
       Texts, Editors, and Readers 

 This book re-examines the most traditional area of classical scholarship, 

offering critical assessments of the current state of the fi eld, its methods 

and controversies, and its prospects for the future in a digital environment. 

Each stage of the editorial process is examined, from gathering and evalu-

ating manuscript evidence to constructing the text and critical apparatus, 

with particular attention given to areas of dispute, such as the role of con-

jecture. The importance of subjective factors at every point is highlighted. 

An Appendix offers practical guidance in reading a critical apparatus. The 

discussion is framed in a way that is accessible to non-specialists, with 

all Latin texts translated. The book will be useful both to classicists who 

are not textual critics and to non-classicists interested in issues of editing. 

 Richard Tarrant is Pope Professor of the Latin Language and 

Literature at Harvard University. He has long been interested in issues 

of editing classical texts, and has produced editions of two tragedies by 

Seneca ( Agamemnon  and  Thyestes ), and edited Ovid’s  Metamorphoses  

for the Oxford Classical Texts series. His most recent book, a commentary 

on Virgil,  Aeneid  Book XII, published in the Cambridge Greek and Latin 

Classics series, has received the Charles J. Goodwin Award of Merit from 

the Society for Classical Studies and the Premio Internazionale ‘Virgilio’ 

from the Accademia Nazionale Virgiliana, in Mantova.   
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    ROMAN LITERATURE 

AND ITS CONTEXTS   

   Series editors : 
 Denis Feeney and Stephen Hinds 

 This series promotes approaches to Roman literature which are open to dialogue 

with current work in other areas of the classics, and in the humanities at large. 

The pursuit of contacts with cognate fi elds such as social history, anthropology, 

history of thought, linguistics and literary theory is in the best traditions of clas-

sical scholarship: the study of Roman literature, no less than Greek, has much 

to gain from engaging with these other contexts and intellectual traditions. The 

series offers a forum in which readers of Latin texts can sharpen their readings 

by placing them in broader and better-defi ned contexts, and in which other clas-

sicists and humanists can explore the general or particular implications of their 

work for readers of Latin texts. The books all constitute original and innovative 

research and are envisaged as suggestive essays whose aim is to stimulate debate.  

   Other books in the series 

    Joseph   Farrell  ,  Latin language and Latin culture: from ancient to modern times   

    A. M.   Keith  ,  Engendering Rome: women in Latin epic   

    William   Fitzgerald  ,  Slavery and the Roman literary imagination   

    Stephen   Hinds  ,  Allusion and intertext: dynamics of appropriation in 
Roman poetry   

    Denis   Feeney  ,  Literature and religion at Rome: cultures, contexts, and beliefs   

    Catherine   Edwards  ,  Writing Rome: textual approaches to the city   

    Duncan F.   Kennedy  ,  The arts of love: fi ve studies in the discourse of Roman 
love elegy   

    Charles   Martindale  ,  Redeeming the text: Latin poetry and the hermeneutics of 
reception   
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    Philip   Hardie  ,  The epic successors of Virgil: a study in the 
dynamics of a tradition   

    Alain   Gowing  ,  Empire and memory: the representation of the Roman Republic 
in imperial culture   

    Richard   Hunter  ,  The shadow of Callimachus: studies in the reception of 
Hellenistic poetry at Rome   

    James J.   O’Hara  ,  Inconsistency in Roman epic: studies in Catullus, Lucretius, 
Vergil, Ovid and Lucan   

    Ellen   Oliensis  ,  Freud’s Rome: psychoanalysis and Latin poetry      
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   Robin Nisbet 

 In Memoriam   
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xi

    Preface     

  ‘Richard, isn’t it curious that any damn fool who has edited a text thinks 

he can write a book on textual criticism?’ (Roger Mynors in conversation, 

1975). Roger’s words struck me with particular force, partly because of their 

atypical vehemence and partly because at the time, fresh from editing a text 

and reviewing a couple of books on textual criticism, I had indeed begun to 

think that I might write a book on the subject. His remark made me post-

pone the project for nearly four decades. I must leave it to readers to decide 

whether I should have put it off still longer. 

 This set of essays is neither a handbook nor a history of classical text-

ual criticism. Good examples of both genres are available, such as Martin 

West’s  Textual Criticism and Editorial Technique  and Leighton Reynolds’s 

and Nigel Wilson’s  Scribes and Scholars . My aim is instead to offer critical 

assessments of the current state of the fi eld and some thoughts on the chal-

lenges and possibilities facing it in the near future. But I hope that the book 

may also serve as a way into textual criticism for classicists who do not spe-

cialize in the subject and for scholars in related disciplines. 

 Textual criticism affects all students of the classics, whether or not they 

are aware of its infl uence. That infl uence is mainly exerted by the editions 

that we all depend on, and so one of my goals is to provide guidance for 

users of critical editions, at a general level by examining the rationales that 

underlie classical editing and more specifi cally through sections on appar-

atus format and terminology. 

 I have tried to take nothing for granted and to regard no assumption or 

practice as self-evidently valid, but to subject all of them to scrutiny, which 

will often result in acknowledging their limitations. A recurring theme is the 

role played in textual criticism by non-objective factors. Textual criticism 
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xii

PREFACE

deals with relative probability and persuasiveness, not with demonstration, 

and as a result its conclusions must always be to a degree provisional. 

 This is a personal book, both in the sense of being written in a fi rst-person 

style that refl ects its origins in lectures and also in being rooted in my own 

editorial experiences: many of my examples of textual problems are drawn 

from Ovid’s  Metamorphoses . One of the pleasant consequences of writing it 

has been the opportunity to reconsider my critical outlook and the scholars 

who have shaped it. 

 It is likewise a pleasure to thank the many colleagues and friends who 

have helped me in putting the book together. Denis Feeney and Stephen 

Hinds suggested the topic many years ago, persevered through long stretches 

in which progress was invisible, and offered acute and supportive responses 

when draft chapters at last began to appear. Gian Biagio Conte prompted the 

invitation to deliver the Comparetti Lectures in 2008 at the Scuola Normale 

Superiore in Pisa, which provided the stimulus needed to turn inchoate 

thoughts into the semblance of a book. Audience members in Pisa contrib-

uted helpful questions and comments; there are too many for me to thank 

them all, but I  cannot leave out Giuliana Crevatin, Rolando Ferri, Glenn 

Most, Lisa Piazzi, Seth Schein, and Mario Telò. For advice and information 

of various kinds I am grateful to Archie Burnett, Cynthia Damon, Albertus 

Horsting, Bob Kaster, Tom Keeline, Dániel Kiss, Matt McGowan, James 

McKeown, Stephen Oakley, Christopher Parrott, Irene Peirano, Richard 

Rutherford, Justin Stover, Richard Thomas, Julian Yolles, and James Zetzel. 

Special thanks are due to the anonymous reader for Cambridge University 

Press, whose comments helped me to clarify my arguments at several points, 

to Gail Trimble, who read the manuscript at a late stage and improved it in 

many places, and to Michael Sharp, for his unfailing support and advice. 

  Chapter 6  has acquired its own set of benefactors. I am once again grate-

ful to Gian Biagio Conte and the Scuola Normale for the opportunity to 

discuss some of the ideas in that chapter, also to the participants in a seminar 

on the text of Propertius at the 2010 meeting of the American Philological 

Association, and to Stephen Heyworth for his spirited response to the papers 

at that session. 

 When I began graduate work, I was quite unsure of my future direction; 

the one thing of which I felt certain was that I would never engage in textual 

criticism. Robin Nisbet gently led me to see that the only way I could write 

the dissertation I had undertaken – a commentary on Seneca’s  Agamemnon  – 

would be to edit the text as well. In gratitude for that realization, for so much 

else that followed, and above all for his example, I dedicate this book to his 

memory.    
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