was apparently the original name, whilst Eclogues (Eclogac), 
meaning 'short poems' and rcrerring to the ten independent poems which 
make up the collection, has become the name standardly used of the collection 
today. These poems gave powerful, albeit oblique, expression to a yean1ing for 
release from the ghastly circumstances under which its author and readers were 
labouring. They have justifiably won a reputation as one of the most mysterl· 
ous and beautiful collections of poetry ever composed. Aod in more than one 
respect they exemplify the characteristics of Roman poetry after Caesar. 

The Eclog11es are an ex<imple of one of the strangest genres of literature, a 
genre which has bccon1e known as Pastoral (or llucolic) Poetry. PastOr<il depicts 
a uto pian world of sin1ple, carefree herdsmen relaxing in an idealized rura l 
landscape (the so -called locus mnoc1111s) ancl wh ili ng away their time singing 
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songs to the acrompaniment of a rustic pipe. Virgil's main model for this style 

of poetry was 'l11cokritos, a Sicilian poet who shared Kallimachos' literary ideals 

of brevity, polish, and allusiveness, and who (In a typically Hellenistic way) 

enjoyed the paradox of applying his sophlslicated poetic style to 'low-life' 

material, including the interactions of herdsmen (sec pp. 231-3). This is poetry 

of the countryside, then, and although the countryside of the £c/Q8ucs-as we 

would expect from a writer influenced by the Hellenistic poets-is a very arti

ficial, literary construction, Virgil is careful to relate this pastoral wodd to the 
con temporary realities of the real Italian «oun1rysldc. 

There, the situation was very grim indeed. In the aftermath o f Caesar's assas

sination the llo111<n1 En1pire found itself divided between two competiog fac
tions. On one side stood l'vtarcus Antonius ('Mark Antony') anti C. lulius Caesar 

Octavlanus ('Ot1<1vian'. later to become '/\ugusn1s' cf. p. 438), the political heirs 

of Caesar. On the other were the assassins of Cnesar. led by !vi. lunius Rrutus and 

C. C1sslus Longinus (Brutus and Cassius). In 42 BCF /\ntony and Octavian 

crushed Brutus and Cassius at the Battle of Philippi in northern Greece, a mas

sacre In which perhaps as many as 50,000 men fell. Antony and Octavian were 

victorious, and secure (uotil they starting fighting between themselves). Rut 

they found themselves with v-ast numbers of soldier) awaiting demobilization 

who had nowhere to go. Their solution was of a callousness typical of the times. 

Land across Italy was abruptly confiscated from its rightful owners and given to 

the ex-soldiers. The effect on rural life in Italy wa~ predictably shattering, and 

finds recu rrent echoes in the &logru:s. 
The uJluslve, ' Hellenistic' tone of the collection Is established from its very 

first IJ11es. /\t l. 1-2 Virgil sketches a locus a11101:i111.1 111 which the pastoral musi

cian Tityrus blissfuUy reclines: 

You, '11t)'rus, reclining beneath 1he s1>rcadlng beech tree's cover 
1>ractise the \\·ood)and Muse 011 a sle11der reec..I. 

A simple rustic scene, apparently: but the simplicity Is only superficial. To con

centrate on just one element of the scene: the word for beech-tree here, fagrrs, 
recurs frequently in the rolleC'tion, and in fact comes to epitomize the idyllic 

landscape Virgil constructs in the poems: the fag1rs provides the shade under 

which his rusliC's sing and pipe. The precise variety of tree is carefully chosen, 

and fraught with significance. The fagus is a native Ita lian beech-tree, but will 

have reminded Virgil's more alert readers of a tree which featured in the pas
toral Idylls of Theokritos, the phagos. By using an Italian tree which looks (on 

paper) so much like one of Theokrltos' trees Virgil is advertising- with great 

subt·lct)•- the ki ncl of poetry of wh ich the ro llowlng cnl lection will consist: 

past·or<>l ln 11 tradition inaugurated byTheokritO,. llut there Is a further implica-
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tion. Theokritos' phagos is in fact a cornpletel)• different tree from Virgil's 

beech-tree. it is a species of oak, and Virgil's replacement of the Greek pl1a,~os 

with the pointedly Italian filSllS symbolizes that, whilst he is indebted to 

Theokritos, he is also in another respect being highly original, remaking the 

Greek genre of pastoral in the l.atin language. 
So it goes without saying that reading the £clogr1es is very different from 

experiencing the real countryside. /\ncl yet, for all their artificiality, the £c/og11e.1 

nevertheless managed to he powerfully releva nt to the ugly realities of con

temporary Italy. Pastoral is an intensely nostalgic genre. It speaks to the fantasy 

of a carefree existence in the country shared hy every city-dweller, and it was 

this escapist quality that Virgil exp(()iled to give a contemporary releva nce to 

his poems. The. poet represents himself In the collectlon as a pastoral singer like 

·ntyrus, and invests the poems with a musica lity in style and sound which 

corroborates the impression that they arc themselves pastoral song, the prod

ucts of the pastoral idyll. We can imagine what impact this beautiful poetry, 

redolent of the peaceful, carefree existence of Theokritos' herdsmen, will have 

had on an audience mired In the most brutal spell of the civil wars. Its evoca

tion of this seductive rural paradise must have been, in the circumstances, 
impossibly nostalgic. 

The perfection of the pastoral life contrasted implicitly with the far from 

idyllic conditions of contemporary Italy, ruined by war and dispossession. llut 

repeatedly and explicitly Vlrgll a llows the unhappy contemporary realities of 

the llalian countryside to intrude, jarringly, into the pastoral Idyll, sharpening 

the sense of its desirability (and Impossibility). For example, the first Eclogue Is a 

dialogue between '!1tyrus, a conventional pastornl charncter enjoying the 

bucolic life reclining at ease beneath his beech-tree, and Meliboeus, a victim of 

the real-life land confiscations whicli followed the Battie of Philippi. The poem 
begins wi th ~eliboeus: 

You, Tityrus, reclining l>enea1h the spreadi ng beech tree's cover, 
praC1ise lhc woodland Muse on a slcndN reed. 
I am leaving the bounds of my fatherland and its sweet fields. 
I am Oeeing my fatherland. You, Tityrus, easy in the shade, 
teach lhe woods to echo' Amarytlls is beautiful'. 

The pastoral experience offers the possibility of release from the grim re;ility of 

contemporary life, the utopian hope of transcending the troubles of the every
day world, and the desperate need for sa lvation from the prevailing troubles is a 

recurrent theme of this collection. Tltyrus d escribes " visit to Rome and nn 

audience with a divine young mnn, who will most likely have suggested Ocni

vian to Virgil's contemporary readers (but Virgil's failure to nn1nc hi m 
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explicitly is a sign of the insecurities of the times), who exempts his land from 
confiscation and thus allows him to continue his happy pastoral existence. 

Eclogue 4 also offers the hope of salvation. Drawing on a complex web of 
mystical imagery. Virgil welcomes the birth o f a divine ch ild who will inaugur
ate a golden age of innocence and peace: 

The final age of the Cmnaean song has now come: 
the great· otder of the ages is born anew. 
Now also returns tfle Virgirt, noi;v returns the kingdon1 of Saturn, 
now a new people is let down from the lofl"y sky. 
Bless the ne\''l><>rn l>c>y \Vho i,vill lirst IJUt an end 
lo the iron race and give rise to the golden, throughout the world, 
cJ-1aste l~ucina: }'Our IJrotl).er 1\po.U.o is llOV\1 k.il1g. 
Jn }~Ot1r <:011sulship, )'Ours, tllis glorious age \\•ill t>egin, 
Pollio, and the great months start to move; 
un<ler ):Our leadership, v1.ihate\:er traces cJf crime remain, 

n ullified, will free the earth of its endless fear. 
He i,vill receive tl1e life of the gods, ar1d \l\tiU see 
heroes mingled with gods, and will himself be seen by them, 
and will rule a world pacili.ed by his father's virtues. 

(II. 4-17) 

Yet despite these intimations of redemption the dominant impression of the 
collection is of a yearning, inevitably unfu1Jilled. for an impossible dream. In 
Eclog1w 9 two her<lsmen attempt (unsuccessfully) to remember pastoral songs, 
once again in the con text of the land confiscations. The locus mnoenus which 
formed the backdrop for the nlonologue by the rustic Corydon in Eclogue z, 
'the shady tops of the dense beech-trees' (Z. 4), has decayed into 'the now 
shattered tops of old beech-trees' (9. 9): trees which can provide no shade. One 
of the herdsn1en pessin1istically asserts that 'our songs have as much power, 
Lycid<is, mnid the weapons of war as they say Chaonian doves have before the 
onset of the eagle'. Pastoral song is powerless in the prevailing conditions, and 
song is the main component of the pastoral idyll. Ec/og11e 9 exposes the dream 
of escape into this dreamlike utopia as no more than a pious hope. 

In broader terms. though, the 'young man' of Ec/ogi1e l is a sign ificant 
departure. A characteristic element of Roman literary culture which starts to 
gain particular signilicance with this collection is patro11age. In this respect the 
poerry which followed the death of Julius Caesar differs significantly from the 
poet1"}' of the previous generation. Lucretius and Catullus had addressed poetry 
to specific, named individuals, and these figure,,_Memmius, Lesbia, Caesar, 
and so.on- constitute, ostensibly at least, the pcimary audience of the poetry, 
the people to whom a poem was especially pertinent, although we 111ay often 
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suspect that the poet had a inuch larger audience in mind when he was writing. 
Crucially, though, both Lucretius and Catullus write as the social equals of their 
addressees: de.ference is a very rare comtnodity in either author. 

\-Vith the following generntion the situation is rather different, and much 
closer to the state of affairs earlier in the Republic (cf. pp. 307-S). A strong note 
of deference has 1nade an entrance. The named individuals in this poetry are 
often patrons rather than si1nple addressees, the distinction being that these are 
men who are in a position to help a poet in return for the honour he pays them 
by making them, for all to see, the privileged readers of his poetry. The patron
age system was an old Roman institution. which applied as much outside the 
artistic world as in it: a system of duties and obligations between the powerful 
and less powerful in society whicb provided protection for the weaker, and 
respect and status for the stronger. Neverthele.ss it is hard not to see. its return to 
prominence in the literature of this period as a sign of the limitations being 
placed on f(eedom o( speech, and the concomitant dangers attendant upon 
literary creativity. \•Ve cannot imagine Catullus saying, 'from you is my begin
ning, with you shall I end: receive poems undertaken at yoltr bidding', as Virgil 
does at Eclogue 8. 10-11, app"re11t11• to C. Asinius Pollio. Only 'apparently', 
because the object of Virgil's praise at the start of Eclogue 8 is k>ft intriguingly 
anonymous. Pollio was an important facilitator of literature at this time, and 
made a number of contributions to the literary scene, both in the form of his 
own wl"itings and more generally las we sha ll see), but his role as a patron of 
poetry was apparently short-lived, and for significant reasons. Although he 
seems originally to have fulli.lled the role of Virgil's patron during h.is corn· 
position or the Eclog11es, he seems by the time the collection reached its final 
forn1 to have lost out s01newhat to Octavian and Ills circle: t11e 'young m<ln' of 
Eclogue I, respectfully placed at the very centre of the poem, effectively dedi
cates the collection to Octavian, albeit obliquely. And the san1e, subtle move
ment away from Pollio may perhaps ex.plain Virgil's failure to name him in 

P.A:logue 8. 
Utera(y patronage could take very blatant forms. The 1"/tycstes of Varius 

Rufus, a play perforn1ect in 29 BCE at games celebrating Octavian's victory at 
Actium, was awarded one milli.on sesterces (enough to make h im instantly 
super-rich) by him. In general, though, patronage was more discreet. Precisely 
what benefits Virgil gained from i'vlaecenas fO( the honour the poet paid him in 
the Georgics (see below), for exa1nple, is less dear. It is often easier to see how 
the system benefited the patron. lleing a patron of poets could bring a Roman 
aristocrat some of the status that was so important in Roman culture. As Virgil 
says to Alfenus Vaws, a man who apparently had designs to be seen as Virgil's 
patTon, whoever reads Eclogue 6 will associate it with his name (6. 9- 12). And a 

POETRY FROM DEATH OF CAESAR TO DEATH OF VIRGIL I 363 



poi!m did not need actually to be llbcul Varus, or in praise of h im, to bring this 
kind of credit to the patron. It is important to appreciate, however, that patron
age was a free associalion on both sides. The patron did not tell the poet what to 
write: what held the rclalion together was a sense of mutual obligation rather 
than any lnOuence being brought to bear by the patron. 

Patronage could confer prestige on aristocrats who In the new political ci r
cumstances had a shrinking n umber of contexts In wh ich they could assert 
themselves. The free politics which had been the mn ln sou rce of aristocratic 
status in the past was now limited, and power cent ralized In the hands of 
Octavian ruid Antony. In time their power came to be felt in the literary arena 
as well. Arlsto'1alic patrons like M. Valerius Messa Ila Corvinus (the patron of 
Tibu llus) o r Asinius Pollio were gradually overshadc>wcd by these superpowers 
do mi natl ng the st<tte. The inost in1portant litera ry Im presario of the generation 
arter Caesar was not Pollio o r Mcssalla but C. Maeccnas, one of Augustus' r ight· 
hand men. In fact, of the four poets we >hall dlst"USS in this section- Virgil, 
Morace, Propertius, and 11bullus-all but Tibullus had Maecenas as t11eir patron 
at some stage or other. A 'drift towards the centre' I~ discernible in a number of 
these collections. Virgil, Horace, and rropertlus all ap1>arently only started to 
enjoy Maeccnas' p.1ttonage when their literary careers were well under way. 
Power at Rome was gradually becoming concentrated in a single pair of hands, 
and the effects of this process were felt in literature as well as in the wider 
world. 

Pollio, Virgil's one-tin1e pa tron, is credited with other important contribu
tio ns to Ro man liternry life at this time. Besides establishing the lirst public 
library at ll<>rr1e, he was also t11e first to OL'ga11iz~, ()r) a forn1al basis, tl1e recita .. 
tio n hy an ;1uthor o f his work to an invited audl~ncc. In the lirst insta nce this 
was Poll Io's own work, but the practice was picked up by others and became a 
central Institutio n o f Ron1an aristocratic life In the Imperial period. It is likely 
that every author we shall meet here performed at some point in such select 
gatherings. These 'live' performances could be memorable. The poet Julius 
Montanus used to say that he would happily steal material from Virgil if only 
he could steal his voice and face and delivery as well, so compelling were Vir
gil's recitations: 'the same verses sounded beautiful when he recited them, but 
banal and inexpressive without him.' Recitation was also, as compared with 
private reading, an interestingly unstable medium of communication. An 
<•udience, unlike a reader, can get rowdy. Vve are 1old 1ha1 once when Virgil was 
rt>citing h is Gl'firglc.~. and reached 1. 299, 'Strip to plough a11d Strip to sow; 
'"inter is a frirn1er•s free tirne' (<~poetic '"'ay of sa}'irlg '011ly farm i11 warm '''ea
tl1cr'), a listener i11terposed after 'Strip to plougl1 and strip to sow' th e rhyth
mica lly perfect supplement, ' and y ou'll have a ·nu In winter'. 
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Anecdotes like this a re interesting, and Incidentally alert us to the high 
sophistication of the literary public to whom our poets addressed themselves. 
But we should not overestimate the role of the redtation at this juncture. It Is 
true that the poetry of this period was written to be read aloud by the private 
reader, and troe that occasionally the poet himself would do the reading, in 
(relatively) public contexts or more privately, to friends. It is also the case that 
certain texts, the Eclogues in particular, found an avid audience in the tbeaue. 
Uu1 the Rome upper classes who were the core audience of this poetry-ii is 
im1>ossiblc to put a number to the Im mediate readership of texts like the 
Eclogues. but it is unlikely to have exceeded a couple of thousand (when 
the population of Rome was one milllo 11)-stlll bad an essentially bookish 
culture rnther than a performative culture. We are told that Virgil was an 
unenthusiastic reciter who as a rule presented his work in public only when he 
wanted a second opinio n about passages with which he was u nhappy, and in 
this he may well have been typical. II will be clear again and again that the 
poetry we are going to encounter catered first and foremost to readers, not an 
audience. 

Nevertheless, the musical quality of the EclogutS helps to explain the 
intriguing fact that soon after its publication parts of the collection were per
formed on stage. The theatre, by its very nature, caters for a much larger audi
e nce than we would expect for poetry as complex and allusive as this; and we 
know that it continued to be an important~1nd much more 'democralic'
contcxt for the performance of literature, and in particular Virgil, for some 
lime. In the late fourth or early fifth ccntuT)' CE St Augustine distinguished 
between the few mernl>e1·s of his congregation who kr1ew Virgil's poetry from 
books and the much greater number who knew it fro m performances in the 
theatre. Th e o nly permanent theatre in existence in Rome at the time of the 
publication of the Eclogues, the Theatre of Pompey, could ho ld as n1any as 
11,000 people, a much larger number than the readersl iip o f poetry of this 
degTee of sophistication. 

But how much of the complex experience ol the Eclogues was accessible to a 
theatre audience? Theatrical performance was bound to alter profoundly the 
way the poetry was interpreted. Eclogue 2 is a monologue by the herdsman 
Corydon bewailing his unrequited love for a boy from the cit)•, Alexis; and 
Virgil manages to imply that ('.orydon is way out of his league. Rut the appear
ance of passages from Eclosue 2 on the walls of Pompeii, presumably inscribed 
at some date close to the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE, suggests that, as far as 
this wider audience was concerned, the poem had lost that original element of 
<unused condescension of th(• n 1stic Corydon, and was now treated as straigh t· 
forward, unironic love poetry. The authors o f this grafliti presumably knew the 
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Eclogues from the theatre. This ironing oul of lhc complexities of poetry as its 
audience expands is a pattern we will sec repeated. 

In the longer term, however, it was (paradoxically) precisely the difficulty 
and allusiveness of the collectlon, as well as the name that Virgil went on to 
gain with his epic Ac11citl, which ensured lhc survival of the collection beyond 
antiquity. In the Renaissance, and later, the Eclogues inspired a flourishing trad
ilion of pastoral poetry In Italian, French, and English, poeuy which shared the 
Eclogues' studied simplicity and a tendency to comment on contemporary 
events: ~ilton's Lydtlas Is the best-known English example. 

But by far the most Influential poem In the collection is Eclogue 4, ironically 
the least 'pastoral' of them all. This poem is tied very specifically to a date and 
time: 40 OCE, the year of Asinlus Polllo's consulship and date of the Pact of 
Brundisium which temporarily patched up the differences between Antony 
and Octavian. The miraculous child whose birth is celebrated in the poen1 is 
most likely to have suggested to contemporaries tbe :son expected of the ma.r
riagc of Antony and Octavia, Octavian's sister, the alliance which had 
cemented the agreement. But the poern is deUberately enigmatic and 
unspecific, and sensibly so: no son ever came of the marriage (Antony was too 
busy having child ren by Kleopaua, queen of Egypt), and the marriage itself 
rapidly disintegrated as relations hetween Antony and Octavian deteriorated. 
The golden child was mysterious enough for Pollio's son, Asinius Gallus, to be 
able to cla im ro be him a generation later. But the dominant interpretation of 
the poem lhroughoul the lvllddle Ages anti IJ~yonc.I was th<tt it prophesied the 
birth of Chdsl, and lhe Kir1gdom of Cod that wou ld ensue. One line of the 
poem ir1 part iCLt lar, lt1r11 rerlit ct: Vlrgc1, retle11111' Sr1t11r11ir1 reg11c1, 'No\v also rett1r11s 

the Virgin, now returns the kingdom of Saturn' (line 6), becan1e the most 
quoled line of classical ll ter<ll:ure. Jn Its origin;il context 'the Virgin' is Justice, 
who will return to dwell amongst men when the Golden Age, or Age of Saturn, 
is restored. But Chrislians fou nd it easy to interpret her as the Virgin Mary, 
returnir1g to earth in the company of her son. Virgil consequently gained the 
status of a prophet or the com Ing of Cluist, which is how he appears (for 
example) in Dante's Divi11e Co11ll'tly. 

Tiie poem thus developed a wealth of meaning and associations unimagin
able to its author. Perhaps nobody exploited ii more fully than Elizabeth I. \.Vith 
the new-found classical knowledge of the Renaissance the Virgin could again 
be identified as Justice, and Elizabeth could combine t11e Christian associations 
of the poem, the classical motifs of Justice and the return of the Golden Age, 
and her own mystical Image as the pure virgin married to the welfare of her 
subjects, into a potent political manifesto. 
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Agriculture as a metaphor for Rome 

The Eclog11es probably ap1>eared as a collection in 39 or 38 OCE. Virgil's second 
colleclion, the four-book poem Georgics (originally Georgica), was apparently 
published In 29. In between these dates Virgil bad joined the circle of 
Maecenas, whose name appears at the very outset of the poem; 

~Vha1 makes the cornfields happy, under which constellation 
it i) ~t to tur11 1he earth# ~laecenas, and train the vine on the elm; 
the care of canle, the method for kttping 
a flock, the sklll you need for frugal bees: 
1his is where t shall begin to sing. 

(I. 1-S, trans. C. Day-Lewis) 

Maecenas proceeds to reappear with an uncanny regularity at the beginning 
of the remaining three books: at line 41, precisely, in books 2 and 3, and 
back at line 2 In book 4. Oclavian al:so features prominently: extravagant 
eulogies begin (I. 24- 42) and end the poem (4. 559-66), and also mark 
its middle (3. 1-48). Virgil clearly indicates his proximity at this time to 
Octavian's J)arty: he describes the poem as the luwd mol/ia i11ssa, 'far from 
easy bidding' of Maecenas (3. 41). We are told in an ancient biography of 
Vlrgll that the poem was recited to Octavian after his return to Italy from 
lhe Actium campaign In 2\1, when be was recovering from a throat com
plaint Jn /\tclla, near Naples. Virgil read it to Octavian over a period of 
four dnys, Macce11as taking over the t<lsk whenever Virgil's voice gave 
out. 

The strict truth of this anecdote is less import<int than the light it sheds on 
Virgil's rclatlo11 to l1is 1>atro11s. As \\'e l1ave seen, great \\rorks of literature 

bring slatus nol on l)' to the author bul also to the author's patrons. It was 
put about In anecdotes li ke this that the Gcorgics was written, in the first 
instance. for Octavian. The poem l\self is a farn1ing manual (Georgica means 
'Farming Mailers'), or rather the l1ighly literary and artificial version of a 
farming manual we would expect of the author of the Eclog11es. Anyone seek
ing advice on agriculture would be far better advised to consult Varro's prose 
Ou R11ra/ Matters (cf. p. 321 ), pubUshed in 37 BC£ and a clear inspiration for 
Virgil's work, though Varro's work was itself more of a pleasant diversion 
for the landed gentry than a scientific treatise. One of the major sources of 
enjoyment for a contemporary reader was Virgil's achievement in making 
poetry out or something as Intrinsically unpromising as the mud and ordure 
of farming. Seneca wrote of tbc poem that Virgil 'saw not what ir was most 
truthful to say, but what would be most agreeable, and wanted not to teach 
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farmers, but please readers'. To prove his point Seneca quotes from Virgil's 
instructions as to when d ifferent crops sboul<l be sown: 

Jt ls our task, again, to observe tl1e star of /\rcturus, 
The day,, of the Kid, and the shining Serpent, as carefully 
As sailors \vho horr1eward bot1r1d on -..vindy \l\l'aters are d,ari11g 
Tile Black Sea anct the straits by Lile oyster-beds of Abydos. 
\.Ytlen tl1e Scales 111a.ke tl1e J1ours for daytime ar1d s·leeptin1e bala11ce, 
DivicUog tile globe into equal hemispheres- light and darkness, 
Tl1en set y<>ur bulls t<> \\/Ork} far1l1ers, a1.1d SO\\' your barley 
Up to the last showers on the frost-bound lim its of winter: 
The flax-pla n.t and corn-popp)' 
You should covt>r n<>i,v in earth, and -kee1> on hard at the pJol1gh.ing 
\l\ih.ile a boJ1e-dry soil allows it a11d tl1e weatt1er has r1ot )'et broken. 
lrl .spring you so .. v }'our bea11s: th.en too tl1e softc11ing furro,.,•s 
Will take Lucerne, a11d 1nillet reqltires its annual care; 
When t.he milk-white Bull with gilded horn begins the year 
And the Dog Star drops away. 

(1. 204-18, 1rans. C. Day-~cwis) 

Seneca helpfully points out that millet ls actually sow·n in June, not spring. But 
we do not need information Jlke that to see that Vi rgi l's emphasis is more on 
poetic expression than textbook accuracy. 

The landscape of tile Ge<1rgic.s is thus a very literary landscape, owing no Jess 
to Hesiod and Aratos than to contemporary agricultural reality. The ki11d of 
detailed advice about farming practice that Virgil offers in the poem can have 
been of no interest per se for the privileged elite who read his poern: tbey h;id 
slaves to deal with that kind of thing. And conversely, the dem;incls made of 
the reader by this extremely complex poem required vastly better education 
than the average farmer would have enjoyed. One fairly extreme example: 
sharp-eyed scholars have noticed that whenever the river Euphrntes is men
tioned in Virgil's works its name is placed six l.ines from the en cl of the book: 
Georgic:s I. 509, Georgics 4. 561, and Aeneid 8. 726. The explaniltion for this 
strange coincidence lies in KaJlitnachos' ffymn to Apollo, one of the most 
important statements of Ka.Iii machos' literary principles, which contains a ref
erence to the Euph rates-six lines fron1 the end. Virgil is subtly conuuunicating 
to his readership (and this de,•ice says astonishing things about that readersh ip) 
h is allegiance to Kallimachos' poetics. It goes without saying tha t the device 
also p resupposes written texts which can be numbered, and compared. 

Uke Lucretius' poem, to which Virgil owes a lot, the Georgie.; is a didactic 
poem, " poem which teaches a lesson. But in the case of the Georgics th is func
tion is n1ore apparent than reaJ. A con1parison of the roles of the addressees of 
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each poem, Mernmius arid Maecen.as, will clarify the differences. We saw in U1e 
previous ch<lpter how Lucretius sought to guide his readers' response to h is 
poen1 by means of an ' internal audience', Memn1ius, who 'stood for' the broad
er arJstocratiC audier1ce at .;,1hicf1 l .. uc-retlus '"as ain1ir1g, a11d Ll1cretit1s' choice of 
him as the ta rget of his argument personalizes tlie argument of the poeJn. In 
other words, Memmius is a teaching tool, an integral element of Lucretius' 
str<1tegy for persuading and converting his !'eadership. Can we say the san1e 
about Maecenas in the Georgics? No. Lucretius' poen1 is explicitly a course of 
tuition, with a p11pil: Maecenas never fu lfils ru1y Sllch role. After 1. 2 he is not 
mentioned again until the beginning of the next book, and the advice about 
fan:niog wh ich Virgil proceeds to give is directed at a very vaguely defined 
farmer figure. There are none of the teaching techniques here which Lucretius 
so brilliantly employed, and if the Georgics wece really aiming to te.ach .it would 
be supremely ineffective. But if Maecenas is not in the poem to be taught, his 
presence is nonetheless significan t. Firs!, his nam e at rhe beginning of every 
book in fo rms the reader that the author of the most admired poe1n of recent 
years, the Eclogues, has deep respect for lvlaecenas, and the statl1s that would 
accrue to Maecenas (and Octavian) from such a gesn1re should not be under· 
estimated. Secondly, it would have been well known to Virgil's re<1ders that 
Maecenas had minimal interest in farm ing, but did have an enthusiasn1 for the 
higher things in Life. He had carefully fostered an in1age of decadent sophistica
tion wh ich concealed the poli tical power he actually wielded. Amongst other 
th ings, then, the mention of lv!aecenas at the start of the Georgics would h;we 
<1lerted a contemporary reader that the Georgics was closer in function to Aratos' 
(lidc1c.:tic th.an to l,,ucretius'. 

Fin ally, however, it is hard not to think that the l'epctition of !vfaecenas' 
name, alongside ttie gerle1:ous complimer1ts 1)aid to Octavia111 cncottrages us to 
seek in the "vork son1~ favot1rahle co1ll1l1entar}' 011 Octavian's activities i.J1 tl1e 
30s. Tbe Battle of Philippi in 42 had been followed by the Treaty of Brundisium 
in 40 between Antony and Octav ian, the terms of which divided the Empire 
between Octavian and Antony. Antony went east to Alexandria (and to Kleo· 
patra), and Octavi<1n took control in ltal5' and the \Vest. The 30s saw continued 
''iolent upheaval, in particufar an extended and bloody sea war between Octa
vian and Sextus Pompeius, the son of Po mpey the Great. The arrangement 
between Antony and Octavian, n1eanwhile. was fragi le. After many false alarms 
it broke down decisively, and they came to blows. At Actium in 31 Octavian's 
fo rces defeated Antony and Kleopatra. Octavian now found himself with abso· 
lute co ntrol of Rome, but it was in a devastated an d den1oniUzed state. The 
period when the poem was composed (36-29) corresponds to the l<ltter period 
of these upheava ls, a time which also saw sustained prop<1gandistic self· 
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promotion on the part of Octavian as he sought to bolster his precar ious 
position. 

But whilst contemporary events certainly do Impinge upon the poem, Vit· 
gil's attitude to them in the Georgics remains a source of enormous controversy. 
This poem is perhaps of all Roman poems the most fiercely debated by scholars. 
V.'hat we ca11 say is that the agricultu1al world described in the poem is often 
not to be taken literally, but as a metapho r for the contemporary Roman world . 
In tl1e Georgics Virgil exploits a powerful symbolism which the agricultural life 
exerted CHl the Roman Lipper classes, who for all their high L1rban sophistication 
liked to consider themselves at root farmers made good (hence the success of 
books II kc Varro's On rum/ matters). It was fc<>m their rustic origins, Romans felt, 
that all that was best about their culture-discipli ne, levelheadedness. a cap
acity for hard work-<lerived; an d this myth of the rustic origins of Rome 
appears more than once in the poem. in the so.called 'Praise of Italy' (2. 13~ 
76), for example, the success of Rome is <1ttributed to the genius of the Italian 
countryside: 

Active her breed of men-the Marslans and Sabellians, 
Llgurians used to hardship, Volscian javelin-throwers; 
Mother she is of the Oecii, Maril, great Camilli, 
The Scipios relentless in war; and of you, most royal Caesar, 
l~'ho now triumphant along the furthest Asian frontiers 
Keep the war-worthless Indians away from tile towers of Rome. 
Hail, great n1ott1er of 11arvcstsl O land or Snt-urn, hniJ! 
Mother of men! 

(II . t67-74, lrnrts. C. Uay•Le\vis) 

Uut if as a consequence Virgil's countryside is always likely to symbolize 
contemporary Rome, it is an unco mpromising picture of Rome that the poet 
offers. Repeatedly the advice offered to the farmer by the poet is shown to be 
quite u nequa l to the elemental forces with which the farmer has to contend. 
The world of the Georgics, whether that be the agricultural world or the world of 
Rome it represents, is frequently out of control: 

So, when racing chariots have rushed Crom the starllng-gate, 
They gather speed on the course, and the driver tugs at the curb-reign 
- llis horses runaway, car out of control, quite helpless. 

( I. S 12- t 4, trans. C. Oay-J.KwisJ 

These a re the last words of book 1. Book :l, concerned with the r<1ising or flocks, 
pu ncw ates Its advice with two disturbing accounts o f natural pro<'esses wh ich 
are quite beyond the forn1er's control, sex and disease. The book ends with ii 

t1arrowing accoL111t of a pl<.1gt1e among farn1 anlrnals: 
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And now they died by whole companies, and the corpses 
Rotting with vile decay lay piled In the very sheep-folds, 
1ill men had learnt to put t11em In pits, covered with earth. 
The hide was no good, and no man 
Could deansc the calt'3SS In water or bum it up with fire: 
You could not eve11 s11ear 1 hr nccce, il \''as so corroded 
\"litl1 the foul pus, or '''Ork the rotten '"ool in the loom : 
But if you were so foolhardy as to wea r the hideous gannent, 
l11flan1ed pustules a11d a r1oxlous-s"1ell i11g s,.,.eat ai,peared 
All ovec your limbs: not long then 
flefc.>re the fiery curse n1 c up }'Our tellered fra111c. 

(II. 556-66, 1ra11s. C. Da)'-Lewis) 

In book 4, whjch is devoted to ;ipiculturc (bee-keeping), the establishment of a 
bee colony and the needs and habits of bees are carefully described-but the 
account ends, as in the previous book, with a plague, which wipes out the hive. 
Again, certain elements of Virgil's account of bee civilization serve to establlsh 
parallels bel\veen the beehive and Rome; It Is not hard to see in these destruc
tive plagues a reflection of the civil wars which had had such a devastating 
effect on the Roman state. 

Yet the poem does seem to pron1lse some kind of solution to this catastrophe. 
It concludes with an extended mythological account of the h ero Aristaeus, the 
l<>ss of his beehive to disease, btn then his recovery o f h is bee swarm under the 
d irection of 11.is mother Cyrene. The figure of Aristaeus cannot but have 
remin<ied contemporary readers of Octavian, who al the time was claiming to 
t1ave restored tl1e Romi1n sti1te to life in a ma1111er a11alogoL1s to AristaeL1s' 
regener;1tion of his bees. Bu.t few readers o f the end of the Georgics have found 
the resolution very satisfactory. The cost o f Arlstaeus' success is the death of 
Orpheus, whose failed attempt to lead his dead wife back from the underworld 
Is described at some length: 

And now he's avoide<l every pitfall of the homeward path, 
And Eurydice, regoine<l, is nearing the upper air 
Close behind him (for this condition has Proserpine made), 
When a moment's madness catches her lover off his guard
Pardonable, you'd say, but l)eath can never pardon. 
He halts. Eurydice, his own, is now on the lip of 
Daylight. Alas! he forgot. Ills purpose broke. He looked back. 
His labour was lost, the pact he had made with the merciless !ting 
Annulled. Three times did thunder peal over the pools of Avernus. 
·~vho,' she cried, ' has doomed me to misery. who has doomed us? 
\<Vhat nlad.ness be)'Otld 111c3surc'! 0 11cc 11\ort a cruel fate 
Drags rne av1,;a}'. ancJ 1ny swirn 111lng: eyes nre ctr0\"-1ned ln ctarkJless. 
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Goodbye. I an1 borne a\\fay. /\ lin1itless rtigtlt is abot1t n1e 
And over the strengthless hands 1 stretch to you, yours no longer: 
Thus she spoke: and at once from his sight, like a wisp of smoke, 
Thi11ned i11to air, ":as gor1e. 

(·1. 185-500. tr<ons. C. Day-Lewis) 

This is the passage which has c<iptured the imaglnation of most readers. and it 
was Virgil's Orpheus, not his Aristaeus, who became a favourite theme of all 
artistic 1nedia- not least ln L'Orfeo of Claudio lvfonteverdi, the first great 
achievement of the opecatic tradition. 

As Seneca's ren1<1rks in the mid-first century testify, the poem continued to be 
read by the upper classes-though judging by the absence of any graffiti of the 
Georsics <it Pompeii it never developed the broader popularity of the Eclogues 
(and l<iter the Aeneid). It is noticeable that Seneca omits any reference to the 
conten1porary, political content of the poem. lly his time the Oeorgics was 
apparently just a charming p<>etic e1>ocation of the country life, and il was as 
such that it enjoyed a revival among those eighteenth·century English gentle
men who liked to consi.der themselves farmers hut were happier with books 
than billhooks. It was, of course, an extremely good thing for the Agricult~1tal 
Revolution that these readers did not attempt to apply any of Virgil's 
'te<.1cl1ings'. 

Early Horace: Us blaming them 

The 'triumviral period' between the death of Julius Caesar and Octavian's final 
victory also saw the first works of Quintus Horatius Flaccus, or Horace (65 IJCF,-

8 BCE). One was the t>vo books of verse Sumo11es (a term which covers the 
ground from 'chats' to 'sermons' or 'homilies') or Satires(<> name which captures 
their mildly critical nat11re), following in the tradition of the second-century 
BCE Roman poet and social critic Gaius Lucilius (cf. pp. 309-10). The other 
book, modelled on the abusive 'iambic' poetry of the Archaic Greek poets Arch
ilochos and Hij>J)Onax (cf. Ch. 2), was probably originally nained lam/Ji, but is 
now known as the Epodes, a technical term derived froin their metrical schen1e. 

As with the G<!Orgics, the very first words of the Satires immediately betray 
Horace's allegiances: 

H<.)w ls it, NfaeceJ1as) tt1at rto 0[14?° li,1es co11te11t ,,ritl1 th<' lot 
wl1icl1 ('it11cr cl1oicc has given 11.im or cha11ce thro\v11 it1 his \Vay, 
bl1t praises tl1ose 1A1l10 f<>llovi.' differe11t pattls·? 

(I. 1- 3) 
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Both books of Satires, the first probably published in 35 BCt and the second in 
30, were written under the patronage of Maecenas; in fact the first book 
describes Horace's adm.ission into Maecenas' circle in some detail. But the situ
ation with the Epodes is rather different. Although the beginning of the Epodes 
ad,•ertises ~lorace's proximity to Maecenas (his name appears in the fourth line 
oi the first Epode and the whole poem is about h iin), many of the poems which 
make up the collection give the impression that they pre-date his adoption by 
Maecenas in about 38. 

Poems like Epodes l and 9 glori(y Maecenas' participation in the Battle of 
Actium in 31. This is the beginning of Epode 9: 

WIJen shall I celebrate great Caesar'.s victc>ry and drink 
tile CaectLba11 laicl down for sacred feasts 

witl1 }'Olt, 11.eave1.1-blest 'MaeceJ1as, in t.he lofty hoJ11e 
the gods have given you, 

to mingled music of the lyre and pipe, 
l)orian the c.>ne, the other barbarous? 

Just so not long ago we drank when Neptune's admiral 
was routed and his galleys fired, 

alth<>ugh he-once l1ad tl1reatene<l Rorne i.vitl1 chains 
struck off J1is frier1ds, our tre:acl1erous slaves. 

Nov .. • llo1na11s are a wo1nan's slave~O hear you this 
you generations yet to come-

car1ying arms and stakes for her, and at the l:>eck and caU 
C)f 'rvrinklecl eunuchs, 

and tl1ere tl1e st1r1 amor1g our eagles sees 
-the shame of it-mosquito nets! 

(L-rans. David Wl~St) 

V\111at iJal'ticLilarly appalled Ro111a11s a1Jo11t tl1e Ci\1il "''ars was tl1at· tl1ey iJ1\.'0l\1Cd 
not the conquest of foreigners, which Romans bore with an easy conscience, 
hut of other Romans. This is why in this poem Horace celebrates some of Octa
vian1s activities i11 the civil ,,.,ars-l)ott1 ActiL1111 a11d earlier actior1s agai11st Sex· 
tus Pompeius-as the conquest of Romans, yes, but treacherous Romans, 
Romans who have abandoned Roman values. Pompei us has thrown his lot in 
with slaves, and Antony himself is a love slave to Kleopatra. They are as good as 
foreigners, deserving defeat and death in return for their eastern effeminac)' 
(mosquito nets, indeed!). There was a strong vein of racism and sexual and class 
prejudice in the Roman upper classes for poems like tb.is to exploit. 

llut other poems in the Epodes collection sit awkwardly with such propa
gandtl. 111 poems 7 and 161 in partict1lar1 civiJ \var is a far less gloriot1s btisiness. 
Poem 16 despalrs of an end to it aU. Rome will destroy itself, and all the Romans 
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can do Is sail off to the Elysian Fields beyond the Ocean. J>oem 7 presents the 

poet demanding of the Roman people an explanation of their compulsion for 

civil '''ar: 

~Vhy this mad rush to join a wicked war? Your swords 
\Vere sl1eathed. \.\.thy do you draw tt1en1 1tow? 

Perhaps too little Latin blood has poured upon the plains 
and Into Neptune's sea, 

not so that Rome could burn the lofty citadels 
of Garthagc. her great enemy, 

or that the Jlriton, still beyond our reath, should walk 
tile Sacrecl Wa)r ir'l C'l)airlS, 

but so tha t llome might foll by Homan hands 
;ind answer all the prayers or Parthia. 

(trans. l)o vld West) 

Receiving no reply he supplies his own explanation: 

It is harsh fate that drh<es 
the Romans, and the crime of fratricide 

since Remus' blameless Ufeblood poured upon the ground
a curse to generations }'et ur1born. 

(II. 17-20) 

Ro mulus killed his own twin brother In the course o f founding the city, and 

Ro me, according to I lo race. is cursed to repeat the crime unentlingl y. £pode I, it 

could be argued, aims to 'neutralize' the Epodes, rcaine the collection as a whole 

<is loyal to Maecenas. despite the disconcerting sentiments of poen1s like 7. llut 

where readers place the e mphasis of the collection is (<111,'1•ably) ultitnately up 

lo them, In the privacy of their own reading. 
Horace wrote the l':podes and the Satires simultaneously, and this was a nat

ural choice. Though very different styles of poetry they have a lot in common. 

Archllochos anti Hipponax wrote 'blame poetry', poetry which chastiSed the 

moral failings which the poets perceived in the people around them. Similarly, 

Roman satire, although different from mOclern satire in being a Uterary genre, 

shares with its modem counterpart the basic function of criticism. Lucilius' 

satires had already substantially conflated the two genres (cf. pp. 309- 10). 

Horace's choice of two very different gen res with the Shared element of blame 

has an obvious contemporary rationale: Rome was not an exemplary society at 

this juncture. 
llut Ho race had certain more subtle aspects of the genres in mind as well. 

llln me poetry, by its very nature, distances the poet nnd the reader from the 

vices It ;1ttacks. llut by the same token it un ites pocl a nd nudience in their moral 
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outrage, and it reminds them of !heir shared n1oral values. Paradoxically, 

then, blame poeuy makes frie11ds of its audience, as it makes enemies of its 

targets. friendship is a preoccupation or both the Epodcs and the Satires, and 

it was one shared by Horace's contemporaries. Amicitia, friendship, was the 

value that bound Roman society together. But civil war had tipped it apart, 

pitting dose associates and even family members against each other (hence 

the equation with fratricide). To Romans this felt like the breakdown of 
a111icitia. 

ln poems like £pod« 7 Horace add resses his target, here the Roman people, 

anti attempts to 'blame' them into changing their terrible behaviour. But more 

subtly, whilst a contemporary Roman reader shared the blame being meted out 

to the Roman people he is also constructed by the poem as a counterpart of the 
outraged. blaming authorial vo ice: we also ask, in the process of reading, 'Why 

this mad rush to join a wicketl war?' I.Ve read, and become part of Horace's 

group of right-thinking friends, berating the fratricidal madness o f the Romans. 

So the Epodes restore friendship. 
The Satires or Sen11011es offer a milder fonn of criticism, but in this respect 

their effect is somewhat similar. The poems have a very infonnal style, and aim 

to give the impression of immediacy, as If Horace is conducting a conversation 

with us. They thus dramatize an act or friendship, a conversation between 

frientls, and like the Epodes offer an alternative to the social breakdown o f civil 

war. llut what makes Horace's strategy more pointed is that the friendships 

wh ich Horace idealistically depicts In tho Satires are largely those between the 

membe rs or 1'1aecenas' 'set'. r n other words, the group being set up by Horace as 

the reprt:Sentative of decent values. which Ro me needs in order to escape from 

civil war, just bappens to be one o f the parties vying (violently) for contro l or 

Rome. The reader witnesses an exemplary group or Romans, and is drawn Into 

that group himself b)• the process of reading: Horace's friendly immediacy 

makes us feel we too are part of the group. 
The underlying political rationale is exemplified by 1. S. This poem describes 

a journey undertaken by Maecenas and his literary 'friends' from Rome to 

llrundisiwn, during which the group experiences various amusing misfortunes: 

stomach upsets, ttavel delays, wet dreams, fire, mud, and so on. It is an atttact

ive picture of an ordinary group of male frientls. In passing the poem also 

mentions the purpose of the journey: 

To t\r1xL1r excellent J\.raecCr)aS \ ... as to co111e, wjtJ1 
Cocc('it1s, botl1 d<'s1:>n tcl1ccl Ol'l im1::>ortant bt1si11ess, 

as ambas.sarlors, \>VCll usecl t<> recc>11cili11g estranged friencls. 

J..Jere I s1rlear black 01r1t1nl'11l 0 111i1y eyes 
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for tll}' conjt1n.ctivitis. } . .t,ca11,vhile }..faecenas arri,red i,vith 
Cocceius and fonteius Capito, an exe1nplary 
individual, Antony's doses\ friend. 

(II. 27-33) 

The friends are going to attend a 1neeting, probably in 37 RC:E, to patch up 
differences (again!) between Oct;ivian and Antony. It is a mission of great ser
iousness, the failure of whkh would mean renewed civ il war. But there is no 
hint of this in Honice's poem. Normality reigns. Even the split between Antony 
and Octavi<lll is depicted as a temporary, and easily remedied, difference 
between friends. The reader witnesses, and enjoys, a scene far removed from 
the tr<111nia of civil war~1nd we associate its harmony and good sense with 
l'vlaecenas. 

Hor<1ce, no less than Virgil, was profoundly influenced by the Callimachean 
ideals of the New Poets. Part of the·reason Horace chose to wrote iambicpoetTy 
modelled after Arch ilochos and Hipponax was that Kallimachos had done so 
(see p . 238). The very first word of the Epodes, ibis, 'you will go', probably 
;illudes to the title of a piece of invective by Kallimachos, the Ibis, and this 
degree of Callimachean complexity and allusiveness is main ta ined throughout 
the co!Jection. The same, mo re surprisingly, goes for the Satir~s. Surprisingly, 
because the intricacy and polish demanded by Kallimachos was profoundly 
alien to the gen re invented by Lucilius, which took pride in breaking the liter
ary rules. Its coucerns were humble and t111-poetic, everyday life and (bad) 
behaviour, and the language of satire was the colloquial spced1 of the ordinary 
Roman . Yet the metre of satirical poetry was the dactylic hexameter, the 
rhytlnnica l scheme associated with epic verse. Horace's readers would have felt 
;ibout the colloquial language of the opening hexamete1· line in Horace's Sat
ires, 'How is it, Maecenas, that . .. ',the same as we would about a Shakespearian 
actor reciting a newspaper: the sublime perfection of the hexameter is being 
abused. 

Horace's claim that h i.S satire obeyed the tenets of Kallimachos pushes the 
Lucilian pani<lox of poetic satire a step further. Callimachean satire was a con
tradiction in terms. Honice's audience knew it, and enjoyed the literary joke. 
Sntire 1. 10 is a statement of Horace's literary ideals in which he criticizes Lucil
ius for his verbosity and lack of polish: 

If his life had been postponed l)y fate until our present age, 
he would 5le off a lot from his work, and cut back everything which 
trai.led bc)ro11d \vl1at "'as ideal, a11d i11 con1posing J1i.s verse 
J1e t'i.'Otdd ofteJ1 scratcl1 his l1ead and gna\I\' l1is nails t<> the quick. 

(II. 68- 71) 
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But the end o f the poem amusingly undermines Horace's claim to [)ea follower 
of Kalli machos. He concludes his literary criticism, and adds (line 92), 

Away, boy, and quickly append this to my book 

as if his poetry is not the product of labo rious ca re at all, but something dictated 
off the top of his head. 

So the Satires were, as we wo uld expect, sophisticated poetry for a sophisti· 
cated audience, in which play with the conventions o f literatu re provides 
much of the diversion. But the wit and artistry concealed a deadly serious 
po litical intent. The Rome of the Satires is one of absolute normality: friends act 
like friends, civi l upheaval is scarcely to Ile seen, and Horace chats in a homely 
style whid1 it is bard to square with the grim reality of the 30s BCE. The 
unanswerable question, however, is whether t.he collection had the effect 
Ho.cace intended. 'v\lere readers o f Horace's Satires lulled into a contented 
acceptance o f Octavian's leadership, or did tile strenuous efforts which Horace 
put i r1to 11ol t1Jer1t.ioni11g the lVt~r sirn l)ly dra\v atteJ1ti01) to tl\e ar)Xieties w t)ich 
were motivating him, and the grim realities he was trying to d isguise"? ~Ve 
cannot say, but we can recogn.ize the various interpretative possibilities, and we 
know that Horace was dealing with an audience quite capahle of second· 
guessing him. But whatever thei.r im med iate reception, the Satires jo in the list 
o f lvfaecenas' .success stories, reinventing the genre in a fo rm which woul.d be 
imitated and developed by .Persius in the first century CE. Juvenal in the second 
(see pp. 501-2, 504-Q), and the English satirists, especially the master o f 
'Horatian Satire', Alexander Pope, in the eighteen th- none of them, appar· 
ently, suspectjng the disguise of genial soeial critic which Horace had assum.ed. 

The elegists: All for love? 

In comparison to Virgil and Horace our next poet, Sextus Propertius (c.50-
c.5 uCF.), has seemed to son1c readers a breath of fresh air, a writer determined to 
assert hjs independence from the regin1e of Octavian or Augustus. This is the 
Pro pertius of Ezra Pound, for example, whose paraphrase of Properttus' love 
elegies, Homage to Sextrr.s Propertirrs (1917), makes of the poet a passionate, 
independent-minded lover of poetry for its own sake rather too obviously rem
iniscent of Ezra Pound. His version of Propertius' anticipation of Virgil's epic 
Aeneid is typical, importing as it does an explicit tone of condemnation q ui te 
absen t fro m the o riginal: 

Upc)n the 1\ctian 1narshes V irgil is Phoel)uS' chief of police ... 
He ca1l tal>ulate Caesar's great ships. 
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I le thrills lo lllan arms, 
Me shakes the Trojon weapons of Aeneas, 

And casts stores on L<tvlnlan beache>. 
Moke way, ye Roman aut hors, 

clear the strt'<!t 0 ye Greeks, 
For a much larger Iliad is in \he course of construction 

(and to Imperial order) 
Clear the streets O ye Greeks! 

(2. 3-1. 61~) 

Pound saw in Propertius' poems a reaction against 'the infinite and ineffable 
imbecility of the Roman F.mpire', and a vehicle he could use at the height of the 
First World War to expre.. his disgust at 'the infinite and ineffable imbecility of 
the British Empire'. 

A contemporary assessment of the poet would have been more qualified. 
rro1>ertius was an exponent of one of the most characteristically Roman genres, 
Love Elegy, so called because It was love poetry composed in the metre known 
as the elegiac couplet. l.ove Elegy had originated with Cornelius Gallus (d. 
pp. 336-7), whose poetry (de;pite the Influence It exerted on Virgil as well as 
the elegists) has almost completely disappeared. But we know enough about it 
to see that, young as the genre was, Propertius was already working withirl a set 
of rules and conventions. Ga llus was a man o f action who wrote poetry in 
which he represented himself as a ve1·y different kind of person, a man in thrall 
to a do mi nating mi stress ca lled l.ycorls. ~Ve can assume that the persona he 
adopted in his roetry had little to do with real life, and that his readers did no t 
expect it to. In othcnvor(IS, the poetry of the love elegists did not come 'straight 
frc)rrl tl1e l1er1rt1

, t>y a11y 1lleil ns. 
The first book of Propertius' elegies was published In 30 or 29 Bt.E. There were 

probably five books In all, produced ))etween 30 and about 16 BCE, although 

modern texts arc divided Into four (the text of rropertius rivals Catullus for the 
corrupt state in which It emerged from the lvfiddle Ages). lvfost of his poetry is 
devoted to an account of an unequal relationship with a girlfriend, Cynthia, 
who dominates the 1>oet's life. The first verses of book 1 set the scene: 

Cynthia fir>t, with her eyt>s, caught wretched ow 
Smitten before by no desires; 

'I hen, lowering my stare of steady arrogance, 
1\lith feet Imposed Love pressed my head, 

Until he taught me hatred of chaste girls
The villain-and llvlng aimlessly. 

1\nd 110\Y for a \\!hole )'e"dr thi~ mania has rtot left me, 

Though I am forced to suffer adverse Gods. 
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Mllnnlon by facing every hardship, Tullus. 
Conquered the cruelly of Atalanta. 

Somellnw>, distraught, he roamed the glens of Parthenius 
And w~s gone to watch the long-haired beasts. 

Stunned by that blow from Hylaeus' club he even 
Groaned in anguish to Arcadian crags. 

So he was able to master his fleet.footed girl; 
Such power in love have prayers and kindnesses. 

For me, though, Love is slow, can think of no devices, 
And forgeu to go his legendary way. 

(I. I. 1-18. trans. Guy Lee) 

An author has to catch the reader's attention, preferably at the beginning of a 
collection. The strategy of the love elegist is to be outrageous. ·!be lifestyle 
described here breaks every rule of Roman aristocratic morality. By allowing 
himself to be dominated by a woman Propcrtius is abrogating his position as a 
dominant Roman male; and by a woman, what is more, of dubious social sta
tus, in a society where status was everything. And whilst the Roman male was 
trained to aspire to success and honour in the public arenas of politics and war, 
l'ropertius describes his pursuit of Cynthia, an unworthy aspiration in itself, as 
his sole occupation. The slav<.>-likc devotion to a low-stanis woman which 
l'ropertius descri bes is thus an outrageous reversal of conventional ethics. And 
Propcnius knows how to rub it in: 

Mad I JlOl belier be 1hc slave of some harsh tyrant 
;\nd 111c:>an 111 cruel Perillus' blilr! 

Nol better be tu rned to stone by the Gorgon's glare 
Or even (!evoured by i>rometl1el1s' vultures? 

No, I'll stal'\d llrnt Steel blades are v1rorr1 a,-.•ay 
Uy rust, a11d Olnt by dripping water, 

t\ttl love's 1101' \vor11 awa}' IJ}' an accu.sing mistress; 
l,,ove sta)'S n11(I puts UJ) \vittl. t1er ur1jt1st tllreats. 

When scorned he asks again. Though wronged he takes the blame, 
i\nd back he comes, if on reluctant feet. 

(2. 25. 11- 20, nans. Guy Lee) 

But this poetry is very aware how shocking ii is. Notice how at the opening 10 
book I Propertius condemns his own behaviour, guiding his readers to do the 
same (If they are not so minded already). Propertius is self-<011sdortSly immoral, 

and this helJ>S to suggest to us the nature of his relationship with his audience: 
it is an audience which, as with all the poetry of this period, enjO)'S a literary 
game, and which recognizes (and takes pleasure in the fact) that what poets say 
about themselves nero only bear a very oblique relation to reality. Propertius 
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recounts his feckless, out-of-control lifestyle in elegant and witty verse and 
carefully constn1cted poerns and collections, and illustrates his humiliating 
condition with erudite allusions to myth. For example 1he myth of Milanion he 
cites in his first poem has more significance than meets the eye. Milanion 
finally managed to endear himself to the unwilling objec1 of his affection, the 
huntress Atalanta, by sharing her ouldoor lifestyle; bul he was also a figure 
wilh whom Gallus had identified himself in his cffor1s to gain the goodwill of 
Iris beloved, Lycoris. A contemporary readN wou ld appreciate that Properlius' 
use of the myth says as much about his place In 1hc history of the elegiac genre 
as his actua l love life: in an allusive way l'ropenlus Informs his readership that 
he Is working In the same tradition as Corneli us Gallus, but that his poetry is a 
new departure in the genre. The stratagems of Mllanlon, i.e. Gallus, do not 
work for l'ropertlus. He wiU have to try othl•rs, which will be recounted in this 
(brand new) collection of Jove elegies ... 

We have already seen plenty of evidence that the sophisticated readership of 
Roman poetry could tcll the diUerence (and enjoy the difference) between art 
and life. We don'I know much about the historical figure Propcrtius, but what 
we do know suggests-not very surprisingly-that he was a respectable married 
man: at the 1urn of the first and second centurll'S Ct there is an elegist who 
claims to be his descendant. Sin1ilarly, Cynthia, his girlfriend. is moulded as 
much by lilerary convention as by whatever real woman underlay ber (ifa11y in 
face did). I !er name gestures at a cult litle of Apollo. god of poetry, 'Cynthius', 
and she 01>erates in the collection as the source and inspiration of Propertius' 
poetry as 111ucl1 as lhe objecl of Propcttius' love. As he says at the beginning of 
book Z: 

You ask me bow it is I write so often of love 
A11d ho,..., n1y verses C()nle so(t 011 the tongL1e. 

These no Apollo, no calliope sings to me; 
My only inspiration is a girl. 

I I. 1-4, trans. Guy I.~) 

It ls the poetry that shapes the love-affair, nol the love-affair that shapes the 
poetry. 

The audience Propcrtius pretends to write for Is the ardent lover. In poem 3. 3 
Apollo bcratl'S him for ane.mpting to write epic poetry when his tJlent lies 
elsewhere: 

Idiot, wl1at rigl1t have )'OU to sucll n st rcn 1n? Ancl \o\1110 
T<>ld you tc> tL1rr1 y<>Ur t1~-111d to e1>1<;'/ 

There's not a hope of fame, l'roper·tius, for you l1ere; 
Yol1r little \vJ1eels 1nust groove sofl n1e;ido\vs. 
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Let your slim volume b<! displayed on l>edside table 
And read by lonely girls waiting for their lovers. 

(11. IS-20, trans. Guy Lee) 

But Propertius' verse is more than simple love poetry, and his audience cor
respondingly wider, potentially as wide as for any poetic text at this lime. In 
this particular instance we should be suspicious of the suggestion that Proper
lius' audience might be female. There may well have been women amongst his 
readership, but men predominaled, and there is a strong voyeuristic element, 
aimed at his male readers, In chis Image of a girl reading lo,,e poetry in bed 111 
prepara tion for Iler male lover's arrival. 

There were, though, as 1vi1h other w1·iters, certain privileged readers. Proper
tius' first book is dedicated 10 'J'ullus, a young man fron1 an eminenn1ristocrntlc 
family. The publication of book I clearly brought Properlius to the attention of 
important men, since in the first poem of book Zit is Maecenas' mime which 
appears. Propertius has followed Virgil and Horace into !vfaecenas' circle of 
patronage, and his poelic success would henceforth bring credit, by associ· 
atlon, to the ruling regime. 

1.ove elegy is in some respects an unusual style of poetry for Maecenas to 
associate himself with. Bui wilh a sophlsllcatcd readership alive to the highly 
artificial nature of love elegy, Properlius could represent his poetic persona as 
hopelessly immoral without necessarily lmpllcaiing his real self. It is neverthe
less a delicate balance. In a remarkable poem (3. 11) the poet exploits his 
iln1noral l'ersona for propaganda, comparing J1ls o,,r11 condition as a slave too 
woman with Kleopatra's dorninailo n o f Antony-and condcn1ning both. The 
effect of this poem depends o n the ca1lacl1y of the audience to distinguish t·he 
poet who condemns this lifestyle fro m the poe1•s lover persona, who lives lt. 
But this is asking a lot, particularly si nee love elegy is a very 'realistic' genre. The 
relentlessly autobiographical nature or the poetry strongly encourages the 
reader to believe in, and identify with, lhe lover figure. The bruised lover who 
scribbled a couplet from Propertlus on a wall in Pompeii was probably not alive 
to the irony: 

Now anger is fresh, now Is the time to part: 
once the pain )13.s go11e, believe me, lo\ft> ''till return. 

(2. 5. 9-10) 

Here It may be a question of education. Once Propcrtius' poetry had penetrated 
beyond the circle of sophistlcales ils aulhor orlglnally had in 1nind its reception 
was, as we l1ave seer1, lial)le to ct1ar1ge. L~ra 1>0L1l1d was n1ttch n1orc sensitive to 
the irony and playfulness of l'rnpertlus than his Edwardian and Victorian pre
decessors, but even he underestimate<! tl1e remarkable artifice of the poetry. 
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If the same fate has not be.fallen another love elegist, Albius 11bullus (c.5()
c.l 9 BCE), it is mainly because he has been too seriously neglected, despite 
having had a generally higher reputation than Propertius amongst ancient 
critics. His first book of poetry can1e out in 27 or 26 BCE, and in broad terms his 
love elegy resembles that of (>ropertius. Tibullus too is subservient to a mistress, 
Delia in his first book (another 'literary' n<1me, based on ;Delius', a cult title of 
Apollo), and the ominously named Nemesis in the second: 

So, l sec, slavery .and a 1J1istress il\\•ait 1ne: 
fare\vell, freedorrl that \\•as rll)' birtl1rigl1t. 

And a ha.rsb slavery is my lot-I am held in cha.ins, 
3l1d l1ever, alas, does ·Lc>ve lc>Osen 1rly fetters. 

Whether f have deserved it or a1n guiltless, he burns me. 
l a.111 b1..l!'11U1g: ov...1! cruel girl, remove tl1e tc>rch. 

(2. 4. 1- 6) 

The slave motif, so offensive to Roman sensibilities, is shared with Propertius. 
Jlut Tibullus gives his own twist to the elegiac rejection of traditional Roman 
values. Hls aspiration is the simple life of a small farmer in the company of his 
loved one: 

Not for me the riches of my fathers, and profits 
which the gathered harvest brought my grandfather of old: 

A small crop is enough, it is enough if I may sleep on my bed 
a11d ease n1y lin1bs c>n my accustomed couch. 

How pleasant to hear the harsh winds as I lie 
and hold my mistress in 1ny gentle embrace! 

Or when the wintry South Wind pours down freezing showers 
to pursue sleep in safety, helped by a fire, 

Let this be my Jot: let him by right be rich 
\\•ho can endure the rage <>f tt\e sea a11d grim rai1l. 

O sooner let all the gold and all the emeralds in the world perish 
than any girl weep because of my travels. 

ft is right for you, Messa Ila, to campaign by land and sea 
to adorn your house with the cucmy's spoils: 

but Jam held fast by tbe chains of a beautiful girl, 
a.nd I sit as a gatekeeper before ll.er cn1eJ doors. 

(!. 1. 41-56) 

:tvfessalla is l'vf. Valerius Messana Corvinus, ·11bullus' patron, a successful polit
ician and general. Jt is noticeable how Tibullus distances Mcssalla fron1 the 
elegiac lifestyle; Propertius had similarly been careful not to implicate Tullus or 
Maecenas in his inunorality . .But with Tibullus even more clearly than with 
Propertius we are dealing with" literary fantasy. The little information we have 
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about Tit>ullus' re;ll life shows us a conventional Roman aristocrat who, despite 
the anti-war sentiments in his poetry, was decorated for bravery on campaign 
with J'v(essalla. 

Messalla is regularly m.entioned, and honoured, in Tibullus' poetry. His 1. 7 
is a poen1 in honour of h is bi rthdily which prnises his niilitary achie\•en1cnts 
in Gaul and the E..Jsiern En1pire, as well as the repilirs he had carried out on a 
stretch of the Via Latina, an important road, using son1e of the weillth he had 
won in ttis campaigns in Gaul. These are classic instances of Ronrnn patronage, 
a poet giving his patron the benefit of honour in h is poetry in return for the 
more tangible benefits the more powerful man could provide to him. Messana 
in fact surrounded himself with quite an extended literary circle. Ovid was 
given his start in the Uterary world by Messalla (he calls h im 'the encourager, 
cause and guidi ng light' of his poetry). 

In 'Tibullus' ' 'third book', wb.ich is in fact ii collection of poems not by Tibul
lus at all but by poets associated with l'vfessalla, we fJ.nd a Pa11cgyricofl.-£cssalla by 
an unknown poet and a short sequence of love poems by that rare phenom
enon in the ancient world, a female poet, Sulp.icia, who also addresses herself to 
Messalla and was probably his niece. This 'salon' is as close as any Ron1an 
aristocrat came in the Augustan period to the pro1ninence in the literary world 
of l'vfaecenas and his Ci.rcJe. 

The benefits for Messalla were the status which association with good litera 
hue could bestow. It follows that although l'vfessalla is given the role in this 
poetry of the 'first reader', and one of the cbanns of the poetry of his circle is 
the impression it gives of a srnaJI and intimate group (they have a pa rticul<1r 
fondness for b.irthday poems, for exan1ple), it clearly sought ii much wider 
readetship. Messalla would only ga.ln the credit due him if people outside his 
circle read the poetry he had patronized and facilitated, and the occasional 
poems which directly praise hi.m . Ovid in fact repaid him after his de<tth with a 
poem in his honour whic.h was recited in the Foru111. 

The case of Sulpicia is i.otriguing, though. She was another love elei,>ist, and 
wtote (like Propertius and Tibullus) in the first person. If mille love elci,>y 
already trod a thin line, it is batd to im<•gine the first-person account of respect
able wom<in's extr<i-marital liaison finding a Ron1an readership outside her 
i111n1ediate ('ircle: 

Venus has kept her promise. J\iy joys can be the ta lk 
of all \.Vho are said to have 11one of their ov...•n. 

I would not wish to send a message under seal 
so no ooc co1..1ld read it before 111y 111a.11. 

But l'1n glad to sin, and borect of \\'e.aring re1)t1tatio1.1's 
mask. The world will know I am matched with an equal. 
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We can readily imagine the kind of voyeuristic male audience these sup<:r· 

ficlally artless sexual confessions by Sulpicia might have appealed to. But if her 

poetry had anything like a wide circulation ii cannot have helped but be 

extremely controversial. 
Tibullus' poetry makes an interesting test case ror the degree of influence that 

the patron exerted over a writer. As compared with Propertius, Tibullus' style is 

plain, almost austere. There is much less in his poeLry of the learned allusion 

and self-conscious litewry play wh ich we associate with Propertius and the 

other Callimachcan poets, and it has been suggested lh<•t Tibullus' style betrays 

the influence of MessalJa, since h e had the rcputn lion of being a literary purist. 

Rut· th is is a mistake. Th e Roman li terary patron gnvc h is writers great auton

o my, and did not impose bis tastes upon them, a fact for wh ich we can be 

heartily graLeful if we read the surviving fragments of the poetry that Maecenas 

produced, which was notoriously bizarre: Maccenas' words, according to Sen

eca, 'constructed so faultily, th rown out so carelessly, arranged so eccentrically, 

show that the man'schara(-ter was equally strange, depraved and outlandish': it 

could hardly be more different from the poetry of Mac<:enou' circle. Tibullus' 

simplicity of style is quite adequately explained as the p<:rfect vehicle for 

expressing his simple ideal of life: the countryside, an abs;:nce of unnecessary 

luxury, and the company of an appropriately unadorned girlfriend ( I. 3. 9 1-2): 

'Then, just as you are, your long hair tousled, I run to meet me, Delia, in your 

bare feet.' This is poetry au nature/, which of course betrays itself as the creation 

of a highly edu('ated author. Tibullus' 'refined and elegan t' love elegy, as the 

later critic Quin tilian described it, was appreciated by an audience who enjoyed 

the fantasy of csc;ipe to <Hl innocent ru m! life (cf. Virgil's ecto,~11es), but were 

alive to the artifteiality of the message (they knew th<it Tibu llus had no rea l 

intention of decamping to the country ... ) and the artificiality o f the veh icle 

( ... and that it takes a lot of effort to write so effortlessly). 

Horace's Odes: The full range of lyric poetry 

Horace's three books of Odes or Can11i11n (both words mean 'songs') came out as 

a collection in 2:{ uc:r. A fourth book would be added later, in about 13 BCE. 

They were a fairly natural step on from the £p()(/es. \'Vhcrcas the Epodes had 

been modelled on the Greek iambic poets, the Odes Imitated the 'lyric' poets of 

the same peri<>d. and in particu lar Alka ios (cf. Ch. 2). The term 'lyric' is derived 

fro m 'lyre', ;ir1d Greek lyric poe11·y such as J\ lkaic>s composed was sung, to the 

accomp<iniment of th is lyre, and o nly subsequently wrl1 ten clown. Quite how 

the audience of Horace's lyric 'songs' compares to these archaic audiences is a 
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complicated issue we can best a1>proach Lhrough Ovid's recollection of the 

poetic scene of his youth: 

}.facer, much oldrr, read to me his poem 
On birds and snakes and herbs that bring relief. 

Propertius would recite his fiery lyrics, 
So close a comrade<hl1> linked him and me, 

J-\nd epic Po11ticL1>, lan1bic 6assus. 
Vi/ere pleasant 1l1cmbcrs of 111y coterie. 

Horace too, n1nsterR1l1etrlst, c~iar111ed n1e, si11girtg 
His polished stanzas 10 lhc Latin lyre. 

\lirgil I 011ly sa~v ... 
(Tri\tit1-l. 10. 43-S I, trans. A. l1. Melville) 

Ovid describes the members of his poetic circle: Aemilius Macer (a writer of 

didactic poetry), Propertius, Ponllcus (epic), and Bassus (a wTiter of im11/Ji like 

Horace in the EJ10des). At first sight it seems that Horace was a member of the 

s.ime circle; what Ovid appears 10 be descdbing is a perfon11a11ce by Horace, 

singing his poems to a lyre. But lloracc's poems were not designed to be per· 

formed at all. Unlike the lyric poetry he was imitating. the Odes were the prod· 

uct of an essentially literary culture, a culture where poetry was written down 

and read. not performed. Everything about the poetry we have l>een 

considering- its complexity, its allusivencss-teJJ us that it was designed to be 

appreciated by a reader rather than an audience member. And the Odes are no 

different. 
But authors o f works designed to be read wther than hea r<) always aspire to 

cieate a richer experience than the mere process of re<1di11g-goocl literature 

' leaps off the page', as the saying goes. Furthennore, in accorda nce with the 

ancient rules of litera ri• im itation 1 lorace was obliged to n1imic the o riginato1·s 

of the lyric genre closel)' enough 10 be able to claim membership of the same 

genre. How could he, when the conditions of performance in sixth-century 

Lesbos and fi rst-century Rome were so different? Horace's solution was to /Jui/ti 

everything that a live performance had contributed to Alkaios' poetr)•-a lyre, 

an audience, spontaneity, and immediacy-into his unperformed poems. 

The first thing Horace added into his poetry was personality. The 'monodic-' 

(solo) lyric of Alkaios (see p. 75) was an essentially autobiographical genre, 

a genre in which poets (ostensibly, at a11y rate) talked in the first person from 

Lhc standpoint of their own life and clrcLU11s1ances (cf. pp. 59-62). The fir~t 

person is the do1ninant 1node of speech In the Odes too, but this ' I' should not 

simply be equated with Quin tus Horatius l' laccus. It is a n artificial persona, 

lifelike and c!'edibie, but largely moulciecl I))• the traditio ns o f the genre rnl'hcr 

than I))' the reality of the autho1'. The canvn of lyric poets allowed ~lorace a lot 
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of scope here. From Alkaios I lorace constructed the persona of a mature indi
vidua l who had seen some Ille and learnt from it, but knew how to enjoy his 
leisure time. The more elevated stance of the priest-poet which he occasionally 
adopts, particularly at the beginning of book 3, is reminiscent of choral lyric, as 
associated particularly with the name of Pindar, performed by choruses and in 
general of much higher aspirations than the monodic variety (cf. Ch 2). Clearly 
the very flexibility of Horace's lyric persona reveals the Odes for what they are: a 
highly artificial lyric which Is even less close than an:haic lyric to being the 
expression of an lndlvldual's subjectivity. 

If the 'I' of the pcrfomwr had to be invented, so did the 'live' audience to 
which the Archaic lyric 'I' had addressed himself. Archaic monodic lyric began 
as a performance before an audience of friends, typically in the context of a 
drinking party or 'symposium'. Again, Horace's written text bas no such 
delimited audience: its readership is potentially as wide as the educated public 
of Rome. But the Impression of Intimacy was an essential component of the 
lyric experience. Horace's problem was to create it 011 tire page. He overcomes 
the problem by addressing most of the poems to a single named 'friend', and 
thereby creating the Illusion that the audience of the poea1 is smaller and more 
intimate-but also more vividly present-than it re<1Jly is. Horace has thus cre
ated for himself <1n ' I' which was re<1sonnbly credible whilst not departing from 
the traditions of the genre, <1n aud lence-even a lyre, even though he doesn't 
really have one: 

\•Ve 1>1·oy, If ever v1.ie l"lnvc rclnxcd \Yi th you in the shade 
t111c.I playec.I a n'lt'IOdy thal' i11ay l iv~ a year 
or more, corllC, 111y Greek lyr(, 

a11<I sou11cl a IA.l1 i11 sc)ng. 
(1. 32. 1-4, trans. David \\rest) 

In sho rt, Ho race has constructed a l)" ic performance on the written page. The 

Odes achieve the rem;irkable effect of givi ng the impression of performance in 
reading. So, to return to Ovid, In 'Morace too, master-metrist, charmed me, 
singing I His polished stan1.as to the Latin lyre' he is not describing a perfo rm
ance at aJJ, bt1t C\'Oki1lg Horace's allusiOJ1S to the '"ay lyric \\1as orig·inally 
performed. 

Nothing in Latin poetry, as we are now aware, is that straightforward. The 
fact that Horace addresses his poems to named individuals does not, of course, 
preclude a wider audience, or limit the poetry's relevance. Odes 1. 7 ends with 
an admonition to L Munatlus Plancus to put his troubles behind bini: 

The bright south wind will often wipe the clouds from the dark s~'Y
lt is no1 al\.;ays pregnant \oJltl1 rain. 
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So you 100, Pln11cus, v1o1ould be \vise to rc1ne111bec to put a stop 
to ><tdness and the labours of life 

\'\1lll1 Jllello\v, undi luted wine, wl''.lether you are in can1p among 
the gleaming standards or whether you will be 

in the deep shade of your beloved TI bur. Vl'hen Teucer was on the run 
from Salamis and his father, they say that nevertheless, 

awash wilh wine, he bound his brow with a crown of poplirr leaves 
and spoke these words to his grieving friends: 

'Allies and comrades, Fortune is kinder than a father. 
Wherever she takes us, there shall we go. Do not despair 

while Teucer takes the auspices and Teucer Is your leader. 
Apollo does not err and he has promised 

that In a new land we shall find a s«ond Salamis. 
You are brave men and have often suffered worse 

\Vith me. Drive U\Vay your cares \ ... ;th wine. Tomorrow 
we shall set out again upon tile broad sea.' 

(U. J.S-32, trans. David West) 

The sentiment is conventional enough, but gains both piquancy and a wider 
application from the person to whom Howce has chosen to address it. Plancus 
was a natlveofTibur who had benefited from the upheavals which followed the 
assassination o f Julius Caesar, becoming consul in 42 BCE. But h is brother had 
been killed Jn the proscriptions of 43, and Plancus apparently suffered much ill 
wlll on the gr<lunds that he had acquiesced in the k.i.lli.ng of his brother. The 
myth of Teucer subtly alludes to Plancus' circumstances. Teucer had to Ike 
Salam ls been use of his fa ther's (unjust) m1ger at Teucer's failure to prevent the 
death of h is brother Ajax. 'J'cucer's circu1nstances match Plancus' closely, but 
the upli fting 011t1rnlsm and hope for the future of Teucer's speech- 'Tomorrow 
we sh;ill set out alJaln upon the broad sea'- will have had force for all of 
Jiornce's rcadcrsh i1>, still less than a decade after the end of the civil wars, when 
many wounds rema ined unhealed. The ln1pera tive to move 011 from the civil 
wars is a recurren t theme In the Otles. 

The Odes were <ledlcateCI to Maecenas again, and in both narrower and 
broader terms they collaborate in the reorganization of Rome which Augustus 
undertook after his victory at Actium. Pocius like 3. 6, one of a series of poems 
at the stan of book 3 on moral themes, known as the 'Roman Odes', delivered 
in the loftier priestly persona of choral lyric, give expression to the highly 

reactionary social policies with which Augustus concealed t:he revolutionary 
political changes through which he was putting the Roman state: 

Though lnnocen1, Roman. you will pay for tile sins 
of your lathers until you restore 
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the crun1bling te1nples and sl1rines of the gods 
and their smoke-blackened images. 

You rule because you hold yourself inferior to the gods. 
Make this the beginnic1g and the end of all things. 

Neglect of the gods bas btought many ills 
t<> the s<>rr<>wirlg lar1d of J·lesperia. 

C!. 6. 1 ... s, trans. David West) 

Hornce's encouragement to h is readership to restore the religious buildings of 
Ron1e corresponds to an Augustan policy. Besides the building undertaken by 
himself and his fan1il)', Augustus encouraged other senior aristocrats to con
stwct, restore, or em.bellish p ubli.c buildiogs-Plancus, for example, restored 
the temple o f Saturt>- Jn Augustus' buil<ling pol.icy we have a good illustra
tion of his strategy as ruler. In order no t to alienate the aristocrats on whom 
his administration depended Augustus needed to give t hem as much freedom 
as possible to lead the traditional status-seeking life aristocratic culture 
demanded, whilst not threatening the unity of the state. The Odes project an 
analogous linage of <iristocratic Rome. Horace's equivalent to Alkaios' circle of 
<iristocratic friends is a cross-section of contemporary Rome-Pollio, lvfessalla, 
Plancus, Tibullus, Maecenas-eac.h given that much-desired prestige by his 
appearance in a collection of such brilliance, but a collection unified under the 
overarching carapace of Augustus. 

But in broader terms. if Augustus' cultural policies were about restoring 
confidence to Rome, the very fact of the writing of the Odes conveyed to its 
readers the sense of a new and confiden t age. Here was a Roman author 
e<Jualling the achievem.ent of the Greek lyricists, in fact encapsulating in his 
collection the achievement of all nine canon iC<tl lyricists, " remarkably a1nbl
tious undertaking. With the Odes and Virgil's Aeneid, in particul<ir, Rome 
developed <• literature which they could claim was the equ<tl of the literature 
of Greece, a culture to which Ro1ne had tr<idltion<illy felt ;m oppressive 
inferiority. 

llut whatever the broader in1plications conveyed by the three books of Odes, 
it is poetry which works in intricate deta il. Ovid called Horace numerosus, 
'n1aster-111etrist'. Jt \\1as ai1 asto11isl1j11g acl1ieve111ent 011 lioxace's part to n1atch 
the complex, strict, and highly diverse metres of Greek lyric with the Latin 
.language, and so skilfully that the match seems easy. Some of the metres wh ich 
Horace employs in the Ode.! had already been introduced Lo Latin-the d iarac
teristic metre of Sappho had been used by Catullus, for example (cf. pp. 
~54-S)-hut the astonishing range of lyric metres was unprecedented, and 
when Horace begins the first book of Odes with nine poe1ns all in different 
metres, he is hnpressing on the reader his absolute control of the lyric tradi.tion . 
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IMPERIAL PIETY. The Altar of Piety in Rome dedicated by the Emperor Claudius in 
43 CE shows a sacrifice in front of a precise rendering of the architecture of the 
Temple of the Great Mother. 

An even more astonishing achieve1nent was th <lt, as well as mastering the 
metres, 1--lorace created a Lati11 l}1ric st}1le, concise a11d 1neticl1lot1s, of great 
expressive power. Mis greatest talent is in using l1is 111etre$ to place and arrange 
the words of h is poetry Lo optinunn effect: a later autho r talks of his c11riosa 
(elicitt1s, 'painstaking felicity'. Many of h is mots ;ust«s are still familiar to us: 
cmpe diem ('pluck the day' ), .. golden mean' (aurea mediocrilas), dulce et decorum 
est jJrO jJc1lria 111ori ('s"''eet it is and J1onot1rable to <ite for OJ1e1s rlati\1e land'), e.Yegi 

111011r1111(~11t11111 (1eie /)ere1111i11.s ('I J1ave wrot1ght a n1onumerlt m<)re lasti11g tha11 
bronze'). Thought is as intTicate as word pl<tcement, <1n(i the expertise and 
pleasuce in the game we have come to expect of contem poc<H)' readers was fully 
exerdsed. The relevance of the Teucer myth to Plancus in l.. 7 is never expl.lcitly 
stated by the poet, but left to us to decipher for ourselves. The reader of the Odes 
begins from this aesthetic delight; the sense of belonging to the new Augusta n 
dispens<1tion conies later. 

Horace sets out to transfer the essence of the whole (enormous) extent of 
Greek lyri<' poetry to the Latin language, and to this end he covers the full range 
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of Greek lyrical themes, from wine a11d wo 111en to hymns to the gods and moral 

statements of high seriousnes:.. The richness of metres is paralleled by a wealth 

of lyrical models: all nine canonical Greek lyricists have their place at some 

point or other in this l..atln lyric. At all Mages. though, the Archaic ethos of bis 

models is filtered through the Hellenistic >ensibility common to all Roman 

poets of this period. Odes I. 33, addressed to Tibullus, will give a final sense of 
the richness and complexity of the collection: 

Do not grieve, Alblus, remembering too well 
your bitter-sweet Glycera and do not keep chanting 
piteous elegies wondering why she has broken faith 

and a younger man nO\V outshines you. 
Love ror Cyrus scor<:hes the beautiful, 
narrow-browcd Lycorb; Cyrus leans lovingly 
over l1ard·l1cartcd rt1oloe. but sooner \.,;11 rc:ie4 deer 

mate with Aputiar1 '"olvcs 
than Pholoe soil herself with a foul adulterer. 
Such Is the decree of Venus, who decides in cruel jest 
to join unequal minds and bodies 

under her yoke or bronze. 
I myself 011cc, \vhcn n bet lcr love was offered 1ne, 
was shackled In the delicious fet ters of Myrl ale, 
a frccdwoman '"llclcr than the Adriatic sea 

scooping out the bays of Calabria. 
(ttans. l)flvid west) 

Superlicially this Is an lnllmatc tatc·<\-tetc between the o lder Horace, with his 

mature, hard-earned world ly wisdom, and the young (though riot so young as 
he was) Tibullus. Tibu llus, I loracc suggests, should gain perspective on the 

nature of love, and plum1> for comforJ (Myrtale) over passion (Glycera). The 

poem manages vivid ly to characterize both the younger and the maturer man 

in just four short stanzas. But a contemporary reader would recogniie another 

level to the poem again. What they would ap1ireciate is that beh ind the natural

ism of the encounter between the two men lies a statement of literary affili

ations. Horace here expresses the characteristic world-view of Alkaios' lyric 

(love is a trivial diversion, nothing more), and Tibullus embodies the contrast

ing elegiac view or love as an all-consuming passion. Horace's readers, besides 

anything else, would enjoy the literary game of the lyric persona and the ele

giac persona being thrown together. In other words, Horace has grafted on to 

the archaic atmosphere or lyric a Callimache;in compulsion to play with his 

readers' knowledge and expc<'.tallons of literary genre. 
In the final poem of book 3 Horace predicts the eternal fame of his poetry: 
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I shall not wholly die. A great part of me 
will e•capc Libltina. My fame will grow, 
ever.renewed iii ti1t1e to ro1nc, as Jo11g as 
the 11rlest cllmbs the Capitol with the silent Virgin. 
I shall be spoken of where fierce Aufidus lbuoders 
and ''1here Oaunus, poor in \vater, 
rules the country people. From hwnble beginnings 
I was able to be the first to bring the Aeolian song 
to hallan measures. 

(3. 30. 6-14, trans. Da,<id Viest) 

There is some evidence I hat the Ocles were initially not quite the success Horace 

had hoped, but In the long term their success has been astonishing. far outlast

ing the collapse or the Roman Empire. Horace's persona in the Odes has shown 

a remarkable capacity to appeal to readers of all periods and nationalities as one 
or their own. In Victorian Britain this combination of archaic Greek and first

century Roman was felt to be a prototype English gentleman. As a consequence 

the most famous modern reader of Horace was a hostile one. \Ve have already 

seen Latin poetry Informing and enriching responses to the First World War in 

Pound's 110111age ro Se.<l11s Propertius. When Wilfred Owen attacked the romantic 

imperialism fod to schoolboys it was the English gentleman Horace he had read 
at school (and learnt so much from poetically) who came to mind. He is 

describh1g the victim of a gas attack: 

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 
Come ga1·gllng frorn the froth -corrupted lungs, 
ObSC<!r\<! as car1cer, ll itter as tt1e cud 
of vile, Incurable sorC's 011 lnooccnt to11gues,
My frlenel, you would not tell with such high zest 
To chilclren ardent for some desperate glory, 
The old Lie: Dulce ct decorum est 
Pro pa tr la morl. 

Tue Roman classic 

With Virgil's twelve-book epic, the Aeneid, the literary efflorescence which 

coincided with Ille establiShment of the Augustan regime, and both shaped 

and was shaped by these new political circumstances, reached its climax. It is a 

staggeringly ambitious work. Its first words are so familiar that it is hard to 

appreciate how audacious they would have seemed to a contemporary reader. 

An"a vinimq11ecm10, ' Arms and the man I sing', encapsulates in three words the 
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two poems which were si mu ltaneously Virgil'> models and rivals in his writing 
of the A<111eid: the martial Iliad ('Arms') and the Odys.~ey, which began, 'Tell me 
of the 111a11, Muse .. .' (cf. Ch. 1 ). The brevity of Virgil's evocation of h is great 
epic predecessor d ramatltes his absolute, confident control of the highest genre 
it was possible to aspi re 10, and Implies an astonishing Jack of anxiety about the 
task of rivalling I Jomer which he had set himself. Homer was much more than 
a poet. Greek culture rated him as the greatest poet there had ever been and 
could ever Ix>, but, more, I lomcr was where all the wealth of Greek culture 
started, the source of all subsequent literary and intellectual culture-as a Hel
Jcnist1c poet calls him, ' the ageless mouthpiece of the entire universe'. 

Virgil never completed the Ae11titl. lie died in 19 oct, before he had carried 
out the final revision: tradition relates that on his death-bed he demanded to be 
given the manuscript so that he could burn it, but no one would give it to him. 
Even before its release this was a work whjch generated a palpable excitement 
in the public. Propcrtius' remark that 'something greater than the fliatl is com
ing to birth' (2. 34. 66) has been in terpreted by some as not entirely unequivo
cal. But there Is no doubting Augustus' excitement, recorded in an ancient 
biography of Virgil: 'VVhen Augustus was away on his Spanish campaign. he 
used to write Insisting with picas a nd even jocular threats that he be sent- to 
use his O\\~l words-" just the preliminary sketch or just a chunk of the Ae11eid".' 

The enormity o f the task was such thal Vil'gll despaired of being able to achieve 
it; but the same Impulse wh ich prompted Virgil to burn it made Aug~~tus 
desperate to sec it, and the who le o f Rome agog to read it. The Aeneid turned 
heads. 

The Aeneid Is the story o f Aeneas (in Gl'eek, Aineias), the son o f the goddess 
Ven us and anccstol' o f the Roman race who fled from Troy at its sacking by the 
Greeks and travelled with his followers to Italy, encounteri ng great hardship on 
the way, and lighting a hrutal war once they had arrived to secure their settle

ment. It is both a rrntional epic a1KI a poem honouring Augustus. Augustus is 
not d irectly referred to In the Ae11eitl particularly often, but he is a constant 
presence in it. Contemporary eventS are addre~sed o/Jliquely, and this approach 
hrings some advantage> for Virgil. On the one hand tackling contemporaI)' 
events through ancient myth softens the impact of the contemporary message: 
for all its political con1ent, the Aeneid is always a compelling story, a 'self. 
sufficient' narrative which tells a coherent story. In addition the figure of 
Aeneas introduces a useful ambQ:uity as to the focus of the poem. Aeneas was 
the national ancestor of Rome: Lucretius' openmg invocation of Venus, 
'Mother of the sons of Aeneas' (cf. pp. 345-6), refeis to the citizens of Rome in 
their entirety. But he was also, more specifically, the ancestor of the family of 
the Julii to which, through his adoption by Julius Caesar, Augustus had been 
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VIRGIL/AN VIR1tJE. This mid-first-century wall-painting from Pompeii is closely 
inspired by a passage towards the end of the Aeneid (12. 383-416). While the 
doctor attempts to heal Aeneas' wound his mother Venus descends with a 
healing herb. 
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admitted . We are never q uite clear In tills poem whether Aeneas is a proto
Roman or a proto·Augustus, and this tends to blur the distinction between 
'Roman' and 'Augustan'. Augl1Stus or course wanted the two categories to be 
indistinguishable, and wanted his personal success to be identified with the 
interests of Rome. 

But if the Aeneid Is a nationalistic poem, it is never a simple national anthein. 
Though it cenalnly did aim to celebrate the city of Rome and, more narrowly, 
to bolster the political position of its patron, Augustus-an aim it shares with 
more straightforwardly euloglstlc works such as the l'm1egyricofMessalla (cf. pp. 
382-4)- the Ae11eitl ls In every respect a more subtle piece of work. Virgil recog
nized as well as Horace the devastating effect recent history had had upon the 
educated upper classes of Rome, his core audience. This was a section of society 
demoralized by decades of clvU war. The twenty years between 49, when Julius 
Caesar crossed the Rubicon, and 29, when Augustus returned to Rome after his 
defeat of Mark Antony, seemed to represent to the Roman aristocracy the 
breakdown of their entire moral and cultural order. The later historian Tacitus 
talks of 'twenty years of unrelenting discord, no morality, no law'. Instances 
li ke P1<1ncus' 'murder' of his brother became emblematic of a conOict which 
tore the tight Roman ruling class apart and set it against itself, friend against 
friend, father against son, brother against brother. No one was free of responsi
bility, but 1\ugustus was particu larly guilty, at the forefront of son1e of the n1ost 
callous actions of the period. 

The re markable th ing about this poem, a product of the patronage of the 
Augustan regi me, is that It eng<lges without embarrnssment with the intense 
anxieties its i•Udiencc folr nbout the civil wars and the regime wl1ich had 
emerged from it. Repeatedly the re;ider is con fron ted with, and emotionally 
drawn into, conflicts deeply reminiscent of the Roman civil wars. ·ro a con
temporary reader It will have been a deeply gruelling experience. 

This controvetlial quality is evident righ t from the start. In an e leven-line 
introduction Virgil summarizes the plot or the poem and, Jn a conventional 
epic device, asks the Muse to explain the sufferings which the gods had 
inOicted upon Aeneas: 

I sing of arms and the man who first from U1c land of Troy, 
an exile by deniny, came 10 llaly and the l,avlnian 
shores, a man much tossed on land and deep 
by the powers above, because of the unforgclling anger of fierce Jwto. 
Great too was his suffering In war until he could found a city 
and carry his gods into Latlum, whence rose the Latin race. 
1he Alban fo1hcrs and the high walls of Rome. 
Tell me, Muse, the rea<0n~. how he ab1ned her divinity, 
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fTom \\1l1at rC:>C11tJllC1it Llie queen of l1eaven drove 
a man 1•enowned for piety to suffer so much calamity 
and experience such tolls. Are 1he gods capable of such anger? 

'!'he Muse replies to this question: 

·r11ere \\'as an ancient city ... 

In the light of the first eleven lines there will have been little doubt in the 
minds of Virgil's readers as to the city to which the Muse is referring. The Aeneid 

is about the destruction of one city, Troy, and Aeneas' escape from it to found 
another city which will replace it, Rome. The 011/y place this 'ancient city' can 
be is Troy. But the Muse continues: 

... occupied by colonists from Tyre, 
Carthage, opposite llaly and the Tiber's distant 
mouths 

Cirthage. If only we could be the first readers of this text, in 19 BCE, the intru
sion of this name, of all names, into a poem which has just advertised itself as 
the national poem of Rome would have astonished us. Carthage was 'opposite 
Ita ly' in more than just the geogritphical sense. It was Rome's great enem)' in 
the fight to dominate the Mediterw nean basin, a fight quite literally to the 
dea th (cf. pp. 290-1). Neither dty had felt secure whilst the other stood. The 
momen t in ZI I uc1:. when rhe great Ca rthaginian general Hannibal rode righ t 
up to the walls of llomc and, nccord.ing to trad ition, cast a spear into the city 
itself loomed large In Rom<•n folklore. A striking moment in book 9 of the 
Aeneid has Turnus, Aeneas' great enemy in the second half of the poem, mimic 
1hat action of Ha n11lbal, rid ing up to the camp which the Trojans h~ve estab· 
lished and hurling a spea r over its w<•Jls. To Roman th inking the conflict with 
Carth<1ge had been a matter of 'kill or be killed'. In 146 BCE Carthage was utterly 
destroyed by Scipio Aemilianus, and a curse laid on anybody who should 
attempt to rebuild it. 

The rest of book I is set In Carthage, and it is not until the end of book 4 that 
we leave It. Aeneas is sh ipwrecked on the coast near Carthage, and takes refuge 
with the queen of the city, Dido, an exemplary ruler engaged in founding a 
city, exactly as Aeneas wanted to do (and exactly as Augustus was clainling to 
have done, by bringing the civil wars to an end, an achievement he styled as 
tile refoundatlon of Rome). Naturally they fall in love. The first view of 
(',arthage which Aeneas sees, a bustle of constructive activity, will have 
reminded Virgil's first readers of nothing more than Rome in the grip of the 
building programme instituted by Augustus, which 'found Rome brick and left 

it marble', in Augustus' own words. This Cartl1age looks like Rome: 
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Aeneas marvels at great buildings, whrre once were shanties, 
~larvels at city gates and the din of the 1>aved streets. 

The l)'riaru are busy at work there, some extending the walls, 
Manhandling blocks of stone and building the citadel, 
Others choosing a site for a house and trenching foundations: 
Uiws arc Delng made, magistrates and a p;irllarnent elected: 
Here they dig out a harbour basin; here they are laying 
1:ourlclatior1s deep for a theat1t, and l)C't\'i 11g fro111 sto11e i1l1111e1lS\?' 
t":OIL111tns to grace one ctay a tall proscenlu111. 

(II. 421-9, lnlns. C. l)ay-1.c1A1is) 

Yet ultimately Dido will die. Book 4 recounts the love.;1ffair between Dido 

and Aeneas, which is abruptly termin<•ted when 1\eneas is ordered by the gods 
to stop neglecting his destiny-which is to found Rome-and leave. His 

departure provokes Dido's suicide, which she carries out with Aeneas' own 
sword. 

What Is most striking in aU this is the sympathy which Virgil elicits for Dido 

and the city she represents, despite the status of Cirthage as Rome's ultimate 
liite noif't!. Carthage in the Ae11eid is not the demonlzcd 'other' of Roman folk

lore, but a fully humanized and attractive community. There will be many 

more victi ms of Aeneas' mission after Dido, right up to the brutal slaying of 

Turn us which concludes the poem. But the same always applies: we are never 

allowed to <.lisregard these victims. 
In fact Virgil insists tlwt we identify with them. ht books 2 and 3 Virgil 

constructs an 'intern al audience' within the poem. Dido and h er court Jisteo to 

Aeneas' accou nt of the faU of Troy and h is travels as far as C<irthage. Virgil 

repeatedly plays on the fact that in the course of t wo long books we are bound 

to forger who is narrating: Aeneas' narrative to the Cirthaginians inevitably 

becomes confused with Virgil's narrative (the overarching 'voice' of the whole 

poem) to us. It is with some shock that at the end of book 3 we are reminded 

that we have been reading Aeneas' account to Dido, not Virgil's account to us, 
and have, in a sense, been occupying Dido's space, listening along with her and 

her courtiers to Aeneas' narration. An anecdote about the pre-perforn1ance of 

the Ae11<'itl can focus this idea. Shortly before his death Virgil is said to have 

recited three books to Augustus and his close family, 2, 4, and 6. (The story goes 

that Augustus' sister Octavia was so moved by the lament for her son Marcellus 

towards the end of book 6 that 'she fain ted and was revived with difficulty'.) 

Augustus, cmpel'Or of Ro me. seated, listen ing to book 2 (recited by Virgil) cor

responds lo Dido, queen of Carthage. seated. listening to book 2 (redt~d by 
Aeneas). 
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But, for all this, Aeneas' mission to found Rome will bring about Dido's 

death. And when Virgil compares the aftermath of her suicide to the sacking of 

a city it is clear that Dido's death preftg,ues the historical destniction of 

Carthage by Rome in 146: 

Site bad spoken; and wi1t1 the~e \\'Ords. her ••ttendar1ts sa'<v her faJling 
Upon the sword, they could sec the blood spouting up over 
Tlte blade, and t1er t1ar1ds spattcrecl. ·rheir screams rang to the roof~ of 

The palace; then rumour ran amCJk through the shocked city. 
1\ll was i,.veeping a1)CI \·Vailing, tl1~ SI rects .. vcre fil l_ed witl1 a keening 

or \'/Or11en, rl1e air rcsour1.de(I \•.'ilh terrilJle la111entatiot1s. 

It was as if Carth11ge <>r ancient 'l'yre should be falllng, 
Wit1'1 e11erny troops breaking in to lh<' tow11 n11d a c:<>ntlagratic>n 
Furiously S\'>'eeping O\'er t lie al>0c.lcs of 1ne11 arl<l of gods. 

(•I. 663- 71, trans. C. Day·U'vvis) 

1'ow as we have seen, the defeat of Cirthaginians, and the de•'truction of their 

city, was in general lo Roman thinking an unquestionably good thing. a pre

requisite of their own survival: dele11da est Cnrtlrago, 'Carthage must be des

troyed', was the mantra of one of the most respected figures of the Roman pa•t, 

Cato the Censor (cf. pp. 328-30). When Virgil makes us sympt1llrize with the 

arch enemy, recognize her humanity, he is making of the Rome/Carthage con

flict something in which his readers would recognize the experience or the 

recent cl vii wars, wars where demon iz<1tio11 o f the enemy was impossible 

because the enemy was known 10 you, even related to you. The destruction or 

Carthage was callous, Virgil Is suggesting, but it w;is <ilso necessarr if Rome was 

to survive and prosper, and 1/11'.MlllC $UCS for fire civil war. Virgil iS thus not shy Of 

confronting the civil wars. On the contrnry, his poignant po rtrayal of Dido 

ropliclltes the traumatic emotions of civil war. The contemporary Rc)man reader 

of the Aeneid was being trained, emotiona lly as well as intellectually, to accept 

the bn1tality and Joss of civil war as a prerequisite of future success. 

Or at any rate that is one way of reading the poem, one Ukel}' (I think) to have 

lx.--en a dominant reading in Virgil's core audience. But the Aeneid is a contro· 

versiill text. What makes it so, above all, is the intricacy of its poetry. In under

taking the Aeneid Virgil had abandoned the imperative not to write Grand Epic 

(which was how Roman poets interpreted the precepts of Kallimachos, whether 

or not this was a~"ttH•IJy what he meant), but in his stylistics he remains Joyal to 

the illltisi\:eness i1nd cefincrr,ent of tliS New J'ocl n1c11tors. Oc-ta\'ia's S\.voor1, for 

example, is more explicable when we appreciate that the lament for Marcellus 

spoken by Aeneas' father Anchiscs in the underworld impersonates, with 

great subtlety, the address delivered by t\ugustus at Marcellus' real (uncra l 

In 2J UCE: 
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Fate shall allow the earth one glimpse of this young man-
One glimpse, no more. Too puissant had been Rome's sto~k, ye gods, 
In your sight, had such gifts been granted it to keep. 

(6. 869- 7 J, trans. C. Day·Lewis) 

The Aeneid is rneticulous in detail, but huge in scope. Epic is the grandest of 
all gen res, both in style a nd theme. This epic manages to enco mpass the whole 
of Roma n history, from the fall of Troy to the rise of Augustur-notonly the life 
of Aeneas. but all that followed. In book 8, for example, we visit the si te of 
Rome before Rome was built, a village of simple cottages, but then at the end of 
the book enjoy a vision of con temporary Rome, engraved on a great shield 
made for Aeneas by th e god Vulcan. Similarly, the war between Trojans and 
Italian s which occupies the second half of the poem in a sense prefigures every 
war the Romans ever fought, but in particular the Punic \ Vars against Carthage 
and the recen t civil wars-the war, between two peoples who will subsequently 
make up the population of Rome, is a civil war avant la /eltre. The poem is also 
' huge' in spatial teems. In its course we travel from the east of the.Empire aU the 
way to the vicinity of Rome (via Carthage), a nd are witness at all times to the 
responses of the great powers o f Virgil's world, the gods, to the events going on 
o n earth. In book 6 we even follow Aeneas down to the underworld to visit his 
father and hear. with Aeneas, about Rome's great fu ture. The whole world, 
Virgil implies, is implicated in the struggle to foun d the Ro1nan Empire, an 
event which (in turn) will shape the wh ole of h istorj'. 

At the same time Virgil sets out to full\ ! the expecta tion that epic, the fi rst 
genre of them all, should encompass all other forms of literature. Jn Dido alone 
we hear echoes of Apollonios' Medea (cf. Ch. 7), the heroes and heroines of 
tragedy, Berenike, the q ueen of Egypt complimented by Kalli machos (and later 
Catullus), the Kleopatra of Augustan propaganda, a nd Carthaginians from 
Roman folklore and historiography. This impression of literary scope and 
ambition matches and reinforces the geographical and h istorical nationalisms 
\Vl)ich tl)e 1>oe1l1.co1111nunicates. \iirgi l's 'conqt1est' of tile ur1iversal epic voice 
of Homer- the origin and essence of Greek li terary culture- is closely analo· 
gous to Roman military dominio n over the world. The Roman readers of the 
Aeneid experienced, besJdes everything else, an entire world of literary possi· 
bilities in Roman dress. lt is with the Aeneid that Latin li terature seemed to 
Romans once and f()f <111 to have come i.J1to its ov•.rn. 

Like Lucretius' De rem111 natura, then, the Aeneid provides its readers with a 
vision of a totality, not the Epicurean universe of atoms and void but a world 
dominated now and forever by Rome. Emblematic of the Ronrnnness of this 
text i.s the scene which unfolds at the poem's conclusion. AU the conllict of the 
poem comes down to a duel to the dea th between Aeneas and Turnus for the 
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hand of tbc princess Li1vinia and the sovereigr1ty of 1.atium. As the two mighty 
warriors battle it out, no longer mere mortals but massive heroes who seem to 
embody the powers of the universe, Rornans would have recognized a cosmic 
struggle for global control, but one being fought out in a characteristically 
Roman context. The struggle between th e two champions would have 
reminded contemporaries strongly of the gladiatorial combats which Romans 
held to celebrate ceren1onial occasions. The Roman readership was at this point 
the audience in a Roman a1nphitheatre watching Roman destiny unfold (12. 
919-29). (Note once again that the 'inteinal' audience whose viewpoint the 
reader is <isked to share are the Italian supporters o f Turn us .. . ) 

So 'l\1rous faltered: the other brandished his fa teful spear, 
.. \ nd watching out for an ope11ing, l11.:1rlecl it \vitJ1 all his inigbt 
frOlll a cUstaoce. 'fJ1e 11oise it made '"as lo11der than tl1at of any 
Great stone projected hy siege artillery, louder than 
A meteorite's explosion. The spear flew oo its sinister 
Mission of death like a black tornado, and piercing the edge of 
The seven-fold shield, laid open the corselet ofTurnus, low down. 
Right through his thigh it ripped, with a bideous sound. The impact 
llrougllt giant Turn us down cm bent knee to the earth. 
The Italians sprang to their feet, crying out: Lile bills all cound 
llayed l>ack their howl of dismay, far and wide the deep woods echoed it. 

(12. 919-29, trans. C. Day·Lewis) 

Virgil hinlSelf compared his laborious and painstaking technique of com· 
position to a mother-bear slowly lickin g her cubs into shape. Every one of the 
10,000 lines is crafted with meticulous care. Rut we have seen before that the 
Ca llimachean style emancipates the readershlp, gives it the freedom to pursue 
an allusion as far as they choose. A generation later Ovid was able to exploit 
meanings of arma vimmquewhich Virgil cectain ly did not have in m ind in order 
to make a subversive joke at Virgil's (and Augustus') expense. At Tristia 2. 533-
6, addressing Augustus and ostensibly atten1pting to justify the e rotic content 
of his poetry, Ovid points to i ts presence even in Virgi l's poem: 

Yet the l>Jessed author of your great ;\ eneid 
L.a11ded '>\rms and the 1nan' i11 Dido's bed, 

Love linked in bonds illicit; jn tile whole Jong 
Poe111 tl1ere's really nothing that's m<>re read. 

(trans. A. D. Mclvllle) 

The joke is that both the word for 'arms', arma, and 'n1an', vir, could carry a 
sexual meaning. A contem porary would be liable to trnnslate the second line as 
'brought bjs tackle and his manhood to Dido's bed'. Could anybody who had 
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Iead the Tristia subsequently read the opening of the Aeneid without a snigget? 
The paradox of the Almeid is that it is a text which appea rs to have a very 
specific message to convey, bur a style that militates against unequivocal 
cc) rntnu11 ication. 

The history of the reception of the Aeneid by its readers aher its post-mortem 
publication is the history of \.Yestern artistic culture, which. along with Ovid's 
Meta11101phoses, it dominates. Bur the text which aspired to sutvive as Jong as 
'the house of Aeneas dwells by the im1novable rock of the Capitol and the 
father of the Romans keeps his En1piie' (9. 448-9), and yet was a lso so closely 
tied to its c9ntemporary context, twd to cope with dramatic changes in the 
ways its readers interpreted it in the subsequent two thousand years. Ovid 
informs us, for example, that <it the end of Augustus' reign 'in the whole Jong I 
Poem there's really nothing that's more read' than the s tory or Dido and 
Aeneas. Book 4 has continued to be for the most popular portion of the poem, 
often read, and imitated (iJ1 all artistic media) in isolation froin tile rest of the 
whole. But such segmentation undermines the carefully constructed argument 
of the poem. Taken on its owo, without the explanatory framework of the rest 
of the Aeneid, boo~ 4 can be tre<ited as a simple Jove story, and a love story, 
\Vl1at's 111ore, in \\•hict·1 Aeneas ca11 be clismissed as a cad for abando11ir1g Dido, 
as in Henry Purcell's opera Dido and Aeneas (1689). 

The Aeneid was an instant classic, and from its publication onwards suffered 
the classic's fate of an audience largely consisting of students at school, for 
many centuries and throughout the En1pire (and for many centuries after the 
fall of that Empire). This expanded its audience beyond the relatively nanow 
circle of sophisticates for whom it was primarily designed, l>ut it also radically 
altered its reception. In school the poen1 was studied for the exercise it could 
p rovide in grammar rather than its literary qualities: at J>ompeii disaffected 
youth often proceeded to scribble what they had learnt o n the walls. 

As an exau1ple of bow its role in education affected its receptio n we need 
only to consider the fote of Enn ius (cf. pp. 294-7). Virgil.'s Aeneid repl;iced 
Ennius' Annnls as tbe national epic of Rome- and as the dominant school text. 
The adoption of the Aeneid by schools largely explai ns tbe failure of Ennius' 
epic to survive antiqllity intact. But of course Virgil's original au<llence did have 
Ennius. For them, after a ll, it was still the national epic. Naturally enough, 
Viigil regularly alludes to the Amwls. Some allusions we cao still recognize. At 
2. 268-97, for example. the dead Hector appears to Aeneas and urges him to 
leave Troy and found a new city elsewhere. We are still able to see that Virgil is 
alluding to a passage near the beginning of theA1mals where Ennius described 
how Momer had appeared to him in a dream and told him that he, Homer, had 
been reincarnated in Ennius. Hector is a Homeric character. ~Vhen Hector 
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THE AENEID IN SOMERSET. Virgil's Aeneid is the one work of Latin literature which is 
found reflected in art throughout the Roman Empire. This is even evidenced by 
several mosaics from remote Britain. This one, found at Low Ham in Somerset, 
shows scenes from the story of Dido and Aeneas in book 4. 

hands the future of the Trojans to Aeneas we can recognize, with the help of 
Virgil's allusion to Ennius, a forther suggestion of Virgil's relationship with his 
epic predecessors: Mector handing the tuture to Aeneas is Momer handing o n 
the epic tradition to Virgil. We can recognize it because we happen to have some 
knowledge about this point of Ennius' poem. lint most allusions to Ennius we 
are just missing, and the paradox of this is that it is a direct consequence of 
Virgil's uriparalleled success in finding an audience. 

But if the Aeneid inevitably suffered 'dumbing down' as its audience 
expanded, this was a circumstance which the poet had arguably catered for. 
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The poem can be read on a number of levels. Paradise lost is one of tbe greatest 
poems in the English language largely because John Milton was one of the most 
acute readers of the Aeneid thece has ever been. But just a few years after the 
publication of Milton's epic it was the sheer visual exuberance of Virgil's narca 
live which inspired Claude torrain to paint Aeneas Hrmtins in U/Jya. He had 
been reading an lt.alian translation of the Aeneid. 1\le know this because a pre
liminary drnwing of the scene is marked 'Libro di ViJ:gilio folio 1.0', 'Vi.rgil's 
book page IO'. 
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13 Coming to terms with the 
Empire: Poetry of the later 
Augustan and Tiberian period 
PHILIP HARDIE 

Authorities poetical and political 

'Virg11 I only saw' (Ovid, Tristia 4. 10. 51, quoted on p. 385). Ovid's rueful 
comment in his verse ;iutobiography, largely an account of his own place in the 
literary circles of Augustan Ron1e, is emblematic of a wider rupture between the 
works of what m.i.ght be called the heroic age of Augustan literature and the 
poetry produced from the second decade onwards of Augustus· rule. ~Ve are not 
of course dealing with any absolute divide: mru1y of the poets active in the 40s 
to 20s BCE continued to produce after the death of Virgil in 19 BCE, chief among 
them Propertius and Horace; and Ovid himself was very probably reciting his 
earliest Jove elegies in tJ1e mid-20s. Nevertheless both poets and public were 
quick to recognize that after the output of the 30s and 20s Roine could now 
boast of a canon of poetry, in the fields above all of epic, didactic, lyric, pas
toral, and elegy, that need not fear con1parison with the classics of Greek litera
ture; and in the case of satire, Horace had brought to classical perfection a genre 
that Quintilian, the academic rhetorici<in of the late first cenn1ry ce, could 
claim was all Roman. Already by the mid-20s Propertius proclaimed, perhaps 
not en ti rely respectfu lly, that with the s.low gestation of the Aeneid 'something 
greater than the llilld is corning to birth' (2. 34. 66). After 19 BC~ the Roman 
pubUc felt confident that they could point to a nati''e work that was the eqt1al 
of Hon1er, and to have equalled Homer was to have equalled the best and 
greatest that Greece had produced. 

The consequence is a shift in the relationship of later Augustan poetic texts to 
their models. Latin poets continue to engage at all levels With Greek models, 
but they now con1e to n1easure them.selves in the first instance against the Latin 
classics, and above all the Aeneid-and in so doing start a habit that will last 
for the rest of ancient Lalin poetry, and indeed for much of post-antique 
poetry in the classical !Tadition (see pp. :~99-400). Virgi I in the Aeneid is deeply 
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HORACE A$ PQET 1.AUREATE. Augustus set up an inscription recording all the 
activities at the great games he organized in 17 BCE to mark the end of an 
alleged cycle of 110 years. In the third line of this passage can be seen 
CARMEN.COMPOSVIT.Q.HOR(AT]IVS.Fl.ACCVS 'Q. Horatius Flaccus composed the 
hymn' (now known as the Carmen Saeculare-see p. 410). 

concerned, it is true, to defi ne h is relationship to his L1lti11 epic predecessor, 
Enn ius, but the chief obje<:l of his imitative emulation is always Homer. Ovid, 
by contrast, for all that he is in many respects a continua tor of the graecizing, 
neoteric, 'Alexandrian' school of poets (see pp. 349-52), is obsessed above all 
with the presence of Virgil. Not surprisingly his a.retm11orphoses, <> Jong hex<>
meter naaative poem, is a sustained challenge to Virgil's epic; but the first 
word of Ovid's first and least epic work, the Amores, is the same as the first word 
of tl1e Aet1eiti, t1rrr1a ('an11s', ''"arfare'); this is ele&'Y t11t1.t sets ot1t b)' serving 
notice to the reader that it is love poetry after VirgU. The 'anxiety of influence' is 
displaced fron1 the great Greek models to the Latin poems tlu•t imit<ite <>nd 
successfully rival those models. The poetry ot this period is marked by<> sense of 
coming later than, of being a supplement to, the works of the early Augustan 
period (i n the cases of son1c poets, notably Horace, of supple111enting their own 
earlier poetry); the poets address tl1emselves to a public that they know will 
111easure the111 agai11st tl1ese earlier acl1ie,1e111e11ts. 

The poetry or tl1is time is characterized also by its relationship to that other 
kind of authority, the political authority of the emperor. The poetry of the 
triumviral and ea rly Augustan periods rarely loses sight of the n1on1entous pol
itical and military developments of the 40s, 30s, and 20s, <>nd is itself a vital 
part of the turbulent and experimental process out of which emerged the fully 
fledged principate. By the late 20s, when the dust had settled and the clear 
o utlines of the new system had emerged, poets and their publics mrn fro111 an 
interest in the processes of constructing and defining a post-civil war order to 
the issues of how to live with the finished prnduct. This period sees the emer
gence of a 'court poetry', particularly in the fourth book of Horace's Odes and in 
various of Ovid's works, that merges Roman Wa)'S of praising great men with 
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;\lexandrian models for addressing the Mellenistic king. Horace's Epistles 
explore the etiquette of approaching and talking to the ruler; Ovid in h is later 
works forges ways of coping with the less pleasurable consequences of an abso
lute autocracy and wit h a growing censorship, and in so doing helps to create 
the language used by later lirst-ccntury CE analysts and critics of the imperial 
regi111e. 

The poet confronts his audiences: Horace Epistles 1 

M)' MltSe's first and fi11al tJ1cu1c, ~lacccoas, 
l'\'e been 011 silo '"' ertOtJgh, obtained 1ny dis<;.harge, 
yet you try to squeeze me back into those old games. 
l'1u 001 tl1e same age or the same man. The fighter [Velanius) 
has t1L1r1g up his arrrl.s ar1d iS lyir1g l<>\V in the country: 
110 more begging the public for his life. 
1\ voice keeps ri11bri ng no\•1,< i11 111y L111clc>gged ears: 
'Be sensibl~: qLtick, loose tile- ageing l1orse, 
or they'll lauglJ wben bis !lanks heave and he fa lls att he finish.' 
So no'"' I lay dot\'rl verse and all tl1ose garntis; 
my whole concern Is to ask what is right and fitting. 

(ffliSlles J. I. 1-ll, trans. Colin Nadood) 

J lorace's ftrst book of Epistles was probably presented to the public in 20or 19 
BCf:, and self-consciousl)' defines itself by reference to the publication in 23 BC~ 
of Odes 1- 3, in terms both of Norace's previous role as author of lyric poetry, 
and of the public's reception of tile Odes. Claiming at the age of 44 that his 
youth is now beh ind h im, the poet now turns to the serious business of philo
sophical self-Improvement, and claims (in hexameters, ironically) that he is no 
longer even writing poetry. 

In the penultimate epistle (I. 19), also addressed to Maecenas, Horace lets slip 
that the reason for turning from lyric to philosophlcal verse may be not so 
much a self-generated desire for wisdom as disgust at the response to the publi
cation of the ()des: 

If )'OU '.Vant to k11<>\V wliy L111grateful readers 10,•e 

rny ttli11gs at horne, but dispa1age tl1eo1 else~vl1er~: 
I do not chase the fickle public's votes 
with costly dinners and presents of oltl clothing. 
I do not care to t1ear 'disti11guisl1ect writers' 
(a11d gc1111y O\\'O back) a1 t11e critics' l1t1sti11gs. 
1'here's tl1e rub. I say, 'l.igt1t verse recited 
in dose-packed theatres would gain too much weight.' 
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and ooe replies, 'Joker! You keep your sniff 
fc>rthe highest ears; you dote on }'Our iinage, 
sure you're the sole source of poetic honey.' 

(Epistles J. 19. 35-45. trans. Co.Jin 1'.faclcod) 

The public's hostillty is presented as the hypocritical expression of envy, con
ventionally the ene1ny of the poet's fame, and the poet's reaction is framed as 
yet another instance of the Callimachean scornful rejection of the 
undiscrin1inating ('rowd. But son1e readers have sensed here a genuine disap
point1nent on Horace's part to a less than enthusiastic wekorne to the Odes, 
poems that may genuinely have pcoved too difficult, too new, (Or the Ro llJan 
ceading public at large-an ancient example of the unrecogn.il.ed genius, per
haps (ih tension wi.th pp. 3-4)? 

Be that as it may, in Epistles l the soJipsistic Horace, who in the allusion at l. 
l. 7-9 (quoted above) to the inner voice of Socrates envisages the extreme case 
o f a philosophi.cal dialogue with lrimse/f, betrays a sustained concern with audj
ences and with the reception of his writings. In particular he screws up to 
br,eaking point a tension, long present in ancient literature, between poetr)' 
addressed to a select individual o r group of individuals personally known to the 
author, and poetry intended for a generalized readership both during and after 
the poet's lifetime (cf. pp. :l52-4, 386). Horace achieves this by choosing for his 
new book the fo rm of the verse epistle. For this he had precedent in isolated 
letters in verse hy Lucilius and Catullus, but .Horace seems first to have put 
together a whole collection of ''erse epistles, to be followed by Ovid in the 
Heroitles (see pp. 4Z:l-4 below). Each epistle presents itself as a written com
munication typically addressed to a more or less close friend, to whom Horace 
can bare his inmost conce rns; and the Epistles are an important document in 
the history of autobiographical writing as well as o f epistola1y fictions. Some of 
the poems purport to have an immediate and ephemeral purp-0se, for example 
to invite a noble friend to dinner, or to reco mmend a younger acquaintance to 
Tiberius; but whether or not these texg ever really had th is immediate com
municative function at discrete moments in the poet's life, the reader who 
picks up this scroll of twenty carefully arranged epistles is never in doubt that 
they aim at a readership beyond the nam.ed addressees. 

In the first instance they <1re all intended for the eyes of Maecenas, who is 
effectively established as dedicatee of the whole book by the addresses to him 
in the first and pen11ltima te epistles, signific<intly those with least pretence to 
epistolary form. That pretence is con1pletely unmasked in the !;1st poe1n, an 
address by the authoc not to a human friend, b11t to the book of epistles itself, 
personified as a vain slave-boy cager to run aw;iy from his master and prostit11te 
hin1self to the world at large: 
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I sec, book, you're e"ger fo' change, for openings 
in town-to sell your c harms, alJ smooth and g1()Ssy. 
YoL1 loatllc a cl1aste reserv~; ')'11111ot disp1ayed 
enot1gh!,' }ro1i moan, a11d clan1011r (or pt1blicity. 

With your upbringing!- but follow your urge to a come-down. 
01lce out, you can rleve[ reruxn. 1Wl1at' made llle do it?' 
y<)u'll say \ .. •hen )'·ou're rejected; yet yc>u knC>\V 
you're put on the shelf when your sated lover Oags. 
Well, if disgu.st d<>es nc.>t irnpair my forecast, 
}~Olt \•1.riJI be prize<! at Ror11e till yottr fresl111ess leave-s yot1; 
but when everyone has pawed at you and soiled you, 
you'll end up dumbly feeding mindless vermin, 
or packed off to an exile Jn llle colonies. 
1\rltl ttlere's \VOrse to cc>me: your c>ld age lisping sentences 
with a classful of beginners at street-corners. 

(Epi>tl es 1. 20. 1-18, trans. Colin Macleod) 

A heavy dose of Horatian irony barely conceals the poet's own desire for an 
' international and posthumous audience, for a return in foct to the amphi-

theatre frorn which the retired gladiator Veianius escapes in the opening lines 
of the book (quoted above). The ceference to bookseUers in the second line of 
the passage acknowledges the importance for the poet o f circulation th.rough a 
by now well-established book trade, a form of textual distribution diametrically 
opposed to the delivery of a letter to a friend by personal courier. The transient 
occasional.ity of the letter is superseded by the ca.no nization of the book in the 
syllabus of the gramruac-school teacher, fulfilling the basic educational func
tion of li terary texts Jn antiquity, but o ne far removed from the more advanced 
philosophical pedagogy that Horace proposes as the purpose of the boo k in the 
first epistle. 

No doubt part o f the attraction o f Epistles 1 for a Roman audience was ig 
poise between a social and intellectual exclusivity and a wider accessibility: 
eavesdropping, particularly on tlJose dose to the <:en tre o f power, is irresistible. 
This balancing act is manifested in other ways. Despite the open i.ogrejection of 
poetcy, Epistles 1 mounts a sustained exploration of the ph ilosophieal uses of 
poetry, and is .itself <•n example o f the poetic popularilation of etbical
philosophical themes. Philosophical didactic, with its individualized 
addressee, is one of the models, but the second epistle draws on the prevalent 
ancien t belief that other poetry, in p<trticulac the great Homer, could yield 
philosophical lessons through moralizing or allegorizing readings. These con
nections between poetry and philosophy are largely alien for a modern <iudi
ence, but were still very inuch alive in the eighteenth century, for example in 
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the poetry of Alexander Pope, whose adaptations of selected Horatian epistles 
arc among his most complex poetry. 

Philosophicill ethics in antiquity extended to the discussion of friendship 
and of sociill intercourse, t<>pics also of ancient poetry, which in many of its 
nlan ifestations w;is a medium for personal relatio nships. EpisUes l may be 
reild almost as a handbook of social etiquette, a verse parallel to Cicero's On 
Duties, another favourite text of the eighteenth-century gentleman (cf. Ch. 
10), in wh ich Horace d isplays his tact and discrimination in adapting his 
manner to the d ifferen t statuses and ages of his addressees. Two of the epis
tles give advice to younger men on how to behave towards great men within 
the clien t-patron system at Rome. The greatest man at Rome of course was 
Augustus, whose presence radically ttansformed the whole nature of the 
power structures that determined socia l interaction mnong the upper clilsses. 
None of Epistles 1 a re Jn fact addressed directly to the emperor; the closest 
that Horace .comes to the imperial presence is in a 'letter' (1 . 13) addressed to 
the doltish courier enttusted with the task of bearing to Augustus some 
poems of Horace (usua lly supposed to be Odes 1-3), and advising hin1 on 
how best to make an entrance. This is typical of the displace1nents and eva
sions that on ly serve to reveal 1-lorace's in terest in establishing viable rela
tionships with the great, and his corresponding desire to preserve a space of 
personal freedom, one of the book's obsessive theme.s, aU with Au&'Ustus as 
their invisible or partly visible centre. Although the book is dedicated to 
Maecenas, that great pa tron of the triumviral and e<nly AU!,'t•stan period was 
in fact in eclipse by the time that Horace wrote Epistles l (and is not the 
dedicatee of any later Augustan poetry book). In Epistles 1. 19 Horace says 
that his opponents sneer at him tha t 'you keep your writings for the ears of 
Jupiter', i.e. of Augustus. By telling a story against himself Hor<•ce detle,~s 
envy from what he no doubt hoped for, that Au&'t•stus would be one of his 
readers, his ideal reader perhaps. 

The attention of the emperor might not be an unmixed blessing. In the 
Satires Ho race snobbishly describes the nuisance of being buttonl1oled by out
siders curious about life in the circle of Maecenas and Augustus. But All&'t•stus 
might also be perceived as an inquisitive busybody, a Big Brother, by poets with 
their own lives to lead and their own poetic axes to grind. The presence of the 
emperor as at least a potential reader o( every text written in Ron1e, the all
seeing eavesdropper, changed the way in which writers thought about their 
audiences. Fo r understandable reasons this concern will come to be an obses
sio n with Ovid. 

Horace's se<:ond book of Epistles consists of just Lwo very lo ng poems, pri.mar
ily oa literary matters, thus extending what had emerged as a major theme in 
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book o ne. despite its opening gesture of rejecting poetry. The first, now 
addressed to Augustus h imself, is a complex account of the cultu ral and literary 
history of Rome,. and of the poet's relationship to his community and to the 
ruler; bec1eatl1 tt1e courtly surface \\1e catcl1 J·lorace 111east1ri 11g l1is 0\\111 autl1ority 

with that of the emperor. The conversational tone and indirection of these 
\.V<.)rks are cor1ti11t1ed i11 tl1e At:~ l'Oet;c,11 ir1 for1n a11otJ1er letter i11 11exa111eters, to 
the Pisones. As the one surviving Latin treatise on poetics, il has had an 
i1n111e11se i11f1Ller1ce 011 tJ1e later Europea11 traditio11, a11d is tl1e source of son1e 
well-known tags, such as ut pictura poesis ('as a painting, so is a poem'), on 
which great critical edifices have been built, despite the fact that as a didactic 
poem it consciously strives against systematic clarity of tile kind that Lucretius 
had set as h is goal. 

Public and private audiences: Horace Odes 4 and Carmen 
Saeculare, Propertius 4, Tibullus 2 

Offspring of the good gods and best guardian 
of the race or Romulus, too to11g have you been absenL 
You promised the sacred council of the Fathers 

a switt return, so l'Ctu1r1. 

Gi\•e back y<>ur radia11ce, good lea<ier, to your l1on1ela11d. 
V\'l 1er1 yot1r face sl1ir1es like s1)ringtin1e 
on yous people, tbe ctay passes more joyfuUy 

and the st111 is 1,righter. 

;\s a 1notl'1er caJls \vittl vO\vS a11d prayers ail<I tile takir1g 
of on1cns, upon her young son ctetaincct across 
the Carpathia11 sea t>}: the je<il<>Lts blasts of the S<>uth \Vi11cl, 

as l1e '''aits till the saili11g }'ear is ove.r, 

far fron1 ll1e l1001e l1e loves, a11d sl1c 11e\1er 
takes her e)1es fron1 the curve ot tl1e sh<>re, 
so does your faithful homeland, stricken with longing, 

look for its Caesar. 
(Qdes 4. 5 . 1- 16, trans. l) a\1id \.\1cst) 

According to the ancient biographical tradition Augusn>s himself conunanded 
Horace to write the fourth boo k ol' Odes. At best this will be an over
simplification of the more subllJ? relationship between the imperial patron and 
the poet, who after the death o f Virgil had no rival, btJt it is true that the last 
boo k of odes con tains a high proportion o f poems praising the emperor and his 
stepsons, Tiberius and Drusus, the princes who represented the future of the 
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1m1~rlal house. These poems are anyt hing but crude and perfunctory com
mand performances, but, in comparison with the more experimental essays in 
Imperial panegyric in Odes 1-3, they conform more straightforwardly to the 
rhetorical schemata for praising a king or emperor as we know them from what 
remains of Hellenistic ruler panegyric and from the rhetorical handbooks of 
later antiquity (and would no doubt find them in the now lost prose panegyrics 
of the Augustan perlod). Poet and public have now become fan1iliar with the 
vocabulary of praising the emperor. 

If I lo racc had been disappointed by the reception or Odes 1-3, the fourth 
book both commemorates and 1nay in p<>rt have been prompted by the glory 
that he had won as con1poser and impresario of n unique lyric perfornrnncc, the 
Secular f-ly11m (Carmen Saecu/are) th at was sung by twin choruses of boys and 
girls at the Secular Games of 17 BCE, a long-planned ceremony by which Augus.-
1:\JS sought to mark the beginning o f a new age (In Latin sal'C11l11m; accord ing to 
religious tradition such an age was supposed to begin every hundred, or h un
dred and ten, years), and in so doing to incorporate his own new regime within 
a divine historical rhythm. The Sea1/ar Hymn is unique in Horace's (l!ltvre oot 
least because here at last the Romao uates, 'bard'. was able to actualize a direct 
link between written composition in the poet's study and ritual public per
formance in a way that seems to restore the original conditions of Greek choral 
lyric as written by an Alkman or a Pindar for ceremon i;il performance (cf. 
pp. 81-S). Generically the Secular Hymn Is a 'paean'. a hymn to Apollo and 
Arte mis, a Greek form used in the contex t o f a lloman ritual. The Secular Garnes 
as n whole were an exercise on Augustus' part In the Invention of tradition, in 
which Rornnn and Greek religious elernerus were lnextric<ibly intertwined. 
r rom this point of view the gap between ltornan soci;1I and political 'ceality' 
and the artifice of the HeUenizin g poetry of Ho race (and other Augustan poets) 
becomes insignificant: August\Js' combinatio n of Greek ;ind Roman in the rit
ual or the Secular Games is analogous to Horace's use of Pindaric, Greek, pa n
egyrlcal forms to celebrate the victories of the Roman general in poems such as 
01/es 3. 4 or 4. 4. 

As composer of the Secular Hymn Horace becomes a part of public Roman 
religion; in that role his name may still be read In the public inscription of the 
Acts of the Games, discovered in 1890 and now in the Museo Nazionale in 
Rome (rarme11 ro111pos11it Q. Horatius Flacc11s 'the hymn was composed by Quin
tus lioratius Flaccus'-see illus. on p. 404). Horace ' inscribes' his own na1ne 
(1he on!)• time that he declares his name in the odes) in his proud assertion of 
the future commemoration of the occasio n of the Scc11/nr Nymn on th e lips of a 
m~mber of the choir of girls, a very direc1 example of the impacl on an audi· 
ence (in this case also a performe r) ol' the poet as teacher: 
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In time to come when you arc a Ron1a11 wife. you \-rill say. 
'When the Secular Festival brought back its lights, 

I performed the hymn which so pleased the gods, 
and was taught the music of the poet Horatius'. 

(0<11':< ~. 6. 41-1, trans. David \Nest) 

By its nature (composed for passing occasions, originally to be sung to the 
measures of the lyre) lyric is a genre bound up with tin1e and an awareness of 
the passage of time, an awareness given added urgency in Odes 4 by Horace's 
complaints about his own ageing. lr1 order to irnmobiliie the effects of time he 
~dopts two, contradictory, strategies that nevertheless both seek to ground the 
poet and his works in a context guarr111tced durability by the Roman com· 
munlty at large under the leadersh ip or Augustus. Ry the first strategy, con
tinued from Odes 3. 30 (' I have completed a wo rk mo re long-lasting than 
bronze .. . '), Horace attempts to convert his fleeting words into a fixed inscrlp· 
tlon or public mon ument, but or a kind superior to the perishable materials of 
real inscriptions or monuments. in O<les 4. 3 he hints at his transfonnation into 
a kind of living statue, pointed at by the fingers or passers-by. Poetry becomes a 
part of the new monumental landscape of Rome that Augustus was creating at 
the time. Virgil had already made brilliant use of the fa\•Ourite Hellenistic 
device of ecphrasis (the verbal evocation of a visual work of art (cf. pp. 392-4)) 
In order to develop analogies between poetry and the visual iconography of 
Aui:ustan Rom e; the task of constructing a 'virtual Rome' in words was to be 
continued by Propertius and Ovid . 

lly the second strategy Horace ensures the survival of his poetry in its 
repeated oral performance and commemoratio n by successive generations of 
Romans, whose future continuity is guaranteed by the peace and prosperity 
brought by Augustus. In Ode.s 4. 6 the girl in the choir will speak of her role in 
the Sec11lar Hy11111 when she is grown up and married, telling stories about her 
childhood to her o''" children, one imagines. At the very end of the book 
Horace goes so far as to merge his individual lyric voice in the recurrent com
munal celebration by nuclear Roman families of Roman history and of the 
Julian fan1ily, in a romantic fantasy of the recovery, through the benefits of 
Augustan rule, of a primitive Gemei11sc/1aft: 

and on ordinary days as on holy day, 
among the gifts of cheerful Bacchus, let us first 

witl1 our childrer1 :.i 11d our \\!'j\'CS 
offer due prayers to the gods 

and si11g a sor1g to tll~ l .. ydiari (>i1)e i11 praise
o( leaders who have shown the virtues 
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of their fathers, in praise of Troy, Ancllises. 
a11d th.e o(fspri11g of Jife-~g i,ring Ve11us. 

(Odes 4. l5. 25-32, trans. David West) 

Morace alludes to the trndition that in early Rome the great deeds of the ances
tors were sung at ban<1uets (a kind o f o riginal folk-poetry that Macaulay tried to 
reconslTuct in Tire.lays of Ancient Rome). In this kind of community the learned 
in<tividtwl poet, always anxious about his relationship to society at large, 
becon1es superOuous, witheri ng away like political hierarchies in the perfected 
communist society. 

ln answer to the question of what prompted I lorace to rel~1rn to lyric poetr)' 
in Odes 4, the poet h imself gives quite a different answer: not a nod fron1 the 
e1nperor, not pride at becoming the poet• laureate, but the renewed onslaught of 
the goddess of love: 

Back t<> \l\•ar, \'enus, after all 
these years? Spare, spare inc, I beg you. 

1'111 not the 1nan l ,,vas 
in good Cinara's reign. Cruel mother 

of the sweet Cupids, stop 
dri\:ing a long.since har<ler1ed fifty-year·Old 

\\"itb your soft co1n111aJ1ds. /\\Vay wit11 yo11! 
Go and aJlswer tl1e charn1ing r'rayers of y<>tLng r11en. 

(Or/es 4. I. 1-8, trans. David West) 

Like the earlier books, Odes 4 contains a m.ixture of personal (erotic and sym
potic) and public (politic<tl i•nd pane&'}'rical) poems, a combination that may 
puzzle modern audiences. One 111ay <1ppeal to generic cons.iderations: Horace is 
merely being faithfol ro his arch<1ic Greek lyric models, which include the same 
range of personal and public subjec;t-matters. But generic origin should not 
unth inkingly be identified with the n1eaning of poetic forms .in a d ifferent 
h istorical context; for one thing the nature of politic<il power and the relation
ship ben~een the public and priva te spheres hardly ren1ained constant between 
the sixth-century Greek world and August<1n Roine. Furthermore, while Ode,1 4 

ir1 trod11ces itself as a co11tiJ111ation, after ao i11tern1issjon, of Horace's previous 
lyric output, it is not simply business as usual. One difference from tbe earlier 
books is indeed a heigh tening o( the contrast between the personal and the 
public compo nents. The first ode focuses on the poet's slavery to desire for the 
boy Ugurinus, while the second explores different poetic and non-poetic ways 
of praising the triumphant Augustus. In the first ode the treatment of Hornce's 
hornosexua l obsession frames an instruction to Venus to divert her attack to 
the young nobleman Paullus Jvfaxirnus who will offer her some kind of semi-
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public worship, possibly an allusion to the forthcoming marriage of Paullus to 
Augustus' cousin Marcia. This may suggest a possibility of containing the 
irresponsible force of personal desire within the institutional structures of 
imperial Roman society, but we are not hound to find in it a way to an inte
grated reading of the several poems that make up book. four of the Odes. 

I-low to read the juxtaposition of self-centred erotic poems with poems about 
Rome and Augustus has become one of the n1ost contentious issues in the 
crilicisin of Augustan poetry. Any answer must include some attempt to 
reconstruct the horizons of the Augustan reader. The problem seems to become 
particularly acute in later Augustan poetry. The fourth book of Propertius' Ele
gies, whose con1position overlapped with that of Morace Odes 4, also stages the 
drama of a return to erotic subjects after the decisive and formal renunciation 
of Cynthia with which the third book ends. In the first poem of book four 
Propertius addresses an unnamed visitor to Rome and contrasts the present-day 
splendours of the city with the sin1ple buildings and customs that would have 
been visible in Ro1ne's prilnitivc past; the poet then turns to a statement of bis 
own poetic ambitions and a syllabus for the book on which he is embarking: 

He gracious, Rome. For you the work proceeds. Grant happy 
t)rne11s, Citizens. Sir~g, bird, fa'v'C>t1ring the attem1>t. 

I'll say 'TrO)', yo11 sJ1all fall a11d rise agaicl as Ro1ne1
; 

11 11 sing <)f distant gra\:es 011 Ja11d a11d sea. 
I'll sing of rites and days and the ancient names of places. 

·r11is is tli.e goal tO\'lards wl1icl1 nl)' st~<.1111ust sweat. 
(Propcr1 ius, 4. I. 67-8, 87-S. 69-70, trans. Guy Lee) 

Propertius is then rudely interrupted by the astrologer <•nd fortune-teller Horus, 
of Greek and Oriental extrac;tion. who warns him away from his historical and 
antiquarian Ron1an project and orders him instead to stick to his erotic elegiac 
matter: 

'U-11stalJle f>ropertius, v1!l1y this ignorallt ct1sl1 to l11ri1 pro1)l1ct? 
''011r thread was not sp11n from a <lexterous distaff. 

Your carJtJILatio11s \\till end in tea.rs . . .\polio's against tl1e111 
You'll rt1e the \V<>r<.ls you force from a (el11ctant l}'Te. 

\Veil, ma~Q up elegies. Tricky work! This is your field. 
I.et cro\ .. ·d.s of otl1ers .. vrite witl1 }1ou as m<>del. 

Yo11'll face ca1npaigt1ing 1111der Ve11us' deceptive arms 
And make a useful target for 1\er Cupids. 

\·Vl1atever JJ<tl1ns of,1ictor)' your hards.hit)S gaii1 
One girl will mock them and your grasp. 
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Though y<>u shake off the hook imbedded ln your chin 
It's no gooct-tl1e gaff's prong will spike you. 

At her dictation you will see darkness and Light 
And shed a tear but when she orders it. 

To seal her door and post a thousand guards won't help you; 
A chink's enough iC sh.e's resolved 10 cheat. 

(Propertius, 4. 1 . 71-4, 135-46, trans. Guy l.ee) 

Propertius here gives a new spiH to the conventional elegiac rec11satio (the 
'refusal' to write a grander kind of poetry than humble love elegy): the rest of 
book four turns out to be neither one thing nor the other, but a mixture, as 
aetiological poems on Ronrnn institutions alternate with erotic elegies. Further, 
this juxtaposition of the antiquarian and the erotic is instantiated within single 
poems, as in the account (4. 4) of the origin of the n<m1e of the Tarpeian Rock, 
in which Tarpeia's motive for betraying the Capitol to the enemy general is, 
unusually, Jove rather than greed. At the centre of the book (4. 6) is a kind o f 
hymn celebrating Augustus' Palatine Temple of Apollo <ind includiog an 
extended and mannered narrative of the battle of Actiu111, turned in Octavian's 
favour by Apollo. The book concludes (4. 11) with a speech to the judges of the 
dead in the mouth of the deceased Cornelia, stepdaughter of Augustus, in 
which she gives an account of herself as the very type of the old-fashjoned 
marronly virtues actively encouraged by Augus tus' rnoral and legislative pro
gramme (in particular the marriage laws of 18 BCE and 9 CE), and the polar 
opposite of the irregular lifestyle of the elegiac girlfriend. 

Formal Literary considerations may take us so f.ar. The A.lexandrian p rivil
eging of novelty took on new urgen~-y after the first wave of Augustan literary 
production; one way to tickle the public's jaded palates was to present old 
material in · new combinations. Propertius reinvents hirnself as an eleglst by 
forcing together elements fon1iliar from earlier elegy with historical and 
nationalist matter hitherto considered alien to love elei,')'. This craving for the 
new is one (but only one) of the roots of the love of paradox that is so striking a 
feature of later Augustan and fi rst-century CE literature. ln the case of Proper
tius' fourth book a further t'vist is given by this new kind of self-legiti1nati.011 by 
elegy as a faithful reproducrion of a Greek nlodel. Propertius boasts th<•t he is a 
'Roman Callimachus' (4. l. 64). The Callimachean rejection of poetry on heroes 
and kings had been used by Roman poets writing in the' Ale>rnndrian' manner 
as a way of declining grand Roman themes since at least the time of Virgil's 
sixth Eclog11e. l\ut to l>e truly faithful to Callimachean elegy (the Aiiia) a Roman 
elegist shou ld write aetio logical elegy, and to write Roman aetiology is inevit
<tbly to peddle national legend and history, particularly as elaborated in 
Virgil's Aeneid. The piquancy of Propertius' fourth hook would be keenly 
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savouxed by a Roman public fresh from a reading of the new national epic. The 
versatility of this new Propertian poetics is embodied in the speaking statue of 
Vertumnus in the second elegy of book four, the god who can turn (11ertere) 
himself to any nurnber of diS!,'llises. Like Propcrtius, Vertumnus is of Etruscan 
origin, but he now stands in the Roman Fornn1 in full view of the Roman crowd 
as it passes about its business. 

But at what JJOint does gefleric 'cont<trnim•tion' cease to be a purely formal 
p lay with literary kinds and turn into ideological challenge? Many modern 
critics read subversive inten t into the incongruous combination of the erotic 
and the Roman in a work such as Propertius' fourth book. l'ewer would make 
the same cJaim for Tibullus, whose second book of elegies, probably written 
shortly before his death in 19 l\CE, juxtaposes poems on his love for the girl 
Nemesis with a hymn ic accoun t of the. religious festival of the Ambarvalia 
(2. I), largely drawing on Virgil's Geor,({ics, and with a poem celebrating the 
Inauguration of Messalla's son as one o f the priests in charge of the Sibylline 
Oracles (2. S), including accounts of early Rome and o f the n1ission of Aeneas 
that substantially overlap with material in Pro1Jertius 4. 1. ln Tibullus' case this 
does not mark a decisive break with the practice of his first book, which 
includes a full-blown celebration of the triumph of lvfessalla in 27 BCE (1. 7) in 
the midst of poems about his loves for Delia and the boy Macathus. 

11bullus frames panegyric of one of the Leading Roman noble fam.iUes within 
his love elegy, but l'ropertius deals with the ruler of Rom.e himself and his 
family. The con1partmentalization of personal and public interests withjn a 
poetry book becomes problematic In an age when state supervision and regula
tion extend further into the private sphere than they had ever done under the 
Republic. It is difficult to feel that Ovid, for example, .is not being at least provoca
tive when near the beginning of his how-to-do-it manual for would-be lovers, 
the Art of Love (Ars Amatoria), in a list of good places to pick up a girl he includes 
the prospective rrlumph of the adopted sons of Augustus, Gaius and Lucius, 
where it will be easy to impress one of the girls in the crowd of spectators: 

Then one great day our darling we'n behold, 
Drawn by four snowy steeds and clad in gold. 
In front shall walk the chieftains fettered tight, 
Lest they take refuge in their wonted flight; 
vVhile you tbs and maids look on in blithe array, 
And every heart is gladdened b)' tbe day. 
And if a damsel ask what chiefs are those, 
What towns or hllJs or streams the pageant shows, 
Tell everything she asks and more than that, 
Acl<l though you krtO\\' h<>t, give your anS\\•ers pat. 
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That's the f.uphrates with his crown of reeds. 
And that the llgris with the long grey weeds; 
Yonder arc generals; add a name or t\vo. 
Nari1cs that are fitti.J1g, though they n1ayn't bt! true. 

(/lrt u{lu>-e I. 213-28, trans. A. I). Melville) 

Suetonius' life 0(1111g11s111.1 shows us <ITT emperor not without his lighter side, a 
keen gambler, with a well-developed seose of humour, but also "~th strong 

ideas about the right place and tin1e. On one occasion when he saw Romans 

wearing informal dress In a pubUc assembly he indignantly quoted a Virgilian 

line (At1feid I. 282), 'Romans, masters of the world, lhe prople of the toga', and 

thereafter fo rbade anybody to appear in or near the forum except in a toga (the 

Roman formal dress) (Suetonius. Life o(A11g11st11s 40). ll is legitimate at least to 

ask what he would have thought o f using a triumph to cruise for pick-ups. 

Ovid and the cultured reader 

Ovid (l'ublius Ovidius Naso, 43 BCF.-17 ct) is the dominating literar)' presence 

of the later years of Augustus' reign, and (from exile) forms a bridge into the 

first few years of Tiberius' reign. ·rue inOuence of Ovid on the Western tradition 

over the last two millennia has arguably been greater than that of any other 

Greek or Latin writer (including Virgil). To take an example from English litera· 

tu re, there is much to reAect on in Francis Mcrcs's judgement of 1598 that 'the 

swcctc wittie sou le of Ovid lives in mellilluous and hony-tongued Shakespeare'. 

It Is only in the last century or so thal, as a result of particu lar views about the 

seriousness and sincerity expected of 'great' literature, the mellifluous wit 

of Ovid has mrned to his disadvantage, his sophistication denigrated as the 

mark of a superficial fluency. On the other hand, part of the appeal of Ovid for 

both ancient and later audiences has been the effortless fluency of his language 

and metre, cloaking a content that is also, at least on some levels, immediately 

accessible. After over a century and a half of refinement of the Greek models, 

Lalin dactylic poerry finally attains with Ovid a seemingly natural ease and 

regularity. AJ! of Ovid's cxw nt poetry is in elegiac couplets or bcxa1neters (had 

his tragedy Medea survlv~d we would probably sec a simil;lf confidence in the 

handling of tragic mclTes, foreshadowing the pointed facility of Seneca's tra

gedies, cf. pp. 448-50). A leading authority on Ovid, referring to a tradition of 

clas.~ical education only recently defunct, remarks I hat 'The Ovidian manner, 

as generations of clever English schoolboys have discovered, is imitable; Virgil's 

ls not.' One might compare the difference between Virgil and Ovid in this 
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respect to that between the blank verse of Milton, sovereign in its ronnol but 

heroically laboured, and the ready versallllty of Dryden, himself an Important 

translator and adaptor of Ovid. 

Over the past couple of decades Ovid has undergone a remarkable rehabllita· 

lion, both inside and outside the academic world. Professional classicists have 

responded to the more 'difficult' aspects o f Ovidian sophistication, exploring 

his self-reflexive and narratological games and that constant engagement with 

fictionality and textuality that makes of Ovid an ideal subject for the co11cerns 

of post-modernism. Modern poets and novelists have returned to what has 

always been one of Ovid's main attractions, the seductiveness of his story

telling, and also found a specifically late twentieth-century interest In Ovidian 

anticipations of the mode of magical realism. Ovid's later career has come to 

hold a fascination for an artistic intelligentsia attracted by the figurative Image 

of exile for I ts own condition. 
Like Cicero, that other great Roman exile, whose own complaints froin ex.He, 

together \,•hh the legendary sufferings of the exile who founded the Roman 

race, Aeneas, arc an inlportant model for Ovid's construction of his own ex.ilk 
image, Ovid found exile particularly hard to cope with because he ldcnrUled 

himself so thoroughly with the city of Rome itself. For Cicero Rome meant 

above all the clly of the ancestors, the site of the traditional ronsritutlon and 

values that as consul he had preserved against the threat of Catiline. Ovid's 

urban values are rather different, as may be seen from a well-known paS$age in 

the third book of the Art of L-0ve: 

I stnrt with care of body jc11/111sl: glebc and vine 
Well-cared for yield rich crops and bounteous wine. 
Beauty's a gift of God. How few can boast 
Of beauty? It's a gift denied 10 most. 
Looks come by an: looks vanish with neglect, 
Yes, though the charms of Venus they rcO~t. 
Women of old ne'er groomed themselves, it's true, 
llut in I hose days the men were ungroorned too. 

()rice life "'as rude and plaiil; rlO\v golden-1Javed, 
Rome holds the treasures of a world enslaved. 
The old and modern Capltols compare; 
Built for two clifferentJupilcrs, you'd swear. 
The Senate-house, fit home of high debate, 
\'las wattle-built when Tatius ruled the state, 
And ploughmen's oxen grazed on Palatine 
\\/here gliner now the palace and the sluine. 
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The good old days lnde<?dl I am, thanks be, 
Tl1is age's chi Id: it's just 1he age for inc; 
Not because pllant gold from earth is wrought, 
No1 because pearls from distant coasts are brought, 
Not that from hllls their marble hearts we hew, 

l.Vhllc piles encroach upon the ocean's blue: 
It's that we've leam1 refinement [c11/tus], and our days 
Inherit not our grandslres' boorish way>. 

(Afl 3. 101-3, 113-28. trans. A. D. Melville) 

Ovid the urban poet is Ovid the urbane poet. In Latin the terms denoting 
city-dweller (11rbm111s) and country·dweller (ntSticus) had long been used in an 
evaluative sense to distinguish the civilized, urbane, and stylish in both fife and 
literature from the boorish, rustic, and gauche (d. pp. 326-7). The key-word in 

this passage is c11/t11s, immediately the 'adornment' or toilette that the female 
addressee or the didactic poet must cultivate in order to attract a lover. But it is 
wtdened to embrace the senses or'elegance', 'refinement', 'sophistication', that 
is to say, a particular aspect of our still wider term 'cu lture'. This is the value 
that the neoterlc poets had established as the distinguishing mark of members 
of their exclusive smart set; Ovid extend; membership of the ~-ultivated circle to 
aU modern Romans, who by implication wi ll (all) be the ideal re<Jders of Ovid's 
cultiv<lted poetry on female adornment and other cultivated subjects. This 
redefinition or the audience for cultured poetry may mark a watershed in the 
Roman poet's awareness of his reading public, and of that public's aw;ireness of 
itself. lvforio Citroni cla ims that 'Ovid's work marks a crud.al moment, a true 
turning-point 111 the development of the relationship between author and pub
lic in Europc<111 litera ture. 111 Ovid for the first time <Jll the poetic page there is 
an open dialogue between the au thor and the genera l reader.' 

Another point of d ifference from the neote1·ic pc)ets' definition of their 'lit 
audience, though few' is that Ovid makes no attempt to cordon off the interests 

of" culn1red readersh ip as something apart from the 1nore pwctical pursuits 
of traditional-minded Romans. Instead Augustan city-building and empire
building 1hcmselves arc the material 1>recondition and manifestation of Ron1an 
culture. The wealth or Rome's world-empire, achieved by Ron1an arn1ies, cre
ates this new 'golden age' of civill1.atlon, whose products include the Temple or 

Apollo, built on lhe Palatine by Augustus to celebrate the Battle or Actium, as 
well as an advanced technology or cosmetics. Ovid sees Rome as the successor 
to the Greek world-city, Alexandria, whose immense wealth and cosmopolitan
ism fostered the artistic and Intellectual sophistication of the :-..tuseum and of 
poets like Callimachus (cf. pp. 236 ff.). The sole exclusion-and an important 
one given the Roman>' habit or defining themselves in terms of their past- is 
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the rustic audience of ancestors, who would certainly not understand or 
appreciate Ovid's poetry. Ovid sees himself as perfectly in tune with his age; 
but this 'Ovldlan age' ls at best a partial definition of the 'Augustan age', 
which for Augustus himself would include the strong continuing presence of 
the values or the ancestors, as embodied for example in the emperor's mar
riage legislatlon or, In physical form, in the statue galleries of Roman ancestors 
in the Forum of Augustus (dedicated in 2 BCE). In this passage from the Art of 
love Ovid in fact acutely identifies an irresolvable tenSion at the heart of 
1\ugustan ideology: Augustus is both the representative of modernity, the 
emperor who boasted that he found Rome a city of brick and left it a city of 
marble, and the Increasingly austere upholder of what were held to be trad
itional values. 

Ovid's games of love: Women reading and writing 

Ovid's first work, the Amofl'S, is pitched at the general reader, and is already a 
consummate display of litcwry c11lttis. In an opening epigra1n in which the 
three books present themselves as a slimmed-down version of an original five
book edition, Ovid's love poetry announces itself not as an instrument to win a 
girl's favours but as a text that may (or may not) afford pleasure lo the reader at 
large. Corinna herself is no t addressed until the third poem in the fi rst book, 
and the11 in a m:1nner that teasi ngly suggests that Ovid's real-life lover may 
have as much or as little rea lity as famous literary heroines such as lo and 
Europa. 

111 thc ftrst elegy the perSOJlification of love, Cupid, steals a ' foot' fron1 a poet 
who pretends to be embarking on a grandiose military epic in hexameters, and 
thus condemns him to the limping metre of elegiac couplets (alternating the 
six feel of the hexameter with tbe five feet o f the pentameter). This reveals its 
full slgniftcance only to a reader familiar with the texts, Propertius' elegies 
above all, to which It alludes (a lthough, as usual, the Ovidian text makes a 
perfectly lucld sense even to a reader who does not come armed with literary 
learning). Latin love elegy had always been written to conventions, but Ovid 
foregrounds the conventionality of the genre in order to comment and ring the 
changes on it 10 a still greater degree than his predecessors. The term 'parody' Is 
often used, but this is to suppose a seriousness of personal commitment to their 
elegiac life and an by Gallus, Propcrtius, and Tibullus that may be the result of 
wishful thinking 011 the part of the modern reader. It has been argued that the 
Latin elegist a/1w1ys invites the reader to laugh at the pitiful figure cut by him
self as the slave or love (ct. pp. 379-80). 
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Bui the disempowerment of the elegiac 1><>el debarred from writing hex
ameter epic may be more apparent than real. The firs1 word of Ovid's fus1 elegy 
Is arma 'weapons', not coincidentally the first word of the Ae11eid. Warfare turns 
oul, In fact, 10 be an integral part of the elegist's world. fl is not just that the god 
of love and virtual personification of love elegy. Cupid, uses his bow-to shoo1 
his victim, bul 1he enan1oured poet himself boasts of the military-style endur
ance and violence that carry rum through to succes; in his campaign against a 
resistant girl, a theme explored al length in Amores I. 9, heginoing 'Every lover 
is a soldier'. Ancient works were often referred lo by the first word o r words of 
the text: '"vcu1Jons' js not a totally 111islea<..1lng title for tf1e 1\,11ores. 

A rc;idlng of t!Je Amores is not exhausted at the level o f literary playfu lness. 
The cultured Augustan reader will have enjoyed the sensation of intermittently 
abandoning him- or herseU to the ' reality effect', o f following the sequence of 
elegies ahno•t as a soap-opera serialization of the ups and downs of the poet's 
love-life. Ovid alread)' shows a mastery, abundanUy displayed in the Afeta

morplta>tS, of the m<ntipulation of the reader's suspension of disbelief. In an 
exquisite moment he projects this equivocation between pretence and reality 
onto an unnamed female reader of the Amores: 

There's one l know who broadcasts she's Corinna: 
\.Vhal would she not have given to really bel 

(Amore> 2. l 7. 29-30, trons. A. 0. Melville) 

Realism is a literary mode, but the realist Amores arc also anchored in the 
personal ancl social realities of tbe author and his readersh ip. An example of the 
line ha lance hetween the real and the literary Is the elegy on the dea th of Ovid's 
fe llow eleglst '111Jull us (Amores 3. 9), which was undoubtedly written on the real 
occasion of his friend's death and, almost as undoubtedly, expresses the real 
grief of Ovid. Yet at the same time it uses sustained allusion to Tibullus' own 
love elegy to give a fictionalized picture of the death and the grief. 1'ow for two 
examples of how the eternal experience of Jove is set within the political and 
historical context of Augustan Rome. First, a1 the end of A11wres J. 2 a highly 

artificial description of the Triumph of Cupid is directly related to L11e triumphs 
celebrated by the emperor when the god of love is asked to show as much 
clemency as his 'relative' Augustus, a cousin many limes removed of Cupid 

through their shared descent from Venus. Beyond the immediate joke this pas
sage reminds us that the Roman audience for Augustan ideology routinely 
exercised " sophisti<:il ted suspension of disbelief in responding t<> impedal 
lictlons such as the legend of Aeneas. Secondly, in /!mares 2. ·14 the poet 
reproaches Corinna for having endangered her life th rough procurlng an abor
llon; and he 111imics the moralizing argumcms attested for Augustus' own 
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oratory in support of his marriage legislation, partly designed to bolster a fall
ing birthrate among the upper classes: 

If in times past that practice had found favOUI, 
The crime would have destroyed lhe race of men, 

The empty world would need someone for throwing 
·rhe stone.\ of our creation ortce agairl. 

(Amorts 2. L4. 9-12, trans. A. D. Melville) 

The elegist's appropriation of the conservative and imperial rhetoric o f 'the 
customs of our ancestors' is breath1aking. 

lo the Art: o(l.ove Ovid takes to Its logical conclusion the relev<1nce for the 
audience's own experience of the elegiac poet's lifestyle, by writing a didactic 
poem on how to succeed in love (followed later by the shorter Remetlies for Love, 
giving instruction in how 10 fall out of love). 

Who in tl\is tow1l kno,vs JlOl the lover's art 
Should read this book, and 1>lay an expert's part. 
It's art that speeds the boat with oars and sails, 
Art drives the charlol, art in love prevails. 
Automedon was skilled with car and rein, 
And Ti phys steered the Argo o'er the main: 
for young Love's guide has Venus chosen me. 
Love's pilot and Love's charioteer I'll be. 

(Arr of Love• J. 1-8, trans. A.O. Mctvillc) 

This is a deliberately paradoxical project in a n umber of ways. Traditionally 
the elegiac lover is at the mercy of an overwhelming force that sweeps away 
the conventions of society and civlllzallon, but Ovid proudly presents himself 
as the Master of Love (a role In which he became very influential in the 
Middle 1\ges). with a body of rationa l precepts to convey, an art or science. 
Furthermore, while the traditional elegis1 portrays ltimseU as an outcast fro m 
society, excluded from the normal pursuits of the male Roman citizen by 
his enslavement to his girl, In the Art of Love the second-person singular 
addressee conventional in the genre of didactic becomes the Roman every
man: this is written for you, any and every one of this people who is not an 
expert in the art of love. There is another paradox in the idea that love and 
sex should be a science like astronomy. philosophical ethics, farming, or 
hunting (the subjects of other surviving Latin didactic poems). By choosing 
th is particular topic it might be thought that Ovid finally debunks any linger
ing idea that in this late <1ge the real function of d idactic poetry is srlll that of 
Instruction. On the other hand, the Art of' I.ave was perhaps the one Lntln 

didactic poem that was eagerly unrolled by young, and not so young, sweaty 
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palms looking for tips on how to make a catch, and what to do in bed once 
you had niade the catch. 

The readership for the Att of Love is not envisaged as exclusively male; at the 
beginning of the poen1 Ovid is careful to warn off (and thereby of course also to 
tempt) just one class of potential female !'eader, the 1natro11a, the married 
woman viewed as the bearer of the Augustan family values to which the elegiac 
lifestyle is constructed as ;1 self-conscious alternative. Already in Amores 2. 1. 5-
6 Ovid had defined his ideal re<iders as l>et/J the passionate girl and the inexperi
enced boy. The Art 0( Love methodie<tlly addresses both sexes: the first two 
books instruct the male lover. and tbe third is addressed to women: 

Greeks t1ave I arrt1ed ·gairlst Arnar.:OtlS to stand} 
Re.main.s to arm J>entJi.esilen's ba11cl. 
Fair be tJ1e fi~ll1, atld to the <.:ause sl1cces..~ 
'fhat \tenus a1i.d her world·\\1id~ fi}'er bless. 
For 1ner1-at-arn1s are unar1nect 1n:licts no 0Jatcl1, 
A sorry triumph that. for men to snatch. 

(Art. of(.<we 3. L-6, trans. A. IJ. Melville) 

The image of the Amazons is an uneasy one: Ovid extends the elegiac cliche of 
the warfare of lo,,e (on which seep. 420 above) and puts h is 1nale and female 
readers on an equal footing by casting the latter in a mythologie<tl role that in 
Greco-Roman culture both symbolized the diametrical opposite of the sexual 
and social roles expected of women, and expressed male anxieties about main
taiI1ing their dominance within home and city. The in1age of the bare-breasted 
female warrior had also by this time become a highly eroticized one. 

This passage. raises difficult questions about the role of won1en in Ovid's 
poetry and as readers of Ovid's poetry. There is oo doubt that at this tin1e in 
Ron1e there was a significant readership o f educated upper-class women; of all 
(male) Larin writers 0\' id appears to invest 1nost heavily in writing for a female 
audience and from a woman's point of view (on Catullus' female readers, cf. 
p. 354 above). But it would be too si.mple to clain1 him <1s a proto-feminist. At· 
every point we must ask how fa r Ovid caters to a male voyeurism, whether he is 
more interested in woman as subject or as object. In the case of the third book 
of the Art of Love the illusion of <ln equality on the battlefield of love is q uickly 
broken when we co me to the instruction proper addressed to the would-be 
female lover. Ovid begins from c11/tr1s, feniale <1dorn111ent, which p laces the 
woman in the passive role of a lure for the actively questing male. By contrast 
in the first hook the rnale reader is told to go <ibout his business like a hu nter 
marking out the ground (Or his nets aod traps, and is thus figuratively cast in 
the role o f the reader of the established species of didactic poems on hunting 
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(of which an exan1ple in Latin, the Cynegerica, survives hy a contemporary of 
Ovid, one Grattlus). Ovid elsewhere establishes his credentials within the 
didactic tradition by a heavy use of georgic (farming) imagery, in obvious aJlu
sioo to the most irnportant Latin didacttc text, Virgil's Georgics. The 11se of both 
cyne.getic <1nd georgic imagery establishes an asymmetrical relationship 
between th e male as the agent of culture, the h unter or farmer, operating on the 
fem<1le as a natural object, an animal wild or domestic, or a piece of land to be 
cultivated. In defence of the poet one might point to the endings of the second 
and third books where Ovid recommends slmultaocous orgasn1 ;is the climax 
of the art of Jove, although even this advocacy of an equality of sexual enjoy
ment is q ualified by the appended advice to the girl to foke it if sbe cannot 
manage the real tiling. 

Th.e /\mores a re 'autobiographical' elegies WTitten from a male point o f view 
but about an experience that Inverts the expected dominance in antiquity of 
male over female. Ovid next turned to a work that places elegiac complaints on 
the lips, or rather flowing from the pens, of powerless women, farnous mytho
logical heroines who have been abandoned or betrayed by their husbands or 
lovers. The Heroides ('Meroines') consist of fifteen letters written by separate 
characters; it may have been the popular success of this collection that prompt
ed Ovid to follow it up with three pairs of double Heroides in each of which a 
Jetter from a ma le character is followed by the reply from the woman. Li ke the 
Amores, the Heroides c01nbinc psychological with .more literary kinds of inter
est: these epistolary effusions forced out of women by acute emotional stress 
are cu·11t1i11gl}' -inserted in t1ndoct1mente(1 'gaps' .i11 their histories as recorded i11 
earlier literary texts, to which the writers of the epistles are made anaclnon
istically, and in some sense unknowingly, to allude. 

A major strategy of the love elegist had been to lend a romantic glamour to 
his affair by viewing it in the light of th e great passions of the mythological 
past; this is reversed in the Heroides where niytho.logical characters behave in 
the manner of a first-century BCE Ro111an lover. In the first poem, for example, 
Penelope, the great epic example of wifely fidelity, unburdens herself of the 
self-pitying complaints of the elegist. These arch games with anachronism and 
the moderni1..atlon of 1nyth have precedents in Hellenistic poetry, and the for
mula presumably worked for ii Ron1an audience, as Ovid was repeatedly to use 
it for effe~-r in the Metamorpl-wses. The verse epistle itself was a new form (see 
p. 406 abo<•e), and Ovid makes the written letter into a hearer of modernity: not 
only are the main models for the heroines' written complaints the predomin
<intly o ral performances of characters in Greek epic and tragedy, hut Ovid's 
writers display a self-consciousness al>out the <1ct of writing itself, that mirrors 
<tt ;mother level the author Ovid's own self-consciousness ~bout his interven-
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tions in a textual tradition. Dido ends her Jetter to Aeneas (Heroides 7) by 
appealing to hin1 to visualize the image of herself as she writes: 

If only you could see the picture of me as I write! 
I v.•rite, v1rith the 1~rojan S'1\l<)rd in m}' lap, 

the tears glide down my cheeks on to the drawn sword, 
\vhich \\•ill soon be stained with bJood, not tears. 

liow weU your gift·offering matches rny fate! -
yol1( fu11era l ar.rangen1ent for 111e co111cs cJ1eap. 

Not for the first ti111e is rn}' breast no~v struck with a \Veap()n; 
that place already be<irs the wound of cnrel love. 

J\r1na m): sister .. sister Anna, all tc.>c> n1ucl1 party to n1y guilt, 
soon you will make the last offeJings to my ashes. 

,\fter the pyre rny inscription will not be 'Elissa, wife ofSychaeus': 
this will be U1e only epitaph on my marble tomb: 

;\£NEAS l)R0\1 1 0~~0 'l' li_€ Cl\lJSE O~ Ol11\1'fl ANO S\.VOf<l); 
DIDO'S 0 ' '.'N H:\ND 11' \\'J"\S BY \VH ICH SHE Pl::LI.. 

(Heroides 7. 1 S:l-96) 

Of course the sword of Aeneas, and the use to which Dido will shortly put it, are 
\11.rell kcl01i'f11 to tile reader fro1n another ~,rritten text, the Aenei(/. 

Ovid's Dido concludes with reference to another form of wri.ting, the inscrip· 
tion of her name and of a brief outline of her story on her tomb. This is at once 
a more permanent kind of writing than the flimsy and (as we all know) totally 
ineffectual Jetter that she is writing at this moment. It is also a written morn.i
ment that challenges the version of the story of Dido and Aeneas inscribed in 
the great written monument that is the Aeneid, placing the ))lame for what 
happened fairly and squarely on the shoulders of Aeneas. Heroi<les 7 is the first 
of a long line of rewritings of the Virgilian story from Dido's point o f view, of 
wh ich Chaucer's House of Fame and Purcell's Dido and Aeneas are examples. 
Mere perhaps a feminist critic might find an Ovid ventriloqui;dng a female 
voice in true sympathy with the victim of the male hero of the Roman epic, 
that most masculi ne of genres. Or is the male reader of the fi<'roides in the 
position of a voyeur, enjoying the spectacle of a defenceless female victi.rn? As 
in the case of Horace's very personal Epistles, there is the added frisson of eaves
d ropping on a private commurtication: the Medea of the tragic stage addresses 
her impassioned monologues to Uie world at l<irge, whereas the Medea of 
Heroitles 12 writes<• letter not intended tor our eyes. 

Sim.ilar questions about how to re<id Ovidi<1n women are pro1npted by the 
n1ythological n<•rratives of the Metamorphoses, which include a number ol 
examples of the Euripidean type of tragic n1onologue delivered by a woman in 
an in1possibJe erotic dilemma. One of the most typical narrative motifs in the 
1"fetamo1p//oses is that of the female rape victim 'saved' from her pursuer's 
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attentions Uirough transformation out of het human shape. Ovid certainly 
does often explore the point of view of the rape victim, but· there is a lso an 
undoubted pleasure for the male viewer/reader of the female victim's plight. 
Metamorphosis itself can function not just as an escape route from sexual pene
tration, but as the narrative realization of the transformat ion of the fc1nale 
body into an object under the male gaze. 

Jn the archetypal example of lhls motif Daphne eludes Apollo's embrace in 

her flesh-and-blood existence, but hardens into a beautiful tree, the laurel, an 
object which will for ever be 'possessed' by Apollo as one of his attributes. The 
Met<lmorphoses also provides the classic image of.the female body eroticized and 
objectified under the male gaze in the figtue of Andron1eda chained to the rock 
and waiting to be devoured by the sea-monster, viewed through the eyes of her 
rescuer and lover Perseus, who is almost induced by her petrified motionless
ness to think that what he sees is a statue, a work of <1rt. 

Andlomeda \vas pinioned to a rock. 
When Per.seLtS saw 11er, l1act a waftlng breeze 
Not stirred her l1air, tier e·yes 11<>t o,.,.erflc>\ved 
With trembling tears, he had imagined her 
A marble statue. Love, before he knew, 
KiJldled; l1e gazed entcan<:ed; and overcome 
By tovelir1ess so exqt1.isite, so rare, 
Almostforgot to hover in the air. 
He glided down. 'Shame on those chains!' he cried; 
'The chains that you deserve link lovers' hearts. 
Re\'ea l, ·1 beg, y<>ur narne ar1d this lac1d1s rla1ne 
And why you wear these shackles.' She at Jl.rst 
\"las silc11t, too abasl1ed to f.1ce a man, 
So shy she would have held her hands to hide 
Her blushing checks had not: her hands been chained. 
B\1t \\1ee1> s11e n1igl1ta.nd fi lled l1er eyes \Vi th tears. 

(Metarno1pl1oses4. 672-841 trans. 1\. D. Me1,•ille) 

This 'irnage o f beauty' was to be replicated many times in 1<1ter art and litera
ture, from Ari.osto's Angelica to sadomasochistic bondage magazines. 

The Metan1orphoses: Ovid's Roman poem 

The Mecamorpltoses, Ovid's hexameter narrative poem in fifteen books, is a kal
eidoscopic and constantly shifting text that has <1ppealed to maoy different 
ki.nds of audience, who have read it at dilterent tin1es through the centuries 
as <1n encyclopaedia of Greco-flo)11an myth, a Scheherezade-like treasury of 
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ANDROMEDA EXPOSED. A large villa at Boscorea/e near Pompeii was lavishly 
painted in about 40 BCE and then buried in the eruption of Vesuvius. This 
painting shows the myth of Andromeda exposed to be consumed by a sea 
monster before being rescued by Perseus. 

seductive story-telling, a store of pltllosophical and ethical profundity (often 
accessed through allegorical modes of interpretatio n). the subversive expres
sion of a counter-culnu·e in detiance of the Augustan norm, or a celebration of 
the cultt1ral and poli tical ach ievement of the principate. 

The sheer reach and variety of the poem will have appealed to a contempor
ary audience's awa reness of the power and riches of Augustan Rome. The tem
poral scope of the Metamorphoses extends from the creation o f the universe 
down to the poet's own day, and the last majo r narrative ep.isode is the trans
formation of the m11rdered Juli us Caesar into a god (and the prospective 
apotheosis of Augustus). The work is th us a version of the popular prose genre 
o f universal history (d. p. 328), which by leadi ng up to the nau<1tive of Rom<Jn 
success flattered the Romans' sense that their empire was the nattu<1I culmin
ation of the history of the world. The poem also traces a trajectory from the 
world of Greek mvth and liternture to ltalv and the stories that fashion the , ' 
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Roman identity. Taken as a whole the Metamorpl10ses is the supreme monument 
to the Roman appropriation of Greek culture, which from another point of 
view is the story of the Hellenization of Rome. 

Tbe Metamor(Jlwses embodies another kind of literary 'imperialism' in its 
inclusion within its hexameter narrative (the form of epic) of a multiplicity of 
other genres, hymn, tragedy, pastoral, elegy, and so on. This indusiveness 
makes it very difficult to define the poc1n, and twentieth -century critics have 
argued endlessly whether it should be described as an epic or as a 1.oose con
catenation of recllerche mythical narratives in the manner of the Alexandrian 
'epyllion' (short, mannered, narrntive poen1). The recent trend has been to see 
the question of defin ition as a theme of the poen1 itself, the answer to which is 
always teasingly deferred. llut this too had an extra-literary resonance for the 
contemporary audience, confronted with the need to define" the new order at 
Rome, for example with reference 10 ancestral traditions on the one hand and 
Greek monarchical srructures on the other. Modern historians' accounts of the 
nature of Augustus and his power <1ce as various as attempts to circumscribe the 
essence of the iVetnmo1phoses. 

The pluralism of the poe1n is <ilso paralleled in the diversity and eclecticism 
of Augustan art and architecture, in which the fo rmal and sole1nn classicism 
sometimes associated with the period is in fact but one register among many. 
Here we touch on the thorny issue of the ideo logical 'correctness' or otherwise 
of the Metamo1p/1oses: some would claim that piquant juxtapositions such as 
the two appearances of Jupiter in book one, firstly as the king of the gods 
presiding over a celesti<il Senate and pun ishing mortal sinfulness, and secondly 
as the philandering rapist of the defenceless girl lo, whom he transforms into ii 
cow in an attempt to deceive his shrewish wife Juno, would have caused no 
more offence than the co-presence in Augustan art of archaizing images of the 
gods alongside rococo decorative fantasies. Against this one might point to the 
importance in Roman culture of a hierarchy of decorum .. What Augustus might 
think of as appropriate for the decoration of h is recently excavated private 
study on the Palatine js very different from what was required in the major 
iconographical fcattues of the Forum of Augustus. Ovid ls as aware of the con
straints of deconim as is <Joy aneient poet, and a sustained testing of those 
constraints is characteristic of all of his works; ultimately it is for the reader to 
decide whether he oversteps the limits o r not. 

These features-the universal pretensions o f the Metamorphoses, its ' literary 
irllf)erialism', its ir1\1estn1e11t in isst1es of rJational and literar}: definitiOc)---Ca11 
all be predicated of Virgil's Aeneid. Ovid's fifteen-book hexameter poem 
demands to be read as a continuous engagement with and o verbidding of 
Virgil's twelve-book epic. Ovid's relaHonsh lp to Vrrgll is that of a respectful but 
unab<Jshed epigone; as in the case of his reworking of earlier love elegy, 'parody' 
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may be a mi.sleading tern1. As he works through universal tiine, Ovid naturaUy 
catches up with the tin1espan of the Aeneid; and books 13 and 14 contain an 
elliptical aod obU(Jue retelling of the s tory of Aeneas (sometiines rderrred to as 
Ovid's 'Little Aeneid'). But the structures, themes, and detailed verbal matter 
of the Aeneid are spread over the whole poem in djsplace1nents and 
recombinations-met;unorphoses, if you will. 

For example book nine opens witb the river-god Achelous' oarrntion, at a 
banquet, of his own defeat by Hercu les in a li.gbt for a wonian: 

\·Vfly tl1e god groane<l and h<>\\1 his brO\"l '''<is mai111.ed 
·r11eset1s ct1qt1ircd, a11d Cal)1dol1's great river, 
His tangled tresses bound with reeds, began: 
'Sad is tl1e task }~Ot1 set. For '"'l10 v110t1J([ wi.slt 
1'o chronicle the batl"les t11atllc lost? 
Yet the whole tale I'll tell. It was Jess shame 
To lose than glory to has•e fought the light: 
ivfuch <:<>mJort cc>rnes fron1 sucJ1 a conqueror. 
You may perhaps have heard of Deianira, 
Once a most lovely girl, the envied hope 
Of ma11}' a st1itor. r \vas <>ne of then1.1 

(.\1eta1t1orphoses9. 1-10, trans. A. 0 . f\·feJvlllc) 

This combines elements from the beginning and end o f the story of Aeneas in 
the Aeneid: the agreement to narrate a personal sorrow despite tbe gr.ie.f it causes 
echoes Aeneas' introduction of his narration of the Sack of Troy to Dido at the 
beginning of the second book of the Aetzeid, also at a banquet; but Achelous' 
misadventure is modelled on the final duel in Aeneid 12 between Aeneas and 
·1urnus, and in this perspective it is 1-lercule.s, rather than Achelous. who takes 
the part of the victorious Aeneas. This is only to begin an exploration of the 
intertextual links: for example Ovid's allusive identification o.f Her~·ules <111d 
Aeneas is true to Virgil's own use of Hercules as a model for the character i111d 
exploits of Aeneas. Also the occasion for the fight between Achelous and Her
cules reminds the reader that the clim.actic duel between Aeneas and Turnus, 
a foundational moment in Roman history, also concludes a quarrel over a 
woman, the Latin pri ncess Lavinia. Ovid never tires of drawing attention to the 
fact that all the great epic p lots can be reduced to contests or quests for a 
\V0111an . 

The .Metamorphoses also shows itself to be a text of the moment in its address 
to a sopl1 isticated audience accustoined to kinds of performance and spectacle 
both old and new. One of the big gaps in our knowledge of Augustan literature 
is the history of stage pedorn1a11('e. \·Ve have lost the two tragedies of the period 

428 I COMING TO TERMS WITH THE EMPIRE 

that won a lasting reputation, Varius' Tliyestes of 29 BCE, and Ovid's own Medea. 
Under Augustus the performance of tragedies became marginillized, although 
there is evidence of an intense interest in the condition and possible revival of 
Roman theatre. Horace's two major exercises in literacy history and criticism, 
the Art of Poetry and the Letter to Augustlls, are both largely concerned with the 
theatre (rather than with the kinds of poetry that Horace himself wrote, to the 
frustration of some modern students). As regards tragedy, there may already 
have been a m.ove towards perfom1ance ;n the reeitatio n hall tather than on 
the public stage. Jn the /vfetamorp/zoses Ovid follows Virgil's lead (above all in 
the Dido story) in the wholesale ilnportiltion into a narrative poezn of tragic 
matetial, with long dramatic n1onologues that would lend themselves well to 
recitation, for example in the episodes of lvledea and Althea, the n1other of 
Meleager; the Hecuba episode in book thirteen is model.led closely on an extant 
play of Euripides, and was particularly appreciated in the Renaissance for its 
honor and pathos (and correspondingly deprecated by more recent taste). 

The stage performance of tragedy, however, was edged out after 22 BCE by the 
'pantomime', in which a solo dancer performed scenes often taken fron1 tragic 
subject:S, with instrumental music and a chorus. The emphasis on individual 
episodes, often of a sensarional kind, and the versatility and skill required of 
the dancer, catered to a taste that might also be satisfied by certain aspects of 
the .Metarnorplioses. The earlier literary mime also flourished under Augustus, 
and its popular subject-matter of escaping tricksters, the concealment of adul
terous lovers, and the like, influenced mo re elevated forms. Elements of mime 
may he detected in some of Ovid's Amores and in some episodes of the Fasti. 
More generally one might point to an Ovidian in terest in widening the scope of 
literary imitation to include more popular forms within traditionally 'high' 
literature. There are intriguing similarities between some episodes in the 1'.feta
morplzoses and the surviving prose novels from tater antiquity that suggest that 
Ovid was drawi ng on the prose li.~-tion Of his own time. Such a combination of 
high literary forms with popular aod (real or supposed) 'folk' forms has prece
dents in Alexandrian literary practice; and within the narrative fiction of the 
poem Ovid likes to include a nun1ber of low-class or na"ive narrators. 

The link.s ))etween the Metamorphoses and stage performances and dramiltic 
text:S are part of a wider tendency to evoke the spectacular and the visual, that 
makes of the poem an in1portant stage in the development of what in fust
century CE literature becomes a don1inant aesthetic of theatricality and spec
tilcularity. Once again the. aesthetic is closely lin ked to the political: the 
emperor expresses his power and communic•ites with the audience of the 
Roman people through elaborate displays of pageantry, triumphal and other
wise, through performances in the theiltre and amphitheatre, and through 
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gteat works of architecture, sculpture, and painting. Roman readers cannot 
have kept their response to literary scenes of physical violence separate from 
their experience of the rea l violence staged in the a rena. The fascinated gaze 
directed at the grotesque deaths and wounds suffered Jn the JJatlle of Lapiths 
and Centaurs in book twelve-an episod~ substituted by Ovid for the narrative 
of the Trojan War that is expected at this point in the poem-has a strong feel 
of the amphitheatrical; the half-man, half-beast Centaurs may be read as a 
phantasmagoric image of the confusion of man and beast in the arena. 

The poem works hard to evoke the visual through the verbal, both in descrip
tions of works of art (ccphrases), such as the Palace of the Sun at the beginning 
of the second book, or the tapestries of Arachne and lvfinerva at the beginning 
of the sixth book, in descriptions of landscape; and, in the ultin1ate test of the 
poet's ecph:rastic power, i.n a se.ries of major personifications. detailed visualiia
tions of a11 abstract idea sttch as Ht1nger: 

She found llunger in a stubborn stony field, 
Grubbi11g -...vith nails aJ1d teeth the scanty weed!i, 
Her hair "'as coarse, ~1er face salloi;v, flee e>•es 
Sunken; her lips crusted and white; her throat 
Scaly \\•i tl1 scurf. Her 1·>archment ski 11 revealed 
1·11e l>o\\1els withi11; ber1eatlt l1cr 110110\"' loi11s 
J urted her \\•ithere<1 hi.ps; her sagging 1Jrea5ts 
Seemed hardly fastened to her ribs; her stomach 
Only a void; her joints wasted and ln1ge, 
Her knees like balls, her ankles grossly swollen. 

(.~rfctan1otp/1oses 8. 799-8()8~ trans . .1\. D. MeJviJle) 

The poem's opening account of cos111ogony is rnodeUed in part o n Homer's 
fan1ous description of the Shield of Achilles. depicting the several divisions of 
the tmiverse. Ovid's denliurge is a figure for the poet himself. the cre;itor of a 
poetic world of words that is offered to us programmatic;1Jly ;is <l version of the 
oldest and n1ost famous ccphrasis of a visual <irtefoct in the Greco-Roman liter
ary tradition . 

Ecphrasis more often than not describes sometlling that does not exist; the 
trick is to create tl1e persttasive illt1sio11 of a \1ist1al presence. Ovi<li<'n narratives 
of metamorphosis function in the same way. Jn many ins!<lnces the process is 
strongly visualized, often through the eyes of an internal spectator whose sur
prised experience of the reality of the supernattual event is the model for the 
effect that the narrator aims at on the external reader. Ont' of the pleasures of 
the text is its power to convince us of the actuality of events that we know to be 
impossible. Ovid writes for a sophisticated reader well able to savour the 
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paradoxes involved in the suspension of disbelief o n the part of both viewers 
and readers. Ancient art and literature had Jong explored the problerns of visual 
illusion and ve~bal 6ctionality, but Ovid's extended thematization of these 
issues is distinctive. 

The then1e of tbe illusio n of reality in the visual arts comes to a climax in the 
story of Pygmalion (and it should not be forgotten that the tale is narrated by 
Orpheus. the archetypal wonder-working poet whose words have a magically 
direct effect on the world outside): 

Pygn1aJion, his offering gi\'en, prayed 
Before the altar, })alf afraid, '\'oucl1safe, 
0 Gods, if aU things you can grant, my bride 
Shall be'- he dared 1\0t say my ivory girl -
'The living lil<.eness of my ivoty girl.' 
And golden Venus (for her presence graced 
Her feast) knew well the pu1pose of bis prayer; 
AJJd, as an. 0111en of her fa\'OUring power, 
Thrice did the flame burn bright and leap up high. 
A11ct J1e "''c11t J1on1e, t1onle to l1is heart's delight, 
AncJ kissed her as she lay, and she seemed war111; 
Again he kissed her and with 1narvclling touch 
Caressed her breast; beneath his touch the flesh 
Grev.• s<)ft, its ivory l'tardr1ess "Var1isl1i11g 
And yielded to his hands . . . 

His lleart was torr\ lvitl1 wo11dcc a11d nlisgivillg, 
l)eligl1t a_r1d terror that it \.Vas 11ot true! 
,..\gain and yet agai11 he triecl l1is l1opes -
She was alive! The pulse I.lea• in her veins! 

(Afeta111ory11l(lses 10. 273-89, tra.os. A. D. 1'.·fclv·HJe) 

The lifelikeness that the ancients valued so highly in their art is nanativized 
and tcansformed into life itself. The challenge taken up by the poet ill turn is to 
persuade the reader of the plausibility of this miracle, to rival the power of a 
painter like Zeux is whose painted grapes were said to be so realistic that the 
birds Jl.ew down to peck at them. 

In a similar way Ovid's ongoing fascination with the natt1re and power of 
textual fictions is inscribed into the fictional narrnrive of the poe1n itself. The(e 
are many occasions when the reader is delightfully brought to an awareness of 
the paradoxical simultaneity o f a.ssent and disbelief that is involved in reading 
a text like the Afctamo1plroses. But few are as intense as the moment, signifi
cantly at the very he;irt of the poe111, when two internal mythological narrators 
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argue about the truth-value of the stories that they themselves narrate. The 
river-god Achelous has just told (a river telling a story?) a tale of metamorphosis 
in which he was personally involved: 

The rivN finished and fell silent. All 
V•/ere nloved and manrelled at the miracle. 
lxlon's wn, a daredeviJ \\•ho scorned 
The gods, laughed at their gullibility. 
'FalJles!' he said, 'You make the gods too grei.lt, 
Good Achelous, if they chop and change 
~file Sll:'ll)es <)f tl1ings.' 1\ll were .agl1ast; sucll Calk 
They all condemned, Lelcx especially, 
M\lt~1rc in years and n1ind, and l1e si:>oke ltp. 
'The power of heaven is great and has no bounds; 
~Vhatever the gods deterntinc is fuili llcd. 
I give you proof. Among the Phrygian hills 
An oak tree and a lime grow side by side. (trees into which the pious 

Baucis and Philemon have been transformed( 
(Meramoqllro5CS 8 . 61 t-23, trans. A. D. Melville) 

l11e implications even of this passage cannot be confined to an autonomous 
world of art, for the question of wh;it the gods can or cannot do, and whether 
Indeed they exist, is one that bears on the contemporary reader's experience of 
the state religion of Rome. As we have seen, the poem's final tale of divinely 
engineered change is the transformation of the real Roman ntler himself into 
one of 1·hose same gods. Just a poetic fiction ·/ Or Is It we moderns who misread 
Ovid If we assume that ancient religion can be discussed in terms of a simple 
belief or disbelief in the gods? 

The delights of antiquarianism 

The murder and apotheosis ofjuUus Caesar are also briefly narrated in the Fasti 
('calendar'), a poem in elegiac couplets on the Roman religious calendar, 
planned in twelve books to cover the twelve months, but of which only the first 
six survive (or were ever written). The Fasti and the Metamorphoses were coni
posed dur·ing the same period, and are best read as being in constant dialogue 
with each other, in son1esense two parts of the same project, one way of under
standing which is as a two-pronged response io the Ae11eid. llut the history of 
the reception of the Yosti has been very different from !hat of the Meta-
1110171/roscs. The la tter has become an almost timeless t-entrepiece o f the \.Vestern 
Jiternry canon, while the Fasti, which is Indeed a poem about Ro man ways o f 
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thinking about time, came to seem Irrelevant as a work of literature, useful only 
as a quarry for the historian of Roman religion. just recently the work's critical 
fortune has undergone a revolution and the Fasti has been restored to a central 
place in Ovid's poetic output. 8ut this has been achieved only through the 
careful location of the poem within Its contemporary historical and cultural 
contexts, and it may be tiue that Its readership will be largely confined to a 
circle of classical scholars or those prepared to acquire a certain baggage of 
l1lstoric<1I background. 

Scholarship of a kind is in foct what the Roman reader would have looked for 
In the Fflsti. One oJ the inah' features shared by the Fasti with the Mew-
11101pl1oses is an interest in otlgins, In aetiology. The Metamorplroses narrates the 
origins of the wo rld itself, of Rome, o f Augustus . lvfetamorphosis is an aetio
logical device, offering a fantastic account of the origin of a species of ani
mal, a plant, a geographica l feature. The Ft1Sti deals in antiquarian origins, the 
historical causes of the various rituals and festivals in the Roman religious cal
endar. Given the centrality of religion in the Roman view of its past, the poem 
comes to be a fragmented and partial history of Rome, arranged not according 
to an annalistic chionology but in the accidental order within the calendar year 
of the days that commemorate historical eventS. The appeal of sud1 a poem for 
an educated Augustan readershiJ> Is twofold. First, it caters for connoisseurs of 
Alexandrian poetry; specifically, the Fasti is the Roman version of Callimachus' 
Ailia. Secondly, the late Republic had developed a keen antiquarian interest in 
the recovery of the remote Roman past, both the history of the Roman state 
and of individual Roman families (obsessio n with genealogies is not a modern 
r>hcnomenon), an interest that AU!lUStUS had diverted to the legitimization or 
the new principate through the claim to be restori ng the institutions and tlw 
values of the Roman past. Ovid draws heavily on the learning of scholars such 
as V;nro and Venius Flaccus; as in Hellen istic Alexandria there was no sense 
that scholarship and poetry were quite separate pursuits. 

The Fasti develop aspects of the Ae11eid, which might be defined as an aetio
logical epic, and had been antidpated more closely still in the fourth book of 
Properlius, whose claim to be the Roman Callimachus, as we have seen, restS on 
his project of writing a Roman Aitia, proclaimed in the first poem and in part 
realized in the rest of the book. Aetiological poetr)• is closely related to didac"tlc 
poetry. A poem on the calendar inevitably deals with the heavenly bodies 
whose move1nents define the course of the year. and Ovid at various points 
signals his dependence on the Hellenistic astronomical didactic poem by Ara· 
tos, the P/iainomerw (cf. pp. 247-8). For reasons that are not entirely easy to 
explain, Aratos' poem en joyed a long-lastlng popu larity in Rome, and w;is fre. 
quently translated and adapted In Ul lhl, l>y amo ng others the young Cicero, 
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Ovid h imself in a lost Arotea, and by an iinperial prince, .lhe nephew and adop
tive son of Tiberius, Germanicus. Ovid naturally hoped to find in h in1 a n1ost 
receptive audience when, after the death of Augustus, the exiled poet 
rededicated the Fasti to Germanicus in the proem to the firs t book. 

This taste is also exemplified in the astronomical and astrological didactic 
poem, the Astronomica, of l'vlarcus Manilius, written in the last years of Augus
rus and the early years of 11bcrius, and today perhaps the least read of all the 
niajor surviving Latin poen1s of antiquity. Like Aratos, lvlanilius propounds a 
Stoic yje''' of tJ1e di\1i11e ocder of the ttniverse, and polen1icizes <1gainst t11e 
Epicureanism of Lucretius. The Astronomica will Jwve ;ippealed to those edu
cated Romans who found in Stoic physics and theology an outlet foe a religious 
sense, <ind also to the many Romans (including Augustus and Tiberius) who 
took astTology seriously. 

Like Ovid's other poems, the Fast i has become a battleground between those 
wl10 cla im thar a Ron1an at1clience wot1lcl have rencl it as stretightforw<,r<lly 
supportive of Augustus' religious and <intiquarian progr;1n1me, and those for 
who111 it would have provoked subversive thoughts, above ;ill tbrough the con
stant irniption of themes m1d attin1des associated with ov;d's e.1rlier elegiac 
works, all of them erotic. 

'l<indly mother of love, requ.ited or slighted, indulge me. 
Sl1e turrled l1er face in this poet's <lirectic>11. 

'Wl1at do }~ou "''ant witl11ne·? SutCl)1 )'Ot1 ~vcre singi11g a gra11dcr so11g. 
Ha\•e YOlt got tl1at olct \\1ound in yot1r .sen.s.itive l1eart?' 

'You knO\v, goddess,' I replied, 'abOLtt the woutlt1/ St)e s1niled, 
and at once lhal region of the sky was cloudless. 

'In sickness or in health, have lever de.'iertect }'our service? 
You \Vere 1rty onl}' subject, n1y or1ly work. 

In my early yeais, as was proper. l dallied innocently; 
llOliV. my l1orses are ru11ning on a bigger track. 

The dates-arl<I tt1eir origir1s- dug ttp in ancie11t <:hro11icles, 
stais rising and selling- of thal l siJ1g. 

I ha\1e COl11e to tl1e fourtl1 mor1tl1, full of honot1r fc.>r you; 
\ 1enus, you kno .. v l>ot1'1 tt1e poet ar'l(i ti'le 1llOlltil are yottrs.' 

Stirred b)' this, she genlly touched m)' temples ";th her myrtle 
froJn Cytl1er.1, and said, 'CoJ11plete tl1e v.1ork }'OU'\•e begl1n.' 

I felt it, and suddenly the origin of the days was revealed . 
{JlaJti 4. 1- 17, trans. B. 1{. Nagle) 

The generic play between different kinds o f subject, public and personal, 
weighty an tiquarianism <ind light eroticism, is d ea r (complicated here by allu
sion to the Venus of the proem to Lucretius' didactic poem, o n which see 
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pp. 45-6). Once again the reader has to judge whether the elegiac Venus is 

safely contained within the religious project, o r whether Jove's e1npire swallows 
up the world of state religion. 

Exile poetry-in search of an audience 

'l'vccoo1e, an exile's book, sent to tl1is cit}', 
f rightened and tired; kind reader offer me 

A cal1ning ba11d. Do11't fear tl1at I may s.hame }'OU: 
fn tJ1ese sheets no lir1e teact)ing ]<)Ve yot11ll see. 

My master's fate's not such that he could rigbtJy 
CJoak it, poor soul, in an.y le\1ity. 

That '"''ork too, orice l'lis greell youtl1's \.,'rortg a11luSC1l\CClt, 
He's learnt too late to ce11st1i:e and to bate. 

See \<i.•hat T l1ring: there1s nothing t1ere bttt sa<lness, 
Poe111s tl1at Sttit tl1eir sor1'}' ti111c a11d state. 

11 in alternate lines the couplets hobble, 
Blame the long journey or the limping metre. 

Jf I'm not pumice-smooth or cedar-yellow, 
My n1aster1s <lrab; r'd blt1sh if J \<i.1ere neater. 

If there are any letters blurced and blotted, 
~r11e />Oct's tears have do11e the harn1 }:ou've scanned; 

And if .S<>me r)hrase see111 perl1aps not Latill, 
'1't1e place t1c \\rrotc in \Vas a barbarous 1aJ1d. 

l~eaders, if it's no trouble, tell me \vhere T, 
A book strange to the city, ought to sta)' 

.4.11d \vJ1cre to go.' 
(Tristiu 3. t . 1-20, tra11s . . 4. 0 . McJvil1c) 

In 8 CF. Ovid was exiled by Augustus to ·1o mis on the lllack Sea coast; he tells us 
that the charges were a poem, the Art of Love, and an 'error'. What the precise 
n<lture of the latter was he never says, prompting endless speculation ever 
since, but it was probably connected with a scandal in the palace, open discus
sion of which would o nly have compounded the offence. It is dangerous to use 
the exile as evidence that Ovid's poetry had been widely perceived as sub
versive at an earlier date. The Art of Love, the work which purports most directly 
ro urge the reader to an elegiac life of ' naughtiness', may have been a conveni
e.nt pretext to divert attention from an offence which the emperor himself did 
not wish to air too publicly. f urthennore io his later years Augustus became 
111ore suspicious and censorious, so creating a very different climate for tile 
reception of Qyjd's way of writing about public and priv11te matters. 
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In his elegiac epistles from Tomis, the five books of Trislia ('sad, gloomy 

poems') followed by Che four books of Ex Ponto ('from lhe Black Sea'), Ovid 

presents his exile as a complete break with his previous life and literary career. 

E.xlle is [elt as a kind of death; the post-exilic writings are a communication 

from the tomb. He complalns repeatedly of a loss of poetic power; among the 

barbarians of the frozen norc h Ile is in danger even of forgccting Latin. All too 

often Ovid has been taken at his word, and the exile poetry writ ten off as lhc 

pathetic and tedious whining of a poet start'ed of the metropolitan oxygen thac 

fuelled his wit. But this is to commit the fallacy of taking too simply at its word 

the poet's account or his own experience, a mistake that no reader today would 
make in the case or the supposedly confessional works of the Lalin love 

elegists-and that no skilled reader in the early firsc century CE is likely to have 

made in the case of Ovid's exile poetry either. The continuities with the earlier 

works are as carefully cultivated as the protesc at discontinuity, to the point 
where the reader might be rorglven for feeling that hnd Ovid ne.ver suffered 

exile it would have l>ecn necessary for him to inven t It. 

The genre of elegy had long been assoC'iated with complaint: the complaints 
of the Jover are now replaced by the more urgent complaints of the exile, for 

whom Rome and Augustus become the objects of desire for the excluded lover. 

In exile Ovid is condemned to become a funher instalment in his own cata

logue of tales of metamorphosis, his fortune so utterly transformed that he 

experiences the loss of identity and even of humanity chat is a recurrent focus 

of psychological Interest in the il4etamorphoses. As always Ovid confuses the 

boundary between life and litcralttre: the piC'ture of his (real-life) loca tion on 

the lllack Sea is processed through ethnographical conventions for describing 
barbarian peoples at the end of the world. In the exJ le poetry the not intoler

able climate or the region is turned into the extreme cold of the Scythian 

north. 
Ovid is as powerless as the heroines for whom he had wriuen the Heroides, 

desperate letters dnomed to fail in their attempt to persuade lheir addressees. In 

the exile poetry Ovid develops to the limit the potentlal of the epistolary form 

for exploring both the sp;1llal and temporal gap between writer and addressee, 

and the unce(tainty as to whether the written words wi ll have their intended 

effect on the reader. As with Horace's Epistles, 011e or Ovid's models, Ovid 

exploits the tension involved in pen ning letters to h1cllvldual addressees that 

are at the same time intended to be 'public songs' (Ex 1'01110 S. I. 2:1). It is indeed 

only in these last works Ovid returns to the older practice of addressing poems 

to individual addressees, and the personalized system of literary patronage 

takes on an immediacy of purpose for the client-poel that it can rarely ever 
have had. For there can be little doubt that Ovid did hope that his circle of well-
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connected friends at Ron1e might Intervene with Augustus, and later Tiberius, 
to secure his recall. 

Under an authoritarian emperor, however, the smooth working or the 

patron-client system is impaired. The addressees of the Tristia (unlike those 0£ 

the later Ex Po11ro) arc left pointedly unnamed, lest an approach from the dis

graced Ovid may involve them too In danger. For the general reader this is of 

course an additional titillation, for not only is he or she privy to a 1>rivate 

correspondence, but has to guess who the addressee is. For the ultimate reader, 

the emperor hlmscli, there is an implied rebuke: what kind of a society is it 
where friends dare nol address each other by name? 

Anonymity Is also a potent device in another Ovidian exile poem, the bizarre 

Ibis, a stream of violent but extremely learned abuse, modelled on a lose curse 

poem by Calllmachus, directed at an unnamed enemy of the poet, whose Iden· 

tity inevitably provokes the same kind of curiosity as the unnamed error which 

led to exlle. The Ibis is at once Ovid's most outspoken and his least forthcom Ing 
poem. 

In 1risrin 3. I (quoted above) and in other poems Ovid dramatizes the hesi

tant approach of his books of exile letters to the general reader in Rome: will his 

books find any audience, will they be turned away from the public libraries Jn 

Rome? Even more anxious is his approach to the emperor himself, the 'god' 

who has struck hjm down with a thunderbolt and who alone has the power to 

restore him 10 llfe. Horace's humorous treatment in Epistles !. 13 of how to gain 

an audience with the emperor has now become a far more serious business 

altogether. Ovid's exile poems are a suitable point at which to end this ch<1pter; 

their self-conscious rhetoric of obsession, dissimulation, <ind suspicion will 

become a dominant strain in certain types o f literature of the first cenrury CE. 
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14 The path between truculence 
and servility: Prose literature 
from Augustus to Hadrian 
CHRISTINA S. KRAUS 

The power-and danger-of books 

The Augustan period is variously dated from 44 UCE- the year ofjulius C<iesar's 
assassination and the appearance on the scene of his heir, the 19-year-old Gaius 
Julius Caesar Oct<ivianus (Oct<ivian), later Augustus-or from 31 BCE, the year in 
which Octavi11n defeated lvfork Antony and the Egyptian Queen Kleopa tra at 
the Battle of Actium, and after which his rule received no serious challenge (see 
pp. 359-60). A third possible date is 2i BCE, when Octavian 'restored the Repub
lic' and took the title 'Augustus', with its <:onnota tlons of augury and authority. 
The flexible starting-point appropriately indlcates the uncert<lin, shifting per
ceptions of the ti1nes. It '''as not cleiir tl1e11, or i11clecd later, \vhat role Augt1stt1s 
would pl<1y: he called hlmself princeps, 'first man', an ad hoc title with repub
lican precedent (as in the 'first man of the Senate', the senator with dominmlt 
;iuthority) which would, ultimately, becon1e a proper in1perial title: 'Prince'. 
His dominance in Rome lasted until 14 CE, when l1e died at the age of 76; in 
thilt half-century he gradually encroached on many of the powers of the Sen
ate, and devised some new powers of his own. Through a process today often 
characterized as 'trial ai1d error', or experi111entation, AL1gL1StL1s i11vented a kiild 
of sole rule that was, by and large, acceptable to tlte majority of Roman citizens, 
despite their traditional hatred of kings. Jt preserved the names and forms of 
1nosr Republican offices and privileges, though replacing their conten t by revo
lutionary measures; and, most impo rtant, it ended the protracted and bloody 
struggles that marked the decades of civil war between the late-republican 
'strong men'. By the time he died, Augustus' rule was definiti vely established as 
a hereditary mo narchy (though the emperors were never called Rex, 'King'), 
passed on to his adopted son Tiberius without debate-though not without 
private ol>jection c>n the p;irt of those aristocr<its who wisheu a return, however 
unre:1Jistic, to their republic<•n power. On his deathbed, the forn1er Octilvian is 
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said to have <isked if he had played his part in the 'mime of Jife' well, an i!pt 
metaphor for o ne whose life was spen t creating and coping with paradox, mal<
ing radical cha nge look like the preservation of sanctified tradition. 

The Empire would survive, in various fo rms, until the fa ll of Constanti nop)e 
in the fi~eenth century- though Augustus' own dynasty lasted only until 68 CE, 
ending with the suicide of his great-great-grandson Nero. This chapter will 
chart some of the developments in Latin prose literature between (roughly) 
Actium and the end of the reign of Hadria n (138 CF-). Some of the same issues 
that we saw in republican prose will reappear here, together with some new 
or1es, and sorlle 11e"'' ki11ds of literature. 'f J1rougl1out, \\'e ca11 trace a coc1scious
ness of dee.line, a model that untJJ recently was used by literary scholars and 
h.istorians alike to describe the imperial pe1iod: It is silver, not golden, debased, 
not classical. The trouble with all such schemata, however, be they chemical or 
biological, is that they oversimplify; in this case, moreover, the schema locates 
the 'golden' apogee of Latin literature in the principate of Augustus-the very 
place where ancient literary theorist~ also located the beginnings of dedine. for 
this is an ancient model as well as a modern one, applied particularly to ora
tory, as the ge.nre that mosl' fully represented the intersection between literary 
and public life, between theory and practice. It is also a model that reflects the 
esse11tia1 co11ser,1atis1n of l{or11a11 audic11ces: in a CL1ltt1re i11 wl1icl1 the phrase 
'new things' (res novae) denoted ' revolution', the past always exerted a powerful 
pull. In imperial Latin prose, inuch as in Hellenistic literature, the two poles of 
rradition and origlnalily vibrate in constant tension. Imperial literanire is some 
of the most inventive, experimental, exciting literature in the ancient lvfediter
ra nean world- and yet it is permeated with the sense of its own belatedness 
(see also pp. 403-4). 

lletween September 44 and April 43 BCE Cicero deliver~d a series of fourteen 
orations against !vfa1·k Antony, whom he accused of trying to seize despotic 
power after Caesar's murder; he called them the Philippics, a delibenite refer
ence to the o rations with which Demosthenes tried to rally the Athenians 
agai nst their future conqueror, Philip of !vtacedon . The speeches were land
marks, in more ways than o ne. first, they led directly to Cicero's execution on 
Antony's o rders, on 7 December 43: 

Marcus G1cero had left the city at the approach of the triumvirs [Antony, 
Octavian, and Lepidus], rightly regard ing it as certain that he could no 
1nore be resctiecl fro111 A11tor1y tl1<r11 Cassjus ar\d 13rutus fro111 Caesar . . .. lie 
pu1 out to sea several tin1es, l>1..1t son1etirnes the \Vincls \Vere against him and 
forced him back, sometimes he himself could not endure the tossing of the 
vessel . . . . Finally he grew weary of flight and of life, and returning to the 
i1l1anct villa . . . Si'lid, 'I s!1aJI die \Jl tl1e cou11tr)' I so often saved.• There is no 
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doubt that his slaves bravely and loyally showed readiness to make a fight 
or it; a11d tl1at it \Y3S Cicero t1in:1self who ordered tl1en1 to put dO\\"O the 
liner and suffer calmly tbe compulsions of a harsh fote. He leaned from 
\Yhere l1e sat and offered his neck without a tremor; his head \Yas struck off. 
... 111e soldiers ... cut oll the hands. too, cursing them for having wrillen 
attacks on Anton}~. The head ,.,.as taken l>ack to Antony, and, on his orders, 
placed betwl!t'n the t<>o bands on the rostra I the 'peakers' platform in the 
1:orl11n) \vhere as consul, and often as ex~co1isul, a11d in 1ha1 very year 
anncking Antony he bad been heard amid 'uch admiral.ion for his elo· 
qucnce as had rewarded no other human voice. Tile Romans could scarcely 
bCil f tc> lift eyes v1ret witl1 tears t<> IO<)k 0 11 Ills n1t.1tilated lJOd)r. (l,i\ry, frag· 
mc111 from book 120 = Seneca the Elder, S11asoriu 6. l 7, trans. M. 
Winterbottom) 

There Is a layering of audiences in this ext1<1ordlm1ry account: an unspecified 
one-posterity?- to whom Cicero directs his (alleged) last words; the slaves; 
the soldiers; the Roman audience in the r-orum, whose opinion o{ Cicero is 
quoted as defining his importance; and the reader, both contemporary (who 
might well remember Cicero) and modem. Most Importantly, however, there iS 
Mark Antony. This is an early example of something that would soon become 
more common, that is, a political execution resultlng from the publication (in 
Latin, editio, '&~ving forth', either orall)• or in writing) of a work of literature. No 
more direct connection between author and audience can be imagined; no 
more eloquent testimony to the power, and d;ingcr, of books. 

l'rom this poiJlt on. even if authors rema ined unmolested, their books could 
be burned, a punjshment. that w;is p;irticularly Roman . Cicero, at least, lived on 
through his books. Not so everyone, even under the comparntively tolernnt 
Augustus: 

lt was for l.abienLIS that there was first devised n nei.v punishment: his 
enemies s.1w to it that all his books were burnt. It was an unheard of nov
elty that punishn1ent sbould be exacled from literature. Certainly it was to 
everyone's advantage that this cruelty that turns on genius was de•;sed 
later than the time of Cicero: for what would have hapP<'lled if the trl-
11mvtrs had been pleased to proscribe Cicero's talent as well as Cicero? ... 
l~o'v great is the savagery that puts a rnatch 10 literature, and \Vreaks its 
ver1geance 011 111011ume11ts of learr1ing; l1ov-1 ur1s.atjsfied \.Vitll its otl1er vic
tims! Thank god that tbese punishments for genius began in an age when 
ge11ius t1ad co1ne to an end! (Seneca tl1e Hider, Co11trt>versies 10 Preface 5-7, 
crans. M. Winterbottom) 

(Paradox ically, it was the mad tyran t C:allgul11 who saw to it that copies of 
Labienus' works were returned to the libraries.) This excerp t from Seneca's 
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memoirs of the Augustan practitioners or declamation shows many typical 
feature.~ of the l.atin of imperial Rome: a desire to shock the audience; the use or 
emotive devices like rhetorical questions and exclamations to draw reader. In. 
Then there is the striving for novelty or expression and content, both perni
cious a11d perniciously attractive; and above all, a love of paradox: genius I> 
punished only afti?r genius has perished. In that Is summed up the feeling of the 
post-Augustan age: 'after the Battle of Actium,' Tacitus would write (of histor· 
ia11s) some eighty years lat·er, 'that literary genius fell idle.' Lucius Annaeus 
Seneca, known as Seneca the t;lder, an orator and scholar of oratory, is here 
writing under the Emperor Tiberius, Augustus' immediate successor. For him, 
Cicero marked the end or oratorical genius. What Is it about the Augustan 
period that so dellnitlvcly spoke to Seneca of Immediate and irretrievable 
decline? 

The answer lies in the second respect h1 which Cicero's Pl1ilippics represent o 
landmark in the history or ancient oratory. They were the last time a political 
orator spoke so publicly, and so freely, on a matter of state importance: they 
are, in short, the last example of truly outspoken republican oratory. As the 
emperors arrogated more and more power and responsibility to themselves, so 
the Senate's sphere of influence contracted; Increasingly, political matters and 
even trials were decided in the emperor's private council, with advocates and 
prosecutors speaking directly to him, not to an audience of their peers or to a 
large jury. Though senatorial debates continued, their content, according to 
Tacitus, was a sham: speakers would try to anticipate the emperor's wishes, 
even if he were not present, and all argument took on an extra dimension of 
self-consciousness. Mow would the emperor react? ~Vhat motives would lie 
attribute to the speaker? Should the senators indulge in fla ttery or freedom or 
speech-a specious demonstration, says Tacitus, since it was never really free: 

I would hardly mention this year's adjournment if It were not worth not
ing the differing opinions of Galu!S Aslnlus Callus and Gnaeus C.alpurnius 
Piso regarding it. Although the emperor had said he would be away, Piso 
opined that th.is '''as an additional reason for business to contin\1e. as it 'vas 
in the public interest that the Senate and knights could undertake their 
proper duties in Uie />ri1tC<'(JS' absence. Gallus, since Piso had anticipated 
him in the display of freedom, said 1hat nothing had enough distinction or 
was compatible with the national dignity unless it happened in the pres
ence and under the eye of the emperor .... Tiberius listened in siletll~ as 
1 t1e 01atter '''as 11otly debated-bu1 i he i.ldjournn1ent \\1as carried. (ThcitlJS, 
A1111als 2. 35) 

So tainted i.vere tl1~se t i1nes1 so 1neanl)' obseqLtlOt1s, that r1ot or1l}1 cllcl the 
kacling men of the state have to 1>rotect their posillons by subservience ... 
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but all ex·co11suls, inost ex-praetors, evc11 n1aoy ordi11af)' ser1ators "\lied to 
propose the most repulsive alld excessive n1otio11s. ·rhe.re is a story tl1at 
\.Vl1e11e\7er t1e left the Se11ate J·loL1se Tiberius Ltsed to exclai1n i11 Greek, '?'v1erl 
lit for slavery!' Even he, who opposed public ftecdom, clea.rly was tired of 
such grovelling endurance in his slaves. (J\mwls 3. 65) 

There was sti I.I room for free senatorial action on matters less close to home, 
especiall)' concerning embassies from the provinces bringing petitio ns for citi
zenship, or asking to be allowed to dedicate temples to members of the imperial 
fa1t1ily, or clai111i11g possession of a11cient reJigiottS sites. ·lacitus irl t1is 1\1'11t(l/S 

devotes what may seem an inordinate amount of space to these debates, partly 
because some of the emperors were themselves interested in such matters, hut 
partly because in them at least the Senate had relatively free rein. 

Some civil and criminal cases were still held in public, though no longer 
outside in the Forum. Pliny (see pp. 457-S below) describes a particularly lurid 
one: 

Attia \tiriola \'\'as a \von1an of J1igt1 birtt1, tl1c wife of a pracloriac1 senator, 
disinherited by her eighty-ye<1r-old father ten da)'s after he had fallen in 
love and brought home a stepmother for his daughter. and now suing for 
l1er parri.rJ1ouy . . .. 011e hu.ndted aod eighty judges were silting . . . both 
parties \Vere ftt lly re('resented an<I had a large number of seats filled \Vith 
their .SLlpporters, a11d a close-packed ri11g (coro11aJ of onlookers, several rov1.1s 
deep, line<J the \V<~ lls of the cotirtroc>rn. 'fl1e bench \Vas also cro,v<led, a11d 
even tl1e galleries were ft1ll of men and ..... ome11 Jea11irlg <>Ver i11 their eager· 
11ess to see and aJso 10 l1car, tl1ougt1 l1caring ~vas ratl1cr 1nore difficult. 
Fathers, daughters arld ~:te_pn1others all <tnxi<>·usly fl\'l.1aited the \•erdict. 
(Pliny, Le/lers 6. 3:J . 2-4, trans. ll. Radice) 

The audience's engagement here is personal: the outcome o f this trial m.ay have 
an impact on their own families. Often, however, the crowd o f spectators con
sisted of hired claques, brought in to distract the speakers and cause a 
dishtTbance: 

At1<lier1ces follO\V ,.v}10 are no l)etter than the S)Jeakers, being hired a11d 
bo\1gl1t for tll~ occ.asiOJl. 1·11ey parle}., \'l.1itl1 the co11tractor, take tJ1e gifts 
offered on the ~oor of the court as openly as they would at a dinner-party, 
ar1d 1nove on fro111 case tc) case for t11e Sarne sort c)f pa)'. 1't1e Gr!?ek r1~urle for 
tl1c11111lca11s 'bravo·callers' and tl1e Lati11 'di111ler-clappcrs'; wJttil)' er10L1gl1, 
but both names expose a scandal whic.h increases daily. Yesterday two of 
rny atter1c.1a 11ts , .. \¥ere indt1cecl t<> a<Jd their apf)laL1se fc)r three (fe11(1ri; 

each. Thal is all it costs you to have your eloquence acclaimed. (Pliny, 
letters 2. l4. 4-6, trans. B. Radice) 
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A simjjar technique was occasionally used towards the end of the Republic, 
and simple intimidation- o r so the story goes- worked effectively to sile nce 
Cicero in the trial of Milo. Also under the Republic, orators had to contend 1vith 
interruptions from unexpected sources, such as the noise from a passing 
funeral procession. Under the Empire, however, there is a pervasive sense that 
affairs are being stage-managed. Oratory becomes a spectacle, indeed a specta
tor sport, choreographed long in advance, even to the point of prov'iding cue 
cards for the audieJ)ce: 'for this sum seats can be lilied, any number of them, a 
huge crowd assembled, and endless cheering raised whenever the chorus· 
master gives the signal. (A signal there must be for people who neither unde.r· 
stand nor even hear; most of them do n ot listen but cheer as loud as anyone.)' 
(Pliny, Letters 2. 14. 6-8, trans. Radice.) 

Another way in which formal oratory d iverged from repubUcan forms was 
through its increasing transformation into panegyric (p raise ora tory). This cer
tainly existed under the Republic (Cicero's speech of 66 BC£, Por the il!ln11i/ia11 

Law, is a thinly disguised panegyric of l'oinpey the Great), but the genre 
became formalized under the Empire. Pliny the Younger delivered our only 
com1>letely extant example from the ea!'ly Empire, the Panegyric to J'mjan of 
100 C£; more examples exist fro1n the fourth century onward (see pp. 539-41). 

The wl'itten text that l'liny published is an expanded ve1·sion which he first 
delivered to a circle of fr iends in three sessions of about two hom·s each . The 
expansion niay have been due to Pliny's desire to speak at greater length than 
the Senate session allowed; but the resulting double audience also reflects the 
same kind of self-consciousness that we have seen above in Tacitus' accounts of 
the Senate. Thougl1 Pliny retains the second-person singular address, Trajan 
will not have heard the longer piece; nevertheless, it shows the loyal Pliny to 
best advantage, as well as demonstrating his rhetorical skills: 

As for t11e lives and charactets of the young- how you are foon ing th.em in 
true princely fashion! And the teachers of rhetoric and professors of 
philosophy-how )'Ou hold them in honour! Under you the liberal art.s are 
restored, to breathe and live i11 their 0""'" cot1n try·-the learni11g \Vhich the 
barbarity of the past 1)ur1ished \.vitl1 exile, \'1.1l1e11 ar1 er11peror acquair1ted 
\'1itt1 au tile \"ices S0\1gl1t to ba11.ish e\1crytlling hostile to ''ice, motJvated 
less by hatred of learning than by fear of its authority. But you embrace 
tl1ese \•ery arts, OJ>er•ing ar1ns, eyes and ears to t11ern, a livi1lg ex-arnple of 
their precepts, as much their lover as the subject of their regard. ~very lover 
of c«.1ltl1re lllUSt applaud all your actio11s, \\•hile reservi11g his highest JJ(aise 
fc>r ):c'>ur readiness tc) give audiences. Yot1r fatl1er had showrl his Jnagi1a· 
rl i111it)' by givi11g tt1e- title of 'ope-11 l101.1sc1 to \vl1at . . . J1ad bee11 a scro11g
J1old of t)rra11rly-)1et tJ1is WOlJld l1ave been a11. en11>ty forn1l1la had he not 
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adopted a son c.ipablc of living Jn the public eye. (Panegyric 47. l-S, trans. 
B. Radice) 

A little o r this does go a long way! It is worth noticing, however, the intimate 
connection that Pliny draws bcLwccn the moral character of the young, the 
liberal arts, and the emperor's willingness to open his palace, indeed his own 
character, to inspection. Learning has aulhority, and particularly authority 
both to expose vice (hence the tyrant's fear or it) and to guide human actions. 
Underlying Trajan's openness Is the same accord that Cicero perceived between 
Cato the Eider's words and his acllons: a perfect march, fostered by a love of 
the precepts found In literature, between a man's inner thoughts and outer 
actions. Such a vision of the Empire contrasts sharply with the (contemporary) 
Tacitean picture of the flattering servility shown by the Senate to their 
emperor; instead, it offers a positive formulation made by a senator lr}ing to 
live in a system that could turn randomly violent. \.Vords arc dangerous, and 
the emperor as audience Is especially so. In praising Trajan, Pliny chooses to 
highlight an ideal situation, in which author and audience live in reciprocal 
harmony. 

Pliny delivered the original, shorter version of this speech in the Senate dur
ing the two months that he was consul. Similarly, during his consular months 
in 97 CE Tacitus famously delivered an eloquent eulogy of a distinguished ex
consul, Verglnius Rufus. l'or comparison, reckon th<tt during his consular year 
Cicero delivered four orations against the revolutionary Catiline; a speech in 
defence of Lho consul-clecr on a cha rgc of elcctornl corruption; three speeches 
against an agr<>rian l<1w designed to distribute l<tnd to the plebs; and several 
others, a collection of orn tlons or which he claims to have published twelve and 
of which we sllll have nine. Though Cicero main tained that orntory truly flour
ishes under a peaceful stale, It would seem that the diagnosis in the Dialogue 011 
Orators-whether serious o r noL about the 'one wisest nrnn'-comes closer to 
the truth: 

Great and famous ora tory is the protegc of licence, which fools call free
dom, an associate of revolution, a spur for an unbridled populace. It has no 
obedience, no sell-restraint; it Is defiant, thoughtless, overbearing; il does 
not a1ise ln wcll~rCglllt\tcd co1nn1t111I tics . ... So long as the state "vas unset· 
tied, so long as it destroyed Itself with factions and dissensions and dis
cord, so long as there was no peace in the Forum, no concord in the Senate, 
no control in the courts. no respect ror great men, no restraint in the 
magistrates, Rome certainly grew sturdier eloquen~. just as untilled fields 
produ~ more luxuriant vegetation . . . . (Burl what need is there for long 
arguments in the Senate when the best men agree so quickly? What is the 
use or many public harangues (co11ti011tsl, when the ignorant multitude 
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docs not decide polltlcal Issues, but one man, and he the wisest'/ (Tacitus, 
Di11/0811r 011 Or/1/or.1 40. 2- 41) 

Declamation and the layering of meaning 

Where, then, did all the Roman oratorical/rhetorical energy go? One phenom
enon or the Augustan period, due partly to an increased interest in all types or 
scholarship (see below), partly to the diminished use for practical oratory, was a 
development or rhetorical theory. As with many trends, this began earlier: the 
Rlleioric 10 / lereimius, once ascribed to Cicero, is a treatise on speaking written in 
the 80s ecr~ and Cicero himself wrote rhetorical handbooks, some very tech
nical (e.g. 011 /11vt!11t/011 or T/1e Dlvis/011s o( a Speoc/1), some more wide-ranging 
(Bn1111s, a history of Roman oratory, or the Orator on the best kind of public 
speaker and oratorical style). Still, with the beginning of the Empire came a 
!lowering of such theoretical studies, culminating around 96 CE in the great 
Ed11cario11 of an Orator by Quintilian (Marcus Fabius Quintilianus), which con
tains not only praetical and theoretical precepts but also hundreds of anecdotes 
about and quota tions from earlier oratory. One of the methods by which a 
young man could 1ear11 to be a good speaker was by imitating established 
orators, using them as living examples; another way was by practising himself, 
learning to spea k on any side o f any topic-in short, to do exercises like those 
dclivere<I by Karneades LO the shocked Senate over a century earlier (seep. 31'1). 
The rech nique derived fro m Greek education, and dates back at least to the 
Sophists in the fifth centu ry HC:f. (see pp. 145-7, 192-4). In the Augustan 
period ancl for centuries after, well into the Byzantine Empire, it became a 
means no t so 111uct1 o f training as of display, a literary amusement fo r the 
educated classes, and a way of thi11king that permeated literature at all levels, 
prose and poetry, from tragedy to epic, history to letters. 

There were two basic kinds of specimen speeches or declamations: the co11tro
versia and the suasorill. In the former, an o rator spoke for one or the other side 
of an imaginary court case. The topics, which are preserved for us in the Elder 
Seneca's memoirs of the Augustan declaimers and in two later collections of 
declamations attributed to Quintilian, range from the melodramatic to the 
downright fabulous: 

A woman condemned for unchastity appealed to the goddess Vesta befo1e 
being thrO\\'O fro1n lhe Tarpeian rock. She 'vas thro,vn dO\\;TI, and survi'"·ed. 
She Is sought to pay the penalty again. 

A man killed one of his brothers. a tyrant. The other brother he caught in 
adultery and killed despite the pleas of his father. Captured by pirates, he 
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PAYING FOR CONCORD. The great temple 
to 'Harmony' (Concordia) was 
dedicated by the future Emperor 
Tiberius in 10 CE. It is quite accurately 
reflected on this coin issued by 
Tiberius in 36 CE. 

\vrote to his father al>Ol1t a ranS<>m. The father \'ftOte t<.>.the pi(ates, sayit1g 
that he would give double if they cut off his hands. The pirates let him go. 
The father is in need; the son is not supporting him. 

'A'hile a certail1 city ""'as at war, a her(> lost his \l\•ea1>ons in battle, and 
removed the arms fron1 the tomb of a dead hero. He fought heroically, 
t}1er1 put tt1e "''ei.'lf)<>ns t>ack. He g<>t his re\'lard, and is accused of violati11g 
the to1nb. (Seneca the Elder, Co11fTOversiae 1. 3, 1. 7. q. 4, trans. Yf. 
Winterbottom) 

The s1.tflS<1rit1e, or 'perst1;;1sions', are designed to de\'elop skilJs at exte11ded 
argument, typically inviting an orator to deliberate on a course of action. The 
topies, again, are somewhat removed from reality. Should Alexander the Great 
sai l the Ocean? Imagine that Antony promised to spmc Cicero's life if he agreed 
to burn his boo~s-what should he do? Even mytltical characters speak, as in 
this extract in which Agan1emnon deliberates whether to sacrillce his daughter 
in order to cilln1 the storm that is holding back the Trojan expedition: 

Goe.I r'<>t1red f<>rth the waters of tl1e sea on the express ur1derstandtr1g tJ1a l 
JlOt every day shotilcl go as \\•e tiOJ)e'. Ariel it is not c>nly the $ea that is th tis 
limited: look at the sky-arc nol the stats subject to this same condition? 
Sorrleti1r1es the)' deny t l1eir r<~in and l) t.1rn tip t.l1e soil, and \\1bcn tJ1e 
\\•relct1ed far1ners collect tip the seed, it i.s l>urr1t . . . . Sc>metimes the cle<:'lr 
skies are JliddeJ1, ever}' da}' "'<'igl1s dow11 the Jir111an1e11t t\fitl1 clottd . ... 
Pert\a(>S this is the lai.Y of nattrre; perl1aps, as the story goes, the rcg·ulati11g' 
factor is tl1e C'Oltrse of tl1e rrtOOll . . . . Wl1atever the tase, it 1ivas not 011 the 
orders of a god that Uie sea held no perils for the adulterer !Paris, who 
carriecl off Helen of ·1~ro):] . . .. I was purst1ing h.iu1 so as 11ol· to !1ave to fear 
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for the vlrgi11it); of m)' daughter (i.e. and 110\.,. I 11.(lve to fear for her life 
instead]. 'A'hen Troy is conquered, I shall spare the daughters of the 
enen1y. -l'ria111's maiden dal1ghter as ye1 l1as notbLog to fear. (SE-neca the 
Elder, S1rr1s<1ria 3. 1, trans. ~f. \•VinterlJOttom) 

Seneca's excerpts stress the epigrammatic and the 011/re; moreover, he gives no 
complete text, only pieces of the argument. Still, it is possible to see the funda
mental lack of emotion in this rhetoric, even when, as here, the speaker takes 
on the role of the anguished protagonist. And emotion, especially emotion 
projected by the orator's own (often simulated) feelings, was what Cicero had 
chiefly relied on as a persuasive force. Lfyou can rouse the audience's indigna
tion, anger, fear, or pity, you can make them believe what you want them to. 
Here, in the hands of the famous declaimer Arellius Fuscus (one of Ovid's 
teachers), Agamemnon 1nakes a laboirred point about the fact that the gods are 
not inuuediately responsible for the storm that failed to impede Paris and 
Helen, nor (prestunably) for the one that is keeping the Greek ships from giving 
chase. He then 1noves to a paradox involving his own and the enemy's virgin 
daughters: his (lphigenia) is due to be sacrificed to the angry gods, but he '''ill 
spare (or so he claims) Priam's. Like the other declaimers, Fuscus speaks at one 
remove fTon1 'genuine' emotion, and in so doing shows what one might call a 
postn1odern approach to oratory, an exploration of form at the expense of 
content, or, in one critic's words, of ' the primacy of language over spectacle'. 

Ded<m1ation was a phenomenally popular activity among poets, prose 
writers, senators, and the leisured class in general. £ven the emperors 
declaimed, and listened to declamation. And it happened not only in Latin: 
glan1orous Greek soplrists and rhetors dcclainied throughout the first and sec
ond centuries CE to packed audiences (see pp. 265-70). It was a competitive 
genre, each speaker lT)1ng to outdo the next in novelty, paradox, and compres
sion of language and argument. Despite its popularity, however, It is still essen
tially literature for the inner circle, for those educated men whose energies 
would, under the Republic, have been directed elsewhere. And as such, it could 
sonierimes be used, albeit obliquely, for very relevant political purposes. Like 
other scholarship it could even be, the imperial scholar Suetonius tells us, a 
vehicle for topical debate, with its continued popularity guaranteed by its pres
tige and by the nobility of those who practised it: 

Gradually, rhetoric itself also can1e to be regarded as useful and honour
able, and many people cultivated it for the sake of both protection and 
prestige: Cicero continued the practice of Greek declamation all the way 
do,vn to ltls praetorsJ1jp, '"l1ercas itl LatiLl l1e declal111ed wl1e11 alr<'a<ly 
elderly . . . certain historians repo(t tJJat oo tlt.e very eve of tl1e civil vvai: 
Gl1aet1s Pon~peiltS resurne:d tl1e hal)it cJf declarrlation, ttle better to rebltt 
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tlie very articulate young Gaius Curio, '''ho \Vas supporting Caesar's 
cl alms, and that eveo during the war at Mu tin a both Marrus Antonlus and 
J\ugustus maintained the habit; l'\ero caesar gave a declamation in public 
during his first year as emperor, and had done so twice ll<!fore. Fwther
more, a large number of orators also published declamations. Accordingly, 
when people had ll<!en filled with a great enthusiasm for the discipline, 
there also arose a great Oood of professors and teachers, who en joyed sud1 
favOltr tl1at sorn~ \vere able to rise from the 1neanest c iro.11nsta11ces to reach 
I he 1cna1orlal order and tile highest offices Of Slate. (Suetonius, 011 Teachers 
o(Grtt1u11tar n1tll Rl1et<1ric 25. 3. trans. R. Kaster) 

Later, when th e freedom of debate en joyed by Pompey and Curio was no 
more, ueclaimers might use topics such as the popu lar co11troversiac about tyr
annicide covertly to advocate the eli mination of the emperors and a return to 
the He1>ublic (see p. 469). Such criticism cou lu be risky, not least because its 
effect de1>ended entirely on the sensitivity of the audience. Cicero's Philippics 
were directly and undeniably hostile to Antony, and the orator paid the pen· 
alty for his freedom. Speaking in figurative language against an emperor, how
ever, was an especially dangerous game, in which one had to bet either that the 
~mperor was a worse 'reader' than the rest of the audience or that he would be 
unwilling to show himself insulted b)' a piece of rhetorical display. Seneca bas 
an early example of a risky declamatory argument, from a case which involved 
adopting the son or a prostitute: 

Lat ro was declaiming .. . i11 the pre.se.r1ce of J\ugus:tus and Marcus 1\gripyJa, 
whose sons-l11e emperor's grnndsons (by his daugh 1cr Julia, later exiled 
for adulteryl- the emper(>r seemed to be proposing to adopt at that ttme. 
;\grlppa was one of tt1ose \\1t10 \\•ere 111a(tC 1·ioble, not born 11oble. Tc:1kirag 
the part of the prostitute's soo . .. Latro said. 'Now he Is by adopUon being 
raised from the depths and grafted on to the noblli ty'-and more to this 
effect. Macccnas signed to Latro that tllc emperor was in a hurry and he 
should finish the declamation off now .... The blessed Augustus, I feel, 
deserves adniiration if such licence \\'as permitted ln his re.ign; but I cannot 
feel any sympathy for those who think it worth losing their head rather 
than lose a jest. (Seneca the Elder, OH11ro1,.rs/a 2. 4. 12-13, trans. M. 
Winterbottom) 

Roman audiences were used to reading one character 'through' another
seelni; Hektor and Achilles in Viri;il's ;\eneas, for example-so such layered 
effects would not be lost on then1. Duma was tradltlonally the place for such 
covert crltlcls1n (see pp. 299-301); during the late Republic, for instance, a line 
from a twge<ly h;icl to be repe;itedly cncore<I, as the Cl'owd cheered the play
wright's 'judgement' against Pompey: 'To our misc1·y arc you great for 'the 
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Great']!' Such play continued under the Empire, as when an Augustan audience 
nirned a line about a eunuch priest Into a slur on the emperor by clapping 
loudly and pointedly: 'Do you see how that pervert controls the globe with a 
finger?' (Suetonius, Life of tile Deified A11g11sh1S 68). 

Such large-scale public misreading would be difficult to punish, given that 
the Homan people did not (much 10 Caligula's regret) have a single neck. But 
more pervasively pointed dra1na may have gone underground. Heavily rhet· 
orical, owing both shape and content to the influence of declamation, are a 
series of tragedies on Greek mythologlcal themes by Lucius Annaeus Seneca, 
called Seneca the Younger, son of the orntor and declaimer. He was not on ly one 
of the richest men of his dny, but a prominent StoiC p hilosopher and tutor to 
the young "mperor Nero. His plays. which elate from the 40s and 50s CE, arc 
meditations on anger, lust, greed. and othet typically monarchical character· 
istics. Seneca's work shows the same fascination with shock value, epigra111-
matic paradox, and novelty as his father's collection of declamatory titbits. And 
like some declamations, Senecan tragedy often cut close to the bone, Its 
legendary characters revelliog In the same sort or bloody megalomania as the 
all-too-n.>al Roman emperors. Here Is the Greek tyrant Atn.>us, after murdering 
his brother's children and feeding them to their unhappy parent: 

I walk equal 10 tile stars and above all men, 
Touching with my proud heau heaven's height. 
Now I hold the glory oC the kingdom, 
Now my father's throne. 1 release the gods: 
I have reached the utmost of my desires. 
\"/ell t1011e, aJ\d 111orc tl1n11 well-110\v It Is e11ol.1g:h even for n1e. 
But why should it be en<lugh? I will go on, 
And fill this father with his dead Children. 
Lest slla1nc deter me, daylight has departed. 
\-Vould that I could hold back the fleeing gods, drag them back by force 
So that they all might sec my vengeful feast! 
But the lather shall see it-that Is enough. 

Crowds of slaves, open the doors, let the fe.<tal hall lie open. 
It pleases me to see his face change colour 
\¥hen he looks on his children's heads--
To hear the words his pain ilrsl pours out, 
To see his body stiffening, stur>efied, 
His bceath gone. This is to be the reward 
l'or all my trouble-to sec him iiot only miserable, 
But' to watch tl1e niise ry as it con1cs l11>or1 hir11. 

(Seneca, 111)"'stes 885- 95, 901-71 
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We do not know if these Senecan plays were ever performed, even as recita
tions. But in the Dialogue 011 Orators Tacitus' fictional character Maternus is 
imagined as having just recited bis own Cato-based on the life of Cato the 
Younger, Julius Caesar's most heroized opponent. Maternus' friends fear that 
his writing might be too easily 'misunderstood'-but the playwright knows 
exactly what he is risking, and p lans to go oo to a Tl1yestes which will say 
whatever the Cato le~ unsaid (see pp. 468-70). 

The dramatic date of the Dialogi1e is 75 CE, during the reign of Vespasian, 
the only emperor who, according to Tacitus, changed for the better. But it 
was written by a man who had lived through the tyranny of Vespasian's son 
Domitian, whose reign- like Nero's- quickly degenerated into a terror of 
executions, paranoia, and covert opposition. That experience, genenilized to 
all emperors, resonates in the apprehension felt by tvfoternus' friends. Des
pite the danger, however, both the fictional Maternus and the real Seneca 
show a certain glee in their work, a delight in rnan.ipulating deda111atory 
thenws, in using their audience's familiarity with the rules of literary genres 
to push the boundaries out a little further each time-in short, to use all 
their in1agination and energy in the continued creation of a literature that in 
spite of its apparent aridity could be an exciting, intellectually challenging 
game. 

The glamour of libraries and recital halls 

One of the major changes from the Republic to the Empire w;is the increased 
visibility and prestige accorded to scholarsh ip. Our in1pression of this is partly 
due to our concentration on the person of the en1perors, who possessed not 
only power but star quality, and who, li ke the Sicilian and Hellenistic monarchs 
before them, well understood the importance of creating a climate in which 
literature and intellectual study could be seen to flourish, demonstrating the 
nurturing, sophisticated, and enriching atmosphere of the regilne. Literature 
could also, not incidentally, directly celebnite the achieve1nents of the ntler, 
while the study of and com.mentary on earlier poetry, together with research 
into historical or cultural topics, had potential political use as well: the way 
literature is interpreted, after all, can provide a powerful key to manipulating 
opinion. lvfany of the Roman emperors i.n the period under discussion had 
serious literary or schol;irl)' interests of their own: Augustus wrote at least one 
tragedy (though not, according to him, a very good one) and was fond of 
culling liter<1ture for exemplary stories to send to his friends; Tiberius studied 
philosophy and rhetoric on Rhodes an<I maintained a life long passion for legal 
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and grammatical study; Claudius wrote histories of Rome, Etruria, and 
Carthage, plus an autobiography, and added three letters to the Latin alphabet; 
Nero composed all kinds of poetry, sang, and patronized many different arts 
before tl1rni11g tyra11t; Hadrian ""as <1 practising i1rchitect, ''•rote poett}', and 
debated. And though the flavians, Nerv;i, and Trajan were not themselves as 
artistically inclined, they recogni.zed the import<u1ce of intellectual endeavour 
to the emperor's image. Thougl1scholarship at Rome began long before Augus
tus, it is under his rule that the pres.tige of teachers and grammarians began to 
increase, and a whole in1perial industry in antigu<nian research grew up around 
his projects to restore the dilapidated temples and revive the traditional laws 
and festivals of republican Rome (see pp. 324-7). 

The emperor tended to look out towards the larger populace, avoiding the 
close, inner focus of the aristocwtic republican Senate. Hence, perhaps, the 
move, also beginning with Augustus, from private to public libraries, as 
emperors took more and n1ore control over the public di.ssemination of litera
nire (see pp. 258-9). Books h;id always travelled, whether as booty or by special 
request (so Cicero, for instance, would order books from Athens from h is friend 
Atticus). Private citizens cert<iinly still owned boo.ks, and sorne o f them had 
impressive collections; to house such collecti.ons the Augustan architect Vitru
vius advises on the ideal orientation for a private libcary. But books could also 
be a syn1bol of prestige, as for the 'many ignocant men' who, according to 
Seneca the Younger, buy books 'not as iostrom.ents of learn.ing but as decor
ations for their dining rooms'; or for the freedu1en parodied by the Neron ian 
novelist Petronius (see pp. S02-4), whose Ttimalchio piques himself on his 
learning: 

·rcJI 111c, Aga111cn1noJ1 n1y dea.cest friend; have you any recollection of the 
twelve lal:>ours of Hercules, or the story of how Ulysses had his thumb 
twisted off by the cyclops with his pincets? l used to tead these stories .in 
tto111cr \vl1eJ1 I \'/as a boy . . . . J~ut in case you think r an1 an igrl<">ran1us, I'm 
perfectly aware how Corinthian bronze originated. At the capture of Troy, 
that rascally sllmy lizard Hannibal plied all the statues of bronze, gold, and 
silver 011 a pyre. an<l set tire t<.> then1; all tl1e varic>us elements r11erged i r'ltO 

an alloy of bronze . . .. l have something like a hundred three-gallon 
bumpers . . _ with the motif of Cassandra killing her sons . . . and a bowl 
\'ll1.icl1 King tvlir1os bequeathed to nl)' patron; on it Daedalus is er1cJosir1g 
N ic>be in ttle Trojan J1orse. (Petror1:i11s, Scrtyrjco11 48, 50, 52, ltar~s. I'. G. 
\Naish) 

The imperial libraries, in particular, will have fostered this association of 
books and pr~tige, together with a rivalry between Greek and Latin that 
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was itself fuelled by the literary critics' comparisons of authors in the two 
languages, the most famous being found in book JO o( Quintili<>n's Ed11cntion of 
nn Orator. So Cicero is the Roma n Demosthenes, SaUust the Ro1nan Thouky
dides, Livy the Roman J-lerodotos. The first public library in Ro1ne, sponsored 
by Julius Caesar, was to be assembled by the great schola r Varro, though he 
oever coo1pleted the task. Gajus Asinius Pollio, the anti-Caesarian historian 
<>nd trngedian, founded one in the 30s, poin tedly located in the '.H<1ll of Lib
erty'. This was quickly overshadowed by Augustus' two li.braries, one adjoining 
the te1nple of Palatine Apollo and presided over by the learned freedman Hygi
ous, the other near the Theatre of Marcellus; they were later joined by buildings 
by Tiberius. Vespasian. Trajan, Caracalla, and Diocletian. The aim of these col
lections was not only cultural equalHy with the Greeks, but also literary 
i1nmortality: even as genres such as history and epic could ensure the 
inunortality of their subjects (not least the Roman people), so any work of 
literature m;ide its author live on. All you needed was a p lace in a library 
niebe-th<lugh not all papyrus rolls were so lucky, as one of Ovid's b<•nned 
books of exile poetry tells us: 

Clere '"er<' tl1e "'orks of learned 1nen, bc>th ar1cient 
And new, open to every reader's eye. 

1 sought my brother books . .. 
I .se~rcJ1ed in valJ1; l ite library's CLlSt0<Lia11 

Con11r1a11ded me tc> leave hi.s holy sJuitlC. 
l sougl1r anotl1er ten1ple, r1ear the T~leatre: 

This too might not l>e txod l>y feet of roiJw. 
And Liberty's halls, tO(>, the first thrown open 

To learned books, refused me access there. 
My author's fate redounds upon his offspting: 

The exile he has borne, from birth we beat 
l)ethaps, OilC day, to US a11d l1im great caesar, 

By long years vanquished, will be less severe .. , . 
Meal'".l\\'(l ile sir1ce I'm c.let>arrecJ a .shelf i11 )J\1blic, 

Lei" me lie b:iddcn in a private place. 
Y<>LI t<>o, the JJeople, if you may, recel\'e 1ny 

ltejected ._,erse, disrtlaye<J I)}' its disgrace. 
(0,•id, 'll'istin 3. I. 65-82, tran s. A. D. Melville) 

The picture of Apollo as stern librarian is a con1ic one, but the situation is far 
from humorous; it shows, moreover, how much control an emperor might be 
thought to have even over (theoretic<1Uy) public collections. Ovid's poetry has 
to hope for private cixcul;ition among ' the pcople'-presumably his friends. 
The emperor's control could be absolute: when Ca ligula a llowed La))ienus' 

452 I THE PATH BETW EEN TRUCULENCE AND SERVILITY 

READING MATERIALS. This wall-painting from Pompeii shows an ink-po.I and pen, a 
half-unwound papyrus roll (with title-tag), and an open set of wax tablets wi th 
stylus for inscribing temporary contents on them 

vitriolic prose to circulate again, he d id so for political point, despising as he did 
the classics of Greek and Latin literature: 

He allowed the writings of ·nrus Labienus, Cremutius Cord us, and Cassius 
Severus flabienus1 prosecutor} to l>e ct1as·e<l <IO\\'tl, circulated, and read, 
though they had been suppressed by senatorial decrees, it being entirely io 
fl.is ow11 interest that all events be handed do\\•·n to pc)sterity . . .. He eve11 
considere<l suppres.sing the Homeric epics, askir1g-·wJ)y t)e sllOttJd 1)0t J1a\1e 
the same power as Plato, who expelled Ho1ner from bis ideal stare. And he 
ca.01e close to ren10 .. :ing the \\'ritings and the portraits of Virgil and Livy· 
from a ll the libraries, railing at the one as having no talent and very little 
lear11i11g1 a11d at the otJ1er as a \vordy a11d Cilreless lJjstorian. . . . He 
(egarded sJnooth, well-groomed style with such disdain that he used to say 
that Ser1eta, wllo ,.,·as ver)1 popltlar at tl1e time, cor11poscd 'll)Cte sc11ool 
exercises' and that he was ' sand without Hnie'. (Suetonius, Ufe of' Caligula, 
16, 34, 53) 

Labienus, Cre1nutius, and Cassius had the merit or sophisticated rarity (and, of 
course, of having been banned by Ca.tigula's imperial predecessors); the judge
ments on Virgil and Livy show Caligula exploiting the public library system to 
th umb his nose ilt the conservative re;1ding public and the snobbish, literary 
elite. 

\'Vith the decUne of political oratory, when not declaiming (above), that elite 
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had to find so1nething else to do. Throughout the period under discussion, but 
especiaJJy in the second h<ilf of it, fron1 the En1peror Claudius (reigned 41 - 54 
CF.) througl) to Hadrian (117- 38), they practised scholarship and literary dalli
ance in almost equal parts. Son1e, like Julius Caesar before thein- w ho could 
keep four secret;ir.ies busy at once and who is said to have written his On 'Gram
matical Analogy 'while tbe javelins were tlying about him'-lost no chance to 
pursue scho.larsh.ip, reading, and taking notes at table, while riding, even at the 
baths. 

Gaius Plinius Secundus, known as Pliny the Elder, who died in the eruption 
of Mount Vesuvius in 79 cc, is the nlOSt famous exan1ple of this type. lie wrote 
many works, includiJ1g a treatise on using a throwing-spear, a biography of his 
patron G. Pomponius Secundus, a history of the German wars, a collection of 
pointed remarks for use in declamation, a history of the Ronian Ernpire under 
the Julio-Claudians, and- th e only one to survive-;i Natural History in thirty
seven books, containing (according to its preface) 20,000 facts from 2,000 writ
ten sources. It was, among other things, an 'inventory of the world', an attempt 
to preserve the wonders of nature and of hun1an <1chieven1ent: along with his 
readers, Pliny himself is an astonished spectator of this collection of man•els, 
biological facts, historical information, architectural details, recipes, charms, 
measurements, etc. He is conscio11s of the potential aridity of his subject; 
yet he advertises it to the future Emperor Titus, its dedicatee, as a service to 
mankind : 

ivf}' st1t>ject is a l>arren one: the nature of ttlit1gs, tbat js, life; a11d life in its 
least elevated aspect. . . . Moreover, my way lies not along a road well trod
den by scholats, l1or 011e t11 \l\1l1icl1 the 1nind seeks eagerly to travel; no one 
among us has made the same attempt . . . . ltis hard to give .novelty to what 
is old, at1tl1orit}t to \\1t1at is new, st1ine to t}1e <linb>y, light to tJ1e obscure, 
attraction to wl1at is scor11ed, credibilit)' to tile <h.tbiotis . .. . E\ren if r l1ave 
not succeeded, it is fully honourable and glorious to liave tried. And indeed 
1 feel that there is a special place in scholarship for those who, having 
overcome their difficulties, prefer the useful service of helping others to the 
popularity of pleasing them. (Pliny .the £Ider, Natural History, Preface 13-
16) 

Hy showing his awareness of the desirability of novelty and polish in a work 
of literature Pliny uses the conventional ploy of authorial modesty, one fami l
i;ir from oratory, as for instan ce from ttie beginning of the M ilo (above, p . :ns), 
in which Cicero plays down his own courage. Obviously, the reader is to under
st.1nd that th is book will be novel, polished, interesting- and o n top o f that, 
11sef11/, a quintessential o ld-fash ioned Roman virtue. !'or Pliny the Elder was 
nothing if not old-fashioned, at least in the persona he chose to present in the 
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NMiiral Hist'ory. Like the Elder Cato, Sallust, and other moralists, he attacks 
luxurf and conspicuous consumption, <irguing for the force of traditional 
Roman values even In the face of the astounding diversity and threatening bull< 
of the Empire, wh ich now cncon1passed the known world. As we saw of prose 
under the late Republic, such conservatism can be a weapon designed to bolster 
social and cultural structures that are perceived to be at risk. Unfortunately, 
Pliny's opening bluff has not succeeded in distr<icting modern readers from the 
ponderousness of his book, which since the Renaissance was little read or even 
consulted, until recently, when it is receiving some attention . Older audiences 
we!'e less critical: until the fifteenth century the encyclopaedia was an 
extremely influential work. 

Fifty years after Pliny, G<iius Suetonius Tranquillus, one of Madrian's senior 
secretaries, exploited his access to the imperial archives to write biographies of 
a dozen Caesars and brief lives ot literary figures, as well as treatises on Greek 
a11d Roma11 gan1es and festivt1ls. ''1eatll.er sig11s, the nan1es of wir1ds, tl1e Ro1na11 
calenda!', and 1uany others. The breadth of his learning and in terests recalls 
that of Varro (see pp. 321, 322- 5), though in some ways he was even more of a 
professional scholar tlwn his republican precursor, l)robably gaining his 
imperial post as director of libwries (a l1i/Jliotl1ecis) at least partly as a recogni
tio11 for his literat}' acl1ievements. 

Other imperial officials who wrote technical treatises in the first century 
include Sextus Julius Frontinus, the Flavian overseer of the water supply who 
produced a treatise on how to do his job, perhaps directed at future curators of 
aqueducts. Son1e compiled manua.ls both in Greek and in Latin on military 
strategy and generalship, continuing the process of which Cicero had com
plained a century earlier, of te<iching young men how to light out of books. One 
of these, also by Frontinus, is " collection o f famous stratagems employed by 
famous generals, culled from ancient histories and presented in list form as a 
source 0£ exmnples to imita te. Sin1ilar is the collecti.on of moral examples by 
Valerius Maximus, written during the reign of 11berius and perhaps designed as 
a source book for declaitners, perhaps as a sort o f reference book for would-be 
gen tlemen, a rising class of entrepreneu rs and arrivistes who. needed quick 
exempla ry history to provide a sort o.f 'instant ancestry'. Finally, Pliny's 
near-contemporaries Aulus Cornelius Celsus and the wea lth y landowner 
Lucius Junius Moderatus Columell<1-a.uthors respectively of an encyclopaedia 
o f knowledge (of which only the book on medicine survives) and a twelve-book 
treatise on agriculture-wrote a stylish, up-to-date L<•tin. Columella even 
incorporated a hook of verse on gardens in explicit imitation of Virgil's G«or,~ics 
(see pp. 471~5). 

Like the Elder Pliny, the Neron ian philosopher and politician Seneca 
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the Younger bad an active public career, though interrupted by a period of 
exile and ended by one o f voluntary retirement; unlike Pliny, however, he was 
anything hut o ld-fashioned. He, too, wrote an eocyclopaedi<1, three books 
of Natural Questions, a sort o f Stoic ph Uosophy of nature which in style 
was fully modern. He also wrote a biti ngly funny satire of the Emperor 
Claudius- well after his death!- called the Pumpkinification (the Latin title, 
Apoco/ocyntosis, parodies the Greek apotheosis, or 'divinifi.cation') . Apart from 
his tragedies (discussed above), he is best known for his ethical phi.losophy, 
a collection of ten dialogues on themes such as !Inger, Tlw Tranquil Spirit, 

and l'rovidence. Seneca has a fine sense of humour, a cutting wit, and a good 
eye for a self-deAating anecdote. Here is the scholar on the vanity of 
scholarship: 

This \Vas particularly a Greek disease, to ask JJO\.V n1any fO\\•ers Ulysses J1ad 
a1l.d '"l1et!)er tJl.e 11;,,,, or t11e o,fyssey .. ...-as \\•ritter1 first, and l>esides. if they 
are by the same author, and other things of thesainc sort. If you keep them 
secret, they do your private knowledge no good: if you tell people about 
tbcm, yoo appear 11ol a scholar but a bore. Alld Jo, now this empty 
enthusiasm fc>r learning t1seless tl1.ings J1as i.nvacled tl1e Jton1a11s as \\'Cll. 

Receotly I l1eard s0Jneor1e reJ)Orting \\•hich Roman leacle.r did .. v11at first: 
Dt1il.ius was the lltst to wi1l a 11aval battle, CutitJS Dentattts \vas tJ1e first to 
lead elephants in a triumph. (Seneca the Younger, 011 tlie Sl1ort1wss o{Ufe 
13) 

Seneca's 124 philosophical letters, addressed to his fr iend Gaius Lucilius, 
show a re1narJ<able combin<1tion of modesty, humour, and gentle advice-the 
O)'.ltilnum combination, e<irefully learned in the s<:hools of rhetoi-ic, for 
delivering potentially unp<1latable lessons. Here too he can be biting on the 
habits of conten1pornry scholarship and on what this learned audience misses 
in litewture, being too ca ught up in niatters of linguistic detail and literary 
history: 

A futt1re gra1llJ'11aria11 lthat is, arl explicator c>f pc.>etr}:], on loc.>king at Virgil, 
docs r1ot read tl1at fartl.ou.s 11111?, 'tin1e flies beyo11d catd lir1g1• in this .spirit: 
'\''e 1n t1st pay attention; unless ,,.e ll.l1ri:y we wil l be left bchi1ld; S\Yifl li1tl.C 
dri\1es tis an<l is <lri\1er1; we are carried along, unknov1.'ing . . . 'but he reacts it 
to observe Uiat whe11 Virgil speaks of the swiftness of time he uses this 
\.VC)rcl 'flees' . . .. AJ1d the grn111n1arian re;idi11g Cicero's l?cpuf?l.ic firsL JlOt(>S 
that Cicero says 'the thingself' [reapse), that is, 'the thing itself' [re ipsa] . . . . 
lhcn he moves on to usages which have changed over time, such as the 
finishi11g line in tl1e Ci.rcus wJJich \\'e 110\v calJ 'creta', tl1c ar1cic11ts tised to 
call 'ca/;'(' . Then t1e t c>rnpares sc.>rne F.1111ian ''er.ses . .. (Seneca, 1\1.oral /;r,.>tters 
108. Z4, 32-3) 
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Seneca's technique is close to that of the didactic poet Lucretius (see pp. 339-
49), whose famous simi le of the honey on the cup of medicine would equally fi.t 
Seneca's approach to teaching Luciliusthe rudiments of Stoic philosophy. And, 
through Lucilius, he teaches the wider world: for Seneca's ethical philosophy, 
like Cicero's, is designed to reach the literate reading public of Rome, not sim
ply its private addressees. 

Since Augustus, literature maintained at least the fa \'ade of reaching a wider 
audience. Asinius Pollio, in addition to founding his library, instituted the 
habit of fairly formal recitation, either in a private home or in a hired recital 
hall. These literary performances, which became Increasingly fashionable, are 
most memorably parodied by the Neronian poet Persius (see the passage 
quoted on p. 506). 

Recitations of prose works, though not targeted by the satirist, are well 
attested throughout the period, being best documented In the letters of Gaius 
Plinius Caecilius Secundus, called Pliny the YoLmger. These, modelled on the 
letters of Cicero, are carefully written for future publication by a man con
structing his own image with one eye on the past and oi1e on the opinion 
of posterity. They give us a remarkable picture of in1perial so<:iely, with a 
special concen tration on literary circles. The biographies of the emperors by 
Suetonius provide another rich source of information about recitation and its 
at1die11ces. 

As usual, the most prestigious auditor was the emperor hi111self (see p. 486, 
on Domitian as 'super-reader'). So, for exainple, besides listening to declam
ation, Augustus heard recitations of history, oratory, and philosophical 
dialogues; Claudius recited Iris own history and listened to that ot Servilius 
Nonlanus. The Younger Pliny recited speeches, including his Panegyric, and 
listened to history, invective, and eulogies of fa1nous n1en; the Younger Seneca 
speaks of crowds of philosophers reciting their works. On a Jess elevated level, 
fabulous tales such as the ghost stories in one of Pliny's better-known letters, or 
the animal fables of Phaedrus, might be told for entertainment at dinner parties 
(see pp. 492-518). This flurry of recitation did more than sin1ply fill the aristo
crat's increasi11gl}1 vacant JeisL1re ti111e, tt10 Llgl1 tl1ere \\'as ccrtai11ly soi11el'llir1g 
of that about it. Except for those ln business, public service no longer occupied 
as much senatorial attention when the emperor and his bureaucratic staff were 
in control, and so they put their talents to wotk elsewhere. But, just as during 
the Republic, competition and display were at the heatl of this new public 
activity. 

A select audience's reaction was particularly important as a fo rm of critical 
fee<lbilck, <is the younger Pliny exp.lains (see pp. 495-Q): 
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I am too diffident to feel con6.dent that I have done everything I can to 
v~·hat t1as <>r1ly ffi)' O\VTI a])proval. I l1ave therefore two reasons for reading 
in public; the reader is made more keenly cl'itical of his own work if he 
stands in som.e a\'\1eof his audience, an.d l1e has a kind of. paneJ of experts to 
co11fir1n t1is clecisio11 o r1 art}' cloubtful poi1)t. He receives st1ggestions frorn 
different rneml>crs and, failing this, he ca1t infer their va1i0<1s opinions 
from their expres.sior1s, glar1ce-s, nods, ar>1llat1se, murmurs ancl silence, 
si.gt1s \'IJ1icJ1 111ake clear the disfi11ctlon bctwee11 tlleir critical jt.1dge1ner.1t 
arld P<>lite assent . .. . But n<>i.v l arn arguing this r>oin t as if I invited tl1e 
general public to a lecture hall Instead of having my friends in my own 
r<><>n1- tl1ough if l J1ave ma11y frien.ds to i.n\rite tlli.s llas been a source of 
pride to many people and a reproach to none. (Pliny, Letters 5. 3. 8- 10, 
trans. lJ. Radice) 

Pliny's 111odest persona, which pervades his letters, is a deliberately assumed 
mask: diffident he may have beeq, but he was also intensely proud of his talent. 
And the process he describes here on a small scale may operate on a large one: 
<1udience tastes <1nd expectations could determine the style of a whole gener
<>tion, as happened with declamation. llut the process could become a vicious 
circle, with audiences going on to imitate the bad habits they have theniselves 
encouraged in their taste for novelty. Quintilian, in his discussion of Latin 
<>uthors, has strong views on Senec<>n style (which the nineteenth-century 
English historian Macaulay mCJnorably compared to a diet of anchovy 
satice): 

Seneca had 1uany great virtues: a quick aod abu11da11l ta1c11t, l\'itl1 1UtlC'll 
learning ar1<l wide knO\vledge (in V\1hich, h<>\Ve\:er, -he \\•as son1etimes 
deceived by those to whom he entrusted his research). For he handled 
almost every area of scholarship: speeches and poems and letters and dia
logl1es circulate ttn(ler his narne. He \Vas n<">t ver}: critical in phil<>soph)', 
tl1ougl1 ll(' l\'as a reu1axkabJe de1\0l111cer of vice. His \\forks contai1l 1l1any 
notable epigran1matic fO(t1lulations aJ1d n1t1cb that is wortll reading to 
improve one's Ctlaracter- yet his style <:<>ntains many <.:<>rrupt t11ings 
\Vl1icl1 are excecdit1g.l}' dar1gerol1S becattse tl1e-y abound ir1 attractive faults. 
One could wish that he had spoken witb his own intelligence, but wit11 
sor:rteone else's jt1dgerr1er1t. , .. If he ha<I n<>t beerl S<> enarnc>ured of all his 
id~.as, and if he had not fractured the dignity of his subject with epigram
n1atic brevity, he \'iOtJld be approved b}' a const;!nSltS of learl1ed 01e11 
rather than by infatuated boys. (Quintilian, The Educatfon of an Omt<>r 1 O. 
1. 12$-30) 

'Ale sa\\Y tl1e sa11le \\10rries Sttrfacing un(Jer the Repul).liC; no\v, ho,vever, in '1 
literarf society in which a small coterie of ex.perts engaged in a11 intimate pro-
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cess of improvising, c.on1peting, ilnitating, and striving always to outdo each 
other, the dangers of solipsism and unregu lated display are much to the for.e. 
Quintilian is worried about Seneca's style at least partly because he sees how 
popular it has become, and wants to warn the young against it. lt is, in fact, 
from Senec<i himself that we have tbe most explicit discussion of the danger
ous effects of irnitation, in his letters to Lucilius. Though acknowledging that 
imitation is not in itself the sign or a corrupt mind or of decadence, he 
nevertheless poiJJts out that a charismatic figure's faults can be those of an 
entire age: 

Maecenas lone of Augustus' friends] was clearly effeminate, ool gentle .. . . 
tlis n1islcadj11g \\'O(d order, expre.ssions tJ1at get in tl1e \vay, and extra· 
ordinary thoughts-often great, yes, but emasculated in their expression
make it clear that bis head was turned by excessive success. This tau It is due 
so·meti.mes ro a rnan ancJ s<>meti1nes to his tirnes. \1Vtlerl prosperity has 
p<>t1red Ottt luxt1ry far and \'\ti(le, bodily cu.ltttre starl.s to get too mucl1 ar1.cn
tio11 .. .. \.Vl1e11 tl1e mi11d 11.as become tised to scorning qrdinary things and 
regardir1g ct1st<>mary ttlirlgs as sllabb}', it begins to look for 11ovelties in 
speech also, sometimes recalling a.nd displayiJ1g obsolete, old fashioned 
\\'Otds, so.n)etiJnes coining ne\I\' \\1<>rds . . . sometimes bold arld freqt1e-11t 
metaphors are consi<lered sopllisticated. So111e an1p~1 tat.e ll1cir senter1ces 
hoping to 1nake a good i.lnpression if the meaning is left in doubt and the 
listener suspects his O\\'n Jack of \\'it; some d..;'/ell on tlleir se11te11ces a11d 
stretch them out; others, too, ool ooly fall into stylistic fault (for someone 
aiming high must do this) but acn1ally love the fault for its own sake. 
(Seneca, 1\-fom/ Letters l 14. 8- 11) 

Seneca's criticism of Maecenas modulates into a discussion of the interconnec
tion between literary style and culture, and finally centres on the relationship 
between speaker and audience, for it is there that a li terary character can most 
clearly be perceived and (more importantly) judged. 

Styles change; literary fashions come and go. Just after our period, there 
was a revival of archaic 1.atin, with the orator Marcus Cornelius fronto (tutor to 
the Emperor lvlarcus Aurelius) imitating Cato the Elder in preference to Ucero. 
The niodernity of Senecan prose must have looked very dated indeed. And 
lastly there is Aulus Gellius, a scholar living in the second half of the second 
century CE, both in Athens and in Rome. He com.pi led a miscellany in twenty 
books, the Attic Nigl1ts, a collection of quotations, facts, and trivia con<:erning 
philosophy, law, and grammar, including literary and textual criticism. Though 
intended as a source of entertaining inforrnation for his ch ildren, it enjoyed 
a wide influence in late antiquity and beyond. Like much of imperial 
scholarship, especially the books of 1:rontinus, Valerius Maximus, and Pliny the 
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Elder, h was produced both for use and out of a delight In collection for its own 
sake. It gives us an interesting picture of one ancient scholar's reading-and an 
invaluable trove of fragments of Lalin litcratu1c that would otherwise be lost 
to us. 

The power of memory 

History continued to be as popular as ever under the Empire, allhough, as the 
fut\ll'C Emperor Claudius' experience showed, choice of topic was as in1portan1 
11s sturdy furniture in the recital hall: 

As a young man he began to write history with Livy's encouragement and 
the help of Sulpicius fiavus. Hut when he first recited to a large aud.ience be 
Oarely got througl1 it, since he n1ore thari orlce gave ltirnself a 'chill' . For at 
the beginning of the reading a laugh arose when several benches bxokc 
under ttte '"'eight of a fat man, and n<>t even after the disturbance '~as 
quieted could Claudius hclp recalling the Incident and chuc.kling all over 
again . ... He staned his history with the death of the dictator Caesar, but 
rnO\'l.od on to a later period, beginning at the •civil peace' since he under· 
slOod that he was not allowed to speak frankly or truly about Uw eaJlier 
time, having often been taken to task both by his mot her and by his 
grandmother. (Suetonius, Life ofll1e Deified Claudius 41 ) 

Even a member of the imperial household could not afford to be too crit
ical of the regime, or to reveal what the entperor's family preferred not to 
reveal. People outside the royal family who did risk complimenting the 'Lib
erators' llrutus and Cassius, for example, could pay with their lives, as did 
Cremutius Cordus, one of the historians whose works had been restored by 
Caligula after he was disgraced and his books burnl, under Tiberius. Curtius 
Rufus, who (probably) lived under Claudius, took an indirect way around 
this problem, choosing instead to write a history of Alexander the Great. His 
Alexander bears a remarkable resemblance to a Roman emperor, but he is a 
foreign, exotic figure, distant enough from the potentially dangerous pres
ent. Another route was ethnography, the history or distant peoples; our only 
complete ethnography from antiquity is 'J'acitus' monograph on Germany, 
the Ger111n11in. It, too, reflects obliquely on the t::mpirc, especially in its por
trail of a nation of noble savages unto uched b)' the corrupling effects of 
civllliati<ln . 

Finally, one could write an epitome, or sh<J1't h istory, touchirig on on ly the 
high points of the Roman past. The co11ventlo nal epitome-writer's excuse of 
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being in a hurry could enable one to pass by a number of uncomfortable 
incidents-even if, like the Tiberian writer Vclleius Paterculus, you were in fact 
loyal to the regime (Velleius had served In the army under Tiberius and so had 
first-hand kno•vledge of his considerable military abilities and virtues). Another 
epitome, by Lucius Annaeus florus, may date from the second century CE: It 
is far more florid and panegyrical than Vclleius' text, employing exclamation 
and exaggeration to enhance the author's enthusiasm for his often lurid 
subject: 

First luxury, t11en Jac.k of money pushed Catiline into his unspeakable 
plan .. . . ~Vi th what allies-oh, horriblc!-dld he undertake to run the 
ser1ators tJ1rot1gl1, bt1tchcr 1 he consuls, rip the c ity apart witl1 fire, ransilc.k 
the treasury-in a \VOrd; to uproot tt1c wl1olc state fron1 its foundations 
and do things that not even tiannlbal seems to hove desired! (Florus, Epit
ome of Roman History 2. 12) 

florus preseIVes the minimum of Sallust's social critique, but seeks more to 
thrUJ his reader with the horror of Catiline's plans than to offer any historical 
analysis; this really is history as en1enainment, a far cry from Pliny the Eider's 
call for difficult but useful topics. 

Florus is, however, an exception in imperial historiography. Tue genre begins 
ISO yca1s earlier with Titus l.lvlus (Livy), a private citizen from Padua in north
ern Italy, who spent most of his life in Rome, writing what would become itself 
a monun1ent: 142 papyrus rolls of Roman history from the beginning through 
to Livy's own time, probably e11ding In 9 8CB. Three-quarters of it, including 
everything after l67 BCR, is lost, making Ir Impossible to tell how Livy would 
have treated the problematic yea rs of lhc early Empire. The earliest books, 
which cover the legendary and regal periods, arc restrained by comparison with 
Livy's contemporary, the Greek-speaking historian Dionysios of Halikarnassos, 
who took eleven books to cover what Livy docs In three (see pp. 262-4). They 
show the scepticism, sometimes bordering on cynicism, that pervade$ the 
whole of the work as we have It: 

One day during a meeting to review his troops on the Campus Martius ... 
a sudden storm with mighty thunder claps enveloped the king in such a 
dense cloud tJ1at the crowd lost sight of him. Nor was Romulus seen again 
on earth . ... Although the soldiers readily believed the senators who had 
been standing closest that he had been snatched up in the air by a whirl
wind, still . .. they were stricken with the fear of having been orphaned, so 
to speak, and for quite a lime stood In mournful siienc:e. Then, after a few 
JJroelaimed Ro1l\ llll1s' divJnity, 1l1e rest joine<I i11, haiJi1lg lti1n \\1il'l1 011e 
accord as a god, horn to a god, king and parent of the city of Rome . ... I 
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believe tt1at ev~11 tl1e11 tl1cre \\'tre sor1'1e people \\•ho maintained pri\'ately 
that the king had been torn apart by the hands of the senators-for this 
version, though little known, has also been handed down. Still, admiration 
for LJ1e ma11 a11cl tl1c nlnrn1 rclt at th~ time gave the otl1er version \Vider 
t"urrency, and it was further strengthened by the testimony of a single 
individual. Thls man was Pr0<:ulus lulius, a highly respected citizen accord· 
ing to tradition ... who steppe<! forth In a public assembly to affirm the 
truth or a 01ost ex.Lraordlr1ary event . ... lt is astonishing ho\v absolute was the 
conviction that Procutus ll1lit1s' \VOrdscarrlOO and ho\v, oncebclief in Romu· 
lus' immortality had been confirmed, the grief fell by the army and people 
was m;ugated. (Llvy, From tltt Fomuli11g o(tl,.. City I. 16, trans. T. J. Lut-e) 

Livy is particularly fond, as in this episode, of using internal audiences {as we 
saw also above, in his description of Cicero's death). Mere, he plays with layers 
of audiences: the crowd at the time, later tradition-split in two by the dis
tinctly anti-tyrannical story of Romulus' murder-and the contemporary read
er, joined by Livy ltimsclf In trying to sort out some kind of truth about this 
legendary past. It is possible to read it either completely straight or with 
ton&'Ue·in-cheek. Proculus Julius, for instance, has a remarkably significant 
name in this story of the divination of a Roman emperor, and was probably 
invented by the Julia11 family in order LO heighten their clan's importance. Li')' 
could not possibly co1nmen1: 'It Is astonishing,' he says simply, a cornment 
which can be taken 1wo ways, In Latin as In English. 

Livy's construction of cn rly Rome and the fi rst centuries of the Republic is 
both sentimental <ind postmodern. I le accepts that It Is Impossible to tell what 
really happened, about such mat ters ranging from the number of battles fought 
in third century oce WMS to the real story behind Scipio African us' charismatic 
appeal. It is possible to use good historical rnethods, includi ng arguments fro m 
analogy and from probabil ity, and he painstakingly teaches his reader how to 
deploy those sifting tools to reach a likely version of the past. But what he is 
most interested In is not what actually happened, but how the past is remem. 
bcrcd, and how that memory functions in and can help change the present a nd 
the future. 

Through a process or careful analysis, vivid rccrinstruction, rhetorical tech· 
nique, and allusion to the topographical and literary monuments of Rome, he 
enlists his reader In a process or recovering what the Roman people saw as their 
past, and in using that past critically as an exemplary guide for the future. 
While his own persona Is patient. diffident, and o ften misleadingly uncertain, 
his history is dynamic and demanding: 

Wliether in writing the history of the Roman people from the foundation 
of U1c citv the result will be worth the effort invested, I do not really know 

' 

46i I THE PATH BETWEEN TRUCULENCE AND SERVILITY 

(nor, if I dicl, ""ould I presun1e to say sc>) . • . • !vfy \\•ish is that each reader 
\\1il l pay til t? c:IOSC)t attClltiOJ) lO lhC' fO)JO\\i'iJlg: )10\V ffi('O lived, \Vtlat tl1eir 
111oral principle~ \VCrc, under whnt leaders and by ""hat measures at ho111e 
:ind abrc>ad our empire wa; won and extended: then let him follow in his 
mind how, as discipline broke down bit by bit, morality at first foundered; 
how it next subsided In ever greater collapse and then began to topple 
headlong In ruin- until the advent of our own age, in which we can 
endlJfC neither our vices nor the remedies needed to cure the1n. The special 
and salutary l>enefi1 of Uie >tudy of history is to behold evidence of every 
sort of behaviour sci fonh as on a splendid memorial; from it you may 
select for yourself and for your country what to emulate, from it what to 
avoid, whether basely begun or basely condude<I. (Llvy, From die Fo1111di11g 
oftlr•City, !'reface I, 9-10, trans. T.J. Luce) 

Livy takes his Sallustlan awareness of Rome's current debasement and turns it 
into a programme for socio-political improvement. His approach isalmostclin· 
ical (and indeed In this passage uses medical language}, and has much in com· 
tnon \\1itl1 At1gt1stus1 own pla11 to use ancient mor1u1nents and tradition to 
iebuild a r:idlcally new Rome. Owing to the loss of the later books, it is impos· 
sible to tell how radically new Livy's Rome would have been. We can tell, 
however, that his work Is 1>nrticuiarly important in being open-access history, 
written not by a senator but by a histori:•n uninvolved in the government or 
the military, di rected neither exclusively at the elite nor the no n-elite, a mix of 
scbolMship and populari,,l ng, avoid ing the polemics of the late-republican 
memoir and insider histories such as Sallust's or Asinius Po llio's. 

Sallust (1nd ~ivy together were formative influences on the greatest h istorian 
of the i111perlal perlocl, Cornelius Tacitus. Like I.ivy, he came from the north 
(probably from southern l'ran(·e); unlike h im, however, he was a senator, with a 
successful e<ireer even under the tyr<m t Domitian, ending up under Traj an as 
governor of the province of Asia (1 12-13 CE). His two works of narrative h is· 
tory, the Nisrorfes and the Amwls, borrow the annalistic or year-by-year form 
from Livy's history, structuring the nanillive around the annual rotation of 
consuls, the ch ief magistrates of the old republican government. Deliberately 
anachronistic, and jarring with the reality of imperial rule, this structure sets 
the tone for his bleak, overpoweringly <.ynical view of the first si.xty-6ve years of 
the Empire, from the death of Augustus through to the accession of Vespasian 
in 70 {later books of the Histories, which continued through Domitian's rule, 
together with the reign or Caligula and parts of Claudius and Nero from the 
Amk1ls, are lost). 

Tacitus' world Is po1>ulated with duplicitous, violent cn1perors, craven 
senators, unexpectedly brave freedwomen, charismatic but useless military 
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SETTING EXAMPLES. The background to trilJ/s in the Forum of Augustus was a 
curving portico with the statue of one of the great men of t/1e past and an 
inscription recording his deeds in each niche. 

leaders, gluttonous aristocrats, exaggeratedly stubborn ptiilosophers, poison
ers, spies, and innocent doomed youths. His style combines S;dlustjan un
predictability with consummate J..ivian structure and variety to produce a 
dazzling, challenging Latin that demands repea ted readings. It is" Latin whose 
deceptive surface conceals a hidden m.eaning, like the world about which Taci
tus is '''Titir1g, ir) '''h ich on I}: tll<)Se Sltrvive i,.vho m_a11age to steer a n1i<idle cot1rse 
between ' precipitous ()bstinacy and a wasteland of servility'. The only success
ful readers in Tacitus' text are those who can re .. 1d the all-powerful emperor 
who, as the focus of a ristocratic and plebeian attention alike, has himself 
become a dangerous new text which demands, yet frustrates, correct reading. 
Tiberian opacity we have seen <ibO\'e, in discussing oratory and the Senate. 
Nero, who delights in exploiting the range of theatrical effect, is even worse: 
misinterpreting such an emperor can easily be punished by death. 
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There is a dense concentration of such theatrieal scenes in Annnls 15, 
culminating in the great fire of Rome. First, the emperor himself takes to the 
stage, not at Rome but in a town of Greek foundation, the better to foster the 
ilh1sion of performance in the country which inven ted literary festivals: 

liithcrto Nero had sung in private houses or gardens .. . but these Jw now 
scor11ed, as t(>o little atterlµed ar1d too restricted for such a fir1e voice. Not 
daril>g, however, to start at Rome, he chose Neapolis [Naples] because lt 
\.,,as a Greek city. l~ronl tl1js starting-point J1e. could cross to .l\thaia . . . . 
Accordingly, a crowd of townspeople was collected . . . and filled the 
theatre at Naples. There aJl incident took place which many thought 
L1111ucky, thc>ugh Nerc> t'elieved it due to the r>r<>vidence of the aLISJ)itious 
gods. For after the audience had left, the empty building collapsed without 
harm to anyone. (Tacitus, Annals 15. 33-4) 

l.ucky for the spectators- though perhaps not so, considering the lengths to 
wh ich, it is alleged, Nero later went to keep his audiences captive: it is said that 
since he allowed no one to leave his perfonnances, pregnant women gave birth 
in the theatres, while some m.en tried to leap from the walls, others even going 
so far as to feign death so that they could be carried out of the building. 

Instead of continuing to Greece, however, and though wanting bad ly to go to 
the exotic province of Egypt, Nero stays in Rome, making himself popular with 
the people--though not, it goes without saying, with the conservative 
senators: 

To assure people U1at no pla~e pleased l1in1 as nlllch as Jlon1e, Nero gave 
banquets in the pt1blic places, treating the '"'hole tity as his J>ri·vate house. 
Of these feasts the most famous . . . were those given by Tigellinus, which 1 
will describe as an example . ... He constructed a raft ou Agrippa's lake, put 
the banquet on board and had it towed by other boats. These vessels were 
decorated with gol<.1 a1)d ivory; tile dege11erate cre'''S were arra11gcd accord
ing to age and experience of vice . . . . (>n the quays stood brothels filled 
with noble women, and on the opposite bank were seen naked prostitutes. 
As darkness approached, nearby groves and surrounding buildiogs 
resounded with song and shone with lights. Nero, polluted by every lawful 
and lawless ;ict, had omitted no abomination by which he could be further 
corrupted~xcept tJ1at a fc,v days later, ill a solenln \veddjngcere111011)1, J1e 
became the wife of one of that fil thy herd, a slave named Pythagoras. The 
t>riclal veil '''as l'ut on the ec11peror; ·~vit11esscs, do\vry, couclt art<l 1lt•ptial 
torches were there-everything, in a word, was visible. (Annals 15. 37) 

Constnicting what i.s essentially " stage set covering a large portion of Ro.me 
(and one which, ir has been argued, is deliberately intended to reprodu<:e the 
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Egypt which Nero longed to sec), Nero takes over public entertainment for his 
own obscene pantomime, even going so far as to play the part of a bride in a 
homosexual wedding. · 1~1citus singles out the most lurid elements, emphasizing 
that this was do1w 10 be seen-and, of course, is here laid out for you, the 
reader, to sec. lloth the emperor and his historian play to their respective audi
ences. But It Is Nero who wlll have the best pan: 

A dlsastci followed, one ... more serious and dreadful than any which has 
ever happened 10 this city by the violence of fire .... The Hames first swept 
through the level portions of the city, then rising 10 the hills ... out
stripped all preventive mea5ures by their speed, and by the fact that the 
city was vulnciable owing to Its narrow alleys winding here aod there and 
its Irregular blocks .. . . In addition the wailing of terror-stricken women, 
the feebleness of uge and the Inexperience of childhood, people looking 
after themsdvcs and looking aflci others, dragging tbe weak aloog or wait
ing for them, some delaying, some fleeing, all got in the way .... Nero at 
this time was staying at Antlum and did not return to Rome until tiie fire 
\-.ias nearing his house . ... f\ rumour spread that at the very n1on1eor ~ ... hen 
the city v..•as aflame, the err•peror ha<I gone o r1 to his private stage and SL111g 
the destruction of Troy. comparing modem evils with ancleol disasters. 
(A111111/s ts. 38-9) 

The fire becomes a backdrop to lhc mad emperor's private performance, an 
oppornmity fo1· bringing li fe to ancient history: on Nero's stage, Rome bccon1es 
Troy, ancl rile emperor Is aut hor, actor, and audience rolled into one. 

It Is Tacitus, however, who hiis the last word. Though his history is n either 
sentimental nor hopeful, IL docs share with Livy's an intense desire to be useful, 
to turn the pasr, however horri l'ying, Into something from which one can learn. 
One of tile new ge11res that sprang up under the Empire was the martyrology, 
or eulogy o f political victims. Though none of these survives from before the 
Christia11 period (where they commemorate victims of religious persecutlon), 
we know the subjects of some of them. Tiley are mainly Stoic philosophers, 
men whom Tacitus characterl1.es as uselessly indulging their opposition to the 

Empire, going roan osten tat ious but ultimately pointless death. Yet he borrows 
from the genre in his first monograph, tJ1e Agricola, a historical biography of his 
father-in-law, a man who Tacitus says managed to follow that path between 
tn1culen~-e and servility. It Is a testament not only to the man, but to the power 
of the written word to reach out beyond its immediate circumstances to audi
ences unimaginably far away: 

If there is any place for the spirits oC tile just, if, as philosophers believe, 
great souls do not perish with the body, may you rest in peace. May you 
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call us . .. to cor1te1n1>late your noble ch01racter, for \\1hicl1 i t is a sin eitller 
10 mourn or lo shed tears. May we rather honour you by our admiration 
and our undying praise ond, if our powers permit, by following your 
exarnple . ... l111ages of tl1e l'lur11a11 face, like that face itself, are '"eak a11d 
perishable. The beauty of the soul Lives for ever, aod you can preserve and 
express that beauty, not by the material and artistry of another, but only in 
your own character. All U1a1 we have loved in Agricola, all that we have 
admired In him, abides and is destined to abide in human b.eart.s through 
the endless procession of the ages, by the fame of his deeds. Many of the 
men of old will be buried in oblivion, loglorlous aod uokllowo. Agricola's 
story has been told for posterity and he will surv;ve. (facitus, Agricola 46, 
trans. A. R. Birley) 
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15 Oblique politics: Epic of the 
imperial period 
MA'l~CHEW LEIGH 

Cultures of recitation 

In his Dialogue on Orators, Tacitus depicts a small gathering o f writers and 
o rators at the house of one Curiatius 1'4aternus (cf. p. 450). The dramatic date is 
74 c;E, the actual date o( publication around a quarter of a cer'ltury later. The 
initial context is intriguing. For this is the day after the reeitation by Curiatius 
of his new tragedy Coto and aJI the town is buuing with talk of the offence 
given to the powerful by the energy "~th which Curiatius threw himself into 
the part of the eponymous hero of his work. Now the tradition attaching to 
Cato the Younger (cf. p. 517) is of immense significance for the political and 
philosophical thought of this period <ind the impassioned impersonation of 
this figure must give out messages which are hard to misunderstand . To a Sen
eca, Cato's inflexible devol'ion to virtue and resolute dedication to the position 
he has once adopted make h im the great Roman example of the Stoic wise man. 
To Cato's Neronian biographer, Thrnsea Paetus, his Stoicism must be insepar
able from his republicanis1n. For Cato had led the forces of the Senate in the 
civil wars of the early 40s nc£ against Julius Caesar and the convictions to which 
he so rigorously adhered were those of the traditional political order. Finally 
defeated at the Battle of Utica, he committed suicide r<1ther than accept the 
principle of autocracy, and in doing so set do\\11 a standard for other critics of 
imperial rule to em ulate. To put words into the mouth of the dying Cato could 
be an indirect way of commenting on whichever ti~·ant currently held sway in 
Rome. 

That politics is the 111ost p rominent concern of Curiatius' play is apparent 
from Tacitus' description of h is initial exchanges with the 1\rst of his guests, 
Julius Secundus: 

\'\1e11, Oil e11teri11g Materntis' roOJll we fot1nd h.im s itting ¥lit}1 a book ir1 
Cront of him-the very same from which he had given his reading on the 
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pre-viot1s da}'; \'\1hereur><>n Secundus said, 'Has the·t.1lk of yotir detractors nc> 
terrors for yol1., Mate.c11us? Does it 11ot 1nake yot1 feel le.ss enamoured of tl1at 
exasperating Cato of yours? Or is it with the idea of going carefully over it 
tl'1at yoLt flave taker1 }'Our drama i11 lland, i11tending to cut out any passages 
t11at 01ay J1a,re given a handle for n1i~represeotation, a11d tl1e11 to J?Ltblisl1 
yOtLr (:nto, if riot better tt1ar1 it was at least not so dangerot1s?' 

To this he rejoined, 'The reading or ii wlll show you what 1'faternus 
considered his c.tuty to hin1se1f: }'C>U \\•ill find it just a.s }'OU l1eard it read. Yes, 
and if Caw has left anything unsaid, at my next reading it shall be supplied 
in my '111y,,st.es; for so I call the tragedy which I have already planned and of 
which I have the outline in my head. ft is just because l want to get the fi rst 
play off my hands and 10 throw myself whole-heartedly into my new 
th.eme that I am ht1rrying to get this work rea·d}' for 1>ublic,ation.1 (facitus, 
Di"log11eo11Omtors3. 1-3) 

Those passages which risk misrepresentation and whieh may be consi.dered 
dangerous acquire this status thcough their politi.cal conten t. Cut iati.us has 
retired from fore!lslc rhetoric and later-however dis inge!luously-proclaim.s 
the blessings of th~ current peace; but he can put ioto the mouth of h is Cato a 
commentary on ty ranny and liberty which the audience will interpret as tran
scending the specific historical context of the p lay. That this mediated expres
sion of dissen t is what is at issue is apparent from the reference to the forthcom
ing Thyestes: how a play on the woes of ancient Mycenae can elucidate a previ
ous \\•Ork on the Ro1r1an clvil v\1ars is unclear until one notes the recurrent 
tendency of a succession of Roman writers from Ennius and Accius onwarcls to 
use this theme, and in partlcu.lar the psychopathic rule of Atreus, to evoke the 
perils of autocracy. 

rt is unclear where eJWCtly Curiatius has given his recitation, but he seems 
aln1ost. to 111we courted the attention of those at the imperial palace who might 
wish to denounce him. The same recklessness shows through in h is attitude to 
the eventual published version of his work, which Secundus expects him to 
make more anodyoe but which Maternus promises to deliver unchanged. 
Maybe these are hints at what bas been inferred from other eviden<:e: that the 
dialo1,•ue is set ilun1ediately before the deatJ1 of the tragedian . Contrast Thrasea 
J'aetus and his Cato. The Neronian books of the Annals close with Tacitus' 
description of the suicide ofTluase;L He has been denounced by the loathsome 
Cossutianus Capito and the principal accusation is that, for all his unrelenting 
withdrawal from the Senate, Thrasea has not abandoned political life but rather 
is engaged in a form of politics by other means. Central to this clain1 is tl1e 
literary circle surrounding Thrasea, and it is no accident that Tacit11s has him 
recei\'e the news of his condemnation when gathered in his gardens with a 
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number of p rorni1Jent frien<ls in order to listen to the Cynie philosopher 
Demetrios. ft is as if the Hornan politician's house is a min iature state in which 
he can rule virtuously over those who elect to follow him. fn public the 
followers of Thra$ea are damned and m.ocked in equal measure for their high
minded, contumacious air; in that small space apart formed by his house and 
gardens. Thrasea must give readings from his Cato and affirm his political 
traditi()J1. 

We have so far encountered Cato the Younger in tragedy, history, and philo· 
sophical dialogue. He is also prominent in at le~st one epic poem of the period : 
the l'harsa/ia or Civil War of Lucan. Yet there are other epics to be considered as 
well, poems on anything from the Second Punic War to the expedition of Jason 
and the Argonauts, the wai· between the sons of Oedipus for rule over Thebes, 
ai1d the life of Achilles. \¥hat did it mean to recite and then to publish works on 
these the111es? Does all literature fall Into the pattern of mediated comment 
suggested above? A very different picture is supplied by the opening of the first 
satire of Juvenal (cf. pp. SOJ-2): 

Ml1SL l always be a Jjste11er 0111}', Jl.C\'er l1it back, 
although sc> c)fter1 assailed l>y the hc>arse TJ1eseid of (:ordus? 
Never obtain revenge when X has read me his comedies, 
Y his elegies? No revenge when 1ny day has been wasted 
by mighty Telephus or by Orestes who, having covered 
the final margin, extends to the back, and stm isn't finished? 
N e> citizen's JJrivate house is m<>re fan1iliar to !1itt1 

tlla1l tl1e grove of ~·fars a11d Vulcar1's cave near .!\eolus' rocks 
are to tt1e; \\•hat l'l1e \Vit1ds are up to, .,.,J1at- gl1osts are bei.Jig tormented 
(>n 1\eacus1 rack, fr<>m v\lt1at far land another has stc>len 
a bit of gold pelt, bow huge are the ash·tnu1ks Monychus hurls -
the unending cry goes up from I'ronto's plane-rrees, b.is marble 
statues arld colun1r1s, shake11 and st1attered b}r non .. stc>r> readings. 
011c gets tl1e sart1e fro1n every poet, great a11d s1nall. 
f too IJave Sllatched i11y lland fro111 u11der tt1e cao.e; .1 too 
l1ave tendered a<l\1ice t<> Sulla to retire fr<>n1 ]Jub1ic life 
a11d sleep tJ1e sleep of tlte just. No poi11t, \\1l1e11you1llt?t?t so 1na1l}' bards, i11 sparing 
paper (it's already doomed to desttuction). 
Bltt wl1y, }10t1 1na}'· ask, sh<">t1ld [ <lecide t<> c<>ver the grour1<l 
o'er which the mighty son of Aurunca (LuclliusJ drove his 1eam·1 
Jf you h.a\'e tjn1e and are feeJiJ1g recepti\.'e, J1ere's n1y ansi.ver. 

011ver1al, Satires l . 1-21) 

Juvenal unleashes his scorn a«<1inst epic tra••edv comedv and eleuv alike ' . 0 , 0 ,, , , o, 

but it is epic which is n1ost prominent in tb.is pass<1ge. The very title Theseid 
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proclaims the poem of Cord us an epic; the standard motifs of the grove of ~fors, 
the cave of the winds, the golden fleece, and the arms of the Centaurs are the 
stock-in-trade of Ul)'thologica.l epic. All these epicists, to whose voices the villa 
of Fronto resounds, share with Ju,•enal tbe same training: anyone who has 
advised Sulla to retire from political life and sleep securely has studied the stock 
speech of persuasion known as the siwsoria so central to the curriculum of the 
declamation schoo.ls (cf. pp. 445-8). Tn this educational system, no scene from 
h istory is too controversial to be trivialized by eager schoolboys in search of 
point and paradox, not even, as Persius shows, the death of Cato the Younger 
h.imself. What Juvenal theref9re affects to damn are 1vindy, empty poems on 
hackneyed themes, all pullulating with the same rhetorical figures and tricks. 
Satire, the path of Lucilius, must somehow be different. Wherein that differ
ence lies is made explicit in the final lines of the poem: 

So take this man who admi.11ister~d poison to three of bis uncles -
is he to go by, looking <IO\\'Tl on t1s all from his aery cushions? 
'Yes, when he comes to you, seal your lips with your finger. 
Simply to utter the words 'That's him!' will count as informing. 
With<>t1t a qualrn you can pit .Aeneas against the ferocious 
Rutt1lian; 1lo 011e is placed at risk by tbc \\10uJ1dcd .4.cl1illes, 
or Hylas, so long sought -..vhe11 J1e'd gone tl1e wa}' c>f his bucket. 
Whenever, as though with sword in hand, the hot Lucilius 
roars i11 \\1cath, tl1e listener Oushcs; bis mi11d is affrtgl1t.ed 
with a sense of sin, and his cor1s<:ience S\\1eats with secret guilt. 
Tl1tlr'S wl1at cal1ses a11ger ar1d tears. So tur11 it over 
in your mind before the bugle. Too late when you've donned your helmet, 
for second thoughts about combat.' 
'I'll tr}' \\'l1at I nla)' agai11st tl1ose 
V\1l1ose asl1e~ are buried beneath tl1e -r:Jaminia and the l...atina.' 

(Juvenal, Satires l. 158-71, tTa11s. N. Rudd) 

The image of Lucilius in his chariot sums up the llnpression of the early 
satirist's remorseless aggression; now he brandishes his sword and rages while 
his imitator dons h is helmet and walls for the trumpet to sound. In other 
wo rds, to denounce one's contemporaries after the manner of lncilius would 
be to <1ct lLke the great '''arriors celebrated in epic verse. Those, meanwhile, who 
co1npose such ve1se can s.leep easy at nigh t because their poetry is so vacuous 
th<it it has no chance whatsoever of causing offence: the duel of Turn us and 
Aene<1s. the death of Achilles and the Joss of the Argonaut Hylas are shorthand 
for epic. Th.at Juven;il actu<illy d oses by choosing the safercoucse of speaking ill 
only of the dead is scant comfort to the epieists whom he pillories. Do they 
rc<1lly, he asks, h<we an.ything to say <it all? 
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Recit<1tion is central to the literary culture of the imperial period. The 
pass.1ges cbosen from Tacitus and Juvenal illustrate the range of experience 
which c;u1 be accommodated under the heading. ln what follows, we shall see 
poets who write for an audience as determi ned to interpret and find meaning as 
thilt of Curi<•tius Maternus, poets who write ror an audience whose benevo
lence is acquired in the market-place of literary patronage, p~ts even whom 
we may secretly suspect were rather too like those whose inanity Juvenal 
lampoons. 

It is no accident that Tacitus sets his Dit1/og11~ 011 Oracors in 74 CE. No more 
than six years have passed since the fall of the Emperor Nero, the last represen
tative of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, and on ly five since the civil wars which 
engulfed Rome in 69 CE, the famous Year or the Four Ernperors. The reign of 
Vespasian is sllll new and scores are still being settled from the years of Nero. 
Malicious prosecutors have been targeted for retribution by the families of their 
victims; fresh efforts have been made to reassert the authority or the Senate. Yet 
Vespasian will give way to his son Titus and he to h is brother Domitian. Nero is 
dead but the autocratic spirit lives on . 'rlle impact of these years is palpable in 
all the epic poets of the age. 

-nie P/1t1rsalir1 or Civil War is Lucan's account of the conflict between Caesar 
and Pompey and their climactic struggle In 48 BCE on the fields of Pharsalos in 
Thessaly. lt is perhaps the most overtly pollllcal and, indeed, rebellious work of 
its age and is unsparing In ils condemnation o( the com1ption of Ron1e in the 
age or the empero rs. Its youthful author did not live to sec the overthrow of 
Nero. Lucan's fa ll from grace with the emperor and eventual enforced silicide at 
the age or only 26 ls testa ment to the poten tial hazards of con1posing verse on 
the same con troversial themes as Curlatius employs for his tragedies. 

M. Annaeus l.ucanus was the nephew of the philosopher and tragedian L. 
Annaeus Seneca (cf. 1>p. 4<19- 5 1). Born in Spain In 39 CE but educated in Rome 
<tnd Athens, Lucan declalme<I with distinction in both Greek and Latin, held 
the quaestorshlp at a prematurely early age, performed verse in honour of Nero 
and became a member or the e1nperor's cohort of friends. Mis swift advance 
must ti.ave owed as much to his uncle's role as tutor to the young emperor as it 
did to his prod igious nbllltles. All th is before one most unfo rtunate event. 

The worst misfortune which a reciter could endure was known as a frig11s or a 
'chill'. Where an enthusiastic audience would call out its approval th rough 
various familiar terms, those who were hostile to the poet could subject him to 
the silent disdain of the (rlg11s. Suetonius records in his life of Lucan that the 
poet suffered just such a rebuff and from none other than the Emperor Kero 
himself. The motivation ror Nero's behaviour is not stated by the biographer 
but we may perhaps infer from his decision to end the performance by calling a 
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meeting or the Senate that this was the best way to break up a n aud ience or 
some of the leading men of the day. 

The ex lguous remains of Nero's poetry bear witness to his artistic a mbitio ns. 
The emperor was also enamoured of the tragic stage and is said to have acted 
the roles or Orestes the matricide or Canace in labour. Tacitus records the dis
taste at these transgressions which helped drive the loyal centurion Subrlus 
Fl:ivus to conspire against his niler. Yet the m an whom he sought to place on 
the throne In his stead, C. Calpurnius Piso, had himself performed in Greek at 
the theatre In Naples while that notorious sober-sides Tbrasea Paetus had sung 
in tragic dress at the games of Antenor in his native Pata~;um. Among Lucan's 
own works are counted an unfinished tragedy entitled Medea and fourteen 
plays with dancing. TI1ere is no evidence of his having actually appeared on the 
stage. 

nie cOul'$e or l.ucan's early career in public life was meteoric but the feud 
with l\ero soon put a stop to this. The displeasure which the emperor showed at 
1.ucan's verses had far-reaching consequences. The 'chill' was extended to a ban 
on performance and on work as a lawyer- the public voice of Lucan was 
silenced . The poet responded by assaulting Nero and his friends in defam;itory 
verses and never held back fro m abusing h im. The image suggested by ltis 
biographers u1> to this point smacks less of steely republican conviction than of 
petulance a nd bockblting in a small and competitive group. Suetonius even 
describes Lucan In the l;itrines of the imperial palace: the poet lets rip a mag
n ificent fart and caps h is achievement with a snatch of Nero's own verse 'You 
might th ink that It had thu nder.ed beneath the e;u th'-all those sitting ;iround 
him flee a~ fast as they con rather than associate then1selves with this levity. 
~Vhe1'I finally 1.ucan becomes involved in the conspir<1cy to replace Nero with 
C. Calp umius Plso, Sueton ius has him decl;1i.ming against tywnts and offering 
Caesar's head to his associates, while Tacitus and Vi!cc;i report bis a ttempt to 
sh ift accusations or participation onto his mother Acilia. Is this the Lucan 
whom the auditorla heard recite his Phar~alia? 

Immature, ~gotl~tlcal, treacherous- Lucan is not flattered by h is biographers. 
Yet this is not the only story. ~Vhen Tacitus in the A1111111s tells of the death or 
Annaeus Mela, he states that it is a great aid to his distinction that he was the 
father of the poet; In the Dialogue 0 11 Orators, M. Aper urges speakers to draw 
quotations from the S<lcred shrine of a Horace, a Virgil, or a Lucan . lloth Statlus 
in his birthday poem for Lucan and Martial in a series of epigranis testify to the 
efforts of Lucan's widow to celebrate his memory and both pay tribute to his 
work. Statius becomes the first writer to treat Lucan as a heroic enemy or tyr
anny and his J'ilars11/i11 as an underground work surviving the best efforts of 
!\ero to sup1>ress It. One might compare the story in Seneca the Elder of Uie 
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incorrigible Pompeian Labienus who broke off a recitation of sonie of his his
tories, skipped some passages, and announced that they would be read after his 
death. ·1~1citus, sim ilarly, tells of Cremutius Cordus, the historian driven to his 
death by ·r1berius but whose works lived after him and 011J.y grew in reputation 
as a result (cf. pp. 452-4). 

The ancient evidence for the life of Lucan is of huge significance for any 
account of his P/1111~alin. It is dilficult, however, to know how to handle it. ·10 
refuse to imagine a Lucan who is any better than the worst of what we are told 
about him is to risk trivializing the politi.cal v<>ice of the poem: howet•er elo· 
quent his words, they are undermined by our sense of the bad falth of their 
author. Yet entirely to discard the implications o f the evidence for the poet's 
character and milieu may be the first step to inve.nting Lucan as the romantic 
republic<Jn dissident and herald o f freedom which it would be most stirring to 
believe hi1n to be. 

The ancient life of Lucan attributed to Vacca places the ban on recitation 
after the publication of the first three books of the Pharsalia. Jly the end of the 
third book, Luc<>n's ac<:ount of the civil. wars between Caesar and Po mpey has 
advanced as for <>s Caesar's invasion of Ita ly, the flight of l'ornpey and the 
senatorial forces, the gathering of auxiliaries from the East and Caesar's siege of 
Massilia en route to the Spanish campaign. It is common to claim that these 
sections of the narrative are free from the hostility to imperial rule which 
comes to dominate the latter books. This is, however, very largely a fic tion . So 
heavy-handed an interpretation of the poem's conten t is a good instance of the 
pernicious in1pact of bi.ographical e~idence. An alternative response to this 
evidence nlight be to assuu1e that the 'chill' administered to Lucan by the 
emperor was in response to some aspect of the first three books and to wonder 
what it might be. 

The proen1 to the Plmrsalia iS a thirty-two-line lament for the civil wa rs, their 
corrosive imp<>ct on Ron1<Jn ethics, and their destnrction of a once-great 
imperial power. At this point, however, Lucan adopts a very different perspec
tive. lie turns to the emperor and finds in him a grand consolation for all the 
sorrows of Rome: 

llut if the !'ates could find no other way 
fc)r Nero's cor11ing, if eternal king<.101ns are pltrcl1ase.d 
by tl1e gods at great cost, if J1ea\'Cll co\ild ser,,e its Thunderer 
on.ly after \'i.'iltS \Vi.th t l1e feroci()US Giants, 
then we tlave rlc> tc)rnplair1ts, O gocls; for tl1is re.ward we accept 
even these Cl'inws and guilt; though Pllars;ilja fill its dreadhil 
plains, though the Canhaginian's shade with blood be sated; 
though the final battle be j<>ined at fatal Munda; 
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thc>ugh added t<"> these horrc)r.s, Caesar, be the far11ine of .Perusja 
and the struggles of Mutina, the fleets overwhelmed 
near rugged l~eucas, and the slave wars under ))urni11g Etna, 
yet Rome O\'i.'l?S 01ucl1 to c.itizens' weapons, becatise it was 
foe )'OU tJ1ar all \Vas done. 

(Lucan, Plwrsalla I . 31-45) 

Lucan goes on to anticipate the apotheosis of Nero, urges him to occupy the 
centre of heaven, lest he should overbalance the cosmos or look askance on 
Rome, begs him to look serenely on the city and finally dismisses Dionysus and 
Apollo in proclaiming the empero r his muse. The interpretation of all of this is 
troubled . To many, this is the standard language of imperia l panegyric and is 
evidence, if not of Lucan's sincere admiration for Nero, then at least of his 
.sincere desire to flatter him. Other voices, however, continue to resist this 
approach. The Jate·antique commentators on Lucan were the first, claiming 
that the section urging Nero to occupy the centre of the universe played on his 
obesity and his squint. I would prefer to emphasize the exlTeme p ressure on 
Nero to justify the ca lculation of profit and loss in the passage quoted, the 
absence of any oth er reference to this then1e in the remorseless pessimism of 
the rest of the poein, and the scorn heaped on the deii\cation of dead emperors 
elsewhere in the text. To this approach, any investigation of whether Lucan 
1neant what he said in the dedication n1ust take account of the r·epeated ten· 
dency of the later stages of the poem to comment on and dismiss the consola· 
tory n1otifs which here he so zealously proclaims. 

One might now consider this issue in terms of the audience for the Pharsalia. 
Vacca states that Lucan was banned from recitation in response to the first 
three books of the poem; Suetonius that he suffered a 'chill' from Nero himself. 
Let us therefore imagine a situation in which the young poet has completed the 
first three books of his work and decides that jt is tiine to publicize them by 
means of recitation. lhe poet·empeto1, his senior by only two years, Is certain 
to be in the audience .. Can Lucan possibly have failed to recite his dedication to 
Nero? Could it not be that it was someth ing In this very dedication which so 
offended Nero that he responded by freezl.ng out the reciter? Morace in his 
Satires is well awa re of the dangers of flattering the young Octavian and fears 
that his response may he to kick out like a horse. Does Nero administer just 
such a kick? The poet-emperor was, I suggest, the first reader to see through the 
posturing o f Lucan's dedication. 

If the opening of the Pharsalia and its encomium of the emperor were 
enough to 1Hovo ke displeasure, one can on ly imagine how Nero might have 
responded to the content of the rest of the poem. Lucan implicitly invites his 
reader to engage in HtiS im<>ginative exercise; <•nd Statius will explore the 
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possibility even f11rther in his dedications to Domitian. Meanwhile, the further 

develo1>mcnt of the Pharsalia establishes an alternative ideal audience, and one 

which refuses to view the civil wars and the subsequent development of Roman 

history in the same consoling light as the passage quoted above. This pattern 

emerges most clearly in the seventh book and Its account of the crucial conflict 

of the civil wars: the Battle of Pharsalus. Herc, Lucan adopts the strategy o f 

describing what 'we' see o r do, and there Is the clear sense of his audience thus 

being drawn ioto a common political sympathy with the narrator. ~Vhen, for 

instance, the Pon1peian party foolishly drive their general into an unnecessary 

and ca lamitous e ngagement with the enemy, Lucan asks the gods whether ii 

pleases them 't<> add th is guilt to our mistakes'. Responding to the same event, 

he complains that '\'Ve charge to dfanster, demanding warfare which will injure 

us; I In Pompey's camp, Pharsalia is their prayer.' Even when erring, therefore, 

we are clearly Pompeians. 
Compare the following passage in which Lucan laments the impact of the 

battle on his generation: 

ff()m this battle the peoples receive a mightier wound 
than their own time could bear; more was lost than life 
and safety: for au the world's eternity we are prostrated. 
Every age which will suffer slavery is conquered by these swords. 
How did the ncxl generation and rhe next deserve 
to be born into tycanny? Did we wield wcapo11 s or shield 
our throats in fear and trembling? "i'he punishment of others' fear 
sits J1ca''Y 011 our necks. l"f, fc>rtune, you lnterlClcd to give a n1aster 
10 those hc>r11 after battle, you s1lotild olso llovc give11 us a chance 
to fight. 

(Lucan, J>l1t11~·"1it1 7. 638-46) 

\¥here the dedication to Nero had represented the new Rome of his reign as the 

happy recompense for all past suffering, now there is just an unbroken con

tinuum of woe. Moreover. the issue Is not just the destruction of the nation bul 

the political en~lavement of U1e people. "fhe group which Luc-an represents in 

the ftrst-~rson plural Straddles the time of Pharsalus, In which it is laid low, 

and the time of Nero, in which its servitude endures. The complaint which 

Lucan expresses therefore is that we did not betray ourselves through coward· 

ice, and that we did not have the chance to continue the fight againSt the 

monarchy into which we were born. 
Lucan speaks here for a p<1ttiS<ln community. That that community consists 

of the ;loet and his audience is further suggested by some f11rther fan1ous lines 

from tile same seventh book. Luc<1n h ere is rounding off a lengthy catalogue of 

the omens which foretold the disaster of the d<1y ahead: 
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0 mightiest of men-your f"onune gave displays 
throughout the world, on your destiny the entire sky was intent! 
Even amongst later races and the peoples of posterity, these events.
whether they come down to future ages by their own fame alone 
or whetl1er my devotion also and my toil can do anything 
for mighty names-will stir both hopes and fears together 
and useless prayers when the battle Is read; 
all will be stunned as they read the destinies as If 
to come, not past and, Magnus, still they will side with you. 

(l.ucan, Pilarsalia 7. 205-13) 

To read the l'harsalia will Ile to be immersed In the immediacy of the ha ttle, t'O 

become a partisan of Pompey and to endure an etern ity of frustrated hope. 

There is a massive sting to the final two claims. The suggestion that a narrative 

could be so vivid as to make the events recorded seem present and not yet ;last 

was a commonplace in ancient historiography. Yet what Lucan offers his audi

ence is not just a vivid narrative. Rather, his achievement as a writer will be to 

create the temporal space in which they can disavow Uw consequences of the 

events he describes, consequences which shape every aspect of their lived pollt· 

lcal experience. Inseparable from this, however, is the terrible force of the dis· 

appointn1ent which he must inflict on them. To discover that Pompey did not 

win is to remember that Caesar did, and that Caesar begat Augustus and with 

him the whole Julio-Claudian house right down to Nero himself. 

What is the ideal reading audience, then, to which Lucan serves up his ter

rible cocktail of illusion and disillusion? It Is an audience who perceive them

selves as defeated, who reject the system which emerged from Pharsalus, bul 

whose defeat enjoys no prospect of reversal as the generations roll on. It is an 

audience which will learn from the hopelessly compromised figure of l.ucan's 

Pompey its first lesson in the perils of allowing a leader to overtake his cause. It 

may hear In Cato the Younger the true voice of republican principle, but may 

also be alienated by his grotesque self-regard and futile shows of virttte. 

I.ucan grew up and first performed in an ugly and treacherous world. To be 

the prodigiously talented nephew of the empef()r'S tutor was a short cut to 

celebrity but also to misfortune. Many reciters were surely given a 'chill' by 

their audience, but few can have suffered thus at the hands of ~ero himself. 

Tales of poetic jealousy, of defamatory verses and lavatorial mockery of the 

ruler's verse are properly colourful l>ut It must be remembered that the con

sequence of that 'chill' was the denial to l.ucan of the right either to perform his 

verse or to act <ts <1n orator. Perhaps It Is In this experience of exclusion that the 

seeds of thePharsalia's account of the true Rome lost are to be found. 
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Silius and the poetry of retirement 

The longest extant Ronian epic of then1 all is the l'unica of Silius ltalicus (25-
100 CE). The theme of the poe1n is the Second Punic War, Hannibal's invasion 
of Italy, the disasters of Trasimene and Cannae, then the turning of the tide 
through the general~hip of Q. Fabius 1vfaxinllls ;ind Scipio Africanus. The great 
Ennius had already covered the same ground in his Anna/es (cf. Ch. 9, pp. 293-7) 
and Silius is duly deferential. Seventeen is an un usual nun1ber of books for an 
ancient epic but the figure suggests that Silius aspires to something comparable 
to the eighteen books of the Anna/es and Ennius himself is pictured fighting in 
Sardinia. The patron deity of verse, Apollo, is even on hand to protect the poet 
destined to sing of Rornan wars and equal the Greek Hesiod in glory and ho n
our. Another author who had covered these events and whom Silius will have 
revered was the great historian Livy, like Silius a native of Patavium (cf. pp. 
461-3). As we sh;11l see, such affinities mattered to the poet. 

An orator, politician, and imperial adntinistrator before he w<1s a poet, Sil.ius 
enjoyed the rare privilege amongst his <:Onteroporaries of a public career free, if 
not from rebuke, at least from retaliation. Pliny the Younger m arks the poet's 
death with the following summation of his two careers as statesman and as 
poet: 

The news has just come that Silius rtalicus has starved himself to death in 
his house near Naples. JU-health was the reason, for he had de,•eloped an 
inc·urable tun1our \ovl1ich Y\IC) re hin1 d<>\\'O until he f<>rmed the fixed res<Jlve 
to escape by dying; though he had been fortunate in life and enjoyed 
happiness op to the end of bis days, apart fro1n the loss of the younger of 
his t\V<) SC)OS. The elder and 1n<>re gifted he left \veil establisl1ed in his career 
arid already of consular rarlk. ltalictis J1ad ctamage<.111i.s rept1tatior1 1-lnder 
Nero-it was believed that be had offered his services as an informer-but 
he had maintained his friendship -...vith Vitellius v1;ith tact and wisdc>n1, 
\vOrl fa111e for his cor1duct as go\7erJ1or of Asia, and rc1110\7 E'd the stign1a of 
his form.er activities by his honourable retirement. He ranked as one of our 
leading citizens i,vith<>ut exer<:ising influence c>r inct1rring i l l ~will; he i,vas 
\'laitecl 011 a1l.d sougl1t after, arl.l1spc11t 111a1l.y llOltrs 011 J1is coucl1 i11 a roo1n 
tJuonged with caUers wbo bad come witb no thought of his rank; and so 
passed his days in culturecl c<>n\'ersati<>n i,vhenever he eou1d spare tirne 
from his writing. Me took.great pains over his verses, though they camiot 
l>e called inspired, and frequently subn1i tted rhem to public criticis1n by 
the readings he gave. Latterly 11is increasing age led to l1is retiremer1t fr<>m 
llo111e; t1e 111ade l1is llo1ne i11 Campa11ia a11l11l.evcr left it agai11, 1l.ote\~e11 011 
tl1e arri\'a I of tile 11e''' Emperor: an 111cident '''l1icJ1 reflects great creel it 011 

the f::.m 1>er<u· for pern1itting tl1is liberty, and on Ttalicus for ' 'entt1rir1g to 
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a\•ail hi1nself of it. He was a great co111l.oisseL1r; indeed l1e vo.•as criticised for 
buyir1g too rr1t1th. He c>i,vnecl se,1eral houses in tJ1c san1e dlstrict1 but lost 
interest in the older ones in his enthusiasm for the later. Jn each of them he 
had quantities of books, statt1es a11d l)Ortrait btlsts, a11d tl1ese \\•ere more to 
Jilin tl1a1l. possessio11s-they beeame obje<.'ts <>f his de,:otion, l)articularJy in 
the <.-ase of Virgil, '""t1ose bjrthday he celebratecL witll Jnore solernr1ity tha1J 
his own, and at Naples especially, where he would visit Virgil's toml> as if it 
were a temple. In this peaceful atmosphere he completed his seventy-6ftJ1 
year, surrour1<led b}' attentio11s tl1ougl1 ·not really a11 invalid. l·(e \vas tile 
last consul to be appointed by Ne[(), and the last to die of al.I the consuls 
Nero appointed; and also rernarkal>le is the fact that not only did the last of 
Nero's cor1Sl1Js <lie in hirn but it \'las dl1ring l1is consulst1ip tl1at Nero 
perished. (Pliny, Epistle 3. 7. 1-10, tra11s. Radice) 

The impli<:ations of this passage merit consideration; for they offer an 
intriguing glimpse of the literary world In wh ich the l'unica was produced. 

The public career of Silius is of some significance. Pliny notes that he reached 
the consulship in 68 CE, the 1\nal year of Nero's reign, and that the troubled 
ti.mes of 69 CE saw him side with the thlrd of the four emperors to rule in that 
year, ViteUius. T<teitus also refers to negotiations carried out on behalf of Vitel
lius by Silius; <tnd the opening of the fourth book of his Hist<>ries reveals the 
unhappy fate which <1waited many of those who had taken the same side when 
the troops of Vespasian entered Rome. Silius came through all of this and bjs 
poem exhibits an unusual absence of rancour towards any of the fallen mon
archs under who1n he had lived. His Jupiter prophesies a glorious Ron1an future 
roar\<ed out by the achievements of Vespasia n, 1'itus. and Oomitiai1; the narra
tive of Cannae even depicts a Galba of glorious name, and has him present the 
san1e peculiar clain1 to be descended from Pasiphae as his namesake who over
threw Nero. Only when the same account introduces an audacious young 
horseman Claudius Nero descended from the blood of the Spartan Clausus, do 
things become more complicated. For here it is hard not to think of the 
Emperor Nero, the adopted son of Claudius. \Vhen last seen, th is mid
republican Nero is savagely brandishing the head of the noble Carthaginian 
general Hasdnrbal, an event fully attested by Livy and yet oddly appropriate to 
the reputation of the fallen ruler. Silius will use no more direct means to dis
avow the memory of a monarch on whom his peers are happy to heap scorn. 

Pliny is evidently less than in love with what he regards as the careful but 
uninspired poetry of Silius. tvlartial's epigwms (cf. pp. 496-S) repeatedly flatter 
the poet as the darling of the Muses and the equal of Virgil but there is so1ne 
suggestion that he too has his ton&•oe b1rried pretty firmly in his cheek. Twice 
the epigrammatist speaks of 'deathless Silius' but the adjective used to express 
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the Immortality of the poet (perperuus) ls also 1hat used by Ovid in the proem to 

his Afct1111wrplwses to describe the continuous single narrative of a long epic 

poem. To those faced with lhe ever-expanding mas1eq>ioce of the venerable ex
consul, he may truly have seemed 'perpetual'. Would they ever, could they ever 

get to the end of his poem? Classical scholars stlll preen themselves on occasion 
for havl ng read the whole of the Prmica. 

The disingenuous zeal with which Martial celebrates the rhetorical and 

poetic achievements of Silius may suggest that the public criticism to which he 

subjected himself at recitations was not lhc most exacti ng. Young writers had 
ev«ry reason to flatter Silius because he was one o f the great purchasers and 

consumers o[ poetry of h is day. In on e epigram, Martial sends a copy ot his 

poetic trifles to Silius and likens himself to Catullus presenting Virgil with a 

collection of his poems. In another, l\iarti<il celebrates the same poems 'which 

the bookshelves of deathless Silius deign to hold'. This is consonant with 

Pliny's description of the villas of the poet which teem with books, statues, and 

busts: the purchase of literature as much as its study and its composition is the 

passion of Silius' indulgent old age. 
For Silius, life and literature rather blend into each other. That of which he is 

proud or towards which he feels affection is almost certain to find itself cele

brated at some point in his poem. Pliny refers to the honourable manner in 

which Silius governed the province of Asia, an undertaking which will have 

followed his consulship and which is normall y dated to around 77 CE and the 

reign o f Vespasian. Silius narrates the allegedly clement and restrained sack o f 

Syracuse by the great tvf. Claudius M<ircellus In book 14 of the l'rmica, and closes 

his account with the following commentary on the abuses which Domitian has 

had 10 correct: 

I lappy lhe peoples, if, as was once the way in war, 
no\'' too our peace left Cities ur1despollOO! 
Yet, had not the care of that man who has now given the 
world ease held bacl: the unreined rage to plunder all, 
greedy rapine would have stripped bare land and sea. 

(Silius l<allcus, 1'1mlca 14. 634-3) 

$illus Is happy to trumpet the example of Marcellus because the verdict of his 

contemporaries is that he himself is a living model of the right sort of rule. Of 

this he was eviden tly rather proud. 
Sermons of this sort are ra re in the l'unica. Silius expresses his own nostalgi<i 

for the moral greatness of Ro rne in the Seconcl Punic War. and laments the 

paradox of <l victory in arms which brought on ly complacency and the c.orrup· 

Lion of prosperity. But h e is no Lucan . There is no condemnation of imperial 
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power or representation of modern Italy as a land in ruin. Rather, the world of 

Silius, which penetrates the world of the Pimicn manifests itself in allusions to 

friends and fellow townsmen and In celebrations of those whom he loved most 

dearly: the authors who sat upon his shelf. An important example of the former 

category may be related felicitously to one from the latter. The full name of 

Silius ltalicus is revealed by an inscription found in his province of Asia: 'litus 

Catius Asconius Silius italicus. This shou ld be compared to th at of the famous 

literary sch.olar an d contemporary of the poet, Q. Asconius Pedianus: note that 

tlte COJ!T10m e11 of Silius is also the 110111011 of the critic, i.e. Asconius. Now the crlrlc 

Asconius is known to have been of Pad\1an descent and a number of historians 

have inferred that this must also be true of Silius. A touching hint at the writers' 

shared o rigins is offered by book 12 of the Pwtica a nd the sudden entry into the 

fray o f a dashing Paduan hero whose on ly given name just happens to be the 

cog11ome11 of the critic: 

Young Pedianus dressed In Polydamantean arrns 
waged war ferociously and proclaimed himself 
of Trojan seed and origin and of An tenor's stock, 
as famous for bis famUy and 1he holy1imavus 
and a name blessed for his glory on Euganean shores. 
To him father Eridanus and the peoples of the Veneto in turn 
and the race rejoicing In the Aponus-whether he roused wars 
or in calm preferred the Muses and U1e silence of the learned life
IJroclaime<I no peer1 nor was any other youth 
111ore fa111ix1 i1) \var, or any y<>utl1 flltlre fa_11}ed in verse. 

(Silius ltali<:us, J>unica -1 2. 21 2-22) 

Si Ii us strings together a number o f place-names of significance to the pt,ople of . . 
ancient Padua and the n1yth ol their origins. The claim that they are Trojans 
and descended from An tenor is famillar frorn Virgil and Livy; the association of 

Polydamas with Antenor Is far more recherche, and perhaps appeals not just to 

a learned reader but in particular to a learned Paduan reader. /\foreover, there 

can be no doubt that the ideal reader 10 whom this passage is directed above 

anyone else is none other than Q. Asconlus Pedianus, flattered to discover a 

heroic ancestor and recognizing In the youth's literary pursuits an amiable 

reflection of his own special gifts. 
Asconius was a good twenty years older than Silius. By the time that Slllus 

was of an age to receive h is training in poetry and rhetoric, Asconlus must 

already h<1ve established himself as one of the leadi ng critics of the day. II Is 

tempting to see in this passage the pupil's tribute to his teacher. The young 

Silius, eager to establish himself In Ro man life and letters, m.ust have found In 

h is famous fellow townsman a model and an important supporter on his arriva l 
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in the capital. Asconius is read now for his commentary on the speeches of 
Cicero, but he was also known in antiquity for his work Against the Critics of 
Virgil. His influence can surely be detected in the signal dedication to both 
these writers wh icb distinguishes so nluch of the life and work of Silius. ~Vhen 
Martial flatters the oratorical and poetic con1positions ot Silius, he represents 
him as the equal of Cicero and of Virgil; in his wealth)' later life, Silius famously 
bought one of the Campanian villas of Cicero, and he worshipped at the tomb 
of Virgil, celebrating the poet's birthday with more reverence than his own. In 
the P1111ica, meanwhile, the literary heroes whose works clu tter the bookshelves 
of Silius and whose busts adorn his mantelpiece find ancestors very similar to 
Pedianus the Paduan. When Silius catalogues the Ron1an and Italian forces at 
the Battle of Cannae, Mantua, home of Virgil, is given a signal place. amongst 
the list of troops from the Po valley: 

You too, peoples of the Eridanus. shorn and stripped 
of men, for no god then paid heed to your 
prayers, rushed to a fight doomed to fail. 
Rocked by war Placentia vied with Mutina, 
~(a1)tua \ 11lith Cremona in se11d i11g youtlls, 
Mantua .. home of the Muses, lifted to the stars 
ori ,\onian song and a rival t0Sm}'t1)a's lyre. 

(Silius Ttalicus, Punica 8. 588-94) 

Sn1yrna is here to Homer what Mantua .is to Virgil. And what of Cicero? Hap· 
pily, his native town of Arpin um is also represented at the battle and the leader 
of the contingent is none other than a distant ancestor of M. Tullius Cicero 
himself: 

Bt1t tlte)' '"'110 li•le b)' the l,iris as '''ith Fibrenus it jol11s 
its sulphurous sticam and flows over silent shallows to the shore, 
the shaggy men of Arpinum, the youth stirred from 
Venafrun1 and the right hands of the Lirenates, shake 
tl1ejr allied arn1s a11d drairl llltge Aquint1m of men. 
Tullius snatched the bronze-clad regiments to war, 
descendant of kings and blood of lofty Tullus. 
0 youth of such qualities and fated to give so great 
a feJIO\v·<:itizen to tl1e peoples of Auso11ia i11 ti1ne to corne! 
He, beard beyond the Ganges and the lndians, 
will fill the lands with his voice and with the 
thunder of his to.nh'l1e will qucll 1nad wars and then will 
lea,,e to 1loru~ of his descendants the ho1>e of eqtJal glOI)' ill lvords. 

(SHius ltalicus, J>1mica 8. 399-111) 
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One might th ink it more plausible for the forces of .'\rpinu•n to be led by the 
ancestor of its other famous son, the great general C. Marius, but that would be 
to misconstrue the character of the man and of his work. Silius lived amidst 
possessions, amidst markers of his devotion to w ritets and to books. His poem 
collects poets and orators as he hi1nself did in life. 

Statius-in and out of the market-place 

Publius Papinius Statius (c.61-95 CF.) represents the other face of the artistic 
milieu in which Silius Iwlicus moved. Born into the artistic culture of Campa· 
n ia which Silius adopted, Statius was a professional poet and the recipient, not 
the· distributor, of artistic patronage. He was fro1n a part-Greek, part-Samnite 
background and inherited his metier from his father, who lwd combined the life 
of the writer with that of a teacher of language and literature to the young. The 
father of Statius began h.is professional life in the still intensely Greek City of 
Naples and con1peted in the Neapolitan games, which were instituted as late as 
2 er, but soon beca1ne a natural part of the circuit which took in the four great 
festivals of mainland Greece-the Nemean, Olympian, Isthmian, and Pythian 
games-as well as the Actian games founded by Augustus. In each of these, 
artists competed tor substantia.1 financial rewards. \Vhen the fother established 
himself as a teacher at Rome he had the good fortune to acquire as a p upi.l the 
future Emperor Domitian. He very likely also made money from various poetic 
commissions. The artistic life of the son seems to have followed a very similar 
path. \.Vhile Statius is perhaps m ost famous for his epics, the Thebaid and the 
Achilleid, he is also the author of a live-book collection of occasional poems, the 
Silvae(cf. Ch. 16, pp. 409- 501, 51l- l 3). 

Silius is indulged by his critics because he has the money and the instinct to 
indulge them in return . For those less f\nancially secure the sil1ia tion can be 
very different. The seventh satire of Juvenal urges writers to look to the emperor 
for support at a time when all other forms of patronage have now failed them. 
Th is poem evokes all the shady compromises and starveling indignities of his 
own Grub Street, and depicts the impact of economic circumstances on two of 
the authors under discussion in tltis chapter: 

Ltican 1na}' \veJJ be co11teot with fan1e, as t'1e lies at ease 
i11J1is111arble garde11s. \\1hat t1se, l1owevC'r, to tl1e l1aggard Saleius 
ar1ct $errar1us is glor}', no matter how great, if it's (J11ly glc)ry? 
\'/hen Statius has made the city happy hy fixing a da)', 
tl1ere's a r\1sh to hear his attracti,,e voice a11cl tl1c strai11s of his darling 
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Tlrebaid. He duly holds their hearts enthralled by Jiis sweetne15; 
a11d tl1e p<'ople lister) ir1 totaJ rapture. f$ut \-.•J1en wjtJ1 l1is ''ctses, 
he 11as caused tben1 all to break tl1e benclles ira tl1eir .,viJ<l excjten1e1Jt, 
Ile star,:es- urlless he can sell l1is virgitl Agave to Paris. 
f>aris also co11f<'tS positions of ctlilitary power, 
and puts the gold of six months' service on a poet's linger. 

Ouv<maJ, Satires 7. 79-89) 

Of the poets named in this passage, only Lucan is unconcerned. He is not just 
dea<.I but dead and rich. ~!is family can afford to bury him in gardens decorated 
with marble; his widow Polla Argentaria can ccJrnmission from Statius himself a 
poem to honour the dead poet (Silvae 2. 7). The works of Serranus and Saleius 
Bassus have not survived, but Quintilian lists them among the great epicists of 
Rorne. The financi<1I circumstances of the latter are also described in the Dia
lo,~ue on Orators ofTacin1s, when M. Aper ta lks o f Bassus working all year on his 
new book of verse, then forced to hire a recitation hall at his own expense and 
rush round urging friends to attend-and all for the reward of insincere com
plhnents and a little desultory applause. Yet once, as Aper himself goes on to 
confess, this siomc llassus so impressed tile Emperor Vespasian that he was pre
sented with the substan t·ial sum of 500,000 sesterces. There was therefore 
rnoney to be niilde fron1 poetry, but no security and always the pressure to bow 
to the market. Hence Juvenal's description of St:atius. Tbe in1agc which runs 
throughout this passage is th at of the poet as pimp: the reat:tion of the crowd 
to the fen1inized Thebr1id that of the Jover panting with lust. Yet there is no 
reward in this. If he wants cash and with it status, Statius must write a new 
libretto for " performance of the Ag1we by tile noted panto1nin1e <1Ttist Paris, 
and concoct some suitable words as an accompanin1ent for the gestures and 
gyriltions of the dancer. And they had better be new words-Paris is figured as 
the pernickety cllent, refusing to sleep with a prostitute without proof of her 
virgi11it)' · 

for a poet acting on Juvenal's advice to seek p<1tronage from the new 
en1peror, an obvious o pportunity presen ted itself in the fonn of the new li ter· 
ary contests wh ich Domitian instituted in the course of his reign. These were 
surely based on the Greek festivals io which the father of Statius had competed, 
but their focus seems to be specifically on poetry and not on gymnastics, ath let
ics, or charioteering. The Alb;i n g«mes were held annually at the villa of Domi
tian in Alba l.onga, and Statius is full of pride for his victorious entry on the 
theme of the emperor's camp<>igns against the Germans and the Dael.ans. The 
Capitoline games were held only every four years from 86 Cf.onwards and were 
apparently rather JnOre prestigious. Statitos does not d isgt1 ise his disappoint
ment at h is failure to win the contest of 90 or 94 CE. 
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Two poems from the Silvae are particularly valuable for their commentary on 
the different levels of Statius' artistic career. In 3. S, Statius describes h is wife 
who was at his side as he ivon the Alban gmnes, and was a partner in his grief at 
his defeat in Domitian's Capitoline games, who he<ird with vigilant ear the 
lines he murmured a ll night long, who shared in the great toil of the TJ1ebaid 

and counted the years of its composition. In S. 3 .• St<1tius laments tile fact that 
his fother lived on ly to see him victorious in the Ne<•po.litan games, but was 
not there to share in the joy of the Alban games or to console him in his later 
defeat. Here too Statius closes by describing his father's role in urging hln1 to 
compose the T/Jebaid and giving him his first lessons in heroic narrative and 
epic topogtaphy. Jn both these cases, therefore, the Tlw/Jaid constitutes the 
true summ it of the poet's career, and holds a place above all the verse he wrote 
even for the greatest competitions. The poem on which he c laims at its close 
to have worked through twelve long ye;ors is his artist.ic monument, a world 
apart from the more ephemeral effor ts with which h.e competed for Uw prizes 
which were his income. This too is the implication of Juvenal's passage. Sta
tius treats the people of Rome to snatches of h is masterpiece, but in the 
market-place they have the value of a loss-leader, generating good publicity 
and bringing in the short-tem1 ren1uner«tion of a libretto here, a praise-poen1 
there. 

The Thebaid is a monstrously dark epic on the rivalry for the throne of Thebes 
between the sons of Oedipus, Eteocles, and Po l}'nices. It twice makes pious 
references to tile insuperable majesty of the AetJeid but its subject-matter and its 
aesthetic owe far more to Lucan. Quite different is th.e Ac/Jilleid, the atten1pt to 
tell the entire story of the life of Achilles. Sta ti us devoted much of his later years 
to this, but never reached beyond the 1niddle of the second book and the 
departure of Achilles with Ulysses and Diomedes from tile island of Sc)'ros 
where he has Ileen hidden by his inother Thetis. This poem takes a positively 
Ovidian pleasure in exploring the sexual ambiguities of the young hero still 
beautiful enough to be disguised as a d<1ughter of King Lycomedes, whose 
femininity is sufficiently masculine to prompt schoolgirl crushes on the part of 
his fellow members of the chonos, and whose determination to show himself 
a man both in battle and in his yearning for the lovely Deidamia finally 
forces 11.im to reveal h is true identity. Yet, for all the features that make the 
Tliebaid and Aclrilldd such very distinct works, they do h.ave one fundamental 
characteristic in common: the adoption of a theme from G{eek ll)ythology and 
therefore the frustw tlon o f the ambitions of the very figure to who.m they are 
both dedicated. The Achilleid, for instance, opens with a staternent of the 
poem's theme and then turns to the Emperor Domitian with the fo llol•ing 
ti,.tords: 
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But you at whom the glory of Italy and Greece wonders fro1n 
afar, for ,,ihom tl1e n .. ·i1l laurels of ger1eral and poet flo,,·er 
rivalrously (the one already regrets its ddeat), excuse me 
a11d permit rne in my 11ervousness briefly to swear in 
this dust. Long in Ltai.ning and still Insecure, I shape to 
write of you and great Achilles plays the prelude for you. 

(Sl•Uus, Ac/111/rid 1. 14-19) 

Compare the proem to the 17iebaid which ftrs t asks where the narrative should 
begin and considers the different cycles of deStructlon overwhelming the royal 
family of Thebes. AsStati us fixes on his proper theme, he simullaneously defers 
the composition of another: 

Rn1her nt present I'll pcnnil the joys 
and agonies of Cadmus to have passed. 
The troubled house of Oedipus shall set 
the limit tom}' lay, since I'll not dare 
as yet to hymn the standards of Italy, 
the triumphs in the Norlb, the Rhine reduced 
twice to our yoke .. the Danube twice bentath 
our jurisdictio11, Dacians hurled do,vn 
from rebel peaks, Jove saved from war's assault 
when boy had scarce reached man, and thee. 1he grace 
and glory given to the Latin name, 
yot1tJ1ful .successor to thy father's frcsJ1 
acl\icve1ncnts, prince W))OJll Ron1e \\10t.ild rain r>ossess 
for ever. 

(Stalius, '/'/1el1nitl l. 1S-2•l) 

Tbe procm goes o n to anticipate the deification of Domitian <tfter the m<1nner 
of Virgil's dedication of the G'eorgics to Octavian or l.ucan's dedication of the 
Pliarsnlin 10 Nero, and to promise that some clay Statlus truly will compose a 
historical epic on the emperor's exploits. For now, however, he will have to 
make do with Thebes. 

Ooml\1an thus emerges as a fonn of super-reader for Statian epic. Any other 
Roman reading the T/1ebaid or the Ac/1illeid ls invited simultaneously to 
imagine the experience of the emperor as he reads, and to judge bis reaction to 
the poems as they unfold. The same conceit recurs In the poet's farewell to the 
·n 1ebaid at the close of the final book. Statius prepares to send forth into the 
world the work of twelve years of toil and wishes it Immortality. Already, how
ever, It seems that parts of the poem aie in the p11bllc domain, for he describes 
how Caesar deigns to know it and the youth of Ita ly learn and recite it in their 
lesson>. 

486 I OBLIQUE POLITICS 

One fundamental point about this construction of an audience for the epic 
must be established from the beginning. The strategy whereby a poet deOects 
pressure to compose a work on an evidently uncongenial theme-by promising 
to do so at a tater point in hi> career and then offering something different 
instead- is familiar from the poetry or the Augustan age. It is the habitual 
stance of the elegists towards their patron Ma~enas with bis plans for an epic 
celebration of the deeds of the emperor. The difference is th.at Statius actually 
makes good his promiSe. For he himself states that his winning entry for the 
Alban ga mes was on the German and Dacian campaigns of DomHian; and a 
brief four-line scrap of an epic entitled On t11e Cer111ni1 War is preserved for us 
by an <mcient commentator on Juvenal. These two works may not be 
Identical-the Alban games might well have been won with a lyric celebration 
of victory-but Statius is clearly not shirking the task. Domitian seems finally 
to have obtained the laudatory account of his military exploits which the poet 
elsewhere defers. Statius is a poet in the market-place and it would scarcely be 
wise to fn1strate the ambitions of the poet-emperor and greatest patron of them 
all. 

More important still is the impact on Interpretations of the T11elmld of the 
poem's construction of Domitian as super-reader of the text. The poem's 
theme, for all that the action is firmly located in tbe distant past of Greek 
mythology, for all that it is one of the great literary themes of epic and tragedy, 
may have something to say to the Rome of the Flaviaos. Statius' father 
had composed a notable poem on the Year of the Four Em.pecors in 69 cf.; his 
S(ln side-steps th is contemporary civil war, but one wonders how much 
o f the f<ither's work found its way Into that of the son through allusion and 
lmirntion. 

Sta tius sets out to describe the con nict of two brothers for the th rone. How 
resonant was this for a Rome which had seen Urltannicus dislodged by Nero or 
heard nimours of tension between Titus and Domitian themselves? In the sixth 
book of the Tllebaid, funeral games are held for the dead chlld Archemorus. 
Polynices participates in the chariot-race, Is the recipient of much ,.;se counsel 
from his father-in-law Adrastus, but still (alls out of his chariot and is led away 
all In a daze. Nero too had suffered just such a fall when artempting to drive a 
ten-horse chariot at the Olympic games. Might the reader who is invited to 
imagine the reaction of the super-reader Domitian pause and form a picture of 
the emperor stu111bling on this allusio1110 his hapless predecessor? Does a smile 
pass across his lips? Or does he grimace as he realizes that theseTheban tyrants 
are not so distant from his world as Stal ius might pretend? The ex<1mple is 
trivial, but the underlying principle is not. 

The audience of the Tllebaid, whether Domitian the dedicatee or the chant· 
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Ing pupils in the schoolroom, or the public at a recitation, are not required to 

find In every episode of the poem a correspondence to recent Roman life as 

direct as that between Nero and rolynices in their chariots. It is dear from the 

evidence of the Roman theatre in this periO<I, as well as in the late Republic, 

that gesture and intonation on the part of the actor could suggest a particular 

identification to the audience, but texts such as the T/rel>aid are sold short by an 

approach which secs behind every mytho logical mask a specific Roman figure 

of recent histo ry. The eloquence. of the poem lies in its ability to depict in 

gro tesque :ind hyperbolic form the systematic frail ties underrnining all monar· 

ch lea I powec the jealous paranoia of the ruler, the fear o f the counsellor to give 

advice wh ich will be unwelcome even if just, the violence do ne to religious 

tlbservlltion and the perversion of martial courage In a struggle fo r the throne. 

if l.uca11 had provided Stati us with the vocabula ry to describe the corrosive 

Impact on religious and martial values in lime of civil war, the terrible events of 

69 ci; had remi nded Rome of the relevance of his vision. The Thebes of the 

T/1ebaid is a cipher. Statius never follows Lucan's example to mourn the grand· 

eur or the city overwhelmed by civil war, and has no room for a Cato who 

identifies his cause with that of Rome. Rather, the walls of Thebes must be 
shattered or defended only inasmuch as they encircle and defend the one goal 

which drives F.teocles' and Polynices' every action: the throne. There is in the 

raw nakedness o f this pursuit niore than a little of the Otho and Vitellius whom 
Tacitus will present in his H istories. 

An Argonautica for imperial conquerors 

Of all the writers of epic in the Neronian and Flavlan periods, least is kno"~l of 

Gaius Va lerius FJaccus (d. c.90 CB). Manuscripts of the remaining eight books of 

his Argo11a11tira also call h in1 Bal bus Seri nus but this only indicates that he came 

originally from the hilly, vine-dad town of Setia in l.atium or from its Spanish 

namesake. Quintilian's review of Roman epic poets probably refers to hin1 

when It states that 'We have recently lost something big in Valerius' but there is 

no mention of hin1 in Pliny or :-.!artial. Statius seems to rework Valerius' 

account or the Mypsipyle story in the Thebt1itl, but never names hint in the 

Silvae. Va lcrius docs not seem to have been one of the great characters of the 

Flavlan literary world. Though it is not possll>le to describe his relatio nsh ip 

with his Roman audience, so mething may be said about the significance of the 

A1~011011tict1 fo r the Rome of the period. 

Va lerllls was not the first Ro man to tell of the voyage of the Argo to Colchis, 

the struggle with Aeetes for the golden fleece and the beginn ings of the affair 
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between Jason and }..fedea. Varro of Atax had already achie,,ed great distinction 

for his Argo11a11tica, apparently composed some ti me in the mid· to late 40s oCE 

and In the wake of the successful Ponlic campaigns of Pompey in the 60s and 

Caesar in the early 40s BCE. Ethnography is the roster-child of ernpire and the 

poetry of Varro pandered to the hunger for infonnation about new worlds and 

peoples. It is some indication of Varro's concerns that he also composed a 

1>0etic geography called the Cllorograpl1it1 aod a n epic o n part of Caesar's Gallic 

Wars cnUtled the ~VarwiU1 the .Seq11m1i. Vnlcrills too expatiates on the peoples of 

the Black Sea region and iJltroduces In book 6 a lengthy description of fighting 

between Aeetes and his brother Pcrscs which leaves h im with no choice but to 

provide a catalogue of ail those who came to tigh t. 
The lime of Valerius did not qulte see the same succession of Pootic cam· 

paigns as had tbat or Varro, but there had been some significant fighting and It 

has been shown that he is the first Roman writer to give a convincjn,g descrip· 

lion of certain native tribes, in particular the Sarmatians. Moreover, there is 

some evidence that epics of navigation grew in appeal every time the Roman 

Empire spread across the seas. Varro of Atax wrote soon after Julius Caesar's 

invasion of Britain; but Valerius could legitimately claim that his dedicatee 

Vespasian bad more truly earned comparison wlU1 the Argonauts by his par
ticipaUon in Claudius' pem1anen1 subjugation of that island country. Note 

how the opening lines of the epic emphasize this exp loit, and then twist the 

co1u n1onplace of the empero r's future as a god by making him a star surer to 

guide by than even the pole srar: 

I sing of the first seas through wilicl1 the sons of the gods passed 
and of the prophetic ship, which dared to aim for the shores 
of Scythian Phasis and burst straight throllgh the clashing 
rocks, finally to reach port on naming Olympus. 
Apollo, counsel me, if there stands In my cha>te home a tripod 
vvhidl kno,-vs th.e Cumaean prie~tess, if lhe laurel's green 

covers a worthy brow. You too, who have the greater glory 
of opening the seas, ever since the Caledonian Ocean 
bore your sails, previously indignant at the l'hrygian Jul ii, 
snatch me from the crowd and the cloudy earth. 
O holy father, and sbow me favour as I sing of 
the venerable deeds of oid·time men. Your offspring !ells of ldume 
overthrown-for so he can-ilnd of hls brother black with lhe dust of Solymu>, 
brandishing torches and raging at every tower. 
For yot1 be ,,.til l institute divir1e J1onours and for your farnily 
a shrine, when already, 0 fat Iler, you shall shine from every 
port of heaven, nor shall the pole star be forTyrlan ships 
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a s1,,1r.er guide or I·Ielice a rnore trusted marker for the 11eln1so1e11 of Greece .. 
whether you give the signs or whether'Greece and Sidon and the Nile send out 
ships with you to show the way. Now may you seJenely aid my enterprise, that 
this voice may fill the Latin cities. 

(V'alerius Flaccus, 1lrgo11tt11tica 1. l-21 } 

For Vespasian the navigator, for his imperialist people, the time is right fo r a 
r1ew Argonclr1tlca. 

The problem with any work on the then1e of the Argonauts is that there is 
no escaping the encounter with Medea, her agency in the winning of the 
fleece, and the catastrophic consequences of her marriage to Jason . Valerius, 
like Apollonios before him (cf. pp. 241-4), peppers his narrative with allusions to 
what must occur once Jason is back in Greece. lvledea then must represent the 
dark side of advancing into unknown lands. Yet Valerius has a consolation 
and is sure to give it a specifically Roman coloration. In the first book, Jupiter 
reveals his long-term plan after the fashion of his speech to V~nus in Aeneid 1: 
the Argonauts will open the seas and will bring Asia to blows with Greece. 
This will lead to the fall of Asia but the supremacy of Greece will finally fail 
and pass to what must be assu.med to be Rome: "This then is 111y resolution 
concerning the end of the Greeks; soon l shall cherish other nations.' The 
Virgilian trope is almost forced into the n.auative and contributes very little to 
what follows: Jason has no idea of Rome, he undergoes no gradual revelation 
of his Ronian destiny, his fate is not l>ound up in any n1eaningtul way with 
that of Rome. Yet the manner in which Valerius ensures that Rome finds a 
place in his epic of ancient Colchis is as revealing in its own way as the care 
with which Statius keeps up the pretence that it is nowhere to be seen Jn his 
The.bes. 

The other difficulty for the historical plan which Jupiter propounds is that it 
has no obvious end. As with l'j.,thagoras in book 15 of Ovid's Metamorphoses, we 
are left wondering whether other nations in turn will not be cherished in place 
of Ron1e. There is nothing here to suggest th<>t Ron1e is endless or immutable. 
1'foreover, if the one explicit reference· to Rome in the main body of the Argo
nautica is anything to go by, then Valerius is no optimist. No contemporary 
reader will have forgotten how Vespasian the new Jason caine to the throne. 
~Vhen the scythe-bearing chariots of Ariasmcnus are turned back on his own 
men hy the aegis of At.hena, a striking simile reminds us that by now civjJ war is 
a specially Roman activity: 

Just as v•.rhe11 1nost sa,1agc T·isipl)o11e stirs 
Ron1ar1 legions ancl kin.gs, tl1eir colut1111s glittcril1goc1 
both sides with spears and eagles, their fa thers tillers 
of the s.ani.e la11ds1 se11t as rccrttits by the sar11e sorr): 
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Tiber from all the fields to warsJ1ot these, 
so men recently unHed and seeking to slay a foreigo foe 
panicke<l ti> see Pallas, so did cllatlots tum and rush to 
their destruction, tbough their drivers called them l>ack. 

(V'alerius Placcus, Argo11autica 6. ·102.-9) 

The Havian audience of the A rgo11a11tic11 will not have missed the importance of 
these lines. 
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16 Imperial space and time: 
The literature of leisure 
CATJ-IERI NE COl\INORS 

Leisure time as hard work 

t\ longside the more fonnal modes of literary production-epic, twgedy, his
t<lry, ph ilosophy, <ind oratory-Roman imperial audiences also enjoyed less 
formal li tewry modes. examples produced during the post-Augustan period 
include satire, epigram, mixed collections, the versitied fables in the style of 
Aesop composed by the freedman Phaedrus, and Petronius' satirical and 
inventive novel, the Satyricon. These works are generally (>resented as ones to 
enjoy in leisure time, otiu111, and their informal qualities can include smallness 
of scale, a low or everyday subject-matter and style (as opposed to lofty national 
o r mythological themes), or signs of spontaneous (as opposed to l<Jborious) 
corn position. 

Rut leisu re is a cultur;1J artcfoct: how people descrihe, .1pencl, itnd pay for their 
leisure ti1ne reveals processes o f self-definition and cu ltura l forma tion. Litewry 
works which destTibe themselves as light or insubstantial can thus play a sig
nificant cultural role in their capacity to define their elite audiences as elite 
enough to indulge in a literature of leisure. The category 'elite enough' is a 
broad one, ranging from emperors and their courtiers, to wealthy families pos
sessing substantial libraries and highly educated slaves, on to those who possess 
only a few books and scarcely enough time to enjoy them. Authors can be born 
into the elite, or they can use the practice of literature 10 blur the line between 
working fo1· a living and sha ri ng in elite literary leisure. l.Vomcn can be part of 
the elite audience for literature t (> the extent that they have ncccss to education 
and leisure: this seems li kely in we<1lthy families and possible in the upper 
echelons of the courtesan trade. Above all, men1bership in Romes upper social 
and economic classes enables a man to have time fr~ of what he would call 
work and to fill that time wilh literature an1ong other pursuits-filling that 
time with literature is one element of what enables a man to be numbered 
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among the elite. In its capacity to communicate the social message that 'this 
man has time and money enough to read for pleasure', the literature of leisure 
is like the toga, the expensive draped garment for citizen men to wear which 
with its cumbersome folds proclaims the wearer free from the demands of phys
ical labour. 

Only those who have the luxuries of time and books and education have 
access to literature's lessons and pleasures: there are good reasons why the 
meanings of the Latin word Im/us include both 'game' and 'school'-both fall 
into the category of things one does instead of working. So in one sense all 
literature is a product of leisure. Yet for ancient authors and audiences there arc 
clear differences betw~n the serious works of epic, history, tragedy, rhetoric, 
and philosophy on the one hand and the frivolity of epigram, satire, or other
wise light poetry and fictional prose on the other. Roman epic poetry offers its 
audiences al1-enco1111>assing and eternal views of the imperial world order ori
ginating in my1·h and embodied in the physical city of Rome. Mistorical works 
record the 111en and events that brought the l'.mplre into being. Philosophy and 
dwtoric offer disciplines of the soul and body and voice, training men to tnkc 
their appropriate places within Rome's web of social relations. And all of this 
happens with the full knowledge of authors and audiences: epic poets, histor
ians, philosophers, and rhetoricians are all overtly instructive, passing on 
Rome's traditions to form the next generation of imperial citizens and sublects. 
lly contrast, the light works to be considered here leave aside the instructive 
project of the formal, serious genres to present themselves as amusing d iver
sions for their audience's leisure time. 

\•Ve can explore Roman thinking about the socia l and cultural 111eanings of 
leisure by considering the term otium. This word can be translated as 'peace' or 
' leisure' but its meaning is best revealed by exploring the other terms against 
which Romans could define it. Otium is space and time from which the obliga
tions of an elite man have been emptied out: otiu111 is time free from work 
(labor), from business dealings (11egotium), from the performance of duties 
(officia), or from political, aclministtative, or military service. But it is also 
defined by the ~Jlte in relation to how the non-elite are thought to spend (or 
indeed waste) their free time: a wise n1<111's otl11m is empty of work and o ther 
obligations but full of purposeful and productive contemplation, rest, or liter
ary activity. So Cicero can record in his On Duties that according to Cato, Scipio 
Africanus was never so busv as when he was at leisure (3. 1-4). Seneca too 

' emphasizes the purposeful and productive use o f oti11111 in his 011 Leisure, argu-
ing that the contemplation and investigation of the nature of the world made 
possible during ori11111 can contribute to the greater good of humanity. By con
trast, the oti11111 of the unwise is taken up with meaningless frivolities such as 
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games, races, jokes, gossip, extravagant n1eals, and long afternoons at the 
baths. These definitions of productive ilS opposed to wasteful leisure form just 
one part of a larger elite practice of denigrating the work of those whose labour 
1nade Rome function: tJ1e privileged elite who live off the labour of Others 
prove that they deserve their freedo•n from work because of the good use they 
n1al<e of their leisure. Poets producing the literature of leisure take their bear· 
ings from this opposition between productive elite otium and wasteful popular 
otiur11. 

The elder Cato (cf. pp. 292, :J 13- 14) is tntroduced to begin many a version of 
Roman litcrnry history. Here, though, we start with his dramatic exit. At a 
celebration of the floralia, games in honour of Venus, the female performers 
hesitated to perforn1 their usual strip-tease. Cato realized that he was the reason 
for their hesita tion and departed so that the show could go on. Authors use the 
anecdote of Cato's fan1ous departure to characterize their works as frivolous 
entertainment, not worthy of a Cato's productive olium. Martial (see p. 496 
below) uses it in the preface to book 1 o f h is epigrams: 

Epigrams are written for people who go to the floralia. Let Cato not come 
i11to my tbcatre1 or, if 11e does corl1e in, let him stay to \vatcl1. 1 t11iJ1k1 a1n 
within my rights if 1 end this preface with a poem. 

Since )'Ot1 kne\.v about b;:t\•\ldy l;Iora's cl1armlng festl\1al, 
tJ1e hollda)' sl1ovvs and tl'1e cr<>'"1d's outrageous behaviour, 
why, stern Cato, did you enter the theatre'/ 
Or l1ad yot1 come just so you could n1ake an exit? 

The narrntor of Petronius' (see p. 502 below) racy Satyrico11 progra1nniatically 
rejects serious Catonlan readers in the same way: 

You Catos, wlw do you wear that frost)' look? 
l.Yhy slate my new and unpretentious book? 

·r'l1e la11gt1agc is refi1)ecl, the srr1ile n(>t gra,'e, 
My honest tong\•e reports how men behave. 

For mating and love's pleasures all will vouch; 
\'\il10 vetoes love's J1ot passion <>n \varm col1ch? 

Hear Epicurus, father of truth, proclaim: 
Wise £nen rrlL1st lo\1e, f()f Jove is life's tnte ailu'. 

(132. 15, trans Walsh) 

'J'hese dismissa ls of Cato dissociate literary works from serious literature and 
from productive leisure and align them with popular entertainments. \·Vhen 
Jvlartial describes his epigram book as 'my theatre' the outdoor, popular 
rnin1e-attending audience is imaginatively identified with the private, indoor, 
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book-buying audience. But this identiftcatioJl can go only so fa(: simply by 
being written works Marlial's and Petronius' books reach only a fraction of the 
popula r audiences. This simultaneous sense of identification with and distance 
from popular entertainment seen in dismissals o f Cato from a text's audience is 
one strategy available to producers and consumers of Rome's literature of 
imperial leisure. 

Others embrace the idea of productive leisure, where literary entertainment 
prepares a man to return to his administrative or political work with renewed 
vigouL ~Ve see this productive vision of literature and otitJm in Phaedrus' collec
tion of verse fables. 

Caius Julius Phaedrus, born a slave sometime around 15 BCE and freed by the 
Emperor Augustus, wrote during the reigns of Tiberius, Caligula, and Claudius 
and died around 50 CE; under Tiberius he offended the en1peror's associate 
Sejanus somehow and received an unspecified punish1nent. following the 
model of Aesop, he uses short episodes (often animal tales) with Ji.mny punch
lines to provide gentle moral instruction: 'I don't mean to single out indi· 
vid uals but to represent life itself (3. prologue 49- 50). He locates the origin of 
this discourse in the language of slavery: 

the slave, subject to punishment 
expressed his true feelings in stories 
becatise he did llOt daJe to say "'hat he '<Vi shed 
and so by using invented jokes he escaped puoishn1ent fot his speech. 

(3. pwloguc 34-7) 

Though Phaedrus situates the origins of fable d iscourse in the slave expetience, 
he frames h is own verse fables as requiring leisure from their elite <iudiences, 
and indeed providing an opportunity for relaxation that is necessary for the 
resumption of productive work. Phaedrus traces such relaxation back to his 
model Aesop with this story. Upon noticing Aesop playing with nuts in ii &'IOup 
of boys, an Athenian laughs at him. Aesop shows him an unstrung bow and 
eventually explains: 

'You will quickly break your bow if you always keep ii strnng; 
but if yot1 loosen i t, it \Viii be rea<ly for ttse wl1c11 yot1 \Vant it~ 
111 tbe sanle way the mind sllOltld be aUov.1ed some relaxatic)n 
so that it may be better at thiJ:Jking when it returns to work.' 

(3. 14. 10-13) 

£vcn Jvfartial can embrace the notion of productive otium when it suits hin1. 
Though, as we have seen, Martial excludes 'Catos' at the outset o f l>ook I, in a 
poem designed to flatter the younger Pliny (cf. pp. 442-4, 457- 8 above) he 
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Includes 'Catos' among his potential audience. Mere is Pliny's painstal<ingly 
defensive account of his own practice of sonietimes writing and performing 
light verse, an activity which inight seem insufficiently constructive to be 
worthy of a man's Jeisute (see <1lso p. 458 above): 

YOLL Sa)' that tf1ere \·vere so1ne \Vho did not find faull ''-'iU1 the poems tl1e1rl· 
sel\1es but still bJa111ed 1ne ir1 a frie11dly ar1tl carldid '"''ay fot writing ai1d 
perfor1ning thern . . . . I gral.1t t l1at I son.leti.01cs COfllpose verse tl1at is not 

seriotJS; ai1d l 1istco to coroedies, l "'~itch 1n in1es, I (ead l):ric poetry, a11d I 
make sense of S<>tadic vecse; r'l1oreovcr sor11eti11les I laL1gt1, n1ake jokes and 
e11jO}' 111ys·etf; to deal with all these ki11ds of J1ar11lless l't?'laxatiOllS in brief, l 
am a man. (EjJistlcs S. 3. 1-Z) 

lvfartial in bis turn flatters Pliny's seriousness and his productive oti11m when he 
directs hiS book of epil,'Tams ('not very polished and not very serious, but still 
not boorish'} to go to Pliny's house not d uri ng the day, when he is hard at work 
writing speeches con1parable to Cicero's, but 'you'll go n1ore safely late when 
larnps are lit: this is your hour, when llacchus goes wild. when the rose rules, 
when hair is damp: then may e\'en unbending Catos read n1e' (Epigrams 10. 20. 
l8- 21). 

Th.is flattering strategy worked to Martial's advant<Jge. Born in Bilbilis in 
Spain sornetime within the years 38-41 CE, Marcus Valerius lvfartialis arrived in 
Rome in 64 CE and enjoyed some contact with his fe llow countrymen Seneca 
and Lucan before they were forced to commit suicide by Nero in the aftermath 
of the failed conspiracy to assassinate Nero in 65 <.E. lvf<Jrtial's first widely circu
lated wot.I< w;is his book of epigrams on the games celebrating the dedication of 
the Colosseum in 80; in the years 84-S he published Xenia ('guest gifts', now 
book 13) and Apop/1oreta ('presents for guests to take home', now book 14). 
Twelve books of epigrams followed at interva.ls frorn 86. He retired to his birth
pliice in Spain in 98 and died in approximately 104. A letter of Pliny's (3. 2 1. 2) 
informs us that Pliny made a gift towards lvfar:tial's traveUing expenses to retu rn 
the favour Mattia! had done him hy mentioniJ1g him in verse, as we have seen 
abo,1e. 

.But this vision of Martial's epigrams as part of a productive 'Catonian' otium 
is a one-off. More often, he flaunts the frivolity of his epigrams. At the opening 
of his eleventh boo k, he flatters his <•ddressee Parthen1us by saying that as he is 
too busy to read Martial, his book must settle for ' lesser' hands, the hands of 
those who use otium wastefully and idly in betting and gossiping about chari.ot
racing as they loiter iu various places in Rome: 

Book with no work to do [otiose!, dressed in holiday purple, 
wf1ere, \\'l1ere are }'Ou goil1g? 
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Vot.l are11't g<>.ing to see Parthenius are you? BLLt of course. 
You'd come and go unopened. 
He rC<1ds petitiOJ.lS to tlJe em1>eror, not books; 
and he is too busy for the Muses, or else he would nave time for his own li\e.rary 

p\1tst1its. 
Or do }'OU think you are fortL111ate e11ot1gll 
if you fall in to less important hands? 
Go to tJ1e Portico of Quirinus nearby. 
Neither the Portico of Pompey, nor the Portico of t uropa 
nor tile l'ortico of the Argonauts 
has a cr<>\vd \vith more tirr1e ori its hands. 
There will there be two or tluee to 
utuoll the bookwc>rms ir1 ffi}1 frivolOLtS \f\•Orks, 
but only after they have tited of betting and gossip 
abotit the chariot race(s Scc>TJJtts and lrlcitatus. 

(Epigrams 11 . I) 

The best spot for this anti-Catonian otium is the portico associated with the 
temple of Quirinus, near Martial's own house on the Quirinal. In the next 
poem, an implicit contrast then emerges between the easy walk to these haunts 
of leisure and more rigorous journe)'S when 1'1artial says, 'Harsh readers, st11dy 
rugged (salebrosom) Sanna [a grammarian of the late Republic); l have nothing 
to do w ith you. This book is n1ine' (Epigrams 11. 2. 7- 8); the word for ' rugged' is 
a metaphor drawn froin descriptions of patl1s which are rough and hard to 
travel (cf. Epigrams 11. 90. 2). Still, Martial boasts in the next epigram that his 
poems do find audiences anlong soldiers at arduous distances from Rome-but 
only to frame his complaint that his books' capacity to amuse on the chilly and 
hardworking fri nges of Empire does not actually make h im any money: 

My poetry doesn' t divert just Rome's free time 
nor do r give it only to ears that aren't busy. 

Amid Getic frosts by the standards of Mars 
a J1ardc11ed centurion V\1astes his time on iny book 

and {lritain is said to recite my verses . 
~Vhat good is that? My wallet knows none of it. 

l·Vhal enduring pages could I pen, 
What great battles I could sound on a J>ierian horn, 

if, when the holy gods restored Augustus to earth fin the person of the emperor 
Nerva]. 

they had alsc) gi·ven a Maecenas to }'Ou, l~ome. 

(EpiS"'tllS 11. 3) 

Martia l here blames his failure to write lofty verse o n the absence of a 
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generous patron who could provide him wit h necessary funds. lnst(>ad he is 

practically forced to write a multitude of epigrams which can be exchanged for 

gifts from lesser patrons, and which can be collected to be sold to the general 

public, though apparently such sales do not yield a direct financial benefit for 

the author. Elsewhere he admits that even with a Maecenas as his patron he 

would not be a Virgil (8. 55). That he was not as needy as he sometimes makes 

h imself sound is clear from his possession of a villa at Nomentum, about thir

teen miles north of Rome, where he can relax and sleep peacefully, away from 

the noise of the city, for as he says self-deprecatingly, 'In Rome a poor man's got 

no place to think or rest' (1 2. Si. 3-4). Paradox ica lly, the poet whose works are 

to be en jo)'ecl at leisure constructs h is career as constant h;>rd work analogous 
to the duties pe1fo1m ed by clients fo1 their patrons. He makes the point th at he 

sends poems to his friends instead of getting u1) early to perform the early 
morning greeting, the salutatio (1. 70, 108}. And from retirement in Spain, 

Martial looks back on the constant busyness of a poet's life at Rome, contrast

ing the pleasant 'work' of his leisure with his friend Juvenal's hectic schedule: 

Juvenal, while you perllaps go here and there restlessly 
tn the noisy Subura, 
or v.·aste time on mistress Diana's Aventine hill 
while your sweaty toga flaps around you 
C)n po\verful men's th resholds 

and the Greater Caelian hill and the Lesser wear you out as you wander, 
!Illy hometown] Bilbilis, proud of its gold ond Iron, 
which I've sought after many Decembers 
has welcomed n1e back and made me a country fe llow. 

I enjoy disgracefully long sleep 
whicl\ o[ten not even the third hour (9 a.m.) marks the end of, 
and I pay myself back in full for thirty years of vigils ... 

(Epigrams 12. 18. 1-9, 13-16) 

Martial Oaunts the frivolous, time-wasting side of his poetry in rejecting the 

Catos as readers, but when it suits hin1, he stresses the ways in which his poems 

are like work. In general, the relations between ori11m, literature, work, and 

social and econon1ic class a re not fixed and definite but shifting, flexible, and 

available for opportunistic use by autho rs and audiences. A man can disdain 

frivolous literature and claim the moral high ground with Cato, or can be 

furtive or flamboyant in the pursuit ofli terary pleasure. An author can llirt with 

the posslllllity that his poems have the wide a1>peal of m ime and o ther shows, 

but his verbal craftsmansh ip and technica l ex1)erllse allow his audience to dis

tlng11lsh their educated leisure from the pleasures of the masses. 
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Otlum and the bay of Naples 

The space most closely associated wl!h ~lite Roman leisure is not at Rome at all, 

but in luxurious villas dotted along the bay of Naples, especiaUy in the vicinity 

or the resort town of Baiae. Por those who could afford such getaways. Rome 

was for work whlle Baiae was for pleasure. Martial entertainingly reverses this 

conceit when he contrasts a friend's non-productive Roman estate with a 

paracloxica.lly productive form near Saine, one not given over to ' leisured 
myrt les': 

llut you (lassus have a 1)rope1t)• near Home, lovely but totally unproctuctive. 
Your vie\\' from a high to1,.ver takes 1!1 011Jy laurels, 

nnd you (lte ca refree, for your 1>rla J)US f~nr~ 110 Ll1icf. 
You feed }'Our \rineyard \\'Orkers \\•Ith city Aour 

and when )'Ou go to your painted villa on ' '•cation you bring 
vegetablesl eggs., chicke11s, ap1>le~, cl1eese, new \\tine. 
Should this be called a countr)' place or a city home out of town? 

(Epigrams 3. 58. 45-51) 

Statius, Juvenal, and l'etronius each describe the pleasures available on the bay 

or l\aples in ways which suggest different understandings of relations between 

work and pleasure and literature. 
Statius, li ke Phaeclrus, a ligns his Informal verse with an understanding o r 

otiwn as a productive and 1>urposeful relaxation which can resto re an imperial 

<>fficial for the rigours of his duties, or ready a poet for the demands or the 

h igher literary forms. llorn Publius l' aplnlus Statius around 45 CE at Nap les and 

educated at first by his father, who was t)Oth teacher a nd poet, Statius wo n 

favour with Dornitian upon making his way to Rome. A lost poem 0 11 tire 

Gen11nrr War p raised Domitian's tri umphal celebratio ns in 89. His epic T/1e/Jaid 

was published around 91 ce.; and the five books of h is Sifrae began to appear in 

92 (the title designates a 'miscellaneous collection' from the word silva, whose 

meaning ranges from 'uncultivared woodland' to 'raw material'). He died 

In Naples in 96, leaving another epic, the Acl1illeid, un6nished (see also pp. 

483-8). Although Statius is a professional poet. he often contrives to represenr 

bis poetic work as oti11111. He stresses rhe lnforrn;ility of the Silvaeand the rapidity 

of their compositio n in prefaces attached to the individual books. One effect of 

this is to blur the boundary between the work he does as a poet and the leisure 

of his aristocra tic audience. The Silva<' depict a world of imperial oti11111: by 

praising men for ach ieving a peacefu l refuge from their obligations, Statius 

celebrates the magnitude o f those obligation s. In a verse epistle to Vitorlus 

Marcellus, for example, Statius urges him to stop working over the summer at 
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Rome and take a holiday: his excellent qualities will be greater after relaxation 
(maior post oti<1 virlll$, Silvae 4. 4. 34). The poem combines various manifest· 
ations of 1Jti11m. Statius writes to Vitorius at Rome from his own leisured retire
ment on the bay of Naples, and sends his letter by way of the Via Doo1itiana. 
This recently constructed road makes access to the pleasures of the area more 
convenient from Rome; Vitorius is charged with overseeing the road, so his 
work facilitates Roman pleasures. Statius meanwhile is pausing to relax from 
his own labours between finishing his long epic poen1 the Tllcbaid and starting 
work on the Acliil/eid (he describes the Thcbaid as a 'long labour' at 3. S. 35). He 
had already made the relation between epic and lighter poetry dear in the 
preface of his first collection of Silvae, asserting that all great poets write works 
of a lighter sort: 

I have long hesitated a great deal about whether I should gather together 
these pieces which welled up in me with a sudden burst of feeling mixed 
with some pleasure in their quick compositi.oo and issued from me one by 
one. v\1hy indeed should I take trouble over producing an edition at a time 
when 1 am srill worried about my T/1e/>aid, though it has already left me? 
l'Vhy, we read the 'Gnat' [a mock epic attributed tCJ the youthful Virgil] and 
we acknowledge the 'Battle of Frogs and Mice' [a mock-epic attributed to 
Homer). and U1ere is no great poet who has not produced p.reUminarywork 
in a lighter style. 

Like Cato, Hercules is a figure so associated with labour that it is exceptional 
when he does relax and embrace otium. The god appears as a paradigm of the 
renunciation of Jabour and th.e embrace of oli11m in Silvae 3. 1, which ce.lebrates 
the restoration of a temple of Hercu les on the bay of Naples near Surrenturn lly 
Potlius FelLx: 

Cc>n·le J1ere and !)ring )'Ot1r preser1ce to tl1e r1e\\1l}1-fou1lded st1rine. 
Dangerous Lerna does not require you, nor the plains of poor Molorchus, 
11or tbe dreaded land of Nen1ea nor tl1e 'f°hracian caves, 
nor the Pharian ruler's desecrated altars, 
but a blessed and straightforward household, trnsk!Ued in evil deceit 
a spor worlhy of even divine guests. 
Put aside )'our fierce tW\\' and your qL1iver's savage horde, 
a11d yoL1r clL1b, stai1)ed witl1 mtlCll royal blood, 
rake off the enemy stretched across your unyielding shoulders. 

(3. 1. 28-'.l6) 

In withdrawing to a refuge on the bay of Naples, Hercules follows the example 
of Pollius himself, whose pursuit of undisturbed peace is described in Silvae 2. 2, 
a celebration of his villa ne<u Sucrentum: 
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Live, rict1er tllan ~fidas' treast1.re or Lyclia11 go1d, 
forlunate beyond the crowns of Troy and the Euphrates, 
\\•horn neither <:t1angeable JJOlitical p<J\ver 11or the fickle mob 
nor Jaws nor military camps trouble, who with a magnificent heart 
overcon1es l101Je and fear, transcending every de.sire, 
freed from the limits of Fate, proving resentful Fortuna wrong; 
the last day will overtake you no1 beset by a srom1 of unresolved b<1sloess 
but having had your fill of life and ready to depart. 

(2. 2. 121- 9) 

Hercules' withdrawal to the bay of Naples follows rhe example of many wealthy 
Romans, whose luxu.rious villas dotted the shores of the bay, making it the 
place n1ost associated with the Roman experience ol otium. In Silvae 3. S, Statius 
writes of his own plans to retire to Naples; the poem is addressed to his wife, 
who apparently was reluctant to go on the grounds that she was preoccupied 
with the 1uarriage prospects of her daughter from a pre,ious nrnrriage. Statius 
describes the area as an escape from all that keeps men busy at Rome: 

There is undisturtJed peace there, and the leisure of an idle life 
t111<Usturbed rest a11d u11ir1tel'rl1pted sleep. 
1'here is J10 lJ'l.adoess in tb.e forum, or la\VS dra\•.'11 i11 dispt1tes .. . 

(3. 5. 85-7) 

On the bayof Naples by contrast there are plenty of amusements for h is wife to 
enjoy: theatres. baths, temples, and so (orth, ' the pleasures of a varied life are all 
around' ('.l . S. 95). 

The 1ioet Juvenal {born Decimus lunius Iuvenalis In approximately 67 C£; his 
first poem was written after 10() and his fifteenth after 127) makes the Roman 
desire for peace and quiet on the bay of Naples the framework of his third satire. 
Satire, the only Roman literary form thought to be wholly Roman in origin, 
prides itself on representing Rome's seamier side without Oinching. Like his 
predecessor Horace (above pp. 375 ff.), Juvenal mocks excess, hypocrisy, and bad 
taste, though he tends to be boisterously extreme where Horace is subtle and 
rather moderate. Here, in the third satire, the poet-narrator goes to Rome's 
Capena gate to meet a friend oamed U mbricius who has decided to withdraw to 
the peaceful isolation of Cumae, 'gateway to Baiae' (Juvenal, $(•tires 3. 4). 
According to Un1bricius it is irnpossi.ble for a man who does not know how to 
lie to n1ake his way at Rome. Instead, Umbricius-whose name plays on the 
associations of umbra, 'shadow' or 'ghost'-turns away from the struggle of 
Jiv·ing at Rome towards quiet Cun1ae, which is more famously a gateway not to 
l3aiae but to the underworld presided over by the Sibyl. So the poet describes 
the ghostly Umbricius as 'thus providing the Sibyl with a solitary fellow 
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townsman' Ouvenal, Satires 3. 3, trans. Rudd). Olrect mention of the Sibyl 

Invites readers to recall her role as Aeneas' guide In the unden,•orld in the sixth 

book or the Ae11tid. Indeed, Juvenal has evoked the parade of heroes before 

Aeneas in Virgil's underworld at the very end of the immediately preceding 

poem when he Imagines what the shades of Rome's republican heroes would 

feel about the arrival in the underworld or the ghost of an imperial degenerate: 

\Vhat does Curius feel, 
or the Scipios twain? \ Vhat <lo Fabricius and the shade of Ca1nillus, 

a11d Crc111er.:a's lcgio11 and t11e vaUn11• lads \vho fell at Can nae 
and the dead of a ll those wars- when'' ghost like this descends 
from the world above·/ They'd insist on purification . . . 

Ouve1111i, Siltlrrs 2. 153-7, trans. Rudd) 

Umbrlclus' move from Rome to Cumae reverses Aeneas' foundational journey 

from Cumae to Rome.Juvenal has to stay behind If he Is to continue to produce 

satire: Satire would die if the satirist too abandoned Rome for the restful pleas

ures of the bay of Naples. 
Another satirical treatment of the pleasures available on the bay of Kaples 

forms the framewock of the best-preserved sections of the fragmentary S<ityricon 

(by Petronlus-see below). The surviving sections of the S<ttyricon (mostly from 

books t4-l6, apparently) recount the adventures of a hapless hero Encolpius 

and h Is fr iends <1s they wander on the b<iy of Naples, and itt the aftermath of 

shipwreck ne<lf Croton in southern Italy. r.ncolplus Is convinced that h is dif

ficulties in gener<li, and with se.x in particular, resul t from being pursu ed by the 

wrath of the ph<•llic guardian god Priapus. The novel combines parody of epic 

and of Greek idenlizing roman tic fiction (perhaps via a tradition of racy Greek 

fic tion which had already mocked the chaste and noble heroes and heroines of 
Greek romance). It also enthusiastically exploits 111otlfs familiar from verse sat

ire such as extravagant parties, dissolute women, and legacy hunting, and 

expands farcical situations which seem to have been popular in mime. The 

prose narrative is interrupted at various points by outbursts of verse. A literary 

form known as Menippean satire had combined verse with prose in short satir

ical pieces on various subjects; the satirical account of the aborted deification of 

the Emperor Claudius attributed to Seneca and known as the Apocolcx:y11tosis 

(l'11mpki11ificatio11) Is the only surviving Classical Latin example (see p. 456 

below). Petronius' use of verse is more complex and sophisticated than what 

survives in the Menippean tradition . The survivi ng fragments of th e Satyrico11 

inclu(le some thirty short poems and two longer poems performed by a char

acter wl10 is a 1>rofessional poet: sixty-live verses In l raglc style on the Fall of 
Troy, and 295 epic verses on the civil war between Caesar and Pompey. 
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MOMENTO M ORI. A silver beaker, made about the turn of BCE/CE and found at 
Boscoreale near Pompeii, shows a Hamlet·like fascination with the great figures 
of the p ast reduced to skeletons. Trimalchio in Petronius shows a similarly 
macabre imagination. 

On the bay of Naples, as they alternately cadge hospitality and try to 

escape those they have antagonized, Pe1tonius' main characters Encolpius, 

Ascyltos, and Giton live alienated from the world of work and from the 

se<.-ure pleasures of oti11111. When they wangle a dinner invitation to the home 

of the fabulously wealthy freedman Trlmalchio, his extravagant entertain

ment takes Roman amusements 10 outrageous extremes. Trimalchio is 

obsessed with death in all its forms, from the cooking and eating of meats to 

ghos1 stories to the orders for the carving on his own tomb. His house ls 

described in terms which recall the labyrinthine paths to and from the 

underworld. Add to this his memories of seeing the Sibyl at Cum <ie sh rivelled 

up in a bottle, and the whole dinner with Trimalchio p;irodic<illy re<·alls 

Acne<is' heroic encounter with 1hc Sibyl <it Cum<ie and his harrowing journey 
lo the underworld. 
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So, Statius and Petronius all shuffle the same pack of cards and deal different 
hands. Petronius' bay of Naples is a land of excess and unmaking the heroic 
past; Statius' is peaceful and restoTatlve, free from the troubles of Rome; Juve
nal's, centred on Umbricius in lonely Cumae, is a sterile place where sati.re 
cannot thrive. 

Otium and a good nose 

It is harder to speak about the life of Petronius than about the other authors we 
have seen so far. He is probably to be identified with the Petronius described by 
Tacitus as Nero's 'arbiter of elegance' at Annals 16. 17- 19, in which case he 
served as consul in 62 and was forced b}' Nero to commit suicide in 66. In 
Tacitus' account, which mentions nothing about the Satyricon, Petronius is 
represented as a niaster of the arnusements of otium as well as the business of 
Empire: 

He spe11t l1is days sleeping, his nights in work an<l life's a1l1usec11e11ts. 
\Vhere others earned fame tluough hard work, he earned it through idle-
11ess, and, unlike otlJers \vho waste their resc)urces, 11e \\'<IS n<>t considered a 
wastrel or spendthrift, but regarded as a man of extravagantly refuied 
tastes. liis unconstrained aod apparently unselfconscious words and 
actions we.re 11veJcomed fc>r their appearc1nte of <:a1ldour. Nevertt)eless as 
proconsul of Bithynia and then as consul, he showed himself to be active 
and suited for business. (Tacitus, A1111als 16. 18) 

This same theme of finding the middle ground betweeo. excessive luxury-as 
evidenced by sleeping late-and too much hard work is taken up by the satirist 
Persius. Born into a wealthy Etruscan equestrian family in 34 CE, Aulus Persius 
Flaccus was educated at Ronie and knew the poet Lucan (on whom see <•bove, 
pp. 472- 7 and wl10, we are told in an ancient biographical notice, <>dmired his 
works) as well as Thrasea Paetus, a Stoic who took the stern morality of Cato the 
Younger as his model. Persius' surviving works arc six satires and <> short prefa
tory poem; after h is death from narnral causes in 62, the collection was pub
lished by the Stoic Cornutus, who had been Persius' teacher, and another liter
ary fi:iend, Caesius Bassus. In his fifth satire, Perslus praises his friend and 
teacher Cornutus for help ing him to understand that true freedom conies fro1n 
the wisdom not to pursue money or luxury to excess. \'Vith a physical concrete
ness that is typical of his cornpressed and arresting style, Persius constructs a 
dialogue to describe a man being roused frorn sleep by Greed only to be rebuked 
for his pursuit of profit by Luxury: 
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In the morning you sleep in and snore. 'Get up,' says Greed, 'hey, 
get up!' You refuse. She insists, 'Get up,' she says. 'I can't.' 'Get up.' 
'To <lo ~vhat?1 'He asks! look, inlJ)<>rt salt fish from Pontus, 
beavcr-m\1sk, oakl11n, cbor1y, ftailkincense, slippery Coar1 silk.' 

Greed succeeds in persuading the narrator to prepare to embark on a com-
1nercial trip, when Luxury interrupts to discourage him: 

VOLi dast1 at>Oard! Nc>thing prevents )'OU fron1 
hurrying across the Aegean on a huge ship unless Luxury shrewdly fi rst 
gives you a pri\1ate \\'<irning: ,·Madman, '''here oh \vJ1e1·e arc you !\Jsl1i'11g off to? 
... Wl1at clo ):ou \\rar1t? ls it tl1at t11e money that y<>u've cultivated here at a rnc>dest 

five per cent sbould 
en(l up $\\)eating c>ut a greed}" eleven per cent? 
Do yourself a favour. Let's Sc)atcl1 OtLr pleasures '"''l)ife we ca1·1. Tl1afyOL1 li·ve well is 

in n1y purvie\"t; 
you will become ashes, a ghost, a story. 
Uve with death in mind: tin1e fries, even these words spend it.' 

(Persius, Stllires 5. 132-54) 

The poet considers two extremes: sleeping late and doing nothing on the one 
hand, and working tirelessly for money on the other. The implication is that 
only some activity such as writing poetry or conternplating philosophy will 
serve to use oti11m productiveJy. But even writing can pose difficulties. In the 
third satire a stern friend awakens the poet, rebuk.ing,hico for sleeping late <1nd 
telling him to get to work: the poet reaches for pardnnent and reed pen but 
complains that the pen doesn't work (Persius, Satires 3. 1-14)! 

How Persius describes otiwn may have to do witb the fact that (according to 
an ancient biography) he was a member of a wealthy family. He thus has a<:cess 
to the leisure required for writing and has little fioancial need for <> litt•rary 
patron . He makes an implicit contrast between what will emerge as his private, 
secretive poetic stance ('Who will read that?'' Are you asking me? No one at all.' 
Persius, Satires 1. 2) and the derivative productions of poets who depend on 
winning an audience's approval and financial support, described conten1ptu
ously in the poem whieh serves as a preface to the collection: 

\\'ho trair1ecl tl)e 1>arrot t<> say 'hellc;>'? 
and who taught the magpie to imitate our speech·/ 
The belly, master of ans and gener.ous source of talent, 
inger1iOL1S at rrtirr1i<:king words nature de11ies. 
And if the hope of tricky cash should gleam 
you'd bel.ieve that crow poets and 1nagpie poete.sscs 
were sirlgi11g Pegasus' s\veet song. 

(Pcrslus, pmlog11e 8-14) 
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l'erslus' first satire explodes wilh outrage as it depicts outlandish literary 
performances which pan der to d('('adent tastes: 

we '"rite in prjvate, one in metre. orle , .. ,11h0t1l. 
something big for lungs full of breath to huff and puff over. 
or course you'll finally read this to a crowd from a raised platfonn 
all combed, shining in a fresh toga, wearing your birthday sardonyx. 
when you've rinsed out your nimble throat with a lu>clous trill, 
looking li ke you' re overcome by sexual ecstasy. 
Then you' ll see huge Tituses shudder dlsgrncelully with shrill sounds 
when the songs penetrate the!( loins and 
tl'le tre1n bli11g verse tickles tl1eir most r>rlv~'te 1>arts. 

(Pcrslus, Satires I. 13-21) 

Here l'ersius 1>ositio ns his private satire which he cla ims to expect no one to 

read against the works of those who sti r the 1>asslons of la rger crowds through 
excessive performances. 

Elsewhere, Sta ti us is the target of Juvenal's denunciation of the kind of poetry 

that is excessively and dramatically appealing to the general public (Juvenal, 

Satires 7. 82-7, see also pp. 483-4 above). TI1e audience loves Statius' epic Tlle
bt1itl, but because they are only a crowd, not a wealthy patro n, no financial 

sup1>0rt is forthcoming unless he sells a text ror a pantomime Agave to a famous 

and wlldly popular perfonner Paris (for pantomimes, see p. 494 above). Here too 

a d istinction is being asserted between the 'serious' li terature that sho uld be 

produced under the umbrella of f)atronage and read reverently, and the litera· 

ture o f popular entertainment. Statius' e1>IC T/ie/Jaitl has a certain popu lar 

appea l, but-at least according to Juvenal-only tile truly mass-market appeal 

of a pantomime will keep din ner on Statius' table. 
Martial d istances his work from the tastes of the general public when he 

warns his book that in venturing out to booksellers It will expose itself to harsh 
criticism: 

l\1ould you prefer to inhabit the shops of Arg1letum, 
little book, though my boxes have space for you? 

Ah, you don't know Mistress Rome's disdain: 
believe me, Mars' cro,vd has mt1ch too ntuch taste 

Nowhere are there bigger snorts or dlSdaln: young and old, 
even boys l1ave a th1noccros1 nos('. 

(F.pl~m111S I. 3. J-6) 

Uecausc it plays o ff o f the standard image or the nose as an organ of literar)' 

scnslbilily- 1 loracc fo l' example admiringly ca lls h is sntiric predecessor Lucilius 

a rna11 'with a clean nose'- Marlial's comparison to a rhlnoceJ'os mocks the 
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coarse tastes of the sneering public. Elsewhere he self-deprecatingly acknow

ledges that his own poems arc vulnerable to critical sniffs, but again the noses 
in question arc extra-large: 

You may be as big-noS<:<I as you like. you mar be completely nose, 
so big that Atlas if asked would not want to carry it, 

you could mock IA1tinus himself, 
but you can't say rrtore agalrtst m}• trivial poerns 

than I myself have said. 
(lipigrams 13. Z. 1- 5) 

The notion o f the nose as an organ Of elite good taste is also ce ntml to Mnr

tial's mocker)' of one Caecilius. Cacdlhas cl••i ms to be a n urbane wit (like, say. 
Catullus) but he is instead li ke a mere vc11dor who sells h is goods indiscrimin· 

ately to the crowd : 

You think you arc a sophisticated wit, Caecillus. 
You aren't, trust n1e. Wl1at the11? You are a buffoon. 

You are what the peddler from across the liber is, 
one who trades pale yellow sulphur for broken bits o( glass, 
you're '"''hat the one \Yho sell.s hot 1><>rridge 
to the leisured crowd is, 
what the keeper and master of snakes is, 
w}1at the worthless l>c>ys or tl1c salt~ fi.sh sellers are, 
what the loudmouthed cook 
who sel ls sn1oking saL1s:igcs in Sluff~· <:ook~shops is. 
'"'l1at tl1e i11ferior street poet Is, 
wha\ the disgracef\o I show producer from Cadiz is, 
\\•hat tl1e shar1> t<>ngi1e of ar1 ol(I Ciltarnite is, 
so stop tbinking you arc 
'"rhat onJy )'011 tllink you are, 
one who can outdo Gabba wit h jokes and Tettius Caballus himself. 
Not ('\'ery 011c ca11 l1av<" a nos('; 
someone who jokes with unsophisticated impudence 
is not a Tettius, he's a mere old nag («l/x11/11s(. 

(Epigrams I. 41) 

In imperial Rome, the practice of producing and consuming literary works 

can play an iinportant ro le in defining lhe sell. In other words, as Martial says, 

' ll is no t given to everyone to have a nose,' not everyone has taste enough to 

sneer at the right things. In fact, most people (the wrba) sneer ignorantly 

through a rhino's nose. Producers poslllorl their works a nywhere along a spec

trum from the d isgracefully and Ollscenely fr ivolous to the pleasantly refresh

ing to the purposefully contemplative. Co11s11111ers could encounter the 
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literature of leisure at a relatively open public performance, or at a more private 
invitation-only gathering. One could purchase a book from a bookseller, or 
receive a poem or a book of poems as a gift, from a friend, or from the author 
himself, with the reciprocal obligations that would entail. Each literary trans
action marks the consmuer as the sort of person who partakes of literature in 
that particular way: as part of an exclusive and discerning circle of friends, or as 
one of an indiscriminate crowd, or as something In t)etween. 

Those who read St;itius can congratulate themselves that his praises of escape 
from the demands of Empire will refresh them too; they can i1nagine that they 
share the wealth that makes leisure possible and the skill that makes literature 
successful. Those who read Persius and Juvenal can share the satirists' indig
nant and mocking detachment from everyday Rome. Enjoying what we could 
call the anti-Caton.ian literature of leisure of Martial and Petronius <1llows audi
ences to parttike i1nagi natively of several experiences at once: to lm1gh at mime 
with the masses, to smile a lone in the study, or to exchange jokes with friends 
at a dinner party. Ostensibly those who read !'vfartial and Petronius abandon
at least while they are reading- the obligation to use otium in a productive, 
Catonian way. But these literate and well-crafted works allow the audience 
to have it both ways-to go slumming in the world of popular amusements 
while keeping a firm grip on the education and culture that 111ark them as 
elite. 

Surely a number of Roman readers did relax at readings by these authors, or 
with texts of their works. The social and cultural importance of these texts 
extends beyond a narrowly recreational understanding of otirun. In acquiring 
and consuming the literature of leisure, as Jn acquiring and consuming other 
luxury goods, individuals define themselves. They define not just the dimen
sions of their own critical noses but the cultural norms which structure society 
as a "''hole. 

Orbis and urbs: Maps in marble 

Martial addresses an cpigrmu to one Sextus, apparently Domitian's libral'ian of 
the Palatine llbrary: 

111ay cl1ere be a spot son1e\\1here for rny books, 
where J)edo, Marst1s, ar1d Catt1llus are. 

Put the great work of buskin-shod Virgil 
beside the d.ivine poem rm the Capitoline War 

(Epigrams 5. 5. 5-8) 
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ln other words, the books on tighter subjects are kept separate from those on 
n;itional themes, in thls case from Virgil's Aeneid and what was apparently a 
poem by Domitian on the siege of the Capitol in 69. Yet however far apart 
Rornans nught keep the liternture of otium from the hefty tomes of national 
epic, what Roman men did at leisure was never wholly separate from what they 
did while carrying out the business of Empire. Even informal works 'in a lighter 
vein' participate in tbe discourses which create i1uperial culture, reflecting and 
extending tbeir authors' and audiences' experiences of Empire. In informal 
works, audiences find not the universalizing perspectives of epic nor the care· 
fully marshalled details of history, but fleeting glances at Empire, snatched 
amid the complicated business of fi.ndlng one's way through Rome's crowds. 
The background of myth that authenticates epic's visions of Empire is not 
absent, but glimpsed from unfamiliar oblique angles. ln1perial power is mani
fest not so much in accounts of campaigns and conquests as in representations 
of the people and Objeets Streaming into Rome from an over the world (c.f. also 
pp. :~25-6, 488-9 above). 

Satire and epigram perpetrate, then, mainly through negative example, their 
own versions of the disciplines of the soul, body, and voice w!lich define the 
appropriately male and Roman citizen of Empire. lnforn1al works enjoyed at 
leisure reinforce their audience's status as educated men and contribute to their 
sense that Rome is the centre of Ernpire. Into the city money, in1ported goods, 
and newcomers pour in torrents, and from it administrators and orders <1re sent 
out. Informal literary worl<s help constitute and illuminate tbe imperial dimen
sions of the experiences of oti11111 along two axes: the spatial experience of 
Empire extending from its centre at Rome to its distant frontiers. and the ten1-
J)Ora I experience of Empire, from its legendary Trojan origins through the 
ReJlubHc to the institution of the principate under Augustus and his successors. 

A long-standing puoni.og juxtaposition of orbis (world) and urbs (city) enacts 
a Rornan fascination with measuring the city of Rome against the world. The 
orl1is is conceived of as a space whicl1 is mastered through military, admi1listra
tive, and com.mercial work. This active hard-won imperial mastery gets talked 
about in the Uterature of leisure in various ways: work in the world feeds oti11m 
in the city; the city serves as an archive or epitome of the world. Inhabitants of 
the city (at least some of them-;ind the emperor most of all) need go nowhere 
besides Rome to consume the spoils of all the world. Imperial Rome was a 
cosmopolis of consumption, and the spoils of Empire adorning its houses, 
temples, and tables are reproduced in its literature from the elder Pliny's 
encyclopaedia to Martial's epigranunatic gift labels (books 13 and 14). The 
imported luxuries are often 'tagged' with their origins. The geographical 'foot
noting' ol' ttrese spoils implicates texts In the physical, objectively real, world. 
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Yet, though geographical tenns of reference have this objective quality (the 
places referred to really do exist), at Rome, as elsewhere, geographical informa
tion is at the same time <>n imperial product constructed by the mechanisms of 
travel .. tcade, and miJJtary can1paigns, and authenticated by myth. As such, it is 
never only <1n objective report of the world. It is always an utterance in the 
discourses that animate and uphold Empire: geographical stories communicate 
imperial aspirations. Transgressive geographical communication can be fatal: 
the historian Dio records that during the reign of Domitian a certain lvlettius 
Pompusianus was put to death for habitually reading the speeches of kings and 
other leaders in Livy (presumably in a pointed way) and for having a niap of the 
world painted on his bedroom walls (Dio, 67.12.2-4). A man so interested in 
figures who once wielded power In Roine and in the far reaches of Ron1e's 
Empire evidently made Domitian uneasy. 

Mastery of the unimaginably vast spaces of £mpire is asserted in written, 
spoken, or implicit narratives of acqui£ing and transporting luxury goods to 
Rome. Luxurious imported food and its trappings- whether actually served or 
described in iiterature-beconie part of narratives of imperial ascendiuKy. 
Juvenal's account of the huge turbot offered to Don1itian overtly maps Elnpire 
onto the dinner table: 

In tl1e days ,.,.11e1.1 th.e last of tl1e f la\1ia11 line \\'<tS tearing to pieces 
the haJf.dea<l world jorbeml, and Rome was slave to a bald-headed Nero Li.e. to 

Doo1itian], 
off the temple of\tenus, which stands abc>\'e Dc>ric ,\ncona, 
ari 1\driatic tltrbot of \'\'011derful size ,,·as cal1gl1t. 

Q11ver1a1, Satires 4.. 1.-l, tra11s. Ru(ld) 

The fish is so huge that no d.ish is big enough to serve it; a council of advisers is 
summoned. A later comn1enta tor's note tells us th<lt this episode parodies a 
council scene in Statius' poem (now lost) on Domitian's campaigns on the 
German frontiers. Satire transforms the business of <:onquest into the culinary 
amusements of oti11111, while the fish takes on the configurations of the Empire 
and its border defences : 

·so wl1at do you rec0Ju111e11d? Cut him i11 pieces?' 
'Ah, spare him that indignity!' pleaded Montanus, 'Make him a platter 
lit to encircle his massive bulk [spatios11r11 . . . orber11) with its thin defences-' 

OuvCTlttl, Stit1'res 4. 130-2. trails. Rudrl) 

But the emperor is not the only one who consumes the world (ot/Jis): a 
wealthy 1nan dines unsociably alone in SatJre l, 'chewi.ng his way through the 
finest produce of se;i and woodland. Yes off all those antique tables [orbib11sJ. so 
wide and stylish . .. ' Ouvenal, Satires l . 135-8). The wide circles of the tables 
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THE URBS THAT RULED THE OR81S. Many works of Roman literature, including poetry, 
are informed by an awareness of the urban topography and layout of the great 
city of Rome. 

replicate in n1inia ture the wide spaces of the imperial world. Jn a similar fash
ion, Petronius' Trimalcluo has lumself served a tray of hors·d'oeuvrcs that rep
licates the zodiac (Satyrico11 35). According to Statius (Sill-ae 1. 6) Domitian's 
celebration of gmnes in honour of Saturnus on the first of December gathers 
tasty foods, lovely won1en, and birds from the world over lnto the J(oman 
a111pl1ithcatre in a de111onstratior1 of Dornitia11's cosn1os-orderi11g positior1 as 
emperor. Statius' poetic account of this spectacle renders the popular experi· 
cnce of the amphitheatre 'safe' for the elite man's otium. 

ln the Jiteratlire of leisure too we can find the same strategies of measuring 
the city of Ro1ne against the world at large. 'lb rake one arresting example, 
Martial's epigram (2. 14) on Selius' frantic circuit of the Campus Martius in an 
attempt to obtain a dinner invitation maps a journey of leisure through the 
Campus Martius against a series of world-mastering journeys rep(esented by 
monuments there. Seiius begins and ends his trip at what lvfartial calls 'Eutopa'; 
this refers to a painting of Europa's abduction by Jove in the form of. a bull. The 
paioting seems to have been near or even within the Porticus Vipsania. This 
building housed a monumental map of the wocld produced us.Ing a geo· 
graphical commentary by lvfarcus Vipsanius Agrippa, the close associate of 
;\ugust.us. The map serv~d ;is a memorial to Agrippa's mastery of the sea under 
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the sponsorship of Augustus. The myth of Europa would have been an obvious 
candidate !or a decorative counterpart to the 1\grippan map: Jove's abduction 
of Europa in a sense brings the \-Vesten1 world into being because she become.~ 
the mother of Minos, king of Crete, the first dominant sea power in the Aegean. 
And the voyage of the Argonauts depicted in the nearby Portico of the Argo. 
nauts likewise could offer a mythical foil to the story of sea mastery told by the 
Agrippan map. Now while there is no reason to doubt that these porticoes 
really were the scene of much leisured relaxation and trawling for dinner 
invitations, Martial's account of Selius' movements through the Campus 
Martius is not solely representational. In a move comparable to Juvenal's equa
tion of Domitian's fish with the Empire, Martial implicitly juxtaposes Silius' 
search for dinner throughout the Campus Martius with the mythical map of 
Europa's abduction and Agrippa's Imperial map of the world. The hard work of 
urban leisure is mapped against the hard work of winning-and representing
the world. 

There were numerous 'maps' of the world at Rome. f.ven great builclings 
lavishly decorated with coloured marble served the knowledgeable elite as 
imperial maps, because the colour of the various marbles signalled their geo
graphical origins. A certain greenish marble can1e from near Sparta, a greyish
blue fro m Carystos, a re<ldlsh one from l'luygia and so forth. ~Vhen poets 
describe such buildings, the audience no doubt expected them to catalogue the 
marbles on clisplay. In his Silvne, Statlus tests his audience's connoisseurship of 
Storie and 1>oetry hy combining standal'd Information about the colour and 
source o f the stone with vocabulary tliat is specially chosen to S<tit the particu
lar build ing he Is describing. In Si/voe 4. 2, on Domitian's palace, as Kathleen 
Colem11n h<1s shown, the lmporte<I stones are described in words which 
emphasize riv;ilry and striving for pre.eminence: the Libyan and Phrygian 
milrbles <•re modified wit h 1he adjective 'emulous' (ae11111/us, 26), and the blue 

marble of Carystos Is described by saying that the ston es are 'contesting with' 
(certantin, 28) the blue sea nymph Doris. 

In a description of o ne particularly beautiful sea.view room in Pollius' villa at 
Surrentum Statius (Silvae 2. 2) uses terms which reflect the construction of the 
villa itself: some ln1poned stones are said to come from Greek mines, some to 
have been dug up by Phryglan axes, and marble 'which is green and imitates 
the soft grass with Its crags• was 'cut fto1n' (cacs11m, 90) a mountain in Sparta. 
All of this Is designed to rcOect the construction of the villa which has already 
been described as a vast mountain-moving project. ln the account of Violentil· 
la's house in I. 2, the terms in which the stone is described are chosen to allow 
comparisons with Violentllla's emotional shift in the course of the poem: at 
Venus' persuasion she has softened her resistance and yields to the overtures of 
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her suitor, a man named Ste I la. The hard stone s.ilex, and the 'hard stones' of 
Spartan mnrble ~orrespond to Violentilla's rejections of Stella. ·111e 'winding 
pattern' (flex11s) of onyx prefigures Violentilla's change of heart: '..\nd now she 
begins gladly to bend lflectmJ her stubborn heart and now to account herself 
hard' (I. 2. 199-201 ). And the sea-blue stone of Carystos shows the trace of 
Vlolentllla's reconciliation to Stella: instead of the tenns of rivalry associated 
with II elsewhere there is a notion of agreement when Statius describes it as 'the 
vein that matches the deep sea's blue' (lines 149-50). Precisely because the 
shared geographic lore of stone connoisseurship was so detailed and 
conventional-everyone was no doubt already expecting reddish Phrygian, 
bluish Carystian, and greenish Laconian stone to be mentioned- Statius can 
Oatter his audience with the craftsmanship of his 'installations'. 

The literature of leisure encourages its audience to imagine the world as 
storehouse for treasures to be transported to and consumed by Romans. These 
works thereby contribute to the geographical knowledge that is part of the 
experience or Imperial subjects who even in their amusements can enjoy o r 
reOect on their position as global citizens and nilers. Unlike the dangerous map 
of Empire on Pompuslanus' bedroom wall, the private 'maps' which unfold in 
the literature of leisure make the pleasures of in1perial m astery safe for ordinary 
mortals to enjoy. 

Memories of republican Rome 

Though the literature o f leisure does not aim primarily to tell historical stories, 
it taps Into vei ns of memory \vhlch run through Roman culture at large: n1em

orlcs of the llepui>ilc, memories of Troy, and memories of earlier emperors. 
Think ngaln of r ompuslanus reading the speeches of kings in Livy and map
ping the Empire on his bedroom walls: if the literature of le.isure n1akes the 
scope of Empire safe to en joy, it also makes the past safe to remember. 

The literature of leisure incorporates memories of Rome's rise to Empire 

when II contrasts hnperlal luxury wi th republican sin1plicity and hard work. In 
his second satire, Persius decries the inOux of luxuries into Rome, saying that it 
Is pointless to waste money on lavish offerings to tlie gods when simple grain 
will do just as well; he complains that gold '•essels have replaced traditional 
votive objects: 

Gold hM pushed out Numa's "esscls and Saturn's bronzes, 
and has changed U1e Vestals' urns and Tuscan earthenware. 

(Pemus. Salir-s 2. 59-61) 
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For Juvenal too, imperial lux.ury has displaced republican sin1plicity when l1e 
promises his fr iend Persicus a simple dinner of kid, asparagus, eggs, chicken, 
and fruit: 

Tba_t was the kind of dinner, quite lavish by then, which the senate 
would eat in days gone by. Curi us picked his greens 
lo his plot and cooked them himself on his tiny hearth. Such a menu 
is now despised by a filthy labourer digging a ditch 
ir1 ct\ains (l1e renlernbers tl1e taste of tripe in a stuff}' t"ver11). 

(ruvenal, Satires J1. 77-S l, trans. Rudd) 

The idealized self-sufficiency in the vignette of Curius is parodied by Petronius 
in an account of Trimalchio's vast estiltes. One of Encolpius' fellow guests says 
that 'You shouldn't think that he purchases anything. Everything o riginates at 
ho me: masti.cb, ced<ir resin, pepper'-a list of tTees believed to grow onl)' in 
their native lands, not throughoot the world (Petronius, Saryri<"o11 38.l). 

In h is own way, Juvenal has as much fun with the idealization of republican 
simplicity as Petronius does: 

When people trembled before the Pabii and stern old Cato. 
a11d before suc11 inen as Scattrt1s ac1<l Fabricit1s, \vhen e \:e11 a censor 
feared the harshness that might result from his colleague's austerity, 
c1obody thougllt it a 1natter for grave and seric)US attentio11 
\.'1l1atJ.:iud of t1.1rlle, S\\'ilnmill.g tJ1ei1 Jn tl1e ocear1's \\•aves, 
might make a splendid and noble prop for OU( Trojan elite. 
Cot1cl1esv1.rerc small, ti1eir sides were pJair1, ar1<.1 c)nJy the 11eadre.st 
\Vas br<>_nze; it sh0\\1ed tt1egarla11ded l1cad 0£ a comn1on do11key; 
beside it the lively country ch ildren would romp and play. 
·r11c soldier '"as rougl1, a11d Lt11trai11ed to adrnire tt1e art of Greece. 
When, after the sac.k of a city, he found in his share of the spoil 
cups produced by famous artists, he would break them up 
to give his horse the pleasure of trappings, and to set desig·ns 
on his helmet, so that the foe might see at tile moment of death 
Ro11lLilL1s1 beast gro-\vn tarJ'1e, as in1perial <lestiny ordered; 
the Qt1irl11al llvi11s '""itl1i11 the ca\)e, a11d tl1e naked image 
of lllfars, as, grasping .his shield and sword, he swooped from above. 
And so tl1e}r "'-'Ot1ld ser"~e tt1eir porridge 011 J.Jlates of ~fuscao \vare. 
\

1
\
111at sil\'Ct tl1ey l1ad wouJd sl1ine or1 tlteir \\•eapons and r1<>v\•here else. 

Quvenal, Satires Ll . 9 0- 108, tr.ar1s. llL1dd}. 

lo this vision o f republican Ro1ne, people eat off of earthenware not simply 
because they have yet to be corrupted by the spoils of conq uest, but because 
tbey are capable of resisting such corruption, and elaborate metalware i.S 
broken up to decornte helmets and to give a war horse 'the pleasure of t(ap-
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pings'. Juven<il is pointedly reversing acCOUJltS of Corinthian bronze: when the 
city of Cori.n th was sacked by Rome in 146, metal statues of Corinth were 
allegedly melted down for tableware and luxurious statuettes (Pliny, Natural 
History 34. 6). Peti:onius for his part parodies the connoisseurship of Corinthian 
bronze in Trimalch.io's garbled account of his bronzes, genuine 'Corinthian' 
because they were made hy a slave named Corinthus (Satyricon 50). The lherne 
that increasing luxury marks a rupture between the republican past and the 
imperial p resent a.Iso appears in the Satyricon: the poet Eun1olpus launches into 
an epic treatnient of the civil war bet1~een Caesar and Pompey and begins 
(using a strategy modelled on the opening ofLucan's epi<' on the civil war) with 
the assertion that Rome turned to civil war as desires tor luxuries became insati
able (119 . 1-38). 

Statius' Silvae 4. 6 also dlstils repu blican history into luxurious dining 
accessories. Statius reports being invited to dinner by one Novius Vindex, 
who eschews a ll imported gourine.t luxllries but shows off his collection of 
Greek art-works, including a statue of Hercules 'epitrapezJos' ('at table'). The 
statue, we are told, once belonged to Alexander the Great, who took it with 
him on campaign. Then Mannibal owned it; he too rook it on campaign, but 
this only inflamed Hercules' anger, especially on behalf of the citizens of 
Saguntum (founded under his patronage) when Hannibal laid siege to the 
city. Subsequently it came Into the possession of Sulla. Unlike the warrior 
owners who boasted to Hercules of their own ca1npaigns, Novius Vindex 
inhabits a world of ori11m, undertakes no nlilitMy carnpaigns, and sings to 
the statue only of the legendary labours of Hercules hi mself. The opening 
scene of the poem, in which Statius receives the dinner invitation while 
spendi.ng h is leisure time (otia) in the Saepta Julia, in1plicitly goes over the 
same historical ground. This enclosure (c.300 x 95 metres) in the Campus 
Jvlartius, planned by Julius Caesar and eventually com pleted by Agrippa, had 
once been used for electoral assemblies. As its electoral purpose became obso
lete under the emperors, it was used as the site of gJadiatOriaJ displays before 
the opening of the Colosseum in 80. After <1 fire the site was rebuilt and used 
as a market known for its luxurious goods. In the Saepta, Romans once gath· 
ered for elections, then gladiatorial spectacles, then finally up-market shop
ping: it is the perfeet space from which to enter upon the tale of the Her
cules statl1C'. 

Again and again in the literature of leisure the public story of historical trans
formation from republican to imperial Rome is scaled down to a private story of 
dining. Another set of memories of the Republic centres on conceptions of 
freedom (lil1ertas) and langu<ige: here too what was public becomes private as 
republican civic practices give way in the face of imperial realities. As was the 
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HERCULES IN M INIATVR£. This Roman miniatvre scvlpture is a copy of a famous 
Greek sculpture Herakles Epitrapezios (i.e. at the table). 

case f<>r Roman liternture of the Republic and Augustan periods, the production 
of litetary works during the firs t and second centuries CE continued to be by 
and for men wbo had acquired a rhetorica l education. Rhetoric continued to be 
a focus for defining Romanness around ideals of masculinity, mastery of lan
guage, and placing oneself in the right spot along the spectrum which led from 
rustic n;itive ltalianness on the one hand, through a cosmopolitan Romanness 
at the centre, on towards a corrupt and effeminate otherness variously categor
ized as Greek, Eastern, or Egyptian. Uut between the end of the Republic and 
the Neroniiln period, since most power now rested overtly or covertly in the 
hands of the emperor, the social role of oratory had moved away from a direct 
connection to governance and had become a site for virtuosic d isplay. 

Persius inserts h imself as a young and resisting participant into this story of 
republican excellence subs iding into imperial mimicry: 

l re1ll.Cn1ber U1at as a you11g boy I ofte11 sr11eared rlly eyes \'f'ith oli,re oil 
if T didn't \\'ant to recite Cato's last words, 
vitOr<ls JllttCil praised b)' 1r1y n1;:1c1 teacl1er 
as 11ly father liste11ed, S\\1eating, \\•ith frier1ds lle'd in\:ited. 

( t>ersius, Sarit?J.s ~{. 44-7) 
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The y<>unger Cato, who struggled to defend the institutions of the Republlc 
against the dangers of the civil strife between Caesar and Pon1pey, is 
tbe exemplary exponent of republican /ibcrtas. Lucan tepresents him as a 
spirited defender of freedom (cf. p. 470) <1nd Seneca pictures Cato in linging 
terrns: 'He speaks with the voice of freedom [vocem li/1era111J and urges the 
Republic not to fail in the defence of liberty but to try everything possible, 
saying that it is more honourable to faU in to servitude by chance than to pro
ceed toward it of their own will' (Seneca, Epistles 95 . 70) . Persius takes up the 
topi.c of freedom explicitly in llis fifth satire, in pra.ise of his teacher the Stoic 
Cornutus, and rejecting civic and politic<il defin itions of freedom, he defines it 
in solely philosophical terms. A student asserts: 

ls an}'One free, except the man 
\\1ho can SJ)end his life as he pJeases? 
I can Jive as I like, am I not 
freer t11an Hrl1tus? 

(Perslus, Satires 5. 83-5) 

Cornutus corrects the student on 'able' and 'choose', asserting that to be truly 
free one niust have insight into what are the truly usefu1 and worthy th.ings in 
life: 

Wl1e11 y·ou can truly say ;Ttle.se are llline, l o,,.o t l1e1)1', 

then you are free and wise, with the blessing of Jove and the praetors. 
(Perslus, Sr1tires S. 1 13~14) 

Jn th is exchange, tepublican l'rcedom of political speech, as exemplified in the 
public speeches of the first Brut11s, the man who brought the Republic into 
being by expelli ng the tyrant Tarquinius Superbus, is reconfigured as a private 
freedom, independent of political and social structures. The o ther Brutus, the 
assassir1 of Julius Caesar, is redltced fron1 natjonal figure t<> ~)ri\1ate di\1ersion, 
when iJ> Statius' willy ''erses to his friend Plotius G(ypus he rehukes Plotius for 
giving him Brutus' tecUous works (probably speeches) as a gift instead of sonie
thing more enjoyable (Silvae 4. 9.20-2). In each case, public republican dis
course exen1plifying li/Jertas is reduced and reconfigured to be the stuff of prl
''ate diversion i11 an im1)erial fran1ework. 

The notion of an assertive republican freedom of speech dissolving into the 
stuff of private imperial entertaimnent also operates in accounts of the h istory 
of satire itself. <is we can see in Persius' con1parison of his s;itires with those 
of h is predecessors Lucilius (see pp. 308-9 above) and of Horace (see above 
pp. :175 ff.) : 
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wcUius tore up Rome 
and you tupus and Mucius, and broke his molar on them. 
Sly I lorace mentions every fault while his friend laughs; 
once welcome<! In be plays oo the feelings, 
clever at dangling the public from his well-blown nose. 
Is It forbidden to me to whisper? not even in secret? In a ditch? nowhere? 
Nevertheless I'll dig a hole for it here: I have seen it. seen i 1 myself, little book. 
Wl10 does 1lot t1ave ass's ears? Tllat is 111y s«ret, 
my joke. Though it's smaU, I wouldn't· sell ii for any 
fll11d. 

(Pcrslus, Sc1rires I . 114-2'.l) 

Juvena l too voices a parndoxically outspoken discretion. Although he writes 

during the tilne of Trnjan (98- 117) and Hadrian (117-38), he writes mainly 

about the time of Domitian (81-96). His first satire describes Lucilius' o ut
spoken attacks on his contemporaries: 

l\lhenever, as though with sword In hand, the hot Lucilius 
roars in wrath, the listener Hushes; hi> mind Is affrighted 
\Vith a sense of sin, and his conscience swea1s \Vith secret guilt. 

Tl1at's "'flat causes anger and tears. 
Juvenal. Satlft$ I. I 6S-8, trans. Rudd) 

Juvenal adds that by contrast he will write only about the dead: ' I'll try what I 

may ai;ainst those whose ashes are buried beneath the flaminia and the Latina' 

( S"tlros 1. 171- 2). According to Persius and Juvenal, Lucilius and Horace gave 

readers front-row seats for satire's relatively public attacks on its targets: Persius 

and Juvenal themselves frame satire as privat e, margina l, and secretive. So here 

too, as in its stories of dining, the literature of leisure keeps telling the same 

Imperial story. What had been public (military conquest, freely uttered mock

ery) has become private (lavish dining, war)• and secretive mockery). 

Although the works I have been describing as Rome's literature of imperial 

leisure mak(' kw dain1s to be consequential, they offer us important points of 

access to the world of ancient Rome. They showcase strategies for defining 

oneself as an inhabitant of Rome and of Rome's Empire. The trajectories from 

public to private traced in these works may reflect a questioning of Empire's 

institutions or an endorsement of them. Either way, we should liSten carefully 

to Rome's literature of leisu re to hear the stories It tells of imperial space and 

time while claiming to leave Empire's wo rk aside. 
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17 Culture wars: Latin literature 
from the second century to 
the end of the classical era 
lv1ICI-IAEL DEWAR 

Small town boys (made good) 

Sex sells, as any publisher knows. ·rhat much was true in the second century 

too, though it seems a little magic and a lot of learning could be usefully added 

to the mix. The proof of this contention may be found in 771e Golde11 Ass, the 

celebrated novel of (?Lucius) Apuleius (c.125- 70 CE) who came from Madaura 

In the province of Africa. Known formally as Tl1e Metamorplwses, this is the only 

Latin novel to survive complete from antiquity, ;ind a remarkable piece of work 

It Is (cf. pp. 274-7, 502-4). Our hero, a young man by the name of Lucius, is 

travelling in Thessaly, in northern Greece, a part o f the world famous for its 

witches. Lucius' character is d lstingu ishcd by a rnmpant curiosity about, on the 

one hand, the illicit knowledge o f m<•gk and, on the <>ther, a young maid· 

servant who ts privy to many of the secrets of her mistress, a sorceress with a 

nice line in corporeal transformation. The maidservant's skms are corpo1'eal 

too, but not quite in the same way. 1'ager to experiment, l,ucius attempts to 

reproduce the witch's spells, but instead of beco111ing, as he hoped, a bird, he is 

transformed into a shaggy old ass. Luckily, there is an antidote: all he has to do 

is munch on a few rose petals, and all will be as good as new. But o f course, if he 

were to do that straight off, there would be no novel, so poor Lucius in his 

grotesque inhuman fonn is subjected to a series of misadvennues that take him 

from one end of Greece to the other, and S('C him repeatedly stolen, sold, 

beaten, humiliated, owned by all kinds of unpl('asant characters, and threat· 

ened by all kinds of even more unpleasant deaths, before eventually being 

scheduled for a performance in the arena at Corinth. His role is intended to be a 

central one, fitting to his, as it were. assets: he is lo copulate with a woman 

condetnned to de<ith, and thus provide the instrument of her execution. 

V\lhat was the liteniry purpose of such a scandalous composition? Aru lclus 

himself explains in the prologue (1. I): 
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Nov\•, ir1 this lvfilesian style, I shall string \rarious tales togctl1er for you, a11d 
caress }'Ot.1r .kir1dJy ears wit.ti pleasurat)le JllL1r111urir1gs, if (>nly y<>t1 are not 
too proud to take a look at Egyptian pape( inscribed with the sharpness of a 
Nile reE>d·per1- to make yoL1 n1arvel at tl1e sha1>es ar1cl f<>rtunes of mer1 
cha11gect i.Jlto otJ1er forms alJd tl1en turned back 011ce more in due 
seque11ce into tt1eir OV1.•r1. 'l1me to begin. ·But \\•ho is tJ1is fellow?', I hear )'Ot1 
ask. I can tell you in a few words. Attic Mymettos and the Isthmus of 
C(>rir1th, and S11arta,n Taenarus, blessed lands n.1ade falllOUS for ever in 
books more blessed still, are my ancient ancestry. There l did my boyhood 
service in tlie tongue of Athens. Afte( that, l came to tile clty of the Latins 
as a stranger, a11<l Vi-•itll µain .. fi lle<l lal>c>ur, bttt with no teacl1er to coach 01e, 
I tackled and mastered the native tongue of Roman scholarship. And so I 
ask fi rst for your indulgence, if, as an unpolished speaker of the St(aoge 
language of lJ1c cot1rts, I gf\~e ally offer1ce. Btit as a n1atter of fact, this very 
change c>f speech is ap1)rOj)(iate to tl)e kiJ1d oi \.V'filir)g J ar11 taki11g 011- an 
art l ike. that of a11 acrobat, leaping frorn <>r1e t1c)rse's b"ck to "n.ott1er. lt is (I 
Greek tale th<1t l l)egin. Reade( [lector], pay attention: you will enjoy some 
fun llrietah<'risj. 

Having fun, th en. would appear to be the dominant motive, <1nd readers who 
had casually picked up th is particulac papy(us scroll migl1t think that what they 
had in their hands was just a literary romp of no gre<1t niocal p(etensions. 
l11deed, quite the re\~erse, since A()L1leit1S also makes it clear th<it his 'novel' is, as 
much as anyth ing, a compendiun1 of tales in the 'Milesian style'. Such tales got 
their name from Aristeides of ~·ti letos, who, in <1bout 100 BCE, wrote a coDec
tlon of saucy storjes translated int<> L<Jtin soon after by Sisenn<1. These originals 
have long since vanished. but theiJ dis(eputable nature is collllnemorated in 
Plutarch's s tory that copies were found in the baggage of Homan officers who 
shared the defeat of the legi.ons commanded by Crnssus at tire disastrous Battle 
of Carrhae in 53 SCE. When they found them, the victorious Parthians were 
duly scanda lized, an.d passed censorious (though gleeful) comments on the 
moral chacacter of their hun1ili<1ted opponents. A fine lot they were to talk, 
observes Plutarch in his Life ofCmssns, given that their own toyal fam ily was 
descended in part fron11'1ilesian prostitutes; but we get the picture. 

Apuleius' prologLte c11cOLLf<lges tis, 110,,rever, to 111ake a few n1ore deductior1s 

about the kind of readership he expected to attract. And ' readership' is here the 
key word. True, he p1·omiscs to caress 'kindly ears', but that is be<:ause, in 
accordance with ancient practice, the reader was not expected tc) read silently, 
with lips tight shut. Indeed, those who failed to 9oice the words would be 
denying themselves most of the rnarv-ellous pleasures of Apuleius' sonorous 
a11d i11ca11tatory narrati\ ,e. 1\t a11y rate, as the [)rologt1e C<ln.tinl1es, it _is m<.,de 
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clear to us that Apuleius expects that we will be encountering his works 
th rough the medium of Egypti<1n papyrus and Nile-reed pen, and if the last 
word is 'fu n', it sha(CS its sentence with a direct address to the ' reader'. This 
addressee is t11e ancestor of the 'gentle reader' of eighteenth-cent11ry novels, 
just as Apuleius' characters <1re the spiritual and cultural ancestors of many of 
the eccentric figures who Jitter the pages of Boccaccio, Fielding, and Voltaire. 
But do the links between Apuleius' i.rn p lied readers and those undisciplined 
Roman soldiers show that nothing much had changed in the last two centuries 
since Carrhae? 

The scrolls at Cacrhae. were Atisteides' Greek originals. Like Virgil and Cicero 
before h i1n, Apuleius has played a part in the great process of adapting Greek 
literature into Latin: now the J..atin West had its own high-grade pornography, 
just as it had its own epic poetry and rhetoric. But note that this is tbe product 
of the provinces, not of Rome herself. Indeed, it ls tile product of that very part 
of the world which, as Livy was at pains to stress, ahnost won out over Rome for 
mastery of the world. Apuleius completed llis literary studies at Cartilage, and it 
seems to have been there that he spent most of his adult life, and there that he 
wrote Tile Metamo1pl1oses. Latin literature no longer belonged solely to Rome 
and Italy; caree(s in Latin letters now lay open to educated men thro.ughout the 
vVestern world. As the Roman Peace encouraged the spre<•d of the Roman 
tongue, there developed a larger middle class to administe( the econo1ny and 
bureaucracy of the empire, a class with the 1noney to buy such scro lls, the 
leisure to read the1n, and the education to appreciate their lite~ary and stylistic 
values, and their hidden u1ea11ings. This was the Empire's glO(ious high sum
mer, from the accession of Nerva in 98 CE to U1e death of tvlarcus Aurelius in 180 
CE, the age that Gibbon famously called 'the period in the histo(y of the world 
during which the condition of the human race was most happy and prosper
ous'. The borders wece secure, the economy flourishing, and the emperors just 
and mild. J'or once, the Roman world seemed less concerned with wars than 
with building and beautlfying, with buying and selling, and even with, a little 
reading and writing. 

The question of the level of education that Apuleius expected in h is reader.s is 
almost as important as the fun he provided theni. Tire Metamo1plroses is a work 
of Roman literature that, as so o ften, is more than it pretends to be. lt takes the 
form o f a pseudo-biography, and in the last book Lucius, having finally found 
some roses whi le on his way to perform his terrible duties in the arena at 
Corinth. has resumed his human shape. What follows is an account, less (acy 
but no less remarkable, of the hero's spiritual salvation through initiation into 
the mysteries of the goddess Isis. Those of his contemporaries who knew about 
Apuleius' othe( interests might not h<ive been all that surprised after all: he was 
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also the author of a number of treatises on philosophy, such as 011 Plato and his 
TeC1ci1111g and 011 Socrates' God. And at the very heart of the novel is a long tale 
that can hardly be called 'Milesian' at all, though it does share all kinds of 
elements wllh folk-tales from many cultures. It ls told by an old crone to cheer 
up a 1>reny glrl (obligatory in ancient novels, as in most modern ones) wbo has 
been kidnapped by a group of wicked bandits (obligatory in ancient novels, 
though optional in modern ones). In this tale, a princess with the by no means 
insignificant name of Psyche ('Soul') is offered up In sacrificial marriage to a 
mysterious monster whose identity she is sworn not LO try to d iscover. Promises 
in fairy stories are made to be b1oken, and thls one is no excep tion . Driven by a 
mixture of fear and curiosity for illicit knowledge, she sneaks a look one n ight, 
only to wake her mysterious lover up by accidentally drippi ng candle wax on 
him as she gazes in awe at his astounding beauty. For her 'monster' husband 
turns out to be a beautiful young god, albeit one with wings and a bit of a 
temper- none other, in fact, than Cupid, whose name in Latin ('Cupido') 
means 'love'. love is accordingly what she immediately feels, and she tries to 
make amends for her misdeeds. She is eventually purified by a number of ter
rible trials imposed on her by Venus. These prove her love, but once again her 
curiosity getS the better of her. Venus comn1ands her to bring back from the 
world of the dead a mysterious ja1, and on no account 10 look into it. Although 
she therefore has to endure a kind of death in order to enter the underworld, 
PsyChe succeeds in completing her quest, 011ly 10 make lhe terrible error of 
violating the goddess's proh.ibition once she has safely returned to the world of 
the living. The jar, in keeping with its provenance, con tains a death-like trance, 
to which Psyche immediately succumbs. Only the love of divine Love himself is 
able 10 revive her, and, wh en he has don e so, she is raised to heaven, in the 
story's last scene, as a goddess. There she is accepted as Cupid's bride and 
granted the true h<1ppy-ever-after ending we a lready knew to expect. The tale is 
plainly a Pia ton ic allegory of sorts, and, although scholars argue about its exact 
meaning. the experiences of Psyche surely mirror and pre<lict those of Lucius. 
Like Psyche, he i.s made to undergo a number of thoroughly dehumanizing 
trials to punish him for his impious curiosity, and like Psyche, too, he is even
tually saved, not by his own merits, but by the Intervention of a divine being 
whose power ls matched only by her benevolence. l,.,.e are not told if the pretty 
i,rjrJ kidnapped by the bandits got the message, but It Is clear that Apuleius was 
counting on the ltkelihood that his readers would, i( only-as instn1cted in that 
prologue-they remembered to 'pay attention'. 

Some two cen turies or mo re later, around 400Cli.;rnothct African small-town 
boy who had made big in Carthage and abro<1d, and who, indeed, had been to 
school in Apuleius' home town of l\1a<l<1ur<1, wrote another lo ng, novel-like 
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story of a young man's misdeeds and unmerited salvation. He began, though, 
with an appeal to a reader who could be guaranteed to pay attention, and he 
made no promises of fun of any kind: 

Great are you, Lord, and much 10 be prai>cd; great Is your power, and of 
your \,•isdom there can be 110 reckoning .. . Grant me to knov.• a11d under~ 
stand, Lord, whether I should first call on you, or praise you, and whether I 
should 6rsr know you or call upon you ... My faith, Lord, calls upon you, 
\vhich you have given to nlc, wliich }'OU h:ive inspired in n1e by tl1e 
humanity of your Son, and by the ministry of your preacher. (Augustine, 
Cqnfessin11s l. 1) 

The third century had been a dark time of economic, political, and military 
crisis, of plague and depopulation, or usurpers and emperors who were assas
sinated almost before the news of their elevation to the purple had been 
announced in the more distant corners of the Empire: a grim end indeed to 
Gibbon's vaunted time of happiness and prosperity. The Empire came close to 
collapse, and reached a teuifying new low in 260 CE, when King Shapur I of 
Persia captured the Emperor Valerian alive in banle. According to the gloomier 
accounts preserved for us, poor Valerian spend the rest of his natural lifetime 
serving Shapur as a footstool whenever the victorious king wanted to mount 
his horse, and, when he had finally gone to his rest, he was stuffed and put on 
d isplay as a trophy. By the end of the century, however, the situation h~Hl been 
turned around by such stern and uncompromising rulers as Aurelian (reigned 
270-5 Cf.), who restored th.e frontiers an" was known to everyon e by the nick
name 'Man us ad ~errunl' ('h aocl 011 steel'), and Diocletjan (284-305 CR), a 
visionary bureaucrat with a good sense of milita ry strategy and an even better 
sense o f civil adminisltation. By this time, Africa and many o ther parts of the 
West were more than ever a part of the Roman cultural world, with knowledge 
of the Latin language and respect for education firmly established. Those with 
social and literary ambitions could study In peace in smaller provincial centres, 
then go on to the grander schools in the provincial capital. The most gifted 
could even hope to emulate Augustine (Aurelius Augustinus, 354-430 CE), and 
n1ake for the bright lights and sman social circles of old Rome. Or better still, If 
they had an eye to real success, they would go to the new imperial capitals 
closer 10 the frontiers which it was now more important than ever to defend. 

Augustine headed for Milan, where the Christian emperors of the late fourth 
C'entul')' held court, and there won himself enough admirers to be appointed 
l'ubllc Ora tor. His duties included the officia l celebration o f the emperor's vir
tues as well as the instruction, In the h<illowed style, of young aspirants ln 
search of a propec grounding in tradltional elite cultu re and the elegant rhetoric 
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that was its hall mark. flut though the Empire itself inust have seemed as much a 
part of the natural order as the sun tllat shone down upon it and the taxes it 
collected, those 01>cnlng words (quoted above) from his Confessions show that 
the world had changed for ever. The official faith ol the court and state was now 
an F.astem salvation-cult, and not the one tlMt Apuleius had trumpeted in the 
last book or 17re hfetamor11l1oses. In Milan, Augustine came within U1e orbit of 
one of the most for~-eful and Influential characters in the history of the Latin 
West, the city's irascible bishor>. Ambrose (Ambrosius, 339/40-397 ct). A hard 
man to argue with, Ambrose had given his life to combatting heretics and, 
when he had the time to spare, those recalcitrant pagans who stubbornly dung 
to the old ways. I le had even once forced the Emperor Theodosius to do public 
penance in his cathedral for ordering a massacre in the Greek city of 
Thessalonike. 

Augustine never stood a chance. He looked around him, he looked inside 
him, and he did not much like what he saw. What on earth was the point, he 
wondered, or this traditional public display literature be was paid to profess? 
One day, when he wa; clue to recite yet another elegant panegyric to the 
emperor, he saw something that led h im to rumirn1te on the state of his soul, 
and came to the conclusio n that al l his aspirations to worldly happiness were 
utterly Insubstantia l and ephemera l: 

Tl1at sa 111e clr1y, tl1e 011c \Yhe11 I \Vas preparing to recite lo U1e c1t1peror 
praises 111 wJ1ict1 I \VOt.tlCl lCll 1l1i.l11y a Jie, ~u-id \voulcl, as I lied, wir1 f f1\70t.tr 

fron1 JJ(!<>rJle \Vho kl1C\.V I "vns lying .. . I sa\\' a poor beggar, alrf!acly, ( thir1k, 
dru11k arl<.i har>py. 1\ r1<-I I grc1lu1e<.I a11<:J s11oke to tl1e fl"ieods wJ10 "''ere \'\'itl1 
nie about fl ll 1hc sorrows llli! t coin<: fro111 Oltl' ow11 111ad11ess . . . we wai1ted 
nothing hut to ac:hleve the carefree hnppiness which that beggar had 
achlc,1cd before us, :'111<.I at \\1l1ich '''C 111ight 1:>erhaps 11ever arrive. (Co11fes
sio11s 6. 6) 

What the beggar had achieved with ;1 few pennies, Augustine had been seeking 
to achieve with much la hour and much roundabout effort: 'the joy of a tempor· 
ary felicity.' 

It might be felt that 11 tells us a lot about Augustine that the sight of so1neone 
having a good time made him miserable. But that is, in a way, the whole point 
about the Corr(tssiorrs. They are one of the n1ost astoundingly o riginal creations 
of ancient literature-not a pseudo-biography, like that of Lucius, but the 
authentic record of a soul In search of peace. They arc part autobiography, part 
theological treatise, p.1rt prayer-or perhaps mainly prayer. Although Lucius' 
s.1lvation seems assured, Augustine feels that his is not only unmerited, but 
almost as precarious as It Is inexplicable, a mystery of God and God's mercy. His 
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BRf.AO AND CIRCUSES. This ivory 
relief probably made in 
Rome in the early fifth 
century CE shows an 
aristocrat of the family of 
the L.ampadH presiding over 
chariot-races in the Circus 
Maximus. The old Roman 
world took a long time to 
die. 

Is a mind that cannot relax, and just as Apuleius' work might be said to reflect 
the sen led serenity of his age, so Augustine's belongs to a more unsettled time, 
when the old world was crumbling away, when Rome itSelf would not be safe 
from the barbarians, but when, even so, the battles for civilization were as 
nothing compared to the war that raged in each man's soul between darkness 

and light. 
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Who were the Confessions written for? Not, It seems, other mortals, whom 
Augustine assumes to be hostile, mocking, and worldly: 

And yet allow me to speak before your mercy, me that am but dust and 
ashes, allow me yet to speak, since behold, It Is your mercy, not man, my 
mocker, to whom I speak (l. 6) 

But later this initial impression is modified. \Ne discover that in part, at least, 
ll1cy '''ere "''ritlen '''it.t1 a11 e}1e to the faitt1ful, for '"'l'lOln Altgusti oe, in llis role as 
bishop of I lippo in his home province of Africa, was obliged to provide such 
guidaJlCC as he could from his own spiritual journey and self-examin<ttion: 

Upon my return from Madaura . .. the expenses for a further journey to 
Carthage were being got ready for rne, in keeping rather with my father's 
high spirit than witl1 his resources, since he was only a citizen of middling 
standing at Thagaste. But to whom am I telling all this? Not to you, at any 
rate, n1y God, bl1t i11 yolu presence I tell it to my O\VO race, the human race, 
to whatever small pan of it chances upon my writings. And to what end do 
I do this? Plainly so that I and anyone who reads this may reflect, how deep 
are the depths from which we must cry to you. (2. 3) 

With that readership in mind, a readership that probably knew the psaln1s 
better than they knew their Virgil, Aui,'tlstine writes In a loose but hymnic Latin 
that is new and fresh, and full of the resonances or a cultural and literary 
tradition that would have been inexplicably alien to the world of Cicero or 
Augustus. They are sometimes, with justice, thought of as the fi rst work of 
medieval literature. But above all, to call them by a title that more accurately 
reAects th e sense of the Latin word Confcssio11es, they are' Acknowledgements', 
acknowledgements of the truth of Christian salvation and of the unworthiness 
of any human individu<1l to earn that salvation, which came of God's mercy, 
and not of man's deserving. Augustine writes for himself, as a kind of therapy, 
to adopt the modern view, or as a kind of prayer and examination o f con
science, If we try to see things as he himself must have done. His audience 
includes that greater public to which classical aut11ors traditionally directed 
their words, but first and foremost he speaks to his own soul and, through his 
own soul, to the God who made it. It is hardly a purely 'classical' work: but the 
world of late antiquity was no longer a classical world. It was one of extremes 
and accommodation, and perhaps Augustine exemplifies both. The Confessions 
could not have been written without the Bible. But neither, one imagines, 
could they have been written without that rhetorical education Augustine 
received, and passed on to his pupils. before his conversion under the inOuence 
of Ambrose. At any rate, a degree of continuity Is discernible amidst the 
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strangeness. And Augustine's addressee might even be said to Ile the Ideal 
Roman audience, despite tlis regrettable foreign origins. After all, He was learn
ed to the point of omniscience, and so seleC1 that not even the most generous 
arithmetic could make tlim number more than three. 

Fighting the good fight 

From the late second to the late fourth centuries, traditional pagan Latin lilern· 
ture, especially poetry, was in decli ne. Bur so, over the sa1ne lengthy period, 
was paganism itself. Our view of things Is no doubt skewed by the relative 
dearth of traditional litewture survlvl ni; from, above all, the troubled third 
century. There is little worth cecording. apart from a learned didactic treatise on 
hunting and son1e graceful bucolic poems by o ne Nemesianus, a few poems in 
light genres from the Lati11 A11tllology, a learned hotch-potch of geographical 
and ethnographical data by Solin~. some handbooks of me<licine and trad
itional moralizing, and a whimsical parody of legal language calle<I T/1c Piglet's 
Lase Will and 1estame11t. 

Instead, the real innovation and creativity seem to be found overwhelmingly 
in the pages of Christian authors, both those whose purpose was to attack 
pagans or an:ract them to tbe new faith, and those whose ain1 was literally to 
preach to the converted. The readership and audience Lhese Christian writers 
had before them included m"ny who were excluded from traditional elite cul
ture, and conscientious efforts were ma<le to respond to their needs. A syn1bolic 
break l1ere was the preference Christian authors had for the new codex, the 
direct ancestor of the modem book. Made of sheets of papyrus, and later 
1>archment, bound together, the codex was far easier to read than the cl11nber
some conventional papyrus roll, which had to be rewound again on its rods 
when the readct had finished. Duly uplifted by the Word of God, or the writ
ings or His servants, the Christian simply had to slam the codex shut. In add
ition, the codex was far easier to consult for a particular passage, and this was of 
the greatest utility when it came to looking up the correct scriprural text need· 
ed to quote against heretics and heathens. It was also cheaper, and held much 
more. Christian auth ors and Christian readers were creating ar1 entire alterna
tive literary culture, just as they were t-reatlng an alternative society. 

Similarly, great ingenuity was shown in adapting traditional modes of writ
ing. and whole new genres were in effect being created. The taste for narrallve 
that could not be met among the falthf<d by such racy works as Apuleius' 
,\efctam01pl1oses was satisfied instead b)' exuberant prose Jives of the manyrs, 
where sex was replaced by titi llating accounts of sexual advances repulsed by 

FROM SECOND CENTURY TO END OF CLASSICAL ERA I 527 



girls who, though desirable, were pure. These were not tempted into curiosity 
about illicit knowledge.at all, but they were just as attractive, and, if any lack of 
excitement was still to be felt, then the increase in the component of violence 
might perhaps serve as adequate compensation. Violence of another kind was 
visible in the inore aggressive works of such Christian apologists asTertullian of 
Carthage (c.160-c.240 ce). TertuJJian, who was almost as suspicious of pretty 
gi rls as h.e was of. pug<•ns, wcote, for example, treatises On \fei/ing Virgins (he was 
in favour). On Cllaslity (in fovour), On The Gntll<'S (against), and On The 1-Vorsllip 
of ldol.~ (very rnucb against). Not to put too line a point on it, 'J'ertuJJian was an 
intransigent fanatic, obsessed with purity and opposed to the whole structure 
and outlook of the society that surrounded him. But be helped create a whole 
new literature that had to be taken seriously on its own terms, one made up of 
rhetorically magnificent and logically persuasive diatribes against pagan folly 
and hypocrisy, while his passionate exhortations to those facing persecution 
also served to hearten the faith ful . 

A different line was ta ken by lvfinudus Felix (fl. 200-40 CB), who wrote a 
Ciceronian-style philosophical dialogue entitled Octavius, in which a Christian 
of that name debates with a pagan apologist c<1lled C<1ecilius. This gentlemanly 
respondent ol>ligingly excuses the judge-Minucius himself- frotn having to 
make a formal adjudication when, with 0Jd-foshioned aristocratic courtesy, he 
confesses himself beaten hy Octavius' trnnsparently superior argunien ts. 
Minucius, no doubt, was writing for pag<ins of tradHional education whoin he 
thought more inclined to listen to reason tb<in invective. Not all Christian 
authors, however, were likely to be taken so seriously by their sophisticated 
pagan opponents in the religious debate. Probably in the third century
though the date is by no me;ms certain- an obscure but sharp-tongued poet 
from Palestine by the name of Conunodian wrote a poem wilh the title Against 

the fews tmd Greeks. which offers more in the way of blistering denu nciation of 
it~ unhappy targets than it does of doctrinal or literary subtle!)'. It does, 
though, give us a dear indication of the extent to which some Christian 
authors were prepared to adapt-one might say, travesty-the o ld literary 
forms in their quest to reach out to their audience. Nominally written in hex
ameters, the prestigious six-foot quantitative metre of Marner and Virgil, 
Conunodi;in's poein effectively ignores the rules of classical metrics, with their 
careful variation of long and short syllables. In their place, he substitutes met
rical lines of roughly equal length. where the rhythm is carried instead by the 
beat of the natural stress of the words in speech, much as in modern English 
poetry. It is not cextain whether CornrnocUan even knew the traditional wles of 
metre: wbat is reasonably clear is that he assumed his <iudience would not. 
There was a war o n, and Cornmodian was .rnUying the troops. 
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The century or so that followed the death of Tertullian saw fust the Gre<1t 
Persecutions of Decius and Diocletian, then Const<111tine's Edict of Mil~n of 
313 granting religious toleration to the Christians, and finally the ~stablish· 

ment, through Constantine himself and his quarrelsome sons, of a Christian 
i1nperial establisbn1ent. In short, ChrisUanity e<une to be considered accept
<1ble, and even became the preferred faith for those seeking a career in the state 
bureaucracy. Accordingly, the social rank of converts was now often higher 
than before. This brought into the faith men-and women too- well educated 
in the traditional classics. Since the faith was no longer under the same ki nd o f 
threat, and since there was consequently a less con1pelling need to keep the 
fai thful uncontaminated by contact with pagan ideils, m<1ny of these new con
verts were less inclined to anathematize the authors and genres they l1ad been 
brought up to revere. True, the battle was far from over. The real and present 
danger that the temptations of pagan literature could offer to an insecure soul 
concerned for its etem<1l welfare is famously summed up in the dream that 
aft1icted the aristocratic schol<1r and translator of the Bible Jerome (F.usebius 
Hieronymus, c.347-420 CE) one night on h is first visit to the Holy I.and . He had 
gone there to live the life of a monk and learn Hebrews<> that he could under
stand the Bible better. But he was still i.n some ways a scholady Roman gen tle
nrnn of the old school, and had taken along to his desert retreat some light 
reading, both classical woe.ks and religious texts. These he read in alternation, 
until he fell asleep and was visited by God in His aspect as Divine Judge. Asked 
to identify himself, the saint replied, 'l ant a Christia.n.' 'You mean a Ciceronian 
[Ciccro11ia1111s], not a Christian fC/irislianus],' God thundered back. 

But the trend, even so, was tow<uds compcomise. Jerorne himself, in his 
seventieth letter, continued to maintain that pagan Hterature could serve a 
useful purpose if only its power and its rhetorical beauty could be l)arnessed to 
the faith's purpose of saving souls ancl glorifying God. l•VIJat he recommended, 
some upper-class Christians were <1lready doing, and sometimes in quite 
remarkable ways. A noble l<1dy called Proba composed, son1e time in the middle 
of the fourth century, a ccnto from scraps of Virgil (the word cento rn·eans, in 
Latin, 'patchwork cloak'). What Proba did was to take il1nmnerable phrases and 
part-lines fron1 the poems of the most pcestigious author o f clas_tjcal Latin lit
erature, and ingeniously stitch them together again in such a way as to create a 
completely new poem on the Old and New Testaments. Classical literature was 
thus literally being recycled into a new Christian form so <1s to provide a devo
tional text for an audience that wanted to combine the prestige <:>f the old 
learoir1g with tl1e ne\\' faitl1. J>roba's st1ccess \''as so great tl1at Pope Gelasius, i11 
494 Cl!, was apparently obliged to give a fornial warning to the faithful rhat it 
ought not to be treated as a canonical work inspired directly by the Moly Spirit. 
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POWER OF THE POET. This late 
mosaic of Orpheus found in 
Palesrine is now in Istanbul. It 
seems to reflect the figure of 
the pagan poet still singing 
and surviving in an 
uncultured and barbarous 
world. 

The restoration of peace and economic prosperity after the chaotic decades of 

the third century also permitted the building of many new schools throughout 

the Roman world, not least in Gaul, to train up the men needed to administer 

and run the renewed Empire. Perhaps the most specrncular and most successful 

of its polished productS was Oecimus Magnus Ausonlus of Bordeaux (c.310-

c.394 er.). who made such a hit as a teacher of rhetoric In llu native city that he 

was summoned by the Emperor Valentinian 10 his capital at Trier on the 

Moselle, a city conveniently placed to keep !,'ltard over the Rhine frontier. There 

he acted as tutor to Valentinian's son Grallan, an office he filled so well that he 

was eventua lly pron1oted to the position of Governor of Gaul in 378 CE, and 

given the supreme honour of the consulship the following year. Emperor, 

prince, and professor were all three Christians, but the atmosphere of the court 

was not the ;nmosphcrc of the discreet and secluded world inhabited hy well· 

born pious ladies like Proba. Valentin ian himself was a soldier through and 
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through, and has been well described as the last Western emperor who system· 

atically patrolled Uie borders of his Empire. But he was also a man well ground· 

ed In the traditional paideia ('education') that was still the hallmark of the 

social elite. His respc<"t for that paitleia Is seen not only In his determination 10 

ensure that his son acquired it from the best teacher available, but in his readi· 

ncss to engage iI1 competition with that self-same teacher in composing show
piece poems, and in particular a Vlrglllan ce11to on a theme that might have 

made l'roba blush; the celebration and consummation of a marriage. 
In a cover letter to his friend Paulus, 1\uson lus explains what happened: 

For I am sqrry to have disfigured the <11gnlt)' of Virgil's verse with so frivo
lous a tl1e1ne. Btat \\'llat was I do? 11 'tvas writ1en to <>rder, and the order \Vas 

of the most powerful kind, for it was requested by one who could impose 
the request, namely the blessed Emperor VaJentinian-<J man of grea1 
learning, in my opinion. He had once de>cribed a wedding in a playful 
composition of the same kind, with appropriate lines and amusing juxta
positions. Then, since he wanted 10 see how much it surpassed my own 
efforts in composition, he ordered me 10 fashion something sim.llar on the 
same subject. Just how delicate a task this was for me, you will understand; 
I wanted nclthe< to beat him nor 10 be beaten myself. sin<:e, if I let him win, 
my clumsy flattery must be obvious to the Judgement of others, and, if I 
rivalled and surpassed him, my discourtesy would be equally obvious. So I 
took on tl1e job as if r \'las reluctant, b1.1t rnet with success, a11d, since l \vas 
deferential in my manner, I kept his favour and managed to give no 
offence wneo l won. (Nuptinl Ce11111. preface) 

Ausonius is concerned to explain to Pau lus the dlrnculty that he was put In by 

the emperor's d1allenge; courtesy required that he lose, professional pride that 

he win. lie therefore did his best, but showeu as much modesty as he could In 

earning the palm of ''ictory. But he is also emba rrassed-or rather, affects to 

be-by the subject-matter. And so he might. Virgil, for example, had described 

the Cyclops Polyphemus witb the line 

a terrifying monster, shapeless, huge ... 

Ausonius uses the phrase to describe the bridegroom's penis. Virgil had spoken 

of the Italian hero Tumus on the battlefield as 

!he young man borne hither along the path he knew so well. 

Ausonius applies the same line to the new husbilnd ns he prepares to insert the 

nforementioned monster into a place described with words applied by Virgi l to 

the cntrnnce to the underworld . And the exertions that follow, up to and 

Including the 11101nent of climax. are vividly brought before the reader's eyes hy 
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a concatenation of lines and phrases used by Virgil In his lofty epic to describe 

various battles and athletic competitions. The end result is quite a tour de force. 
Ausonius is at pains to stress that there is a great difference between a dis· 

solute poem and a dissolute author. 'Ile satisfied, my friend P;mlus I With my 

page's being naughty: I All I want is to raise a la ugh', he says in a postscript, 

before justifying himself (or his actions by learned ly referring Paulus to the 

precedents set by lhe likes o{ Apuleius and Cicero, Plato and Virgil-pagans all. 

Ausonius, in other words, seems to have achieved a compromise that suited 

him between the faith he professed and the raunchier but also more urbane 

culture he had inherited. And it must be noted that his attitude is shared by the 

emperor himself, and presumed to be e<1ually acceptable to Paulus and the 

other Gallo-Roman nobles Ausonius addresses through him, by publishing this 

cc11to and its cover letter. The 'culture wars' are not quite over, but they are no 

longer being fought to rhc de;ith <is Tertullian thought they should. 

Ausonius wrote tor the court, for his fellow burea ucrats, for those who, like 

him, continued to value the poetry, rhetoric, and learn ing of the world they 

had inherited as well as the new world that Christian ity was promising them. 

llis poen1s include some that, to modern taste, seem arid and dusty in their 

academic preocci.1pallons: versihcations, for ex;imple, or elaborate lists, such as 

the names of the Muses, the Seven Sages, or the chief cities of Gaul; or ingeni

ous verse disquisitions, not without humour, on the kind of problem of gram

mar and metre than furrowed the brows of those who earned thei r bread as 

Ausonius did. His other works have specialized readersh ips in mind. The Daily 

llo1111d describes the acllvllles of'' high-ranking imperial bureaucrat from morn· 

ing lo sunset: it was written !or other bure;iucrais, and for those who wanted to 

know how they spent their time, with a view ro ;itlverllslng the usefulness o f a 

dedicated public servant. 711<• Professors of Bordeaux was a work of local civic 

patriotism, no doubt written principally for the circles In which the great man 

moved before he was summoned to Trier and glory, though it gives us a rare 

and welcome look into the high level of sophistication to be found in provin

cial centres of literary activity. A rew others seem to reach out to a wider audi

ence, above all the beautiful Moselle, a hexameter description of the poet's 

journey down that river, lhrough an idyllic world of settled, pe;iceful cultiva· 

tl<.>11, o f lavish villas on the river's banks, of trees d rooping over waters full of 

half·exotic fish, of vines rnirrorecl in the river's calm surfocc so that land and 

water can hardly be told apart: 

That is a sight a man may freely enjoy, "'hen the grey-g-rccn river 
reOects the shady hill, the waters of the srream 
seem to be in leaf, and the flood thick·planted with vines. 
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What a colour the shallows have when the Evening Stai 

has driven forwards his late-coming shadows and drenched 
the Moscllc-wltll green mountains! 
~Vhole hillsides Aoat upon the ruffling eddies, and the vine 
that is nol there ripples, and in the glassy waves the budding <1intagc swells! 
'l't1c boa ln'ltifl., fooled by nattice, col1nt..~ UJ) l'l'C grcc11 sl1oots, 

the hon Iman wl10 floats in his little llarge <)ut 0 \'er the watery plalr'l, 

out in midstream where the image of the hill ls blended 
\\ti th I he river and the river joins the edges Of t tle shad OW$. 

(Moselle t89-99) 

Such passages are relatively rare in Ausonius. But pedantic though it must often 

seem to us, hi~ poetry is primarily designed to preserve and celebrate the 

learning •md achievements of the pagan world that was passing, or being 

transformed for ever, before the professor·consul's very eyes. 

'Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also' 

Kot everyone regretted the passing of this old world. Anothe¥ local celebrity, 

and a forn1er pupil of Ausollius', seemed set for a career even more glittering. 

Paulinus of Nola (Meropius Pontius Paullnus, 353/4-431 CE) was originally 

Paulinus of Bordeaux. Me was a well-connected young man, who beat his tutor 

to the consulship by one year, and was then sent off to govern the rich and 

peaceful province of Ca1npania, around the bay of Naples. But this was the age 

of Ambrose as well as Ausonius, and of rhosc like Augustine who were slcke11 cd 

by the emptiness of lhe world's glory. l'aullnus married a rich Spanish lady 

whose influence seems to have encouraged his own ascetic inclinations. He 

abandoned his career, became a priest, and settled in theCampanian city of Nola, 

where he eventually became bishop. ·nlCre he wrote poems in epic language for 

the yearly festivals or the local saint, Felix, and adapted the subject-matter and 

style nf clas.~lcal poetry to Christian thought. A 'consolation' poem In the old 

style, for example, turns Into a half-logical, half-passionate demonstration of the 

foolishness of men who Insist on lamenting one who has been taken out of the 

miseries o f a fallen world and carried to glory by the intercession or Christ. 

ludeed, many of Pauli nus' poems were primarily designed to lift up the spirits of 

bis congregation, and to confirm them in their faith . They tend, more or less. to 

turn into sermons, but are distinguished by vivid descriptions of the town and its 

festival, the saint and his basilica, the priest and his people. ~1ore interesting to 

us, perhaps, because more personal in nature, are the verse letters raullnus 

exchanged with other luminaries of the age,Jerome and Augustine among them. 
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He received letter after letter from his respected old tutor too. but a great gap had 
opened up between the W<)rd ly author of the cento and the secluded ascetic and 
future devotee of St Felix. Ausonius begged Paulinus to come and visit him, and 
when h is repeated requests were met with silence, he bursl out in invective 
against Therasia, Paulinus' wife, that was at best only ha lf-joking: 

You stand firm by the law of silence. 
Are you ashamed ro have a friend still living who claims the right of a father? . . . 
Or is it tl1at art ir1fo.r1lter is treac.1irtg 011 )'Otir heels, 
a11d \vJ1at you fear js an illquisiror's over-sterll. rebuke? . .. 
\.Vrite your letters in rr1ilk, then, and as it dries the JJaper \viii keep t t1ern 
permanently in,isiblc, until the writing is brought forth lo view b)' a scattering of 

asl1es! . . . 
l can show you countless kinds of concealment 
a11d unbar the ancietlts' ways of writing secret .1J1essages. 
If, Paulir1us, you fear b~trayal ar1d live in drea(l o f being 
charged with friendship with me, your harridan of a wife need know nothing of it. 
Scc>rn others if )'(>U m1,1st, bt1t do 11o t di~dain to address a fe\v i.vords to 01le 
who is a father to you. lam your old foster-father and your tutor, 
the first to lavish on you the honours of tile ancients, 
the first tc> intrc>duce you ir1t<> tlte Muses' guild!' 

{i\ usonius, Epistle 28) 

It was the wrong tack to take. Jvfore silence followed, and then fina lly a letter 
full of affection as well as hurt, but not one that can have given much comfon 
to Ausonius. Paulin us would not, could not join in the kind of game that 
Ausortius had enjoyed with Valentinlan, not even if the subject-matter were 
less salacious. The break, the definitive repudiation of that ciassica.1 learning 
Whieh had raised Auson ius to glory and to which he bad given the whole of h.is 
l.ife 6.nalJy came: 

~Vhy do you bid the Muses, whom I have rejected, 
tc> return <>nee rr1c>re into my affectic>ns, father? 
Hearts dedicated to Christ refuse the Camenae (Muses) 
and are closed to Apollo. 
O nce T ha<I '"'ith y<>u this shared purp<>Se-tl1ough "live \\1ere not eqLtals 
i1) skill, \Ve "''e-re eqt1als in ot1r zeal-
to summon deaf Apollo from his Delpltic awe, 
and call the Muses goddesses . . . 
Bl1t rlOl\1 another power i1lspires in)' inir1d, a greater God, 
who demands of us another way of IJfc, claiming back for himself from man the 

g ift he ga\:e us, 
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that we may live forthe Father of Life. 
To spe11cl our ti1ne oc1 idle tl1i11gs, \YhetJler for leistire or for \'/Ork, 
anct on a literature made of myths, he does forbid. 

(Paulinus to .i\usonius: Epistle 31} 

'Jdle things', 'a literature made of myths': these were not, to Paulinus' purit
anical way of th inking, a pro per occupation for a servant of Christ. And with 
these Jines he condemned not only the tradi tional pursuit of classical liternture 
and all those who read it, but the whole career and being of the old tutor who 
regarded himself as a kind of father to him. But though the tide was strong, it 
was not all one way. Or at least, not yet. 

Rearguard action 

The most important sign of an incipient pagan backlash in the fourth century 
was the accession to the imperial throne of Julian, whose sobriquet 'the Apos
tate' trumpets his challenge to the new Christian est.ablish1nent just as much as 
it records the scandalized hostility of those who gave it to him. Julian's reign 
(361-3 c~) was too short to undo the work of Constantine and bis successors, 
but l1is aggressive sta11ce to'''atds 11.is c11cmics ga,,e co111fort and inspir<.,tion to 
the traditionalists who clung both to the old gods and to the old ways in 
literature. Particularly significant in this regard w<1s the ban he promulgated 
against Christians' holding oflkial positions as teachers of classical literature 
and rhetoric. I-lad that held in place, it would have prevented the rise of Auson
ius and men like h im, since, now that access to traditional literary culture 
seemed in danger of being cut off, it becan1e dearto everyone tha t mastery o f 
these skills remained essential for those who aspired to positions of authority in 
tt1e in1perial bureaucracy, ic1 la\11.r, al1d i11 adn1i1lisrration. 

Moderate Christians at least were thus growing more wiJJing to con1e to an 
accommodation between pagan culture and the demands of life in a Christian 
empire. That, needless to say, was not the same thing as tolerating pagan wor
sh ip, or pagans in person . The reign of Theodosius the Great (379-95 C£) was 
d.isti nguished for such acts of cultural warfare as the prohibitio n of all pagan 
sacrifice, the bann irtg of th.e Olympic games, and the closing o r even outright 
destwction of pagan temples in ma ny parts of the Eastern Empi re. The most 
spect~•cular casualty was the temple ofSerapis, the main centre of pagan culture 
in Alexandria, still the Roman world's majo r literary certtre. But in the Latin
speaking West, the senatori<il aristocracy. which was still largely pagan, 
retained enormous wealth and social influence. lts last-ditch political resist
a nce ended with the defeat of the usurper Eugenius, yet another teacher of 
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rhetoric, at the llattle of the river f rlgldus (394 CE). llut even after th is victory 
Theodosius and his son Honorlus sought to conciliate rather than browbeat 
these old 'Romans of Rome'. One major result of this toing and froing on the 
politi<:i!l levcl was a certa in renaissance in pagan literature over the hall-century 
or so from the time of Julian to that o f Honorius, especially under the ascend
ancy o f Honorius' chief general and father-in-Jaw, Stilicho. That renaissance, 
too, was wmeti mes aggressive, but more usually conciliatory. And not the least 
of its fruits was the Impetus It gave in its turn to magnificent new works by 
Christians who sought to complete the work of purifying the old canons. 

To an admirer of Julian's, albell one with his eyes open as well as his mind, we 
owe the last great work of classicizing Latin historiography. Amrnianus Marcel
linus (c.330-<.400 C:E), a Grtoek-speaking soldier from Antioch, took upon him
self the ta>k of completing the Amwls and Histories of Tacitus by recounting the 
Deeds of the Roman emperors from the ac~-ession of Nerva in 98 CE to the death 
of Va lens at the hands of the Goths In the catastrophic Battle of Adrianople in 
378 c:E. Like Tacitus, Ammlanus took as his themes decline and its close link 
with Immorality and corruption among the ruli ng class. He offers us a famous 
description of the idle rich of the old capital, with their extravagant banquets 
and odious affectations, their arrogant cruelty towards their slaves and their 
utter 'provinciali1y' and ignorance of the affoirs of the wider en1pire. There 
might thus seem to have been little hope of a cultural renewal spearheaded by 
these senaturlal lightweights, some of whom 

loat l1i11g lcarrli11s, llkc polso11, rCfl(l \\•itll ("ar<' aJtc.1 e11tht1sias1ll Ju\1enal a11d 
Marius Maxlmus. bt11 in ihc depths of their idleness never touch any 
volt11nes at ~1 11 s:ive tl1cse; tl1<>l1gll wl1y tl1at shc>ul(I l.>e S<> lies beyo11d our 
poor power to judge. (ZS. 4. 14) 

The satires o fjuvc11<1I contained plenty to amuse those avid for salacious read
ing, <1nd the biographies o f the Caesars from Nerva to Elagabalus by Marius 
Maximus were Infamous for their uncritical reporting of court gossip. If 
A1nmianus is telling us the truth, their choice of reading material hardly 
rcdou11ds to the credit of these noble heirs of the energetic and cullured sen
ators of the republic and high empire. llut then, who was Arnmianus writing 
for? That last bit about his 'poor power to judge' may possihly conceal his pique 
at the failure of the senators to show much interest in public readings from his 
own lofty but dour work, to the early parts of which. indeed, Marius Maximus 
could be thought of as a rival. The very fact that we still have them shows that 
Ammianus· Dtttls must have reached a contemporary audience of some kind. 
Rut at times, ob~essed with his talc of decline, he seems more concerned to 
write for himself, to hcl1> make sense of the deplorable changes he saw in the 
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wol'ld around him, with Rome fallen victim to barbarian invaders on the one 
hand and to unscrupulous courtiers and military thugs on the other. But 
occasionally he almost seems to be writing for the approval less of his con
temporaries or posterity than of the revered past he is trying in some way to 
save: the approval of those ancient ghosts who light his way, Thucydides and, 
above all, Tllcllus himself. 

1 lonest and literate, patriotic and independent-minded, Ammianus may be 
said 10 be himself a good advertisement fo r the renewed bureauc-racy and edu
cation system of the fourth century and for the chance of cultural renewal it 
prescntc<I. He is even falr-mlndc<I enough to admit that only 'some' of the 
Romans of Rome were falllng their ancestots and their dependants in th.is 
shameful way. And he would, one in1agines, have felt more kindly towards 
some of those who come to prominence in the last two decades of the century. 
Girding their loins for ban les both physical and ideological, such men as 
Nico1uachus Flavianus, consul in 394 CE and praetorian prefect under the 
usurper Eugenius, ostentatiously celebrated pagan rites once more in the old 
capital. Flavlanus Indeed set out from Milan for the Frjgidus after boasting that, 
when he returned In victory, he would turn Ambrose's cathedral into stables 
and conscript his cler&'Y Into the army. Ambrose, as usual, had the last laugh, 
and for l'lavlanus, defeat could be followed only by honourable suicide. But 
tl1cre \<Vas u more l)Caccfu1 sicle to Flavianus' activities. He \vrote A11nf1les, r10 

doubt another historical work designed to complete the labours o f Tacltus
<1nd he is 01,e of the stars of Macrobius' Saturnalia. This work, which may be 
n1ore or less contempornry with the events it describes (but which, according to 
son1e scholars, may have been composed in the fifth century) is a fictional 
di<ilogue set in the ho llday season of De('ernber 384 CE. It narrates how three 
leaders of tl1c pagan reviva l movement, Vettius ;\gortus Praetextatus, Flavia nus 
himself. and the oniror Quintus f\urelius Symmac;hus act as host o n successive 
days to gatheri ngs of pag<in lntellectu<tls who discuss such matters as Roman 
pl'icstly Jaw and the oratory and philosophy of Vi rgi l. The families of Sym
machus a nd Fin via nus In particular also made great efforts to gather and emend 
the texts of the authors who featured so prominently in the pagan canon. it is 
largely to their scholarship that we owe the preservation of the works of such 
authors as Martial, Apuleius, and above all Livy. Also Juvenal, but not, however, 
Marius Maxi mus-though whether that was a deliberate response to the cen
sures of Ammianus lies beyond our poor power to judge. 

Among these public-spirited men, the best known is Symmachus (Quintus 
Aurelius Symmachus Eusebius, c.340-402 CE). Although they have been casti
gated as nothing more than elegant if verbose visiting-cards. his LettetS serve 
much the same purpose as those of Pliny the Younger (cf. Ch_ 14, pp. 457-a) 
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almost three centuries before, pulling before our admiring eyes llw busy and 
bustling life of an aristocrat devoted to the service of the state. To that extent, 
they are also similar to the poems his Christian friend Ausonius wrote under the 
title ·n1e Daily Ro1111tl. Symmachus kept out of trouble during the revolt of Eugen
ius that claimed the life of his 0U1er friend Havlanus, and he even kept up a 
correspondence with Ambrose, though he was much too polite to allude directly 
to their religious differences, or even to acknowledge familiarity with Ambrose's 
episcopal dignity, treating him instead as just a not her leisured Roman aristocrat. 

Though equally courteous, his most celcbrn led exchange with the feisty 
bishop of Milan. however, was indirect. The Emperor Grnti;in, Valen tinian's 
son and Ausonius' pupil, refused to accept the Senate's traditional offer of th e 
robes of the Pontifex Jvlilximus, the head of the ancient priestly colleges of the 
city. And by an edict of 382 CE he formally disestablished the ;incient cults, 
such as those of the Vestal Virgins, and deprived them o f their state endow
ments. A concomitant result was the removal from the Senate House of the 
altar to the goddess of Victory which had kept a benevolent eye on the deliber
ations of that august assembly since time immemorial. Symmachus, as Prefect 
of the City. made a graceful but powerful pica to Gratlan for their restoration, 
appealing in his 111ird Refe"al to tradition, to the services the old gods had 
performed in preserving Rome and in raising her to her state of glory, and to 
the spirit of religious toleration. To what may well be the most fomous phrase of 

the century he observed of religious truth that 'It Is not by one path alone that 
nian can arrive at so gre;:1t a secret'. -Bl1t l1is rival for Cratian's ear wcis An1brose, 
"vho "'as \IS victorious then as he "'rou-1<.I later 1>rovc ugainst li l~vianl1s. 

lt should be noted that, on both sides of the rellglo-politi.C<•I fence, the pur
pose of ' literature' was still more often prngmallc than purely aesthetic. Sym
machus' elegance was deployed for a definite aim that had implications for the 
use of public money as well as for symbolic idcoloi,'Y· Editing Llvy was intended 
to preserve for the education and inspiration of contemporaries the great story 
of Roman republican pietas and the reward it had earned from the gods. On the 
other side, Jerome was commissioned to replace a wide range of soml'limes 
Inaccurate, if much-loved, current translations of the Bible, and he conscien
tiously applied himself to the study of Hebrew before presenting the world with 
the Vulgate version that became the standard sacred text of the Catholic 
Church down to modern times. Pope Damasus (reigned 366-84 CE) wrote short 
poems to accompany and explain his work in renovating and beautifying the 
churches and shrines of the martyrs in a city now thought to belong as much to 
the Apostles Peter and Paul as to Jupiter ancl the Olympians. l'rudentius (Aur
elius Prudentius Clemens, 348-c.405 CF.), a rellred Spanish civil servant, was 
inspired by some of these, and by the cult of the mnrtyrs of h is native land, to 
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compose longer hymns celebrating the victories of these champions of the 
faith. He seems to have consciously set out to replace the patriotic odes of 
Horace with Christian ones, celebrating martyrs whose virtues outstrip those of 
Regulus and tbe other pagan heroes of antiquity. 

In this he was to some extent emulating the activity of Ambrose, who hated 
heretics even more than he hated pagans. The biggest bugbear of the early years 
of his time as bishop was the Arian here;y, whose followers obstinately refused 
to accept that the Son was the equal of the rather. They had until quite recently 
made up ahnost half the population of tlte city o f Milan, but their protectress, 
the Empress Justina, outraged him fly seeking to seL'lire for their use a si ngle 
church in the capital, the Basilica Portlana. 'Jezebel', as Ambrose called her with 
h is customary restraint, obviously had to be made to back down. So the bishop 
sh ut himself up inside the disputed church with a large army of his supporters 
until. fearing a massacre and massive civil unrest, she did. A1nbrose's Catholic 
shock-troops-among them, it seems, Augustine's mother Ylonica- may well 
have felt some hesitation in the face of the empress's soldiers. To strengthen 
their resolve Augustine wrote some of the earliest known Latin hymns 'in the 
manner of the East, so that the people would not grow faint through the weari
ness of their sorrow' (Augustine, Co11fessio11s 9. 7). 

Pragmatic compositions aimed at defying imperial authority were, however, 
far less common than those whose purpose was to celebrate and justify it. Prose 
orations delivered for such occasions as the arrival of an emperor in a particular 
city or o n the anniversary of his accession were composed in vast numbers. 
Inevitably ephemeral, they have <limost all disappeared, but a few were pre
served by accident, or thanks to the fame or their author or the admiration won 
for their style. A collectinn of a dozen such speeches, known as the L11ti11 P(l11e

~yrics, appears to have been assembled In the late fourth or early lifth century tn 
Gau l. It comprises the model /Hlf excellenre of the genre, Pliny the Younger's 
thanksgiving speech to Trajan for his consulship (cf. pp. 443 ff.). and a mixture of 
otl1ers by ;iuthors named or anonymous, delivered to emperors from Constan
tine to Theodosius-and, in one case, to a governor of Gaul. Useful for the 
information they preserve on contemporary history, albeit often obliquely, 
they also reveal much about the ceremonial nature of such public literature and 
about the audiences who dutifully attended to hear them recited. Invariably 
elegant and invariably laud~tory, their function is primarily to celebrate rhe 
virtues of those they honour and to display the loyalty of those on whose 
behalf they were delivered. Nonetheless, they often do a careful job of present
ing to the all-important govern ing classes the emperor's policies, while also

though mo re rarely-serving o n <Jccasl<>n to give the emperor a discreet 
reminder of his subjects' needs and an Indication of their concerns. In short, 
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CHRISTIAN CONQUEST. These ivory portraits of the young Emperor Honorius were 
made in 406 CE. In tile left-hand panel Ile l>olds an inscription which says 'In the 
name of Christ may you always be victorious'. The abbreviation for 'Christ' uses 
Greek letters (as in our modern 'Xmas'). 

though they may seem to modern eyes the emptiest and most t1istastefully 
adulatory compositions to survive from classical antiquity, their social func
tion, to hel.p cement the bo nd between ruler and ruled in the interests o f social 
h:umony, was of enormous importance. 

SiJJce so much of what the panegyrists say is obscured by the conventions of 
praise, and since so much of the historical circumstances that provided the 
backdrop to indh'idual speeches t;an no· longer be recovered, a detailed under
standing of the circumstances of their recitation, and therefore of their effect 
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on a given audience, Is often i1npossible. A partial exception to this rule is 
provided by the panegyrics delivered by Claudian of Alexandria (Claudius 
Claudianus, c.370-.:.404 CE) over a period of son1e ten years in the early part of 
the reign of Honorius (394-404 CE). Claudian is an exception in other ways too: 
h is panegyrics aJe in verse, and he, like AnlDlianus, was a Greek-speaking east
erner (compare Nonnos, pp. 282-4). He belongs 'to a distinct class of poets 
who cannot be thought of in quite the same terms as 1nen like Ausonius, men 
of high birth and high position. Claudian is a highly succesful example of the 
·wandering poets', professional authors who moved from city to city and 
earned their keep by putting their talents at the service of the city government 
or ofindividual wealthy patrons. He is son1etimes called 'the last of the cJ<issical 
poets'. not just because of bis strictly pagan themes and idiom, but also because 
of the superb technical accomplishment of his verse and his thorough familiar
ity witl1 the classical authors of the canon. He also had a glorious style that, 
were it not for his contemporary subject-matter, might trick one into thinking 
his poems had been composed under Nero or Domitian rather than under 
Monorlus and the power behind his throne, Stilicho. lvfost of ClaudiaJl'S poetry 
was explicitly designed to serve Stilicho's purposes. The career of Stilicho offers 
a spectacular example of the cultural changes Rome was currently undergoing. 
Nis mother was a Roman, but his father belonged to a Gennan tribe called the 
Vandals. In time the Vandals would give the Romans a great dea.1 of trouble; 
iodeed, they later conquered Af.rica and even sacked Ron1e itself in 455 c~ with 
such horrifying violence that their na1ne h<ts come into English as a word fo r 
any barbarous thug who wilfully destroys property of any kind. In the late 
fourth century, however, son1e of them, including Stilicho's father, were serv
ing as mercenaries in the Roman arn1y against other barbatians and were 
becoming assimilated. Stilicho himself rose to such pron1inence that Honorius' 
father, Uw En1peror Theodosius, chose hiln <ts a husbnnd for his niece and 
adopred daughter Serena, and after Theodosius' death he exerc ised a ki nd of 
semi-official regency over the young Honorius. 

It would be silu plifying matters too far to speak of Claudian merely as a 
vehicle for broadcasting Stilicho's prop<1gand11, but his poetry, for all its sophis
tication. clearly serves practical political purposes. He not only celebrates, for 
example, the young emperor's consulships <Hid bis m;uriage to Stilicho's 
daughter Maria, but also denounces Stilicho's political opponents i11 s<itirical 
invective wo rthy of .Juvenal. Pity Eutropius, chief minister of Honorius' 
brother, the Eastern Emperor Arcadius. Eutropius had dared, though a eunuch, 
to accept a consulship and, worse still, had had the audacity to have a real man, 
the btave and noble Stilicho, declared an 'enemy of the people' by the Semite at 
Const<intinople: 
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\'l'hat •fine sight he made, a.she strained 10 move his feeble limbs 
beneath the weight of the toga, borne down by the consular garb, 
an old man made to look more repulsive still by the gold he had donned! 
Like an ape that imitates human form, decked out 
by some mocking lad in precious Chinese silks, 
his back and bullocks left uncovered, 
something for the supper-guests to howl at ... 

(Against £utropi11s 1. 30C>-6) 

That no doubt answered to all the prejudices of the Milanese courtiers <1gainst 

effemh1111e F.aste111ecs in general, Jet alone th e ones who <1Spired to lead armies 

and govern the state when they lacked the hi II complement of n1<1nly assets. On 
other occasions, Claudian's brief was to smooth down ruffled feathers closer to 

ho me. In 401 CE Alaric the Visigoth led his people o n to ltali<1n soil, and threw 

the whole country into a panic. It took months 10 get him out again, and 

though Stilicho finally achieved a comprehensive victory at Pollentia in the Po 

valley on f.aster Day 402 CE. resentment was felt against the general by the 

senators, who had seen their estates burned, their slaves conscripted, and the 

very walls of Rome threatened. \.Vorst of all, Stlllcho had smick some kind of 

bargain with an enemy who surely ought simply to have been dealt with in the 

Roman way, not by treaty but by brute military force. Nothing to worry about, 

Claudian assured them some eighteen months later. when Honorius made a 

rare, conciliatory visi t to the old capital to inaugurate his sixth consulship. rn 

Claudian's epic-style account ;\laric hilllself Is made to expl<•io how Stilicho 

had It all wor.ked out in advance: 

With what cunning, with what skill, 
did S1ilicho, always my doom, entrap me! Vl'hlle pretending to spare me, 
l1e blunted tile ~ge of my \VarJike SJ.>irit and found 1he 1>0\\1er to carry the \\•ar 

back over the Po I had crossed once before! A CU£$C on that treaty, 
worse than the yoke of slavery! Then II was that lhe power of the Goths was 

extinguished, 
then for my own sell, then did I bargain death!' 

(011 1/w Sixt II C.msulship of H<nllJrius 300-.S) 

It is not recorded whether the senators found this explanation acceptable, 

though one imagines thar they quite liked heating themselves called 'a host 

worthy of worship, gods!' in the preface to the poem with which Claudian 

began hls r~>citation on the Palatine Hill 011 that lirst clay o f January, 404. 
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Whistling in the wind 

Within seven years, Claudian was dead, Stilicho had fallen from grace and been 

beheaded, and Alaric was back. Rome fell to a foreign anny for the first llmc 

since the Gauls had taken the city after the Battle of the Allia eight centuries 

before (390 ucE.). from far l'alestlnc. Jerome let out a cry of anguish: true to 

both his Christian and his Ciceronian selves, he compared the dreadful calam. 

ity 10 the destruction of Moab and to the foll of Troy, quoting from the second 

book of Virgil's Ae11eid (Leiter l 27). Augustine, more thoughtful and more 

methodical, applied hls vast erudition <111d his powerfully original mind to 

propounding a new understanding of the very nature of history and of civili1.<l· 

lion in his City of God, demonstrating that all cities fall, save only the holy 

Jerusalem carried by the faithful In their he<trts, exiled as they are in this fallen 
world from that heavenly state. 

Pagan authors had no such consolation, their very existence beiog bound up 

with the fate of the earthly city that Christians and barbarian spies like Stilicho 

had destroyed. That, at least, was the view of Rutilius Claudius Namatianus, 

who has left us an elegiac poem recording his journey home to his estates in 

Gaul through an Italian countryside shatte1ed by war. Namatianus vented his 

spleen against Christians in general, ;ind especially monks, a tribe that hid 

themselves in dark monasteries instead of doing their duty and fighting. He 

also inveighed passionately against Jews and corn1pt officials, but most of all 

Stllicho. I! is a diatribe against wlrnt cou Id not be changed, written, it seems, for 

a dwindling band of marginalized l1'1gan aristocrats whose powerlessnes.~ was 
now painfully visible. 

The \'l'estern Empire limped on for most of the next century, but, though 

there were hopes of renewal under Honorius' energetic general Constantlus 

and, later, the Emperor Valentin Ian Ill 's able first minister Aetius, who defe;1ted 

Attila the liun in 451 CE, all such hopes proved transitory. Imperial control 

contracted, as first Britain was given up, and then Gaul and Spain partitioned 

among the Visigoths, the Burgundians, and the Vandals. Paganism lingered 

among the peasants of the more remote country areas, but it was no longer a 

force worth considering among the embattled Gallo-Roman elite. 
Men like Gaius Sollius Modestus Appollinaris Sidonius of Clermont-Ferrand 

in Gaul (c.431-c.486 CF.) stlll aspired to both literary and political success, but 

they were too busy dealing with the urgent matters of the present to refight the 

battles of the past. Sidonius was a loca l aristocrat, who rose, like Ausonius 

before him, to be Prefect of the City o f Rome and who, like Ciaudjan, wrote 

verse p<1negyrics of reigning, if short-lived, emperors; and, again like Claudian, 

won a reward in the form of an honorary statue in the Forum of Traj<111. In 
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Sidonius' hands poetry remained pragmatic in aim as well as ceremonial. So, 
for exmuple, in his laudation of the brutal lvfajorian, we see Sidonius pleading 
with the new emperor to pardon the city of Lyons its sin in rising in revolt a~er 
the iuurder of bis predecessor Avitus, and to relax the harsh conditions 
imposed upon it. The task cannot b<1ve been to Sidonius' taste: 1\vitus was his 
father-in-law. But he was carrying on the ancient tradition o f noblesse oblige, 
putting his learning and his orato;ical sJ<ills at the service o f his countrymen. 
His other poems con1prise mauiage-songs and descriptions, in the manner of 
Statius, of the villas of rich men like himself. It is hard to see who eJse would 
have re;id them. Sidonius' world was shutting down around him. His poetry 
served to preserve Roma11il11S, Roman culture, in a country that had passed 
under the authority of its barbarian invaders. 

The m;iin cultu(al divide was now between, not pagan and Christian, but 
Catholic Roman and 1\rian German. The Church now represented the only 
effective arm of Roman power in Gaul, an.d men like Siclonius came under 
pressure to protect their country1J1en with such means as it afforded them. So, 
though stronger on classical mythology than on the Scriptures, he accepted the 
role of bishop, and largely gave up the luxury of poetry. Diplomacy and 
adn1inistration now took up much of his time, but when not tactfully losing at 
backgammon to the k.iJJg o f the Burgundians, he wrote letters to other embat
tled Gallo-Roman nobles and bishops, letters that still attempted to do what 
Pliny's had done (cf. pp. 457- 8), and show for the world- or for that small part 
of it that could understand their self-consciously elaborate Latin- a good man 
whose varied and dutiful life was spent in the service of his country. 

However dassicizing their rnotivation, the extraordinary style and diction of 
Sidonius' letters reve<1l very cle;1rly th<1t the pursuit o f Latin literature in the 
classical 111ode was swiftly turning into an elevated kind <1f whistling in the 
wind. The rhetoric schools were dosing, since the new rulers had less need of 
their products, and the cities they served were shrinking. And the very Jan
gl1age 1<vas rapi<ll)' ttndergoi11g th<'t 111<.,ssive shi.ftin its pt(>t.1\1nciati(>r1 that rr1a<le 
the old n1ctrical rules of classical verse 111ore and more alien to the spoker1 word. 
To atte1npt to pin down the precise mo1nent and the cause of the de<1th of 
classical Latin literature would result only in an arid deb<1te-n1ore ;irid than 
anything in the works of Ausonius. There is <i good case for saying that it 
lingered for some time longer in quiete1' parts of the West still under the control 
of the Empire or of barbal'ian kings with aspirations to be accepted. Dnicontius 
recited part of his mythological Romulea in the presence of the pro(·onsul Paci
deius around the year 480 CE, apparently in a concert-hall attached to the Baths 
of Gargilius in Carthage. As late as 544 CE, Ara tor read his two-book adaptation, 
in the hexameters traditionally associated with heroic poetry, ofJ11e Acts o(tlie 
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Apostles to an appreciative audience, including Pope Vigilius, in the Church of 
s. Pietro in Vlncoli in Rome. And t1¥enty years later at the Eastern court of 
Constantinople, the African poet Corippus celebrated in dazzling hexameters, 
modelled on those of Claudian, the accession of the Emperor Justin IL But by 
the end of the fifth cent1uy, Latin, as Cicero or Virgil would have understood it, 
was for practical purposes no tonger a living language in n1ost of the West. The 
schools had retreated from the forum to the cloister; and the audience was 
gone. The literature that had come to 111aturity amidst the clamour of the law
courts and the rough-and-tumble of the wooden theatres of the Republic (d. 
p. 306 above) was shivering to its death in the chilly silence of Sidonius' study. 

llul it would be neither fair nor sensible-indeed, one might say hardly 
Christian-to blame Sidonius, who, after all, had a lot on his plate. These were 
complex times, and the con1bination of aloof protestations of cultural superior
ity with outrageous xenophobic simplification see1ned, no doubt, the best 
means for preserving sanity in a world th<1t was ceasing to be lloman and was 
gradually edging its way into the Middle Ages. At any rate, it was in a spirit of 
humorous self-knowledge as n1uch as of cultural arrogance that Sidonius 
responded when he was asked by the senator Catullinus for a wedding-song in 
the traditional inode. He could not write cheerful songs in hexameters (six-foot 
verse), he said, obliged as he was to listen instead to the songs of the great 
clumping brutes who were his new niasters (Poems 12. ·1- 11): 

~Vhy, even supposing I had the power, do you bid me compose a poem 
of Venus, who loves the wedding-songs of old? 
I (ind myself placed in the midst of long-haired hordes, 
ell.during the sound of Ger111ar1 ~ .. •or<ls, 
and, ti111e and ti1ne agai11, praisi11g \\rith a straigbt face 
t11ccompositio11s of sonJe Burbrun<iian glutton vvtio gels his hair \\1'itll rallCid b1.1tter. 
Shall I tell you what breaks the power of song? 
l>.·fy Mtise l1as been driveil (l\'1.'<l}' by ba rbartan strummings, 
and has spurned six~fo<>t v·erse e\'er since she sa"v 
that her only patrons were seven feet tall.' 
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He$iod 
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and Notes by M. I. Finley (Penguin: London and New York, 1972). 
Xe11oplro11: A History of my Times, trans. R. Warner, introduction and Notes by G. 
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lsa<:mtes, vols. i and ii, trans. G. Norlill (Loeb Classical Library: Cambridge, 

Mass .. 1928-9). 
lsocrr11es, vol. iii, trans. L. Van Hook (l.oeb Classical l.ibrary: Cambridge, l-4ass., 
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\!irgil: the Aeneid, trans. C. Day-Lewis (Oxford v\lodd's Classics: Oxford, 1986). 
Virgil: the Aeneid, trans. R. Pit?.gerald (Oxford World's Classics: Oxford, 1983). 
Virgil: the Eclogues, trans. Guy Lee (Penguin: London, 1984). 
Propertius: the poems, trans. Goy Lee (Oxford World's Classics: Oxford, 1994). 
Tilmllus: elegies, trans. Guy Lee (Leeds, 1990). 
Tiie Satires of Horace and Persius, trans. Niall Rudd (Penguin: I.on don, 1979). 
Horace: t11e complete Odes and Epodes, trans. David 'Nest (Oxford World's Classics: 

Oxford, 2000). 
Virgil's Aeneid: A New Prose 1ranslation, trans. David West (Penguin: London, 

l991). 
\/lrgil's Georgics, trans. L. P. \Vilkinson (l'enguin: London, 1982). 

l '.l. POETRY OF THE LATER AUGUSTAN AND Tlll ERIAN PERIOD 

011 iJ1dividllal autJ1ors and l .vorks 

Horace Epistles 
E. Fraenkel, Horace (Oxford, 1957). 
It S. Kilpatrick.. The Poetry of Friendship (Edmonton, Alberta, 1986). 

Horace Odes 4 
Jvl. C. J. Putnam, Artifices <Jf Eternity. Homce's Fourth Book of Odes (Ithaca, NY, and 

London, 1986). 

Ovid. General 
A. llarchiesi, Tire Poet and the J>rince. Ovid and A11,'(11st.n11 Discourse (Berkeley and 

Los Angeles, 1997). 
G. K G<ilinsky, Ovid's A<fetnmorp'1oses: An lntroductiorrto tile Basic Aspects (Oxford, 

1975). 
N. Holzberg, Ovid. Dichter 1md l.Verk (Munich, 1997) (Eng. trans. to be published 

by Cornell U.P. in ZOCH). 
H. Jacobson, 01•id's tleroidcs (Princeton, 1974). 
R. Nagle, The Poetics o(Exile: Program and Polemic in t11e Tristia arul EpiStlllae ex 

Ponto of Ovid (Brussels, 1980). 
C. Newlands, Playing with Time: Ovid and tile Fasl-i (Ithaca, NY, 1995). 
J. ll. Solodow, The World o('Ovid"~ Mewmorphoses (Chapel Hill, NC, and London, 

1988). 
F. Verducci, Ovid's Toysllop of Uie Heart: Epistulae Heroid11m (Princeton, 1985). 
L. J>, Wilkinson, Ovid Recalled (Cambridge, 1955). 
G. D, Williams. Banis/red Voices. Readings in Ovid's Exile Poetry (Cambridge, 1994). 

Translations 
There are translations of all the works discussed in this chapter, of varying 

readability, In the Loeb Classical Library. 
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In the Oxford World's Classics series there are translations of the following: 
Horace: TlieComplete Odes a11d Epodes, trans. David ~Vest (1997) 
Propertius: The Poems, trans. Guy Lee (1994). 
Ovid: Tl1e wve Poems, trans. A. D. Melville (1989). 
Metamorphoses, trans. A. 1). Melville (1986) . 
Sorrows of (lfl Exile (Tristia), trans. A. D. Melville (1995). 
Ovid's Fasti: .Roman Holidays, trans. B. R. Nagle (Bloomington, rod., 1995). 

14. PROSE LITERATURE l'ROlv! AUGUSTUS TO HADRIAN 

E. Fantl1an1, Ro1111ir1 Litertlry C1J/h1re: Fro111 Cicen) to Aplilt!itts (Bal.ti.more ancl 
London, 1996). 

D. C. Feeri.ey, 'Si lice/ et fas est: Ovid's l'asti and the Problem of Free Speech under 
the Principate', in A. Powell (ed .), Roman l'oetrr amt Propaganda in the ;\ge of 
Augustus (London 1992), 1-25. 

K. Galinsky, Augustan Culture (Princeton, 1996). 
N. Horsfall, 'tmpty Shelves on the Palatine', Greece and Rome, 40 (1993), 58-67. 

Translations 
Livy: The Rise of Rome: Books 1-5, trans. T.J. Luce (Oxford Wod d's Classics: 

Oxford, 1998); the rest of his history-various translators, in Penguin or Loeb. 
Pliny, Letters, and Pa11egyric11s, trans. B. Radice (Loeb: Cambridge, Mass., 1969). 
Senec" U1e Elder: Declamations. trans. M. Winterbottom (Loeb: Cambridge, .Mass., 

1974). 
Seneca t11e Younger: n ·agedies, trans.!). R. Slavi.tt (Baltin1ore, 1992-S). 
Tncit11s: Agricola mu/ Germani<J, trans. A. R. Birley (Oxford World's Classics: 

Oxford, 1999). 
Tt1cit11s: The Histories, trans. W. H. Fyfe, rev.!). $. Levene (Oxford World's 

Classics: Oxford, 1997). 
Tacitris: 11ie A1111als of Imperial Rome, trans. M. Grant (Penguin: London, 1989). 

15. EPIC OF THE llv! PERlAI. PERIOD 

F. M. Ahl, Lucan: An Introduction (Ithaca, NY, 1976) . 
--'Statius' 'fhebaid: A Reconsideration', ANR~v. 2. 32. s (1986), 2803-912. 
- M.A. Davis and A. Pomeroy, 'Si/his ltaliczis', ANR~V. 2. 32. 4 (1986), 

2492-561. 
W. J. Dominik, The Afythic Voice of St11ti11s. Power and Politics in the Thebaid 

(Leiden, 1994). 
D. C. Feeney, The Gods in Epic (Oxford, 1991). 
I'. Hardie, 111e Epic Successors of \lirgil (Cambridge, 1993). 
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!). Hershkowitz, The Madness of Epic (Oxford, 1998). 
- Valerius F/accus' Argonautic11 (Oxford, 1998). 
G. O. Hutchinson, Latin Literature (rom Seneca tp /uverial (Oxford, 1993). 
M. G. L. Leigh, LtJCO!I: Spectacle and £11gageme11t (Oxford, 1997). 
j. Ii. W. G. Liebeschuetz, Co111i11uiLy mu/ Change in Roma11 Religio11 (Oxford, 

1989). 
J. Masters, Poetry a11d Civil ~Var i11 L11can's 'Bel/um Civile' (Can1bridge, 1992). 
W. C. Summ.ers, A .Study o( t11e Argonautica of Valerius f/acais (Cambridge, 

1894) . 
D. \ V. T. C. Vessey, Stnti1is a11d the Tl1ebaid (Cambridge, 1973). 
- ' Flavian Epic', in Cambridge Nistory o{Classical LiteraLure, ii. 558-96 

(Cambridge, 1992). 
lvf. Wilson, ' Flavian Variant: History, SUius' Punica', in A. ). Boyle (ed.), Roma11 

Epic (London 1993), 218- 36. 

'l'ranslatio11s 
Lucan, trans. J. D. Duff (Loeb Classical Library, 1928); S. Braund (Oxford World's 

Classics, 1999). 
Silius lla/icus, trans. J. D. Duff (Loeb Classical Library, 1934). 
Statius, trans. J. H. Mozley, 2 vols. (Loeb Classical Library, 1928). 
Stati11s: The/Jaid, trans A. D. Melville (Oxford World's Clas.sics: Oxford, 1995). 
Valerius Flacc11s, trans.]. li . l'vlozley (Loeb Classical Library, 1934). 

1.6. TliE LITERATURE Of LEISURE 

J. C. Bramble, Persius mu/ the Programmatic Satire: A Study in Form a11d Imagery 
(Cambridge, 1974). 

S. Braund, Beyond Anger: A Stud)' i11 fuver/(l/'S Tl1irtl Book of Satire (Cambridge, 
1988). 

- (ed.), Satire (Ind Society ill A 11cic11t Rome (Exeter, 1989). 
M. Coffey, Roman SaLire (2nd edn., Bristol, 1989). 
K. M. Coleman, Statius Silvae JV, edited wit11 all English Tran.~lation and 

Comment!l/y (Oxford, 1988). 
C. Connors, Petronius the Poet: Verse and Literary lradition in t/le Satyricon 

(Ca mbridge, 1998). 
D. P. Fowler, 'Mal'lial and the Book', Ramus, 24 (1995), 31-58. 
E. Gowers, J'he Loaded Ta/J/e: Representations of Food i11 Roman Literature (Oxford 

1993) . 
A. Hardie, St(ltius and the Silvac (I .iverpool, l 983). 
J. Nenderson, Figuring out Roman Nobility: /uv1mal's Eighth Satire (Exeter, 1998). 
-- A Roman Life: Rutilius Gallic11s 011 Paper a11d 111 Stone (Exeter, '1998). 
H. Hofmann, L<1tin fiction: Tl1e Latiri N1wel in Co11text (London, 1999). 
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D. M. Hooley, The Knotted 111011g: S11-uctures of Mimesis in Pe1sius (Ann Arbor, 
1997}. 

G. I,. Schmeling, 1"/le Novel in tile Ancient ~Vorld (Leiden, 1996). 
N. vV. Slater, Reacling Petro11ius (llaltimore, 1990). 
J. P. Sullivan, ,\1artial the Unexpected Classic (Cambridge, 1991). 
J. Tatum, The Search (or tl1e Ancient Novel (Baltimore, 1994). 
J.P. Toner, Leisure'""' Ancient Rome (Oxford, £995). 
P. Wb.ite, 'The Presentation and Dedication of the Silvae and Epigrams', /ourual 

o(Romrm Scudies, 64 (1974), 40-61. 
-- ''Jbe J' riends of Martial, Statius, Pliny and the Dispersal of Patronage', 

Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, 79 (1975), 265-300. 
-- 'Amicitia and the Profession of Poetry in Early Imperial Rome', foumal of 

Rmnan Shidies, 68 (1978), 74-92. 

1't«tnslatio11s 
l'ctronius: Satyricon, trans. I'. G. ~Valsh (Oxford, 1997}. 
[uvenal: Tile Satires, tra ns. N. Rudd, ed. W. llarr (Oxford, 1992). 
l'ersit1$: Tl1e Satires, tracls. G. l.ee, intrc)ductic)r1 an<I comn1entary \·V. Barr 

(Liverpool 1987). 
For translations (>f Phaedrns, Statius' Silvac, and Martial's Epigrams, see the 

editions of the Loeb Classical Library. 

17. LATI N LITERATU RE FROM THE SECOND CENTURY TO THE 
END O f Tt!E CLASSIC AL ERA 

General 
P. Brown, Augustine of.Hippo (London, 1967). 
--711e Cult of tile Saints (Ch icago, 1981). 
--Religion a11d Society in the Age o(StAugustine (London, 1972). 
- The World (If Late Antiquity: From J..farcus Aurelius to ivlul1<11nmad (London, 

1971). 
A. Ca meron, Claudian: Poetry a11d l'ropaga11da <1t tile Court o( Nonorius (Oxford, 

1970). 
T. Magg, 1'/1e Novel in Antiquity (Oxford, 1983). 
Robin Lane fox, Pagans a11d Cl1ristia11s (London, 1986). 
F.J. E. Raby, A Nistor)' of Christian Poch)' (Oxford, 1953). 
P. G. ~Valsh, Tile Roman Novel (Cambridge, 1970). 

Translations 
A111111ia1111s ;11arcclli11us: The Later Rom1111 Empire (A.D. 354-378), selected and 

trans. Walt~r Hamilton (Penguin, 1.986). 
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Apuleius: The (jolden Ass, trans. and ed. P. G. Walsh (Oxford World's Classics, 
1999). 

Augustine: The Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford World's Classics, 
1991). 

Ausimius, with an English trans. by Hugh G. Eveleyn-\Vhite, 2 vols. (Loeb 
Classical Library) (repr. Cambridge, /\<lass., and London, 1988). 

Claudian, with an English trans. by Maurice Platnauer, 2 vols. (Loeb Classical 
Library) (repr. Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1972). 

Sido11i11s: Poems a11d Letters, with an English trans., introduction, and notes by 
VI. B. Anderson, 2 vols (Loeb Classical Library) (repr. Cambridge, lv(ass., and 
London. 1980). 
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Chronology 

Date Historlca l E\1erlts 

BCE ·rraditional date of first Olympic Ciames 
(776) 

Trad.itiOrlal <late of fO\Lndation of Rome 
(753) 

Age of Greek settJctncrit iJl Italy, Sicily, 
and East 

750 Development of 11eavy 'hoplite' armour 
a nd emer~ence of poHs society 

700 
Spartan expansion (fr-0111 c.730) 

650 Greeks begin to penetrate £gypt 

60() F.arllest Greek colns minted (c.595) 
Solon archon a t 1\t11e11s: social and 

poUtical reforms (594) 
Greek merce11aries carve tl1eir narnes on 

the Abu Sirnbel inscription (591) 

575 Age of 'T}•rants' in 1najor G~eek states 
other than Sparta 

550 Croesus king of l.ydia (560-546) 
Cyrus the Great fou11ds Persian en1pil'e 

(559-530) 
Cyrus' conqttest of Lydia and Ionian 

Greeks- ''J~lle year tire /1'1Me arrived' 
(546) 

Cart l1aginia11s and Etruscans Cf)OCk 
Greek expa11sion in \vester11 
!\.fed i 1·erra 11ea n 

-Literary a11d Related J)evelopments 

De\1elo1)n1ent and disseinination of 
Greek alphabet 011 Phoenicjar1 
model (80(}-.750) 

Homer a rid Hesiod aciivc al1oul 1l0\'1 
Archllocho; active as poet (675-640) 

1'erpander, Kallinos, Semonides, 
T>•rtaios, ~fir11nerutos, Alkrt1ar1 
acti''C as J)OCts 

Sappt10 and Alkaios active as poets 
(610-575) 

Solon active as poet (600-560) 

Thales predicts eclipse of the sun (585) 
Rise of pan he lien le festivals (Pythla 

582, lstllmia 581, Nen1ea 573) 
r\na.ximander active as philosopher 

(570-550) 
(57G-47S) life time of Xenopbanes 

(philosopher-poet) 

Slesicl1oros, Tl1eognis, Hippo11ax, and 
lbykos active as poets 

1-\11axln1enes acti\'e as philosopher 
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Date Historical Events Literary and Relared Oevelopmenu Date Hlstoclcal Events literary and Related ~-elopments 

300 ~ace bet'"ttn the successors Kltarchos (Peripatetic philosopher) 200 Second Punic ('Hannibalic') War- career of Plautus (204-184); Mi/<'$ 
recognizes in effect the divi$ion visits Al Khan um In Afghanlstan Hannibal in•-adeoltaly (213-201) Glorios"s performed (204) 
AnilgOrlOS (Asia), Cassandros (310) first war bem·~n Rome a1ld Ma.cedon Ennlu.s active at Rome as poet and 
()<laC'.t'don/Gretee), Lysimach<» Zeno or Kitlon esrabli.shes StOic s<:hool (Zl 4-205) teacher (204-169) 
(Thrace), P1olemy (Egypt), and by In Sroo Poikile a1 Athens (310) Scipio Africanus defeats Hasdrubal in Q. Fabius l'jctor writes first pro$C 
omission Seleukos (the Easterr\ Phllltas of Kos (s<:holar and founder of Spain: Spain divided into two history of Rome, in Greek (202) 
domains)(311) Alexandrian poetry) appointed provinces (211-Z06) 

llatt te of l pros: de.cob'uction of po" . .-er tutor to furure Ptolemy IJ Scipio de.feats Ha1lnibal at 6attle Of 
or /\.ntlgonos and Demetrios; Eplkouros establishes his Za(lla: Cai:thagc becofnes a de1,endc11l 
Ant1gonos killed (301) phllosvphical school at Athens of Ro1)'1e 

(301) Ro111a 11 co11quest o( Cisalpine Ga\LI 
Ptolcn1y I founds Mouseion of (202-19 1) 

Alexandria Second Macedonian(200-197) 
Zeno<lotos royal tutor and fi1st head 

of the Library '1 75 Baille of('yd na: end of Antlgonld Polybtos tl1e historian arrl\•es in Rome 
Eticlld (rnathernatician) active kingdom of Maced-011; Rome divides (167) 

territory into 4 repubUcs ( l67) Plays of Terence produced (166-159) 
275 Pyrrhos of Epciros (TOSSes into south Oourts of So mos (leading exponent of 

Italy to aid the Greek cities: ls ' tragic history') active 150 Macedonia becomes a Roman pt'ovtnce Kamead<s (hea<I of the Academy) 
defeated by the Romans (ZB0-275) (149-148) comes to Rome on an embassy (155) 

Earliest Roman cOinage Carthage destroyed bY Romans; Africa Publication of cato's Origints or history 
Antlgonos Gonatas, son of Demetrios.. becomes Roman province ( 149-146) of Rome 

defeats Gauls; becomes king of Achaian War: sack or Corinth (146) Panaitios (Stoic philOSOphe~ 
Mace<.lon, rounding Macedonian c.18S-i09)arrives in Rome (144) 
dynasty (Z76) 

Ptolc1ny u11successfully supports !ZS Attalos of Pergamon bequea1l1s lliS Calpor11itJS Plso (Roman hlstoria11) 
Greek Independence from kingdom to Rome (133) consul 
Macedon (267- 262) \.Var against Jt1gurtl1a it1 Numldla lttclllus (Roman satitist) active 

250 Jilrst J'•urlic war bet~·ee11 Roine a11d Kalllo1ncl1os1 TilCOkritos. l ykopllron, 
(1 22-106) 

Carthage. en<ling in Rool.ao. victory Aratos, Poscidl1>1>os active as poets 1()0 Gaius ?vfarius consttl for first of slx t1mcs; Meleagros of Gadara (poet a11d 
(264-241) Monctho (his torian and Egyptian he reforms the army (107) collector or earliest cpigran1s In TJ1e 

Eun1encs T fou11ds lndependent po\.;er priest) lays roundations or Egyptian Social \'\rar in Ltaly over citizenship Greek Autholosr) active 
at Pctgan:1on (263-241) history (91-88) Arlstcides of )..iiJetos' '?vlilesian ·ra1es' 

01odotos establishes independent Hleronymos of Kardia (historian of translated into Latin by Sisenna 
Greek: kingdom in Bactria the Successors) dies aged 104; 
(Z39-130) Tlmalos of Tauromcmon (historia•l 7S Sulla appolnted dictator ol Romt: Sultan Posetdonios (pbilowpber. historiarl, 

of the West) dies aged 96 (260) reforms (87) polymath) active at Rltode$ (87-S l) 
ApolloniOS of RhOdes writes the Slave Revolt of Spartacus (73-71) Cicero's earliest extant speech (81) 

Arp1autika Pompey's reorganiz.atiOn ol East end of Philodemos (poet, Epicu""'n 
Hcrodas (author of Mimes) acli\r1? Seleucid monart:hy, and of philosopher) acti•e at Rome (75..JS) 

225 Uvtus Andronikos (earliest Roman 
independent kinKdom ol Judaea; 
Bithynia, Cilida, Syria, Cttte, 

1>0t1 and playwright) active organized into provi11ccs: cllel')l 
(240- 207) kingdon1s esl'ablisltcd clsc,.,11erc 

Fh·st ploy of Naevius produced (Z36) (66-64) 
Chryslppos succeeds Kleaothos as 

heo<I of Stoic sch ool (232) 
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Date Historical Events 

50 

25 

Caesar campaigns In Gaul (5H9) 
Civil War bet\Yctn Caesar a11d Pompey 

(49) 
Dictatorship of C.C$ar (4 7-44; murdered 

15 Morch 44) 
Octavian seiZ<.'s consulacc (43) 
Defeat of Republicans at Phlllppl by 

Oct•vian and Mark Antony 

Octavian defeats Antony and Kleopatra 
at Actlum: annexation of Egypt by 
Rome (3 l-30) 

'11le Republic R("StOred'-flrst 
oonstitutionol settle1nent; Octavian 
takes name 'AuguStus' (27) 

Literary and Related Developments 

Diodoros of Sicily, Dtonystos o f 
Hallkarnassos (historical \'r"riters) 
active 

Sallust (historian and moralist) active 
Catullus active as poet (59-54) 
Caesar •\trites his account of the Gallic 

1'1"1rs(~2) 

Death or Lucretius: posthumous 
publlcatlon of his poem 011 tile 
Na!Jlll of tlie Univme (55) 

M. Terentius Varro (antiquarian) 
acti"" (49- 27) 

Virgil's lidogutS published (JS) 
Horace's Satir"' written (37- 30) 

Sttabon (geographer and historian) 
active (44-21 CE) 

Ptopettius' £/<gi<S I published (29) 
Vltruvius' On Architet:ture (28-23) 
O"•ld begins his A"1ores 
Death ofTlbullusand ofVlrg!I (19) 

.. ....................................................... ........................... 
1C£ f.inal, <lynitstlc settlement: Tiberius given 

tribt10 iCian J)OWCr (2-4) 

25 ·1·11e Jt1llo·Claod1ans: reign of 'l'iberlus 

so 

(1 4-37) 
J\eign of Caius Caligula (37-4 \ ) 

Reign or Claudius (4 1~54) 
Reign of Nero (54-68) 
Pl son Ian conspiracy against Nero (65) 
Jewish Revolt (66-73) 
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Encl of Livy's hJstory of Rome (9 •ce) 
Deatl1 of Horace and of Maece11as 

(8 BCI:) 
Ovid banished to the Black Sea (8 CE) 

t>hiJo Oe\Yish \V[iter) active 
Death of £Ider ~ne<'l• (writer on 

ocato ry) (37) 

St Paul's Letter to the C-Orinthimrs (58) 
Younger Seneca's Letters (62) 
Luca11 (epJc poet) and Persius {satiris-t) 

active 
Suicides of ~neca and Lucan (65) 
Josephus, rebel leader inJudaea and 

future autho" deS<!m to the 
Romans (67) 

Cl1ari1on, Heliodorosl . .\chillesTatiUS. 
l..ongus (Greek OO\telists) acti\'e 
(precise dates uncertain) 

Date l·llstorlcal l~ven ts 

75 'The Year of thcl'our Elnperors': 
Galba, Otho. Vltclllus, Vespasian 
struggle for power (69) 

n,c F1avi,t1tS: relg11 or Ves.paslan 
(69-79) 

R•lgn ofTitus (79-8 1) 
Erupl1on of Vesuvius: destlVClion of 

Pompeii and Herculaneum (79) 
Reign of Oomltlan (81-96) 
Campaigns ol Agricola In Britain 

100 The A_ttlo o lnes: re.lgn of NetVa 
(96-8) 

Reign ofTrafan (9S-117): under him. 
Roman E1t1pire rcach<!s Its greatest 
geogrophlcol extent 

Trafon conquers Dacia; nnnexes 
Armenia on<I Mesopotamia (101-17) 

Jewish Revolt ( 115-17) 

12..s Relgnorlladrlan( l l7-38) 
tla<lriall's visit to Brltain; Hadrian's 

Wall from Tyne toSolwoy (122-7) 
Final cllspersol of Jews following Sar 

Kochbo's revolt (132--5) 

175 Reign 0( Marcu~ Aurelius (161-80) 
Reign orCon11nodus ( 180- 92) 

200 n .. e St ·vcr.itn.s: reig11 of Septi.Jnius 
S<>verus ( 193-211) 

Se\'erus ca1npalgns 111 llri1ai11 and dies 
at York (208-11) 

Reign of Caracalla (212-17) 
Cot1rtitutio 1111t0t1lnid11a grants 

dt11.cnshlp to all Inhabitants of the 
F.mplre(212) 

Reign or fJagabolus (2 lS-22) 

l .ilcrary and Related Develo1>01en1:S 

Frontlnus (administrator and 
technical \VCiter) active 

Death of f.lder l'liny (ado1joistrator, 
t1atucalist, and e:ncyclopedist) 
investigating eruption (79) 

Statius, Silius lrallcus, Martial (pOeU), 
and Quintilian (\vriter on rhetoric) 
acti ... -e 

Dio Chysostom (Greek orato1), 
Epiktetos (moralist), and l'lutaldl 
(essayist and biogiapher) active irl 
Greek literature 

Pliny the Younger (0(3tOr and letter
writer) co.osu1 and go,,.-entor of 
8ithynia (100-1 1) 

Tacitus v.•rltes Histories and Antu1ls 

Appian (hh1otian), Arrian 
(pltilos<>pll.er and lliStorian), Lucla11 
(satirist), a11d Ptoleo1y (astronon1er) 
active ill Greek literature; Suetonius 
(biographer) and Juvenal (poet) in 
Latin 

l'a\tSClnias v.•rites ))jS dCSCriplion of 
Grctce 

I-I erodes Att.icus (Greek orator) and 
f.ronto (Latin orator) active 

Aellus /\ristides, Dion (orators) activ~ 
1-\puleius (poet) and Galen (<.1oc1or arid 
po1~·111ath) aftive 

Me.ditatiQ11s of Marcus A1Jrelius 
(l7<Hl0) 

Atl)coaios \\Trites Dtipr1osop/1;stai 

Phllostratos (literary biographer), 
Herodian (historian), Marius 
Maximus (biographer), Scxtus 
Empiricus (Sceptic philosopher), 
Alexander of Aphrodisias 
(COlllJJl¢rltator on Aristotle), 
Tcrtullian, Clement, and Origen 
(Christian \'r"riters) active 
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Date l llsiorlcal Ev«nu Utcrary and Related Developmenu Date Historical Events U1erary and Related Oevelop1nents 

225 Reign ol Alexander ScvcruS (222-35) Cau!u• Dto (hbtorlan), Plotinos 
(Neoplatonlst philosopher), 
Nemeslanus (Latin poet), Minucius 
Fcllx (phllosophical writCI) active 

425 llarbaJiaru settle in Roman provinc\'S- Dtse>tol Roman lawbcomplled (439) 
Vandals in southern Spain, I luns In (?)Macrobios (Intellectual writer) 
Pannonia. Ost1ogoths 1n Dalmatia, active 
VlslgothsandSuevf In Portugal and 
northern Spain 

250 Perlocl of rnilitary anan.;hy, \.\'ith ahnost 
twc11ty en11>crors, problems on 
fror1tlers and \•;Jth bureaucracy and 
economy (235- 8·1) 

450 Vandals sack Route (455) Proklo< (neoplotonist philosopher), 
Norl11os (Greek poet), Sidonius 
Apolllnaris{GaUic prelate and Latin 
writer) active 

275 "l'hc l.ote E1:1a1)irc: Oioclctian 
N.~~cs1n l> llsf\CS central po, .. ·er a11d 
founds the Teuorchy (284-306) 
Ron·u1r1 Empire partitioned into 
Eastern and \Vestern p<>rtions 

175 Cnd of Roman Empire in the West: 
Germru·l Odovacar deposes tJtc 
derisively tjtled Emperor nontolus 
Augustulus and is proclal1ncd kll'1g or 
ltoly (476) 

300 Career of Const:a11tioc the G'rc.at 
(306-37) soo Clovis. king o( the Franl<s, founds Socthlus (scholar, philosopher, 

Oulstlanltydeclored ollicial siate 
religion •t Rome (312) 

Constantine reunites Empire 
Last pe'3«\ltion of Christians in Rome 

(303-11) 

Mcrov;ngian power; iSoonverted to theologian) active 
Christianity 5tobaios' J111tJIOlogyofCrttk litmJhlTe 

Conquest olltaly by Theodoric 1h• 
Goth: he rounds the Ostrogoth 
kingdom of Italy (493) 

f.(lfCt ot Mtlan: Constantine establishes 
toleration or Christianity (313) 525 Justirtian, Ia$tem entpcror. seci.:s to Justinian orders the closure of the 

reconquer Italy and Africa (527-65) Academy at Athens (529) 

325 Fourldatlon of Constantinople (324) 
Seat or trnpire IUOV('(l to Coc1sta11tiJ)Qple 

350 no111c SJ>lits into t, ... o Enlpi:i:es agail1 (';rcgory or Na1.lor1r.us {fl1s11op and 
u1ldcr SOtlS of Co11stantine (340) lcttcr.\vrlter) aclJ\re 

Rclsn ol Julian the Apostate (360-3) J\\IS.0111\.IS ( l CJCl1er o( rl1etoric, poet) 
active (c.310- 91) 

375 R•lgn of Theodosius the Great (378-95) Ambrose (bishop) a<:tive 
Roman legions begin to evacuate Britain Ammiant1s ~•arcelJirlUS (Lati11 
Visigoths cause trouble on eastern l1i.storian) aettvc 

f10ntiers Symn\achus (letter·,,·rlter) active 
TI)eodOsitas rcu11itcs the Empire for the Prudentlus (composer or hymns) 

last time (392.-SJ active 

400 OlvlsJ011 of Empire bet'''een sons of Saint Augustine's City of Cod, 
Theodoslw following sack of Rome (411) 

Sack of Rome by Alaric the Visigoth Jerome (Chrlstia1i \.,.fiter) tu:tive 
(410) (c.347-420) 

Paulinus (l>lst1op, poet) active 
(c.353-431) 

Claodlnn (1>001 and pancgyrisr) actJve 
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Accius, 294, 300, 308, 309, 469 
Achilles 'fati<Js, 274 
Actium, Battle of, 369, 373, 414, 418, 483 
actors, 91, 106. 112, 127, 220-1, 222, 227, 

22.9 
Adri<u1os of Tyce, 267 
advice poetry, Greek, 64, 68, 73 
Aelius Aristides, 267 
Ae1nllius Macer, 385 
1\emilius Scat•n.1s, 332 
Ac11eas, 39, 4()2, 41 7; see also \/irgil 

(Ae11eirl) 
Acollc d ialect, 75 
1\eolic metre, 86 
Aesop, 139-40, 309,495 
aetiology: Hellenistic, 238, 241, 243, 247; 

Homer, 39-40; Roman, 414, 433 
Afghanistan, 217, 219 
Afriea, North, 12, 83, 522-'.l; see also 

Carthage 
Agathon (tragic poet), H)7, 221 
agoral, 9, 49, 97, 168 
agriculture, Roman, 320, 321, 32;1, ~170; 

see also Colun1ella; Hesiod (Works a11d 
DaJ'S); Varro, Marcus Tererll'lltS; \lirgil 
(Georgics) 

Agrippa, Marcus Vipsanius, 511-12 
Ai Khanrnn, 219, 256 
Aineias, see Aeneas 
1\irs, J¥aters, PJflces (HiJ)})Okratic corpus), 

\4.~ 
Aischines, 192, 206, 211, 215, 216, 266; 

Sokra\ic dialogues, 170; speech 
against Ktesiphon, 200-1, 209, 214 

Aischylos, 99; Oresreia, 107-8, l 17, 130, 
(Agawem11011), 105, 130, 131- 2, 
(libatfo11 Betmm), 92, 111, 
(Eume11ides), 112, 114, 118-19, 121, 
125; J.'<~rsinns, 93, 104-S; Pro1nctJ1eus, 

115, !l 7; Proreus (satyr-play), 107- 8; 
.Seve11 l\gai11st Thebes, 124, 130; 
Suppli11nc Wome11, 114, 124-S 

Ait/liopis (Greek epic poem), 56 
Akousllaos of Argos. 135 
Alban games, 484, 485, 487 
Alexa.o_dcr Ill o f lvfacedon, the Great, 9, 

185, 217; histories of, 265, 275, 278, 
282, 327 

1\lexa11c.ler of Pherai, 220 
Alexander Romance, 275 
1\lexa11dria, 10; A·rtists of Dion}'SOS, 220; 

Jews, 228, 234; Library and 
Mouseion, 50, 55, 216, 233-6, 237; 
poeti:y, 236-46, 405; Roman p<?riod, 
260, 280, 418, 535; Theokritos Idyll 
set in, 232-3 

Alexandros of Aitolia, 237, 250 
Alexis (comic poet), 223. 291 
Alkaios, :iz, 61-2, 63, 64, 75, 76, 138; 

Horace imitates, 384, 386, 390 
AJkiblodes, 171, 172 
Alkidamas, 215 
Aikman, 59, 64, 79-80 
alphabets: Greek, 7, 31; Latitl, 451; 

Phoenician, 6, 31 
An1barvalia (Roman festi\1al), 415 
Ambrose, bishop of Milan, 524, 526, 537, 

538, 539 
Ammianus Marcellinus. 536-7 
A11acl1arsis tl1e Scytl1ia11, 138 
Anakreon, 32, 58, 64, 75, 78-9, 138; 

persona, 61-2, 63 
Anaxagoras, 161, 171 
Anaximandros, 135, 161 
A.naxj111ines, 161 
Andokides, 196, 207 
Andromeda, 425, 426 
A.nnaeus ~1ela, Nfan,'1.1S, 473 
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A11nals, early Lonie, l~i5 
a nlilologics: T-Jcllenistic, 237, 251-2, 

252-3; lsokrates', of O\'/n "''ork, 176; 
(,atilt Ant/iQ/Qgy, 527 

1\J1tigonos CJ011ata'i, king of Macedon, 
190 

1\J1timachos of Kolop11on, 57, 248, 250, 
352 

Antioch, Syria, LO, 2:l:I, z:l6. 237, 247, 276 
Antiphon, 193, 195-6, 213, 215 
antiquarianisn1: Helle11istic, 2:l6; Jlon1a.n, 

321, 433, 451 
Antisthenes, 190 
Antonius Diogene~, 274, 277 
A11tony (tvfarct1s Anto11ius), 360, 448; and 

Cicero, 439-40, 446; and O<.."tavia11. 
366, 369, :!73, :!75-6 

AnyteofTegea, 251 
aoidos (poet-singer), :m 
apoik.it1i, .see colonies, c,eek 
Apollo, 42-3, 60, 61, 248; Homeric Hymn 

to, 43-4, 45 
Apollonlos of PeQ!c, 253 
.1\ pollonios Jll1<xlios, 239, 241- 5; 

Argo11a11tika, 57, 237, 241-5, 249, 398, 
490 

Apollonlos ofTy•n<•, 274-5, 27$-9 
apotheosis of ei11per<>rs, 426, 486, 489 
Appian of Ale.xandria, Z64-5 
;\puleiu!;; Meta111011>1Joses ('1·11e Golden 

Ass'), 277, 519- 22, 537 
Arabs, 15 
1\ rator; ·1·11t1 1\cts of tJ1e 1l1wstles, 544-5 
Aratos; P/t(li110111<rr1n, 237, 246-8, 252; 

popularity in Rome, :iso-1, :is 1-2, 
368, 433- 4 

.~rch llochos of Paros, 58, 64, 69, 138, 162, 
255; Cologne papyrus, 70- 1; ltorace 
and, 372, 374; persona, 61, 63 

.-\rcJ1in1edes, 25:{ 
accJ1itectt1rt, 319, 451 
Argo11a11ts, SS, .57, 488-91; $(·~e a/so 

Apollo11ios Rl1oc.lio5 
.l\tian l1eresy, 5~~9 
:\ri<>n, t38 
Ariosto, Ludovico. 425 
1-\tis1.arcl1os; Acl1illes, 290 
Aristeides of Miletos, 520, 521 
aristocracy: Gr<:ck, 154-S, ·1n,179-80, 
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238, (archaic era), 22-3, 36-41, 73, 
75, 79; Roman, 298, 307-10, 3'17, 
370, 379, 388 

A.ristodemos (actor), 220 
1\ristoph<lne:s, 99; 1\c}1an1ia11s, 94, 100- 1, 

120, 121, 122-3; Birtls, 106; Clouds, 
87, 170, 172; Frogs, 4, 102, IU6. 111, 
112, 126, 235; K11igl1ts, U6; Lysistrate, 
99-100, 129-30; l'eace, 97, L27-8; 
wasps, 102, 116, 120-1, 198-9, 201; 
w·ealt/J, 94; Wo111e11 at tl1e 
Tl1es1no11J1oria, 128; Worne11 iu 
A.ssembly, 94, 109, L 11, l 16 

Aristotle, 174, 185-8; on Aichilochos, 61; 
011 early i>l1iloso11J1ets, 156-7, 159, 
165; library brought to Rome, 313; on 
Ne\I\' tvfusic, 86; and politics, 186, 
188; sd100J, Peripatos, 185-6, 234; on 
Solon, 71; aod writing, I 88 

l~'OIU<S: Metapllysics, 156-7; 
J\fit.'01nac:lledrt Et/tics, 159 .. 186, ·187- 8; 
J1oetics, 55, 186- 7, 245; J>rotreptic11s1 

187; Rltetoric, 146-7, 196-203, 210, 
220; S<ip/Jist, 165 

army, Romar1, 10-11, 12. 14-15, 336-7, 
420 

Arrian, 265 
Asco11ius Pedia11L1S, C~uintus, 481-2 
Asia, 9, 217 
Asklcpiadcs of Sa mos, 25 1-2 
astrology, 282, '134 
a$trOll.OOl)', ·158, 244, 253, 320, 433-4; St~e 

also .!\ratos 
Asty<la111as (tragic poet), 107 
.l\tl1enaios of Nattkratis, 87, 2.SS, 261, 284 
Athenis (sculptor), 70 
Athens: Academy, l 7 l, 173, 189; agora, 

168, 171; ;\reopagos, 118- 19, 206; 
Asseo1bly, 195, 196-7, 198; book 
trade, 2 15, 2:{4; citize11ship, 122-4, 
130; Diouysos, preci.uct of, 98, 102. 
224; Hel lenistic culture, 9-H), 189, 
229; Honier refers to, 40; ernpire, 95, 
104-5; festivals, 89, 99-101, J06-7, 
229, (see also Dionysia; Lenaia; 
Panatl1c1laia}; f\.1r1ec<)I oratio11s:, 127. 
L52, 200; l.yceum, 168, 171, 173, 
185-6; arad f\ofacedonia, 192, 210, 
229; in Pclopotu1esian \Vat, 95, lOl, 

147, 153; philosophical schools, 9. 
16, 189, L 90, 258, :!48, (see also 
Aca<Len:>y ,,,,,, Lyc~urn above); Pnyx, 
l1ill c>f, 198; Pl1blic Pl1ysicia11, 169; 
social chaoge, 5th-ce.iuury, 117; 
sophists, 146, 168, 268; Stoa, 190; 
Sulla's sack, 313; theatres, 98, 102, 
224; tyrants, 5 l, 54. 6:!, 89; .see also 
courts; n1etics; ,,,,,/ u11rler cornedy; 
dc111octacy; dran1a; 1>ottel)1; traged}' 

athletic co1npetjtions, 42. 61, 66, 219 
Atom.ism .. 34 L 344 
Atthidographers, 254 
Atticlst mo"ement. Z6l-2, 264, 269, 276 
Attic..-us, 'J1tt1s t>on1ponius, 322, 32•1, 348, 

451 
aL1clience, 1-5; CJ1ristia11, 279, 526-7; elite 

Roman, 258, 319-27, 336-9, 447; 
en1otional tes11011se, 19~{, 2()4; 
HelleniStic eril, 189, 218, 221-2, 23S, 
2.55-6, (poet,<), 2:J2-:l, Z.:!9-41, 250-1, 
353; itl.volve1n4!nt in drau1a, 93-4, 
102, 108, 112-1:.l, 11.5-17; layered, 
439-40, 462; p ublic/private tension, 
406-7, 409-16, 4:J6; symbiosis with 
at1thor, 329; Theokritos dramatizes 
respO•lSC, 232- 3, 246; sec tilso 1111der 
t11ajor ge11res and authors 

Augustan era, 14-15, 26J-4, 384- 437, 
4~{8-9; St,e dlS(I i11dividual authors and 
Augustus 

Augustine, St, 365, 522-7, 533, 539, 543 
. .\ugustus, E1r1pe-ror (Caius ltilius Caesar 

Octavlanus), 438-9; and aristocracy, 
388; building prograrnme, 388, 395, 
451, 452; c-e.nsorsh1p and social 
nleasL1res, 408, 414, 416, 435, 449; 
de<.:Jafoatior1, 448; a11d festivals and 
gan1es, 4 LO, 451, 483; panegyric of, 
263; recitations before, 367, 396, 457; 
in \'/atsof triunl\'irate, :l6(), 366, ~{69, 
373, 375-6; writes tragedy, 450; see 
also under l·lorace; Ovid; Virgil 

autos, 58, 65, 68, 81, 92, 93 
AtlS011ius. Deci1nus l\.fag11t1s, 530-3, 

534~), S:lR 
autlioril)•: <)11d at1tl1orsl1ip, 62-3; divi11e, 

l63-4, L65, L66; literary and 
political, in1perial Jlorr1e, 403 .. 5 

authorship, 24, 62-3 
autobiography, Roman, 332. 406, 45 I 
.l\.vJenlis, 247 
Axiothea (student of Plato), 173 

Bakchylides, 59, 63, 64, 81- 2, 83, 84, 
107 

barbarians. 124, 243, 24·1; invasions, 15, 
16, 258,541,542,543-S 

basile11s (pl. basilees, 'lord.s'), 26- 7, 29-:lO, 
38, 48, 49 

Ras.'ius, Caesius, ~{85, 5()4 
Bassus, Saleius, 483, 484 
Jl11trle of tile Gods and Titans (epic), 56 
beaker, silver, from Boscoreale, 503 
llenlley, Rlchard, 22, 23, .33 
Bias ol l'riene, 138, 159 
biog(aphicatapproach in criticism, 2 
biography: Christian, 277, 278, 279, 280; 

Greek, 155, 277-8; Roman, 
(imperial), 455, 457, 466-7, 536, 
(Republican), 324. 328, 332; see 11lso 
J>lutarch; Suetonius 

Ilion (pastoral poet), 232 
blatne poetry, Greek, 69, 37·1- S 
books: burni ng of, 440, 460; codex form, 

453, 527; Greek trade, 215, 2'.l4; 
private collections, 451; productio11 
111etJ1ods, 2J4, 319; Roman trade~ 14, 
319, 407; see also libraries 

Jloscoreale, 426, 503 
Jloupalos (sculptor), 70 
Bn1tus, Lt1CitJS lo 1l.it1S, 31:3, 517 
Brutus, Marcus ll1nius, 321- 2, 360 
bucolic poetry, see pastoral poetry 
Rul'kert, \Vatter, 51-2, 53 
Byzanti11ee1npire, 16 

Caecilius Statius, 306, 354 
Caesar, GaiusJuUus, 325, 327, 362; 

Catullus' a ttacks, :l53, 355- 6; deatl1, 
14, 359, 432; orator and poet, 336-7; 
( ) \rid on, 426, 432; a11d 1>01npe}:, 323, 
332, 335, 336 

\VORKS: Civil War, 332, 334-5; 
Co1t11ue11tnries, 328, 332-S; G<1llic l.\1ar, 
332, 333-4; /fer, 336, 338; ()11 

Gra1111uatical Aru1logy, 323, 454 
calendars, 7, 298; see also fcslt\•als 

INDEX I 577 



Caligula (Gaius), E.mperor, 440, 452-4, 
460 

Calvus, Gaius l iciJllus, 307, 350 
canons, literary, 10, 15, 234, 256, 269, 

403-4 
Capitoline games, 484-5 
CaroU11g.ia11 cultural rC\'i\1al, 16 
Carrhae, Battle of, 520, 521 
CartJiage, 8, 307, 3 12, 521, 544; Roman 

attinides to, 290-2, 395-7, 398 
Cassius Dio, 265, 5·10 
Cassius Longint1s, Caius, 360 
CassiltS Sc,1ert1s, 45:~ 
Catalog-11e o{Wo111e11 (Elioiai, anon. 

hexameter poe m), 56 
catalogue of Alexandrian Librar)'1 237 
Catiline (Lucius Sergius Catilioa), J 'l 7- L8. 

3:lO-l 
Cato .. Marcus Porcius, the .EJctc.r, 292-3, 

:n2, :n I, 397; Cicero on, 325, 444; 
far1ni11g 1nanual, 321; and Gree\( 
cultu(e, 289, ;{ J l, 3t :~-l4; Origit1es, 
294, 295, 328-9, 331; speeches, 
313-14, 328; tradi!l.onal value.s, 288, 
324, 4•14, 494 

Cato. l\·farcus l'orch.ts, tl1e Younger, 468-91 

470,516-17 
Catul.lttS, Gaius Valctius, J ~~. 3 J 2, 352-8; 

audience, 13, 352-3, 356, 35 7; 
ccitiquc of Roman values, 349, 355, 
~~SR; dedicatio11s, 358, 362- 3; epistle 
form, 406; Grl!<lk models, 338, 
349-50, 354-5, :l88; on hecklers in 
cot1rt, 3.li; a11d Lesbia, 349, 362; 
mctrlC$, 354, 357, :l88; poem, 64, 
Peleus and ·rhetis, 244- 5, 246, 350, 
354; politJcal poetry, 353. 355- 6, 362; 
style, l:i , ~i56-7; textttal transrnis.sion, 
17, 350; and women, 353-5 

c;ctsus, Aulus Cornelius, 455 
censorship, 408, ·135, 440, 452, 460 
ce.11t,t1 gcrlrC, 529, 5~~1-2 
c haracter, 203-4, 277, 326 
Chariton, 274, 275, 276 
Cl1a~·lcn·1agne, Holy Jlo111an Emperor, 16 
Charon of L• mpsakos, 135 
Chaucer, Geoffrey, 424 
(:J1ilon of Sparta, 138, 159 
Chios, 41. 50, 53, 54 
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Choi.rilos ofSarnos, Si, 235 
choragus, :Rotttan, 303 
choral lyrit•, Greek, 64, 68, 76, 79- 84, 87; 

Horace emulates, 386, 387, 4 IO 
cl1oregia~ cl1oreyoi1 1021 103, 104 
chorus, dramatic, 102, 105, 220, 221; In 

comedy, 121- 2, 221, 223; i11 

ditllyramb, 221 , 229; and music, 
91-3; in tragedy, 105, IJ4- 15, 220, 
221 

Christian ity, 15, 16, 258, 278- 84, 522-7, 
527-35; al1d iCJlCC for literattu·c, 279, 
529; biography, 277, 278, 279, 280-1; 
and classical literature, 258, 279, 
281-4, 527, 529, 532, 535; d ialogttes, 
279; Grl!<lk literature, 278-84; 
political status, 15, 16, 282, 529, 544; 
and Virgil, 366, 529; see also 
r\ugustine o( HiJ)po, St 

Chrysippos (Stoic), 189, 191 
Cicero, tvfarcus 'J\lllius, 1 :}, ~i l S- l 9; and 

1\ntOfl}', 439-40, 446; audie11ce, 
3 l6-L9; career, :i12, 41 7, 439-40, 
444; letters, 2S7, 322-3; library, 451; 
lltciary judgement, 295, 296, 332, 
348; an<1 r1eoterits, 307, 355, 358; 
oratory, 308, 31S- l9, 443, 444, 447: 
pap)rri, 14: philosophical treati.ses, 
296, 321-2, 323-4, 324- 5; polit ical 
treatises, ~$21-2, 323-4; pt1blication 
ofspeed1es, 318, 319, 320-l; 
rl,etorical ha1,dl,ooks, 317, 445; Sitit1s 
ltalicus a<l1nires, 482--3; trar1slates. 
AJ:aros, 247, 433-4; values, zgs, 417, 
444 

\·\IORKS: Against Cr1tili1te, 3, 317-L8; 
Agai11st l'iso, ~~08, 317; 1-1gai11st \lerres, 
320-1; Bmtus, 332, 445; For Arcl1ias, 
3J 7, 327-8; F<!f Caelius, I , 3 L6, 3 17; 
For Milo, 318-19, 320 .. 443, 455; For 
Plttnci11s, 315; .For <).11i11c:tius, ~i 13; 1:ar 
Se.;;; ti us, 317; 1:or t/1e A1a11i/ia11 La•v. 
443; 011 Dunes, 408, 493; 011 Old Age, 
288, 444; Orator, :l21- 2, 445; 
Philippics . 439, 441, 448; Rep~blic, 
296, 323-4, 325 

Cinna, Galus Helvius, 338, 350-1_. 352, 
354, 356, 359 

civic culture and society: emerge11ce, 9, 

48-9, 61, 73, 79; local patriotism, 
I :l4, 267, 532; and public 
j)<lrformances, 61, 67, 104, 122-4. 
2 18, 219 

Civil wars, Roma1~ 338-9, 359, 360, 361, 
J62, 488, 490; Horace and, :l/3-4, 
377, 387; Virgil ~nd, 369-70, 370-1, 
394, :l97, 398 

Claude Lorrain , 402 
Claudian of .•\ lexandrla, 54 L-2, 543 
Claudius, Emp•ror, 451, 456, 457, 460, 

502 
Claudius, r\ppius, t!1e Bli11cl1 313 
cocticcs, 4.53, 527 
coinage, i, ~146 
Colleges, 1.~0 1na11 artistic, 294 
colonies: Greekapo;kii1i, 6, 49, 83-4; 

Ro.1.l1a11 J)fO'\'i.r1cial, l 4 
Colu1nella, Lucius Junit1s t-vfoderatus, 312, 

319, 455 
comedy 

OLD (Athenian political), 8; audience, 
116-17, l21-2, 122-9, :l02; chorus, 
121-2; COSnttl\CS, llO, 111; debate 
forn1s in, 12C>-l; at Dio11ysia, .89, 107, 
122; at Lenaia, 99-10 1; and oratory, 
195, 215; origins, 90, 97, 229; 
pambasis, 121- 2, 223, 302; and Plato, 
l84; poets otll.er tl1an A-rlstopl1anes, 
107; political role, 87, 94, 96, 120-2, 
223-4; lhllC S!)(l1l, 94; \'10 0."liC)l 

portrayed in, 129-30; see also 
. .\riStopJ1at1es 

NEW, 222-6, 256, 275, 276, 291 , :l02; 
apolitical nature, 94, 223-4; 
audienc~, 22~~-4. :~02; pcl'for111a11ce, 
221, 255; Roman adaptation, 12, 260, 
299-JOO, 302 

ROMAN, 299~308; adaptation of New 
Couw.dy, 299-300; audience, 299-
:ioo, :m1-4; coscumes, :ioo, 302, 30:l; 
performance context. 297-8, 303- 4; 
palliate, 222-3, 299-:lOO; prologues, 
302, 305- 7; see also J)laLttt1s; Terence 

co1n1l1er1tarics: l:'Jel.lertistlc textual, 236, 
24(); Ro1na11 historiography, ~$28, 
332-5 

Co11101odi.an, 528 
competitions, literary: Greek .. 54, 89, 

106-7, 255, (at funeral games), 28, 
2.9, 42; Roman, 484-5 

COJ'l.Servatism, llo1nan, 4~~91 455 
Co11slantine 1, En.1pcror~ 2581 529 
Co11stih1tio11 oftlJeAthe11ia11s, 111e, 96 
co11text' of ge11csis of art, 4-5; effect of 

tlistarlce, 17, 59, 357 
cQ11tioues, 3 16 
co11troversine. 445- 6, 448 
Coptic art, 283 
Corinth, 63, 257, 279-80, 281, 322, 5 15 
Codppus, Flavius Cresconius, 545 
Corntttils, Lucius Annaeus, 504, 517 
coro11a (Rorl)an crowd), '.H7-19, 442 
Cosstatjanus <'.:a1,ito, 469 
costume, tbeatrical: Greek, 88, 110-12. 

127; Roman, 22.0, 300, 302., 303 
courts: AtheOiao, 94-5, 118-19, 197-200, 

204; Roma11, 442 
ccaftsmen: ofDionysos, actors, 220, 227, 

229; poets as, 29, 63; Sokratesa11d, 
171, 179 

Crassicus f'ansa, 35 l 
Cre1llt1tit1S Cordt1S, AlllllS., 453, 460. 

4 70- 1, 474 
cross-dressii'J.8. in C11au1a1 112. 127 
cultus. 4J8, 419, 422 
Cmiatius Maternus, 468-9. 472 
Gycle, epic, 55-6 
Cynics, 190, 269 

dacl)·Jic rl1ythn1s, 68: see also hexan1eter 
Daruasus, Pope, $38 
Dante Alighieri; Divi11e Coined)', ~$66 
d<Mth, 503, 503; Lucretius on, 341, 346, 

:J47. :l49 
declar1)ation, -144- 50 
de:dic.:1tions: of l'ook in. tcrnp.le:, J 5;j; 

Greek epigran1s, 251, 253; f~ornan 
poetc)', 362-3; see t1ls<> l'atro11agc 

Delos, festivals 0 11, 41.- 6, 66-7, 22~ 
Delphi, 42. 49, 229, 270; festivals, 7, 42, 

168, 219, 22L, 255 
Delrleter1 cult at Elet1sis, 56 
Dcmc trios (Cynlc philosopher), 470 
Demetrios I Poliorketes of Macedon. 229 
democracy: Athenian, 94-5, 96, t 22, 171, 

19'.l, 1.96-7, 20()-J; and oratory, U 7, 
193-4; Syracusan, 193 
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Demodokos (poet In Odyssey), 35, 53 
Demokritos. 161, 341 
Demc>s1hencs, 198, 201, ZQ2,...3, 205, 212, 

216; later reading of, 266, 276; style, 
213, 2H, 266 

dialects. Greek, 7, 236, 237. 256; mixed, 
In poolry, 31, 41, 49, 237 

dialogue form: Christian use, 279; 
Luclanlc, 269; philosophical, 170, 
172, 184,.156, 528 

l)lckh1$011, Emily, 2 
dlcJocllc poetry: Hellenistic, 57, 246-9; 

Ovl(l's 1-1rt of'l~ove as, 42 l, 422-3; see 
11/s11 Hesiod (Works allfl Days); 
tucrcllus; Vitgil (GcoJSics} 

l)lo Cassius, 265, 510 
Olodoros of SlcUy, 254, 263-4 
Diogenes of Babylon, Stoic, 31 1 
Ologene> tlie Cynic, 190 
Diogenes l.aertlus, 158, 162, 163, 189 
Dion or l>rousa, 267, 268, 270, 211- 2 
Dionysla: Alhenian City, 89, 97, 101, 

IOZ.-9, 122, 222; Attic Rural, 97, 99; 
llellenlsllc, 219 

Dlonyslos of Halikamassos, 135-6, HO, 
262,263,264,461 

J)lonyslos II o f Syracuse, 173-'l 
Olony:;os, 65-6, 90-J, 93; At henian 

precinct of, 98, 102, 224; 
Cl1ristla11iz.atio11, 283; Crafts1l1en of, 
2201 227, 229; and dran1a, 90- 1, 93, 
98, 107. 219 

dlt·gcs, sec 111re1101 
l)lphllos, 299 
dllhyramb, 61, 79, 81 -2, 85, 89, 260; 

Bakchylides, 8 J-2, 107; Hellenistic, 
221. 229. 241, 255; Timotheos, 85, 
235, 241 

Oomlllan, lmperor, 450, 484, 510, 513; 
poom by, 508, 509; Starius and, 
475-6,483,485-6,487 

Doric dialect. 64. 68, 231, 251 
Oracon1lus. 544 
dramn. 88-132: audience. 93-'l, 102, 

105-6, 108. 109-17, 122-9, 223-4; 
n11d Dlonysos, 90: free<.lom of spe~l1. 
93-6; Greek infl1.,1cr1c:c .irl Ro1nc, 257; 
J·lrl lcn lsllc, 2 1 8-:i:~; n1usic, 90-3, 
221: 011o·off and tepcat 

580 I INDEX 

!X'rformao~s. 99, 298; origins, 80, 
88-93; perlormance context, 88-9, 
96-101, 302, (.«<a/SQ Dionysia); 
pollt1cal role, (Greek), 95-6, 97, 
117-22, 218, 219, (Roman), 300, 
303-9, 310, 448-9, 4~9; Roman, 
297-301, 468-9; as spectacle, 109-14: 
stogc 1cchnology, 109, I IO; and 
\VOmt?n, l 27-32: see also a<.tors; 
clloresid; chorus: co1nedy; costumes; 
dlthyran1b; a1asks; tt1irne; satyr-plays; 
tragedy 

Dryden, John, 301, 41 7 
dynnstlc rcillforce11lc1Jt, 39-4 l 

Eastern £..1111>1rc, t S 
e<:phrasls, 411, 430 
education: Ouistian lnJlueoce, 15, 16, 

529, 535; Greece, late, 5th-century 
change, ~7; Hellenistic era, 222, 
235, 2S4, 256; in philosophy, 9, 16, 
173, 177, IS.S-6, (seealsoAtheos 
(phllosophlcal schools)); in rhetoric, 
IS, 445, 523-4, 526; Roman wodd, 
J 12, 320, 3J8. 445, 521- 2, (I.ate 
~mplre), 2S8, 523, 529, 530, 531, 535, 
544: school books and exercises, 55, 
2'.16, 240, 294-S, 400, 407; social and 
culturnl, through performance, 60-'1, 
86-7, 122; sopl1istic, 8(>-7, 169, 194, 
21J8; SttfJ (1 /so J.i teracy; 11airleia 

f:.gy1>t, 14 1, 144, 28:1; Hellenistic era, LO, 
13, 217, 222, (see also Alexandria; 
1>apyrl; Ptole1nalc dyrlaSl)1 

E./Jolal (hexameter poem), 56 
eighteenth cenn1ry, 372, 377 
tlkos (likelihood), 146-7, HS, 193 
tkplirash, 246 
elegiac metre, 68, 249-51, 378, 416 
elegy: Grttk, 64, 68, 7Z.-S, 87, 134-5, 162; 

llcllcnlstlc, 249-51; Roman, 377-84; 
r«'4sarfo, 4 l 4; see ats.o i11dividrffll peels 

Elizabeth I of England, 366 
embassies, 192, 266, 24 I, 312, 313, 442; 

Creek, to Rome, 313, 323; oratory, 
195, 207 

c1notlon, l 12, 130, 2SS, 140-1, 447; i11 

oratory, 203, 2oq-5 
Gm;>cdoklcs, 158, 162, 165-6, 339 

l'rta.rg6a ('vlvid11es.s'J, 1 SO 
encyclopaedias of knowledge, 456, 509 
engineering. 320, 323 
Ennius, Quintus, 288, 293-4, 310, 312; 

Amwls, epic poem, 12, 294-7, 310, 
400-i;andCreekculrure, 289, 295-6; 
S<1rirts, 309; tragedies, 290, 298-9, 
:100, 469 

cphcbcs (youog men), 103-4, 12:1, 171 
Ephesos, 10, 258, 259, 268 
Ephoros of Ky me, 2S4 
epic poetry 

GREEK, 22-57; (11\Ci(:J'lt SCllO,lacs on, 
~34, 245; con1petitive recitations, S·1; 
didactic:, 57, 246-9, (see also licslod); 
on gods, 26, 27, 29, :~s. 56; 
Hcllenistic, 57, 238, 241-9; 
Herodotos and, 27, 1:!7, 138; kltt1s, 
29, 30, 34, 35; Kyklos, 55-6; language, 
31, 41 , 49; and lyric poetry, 59-60, 
61; oral tradition, 23-4, 30-J, 32, 37, 
45, 50; other than Homer and 
Hesiod, 52, 55-7; papyri. 55, 56; 
patrons, 37, 39-4 l; performance 
context, see 111rde1 Homer; Romnn 
period, 282-3; S(;Jf.,cfcrcnce, 23, 26, 
27-8, 28-9, 34; school exercises-Ort, 
55; sodo·ltistorical context, 46-50; 
visual nrts represe.nt, 52, 52-3, 55; 
and writing, 31-3, (see nlso 
Apollon los Rhodois; Hesiod; Homer 

1.ATIN, 12, 293, 349, 350, 468-91, (St.I 

(1f~o En.nius (An1tals}; Lucarl; 
Lucretius; Statius; Virgil (11e11eid) 

Epicurus aJ\d Epicurcanism, 189-90, 253, 
:139-42, 340 

epigram: Creel:, 237, 2SJ-3, 327; Roman, 
479-30, 482, 492, 495-8, (St¥ also 
Martial 

EplkOuros, Stt Epicurus 
Epiktetos, 265 
tpinikia, 61. 82-4. 85. 87, 109, 238 
cpl'itle.'i, see letters 
epitaphs, 251, 253 
cpitl1aJan1la, see wedding songs 
epiton1es, l1istorical, 254, 460-1 
~poclcs, 68; St~e also turdet f'lorace 
Eratosthenes, 237, 250 
e thnography: Gree~, 135, 141, 144, 265, 

272; Roman, 325, 436, 460, 489, 
527 

C*lhos, 'character', 203-4 
etlquene, 405, 408 
Euboulos, 65-6 
Eudoxos of Knldos, 247, 351-2 
Eugenius, imperial wmrper, 535-6, 537 
Eumclos (Corinthian poet), !\7 
l~upoli.s, 107 
Euripides: costumes. 110-'I I; Mellcni$lic 

and l{oman interest, 230, 235, 260, 
276, 301: mo11ooy, 221; reception In 
lifetin1e, 3, 4;i 101; at Rural Olo1t)'Sin, 
97, 99; Sophists'lnnucnce, 120; 
textual transn1ission, 17 

WORKS: Bakch.ai, 90-1, 112; l!.ttcJ1tlJ<•t1S, 
129; Hekabe, 13<l, 429; Helen, 111: 
Hippolytos, ll7, 123, 126, 130; 1011, 
t29, t 30; lpJ1ige11eia ;,, 1111/is, 221; 
Mtdria, 106, 124, 130; Oreste., 106; 
RlttSOS, 94; S11ppliant hblttt"11, 124, 
130, 194; Troja11 Womc1, 105, 11 9-20, 
130 

Eutropius (imperial chief minister), 5 41-2 
Evanthius (grammadan), 302 
exile, 417, 435-7 
eye-cups, 66, 67 
Ezekiel; dramatization of Exodus, 228, 252 

failles. animal, 284; Aesopic, 139-,10, 309; 
in Grc'<!k lyric poetry, 69, 72, 238; 
Pl1aedrus', 457, 492, 495 

l~avoritlllS, 267 
rcstlvals 

GREf.K, 28, 29, 41- 2, 49, 89, 106-7; 
Hellenistic, 218, 219, 229, 2,'i5; lntcr
con1muna.l, 7, 4 1-6, 49, 83-4; li1erary 
competitions, 5~ 89. 106-7, 2S5; 
lyric performances, 64, 66-7, 73-1; In 
Roman period, 260; S« also Dionysla; 
Le11aia; Pa1tather)Clla 

ROMAN, 297-8, 298, 415, 451. 494, 
(drama and rccttalion), 297-8, 303-4, 
344, 48:~, 484-5; see. also ga1tleS 

fiction, prose, 274-8, 429, 502; see also 
Apuleit1s 

1:1accus, Verrius, 433 
1:1,1via1lt1s, Nico1uacht1s, 53 7. 538 
l'loralla (festival), 494 
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Florence; Renaissance scholars, 357 
Flot,iS, J~ucius Aooaeus, 461 
fortune as goddess. 2261 227 
fou11datio11 Jitccatu cc:,241. 245. 311 1 

328-9,370 
rccedom: Roman 1t)en1orics of 

Hepublican. 515- 18; of speech, 93-6, 
363,441,448,450 

L~rontinus, Sexrus JlllilLS, 312, ·155, 459 
Pronto, Ma«:us Cornelius. 459, 470, 471 
·rutvius Nobilior, ~·farcl1s, 294 
r,1nerals, 47, 68, 266, 298; cplgta1)l, 

248-9; games, 28, 29, 42, ·13, 299; 
otalions at public, 200. 203, 204-S, 
206-7, 214; see also. tJ1re1roi 

.F\1rius Pllilus, Lucit1S, 308 
Fuscus, 1\rellius, 4'17 

Galen of Pergamon, 262, 270, 272 
gallian1))ic 1nc:tre, 357 
Gallus. Caius Cornelius. 337, 338, 378, 

380, 419; Prlmls papyrus, lS, 3:16. 
337 

ga·n1.cs: Gree~ athletic con1pelitlons, 42, 
61, 66, 219; Roman circus, 298, 
430, 525; Secular, 404, 410- 12; see 
also festivals; funerals (gan1es); 
OJyJtlpia 

(iaul;. 530-3, 544 
Gelasius, Pope, 529 
Gellius, Aulus, 288, 309, 312, 459-60 
genealogy, 135, 236, 240, 433 
ge-0grapfl)': Greek, J 35, 14 J, 272-3; 

Roman, 325, 189. 509- 13, 527; see 
ctlso Pavsaoias; Strat10 

Gern1anicus Jl11ius Caesar, 247, 43'1 
glossai, Hellenistic, 236 
gods, 184, 267~ 432; .l\.tchaic vie\'/, 26, 27, 

29, 35, 56; Lt1cretius OJ), 341, 345-6, 
347 

Goethe, Johanr1 \<\'olfgang von, 274 
golden age, 288. 366 
Gorgias of Leontini, 146, 167- 8, 194- 5, 

215 
Gospels, Chrisrian, 2711, 283-4. 
Goth s, 15, 5'12, 543 
GraccJ.lj, 1'ibcrius and Gai\1S, 314 
graffiti: on Greek pottery, 6, 31-2, 32; 

from Pompei~ 365-6, 372, 381, 400 
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g:ranu11at.i<.'-al traditior1: Grl>ek, 272, 323; 
Roman, :120, 321, 32;1, 324, S:l2 

Gratti1.1s; CJ111egel'i<:a, 423 
Greek c111ture in Ron1an era, 5, 1 l-12, 13, 

14, 257- 84; Atticist rnovelnl?nt, 
261-2, 264, 269, 276; Augustus and, 
410; biography, 277-8; Cato the Elder 
and, 289, 311, 313-14; Christian 
literature, 278-84: chronological 
l)ackground, 25 7- 8; c-0n11)arisons of 
authors in Greek and Latin. 451- 2; 
edt1cac.io1l, see paideia; fictio11, 274- 8; 
geography, 272.-3; Greek intellectuals 
h1 Ronle, 13, 313, 323; 
historiography, 262- 5, 328; Latin 
gcJlres established as equal to, 388, 
403-4; learning and science, 270...3; 
philosophy, 270-1, 324-5; 
rhetoricization of language, 265; 
Roman assimilation, 258, 284, 288-9, 
29;{-4, 312-15, 337-8, 349-50, 
426-7; Roman distrust, 289, 311, 
31 ;{-14, 327, :13$; Second Sophistic, 
265-70 

G1·cek v..•o-rld, 19-284; Archalc period, 
22-87; Classical period, 88-216; see 
also i11divitlt1al genre.,fi arut autJ1ors t1ncf 
Greek cul tt1re in llotnan era; 
He11enJsliC era 

Gregory of Nazianz.us, 281- 2 
guest-friendship (xe11ia), 154-5 
&.ruilds, actors' a11d poets', 220, 227, 229, 

294 

Hadrian, Emperot, IS, 258, 45 ·1 
Hannibal, 12, 291 , 395, 478 
Megelocbos (actor), 106 
Hekataios of tvfiletos, 135, 136-7, 138, 

141, 162 
Hellkon, Mount, 26, 28-9 
Heliodoros; Et//iopimi Story, 274, 275 
Hcllanikos of l..csoos, 135 
Hellenism, 7-8, 49, 84; see also Greek 

cult11rc; pa1)llellcrljs1n 
Hellenistic era, 8-10, 217-56: canon, 

se tting of literary, 256; h istorical 
background, 8-10, 188-9, 217-18, 
218- 19; perforn1ative culture, 218, 
2.ss; see also h1tlivitfu,1l authors, 

Alcxa1ldria, llr1d 11ntler irtcJivitlual 
ge11res a11d at1clience; edl1catiort; 
festivals; 1t)Ctrlcs; r1\0tta('CJ1y 

Herakleides (tra,•e1 \VTiter), 96 
Heraklcides of Pontos, 158-9 
Herakleitos, 53. 135, 162, 163- 4, 351 
Hccaldcs Epittapezios, sculpt11rc, 5 I .S, SJ 6 
Hern1esianax of Kolophon, 2•18, 250 
Herod the Great, king of Judaoa, 263. 
Herodas; '?vfin1iambi1

1 230-1 
HerodesofAltlca, 258, 267 
Herodotos. 133-4, 135- 45; and epic, 27, 

137, 138;·cpitornc, 254; llfc, l33-4; 
aJ1d oral/wr-itten culn1res, 134, 
136-40, 149, 150; Stl1.ICt\1CC (11\d 

purpose. 1:\5, 141. 144...S; onThales, 
158; on tragedy, 115-16; world view, 
142-:I 

heroes, 49, 83, l84; Homeric, 24-5, 33, 
38, 192. 

Hesiod, 6, 26-30, 42; AHchines quotes, 
2l4; cano11lcal srat\JS, .157-8, l66-7, 
23-1; in Hellenistit era, 246, 255; 
F-fctakleitos at tacks, l62; and ~ft1ses, 
26, 28-9, 164; and oral t radition, 
30-1; scJf-prcscntation. 26, 27-8, 29; 
sc>cio-.historical context, 26- 7, 29-30. 
46-50; Tlieogo11y, 26, 27, 28- 9, 29-30. 
34, 56, L64; \Vo1*s a11rl Dn)'S, 26-7, 
27-8 .• Z9, 55, 368; and writing, 32-J 

Jtcf.airoi, l1etaireiai, 65, 66, 75 
hexa111etcr poetry: Cl'u:istia1l, 544-S; i11 

dit l1yra 111b. 86; Greek philosopl1ical, 
158, 162, 191; Hellenistic, 237. 255; 
Roowo adaptations, 294. '.l09, :149, 
376, 528; stress replaces qua11tity, 
528; see also epic poetry; satire 

Hiero111 tyra11t ofS}'Tacuse, 83, 84 
hilnro<loi, 229~30 
HiJ)j)acchos, son of Peisist ratos, 89 
Hippias, tyrant of Athens, 89 
llippiasoff.Hs. J37, l46, 167, 168, 169 
Hippokratic corpus, 170, 272; Airs, 

1<\'"(ers,. Pla<:es. 144; 0 1r tl1e Nt1tt1re of 
A1,111, 169; l'recepts, 169-70; see also 
medicine (Hippol<ratie) 

Hi1>1>okcene, SJ)Ti11g of, 28 
Hipponax ofEphesos, 63, 64, 69- 70, 3i4; 

inJluence, 230, 238, 372 

historical backgrottnd, S-17 
f\jstoclcat n.arrarivc, Greek t ll?'giac, 6~1. 68, 

73-4, 134-5 
historie ('rescarch. enq.,iry'), 135, 161 
h ist<>riography: epitomes, 254-, 460- 1; 

'four1datio11' literature. 328-9 
CREEK: early narrative elegy. 87, 1;!4; 

classical prose, 8, 87, 133-SS; 
Hellenistic, 253, 254- 5: local, 135; 
an<l 11ovels, 275; pc.rfor,1,11a1\ce, 137-8, 
255, 457, 46(); Roman period, 262-5, 
275, 328 

ROMAN, 13; Republican, 320, 321, 323, 
327- 35; imperial period, 451, 454, 
460--7, .536-7; praetexta, historical 
drau1a, 298; universal, 328, 426 

liomcr, 22- 57; aetio logy, 39-40; archaic 
survivaJs in, 6, 31; and aristocr3C)', 
22-3, 36-41; biographical myth, 3. 
27. 41, 53, 248; carl<>nicaJ statl•S, 
50-5, 89. lS7- 8, 166-7; Clas5lcal 
treatment, 50-5; dictation theocy, 32, 
37, 50; cpilhcts, 24; first references to, 
51....'.l, 52; formulae, 30; geography, 
272; goodness and grace equated, 
326-7;a11d Herodotos, 27, 137; heroes, 
24-5, 38; identit)', 3, 23-5, 27, 41, 53; 
Iliad a11d C)1fysse)' as comple1nentary, 
24-5; language, 30, 31, 41, 49; later 
epic and, 242, 295-6, 391-2, 398, 
404; localizations absent, 39-41, 49; 
lyric perforl11ances en1bedded i11, 60, 
61; narrative stn1_ctlLre, 2S, 30; a11<I 
oral 1 i:adit ion, 23-4, 30-1, 32, SC>; a11d 
pan-!ie.Uenism, 7, 41. 89, 108; papyri, 
JO. 50; and patrons. 39-41; 
perforn1ance c<>ntext, 2Z....3, 24, 32, 
(accounts of perfor111a11ces i11 poems), 
33-6, ('Delos model' (inter
communal)). ·11- 6, ('Odyssey model' 
(arlstoccatic)), 36-41; performance 
history, 6, 7, 54, 255; f'lato on, 54-S; 
poetitdictton, 30. 31; similes. 45-6; 
socio-h istorical c<>ntext, 38, 46-SO; 
text11al trans11tissio11, 50-1, 234; and 
war, 24, 25, 29, :~3-4; and \••riti11g, 
31- 2, 3:l, SO-l 

f/0111eric f'lytnus, 56-7; l-l>·1n11 to 1lpollo, 
4:1-4, 45, 53. 56-7, 66-7 
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Hon1erldai,41, SO. 51,54 
Hornerista.i, Hellenistic, 255 
Honorlus, Emperor, 540, 541 
bonOtlr, see ti111e 
hoplitc warfare, 48, 48 
Horace {Quinnls Horat.i11s Fla<:<"tts). 14; Ari 

of PoelI)', 4_()9, 429; audience, 377, 
386-7, 406- 7, 409- 16; and Augustus, 
387-8, 408, 409, 437, 475; birthplace, 
312; Callimachean style, 376, 377; 
Carn1e11 Saecu/1ire, 404, 410-12; an.ct 
civil wars .. 373-4, 377, 387: dassic 
status, 388, 389, 403, 4()4; Epistles, 
405- 9, 42A, ·129, 437; Epodes, 372, 
373-S, 376, 384: friendship as theme, 
375, 408: on Greek culture in 1to1ne-, 
337-8; and G<ecklyric poetry, 384-5, 
386, 387, 388, 389-90, 410, 412; on 
lmmortality conferred by poetry, 
390-1, 411-12; on Lucilius, 309, '.176, 
506; and Maoceuas, 364, 372-3, 
375-6, 377, 387, 405, 406, 408; 
mctries, 376, 388, 389; Odes, 384-91, 
404-5, 405-6, 409-'I :i, 5'.19; 
patro11age, 1•1, 408~ (see also 
.i\ugt1Stl1S; MaccC.llilS abQw}; 
performance, impression irl poern of, 
385-6: persona. 385-6. 387, 390, 391; 
personal and pt1blic, mixture of, 
406-7, 409-16: readu'.\g aloud, 385-6; 
satire, O)ri11gs to classical perfection), 
403; SatJres or Sern1011es, 372-3, 
374-5, 375-7, 4():1, 4()7, 4 75. 5 17-18; 
visual, evocation of, '111 

Hostius; Bel/11111 lstriCllrtJ, 295 
tlt111tirl.g·, l1j(lactic poetry oil, 422-3 
h}'lllns, 82, 250, 5:{8-9; Hellenistic, 229, 

237, 238; see also Hon1eric Hyr1111.s 
liypeteides (orator), 212 

iambic poetry: Greek. 64, 68, 69-72, (in 
drama), 86, 92, 221, 22:~; l{ornan, 
372, 376, 385 

lbykosoF Rheglon, 6:1, 64, 75, 78 
itnmortalit)' conferrec.t b)' poetry, 29, 35, 

328-9, 452, 467; lior<oce on, 390- 1, 
411-12 

India, 12, 217, 265 

584 I INDEX 

inscriptions: r-\thens, Parian tvlarble, 81; 
on d<ama, 218, 221, 222; Herodotos' 
-..vording rese1nbling, l~~8; fa\'t'S, early, 
48-9; Rorne, Secular Games, 404, 410 

;nsta11ratio {re1)erforn1ance of dran1a)
1 
298, 

299 
i11ter.comn1unal gatherings, Greek, 7, 49; 

poetic performances, 41-6, 66-7 
lolaos stor)', 274 
Ion 0£ Chio;, 107 
Ionian philosophers. 27, 5'.l, 135, 156-8, 

161- 7, 191 
Ionic dialect, 64, 68, 135, 2J(), 265 
Tonikistes, 230 
lophon, son of Sophokles, 107 
lsaios, 204 
lsoktates, 172-7, 177-9, 254, 266 
ltaly, Greek <.'ities of soutl1ern, 6, 8, l2, 

219, 257: cpiJJikia, 83; New Comedy, 
222; public libraries, 235; 
Pythagoreanism, 161-2; Roroc 
absorbs, 11, :l:l 7 

lthake, 25, 40 
ivory carving, S2.S, ,540 

Jero1ne (F.-usebius Hiero11yn1u5), 529, 53~{, 
538, 513 

Jews, 228, 234, 252-J 
John, Gospel of: Nonnos' parapl1rase, 

283-4 
jokes, 28, 399-400 
Josepl1 c'lll<l . .\sa11atJ1, ttovelta of, 275 
Julian the Apostate, Emperor, 282, 5:\5 
jurie., 197- 200, 316 
Jt1\~enal (DccJ01us luJ1ius h1ve11alis}, 377; 

on contemporaT)' poets, 470-1, 
483-4, 485, 506; cffe<:t on audience, 
508: <>n golden age, 288; and imperial 
geography, 510-11; on leisure, 499, 
501-2, 504; on Lucilius, 309, 518; on 
Rep1.1btita11 s i1nplicity, 514-15; 
rcadiog in laLc empire, 536; satlrc as 
private, 5 l8; textttal trans111ission, 
537: and Vi.rgil, 502 

Kallimad1os, 237, 237-41, 24$-6, 250, 
252; on Aratos, 24.6, 247, 248; 
a1.1dience, 239-4 l, 353; int11.1ence on 
Latin poets, 349-50, 357, 376, 377, 

1 

1 H, (Virgil), 368, 398, 399; Lille 
papyrus, 239-40; scholarship, 237, 
238, 350, 376, 377; C<1uses, ;\ilia, 238, 
239, 240, 25 7, 414, 4'.l:l; Hekale, 238, 
245-6, 350; Hymns, 237, 238; Jbis, 
'.176 

l<alliuos, 63, 64, 72, 134 
Kallipides (tragic actor), 112 
I<anobos, Egypt, 241 
Karneades rhc Scei)tic, ~{ 11, ~{ 1 ~{, 317, 445 
k'1tltarsis, 187 
.Kaunos; Af>ollo-nlos' toundatio11 poe1n, 

241 
Klaros; cult of Apollo, 24.8 
Kleanthes (Stoic), 189, 191 
l<Jeis1, ~leioric11 ''On, 3() I 
Kleistl1ene.s of /\thens, 9'1 
Kleisthenes of SU..]'on, 40-1 
Kleo1>otllos of Lindos, 159 
Kleort (Athenian poUrician), '100-1, 121, 

152, 168, 195 
Kleopatra Vil, Q\leen of Egypt. l 3, :166, 

'.l8 I 
kleos, 29, 30, 34, 35, 137, 138 
Knidos; .4.pollonios' foundation poem, 

241 
koinc, Greek linguistic, 9, 256 
l<olophon, 57, 73, 248 
kQn1os (dl'uoken rout), 65, 66 
Korinna, 250 
korta/Jos (dtln k.lng game), 65 
Krates (Cynic), 190 
Krates of Maltos, 313, 32-l 
Kratinos (comic poet), 107 
Kroto1l, PytJ)agorca11s of. t6.l-2 
ktisis (fou11dation literatt1re), 328- 9 
Kyklos, epic, 55-6 
Kyrene, l 0, 83 
Kyros, rebellion of, 154, 155 

Labienus, Tit\IS, 440, 452-3, 4 74 
f.aelius_.. Gaius, ~~08, :~ 10 
lalia (type of talk), 266 
lameotatior>., p<1blic, 130 
la<1s ('people', in Homer), 38, 49-50 
Lasos of Hcrmiot1e. 89 
t..atacz,Joachin1, 22-~{, 2:{, ~{3, :{4, 38 
late aritiquity, 519-45; Ci1ristic111 

literature, 2$8, 522-7, 527-35; pagan 
literature, 519-22, 527, 535-8, 
539-42 

Latin language, 14, 326, 459, 544; metrics, 
12, 13, 354, 388, 389, 544 

Lati11 J>a11eg)''ics, 539 
law: Greek, 48-9, 210, 211-12, 224-S, 

(and c1.rstom), 117~ 118; Roman, 292, 
320, 323; see also courts 

Lefkandi, 28 
legitimacy of birth, 130, 224 
leisure (orj11111), 320, 492-3; Jiteratt1re of, 

492-518; social and cultutal 
meanings. 492-8 

Leoaia, 99-100, 107, 222 
Leonidas <>f 'Jar as, 251 
Lesbos, 8, 40, 75 
letters: Ct1ristian, 279, 280; Cicero's, 257, 

322-3; Seneca the Younger's 
philosophical, 45(,_7; \.terse, 405-8, 
423-4,436,499-500,533-5 

l.eukophryena (festival), 219 
lexka, Attidzing Greek, 262 
libel U-lals, Roman, '.108-9, 310 
libraries, 453; ft>:nsorsl1ip, 440, 452. 460; 

Gteek world, 55, 219, 2'.l5, 258, 259, 
{see '11so 1111der .!\lexandria); Roma11, 
13, 14, (acquisition of Greek), 
312-13, (imperial periO<l), 364, 
437,44.0,4S0-4,4S5,460,S08-9 

Licinius Macer, Caius, 329 
likeliJ1ood, argl.11t1cnt fron1, 146-7, 148, 

193 
literacy: Greek, 6, 8, 235, 258, 276; 

J{o1nan, 319; 'h1omen, 276; see/11s" 
edl1<.'3tiOr'l 

Li\•ius Andro11icos, l.ucius, 29~i. 300 
Livy (Titus Livius), 312, 329, 461-3; 

audience, 335, 4;19-40, 462; Callgula 
and, 453; 011 death of Cicero_, 
439-40: on early Rome, 296-7, 3J'l, 
313; on satura, ~{()9; Silius ltalict1s 
and, 478; textttaJ trausutissiOJ), 537. 
538 

local traditions, 57, 240-1, ·181, 482; 
absence in Homer, 39-41, 49 

locus arnoernls then1e, 359, 360, 362 
logioi (>"tOry-teUer>), 139 
togo11oioi, Ionian, t:IS, 1:16, l:l8 
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logos (argumentation), 161, 203, 205-6 
L0Jlia.i:1us; PJ1ot·tu'cir111 Tales, 274, 276, 277 
LongLts; Dn11J-1r1is nud C'l1loe., 274 
Love Elegy, 378 
Lov.• Han1, Sc>n1erset; mosaic, 4()1 

low-life material, 229, 360 
Lucan (?vfarcus Annaeu.s Ll1canus), 249, 

296, 472-7, 483-1, 488, .S04; on Cato 
the ):'ou11ger, 470, 517j and Nero, 
472--3. 486 

Lucia11, l37, 260, 267, 268- 70, 275 
LuciHus, Gaius, 308, 309-10, 374, 406; 

Horace and, 372, 376, 506; Juvenal 
on, 471. 518; Persius on, 517-18 

L11cretiu.s f l1ttts Lucretius Car11s), 13, 339, 
341-9; audience, 13. 347-8; critique 
or Roman ''alues, 342-3, 349, 358; 
and cleotll, 341, 346, 347, 349; 
dictacticism, 57, 343-4, :l45, :l46, 
368-9; Epicureanism, 339-42; Otl 
gods, 341 , 345-6, 347; and (;reek 
t11JtL1re, 338; and ?v1en111ti11s, 3431 

347, 362-3, 369; non-traditional use 
o f epit form, 339, 3·19; Ovh:l on, 
434- 5 

Jud1ts: a.s 'game' and 's<'.11001', 493; Ll1tli, 
see fcs1tvaJs (Rornarl)i gaolcs (Roma.11) 

h.lxury, imperial period, 509, 510- l l , 
513-15 

l.ygdan1is, tyra11t of Halikarnassos, 133 
Lykophron of Chalkis, 226-8, 237 
l.ykourgos (Ather1ian statesman), 74, 214 
lyre, 58, 68, 85 
lyl'ic poetry, Greek, 7-8, .S8-87; aut hority 

ar1<t authorship, 62-3; choral and 
public poetry, 64, 68, 76, 79- 84, 87, 
(Horace emulates), 386, 387, 410; 
elegy. 64, 68, 72--5, 87, 134-5, 162; 
and epic, 59-60, 61; epinikla, 6 1, 
82-4, SS, 87, 109, 238; epode.s, 68; 
Hellenistic, 59, 255; Herodotos oo, 
138; J1istorical narratj\'e poetry, 64, 
68, 73-4, 134-5; Horace and, 384-5, 
:l86, 387, 388, '.189-90, 410, 412; 
lt1,11boi, 64, 68, 69-72; nielic. 64, 
7S-84; n1e11·ic.s, 68; n1oi1ody, 64, 68. 
7S-9, 87, 221; music, 68, SS-6; 
oral.it)', 60; papyri, 59. 87; 
perfor1nance co11text, 59, 6C)-l, 64, 

586 I INDEX 

66- 7, 68, 73-4, 75- 7, 83; peisona of 
poet, 59, 60, 61-3, 8~; 
professionalization, 32, 63, 85- 6; 
social function, 60- 1, 67, 73, 80, 
86- 7; syrr1posiurn poetr)•, 64-6, 6S, 
68, 72-3, 75-9, 8 7; and tragedy, R2, 
85; and \\•riting1 60 

1.yslas, 202, 204-.S, 206-7, 2(17-9, 214 
lysio<foi, 230 

macabre, taste for, 503, 503 
Macatrlay, Tl\0111as .8abingtor1, lsl' Sa.con, 

412, 458 
Macedon, 8-9, 210, 2t7, 236; see also 

Alexander 111; Philip II 
Macrobius, 295, 537 
Maecenas, Gaius. 14, ·364, 487; and 

Iiorace, 364, 372--3, 375-6, 377, 387, 
388, 4()5, 406, 408; poetic works. ~{84, 
459; and Propertius, 364, 38 1; and 
Virgil, 363, 364, :167, 369 

n1ae11a<ls, 90 
magical rea1isn1, 417 
Magnesia on the Maeander, 219 
magortoi, 230. 256 
maiden songs, see parthe11eia 
Man1ul'ra, 353 
Manetho, 234 
Mar1Uius, Marcus, 434 
maps, 142--3,325,326, 510, 511,51 1-12 
marble, coloure<l, 512-13 
Marcus At1reiius, l~n1peror, 15 
marginalizotion of author. 3-4. 406 
Mat1us, Gaiu.s, ~\27 
·Marius ~faxin1us, 536 
niar(tagc: la,.;s, 224-5, 41 4; see also 

wedding songs 
Martjal (Marcus ValerillS 1'.·fai tialis). 

495-8, 506-8, 511-12; audience, 
494-S, SOS; Life, 312., 496; 0 11 Lt1ca11, 
473; on luxuries, 509; on ~lllus 
ltalicus, 479-80, 482; textual 
transtllissio11, 537 

martyrology, 280- 1, 466, 527-8, 538- 9 
Marx, Karl, 345 
masks, 66, 67, 88, 90, 91, 109, 220 
mathecnatits, 253, 320 
11l.edicin.e: Grcc_k, Jn Roo1a1l. period, 

271- 2, :\20; Hellenist ic, 244, 25:l; 

Hippokratic, J 44, 146, 147-8, 15:1-4, 
169-70, 272; Latin writings, 456, 463, 
527 

Megara, 63, 90. 257, 322 
?viegellus, Ltrcius 1>ostun1lt1s, 3 l3 
Melcagros; Garland, 252- 3 
Illelic, see 1111cler lyric poctr)1, Greek 
Memmius, Gaius, :143, :l47, 348, 356, 362, 

369 
Menander, 94, 22:i, 2.S6, 276, 302; Roman 

ir)terest, 260, 299; Tl1e Cartlrt}gir1iar1, 
291 ; ·r11eo1>>1oro11111ene, 225 

Mer\ander l\hetor, 266 
r-..feres, l~ta11cls, 4 J 6 
r-,,fessalla Corvi11tJS, ~f. Valerius. 364, 382, 

383-4, -388 
metics, Athenian, 103, 124...S, 186 
ti1etis, see p1ac1 ic.11 '"isdoo1 
metrics: con1edy, 223; epigrams, 252; 

HeJleoistic va1·;a1 (Qn, 237, 238, 250; 
late empire, 532; J:..atirl adaptatior1 of 
Greek, 12, 13, 354, 388, 389; lyric, 
(;reek, 60, 68, 79; stress repla<.'.es 
qtt<llltjty, 544 

Mettius Pompusianus, 510, 513 
mi<.~rocosnts itl itr,perial poetry, 509-1 3 
middle ages, 16-1 7, :l66, 421 
Milan, 523-4, 539; Edict of, 529 
Milcsia111·a1es, 275, 52C), 521 
militarism: Greek ex!1ortations, 64, 68, 

74-5; Roman, 10-11, 12, 14-15, 
336- 7, 420 

l\.iill, Joho Stuart, 60 
Milo, Titus Annius, 318- 19, 320, 335, 

443, 455 
Milton, John, 366, 402, 4 17 
mime, 229- 33, 260, 276, 298, 429, 502; 

libel t l'ials over Roman. 308, 309, 310; 
see also pantomirne 

Mimncrruos, 64, 72. 73, 134, 248, 255 
Minl1cjus f:eJix, Marct1s, 528 
,t111e111011t>s (oral reOl('ffi l)ra11cers), 139 
111ol,Uity, 7-8, IL, 29, 49, 63 
Moliere, 301 
monarchy: Hellenist ic, 2 17, 220, 3 12--13, 

404-S, 'i 10; Homer arid, 38; see also 
t)'ra11ts 

n1011od}'. Greek, 64, 681 75-9, 87, 221 
Mont<tt)t1s, J tilius, 364 

Monteverdi, Claudio; L'Orfi!o, 372 
mosaics, 174, 225, 276, 401, 530 
tvfoschos, 232, 246 
mourojogsongs (tlire11oi), 60, 61, 92 
tvfuntmius. Lucius, 257 
Muses, 26, 28-9. l64 
music: accompaniment to epic, 36; 

co1l1pctit.ive festivals, 66, 74, 89; iJ1 
dran1a, 90-3, 221; emotior1al impact, 
92. 93; HeJJerustic, 219, 22l, 229, 
255; Ne'" Music, 8-5-6, 221; in llornan 
Republic, 320 

Mycenean Age, 6, :n 
Mykale; cult of Hellkonia11 Poseidon, 42 
mystery religions, 56, ·162, 164 
myth: in choral poetry, 79; HelleniStic 

t1a1tdboo,ks, 2-22; Jonie t)rose works, 
135; Stesichoros' riaaatives, 80-1 

myt;hos and logos, 16 l 
Mytilene, 63, 75 

Naevius, Gnaeus, 293- 4, 300, 308, 3()9, 
310 

Nan1atia11us, Rt1tilius Claltclius, 543 
Naples (Neapolis), ll, 483, 485; Bay of, 

499~504 
narrative struCtllte: 1ioo1cr, 25, 30; 

Ql'atOl)', 2-()(>-9 

natuie vs <:or1ve11tion, 148 
Naukcatis: .l\pollo11ios' fou1ldation poem, 

241 
Nco1eslanus, Matc11s ,.\urelil1S Ol)'Ol l)ius, 

527 
Neoptolemos (actor). 220 
neoterics, 3'.l8, 349-S:l, 357, 418; 

i11fll•erl.ce, 376, 397; see t1lso Cal\1us; 
Catullus; China 

Nepos, Cornelius, 308, 324, 325 
Nero, Emperot, 15, 439, 449, 464-6; 

literary and artistic interests, 258, 
317, 448, 451, 473; and Lucan, 472-3, 
486 

New Poets. see xu~·oterics 
Nictzscl1e, Frledriclt \"/ilheln1, 117 
Nikandros of Kolophon, 248-9, 250 
Nikolaos of Damaskos, 263 
Ninos, ron1ance of, 27~1. 275. 276 
nomes, kittl.a.roc1ic, SS 
11omos(law, custom), 117, J 18, 147, 148 
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Nonnos of Vanopolis, 282-4 
11ose as orga11 of good taste, 50~7 
Nossis, 251 
novels, 274-7, 4.29, 502; see also Apuleius 

Octa\1ian, see Al1gost\1S 
Old Oligarch, 96 
Olynipia and Olympi.c games, 7, 41-2, 49, 

137, 165, 168, 535 
011 Musi• (Greek •ext), 64, 73-4 
()n tl1e i\'at11re of 1\.f nn (Hi ppokratic text), 

169 
oracle, Delphic, 49 
oracular discourse, 139, 162, 163-4 
orality, ~iC>-1; and drama, 88; Her<X1otos 

and, 134, 136-40, 149, 150; Momc<, 
23-4, 30-1, '.l2, 50; lyric poetry, 60; 
rr1o<ler11 it1sta11ces, 37, 45; 
philosophy, 156, 160, 172, 185; see 
also perform<111ce 

oratory-, 192-216; ..-'\ristotle on, J 87, 196, 
203; ';\siatic' style, 327; Christian, 
279, 282; con1ro l of agenda, 209-12; 
disclaimers of experience in speakirt.g, 
195-6, 213; delil>cra1lve/ 
symbouleutic, l 95, l 96- 7, 203, 
205-6,209,210,213- l4,2JS-16;and 
den1ocracy, 193- 4; anc.t drama, 87, 
113-19, 195, 200-1, 213-\4, 215; 
en1hassies, 195;. 207; epideictic/ 
<ledamatory, 117, 196, 200-1, 202, 
zo:J, 204-S, 2(>9, 210, 214, (in Ro man 
period), 266, 269, 271; forensic/ 
dikanic, '194, 195-6, '197-200, 205-6, 
209- 12, 267, (political), 195, 197, 
199,200-1,202,207,209-10, 
2\:l-14, (private), 2o:l- 4, 207- 9, 
210- 12, 212-13, 266; external proof 
(atcclinoi pistei$), 21 ()-12; handbooks 
ofrhetoric, 317, '110, 445; on 
Jlistorlcal to1;>ics, 267; ir\ 11.teratur<:, 
192; perfom1ance, 215, 316-l 7, 
(contexts), 196-203; poetry quoted 
In, 213-l4; J)Ul>Jicalion, 215-J6; 
rhetorical ((iecla1nation), 444-50; 
Roman, 1.2, 13, :Jo8, 313-19, 320, 
327, 439-45, (Greek influence), 
313- 15, 323. (handbooks), 317, 410. 
445, (see also Cicero; panegyric); 
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scholarship on, 216; sophists and, 
146-7, 152-J, 167-8, 193, 194-5, 
445, 447; structure, 206-9; style and 
cont~xt, 2 l 2-14; systemati1..ation, 
Stl1·te11tur~·. 192-3; 'tecJmical' proof, 
efltecl111os pistis, 193, 2()3-6; see also 
funerals orations 

orbis and 11rlJs, 509, 510-11 
originary fallacy, 5 
Orpheus, 2, 3 71 -2, 5:10 
Orphic literature, 282 
Oscan language, 29J 
ostracism, 122 
vtiu111, see lciSure 
Ovid (Publius Ovidius Naso), 404- 5. 

416-37; aJ1d'>\ratos, 433-4; audlence1 

416-19, 420, 431, 436; and Augustus, 
14. 405, 408, 426, 435, 437; 
birthplace, 312; epistle form, ·106, 
423- 4, 436; cxjle, 4'17, 435-7, 452; on 
goos, 432; on other poets, 288, 348, 
385, 386, 420; pa11onage, 383, 436- 7; 
persona, 417, 436; personifications, 
430; realism, 420; reception in 
Western culrure, 416, 4 t7, 421, 429; 
seJf-consclousness, 423-4; subvcrslOJl 
Qf 1>ublic \1alues, 4 l S-16; urba11ity, 
417- 18; and Virgil, 399-400, 403, 
404, 4'16-17, 420, 427-8; visual, 
e .. •ocaJion of, 411, 429-31; a11cl 
won1e11, 422-5 

WORKS: ;!mores, 40<1, 419- 20, 423, 429; 
Art of Love, 415- 16, 417-18, 421-2, 
435; Ex f>outo, 436, 437; f ·asti, 429, 
432-5; Heroides, 406, 423-4, 436; Ibis, 
43 7; /l.1edea, 41 6, 429; i\.feti1rua1pl1ose~<;, 
404, •124-5, 425-32, 433, 490; 
Ren1etlles {Qr f,.ove, 42'1; Tristia, 4~~6, 
4:\7 

Owen, \Vilfred, 391 
Oxyrrhynchos, 10, IS, 222, 258, 260 

Pacu\1ius, ?vfarcus, 300 
paian, 60, 61, 81, 82, 229, ·110 
pafrfeia (polite learning), 260-L 268, 269, 

271, 284, 531 
pair1tir1,g, see scer1e-paintif1g; ~vaJJ. 

painlillg 
Palatine Anthology, 25 l- 2 

1>alliate co1nedy, 299-300 
pamphlets, political, 215, 320-l 
PaJ1aetios, 313 
f>anatl1e11aia, 54, 74. 89, 12.S 
1>a11egytlc: t-lellenistic, 4()4- S, 4 10; 

Roman, 263, 383, 394, 443-4, 475, 
(Plin}r the \'oungcr, 0 11 "Ji'ajan), 
443-4, 457, 539, Qate Empire), 523, 
524, 539-42, 54:! 

Pn11cyyric of Mess"//" (anon.), 383, 394 
pan.hcJlcn lsm, 41, 49, 89, 140, 168, 169 
pantomime, 260, 429, 484, 506 
Panyassis (poet, telatlQn of Herodotos), 

57, 133, 134 
papyri, literary, lO, 14, 15, l7, 218, 258, 

260; Apollonios, 2,H; Archilochos, 
Cologoe papyrus, 70-1; Gallus, from 
Prin1is, 15, 336, .137; hexanieter 
poe;ns, 10, SO, 55, 56; KaJJimachos, 
237-8, 239-40; lyric poetry, Greek, 
59, 76. 79, 82, 87; New Comedy, 222, 
22:J; Plato, I 83; Poseidippos, 252; 
rolls, 4S3; Timou1eos of M.ilctos, 85-6 

pllrabasis, L21-2, 223, 302 
parables, 284 
paradox, 414, 44()-1, 447 
paradoxography, 263 
Parla1l Jvfarblc, 81 
Paris (pa11ton1iine artist), 484, 506 
P11rmen.ides of Elis, 158, 162, 164-5, I 66 
parody: encomia, Second Sophistic, 267; 

i11 Petr01llus~ 502, 503, 5 14; in Ron1an 
comedy, 290, 300; self·, in Greek 
fiction, 277 

1>atrtJ<?Sic1 (free speech), 96 
J)arry, lv1ilman, 30 
parll1cncia (maiden songs), 59, 61, 79-80, 

82 
f>artheJlios of NJka!a, 25 I, :n8 
Partl1enope and Metiochos ron1a11cc, 274, 

275, 276 
pastoral poetry, 2'.l 1-2. 359-66, 367, 527 
pathos, emotion, 203, 204-5 
PatrOrl (.~tl.lC1llan l~pic11l'ea11), :i48 
patronage: and epic poets, 37, 39-41; 

Greek lyric poetry, 8, 39, 6:1, 82, 83; 
cl1oregia, 102, 103; of Greek culture i11 
Roman period, 263; Ptolemies and, 
219; .Rome, 14, 307-lO, 321- 2, 36Z-1, 

408, 483-4, (dram•), 293, 298, 307- 8, 
(poetry), 294, 383, 384, 436-/, 497- 8, 
505, (see also under Horace; Virgil); 
'J'J1eokritos of S)rract1se appeals for, 
231 

Paul, St, 279-80, 281 
Ptwl 011d Tl1ecla, l)cts of, 275 
Paul!nus of Nola, 533- 5 
Paullus Maximus, 412-13 
Pausanias (geographer), 32, 272, 273 
l')aves<!, C(>Sare, l, 17 
pay, public, 200 
pec.lerasty, 78 
Pciraiel1S, 99, 257, :~22 
Peisistratos, tyrant of r-\thens, $1, 54, 89 
Pella. 236, 2J7, 247 
l'eloponnesian \+\rar, 95, 12·2-3, 145-54, 

171 
perforn1ance: context, see aodi~11ce; 

festivals; ancl 1111cfer I11clividt1al ge11res 
anti Ho1ner; emotional effect of 
visual,. 112; l·Jc.Uc11is1ic ClJit'lJrc, 218, 
255; Horace creates impression of_. 
385-6; and libel suits, 308-9, J 10; 
n1edici'ne, 169-70; l{o1nan \vorlc.1, 
316, 317, 360, 429, (Grcekcullure), 
260; social l)Urpose <>f Greek lyric, 
60- 1, 67, 73, 80, 86-7; sophlSIS, 168, 
268; see also recitations; v,iisdon1 
(performa11ce of); r1111I u11tler ir1diviciual 
geutt~S 

Pergamon, 10, 220, 233, 235, 312-13 
Periandcos of Corinth, 138, l 59 
J>eripatos, 185-6, 234 
Persian \Vars, 7, 8, 57, 74, 85-6, 95, 141 
PersiLlS r;taCCLLS, 1\ultts, 309, 377, 504-6. 

513, 517-18; and audie11cc, 508; 0 11 
recitation and c.lecla1nation, 457, 471. 
506, 516 

persona: Cicero's, 317; Greek lyric poets', 
59, 60, 61- 3, 84; Ovid's exilic, 417, 
436; Pt0pertius', 378-60, :J8l; Roman 
concern ,.,·ith, ~~20, 322; 'ft>re11ce•s, 
306-7 

Pet·roJlius .!\.rbiler; .";atyricon, 274, 492, 499, 
502-4, 511, 514; <1<•<1ience, 494, 495, 
508; on jgoorant con-noisseurs, 451, 
515 

Peutinger Table, 326 
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Phaed(\IS' fables, 457, 492, 495 
Phan<>kles, 250 
Phemios (l?oet in O<lyssey), 34-5 
l'hilemon (comic poet), 110, 223, 299 
Philip II of Macedon, 9, 192, 254 
Ph ilitas of Kos, 236, 250 
Pbilodemos, 252, 253 
f)l11Josoph};, 8, 156-91; audience, 171, 

172, 175, 189; Chcistian.ity and 
clas..sicat 281 - 2; diaJogi1e forn11 1701 
172, 184, 456, 528; early Ionian, 27, 
53, l~~s. 156-8; Hellenistic, 10, 
188-91. 253-4; 1nedicaJ practitio11C£S, 
169-70; performance, 16(), 162, 163, 
178, 190, (see ,,/so wisdom 
(performance of)); philosophical 
poetry, 158, 161-7, 191; pl1iloso11hos, 
pllilosophia, 156, 157, 172-3; political 
attitudes, 173-5, (detaclunent), 
l74-5, 181, 1,86, 188, 190, 191, 
(involvement), 158, 159~60, 162, 
I 78-9, 180, 19 l; protrcptic, I 65, I 73, 
t86; and rhetoric, 267- 8, 229, 270; 
Roman period, 16, 2-58, 270-1, 320, 
'.!23, 324-5, 348, (Cicero's treatises), 
321-2, 323-4, 3zg-5, (and poetry), 
407-8, (see also Epicltrus and 
.Epicureac1iS.1Jl; StoiciS.O\; ar1cl 
i11divi<lual p/1ilosopllers); and technical 
skills, 158, !68; and writing, !56, 
J.60, 16:1, I 7S-7, L 90, (lsokrates), 173, 
178, (Plato), 173, 184, 185; see,,/so 
inclivitl11al 11hiloso1>J1ers <lt1<I scltools, 
s.ages; sc>phists; \o\risdorn 

Philostratos, 266, 268, 274-5, 278-9 
Phocylides, 255 
Phoenici<ins, 6, 31, 273 
Phrynichos, I IS, 262 
Phylarchos, 254 
Piglet's Last \.\'ill a1tcl Testt111u!r1t, T ile, 527 
Pindar, 63, 64, 81, 82, 138, 238; epinikia, 

42, 58, 82, 83, 84, 85, 87; Morace 
en1ulates, ~{86, 41(); 1>atrQ11s, 8, :{9, 82, 
83 

Piso.nl.an cons~Jiracy, 473 
t>ittakc>s of Mytilene, 75, 138, 159 
Pla11C\IS, L, MunaWus, 386-7, 388. 394 
Platala, Hattie of, 74, 141 , 145 
Plato, 179-85: tu\d co1rledy, 96, 184; 
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con1n1011 and IO\.,.btO\'.' discourse, 
179,..80; con<lescer1sio11 to pt1bJic, '1; 
contemplative philosopher, I 80-1, 
185; dialog.1.le forr11, 184; early, 
n1lddle and late dialogi..1cs, 179; 011 
epic, 54- 5, 184; 1netapt1ysical system, 
181-2; middle dialogues, 180-2, 184; 
on quarrel between philosophy and 
poetry, 158, 184; on drama, 99, l 10, 
112, 127, 128, 184; on Ne'" M1.tsic, 
86; orallty, l 8S; and performance, 
179-85; p/1ilosophia/phi/osophos, 156, 
172-3; and poetry, 54-S, 184: and 
politics, 173- 5, 180, 181; and 
Pythagoras, 'I 73; rhetoric of 
conversion, 182, 184; school, 171, 
173, 189; and sophists, 168, 179; 
style, 179-80, 181-2, 266; and 
tl1e<Jria, 181, 185; atl.<l \'Vrltiog. 173, 
176-7, 184, l 85 

IVORJ(S; Apology, 96, 171, 179, 180; 
(:J1ar1t1i,fes, 180; !011, 54-5; 
E11tl1ytletnus, 168; £uthypl1ro, li9, 
180; Gargicis, I 28, I 7:J, I 79-80, 18.1, 
184; lnws, 179, 184; Lesser Hippins, 
168; l"fe11exenos, 184; Plraedo, '179, 
181, 182, 184; Plwedros, 176, 179, 
184; Protagoras, 168, 179, J84; 
Republic, l 79, 181, 184, 185, 197; 
Syn1posit11n, 179. 180-1; Thedetetus, 
181, 185 

Plaurus, Titus Maccius, 223, 289-92, 293, 
301-4, 324, 327; audience, 12, 290-2, 
300- 1, 301- 4, 310; fJ<'rformance 
contexr, 299, 304; A11111hitruo, 300- L; 
8oast{i1I Soldier, 303, 308; Casi11n, 304; 
Curci1lio, 303; Little Cartltc1giniar1 
(J>oe1u1/11s), 290-2, 300, 310; J>ersian 
Girl, 303, 304; Pseurlolus, 299, 303, 
304; Stic/111,s, 299, 304; 111ree-8ab-Day 
(frilu1111111us)1 303 

Pltoy t1le Eide( (Gaius PllohiSSecu11dl1S), 
288, 294, 312, 459-60; Na~iral History, 
454-S, 509, 515 

Plh1y tl1e Younger (Gai1.1s 1>fi1lius (:aecilius 
Secundus), 312, 442, 443, 457, 495-6; 
J>c1t1egyrif to 7'rajau, 443-4, 457, 456, 
539; on Siiius Jtalicus, 478-9, 480 

Plotius,, Lucius, 327 

Plutarch, 88, 270-1, 277-8, 520; on Cato, 
311, 313; OJl Greek historiarlS, 137, 
14(), 15(>; Q11esdo11S of the JJa11qut~ers, 
261; Tl1e Glory of Athe11s, 278 

poet-singer (aoidos), 30 
poison, remedies for, 248 
Pole1non, Marcus :\ntonit1s, 268 
polis (Greek city-state), 6-7; emergence, 

48-9, 61, 73; lyric poetry and, 61, 67 
J'olitian, 357 
politics and l)ublic Sl)here: ;\thenian 

courts and, 197 .. 199; and drama, 
(Greek), 87, 94, 95-6, 97, 117-22, 
130-2, 218, 219, 223-4, (Romao), 
300, 308-9, :!JC), 448-9, 468-9; lyric 
poetry and, 64. 66-7, 79-84; rl\eto tic, 
l 17, 146-7; Roman, 338, 342, 357, 
(poetry reduces pllbUc spbere to scale 
of ptivatc), SlO, 513, SIS, 5 17-18, 
(spectacle), 429-30, (withdrawal 
fco111), 342-3, 349, 355-6; see also 
civic cultt1re ancl society; dernocraC)1: 

polis; a11<l 11rrrlerCatl1llus; Cl1rjstia11ity; 
Cicero; oratory; philosophy 

Pollio, G<1ius Asillius, 363, 364, 366, 388, 
452, 4S7 

Pollux, lll1il1Si 0110111asti'ko11, 262 
Polos (actor), 220 
J>olybios, 12, 253, 254-5, 257, 263, 313 
Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, 280- l 
J>oJyi<tos; dith)'ramb, 241 
Polvkcatcs of Sa mos, 63, 78, 275 
P<>ITIJ)eii: inscriptions and graffiti, 365-6, 

372, 381, 400; mosaic, 225; wall 
painrlngs, 393, 426 

t)Olnpey tl1e Gr~at (Gt~aeus Poropcius 
Magnus), 3 LS, 443, 447-8, 448-9, 
477; and Caesar, 323, 332, 335, 336 

PontiCtJs (e1>ic poet), 385 
Pope, Alexander, 22, 377, 407-8 
popular gtnrcs, 229-30, 429 
Pol'cius l.lci11us, 308 
f>oseidippos, 252 
Poscido11, H<:Jlkonian, 42 
t>c>seidonios of :'\paniea, 263 
post-modernism and Ovld, 417 
J)Ottef}': Athe11ia11, 43, ~11, 65, 67, 76, 199; 

CorintJiiao, 47, 48; eai:ly verse 
gtaffito, 6, :! 1-2, 32; eye-cups, 66, 67; 

geometric style, '17, 41; Homeric 
seen~, 43, 52, SZ-3, J 99; Rhodlan, 
6, 31-2, 32, 52, 52-3; lacentine, 
103 

Pound, E7.(a, 377-8, 381, 391 
praelexta (historical drama), 298 
Precepts (Hippok(atic text), 169-70 
Prim ls, Egypt; papyrus, JS, 336, 337 
Proba; \tirg:ilia11 ce11to, 529 
probability, argum~nt• from, 146-7, 148, 

193 
processions, Athenian, 103-4, ·12s 
Prodikos of Keos, 146, 167, 168 
professionalization: historiography, 320, 

329; lOUSiC, 86 
J>roguosis, 14 7, 153 
prologues, comic, 302, 305-7 
Pcopertius, Sexrns, 288, 377-81, 385, 

413-15, 119; aetiology. 414, 433; 
Jlooks, J- 3, :l77-8 L; Book, 4, 413-15; 
~taecenas' patronage, 364, 381; 011 

Virgil, 392, 403; visual, evocation of, 
411 

prose: developn1ent, 6, 8, 13~, I 3S, 
l 79-80; see also il1divicl11al ge11res 

l'rotagorasof Abdera, 146, 147, 167, 168, 
169, 171 

protreptit, philosophical, 165, 173, 186 
Prudent·lus (Aurelius l'rude.11tit1s 

Clemens), 538-9 
psycho Joh')', behavioural, J 9:l 
Ptolemaic dynasty, 10, 13, 219, 233 
Ptolemy II of Egypt, 219, 230. 2:J6, Z:J7 
public spl1ere, see pc>litics 
Pullie Wars, 12, 328-9, 395, 4 78-83 
J)uos, Aristopha11es', 10() 
Purcell, Henl)•; DiflO rurcl Ae11eas, 400, 424 
Pyrrhon of l!lis, L89 
Pyrrhos of Epeiros, King, 296, 313 
Pytl1agoras and P}1tl1ago1·c:a11ls1n, l 61-2, 

173, 279 

qt1antitatl\1c n1erres, 544 
Quintilian (~farn1s Fabitis Q\ljr1ti1lanu·s), 

254, 312, 319-20, 445, 451-2; on 
indivi<1ual authors, 288, 31 S, 345, 
384,458-9 

readersllip, see au<Uc.nce 
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reading, prlva1e, 153, 240; aloud, :n6, 
365, 520 

recep1lon studies, 1-5 
recitati01h, 364-5, 457-3, 468-77; 

Claudian's, 542; Claudius', 457, 460; 
Draco11tius', J11 Cartl1age, 544; 
excessive, 483-4, 506; Greek, 32. 54, 
89, 255; 10 imperial family, 367, 396, 
457; Ovid's, In Forum, 383; Slllu.s 
ltalicus', 478, ·180; of tragedy, 429; 
Vhgll's, 364, 365, 361, 396 

reouatiogenre, -I 14 
religion: Greek CUllS In Rome, 312; 

Roman, 442, (histories of), 320, 321, 
323, 324; stt 111.f<> Christianity; gods; 
festivals; mystery rellglons 

reme1nbranctrs. oral1 139 
Renai.s<mce, 357, 366, 429 
Republic, Roman memory of, 513-18 
reputation; Importance In Rome, 320, 335 
1ha/x/(mcl1oi (theairc 'police'), 116 
rhapsodes, 54, 165, 255 
rttetorit, see oratory 
Rlretotic to Here1111i11 .. t, 445 
rhetoricizatio11 of hu1g11agc, 265 
Rlllanos, 241 
Hhodes. LO, 234, 241, 31'1, 328; po ttery, 6, 

32, 32, 52, 52-3 
riddles, Lykophron of Chalkls', 226-8 
Ro man worl<I, 285-545; early Rc pul>llc, 

288...:n 4; Inter Republic, :i 15- 84; 
imperial period, 14- 15 .. 263-4, 
384---' LR; Lntc flm plrc, 519-45; see 
nlsc> Greek tt1lture In Rornar1 period 
and ludl11lflual aur/101s r11rrt 1011lcs 
rl1ror1.~/1out ilrrlex 

romances, Greek, 274, 276 
Rome, city of: Altar of l'lety, .189; 

Augustan building programme, 388, 
395, 45 I; Campus Mani us, 343, 
511- 12, 515; Circus Maxim us, 525; 
Fon1m or Augustus, 464; Forum 
Romanum, 315; Forum of ·1~alan, 
543; foundation myths, 311, 370; 
guilds, 294; libraries, 312-13, 364, 
43?, 450-3, 508-9; literary centre of 
Roman world, 14; map of world, 
511- 12; no great Latin lhcrnry figure 
born in, 293, 312; plan, SI/; Porttcus 
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Vlpsania, 51 1-12; 5aepta j ulia, 515; 
s<matc house, 538; Ternpks, (of 
Concordia Augusta), 446, (of U1e 
Great Mother). 389, (of Hercules of 
the Muses), 294, (of l.iinerva on the 
Aventine), 294; theatres, 14, 309, 
365, 2l66; ·rrajan's Column, .133; utbs 
and orbis, 509, Sll; Visigothic sack, 
16, 543 

Rufus, Curtius, 460 
Rufus. Lucius Verginius, 444 
Ruskin, John, 345 
natic1u, figurative meaning. 418 
Rutllius Rufus, PubUus, 332 

sadomawchism, 425 
sages (soplwi), 157, 158-61, 169; Sevw, 

138, 159-61, 256; Sokrates as, 170-2 
SalamJs; 8attle or. 85, 141; tombstone. 91 
Sallust (Gaius Sallustius Crispus), 14, 3 12, 

328, 329-33, 335 
Sa1nos, 10, 63, 78, 13:~ 

Sa11taya na, Geoige, 345 
Sapph o, 63, 64, 75- 8, 76, 138; Roman 

poets and, 354-5, 388 
satire, 309-10, 32L, 372, 374, 4()3; see alsq 

.l-lorace; Juvenal: Lucilius, Gaitts; 
Persh.1$ 

Sattlrnian n·u!tre, 293 
satyr-plays, 10 7-3, 224 
:sce 11e· 1)ainting, 109 
Se<:plicism, 189, 32S 
schola rship: He llen isiic, 59, 2 16, 2 18, 

233-6, 237, 240, 433; imperial 
period, 4:n, 450-60; scholar poeis, 
234, 236,350, 433 

selcne<:, 8, 244, 320, 339, 341 
Scipio Aemilianus, Publius Cornelius, 

288,308,310,324, 395 
Seaford, Richard, I 08 
Second Sophistic, 10, 265-70 
Secular Games, 404, 410-12 
self-co11sdousne:ss and self·reference: 

Aikman. 80; development after 
Hon1eric peri~ 57; Greek fiction, 
211; HeU<'Ilistic, 10, 237, 2-12; Hesiod, 
26, 27-8, ~9; Homer, 23, 34, 57; 
Roman, 300, 302, 320, 322, 423-4 

Scmonldesof Amorgos, 64. 69, 255 

ser1ate, Ro1nan: Altar or VJetory dlspule, 
538; Greeks 1111 26(); hi.storia11s iri, 
265, 329; oratory, 308, 316, 441, 444; 
religious jurisdiction, 442 

Seneca 1l1e E.lder: C'n11roi'itr$its, 312, 
440-1 , 445-6, 448; Sr1asoria, 439-40 

Seneca 1he Younger, 3 12, 456-7, 472; 
literarv criticism, 367-3, 312, 384; 
philosophy, 456-7, 459, 493, 517; 
P111n/>ki11i{icado11, 456, 502; Quintilian 
on siyle, 458-9; tragedies, 449-50 

Septuagint, 228, 234 
Serranus (epic poet), •183, 484 
Servillu.) N'onlanus, Marcus, 457 
shagginess, Roman, 288-9 
Shakespeare, \\!llllam. 338, 359, 416 
$11/tlcl (Greek hexame1er poem), 56 
shields In cpl<. 33, 56, 2-16, 398, 430 
Sicily: Athenian expedition, 101; Grecl: 

settlerner1ts, 6, 8, I L, 63. 83, 90, 235; 
Pcu11nger i:ible, .126; Plato in, 173-4; 
and llo1tlC, 11, 2S7 

Sidonlus, Galus Solll'" Modestus 
Appo lllnarls, 543-4, 545 

Sikyon, 40-1 , 63 
Slllus ltallcus, •178-83 
similes, 45-6, 77-8 
Slmonldcs of Keos, 8, 63, 72. 81, 82, 138; 

Elegy on ll>c RMtlc of Plataia, 59, 6<1, 
14, L:l<I 

Siscn11a, L\1Clt1$ Cor11 t=llliS1 :J:i l, 520 
Skyla:< of Karya.11cJa, 138 
slaves and s l ~1very: Chr-lsllar'I, 279: 

cduca1cd. 1:1, 175, :io7, 3 13; "' 
dramatic 1>erforJ"na11c<..'S, 125-6; of 
love, 379, 382; 1>Jlaedrt1s, 495; Solo11 
and, 71-2 

Smyrna, 10, 4 1, 73, 267, 268 
sna~e-blle descnptlons, genre of, 248-9 
social ordl'r, Grcl'k: a1ld dra111a, 117, 

125, 126; and lyr1c poetry, 60-1, 
80, 86-7 

Sokrates, 86. 99, 160, 170-2, I 79-80; 
perfonnan~ of wisdom, 171-2, 180, 
185, 190 

Sollnus, GalusJullus, 527 
Solo!, Kllikla, 10, 246-7 
Solon of A1hens. 62, 63, 138-9, 159-60; 

poclry, 64, 71- 2, 87 

song culture, Gre<tk, 58-87; and tragedy, 
88- 93; see alsa lyric poetry, Greek 

Sophilos (Athenian vase-painter), 43 
sopltis1ic novels, 274, 2 76 
Sophists, 167- 9, 265-70; and education, 

86-7, 169, 194, 248; in embassies, 
266; panhellenism, 168, 169; 
perfom\311ce~ 137, 168, 268; rhetoric, 
146-7, 167-S, 194, 4~5, 447; sages 
distinct from. t 69, 172; Second 
Sophistic, 265-70; and Thoukydides, 
146-?, 148, 152- 3; and 1ragedlans. 
120; and writing. 168-9, 172 

Sophokles, 94, 97, 99, 235; Aias, 113; 
Antigwre, 117, 118, 130, 134; Otdip11> 
·rynm1ws, 113, 126; P11ilcktttn, 
111- 12, 123; Wome11ofT1ac/Jis, 92-3 

sopl1oi, see sages 
Sosilhcus; satyr-plays, 224 
Sotades (popular entertainer), 230 
Soteria (Delphic fesUval), 219 
space, imperial concept of, 508-13 
Sparta, see Alk1nan; Tyrtaios 
spectacle, 109- 14, 186, 429-30 
speeches: lsokratcs, 176, 177-8, 178; 

rJ1etoricaJ, in tragedy, 118, 118-19; 
set also oratofy 

stage l)uildings, 109, 13 1, 224 
StatiLu;, Ptiblius Papinius, 483- 8; 

~udierl.ce, 48~. 508; and Domitia11, 
475- 6, 483, 485-6, 487; fn•hcr of, 
48;!, 485, 487, 499; on Lucan, 473; 
J\rhilleirl, ·183, 485-6, 499, 500; On the 
Gerrnlln 'Var, 487, 499, 510; Silvae., 
48:l, 484-5, 499-501, 504, Sil , 
512-13, 515, 517; Tltel>t1id, 483- 4, 
485,486, 487-S,490,499,500, 506 

Siepbanos of Byzantion, 273 
Stesichoros, 63, 64, 78. 80-1 
stirho111ytl,ia, 118 
Stilid>o, 536, 541, 542, 543 
Sloicism, 189, J 90-1, 342; adherents, 24 7, 

248, 265, 270, 313, 4$6-7; suicides, 
280,466 

stone «onoisseurship, S 12-13 
stoi:y-telle<s. 1radi1ional, 139 
Strabo,263,272-3,~,293 

stress. metrical. $44 
style, appropriateness of, 326, 327 
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SllOSOriae, 445, 446-7, 470, 471 
Subrlus Flavus, 4 73 
Successors of Alexander, 217, 312-13 
SueronlusTranqulllus, Gnius, 353, 447-8, 

449,455 
Sulla, l.uclus Cornelius, 313, 332 
Sulpicta, 383-4 
Sulpiclus Rufus, Scrvlus, 322-3 
Swift, Jonathan; G111/iwr's 11'avtls, 275 
symbiosis be1v.·een maker arld receivers, 

3, 5 
Symmachus Euscbius, Quintus Aurelius, 

537-8 
symposia, 171, 261; pcrformane<s, (lyric), 

6-1-6,65,68,72--3, 75-9,87,251, 
(philosophical poetry), 162-3, 
(tragedy), I 0 I 

Syracuse, 10, 83, 84, 173-4, 193 
Syria, 217, 236, 247, 269; :iualso Antioch 

Tacitus, Cornelius, 257, 312, 444, 463-7, 
504; Agricola, 466-7; Amwls, 39•1, 
441-2, 463, 465-6, 469-70; Dialogue 
011 Orrltor.s, 444-5, 450, 468-9. 4 72. 
473, 484; Gerrna11in1 460; l'fisrories, 
463 

Thrasrrorcntum, 11, 103, 312, 313 
tec:h11e (tectlnic:al manual) ger11·c1 192, 

3 19- 20 
1€-rence (f'ublius 'l'erentillS 1\fer), '12, 2991 

303, 304-7. 307-8; life, 293. 307, 312: 
patronage, 293, 307-8; P<lPUlnrlty, 
223; prologues, 302, 305-7; 8ro1//e1~. 
299, 307; £1m11ch, 299, 304-5; Girl 
fro111 Andros, 299: Hecym or i\.fotl1er.iJr. 
law, 299, 30S-7; l'l1on11io, 307; Self 
Ton11enror, 299, 304 

Turtullian, 528, 532 
textual criticism, . .\lexar'ldrJan, SO, 234 
Thales of Miletos, 138, I 56. I 58--9, 161 
Theagenes of Megara, 62 
theatres: Greek world, 8, 9, 99. 116, 

(Athens), 98, 102, 123, 224; 
Hellenistic, 218, 219, 221-2, 2z.I; 
Roman world, 13, 14, (Rome), 14, 
309, 365, 366; scene buildings. 109, 
131, 224; seating arrangement, 107, 
110, 123; stage technok>gy. 109, 110; 
stt also drama 
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'fheban epics, 55 
Themistoklcs, 160 
'l'hcodektes (tragic poet), 107 
TI1codoros (actor), 220 
·rheodosius the Great, Emperor, 524, 

S35-6,S41 
'l'heognis and Theognidea, 58, 62., 64, 

72-3. 7S 
Theokritos, 219, 231-3, 237, 244, 255, 

360-1; Adot1iazusai1 232-3, 2-46; 
epigrams, 251, 252 

Theopluastos, 106, 116, 18S 
Theopompos of Chlos, 254 
tll<Oria (theoreti<al reaso~. 181, 185, 

186. 187-S 
theoric fund, 223-4 
Thermopylal, 42. 141 
TI1espiai; local fe5tival, 42 
Thespis. 89, 97 
Thoukydides, 56, 133, 145-54; effect on 

reader, lSO, 153, 255; Funeral 
Oration, 127, 152, 200; and 
llippokratic medicine, 146, 147-S, 
153-4; and rhetoric, 152- 3, 168, 193, 
195, 196; and Sophists, 146-7, 148, 
152-3, 168, 19S; and writing, 149- 54 

TllOl•rioi, 134, 144 
Th rasca Paetus, 468, 469- 70, 473, S04 
tl1ro11us (IIlOtlrning song), 60, 61, 92 
'111Jerlus. Emperor, 434, 438, 442, 450-1, 

452, 460 
·nl)ullus, Albius, 382-4, 388, 390, 415, 

4 19,420 
time (hon our), SO 
time: imperial concept of, 509, 513- 18; 

opportune (kairos), 160 
1lmokles (comic poet), 116 
·rhnot11eos of f\1iletos, SS-6, 235, 241 
toml>s: aetlologies ill Horner, 39, 40; 

markers, 47, 91 
Torquatus, Titus Manlius, 296-7 
tragedy: Aristotle on, 186-7; A•hcnian, 8, 

93-4; audience, 93-4, 102, 105-6, 
112-13, 115-16, 122-9;1>atbarians 
in, 124; chorus, 105, 114-15, 220, 
221; and civic Ufe, 122. 218. 219; 
costumes, 88, 110-11, II l- 12;deb.ite 
in. 117- 21; at Oion}~ia. 89, 97, 99, 
102, 105, 107-8; and Oionysos, 90-1. 

9:\; distance from aucllc11ce's -world, 
115, 123-4, 129; emotional effect, 92, 
93, 112; Hellenl>tlc, 218-22, 226-9, 
235, 255; kalliarsis, l 14, I LS, 187; 
and lyric poetry, 82, 85; music. 90-3, 
221; and oratory, 195; origins, 88-93, 
97; political role, 94, 95-6, 117-20; 
public/private conmct In, 130-2: 
recital at symposia, 101; Roman 
world, 300, 416, 429, 449-SO, 468-9, 
(adaptation of Greek), 12, 198-9, 
(Greek-language), 221, 257, 260; time 
span of Athenian, 87, 94; violence In, 
113; visual Impact, 112-14, 186; 
women portrayed In, 129, 130-2; see 
also itidividual tragttlia11s 

tragicomedy, 301 
Tralan, Emperor, IS, 265, 267, 451, 452; 

Column of. Rome, 333; Pliny's 
panegyric, •143-4, 457, 458, 539 

transrt•ission or clnsslcal texts, l6-17, 
50-1, 350, 537; s« also papyri anti 
urrrler i1r1livltluftl a1ttJ1ors 

travel ll1erature, L39, 274-S 
Trier, 530-1 
tripods, bronze, 28, 40 
triumphs, 298 
I rlumvlral period, :JS9- 77 
trochaic metres, 68, 223 
1'roy ro1noncc1 275 
'l'yche (f.ortune), 226, 227 
1 yranrs, Greek, 63, 83, 89, t:l3 
·1yrtalos, 62, 63, 72, 73, 82, 134; milita ry 

cxlloriatlon, 64, 74-5 

Ulpian (Dornltlus Ulplanus), 261 
unlvers.,llty, 270-1, 279 
11rba11itas, 327, 417-18 
urbs and orbls, 509, SJ/ 

Vaoca; UC. of Lucan, 4 73, 474 
Valenilnlan, Emperor, 530-1, 532 
Valerius Flaccus, Caius, 488-91 
Valerius Maxlmus, 309, 455, 459 
Valerius Popllcola, Publlus, 313 
Vandals, 15, 541, 543 
Varlus Rufus; 771)'<Slts, 363, •29 
Varro, Mam.1 Threntlus, 321, 324, 325, 

452; antiquarianism, 288, 321, 

324, 433; 011 ll11ral Matters, 321, 325, 
367 

Varro of Arax, 244, 247, 489 
Vams, Alfenus, 363-4 
Vellelus Paterculus, 461 
Verona, Renaissance, 357 
Vespasian, Emperor, 450, 452, 489-90 
Vettius Agorius Prae1extarus, 537 
\r,rgt1, 14; allusiveness, 360-1, 368, 398, 

399, 404; and Augusrus, (A1meid), 
392, 394, 396, (&logues), 361-2, 363, 
(Geotgics), 367, 369- 70, 371, 486; 
birthplace. 312; Caligula on, 453; 
cn1tos, Virgili an, (Ausonius·, on 
consummation of marria~), 531- 2; 
Christian Interest in, 366, 529, 531-2, 
543; civil \'"'3,r references, 360, 361, 
362, 369-70, 370-1, 394, 398; 
ecpluasis. 411; and Homer, 391-2, 
398, 404; lnimitability, 416-17; 
}tlvena1's evocation of, 502; and 
Kalllmachos, 368, 399; and 
Maecenas, 363, 364, 367, 369; 
metrics, 416-17: and neoterics, 397; 
and Ovid, 404, 416-17, 420, 427-S; 
papyri, 14; Panhenios' influence Or\, 
338; Petronius parodlcs, 503; 
recitations, :J64, 365, 367, 396; Silius 
ltalicus admires, 479, 482; and 
wtiting, 368 

WORKS: Ameitl, 57, 391-402, 
(aetiology), 4'.l3, (allusiveness), 368, 
398, :l99, (canonical .status), 403-4, 
(Carthaginian episode). 245, 395-7, 
4C)(), 401, (controversial natuie), 394-
S, (final scene), 398- 9, (lament for 
Marcellus), 396, 397-8, (opening), 
391- 2. (reception), 399- 402. 490, 
(rc£crcnce to conten1porary events), 
:l92, 394- 5, 397, 398, (scope in time 
and space), 398, (style and 
technique), 399; &Jogues, 232, 359-
66, 367; Georgics, 57, 367- 72, 415, 
(and current events), 369-70, 370-1, 
(and Maecenas), 363, 367, 369 

V°lSl$Otbs, 15, 542, 543 
visual, evocation of, 411, 429- 31 
Vitruvlus Pollio, 319, 347, 451 
Volusius; A111Mls, 350; 352 
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voling, 199, 343, 5 15 
Vulgate version of .Bil>Jc, 538 

wall-paintings, 393, 426 
wandering poets, late antiquity, 541 
war, attitudes to, 24, 25, 29, 33-4, I 04-5 
wed<Lingsongs, 60, 61, 76, 92- 3, 109, 238 
wisdom, Greek notions o f, 156-8, 172, 

191; performance of, 57, 156-S, 
159-61 , 17:l, 187-8, (Sokmtes)', 
lil- 2, 180, 18S, 190; practical 
(metis), 158, 160, 162, 172, 177-8, 
180, 187-8 

'''omen: ApoJlonios on, 243; Cat111i\1S or1, 
353- 5; Christian, 280; in comedy, 
224-S; dran1atic cf1aractetS, 129- 32, 
2·2'1-5; emotionalit)', 130; 
cpigi:ao1r~\at.isl:S, 251; at festi\~als, 43, 
44, 66, 103, 104, 127- 9; in fiction, 
277; literacy and re<•ding, 276, 338, 
354; 381, 492, 529; marginalization, 
77, 127, 131, 373; and Ovid, 422- 5; 
and philosophy, 16'1, 173; Sapp ho's 
SO¢iety, 75-7 
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Wonders of the World. Se\1e11, 256 
wdt log, 6, 87; early media, 32-3; 

hexanteter poe111s, 31-3, 50-1; of 
lat..,s, 48-9; a11d prose, 6, 8; 
i1nrnortalit)' conferred by, 328-9; and 
libe l, 310; ai1d lyric poetry, 60; 
medicine, 170; and oratory, 215-16; 
sophists and, 168--9, 172; Xenophon 
and, lSS; see also codices; graJfi ti; 
inscrjptio11S; pap}•ri; r111d rt11der 
ituiividua/ genres a11d autl!QtS and 
philosophy 

Xanthos the Lydian, 1 :is 
xcni" (Suest-frienclship), 154- 5 
Xenophanes of Kolophon, 72, 74, 82-3, 

134, 158, 162-3; birthplace, 73, 248; 
on Homer, 27, 53, 1.62 

Xenophon of Athens, 154--5, 170, 266, 
275 

Xenophon of £phesos, 27<1 

ZenoofKition, 16 1, 189, 19<)- l 
Zt~U~XJS, 431 
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