
Inconsistency in Roman Epic

How should we react as readers and as critics when two passages in a
literary work contradict one another? Classicists once assumed that all
inconsistencies in ancient texts needed to be emended, explained away, or
lamented. Building on recent work on both Greek and Roman authors, this
book explores the possibility of interpreting inconsistencies in Roman epic.
After a chapter surveying Greek background material including Homer,
tragedy, Plato and the Alexandrians, five chapters argue that comparative
study of the literary use of inconsistencies can shed light on major prob-
lems in Catullus’ Peleus and Thetis, Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, Vergil’s
Aeneid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and Lucan’s Bellum Civile. Not all incon-
sistencies can or should be interpreted thematically, but numerous details
in these poems, and some ancient and modern theorists, suggest that we can
be better readers if we consider how inconsistencies may be functioning
in Greek and Roman texts.

James J . O’Hara is George L. Paddison Professor of Latin at the
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. He is the author of Death and
the Optimistic Prophecy in Vergil’s Aeneid (1990) and True Names: Vergil
and the Alexandrian Tradition of Etymological Wordplay (1996), as well
as numerous articles and reviews on Latin literature.
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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 fields such as social history, anthropology,
history of thought, linguistics and literary theory is in the best traditions of classical
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-defined contexts, and in which other classicists 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.
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