
CONSTRUCTING LITERATURE IN THE
ROMAN REPUBLIC

How the Romans came to have a literature, how that literature reflected
native and foreign impulses, and how it formed a legacy for subsequent
generations have become central questions in the cultural history of the
Republic. Constructing Literature in the Roman Republic examines the problem
of Rome’s literary development by shifting attention from Rome’s writers to
its readers. The literature we traditionally call “early” is seen to be a product
less of the mid-Republic, when poetic texts began to circulate, than of the
late Republic, when they were systematically collected, canonized, and put
to new social and artistic uses. Imposing on texts the name and function
of literature was thus often a retrospective activity. This book explores the
development of this literary sensibility from the Romans’ early interest in
epic and drama, through the invention of satire and the eventual enshrining
of books in the public collections that became so important to Horace and
Ovid.
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PREFACE

this study developed from the nagging sense, increasingly
common among students of the Roman world, that the traditional story
told of Roman literature’s origin and early development is deeply unsat-
isfactory. Challenges to the old verities have become too numerous, too
insistent, and too convincing to keep the old story in place, but many
of the alternatives now being proposed seem to me to be grounded
too deeply in modern ideology and not deeply enough in ancient evi-
dence. Like most New Historicists, I want to speak with the dead, but
I am more eager to hear what they have to say than to tell them what I
think it means. The following pages therefore set the primary evidence
above the debates being waged over it. Scholarly opinions come and go
(and sometimes come again), but the evidence endures. My presentation
reflects that priority, quoting and discussing Roman sources in the text
and being as clear as possible about why I read them as I do, but relegating
the majority of my scholarly debts, disagreements, and suggestions to the
notes. Yet this is not a strictly empirical study. It owes much to theorists,
in particular to Stanley Fish for its definition of literature and to Pierre
Bourdieu for its understanding of literature’s role in society, and its way
of reading Latin poetry is inevitably influenced by the work of Giorgio
Pasquali and his successors. Though I am obviously not one to unpack
and interrogate when I can analyze and ask, this inquiry remains in all
significant respects, by choice and not just by necessity, a product of its
time.
Its approach to literary history is nevertheless a little unconventional,

and its findings occasionally run counter to one or another commonly
held view. A new perspective may compel even familiar landmarks to
reveal unfamiliar aspects. I shall be arguing here that Romans of the late
Republic had both the concept of and a word for “literature,” but that

ix
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Preface

imposing this name and function on certain works was often a retro-
spective activity. The Republican literature we traditionally call “early”
could be as much a product of the late Republic, when texts were first
systematically collected and put to new social and artistic uses, as of the
mid-Republic, when works were first composed with writing in mind.
The literary history that follows therefore pays rather more attention
to readers than is often the case. Cicero, the most fully documented of
Roman readers, will loom especially large. Horace will acquire his great-
est significance as a reader of earlier poetry, and what remains in purpose
and in essence a study of Republican literature will nevertheless draw its
final argument from the most notorious of Augustan exiles, who found
all too much time to reflect from a distance on the literary life of Rome.
One other oddity deserves mention. The process of reading and recep-

tion in antiquity was of course continuous, but the evidence left of those
activities is only intermittent. The following chapters focus on what sur-
vives, centering on those points in the process that prove most congenial
to investigation. One consequence of this decision is a privileging of
poetry over prose. Cicero’s sense of litterae no doubt embraced prose as
well as verse, and even Cato’s Origines, a pioneering prose work of the
150s, was keenly aware of it own cultural significance. Yet the debts of
later Romans to early poetry are, with a few notable exceptions, much
easier to trace than their debts to early prose, and the reception of poetry
thus claims priority here. The nature of the evidence also explains why,
though I have stressed continuities from one chapter to the next, there
are obvious disjunctions as well. I can only build with the material at
hand.
A continuous argument, vaguely chronological despite its avowed dis-

trust of chronology, runs through these chapters, but the need for back-
reference and recollection allows them to be read separately. Since the
argument can be complex, a little repetition and an occasional appeal to
the familiar seem a small price to pay for clarity. Ancient authors are gen-
erally cited from their Oxford editions, the significant exceptions being
Horace and Ovid, who are quoted from the most recent Teubner texts
of Shackleton Bailey (1985) and Hall (1995) respectively, and Cicero’s
correspondence, cited from the Loeb editions of D. R. Shackleton
Bailey, though I have maintained the traditional numbering. The sources
for fragmentary texts are indicated in the notes. Translations are my own.
As inevitable with a project of this scale, my debts to individuals and

institutions are considerable, and they are a pleasure to recall. The inves-
tigation began in 1998 during a term of relative calm as a visitor to the

x
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Preface

School of Classics at the University of Leeds, which provided a congenial
base for what became an extensive operation. Aspects of its argument have
over the years excited – the verb is deliberately ambiguous – audiences
from St. Andrews and Exeter toDunedin andHobart, Freiburg and Pisa to
Charlottesville and Seattle, and I have learned a great deal, though perhaps
not always enough, from the resulting exchanges. It is equally pleasant
to acknowledge the fellowship support of the University of California’s
Office of the President, the American Council of Learned Societies, and
theNational Endowment for theHumanities for providing leave for writ-
ing, and UCLA’s own Council on Research for a timely series of research
grants. Finally, there are the many debts to individuals whose advice and
encouragement, suggestions and objections, have not just made this study
possible, but even made it fun. The two readers for Cambridge University
Press will recognize my debt to them, as will Beatrice Rehl, as demanding
and yet supportive an editor as any author could wish. I also owe much
to John Barsby, Elaine Fantham, Rolando Ferri, Bob Kaster, Jörg Rüpke,
and especially Erich Gruen, whose support over the years has meant far
more than a mere dedication can adequately express.

Sander M. Goldberg
Los Angeles
January 2005
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