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Images of Virgil.
Some examples of the creative approach to the Virgilian biography in antiquity.

James Edwin Powell.

Abstract.

This thesis explores the reception of the Virgilian biography in antiquity. The
ancients were interested not only in the Virgilian oeuvre, but also in the man who
created these works. The thesis will investigate the ways in which various authors
respond to Virgil’s life, with an especial emphasis on how the Virgilian biography is
something amenable to creative appropriation and manipulation. The authors we
will be studying both respond to, and contribute towards the construction of, the
biographical tradition of Virgil. Chapter 1 seeks to complicate the idea of Virgil's
poetic career by considering how certain writers broach the issue of the Culex as a
putative piece of Virgilian juvenilia. The second chapter examines how Virgil’s tomb
and the cult which surrounded it play a part in the biographies and autobiographies
of his epic successors. The third chapter offers a fresh look at biographical readings
of the Eclogues, focusing on the different ways in which this practice is carried out,
and the different purposes to which it is put. The final chapter looks at Tacitus’
presentation of the Virgilian biography in the Dialogus de Oratoribus, examining how
the historian raises the question of Virgil’s political allegiances, and how he
interrogates the idealization of Virgil's life.

\
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Introduction.

Who was Virgil? From one angle the answer seems simple enough: he was a Roman
poet whose life spanned the demise of the Republic and the birth of the Empire; and
he was the author of, most famously, the epic Aeneid. But viewed from another angle
our question might not be so easily answered, for Virgil as a figure within cultural
discourse has proven to be a slippery and protean entity: quot lectores, tot Vergilii
might be an accurate summation of the issue.! For the emperor Constantine he was a
prophet of Christ; for Dante a guiding beacon of light in the darkness; for T. S. Eliot
he was simply the classic of all Europe: for two millennia Virgil has been an iconic
figure in western culture.? The idea of Virgil has been endlessly appropriated,
contested and reconfigured as different readers have moulded different Virgils to
suit their own particular ends: Christian Virgils, fascist Virgils, imperial Virgils, anti-
establishment Virgils, royalist Virgils, philosophical Virgils, magical Virgils — these
are just some of the incarnations that this most fought-over of poets has borne over

the centuries.

Themes and Approaches.

This thesis is about the biographical tradition surrounding Virgil. In one sense it thus
seeks to address the question with which we started: who was Virgil? More

specifically, however, this thesis has two broad concerns: firstly, it is concerned with

1 Cf. Heyworth (2007a) Ixv on the task of editing Propertius: ‘Housman described his editions
of Juvenal and Lucan as editorum in usum; this text is rather lectorum in usum, but, in the case
of Propertius at least, every reader needs to edit the text anew. Quot editores, tot Propertii is an
inevitable truism, at least if editors are doing their job with conscientious independence. But
it would be as true to say quot lectores, tot Propertii: just as the modern age celebrates diversity
and openness of interpretation, so we should celebrate diversity and openness in textual
choice’; the formulation quot editores, tot Propertii, quoted by most Propertian textual critics, is
originally from Phillimore (1901) praef.

2 Martindale (1997b) provides a succinct overview of Virgil's resonance in western culture;
Kennedy (1997) looks at T. S. Fliot’s conception of Virgil.
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how the Virgilian life was (and still is) something which was constructed and
contested by various readers, each of whom had a particular agenda or axe to grind;
secondly, it examines how later authors engage creatively with moments from the
Virgilian biography. In this sense my topic is not what the Virgilian life was, but
rather what the Virgilian life was made to be. The questions this thesis aims to explore
are not only concerned with what our sources tell us about the life of Virgil, but also
with how they say it and why. In the sense that this thesis explores stories told about
the life of Virgil rather than the life of Virgil itself, it might be said to have affinities
with the approach which Maria Wyke, in a recent exploration of the reception of

Julius Caesar in western culture, terms “metabiography”:

...this book constitutes a metabiography — that is, not an exploration of a life at

its time of living but of key resonances of that life in subsequent periods.

By examining key resonances of Virgil’s life in later periods, my aim is to elucidate
how the Virgilian biography was not something passively handed down from
generation to generation, but was rather something which was actively forged anew
and renegotiated by different readers. Examining the processes of this refashioning
sheds light not only on how subsequent readers thought about Virgil and his oeuvre,
but can also tell us much about these receivers of Virgil themselves; a point made by

Marjorie Garber in relation to Shakespearean studies:

The search for an author, like any other quest for parentage, reveals more about

the searcher than about the sought.*

How later authors fashion Virgil’s life often reveals much about how they
conceptualize their own lives and works. This last point will be a recurrent theme of

this thesis.

3 Wyke (2007) 19.
* Garber (1987) 27; quoted by Bennett (2005) 2.
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The Virgilian biography as a theme is ripe for re-investigation for a number of
reasons. Despite Barthes” (knowingly ironic) proclamation of the death of the author
in 1967, interest in authors alongside their texts is as lively today as it ever has been.’
Academic critics and philosophers continue to try to answer the theoretical question
memorably posed by Foucault: what is an author? In the introduction to that famous
essay, Foucault suggested some lines of enquiry which might be worth pursuing in

future studies:

Certainly it would be worth examining how the author became individualized
in a culture like ours, what status he has been given, at what moment studies of
authenticity and attribution began, in what kind of system of valorization the
author was involved, at what point we began to recount the lives of authors
rather than of heroes, and how this fundamental category of “the-man-and-his-

work-criticism” began.

In addition to these more theoretical investigations, the proliferation of mass-market
biographies of literary figures attests to the enduring interest in authors’ lives among
the general public.” Indeed it has become something of a cliché to remark (usually
disapprovingly) that nowadays people are more likely to pick up a biography of
Shakespeare (that most elusive of authors) than to read or watch one of his plays.?
The idea of the author and the biographies we construct for them are, then, still

central issues in literary and cultural studies.

A further reason why a reassessment of the Virgilian biography is timely is because
traditional approaches to this subject seem to have run their course. When looking at

ancient material on the Virgilian biography, classical scholars have tended to limit

5 The first appearance of Barthes’ essay “The Death of the Author’ is often erroneously dated
to 1968, instead of 1967; see Bennett (2005) 9-10; it is widely printed in numerous anthologies,
e.g. Barthes (1977): 142-48.

¢ Foucault (1979) 141 (the essay was first published in 1969).

7 On the author-question generally, see Burke (1992), (1995); Irwin (2002); Bennett (2005).

8 New biographies of the bard seem to appear every year; from recent years see the following:
Holden (1999), Ackroyd (2005), Bryson (2007), Weis (2007), Bate (2008), Shapiro (2010);
Schoenbaum (1970) is a fascinating exploration of Shakespeare’s myriad incarnations.
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themselves to the following question: what do we know about the life of Virgil?
While answers to this question have differed in radical ways, the question itself has
remained a constant, as a brief survey of some of the material in this area will show.
Older scholarship was readier to embrace the various biographical notices on Virgil
which have come down to us, and also to make use of Virgil’s own poetry as a mine
of biographical information.’ Thus Sellar confidently composes a full biographical
portrait of Virgil, charting his progress from the cradle to the grave.!® Frank, likewise,
finds copious material to answer his own question, ‘what do we know about
Virgil?’1! These are just two scholars plucked at random from a very large pool. More
recently a large dose of scepticism has been injected into studies of the vita Vergiliana
as the fictional nature of ancient poetic biographies has come to the forefront of
critical investigation.!? Several recent scholars have contended that the ancient
biographical notices on Virgil have minimal historical value. The minimalist
position’s most recent and most forceful advocates have been Naumann and
Horsfall, who argue that most of our biographical information on Virgil is of dubious
historical value: it is largely the result of an over-literal exegesis of his oeuvre."* For
scholars such as these, then, our knowledge of ‘Virgil the man’ is actually very
limited. Despite the radically different conclusions drawn by, for example, Sellar and
Horsfall, they are both, nonetheless, engaged in the same endeavour: to sift the

ancient testimonia on Virgil in order to reconstruct what they deem an historically

° The biographical tradition surrounding Virgil is the richest we have for any Latin poet; the
process of transmitting stories about him started early, if we believe the following words of
the 2nd century philosopher Favorinus (as quoted by Aulus Gellius): “Amici,” inquit [sc.
Favorinus], “familiaresque P. Vergilii, in his quae de ingenio moribusque eius memoriae
tradiderunt...(Noctes Atticae 17.10.2); on Virgil in Aulus Gellius, see Baldwin (1973); Holford-
Strevens (2003) has a useful index s.v. “Vergil’. Ziolkowski (1993) 30-56 offers an insightful
overview of the popular biographies of Virgil which appeared in the latter half of the
nineteenth-century and first half of the twentieth-century, illustrating how they mirror
various competing ideologies of the times (nationalism, conservatism, fascism, Christianity,
Nazism etc.).

10 Sellar (1877) 93-129; see also e.g. Nettleship’s account in Conington (1881) xvii-xxviii.

11 Frank (1930-1); see also Frank (1922); these works by Frank are noteworthy for their
dismissal of the ancient vitae as sources for Virgil’s life — Frank is much keener to tap the
resources of the Appendix Vergiliana and the Eclogues as biographical sources.

12 Fairweather (1974) did much to set this ball rolling; also Lefkowitz (1981).

13 Naumann (1981a); Horsfall (1995) 1-25.
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plausible biographical portrait. They are both after facts; the only difference being

that Sellar finds a bountiful larder, Horsfall a bare cupboard.

But this quest for facts — legitimate as it is as one method of investigation — need not
be our only approach to the Virgilian biography. Recent studies by Graziosi and
Knobl have demonstrated how we can take an alternative approach to biographical
material on ancient writers.!* We can examine how ancient biographical traditions
are revealing of how ancient readers thought about and responded to literature; and
how biographical traditions are things which are created and contested, not things
which are passively inherited. Concerning the Homeric biographical tradition,

Graziosi makes the following observations:

I maintain that ancient (and, indeed, modern) discussions of the figure of
Homer can be seen as testimonies to the significance and meaning of the
Homeric poems for specific audiences...Precisely because they are fictional,
early speculations about the author of the Homeric poems must ultimately
derive from an encounter between the poems and their ancient audiences. For
this reason they constitute evidence concerning the reception of the Homeric

poems at a time in which their reputation was still in the making.®

The Homeric biographical tradition is very different from the Virgilian, but
Graziosi's move away from a narrowly positivist approach to ancient biographical
images of Homer is one replicated in this thesis: there is more to say about ancient

biographies of Virgil than just whether they are true or false.

A re-investigation of the Virgilian biographical tradition is also needed in the light of

recent scholarship on reception studies and new ways of thinking about the classical

14 Graziosi (2002); Knobl (2008).
15 Graziosi (2002) 2-3.
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tradition.!® It is now often asserted that the reader plays a fundamental role in
creating meaning for a text: meaning is realized at the point of reception.!” The idea
that a text contains an originary, unchanging and transcendental meaning which it is
the reader’s task to unveil has been replaced by a model which foregrounds the ways
in which different readers impart different meanings to a text: meaning is not
something to be uncovered, but rather something which is constructed. It is
sometimes suggested that the concept of “classical reception” should replace the older

concept of the ‘classical tradition’:

The word “reception”...often replaces terms like “tradition”, “heritage”,
“influence” and so forth. Each of these key words carries within it its own
implied agenda and metaphorical entailments; each to some extent determines
in advance its different “findings”. The etymology of “tradition”, for example,
from the Latin tradere suggests a — usually benign — handing down of material
from the past to the present. “Reception”, by contrast, at least on the model of
the Constance school, operates with a different temporality, involving the active
participation of readers (including readers who are themselves creative artists)
in a two-way process, backward as well as forward, in which the present and

past are in dialogue with each other.!

Reception, according to Martindale, attributes greater agency to the receiver in the
interpretative process than does tradition; where reception might be termed an active
process, tradition is thought of as something more passive. But this jettisoning of
tradition in favour of reception is not actually necessary to preserve the reader’s

active role in the creation of meaning: all that is needed is a revised and more

16 On reception in the field of classics, see e.g. Martindale (1993) and (2007), Hardwick (2003);
also the various essays collected in Martindale & Thomas (2006) and Hardwick & Stray
(2008a).

17 Martindale (1993) 3.

18 Martindale (2007) 298, emphasis his; the Constance school mentioned by Martindale, refers
to Hans Robert Jauss and Wolfgang Iser — influential figures in the development of reception
theory; see e.g. Jauss (1982), Iser (1980).
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nuanced understanding of what we mean by tradition."” The older idea of the
‘classical tradition” as something passively inherited down through the generations
can be updated: traditions are things which are created or invented, not things
uncomplicatedly passed from one age to the next.?’ In this updated sense the classical

tradition and classical reception are really two sides of the same coin:

Sensitivity to the possibility of a more dialogic relation between ancient and
modern has also focused attention on the interface between tradition and
reception. If it is accepted that tradition is not something merely inherited but is
constantly made and remade, then reception and tradition may be seen as

related parts of an extended process.?!

All these traditions are of course also cases of reception, usually of whole
strings of reception. Tradition and reception tend to overlap, though the precise
relationship between the two terms, and their implications in any given area of

study, is not always easy to pin down.?

The fundamental point to cling onto is the idea that readers are involved in a
constructive and creative process in relation to their literary and cultural heritage.
Any conception of either ‘reception’ or ‘tradition” which fails to address the
dynamism and creative aspects of these terms necessarily misses out on a large and
interesting part of the story. Given these provisos, this thesis aims to do the
following: to investigate not how various readers passively inherited an idea of the
Virgilian biography, but rather how different readers actively constructed different

images of this biography in a creative process.

19 For examples of older approaches to the classical tradition, see Murray (1927), Highet
(1949).

20 On the invented nature of traditions in a different historical context (nineteenth / early
twentieth-century Europe), see Hobsbawm & Ranger (1983).

2 Hardwick & Stray (2008b) 5.

22 Buydelmann & Haubold (2008) 14.
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The Scope.

This thesis will concentrate on creative engagements with the Virgilian biography
from Virgil’s own time up until the turn of the first and second centuries AD.
Attention has been concentrated on this earlier material rather than on, for instance,
the copious Virgiliana from late antiquity for two main reason: first, this thesis will
demonstrate how the constructive spins put on the Virgilian life in these early years
were formative for many of the later conceptions of Virgil which appear in late
antiquity and the medieval period;® and second, some sort of limiting parameters
had to be found to make the project feasible. It is for these reasons that this thesis
focuses on the time-span which it does. But it needs to be stated at the start that few,
if any, studies of Virgilian reception can claim to be comprehensive. Even if narrow
temporal, thematic or generic boundaries are set, the field is usually too vast for all
furrows to be adequately ploughed.? This thesis makes no claims, therefore, to be
anything other than a partial approach to the idea of the Virgilian biography up until

around AD 100: much material that one might have included has necessarily been

2 Comparetti’s VMA is still the best study of Virgil in the middle ages, despite its flaws (see
next note).

24 See the criticisms levelled at Wilson-Okamura (2010) in Fratantuono (2011), who concludes:
‘One gets the odd sense that the book is militating against comprehensive coverage of the
reception of Virgil in Europe’s varied Renaissances, yet this is exactly what the book’s title [sc.
Virgil in the Renaissance] and introduction lead us to expect (and what the Virgilian
community has long needed)...by its close we are still left searching for a Comparetti for the
Renaissances.” While Fratantuono is right to point out that Wilson-Okamura falls far short of
the comprehensiveness to which he aspires, I remain sceptical as to whether his wish for a
truly comprehensive study of Virgil in the Renaissance is either possible or, indeed, desirable.
Furthermore, despite Comparetti’s claim that the object of his work is ‘to give a complete
history of the medieval conception of Vergil” (VMA xxxix), it is itself far from being
comprehensive or beyond criticism; Ziolkowski (1997) is a judicious appraisal of Comparetti’s
seminal work; see also the apposite remarks of Kallendorf (1989) 174: ‘Comparetti’s work is
marred by a surprising dislike of the Middle Ages and by an intense Italian nationalism...but
no student of Virgil’s Nachleben can afford to neglect the mass of material collected and
analyzed here.’
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omitted to prevent the thesis from swelling into an unmanageable behemoth. It
should also be noted that, despite the temporal limits which broadly define the
project, later sources are, on fairly frequent occasion, considered (principally
Donatus and Servius), especially when they provide instructive comparative
material: later formulations of the Virgilian life can often throw into sharper relief

aspects of earlier formulations, and vice versa — the process is dialogic and dynamic.

Before we proceed, a brief word is perhaps needed to justify why there is no chapter
specifically dedicated to what is our longest and most influential ancient vita of
Virgil, the so-called vita Suetoniana-Donatiana (henceforth VSD). The problem with
this vita is encapsulated in its rather cumbersome name: is it the work of Suetonius,
or of Donatus, or a combination of the two? The problem has generated vast swathes
of scholarship; it has indeed proved to be a quaestio annosa, Iuppiter, et laboriosa!? The
opinio communis is that the vita ultimately derives from Suetonius” entry in his de
poetis; the argument is over the extent to which the vita has suffered from
interpolation or otherwise. Naumann has argued strongly that the vita is virtually
unchanged from what Suetonius wrote; many others, such as Paratore, are willing to
admit a Suetonian kernel, but argue that much non-Suetonian material has found its
way into the vita in the process of its transmission.? If Naumann were correct, then
the VSD would surely merit its own chapter in this thesis, as it would fall within the
chronological parameters I have set.” Naumann’s zealous certainty is, however,
unfounded, and most scholars take the more cautious view that although the VSD

ultimately derives from the Suetonian vits, it is not identical with it: numerous

25 This is the summation of Brugnoli & Stok (1997) xiv; so also Baldwin (1983) 385: ‘And there
is the matter of authorship, that eternal Suetonius-Donatus business.’

26 From a sizable bibliography, see esp. Naumann (1938), (1974), (1981b); Paratore (1946) ch. 4,
(1977); Geer (1926); Baldwin (1983) 385-93; Stok (1991a).

77 Suetonius’ de poetis (which formed a part of the larger de viris illustribus) appeared some
time around the end of the first century and the start of the second, but it cannot be securely
dated; for the issue of dating, see Rostagni (1944) viii-xi, Kaster (1995) xxi, Stok (2006); for a
general analysis of the de viris illustribus, see Baldwin (1983) 379-466, Wallace-Hadrill (1983)
50-72.
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interpolations and re-mouldings have been made in the transmission process.?® The

comments of Baldwin are judicious:

It may still be the mark of a sober man to see the biography as Suetonian, rather
than by Suetonius. Donatus may well have compounded several critical and
biographical traditions into the work we possess today...In fine, there is no
way of deciding from whose pen the biography of Vergil emanates...In the

words of [Horace], adhuc sub iudice lis est.”®

Given the broad consensus that the VSD represents a “fourth-century re-elaboration
the grammarian Donatus made of the Life contained in Suetonius’ De Poetis’, it
therefore falls outside the chronological limits which define the main focus of this
thesis.® But although the VSD does not receive a chapter to itself, its presence will be

felt on frequent occasions throughout the thesis.

An overview of the chapters.

In the first chapter our focus will be on material concerning Virgil's early poetic
career. Concentrating on the Culex as a putative piece of Virgilian juvenilia -
specifically the responses of Lucan, Statius and Martial to this work — this chapter
will examine how the “Virgilian career’ is not a predetermined and fixed notion, but
rather something which is constructed and contested by self-interested readers.
Lucan, Statius and Martial all construe the Culex as an early work by Virgil, and thus
their construction of the Virgilian career is different from that promulgated by
Propertius and Ovid (among others); but each of these three poets uses the Culex in

different ways and for different purposes. Furthermore, in their use of the Culex as

% Brugnoli & Stok (1997) xv-xviii usefully sets out passages in the VSD which various scholars
have adjudged to be non-Suetonian; one can see how large the list is!

» Baldwin (1983) 390 and 393-94.

% The quotation is from Stok (1994) 16.

10
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emblematic of Virgil’s poetic debut, each of these poets reveals something about how
they want themselves to be perceived as post-Virgilian poets: the Virgilian career
becomes a useful tool with which (and against which) to construct one’s own poetic

identity.

The second chapter constitutes a continuation of some of the themes explored in
chapter one, only now our focus shifts from the start of Virgil’s career (the Culex) to
the end as we consider the resonance of Virgil’s tomb among some later writers and
the development of what we might label the cult of Virgil.*! This chapter begins by
briefly considering Virgil’s own play with sepulchral themes, before proceeding to
examine how the Virgilian tomb features in the biographies of Virgil's poetic heirs:
Lucan, Statius and Silius Italicus. The final resting place of Virgil becomes
powerfully symbolic in the construction of the (auto-)biographies of these later poets:
encounters with the Virgilian tomb reveal much about how successor poets are
conceptualized in relation to Virgil. Furthermore, these early encounters with the
Virgilian tomb play a fundamental role in forging the defining image of Virgil as a
kind of semi-divine poet worthy of an almost sacred veneration. But the construction
of this image is far from straightforward: pious veneration at the tomb of the master

is but one thread of a more complex tapestry.

The third chapter reconsiders biographical readings of the Eclogues. Reading the
Eclogues in a biographical manner was par for the course in antiquity; and its
popularity continued unabated until well into the twentieth-century. Nowadays,
however, the biographical approach is out of vogue, condemned as a blunt and
reductive interpretative approach.® I will argue that this need not be the case by
examining some examples of biographical exegesis of the Eclogues from antiquity.

The focus will not be on what biographical material ancient readers extrapolated

31 Cf. the comments of Ziolkowski (1997) vii: ‘Revered in tandem with his poem, Vergil was
not just the master of Latin poetic style but also the poet whose creation at once described and
enacted the founding of a nation and a dynasty. He was a culture hero, the cynosure of a cult
that sometimes bordered on a mania — Vergiliomania.’

32 This is true not just of the Eclogues, but of poetry more generally; see e.g. Cameron (1995) 3:
‘Biographical readings of ancient poetry have been generally discredited in recent times.’

11
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from the Eclogues: that ground has been amply covered already. Attention will rather
be focused on unpicking in some detail precisely how certain ancient readers read the
Eclogues biographically, why they might have pursued this type of interpretation, and
what they do with their biographical readings. We shall explore how the processes of
biographical interpretation are bound up with the personal agendas of different
readers: the three authors I consider all read the Eclogues biographically in different
ways and with different motivations. This investigation will highlight how ancient
biographical readings of the Eclogues reveal as much about the seeker (i.e. the reader

performing the biographical exegesis) as the sought (i.e. Virgil).

In the fourth chapter we will analyse Tacitus’ treatment of the Virgilian biography in
the Dialogus de Oratoribus, unpicking various strands of interpretation along the way,
especially those of a political nature. One important point to emerge will be the
importance of looking at treatments of the Virgilian biography in their literary
context: the image of Virgil which Tacitus paints in this work cannot be divorced or
easily excerpted from the wider context of the Dialogus in which it is embedded.
Another point of discussion will be the idealization of the Virgilian life and its status
as something exemplary: in what ways, to what extent and why does Tacitus idealize
Virgil’s life, if indeed this is actually what he is doing? The malleable nature of the
Virgilian life makes it a useful rhetorical tool. We will, finally, also consider in this
chapter how Tacitus” discourse on the Virgilian life can be seen to prefigure certain
trends in more recent scholarship: the nature of Virgil's relationship with Augustus
was something which intrigued Tacitus as much as it does scholars of the modern

age.
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Chapter 1.

Virgilian careers: the problem of the Culex.

Introduction.

It is often stated that the Virgilian poetic career has an exemplary status in the
western literary tradition; that it functions as a paradigm for later writers who plot
their own literary careers according to the definitive template set out by Virgil.
Lipking, for instance, in his study of poetic careers comments that it was Virgil ‘who
supplied the pattern of a career to so many later poets’;* likewise, Farrell begins an
essay on the classical vita tradition with the assertion that for ‘later ages, Virgil's
gradual ascent from humbler to grander genres was generally regarded as defining
the ideal poetic career’.** Given these widely held assumptions about the centrality of
the Virgilian career in western literature, it is unsurprising that in a recent volume of
essays on classical literary careers and their reception edited by Philip Hardie and

Helen Moore, the figure of Virgil exerts a pervasive influence.’

The Roman literary career finds its fullest and most influential manifestation in
the three major works of Virgil: the Eclogues, Georgics and Aeneid...Partly
because of its seeming inevitability, and partly because its products
immediately established themselves as the central classics of Latin literature,
the Virgilian career has become an enduring temptation, challenge or reproach

to later poets.*

3 Lipking (1981) xi.

3 Farrell (2002) 24; Farrell also suggests that ‘Virgil not only provides our chief paradigm of
the ideal poetic career, he is in fact the first poet of classical antiquity who claimed or was
acknowledged to have had a career in the usual sense of the word’ (24).

% Hardie & Moore (2010a).

% Hardie & Moore (2010b) 4-5.
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The volume under consideration thus includes penetrating analyses of how later
writers such as Ovid, Dante, Petrarch and Milton construct their own poetic careers
and autobiographies against the Virgilian template.?” But this immediately raises a
question: what is this Virgilian career through and against which later poets define
themselves? And what about its ‘seeming inevitability’? In the Hardie and Moore
volume the dominant model of the Virgilian career is the tripartite body of work
comprising the Eclogues, Georgics and Aeneid. It is the image of Virgil ascending
through three genres: lowly pastoral gives way to agricultural didactic which, in
turn, gives way to lofty epic.’® The tripartite structure finds its most famous
expression in the medieval rota Virgilii — a ‘memory diagram” which schematizes the
corresponding subject matter and style appropriate to each of the three Virgilian
genres.® But in a suggestive footnote to the passage quoted above, Hardie and
Moore acknowledge that this tripartite schematization is not the only model for the

Virgilian career available to us:

Very little, if any, of the Appendix Vergiliana, a body of works attributed to the
young Virgil, is considered these days to be authentic; the situation was
different from antiquity through to the early modern period, so yielding a more

complex picture of the development of Virgil's career.*

37 On Ovid, Hardie & Barchiesi (2010); on Dante and Petrarch, Laird (2010); on Milton,
Kilgour (2010).

% For analyses of Virgil's tripartite career, see e.g. Theodorakopoulos (1997), Putnam (2010).
% ‘This memory diagram lists corresponding features of three modes: heroic, georgic, and
pastoral. But it does so in such a way as to claim a comprehensive inclusion, or at least
ordonnance, of the whole of literature — not to say its social and natural matrix. As has often
been pointed out, the rota develops the Ciceronian system of three style heights, which
indeed it refers to’, Fowler (1981) 241; see also Houghton (2008) 99.

4 Hardie & Moore (2010b) 4 n.9; cf. Martindale (1997b) 12 on the scope of the Cambridge
Companion to Virgil: ‘Partly for reasons of space “Virgil” here means the author of the three
canonical “authentic” works accepted as such by modern scholarship, though the poems
collected by J. C. Scaliger in 1572 as the Appendix Vergiliana and particularly the Culex (which
Lucan, for example, apparently thought genuine and which Spenser in his Virgilian progress
Englished as “Virgil’s Gnat”) have their significance from the perspective of reception and for
the construction of “Virgil”.”
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It is this “more complex picture” of Virgil’s poetic development involving the
Appendix Vergiliana — a topic which is not covered in the Hardie and Moore volume —
as well as the ‘seeming inevitability” of the Virgilian career which is my focus. In this
chapter I will, therefore, examine the use of the Culex in the biographical tradition
surrounding Virgil and other ancient poets. My focus is especially on how later poets
use the Culex as the archetypal piece of Virgilian juvenilia to broach issues
surrounding Virgil’s development as a poet; and also how they use the Culex as a
tool with which to think about poetic biographies and careers — their own as well as

those of others.

The use made of the Culex by these later poets reveals a fascination with the start of
the Virgilian career: how Rome’s greatest poet begins, and how his early work relates
to his epic climax are questions upon which these successor poets find it insightful to
ponder. But the interest in the early stages of Virgil’s career is not something unique
to Neronian and Flavian Rome (the areas we shall be concentrating on); already in
the Augustan period poets were intrigued by the seeming chasm between Virgil’s
start and his end. The key difference, however, is that for the Augustan poets the
start of Virgil’s career is represented by the Eclogues, not the Culex. Before we reach
the Culex, then, it will be useful to examine what Propertius and Ovid do with the
initial stages of the Virgilian career. These two poets both work with the idea of the
Eclogues as Virgil’s poetic debut; and in this configuration they can be seen to be
adopting, and aiding in the construction of, the tripartite career pattern authorized
by Virgil himself in his oeuvre. However, their presentation of the Virgilian career,
especially how the beginning relates to the end, is far from straightforward: both of
these poets have vested interests in this process and their creative games in this area

lay the foundations for later re-imaginings of the Virgilian career involving the Culex.

Throughout this chapter it will become apparent how the conception of a Virgilian
career is not something inevitable, but is rather something which is constructed and
contested by different readers in different ways and for different reasons: it is not

some sort of monolithic and unchanging entity passively handed down from one
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literary generation to the next. Indeed, it might be wiser to talk of Virgilian careers

rather than of the Virgilian career.

1. A Virgilian career: in the beginning were the Eclogues.

Later in this chapter we shall consider how the intrusion of the Culex into the
Virgilian career complicates responses to Virgil’s development as a poet. But that is
not to suggest that articulations of the start of the Virgilian career which do not
include the Culex are in any way simplistic or lacking in creativity. In the first part of
this chapter we shall, then, examine how even those accounts of the beginning of the
Virgilian career which accept the ‘authorized” version — by which I simply mean the
version apparently promulgated by Virgil himself — do not simply parrot this

received material, but rather engage with it in interesting and creative ways.

Before we see how other sources portray the start of the Virgilian career, we must
look at what Virgil himself tells us in this regard. In the sphragis to the Georgics — the
only point in his oeuvre where Virgil names himself - Virgil proclaims his authorship

of that work and also of the Eclogues:

Haec super arvorum cultu pecorumque canebam

et super arboribus, Caesar dum magnus ad altum 560
fulminat Euphraten bello victorque volentis

per populos dat iura viamque adfectat Olympo.

Illo Vergilium me tempore dulcis alebat

Parthenope, studiis florentem ignobilis oti,

carmina qui lusi pastorum audaxque iuventa, 565

Tityre, te patulae cecini sub tegmine fagi.

(G.4.559-66)
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‘I sang these things concerning the cultivation of fields, of cattle and of trees
while great Caesar thundered in war by the deep Euphrates and, victorious,
dispensed justice among willing peoples and made a path to Olympus. At that
time sweet Parthenope was nurturing me, Virgil, as I flourished in the pursuit
of ignoble leisure; I who sported with the songs of shepherds and, bold in my
youth, sang of you, Tityrus, underneath your covering of a spreading beech

tree.

The Eclogues — whose opening line is quoted nearly verbatim — are here authorized as
Virgil’s youthful poetic production: they — and they alone — are validated as the work

of his iuventa 4!

Virgil’s construction of the start of his poetic career is, unsurprisingly, often repeated
in other sources; sources which place the Eclogues at the beginning of a tripartite
body of works. The tersest articulation of this tripartite career beginning with the

Eclogues is perhaps the Virgilian epitaph:*

Mantua me genuit, Calabri rapuere, tenet nunc

Parthenope. cecini pascua rura duces.

(VSD 36)

‘Mantua produces me, the Calabrians snatched me away, Parthenope now

holds me. I sang of pastures, fields, leaders.’

4 Ec. 1.1: Tityre, tu patulae recubans sub tegmine fagi. It is common ancient practice to refer to
works by quoting their incipits; see e.g. Ovid, Amores 1.15.25: Tityrus et segetes Aeneiaque arma
legentur — here the opening words of Virgil’s three canonical works replace the names of the
said poems (for the reading segetes here, see n. 47 below); Tristia 2.261: sumpserit Aeneadum
genetrix ubi prima, quoting the opening of Lucretius’ de rerum natura (Ingleheart (2010) ad loc.
has a useful note); see also Martial 8.55.19: protinus Italiam concepit et arma virumque, with
Schoffel (2002) ad loc. On the sphragis to the Georgics, see Morgan (1999) 213-18.

# On the Virgilian epitaph, see Pease (1940), who provides copious evidence for the influence
of this epitaph on other epitaph-writers; also Frings (1998).
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Here we encounter the familiar three-part conceptualization of the Virgilian career:
the Eclogues (pascua), the Georgics (rura) and the Aeneid (duces) are presented as the
definitive Virgilian canon. The works are, furthermore, presented in chronological
order of composition, mirroring the chronologically arranged staging posts of

Virgil’s life (birthplace — place of death — place of burial).

For a more creative spin on Virgil's beginnings as a poet, we can turn to Propertius,

who offers us an early encapsulation of the canonical Virgilian career in toto:

me iuvat hesternis positum languere corollis,
quem tetigit iactu certus ad ossa deus; 60
Actia Vergilio est custodis litora Phoebi
Caesaris et fortes dicere posse rates,
qui nunc Aeneae Troiani suscitat arma
iactaque Lavinis moenia litoribus.
cedite, Romani scriptores; cedite, Grai: 65
nescioquid maius nascitur Iliade.
tu canis umbrosi subter pineta Galaesi
Thyrsin et attritis Daphnin harundinibus,
utque decem possint corrumpere mala puellas
missus et impressis haedus ab uberibus. 70
felix, qui vilis pomis mercaris amores!
huic licet ingratae Tityrus ipse canat.
felix intactum Corydon qui temptat Alexin
agricolae domini carpere delicias!
quamvis ille sua lassus requiescat avena, 75
laudatur facilis inter Hamadryadas.
tu canis Ascraei veteris praecepta poetae,
quo seges in campo, quo viret uva iuvo;

tale facis carmen docta testudine quale
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Cynthius impositis temperat articulis. 80

(2.34.59-80)

‘I like to languish amidst yesterday’s garlands — I whom the accurate god has
struck to the bone. It is for Virgil to be able to tell of the Actian shores of the
guardian Apollo and the brave ships of Caesar — Virgil who is now rousing the
arms of Trojan Aeneas and the walls thrown up on Lavinian shores. Make way,
Roman writers, make way Greek writers: something greater than the Iliad is
being born. You sing of Thyrsis and Daphnis with worn-out pipes underneath
the pine-groves of shady Galaesus, and of how ten apples and a kid sent fresh
from the teat can seduce girls. Happy you, who buy your love cheaply with
apples! Tityrus himself may sing to this girl, although she is ungrateful. Happy
is Corydon who tries to woo the untouched Alexis — the toy-boy of his master
the farmer. Although tired out he takes a rest from his piping, he is praised by
the compliant Hamadryads. You sing the precepts of the old poet of Ascra: in
which field the corn flourishes, on what ridge the vine flourishes. You make a
song on your leaned lyre such as Apollo does when he has put his fingers to the

task.”

Propertius here works with the tripartite conception authorized by Virgil himself: he
lists the Aeneid (2.34.61-66), the Eclogues (2.34.67-76) and the Georgics (2.34.77-80) as
the constituent parts of Virgil’s poetic career. But the precise way in which he
articulates this tripartite model reveals how it is a model which can be engaged with

in a creative manner.® For instance, Propertius’ presentation of the three Virgilian

4 The same sort of play with the tripartite Virgilian career can be found in Propertius 2.10,
albeit here the point is made much more implicitly than in 2.34. In this elegy Propertius hints
at Virgil’s career as a tripartite ascent by means of various recherché allusions to Eclogues 6.
64-73. Propertius flirts with the possibility of writing an imperial epic (1-20) before backing
down (21-6). He claims that he is unable to undertake such a huge task because he is still on
the bottom rung of the poetic ladder and has yet to make the necessary ascent. As many
readers have noted, Propertius is here playing with the idea of the Virgilian career: the ascent
from amatory verse (sed modo Permessi flumine lavit Amor, 26) to epic (bella canam, 8) via
didactic (Ascraeos...fontes, 25) is the Virgilian foil which throws Propertius’ self-definition into
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works disrupts the canonical order of the career and upsets the individual weighting
of its constituent parts: Propertius disrupts the received ordering by dealing with the
Aeneid first, then the Eclogues, and finally the Georgics; and he upsets the weighting of
the constituent parts by giving the Eclogues — Virgil's ‘lowest’ work in a generic sense
—far greater attention and emphasis than his ‘highest’ work, the Aeneid. One effect of
the disruption of the inherited order is to juxtapose the epic Aeneid with the amatory
Eclogues: the bombastic couplet announcing the Aeneid as a work to supersede the
Iliad flows immediately into a long section on Virgil’s lighter amatory work. This
stark juxtaposition of two very different types of poetic production might be seen to
raise a number of issues pertaining to Propertius” conception of Virgil and of himself.
For instance, the juxtaposition of the Aeneid with the Eclogues might be seen to
undercut the political gravitas of the projected Augustan epic: emphasising Virgil's
status as a love poet immediately after introducing his epic pretensions might be
seen as calling those pretensions into question — how can an erotic poet write
fittingly of Caesar’s wars? And does the image of Virgil as a love poet infect the
image of him as a poet of political epic? Barchiesi suggests that the effect of these
lines is “to detach from the project of the Aeneid Virgil’s youthful poetry, viewed in
terms of an eroticism related to elegy’; but it seems more plausible that rather than
separating the Virgil of the Aeneid from the Virgil of the Eclogues, the juxtaposition

created by Propertius actually serves to blur the dividing line between the two.4

Another perspective on Propertius’” presentation of the Virgilian career in 2.34 is
possible if, following Ribbeck, we transpose lines 77-80 to come after line 66. If we

accept this transposition, the text runs as follows:

sharper relief. Propertius is (happily) stuck on the bottom rung of the poetic ladder (i.e.
amatory poetry), unwilling to follow Virgil up to the epic level. For Propertius the Virgilian
career is conceptualized, in this instance, as an ascent through the genres in three movements:
Virgil began with the Eclogues and ends with the Aeneid, with the Georgics coming in between.
Once again we can note how Propertius’ engagement with the Virgilian career is far from
sterile or monolithic: he uses the Virgilian model as a prism through which to filter his own
poetic self-fashioning. See Camps (1967) ad loc. and Fedeli (2005) ad loc. for the Virgilian
intertextuality at play here, especially in lines 25-6; Stahl (1985) 160-1 for Propertius’
engagement with the Virgilian poetic career; also Bowditch (2003).

# Barchiesi (2001) 94.
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Actia Vergilio est custodis litora Phoebi
Caesaris et fortes dicere posse rates,
qui nunc Aeneae Troiani suscitat arma
iactaque Lavinis moenia litoribus.
cedite, Romani scriptores; cedite, Grai: 65

nescioquid maius nascitur Iliade.

tu canis Ascraei veteris praecepta poetae, 77
quo seges in campo, quo viret uva iuvo; 78
tale facis carmen docta testudine quale 79
Cynthius impositis temperat articulis. 80
tu canis umbrosi subter pineta Galaesi 67

Thyrsin et attritis Daphnin harundinibus,
utque decem possint corrumpere mala puellas
missus et impressis haedus ab uberibus. 70
felix, qui vilis pomis mercaris amores!
huic licet ingratae Tityrus ipse canat.
felix intactum Corydon qui temptat Alexin
agricolae domini carpere delicias!
quamvis ille sua lassus requiescat avena, 75

laudatur facilis inter Hamadryadas.

The Virgilian career is now presented in the following order: first the Aeneid (61-66),
then the Georgics (77-80), and finally the Eclogues 67-76).% In this case we see that
Propertius presents the Virgilian career in reverse order: the Aeneid comes first,
followed by the Georgics, before we climax with the Eclogues. And we can, of course,
read meaning into this reversal: Propertius, the champion of erotic verse, privileges
the erotic segment of the Virgilian oeuvre by placing it in the emphatic position at

the end of a tricolon; and he dedicates far more lines to the amatory component of

4 The transposition is widely accepted, and is found, for example, in the OCT of Heyworth
(2007a) and the Loeb edition of Goold (1990). See Heyworth (2007b) for a justification of the
transposition. For a contrary view, see Fedeli (2005) ad loc., who rejects the transposition;
Camps (1967) also maintains the order of the manuscripts, although he notes that Ribbeck’s
transposition is certainly possible.
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Virgil’s career than to the others. Here, then, we can see an illustration of how
authors can engage creatively with the Virgilian career: Virgil had fashioned his
career as one of ascent to an epic pinnacle, but here Propertius runs the process in
reverse and makes Virgil descend from epic to erotic poetry (a descent which is, in
Propertius’ eyes, more akin to an ascent — elegy is the pinnacle in the Propertian
scheme of things). Propertius casts Virgil's poetic debut — the Eclogues — as the

premature climax of his poetic career.

Let us now turn to Ovid, a poet who ‘played an important part in objectifying
Virgil’s career and in making it a point of comparison for later poets’;* and a poet
who, like Propertius, is fascinated by Virgil’s poetic debut. Ovid’s most explicit
engagement with the Virgilian career clearly conforms to the tripartite patterning,

beginning with the Eclogues, which we have so far been looking at:

Tityrus et segetes Aeneiaque arma legentur

Roma triumphati dum caput orbis erit.

(1.15.25-6)

‘Tityrus and crops and the arms of Aeneas shall be read as long as Rome is the

head of a conquered world.’

The reference to the three canonical works is clear, and Ovid, unlike Propertius in
2.34, presents them in the correct chronological order: the Eclogues come first, are

followed by the Georgics, and the Aeneid completes the picture.#”

4 Farrell (2004) 53; see also Tarrant (2002) 23-27, Barchiesi & Hardie (2010) 59-65.

4 Tityrus = Eclogues; segetes = Georgics; Aeneiaque arma = Aeneid. In line 25 the better attested
manuscript reading is fruges for segetes; it ultimately makes little difference to how we
understand the line: fruges would also clearly allude to the Georgics. I prefer reading segetes
because then we have a clear allusion to the opening lines of the three Virgilian works: Ecl.
1.1: Tityre, tu ...; G. 1.1: Quid faciat laetas segetes...; Aen. 1.1: arma virumgque...; see Goold (1965)
29-30 for segetes as the preferable reading; McKeown (1989) ad loc. usefully surveys the
problem.
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A more implicit engagement with the Virgilian career comes in Amores 1.1. Farrell
has recently analysed this poem, showing how Ovid artfully engages with the notion
of a Virgilian career.*® In this poem — which is explicitly the beginning of the Ovidian
poetic career — Ovid amusingly alludes to the culmination of the Virgilian career, the
Aeneid, by beginning with the word arma.* While the Aeneid connection is often
commented upon, Farrell reminds us of the other major intertext for this Ovidian
debut: Eclogues 6. Cupid turning Ovid’s poetic endeavours from epic to elegy replays
the scenario in Eclogues 6, where Apollo does the same for Tityrus (a thinly disguised
Virgil).>® Farrell concludes: ‘the Amores begin by asserting a contrast between Ovid at
the beginning of his career, and Virgil at the end of his, but also a similarity between
both poets when they were just starting out’.>! In other words, Amores 1.1 engages
with both the beginning and the end of the Virgilian career by its playful allusions to

Eclogues 6 and the Aeneid.

Our final piece of evidence from Ovid is the following passage from Tristia 2:

et tamen ille tuae felix Aeneidos auctor
contulit in Tyrios arma uirumque toros,

nec legitur pars ulla magis de corpore toto, 535
quam non legitimo foedere iunctus amor.

Phyllidis hic idem teneraeque Amaryllidis ignes
bucolicis iuuenis luserat ante modis.

nos quoque iam pridem scripto peccavimus isto:

supplicium patitur non nova culpa novum. 540

4 Farrell (2004) 42-43; this article generally is interesting on Ovid’s playful / mournful
ruminations on the relationship of his own poetic career to the Virgilian model.

4 McKeown (1989) ad loc.: ‘[Ovid] is...alluding specifically to the Aeneid.” Finding the ‘true’
beginning of Ovid’s poetic career is complicated by Ovid’s claim that the three book edition
of the Amores represents a pared-down second edition (the first edition, he tells us in the
opening epigram, comprised five books); on this thorny issue, see McKeown (1987) 75-78.

5% Ovid's “correction” of Virgil’s Callimachean reworking at the start of Eclogues 6 is well noted
by Farrell (2004) 43: ‘It is in the middle of his Eclogue book that Virgil alludes to the beginning
of Callimachus” poem: Ovid then “restores” the passage to its “proper” place at the beginning
of his own Amores’; on the opening lines of Eclogues 6, see also Farrell (1991a) 291-300.

51 Farrell (2004) 43
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(Tristia 2.533-40)

‘However, that blessed author of your Aeneid also brought his arms and the
man to Tyrian couches, nor is any portion from the whole work more read than
the love joined by an illegitimate pact. This same man, when young, had toyed
with the passions of Phyllis and tender Amaryllis in bucolic strains. I also, long
ago, sinned in this type of writing: a sin which is not novel is suffering a novel

punishment.’

The play with the Virgilian career in these lines is typically Ovidian in its latent wit
and ironic subtext.”> On the surface we have a simple reference to the bookends of
the Virgilian career: in lines 533-36 we have a reference to the Aeneid; and in lines
537-38 Ovid again makes the point that Virgil's early work — the poetry of his iuventa
— was the Eclogues (bucolicis...modis). Critics have, understandably, concentrated their
attention on the poetic works explicitly alluded to in these lines, explicating multiple
ironies. For instance, it is often observed how Ovid reduces the Aeneid to an erotic
episode, and how the assimilation of his own Ars Amatoria (clearly alluded to in lines
539-40) to the Eclogues is disingenuous: the Ars is a didactic work, the Eclogues are
not.®® Ovid here is trying to denude his Ars of its didactic dimension by assimilating
it to a patently un-didactic work of erotic poetry, namely the Eclogues. On the other
hand, however, Ovid can cheekily be seen to be imputing a didactic thrust to the
Eclogues: by suggesting that the Ars Amatoria is like the Eclogues, Ovid suggests that

this early work of Virgil might also function as a manual for lovers.>

52 See Barchiesi (2001) 93-94; Gibson (1999) 35-36; Thomas (2001) 74-78.

5 Ingleheart (2010) ad loc.

% Elsewhere in Tristia 2 Ovid explicitly portrays various love poets as didactic: Anacreon and
Sappho (363-366), Tibullus (447-64), Propertius (465); on which, see Gibson (1999) 28 and 32-
34:’...by misrepresenting [Tibullus” and Propertius’] compositions as being more didactic
than they really are, [Ovid] is able to argue that such writings did not result in their
punishment’ (34); see also Ingleheart (2010) 295, who provides references for ‘the general
belief in antiquity that poetry offered lessons.’
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For a final instantiation of the tripartite model which begins with the Eclogues we
might broaden our horizons and consider the following passage from Donatus’
preface to his commentary on the Eclogues; Donatus has been discussing the various

explanations given for the origins of pastoral poetry:

quae cum omnia dicantur, illud erit probabilissimum, bucolicum carmen
originem ducere a priscis temporibus, quibus vita pastoralis exercita <est>, et
ideo aurei saeculi speciem in huiusmodi personarum simplicitate cognosci, et
merito Vergilium processurum ad alia carmina non aliunde coepisse nisi ab ea
vita, quae prima in teriis fuit. nam postea rura culta et ad postremum pro cultis
et feracibus terris bella suscepta, quod videtur Vergilius in ipso ordine operum
suorum voluisse monstrare, cum pastores primo, deinde agricolas canit, et ad

ultimum bellatores.

(Donatus, Praef. in Ecl.)*

‘Although all of these explanations are suggested, this one will be the most
likely: bucolic song originated in ancient times when a pastoral way of life was
lived, and for this reason the appearance of the golden age is discerned in the
simplicity of the characters of this sort. And it is fitting that Virgil, who was
about to progress to others songs, did not begin from anywhere else than from
that type of life which was first lived on earth. For afterwards fields were tilled
and lastly wars were embarked upon on account of the tilled and fertile fields —
Virgil seems to have wanted to show this in the very order of his works, since

he first sings of shepherds, then of farmers, and finally of warriors.’

Once again we witness the three-fold patterning, as Donatus draws a connection
between Virgil’s tripartite oeuvre and a tripartite conception of the development of
human civilization itself. In this passage the status of the Eclogues as Virgil’s first

work is given a kind of philosophical or cosmological underpinning: the primacy of

5 VVA 45.10-46.9.
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the Eclogues in Virgil’s canon mirrors the primacy of the pastoral way of life in the
progress of the universe and man’s part in that universe.> But despite this
evolutionary explanation for why the Eclogues come first, there is still some room for
Donatus to complicate matters a little; for while the Eclogues as a whole are Virgil’s

tirst work, which poem within the collection stands first is a matter for debate:

Quod ad ordinem spectat, illud scire debemus, in prima tantum et in ultima

ecloga poetam voluisse ordinem reservare, quando in altera principium

constituerit, ut in Georgicis ait:

Tityre, te patulae cecini sub tegmini fagi,

in altera ostenderit finem, quippe cum dicat:

Extremum hunc, Arethusa, mihi concede laborem.

verum inter ipsas eclogas naturalem consertumque ordinem nullum esse

certissimum est. sed sunt qui dicant, initium Bucolici carminis non ‘Tityre’ esse,

sed:

Prima Syracusio dignata est ludere versu.

(VSD 69)

% Donatus’ emphasis in this passage on the primacy of the Eclogues would appear to
contradict what he says in his vita (VSD 17-18) concerning Virgil’s poetic development. For in
the vita he accepts the works we nowadays label the Appendix Vergiliana as genuine (with the
exception of the Aetna, where there is cause for scepticism), and he presents them as works
produced prior to the Eclogues. Three possible responses to this problem present themselves:
one, Donatus might simply be contradicting himself and displaying inconsistency — he would
not be the first scholar to do this; two, he might be thinking of the Eclogues as Virgil’s first
‘official’ or published work — the juvenilia are merely inconsequential preludes to the ‘proper’
start which are the Eclogues; three, we might attribute the inconsistency to the nature of
ancient exegetical works, which often comprise an agglomeration of material drawn from
different sources by several hands.
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‘Concerning the order, we should know that the poet wished to maintain an

order only in the first Eclogue and the last, since in one he established the

beginning — as he says in the Georgics:

I sang of you, Tityrus, underneath your covering of a spreading beech tree.

and in the other he indicates the end when he says:

Concede to me, Arethusa, this final labour.

But among the remaining Eclogues it is most certain that there is no natural,

connected order. But there are those who say that the beginning of this bucolic

song is not ‘Tityrus’, but:

[My Thalea] first deigned to play with Syracusan verse’.

Donatus suggests that while Eclogues 1 is usually identified as the first poem in the
collection, there are those who would start with Eclogues 6. The same point is also
found in Servius, who comments: de eclogis multi dubitant, quae licet decem sint,
incertum tamen est, quo ordine scriptae sint. Servius then goes on to make the same
point as Donatus concerning the debate over the primacy of Eclogues 1 or Eclogues 6.
For some ancient (and indeed many modern) exegetes, then, simply placing the
Eclogues as a group at the start of the Virgilian career is insufficient as an attempt to
fix the beginning of Virgil's poetic progress; greater precision is deemed necessary,

and this means trying to create a sequential order for the individual poems.

% Praef. in Buc. Thilo-Hagen p. 3.
% Coleman (1977) 14-21 for a more modern discussion of the chronology and arrangement of
the Eclogues.
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2. An alternative Virgilian career.

I have been emphasising the fact that for Propertius, Ovid and the other sources we
have been considering the Eclogues come first in Virgil's poetic career for a reason: it
is actually a rather odd thing to do. Not odd for many modern readers, who have
become used to the canonical trinity of Virgilian works, but odd if we view things
from an ancient perspective.” To many ancient readers the Virgilian career appeared
rather differently. Before Virgil even started upon the Eclogues he had, it was
thought, already worked-up a sizable corpus of juvenilia. Here is the relevant section

of the VSD:

Poeticam puer adhuc auspicatus in Ballistam ludi magistrum ob infamiam

latriciniorum coopertum lapidibus distichon fecit;

Monte sub hoc lapidum tegitur Ballista sepultus.

nocte die tutum carpe, viator, iter.

deinde Catale<p>ton et Priapea et Epigrammata et Diras, item Cirim et
Culicem, cum esset annorum X<X>VI. cuius materia talis est: pastor fatigatus
aestu, cum sub arbore condormisset et serpens ad eum proreperet e palude,
Culex provolavit atque inter duo tempora aculeum fixit pastori. at ille continuo
Culicem contrivit et serpentem interemit ac sepulcrum culici statuit et distichon

fecit:

Parve Culex, pecudum custos, tibi tale merenti

funeris officium vitae pro munere reddit.

% Odd also for medieval readers and Renaissance readers, as Burrow (1997) 79 suggests: ‘A
medieval Companion to Virgil would not have presented him as the author of a tightly limited
canon... It might well have included discussion of the Appendix Vergiliana...’; for the Appendix
Vergiliana in the Renaissance, see Burrow (2008).
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scripsit etiam, de qua ambigitur, Aetnam. mox, cum res Romanas inchoasset,

offensus materia ad Bucolica transiit. ..

(VSD 17-19)

“While still a boy he made his start in poetry by writing a distich on Ballista, the

school teacher who was buried beneath rocks for the disgrace of robbery:

Under this mountain of stones Ballista lies buried.

Have a safe journey by night and day, traveller.

Then he wrote the Catalepton, the Priapea, the epigrams, and the Dirae, and
likewise the Ciris and the Culex when he was twenty six years old. The story of
the Culex is as follows. A shepherd was tired out by the heat and had fallen
asleep under a tree. When a snake began to slither towards him from the
swamp a gnat flew out and stung the shepherd between the temples. At once
the shepherd squished the gnat and killed the snake; and he built a tomb for the

gnat and composed this distich:

Little gnat, the guardian of the flock offers to you who are so deserving this rite

of death in exchange for the gift of life.

He also wrote the Aetna — although this is debated. Soon, after he had made a

start on Roman subjects, put off by the material he changed to the Bucolics.”

Some doubt is expressed concerning the authenticity of the Aetna, but otherwise

these early poems — what we nowadays label the Appendix Vergiliana — are accepted

by the VSD as authentic early compositions.®* For some ancient readers, then, and

60 Cf. the similar material in the Servian Vita: primum ab hoc distichon factum est in Ballistam
latronem: ‘Monte sub hoc...” Scripsit etiam septem sive octo libros hos: Cirin Aetnam Culicem
Priagpeia Catalepton Epigrammata Copam Diras (VVA 150-51).
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also for modern readers who accept the VSD’s evidence, Virgil's first composition

turns out not to be the Eclogues, but rather the distich on Ballista.

But although the Ballista epigram comes first in strictly chronological terms, the most
important early work, according to the emphasis of the VSD, would appear to be the
Culex. It is this poem which receives by far the fullest treatment from the biographer:
it receives a full summary and its final two lines are quoted verbatim. Its elevated
status among Virgil’s juvenilia would appear to be corroborated by other literary
evidence: Martial, Statius and the Suetonian Vita Lucani all mention the Culex as an
early Virgilian poem, but do not mention any other work from the catalogue
provided by the VSD.®! For Martial, Statius and Lucan, the Culex stands first in a
chronological catalogue of Virgil's poetry — whether or not they thought it was the
very first thing he wrote is a moot point, but what is clear is that they considered it
his first poem worth mentioning — the first step proper on his poetic ascent as they
conceived it. In this respect they clearly diverge from the image projected by the
sources surveyed in part 1 (above) — sources in which the Eclogues started the ball

rolling.®2

The recognition by Neronian and Flavian poets of the Culex as Virgil's debut piece
requires more investigation than it has hitherto received. While much work has been
devoted to the Culex, this has predominantly been concerned with the question of
authenticity: is this poem really the work of Virgil, or is it a post-Virgilian forgery?¢

In these debates the references to the Culex made by Lucan, Martial and Statius have,

61 Martial 8.55.20 and 14.185; Statius, Silvae preface to Book 1 and 2.7.74; Vita Lucani 332.6
(references to the Vita Lucani are to the page and line number in Hosius (1905)); Janka (2005)
30-35 surveys how the ancient sources present the Culex as a prolusio — a prelude to Virgil's
greater works.

62 See also Pliny Ep. 5.3.6 for a reference to Virgil’s light-hearted early poetry (lusus) — whether
Pliny is here thinking of the Eclogues or rather of something from the Appendix is impossible
to determine; Sherwin White (1966) ad loc.

6 Bibliography for the debate concerning the authenticity or otherwise of the Culex is vast.
For a survey, see Richmond (1981) 1125-1130; for arguments against authenticity, see e.g.
Fraenkel (1952); Ross (1975); Most (1987), who supplies exhaustive references on the topic;
arguments for Virgilian authorship can be found in e.g. Jackson (1911); Barrett (1970); Berg
(1974) 94-102.
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naturally, been discussed, but only in a restricted sense. Critics either use the
testimony of these later poets to bolster claims for Virgilian authenticity, or else they
introduce this testimony only to dismiss it as unreliable and inaccurate. So although
scholars have shown interest in the fact that these imperial poets thought the Culex
genuine, they have not been interested in analysing how these later poets actually use
the Culex as a useful tool with which to construct various aspects of poetic
biographies — their own and that of Virgil. And they have not been interested in how
these later poets riff on the idea of the Culex as the beginning of Virgil's stellar career,
and how this opens up new avenues from those explored by Ovid and Propertius —
poets for whom the Eclogues signalled the beginning. In the following paragraphs I
want to explore some of these areas, suggesting a new approach to the Culex which
moves us away from the intractable conundrum of authenticity. Above all I want to
suggest that in these poets” acceptance of the Culex we can discern an original spin on

the Virgilian career and creative emulation of the Virgilian model.

3. Lucan and the Culex.

In recent years we have seen a reassessment of imperial Latin epic. The image of
second-rate poets slavishly following in the footsteps of Virgil has been replaced by a
more charitable view in which the originality and dynamism of these epigonoi is

stressed:

In literary terms the source of this dynamism is Virgil’s Aeneid. One of the
greatnesses of this apparently definitive Roman epic is its ability to spawn a
vigorous progeny. The successors to Virgil, at once respectful and rebellious,
constructed a space for themselves through a “creative imitation” that exploited
the energies and tensions called up but not finally expended or resolved in the

Aeneid .4

o Hardie (1993) xi.
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The heirs of Virgil, according to this new interpretation, are shrewd manipulators
and moulders of their literary heritage; their poems rework and re-imagine themes
and ideas thrown up by the Aeneid, often contesting and rewriting their model.®
Critical studies based on this premise have proliferated in the last couple of decades,
with the result that these post-Virgilian epicists — save Silius alone - have been
thoroughly rehabilitated: they might still come second, but they are not second-rate

anymore.®

Studies of how post-Virgilian epics creatively engage with the Aeneid continue apace;
but that is not our theme. What we shall be considering in the following sections is
how the (auto-) biographies of these poetic successors engage with the biographical
tradition surrounding Virgil and his poetic career. I am especially interested in
transferring Hardie’s concept of simultaneous respect and rebellion on the literary
plane (instantiated in the above quotation) to the biographical plane. I will be
arguing for two broad points: first, that elements in the biographies of these
successor poets mould themselves to the Virgilian pattern in a dynamic process that
is simultaneously respectful and rebellious; second, that the concept of a Virgilian
poetic career is something which is initially constructed by Virgil himself, but which

is then contested and re-shaped by his literary successors.

Before we consider Lucan’s interaction with the Culex in detail, it will be useful to
look more generally at the biographical tradition surrounding him, especially at

elements which might be argued to show an interaction with the Virgilian paradigm.

65 As an illustration of this trend, consider the following remarks from the introduction to a
recent monograph on Statius: ‘In this book, I will explore the relationship between the epics
of Statius and Virgil, and argue that Statius’ Thebaid offers a critical reinterpretation of the
politics and moral virtues of kingship in the Aeneid. The Thebaid uses the literary resources
Virgil provides to examine the inadequacy of his presentation of one-man rule, as idealized in
the figures of Aeneas and Augustus, the first princeps of Rome’, Ganiban (2007) 2.

6 Pliny’s mud (scribebat carmina maiore cura quam ingenio, Ep. 3.7) still sticks to Silius, perhaps
unfairly. Duff’'s comments are worth repeating: *...scholars would think better of the poem if
they would condescend to read it’, (1934) xiii. But perhaps the times are changing: the essays
in Augoustakis (2010) are indicative of a growing interest in Silius.

32

www.manaraa.com



At first sight the lives of Virgil and Lucan seem radically different.”” Lucan was a
precocious and fast-working talent. Although he died aged only 25, the curriculum
vitae provided by one of the ancient biographies is impressively large: Iliacon,
Saturnalia, Catachthonion, Silvarum X, tragoedia Medea imperfecta, salticae fabulae XIIII et
epigrammata, prosa oratione in Octavium et pro eo, de incendio urbis, epistolarum ex
Campania (VV 336.17-21) — all this in addition to the ten books of the Bellum Civile.%s In
contrast, at a similar age Virgil was still engaged in his juvenilia (VSD 17-18) — the
Eclogues were not published until he was around the age of thirty — and his rate of
composition was notoriously slow.® Such precociousness was not lost on Lucan
himself, who prefaced a recitation of the Bellum Civile with the following quip: et
quantum mihi restat ad Culicem? (SVL 332.4-6) At this stage we might paraphrase this
quip as follows: ‘How much younger am I than Virgil was when he wrote the Culex?’
Virgil had published his minor composition, the Culex, at the age of 26 (VSD 17),° at
age 25 Lucan was already issuing books from his epic, his juvenilia done and dusted.

The competitive young poet stresses his difference from Virgil: he is more precocious

67 Numerical references to the Suetoni Vita Lucani (henceforth SVL) and the Vita Vaccae (VV) are
to page and line number of the Hosius (1905) edition.

6 Statius, Silvae 2.7.54-80 provides further evidence of Lucan’s literary output.

6 On Virgil's slow rate of composition, see VSD 22: cum Georgica scriberet, traditur quotidie
meditatos mane plurimos versus dictare solitus ac per totum diem retractando ad paucissimos redigere,
non absurde carmen se more ursae parere dicens et lambendo demum effingere. The communis opinio
concerning the publication date for the Eclogues is 39-38 B.C., making Virgil (born 15t October
70 B.C.) 31 or 32 at the time; some have tried to date the Eclogues to a later point in the 30s
B.C., making Virgil even older at the time of publication. For a summary of the dating issues,
see Perutelli apud Horsfall (1995) 28-31; Bowersock (1971) and (1978) argues for termini of 42-
35 B.C. on the grounds that the addressee of the eighth Eclogue is Octavian, not Pollio (as
usually assumed); Tarrant (1978) upholds the Pollio identification.

70 There is a textual crux here. At VSD 17 the best manuscripts actually read XVI (16) for the
age at which Virgil published the Culex (XV and XVII are also recorded). However, most
scholars emend this to XXVI, citing this episode from the SVL, and also Statius, Silvae 2.7.73-4,
where again the point is made that Lucan’s Bellum Civile was written when Lucan was
younger that Virgil was when he wrote the Culex. If we retain the reading XVI, then Lucan
would have to have written his entire back-catalogue and begun (at the very least) the Bellum
Civile before the age of 16, which really does seem to strain the bounds of credulity, even for
so precocious a talent. Frank (1920) 26-27 and Rostagni (1944) 82 emend to XXI and offer some
persuasive arguments, although not many have followed them. Anderson (1916) would keep
the XVI of the manuscripts, arguing that Lucan had indeed begun on the Bellum Civile before
his sixteenth birthday. In the end, it matters little for our purposes at what age Virgil actually
composed the Culex (if indeed he ever wrote such a poem!); it does not materially affect any
of the ensuing arguments.
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and more productive. Continuing in this vein, we can note that Lucan was a fabulous
orator (VV 2.4-5) and politically active, serving as a quaestor in Nero’s government
(SVL 332.9-10), whereas Virgil was a hopeless public speaker (VSD 16)” and
preferred to remove himself from the public gaze by retiring to his retreats in
Campania and Sicily (VSD 11-13). Furthermore, the spectacular falling out between
Lucan and Nero (SVL 332.10-333.15) contrasts strongly with the more cordial
relationship which existed between Virgil and Augustus. We can add to our list of
contrasts the fact that Lucan was, and still is, strongly associated with the Stoic
school of philosophy, whereas Virgil tended more to the Epicurean.” Finally, Lucan’s
enforced suicide after joining the Pisonian conspiracy against Nero (SVL 333.6-18)
contrasts with Virgil’s death from natural causes while loyally following in

Augustus’ imperial train (VSD 35).

In many ways, then, Lucan’s biography seems to have little or anything Virgilian
about it. If we delve a little deeper, however, we might begin to perceive some
similarities between these two seemingly different lives. Masters has tentatively
suggested that several elements in the Lucanian biographical tradition stem from a
desire to make Lucan’s life similar to Virgil’s life.”> He speculates that the story that
three books of the Bellum Civile were read in advance of the others (VV 335.25 and
336.12-17; SVL 332.3-4) replays Virgil’s advance reading of three books to Augustus
(VSD 32). He suggests that the “detachable prologue” of the Aeneid (ille ego..., VSD 42)
finds a corollary in the story that the first seven lines of the Bellum Civile were added
by Seneca.” Finally, he mentions how in both biographical traditions a premature

death leaves an unpolished poem which requires a posthumous edition. According

7t Although skilled at reciting his own poetry (VSD 28-29).

72 Lucan was, of course, the nephew of the younger Seneca, and was also a pupil, along with
Persius, of the Stoic philosopher Annaeus Cornutus (as the Suetonian Vita Persi informs us);
virtually all treatments of Lucan have something to say on the Stoic elements in the Bellum
Civile: see e.g. Dick (1967); Lapidge (1979); George (1991). For Virgil’s Epicurean connections
see e.g. Vita Probiana: ‘vixit pluribus annis liberali in otio secutus Epicuri sectam’, VVA 198; also
Armstrong, Fish & Johnston (2004) passim.

73 Masters (1992) 216-34.

7+ Commenta Bernensia ad Bellum Civile 1.8; the same story is also found in the Vita Vossiana,
which can be found in Hosius (1905) 337. The prologue is nowadays universally accepted as
authentic; see e.g. Conte (1966).
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to Masters we can, therefore, perceive in the Lucanian biographical tradition a

process of ‘distorting Lucan’s story to fit the same [sc. Virgilian] model’.”

If, for the time being and for the sake of argument, we accept Masters” detection of
assimilation of the Lucanian biography to the Virgilian model, can we take his
observations further? The answer is yes if we think about how the biographies of
ancient poets were often made to fit certain set patterns. Fairweather has
demonstrated how a prominent feature of ancient literary biography is ‘the way that
similar circumstances attend the lives of different exponents of the same genre’.” For
example, Bion of Borysthenes, a writer of diatribes, was said to have been the son of
a fishmonger who wiped his nose on his sleeve;” the Suetonian Life reports the same
story about Horace who was an ‘imitator of Bion’s satirical manner’.” The
similarities in the Lucanian biography to the Virgilian biography might, therefore, be

seen to conform to this tacit convention of literary biography.

The assimilation of one poet’s life to that of another might, then, simply be a trick of
the literary biographers. Alternatively, we might credit greater agency to the poets
themselves: they might self-consciously imitate in their own lives famous deeds
associated with poets with whom they are hoping to be connected. In other words, it
might not be the biographers (Suetonius and Vacca) who are making Lucan’s life
conform to the Virgilian pattern, but rather Lucan himself who is playing this game —
he himself consciously makes his life trace the Virgilian pattern.” Along these lines
Graziosi has recently analysed how Horace moulds his own poetic biography around

the stock material found in Hellenistic Lives of the poets.8

75 Masters (1992) 220.

76 Fairweather (1974) 259.

77 Diogenes Laertius 4.46.

78 Fairweather (1974) 259.

7 On this point Fairweather (1974) 260-61 notes that ‘we have to take into account the
possibility that a man could have consciously imitated a famous predecessor’.

80 Graziosi (2009).
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Whether we attribute the Virgilian touches Masters perceives in the Lucanian
biography to the conceits of Lucan himself or to his ancient biographers is a moot
and, ultimately, insoluble question. A more pressing question at this stage, however,
is whether Masters is actually right to see conscious imitation of the Virgilian life in
these Lucanian episodes. I would suggest that the similarities posited by Masters are
not especially convincing. Let us look at his points one by one. Masters suggests that
Lucan’s preliminary recital of three books replays Virgil's preliminary recital of three
books; but recitations of work-in-progress were a standard feature of Roman poetic
production, and I am not sure we want to build too much upon the repetition of the
number three.®! The argument about the ‘detachable prologue’ also appears
somewhat speculative: as Masters himself admits, the scenarios are not the same —in
the Virgilian case we have lines supposedly written by Virgil but removed by his
posthumous editor; in the Lucanian case we have lines supposedly written by a third
party (Seneca) which are added to the start of the poem.®? I would suggest that a
more likely cause of this story about the prologue is the criticism the prologue
received from certain grammarians. Fronto lambasts the tautological nature of the
prologue to the Bellum Civile;* so the suggestion that the prologue was added by
Seneca might have arisen from a desire to defend Lucan from such attacks by laying
the blame at his uncle’s door. Finally, what of the fact that both the Aeneid and the
Bellum Civile lacked the ultima manus of their respective authors and required a
posthumous edition? Well, that scenario applies to numerous poems from antiquity

and cannot, therefore, be seen as something uniquely Virgilian.®

81 Masters (1992) 221-22. See e.g. Juvenal 7.82-87 for Statius reciting sections from his Thebaid;
the preface to Silvae 1, where Statius talks about how the poems here being published have
been recited previously; the OCD has a useful entry s.v. recitatio.

82 Masters (1992) 229-32.

8 Ad M. Antoninum de Oratoribus Liber 6 (van den Hout (1988) 155).

8 Consider e.g. the life of Persius: we are told that he left his book of satires ‘unfinished’
(imperfectumy); that certain verses were removed from the last book to achieve the semblance
of completion; that Cornutus edited the work and removed lines disparaging of Nero; and
that Cornutus handed the work over to Caesius Bassus to publish (all incidents mentioned in
the Vita Persi, conveniently printed in Rolfe (1997) 470-75). Consider also the case of Lucretius:
the de rerum natura is unfinished and was published posthumously (possibly by Cicero) —
Smith (1992) x-xiv provides a potted summary of these events.
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Masters” suggestions are not, therefore, overly convincing, although they remain an
interesting possibility. If we dismiss Masters’” alleged similarities, it seems to me that
in the ancient vitae we only have one definite interaction between the life of Lucan
and that of Virgil: the quip about the Culex reported by Suetonius. Masters has a
cursory discussion of this episode, which he characterizes, along with many others,
as an instance of boastful emulation by Lucan of Virgil.® It is this quip which I want
to spend some time upon in the following paragraphs. It can, I think, open up some
intriguing angles on the way in which the Lucanian biography does engage with the
Virgilian biography. Moreover, it is a clear case of Lucan-Virgil interaction, rather

than the more speculative instances we have hitherto been examining.

Lucan’s quip about the Culex is recorded by Suetonius in his vita Lucani:

M. Annaeus Lucanus Cordubensis... prima ingenii experimenta in Neronis
laudibus dedit quinquennali certamine. dein... civile bellum, quod a Pompeio
et Caesare gestum est, recitavit... ut praefatione quadam aetatem et initia sua

cum Vergilio conparans ausus sit dicere: ‘et quantum mihi restat ad Culicem’.

(SVL 332.1-6)%

‘Marcus Annaeus Lucan, from Corduba... he gave the first evidence of his
genius in his ‘Eulogy of Nero” at the Quinquennial competition. Then... he
recited his poem on the civil war which was fought between Pompey and
Caesar... in a sort of preface, comparing his age and his first forays in poetry

with those of Virgil, he dared to say: ‘et quantum mihi restat ad Culicem.”®”

Before which of Lucan’s works was the preface with the Culex quip r