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This dissertation is a historical analysis of Varro’s De Lingua Latina, a linguistic 

treatise composed in the 40s BCE during Rome’s transition from oligarchic Republican 

government to the monarchic settlement of the Augustan Principate. I advance a reading 

which restores contemporary political and intellectual context to the treatise, 

complementing and revising previous scholarship which has traditionally focused on the 

Greek philosophical pedigree of Varro’s work. As such, I explore Varro’s thematic 

emphasis on natura (‘Nature’) in his linguistic programme, which, as a term with wide-

ranging intertextual functions, embodies its complex philosophical, political, and literary 

character. 

This five-chapter dissertation is subdivided between the surviving books on 

etymology (Chapters 1-3) and inflection (Chapters 4-5). In Chapter 1 (“Organisation and 

Meaning in Varro’s Etymologies”), I explore Varro’s etymologies in De Lingua Latina, 

Books 5-7, and explain how his programmatic emphasis on natural philosophy conveys 

his unique etymological authority. In Chapter 2 (“Grammatical Discourse in De Lingua 

Latina”), I consider Varro’s reception of grammatical techniques of etymological 

exegesis, elucidating his preference for philosophical readings of poetry and the social 

value of literary sophistication in the late Republic. Chapter 3 (“Ethnography and Identity 
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in Varro’s Etymologies”) develops Varro’s etymological project as a kind of ethnography 

of the Roman people, which contextualises Varro’s philosophical intervention in the 

changing circumstances of his era. 

Chapters 4-5 are devoted to an analysis of Books 8-10, in which Varro describes 

his theory of morphological inflection (declinatio naturalis) as a platform for Latin 

linguistic standardisation. In Chapter 4 (“Declinatio and Linguistic Standardisation in the 

late Republic”), I survey the politics of linguistic standardisation in the late Republic. 

Mediating in a debate between Cicero and Caesar, I describe Varro’s nuanced revision of 

existing models of analogical inflection, and characterise his use of natura to explain 

linguistic standards. In Chapter 5 (“Linguistic Analogy and Natural Ratio in De Lingua 

Latina, Books 8-10”), I relate Varro’s linguistic innovations to contemporary shifts in 

cultural authority, and demonstrate how his transference of linguistic standardisation to 

philosophy entails a radical reorganisation of the existing political status quo. 



 ix 

Table of Contents 

List of Tables ......................................................................................................... xi	  

List of Figures ....................................................................................................... xii	  

Introduction..............................................................................................................1	  

Chapter 1: Organisation and Meaning in Varro’s Etymologies.............................14	  
Introduction...................................................................................................14	  
Natural Philosophy and the Atomic Etymologies of Book 5........................26	  
Etymology and Antiquity..............................................................................41	  
Varro, historia, and hierarchy in De Lingua Latina, Books 5-7...................58	  

Chapter 2: Grammatical Discourse in De Lingua Latina ......................................67	  
Introduction...................................................................................................67	  
Grammar and Philosophy in the Late Republic............................................71	  
Textual Exegesis and Social Status in De Lingua Latina, Books 5-7 ..........84	  
Text, Natura, and the Politics of Grammar in the late Republic ................101	  

Chapter 3: Ethnography and Identity in Varro’s Etymologies ............................108	  
Introduction.................................................................................................108	  
Varro’s Roman Ethnography: the corpora mortalia of Book 5 .................115	  
The Appeal of Hellas in Varro’s Etymologies............................................131	  
Etymology, Identity, and Empire................................................................147	  

Chapter 4: Declinatio and Linguistic Standardisation in the late Republic.........155	  
Introduction.................................................................................................155	  
Political Inflections: Cicero and Caesar on linguistic standards.................164	  
The Linguistic Debate in De Lingua Latina, Books 8-9.............................178	  
The Function of Varronian Morphology.....................................................191	  

Chapter 5: Linguistic Analogy and Natural Ratio in De Lingua Latina, Books 8-10
.....................................................................................................................201	  
Introduction.................................................................................................201	  



 x 

Linguistic and Natural Analogies in De Lingua Latina, Books 9-10 .........206	  
Analogism and Cosmology in Cicero’s De Republica and Lucretius’ De Rerum 

Natura ................................................................................................222	  
Conclusion: Rational Politics in De Lingua Latina ....................................237	  

Bibliography ........................................................................................................248	  



 xi 

List of Tables 

Table 1: the organisation of Book 5 according to the Pythagorean quadripartition 

(locus, corpus) and the material elements (caelum, ignis, aqua, terra).28	  

Table 2: the organisation of Books 5-6 according to the theological tripartition of 

‘natural’, ‘mythic’, and ‘civic’ theologies ........................................48	  

Table 3: the organisation of corpora mortalia in Book 5 of De Lingua Latina ..117	  

  



 xii 

 

List of Figures 

Fig. 1: Varro’s division of linguistic labour in De Lingua Latina .......................241	  



 1 

Introduction 

 

item plures post nostram memoriam nascentes cum Lucretio videbuntur velut 
coram de rerum natura disputare, de arte vero rhetorica cum Cicerone, multi 
posterorum cum Varrone conferent sermonem de lingua latina… et ad summam 
sapientium scriptorum sententiae corporibus absentibus vetustate florentes cum 
insunt inter consilia et disputationes, maiores habent quam praesentium sunt 
auctoritatis omnes. 

Likewise, many born in a later age will think that they are arguing face-to-face 
with Lucretius on the nature of things, and even with Cicero on rhetoric; many of 
our descendants will have a conversation with Varro on the Latin language… and 
in sum, the ideas of wise writers, their bodies departed, flourishing with age when 
they come to our counsels and investigations, have greater authority than if they 
were present. 

Vitruvius, De Architectura 9 pr. 17 
 

A good deal of the impetus behind this dissertation can be traced to the passage 

quoted above, in which Vitruvius sets Varro’s De Lingua Latina (LL) as one of the 

exemplary products of late Republican intellectual culture, alongside Cicero’s rhetorical 

works and Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura.1 To a reader encountering Varro’s linguistic 

treatise for the first time, the passage – itself usually included in scholarly prologues to 

Varro’s work – presents something of a challenge, to see the surviving books of De 

Lingua Latina through Vitruvius’ eyes as a masterpiece of Roman scholarly erudition. 

The etymologies which occupy the first three books (Books 5-7) appear philosophically 

naïve, and often seem to proceed in no well-governed order;2 the books on inflection 

                                                
1 On this passage, see e.g. Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 145-147. The appeal of all three authors, in Wallace-
Hadrill’s view, was their interest in the application of Greek theoretical knowledge to the actualities of 
Roman culture; Varro, in particular, with his attempt to synthesise an analogical system of inflection 
(analogia) with customary usage (consuetudo) must have been an important authority, for example, at the 
beginning of Book 3. See also my concluding remarks on Varro’s influence on Vitruvius in Chapter 5. 
2 Varro’s interest in etymologies is not restricted to De Lingua Latina, and was one of the recurring 
features of his intellectual corpus, much to the chagrin of modern commentators; on the etymologies in De 
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(declinatio, Books 8-10) may eventually advance an instructive concept of morphological 

inflection, but it is only through three books of dense, obscure, and often confusing 

linguistic debate. Nor does De Lingua Latina possess the self-evident charm of Cicero 

and Lucretius’ works: Varro’s prose is technical, even clumsy – to ancient commentators, 

a source of reproach almost equal to admiration for his intellectual magnitude.3 

This dissertation gives a reading of Varro’s De Lingua Latina which attempts to 

understand further the Vitruvian commendation. I will not try to rejuvenate Varro’s 

intellectual standing, nor make grand claims about the originality or technical excellence 

of his work;4 this has been the preoccupation of much of Varronian scholarship of the last 

century, and the work on Varro’s intellectual debts, I think, has largely been done.5 

Rather, in this dissertation, I situate the text in its historical, intellectual, and political 

context within the late Republic itself, explain the conditions which elicited a treatise of 

De Lingua Latina’s scope and ambition, and describe how Varro’s execution of this 

project constitutes both a sophisticated response to and engaging commentary on those 
                                                                                                                                            
Vita Populi Romani, for example, Rawson laments: “His problem is, as ever, too much reliance on 
etymology” (Rawson 1985, 241). Cf. Skydsgaard (1968, 63) on the etymologies in De Re Rustica. 
3 The testimony of Quintilian is, in this regard, typical: “Terentius Varro, the most erudite of the Romans, 
composed very many books of the most learned kind, being very well versed in the Latin language, all of 
antiquity, and of both Greek and Roman matters, nonetheless has more to contribute to knowledge than to 
eloquence” (…Terentius Varro, vir Romanorum eruditissimus. plurimos hic libros et doctissimos 
composuit, peritissimus linguae Latinae et omnis antiquitatis et rerum Graecarum nostrarumque, plus 
tamen scientiae collaturus quam eloquentiae, IO 10.1.95). Augustine is also effusive in his admiration for 
Varro’s scholarly erudition, “even though he was not so pleasant in his style” (tametsi minus est suavis 
eloquio, Civ. Dei 6.2). 
4 The most important Anglophone source in defense of Varro’s linguistic innovations is the corpus of 
Daniel Taylor (e.g. 1974, 1977, 1987, 1996); a succinct account of Taylor’s “Varronian revolution in 
linguistics” may be found, for example, in Taylor 1996, 10-18. Nevertheless, most contemporary 
scholarship on Varro has tended to downplay the innovative character of his work in favour of a judgment 
that sees him as a ‘compiler’ or ‘Romaniser’ of Greek material (e.g. Griffin 1994, 705: “Varro’s 
contribution to science was that of a compiler.”). 
5 The search for Varro’s sources (Quellen) was, in many ways, the major pursuit of Varronian studies in 
the last century, beginning with Dahlmann’s foundational work (e.g. Dahlmann 1932 [2nd ed. 1964], 1935, 
1940) with major monographs by Della Corte (1954), Collart (1954a & b), Schröter (1962), and Cavazzo 
(1981). The most important recent work on Varro’s use of sources and the history of ancient linguistics has 
been done by Wolfram Ax (e.g. 1991, 1995) and David Blank (e.g. 2005, 2008, 2012). 
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historical needs. It is, as such, a departure from earlier Varronian scholarship, which has 

largely focused either on Varro’s philosophical pedigree, or his interest in antiquarian 

arcana – though perhaps more in keeping with recent scholarship that has stressed the 

historical value of Varro’s work.6 This dissertation therefore argues that a historical 

reading best accounts for the text’s many eccentricities, and calls for a deeper 

appreciation, if not for Varro’s intellectual aptitude, then for his sensitivity to the political 

and cultural movements of a society in turmoil and transition. 

There is every reason to think that Varro was deeply engaged in the changing 

fortunes of the res publica, even up to the end of his life; the far-too-common scholarly 

appellatives which reduce Varro to ‘the antiquarian’ or, worse, ‘the grammarian’, I think, 

obscure the reality of a remarkable political career.7 Varro was quaestor, a tribune of the 

plebs, a triumvir capitalis, praetor and proconsul; only the consulship itself eluded his 

political ascent. He was active during the Sertorian War, and a naval commander during 

the pirate campaigns in 67 BCE.8 For his maritime valour he was awarded the corona 

navalis, and Appian attests that he “both soldiered and commanded well” 

(ἐστρατευμένος τε καλῶς καὶ ἐστρατηγηκώς, BC 4.47.202). As far back as the 

Sertorian War, Varro was an ally of Pompey,9 and if he was disgruntled by the triumviral 

arrangement of Pompey, Caesar, and Crassus – as has been claimed about his Menippean 

Satire Tricaranus (‘Three-Head’, Appian BC 2.9.33) – he did not suffer politically for 

                                                
6 e.g. Moatti 1997 (e.g. 138-9, 143-5, 167-8); Bloomer 1997, 38-72; Wallace-Hadrill 1997, 18-20, 2008, 
67-8; Dench 2005, 316-321. The recent work of Alessandro Garcea, which combines technical linguistic 
analysis with acute historical and literary commentary (e.g. 2008, 2010), is particularly important in this 
regard, as is his work on Caesar’s linguistic programme (esp. Garcea 2012). 
7 For Varro’s political biography, see e.g. Cardauns 2001, 9-13; Wiseman 2009, 112-120. 
8 For Varro’s military service, see his short autobiographical comments in De Re Rustica, e.g. 3.12.7 (on 
the Sertorian War); 2 praef. 6 (on the pirate campaigns). 
9 Varro, for example, composed a commentarius (the εἰσαγωγικόν) on senatorial procedure for Pompey 
on his first election to the consulship, a summary of which Aulus Gellius preserves (NA 14.7). 
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it:10 following the ratification of Caesar’s contested lex agraria, Varro was appointed to 

the commission of the vigintiviri agris dividendis (RR 1.2.10). Varro sustained his 

support of Pompey through the civil war, though Caesar reports his surrender “in the 

friendliest terms” (amicissime de Caesare loquebatur, Caesar, BC 2.17.1). He therefore 

weathered the Caesarean dictatorship well, and was asked to direct Caesar’s public 

library project (Suet. Iul. 44.2). Like Cicero, however, he was proscribed by Mark 

Antony after Caesar’s assassination; unlike Cicero, Varro survived, perhaps under 

Octavian’s protection (Appian, BC 4.47), and may have lived even to see Octavian’s 

inauguration as Augustus before his death in 27 BCE at the extraordinary old age of 89 

(Val. Max. 8.7.3). Admiration for Varro’s longevity should only be matched by an 

appreciation for his capacity to remain politically and intellectually active through such 

constant tumult, despite more than once being on the losing side of history. 

What this short biography shows, I think, is that Varro’s active political life 

frames his intellectual output – rather than, as has often been assumed, the other way 

around. It will not do, however, to collapse the categories of ‘politics’ and ‘philosophy’, 

as this only betrays the contingency of terms that will require much of this dissertation to 

clarify. A better starting point for understanding the historical character of Varro’s 

linguistic treatise is the changing nature of political participation in the late Republic, 

comprising aspects of public performance, elite self-fashioning,11 and the negotiation of 

interpersonal relationships12 – all of which increasingly involved, among a certain set of 
                                                
10 It is usually assumed that Varro was critical of the triumviral arrangement, although there is no evidence 
to suggest the content or character of Varro’s satire – Appian only reports its title. See Wiseman 2009, 117 
and 51n. with bibliography. 
11 Treatments of Roman elite literary self-fashioning have occupied a number of recent studies and 
monographs: on Cicero in particular (e.g. Batstone 1994, Riggsby 2002, Dugan 2005, Gildenhard 2007 & 
2011, Baraz 2012); on Caesar (Riggsby 2006). The relationship between Varro’s literary and political self 
is less well understood, but treated in recent dissertations by McAlhany (2003) and Nelsestuen (2008). 
12 On the use of literature in the mediation of elite relationships (esp. patronage), see Stroup 2010. 
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the Roman political class, literary composition and philosophical sophistication.13 In this 

regard, the composition of De Lingua Latina can be seen as one of the major literary 

events of the late Republic. In Academica 1, for example, Cicero sets Varro as dedicatee 

and the main interlocutor of the debate on Stoic epistemology, keenly anticipating 

Varro’s opus magnum in manibus (Acad. 1.2). We also happen to possess a sequence of 

fraught letters to and from Atticus, in which Cicero is desperate for news on the status of 

his own dedication in De Lingua Latina.14 Cicero eventually secured this honour (he is 

the dedicatee at least of Books 5-10; the first four addressed an unknown quaestor, 

Septumius), but the anxiety Cicero betrays in his letters to Atticus gives an important 

insight into the symbolic capital of literary expression among the political class in the last 

decades of the Republic. 

Although the value of literary sophistication among the political class in Rome 

accounts for Varro’s prolific output, the constantly changing circumstances of Roman 

political activity itself in the Republic requires close attention. In this regard, Cicero’s 

letters and philosophical references are also instructive because they supply us with a 

terminus post quem for the publication of De Lingua Latina. The letters to Atticus are 

dated between June and August 45, and although it is difficult to pinpoint the date of De 

Lingua Latina with any greater precision, the character of Varro’s treatise makes it 

appropriate to imagine the work as a product of post-Caesarean Rome, of late Republican 

                                                
13 Philosophy probably becomes an integral part of elite education at least from the Mithridatic Wars 
onwards; around this period the ‘Grand Tour’ of the East, in which Roman youths would study in the major 
schools of Greek philosophy, becomes standard (Rawson 1985, 8-11). For a short commentary on the 
social function of a rhetorical education during the period, see Corbeill 2007; on philosophical education 
more generally (with a greater emphasis on the high imperial period), Hahn 2011. 
14 On this exchange, see e.g. Wiseman 2009, 107-129; Stroup 2010, 14-15. Wiseman’s suggestion that the 
uneasiness was a combination of “two touchy characters quite uncertain of each other’s motives” (125), 
literary rivalry, and a certain amount of political antipathy is probably apt. 



 6 

internecine violence and unpredictable factionism.15 References to contemporary events 

are rare, even suppressed, but Varro does acknowledge the onward march of history: 

describing the language in “every state of discord” (discordia omnis, LL 5.6), in decline 

(LL 5.5), and making conventional comments about the ubiquity of avarice and luxury 

(e.g. LL 5.49, 5.147). It is not difficult to make the leap from these notionally linguistic 

observations to imagining direct political commentary – nor to suppose that Varro’s 

claim to linguistic restoration is far from an oblique offering of civic reconciliation. If so, 

however, the political claims are coded, and necessarily occupy a space of careful and 

scrupulous negotiation. In our understanding of the value of the philosophical De Lingua 

Latina, therefore, Varro may be compared to Cicero and Sallust, who configure their 

literary careers both as a combination of enforced otium during political marginalisation 

by unpredictable and unjust regimes, and as a re-evaluation of intellectual labour on 

behalf of the state.16 Though his specific feelings about the political importance of his 

work have been obscured, either by his own circumlocution, or by the incomplete 

survival of the text, Varro too plays a role in negotiating the value of philosophy – of 

linguistic philosophy in particular – during a state of constant civic turmoil.  

For Varro, above all, philosophy provides an appropriate space for contemplating 

the arbitrariness and unpredictability of contemporary Roman politics because it uses the 

                                                
15 Cicero’s letters to Atticus on the dedication of De Lingua Latina are by far the most reliable dating 
points; Varro’s reference to the recent introduction of the giraffe (camelopardis, LL 5.100) from Alexandria 
also gives the text a terminus post quem of the Caesarean period – the giraffe was part of Caesar’s triumph 
in 46 BCE (e.g. Collart 1954b, 208). Various other suggestions have been made to add greater precision to 
the dating of De Lingua Latina: Ax, for example, speculates that the irregularities in Book 8 indicate a lack 
of polish that would suggest incompletion at time of Varro’s death (Ax 1995, 176-7). I do not find 
convincing the notion that the dedication to Cicero cannot have been posthumous; compare, for example, 
the almost certainly posthumous dedication of De Antiquitate Litterarum to Accius. 
16 For a thoughtful comparison of Cicero, Sallust, and the auctor ad Herennium’s attitude to literary 
production and its contribution to the health of the res publica, see Baraz 2012, 13-43. Important work on 
the role of the Tusculan Disputations and Cicero’s meticulous management of his political-philosophical 
interests has also been done in Gildenhard 2007. 
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form and genre to extrapolate the contingent, local, and transient into notions of 

abstraction and universality.17 If, in Cicero’s philosophy, such reflections on the essence 

of the Roman Republic, of speaking well, and of the cosmos took the form of aristocratic 

dialogue, Varro articulated and scrutinised such ideas in catalogues, to be categorised, 

reconstructed, and sometimes correlated with the similar products of other civilisations. 

Even Varro’s surviving dialogue, De Re Rustica, takes as often as not the form of lists 

and analytical divisions of agricultural practices and products.18 For this reason, Varro is 

remembered less for his rhetorical ability and acuity, and more for his insatiable curiosity 

and prodigious output: Varro “read so much that we wonder that he had any free time to 

write; he wrote so much that we scarcely believe anyone could have been able to read so 

much” (qui tam multa legit ut aliquid ei scribere vacuisse miremur; tam multa scripsit 

quam multa vix quemquam legere potuisse credamus, Augustine, Civ. Dei 6.2). An 

encyclopedic approach also characterises his linguistic programme. Linguistic questions 

seem to have occupied Varro from the outset of his literary career: a dedication to the 

tragic poet Accius dates the treatise De Antiquitate Litterarum, for example, to around the 

80s or 70s; the treatise was occupied with the origins and character of the Latin alphabet, 

themes to which Varro returned in his later De Origine Linguae Latinae. Varro wrote 

nine books of ‘Disciplines’ (Disciplinae), which later laid the foundation for the 

mediaeval trivium-quadrivium; of these, the first three – grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic 

– were all fundamentally linguistic enterprises. Another title, De Sermone Latino, on the 

                                                
17 Compare, for example, Moatti’s identification of validity, durability, and truthfulness (“validité des 
principes, durée, vérité”, Moatti 1997, 163-171) of principles as the basis of philosophical investigations 
into law, and, in particular, as the basis of ideas of ‘natural law’. 
18 On these lists in De Re Rustica, e.g. Skydsgaard 1968, 26-37; more generally, Tarver 1997. I treat 
Varro’s analytic method of organisation in De Lingua Latina, Books 5-7, in Chapter 1, Section 2. 
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subject of ‘style’ (sermo) also had a large range of interests, from orthography, 

pronunciation, metre, emotional expression and ethopoeia.19 

The surviving titles and fragments of the Varronian linguistic corpus suggest a 

combination of Hellenistic scholarship and a Roman perspective, describing the Latin 

language as a unique historical phenomenon that nonetheless requires the tools of Greek 

rhetoric, grammar, and philosophy for its proper understanding. De Lingua Latina is to be 

taken as the culmination of these projects. Taking for its title an anatomical metaphor – 

the Latin “tongue” – De Lingua Latina treats language as a living, changing entity, which 

can be examined, dissected, and studied as a sequence of autonomous linguistic 

subdisciplines. The first of these, impositio, calques the Greek θέσις (“in what way words 

have been placed onto things”, quemadmodum vocabula rebus essent imposita, LL 8.1), 

and occupied Books 2-7; the second, declinatio (from the Greek κλίσις, i.e. ‘inflection’), 

occupied Books 8-13; and the final section, coniunctio (Greek σύνταξις), of which we 

have nothing, probably accounted for Books 14-25, and had something to do with syntax, 

or perhaps style.20 In other words, the treatise proceeded along an evolutionary line of 

language use: from creating words (impositio) to discerning how words relate to one 

another (declinatio), and finally putting them together to express coherent thoughts 

(coniunctio). The overall work comprised twenty-five books; we possess only six (Books 

5-10). Varro also adopted a triadic structure, in which every three books (at least in the 

first half of the work) alternated between a ‘theory’ triad (Books 2-4 on impositio, Books 

                                                
19 The fragments and testimonia associated with these and other linguistic titles in the Varronian corpus 
are collected in Funaioli’s Grammaticae Romanae Fragmenta (=Funaioli), e.g. De Antiquitate Litterarum: 
Funaioli, 183-4, frr. 1-2; De Origine Linguae Latinae: Funaioli, 184-5, fr. 3; the Disciplinae, on Varro’s De 
Grammatica: Funaioli, 205-6, fr. 49; De Sermone Latino: Funaioli, 199-205, frr. 33-48. For a useful survey 
of Varro’s linguistic corpus, see Rawson 1985, 124-31. 
20 For the Greek pedigree of these terms, see Dahlmann 1940, 49-51. 
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8-10 on declinatio) and a ‘praxis’ triad (Books 5-7, Books 11-13).21 The final twelve 

books may have doubled in length the theory and practice books, or divided coniunctio 

between different kinds of linguistic connections. The first book contained a general 

introduction. 

The technical abstraction of Varro’s work offers an important contrast to Cicero’s 

De Oratore and its agent-directed and historicising descriptions of rhetorical education 

and statesmanly virtue: Varro’s work is fixated on language as a field of study, and not so 

much in the personalities of its exemplary exponents. The two texts, however, are united 

by a preoccupation with natura, and this also constitutes an interpretative crux of this 

dissertation. As the preeminent concern of Roman philosophy in general, natura is a term 

of engaging complexity, whose Protean essence belies a superficially straightforward 

appearance.22 The use of the term tends to encompass two broad lexical meanings in both 

Varro’s text, and in ancient literature in general: between capturing the ‘essence’ or 

‘unchanging quality’ of a thing – of a word, a thing, the gods, or the res publica, for 

example; and a larger, universal natura, which is either equivalent to the cosmos in which 

we reside, or to be juxtaposed with any number of competing concepts (e.g. civitas, ars, 

voluntas, etc.). There is, therefore, a certain degree of conceptual fluidity in the use of 

natura, in which certain characteristics are mobilised or suppressed depending on the 

conceptual network in which natura is being described. For the purposes of this 

dissertation, I consider natura as a fluid discursive space which exhibits three general 

functions. In the first instance, natura is simply a marker for a certain kind of generic 

activity – philosophy – and determines the appropriateness of Varro’s philosophical 

                                                
21 On the structure of the original text, see e.g. Collart 1954b, xv-xix; Ax 1995, 147-9. 
22 For the contingency of natura and its creative construction in late Republican texts, see e.g. Connolly 
2007, 77-117; Gildenhard 2011, 58-61; Lehoux 2012, e.g. 30-33; in modern cultures, e.g. Latour 1993; 
Descola 2006. 



 10 

interest in language. Like the Greek φύσις, therefore, natura carries with it an 

intertextual force which can motivate recollection of Greek philosophical traditions – and 

this is certainly an important part of the Varronian usage – although in a Roman context it 

further corresponds to a kind of self-conscious literary display, which marks a set of 

aesthetic and literary priorities along with a tendency towards universaling philosophical 

description and argument.23 

This universalising aspect – the transcendence of the local and temporary in 

favour of arguments of durability and immanence – is a second important part of the 

appeal of natura in Roman philosophical and rhetorical texts. Without a doubt, a 

recurring trait of much late Republican literature is the attempt to identify the essence of 

stable government, civic membership, and society in the face of the corrosion of 

traditional values and seemingly long-sustained patterns of elite political management; 

the thematic emphasis on natura embodies this search.24 As Gildenhard notes (2011, 58), 

in the late Republic, this leads to a diffuse set of creative constructions, which variously 

unify arguments from natura with conventional appeals to auctoritas and the mos 

maiorum, or demonstrate where and how these positions are in conflict and must be 

resolved. As a result, there is no self-evident or consistent set of attributes which natura 

embodies, except perhaps as a “norm with ethical and ontological underpinnings that no-

one wishes to violate” (Gildenhard 2011, 59). Natura can therefore be deployed either to 

legitimise the special claims of the existing aristocratic elite to political dominance, or to 

                                                
23 Compare, for example, Connolly’s treatment of natura in Cicero’s De Oratore (2007, 77-117), in which 
natura is initially treated as the privilege of the idealised Roman orator prior to the influence of Greek 
rhetorical training (artes), but in which the categories of ars and natura are eventually “collapsed” (111) in 
favour of a naturalising aesthetic of artificiality, whose intricate construction is nonetheless deeply indebted 
to Hellenising sophistication. 
24 Compare Moatti’s treatment of natural law as a search for “validity, durability, and certainty” (Moatti 
1997, 166-171, “Trois urgences: validité des principes, durée, vérité”). 
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make more subversive claims about Roman society’s violation of natural imperatives. In 

either case, natura lends an appearance of permanence to the most fragile and contingent 

points of dispute. It is also significant that these claims are usually made in response to 

the demands of Rome’s ever-growing empire. In Richter’s view, for example, it is Roman 

interpretations of Stoic natura which transform the ideas of Zeno and his successors 

concerning a citizenship based on ethical performance and moral capacity into a genuine 

‘cosmopolitanism’.25 In this sense, natura transforms local political and social codes into 

a more universal vision of membership in a supra-regional (i.e. imperial) vision of 

community, which suits Roman imperial doctrines of consensus, continuity, and 

inclusivity.26 

A final and important characteristic of natura, which, I believe, has not yet been 

sufficiently understood in contemporary scholarship, is the emphasis on natura as a 

specifically textual phenomenon. As I mentioned above, in addition to its evocation of 

Greek philosophical traditions, natura in Roman literature also tends to evoke a 

specialised literary aesthetic, which appeals to Hellenised sensibilities and the 

increasingly important role of literary education as a prerequisite of entry into the highest 

echelons of Roman society. For Varro, therefore, an important component of his use of 

natura in De Lingua Latina is his appropriate display of literary learning. At the same 

time, in the context of a treatise on language, Varro shows throughout his work a subtle 

awareness of the impact of the textual medium on language usage and its consequences 

for construction of viable linguistic policies. In the etymology books, for example, Varro 

deploys a creative concept of textual connectivity in which lexical relationships, thematic 

                                                
25 On Roman Stoic cosmopolitanism, see Richter 2011, 80-6; on Stoic cosmopolitanism more generally, 
with a focus on Zeno’s innovations and modifications of Platonic and Aristotelian politics, ibid. 55-79. 
26 On consensus and concordia as concepts of Roman imperial innovation in the late Republic and early 
Principate, see Lobur 2008 (passim, e.g. 1-11; 37-58). 
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continuities in Roman history and society, and the propensity of the textual medium 

towards extension of form and continuous argument converge into a unified, ‘natural’ 

account of linguistic ‘conjunction’ (coniunctio). In the books on declinatio, meanwhile, 

Varro proposes a concept of ‘natural’ morphological inflection which best employs 

textual resources beyond his treatise, instructing readers on how to build analogical 

frameworks rather than describing his own. As such, his materialistic concept of language 

– which imagines words as a series of continuously proliferating atoms – thematises 

language-as-text, and contrasts with contemporary accounts of language use (which place 

greater emphasis on the agent, for example, as the locus of linguistic understanding).  

This dissertation is in five chapters, which reflect the structure of the text as it has 

survived. The first three chapters, therefore, treat the impositio books and their catalogues 

of etymologies (Books 5-7). In the first chapter, “Organisation and Meaning in Varro’s 

Etymologies”, I attempt to deconstruct Varro’s etymological methodology by exploring 

his schematic priorities in the organisation of the work. Observing a thematic emphasis in 

the organisational schemes on natural philosophy, I consider the function of such a 

philosophical scheme in Varro’s linguistic enterprise, and relate it to Roman 

historiographical and political concerns, as well as Varro’s specialised authority as a 

philosophical etymologist. In Chapter 2, “Grammatical Discourse in De Lingua Latina”, I 

explore the etymology books as a response to grammatical trends in the late Republic. As 

the dominant genre for etymological exegesis, grammar constitutes an important part of 

Varro’s etymological methodology, but Varro nonetheless asserts the superiority of his 

philosophical vision. Relating this condescension to the social and political functions of 

grammar in the late Republic, in this chapter I develop the political character of Varro’s 

philosophical methods of literary exegesis. In Chapter 3, “Ethnography and Identity in 

Varro’s Etymologies”, I consider Varro’s etymology books as a kind of ethnography, 
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which unifies accounts of Roman constitutional and political history, practices, and 

beliefs within an etymological investigation into the Latin language. 

The final two chapters move into readings of Books 8-10, on inflection 

(declinatio). In these chapters, I examine Varro’s concept of morphological inflection as 

it emerges over three books of dense linguistic and philosophical argument. In Chapter 4, 

“Declinatio and Linguistic Standardisation”, I analyse Varro’s conceptual morphology in 

the context of a sustained argument in the late Republic on linguistic standards. Framing 

the debate as a political dispute between Cicero and Caesar, I examine Varro’s careful 

structuring of competing positions on analogy as a platform for the creation of 

inflectional standards, and his innovation of ‘natural inflection’ (declinatio naturalis) as a 

viable basis for determining linguistic correctness. In the final chapter, “Linguistic 

Analogy and Natural Ratio in De Lingua Latina, Books 8-10”, I give a fuller account of 

Varro’s concept of linguistic analogy. By extending his concept of analogy to a holistic 

belief in the analogical structure of the cosmos, Varro links his conceptual morphology to 

wider philosophical arguments in the late Republic. In this final chapter, I consider this 

conceptual extension as a basis for understanding Varro’s political response to changes in 

Roman cultural authority, which makes unique and pragmatic claims for how philosophy 

should be employed – even built into the state apparatus – as an antidote to civic unrest.  
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Chapter 1: Organisation and Meaning in Varro’s Etymologies 

INTRODUCTION 

In Varro’s etymologies, the gods are not what they seem. Saturn, the primordial 

deity of the Roman pantheon, for example, should be derived from satus (‘sowing’, as of 

a seed), because far from being the anthropomorphic father of the gods, he really 

allegorises the seminal fiery, masculine element Caelum (‘Sky’, ‘Aether’), one half of 

cosmic genesis (LL 5.64).27 Ops, the mother of the gods, correspondingly symbolises the 

feminine element Terra (‘Earth’); her name derives from opus (‘work, need’), because 

“here is every work (opus), and there is a need (opus) for her in living” (hic omne opus et 

hac opus ad vivendum, LL 5.64). Under Varro’s etymological analysis, it turns out, many 

of the gods in some way reveal esoteric details about cosmic processes at the atomic 

level, and these allegorical interpretations are gathered together in a comprehensive 

account of ‘immortal bodies’ in Book 5 of Varro’s etymologies (corpora immortalia, LL 

5.57-74). Venus is a particularly instructive entry. As the goddess of love, she represents 

biological reproduction; therefore, her name is properly derived from vinctio, ‘bonding’, 

since Venus is allegorically understood as the principle of conjunction between 

masculine and feminine elements (LL 5.61). She is also therefore related to vita, ‘life’ (LL 

5.63), but only more distantly to her common poetic etymology, ‘to conquer’, vincere (LL 

5.62).28 Vincere is, however, also derived from ‘to bind’ (vincire), since in war, the 

defeated ‘are bound up’ (vinciuntur) – hence ‘victory’ (Victoria, LL 5.62). 

                                                
27 For this allegory elsewhere in the Varronian corpus, cf. van Nuffelen 2010, 165-170.  
28 On Venus in the poetic etymologies of the Roman elegists, and their possible debt to Varro, see Hinds 
2006. 
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Etymology, in its classical form,29 found even in the ancient period little rigorous 

philosophical support,30 but its allure is unmistakable. The belief that words conceal 

mystical, hidden discourses, and that language can be reframed so that conventional or 

normative referents of words no longer constitute their primary semantic value, is a 

compelling way to build an intellectual programme, even if that belief falls apart under 

any amount of sustained philosophical scrutiny. As a category of thought,31 etymology 

appears in a range of forms, and finds enthusiastic advocates throughout the classical 

period.32 Often, an etymology is dispatched individually: perhaps to corroborate some 

philosophical proof or novel intellectual insight; even more commonly, as the final twist 

in a poet’s lexical curlicues.33 When such etymologies are gathered and catalogued, 

however, they form vast monumental displays of learning and linguistic expertise, from 

Socrates’ virtuosic etymological performance in Plato’s Cratylus, to Isidore’s enormous 

                                                
29 The distinction between ‘classical’ and ‘modern etymology’ (or, conventionally simply ‘etymology’) is 
used to separate two very different kinds of study. The former was practised principally in the classical and 
medieval periods, is exemplified by, for example, Plato in the Cratylus, Varro, Isidore of Seville, and Vico, 
among others; and, is focus of this chapter. The latter refers to the set of practices which congregate under 
the aegis of historical linguistics, particularly comparative philology, from the 19th century onwards. The 
two discourses have very little in common and are best considered wholly separately; although elided from 
linguistics curricula, classical etymology nonetheless prevails in the modern period in the playful 
speculations of poets and philosophers, such as Derrida (cf. Morgan in Genette 1995, xxvi-vii; Struever 
1983, 127, 44n.). For the distinction between ‘classical’ and ‘modern etymology’, e.g. Struever, 4ff.  
30 On etymological skepticism in the classical period, e.g. Amsler 1988, 31-55; Del Bello 2007, 77. It is 
instructive to note that, in the foundational text of Western etymology, Plato’s Cratylus, despite engaging 
in a long series of etymologies inspired by Heraclitean cosmology, it remains unclear whether or not 
Socrates’ attitude throughout the dialogue is to be read as sincere or ironic. On this particular ‘Socratic 
question’, see e.g. Sedley 2003, 25-50, esp. 28-9, 39-40. 
31 The description of etymology as a “category of thought” is borrowed from Curtius 1953, 497ff., one of 
the earliest studies in contemporary scholarship to begin to consider classical etymology historically and on 
its own terms. 
32 Useful surveys of etymological thought in the classical and late antique periods may be found in Amsler 
1988, Chambon & Lüdi (edd.) 1991, Del Bello 2007. 
33 The form and function of poetic etymologies particularly in the Augustan period have been the subjects 
of recent monographs, such as Ahl 1985 (Ovid) and O’Hara 1996 (Vergil), although Hinds 2006 has 
offered a probing critique of such works, arguing that certain kinds of etymological interpretations of 
poetry places too much confidence in the reliability of etymology as a coherent scientific discourse. 
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compilation of etymological piety, the Etymologiae (or Origines). Among these, Varro’s 

three books of etymologies in De Lingua Latina are exemplary. His catalogues of 

etymologies constitute a largely complete, though sometimes lacunose account of its 

author’s attempt to describe every dimension of the Latin language, from prose to poetry, 

and in categories of place, body, time, and action. It is an extraordinarily ambitious and 

dense intellectual undertaking, and an inestimably important historical document. A study 

of its many facets comprises the first three chapters of this dissertation. 

In this first chapter, I attempt to understand what it means to represent language 

as the catalogued series of etymologies that we find in Varro’s De Lingua Latina, Books 

5-7. This study anticipates my explorations of etymology, grammar, and poetry in 

Chapter 2, and etymology and group identity in Chapter 3, and sets out to discover what, 

for Varro, etymology does. Following Plato’s Cratylus, the text in which the Western 

etymological tradition has its foundations, etymology has generally based its discoveries 

on a form of linguistic naturalism – or, as Genette has described it, ‘Cratylism’.34 Words 

are said to bear an essential or ‘natural’ relationship to the things they signify, and since 

the nature of this relationship is not transparent – like Saturn and his ‘sowing’ – they 

therefore require the tools of the etymologist to uncover the hidden or implicit “real” 

meaning (etymon, Lat. origo) of the word. The etymon then explains, corroborates, or 

even transcends the word’s normative semantic value. Now, this position has complex 

consequences. If the etymologist makes the claim that words are essentially related to 

things, it means that the etymological investigation necessarily scrutinises things 

alongside their words: though the word is an integral component of the etymological 

reading, the word-image itself is subordinated to the interpretation that the etymologist 

                                                
34 e.g. Genette 1995, 24. On the history of linguistic naturalism, and its conventionalist critique, see 
Genette and Joseph 2000 (both passim). 
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imposes on its referent. Over the course of a comprehensive etymological catalogue, this 

investigation into words and things entails the realisation of an extensive, rich, and highly 

distinctive cosmology, which corresponds to the etymologist’s intellectual and conceptual 

priorities. In Plato’s Cratylus, for example, Socrates contrives his etymologies to reflect a 

world governed by Heraclitean flux, corresponding to the philosophical inclinations of 

his interlocutor, Cratylus.35 In the 7th century CE, meanwhile, Isidore’s etymological 

catalogues also develop “the grammar of the universe” (Henderson 2007, 167 [emphasis 

his]), but invite us instead to consider “the sacred bond between text and church, word 

and world, man and God” (ibid., 161). Varro’s Stoic allegory of gods and atoms is only 

one part of his greater etymological cosmos, whose intricate construction unfolds over 

three books, of a sometimes chaotic appearance and uncertain order.  

Understanding the content and character of this cosmos, its organisation, and its 

intellectual and historical underpinnings is therefore integral to this first chapter. It is 

informed by a desire to understand the conventions and appeal of etymological discourse, 

both in general, and in the historical context of Varro’s composition of De Lingua Latina 

in the closing years of the late Republic. This suggests a dynamic interplay between the 

preceding etymological tradition and Varro’s particular conception of etymology, and, in 

part, this chapter also questions how Varro’s etymology constitutes a coherent 

epistemological framework in the context of ancient etymological thought. To be sure, 

etymological programmes abide by their own internal methods and logics, but they also 

obey a broad but dynamic consistency within the intertext of other etymological projects: 

though hardly a science, by ancient or modern standards,36 it is nonetheless possible to 

                                                
35 For an analysis and explanation of the thematic, historical, and philosophical importance of Heraclitean 
flux in the text, see Sedley 2003, 99-122. 
36 cf. Hinds’ comments (2006, paras 9-10 and 4n.) on Roland Kent’s 1938 Loeb edition of De Lingua 
Latina, which assiduously footnotes Varro’s dubious etymologies like a watchful schoolmaster – often with 
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consider etymology as a general discourse which is constituted by a set of historically 

contingent discursive practices.37 Understood within its historical context, etymology 

produces its own “authoritative texts, expectations, and norms by which individual 

statements are comprehensible” (Amsler 1998, 2), and a historical study of etymology 

brings into consideration the “regularities and patterns in the discursive domain” (ibid.).38 

The speculative nature of etymology and the self-sufficient, eccentric character of the 

etymologist’s cosmos engender a certain flexibility within this discursive domain, but the 

preceding entries in the etymological tradition – such as Plato’s Cratylus, and the 

etymological preoccupations of the Stoics – frame Varro’s own investigation, and, 

indeed, are in some cases made programmatic.39 In short, the aim is to understand 

Varro’s work through this conceptual frame, to understand what he intends his 

etymologies to do, and how he believes they do it. 

In exploring the epistemological basis of etymological discourse in Varro’s De 

Lingua Latina, a comprehensive analysis of this kind necessarily also engages with the 

historical circumstances of its production, and the unusual and turbulent context of 

Varro’s work renders its historical dimensions distinctive and emphatic. Composed 

                                                                                                                                            
a magisterial “Wrong” (e.g. 137, c.n.) – apparently in the belief that Varro needs to be corrected by the 
standards and practices of contemporary linguistics. Collart 1954b in his commentary of Book 5 offers 
much the same commentary on Varro’s etymologies.   
37 Amsler 1998, 1-14 et passim. 
38 Amsler’s model bears a strong resemblance to the methods of Foucauldian archaeology, and is explicitly 
suggested by Foucault’s own strong interest in etymology and grammar in programmatic portions of his 
epistemological projects. In Foucault’s Les Mots et Les Choses, for example, medieval etymology is 
fundamentally constitutive of the pre-modern episteme, whose etymological grammars seek out a cosmic 
covenant of ‘resemblance’ between words and things, and things and things, all guaranteed by the divine 
ordinance of God .e.g. “There is no difference between the visible marks God has stamped upon the surface 
of the earth, so that we may know its inner secrets, and the legible words that the Scriptures, or the sages of 
Antiquity, have set down in the books preserved for us by tradition.” (Foucault 1970, 33). On Medieval 
etymology, see also Bloch (R.H.) 1983 & 2004. 
39 Varro cites the Stoic philosophers Cleanthes, Chrysippus, and Antipater at critical junctures (LL 5.9, 
6.2), indicating a broad allegiance with Stoic concepts of etymology, and these citations are, I suggest, 
crucial to an understanding of Varro’s own etymological doctrine. 
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during the period of Julius Caesar’s dictatorship and the aftermath of his assassination, 

De Lingua Latina, as a whole, attempts to understand the Latin language on the backdrop 

of a violently divisive political frontier and a rapidly changing imperial administration. 

Transferring this disorder into the linguistic domain, Varro construes his work as a 

corrective to the “total discord of words, old and new” (verborum novorum ac veterum 

discordia omnis, LL 5.6), and imagines that his etymologies could remedy the decline of 

a language, which, like a once beautiful young man, has now grown old and decrepit.40 

By inserting a declinist narrative into his programme, Varro mobilises the Stoic 

philosophical concept of linguistic διαστροφή, against whose debilitating effects he 

likens himself to a physician (medicus, LL 5.8).41 The work therefore presents itself as a 

countervailing force against the historical dissipation of ‘natural’ meaning – entailing, in 

fact, creative renewal and the re-establishment of the Latin language on philosophical and 

textual foundations.42 

The central thesis of this chapter takes as its starting point this productive tension 

of the work – between the ambivalence directed at the decline of the Latin language and 

                                                
40 LL 5.5: “There are few things which the passage of time does not make decrepit, there are many which it 
removes. He whom you saw to be beautiful as a boy, you now see him deformed in old age. The third 
generation does not see the man as did the first.” (Vetustas pauca non depravat, multa tollit.  Quem puerum 
vidisti formosum, hunc vides deformem in senecta.  Tertium seculum non videt eum hominem quem vidit 
primum.) 
41 On the concept of διαστροφή, e.g. Garcea 2012, 99, 70n. (with bibliography). Varro shares with Cicero 
in the Brutus a concept of linguistic decline, which Cicero (through his interlocutor Atticus) links to the 
influx of foreigners; see Chapter 4, Conclusion. 
42 In this regard, Varro is instrumental in the codification of Roman linguistic values, and, in a broader 
context, of Roman ideological discourse in general, whose conceptualisation and systematisation entailed, 
in Lobur’s view, a creative transformation in light of the rapid disintegration of the existing political system 
and the advent of autocratic government, e.g. Lobur 2008, 3: “The result was that [late Republican agents] 
inadvertently recreated the set of active antecedents and its possible applications in a way that underpinned 
the authority of the new system… Put differently, the codification and organization of the system 
occasioned by cultural and political alienation became its transformation.” The idea that Varro anticipates 
and perhaps influences the Augustan principate has also been made by Baier, who argues that Varro was 
“einer der geistigen Wegbereiter der augusteischen Epoche.” (in Purcell 2003, 345, 44n.)  
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the creativity of Varro’s philosophical and etymological intervention – to characterise the 

nature of etymology and its relationship to the historical Roman community. This in turn 

motivates Varro’s philosophical and political resolutions the study of which informs the 

conceptual trajectory of this dissertation. What I claim as the basis of Varro’s 

etymological investigation – as I will show in the following section – is the unveiling of 

natura as the conceptual unity which links words and things in a comprehensive 

etymological and hermeneutic system. In Varro’s etymological programme, this involves 

two conceptual moves: one, in which the immediacy of linguistic reference – the 

normative referential value of words – is destabilised in favour of uncovering its ‘natural’ 

etymon; and a second, in which Varro’s philosophical authority intervenes in the 

otherwise total dislocation of meaning entailed by the first move. This chapter therefore 

proposes a model for understanding both moves as the necessary and compelling 

components of Varro’s etymological programme. 

The primary locus of investigation in this chapter – that which illuminates the 

intellectual and philosophical dimensions of Varro’s etymological cosmos, both in the 

context of etymological thought broadly considered and the historical conditions of the 

late Republic – is the organisation of the text itself. There are, I believe, a number of 

good reasons for prioritising organisational form in an investigation into Varronian 

etymology. In the absence of Books 2-4 of the text – the books which provided the 

theoretical underpinnings of the project – the organisation of the work is the level at 

which the assumptions and priorities of its organiser are made explicit, lending context 

and meaning to an otherwise truncated philosophical scheme.43 This is not to say that the 

                                                
43 Compare, for example, Carey 2003, 17-40 on the strategies of organisation in Pliny the Elder’s Natural 
History, and their corresponding relationship to the construction of Pliny’s authorial persona and political 
programme more generally; organisation is also closely linked to classification, which already has an 
extensive modern bibliography, which Carey helpfully summarises (26, 36n.). Riggsby 2007 provides an 
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organisation of the books permits us to reconstruct the lost books of the work. Rather, I 

suggest, organisation clarifies Varro’s novel vision of words and things, giving insight 

into why the obscure processes of etymology suggested to Varro such a compelling 

explanation of the form and origins of the Latin language.   

In addition, organisation gives shape to Varro’s project, rendering distinct and 

concrete a long sequence of etymological observations which, on the face of it, easily 

slide into a formless procession of interminable length and dubious order. The strict 

organisational principles of Varro’s work therefore both structure the sometimes chaotic 

appearance of the work, and re-embed Varro’s etymological insight into a conceptual 

order which stresses the organiser’s profound understanding both of language and of the 

greater cosmos. At the highest level of organisation, for example, Varro divides the book 

into a fourfold scheme of place (locus), body (corpus), time (tempus) and action (actio), 

evenly dividing the books between these categories. Far from an arbitrary framework, 

Varro insists that this organisational quadripartition is an accurate and comprehensive 

division of things as they are in the world: “because there are four primal classes of 

things, there are so many words”, Varro explains (Quare quod quattuor genera prima 

rerum, totidem verborum, LL 5.13). Books 5 treats etymologies according to ‘place’ and 

‘body’, while Book 6 treats those belonging to the categories ‘time’ and ‘action’; Book 7 

repeats the scheme, but focuses exclusively on poetic diction. In the following section, I 

explore the organisation of the segments ‘place’ (locus) and ‘body’ (corpus) in Book 5, 

noting in particular Varro’s programmatic reliance on the genre and aims of natural 

                                                                                                                                            
instructive analysis on the ancient phenomenon of the ‘table of contents’; Riggsby’s essay is part of a 
collection on “ordering knowledge” on the ancient world (König and Whitmarsh 2007), which, while not 
extensively involved in the analysis of organisational schemes in classical texts, has provided useful 
general insights in this section (see esp. König and Whitmarsh 2007, 3-42). 
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philosophy; and, what this means for his concept of etymology and of etymological 

semiotics. 

If Varro’s etymology draws from natural philosophy in its synchronic dimension, 

the diachronic dimension stresses its historical character, an analysis of which occupies 

the third section of this chapter. Because etymology argues that words convey cosmic 

truths, etymological catalogues develop a narrative of linguistic foundation in which the 

etymologist’s esoteric cosmology reflects the mystical wisdom of the individuals who 

originally imposed the languages for posterity.44 Socrates, for example, supposes in the 

Cratylus that Greek words were imposed by a legendary primordial craftsman of names 

(τινος ὀνοματουργοῦ, 389A) who was so wise in cosmic knowledge that he was able, 

anachronistically, to fashion Greek words according to Heraclitean principles of flux.45 

Ancient advocates of etymology – principally the Stoics – appear to have followed 

Socrates’ lead,46 and although the specific details of Varro’s own narrative of Latin 

linguistic foundation have not survived, I will argue in the third section that they may be 

recovered by reference Varro’s method of organisation in Book 6. In this book, which 

treats the categories ‘time’ (tempus) and ‘action’ (actio), Varro structures his material 

within these sections into internal tripartitions which recall an identical conceptual 

tripartition in his earlier monumental scholarly work, the Antiquitates Rerum 

                                                
44 On etymology as narrative, see esp. Streuver 1983, e.g. 11: “The residual discursive structure would 
necessarily be narrative, oratio brevis: no matter how compressed in lexicographical codes or poetic 
figures, etymologies continue to give accounts of either originary civil events or strings of interconnecting 
events of derivation. They deal in “character” and “plot”; the location of the etymon defines the heroic 
agency of the root-construct, the derivation recites its intrusion in the movement from early usage to late.”  
cf. Joseph 2000, 31: “The movement of nomos to nomothetês, from law to lawgiver, is a movement from 
present (synchrony) to past (diachrony), a historicization of the question of linguistic correctness. The 
focus henceforth will not be on how language is used or acquired, but how it was created.” [emphasis his] 
45 e.g. Joseph, who refers to Socrates’ move as “the historicization of the question of linguistic 
correctness” (Joseph 2000, 31 [emphasis his]), observing that the primordial wordsmith changes focus of 
the dialogue from present usage to past creation. 
46 e.g. Frede 1978, 68ff. 
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Humanarum et Divinarum. By considering the etymologies as a conceptual continuation 

of Varro’s earlier antiquarian project, I claim, it is possible to reconstruct Varro’s theory 

of Latin linguistic foundation, which, as in the antiquarian works, Varro treats as a 

continuous historical process, rather than a single moment of linguistic genesis. The 

tripartition also produces the political resolutions of Varro’s linguistic project, which I 

will address in greater detail in the conclusion (and in Chapter 5). 

A final and thoroughgoing concern in both this chapter and this dissertation as a 

whole therefore concerns the political character of the etymological investigation Varro 

prosecutes in De Lingua Latina. In this regard, in the same way that modern scholarship 

has reconstructed Ciceronian rhetoric and philosophy as an important part of his political 

self-fashioning,47 so De Lingua Latina’s linguistic philosophy can be so construed in the 

context of Varro’s political presence in the late Republic. This chapter therefore begins to 

explore how political authority in the late Republic can be reconfigured within the 

context of literary expression and linguistic philosophy. In the elaboration of his 

etymological scheme, for example, Varro relies heavily and explicitly on existing 

philosophical doctrines, whose citation realises an important component of his rhetorical 

strategy. Such citations, for example, tend to motivate in particular his organisational 

choices: the organisation of his material into four ontological categories is devised as an 

extrapolation of a Pythagorean ontological dualism,48 while the introduction of Stoic 

                                                
47 e.g. Dugan 2005; Gildenhard 2007, 2011; Baraz 2012. 
48 The quadripartition of ontological states is described as an extrapolation of the binary “station and 
motion” (status et motus, LL 5.12), which is described as a Pythagorean ipsedixit (Pythagoras Samius 
ait…, ibid.). The reasoning by which Varro in fact arrives at the quadripartition is, in fact, questionable and 
rather tendentious, and I treat this in the following section. The tendentiousness of the reasoning, however, 
only emphasises the importance of the Pythagorean citation: it is out of place, conceptually, but Varro 
inserts it all the same. Although this is the only clear citation of Pythagorean doctrine, Varro’s 
Pythagoreanism is prominent in his immediate reception in the Roman scholarly tradition: Pliny the Elder, 
for example, records that Varro was allegedly buried following Pythagorean rites (NH 35.160). 
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cosmology is anticipated in the preliminary sections of Book 5 by a programmatic 

invocation of Stoic sources.49 While this has historically provoked the modern scholarly 

preoccupation with Varronian source-criticism (Quellenforschung),50 in this chapter I 

examine these programmatic citations as evidence for Varro’s distinctive concern with 

the management of literary resources and of complex philosophical traditions in the 

production of legitimate and authoritative knowledge. The citation of sources is therefore 

a decisive feature of the etymological programme, since it is precisely this aspect of the 

work which, according to Varro, marks him as a philosopher, and locates him within a 

proposed hierarchy of linguistic competence, the so-called ‘four levels of explanation’ 

(quattuor explanandi gradus, LL 5.7). I explore this hierarchy in the conclusion of this 

chapter.51  

As I have indicated, the principal site of analysis in this chapter is Varro’s 

organisational strategies in Books 5-7, since it is at the level of organisation that the 

parameters of Varro’s etymological hermeneutic described above – cosmology, 

philosophical doctrine, textual management, and scholarly persona – converge, and 

                                                
49 Varro cites the Stoic Cleanthes as a paradigmatic philosopher at LL 5.9, and the Stoics Chrysippus and 
Antipater fulfil an equivalent function in the preface of Book 6 at LL 6.2. The contrast in both cases is the 
distinction between ‘philosophical’ etymology and grammatical (i.e. poetic) exegesis, but in both cases the 
invocations anticipate accounts heavily indebted to Stoic philosophy, which I consider at length throughout 
this chapter.  Outside De Lingua Latina, Varro was known for his subscription to Antiochus of Ascalon’s 
Old Academy – for which the locus classicus is Cicero’s Academica 1 – although Antiochus’ noted 
sympathies for Stoicism are wholly consistent with Varro’s philosophical allegiances in LL. 
50 The foundational work of modern Varronian studies is Dahlmann 1964, whose title, Varro und die 
Hellenistische Sprachtheorie (“Varro and Hellenistic Linguistic Theory”) gives an indication of 
Dahlmann’s proclivity for Quellenforschung – and his corresponding ambivalence regarding the originality 
of Varro’s own work.  Though indebted to Dahlmann’s monumental work, this dissertation in general 
hopes to complement accounts (such as Taylor 1975) which correct Dahlmann’s equivocation. 
51 See esp. LL 5.9: “But if I will not have reached the highest level [sc. of etymological understanding], I 
will nevertheless surpass the second [and reach philosophy] because I have burned the midnight oil not 
only at the lamp of Aristophanes, but also of Cleanthes.” (Quodsi summum gradum non attigero, tamen 
secundum praeteribo, quod non solum ad Aristophanis lucernam, sed etiam ad Cleanthis lucubravi.) cf. LL 
6.2 and 21n. (above). 
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present the most conspicuous opportunity for careful examination. Indeed, Varro’s 

intricate methods of textual organisation have been frequently scrutinised by his 

readers,52 since their elaborate, almost baroque character and conservation across his 

corpus demand explanation. While existing scholarship has convincingly demonstrated 

the precedents for Varro’s schematic strategies, however, such accounts have only 

explained how Varro came to use this manner of organisation, but not why and to what 

end. The very different organisation of materials in Books 5 and 6 reveal different aspects 

of this programme – the synchronic and diachronic dimensions introduced above – and 

constitute the subject matter of Sections 2 (“Natural Philosophy and the Atomic 

Etymologies of Book 5”) and 3 (“Etymology and Antiquity”) of this chapter, 

respectively. Book 7, which is separate from its predecessors both in methodology and in 

the object of its study (poetic language, as opposed to prose), will be considered in the 

following chapters.  

                                                
52 e.g. Dahlmann 1964, 14-35; Skydsgaard 1968, 10-37; Tarver 1989. 
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NATURAL PHILOSOPHY AND THE ATOMIC ETYMOLOGIES OF BOOK 5 

In this section, through an exploration of Varro’s organisation of Book 5, I 

develop Varro’s thematic emphasis on natura in the etymological catalogues, and suggest 

what this means for the philosophical character of his etymological undertaking. Now, as 

I suggested in the introduction, instrumental to Varro’s claim to philosophical probity is 

his organisation of material into a quadripartition of place, body, time, and action; in 

terms of his representation of natura, this quadripartition ties Varro’s catalogue to things 

as they are in the world, and does so within a conceptual system which, Varro claims, is 

derived from Pythagorean ontology. What I argue in this section is that this system 

conflates the presentation of natura with a set of methodological priorities that emphasise 

the textual character of the etymological investigation. As we see in the Pythagorean 

quadripartition, these priorities take two forms: first, the correspondence of textual 

organisation with natural philosophy; and, second, the display of appropriate literary 

citation, which both activates the philosophical intertext and clarifies Varro’s claim to 

etymological knowledge. Insofar as this is true for the Pythagorean quadripartition, as we 

shall see, Varro’s ‘natural’ organisation also informs its complex subdivisions within 

Book 5, as well as the etymologies themselves, lending the work a comprehensive natural 

character that consolidates Varro’s role as etymological philosopher. 

To be sure, while the upper quadripartition of etymological material in Books 5-7 

is crucial to our understanding of the philosophical and epistemological character of 

Varro’s project, the secondary order of organisation in Book 5 reveals most fully the 

thematic emphasis on natura and natural philosophy in the etymological project. In 

treating the material members of this quadripartition, locus and corpus, Varro organises 

the etymologies of Book 5 according to a descending sequence of the four material 
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elements: sky/air, fire, water, and earth (caelum, ignis, aqua, terra), which he repeats 

three times in the book. In the first sequence, locus (LL 5.14-56), Varro begins by 

observing a primordial binary division of the elements into caelum and terra,53 and then 

proceeds through etymologies according to the categories caelum, ignis, aqua, terra. The 

first segment surveys the elements themselves, as regions of the sky (caelum, LL 5.17-

20), geographical and topographical features (terra, LL 5.21-23, 31-56), and bodies of 

water (aqua, LL 5.24-30). In the corpus segment, Varro duplicates the sequence 

according to the two types of ‘bodies’ he encounters. First, he treats ‘immortal bodies’ 

(immortalia corpora, LL 5.57-74) – the gods – proceeding through the Roman pantheon 

as it pertains to the gods of the sky, of fire, of water, and of earth. Varro proceeds in the 

same fashion in the second, long subsection on ‘mortal bodies’ (mortalia corpora, LL 

5.75-130) – recognising that there are not, however, mortal bodies composed of fire. 

Though this entails redundancies, the organisation of Book 5 relies on a repeated 

sequence of the four elements, whose structure may be described in the following table: 

                                                
53 e.g. LL 5.16: “The primal places of nature, following the ancient division, are twofold – earth and 
heaven…” (Loca natura<e> secundum antiquam divisionem prima duo, terra et caelum). 
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corpus (LL 5.57-183)  

locus (LL 5.14-56) corpora immortalia  
(LL 5.57-74) 

corpora mortalia  
(LL 5.75-183) 

proem: locus (LL 5.14) proem: Caelum & Terra  
(LL 5.58-67) 

 

caelum (LL 5.68-9) caelum [ignis] 54 (LL 5.17-20) 

ignis (LL 5.70) 

caelum (LL 5.75-77) 

aqua-humor (LL 5.24-30) aqua (LL 5.71-2) aqua (LL 5.78-9) 

terra ([LL 5.21-23] 31-56) terra (LL 5.73-4) terra (LL 5.180-183) 

 

Table 1: the organisation of Book 5 according to the Pythagorean quadripartition (locus, 
corpus) and the material elements (caelum, ignis, aqua, terra). 

The use of material elements as the organisational motif of Book 5 corroborates my 

larger claim that Varro’s investigation in Book 5 entails an investigation into natura.55 

Varro then advances from the material elements in the organisational structure to 

etymological readings, which similarly emphasise atomism and natural philosophy. The 

‘immortal bodies’ segment of Book 5, in particular, insists on an allegorical 

understanding of the Roman pantheon, and Varro’s etymologies as such explain how the 
                                                
54 In the first treatment of the elements, Varro treats caelum as a place, and so describes caelum, somewhat 
opaquely, as “both the part of itself, the highest part, where the stars are” (caelum et pars eius, summum ubi 
stellae), and (quoting Pacuvius) “that which holds the earth in its embrace” (quod complexu continet 
terram, LL 5.17). In this distinction, Varro merges the Stoic distinction between the elements aithêr and aêr 
from the original Greek (Collart 1954b, 157-8; cf. also Cicero, ND 2.91), although the ambiguity is not 
wholly Varro’s, and may derive from a conceptual fuzziness in Stoic cosmology (e.g. Lapidge 1978, 178-
9).  In any case, when Varro treats all four elements discretely in the ‘immortal bodies’ section, he clearly 
considers caelum and ignis to be separate and distinct elements. 
55 Cf. Blank 2008, which offers Antiochean epistemology as the basis for Varro’s etymological inquiry 
into natura: “Antiochus apparently thought that there were things which could be known, even among the 
facts of nature… Perhaps, then, he though that such things could be approached by other means; for 
example, they might be studied via the origins of their names.” (54) I explore the epistemological basis of 
Varronian etymology – including its indebtedness to Varro’s Stoic forebears – in the following section. 
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gods allegorically represent the material elements and elemental processes. Varro’s 

account of ‘immortal bodies’ begins by repeating the claim that the Stoic primordial 

elements – Caelum and Terra – are the real primordial gods, and embody the prototypical 

qualities of male and female (LL 5.57-58). We are then told that life is produced by the 

combination of the properties of these primordial elements: the masculine Caelum is dry 

and hot, and the feminine Terra is cold and wet (LL 5.59-61).56 If elemental forces govern 

our understanding of the gods, etymology then explains how these forces are encoded in 

the names of the gods themselves. Venus is etymologically linked to the “bonding” 

(vinctio) of elements (horum vinctionis vis Venus, LL 5.61); Saturn is etymologically 

related to “sowing” (satus, LL 5.64); Jupiter and Juno, likewise, symbolise the primordial 

elements Caelum and Terra, and various other characteristics and processes of cosmic 

genesis (LL 5.65-67).   

The linguistic basis for Varro’s structural and thematic emphasis on atoms and 

atomic bonds is apparently arbitrary, and Varro does not account for why atomic theory 

presents a compelling method for understanding the Latin language; we will look in vain 

for a comprehensive explanation for why this should be the case. In Book 6, however, 

Varro develops his atomic understanding of words and things through an instructive 

passage. In an interlude between the two segments of that book (LL 6.35-40), Varro 

reveals that the relationship between sensible matter and the material elements is in fact 

analogous to the relationship words have with their etymological roots (etyma, origines). 

Etyma are therefore to be understood as the ‘first-elements’ (primigenia, LL 6.37) of 

                                                
56 Varro restates his debt to Stoic cosmology here by quoting Zeno (“as Zeno of Citium says: ‘The seed of 
animals is that fire which is life and mind.’” ut Zeno Cit<ie>us, Animalium semen ignis is qui anima ac 
mens, LL 5.59). For a more comprehensive analysis of the Stoic influences on this section in the context of 
Book 5, see esp. Dahlmann 1964, 14-35, who simply remarks: “Stoisch is die ganze Gliederung des fünften 
Buches” – although cf. my analysis below. 
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words, just as the material elements are the building blocks of things. Varro compares his 

task in these sections to that of the philosophical atomists – “Democritus, Epicurus, and 

likewise others” (Democritus, E<pi>curus, item alii, LL 6.39), who have provided a 

great service by demonstrating the atomistic nature of the world.57 On this account, 

etymology emulates the work of the natural philosopher: both seek out the elements 

(atoms, etyma) of their objects of study which are unavailable to immediate sensory 

experience, but which nonetheless produce things and words as their epiphenomena. 

Furthermore, since the etymological project typically posits that words have an essential 

or natural relationship to the things they signify, Varro’s etymology offers a way of 

knowing about the world that suitably complements the aims of natural philosophy. 

This is an important claim, and one which resonates throughout the linguistic 

inquiry of De Lingua Latina as a whole. Depicting language as a material entity 

composed of atoms which are not perceptible under normal conditions suggests that 

language and things in the world are analogous entities with correspondingly analogous 

structures, and analogous tools for inquiring into their true nature – natural philosophy 

and etymology.58 In terms of the semiotic dimensions of the project, Varro’s atomistic 

etymology also suggests the destabilisation of the normative or conventional semantic 

value of words. Words can no longer be understood in their normal sense, and ‘real’ 

meaning must instead be deferred to the opaque processes of etymological inspection, 

just as the allegorised gods must be understood not as gods, but atomic compounds. 

Indeed, allegory is instructive for understanding how Varronian etymology operates, and 

the close conceptual affinity of allegorical and etymological accounts is both conserved 

                                                
57 Varro refrains from explicitly referencing Lucretius, who may nevertheless be reasonably included 
within et alii (cf. Flobert 1985, 117, 39.1n.: “Varron pense-t-il à Lucrèce?”). 
58 Varro also uses atomic language to characterise his theory of inflection – which he describes as ‘swerve’ 
(declinatio). I discuss this correspondence in Chapters 4 & 5. 
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in etymological discourse in general, and is even well-documented in the Varronian 

corpus. Van Nuffelen, for example, has argued at length for the allegorical character of 

Varro’s Antiquitates, which informs many of the observations in De Lingua Latina, and I 

explore the epistemology of Varronian allegory in the following section.59 But allegory 

and etymology are conceptually germane, as Del Bello has recently suggested, because 

they both invite the same kind of semiotic deconstruction of their corresponding sign 

systems, suggesting that real meaning is not transparent at the surface level of narrative 

(in allegory) and words (in language). So, where etymology makes the claim that the 

normative semantic value of words is not the most important or primary domain of 

linguistic signification, so allegory demonstrates how the surface level of meaning of 

non-linguistic sign systems – in Varro’s case, the Roman gods – can similarly occlude a 

hidden layer of hitherto unrevealed information of profound and overriding 

significance.60   

On the face of it, then, Varro’s etymological system casts into ambiguity the 

conventional understanding of words, and, by extension, language. It problematises the 

relationship between language and knowledge – can I really claim to know anything 

about Venus, if I don’t know I’m really talking about vinctio? – but the solution to this 

problem is by no means predictable or transparent, calling upon Greek esoterica as the 

new basis of linguistic knowledge. The conceptual complexity of this proposition – to say 

nothing of its barefaced arbitrariness – clarifies Varro’s call for a rigid organisational 

                                                
59 Van Nuffelen 2010, 165-170 (which adequately demonstrates the Antiquitates as the source for Varro’s 
allegorical reading of the god Saturn in De Lingua Latina); see also Van Nuffelen 2012, 27-47. 
60 e.g. Del Bello 2007, 40: “Allegoria as ‘speaking about the Other’ implies a referential split – something 
or someone removed from the present discourse to which words obliquely refer. And in this sense, while it 
purports to be a privileged vehicle of secrets, allegoria in fact exposes the limits of language, the Babel of 
humans after the Fall.” On the twinned fortunes of allegory and etymology, Del Bello 34-46 and passim. 
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structure: in the face of linguistic dislocation, Varro presents a well-defined schematic 

framework which, he believes, legitimises the kinds of claims he intends to make.  

Certainly, Varro’s organisational schemes are extensively described. For example, 

as we have seen, at the highest level of organisation, we find the quadripartition of place, 

body, time, and action (locus, corpus, tempus, actio). Varro unpacks this quadripartition 

in the preliminary chapters of Book 5: 

Pythagoras Samius ait omnium rerum initia esse bina ut finitum et infinitum, 
bonum et malum, vitam et mortem, diem et noctem. Quare item duo status et 
motus, <utrumque quadripertitum>; quod stat aut agitatur, corpus, ubi agitatur, 
locus, dum agitatur, tempus, quod est in agitatu, actio… Quare quod quattuor 
genera prima rerum, totidem verborum… (LL 5.11-13) 

Pythagoras of Samos says that the first-principles of all things are binary, like 
finite and infinite, good and bad, life and death, day and night. Therefore there are 
likewise the following two: rest and motion; <these are divided each into four 
kinds>: what is stationary or is in motion is body; where it is moved, is place; 
when it is moved, is time; what is in the motion, is action… Therefore, because 
there are four first classes of things, there are as many kinds of words… 

Since this passage produces the straightforward basic division of the work, there are a 

number of observations to be made about how it comes to that conclusion. The citation of 

Pythagoras is, of course, emphatic and significant. Recalling Varro’s well-known interest 

in Pythagorean mystery-cult, the passage equates the production of etymological 

knowledge with the unique and mysterious authority of a Pythagorean ipse dixit; I return 

to this theme in the conclusion.61 Yet the authoritative citation of Pythagoras also belies 

its own tendentiousness. The introduction of Pythagoras provides us only with a series of 

ontological binaries, which Varro appears to have borrowed from a passage of Aristotle’s 

                                                
61 Pythagoreanism is central to Varronian philosophy – Varro is said by Pliny the Elder, for instance, to 
have been buried according to Pythagorean rites (NH 35.160) – and I return to the philosophical and 
symbolic importance of Pythagoras in the etymologies’ conceptual scheme in the conclusion of this 
chapter. 
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Metaphysics (1.986a).62 One of these – status and motus – is arbitrarily selected, and then 

arbitrarily developed into the quadripartite division of place, body, time, and action. 

Pythagoras motivates the philosophical pedigree of what follows, but the extrapolation of 

ontological principles appears to be Varro’s own. 

Striking on its own, in the context of the larger Varronian corpus, this process of 

extrapolation is as important as the invocation of Pythagoras, and recalls a number of 

even more elaborate schemes in texts both surviving and lost. The method employed by 

Varro in De Lingua Latina recalls the Academic process of analytic divisio,63 in which a 

text’s subject matter is systematically classified into multiplying sequences of elemental 

subcategories, and then examined, piecemeal, as a series of analytic possibilities. The 

most notorious example of this method in the Varronian corpus is the largely lost treatise 

De Philosophia, in which Varro reportedly organised all historical accounts of the 

Supreme Good (Summum Bonum) into 288 possible ethical positions, meticulously 

described as a branching sequence of differentiae – according to subtle variations in 

ethical ends, divisions by schools of thought, and so on.64 The 288 differentiae in De 

Philosophia as such presented a “brutal and mechanical” account of ancient virtue ethics 

(Tarver 1989, 155), although Varro’s philosophical doxography clearly aims to be 

                                                
62 Varro closely follows Aristotle’s list of ten Pythagorean binaries in the Metaphysics, with one salient 
different: Aristotle refers only to “the so-called Pythagoreans” as the source of the binaries (οἱ καλούμενοι 
Πυθαγόρειοι). The possibility of indirect transmission notwithstanding, the citation of Pythagoras’ ipse 
dixit is therefore a Varronian addition. 
63 On Varro’s ‘analytic method’ in the Res Rusticae, see Skysgaard 1968, 26-37; Tarver 1989’s description 
of De Philosophia, influenced by Skysgaard’s reading, employs the Latin word for the scheme (divisio), to 
describe Varro’s analysis of the Summum Bonum in De Philosophia – noting that Cicero employs a similar, 
but far simpler account of the Summum Bonum in De Finibus, 5.16 (Tarver 1989, 153-55).  
64 To create this system, according to Augustine, Varro first divided between the various ends proposed by 
each of the major schools, creating 4 differentiae (voluptas, quies, a combination of these, or the prima 
naturae); then, multiplying these according to whether virtus is desired because of each of the four, or 
whether each of the four because of virtus, or alongside each of the four, Varro produced 12 possible 
positions; further subdivisions were applied according to philosophical sect, and so on, until Varro reached 
his total of 288. For a complete analysis of the divisio of De Philosophia, see Tarver 1989, 150-153. 
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exhaustive and systematic, but hardly elegant or aesthetically engaging. If, as Tarver 

suggests, Varro developed this system of divisio from the Old Academy through his 

teacher Antiochus of Ascalon,65 the late farming manual Res Rusticae demonstrates the 

degree to which Varro adopted the analytic method as a marker of his idiosyncratic 

philosophical style. Skysgaard has demonstrated that the numerous analytic productions 

of this text are not wholly successful, and result in a number of redundancies and 

unlikelihoods, impractical for the average farm manager. But the satiric and playful 

character of the work indicates that these divisiones are not always to be taken wholly 

seriously, and suggest instead a reflexive commentary on one of the more flamboyant 

tendencies of Varro’s authorial persona.66  

The point of Varro’s divisiones is to imply that comprehensible and ordered 

systems of knowledge are attainable: this is emblematic of Varro’s authorial style, but 

also reflects a vision of philosophy in which even complexity and diversity can be 

articulated and explained through the intervention of appropriate modes of 

systematisation and classification.67 In addition to this philosophical claim, however, the 

quadripartition in particular also achieves a rhetorical claim to legitimacy through an 

intertextual network of texts which employ a similar quadripartition to structure material. 

Foremost among these is the organisation of material in Varro’s first great monumental 

                                                
65 For the influence of Antiochus on Varro’s philosophical development and its broader place in Roman 
society, see Tarver 1989, 138-145; Blank 2012.  The divisio is described by Cicero as Carneades’ 
innovation at De Finibus 5.16 (e.g. Carneadea divisio), but also acknowledges the method as part of 
Antiochus’ philosophical arsenal. 
66 pace Skydsgaard, who suggests that the shortcomings of Varro’s divisiones in Res Rusticae are quite 
serious, and their deficiencies indicate that “he may have been pressed for time” (1968, 36).  For a 
summary of the parodic readings of Varronian systematisation in the Res Rusticae see Kronenberg 2009, 
85-7; on humour and irony in the text more generally, Nelsestuen 2008, 139-159. 
67 This, for Tarver, explains the particular appeal of Varro’s scheme of divisio in De Philosophia, which 
makes Virtue something which can be articulated and taught, because the ideal account of the Summum 
Bonum can be selected if all possible differentiae are available: “Virtue could, in fact, be perfected” 
(Tarver, 140 [emphasis his]). 
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work, the Antiquitates Rerum Humanarum et Divinarum, which, though lost, is reported 

by Augustine to have divided its catalogue of Roman religious practices according to 

“who performs them, where they perform them, when they perform them, and what they 

perform” (qui agant, ubi agant, quando agant, quid agant, Aug. Civ. Dei 6.3). Only the 

positions of locus and corpus are switched, but the scheme is otherwise unchanged:68 on 

this account, the scheme in De Lingua Latina recalls the earlier text, and De Lingua 

Latina is frequently understood as adapting the exhaustive cultural study of Roman 

religion in order to apply it to the Latin language.69   

While the Antiquitates provides the most conspicuous model, it does not exhaust 

the intertextual possibilities for the quadripartition in De Lingua Latina, which has also 

been likened to handbooks of technical rhetoric,70 to styles of historical reporting,71 and 

even as a confirmation not of Varro’s Pythagoreanism, but his allegiance to Stoic 

                                                
68 e.g. Taylor 1975, 68-9.  According to Augustine, the quadripartition is in fact repeated twice in the 
work: once for ‘human affairs’ (which accounts for the quotation above), and again for ‘divine affairs’, 
“insofar as it pertains to those things which are to be rendered to the gods” (quantum adtinet ad ea, quae 
diis exhibenda sunt, Aug. Civ. Dei 6.3) 
69 The similarity between the organisation schemes of the Antiquitates and De Lingua Latina have urged 
Varronian scholars to argue, sometimes tendentiously, for the ubiquity of the scheme across the corpus; for 
a summary of these findings, see Skysgaard 1968, 93. 
70 e.g. Skydsgaard, 94: “We must rather try to understand the composition as arising from the tradition of 
the schools of rhetoric formed by the Stoics” (94). Skydsgaard also compares Ciceronian rhetorical 
prescriptions (“traces of the outline”) in De Oratore 2.53 and 63. 
71 This means both historical in its conventional sense, such as the reported structure of events in Rome’s 
Annales Maximi (e.g. McAlhany 2003, 76ff., esp. 80), and historia in its technical sense, as a structured, 
systematic inquiry of any sort (so Blank 2008, 60-1). McAlhany’s argument rests on a comment of 
Antonius at De Oratore 2.53: “Many have followed a similar method of writing – men who have left 
behind bare records without ornament of times, men, places, and deeds” (Hanc similitudinem scribendi 
multi secuti sunt, qui sine ullis ornamentis monumenta solum temporum hominum locorum gestarumque 
rerum reliquerunt). McAlhany’s confidence in Cicero’s reporting may be misplaced, but the similarity of 
structures between Cicero and Varro’s scheme is nonetheless intriguing; Blank’s point, that through the 
link with the Antiquitates “Varro… transform[s] the subjects of history into the elements of the world,” is 
also well taken (Blank 2008, 61). I address Blank’s observation about the structure of historia according to 
Asclepiades of Myrlea in the final section of this chapter. 
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philosophical principles.72 If the search for comparable quadripartitions has therefore 

yielded a diverse set of intertextual possibilities, this, I think, is precisely Varro’s 

intention. In the other divisiones of the Varronian corpus, the analytic structures serve 

rhetorically to underscore the comprehensiveness of the philosophical scheme and the 

legitimacy of the textual investigation. The quadripartition in De Lingua Latina shares 

this rhetorical comprehensiveness, but the existence of similar and recognisable 

organisational systems embeds the etymological project as an exhaustive project within 

an intertextual network of similarly exhaustive projects. In this context, Varro’s addition 

of the explicit philosophical authority of the Pythagorean ipse dixit signals as 

programmatic Varro’s intellectual debt to the traditions of Greek philosophy through an 

invocation of one of its archetypal figures.73 The Varronian quadripartition is, in short, 

conceived as an authoritative (inter)textual device to contain its comprehensive treatment 

of words and things.  

Now, the complex textual practices and intertextual systems which constitute the 

organisation of the etymology books frames the conceptual character of the etymological 

investigation – insofar as it explains the investigation into words as natural philosophy, 

both as an investigation into natura – but we are nonetheless constantly reminded that 

this textual complexity reflects nature itself. The locus and corpus segments which 

                                                
72 Dahlmann demonstrated the convergence of the quadripartition with Stoic principles – in which the 
second member of each side of the quadripartion (corpus, actio) acts as the ‘filler’ of the first member 
(locus, tempus): bodies fill space, actions fill time.  See Dahlmann 1964, 16-24, 38-41. 
73 Because of the associations with other texts in the Varronian corpus, the intertext generated by the 
Pythagorean quadripartition in De Lingua Latina is rhetorically effective in two directions: intertextual 
quadripartitions underscore the rigorousness and applicability of Varro’s scheme in De Lingua Latina, but 
the scheme in De Lingua Latina adds Pythagoras’ unique philosophical authority, and thereby retroactively 
valorises the organisation of the other schemes – giving particular validation to the earlier Antiquitates, and 
its own system of locus, corpus, tempus, and actio.  What Varro secures in the organisational scheme of De 
Lingua Latina, therefore, is an intertextually expansive system which recursively underscores its own 
relevance and the good judgment of its creator. 
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occupy Book 5, as we have seen, proceed through a sequence of the four material 

elements – caelum, ignis, aqua, and terra – in their internal organisation of etymologies. 

When introducing this system, Varro pointedly follows an analytic divisio of the elements 

which echoes precisely the initial Pythagorean quadripartition: “According to the ancient 

division, the places of nature are twofold, earth and sky; then many parts emerge 

element-by-element from each” (Loca natura<e> secundum antiquam divisionem prima 

duo, terra et caelum, deinde particulatim utriusque multa, LL 5.16). In other words, 

binaries which become quadripartitions are simultaneously Academic analytic divisiones, 

intertextual orders of knowledge – and also an accurate depiction of the structure of 

nature.74 In Varro’s etymological programme, text and natura converge into a single 

account. 

This is even true of the emphasis Varro places on bonding in the biological 

account of the gods, which Varro’s text mimics, or perhaps reproduces, in etymological 

passages where Varro encounters semantic overlap and other kinds of lexical adjacency.75 

According to Varro, if words partake in a system of lexical connectivity, it is because 

words and things collude in a fundamental principle of cosmic unity. In this regard, Book 

5 contains a version of Stoic sympatheia, in which multiple celestial and terrestrial sign 

systems converge as a manifestation of the monadic essence of the cosmos. Varro marks 

                                                
74 In Stoic cosmology, the cosmos is formed from an initial monadic principle, from which the dyadic 
active and passive principles proceed, and then the increasing complexity of the four material elements 
(e.g. Lapidge 1978).  There may even have been contemporary attempts to synthesise the Stoic and 
Pythagorean cosmologies; Rawson, for example, refers to the work of the 1st century BCE Greek scholar 
and Pythagorean Alexander Polyhistor, who offered a description of the monad archê of all things, which 
manifests an “undefined dyad”, from which emerge, first, a series of opposites, then the four material 
elements, and, finally, sensible matter (Rawson 1985, 163; 293).  
75 I am referring broadly here to the Stoic system of etymological relations, which posits that etymological 
roots can be identified according to onomatopoeic similarity (similitudo), affinity or proximity (vicinitas), 
or the famous form of etymology a contrario, such as “grove because there is no light” (lucus a non 
lucendo); see e.g. Long 2005, 37.  Varro does not observe these rules in his readings, but is clearly aware of 
them, e.g. LL 5.17-20. 
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this convergence by the programmatic use of coniunctio, which is a translation Cicero 

offers for sympatheia in De Divinatione.76 I explore this conceptual and semiotic system 

in more detail in the next chapter, but in terms of organisation, Varro acknowledges the 

connectivity of words and things by making such connections a function of his 

organisational scheme. At the beginning of Book 5, Varro describes words as having 

‘affinity’ (cognatio) and ‘community’ (societas): 

Sed qua cognatio eius erit verbi quae radices egerit extra fines suas, persequemur. 
Saepe enim ad limitem arboris radices sub vicini prodierunt segetem. Quare non, 
cum de locis dicam, si ab agro ad agrarium hominem, ad agricolam pervenero, 
aberraro. Multa societas verborum, nec Vinalia sine vino expediri nec Curia 
Calabra sine calatione potest aperiri. (LL 5.13) 

But wherever there will appear an affinity in a word, which extends its roots 
beyond its boundaries, I shall pursue it. For often the roots of the tree reach 
beyond the property-line into the field of the neighbour; therefore, when I speak 
of places, if I arrive from ‘field’ to ‘rustic man’, and to ‘farmer’, I will not have 
erred. There is a great community of words, and ‘Wine-festival’ cannot be 
explained without ‘wine’, nor can ‘Announcement Hall’ be revealed without 
‘proclamation’. 

The connectedness of words – which makes words and etymologies spill outside their 

semantic fields – therefore subverts the rigid structure of the double quadripartitions that 

governs Book 5. It is by acknowledging this tendency, however, that Varro maintains his 

authorial control over the content and structure of the work as a whole. On the level of 

the etymological analyses themselves, the connectedness of words entitles Varro to link a 

single word to multiple etyma, demonstrating how words belong to a network of related 

                                                
76 e.g. Div. 2.124: “from a certain congruence and conjunction of nature which the they call συμπάθεια” 
(ex quadam convenientia et coniunctione naturae quam vocant συμπάθειαν); also, Div. 2.34, 142. This is 
similar to the position arrived at in Foucault’s analysis of medieval accounts of language and etymology in 
The Order of Things, and its focus on resemblance as the unifying characteristic of cosmic and human sign 
systems.  In Foucault’s account, therefore, “[k]nowledge therefore consisted in relating one form of 
language to another form of language; in restoring the great, unbroken plain of words and things; in making 
everything speak.” (Foucault 1970, 40) 
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terms, rather than to a singular cause or explanation.77 On the level of textual 

organisation, it means that Varro can escape the inflexibility of his organisational scheme 

by pursuing a word’s etymological network through digressions of various lengths. In 

other words, the countervailing tensions of Varro’s organisational schemes, through the 

inherent coniunctio of language, both work to exhibit further the erudite authority and 

expertise of Varro’s authorial presence, and further conflate natura with the 

organisational methodologies adopted in the treatise. 

That the work’s tendency towards digressiveness most threatens the rigidity of 

Varro’s organisational scheme is shown by the anxiety it evokes in the author: it is the 

only place, in the entire scheme, where Varro hesitates about the propriety of the 

etymological project. At the beginning of Book 6, Varro announces that his work will 

pursue words according to their lexical connections and semantic relationships, even if 

this seems tendentious: he would rather pay attention to the “kinship of words” (cognatio 

verborum) than to a “complaining member of my audience” (auditori calumnianti, LL 

6.1). Varro is unrepentant in his digressive tendencies here, but at the end of Book 7, 

when concluding the triad, he takes a different tone. Noting that his etymological 

investigation has gone on long enough – despite there being more words to inspect – 

Varro again invokes a land metaphor, as he had done at the beginning of Book 5, 

deciding now, however, that “no one is reproached who leaves a stem for the gleaning 

from the cornfield” (nemo reprensus qui e segete ad spicilegium reliquit stipulam, LL 

7.109). Varro’s principle concern in presenting his work to a Roman audience is 
                                                
77 This accounts for the ambiguity in Varro’s etymological method which Hinds detected in, for example, 
the Venus passage above (Hinds 2006 paras. 38ff.), and also in the etymologies of Juno (LL 5.67), Clivus 
Publicus (LL 5.158), and so on.  Although the explicit etymology appears to between Venus and vinctio, the 
proximity and assonance of vis complicates the identification of a single etymon for Venus. In fact, the 
numbers of etyma proliferate, and this is precisely the point: Varro’s purpose is to demonstrate how words 
are conjoined in a totalising matrix of other words; or, as Hinds puts it, “a totalizing grammar… a 
movement towards plenitude and perfection of meaning.” (para. 48, emphasis his). 
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providing the right amount of etymological investigation: enough to construct in full a 

semiotic complexity which requires his intervention, but not so much that it is 

overwhelming, unnecessarily disordered, or needlessly lengthy. 

The etymologies constitute a source of supervision and authority, but Varro’s 

anxiety betrays how speculative, even arbitrary his intervention is. Notionally, Varro sets 

out to counteract decline and disorder, but does so at the cost of a programme of Latin 

linguistic renovation whose delicate structure of textual compilation and philosophical 

display threatens to overwhelm its own stability and integrity. Though the depth of 

Varro’s etymological investigation is therefore ambitious and impressive, its reliance on 

its own convoluted structure and intertextual motifs betrays the fragility of the project’s 

conceptual foundations. The cosmology is Stoic; Varro’s four ontological states are 

notionally based on Pythagoreanism; and, the solution for understanding the Latin 

language is made a conspicuously Greek endeavour. Above all, this appears to be an 

almost irreconcilably contradictory stance. If Latin contains within its words 

philosophical truths about the composition of the universe, then, according to Varro, the 

primordial namegivers who conceived the Latin language were themselves 

philosophically informed. I turn to this difficult problem in the following section, which 

scrutinises the organisational form and epistemological content of Book 6 in the context 

of an antiquarian narrative of Latin linguistic foundation. 
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ETYMOLOGY AND ANTIQUITY 

Etymology, to some degree, is about origins. It connects meaning across 

generations to a primordial set of linguistic foundations, and develops a comprehensive 

narrative on the origins of language.78 At the beginning of the Western etymological 

tradition, for example, Plato’s Socrates explains that his etymologies stem from the work 

of a primordial “name-giver” or “onomaturge” (τινος ὀνοματουργοῦ, 389A), whose 

extraordinary insight into cosmic truths endowed him with the skill to fashion Greek 

words according to the nature of things. In the Cratylus, Socrates models this name-giver 

on the common Greek figure of the lawgiver, the ‘nomothete’, and so turns his 

etymological narrative into a story of civic foundation.79 In the Christian period, 

etymological works extend the diachronic scope even further, to encompass tales of 

origins that stretch back to Eden and the linguistic impositions of Adam. According to 

Bloch, religious versions of the etymological narrative embrace aspects of genealogy, and 

valorise political programmes by depicting contemporary language users as the legitimate 

heirs of a divine inheritance.80 As we saw in the previous chapter, this emphasis on 

genealogical connection is one stressed in the Varronian account, and surely has much 

the same effect. Continuity in language and meaning underscores continuity in 

                                                
78 On etymology as historical narrative, see esp. Streuver 1983.   
79 cf. Joseph 2000, 31: “The movement of nomos to nomothetês, from law to lawgiver, is a movement 
from present (synchrony) to past (diachrony), a historicization of the question of linguistic correctness.  
The focus henceforth will not be on how language is used or acquired, but how it was created.” [emphasis 
his] 
80 e.g. Bloch 1983 emphasises the close relationship between etymology and genealogy repeatedly, which 
he sees as integral to medieval grammar and other political discourses in the pre-modern period, e.g. “The 
medieval text makes a surprising connection between the seemingly distinct fields of sign theory (how 
signs represent), family structure (how the parts of a lineage are, through signs, related), history (which is 
precoded according to a system of Christological salvation), and the origin of the law.” (32) Bloch 2004 
offers a concise summary of his position. 
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community and policy, and therefore captures a powerful part of etymology’s appeal, 

particularly during periods of unpredictability and civic ferment. 

My argument in this section continues and develops the line adopted in the 

previous section by asserting the speculative character of Varro’s etymologies, and 

Varro’s corresponding reliance on complex methods of textual organisation and 

philosophical citation. Where, in the previous section, I explored Varro’s cosmology as a 

dense compilation of philosophical intertexts, in this section I examine how history and 

historiographical intertexts serve the etymological programme. First, I will discuss how 

etymology provokes an account of Roman history, borrowing extensively both Roman 

historiography and the antiquarian epistemology of Varro’s own literary corpus. This in 

turn suggests, I argue, careful and sometimes ambivalent reflection on the function of text 

in etymology, history, and community. By recording the intentions of distant wordsmiths, 

words, in Varro’s view, sustain a link between the present and past, and secure the 

integrity of Rome’s linguistic community. Yet Varro develops an etymological 

hermeneutic, particularly in Book 6, which casts further doubt on the transparency of 

linguistic usage. While this ambivalence casts into doubt the integrity of the relationship 

between language and community, it also necessitates the kind of philosophical 

intervention that Varro’s etymologies provide.  

In general, I suspect that the relationship between etymology and history cannot 

be overstated, and this relationship is well conserved in the Roman etymological 

tradition. Origo stands prominently among the several Latin calques for etymology – 

both for discourse as a whole, and for an individual etymon of a given word81 – and as 

such recalls Cato’s archetypal work of Roman historiography, the Origines; in both, the 

                                                
81 Origines is one of the titles of Isidore of Seville’s monumental collection of etymologies, for example.  
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intellectual appeal of aetiology is integral.82 References to Roman historical traditions 

also reframe Greek etymological discourse as a more distinctly Roman endeavour: in the 

place of Socrates’ wordsmith, for example, Varro identifies Latinus and Romulus as the 

primordial founders (impositores) of Latin (LL 5.9), and thereby Romanises the Platonic 

philosophical scheme. Etymology is not merely a discourse parasitic on history, however, 

and in Varro’s work etymology is also brought to bear on historiographical debates. 

Varro’s etymology of Lacus Curtius (LL 5.148-50), for example, gives rise to a 

comparison of sources: Procilius argues that the lake is named after a Curtius who 

resolved a religious dilemma through his self-sacrifice (LL 5.148);83 Piso in the Annales 

posits that the eponymous Curtius was a Sabine hero (LL 5.149); and Cornelius and 

Lutatius cite Curtius as the consul who fenced the land off after a lightning strike (LL 

5.150). Varro does not express a preference for any version, but it is useful to note that 

etymology offers an appropriate context for a summary of existing historiographical 

material on a controversial issue.84 

For Varro, the search for historical origins is also closely connected to his 

antiquarian programme. It recalls his monumental catalogue of Roman religions, the 

Antiquitates Rerum Humanarum et Divinarum,85 and, in De Lingua Latina, as we have 

                                                
82 It may be no coincidence that this is the word which begins the sixth book of Varro’s De Lingua Latina. 
The fragments of Cato’s work themselves indicate a tendency towards etymology, e.g. frr. 2, 3, 4, 6; see 
Gratwick 1982, 151. 
83 This is the version preferred by Livy at 7.5, where he explicitly refutes the Pisonian version, which 
narrative is nonetheless recorded at 1.8-13. 
84 On versions of the Curtius myth in Roman historiography, and the identity of the historiographers that 
Varro cites, see Collart 1954a, 240-1, 148-150nn. 
85 Dahlmann (in Schröter 1963, 106) imagines that De Lingua Latina was conceived as a kind of coda to 
the Antiquitates, a “Feststellung, Erklärung und Auswertung der archaischen Latinität in allen Bereichen.” 
Wallace-Hadrill also suggests specific examples of passages which are almost certainly etymological 
elaborations of earlier antiquarian research, such as the ‘Tour of Rome’ (LL 5.41-56) and the Roman cultic 
calendar (2008, 239-258).  
 



 44 

seen, reminiscences of this earlier work are encoded into the schematic framework of the 

text. I noted in the previous section, for example, that the higher quadripartition of the 

work in Books 5-7 (locus, corpus, tempus, actio) closely resembles the quadripartition in 

the Antiquitates, signalling that a similar intellectual programme was being developed in 

the etymology books. This schematic continuity between the two texts is also at work in 

the organisation of Book 6. Unlike Book 5, whose segments are ordered according to 

membership of the four material elements, the two segments of Book 6, on ‘time’ 

(tempus) and ‘action’ (actio), observe a structural tripartition. In the first of these two 

segments (LL 6.3-34), Varro divides the etymologies according to the three ways of 

measuring time.  First, time can be measured “according to the natural distinction” (a<d> 

discrimen naturale, LL 6.12): by days, nights, months, and years (LL 6.4-11). It can also 

be charted by ‘civic’ distinctions (civilia vocabula, LL 6.12), although this in fact equates 

to two kinds of measurement. One kind of ‘civic’ measurement is devoted to the religious 

calendar: those days “which have been instituted for the sake of the gods” (qui deorum 

causa… sunt instituti, LL 6.12), and in this section Varro explores etymologies of the 

names of the festival days of the year, month-by-month (LL 6.12-26). The final section of 

the tempus segment (LL 6.27-34), meanwhile, is given to days instituted “for the sake of 

men” (qui hominum [sc. causa] sunt instituti, ibid.), and treats the names for the months 

of the year, for example, and the non-cultic days of the month (e.g. the Kalends, the 

Nones, and the Ides, LL 6.28-29).86 The three sections of the tempus segment are 

therefore as follows: ‘natural’ time; time which pertains to the gods; and time which 

pertains to men. The fourth segment on actio (LL 6.35-85) also receives a three-part 

                                                
86 This part of the etymological books has probably received the most sustained attention from historians, 
as one of the major sources on the Roman festival calendar: see, for example, Beard 1987; Feeney 2007, 
196ff.; Rüpke 2011, e.g. 23-27. 
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treatment, and clearly divides its etymologies of actions according to verbs of ‘thinking’ 

(cogitare, LL 6.43-50), ‘saying’ (dicere, LL 6.51-76), and ‘doing’ (facere, LL 6.77-85). 

The reason that these tripartitions are worth noting is that they also appeal more-

or-less directly to the theoretical configuration of the Antiquitates. One of its more 

enduring contributions – certainly capturing Augustine’s attention and polemic in De 

Civitate Dei – is the so-called “three kinds of theology” (tria genera theologiae): 

Tria genera theologiae… esse id est rationis quae de diis explicatur, eorumque 
unum mythicon appellari, alterum physicon, tertium civili… Mythicon appellant, 
quo maxime utuntur poetae; physicon quo philosophi; civile quo populi. 
(Augustine, Civ. Dei 6.5 = ARD fr. 7 (Cardauns)) 

[Varro says that] there are three kinds of theology, that is, of the system which 
pertains to the gods, and one of these is called “mythic”; the second, “natural”, the 
third, “civic”… The one they call mythic is that which the poets mostly use; the 
“natural”, for the philosophers; “civic”, for the people. 

This division seems to have been one of Varro’s major influences on Roman religious 

thought, even if Augustine himself attributes the original tripartition to Mucius Scaevola 

the pontifex.87 For our purposes, however, it is fairly easy to map Varro’s theology onto 

the division of material in the tempus segment of Book 6: the first section treats time-

units according to nature; the second treats the religious calendar, which correlates with 

the “mythic” part of Varro’s theology; and the third part treats the year according to its 

civic divisions, i.e. calendar dates which do not refer to gods. Like theology, therefore, 

time can be understood in three ways: according to nature, according to myth, and 

according to the civic structures which pertain to human affairs. 

                                                
87 Augustine attributes the tria genera to Mucius Scaevola the Pontifex at Civ. Dei 4.27 (see e.g. 
Schiavone 1976, 5-15), although there is some general agreement that the scheme is originally Stoic, 
derived either from Panaetius or Posidonius, e.g. Pépin 1956. On the influence of the tria genera 
theologiae, e.g. Cardauns 1978; on, for example, Ovid’s Fasti, see Green 2002.  
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References to the Antiquitates in Varro’s etymologies of festival days reinforce 

the relationship between the two works, but it seems to me that the tripartition of material 

would have been recognisable as a Varronian preoccupation to an ancient reader, even 

without the explicit correspondence of the intertextual citations. It is true, for example, 

that the division of the material in the tempus section strictly observes a binary division – 

between natural and civic measurements of time – and that the tripartition only emerges 

from the subdivision of the civic measurement into godly and human components. Even 

this, however, is in accordance with the mechanics of the original theological tripartition 

in the Antiquitates, at least insofar as we can reconstruct it. The most important details of 

the tripartition in the Antiquitates emerge in Augustine’s polemic directed towards Varro 

in De Civitate Dei (Books 4, 6 & 7).88 A large part of Augustine’s attack, for example, is 

directed in Book 6 against Varro’s claim that the gods were made by men: that men were 

prior to the gods, in the same way that “the painter is prior to the painting, and the builder 

to the building” (Sicut prior est, inquit, pictor quam picta, prior faber quam aedificium… 

Civ. Dei 6.4). Augustine’s polemic notwithstanding, it is reasonably clear that Varro’s 

point is not, necessarily, that humans precede the gods, but that the mythic depictions and 

civic institutions created for the cultivation of the gods are human constructions. The 

natural component, however, is opposed to these constructions, since it alone does not 

depend on poetry and civic institutions of men: though the civic and mythical 

components may be considered separately the products of the ‘city’ and the ‘theatre’, the 

natural is a product of the ‘cosmos’.89 Though Augustine then goes to lengths to 

                                                
88 On the reception of Varro in Augustine’s De Civitate Dei, see esp. O’Daly 1996. 
89 This is an authentic Varronian distinction, which Augustine quotes directly:  Prima, inquit, theologia 
maxime accommodata est ad theatrum, secunda ad mundum, tertia ad urbem (“The first theology [i.e. the 
civic] is best accommodated to the theatre; the second [i.e. the natural] to the cosmos; the third [i.e. the 
civic] to the city”, Civ. Dei 6.5) 
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demonstrate that the ‘mythic’ and ‘civic’ are really the same thing, this can equally be 

inferred from Varro’s own philosophical posturing, which also posits a schism between 

the natural, on the one hand, and the mythical and civic, on the other.90 

I want to stress this tripartition, because I think it is an integral part of Varro’s 

intellectual and political programme, definitive of how his philosophical operations bear 

on the civic domain. They are so integral to Varro’s intellectual programme that they 

even inform the superstructure of material in Book 5, transcending the Pythagorean 

quadripartition, as well as the organisation according to the material elements which is 

the particular structuring device of that book. In Book 5, therefore, the ‘natural’ treatment 

occupies the entire locus segment (LL 5.14-56), which even begins with the words loca 

naturae (LL 5.14), and which lays out the four material elements in their ‘natural form’ 

(that is, independent of mythic interpretations and civic structures). The second segment, 

corpus, occupies the remaining two parts of the theology, and its two subsections on 

‘immortal’ and ‘mortal’ bodies correspond to the categories ‘mythic’ and ‘civic’. This 

reflects precisely the same order as the tripartition of tempus in Book 6. The ‘mythic’ 

section, on the ‘immortal bodies’ of the gods (LL 5.57-74), contains the allegorical 

exegesis of the Roman pantheon according to the same material elements which 

structured the locus segment. The ‘mortal bodies’ section (LL 5.57-183) is likewise 

structured by the material elements, but by far the largest part of this section is given to 

the “animals of the land” (de animalibus in locis terrestribus, LL 5.80), which begins 

with etymologies pertaining to Roman magistracies and priesthoods (LL 5.80-101), 

                                                
90 Noting the coincidence of civic and mythical beliefs, Augustine addresses Varro himself, saying that 
“You see… that these [public superstitions] abhor the nature of the gods… and you yourself realise this, 
and all your literature resounds it” (cernis quidem… quas ab deorum nature abhorrere… et sentis ipse… et 
omnis vestra litteratura circumsonat, Civ. Dei 6.6). 
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before turning to various other parts of the civic realm (LL 5.105-183) and a long 

monumental history of Rome (LL 5.141-168).91 

At the very least, it is fairly clear that Books 5-6 of De Lingua Latina both adhere 

closely to the theological tripartitions of the Antiquitates, and at least two of these three 

tripartitions are configured to follow a sequence of ‘natural’, ‘mythic’, and finally ‘civic’ 

ways of knowing about things.  The structures of Books 5-6, according to the tripartitions 

described here, may be therefore summarised in the following table: 

 
 
tria genera 
theologiae 

 
 

 
Book 5 

  
Book 6: tempus (LL 
6.3-34) 

  
Book 6: actio  
(LL 6.35-85)92 

 
natural 

  
locus (LL 5.14-56) 

 ad naturale 
discrimen  
(LL 6.4-11) 

  
cogitare  
(LL 6.43-50) 

 
mythic 

  
corpora immortalia 
(LL 5.57-74) 

 dies deorum causa 
instituti  
(LL 6.12-26) 

  
dicere (LL 6.51-76) 

 
civic 

 corpora mortalia 
(LL 5.57-183, esp. 
5.80-168) 

 dies hominum causa 
instituti  
(LL 6.27-34) 

  
facere (LL 6.77-85) 

 

Table 2: the organisation of Books 5-6 according to the theological tripartition of 
‘natural’, ‘mythic’, and ‘civic’ theologies 

The obvious question which therefore emerges from such a depiction of three recurring 

tripartitions in De Lingua Latina – two of which are clearly reminiscent of Varro’s earlier 

tripartition in the Antiquitates – is whether the third tripartition of ‘actions’ can also be 

ascribed to the tria genera theologiae. In other words, if material things (places and 

                                                
91 I treat this ‘mortal’ segment in Chapter 3. 
92 There is a lacuna at LL 6.85, after which Varro gives an exegesis of the inlicium procedure, which, I 
believe, is an attempt to describe a complicated legal issue through the conceptual tripartiton of ‘thinking’, 
‘saying’, and ‘doing’ verbs. I treat this problematic section in Chapter 2. 
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bodies) and time can both be understood as expressing natural, mythic, and civic 

components, can the same be said of actions. In other words, does cogitare correspond to 

‘natural’ action, dicere to ‘mythic’ action, and facere to ‘civic’ action? And, finally, what 

does this have to do with etymology – and, indeed, with antiquarianism? 

At the very least, there is, at first glance, a pleasing correspondence between the 

tripartition of the actio segment and the three components of the tria genera theologiae: 

natura, Augustine reports, is the proper domain of the philosopher, and cogitare 

corresponds to the activity of the philosopher par excellence; myth, likewise, is what is 

reported to us by the poets and the theatre, and, likewise, coheres neatly with its position 

in the ‘saying’ member of the tripartition (dicere). This leaves facere and its 

correspondence with the ‘civic’ component of the tripartition. Although this presents the 

hardest part of the conceptual tripartition to account for, it also, I think, offers the most 

succinct insight into the epistemology of Varro’s etymological-antiquarian 

investigation.93   

The conceptual importance of the facere section is signalled by Varro himself, 

who begins the section with an extensive explanation of what ‘doing’ is, and how, for 

example, ‘doing’ (facere) can be distinguished from ‘acting/performing’ (agere) and 

‘waging’ (gerere). Facere, he explains, entails putting an “external appearance” (facies) 

on something: 

Proprio nomine dicitur facere a facie, qui rei quam facit imponit faciem. Ut fictor 
cum dicit fingo, figuram imponit, quom dicit formo, formam, sic cum dicit facio, 
faciem imponit; a qua facie discernitur, ut dici possit aliud esse vestimentum, 
aliud vas, sic item quae fiunt apud fabros, fictores, item alios alia. (LL 6.78) 

                                                
93 This part of the study is indebted in a general way to Blank 2008’s examination of the epistemology of 
Varronian epistemology – and particularly Blank’s important observations about the influence of Stoic 
epistemology through Varro’s teacher Antiochus – although I build on Blank’s work in a number of key 
respects. 
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In its literal sense, facere is named from ”appearance” (facies), which places an 
appearance on the thing which it makes. Just as an “image-maker”, when he says, 
“I make an image”, places an image; when he says, “I form”, places a form; so 
when he says, “I make”, places an appearance; from which appearance a 
distinction can be made, such that one thing can be said to be a garment, another a 
vase; thus similarly the various things which emerge among the carpenters, the 
image-makers, and so on. 

The action of ‘doing’, therefore, conveys the action of putting an external appearance 

(facies) on something, such that it can be perceived as distinct from other things (a qua 

facie discernitur) – a garment from a vase, for example. In this regard, it shares an 

emphasis on sense perception with the other verbs described (fingo, which produces an 

‘image’, figura; and, formo, which produces a ‘form’, forma). The use of sense 

perception here echoes certain aspects of Stoic epistemology, no doubt mediated through 

Varro’s intellectual debt to Antiochus’ Stoic-influenced Old Academy: there is, for 

example, a good deal of evidence corroborating the inadequacy in Stoic epistemology of 

sense perception in the apprehension the internal natura of a thing, which, in some 

accounts, requires resort to intellectual reasoning.94 In Varronian linguistics, I suggest, 

this account of epistemology applies to words as well as things. As we saw in the 

previous section, Varro’s idea of a word entails – like things – sensible form which 

requires etymological or philosophical investigation to reveal its hidden, internal natura. 

It also anticipates, we might note, an important part of his conceptual morphology in 

Book 10. There, figura is the word Varro uses to denote the morphophonemic quantity 

                                                
94 The locus classicus for Varro’s Academic proclivities would be Cicero’s Academica 1 and the speaker 
Varro’s defense of Antiochus’ Stoic epistemology (e.g. Acad. 1.40), although the more detailed treatment 
of sense perception in Antiochean epistemology is given by the speaker Lucullus in Academica 2.19ff. On 
the centrality of natura to Antiochus’ account (his “naturalized epistemology”), see Hankinson 2003, 82; 
on the role etymology might have played in this epistemology, cf. Blank 2008 in n.30 above. Treatments of 
Stoic epistemology may be found in Hankinson 2003 and Gerson 2009, 100-111, and of Antiochus’ 
epistemology, now Brittain in Sedley (ed.) 2012, 104-130. Blank’s position on the relationship between 
Varro and Antiochus in Varro’s theology and etymology may also now be found in Sedley’s volume (250-
289). 
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(e.g. Taylor 1996, 108) of a word – that is, its ‘sound image’, or vox – as opposed to its 

materia, or grammatical configuration. Figura, in Varronian linguistics, therefore, 

denotes the difference in sound between Terentius and Terentia, while its materia, 

conversely, explains that Terentius is masculine, singular, and nominative, and Terentia 

feminine, singular, and nominative.95 

In his use of figura for the ‘sound-image’ of a word, in particular, Varro 

demonstrates a strong degree of terminological and conceptual consistency with other 

parts of his historical-etymological construction. In the preliminary sections of Book 5, 

Varro attributes words “in common use” (in consuetudine communi, e.g. LL 5.8) to the 

impositions of Latinus and Romulus, using verbal cognates of figura: 

Non enim videbatur consentaneum qua<e>re<re> me in eo verbo quod finxisset 
Ennius causam, neglegere quod ante rex Latinus finxisset, cum poeticis multis 
verbis delecter quam utar, antiquis magis utar quam delecter.  An non potius mea 
verba illa quae hereditate a Romulo rege venerunt quam quae a poeta Livio 
relicta? (LL 5.9) 

For it did not seem right that I seek the cause for a word which Ennius had 
crafted, but neglect one which king Latinus had crafted before, just because I 
enjoy poetic words much more than I use them, and use ancient words more than I 
enjoy them. And in fact are those words not mine which have come down to me 
by inheritance from king Romulus, rather than those bequeathed by the poet 
Livius [sc. Andronicus]? 

The consistency between this passage and the facere passage in Book 6 also clarifies the 

role of the etymologist, who restores the natura the word hitherto obscured by its external 

sound; this entails recovering the original intentions (or intuitions?) of primordial 

wordsmiths like Romulus and Latinus.96 At the beginning of Book 7, for example, Varro 
                                                
95 See Chapter 4, Section 3 
96 The main function of the passage is to draw attention to the aesthetic and utilitarian qualities of language 
use (delecter quam utar… magis utar quam delecter), drawing a distinction between dulce and utile that 
would be repeated by Horace’s Ars Poetica (e.g. 333-346). On Varro’s poetics, and the influence of 
Neoptolemos of Parium on both Varro and Horace, see Lehmann 1994, and my comments at the end of 
Chapter 2, Section 3. 
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clarifies that the function of the etymologist is therefore to uncover ‘the will of the 

impositor’ (impositoris voluntas, LL 7.1), and we are elsewhere told that this 

approximates the hidden natura of the word: “for nature was the guide to the man in 

imposing names” (ea enim dux fuit ad vocabula imponenda homini, LL 6.3). Etymology, 

therefore, is the long exposition of the impositor’s authorial intention, laying bare the 

psychology of the naturally-inclined wordsmith through the external form of the word as 

it has been transmitted. 

The question then becomes, I think, how we transfer this etymological 

epistemology to facere in its connection to the ‘civic’ part of the antiquarian tripartition. 

First, we might note that the sense of language as a civic institution is important to the 

passage cited above: Varro describes his use of words imposed by Latinus and Romulus 

as his ‘inheritance’ (hereditas), and as such attributes to Latin words a quasi-legalistic 

framework encompassing language and communal membership. His faith in the basic 

integrity and resilience of words feeds a sense of continuity in the Latin linguistic 

community, and attests to the inspired wisdom of the founders and wordsmiths who 

generated the earliest Latin impositions and sustained the earliest Latin communities. 

This belief certainly derives from Socrates’ primordial wordsmith in the Cratylus (albeit 

ironically, given Socrates’ ultimate skepticism), but it also unites the antiquarian project 

still further with contemporary trends in Stoic historical thought. Van Nuffelen has 

argued convincingly that this aspect of Varro’s antiquarianism, for example, draws 

heavily on Posidonius’ theory of history, which advocated the legitimacy of archaic 

religious traditions, drawing on the notion of a Golden Age of philosopher-kings.97 These 

wise men had quasi-divine access to knowledge (which mere mortals can only aspire to 

                                                
97 Van Nuffelen 2010 & 2011, 27-47. On Posidonius as philosopher-historian, see Kidd 1989. 
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by advancing through philosophical doctrine),98 and fashioned cultic worship in 

accordance with their special insight into nature, in order to instruct primitive peoples 

how to behave properly and in accordance with the cosmos.  

As such, Varro equates the linguistic impositions of Rome’s founders with other 

kinds of institutional foundations: word and state converge as a single account of civic 

origins. Indeed, as I argue in Chapter 3, in the other ‘civic’ sections of Books 5-6, Varro 

correspondingly explores Latin etymologies through civic monuments, institutions, and 

artefacts, whose visibility grounds the etymologies in civic historical productions of 

language and community.99 The longest subsection of the corpora mortalia segment of 

Book 5, for example, is devoted to a monumental history of Rome, and treats the 

buildings and religious locations of the city according to the era of their foundation in a 

continuous narrative sweep which runs from the proto-foundations of Aeneas through the 

Punic Wars (LL 5.141-168). As in the case of the Lacus Curtius, Varro’s treatment of 

well-known monuments in the Roman Forum prompts both an etymological treatment of 
                                                
98 e.g. Van Nuffelen 2011, 30ff. Not only did the primordial founders have access to divine wisdom, but 
their creations were fashioned so that later philosophers could understand their intent: according to 
Augustine, “Varro commends these allegorical interpretations so highly as to say that the men of old 
invented images, attributes and adornments of the gods (ut dicat antiquos simulacra deorum et insignia 
ornatusque finxisse) precisely so that when those who had approaches the mysteries of the doctrine 
(doctrinae) had seen these visible things with their eyes, they might also see with their mind the soul of the 
world and its parts.” (Civ. Dei 7.5, cf. Van Nuffelen 2011, 30-1). This division between founders whose 
knowledge is mystical and unattainable by regular mortals, and philosophers who may approach this but 
not achieve reliable, complete knowledge of this kind (i.e. scientia) is precisely the configuration Varro 
conceives in the “four levels of explanation” (quattuor explanandi gradus, LL 5.7-8), which I describe in 
the final section of this chapter. 
99 The vividness of sense-perception offers another connection to the broader conventions the 
historiographical genre. As Feldherr has amply demonstrated, for example, the use of the visual in 
historical narratives both provides the reader with a vivid, quasi-present experience of past events 
(enargeia), and offers the text itself as a physical monumentum, equivalent to other artefacts, buildings, and 
performative displays which also provide a continuous, unbroken link between past and present. For 
example, see Feldherr 1998, 9-10, on Livy’s description of Crassus’ profectio (42.49.1-6): “…the process 
of vision plays a very precise role in communicating the social and political authority of the consul to 
spectators and thus reinforcing the bond that links them to the collective power of the state… the act of 
watching modulates from the fulfillment of a “desire to see” (studium spectaculi) to a form of civic 
participation.” 
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those words, and a brief historical narrative accounting for the etymology and the 

monument – often even employing conflicting historiographical sources. In this way, 

Varro unites the visibility of the civic monument and the external appearance of the 

word: both are the perceptible products of single historical events. 

At the same time, Varro’s version of Posidonian historical theory requires further 

consideration because his scheme takes into account multiple linguistic impositores: not 

only Latinus and Romulus are designated as paradigmatic founders of the Latin language, 

but also Livius Andronicus and Ennius, to say nothing of the founders of words attached 

to civic monuments and institutions. Varro does not make much of a formal distinction 

between the primordial impositores and their successors. Instead, the multiplicity of 

impositores, centuries apart, characterises Latin linguistic foundation as an evolutionary 

process, which is, after all, much better suited to the realities of the development of the 

Roman state. The first entry in the ‘mortal bodies’ of the land section, for example, is 

consul (5.80), a definitively Republican office which is hardly likely to have been the 

imposition of Rome’s first kings. An evolutionist model of both the Latin language and 

the Roman state also resonates with conceptions of Rome’s historical development in the 

contemporary literature of the late Republic. Cicero’s second Book of De Re Publica also 

famously expounds a long view of Rome’s constitutional development, in which the 

interlocutor Scipio notes with satisfaction that Rome’s constitutional forms evolved 

gradually, as opposed to the singular foundation stories of the Greeks (Rep. 2.2-3).100 

                                                
100 We might also note here that Scipio also attributes this theory of constitutional development to Cato, 
giving us further good reason to consider Varro’s antiquarianism and etymology – with their similar 
versions of continuous cultic and linguistic imposition – as broadly sympathetic to the positions espoused 
by Cato’s earlier Origines. On Scipio’s transparently fictive meta-citation of Cato in his speech, see Fox 
2007, 80-110. 
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In Varro’s account, however, the evolutionist model of the Latin language and 

Latin linguistic community also arouses ambivalence about the natural character of 

words. Though Varro describes the impositores merely as having been led by natura, 

Varronian linguistic theory does not elsewhere equate linguistic imposition with natural 

ratio, but with convention and human will, which as such can subvert the reliability of a 

thoroughgoing linguistic naturalism.101 This is what makes etymology unpredictable, and 

accordingly less reliable than full scientia. Part of this interpretative pessimism is derived 

from Varro’s view that the integrity of Latin words has often not been maintained: hostis, 

for example, used to indicate any kind of foreigner, whether his intent was hostile or not; 

now, it is pejorative, and equivalent to perduellis (LL 5.3).102 Wallace-Hadrill 

characterises this kind of ambivalence as conventional in Roman contemplation about the 

past and the legacy of the ancestors: the maiores are both a “living force”, which through 

monuments, performance, and legends spur Romans to virtuous behaviour, but also a 

“remote ideal which reproaches the present with it inadequacy” (Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 

231).103  

Varro shares this pessimism about the present – after all, the present state of the 

Latin language is “all disorder” (discordia omnis) – but it is also clear that Varro has 

reservations about the transparency of words, language, and sign systems in general, 

which, even when imposed, were a site of ambiguity and misdirection. In etymological 

                                                
101 e.g. “For it is easy to note that error can fall upon those impositions which are mostly made in the 
nominative singular, because unskilled and scattered men place words on things, howsoever their wills 
direct them.” (Facile est enim animadvertere, peccatum magis cadere posse in impositiones eas quae fiunt 
plerumque in rectis casibus singularibus, quod homines imperiti et dispersi vocabula rebus imponunt, 
quocumque eos libido invitavit, LL 10.60). On the basis of impositio in will, e.g. LL 10.51. 
102 Spencer (2011, 49) offers an insightful reading of this passage, noting that the change basically 
reflected a change in foreign policy following massive imperial conquests and upheavals. 
103 On Rome’s ambivalent relationship with the mos maiorum during its “cultural revolution”, and with 
particularly close attention to the use of Greek models in this regard, see Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 213-258). 
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discourse, as we have seen, words manifest an “external appearance” but contain 

information which often belies the conventional or normative understanding of that 

information. Though it is therefore the function of the etymologist to expose that 

information – which equates to clarifying the intention of the original impositor – Varro 

expresses uneasiness about the capacity of language to communicate intention accurately 

and transparently. In his discussion of ‘speaking’ verbs, Varro categorises verbs 

according to their capacity to reproduce the underlying intention of the speaker. Narro 

(“narrate”), for example, is so named for the type of speech “when I make another person 

aware (narum)” (Narro, cum alterum facio narum, LL 6.51); similarly, “I speak” (dico) 

“because I, knowing, hand over to him, not knowing, because he was ignorant” (<sciens 

ne>scienti, quod ei quod ignoravit trado, LL 6.62). For, on the other hand, is indicative 

of a less transparent mode of speaking: it is used of children who have only just ceased to 

be infantes, but it is also used for “prophets” (fatidici), “who are also called ‘soothsayers’ 

(vaticinari), because they do this with frenzied mind” (dicti idem vaticinari, quod vesana 

mente faciunt, LL 6.52). Children and soothsayers therefore make noises which 

approximate speech, and may even have some kind of internal coherence or meaning, but 

it is not always clear on this account to the listener what they are thinking. Finally, just as 

Varro equivocates about the reliability of ‘speaking’ in the conceptual tripartition of the 

actio segment, suspicion is most clearly directed at the ‘mythic’ component of the 

tripartition with which it is correlated in the tria genera theologiae: myth, like words, can 

similarly obfuscate natura.104  

                                                
104 This is attributed by Augustine as a direction quotation at Civ. Dei 6.5: “[in the mythical component] 
are many fictions against the dignity and nature of the immortals… in this, everything is ascribed to the 
gods which can not only befall a mortal, but the even the most despicable kind of mortal” (in eo sunt multa 
contra dignitatem et naturam immortalium ficta… in hoc omnia diis adtribuuntur quae non modo in 
hominem, sed etiam quae in contemptissimum hominem cadere possunt). 
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It is even suggested that if he were to found a new city, Varro would have 

founded the state “from the rule of nature” (ex naturae formula, Civ. Dei 6.4), but 

recognises the impossibility of this endeavour. In the first instance, he in any case was a 

citizen of an old state, and bound to its traditions.105 Philosophy, however, was also 

inappropriate for public life: Varro “banished this kind [of theology] from the forum, i.e. 

from the people; indeed, he shut it in the walls of the schools” (Removit tamen hoc genus 

a foro, id est a populis; scholis vero et parietibus clausit, Civ. Dei 6.5). By placing 

natura in a position of priority, however, Varro also implies that civic innovations should 

meet the approval of an appropriately qualified philosophical authority, such as Varro 

himself – lest they be mystified by the seductive and opaque misdirections of the poets, 

and of language itself. In other words, Varro’s schematic configuration of the catalogues 

both calls into question the transparency of language, but submits the claim that a 

restoration of natura alone is capable of securing the integrity and continuity of the Latin 

linguistic community. This requires a fuller account of Varro’s function as etymological 

philosopher as supplier of that natural insight; I address this issue in the conclusion. 

                                                
105 “For since he had come upon an already ancient [state], he said that he could do naught but follow its 
custom” (quia vero iam veterem invenerat, non se potuisse nisi eius consuetudinem, Civ. Dei 6.4). 
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 VARRO, HISTORIA, AND HIERARCHY IN DE LINGUA LATINA, BOOKS 5-7 

Understanding natura as the conceptual unity which informs Varro’s 

etymological project – and the linguistic project as a whole – is, in a sense, the central 

objective of this dissertation. Having identified the importance of natura to the 

etymologies, however, it is not clear that a concise definition will suffice this 

polymorphous and all-encompassing concept. Rather, natura is to be understood as a 

symbolic response to a historical crisis: the entropy of a linguistic system, which Varro 

describes as the status quo prior to his philosophical intervention. Natura, as such, 

endows the linguistic treatise with certain characteristics, which valorise Varro’s 

intervention, legitimise the etymological readings, and give shape to Varro’s particular 

authority in the project. It is in this regard reflexive, and draws attention to its own 

special value, even where that value seems vague or nebulous. Natura also requires its 

own dedicated type of thought and sets of practices – philosophy – even, for society to be 

restructured to accommodate philosophers. While a civic understanding of things might 

suffice for the people, and myths for the poets, natura requires in Varronian thought an 

integrated domain of social praxis which entails the sustained attention and productivity 

of philosophers. It is a historical deficiency in this domain – in philosophy – to which De 

Lingua Latina is addressed, and which fashions Varro’s authorial persona in the 

programmatic sections of this project. In other words, natura, philosophy, and Varro’s 

literary persona combine in De Lingua Latina to create its unique etymological heuristic, 

and constitute the authoritative dimension of Varronian linguistics. 

I suggest that De Lingua Latina itself gives evidence that this is effectively an ad 

hoc formation. Because philosophy is to be reconfigured as a discrete function within a 

tripartite scheme of linguistic knowledge, for example, Varro also lays out its hierarchical 
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description in the preliminary sections of Book 5. He describes this as the “four steps of 

[etymological] explanation” (quattuor explanandi gradus), and it entails the arrangement 

of etymological competence into a four-tiered stratification of people, grammarians, 

philosophes, and a king:106 

[7] Nunc singulorum verborum origines expediam, quorum quattuor explanandi 
gradus. Infimus quo populus etiam venit: quis enim non videt unde 
ar<g>e<n>tifodinae et viocorus? Secundus quo grammatica escendit antiqua, 
quae ostendit, quemadmodum quodque poeta finxerit verbum, quod confinxerit, 
quod declinarit; hic Pacui: Rudentum sibilus, hic: Incurvicervicum pecus, hic: 
Clamide clupeat b<r>acchium. [8] Tertius gradus, quo philosophia ascendens 
pervenit atque ea quae in consuetudine communi essent aperire coepit, ut a quo 
dictum esset oppidum, vicus, via. Quartus, ubi est adytum et initia regis: quo si 
non perveniam <ad> scientiam, at opinionem aucupabor, quod etiam in salute 
nostra nonnunquam facit cum aegrotamus medicus. [9] Quodsi summum gradum 
non attigero, tamen secundum praeteribo, quod non solum ad Aristophanis 
lucernam, sed etiam ad Cleanthis. (LL 5.7-9) 

Now I shall set forth the origins of words, one-by-one, of which there are four 
levels of explanation. The lowest is that to which the people can even aspire: for 
who does not see whence comes “silver-mines” and “road-watchman”? The 
second is that to which the old-fashioned grammar climbed, which shows in what 
way the poet has fashioned each word, which he has fashioned and derived; thus 
Pacuvius: “the whistling of ropes”; “curve-clavicle flocks”; “With his mantle he 
beshields his arm”. The third level, to which the climbing philosopher reaches and 
begins to expose those things which are in common use, as, for example, from 
what ‘town’, ‘village’, ‘street’ was named. The fourth, where lies the shrine and 
rites of the king: at which point, though I may not reach full knowledge, I may 
attempt an opinion – as even in matters of health the physician does when we are 
ill. For even if I will not achieve the highest level, I will at least surpass the 
second, because I have studied not only at the light of Aristophanes [sc. of 
Byzantium], but also Cleanthes [sc. of Assos]. 

This kind of privileging of philosophical knowledge is programmatic in Varro’s 

intellectual oeuvre. We have already seen that Varro intended philosophy to be kept from 

                                                
106 The transmission of the text is notoriously problematic – although largely because editors have felt 
uneasy about the presence of a king so unproblematically inserted into a Republican text, which does not 
seem to me to be a reason for emending or eliding the phrase (or any part of it) as it stands.  The debate 
over the transmission of the phrase is usefully summarised by McAlhany 2003, 155-6, cf. Schröter 1963. 
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the forum, shut up in the schools (Aug. Civ. Dei 6.5). Varro even seems to have 

cemented this reputation among his peers: in the Academica, for example Cicero has 

Varro proclaim that his philosophy was not meant for the masses, who instead find the 

humour and charm of his Menippeans rather more appealing. It is rather intended only for 

the philosophers, who have yet to benefit from a satisfactory philosophical tradition in 

Latin (Acad. 1.8). In this passage, however, philosophical authority is explored on its 

own terms. Legitimate membership within the third step of philosophy – above the 

grammarians – is expressed entirely in terms of the consultation of literary resources:107 

Cleanthes, Antipater, and Chrysippus over Aristophanes and Apollodorus (LL 5.9; 6.2); 

or, metonymically, Stoic philosophy over Alexandrian grammar. Modern scholarship has 

been vexed about what this juxtaposition should represent – this kind of dichotomy is at 

the origins of the notoriously elusive ‘anomaly’ and ‘analogy’ debate – but what, I think, 

is more important is the fact itself of Varro’s self-appointment as philosopher, by virtue 

of the texts he has chosen to employ. There is no further explanation, no lengthy defense 

of why Stoic texts should be preferred as models for Varro’s project than the Alexandrian 

grammarians. Much like Varro’s etymologies, the philosophical pedigree of his status 

and knowledge is reliable because he says it is. 

The reliance upon citation is on its own not so extraordinary. What is surprising is 

its structural relationship to the “shrine and rites of the king” (adytum et initia regis), 

                                                
107 The distinction between the two citations is between the grammatical, poetic etymological exegesis of 
the Alexandrian scholars, such as Aristophanes of Byzantium, and that of Cleanthes, the Stoic philosopher.  
Varro makes a similar distinction at LL 6.1, describing here instead Aristarchus and Aristophanes, as 
paradigmatic grammarian-etymologists, and Chrysippus and Antipater, who, like Cleanthes, 
paradigmatically evoke the Stoic tradition. I will elaborate the distinction between these kinds of sources in 
the following chapter, but my point here is simply that Varro exhibits the proper arrangement of textual 
sources. It is also interesting to not that the emphatic and repetitive imagery of night-time study 
(lucernam… lucubravi) asserts that Varro’s philosophical pursuits are appropriately confined to his private 
life, and as such do not infringe on his public duties. On the topos of lucubratio in late Republican and 
early Imperial texts, see Ker 2004; and, on otium and textuality, e.g. Stroup 2010, 33-65. 
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which occupy the highest level of etymological authority. This does not seem to 

undermine Varro’s status as philosopher; on the contrary, Varro’s hierarchy only has any 

measure of authority to it, I suggest, because it mystifies the highest level of etymological 

competence through an appeal to ritual terminology. In an anthropological examination 

of ritual, Maurice Bloch suggests that ritualistic statements are not inspected for their 

truth-value because a kind of religious deference intercedes against critical evaluation: 

participants in rituals “do this because it is the custom of the ancestors” or “because it is 

what one does at these events” (Bloch 2004, 68). Social life, claims Bloch, functions 

largely on such invocations of deference, because it is impractical and naïve to suppose 

that meaning can always be available or transparent (Bloch 2004, 70). Where meaning is 

expressed, it can be systematised and organised within a hierarchy of knowledge, but 

only because its precise nature is mystified inasmuch as its highest level is occupied by 

the unique unknowability of God. Varro’s scheme appeals to no God – though perhaps an 

equivalent would be an appeal to natura – but in the hierarchy of the quattuor explanandi 

gradus, he defers instead to ritualistic mystery, the shrine of the king, whose seclusion 

makes intention and explanation, by definition, inscrutable and inarticulable. Varro’s 

truth-claims within the etymology books are immune from dialectical scrutiny, because 

they reside in his own quasi-ritualised textual space. 

The highest of Varro’s four steps appeals to the Posidonian concept of the 

namegiving philosopher-king, which I discussed in the previous section; this is 

confirmed, I think, by the reference in the immediately following passage which 

identifies Latinus and Romulus as the primordial Latin wordsmiths (LL 5.9), and I also 

think there is an important thematic link here to Pythagoreanism and its own association 
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with mystery-cult.108 Each tradition stresses how primordial figures possessed direct and 

intuitive access to natura in a way that allowed them to unify the three elements of a 

word – its internal natura, its referential function, and its sound-image – that is 

fundamentally concealed from Varro by virtue of historical distance and decline. In the 

place, therefore, of this direct, inspired knowledge, Varro applies his literary learning.  

The deficit of the full scientia of the philosopher-king also clarifies why Varro 

characterises the etymological project as historia. He makes this claim at the beginning of 

Book 8, where he contrasts the study of inflection (declinatio) with the study of 

etymology (impositio, ‘imposition, lit. putting words onto things’). The former can be 

treated systematically, as an ars, but the latter must be approached as an ‘inquiry’ 

(historia), since “it does not come down to us in any way but by learning” (nisi discendo 

enim aliter id non pervenit nos, LL 8.6). Now, historia most obviously points to the 

historical character of the etymologies, and, as we have seen, this is an aspect of the 

etymological programme Varro is keen to pursue. At the same time, the philosophical 

precision of Varro’s conceptual scheme indicates that the more technical details of 

historia are also pertinent to his definition. In his treatment of Varro’s etymological 

technique, for example, Blank notes that “historia’s claim to technicity derives from the 

systematic organisation of facts” (2008, 67), a position attributed to the Empiricist 

                                                
108 This link was noted particularly in Pierre Boyancé’s work on Varronian etymology and theology, e.g. 
Boyancé 1975, which supposed Antiochus as the source of Varro’s interest in Pythagoreanism. Blank 
(2012, 286) downplays the influence of Pythagoreanism, limited only to Varro’s interest “in the power of 
numbers”. Cicero, we might note, attacks Pythagorean philosophy at the beginning of the first book of De 
Natura Deorum. Correcting those that seek the author’s own opinion, Cicero extols the value of dialectic 
over the personal qualities of the philosopher: “for it is not so much the force of authority which must be 
sought in argument, as the force of reason” (non enim tam auctoritatis in disputando quam rationis 
momenta quarenda sunt, ND 1.10). Cicero targets Pythagoreanism as the chief offender of argument by 
auctoritas, in which the ipse dixit of Pythagoras is so highly valued that “authority prevails without reason” 
(ut etiam sine ratione valeret auctoritas, ibid.). 
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physician, Asclepiades of Myrlea, about whom Varro was almost certainly aware.109 In 

the Empiricist tradition, historia also constitutes one of the three main sources of a 

physician’s authority, alongside autopsy and comparison by analogy. In this case, historia 

has an emphatically textual character, equating to the compilation of previous reports by 

other physicians. The appeal to stochastic medical theory is on Varro’s mind in this 

context: demonstrating why the third step of etymological understanding is valid despite 

lacking full scientia, he compares himself to a medicus, hazarding opiniones when we are 

sick (LL 5.8).110 

To push Varro’s historia even further, we might even briefly consider Herodotus’ 

archetypal use of the term. In a detailed study of the implications and function of 

Herodotus’ famous description of his work – the ἱστορίης άπόδεξις – Bakker explains 

that ἱστορίη is etymologically related to a specific kind of seeing or witnessing that 

entails evaluation and selectivity, the approval of a truth-claim or a version of events 

among several possibilities;111 the search for the responsible agent in the conflict between 

the Greeks and the barbarians, for example.112 The value of such a claim tends to depend 

                                                
109 Varro seems to have joked about Asclepiades’ theory of cold-water treatment in a Menippean Satire, 
recorded by Pliny the Elder (ipse cognominari se frigida danda praeferens, ut auctor est M. Varro, NH 
26.14). 
110 Following Darbo-Peschanski’s analysis of the use of historia in Aristotle’s Analytica priora (2007, 
112-118), historia can also be helpfully considered to be the accumulation of judgments of empeiria, which 
may then proceed to a more secure scientific or technical accommodation, e.g. 118: “…l’expérience 
(empeiria), dont l’historia totalise les opérations, est bien, comme nous l’avons vu, le premier temps 
nécessaire de la constitution d’un savoir scientifique ou ‘technique’…” 
111 Compare Darbo-Peschanski (2007, 41-62) on Iliad 18.497-508 and 23.262-652, who rejects the 
common misconception of historia as ‘autopsy’ or ‘eyewitnessing’; rather, from the passages in the Iliad, 
the ἴστωρ is a first-hand judge who offers his version to a secondary group of judges for further evaluation 
and approval. 
112 Bakker 2002, 13-22, esp. 14-16. See also Darbo-Peschanski 2007, 67-110. Darbo-Peschanski also 
stresses Herodotus’ evaluative capacity as adjudicator between a selection of different logoi, but adds 
Herodotus’ thematic selections according to ethnos, e.g. 68: “Les Histoires d’Hérodote se présentent 
comme un logos composé de logoi: un récit fait de récits, dont la multitude est distribuée en grand blocs 
thématiques, le plus souvent en fonction des peiples auxquels ils se rapportent.” For ethnography in the 
etymology books, see Chapter 3. 
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implicitly or explicitly on the status of the ‘judge’ (ἴστωρ), and I think that this status 

association is implicit in Varro’s own description of historia.113 A sine qua non of the 

inquiry into impositio in Varro’s scheme, for example, is the citizen status of the 

investigator: historia is opposed to ars since it can only be acquired by ‘learning’; the ars 

of inflection, by contrast, can be grasped even by slaves.114 By inference, historia into 

etymology is the kind of inquiry that is only available following the investigations of a 

citizen (LL 8.6).  

Varro’s inquiry, in other words, asserts its value by combining Varro’s existing 

social status with a display of literary erudition, and this implicitly legitimises his claim 

to philosophia at the third step, above the grammarians and the people, as much as his 

consultation of Cleanthes and Chrysippus. What I therefore wish to suggest in my 

investigation into Varronian natura and his self-fashioning as a philosopher in De Lingua 

Latina is that we see in this treatise a reconfiguration of authority within the literary 

domain.115 As we have seen, the emphasis on philosophy, on literary citation, and its 

conceptual separation from the civic domain effaces Varro’s senatorial status, and 

appears to depoliticise the philosophical content of the work. But this is a complex move. 

In fact, the work and its conceptual tripartition pursues a total restructuring of social 

domains to accommodate philosophy, adjacent (and perhaps superior) to the civic and 

cultural apparatus, as integral to the well-being of the state; this, in turn, promotes the 

particular brand of textual productivity that Varro’s literary corpus represents. Varro 
                                                
113 Bakker, citing Nagy, notes the quasi-juridical tone of Herodotus’ proem in its search for aitia, which 
would illuminate the guilty parties of the Persian war (e.g. 13). On the quasi-judicial status of the 
investigator, see 14-16. 
114 “Even those freshly purchased slaves in a large household quickly decline the names of all their fellow 
slaves once the nominative case has been learned.” (etiam novicii servi empti in magna familia cito omnium 
conservorum <n>om<i>na recto casu accepto in reliquos obliquos, LL 8.6) 
115 In this regard, I think the repeated use of land metaphors in Varro’s etymology books is pointed, and 
recalls his service, for example, on Caesar’s board of vigintiviri agris dividendi. 
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promotes his work as a project of scholarly philosophy and literary erudition, but the 

emphatic nature of this promotion carries with it a subtext that engages Varro’s elite 

auctoritas and urge a distinctly political vision. 

This novel kind of literary authority, separate from but nonetheless implicitly 

generated by social standing, characterises Varro’s unique philosophical perspective. I 

suspect that this part of Varro’s literary programme was not missed by his 

contemporaries. In Cicero’s preface to Academica 1, for example, Cicero famously 

praises Varro’s achievement in the Antiquitates, but does so by depicting Varro’s own 

libri as possessing a curious agency of their own: 

Tum ego, sunt, inquam, ista Varro. Nam nos in nostra urbe peregrinantis 
errantisque tamquam hospites tui libri quasi domum deduxerunt ut possemus 
aliquando qui et ubi essemus agnoscere. (Acad. 1.9) 

Then I said, “Yes indeed, Varro: for your books led us as if strangers lost and 
wandering in our own city back home, so that we could recognise at last who and 
where we were.” 

The narrative is one of restoration, of knowledge lost to a people too decadent or 

distracted to maintain their native traditions; this is in keeping with how Varro himself 

characterised his antiquarian projects.116 But the intervention of Varro’s books entails the 

application of novel forms of philosophy to native wisdom, and means that Varro’s 

contribution is not simply renovation, but the innovation of a set of normative textual 

practices as an integral part of a Roman cultural self-awareness. In the context of the 

power struggles in the late Republic, it therefore becomes hard not to see this as itself a 

political move, despite how Varro’s philosophia complicates its own political status; as 

Wallace-Hadrill has noted, we may even take this as a direct challenge to traditional 

                                                
116 This is the context of Varro’s famous self-comparison to Aeneas rescuing the penates from Troy and 
Marcellus rescuing the sacred objects of the Vestals – indeed, that his service was performed “with more 
useful care” (utiliore cura, Civ. Dei 6.2). 
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aristocratic power structures, since it transforms access to the mos maiorum in a way that 

breaks the monopoly of the nobilitas on the feats of the past (Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 236). 

Such a rupture requires the assertion and privileging of new forms and mechanisms of 

cultural transmission, and explains the depth and vigour of Varro’s self-justification in 

the preliminary sections of Book 5, and throughout the linguistic project.  

The other major part of this philosophical renovation, however, is the definition of 

language as a certain kind of study, which requires the tools of philosophy to explain and 

restore the Latin language, in both its linguistic and cultural dimensions. Again, this is a 

part of De Lingua Latina which is under active negotiation, and warrants further 

exploration in this dissertation. In the following chapter, I therefore examine the function 

of grammar as a tool of literary exegesis, and consider how Varro’s philosophy 

challenges and looks to surpass grammatical methods of poetic interpretation by asserting 

the hermeneutic value of natura as its special preserve; in Chapter 3, I relate etymology 

to ethnography, and Varro’s attempt to describe the community of Latin speakers through 

an etymological accounts of its words, customs, institutions, and practices. Throughout 

this dissertation, I will pay attention to how Varro’s construction of these aspects of his 

work compares and contrasts with contemporary sources, although I will keep my most 

explicit comments on these contrasts for the closing chapters of the work, when my study 

of Varro’s linguistic programme and its political and cultural ramifications has been more 

fully developed. 
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Chapter 2: Grammatical Discourse in De Lingua Latina 

INTRODUCTION 

In the previous chapter, I began to explore Varro’s etymological intervention as a 

kind of philosophia: what it means, in other words, for Varro to consider himself in the 

etymology books to be a philosophus. An important part of this authorial self-fashioning, 

I argued, is Varro’s hierarchy of etymological competence, the quattuor explanandi 

gradus (LL 5.7-8), which allows Varro to configure his persona, in part, by reference to 

the unattainable inspired authority of a king. I also described the complex relationship 

between Varro’s philosophical status, the epistemological character of historia, and the 

proper management of textual resources; and, finally, how all of the above finds 

expression in thematic emphasis on natura. In this chapter, I appeal again to the quattuor 

explanandi gradus, but here I scrutinise the second of the four steps, “to which the 

ancient grammarian has ascended” (quo grammatica escendit antiqua, LL 5.8). Like 

Varro’s philosophical layer, the competence of the ancient grammarian is explained by 

the use of Greek philosophical sources: grammatical etymology entails an understanding 

of the work of Aristophanes of Byzantium (LL 5.9); and, in a similar passage in Book 6, 

he also cites Apollodorus as an appropriate grammatical resource (LL 6.2).117 The salient 

point, however, is the originality – and superiority – of Varro’s own etymological 

endeavours, which appeals to both Stoic philosophy and grammatical exegesis, but shows 

a clear preference for the former. This chapter therefore explores Varro’s superiority to 

grammarians and its function in the etymological project of De Lingua Latina. 

                                                
117 At the beginning of Book 6 Varro supplements his use of Chrysippus and Antipater in the etymology 
books with the use of Aristophanes and Apollodorus; though the grammarians, he says, do not display “as 
much insight” (tantum acuminis), they have “more literature” (plus litterarum) at their disposal (LL 6.2). 
The qualification of plus litterarum here may be a pun, as Varro goes on to explain how the grammarians 
theorise the addition, loss, and changes of alphabet letters (litterae) in their descriptions of etymology. 
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Although Varro expresses reservations about grammar in the preliminary sections 

of Book 5, the influence of grammar in his work is nonetheless foundational. His reliance 

on grammatical techniques of literary exegesis, for example, is exemplified by his use of 

poetic citations, of which there are 214 instances in Books 5-7.118 Book 7, in particular, 

which accounts for 146 of the 214 poetic citations, has even been described as a 

‘demotion’ to the second step of etymological understanding, because Varro appears to 

embrace in this book the grammatical principles of etymological exegesis he has 

eschewed in the previous two.119 Other works in Varro’s corpus are similarly suffused 

with grammatical influence and practices: studies of poetry, poetic history, and 

grammatical exegesis are attested in works such as De Poetis, De Poematis, and the book 

De Grammatica in Varro’s Disciplinae;120 several and diverse issues of poetic and 

grammatical controversy also occupy a number of the fragments of the Menippean 

Satires.121 Varro may assert his intellectual superiority to grammarians in De Lingua 

Latina, but his methodology here and intellectual interests elsewhere indicate a far 

greater reliance on grammatical exegesis than his polemic would suggest. 

                                                
118 For a survey of Varro’s poetic citations in Books 5-10 of De Lingua Latina – broken down by book 
and by author cited – see Piras 1996, 106, and Dangel 2001, 97. 
119 Dahlmann (e.g. 1964, 27) and Schröter (e.g. 1962, 98) both represented Book 7 as an investigation into 
poetic words which followed the methodologies of the second, grammatical step of the quattuor explanandi 
gradus, rather than the third, philosophical step. Recently, however, Piras (1996) has challenged this 
position, arguing that the quadripartition of material in Book 7 indicates thematic and conceptual continuity 
with the philosophical investigations of Books 5-6. Varro’s only explicit distinction between the two books 
is that Book 7 investigates “[words] taken from the poets” (a poetis item sumpta, LL 7.110) while Books 5-
6 contain words “from prose speech” (soluta oratione, ibid.) or words “in common use” (in consuetudine 
communi, e.g. LL 5.8). 
120 On Varro’s De Poematis, Dahlmann 1953, and De Poetis, e.g. Dahlmann 1963, 1-20, with discussion 
(21-32). Along with De Poetis and De Poematis, Rawson also notes Varro’s several works devoted to 
drama (e.g. De Scaenicis Originibus, De Actionibus Scaenicis, the five books Quaestionum Plautinarum; 
see Rawson 1985, 273) 
121 See, for example, Varro’s distinction of poesis, poema, and poetice in Parmeno 398 B (= Funaioli p. 
224, fr. 96), which I discuss at the beginning of the third section of this chapter. On the use of Greek (e.g. 
direct borrowings and loanwords) in the Satires, see Adams 2003, 403-5. 
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My suggestion for responding to these complexities in De Lingua Latina is to 

examine Varro’s etymological methods in Books 5-7 through the lens of late Republican 

grammatical history. ‘Grammar’ in the late Republic does not, in this instance, relate 

strictly to theories, norms and standards of linguistic correctness (although this is an 

important part of grammar’s burgeoning appeal, which I explore in Chapter 4). Rather, 

grammar comprises a diffuse set of intellectual practices in the late Republic, largely 

concerned with the interpretation and explanation of literary, cultic, and legal texts. 

Greek grammatical practices are said to have emerged in Rome in the 2nd century BCE, 

when an accident in the Cloaca Maxima detained the Greek grammarian Crates of Mallos 

at Rome, affording him the opportunity to lecture on the methods of Greek textual 

exegesis to Roman citizens.122 Latin grammar blossomed, and grammarians from the late 

2nd century onwards are attested as at work on Latin’s literary heritage. Recent 

scholarship has rightly acknowledged this movement to have been one of key factors in 

the emergence – or rather construction – of Latin literature as a distinctive social 

institution composed of regulated reading and interpretative practices.123 Varro’s 

reception of grammar in De Lingua Latina, I believe, constitutes a further and significant 

development in this intellectual and social movement, and is the main focus of this 

chapter.  

In this chapter, then, I explore the social and political consequences of the growth 

of grammar in the Latin tradition, with a view to understanding how Varro exploits 

                                                
122 On the implications of this founding myth, see Kaster 1995, 42-6 and 58-63, and Bloomer 1997, 38-40. 
123 See especially Goldberg 2005 passim, especially 52-86. Goldberg sees grammar as particularly 
invested in constructing authorial identities (through the selection of textual variants as “more authentic”), 
literary canons, and interpretative methodologies; the work of the pivotal grammarian Aelius Stilo, for 
example, was “part of what, at least in retrospect, appears to be a concerted effort to codify cultural 
authority by establishing canons and curricula and the methods for studying them that could simultaneously 
define knowledge and restrict access to it” (Goldberg 2005, 84). On literacy and social differentiation, see 
also Hopkins 1991. 
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methods of grammatical exegesis while maintaining his priority and prestige over 

Rome’s growing grammatical and literary culture. This chapter is organised into three 

further sections. In the following section, I examine the history of Latin grammar in the 

late Republic. Though Latin grammar in the Republican period has come down to us only 

in fragments and attested titles, our knowledge of the emergence of grammar at Rome is 

aided substantially by Suetonius’ De Grammaticis et Rhetoribus, which provides 

substantial details about the introduction of grammar to Rome through brief biographies 

of its luminaries.124 In the following section (“Grammar and Philosophy in the Late 

Republic”), I combine readings of Suetonius with methodological details from De Lingua 

Latina to explore the philosophical character of Latin grammar at Rome, and begin to 

consider its reception in Varro’s etymological methodology in Books 5 and 6. In the third 

section (“Textual Exegesis and Social Status in De Lingua Latina, Books 5-7”), I develop 

my understanding of Varro’s methods of etymological and literary exegesis, relating 

them to literary expertise and social status in the late Republic. Advancing a concept of 

‘natural’ poetics in both sections, I suggest that Varro’s use of natura as a thematic 

device for reading texts both develops an interpretative poetics of philosophically and 

socially superior to grammar, and establishes his etymological catalogues as the 

necessary medium of that poetics. In the final section (“Text, Natura, and the Politics of 

Grammar in the late Republic”), I conclude by exploring some of the interactions 

between Varro’s polemic towards ‘old-fashioned grammar’ and Cicero’s disdain for 

jurists. I also relate Varro’s ‘natural’ poetics to his quattuor explanandi gradus, and 

further develop the supremacy of Varro’s “shrine and rites of the king” (adytum et initia 

regis) at the apex of that hierarchy. 

                                                
124 The foundational scholarly work on this text is now Kaster 1995, to whose readings I am indebted in 
the following section. 
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GRAMMAR AND PHILOSOPHY IN THE LATE REPUBLIC 

Although this chapter focuses on Varro and his reception of grammar in De 

Lingua Latina, attention to the grammatical traditions of the late Republic itself 

constitutes an important part of the study. What I hope to show is that the etymological 

philosophy developed through Varro’s poetic readings can be related to ideas about social 

status and literary sophistication, which seem to be a prevalent concern of grammatical 

discourse in the late Republic in general. After all, the quattuor explanandi gradus itself 

takes etymological sophistication to be a kind of social hierarchy, identifying 

philosophers as superior to practitioners of ‘ancient’ grammar (grammatica antiqua), 

between a king at the highest level and the people at the lowest. In concert with 

information gleaned from Suetonius’ historical narrative of late Republican grammarians, 

evidence from the 1st century BCE similarly confirms the sense that the social status and 

philosophical sophistication of grammar are entwined in revealing ways. In this section, I 

therefore explore this historical trend, and begin to show how Varro embraces 

grammatical discourse and its power for socially and culturally differentiation, in pursuit 

of his own goal of harmonising literary exegesis with the philosophical emphasis on 

natura in the etymology catalogues.  

While social distinctions are relatively easy to identify in early Latin grammatical 

discourse, the practice of grammar itself in the late Republic presents more of an 

interpretative challenge: contemporary examples of its ideas, methodologies, and 

prominent texts are rare, with most fragments emerging from grammatical treatises of a 

much later period. Even the division of grammatical practices pursued by Elizabeth 

Rawson’s survey of late Republican intellectual culture – between “the study of 

language” and “the part dealing with writers” – is a self-consciously artificial borrowing, 
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from the taxonomy of Sextus Empiricus, a late second-century grammatical skeptic.125 

Details from Republican sources themselves give only scanty and often confusing insight. 

In a passage dealing with the important subject of Latinitas, for example, the author of 

the rhetorical manual Ad Herennium reserves further discussion of barbarisms and 

solecisms (that is, grammatical faux pas) for a separate Ars Grammatica (ad Her. 4.17) – 

and therefore gives only a negative and vague impression of what such a grammar would 

actually entail.126 Perhaps the most instructive testimony is provided by Book 1 of 

Cicero’s De Oratore, where the interlocutor Crassus gives examples of artes recently 

collated from several different practices:127 among these, grammar includes “the 

treatment of poets, the analysis of histories, the interpretation of words, the particular 

intonation of pronunciation” (poetarum pertractatio, historiarum cognitio, verborum 

interpretatio, pronuntiandi quidam sonus, De Orat. 1.187). In contrast to the notionally 

linguistic grammar of Rhetorica Ad Herennium, Cicero’s definition contains elements of 

both literary exegesis and technical linguistics128 – although the idea of a discourse 

recently assembled from an array of practices is the more important detail.129  

                                                
125 Sextus Empiricus (Adv. Math. 1.91f.) distinguishes between technical (i.e. ‘grammar’ in the modern 
sense), historical, and ‘the part dealing with writers’ as the three parts of grammar. Rawson treats the 
‘technical’ part in chapter 8 of her monograph (1985, 117-132) and ‘the part dealing with writers in chapter 
18 (267-281). 
126 ad Her. 4.17: ”Latinity is that which preserves pure discourse, removed from all error.  The errors in 
discourse by which its Latin character can be diminished are twofold: solecism and barbarism… By which 
method we might be able to avoid these errors, I shall speak clearly in my grammatical treatise.” (Latinitas 
est quae sermonem purum conservat, ab omni vitio remotum. Vitia in sermone quo minus is Latinus sit duo 
possunt esse: soloecismus et barbarismus… Haec qua ratione vitare possimus in arte grammatica dilucide 
dicemus.). In the treatise, Latinitas is one of the two elements (along with explanatio) informing elegantia, 
which itself only constitutes a part of the author’s concept of elocutio. 
127 On this passage, and methods of discourse classification in the late Republic in general, cf. Moatti 
1997, 230-234. 
128 Pertractatio is particularly difficult to understand: in his description of the grammatical innovations of 
Crates, for example, Suetonius attributes to the Cratean-influenced Latin grammarians the verb retractare, 
but it is not clear whether this is to entail literary commentary or textual revision and textual emendation 
(Kaster 1995, 63, 2.2 retractarent ad loc.). Interpretatio is also a notoriously difficult term, and may 
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Cicero nevertheless has an idea of what constitutes grammar in the contemporary 

period, and his attempt to give definition to the discourse is characteristic of 

contemporary attempts to understand grammar, its basic ideas and practices. This 

approach also informs much of what has survived of Varro’s intellectual programme in 

his lost grammatical corpus. Among these works, foremost must have been his treatise 

De Grammatica, one of the books of the Disciplinae, Varro’s exposition of the nine 

‘liberal arts’.130 From what remains, Varro’s grammatical treatise likely contained 

definitions and descriptions of grammar for a Roman audience: it may have been this 

book, for example, which provided the Latin calque and definition of the Greek 

γραμματική, litteratura, referring to the “knowledge of those things which are spoken 

by poets, historians, and orators, for the most part” (scientia est <eorum> quae a poetis 

historicis oratoribusque ex parte maiore, Funaioli p. 265, fr. 234). By contrast, litteratio 

referred to the pedagogical professio of elementary literacy, conventionally referred to in 

Greek by γραμματιστική.131 In Varro’s definition, the occupation of litteratura could 

also be defined by the four-part formula scribere legere intellegere probare (‘writing, 

reading, understanding, approving’), although this seems to be a totalising definition, 

                                                                                                                                            
involve translation or commentary (e.g. Kaster, 52ff.). It is also not clear in Cicero’s description whether 
poets and historians require different kinds of analysis. 
129 Any full interpretation of this passage, I think, would also have to take Cicero’s comment sua voce at 
the beginning of Book 1 on philosophy as “the creator – almost like a mother – of all the praiseworthy 
skills” (artium omnium laudatarum procreatricem quamdam, et quasi parentem eam, De Or. 1.9), which 
makes the claim that, on the one hand, grammar is derived from the more comprehensive study of 
philosophy, but, on the other, grammar is itself such a diffuse study that any skilful practitioner by dint of 
his practice alone comes into knowledge of “the entire, almost boundless power and substance of all arts” 
(omnem illarum artium paene infinitam vim et materiam, De Or. 1.10). This passage coheres with the sense 
of diffusion of practices inherent in Crassus’ later observation. 
130 On the structure of the Disciplinae and its treatment of the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic) 
and the quadrivium (geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, music), see e.g. Rawson 1985, 117. 
131 “The vocation which Varro calls litteratio is something like the infant stage of grammar” (professio, 
velut quaedam grammaticae infantia, quam Varro litterationem vocat, Augustine, de Ord. 2.35 = Funaioli, 
p. 236-6, fr. 235.7-8). See also Kaster 1995, 89-90.  
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incorporating both litteratura and litteratio. Another source, for instance, indicates that 

the same quadripartition could be divided between the practices of litteratio – which 

would instruct the novice in scribere legere – and of litteratura, which was occupied with 

intellegere probare, i.e. matters of literary interpretation and erudition.132  

The overall impression is that Varro’s strands of grammar were primarily defined 

according to literary competence, and made formal, perhaps arbitrary distinctions on the 

basis of sophistication. There is also evidence that the Varronian taxonomy was later 

conflated with historical progression; that litteratio and litteratura did not simply entail 

two discrete sets of practices – to do with the instruction of basic literacy and literary 

appreciation – but that this also described the historical development and refinement of 

grammatical discourse over time.133 This interpretation also characterises the trajectory of 

grammar in Suetonius’ history, De Grammaticis et Rhetoribus, our other major source for 

the history of late Republican grammatical activities. Suetonius’ work is a usefully 

detailed account of the introduction of grammar to Rome – told through a series of 

vignettes of its leading figures – and is conspicuously indebted in several parts to Varro’s 

grammatical corpus.134 As in Varro’s formulation, sophistication is a pervasive concern, 

and Suetonius includes classifications very similar to what we find in the Varronian 

                                                
132 See, for example, Kaster’s analysis of a passage by Martianus Capella (a 5th century grammarian; 
3.229f.), which is “replete with Varronian touches” (Kaster 1995, 89), which separates litteratio (i.e. docte 
scribere legereque) from litteratura (i.e. erudite intellegere probareque); compare also Varro’s definition 
of the grammaticae officia at Funaioli p. 266, fr. 236, which describes the grammarian’s tasks as lectio 
enarratio emendatio iudicium, and therefore elaborates the couplet on the sophisticated end of the 
grammatical quadripartition (i.e. intellegere probare). 
133 See, for example, the passage of Martianus Capella cited above (15n.), which describes the fictional 
marriage of Mercury and Philology; Philology gives a brief account of her life, describing her historical 
infancy as a practice of basic literacy, and her later maturity into a wealth of sophisticated literary practices. 
See Kaster 1995, 89-91. 
134 Kaster (1995, xxvi) suggests that Varro’s De Poetis and its biographies of illustrious poets may have 
provided Suetonius with a literary precedent. The prominent position given to Aelius Stilo (GR 3) is 
perhaps also Varronian (cf. e.g. LL 7.2). 
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fragments (GR 4.1-6).135 Suetonius also develops this sophistication as a historical 

narrative. The first part of the text itself gives a chronological overview of the foundation 

of Latin grammar, beginning with the discipline’s “mediocre beginning” (initium… 

mediocre, GR 1) under Livius Andronicus and Ennius; grammar achieves its full 

introduction by the Greek kritikos Crates of Mallos, and culminates under the equites 

Aelius Stilo, Ser. Clodius, and, ultimately, Rome’s clarissimi viri. As we shall see, with 

each new development, Latin grammar grows in the refinement and comprehensiveness 

of its practices; as Kaster notes, however, the main point of the chronological structure is 

its social dimension. As such, it is teleological, marking grammar’s growing distinction 

among Rome’s elite after uncertain beginnings as a foreign import. The decisive moment 

in grammar’s history, on this account, is the development of the field by members of the 

equestrian order – Aelius Stilo and Ser. Clodius – who rescue the discipline from foreign 

influence and pave the way for its embrace by men of the highest rank (clarissimi viri).136 

In other words, chronology, sophistication, and social elevation are unified in Suetonius’ 

grammatical history into a single narrative movement.137 

Suetonius’ interest in grammar and status recalls Varro’s preoccupation with 

status in the quattuor explanandi gradus, and there may even be a Suetonian attempt to 

                                                
135 Varro’s Latin calques did not enter into technical parlance – in the context of grammar, Greek 
transliterations were almost exclusively preferred – although the taxonomical distinction along the lines of 
literary sophistication is retained in Suetonius’ later descriptions of different kinds of grammatical 
professores: these similarly distinguish between the litteratus as the teacher of sophisticated, literary 
grammar (i.e. litteratura), and the litterator as the teacher of elementary literacy (i.e. litteratio, GR 4.1-3). 
Suetonius actually cites Cornelius Nepos, Messala Corvinus, and Orbilius in his grammatical taxonomy, 
although I follow Kaster’s reconstruction of the Varronian position, and agree that the Varronian taxonomy 
is implicit in Suetonius’ account (Kaster 1995, 92).  
136 For a brief summary of Aelius and Clodius’ career, and evidence thereon, see Kaster 1995, 68-72. 
137 See Kaster 1995, 42-46, e.g. “Suet[onius] is concerned exclusively with the external history of the 
discipline as it came to be naturalized at Rome” (44). Kaster characterises three movements in the 
foundation of Latin grammar – the initium mediocre, Crates’ sewer accident, and the full foundation by 
Aelius and Clodius (43) – but I think that the embrace of the discipline by clarissimi viri is also a key part 
of the effect of historical progression and social elevation. 
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codify the quattuor gradus in social terms, equating equestrians with Varro’s 

grammarians, and clarissimi viri with Varro’s philosophers.138 Beyond their interest in 

social distinctions, however, it is clear that both nonetheless believed in the sophistication 

of Latin grammatical practices as a historical process. This deserves attention, although, 

again, it is not always easy to discern the nature of development in this early period. The 

earliest period of Latin grammar, its initium mediocre, for example, has left little 

evidence of its methodologies or practices, or how they are to be distinguished from their 

later counterparts.139 The intervention of Crates of Mallos appears to be pivotal.140 Crates, 

a Stoic (and the teacher of Panaetius), is commonly associated with linguistic philosophy 

and textual criticism,141 and particularly his commentaries on Homer.142 He is also said to 

have rejected the appellation grammatikos in favour of the outdated term kritikos: in his 

view, the critic is an architect (ἀρχιτεκτῶν), and the grammarian, his mere servant 

(ὑπηρέτη). According to Sextus Empiricus, the qualifier of Crates’ critical superiority is 

                                                
138 A strong indication that Suetonius was influenced by Varro’s quattuor explanandi gradus is that Varro 
is not included in the biographies of the grammarians, despite his far-reaching influence on the Latin 
grammatical tradition. Suetonius agreed with Varro that his interests were philosophical, and it was 
therefore not appropriate to include him among the lower status Latin grammarians. 
139 According to Suetonius, Livius Andronicus and Ennius – “poets and semi-Greeks” (et poetae et 
semigraeci) merely offered interpretations of Greek texts and read aloud what they had themselves 
composed in Latin (nihil amplius quam Graecos interpretabantur, aut si quid ipsi Latine composuissent 
praelegebant, GR 1.2). The two verbs used here may indicate technical grammatical practices – 
interpretatio and praelectio – but it is not clear here whether Suetonius is retrospectively (perhaps 
anachronistically) attributing the innovation of these practices to the early Latin poets, or if they are more 
generally applied – referring only to translation of Greek texts and public lectures on their own 
compositions.  
140 Bloomer (1997, 38-40) offers a brief and pithy analysis of the Crates accident, which codifies “the 
dawning of philology as a late and accidental happening” (39); as such, “the Romans represented their 
newfound textual expertise in terms of violation and national identity”. The year of Crates’ visit (168 
BCE), to Bloomer, is also symbolically loaded, as the year of Aemilius Paullus’ defeat of the Macedonians 
and the dedication of that victory at Delphi. 
141 On Crates of Mallos’ career, and contribution to ancient grammar, see Pfeiffer 1968, 235-246, Kaster 
1995, 58-62; on Varro’s account of Crates in the declinatio books, Ax 1991, esp. 288-9. 
142 Asmis 1992 & Porter 1992 both explore the character of Cratean literary and textual criticism. The 
collected fragments of Crates’ work are found in Mette 1936 & 1952 (the linguistic fragments are to be 
found in the later work). 
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a more expansive “knowledge of language” (λογικὴ ἐπιστήμη, Sex. Empiricus, Adv. 

Math. 1.79): this certainly includes etymology, but also alludes to Crates’ inclination 

towards comprehensive cosmological explanations for poetic idiosyncracies.143 Finally, 

although Suetonius records certain Cratean grammatical practices pertinent to textual 

criticism – the division of books, retractatio, and adnotatio144 – other sources therefore 

stress Crates as one of the leading proponents of Stoic poetic allegorism, in which poetic 

mythologies – particularly those of Homer and Hesiod – are reconsidered in the light of 

the Stoic cosmos.145  

Suetonius does not make it explicit in his historical narrative, but taken together 

Crates’ intervention and Aelius Stilo’s foundation indicate a Stoic trajectory in the early 

Latin grammatical tradition. Cicero, in particular, characterises Aelius’ preoccupation 

with Stoic philosophy, perhaps even at the expense of a conventional career in public 

service: “he wanted to be a Stoic, and neither studied as an orator, nor ever was” (Sed 

idem Aelius Stoicus <esse> voluit, orator autem nec studuit umquam nec fuit, Brut. 

206).146 In Cicero’s panegyric in the Brutus, Aelius’ attention to Greek literature is also 

an exceptional feature of his grammatical labours, but the rather more noteworthy detail 

is his interest in archaic Latin texts. In De Legibus, for example, Cicero cites Aelius as 

                                                
143 On Crates’ etymologies in the service of Homeric interpretation, see e.g. Pfeiffer 1968, 241; Schironi 
2000, 81. 
144 On these terms, see Kaster 1995, 61-3; Zetzel 1981, 10-14.   
145 On Crates’ allegorism, particularly with regard to Homer, see Porter 1992, esp. 85-114. Crates seems 
particularly to have pursued a hermeneutic based on the “spherical account” (σφαιρικὸς λόγος) in Homer, 
“that Homer was indeed attuned to the spherical structure, the σφαιροποιία, of the earth and the cosmos.” 
(Porter 1992, 91) 
146 On Aelius’ Stoic grammatical training, cf. Kaster 1995, 77-8.; Lehmann 1985, 521-3, esp. on the 
characterisation of Aelius’ magister Dionysius of Thrace as “mi-Stoïcien, mi-Alexandrin” (522). Lehmann 
is confident that Dionysius of Thrace was a strong influence on Aelius and, indirectly Varro’s thought, but 
Kaster is more skeptical, noting that by the time of Aelius’ patron Metellus’ exile (100-98 BCE) – the 
period when Aelius is thought to have encountered Dionysius – Aelius was already well advanced both in 
age and scholarly esteem. 
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the source for the gloss of the word lessum, which refers to the excessive and indulgent 

wailing of wealthy female mourners at a funeral, and is prohibited by the Twelve Tables. 

The reason Cicero gives for Aelius’ interpretation is that “the very sound signifies this” 

(ut vox ipsa significat, Leg. 2.59), also noting, however, that there is a similar prohibition 

in Solon’s law, “because it is very much in accordance with nature, that the distinction of 

wealth cease in death” (quod quidem maxime e natura est, tolli fortunae discrimen in 

morte). Aelius is also prominently associated with innovations in etymological readings, 

in which he also pursued Stoic practice, again in service of archaic Latin. His treatment 

of the Carmen Saliare, for example, has survived in fragments: one relates the archaic 

form manuus (‘good’) to the di manes (‘gods of the Underworld’), because these are 

described by suppliants as ‘good’ (Funaioli p.57, fr. 1); another identifies pescia as an 

animal hide, from the Greek πέσκον (Funaioli p.58, fr. 3). 

The Stoic trajectory of the Latin grammatical tradition lends important context to 

Varro’s use of Stoic philosophical resources in the etymology books, such as Cleanthes, 

Chrysippus and Antipater (LL 5.9; 6.2). The tendency in modern scholarship has been to 

assume that this merely indicates the general Stoic predilection for etymological 

explanations, although I suspect that this inclination can be overstated.147 Rather, for both 

Crates and Aelius, etymology constitutes one of several tools in the Stoic literary critic’s 

kit which is put to the service of cosmological literary readings. The effect is superficially 

allegorical in character, although this description itself requires qualification. The 

purpose – in A.A. Long’s view, for example – is not to reconstruct Homer and Hesiod, 

say, allegorically as proto-Stoics, but to suggest that Homer and Hesiod had access to 

                                                
147 e.g. Long & Sedley 1987a, 195: “It is sometimes said that the Stoics were major exponents of 
etymology, and took it to fantastic lengths. This seems exaggerated. Their uses of it are scarcely more 
frequent or more far-fetched than those of most other Greek intellectuals, philosophers included.” See also 
Blank 2008, 52-3 on Chrysippus’ unlikely use of etymology in logic. 
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(but may have perverted) cosmological truths through the names, characters, and 

activities of their gods and heroes. The Stoic critic therefore unearths the hidden layers of 

immanent cosmological meaning available both to ancient poet and modern Stoic (which, 

as it happens, tends to valorise Stoic principles).148 Etymology, in this system, provides 

the necessary historical perspective, revealing levels of meaning prior to the poetic 

composition, and granting the etymologist access to conceptions of the cosmos more 

profound than those conveyed through the poetic text alone.149 

Stoic literary criticism, in other words, unveils natura; etymology is deployed as 

one of several strategies for developing such a ‘natural’ poetics. This literary practice, I 

believe, is what is understood to be the hallmark of exegetical sophistication in the late 

Republic. Cicero approves Aelius’ reading of lessum in the Twelve Tables along these 

lines: a prohition on lugubrious excess is most fitting for both rich and poor dead 

“according to nature” (maxime e natura est, Leg. 2.59). But in the absence of the kind of 

cosmological knowledge available intuitively to the sapiens, this literary exegesis needs 

must rely on the supplement of additional literary resources, as I argued in the previous 

chapter. In Cicero’s account of Aelius’ lessum, therefore, it is implicit that Cicero 

approves the reading not simply because ostentatious grief is naturally inappropriate, but 

because it coheres best with the Solonic texts on the same subject.  

A ‘natural’ exegesis, in other words, presents a reading which best marshalls and 

harmonises the largest array of literary resources. Something like this distinction may 

                                                
148 Long 2006, e.g. 223: “At some time in the remote past… certain people intuited basic truths about 
nature. They expressed these, however, in a symbolical mode that was easy to misinterpret as 
independently valid. Hence the emergence of misleading myths. The task of the Stoic interpreter of 
religious history [sc. and poetry] is to identify and articulate the correct beliefs that directly gave rise to 
such myths but are not evident in their superficial narrative content.” 
149 cf. Long 2006, 224, on the Stoic philosopher Cornutus: “Etymology, that is, analysis of the original 
meaning of names, enables the Stoic philosopher to recover the beliefs about the world held by those who 
first gave the gods their present names.”  
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even have been one of the major methodological distinction between the Stoic and 

Alexandrian etymological practices, which Varro clarifies in the quattuor explanandi 

gradus. A counterpoint to this kind of reading, for example, is the etymological-

exegetical method pursued by Aristarchus, who, on the contrary, prioritised readings 

which accorded with exemplars within the same text or authorial corpus – the so-called 

method of “explaining Homer from Homer” (Ὅμηρον ἐξ Ὁμήρου σαφηνίζειν).150 

Pursuit of this method as a linguistic principle in the Homeric corpus – which Schironi 

(2000, 71-8) characterises as the Ὁμηρικὴ συνήθεια or Homericus usus – also explains 

Aristarchus’ distinctive resolutions based on analogy. Aristarchus rejected, for example, 

the usual supposition that Hermes’ epithet Ἀργειφόντης celebrated Hermes’ slaying of 

Argus, since, in Aristarchus’ view, this was a later tradition. Rather, by staying within the 

Homeric corpus, Aristarchus etymologised Ἀργειφόντης as “the making of clear 

dreams” (τὸ ἐναργεῖς τὰς φαντασίας ποιεῖν).  

Varro’s own etymological practice, however, explicitly proceeds along the same 

Stoic tradition as Crates and Aelius: he cites approvingly Stoic resources as the basis of 

his philosophia, and has the highest praise for Aelius, his magister, who in Book 7 is 

“versed in Latin literature among the first rank” (hominis in primo in litteris Latinis 

exercitati, LL 7.2). Like Cicero, however, Varro’s natural poetics does not simply 

indicate a set of cosmological priorities, but also develops his cosmological etymologies 

alongside a performative display of readings of other literature. Early in Book 5 of De 

Lingua Latina, for example, Varro discusses the possible etymologies of ‘sky’ (caelum). 

He rejects the etymologies proposed by Aelius, that the sky is so named because “it is 

                                                
150 On this phrase, see e.g. Pfeiffer 1968, 225-232; Porter 1992, 80-5. Pfeiffer notes that the phrase is not, 
however, authentically Aristarchus, but is merely attributed to the Aristarchean method by Porphyry (ibid. 
226). 
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raised” or “from the opposite, hidden, because it is exposed” (quod est caelatum, aut 

contrario nomine, celatum quod apertum est, LL 5.18). Rather, Varro proposes chaos, 

which produces the derivations choum and cavum (LL 5.19). Varro produces one relevant 

citation of Pacuvius, and three of Ennius (LL 5.19-20), making no further argument but 

the apparent coincidence of four citations from canonical Latin authors. In the final 

instance he also recalls Hesiod, whose Theogony describes Chaos as the source of all 

things (sic ortum, unde omnia apud Hesiodum, a chao cavo caelum, LL 5.20).151 In other 

words, Varro’s reading of caelum is designed to convince not on the strength of its 

cosmological acuity, but on the basis of its intertextual capaciousness. 

The point, however, is not simply that Ennius and Pacuvius are themselves 

philosophically-minded. The functioning premise of Varro’s cosmological readings of 

Latin poets is that the original Latin impositores – Latinus, Romulus, or another inspired 

Latin wordsmith – had access to the same knowledge which would later become Stoic 

philosophy.152 In other words, Varro’s etymologies entail that cosmological truth is 

immanent in certain Latin words, and that the emergent Latin literary tradition reaches 

the level of philosophy without the intellectual debt to Greek’s long philosophical and 

literary history. As Varro moves through the philosophical etymologies of Books 5 and 6, 

where he cites Latin poets, he does so to make Greek philosophy and Latin poetry 

equivalent cosmological accounts. In the section of ‘immortal bodies’ (LL 5.57-74), for 

example, Varro moves in quick succession between citations of Latin and Greek sources: 

[59] Haec duo Caelum et Terra, quod anima et corpus.  Humidum et frigidum 
terra, sive “Ova parire solet genus pennis condecoratum / Non animam,” ut ait 
Ennius, et “Post inde venit divinitus pullis / Ipsa anima,” sive, ut Zenon 
Cit<ie>us, “Animalium semen ignis is qui anima ac mens.” Qui caldor e caelo, 

                                                
151 The allusion is to Hesiod, Theogony 123f. 
152 Latinus and Romulus are cited as primordial Latin wordsmiths at LL 5.9; see e.g. Chapter 1, Section 3. 
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quod huic innumerabiles et immortales ignes.  Itaque Epicharmus <cum> dicit de 
mente humana ait “Istic est de sole sumptus ignis” idem <de> sole: “Isque totus 
mentis est,” ut humores frigidae sunt humi, ut supra ostendi. [60] Quibus iuncti 
Caelum et Terra omnia ex <se> genuerunt, quod per hos natura “Frigori miscet 
calorem atque humori aritudinem.”  Recte igitur Pacuvius quod ait “Animam 
aether adiugat,” et Ennius “terram corpus quae dederit, ipsam capere, neque 
dispendi facere hilum.” (LL 5.59-60) 

These, Sky and Earth, are a pair, like life and body.  Earth is a moist and cold 
thing, whether “Eggs the feather-adorned flock is wont to give forth, Not life,” as 
Ennius says, and “Thereafter divinely comes to the fledglings life itself,” or, as 
Zeno of Citium says, “The seed of living things: fire, which is life and mind.”  
The warmth is from the Sky, because in this is countless and innumerable fires.  
Therefore, Epicharmus, when he is speaking about the human mind, says, “That is 
fire taken from the sun”; likewise, about the sun: “This is mind, all of it,” just as 
moistures are chill on the earth, as I have shown above. [60] United with these, 
Sky and Earth create all things from themselves, because by means of them, 
nature “mixes heat with chill, and dryness with moisture.”  Pacuvius is right, then, 
in saying, “The aether adds life” and Ennius: “Earth herself takes back the body 
which she gave, and permits no loss whatsoever.” 

Varro skirts the obvious interpretation – that Ennius and Pacuvius composed poetry with 

Stoic philosophy in mind – to suggest that both Latin and Greek texts are equivalent 

sources of cosmological truth.153 This section in particular lays the foundation for Varro’s 

allegorical readings of the Roman gods, which he interlaces with a range of poetic 

citations: Lucilius is summoned to corroborate the etymological relationships between 

Venus, vita, and vis (LL 5.63); Plautus, to demonstrate the meaning of serpere found 

within the etymology of Proserpina (LL 5.68); and, an anonymous comic poet ties Venus 

to vincire (LL 5.62). Ennius, however, is at the forefront of Varro’s deconstruction of 

Roman divinities, earning him a dominant position in Latin literature’s innate 

philosophical wisdom (LL 5.62, 64, 65).  

                                                
153 Collart (1955, 181) notes that both Ennian citations are taken from the first book of the Annales, which 
may indicate Pythagorean principles, and, in particular, Ennius’ account of metempsychosis. 
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Varro’s methodology gives evidence for the ongoing negotiation of a discrete 

Latin grammatical tradition, in which the methodologies of Stoic literary criticism are put 

to the service of a ‘natural’ Latin poetics. The function of this Stoic exegetical practice is 

to locate poetic readings, through etymology, within a larger cosmological setting, 

although this requires the suppletion of meaning through synthesis with other 

philosophical and literary citations. Etymological meaning, in other words, becomes the 

practice of collating as many textual resources as possible in order to identify a text’s 

position in a total cosmological account. Combined with the status anxiety expressed in 

this competitive positioning, however, this leads to more questions about the value of 

grammatical practices in late Republican Rome: why is Varro so keen to assert his 

superiority to grammar? What political or cultural value can be drawn from literary 

exegesis, and, therefore the natural character of philosophical etymology? I turn to these 

questions in the next section. 
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TEXTUAL EXEGESIS AND SOCIAL STATUS IN DE LINGUA LATINA, BOOKS 5-7 

Varro and Suetonius’ descriptions of grammar are inevitably reductive: in the 

development of their own teleological constructions of grammatical progress and 

hierarchies of competencies, both sources oversimplify what must have been a far more 

complex and dynamic set of practices. In this section, I pursue this idea further, 

considering the social effect of grammar in the late Republic and the corresponding 

attempts of prominent Romans – like Varro in De Lingua Latina – to assert superior 

standards of literary and etymological exegesis, in order both to advance the notional 

sophistication of the discourse, and to corral grammatical practices within the 

conventional codes of Roman social hierarchy. Beginning with an attempt to relate 

Varronian grammatical prescriptions to Roman literary values, I proceed by considering 

the social and political consequences of the growth of grammar and its potentially 

subversive response to elite standards of textual interpretation. In the final part of this 

section, I conclude with a reconsideration of Varro’s ‘natural’ poetics, not simply as an 

assertion of philosophical superiority, but as a form of reading which ties conceptual and 

social sophistication to a creative use of medium, and stresses the comprehensiveness of 

Varro’s etymological vision. 

I begin with a further set of definitions which occupied Varro and his grammatical 

studies. In his Menippean satire Parmeno, Varro defined three terms derived from Greek 

criticism: poema, which is a “rhythmic expression” (lexis enrythmos), such as an 

epigrammatic distich; poesis, a “continuous plot in rhythm” (perpetuum argumentum e 

rhythmis), such as the Iliad or Ennius’ Annales; finally, poetice, the “technical knowledge 

of these things” (poetice est ars earum rerum).154 The definitions recall a debate among 

                                                
154 Parmeno 398 B = Funaioli p. 224, fr. 96. 
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Hellenistic literary critics on poetics and poetic interpretation, and seem to have 

originated with the Peripatetic Neoptolemos of Parium (later to exercise influence on 

Horace’s Ars Poetica). Fragments abound from diverse sources: Lucilius has definitions 

similar to Varro’s; Posidonius makes qualitative distinctions between poema and poesis 

in περὶ λέξεως εἰσαγωγή; Neoptolemos’ views themselves are only reported indirectly 

and polemically in Philodemos’ On Poems, which produces its own set of poetic 

priorities.155 Varro’s position is basically sympathetic to what appears in the 

Neoptolemos testimonies, that the distinction between a poema and poesis is not simply 

one of length, but also of quality: a poesis is an expression of sufficient substance to 

contain its own argumentum, while a poema contains a single, small idea, 

decontextualised from larger plot or theme.156  

The debate in a Roman context has a different set of implications from its original 

Greek setting, and, as Habinek has shown, there are complex cultural politics at work in 

the preference for certain Hellenistic poetic designations over their native Latin 

counterparts.157 By the Ciceronian period, we therefore begin to see the term poema as 

part of a self-conscious literary display which marks membership in a sophisticated 

Hellenised elite. This explains Catullus’ (often ironic) uses of the term: in c. 22, 

Suffenus’ poemata are a source of great literary self-esteem even though – to Catullus’ 

                                                
155 For a survey of these sources and discussion, see Brink 1963, 59-74, cf. Rawson 1985, 279-80; Janko 
2000, 153. 
156 This distinction is suggested by another Varronian fragment, which suggests that a poesis is a 
“structure of writings” (textus scriptorum), while a poema is a “small composition which is explained in a 
few words” (inventio parva quae paucis verbis expeditur) (Janko 2000, 153, 3n.)  
157 Habinek’s discussion (2005, 58-109, esp. 80-2) has to do with distinguishing various kinds of speech 
act (e.g. cano, dico, and loquor) and their relationship with certain (ritualised) kinds of poetic authority and 
agency. In this context, poema is first invoked by Ennius to make a polemical distinction with the Latin 
carmen, and so an allegiance with Hellenistic literary productions and aesthetics; later, this sense of 
polemic is abandoned, but still retains “an emphasis on the fashioning that goes into production” (Habinek 
2005, 80). 
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mind – they in fact make him a rustic boor (15-16); in c.50 a poema is a suitable 

substitute for the erotic, bibliophilic exchange of Catullus and Calvus, even though the 

promise of their actual sexual encounter is frustrated by Catullus’ anticlimactic 

isolation.158 In Cicero’s De Divinatione, meanwhile, Quintus quotes Cassandra in an 

unknown tragedy (perhaps Ennius’ Alexander), an extract which he describes as a 

“delicate and soft poem – and how appropriate to her character!” (O poema tenerum et 

moratum atque molle! Div.  1.66). Quintus’ heightened use of poetry in his argument 

characterises him as a literary aesthete – in contrast to Marcus’ rational philosopher – 

while the Greekness of poema is further underscored by the neoteric urbanity of tener and 

mollis.159 

Quintus’ use of poemata as a marker of literary pretension is to my mind directly 

related to the emergence of Latin grammar in the late 2nd century. There is good evidence 

to suggest that it was grammatical texts which selected and preserved short poetic 

passages of this order on the basis of their artistic, cultural, or philosophical value, and 

that these grammatical poemata then informed sophisticated Roman discourse for the 

generation that grew up with them as part of their literary education.160 Varro himself 

provides examples of such poetic citations in the quattuor explanandi gradus: the kind of 

etymology a grammaticus might investigate, for instance, is Pacuvius’ poetic compound, 

“bent-back-necked flock” (Incurvicervicum pecus, LL 5.7), where the point of interest is 

                                                
158 On these poems, cf. Stroup 2010, 229-234; Krostenko 2001, 268-70 (c. 22); 248-9 (c. 50). 
159 The dialectic created by the socio-cultural characterisations of Marcus and Quintus in the dialogue has 
been well established by Krostenko 2000; on their divergent uses of poetry, see esp. 365-370. 
160 Much has been made of Q. Caecilius Epirota’s introduction of Vergil into the Roman school 
curriculum (Suetonius, GR 16), although, as Kaster points out (1995, 188-9), instruction in the older Latin 
poets had been part of an elite Roman education for some time already, though it is likely the 1st century 
BCE had seen a sweeping general change in primary education standards; compare, for example, Cicero’s 
complaint (Leg. 2.59) that no one memorises the Twelve Tables as part of their primary education any 
more. See Bloomer 1997, 62-71, esp. 67. 
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the unusual compound form; the job of the grammarian is to show how the compound 

was “put together” (confinxerit, LL 5.7).161 Now, it is likely that Varro is referring to an 

actual grammatical reading here; about a century later, Quintilian uses the same citation 

in the Institutio, for precisely the same reason – to point out Pacuvius’ cumbersome 

poetic construction (1.5.67).162 What Varro and Quintilian show, I think, is how 

grammatical poemata were being regularly disseminated in this manner, apart from their 

original poetic contexts, and tied to specific literary interpretations as a direct result of 

grammatical discourse and education. It is late Republican grammar that has ensured that, 

even though the original context of Pacuvius’ incurvicervicum fragment has been lost, it 

has become instead the locus classicus for somewhat unwieldy poetic compounds.  

The relationship between late 2nd century Latin poetry and grammar is in this 

regard symbiotic. As the grammarians were beginning to catalogue and interpret the 

exemplary products of the Latin poets according to Greek grammatical standards, so 

poets working after the introduction of grammatical techniques quickly began to 

incorporate within their compositions grammatical curiosities – such as neologisms, 

Greek calques, or spelling and dialect variations – which provided ideal fodder for 

subsequent grammatical commentary. Pacuvius is a good example of this experimental 

poetic trend; Lucilius’ fragments similarly issue grammatical commentary on spelling, 

etymology, and solecism,163 and also satirically allude to the pretentious adoption of 

                                                
161 On this passage as an insight into grammatical methods of exegetical etymology, cf. Piras 1998, 74-81 
162 Quintilian actually quotes an even longer fragment, “The flock of Nereus, with-snout-uplifted, bent-
back-necked” (Neri repandirostrum, incurvicervicum pecus, IO 1.5.67). 
163 In fr. 1000 (Warmington), for example, Lucilius describes a list of 100 solecisms as a guide to correct 
usage; fr. 963 and 1130 discuss issues of pronunciation (pertisum vs. pertaesum in fr. 963; the rustic pretor 
vs. praetor in fr. 1130); etymology features in frr. 437 and 452. On the influence of grammar in the 
Lucilian corpus, see Fiske 1920, 107-109, e.g. 107: “We find Lucilius thoroughly conversant with the 
principles of Stoic grammatical rhetoric.”  
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Greek for commonplace Latin terms.164 The Roman tragedian Accius was perhaps first to 

take up the mantle of poet-scholar: in addition to his tragedies, Accius’ principal 

contribution to Latin literary scholarship was a set of titles on the history and craft of the 

Roman stage, the Didascalica (‘Records’) and Pragmatica (‘Practices’), although 

Accius’ interests were clearly grammatical to some extent.165 If dedications hold any 

weight, we should also note that Accius was the (possibly posthumous) dedicatee of one 

of Varro’s earliest linguistic efforts, De Antiquitate Litterarum (Rawson 1985, 130). He 

is also cited by Varro at LL 5.80 for an alternate poetic etymology of consul, from the 

togata play Brutus. 

Now, this aestheticised merging of poetic and grammatical interests sets the 

intellectual context for Varro’s reception of grammatical conventions in Books 5-6 of De 

Lingua Latina. It also elucidates how Varro departs from previous interpretative 

standards – or at least, I think, what Varro wants us to understand as innovative about his 

exegetical methodology. What I suggest is that this involves restoring the grammatical 

poema, divorced from its original context, to a setting which stresses cosmic connections 

and natural interconnections between words. As I suggested in the previous section, this 

is entailed by Varro’s ‘inversion’ of normal poetic interpretation: in Varro’s view, 

etymological poetic interpretation does not stem from the poetic citation alone, but from 

the primordial verbal imposition which precedes the poet’s usage. And, in the absence of 

                                                
164 Adams 2003, 326-7 comments on code-switching and its effect in Lucilius’ poetry; see, for example, 
the satiric adoption of Greek loanwords (e.g. clinopodas for pedes lecti at fr. 14 Warmington), although 
Lucilius himself was clearly a habitual Helleniser himself. For Lucilius’ innovative use of Greek, cf. 
Horace, Sat. 1.10.20-1: “he performed a great task, because he mixed Greek with Latin words” (at magnum 
fecit, quod verbis Graeca Latinis / miscuit).  
165 On Accius as scholar, e.g. Goldberg 2005, 75 (with 64n.); Goldberg suggests that “[Accius’] interest in 
the authenticity of Plautine plays suggests the influence of Pergamene scholarship”. On more linguistic 
issues, Accius is said to have favoured the standardisation of the double vowel for long syllables, and the 
writing of the sound ‘-ng-‘ as ‘-gg-‘ (Funaioli, p.30-1, frr. 24-25; Rawson 1985, 119). 
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the city-founder’s inspired knowledge, this involves the use of multiple poetic and 

philosophical citations to uncover cosmological meaning. In support of Varro’s 

etymology of caelum from chaos, for example, Varro uses the Pacuvian lines “See this all 

around us and above, which holds the earth in its embrace: this is what our people call the 

sky” (“Hoc vide circum supraque quod complexu continet,” cui subiungit, “Id quod 

nostri caelum memorant”, LL 5.19). According to Varro, Pacuvius is not giving a Stoic 

description of the hollow quality of the sky, but describes the sky as hollow because 

chaos and cavum are already etymologically implicit in the word caelum. Interestingly, 

Cicero cites the very same passage in De Natura Deorum. His point in his passage, by 

contrast, is that Pacuvius is using caelum as a self-conscious calque of the Greek aither. 

To that end, Cicero records a more complete version of the extract: “The thing which I 

speak of, our people call sky, and the Greeks, aither” (“Hoc quod memoro nostri caelum, 

Graii perhibent aethera,” Cic. ND 2.91). Of course, the inclusion of the rest of the line 

complicates Varro’s claim that cosmological knowledge is latent in the word’s original 

Latin imposition, and the second part of the line is duly suppressed. 

Cicero’s reading seems far more typical of Republican grammatical exegesis, and 

probably borrowed from a grammatical gloss on that line – which itself originally 

functioned as a gloss or calquing of the Greek aether. In Varro’s account, however, 

Pacuvius is sewn into the fabric of the etymological catalogue, in order to extend the 

cosmological reading from the single primordial impositions of the wordsmiths to the 

exemplary products of Latin literature. A similar departure characterises a second citation 

Varro borrows in the caelum explanation; this time, from Ennius. In one of his plays, 

Ennius refers to “the vast vaults of the sky” (caeli ingentes fornices, LL 5.19). Again, 

Varro takes Ennius to be demonstrating the naturally hollow quality of caelum (“Ennius 

similarly refers to hollowness”, et Ennius item ad cavationem). And, again, it is Cicero 
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who provides a different reading. In De Oratore, Crassus and the assembled interlocutors 

are discussing the correct use of metaphor. Crassus employs the fornices reference as an 

example of an inappropriate metaphor, since the sky does not really resemble a vault; the 

metaphor may be saved, Crassus adds, if Ennius substantiated the reference by literally 

incorporating a globe into his set-design, as is reported in the tradition: “although Ennius 

is said to have brought a globe onto the stage” (quamvis sphaeram in scaenam, ut dicitur, 

attulerit Ennius, De Or. 3.162).166 It seems likely that Cicero/Crassus is relying on a 

grammatical reading here: this is precisely the kind of information Accius, for example, 

would have preserved in his theatrical treatises, and the impersonal dicitur marks 

Crassus’ reliance on an authoritative source, since by no means could Crassus have seen 

the original production.167 The point, however, is that Crassus reads the metaphor by 

supplying dramatic context; Varro does not need this kind of context, since the metaphor 

is the natural elaboration of the inherent hollowness of caelum. 

Comparison with fragments of the Latin grammarians indicate that Cicero’s 

glosses and explanations are conventional for Latin grammar, but even if Varro’s 

interpretations are only distinctive compared to Cicero, they are clearly idiosyncratic, 

even counter-intuitive. What are we to make of this? An answer, I suggest, lies in an 

understanding of the proliferation of grammatical discourse in the late Republic, and, in 

                                                
166 The straightforward reading of Crassus’ clarification is that Ennius had a model of the globe brought 
onto the stage during the production, although Mankin (2011, 248-9) notes that alternate interpretations are 
possible – that Ennius “brought [the concept] of a globe onto the Roman stage [or ‘public scene’, even]”. 
167 This kind of intertextual marker has been shown by Fox to be a common device in Cicero’s historical 
dialogues; compare, for example, Laelius’ comment in De Republica that Scipio frequently converses with 
Polybius and Panaetius (Rep. 1.21.34), which is not so much a reference to Scipio’s personal habits but a 
metatextual and thematic anticipation of the constitutional debate, “providing an intellectual context for the 
theoretical discussion to follow” (Fox 2007, 92), which nonetheless draws emphatic attention both to the 
historical setting of the debate and its literary artifice. Crassus’ dicitur does not guarantee that he is talking 
about grammar, although grammar does feature heavily in his examples; compare his description of 
grammatical practices at De Orat. 1.187 (which I discussed in the previous section), and his citation of 
Aelius Stilo’s commentary on the Twelve Tables at De Orat. 1.193. 
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particular, its challenge to elite privilege over certain kinds of knowledge. As we saw in 

the previous section, there is a distinct concern – both within Varro’s De Lingua Latina, 

and in Suetonius’ historical narrative – to associate grammatical, poetic, and linguistic 

knowledge with a certain kind of social status. In this regard, Catullus’ snobbery towards 

Suffenus is probably representative: though typically “charming, witty, and urbane” 

(venustus et dicax et urbanus, 22.2), when reading his poemata Suffenus is reduced to a 

lowly “goatherd or a rustic ditch-digger” (Suffenus unus caprimulgus aut fossor / rusticus 

videtur, 22.10-11). Social stigma is therefore attached to the poor handling of poetic 

knowledge, but there is more to it than faux pas among an exclusive literary chic. It might 

also be that public performance of poetry could be used as a weapon against the existing 

political order. At the ludi Apollinares of 59, for example, Cicero reports that the tragic 

actor Diphilus delivered his lines in a manner so hostile to Pompey “that they seemed at 

the time to have been written by one of his enemies” (ut in tempus ab inimico Pompei 

scripti esse videantur, Cic. Att. 2.19.3). Two years later, at the Floralia, comic and tragic 

lines were used to attack Clodius to Cicero’s advantage (Cic. Sest. 118-23).168  

These provide important context for political value of literature in the late 

Republic, but what changes from Varro’s perspective, I think, is the diffusion of 

grammatical exegesis and the corresponding anxiety over interpretation as the formerly 

unique preserve of the Roman aristocratic elite.169 Varro’s distinction of ‘philosophical’ 

                                                
168 For discussion of these passages, see Goldberg 2005, 123-4. 
169 The close relationship between literary production and aristocratic ideological hegemony is conserved 
from the ‘invention’ of Latin literature in the mid-3rd century onwards, and has been described by Habinek 
(e.g. 1998, 34-68). Habinek sees aristocratic literary ideology concerned in particular with notions of value 
(existimatio, e.g. Cato, De Agricultura praef. 1-4) – and not simply economic value, or, say, political 
capital, but the capacity to mediate exchanges between such spheres within the social system. From its 
inception, grammar is invested with a similar function; compare, for example, the attention given in 
Republican grammatical fragments to the creation of poetic rankings, in which Varro too had a part 
(Goldberg 2005, 75-81). As Too notes, however, Hellenistic grammar and its investment in literary 
esoterica, “cultural dislocation and selection” (Too 1998, 139) has a capacity to subvert conventional 



 92 

etymology over its grammatical counterpart therefore reasserts elite cultural authority 

over poetic and other forms of meaning in the face of potentially subversive alternatives. 

It distinguishes between certain kinds of reading as appropriate for a lower standard of 

interpretation – a ‘grammatical’ standard – and a higher standard, which demands a 

‘natural’, universalising, and philosophical vision. In Varro’s account, this is therefore a 

social distinction: in the quattuor explanandi gradus in Book 5, the philosophi outclass 

the grammatici, who themselves are only marginally superior to the populus as a whole. 

Suetonius’ account, meanwhile, makes this social distinction even more explicit. There, 

as we saw in the previous section, grammar gains credibility as it climbs the Roman 

social ladder from outsiders to equestrians and then clarissimi viri; but it also declines as 

professional practitioners abandon integrity in favour of profit-seeking and moral 

depravity. The subtext, according to Kaster, is that Latin grammar was practised 

appropriately by Romans as long as they observed proper patron-client relations.170 

Thereafter, however, grammatical activities were partitioned off: grammar was either 

embraced by the clarissimi – including, presumably, Varro himself – among whom it 

became philosophy; or, it gradually fell into decadence, culminating in the notorious 

                                                                                                                                            
standards of appreciation, which may have formed part of Latin grammar’s burgeoning appeal (see Too 
1998, 115-50). 
170 The distinction between Aelius Stilo and his successor Ser. Clodius is emblematic in this regard: 
Aelius was so devoted to his patron Metellus Numidicus that he accompanied him into exile, while Ser. 
Clodius stole one of Aelius’ (his father-in-law) books, went into self-imposed exile out of shame, and, as a 
nasty postscript, died from gout (Suetonius, GR 3). On this passage, see Kaster 1995, 68-81; cf. xliv: “the 
vigorous market [of Latin grammar], once created, changed the social conditions of teachers themselves: 
fortified by their skills they were able gradually to disengage themselves from positions of subordination to 
one or another great household, and sometimes gain wealth, honour, and significant leverage… despite 
lapses from conventional standards of decent behaviour and decorum, and even despite behaviour that was 
thoroughly despicable.” 
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career of the profligate Palaemon, who was so arrogant that he deigned to call Varro a 

“hog” (porcus).171 

Palaemon may have had a point. Varro’s ‘natural’ poetics rejects the conventional 

grammatical posture, that a reading is sufficient if it merely glosses a word, or only seeks 

to clarify its literary, dramatic, or cultural significance. Rather, to understand the full 

etymological import of poetry, Varro suggests, the philosophical etymologist must have 

access to the full, cosmic scope of nature – that which the inspired primordial wordsmith 

designated in the word when making his original imposition – as well as a proper 

understanding of its diachronic substance within the long history of Latin verbal 

imposition. This requires the kind of command of literary resources which I described in 

the previous chapter, and, in a sense, Varro’s assertion of philosophical etymology – his 

application of natura to his etymological readings – is simply the polemical display of a 

superior literary education. Varro also, however, wishes to stress the value of his far-

reaching etymological ambition. In this regard, Varro’s etymological catalogue itself 

grants access to a hermeneutic device which supersedes the redundant methodologies of 

‘old-fashioned’ grammar. Through its scope, authority, and conceptual inclusivity, 

Varro’s etymological readings as such re-embed poetic citations hitherto divorced from 

their original context into a fully realised cosmology, conceived metonymically as three 

books of etymologies treating the full range of place, body, time, and action. 

If the historical cause behind Varro’s style of philosophical exegesis is the 

diffusion of literary meaning in the late Republic, its effect is a poetics of order, 

                                                
171 Suetonius, GR 23.4: “So great was his arrogance, that he called M. Varro a hog.” (Arrogantia fuit 
tanta, ut M. Varronem porcum appellaret). The context is uncertain, although it may be a reference to the 
proverb sus Minervam [docet] (Kaster 1995, 237). Suetonius reserves the greatest disdain for Palaemon, 
who enjoyed unprecedented success despite condemnation from two emperors (Tiberius and Claudius) and 
Suetonius’ characterisation of P. as a fellator and cunnilingus. 
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continuity, and cohesion, in which etymology secures the unity of text, language, and 

community. At the end of Book 6, for example, Varro delivers a long commentary on the 

inlicium procedure, selecting a series of official documents in service of his readings 

(such as the Censoria Tabula, Commentaria Consularia, Commentarium vetus 

Anquisitionis). His purpose is to demonstrate the procedural character of inlicium, an 

‘invitation’, in which the citizen population is marshalled within the city walls for the 

purpose of a contio, comitia, or capital trial.172 Varro puts etymology to service at a 

number of points in the readings. Accensus, ‘assistant’, for example, is one who “gives 

the call” (acciebat) to announce the inlicium. This reading, in Varro’s view, underplays 

differences between texts which variously identify the agent responsible for the summons 

as an augur, an accensus, and a praeco; in any case, each makes the ‘call’.173 Varro also 

uses etymology to distinguish the words illex (one who ‘entices’) and inlex (‘one who 

does not obey the law’, LL 6.95), which had evidently been the point of some 

consternation. Etymology therefore allows Varro to point to a set of immanent 

constitutional referents in the texts – inlicium above all – to suggest that there is a durable 

set of characteristics attached to the procedure, even if different texts exhibit variance in 

their reports.  

In the context of the etymological catalogue, however, the readings also benefit 

by mobilising Varro’s etymological exegeses of ‘doing’ verbs: the lacuna between the 

‘doing’ section of the text and the inlicium readings has obscured the relationship 

                                                
172 For the inlicium procedure, see Linderski 1986, 2194-5; Taylor 1966, 56, with notes at 156 n.41. 
173 Varro describes at LL 6.95 a historical shift, where the ‘invitation’ (inlicium) once performed by 
“lowly praecones and accensi” (Linderski, 1986, 2194-5) is now performed by augurs; Linderski expresses 
surprise that this should be the case, although Varro seems less concerned that the identity of the summoner 
should have any substantive effect: “Some things happen for form’s sake, and have not always been either 
done or spoken in the same way” (dicis cause fieba<n>t quaedam neque item facta neque item dicta 
semper, LL 6.95). 
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between the two sections, although the repeated stress on ordering (imperare) in the 

inlicium text calls to mind Varro’s distinction that gerere entails action carried out by a 

secondary agent.174 The inlicium texts therefore elucidate instances where a presiding 

magistrate – the imperator, so to speak – employs agents as expressions of his own 

constitutional agency. This passage therefore also elicits the value of etymological 

readings which recall the larger interpretative context of an authoritative etymological 

catalogue. In Varro’s etymological hermeneutic, the intratextual cohesiveness of the 

catalogue, I suggest, gets thematised through his emphasis on lexical connectivity. As I 

described in the previous chapter, in Varro’s view, words have connections transcending 

their normative value, at the level of etymologies, derivations, or obscure semantic links, 

and Varro’s obligation is to pursue these links beyond conventional expectations. This 

obligation is characterised in a sequence of land metaphors: Varro will track down words 

like paths in the woods, untrodden and darkened by shadows (LL 5.5); investigations into 

words will sometimes lead us onto the neighbour’s land, because the roots of one tree 

have pushed beyond the boundary-line (LL 5.13); Varro will unearth the will of the 

impositor (voluntas impositoris) – and even when this is obscure, we may conjecture the 

roots of the tree from the fruits on the branch (LL 7.2; 4).175 

Connectivity is also expressed through the thematic use of coniunctio, which 

recurs in a number of forms in De Lingua Latina. I indicated in the previous chapter that 

coniunctio is central, for example, to Varro’s account of ‘bonding’ in his allegorical 

                                                
174 This distinction is made at LL 6.77, where Varro defines the differences between agere, facere, and 
gerere: “Coversely the general, because he is said to ‘carry out’ (gerere) tasks, in which he neither ‘makes’ 
(facit) or ‘performs’ (agit) them, but ‘carries them out’ (gerit), that is he supports them (sustinet), carried 
over from those who ‘carry’ (gerunt) burdens, because they support them.” (Contra imperator quod dicitur 
res gerere, in eo neque facit neque agit, sed gerit, id est sustinet, tralatum ab his qui onera gerunt, quod hi 
sustinent, LL 6.77). On this section, cf. Flobert 1985, 153-4. 
175 On this passage in particular – and on the figura etymologica here between ‘to root up’ (eruere) and 
‘erudite, learned’ (eruditus), cf. Moatti 1997, 143-4. 
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readings of the gods in the corpora immortalia section of Book 5. As a linguistic concept, 

a full twelve books were devoted to coniunctio in the entirely lost second half of the 25 

books of De Lingua Latina as it was originally composed. Modern commentators have 

assumed that coniunctio fills the conceptual gap between imposition (impositio) and 

inflection (declinatio) – the first two sections of De Lingua Latina – and as such attempts 

to give a comprehensive account of syntax, perhaps of style.176 Beyond De Lingua 

Latina, Varro’s use of coniunctio recalls a late Republican preoccupation with notions of 

connectivity. In Stoic dialectic, for example, coniunctio is a term employed in Republican 

philosophical contexts to refer to a certain kind of Stoic dialectical method, in which the 

truth or falsehood of a statement would be determined by an analysis of the propositional 

content of connected and subordinate statements (e.g. Cic. De Or. 2.159; Cic. Acad. 

2.95ff.).177 Cicero also uses coniunctio in his political philosophy: in De Legibus, he 

characterises justice (iustitia) as the basic impulse of mankind, which becomes clear “if 

you have perceived the society and communion of men among themselves” (si hominum 

inter ipsos societatem coniunctionemque perspexeris, Leg. 1.28).178 In De Finibus, 

meanwhile, coniunctio is made to be the foundational principle of human society, for 

“there is nothing so glorious nor of wider range than the conjunction of men among 

men.” (nihil est tam illustra nec quod latius pateat quam coniunctio inter homines 

                                                
176 On the structure and contents of the original treatise, see e.g. Collart 1954b, xvi-xix; Ax 1995, 147-9. 
177 In this context, Moatti 1997 deems coniunctio a singularly critical position of Stoic philosophy, “le mot 
clé”: “il traduit très exactement, sur le plan syntaxique, l’idée de système, à laquelle les stoïciens accordent 
une si grande importance dans leur philosophie.” (191).  At its heart, she goes on, is the capacity to 
congregate in an array of difference a unified structure of truth, based on the identification of shared 
verisimiltude between otherwise distinct items. 
178 Cf. Cic. Leg. 1.16, where Cicero describes the nature of the inquiry as an investigation into, among 
other things, “what may be the communion of men, their natural society among themselves” (quae sit 
coniunctio hominum, quae naturalis societas inter ipsos). On these passages, see Dyck 2004, 102 (where 
Dyck discusses Powell’s supplement of cum dis after coniunctio hominum at Leg. 1.16 as an antithesis to 
inter ipsos); 145 (on Leg. 1.28). 
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hominum, Fin. 2.65) Coniunctio is also offered as a calque of the Stoic concept 

συμπάθεια in Cicero’s De Divinatione (Div. 2.124, cf. 2.34, 2.142). 

There is probably no primary meaning which would encompass all these uses of 

the Latin coniunctio, although this is perhaps the great value of a philosophical concept 

of connectivity, which unifies word and atom, logic and language, and community and 

cosmos into a single, continuous textual account. Now, in De Lingua Latina, the 

philosophical emphasis on connectivity and literary interpretation converge in the 

passage of etymologies often referred to as the ‘Tour of Rome’. The passage is structured 

as a reading of the text of the Sacra Argeorum, which describes the sequence of the route 

of the Argei priests, as they travel around the city from shrine to shrine.179 Varro’s 

intention is an etymological account of the topography of Rome, but he takes as his lead 

the text itself, whose antiquity offers an authoritative account of the relationship between 

place names, topography, and ritual significance. Because of their position in the ritual, 

therefore, Varro reckons place names in Rome to be derived from their position relative 

to other points along the processional route. The fourth shrine, for example, is called the 

Caeriolensis, because of its position between the Caelian Hill and the Carinae 

(Caer<iolensis a Carinarum iunctu dictus, LL 5.47); the sixth shrine, in the Subura, is 

also near the Carinae, and Varro contests Junius’ etymology of Subura – sub urbe – to 

attest an earlier variant, Succusa, which is therefore named “because it runs up to the 

Carinae” (quod succurrit Carinis, LL 5.48). Varro is, in other words, convinced that the 

names are determined by relative topography – that is, by coniunctio. This even renders 

certain names in the text obscure. Three regions of shrines on their own hills – the 

Salutary, the Mucial, and the Latiary – have been subsumed within the Quirinal region, 

                                                
179 On the ritual of the Argei, see Cancik 1986; Ziolkowski, 1998-9; Zehnacker 2005; Wallace-Hadrill 
2008, 259-264. 
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which leaves Varro in doubt about the etymological content of their shrines’ names: 

“This name [i.e. the Quirinal] has obliterated the names of the adjoining regions” (quod 

vocabulum coniunctarum regionum nomina obliteravit, LL 5.52). 

If connectivity in topography, in politics, in cosmology, and, finally, in language 

can be expressed in a textual account, it is, in Varro’s view, in the fabric of the 

etymological catalogues which he stresses as the guiding, ‘natural’ principle. Briefly, I 

wish to suggest that this also informs the approach to poetic interpretation in Book 7, 

where, Varro explains, the impositores are not the primordial wordsmiths of the Latin 

language – such as Latinus and Romulus – but poets from the archaic period onwards. 

The shift in methodology is, I think, characterised by a return to conventional 

grammatical glosses, and Varro’s main point of reference in these citations is not the 

holistic context of the etymological cosmology of Books 5-6, but the citations 

themselves. As Giorgio Piras has pointed out, however, Varro retains in Book 7 the 

philosophical structure of Books 5-6: the etymologies of Book 7 are therefore implicitly 

elevated to philosophical status, even if only by intratextual association.180 I add that this 

includes the emphasis in Books 5-6 on coniunctio as a principle of lexical and natural 

connectivity.181 Severed from an exhaustive cosmological context, however, Varro 

selects more obviously arbitrary reasons to link readings: the gloss of adagio, for 

                                                
180 Piras makes a good deal of the preliminaries of Book 7, in which Varro restates his commitment to the 
original quadripartition in Book 5: “I shall speak in this book about words which have been laid down by 
the poets, first on places, then on the things which are in places, third on times, then the things which are 
conjoined with times” (Dicam in hoc libro de verbis quae a poetis sunt posita, primum de locis, dein quae 
in locis sunt, tertio de temporibus, tum quae cum temporibus sunt coniuncta). In Piras’ view, this confirms 
that Varro remains at the philosophical level established by the previous two books, rather than a 
‘demotion’ to the second gradus, as in the readings of Dahlmann and Schröter. 
181 In addition to the quadripartition, Varro stresses he will abide by lexical and natural connections, as he 
has done up to this point: “but I shall connect with those things which are connected with those words, and 
if something steps outside the quadripartition, I shall nevertheless include in within this structure” (sed iis 
ut quae cum his sint coniuncta, adiungam, et si quid excedit ex hac quadripertitione, tamen in ea ut 
comprehendam. LL 7.5). 
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example (LL 7.31) leads Varro to a proverb including the word canis, which leads to a 

discussion of the word canis with citations from Lucilius and Ennius; this, in turn, leads 

to a discussion of the possibly analogous form trabes (‘beam’). The links between 

adagio, canis, and trabes are incidental or at best superficial, but are representative of the 

kind of connections Varro employs in Book 7. More often than not, he simply strings 

citations together according to subject matter or shared author. 

Book 7 is confusing and lacks the unity of Books 5-6, but Varro excuses himself 

from criticism by making a distinction between the two projects as one of utilitas and 

delectatio. Varro aims to focus the impositions of Latinus and Romulus, “because I enjoy 

the many words of the poets more than I use them, but I use the words of ancients more 

than I enjoy them” (cum poeticis multis verbis magis delecter quam utar, antiquis magis 

utar quam delecter, LL 5.9). This utilitas, which takes as its basis the treatment of ‘prose 

language’ (oratio soluta), however, entails an embrace of poetic material within the 

exhaustive context of a complete textual cosmology. By contrast, the work of the 

grammarians – which study poetic words alone – is reduced to the quality of 

delectatio.182 This may not be simply a distinction of subject matter: interestingly, Cicero 

uses the same terminology to characterise Aelius’ study of the Twelve Tables in De 

Oratore: they are not useful, but notable for their “wonderful charm and pleasure” 

(mira… suavitas et delectatio, De Or. 1.193). Rather, as I have shown, utilitas in Varro’s 

scheme entails the creation of a natural poetics in support of the interpretative priority of 

Rome’s aristocratic elite, in defiance of the growing credibility of sub-elite grammatical 
                                                
182 The distinction between the utilitarian and purely pleasurable effects of poetry is conventional in 
philosophy from Plato’s Republic onwards (e.g. 10.607d-e), although it may also recall a more 
contemporary debate, particularly among the Epicureans, for which see esp. Lehmann 1994 & Asmis 2006. 
Epicurean poetics, in fact, stresses the philosophical value of prose over the more indifferent or even 
harmful effects of poetry, and Varro may be following Epicurean prescriptions here. At the very least, his 
emphasis on an etymological utilitas which incorporates both the original impositions of the Latin 
namegivers and a totalising account of Latin literary hermeneutics is the salient point. 
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readings. I explore this trend in a wider historical context in my conclusion. 



 101 

 

TEXT, NATURA, AND THE POLITICS OF GRAMMAR IN THE LATE REPUBLIC 

At the beginning of De Legibus (Leg. 1.14), Cicero draws a distinction between 

universal law (ius universum) and civil law (ius civile). Pointing to the jurists as 

practitioners of the latter, he argues that, although jurisconsults have provided some 

benefit to the people, they have done so in a piecemeal fashion, without heeding larger 

concepts of justice. Their work is therefore “trivial” (exiguum) and “flimsy” (tenue); it 

pertains to little more than domestic disputes – “little books on the law of eaves and 

house-walls” (libellos… de stillicidiorum ac de parietum iure). Above all, it is work of a 

character more humble (humiliora) than Cicero would deign to address in a philosophical 

treatise of his own. In Dyck’s view, the tone of the passage betrays Cicero’s class 

prejudice: it diminishes the work of jurists as socially negligible, humiliora in particular 

recalling the “legal disadvantages suffered by equites and others from the Italian 

municipalities.” (Dyck 2004, 95) Cicero’s application of a theoretically more robust 

investigation adds the distinction that philosophy is also a pursuit socially superior to 

other kinds of technical knowledge, such as iuris scientia. Indeed, the association of 

jurists with “eaves and house-walls” is redolent with the so-called “banausic prejudice” 

which is a common topos of philosophy from Plato onwards.183 Cicero’s work seeks a 

higher calling: to move beyond a study of civil law in favour of a superior law of 

natura.184 

                                                
183 On banausic prejudice, cf. Cuomo 2007, 31-2; for the philosophical attitude towards practitioners of 
artes/technai in general, see Cuomo 2007, 7-40 (and passim), e.g. 24, 65n. on Plato with bibliographical 
references. 
184 The bibliography on Natural Law in Cicero (esp. De Legibus) is substantial, and I will not explore it at 
length here. A useful overview is provided by Wood 1988, 70-78; for a more recent evaluation, see Asmis 
2008b. 
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Varro’s attitude towards the grammarians in De Lingua Latina, and, indeed, his 

own advancement of philosophy over grammatical etymology bears a strong resemblance 

to Ciceronian social condescension in De Legibus. This is not a coincidence. As Moatti 

has noted, there is a conspicuous conceptual overlap between grammar and 

jurisprudence, with both fields sharing a technical vocabulary (e.g. dubitare, 

demonstrare, interpretari), and both concerned with matters of textual exegesis and 

linguistic interpretation.185 Indeed, according to Harries, by the late Republic, 

grammatical training had become standard practice for iuris scientia, which “required 

[practitioners] to… scrutinise the wording of legal documents, as part of their job was to 

ensure that their client entered the right plea in the right court” (Harries 2006, 42). 

Jurisprudence and grammar also enter the Roman consciousness during roughly the same 

period – the mid-2nd century BCE – and while it would be an overstatement to suggest 

that they are the same cultural development, the juristic field is quick to absorb 

grammatical practices and principles as a crucial part of its service. Titles of works by 

jurists confirm a distinctly grammatical flavour – such as L. Cincius’ De Verbis Priscis, 

Santra’s De Antiquitate Verborum, and Gavius’ De Origine Verborum – and etymology 

in particular serving to elucidate continuity and antiquity as the basis of acceptable legal 

arguments. 

As a component of juristic argumentation and exegesis, the political capital of 

grammar is brought into increasingly sharp focus.186 Etymology plays a particularly 

                                                
185 See Moatti 1997, 137-140. Rawson (1985, 205) also comments briefly on the grammatical training of 
jurists: “It is clear that there was a close relationship betweeen grammar and law.” 
186 A prominent practitioner of both, M. Junius Congus, for example, is established by his cognomen 
Gracchanus as an ally of the Gracchi. Rankov argues that his De Potestatibus was written in response to 
the Magistratuum Libri of the anti-Gracchan consul C. Sempronius Tuditanus (cos. 129 BCE). Thereafter, 
the need for demarcating the limits of magisterial power was one of the most urgent and controversial 
issues of the late Republic in general. On the career of Junius, see Rankov 1987. 
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important role in this regard. By framing contemporary political disputes with its 

characteristic emphasis on semantic immanence, historical durability, and antiquity, 

etymology provides a link to the past through the immediacy of the language of the 

present.187 According to Sehlmeyer, at stake in the grammatical and antiquarian 

endeavours of the jurists was therefore nothing less than the “Traditionspflege und 

Einschärfung des mos maiorum” (2003, 167), competition over which intensified and 

became the expression of the civil strife and bloodshed among the elite in the wake of the 

reforms and assassinations of the Gracchi. This, argues Sehlmeyer, provides the impetus 

for the emergence of antiquarianism as an elite practice in the last generations of the 

Roman Republic, as an idiosyncratically Roman combination of grammatical methods, 

juristic exegesis, and historical inquiry. Moatti, meanwhile, highlights the centrality of 

text to this scholarly revolution: the antiquarian interest in mos emblematises the novel 

reproduction of standards and values in textual form. Text therefore tranforms the 

ambiguities and abstractions of traditions into a concrete format: ““[L]a tradition est 

devenue un texte fixe” (Moatti 1997, 141).188 

The ambivalence felt by both Varro and Cicero towards textual exegesis, 

however, reveals the extent to which negotiation of this transformation was still ongoing. 

It also clarifies the natural hermeneutic which informs both of their dispositions to 

literary, legal, and cultic texts. Through their natural interpretations of literature and law 

respectively, Varro and Cicero provide a notionally apolitical but, in fact, deeply 

politicised alternative to the kinds of textual interpretations which sever readings from 

                                                
187 On the relationship between jurism and antiquarianism, see Harries 2006, 170-184; Harries includes in 
this context a brief excursus on Varronian etymology at 180-2.  
188 Moatti’s point is that antiquarianism consolidates inquiry into the past as a textual activity, crystallising 
the “living, moving reality” (“sa réalité vivante et mouvante”) of Roman history, and making future 
antiquarian investigations merely an inquiry into Republican texts, rather than the mos maiorum itself. 
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their original interpretative contexts and present piecemeal textual analyses. There are, in 

this regard, a number of instructive parallels between their conceptual approaches. In 

Varro’s case, for example, a natural poetics entails attributing to poetic citations 

immanent etymological meaning, which applies, at once, diachronic context, Stoic 

philosophy, and an emphasis on textual connections in the etymological catalogue. While 

making a clear display of its own textuality, Varro’s use of natura at the same time 

constructs an authority which, through its appeal to a hierarchy with an inspired 

philosopher-king at its apex, actually obscures its debt to a literary education. Cicero’s 

description of the relationship between natural law and the law code embodied in the 

Roman system is similar, and similarly complicated. An important component of this 

relationship is that natural law exists as an immanent, non-contingent category. It is 

therefore, in Cicero’s view, prior to any written codification: as Cicero says, beginning 

his inquiry: “Let us take the starting point of determining what is just (ius) from that 

supreme law which was born all ages before any law was written or any state was 

established at all” (constituendi vero iuris ab illa summa lege capiamus exordium, quae 

saeclis omnibus ante nata est quam scripta lex ulla aut quam omnino civitas constituta, 

Leg. 1.19).  

Like Varro, it is clear that Cicero borrows from Stoic philosophy throughout the 

treatise: his particular definition of law as “the highest reason implanted in nature” (ratio 

summa insita in natura, Leg. 1.18) recalls Chrysippus, who Varro likewise cites as a 

programmatic source (LL 6.2).189 Cicero and Varro therefore share not only a 

condescending disposition towards lesser textual exegetes, but their response also 

similarly lies in the application of the same brand of Greek philosophy. Furthermore, 

                                                
189 Cicero’s definition of lex echoes Chrysippus’ definition of νόμος at SVF 2.4.2-3; see Dyck 2004, 109, 
and, on Cicero’s sources more generally, ibid. 12-15. 
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Varro and Cicero’s attempt to locate exegetical practices within a totalising natural 

system is explicitly driven by a perceived decline in interpretation from a prior state of 

inspired knowledge. Varro’s etymological methodology looks to an inspired knowledge 

embodied in the “shrine and rites of the king” (adytum ac initia regis, LL 5.8), theorising 

the unification of linguistic perceptiveness, political authority, and mystery cult in a 

unique human agent. In Pro Murena, meanwhile – a defense which relies heavily on 

Cicero questioning the credentials of his jurist opponent, Ser. Sulpicius Rufus – Cicero 

denigrates his opponent by reminiscing that jurisprudence had once been a respectable 

pursuit “among our ancestors” (apud maiores nostros), but had become “wholly despised 

and disregarded, now that your mysteries have been revealed” (id enuntiatis vestris 

mysteriis totum est contemptum et abiectum, Mur. 25). The condition of its decline was 

its publication to all: as long as the nature of responsa were kept “hidden” (occulta), 

jurists were of public use; now responsa are known to all (pervolgata atque in manibus 

iactata et excussa), they have become “thoroughly destitute of wisdom, full of fraud and 

folly” (inanissima prudentiae reperta sunt, fraudis autem et stultitiae plenissima, Mur. 

26).190 

Although Varro and Cicero may share specific conceptual and philosophical 

affinities, their expressions of ambivalence towards Rome’s changing exegetical culture 

is also characteristic of a general aristocratic narrative of decline, lamenting the passing 

of a storied political, social, and interpretative unity. For example, Habinek’s monograph, 

                                                
190 Moatti attributes this historical shift to the “secularisation” (or “laïcisation”, 1997, 186) of the law in 
the 3rd to 2nd centuries BCE, during which the authority of the pontifices and their responsa began to be 
contested by the independent sententiae and opiniones of jurists (Moatti 1997, 186-8). Of course, Cicero’s 
opportunistic indictment of jurisprudence in Pro Murena is only one example of his complicated attitude 
towards the jurists in his corpus, a fuller understanding of which requires attention to a wealth of texts, 
including De Oratore and De Legibus (among the philosophical works), Pro Murena and Pro Caecina (in 
the forensic corpus), and a number of important letters (such as the correspondence with the jurist Trebatius 
Testa, Fam. 7.22). In general, see the important studies of Frier 1985 & Harries 2006. 



 106 

The World of Roman Song, theorises a pre-literate and unified Roman song culture whose 

influence is as important for understanding the emergence of Latin literature in the 

middle-late Republic as is the ‘Hellenisation’ of Roman culture from the late 3rd century 

onwards. Habinek’s thesis has attracted criticism (e.g. Lowrie 2006), but whether or not 

we can describe or even posit this archaic song culture, his work helps understand the 

“sentimentalism or nostalgia for a lost world of unified verbal authority” (Habinek 2005, 

98) that we see throughout the literary products of the late Republic and the early 

Principate. Foremost among his examples of this affective social cohesion through song 

and ritual performance, Habinek characterises the archaic song of the Salian priests as “a 

self-referential reflection on song's role in the foundation and maintenance of social 

order” (9), which functions by urging the place of the conventional, arbitrary, and 

ephemeral artefacts of civic life in the cosmic scheme of things. Part of the efficacy of 

this ritual is the song’s obscurantist tone and vocabulary, which mark the ritual as sacred 

activity and give its words their numinous quality. The incomprehensibility of the poem 

was, as such, a pronounced feature of the poem later in the historical period, and is 

remarked upon down to Quintilian, even though both poem and rite were perhaps 

renovated during Augustus’ principate. The idea, however, that certain authoritative 

speech forms proceed towards social consolidation because of their mystical quality is 

precisely, I suggest, what informs the hierarchy of Varro’s quattuor explanandi gradus 

and his notion of linguistic decline, and Cicero’s complaints against the jurists in De 

Legibus and Pro Murena. Varro and Cicero’s decision to explore both through 

philosophy also entails something like a “surrogation or reanimation” (Habinek 2005, 

98), because in a single move philosophy both restores language and the law to the 

notionally transcendent and non-arbitrary category of natura, and describes other 
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exegetical practices (grammar, jurisprudence) as socially inferior and therefore 

inadequate to the task. 

This move towards philosophy as a mode of textual exegesis is as important as 

grammar, in my view, in establishing Latin literature as a discrete tradition. Grammar, 

according to Goldberg, is a necessary factor in the construction of a discrete Latin 

literature, because it establishes literary canons, notions of authorial identity, and shifts 

the locus of poetic experience from performance to reading. As I hope to have shown in 

this chapter, however, Varro’s reception of grammar elucidates how such practices can 

also divert from a sense of a consolidated literary tradition without the application of an 

encompassing philosophical – or ‘natural’ – hermeneutic. Instead, Varro’s natural poetics 

attempts to incorporate textual interpretation within a cosmic setting, which allows for 

the integration of literature written in Latin into a conception of social order acceptable to 

elite perspectives. In part, this imagines Latin literature as emerging philosophically 

complete and autonomous without the need to defer to Greek philosophical traditions, 

although the dependency is clear through Varro’s explicit allegiance to Stoic texts and 

concepts. There is a certain ambivalence to this relationship, and it directs attention to the 

difficulty of establishing an ethnically, politically, or culturally unique identity – the 

notion, for example, of a ‘Latin language’ – without assimilating details from an 

ostensibly ‘foreign’ culture. Neither the Latin language nor Latin literature can be defined 

without recourse to foreign concepts or boundaries, and this dependency marks the 

integration of Greek and other ethnic data within the work’s etymological catalogues. 

This complex relationship – between language, identity, and a literary tradition – I 

explore further in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 3: Ethnography and Identity in Varro’s Etymologies 

INTRODUCTION 

Beyond natural philosophy and textual exegesis, the etymologies of De Lingua 

Latina also serve an important ethnographic function: describing, through the Latin 

language, the character, habits, and mores of its native speakers. It is, in fact, this aspect 

of the work which has typically drawn the most sustained scholarly attention: modern 

readers have often looked to Varro’s etymological catalogues to supplement a diverse 

range of historical inquiries, including studies of its calendar, architectural history, the 

archaic period, diet, religion and ritual.191 As we have seen in the last two chapters, 

however, far from being a disinterested study of the Latin language, Varro’s etymology 

books constantly give evidence of their idiosyncratic character, their attempts to influence 

contemporary political and intellectual debates, and their deep engagement with the civic 

turbulence of the late Roman Republic. The ethnographic aspect of Varro’s etymologies 

therefore deserve similar attention: examining, on the one hand, how Varro investigates 

Roman culture through his etymological programme as a set of categorised practices and 

attributes; and on the other, how Varro constructs a Roman identity that both justifies and 

necessitates such an inquiry. 

Although ethnography is not a well-defined genre, theory, or set of practices in 

the ancient world, the description of ethnic, political, and social groups represents a clear 

category of thought with a consistent set of attributes throughout ancient literature.192 

                                                
191 e.g. calendar: Beard 1987, Feeney 2007, 198-200, Rüpke 2011, e.g. 23-27; diet: Purcell 2003; archaic 
Rome: e.g. Cornell 1995, 72, cf. 19-24; ritual and religion, e.g. Boyancé 1975, Beard, North & Price 1998, 
Ziolkowski 1998-9, van Nuffelen 2010 & 2011. 
192 ‘Ethnography’ is a modern category, although specialist treatments of various ethnic, social, or 
political subgroups or settlements are commonplace in literature from Homer’s Odyssey, and then 
Herodotus onwards. Dench (2005, esp. 41-16) characterises common features of the ethnographic 
digression (“entering an ethnographic zone”) in post-Hellenistic works of historiography, such as the use of 
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Indeed, while no Varronian ethnography has been preserved intact, fragments, titles, and 

testimonia give ample evidence for the ethnographic character of several texts in Varro’s 

large and varied corpus. Varro’s ethnographic habit is perhaps partly to be accounted for 

by his impulse towards analytical categorisation: consider, for instance, the religious 

inquiries of the Antiquitates Rerum Humanarum et Divinarum, and their goal of 

specification in ritual and cultic practice.193 Other texts, however, adopt a rather more 

broad perspective on Rome and its inhabitants. Varro’s De Vita Populi Romani, for 

example, delivered an exploration of the ‘way of life’ of the Roman people, in the 

manner of Dicaearchus’ Bios Hellados;194 of its few surviving fragments, many contain 

references to food and dining habits – subjects similarly well represented in Varro’s 

etymological ethnography in De Lingua Latina (e.g. LL 5.105-112). Also important in the 

Varronian ethnographic corpus is De Gente Populi Romani, information about which 

mostly survives in Book 18 of Augustine’s De Civitate Dei.195 

Assigning an ethnographic dimension to Varro’s etymologies is consonant with a 

growing interest in ethnography in contemporary intellectual culture in late Republican 

Rome.196 This interest has often been linked to Rome’s growing empire: Dench and 

                                                                                                                                            
the word situs to mark geographic shift (e.g. situs Africae, Sallust, Jug. 17.1). This kind of ethnographic 
description is not limited to literature, however, and Dench also notes the triumphal pageant as a kind of 
visual ethnography. Woolf (2011, esp. 13-17) stresses that although “the ethnographic mode included 
formulaic devices, conventional figures, motifs and presuppositions” (16), ethnography “had no place in 
educational curricula”, and, as such, did not achieve generic formalisation.  
193 We might note that part of this specificity was etymological, ensuring the right god was being 
addressed for the right purpose; see Cardauns frr. 66, 78, 87 (esp. fr. 66: “which, if this was not done, the 
sacrifice would not be received by the gods”, quod nisi fieret, diis sacrificatio grata non esset), and frr. 
124-143 for a list for etymologies. 
194 Purcell (2003, 343-355, esp. 346-348) reflects on the vita applied to the populus Romanus as a kind of 
biographical metaphor also. See also Rawson 1985, 242-3; Cardauns 2001, 61-2. On Dicaearchus, see 
Fortenbaugh & Schütrumpf (edd.) 2001. 
195 The classic treatment of the fragments of De Gente Populi Romani remains Taylor 1934. See also 
Rawson 1985, 244; Cardauns 2001, 61. 
196 e.g. Rawson 1985, 250-266; Moatti 1997, 63-5. 
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Woolf, for example, have each highlighted the numerous interrelationships between 

ethnography and empire in the late Republican and early Imperial periods,197 while 

Riggsby demonstrates how Caesar’s ethnographic reports of Gauls and Germans in De 

Bello Gallico differentiate opportunities for imperial expansion and civic integration.198 If 

ethnographic writing of the late Republic and early Principate typically looks to the 

imperial frontiers for its subject matter, however, Varro’s etymological ethnography of 

the Latin language represents something of a conceptual departure (or, perhaps, nostos): 

in his corpus, we observe the emergence of a Roman ethnographic self-consciousness – 

the so-called ‘autoethnography’ or ‘insider ethnography’ – in which the scholar’s gaze is 

reversed, from the periphery to the imperial centre.199 An irregular movement towards 

Greek literary models, however, this reversal has unexpected consequences for how 

Romans view themselves as the subjects of literary ethnography. As Cicero says to Varro 

in Academica 1, “it’s as though your books led us home, like foreigners lost and 

wandering in our own city.” (nos in nostra urbe peregrinantis errantisque tamquam 

hospites tui libri quasi domum deduxerunt, Acad. 1.9). 

This conceptual shift, therefore, entails various interpretative challenges. First, as 

we shall see, we again confront the issue of Varro’s authority, and I will consider 

throughout how Varro creates a privileged ethnographic vantage point for investigating 

the diverse aspects of Roman culture. Second, the prospect of a Roman ethnography 

                                                
197 Dench (2005, 37-92) sees a general correlation between Roman imperial expansion and the advent of 
Roman ethnography, although Woolf (2011, 59-88) questions the standard view – that empire had a direct 
effect on ethnographic writing – suggesting instead that empire merely provided a greater availability and 
concentration of texts.  
198 Riggsby 2006, 47-72. On ethnography in Caesar’s De Bello Gallico, cf. Rawson 1985, 259-263; Dench 
2005, 52-4.  
199 Dench (2005, 61-69) describes Roman attempts at self-definition (e.g. morality, aversion to luxury, 
piety) as connected to questioning and validating imperial rule, particularly in establishing genealogical 
intercommunal relationships, on the one hand, and barbaric constrasts on the other. 
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appeals to some kind of notionally discrete, stable Roman or Latin identity, 200 during a 

period of profound negotiation – as a result of Rome’s changing empire, the growing 

cosmopolitanism of its capital,201 and the massive influx of new members into its civic 

community. This chapter therefore explores the dynamic tensions of language, identity, 

and literary expression, and offers an account of how Varro’s distinctive philosophical 

viewpoint constitutes an attempt to construe these interrelations in his etymological 

catalogues as part of a programme of Roman intellectual and cultural superiority. 

My central claim is that Varro’s etymologies construct a narrative of exceptional 

Roman imperial supremacy, which nevertheless contextualises Roman exceptionalism 

within a complex network of intercommunal Mediterranean influences and connections. 

In this context, the etymologies in De Lingua Latina reflect a wide-ranging tendency in 

the Varronian corpus to look beyond the local towards expansive explanations for Roman 

and Latin ethnographic idiosyncrasies. The location of Roman culture within a 

Mediterranean setting in De Gente Populi Romani, for instance, establishes Rome as the 

product of intercommunal genealogies and inherited practices, in the search to understand 

“what and from what race [the Romans] took through imitation” (quid a quaque traxerint 

gente per imitationem, Servius ad Aen. 7.176). Varro’s lost treatise De Origine Linguae 

Latinae, meanwhile, supported another particular claim that Latin was derived from the 

Aeolic dialect, and that this was the language originally spoken by Romulus.202 Perhaps 

                                                
200 Roman ‘identity’ is a subject of considerable debate in contemporary classical scholarship – see, for 
example, Gruen 1992 & 2010 (ed.), Woolf 1998, Hall 2002 (e.g. 22-3), Dench 2005, Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 
to name but a few – such that any kind of extensive theoretical account is beyond the scope of this chapter. 
The point that Romanness does not constitute an ethnic category – that, on the contrary, it suggests rather a 
civic category based on a certain ethnic pluralism (e.g. Cornell 1995, 60) – is well taken.  
201 On Roman cosmopolitanism, e.g. Edwards 1996, 110-133; Moatti 1997, 65-7; Edwards & Woolf 2003, 
esp. 1-20. 
202 See Varro, frr. 295-6, 383, 417 Funaioli; Collart 1954a, 205-228; Gruen 1992, 234-5; Farrell 2001, 39; 
Stevens 2006-7. 
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originating in Cato the Elder,203 this belief had gained widespread acceptance in the last 

century of the Roman Republic, although it is not always clear how this information is to 

be understood; Stevens suggests, for example, that acknowledgement of Greek origins 

indicates a typically Roman cultural dynamism.204 In any case, Varro’s investigations 

often appear to argue for a pluralistic account of the Roman community and its linguistic 

origins, while still maintaining Roman imperial superiority. Significant in this context 

also is Varro’s so-called Sabinitas, supposedly the motivating force behind his emphasis 

on Sabinic roots in Roman language and culture.205  

This chapter’s focus on Roman ethnography, in other words, mirrors the same 

multiplicity of perspectives, cultural diversity, and complex of tensions that characterise 

identity politics in the late Republican period. My aim, nonetheless, is to remain attentive 

to Varro’s distinctive position – how it is configured, and how its internal complexities 

reveal the nuances of Varro’s ethnographic thought. My main focus will be on the 

etymologies themselves, which, I argue, provide a suitable vehicle for exploring the 

tensions inherent in a late Republican Roman identity. In his etymological methodology, 

for example, Varro often appeals to clear-cut distinctions, and renders these conceptual 

definitions programmatic from the outset of the etymology books. He observes a 

functional distinction between Latin and non-Latin roots in the preliminary sections of 

Book 5, where he cites three possible kinds of etymological explanation, “which are 

either ours (nostra) or foreign (aliena) or forgotten” (quae sunt aut nostra aut aliena aut 

                                                
203 e.g. Gruen 1992, 235 (citing Lydus, De Magistratibus 1.5) 
204 e.g. Stevens 2006-7, 136: “[Proponents of Aeolisms’] diverse linguistic ideas are consistent with the 
contingent nature of group interaction in the Roman world beginning in the 1st century BC; they depend on 
and reflect the individual’s experience of group overlap grounded in partially shared intellectual, cultural, 
and social practices.” 
205 On ancient views of Varronian Sabinitas, cf. Pliny, NH 3.109; see Collart 1954a, 229; Palmer 1970, 
17, 29-31; Dench 1995, 103-107; Coleman 2001, 84-93. 



 113 

oblivia, LL 5.10). This typology also implies his etymological hermeneutics: Varro only 

offers elaboration (“why they are”, cur sint) for Latin origins; for foreign, he grants 

“whence they are” (unde sint), but refuses anything further. Words which are oblivia he 

will abandon altogether (relinquam). 

At the same time, if a dichotomy between nostra and aliena is asserted in the 

opening sections of Book 5, at other moments, the same sections of Book 5 reveal a rich 

interrelation between linguistic and historical change, which also entails the mediation of 

foreign influence. Regarding the obscurity of some Latin words at the beginning of Book 

5, Varro observes semantic shift as a cause: 

…multa verba aliud nunc ostendunt, aliud ante significabant, ut hostis: nam tum 
eo verbo dicebant peregrinum qui suis legibus uteretur, nunc dicunt eum quem 
tum dicebant perduellem. (LL 5.4) 

Many words now mean one thing, but used to signify something different, like 
hostis: for then they used to name with that word a foreigner who lived under his 
own laws; now, they mean he who they used to call an ‘enemy’. 

From a host of semantic shifts available, Varro’s selection of hostis is pointed. Varro’s 

example of linguistic shift in the Latin language reveals a correspondence in the work 

between language use and the historical circumstances of the Roman res publica – 

pointing in particular to the changing circumstances of interstate terminology in the 

context of imperial growth. Indeed, in Spencer’s view, this passage precisely relates 

Varro’s awareness of the changes to the Latin language brought on by Rome’s imperial 

expansion.206 This anticipates Varro’s ambivalence about linguistic decline and the “total 

discord” (discordia omnis, LL 5.5) of the Latin language. The etymologies therefore 

mediate between two positions on Roman ethnography: on the one hand, a set of 

                                                
206 e.g. Spencer 2011a, 49: “…hostis has, perhaps, changed meaning because there is no longer a pressing 
need to speak about foreigners outside the scope of Roman law but operating their own legal system.”  
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distinctions which observe the integrity of populus Romanus as an ethnographic ideal;207 

and, on the other, the reality of Roman pluralism, of multiple relations between ‘native’ 

and ‘foreign’, and the added complexity of Varro’s representation of these elements 

through Hellenised concepts and literary expression. 

The tension between an integrated ‘Roman’ identity in the etymologies and the 

suffusion of foreign influence informs the structure of this chapter. In the following 

section (“Varro’s Roman Ethnography: the corpora mortalia of Book 5”), I begin by 

exploring Varro’s Roman ethnography in the second segment of Book 5, on ‘mortal 

bodies’ (corpora mortalia). Recognising that the second half of Book 5 aspires to an 

ethnographic survey of Roman society, I explore how this survey is organised, its 

intended effect, and how these aspects reflect Varro’s intellectual programme in the 

etymological books. In the third section (“The Appeal of Hellas in Varro’s etymologies”), 

I turn to a consideration of Greek influence in the etymology books. Varro contains 

throughout his etymologies a large number of Greek roots and etymological explanations, 

and in this section I explore the complex interrelationship between linguistic origins, 

Roman Hellenism, and Varro’s own distinctive use of Hellenic sources. In the final 

section of this chapter (“Etymologies, Identity, and Empire”), I consider Varro’s 

ethnography in late Republican imperial, intellectual, and textual dynamics.  

                                                
207 See Purcell 2003, 346-8 on Varro’s pointed use of populus Romanus as a unified marker of Roman 
group identity. 
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VARRO’S ROMAN ETHNOGRAPHY: THE CORPORA MORTALIA OF BOOK 5 

The close relationship between language and some manner of group identity in 

the ancient world stems in the literary record at least from Herodotus, who reports the 

Athenian claim that language (together with blood, gods, and customs) was one of the 

ethnic markers which tied together the Greek people (Hdt. 8.144.2). Despite the glaring 

problems with this kind of claim – both its inconsistencies and, in Herodotus, its 

opportunistic construction – a language-centred notion of ethnic or social unity was often 

strategically pursued among Herodotus’ literary descendants,208 including the early 

exponents of Latin literature in the late 2nd and early 1st century BCE. It is among these 

sources, for example, that we first find the production of self-conscious Latin linguistic 

identity, and I consider in Chapter 4 in particular the notion of Latinitas, which self-

consciously adopts the Hellenistic concept ἑλληνισµός in pursuit of a linguistics of social, 

political, and conceptual unity. But Varro’s De Lingua Latina takes that unity for granted, 

as it assumes – within its very title – that ‘the Latin language’ is a discrete entity, from 

which a sequence of etymological truths – historical, civic, and cultural data about 

Latin’s speakers – can be derived. Taking this as my starting point, this section is about 

the construction of that unity in the second half of Book 5, and about how Varro’s 

etymology both confers and complicates a Latin linguistic identity in the etymological 

books of his treatise. 

I begin this section by describing the organisation of this ethnographic segment of 

the work, examining how Varro’s schematic choices and etymological analyses bring his 

distinctive position on the relationship between language and identity to light. In the 

second half of Book 5, Varro treats ‘mortals’ (e.g. quod ad mortalis attinet, LL 5.75) as a 
                                                
208 Closer to Varro’s period, Dionysius of Halicarnassus includes language in his account of to hellēnikon 
(RA 1.89.4, cf. Dench 2005, 234). 
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subsection of the corpus segment (LL 5.57-183). Notionally a catalogue of ‘mortal 

bodies’ in the manner of the philosophical inquiries in the first half of the book, the 

segment quickly becomes an ethnographic study, principally, of Roman society. Varro’s 

interest in ‘mortal bodies’ of the sea and the sky (LL 5.75-79), for instance, is 

perfunctory, and when Varro commences his treatment of mortals of the land (LL 5.75-

101), he begins with an account of Roman civic organisation, the magistrates of the 

Roman Republic, its priests, military offices, and other professions (LL 5.80-94). A short 

section of animals and plants follow (LL 5.95-104) – that is, other things that live on the 

land – which is effectively a survey of pasturage, livestock, and elementary agriculture. 

The remaining part of the book is occupied by a treatment of manufacture (LL 5.105-183; 

literally “things which have been made by hand,” quae manu facta sunt, LL 5.105), and 

this includes more conventional subjects of ethnographic study, such as cuisine, weaving, 

clothes, armoury, dining, and agricultural equipment. This section also introduces, 

through a treatment of ‘buildings’ (LL 5.141-165), a long digression on Roman urban 

development (LL 5.143.165), and the length and formal unity of this digression indicates 

that it is to be taken as a departure from manufacture and a discrete unit in its own right. 

Finally, following the survey of Roman architecture, Varro shifts abruptly to a short 

treatment of etymologies for furniture – beds, quilts, cushions, and the like (LL 5.166-8) 

– before a longer, final section on etymologies pertaining to money and the economy 

closes the book (LL 5.170-183): 
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CORPORA MORTALIA (LL 5.75-183) 
Section Subsection Contents 

animals of the sky (LL 5.75-6) 
animals of the sea (LL 5.77-79) 

Roman administrative (LL 
5.80-2), religious (LL 5.83-
6), and military offices (LL 
5.87-91) 
other human occupations 
(LL 5.92-4) 

animals of the land (LL 
5.80-104) 

beasts: domestic (LL 5.95-
99) and wild (LL 5.100-1) 

living creatures (LL 5.75-
101) 

plants (LL 5.102-4) 
food (LL 5.105-112) 
fabric and clothing (LL 5.115-117) 
arms and armour (LL 5.115-7) 
furniture and houseware (LL 5.118-129) 
agricultural instruments (LL 5.134-40) 

building-types (LL 5.141-2) 
city foundation (LL 5.143) 
early Latin communities 
(LL 5.144) 
urban spaces (LL 5.145) 
monumental survey of 
Rome (5.146-159) 
digression on domestic 
spaces (LL 5.160-162) 

buildings (LL 5.141-165) 

monumental survey, cont’d 
(LL 5.163-165) 

beds, cushions (LL 5.166-8) 

quae manu facta sunt (LL 
5.105-183) 

finance and trade (LL 5.170-183) 
 

Table 3: the organisation of corpora mortalia in Book 5 of De Lingua Latina209 

                                                
209 As in the other parts of the book, this material bears the mark of Varro’s analytic approach to 
organisation, in which the two major sections – living creatures and manufacture – descend into 
subsections, which either coextend with the content of the subsection, or lead into further subdivisions.  
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Varro’s organisation in this section stresses not only the unity of the Latin 

language, but implicitly makes the Latin language and a Roman ethnography coincide. 

The two longest segments – on the organisation of the res publica, and on the 

monumental tour of Rome – structure the segment at its beginning and as it reaches its 

end, and stress the Roman political state and urban centre as the ethnography’s unifying 

features. There are, however, other important organisational features within the section. 

Varro marks the separation of ethnographic categories by fairly standard formulae, 

declaring the completion of the previous investigation, and with a brief description of the 

contents of the following section.210 Within these categories, Varro generally pursues a 

chronological organisation of his material. The monumental history of Rome, for 

example, proceeds from the earliest Latin communities (LL 5.144) to the major civic 

centres of the Roman city (LL 5.145-65), whose monuments and etymologies mark their 

more recent historical foundation (the latest instances are taken from the Punic Wars, e.g. 

the Vicus Africus, LL 5.159, cf. LL 5.165). Varro also devises a chronological trajectory 

for other sections: he begins the ‘food’ section with “porridge” (puls), which is “most 

ancient” (antiquissima, LL 5.105);211 cheese is also similarly ancient (LL 5.108), but 

“thereafter men ceased to be content with things which nature bore without fire” (Dein 

posteaquam desierunt esse contenti his quae suapte natura ferebat sine igne, LL 

                                                
210 These range from the terse (“So much about men; what follows is about livestock” haec de hominibus: 
hic quod sequitur de pecore, haec, LL 5.95) to more detailed introductions of sections (“I shall now speak 
about things which are made by hand – about food, clothing, tools, and anything else that seems 
appropriate to these” Quae manu facta sunt dicam, de victu, de vestitu, de instrumento, et si quid aliud 
videbitur his aptum, LL 5.105). 
211 On the deep antiquity of Roman porridge, see also Pliny, NH 18.83 (cf. Collart 1954, 212). Pliny also 
mentions emmer (far), which is linked by Varro to facere; what may be distinguished here between the two 
is the complexity of the preparation process (hence facere for far), where the preparation and cooking of 
far requires marginally greater sophistication than the boiling of porridge. Cf. Purcell 2003, 332-3. 
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5.108).212 When Varro moves onto various kinds of cooked fruits, vegetables (LL 5.108), 

and meats (LL 5.109), he notes other historical progressions: “nature teaches us that 

[meat] was first roasted, then boiled, and third began to be cooked in its own juice (hanc 

primo assam, secundo elixam, tertio e iure uti c<o>episse natura docet, LL 5.109).213 

The chronological organisation of the individual sections is appropriate to the 

diachronic aspect of the etymological investigation, and recalls the relationship between 

etyma and linguistic foundation (see Chapter 1, Section 3). At a higher level of 

organisation, I suggest that the chronological directive which Varro generally follows 

within the sections can also be mapped onto the superstructure of the second half of Book 

5. In this regard, the second half of Book 5 also comprises a thematic history of the 

Roman state. After the introductory section on Roman magistracies, Varro therefore 

begins with an account of livestock and elementary farming; he proceeds into 

manufacture and agriculture; Varro then charts the rise of the city of Rome; and, finally, 

concludes with descriptions of finery and money. This thematic chronology complements 

other historical observations we find elsewhere in the Varronian corpus. By beginning in 

livestock, for example, Varro anticipates his claim in De Re Rustica that Rome’s earliest 

inhabitants were devoted to pastoralism before turning to agriculture (e.g. “the shepherds 

who founded the city taught their offspring the cultivation of the land”, culturam agri 

docuerunt pastores progeniem suam, qui condiderunt urbem, RR 2.4).214 The 

                                                
212 Varro briefly discusses cheese production at RR 2.11.3-4. On fire as a marker of human and culinary 
development in contemporary literature, cf. Lucretius, RN 5.1102-3. 
213 Varro glosses and gives the etyma of assum, elixum, and e iure in the same chapter; e iure, for 
example, “because it is more tasty (iucundum) than seasoning” (quod iucundum magis conditione, LL 
5.109). Varro puns on the double meaning of ius at RR 3.17.4 (sic hos piscis nemo cocus in ius vocare 
audet). 
214 Varro also offers an injunction here against confusing pasturage and agriculture, keeping those parts of 
the estate separate. These categories are also kept separate in LL, where pasturage is treated just after the 
etymologies pertaining to the state (LL 5.85-99), and agricultural instruments directly before the long 
digression on the Roman urban space (LL 5.134-40). 
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manufacture section looks to a later stage and a more diversified economy, but the most 

elaborate historical development is found in the section on Rome’s monuments, which 

repeatedly evoke Rome’s imperial success, trade, and Mediterranean dominance. 

Insinuating that this architectural history therefore goes hand in hand with Rome’s 

imperial expansion, the monuments of Rome give way to descriptions of coverlets, beds, 

and cushions – symbols of Roman sumptuousness215 – and, finally, coinage and banking. 

Varro’s structure of the second half of Book 5 is not simply chronological, therefore, but 

contains a classic late Republican example of moral didaxis on the consequences of 

expansion and empire. 216 

I suggest that the conventional posturing in Varro’s historical survey of Roman 

politics, practices, and industry belies an innovative approach to ethnographic 

description, combining Varro’s moral position with a subtle philosophical 

reconceptualisation of Roman history and its political constitution. This requires some 

unpacking, however; in particular, a fuller understanding of the important section given 

to Varro’s account of Roman magistracies (LL 5.80-91) will elicit some of Varro’s 

ethnographic and etymological nuance. In the ethnographic segment, this section is given 

thematic prominence, marked by its priority within the ethnography, as well as structural 

and etymological features. In a study of Varro’s account of Roman statecraft, Palmer has 

                                                
215 Compare the poignant opening of Cicero’s De Oratore, for example, where the interlocutors 
‘redecorate’ the setting of their conversation – the shade under a plane tree, recalling Plato’s Phaedrus – 
with benches and cushions (De Or. 1.28-9); see Zetzel 2003, e.g. 121: “The benches, like the pillows are 
signs of the elegance and civilization of Rome… Or perhaps, more distantly, it indicates… that the 
Romans’ minds, as well as their feet, were softer than those of Socrates.”  
216 Varro also moralises on luxuria in De Re Rustica, particularly in Book 3 and its discussion of various 
kinds of animal enclosures (e.g. ‘rabbit hutches’, leporaria) devoted to the rearing of unique animals for 
specialist foodstuffs. Varro appears to condemn the luxuria of a certain Ummidius who rejects a perfectly 
fine common wolf-fish because of its association with low-status (RR 3.3.9-10), although Nelsestuen (diss. 
2008, 289-298) rejects an overt repudiation of pleasure-seeking on the villa, noting that ideal villa-
husbandry combines utilitas with voluptas. Luxuria is only explicitly condemned when it gets in the way of 
the farmer’s diligentia, e.g. RR 1.13.6.  
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noticed the systemic recurrence of the number three in Varro’s Latin etymologies, for 

example. Varro notes at the beginning of the ‘Tour of Rome’ that “the Roman field-land 

was originally divided into three parts, from which ‘tribe’” (Ager Romanus primum 

divisus in partis tris, a quo tribus, LL 5.55). The Roman administrative system itself is 

divided into three domains – political, religious, military. Soldiers (milites) are so named 

because originally a legion was composed of three thousand (milia) men (LL 5.89); 

cavalry were organised into a turma, whose original spelling (terima) denoted a squadron 

of thirty – or “three-times” (terni) 10 men (LL 5.91). Varro’s account of the foundation of 

the Roman state, in other words, entails a consistently observed numerological 

codification into sets of threes, thirties, and three-thousands.217 

The repetition of numerological codes confers special status on the Latin 

etymologies of the Roman state, and further establishes their conceptual priority in the 

ethnography that follows. Another distinctive detail in this part of the ethnography are the 

essentialising and simplifying descriptions of Roman magistracies and administrative 

positions, which ascribe to Roman magistracies, priesthoods, and military offices a set of 

definitive explanatory actions. The consul is so named because he either “consults the 

people” (consuleret populum) or “counsels properly” (recte consulat, a variant suggested 

by Accius) (LL 5.80); the praetor “goes before the law and the army” (praeiret iure et 

exercitu, LL 5.80, 87).218 The etymologies sound plausible enough, although the 

                                                
217 Palmer 1970, 5-25, e.g. 19: “Varro may fairly be described as obsessed with numbers. On the number 
three (besides the three tribes), Varro held that there were only three Muses; with the Pythagoreans that a 
series generated from an odd number is finite, a series generated from an even number is infinite and that a 
ternary number is perfect; there was some significance to three gates and three roads; with the Etruscans 
that there were twelve kinds of lightning of which four gods had three bolts each; that there were 300 
Jupiters.” 
218 The presentation of etymological alternatives without resolution, in fact, is the norm when Varro 
chooses not to offer a definitive answer – compare the unresolved discussion of Lacus Curtius at LL 5.148-
50, where Varro even selects a number of competing historiographical sources, but does not express a 
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additional details – whether a consul is so named because he counsels ‘the people’ or 

‘properly’ – leave a large scope for a debate which Varro does not seem interested in 

resolving. Notably, for example, dictator is either named “because he is summoned by 

the consul” (quod a consule dicebatur), or he is the one “to whose summons (dictum) all 

should be obedient” (cui dicto audientes omnes essent, LL 5.82), but there is no real hint 

of contemporary commentary.219 Instead, rooting Roman offices in a set of definitive 

actions – which, in the context of Roman magistracies, is not a necessary or even useful 

reduction – idealises those magistracies as a simplified set of administrative duties, 

lending ahistorical permanence to the historical character of the res publica.220 By 

contrast, in other sources, the diachronic element of etymology allows for the observance 

of historical shift. The jurist Junius, for example, indicates change in his etymology of 

quaestor, “named originally for the manner of seeking out” (a genere quaerendi 

quaestores initio dictos, Funaioli p. 120, fr. 1). Varro’s quaestors, meanwhile, were 

always those “who seek out public moneys and wrongdoings” (qui conquirerent publicas 

pecunias et maleficia, LL 5.81), and no historical change is obvious. 

This is relevant to the etymological project because Varro’s account of the Roman 

political apparatus as a set of essential administrative actions anticipates a central 

etymological principle later in the work. Specifically, it seems to me that there is a 

                                                                                                                                            
preference. The situations in which he does express a preference – such as the etymology of caelum from 
chaos over Aelius’ celatum or caelatum (LL 5.17-19) – are exceptional. 
219 Varro simplifies at LL 6.61, where he repeats the etymology in his treatment of dicere and only gives 
the reading in which the dictator “must be named by the consul” (quod is a consule debet dici). Cicero 
gives a similar but even more economical etymology at Rep. 1.63 (which predates the Caesarean 
dictatorship). In Cicero’s view, the dictator is simply “because he is named” (quia dicitur). 
220 This is consistent with Varro’s antiquarian interests, I think, which are most visible in the etymology of 
pontifex (LL 5.83). Varro rejects Scaevola’s reading of posse facere in favour of pons (ego a ponte 
arbitror) with facere understood; although the pontifices were presumably no longer responsible for bridge-
building in Varro’s time, the symbolic essence of the original pontifical duties remain by virtue of the 
continuation of the office down to Varro’s day; see Hallett 1970. 
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thematic link between the characteristic magisterial actions in Varro’s account of the res 

publica and his later account of actiones as the building blocks of the Latin language – 

that is, the elements from which linguistic matter is formed.221 In Book 6, in the 

digression between the tempus and actio segments, Varro explains that “words like ‘I 

read’, ‘I write’, ‘I stand’, ‘I sit’, etc., are called elements, which are not derived from any 

other word” (primigenia dicuntur verba ut lego, scribo, sto, sedeo et cetera, quae non 

sunt ab ali<o> quo verbo, LL 6.37). The following section then clarifies different kinds 

of actiones according to their membership in three categories: thinking (cogitare), 

speaking (dicere), and doing (facere).222 The connection between action and linguistic 

origins leads to Varro’s implication of radicals in a range of Roman civic forms. Curare, 

for instance, is linked to the curia, because “the senate looks after the Republic” (senatus 

rempublicam curat, LL 6.46). As a category of action, dicere is, unsurprisingly, linked to 

several civic, legal, and religious actions.223 In this section, Varro generally develops the 

thematic unity of performative speaking words by observing their connection to various 

further Roman civic and legal formulations: disserit (e.g. sors, LL 6.64-5), legere (e.g. 

leges, LL 6.66), and spondeo (as the legal enactment of voluntas, LL 6.69) all exemplify 

the close relationship between linguistic origins, verbal action, and the constitutional 

foundations of the res publica.224  
                                                
221 On this section, see Chapter 1, section 2; also  Flobert 1985, 114-118, esp. 115 on the pedigree of 
primigenia. 
222 Flobert (1985, 119-120) follows Dahlmann (1964, 40-1) in attributing this tripartite division to a Stoic 
source; see my Chapter 1, section 3. 
223 On the cultic and legal basis of dico (“to express with authority”) as opposed in particular to loquor, 
see Habinek 2005, 63-74. Dicere itself is an exception to Varro’s rule that these radicals are not linked to 
Greek terms, since it is derived, we are told, from the Greek δεικνύω (‘I show, reveal’). 
224 Spencer attempts to specify the definitive action in Varro as movement, but overlooks both the 
administrative and actiones sections of the etymologies in favour of less obviously programmatic 
treatments of movement. I think nonetheless that her point regarding the close connection between action 
and civic agency is well taken; see e.g. Spencer 2011b, 57: “Varro makes language, identity, and action 
into a nexus whereby thinking about citizenship took movement as a key epistemological tool, and made 
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Varro equivocates on the origins of these words; they do have their own roots 

(radices), but those roots have not come down to our memory (LL 6.40). He is, however, 

confident that they do not have foreign origins, noting that “there is scarcely any 

communion with the Greek language in these words” (neque his fere societas cum 

Graeca lingua, LL 6.40). The etymological description of the civic structures of Rome 

(and their correspondences in the actio segment), in other words, suggests a discrete 

Latin origin, linguistically distinct from foreign influence. Conversely, when Varro steps 

outside the threefold divisions of the state in Book 5 into other kinds of human 

occupation, he correspondingly becomes more circumspect about the origins of Latin 

words: “Among the words which have to do with wealth, some are not very clear – such 

as ‘poor’, ‘rich’, ‘wretched’, ‘blessed’, and others” (Quae a fortuna vocabula, in his 

quaedam minus aperta ut pauper, dives, miser, beatus, sic alia, LL 5.92). From this 

section forward, words with non-Latin origin, particularly Greek, also show a marked 

increase: in the description of Roman political organisation, there is only one possible 

foreign etymology offered, but from this point on there is about one, and in many cases, 

several Greek etymologies per section.225 In sum, when Varro is talking about the Roman 

state, he emphasises lucid Latin roots, structure, and action, but when he is discussing 

other parts of the ethnography, such as the economy, he draws on Greek roots, shows a 

lack of clarity, and draws on a much larger array of affective etymological causes.  

                                                                                                                                            
the right kind of movement a sine qua non for well-informed and appropriate participation in the discourse 
of public life.” 
225 We might note that Varro may even downplay foreign etymologies in the section treating Roman 
magistracies to the point of wilful intransigence: in his etymology of Sodales Titii, Varro appears to read in 
Titii the “twittering birds” (aves titiantes), which were the focus of the priests’ auguries – instead of opting 
for the more obvious origin from the Sabine king Titus Tatius (an etymology which Tacitus gives at Ann. 
1.54, cf. Collart 1954b, 198). The context seems to suggest that Varro implicitly rejects the Sabine origin – 
in which case, a striking break from his customary Sabinitas – although a lacuna in the MSS prevents us 
from certainty here. 
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Now, this amounts to an interesting set of propositions. In the first instance, 

Varro’s etymological-ethnographic account indicates a number of conventional Roman 

positions: Rome experiences a historical decline from its pristine state of virtue to 

contemporary luxury;226 its res publica employs a state apparatus which values its iconic 

magistracies as action-based enterprises.227 In addition, however, the idea that these 

actions are almost cryptically encoded in the Latin language – as well as other distinctive 

features, such as the numerological repetitions structured into the Roman state – 

reconfigures Roman maiores as intuitively inclined towards a kind of philosophical 

abstraction; or, at the very least, Varro indicates that a late Republican Roman requires 

the tools of philosophical etymology to fully understand the sophistication of both their 

constitutional and linguistic impositions. This is a more striking and unusual claim. By 

contrast, in Cicero’s schema in the Tusculan Disputations, the sapientia and virtus of the 

maiores are entirely realised in their practical application, particularly in military 

disciplina – a state of affairs whose decline Cicero now laments.228 Varro’s etymological 

                                                
226 Lintott (1972), for example, challenges the view that luxury is a specifically late Republican theme 
attached exclusively to imperial expansion, finding examples of the condemnation of ambitio much earlier, 
and noting that the association of luxuria and avaritia with the Greek East is political propaganda attached 
to anti-Gracchan sentiment. Levick (1982) expands upon Lintott, arguing that the Roman objection to overt 
ambitio, avaritia, luxuria, and libido is essential to the Republican constitution; that austere morality was a 
function of the Republican system’s self-preservation. On the feeling of fastidium attached to luxuria, see 
also Kaster 2005, 127-9, which attaches condemnation of luxury to the sense that social differentiation has 
become inappropriate, e.g. 128: “It is a symptom of a mind steeped in luxury… to feel fastidium for things 
readily at hand.” 
227 e.g. Dench 2005, 69-80. The dichotomy between Roman action and Greek thought/art, for example, is 
conventional – finding expression in Anchises speech to Aeneas at Aeneid 6.847-53 and Horace Ep. 
2.1.156-7 – but as often ironised and complicated as much as it is stated. Sallust’s preface to Catiline is a 
good example of the dichotomy at once maintained (Romans prefer to exercise their mental faculties 
together with their bodies) and rejected (history writing is the only useful option in the absence of viable 
political careers).  
228 On the exemplary activities of the maiores compared to the condemnable behaviour of contemporary 
Romans in the Tusculan Disputations, see Gildenhard 2007, 89-206 (cf. e.g. Gildenhard’s table at 129, 
which divides the practice of virtue for the maiores – which coincides with diligent governance on behalf 
of the res publica – and virtus for Romans under Caesar’s dictatorship, which entails philosophy because 
opportunities for virtuous political action has been curtailed. 
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investigations, however, demonstrate that the construction of the Roman res publica and 

the Latin language testifies to the philosophical sophistication of the maiores who were 

responsible for the original Roman magistracies. Varro’s maiores are in this regard 

constructed as philosophers (a position which I earlier considered in Chapter 1, Section 

3), and the absence of Greek roots in their creations confirms that this wisdom emerges 

fully-formed without the assistance of foreign influence. 

This also has consequences for how we understand the remainder of the 

ethnography: in contrast to the ahistorical descriptions which Varro develops in his 

section on Roman statecraft, the sections following the opening treatment of magistracies 

encounter Rome as embodied, historical, and complementary (but separate) to Roman 

statecraft. The succeeding sections mark their historicity from the outset. In the 

perfunctory few sections devoted to non-political occupations, for example, Varro 

remarks that one of the few reliable etymologies is pecunia, which can be securely 

derived from pecus: “for the origin of these words is from the shepherds” (a pastoribus 

enim horum vocabulorum origo, LL 5.92). Varro actually makes this point twice: when 

turning to livestock at LL 5.95, he begins with pecus, and makes again the observation 

that pecus gave rise to pecunia, “because wealth, for the shepherds, lay in their herd” 

(quod in pecore pecunia tum pastoribus consistebat, LL 5.95). Varro’s claim is that this 

definitive activity was also the condition for the initial emergence of wealth among the 

primordial Latin people, and Varro makes this point again in De Re Rustica, commenting 

that the real expansion of Roman opulence came when the descendants of shepherds 

began to draw on their land for profit rather than subsistence (RR 2.praef.4-6). Saliently, 

Varro also links pecus and pecunia to peculiarius – private property – because it was the 

determination of private property by the State which allowed taxes to be drawn on 
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shepherds’ flocks.229 The acquisition of private wealth is not simply the product of 

Rome’s origins in successful pastoralism, but also emerges from state intervention and its 

discrimination of private wealth and the public treasury. 

The choice to begin the historical account of Rome with the treatment of pecus 

and its relationship to pecunia therefore sets up a structural antithesis to the offices of the 

res publica, presenting the procession of chronologically-ordered categories in the 

ethnography as a contrasting sequence of expanding economic and imperial historical 

imperatives; this culminates in luxuria, beds, and finance at the end of the ethnographic 

segment. This sequence therefore sets structural contrasts within the Roman ethnographic 

experience: against the abstract and ahistorical account of the res publica at one end, 

Varro establishes the embodied historical sequence of Roman growth. This structural 

antithesis accounts for the two Romes we encounter in this half of the book: in response 

to the essential, ordered, and definitively Roman political organisation at the beginning of 

the ethnography, Varro presents the monumental survey of Rome which anticipates 

luxuria, a melange of pious austerity, great deeds of the maiores, and the effects of 

Roman cosmopolitanism; this is Rome physically realised and historically embedded as 

an urban space.230 It is also in these sections that Rome’s imperial success is most 

conspicuous: the Rostra, adorned with the beaks of enemy ships (LL 5.155); the 

Graecostasis, since this is “where the legates of nations stood who had been sent to the 

Senate” (ubi nationum subsisterent legati qui ad senatum essent, LL 5.155); and other 

                                                
229 Varro, LL 5.95: “for this was the first ‘private property’ (peculium). Hence they called it a ‘peculation’ 
(peculatum) in the beginning, when a fee was imposed upon the flock (pecus) and this was collected in the 
public funds, if it had been diverted.” (id enim peculium primum. Hinc peculatum publicum primo 
<dixer>u<n>t cum pecore diceretur multa et id esse<t> coactum in publicum, si erat aversum). 
230 Embodiment in urban space coheres in Varro’s account, I think, with the complex of terms relating to 
luxuria (e.g. avaritia, cupiditas), and is anathema to austere reverence for the gods; at LL 5.49, for 
example, Varro complains that the worship of Juno Lucina has been diminished by avaritia, because the 
alleyways in which her shrine was located have been overwhelmed by aggressive real estate expansion. 
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portentous names besides – like Ad Busta Gallica (LL 5.157) and the Vicus Africus (LL 

5.159) – which also attest to definitive events in Rome’s military history. Indeed, Varro’s 

conclusion to the monumental history clarifies unambiguously the precondition of 

Rome’s urban grandeur. His final etymology of the section serves as a postscript, 

summing up all the rest: the Porta Ianualis (LL 5.165), named for Janus, which would 

only close “when there was no war at all” (cum bellum sit nusquam). This has happened 

only once, Varro records: at the end of the first war with Carthage, though it was “open 

within the same year” (et eodem anno apertam, LL 5.165).231 

Varro also offers here the greatest number of conflicting etymological readings 

between Latin and non-Latin derivations; from the Latin clarity of the political 

etymologies, Varro moves to etymological ambiguity. The Lacus Curtius is either named, 

for example, for a distinguished Curtius who sacrificed himself for a portent; for a Sabine 

hero called Mettius Curtius; or because it was a consul Curtius who made the land sacred 

after it was struck by lightning (LL 5.148-50). Similarly, the Lauretum on the Aventine is 

either for the Laurentes who killed Tatius, or the laurel tree that was opposite (LL 5.152). 

The contested etymologies vacillate on local or foreign origins, and are as such a source 

of ambivalence. At a particularly vivid threshold between local and foreign, for instance, 

are the markets described at LL 5.146-7: the Macellum, for instance, may be named from 

similar Spartan or Ionian words (the latter of which means ‘entrances to small 

fortifications’, LL 5.146), or because a thief lived there called Macellus (LL 5.147). This 

has become the place “where all things which pertain to sustenance have thereafter been 

brought” (haec omnia posteaquam contracta in unum locum quae ad victum pertinebant, 

                                                
231 The Gates of Janus are also implied by Vergil’s belli portae (Aeneid 1.294), which Jupiter prophesies 
will be closed at last by Augustus. 
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LL 5.147). Hence the name of the Forum Cuppedinis, Varro remarks, which many have 

taken to name the Forum Cupidinis, “from greed” (a cupiditate, LL 5.146). 

The priority given to the constitutional description of the res publica – its 

uncomplicated Latin etymologies and clear organisation, in contrast to the complex 

cosmopolitan admixtures of the written city – presents a moral and historical imperative, 

especially since what follows entails luxuria and cupiditas, wealth, and foreign influence. 

Varro’s ambivalence about the historical city therefore combines a conventional moral 

position with a measured suspicion for the conventional claims of Roman superiority. 

The monuments of Rome contain the most explicit evidence for the relationship between 

language, monumentality, and the exemplary actions of named Romans; and, as has been 

argued at length by Roller, there is something crucially Roman about the value of 

exemplarity – yet in Varro’s case this opens up the most ground for contestation.232 Even 

the city itself is a foreign intrusion upon the pristine early Latin communities: it was 

founded, Varro reports, according to the “Etruscan rite” (Etrusco ritu, LL 5.143). Varro’s 

etymologies and ethnography, in other words, subvert expectations about what such an 

investigation might entail, seeking out, instead of the lived, embodied experience of 

Roman society, a set of abstractions, the underlying natura of the Roman res publica. 

Despite varying between Latin and non-Latin derivations, Varro does not 

establish the unifying ethnic or social parameters of his linguistic investigation; rather, its 

focus on the Roman res publica is achieved by centering the account on the magistracies 

at one end, and the urban center at the other, as well as by the strategic deployment of 

Latin versus non-Latin etymologies. This is an advantage, however, of anchoring the 

ethnography in an etymological account of the Latin language, which does not, as such, 

                                                
232 e.g. Roller 2004, 2009 
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require extensive detail or argument qualifying the object of ethnographic study beyond a 

notional community of Latin speakers. Varro can therefore equivocate on the porous 

distinctions between Roman, Latin, and, indeed, Italian origins, while still maintaining 

his focus on the Latin language, in the work in general, and on the Roman res publica, in 

the ethnographic sections in particular. Although the specific ethnic character of the 

ethnography is, as we might expect, ambiguous and unclear, extra attention is required 

where Varro gives Greek origins of Latin words. Such a shift requires a more 

comprehensive interpretation of how Varro construes Greek influence on Latin linguistic 

history, whether a matter of Latin’s putative origins in the Aeolic dialect, of the cultural 

influence of Greece over centuries of historical development, or as a consequence of the 

increasing influence of Greek philosophical and linguistic thought on Roman society (and 

Varro’s intellectual project in particular). The influence of Greek on Varro’s 

etymological project is therefore the subject of the following section. 
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THE APPEAL OF HELLAS IN VARRO’S ETYMOLOGIES 

In the previous section, I argued that the ethnographic findings in the etymology 

books of De Lingua Latina are based on a distinctive philosophical conception of Roman 

society. This conception is clearly indebted to Varro’s use of Greek philosophical models 

and, therefore, his literary Hellenism. This perhaps complicates his idea of a discrete 

Latin or Roman identity – it certainly complicates any idea of a discrete Latin linguistic 

homogeneity – and in this section I consider how Varro negotiates both Greek linguistic 

and intellectual influence as part of his Latin linguistic ethnography. Treatments of late 

Republican Hellenism and its relationship to literary and political self-fashioning have 

become a commonplace in modern scholarship, and although Varro is understudied in 

this regard,233 a full consideration of this dense and complex topic is perhaps not within 

the scope of this section.234 There are multiple perspectives and possibilities inherent in 

construing Roman identity and its interactions with Greek ethnicity, culture, and cultural 

products, such that even assigning a straightforward division between these two 

categories is, at least in modern scholarship, usually considered inappropriate.235 A 

further complication – also important in the context of this study – is the persistent 

tendency in late Republican texts to legitimise Hellenising philosophical endeavours by 
                                                
233 The arrival of modern studies of De Lingua Latina – Dahlmann’s Varro und die hellenistische 
Sprachtheorie – explores Varro’s debt to Hellenistic linguistic predecessors, but does so in such a way as to 
downplay Varro’s originality with these models. Wallace-Hadrill (2008, esp. 67-8) is more reflective about 
Varro’s creative reinterpretation and application of Hellenistic philosophy to the Latin language. 
234 The bibliography on the subject is large and treats diffuse aspects of Graeco-Roman influence, but on 
literary Hellenism see e.g. Rawson 1985 (e.g. 3-18); Gruen 1992 (esp. 223-271); Moatti 1997 (e.g. 147-9); 
Wallace-Hadrill 1997, 3-23 & 2008 (e.g. 17-27); Habinek 1998, 34-68 (esp. 34-36); Krostenko 2001, e.g. 
84-87; Dugan 2005; Gildenhard 2007, 76-78; Stroup 2010, 256-265. 
235 cf. e.g. Clark 2007, 31, on the Roman religious development of ‘divine qualities’ and its relationship to 
Greek models: “To seek to isolate ‘Greek, ‘Italian’, or ‘Roman’ origins, or influence on origins, of such 
cults… falls into obvious traps. It both homogenizes ‘Greek’ identity as a monolithic concept, and divides 
‘Greek’ and ‘Roman’ in a way that echoes, rather than problematizes and analyzes, claims in ancient 
texts… Rome was part of that ‘Hellenistic world’, making this example a salutary reminder of too 
persistent a tendency to assume a flow of influences in only one direction.” 
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referring to their political efficacy and contribution to the welfare of the Republic. Cicero 

is, of course, the outstanding example of this trend, and his prologues reveal complex and 

often contradictory arguments for the domestication of Greek philosophy on behalf of the 

res publica. As Baraz has recently pointed out, for example, in the course of justifying his 

work, Cicero identifies multiple groups who might object to his work of ‘translating’ 

Greek philosophy, rather than – as we might expect – a monolithic group of anti-Greek 

chauvinists.236 By his own testimony, therefore, Cicero only represents one possible 

permutation in a vast network of Greek/Latin permutations; this is to say nothing of the 

accommodation of Greek philosophy by Lucretius, Catullus, or Caesar. 

Even within the literary culture of the late Republic, however, Varro’s Hellenism 

stands out. Although most of his corpus has been lost, its Hellenising character is marked, 

above all by the prominent use of Greek phrases and borrowings usually described as 

‘code-switching’.237 There remains a great deal of debate about what determines code-

switches – intimacy, shared identity, and solidarity are frequently cited motivations238 – 

but it seems undeniable that Varro’s code-switching practices in particular mark his 

comfort and dynamism within Greek literary and urbane philosophical culture. The 

arrival of Lucienus to the conversation in Book 2 of Res Rusticae, for example, is marked 

by a jovial χαίρετε and an address to Varro using a Homeric epithet. Varro adds that 

Lucienus is a senator, a “thoroughly refined and jolly fellow, a friend of us all” (senator, 

                                                
236 e.g. Baraz 2012, 127: “The traditionally minded might not welcome the treatises because of the 
perceived foreignness of philosophy… Those already conversant with the essentials of the works’ content 
might sneer at its reincarnation in a language that they believe is not sufficiently equipped to convey its 
nuances.” Varro, we might note, is characterised in Academica 1 as resistant to philosophy in Latin, as a 
sort of moderate belonging to the latter group. 
237 On code-switching, see the work of J.N. Adams (esp. 2003, e.g. 18-28) and the essays in Adams, Janse 
& Swain (edd.) 2002, e.g. Swain 2002 on code-switching in Cicero’s letters (cf. Adams 2003, 308-346). On 
code-switching between Latin and Italic languages in late Republican epigraphy, see Langslow 2012. 
238 e.g. Swain 2002, 138-146. 
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homo quamvis humanus ac iocosus…. familiaris omnium nostrum, RR 2.5.1), and the 

friendly code-switches confirm his ease with the Greek demeanour of Varro’s group and 

the philosophical tenor of the agricultural discussion. Code-switches in the Menippean 

Satires, meanwhile, flatter the members of Varro’s readership who can identify a Greek 

proverb,239 and while Varro also uses Greek in these passages to identify Greek exoticism 

or taboo sex, he does so with a literary urbanity that avoids austere condemnation.240 The 

general scholarly view is that code-switches more often indicate the assumed character of 

readership or audience than the speaker’s intent;241 in Varro’s case, this works both ways. 

When Cicero addresses Varro in his letters, the heightened incidence of Cicero’s own 

code-switches confirms how steeped Varro is in Greek culture – so much so that even 

Cicero feels obliged to impress upon his correspondent the depth of his own literary and 

philosophical Hellenism.242 

Varro’s bilingualism is important to the linguistic works, although here it takes on 

a different character. His use of Greek in De Lingua Latina is not code-switching in the 

conventional sense – it is philological, philosophical, and technical – but there is a clear 

continuity of thought and disposition between Varro’s Hellenism elsewhere in the corpus 

and his attitude to Greek derivations, loan-words, and technical terms in the linguistic 

works.243 It is also clear enough that Varro favoured a description of Latin’s origins 

                                                
239 “For gold blinds the eye no less than too much unmixed wine” (aurum enim non minus praestringit 
oculos quam ὁ πολὺς ἄκρατος, Varro, Men. 27 Cèbe); Adams 2003, 337. 
240 cf. Adams 2003, 403-5 on Varro and Greek exoticism in the Menippeans. 
241 e.g. Swain 2002, 139: “[L]anguage choice was dictated by what someone else wanted to hear or read, 
not by what a speaker or writer might wish to intend.” 
242 On code-switching in Cicero’s correspondence to Varro, see Adams 2003, 308-323; Adams notes, for 
example, the shifting attitudes towards code-switches in Cicero’s letters to Paetus. On the correspondence 
between Cicero and Varro and between Cicero and Atticus about Varro, see Introduction and cf. Stroup 
2010, e.g. 14-15. 
243 Maltby 1993 elaborates Varro’s attitude to Latin derivations from Greek, while Maltby 2001 usefully 
takes a more expansive view of Greek across the entire corpus, including a survey including all known 
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which emphasised Greek roots: in the treatise De Origine Linguae Latinae, principally, 

Varro followed contemporary sources – many of them Greek244 – which identified Latin 

as a derivation of the Aeolic dialect, because of the Aeolic origins of Latium’s earliest 

inhabitants.245 Stevens has described Varro’s period as a “heyday” of linguistic ‘Aeolism’ 

(Stevens 2006-7, 83), and, in this regard, Varro probably distinguished himself from 

Aelius Stilo in particular, who supposedly overlooked Greek etymologies in favour of 

far-fetched Latin derivations.246 If Varro lent his support to a theory of Aeolic origins 

elsewhere, however, he does not make this explicit in the extant books of De Lingua 

Latina, and words explicitly described as Aeolic form only a small (though significant) 

proportion of the Greek etymologies. Nevertheless, some Greek etymologies are 

explained by early population migrations and settlements. At LL 5.21, for instance, the 

suggestion that τέρμων may account for the root of terminus is attributed to Evander’s 

settlement of the Palatine; Palatium itself is derived from Pallantes because of the arrival 

of Evander’s men (LL 5.53). The rites of the Argei, meanwhile, are connected to the 

Argives who came to Italy with Hercules (LL 5.45). 

                                                                                                                                            
Varronian Greek derivations-calques-loanwords (203-210). On Varro’s linguistic loanwords and calques in 
particular, see Schironi 2007. 
244 A work by Hypsicrates is referred to by Aulus Gellius super his quae a Graecis accepta sunt (NA 
16.12); the Alexandrian Philoxenus includes Roman among his list of Greek dialects; the elder Tyrannio, 
friend of Atticus and Cicero, meanwhile, is thought to have authored a work περὶ τῆς Ῥωμαϊκῆς 
διαλέκτου ὅτι ἔστιν ἐκ τῆς Ἑλλενικῆς. See Maltby 1993, 47-49 and Stevens 2006-7, 124-5. Farrell 
(2001, 38) downplays the influence of Aeolism, observing that “[i]t is not clear that many Romans or 
Greeks subscribed to or indeed cared very much one way or another about this theory or the issues that it 
raises for us”. 
245 Aeolic was a general term that lay somewhere vaguely in between Attic, Ionic, and Doric, and so the 
identity of the migrants is uncertain, although Evander and his Arcadians seem likely candidates. The most 
important points of similarity between Aeolic and Latin were Latin’s preservation of the Aeolic digamma, 
and the replacement of η with a in words such as mater (Maltby 1993, 50). 
246 Although Varro derives lepus from the Aeolic-Sicilian λέπορις at LL 5.101 and again at RR 3.12.6, in 
the latter he also notes that Aelius attributed lepus “because of its speed” (a celeritudine), “because it is ‘of 
light foot’” (levipes) (=Funaioli, Aelius fr. 13). Aelius’ reliance on Latin etymologies can be overstated, 
however; Funaioli fr.3 notes his derivation of the unknown word pescia in the Salian song from the Greek 
πέσκον. 
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There is no single explanation for linguistic derivations and borrowings from 

Greek in De Lingua Latina, and if Varro had an overarching theory of Latin’s debt to the 

Greek language, it has not survived. Although De Origine Linguae Latinae stressed 

population migration, other lost parts of the Varronian corpus suggest a different 

emphasis. In De Gente Populi Romani, for example, Varro’s aim was to search out “what 

and from which race the Romans drew upon through imitation” (quid a quaque traxerit 

gente per imitationem, fr. 21 Peter), and the idea that the Romans consciously copied 

Greek (and other) cultural models therefore opens the way for differents kinds of 

linguistic change and cultural appropriation over time. Self-conscious cultural borrowing 

is described by Purcell, for example, as a “fourth-century legacy to Rome” (Purcell 2003, 

346); some Greek names were also associated with the thematic luxuria of Book 5, as we 

have seen. In Varro’s linguistic works, therefore, Greek influence on the Latin language 

is a more or less continuous force from its origins, and hardly confined to a single period. 

Nor does Varro’s conceptual scheme in De Lingua Latina allow for much elaboration on 

this process. In the preliminary sections of Book 5, Varro gives reasons why some words 

are “rather obscure” (obscuriora, LL 5.3), and includes among these foreign words – 

those which are not “from native words” (e vernaculis verbis). He later clarifies that 

although with native words he will explain why those words have come to be, with 

foreign words he will merely note where they are from (de nostris dicam cur sint, de 

alienis unde sint, LL 5.10). In short – and probably for the sake of brevity and focus – the 

etymology books do not allow for the exploration of foreign words beyond their merely 

being noted. 
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Though it is therefore difficult to pin down how Greek words entered into Latin 

vocabulary, I suggest five broad categories of words which Varro attributes to Greek 

origins:247 

• Latin words which are derived from Greek words: these are the most 

common and therefore unmarked version of Greek etymologies; examples 

include dico from δεικνύω (LL 6.61); caelum from chaos (LL 5.19-20); 

edo from ἔδω (LL 6.84). In these examples, Varro typically asserts a 

Greek root using a roughly consistent set of introductory formulae:248 

“[Latin word], because the Greeks say [Greek word]” (X quod Graeci 

dicunt Y, e.g. malum from μᾶλον, LL 5.102); “[Latin word], from the 

Greek/Greeks [Greek word]” (X a/ut Graeco/Graecis Y, e.g. milium from 

μελίνη, LL 5.106); “[Latin word] is the Greek word [Greek word]” (X est 

Graecum vocabulum Y, e.g. fratres from fratria, LL 5.85). These formulae 

seem to be used more-or-less interchangeably, and although Varro does 

seem to distinguish between etyma and loans (see below), there are no 

obvious formal distinctions; similarly, Varro does not recognise cognates, 

and generally assumes that if there is a corresponding Greek word, then it 

is chronologically prior. Many of these etymologies are also offered as 

alternative to Latin etymologies, and Varro does not typically present one 

                                                
247 Compare Maltby’s list (2001, 203-10), although Maltby evaluates Varro’s Greek etymologies 
according to the standards of contemporary comparative linguistics, rather than how Varro himself 
attributes Greek (e.g. Category 2: “The Latin is not derived from Greek as Varro states”; Category 4: “The 
Greek is derived from Latin rather than Latin from Greek, as in Varro”).  
248 cf. Collart 1954a, 221; Maltby 1993, 34. 
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reading as preferable to another, e.g. ager, either from ἄγρος or ago (LL 

5.34), puteus, either from πὐτεος or pote (LL 5.25).249 

• Greek loan-words: this category is broadly similar to the previous 

category, although when Varro is citing a loan, he tends not to recall the 

Greek word itself – only referring to its origin as a nomen Graecum, for 

example. Varro is nonetheless aware of differences in borrowings and 

language shifts, even if he does not make a strict terminological or 

conceptual distinction. Consider, for example, the difference between 

Castor and Pollux (LL 5.73): Castor is simply a nomen Graecum – its 

form is taken directly from the Greek word – and while Pollux is also 

Greek, it experiences a diachronic shift from the original Polluces (found 

in early Latin texts), which is closer to the Greek Πολυδεύκης. Varro 

also reserves separate sections for Latin words which are direct Greek 

borrowings. The most conspicuous of these is the collection of Greek-

derived Latin verbs at the end of Book 6 (LL 6.96), as well as the largely 

Greek collection of aquatic creatures (aquatilium vocabula) at LL 5.77 and 

other water-based animals at LL 5.78. In these sections in Book 5, Greek 

loans allow for a greater specificity than the existing Latin zoological 

vocabulary. 

• Latin words which are similar to Greek words because of shared 

properties of referents: in a few instances, Varro identifies words which 

are similar to their equivalents in Greek, because of a property of the 

                                                
249 On this passage in particular, see Hinds 2006, 10-11. Hinds notes Varronian humour here, by the 
repetitive p- alliterations (e.g. unde [humor] sumi pote, puteus; nisi potius quod Aelius dicebant ut 
πύταμον sic πύτεον a potu… LL 5.24). Hinds sees Varro punning on potius, “a common expository propr 
in Varro’s critical prose” (11). 
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referent. The pasture animals at LL 5.96 (e.g. sus, bos, taurus, ovis), for 

example, are all close to the Greek names for the same animals because 

they were named “from their noises” (a suis vocibus). This may be a 

recollection of Stoic etymological theory, which, according to Augustine, 

offered onomatopoeia as a common etymological explanation.250 The 

point is that in this rare instance alone, the Greek word is not granted 

chronological priority, since both words emerged independently (or 

‘naturally’). An etymology of this sort less obvious than animal noises is 

puls, which may have acquired its Greek-sounding name from the noise 

that porridge makes when it is cast into boiling water (quod ita sonet cum 

aqua<e> ferventi insipitur, LL 5.105). A slightly different example is the 

etymology of Senaculum (‘Senate-Stand’, LL 5.156): Varro does not give 

a Greek root, but, observing that the spot is so named because that is 

“where the senate or the elders used to take their places” (ubi senatus aut 

ubi seniores consisterent), notes that the corresponding spot in Greek 

places is the γερουσία. Analogous roots of this sort also governs the 

similarity between Dius Fidius, from Diovis Filium, and the Greek 

Διόσκορος, although Varro attributes this observation to Aelius Stilo (LL 

5.66) 

• Greek loan-words pertaining to luxuria, avaritia, etc.: effectively a 

subcategory of Greek roots of types 1 and 2, this deserves a separate 

treatment simply because its association with luxuria indicates a later 

period of Greek influence than those mentioned above. This is clearest in 

                                                
250 On Augustine’s approach to etymology, see e.g. Del Bello 2007, 76-80. 
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the section dealing with clothing (LL 5.130-33). After a short discussion of 

indutus (i.e. undergarments), Varro comments that “luxury thereafter 

provided many others, whose names appear to be Greek, such as 

asbestinon” (multa post luxuria attulit, quorum vocabula apparent esse 

Graeca, ut asbest<in>on, LL 5.131). The explicit association of Greek 

names with luxury informs other sections where Varro appends Latin roots 

with a mention of Greek additions: the names of confections also tend to 

be taken from Greek words, Varro observes (LL 5.107; cf. 112). In some 

instances Greek words are associated with their referents’ exotic character, 

such as wild beasts (e.g. panthera, leo, LL 5.100), which also entails late 

lexical additions – as in the giraffe (camelopardis), which was introduced 

from Alexandria during games organised by Caesar in 46 BCE (e.g. 

Collart 1954b, 208). 

• Greek poetic words, calques, and neologisms: a final set of Greek 

borrowings are confined exclusively to Book 7, where Varro includes 

words imposed by Latin poets from the Greek, e.g. comiter from κῶμος 

(LL 7.89); latro from λάτρον (LL 7.52). Many of these are merely 

described as in Graecia origo (e.g. cobius, sarpeda, silurus, LL 7.47) or 

even simply Graecum. In some instances, Varro notes archaic Greek 

origins (e.g. syncerastum, LL 7.61). 

These are not strict categories, and the economy of Varro’s style of reporting often resists 

clarity when trying to understand the historical or epistemological character of a 

particular etymology. Beyond the observation that Greek enters Latin in a number of 

ways, over a long historical period, and according to a diverse range of sociolinguistic 

cause, generalisations are difficult to make. The question then becomes not how Varro 
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construes Greek influence on Latin, but how Varro constructs the Latin language – and, 

by extension, the Roman identity we saw in the previous section – as a discrete category 

with such continuous Greek influence. 

An important point to note is that Greek forms are almost invariably given 

chronological priority to Latin derivations – that Latin is always the dependent linguistic 

culture. In above categories, there is no room for cognates as such, which are merely 

treated as another Latin derivation. Nor does Varro concede etymologies where modern 

linguistic research has recognised that the Latin form is prior: although the Latin precedes 

the Greek, Varro nevertheless derives the Latin vitulus from the Greek ἰταλός (LL 5.96) 

and Latin catinus from the Greek κάτινος (LL 5.120).251 Surprisingly, however, in 

Varro’s historical model, priority limits rather than emphasises Greek influence by urging 

a teleological view of Mediterranean progress. In De Gente Populi Romani, in particular, 

Varro constructed a complete chronography of the Mediterranean, which culminated in 

the supremacy of the Roman people. For Varro, as for other sources in the late 

Republican period, this ‘synchronisation’ of Mediterranean history legitimises the project 

of Roman imperial expansion. In their analyses of Roman methods of synchronisation, 

for example, Cole and Feeney have stressed the ideological impact of Varro’s qualitative 

distinctions between epochs. Following Castor of Rhodes, Varro distinguished between 

three periods of historical time: “unclear” (ἄδηλον), which covered the period before the 

first flood; “mythical” (μυθικόν), from the flood to the first Olympiad; and “historical” 

(ἱστορικόν), for the current period (Censorinus, De Die Natali, 20.12-12.2).252 These 

                                                
251 See Maltby 2001, 201; cf. Collart 1954, 205 & 223. 
252 Cole 2004, 357-370. Cole demonstrates the debt of Varro’s chronography to Castor of Rhodes, as well 
as noting its departures. ‘Mythical’ time is so characterised because “many things are reported in it which 
are fantastical” (multa in eo fabulose referuntur), and historical, “since the deeds done in it are contained 
within true histories” (quia res in eo gestae veris historiis continentur, fr. 3 Peter). See also Feeney 2007, 
68-107, esp. 81-84. 
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periods coincide with three phases of ethnic influence in the part of the Italian peninsula 

where the Romans were to emerge: the ‘unclear period’ corresponds to Greek influence; 

‘mythical’ to the origins of the Latins – beginning with the arrival of Aeneas; and, finally, 

‘historical’ to the foundation of Romulus and the advent of the Romans.253 Where Greek 

history wavers precariously between myth and history, Rome belongs to a period of 

historical (and teleological) lucidity.254 

In De Gente Populi Romani, Varro therefore attempted to create the conceptual 

space for his historical description of the Roman state. This historical construction, I 

think, carries over into the etymology catalogues, which, after all, are also characterised 

as historia (LL 8.6). The conceptual distinctions of Varro’s Mediterranean chronography, 

for example, asserts the authenticity of the ‘pure’ Latin roots in the etymologies of the 

Roman political state and explains, for example, the absence of Greek etyma in Varro’s 

account of Roman political offices. Varro’s confidence in these assertions, I suggest, 

derives from their foundation in ‘historical’ – or ‘Roman’ – time: Varro’s canonical 

foundation date (754/3 BCE), in particular, places the birth of city closely within 

‘historical time’ (which commences with the First Olympiad), making Rome one of the 

unambiguously historical foundation events in Mediterranean history. It also seems to 

me, however, that this account of the beginnings of the Roman state heavily emphasises 

textual resources. Certainly, in other parts of De Lingua Latina, Varro attributes early 

origins for Rome’s important ritual texts: the Carmen Saliorum, for instance, belongs to 

the period of Numa Pompilius (LL 7.3). Furthermore, Varro in particular stresses these 

                                                
253 This identification is made by Augustine, who includes Varro among authors who “led down a 
sequence of times, through the Greeks to the Latins, and then to the Romans” (per Graecos ad Latinos ac 
deinde ad Romanos… temporum seriem deduxerunt, Civ. Dei 18.2). See Cole 2004, 364. 
254 On this account, Varro’s canonical foundation date (754/3 BCE), in particular, places the birth of city 
closely within ‘historical time’, making Rome one of the unambiguously historical foundation events in 
Mediterranean history. 
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textual resources when he describes the genealogical dependencies between 

Mediterranean communities which occupied the De Gente Populi Romani: at LL 5.101, 

for example, the source for the claim that “the Sicilians originate in Rome” (a Roma quod 

orti Siculi) are the “old annals” (annales veteres).255 In the distinction between ‘mythical’ 

and ‘historical’ time, however, we are invited not merely to see a generic distinction 

between ‘myth’ and ‘history’, but even a philological distinction between ‘pre-literate’ 

and ‘literate’. 

The characterisation of Rome as a literate political entity from the outset adds to 

its claims to Mediterranean imperial rule, and in particular guarantees its successful 

reception of previous literary traditions.256 In Varro’s case, this move is also strategic, 

since Rome’s textuality can be conflated with his already extensive literary output, and, 

in particular, his antiquarian polymathy. In this regard, my reading of a relationship 

between De Gente Populi Romani and De Lingua Latina is not incidental, but deliberate 

and programmatic.257 Varro’s readings of the Roman gods, for example, also both 

                                                
255 Varro also gives a Sicilian etymology at LL 5.120, and at 5.173, 5.175, and 179 Varro’s etymologies 
give evidence for the borrowing of terms to do with banking and trade in particular. 
256 Although Varro was a key figure in creating canonical sets of relations between the Romans and the 
Greeks, evidence from the second century BCE onwards points to wide-ranging Roman attempts to carve 
out a discrete Roman identity while managing an intellectual and cultural debt to Greek civilisation. In 
Feeney’s view, part of the solution was for Romans to adopt the existing imperial and ethnic traditions of 
societies which existed on the margins of Greek culture but nevertheless had a strong claim to 
Mediterranean cultural priority. Sicily, in particular, provides the outstanding model for this kind of cultural 
identity, and Feeney demonstrates how Romans beginning in the second century co-opt Sicilian 
genealogical traditions to assert their membership within the larger Mediterranean cultural community 
(Feeney 2007, 43-59). Indeed, sections of De Lingua Latina indicate that Varro himself was influenced by 
this genealogical mindset; in the etymology of lepus (LL 5.101), Varro is even inclined to see the Sicilians 
as the descendents of Romans: hence, Sicilians use Aeolic λέπορις for ‘hare’, because of the Aeolic 
foundation of Sicilian communities subsequent to Rome. 
257 Following Taylor (1934, 221), the usual composition date assigned to De Gente Populi Romani is 43 
BCE, since Varro synchronises the history with the consulship of Hirtius and Pansa. This would put the 
text’s composition alongside the ongoing production of De Lingua Latina – if not its publication. 
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implicitly and explicitly recall the etymological work in Varro’s Antiquitates.258 It is 

difficult to reconstruct the arguments in Antiquitates, but the collusion of these 

etymologies with the earlier treatise create a largely Latin set of origins for the gods, 

which nevertheless employ Greek cosmological explanations. By contrast, Cicero’s 

similar etymological catalogue of the Roman gods in De Natura Deorum (in the mouth of 

the Stoic Balbus) emphasises Greek origins and parallels when pursuing philosophical 

readings to suit his broader Stoic cosmological argument.259 In Balbus’ etymology, for 

instance, Ceres is from gero (“from bearing crops,” a gerendis frugibus, ND 2.67), and 

Balbus substantiates the consonant shift by referring to a similar consonant shift in the 

Greek Demeter. Varro gives the same etymology, but refers to a line of Ennius (LL 5.64). 

Similarly, Balbus gives as the etymology of Minerva, “she who diminishes or threatens” 

(quae vel minueret vel minaretur, ND 2.67). Dyck perceptively observes that Balbus’ 

etymology here calques the Socratean etymology of Παλλάς from πάλλω (Crat. 406e-

407a), which similarly emphasises Minerva/Athene’s militaristic persona (Dyck 2000, 

62, 28n.).260 Varro, on the other hand, gives Minerva a Sabine origin (LL 5.74).  

Within the etymological catalogues, therefore, I suggest that Varro’s etymologies 

are mediated through intertextual connections between works within his own corpus. This 

                                                
258 Another striking departure is Cicero’s Vesta from Ἑστία (ND 2.67); Vesta is not included in the 
catalogue in LL, but Augustine reports (presumably from the Antiquitates) that Varro attributed Vesta’s 
name “because she is clothed (vestiatur) in grass” (quod vestiatur herbis). See Coleman 3.6.4; for 
etymologies in the Antiquitates, e.g. Cardauns frr. 123-143. 
259 On the correspondences and departures between Varro and Cicero’s etymologies of the gods, see Dyck 
2000 passim and Coleman 2001, 78-84. The terminus post quem for De Natura Deorum is mid-August 45 
(Dyck 2003, 2-3), and so Cicero’s etymologies probably anticipate De Lingua Latina. Cicero may have 
been familiar with the etymologies in the Antiquitates, although “one doubts that Cicero… was much 
influenced by Varro’s etymologies” (Dyck 2000, 62); any interpretation of their literary relationship would 
be speculative. 
260 Cicero’s Balbus also seeks an analogous reading of Saturnus based on the etymological relationship 
between Κρόνος and χρόνος; Saturn is so-called, he claims, because he is “satiated with years” (quod 
saturaretur annis, ND 2.64). Varro, proceeding with his seed etymologies (see Chapter 1), gives Saturn 
from satus (‘sewing’). 



 144 

is made explicit at a number of points, such as the Roman calendar in Book 6, which 

makes overt references to the Antiquitates.261 The fact – and loss – of Varro’s 

extraordinary and prolific literary productivity, however, also sets the limits on 

interpretation of the value of his etymologies in several of the ethnographic categories of 

Book 5. Instructive in this regard are Varro’s food etymologies (e.g. LL 5.105-112). As 

has been much noted, descriptions of food encompass a fantastically wide and diffuse set 

of social meanings, from notions of austerity, simplicity, and self-discipline, to luxury 

and gluttony;262 according to Purcell, discussion of food also opens the way for 

discussions of history and Rome’s changing trade and economy (Purcell 2003, 341-343). 

This conceptual expansiveness entitles Varro to the most open and consistent display of 

Greek etymologies and borrowing in the catalogues. Because of their association with 

trade, Sicilian etymologies are especially prominent – according to Varro, much Roman 

trading terminology is Sicilian in origin – but the food sections of the etymologies are 

ethnically pluralistic, including not only Greek etymologies, but also Sabine263 and Italic 

foodstuffs264 and eating practices. 

At the same time, the emphasis on Roman food and cuisine reflects the sustained 

interest in Roman dining culture in Varro’s lost corpus. Food occupied much of Varro’s 

De Vita Populi Romani, for example, whose historical reading of food and dining 

                                                
261 e.g. LL 6.2: ut in Antiquitatum libris demonstravi, cf. LL 6.18. Varro refers incidentally to another 
treatise, De Aestuariis, at LL 9.26.  
262 According to Gowers, the diversity of social and symbolic meaning attached to food is derived from 
Rome’s imperial status, e.g. “Imperium had turned Rome into the world’s emporium: its alimentary choices 
are presented as almost infinite, from the turnips of Romulus to the larks’ tongues of Elagabalus.” (Gowers 
1993, 10). In general, see Gowers, 12-24; Garnsey 1999, 113-127. On food, austere morality, and gluttony 
in Cicero, see esp. Gowers, 10 & 16. 
263 e.g. the lixulae and similixulae at LL 5.107 (kinds of pancakes – ‘softies’ and ‘half-softies’ in Kent’s 
translation) 
264 Varro describes certain kinds of Italic sausages at LL 5.111, named for regional variants, such as the 
Lucanica and the Faliscus venter. Varro attributes the introduction of Lucanian sausages to soldiers. 
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practices urged “a history of moral decline and recovery; indeed, it is a way of indexing 

that history” (Purcell 2003, 343). Gowers’ literary study of representations of food in 

Roman literature, meanwhile, observes that food is the special domain of comedy and 

satire, which recalls Varro’s own interests in food and dining in his satirical 

endeavours.265 The density and diversity of the food etymologies in De Lingua Latina 

recalls each of these treatises – deliberately, no doubt – which makes any degree of 

interpretative specificity elusive. Indeed, food, satire, and literary expression even reveal 

circular networks of meaning in reminiscences of these lost works. When Cicero has 

Varro describe the satires in the Academica, he describes a characteristic concoction of 

philosophy and humour, fashioned into a recipe: “I sprinkled in a little joviality, with a 

good deal of serious philosophy mixed in, and plenty of things with a logical flavour” 

(quadam hilaritate conspersimus, multa admixta ex intima philosophia, multa dicta 

dialectice, Acad. 1.2.8). A title of a lost treatise, De Compositio Saturarum is, according 

to Gowers, “nicely ambiguous, suggesting either a satirical ‘Poetics’ or a recipe-book” 

(1993, 119).  

Varro’s ethnography in the second half of book 5 – and, indeed, the etymologies 

throughout the catalogue – are in this way reflexive, and invite admiration for Varro’s 

extensive literary output and intellectual capaciousness. The diversity of his etymological 

readings in fact speak to the diversity of his intellectual interests, and, indeed, produces a 

rather more reductive account of Roman identity, which subsumes imperial pluralism into 

a singular historical-ethnographic perspective. At the same time, this literary, 

philosophical, and Hellenising character still speaks to the changing circumstances 

among Varro’s readership. In the final section of this chapter, therefore, I conclude by 

                                                
265 See Gowers 1993, 119-20 on food in the Menippeans; for a recent survey of the Menippeans, see 
Wiseman 2009, 131-151.  
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considering and reviewing the relationship between Varro’s ethnography in De Lingua 

Latina, its etymological form, and a wider historical perspective of Republican politics. 
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 ETYMOLOGY, IDENTITY, AND EMPIRE 

As a basic directive of his intellectual programme, Varro’s etymological 

catalogue attempts to lend stability and substance to linguistic knowledge when the 

context and medium of that knowledge was undergoing radical reorganisation: the 

context of the abrupt and unpredictable historical changes to Roman society, on the one 

hand, and the novel use of literature and philosophy as a platform for elite self-

expression, on the other. The etymology books of De Lingua Latina – the project as a 

whole, in fact – therefore attempts to find a resolution to historical changes in the 

linguistic domain within the specific generic codes and directives of Greek philosophy. 

Varro’s ‘discovery’ of etyma as the basis of the original and authentic Latin linguistic 

impositions, in this context, constitutes a disquisition on the current state of elite Roman 

intellectual practices – philosophy and history in particular. It is also mediated by two 

particular complementary priorities: first, the promulgation of Roman imperial interests 

through an ideology of Roman supremacy; and, second, a programme of self-promotion 

in which the pre-eminent intellectual values and attributes of Roman culture are 

embodied within the author himself. That Varro is evidently attached to imperial and 

personal interests is a critical part of understanding his etymological ethnography, and I 

hope to have elucidated some components of this complementary programme in this 

chapter. This pursuit also entails a certain commentary on contemporary historical trends, 

however, and if Varro’s ethnography can provide insight into contemporary Roman 

culture, it is through an exploration of these trends. I will briefly explore them in this 

conclusion. 

This chapter began by considering the relationship between ethnography and 

empire, noting the several scholars – such as Dench and Woolf – who have explored the 
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links between ethnographic report and imperial ambitions. Such studies note the presence 

of philosophers, historians, and geographers in the entourage of Roman generals, who 

performed ethnographic inquiry effectively as imperial agents – Polybius in the company 

of Scipio Aemilianus; or, in the case of Caesar, a general himself.266 Though Woolf has 

suggested that ancient ethnography was more complex than mere imperial pioneering, a 

causal relationship between ethnography and Rome’s imperial interests in foreign 

cultures seems inevitable.267 Furthermore – as we see in De Lingua Latina and other 

works of the Varronian corpus – when the ethnographic impulse turns inwards, a Roman 

ethnography in turn reflects the pluralistic character of its vast imperial holdings and 

cosmopolitan capital – which nevertheless reinforces the integrity of the Roman political 

unit. To some, this speaks to another very Roman impulse, a form of imperial 

exceptionalism.268 The idea is that Rome’s imperial ambitions were somehow more 

justified and better secured because of the state’s unparalleled ability to incorporate and 

assimilate its conquered subjects. In this context, Varro’s etymologies satisfy this 

imperial aggrandising, both creating a sense of linguistic and political unity, but 

expanding that unity through etymological readings into a multiplicity of intercommunal 

connections. The etymological investigation therefore suits this contrast between unity 

and diversity, taking the immediate familiarity of language, and expanding it into a 

network of diverse historical, cultural, and political meanings. 

                                                
266 On Polybius’ accompaniment of Scipio to Africa and his explorations to the west towards the Atlantic, 
see Pliny, NH 5.9. 
267 The relationship between empire and ethnography has been well explored in contemporary scholarship, 
particularly in post-colonial theory, although debates continue over the contributions and agency of 
provincials within the ‘imperial gaze’, and Woolf, for example, doubts a genuine and wide-ranging interest 
among Roman generals in the character of their provincial conquests (e.g. Woolf 2011, 59-66, 80-88). 
268 For a brief political survey of Roman exceptionalism, see Eckstein 2006, 244-257. 
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This is also a project of high literary sophistication, and the conditions which 

anticipate the emergence of ethnographic thought in the Mediterranean have as much to 

do with the consolidation of textual knowledge in libraries as prospects of imperial 

expansion. Woolf, for example, downplays the image of the ethnographic writers as 

pioneers and explorers, suggesting that their inquiries rather reflect growing access to the 

monumental libraries of the major cosmopolitan centres in Athens, Alexandria, 

Pergamum, and, ultimately, Rome (Woolf 2011, 72-79). As Rome’s most distinguished 

reader, Varro was uniquely placed to carry Rome’s nascent ethnographic tradition, and it 

is not a coincidence that the prolific and ambitious cataloguer of Rome’s mores, 

practices, and institutions, was also invited by Caesar to lead the construction of Rome’s 

first public library.269  

The combination of Roman imperial exceptionalism and the advance of a 

bibliographic culture contextualises Varro’s own distinctive Romanisation of Greek 

philosophical interests: although he pursues a historical concept of an originally textual 

Rome on archaic Latin texts, Varro was drawing his ethnographic material from an 

almost exclusively Greek literary inheritance.270 What we find in the etymology books, 

however, is not Varro deferring to the influence and priority of Greek philosophical and 

conceptual models, but rather asserting Rome’s potential for securing those resources, 

even for being better suited to philosophy and textual modes of expression than its 

cultural predecessor. This is a distinctive strategy, and it contrasts contemporary 

alternatives to advance Roman intellectual supremacy in a domain dominated by Greek 

                                                
269 On Caesar’s library commission to Varro, see Suetonius, Iul. 44.4; on the role of the library in Caesar’s 
larger intellectual and political project, see e.g. Garcea 2010, 292-3. 
270 As Moatti notes, for example, Strabo supports this observation, suggesting that the Romans themselves 
had historically lacked curiosity, and, as such, had to draw their ethnographic and historical experience 
from the Greeks; see Strabo 3.1.C166 in Moatti 1997, 63. 
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philosophical traditions. According to Gildenhard, for example, Cicero is invested in 

much the same kind of cultural competitiveness in the Tusculan Disputations, arguing 

that through its military supremacy Rome is now prepared to advance its philosophical 

superiority over the Greeks.271 Interestingly, however, this also requires a renegotiation of 

Roman values: philosophy, in Cicero’s opinion, has conventionally been anathema to the 

political (and military) virtus of the maiores; but since opportunities to exercise the 

ancestral brand of public virtus have been circumscribed by Caesar’s dictatorship, the 

virtuous statesman must turn to philosophy to reawaken what has been lost in the political 

community.272 Varro’s ideological claim is subtly different. Through his antiquarian and 

etymological investigations, Varro advances a concept of Roman origins which matches 

and supersedes Greek intellectual culture from the outset: through their encoding of 

abstractions in the Latin language and Roman constitutions, Varronian maiores outdo 

their Greek counterparts in philosophical and political excellence.273 In Varro’s practice 

of philosophy, there is no contradiction to be resolved. 

Though stressing Roman supremacy, Varronian antiquarianism and etymology 

seek a conceptual ‘middle ground’, approaching Greek resources to explain native 

                                                
271 e.g. Gildenhard 2007, 76-8: “As regards Greece, he asserts explicitly that the Romans are, by nature, a 
people in every respect superior to the Greeks or any other ethnos, and that the time has come to prove this 
point in the area of philosophy… By launching a concentrated assault on Greek culture and engaging in a 
sustained verbal bullying of Greek philosophers, Cicero ensures that the writing of philosophy ceases to be 
a questionable pursuit and turns into an act of military conquest and assertion of Rome’s supremacy.” 
272 Note that, in Gildenhard’s view, Cicero’s pretensions to philosophy also constitute a kind of Roman 
ancestral act of conquest, over Greece’s cultural ascendency, e.g. 2007, 109: “…Cicero’s train of thought 
begins with the loss of meaningful participation in the public sphere and ends with sketching an alternative 
sphere of activity in which he can invest labor and reclaim a sort of surrogate dignity for himself. Against 
the harsh and humiliating realities of Caesar’s dictatorship, he sets the conquest of Greece in the area of 
philosophy.” 
273 Compare Simon Schaffer’s studies of British antiquarians in the colonial period (e.g. Schaffer 1997), 
who advocated the view that standardised British measures had already been discovered by the ancient 
Egyptians; the point being that such British antiquarians valorised colonial expansion by claiming the 
British as the natural inheritors of ancient Egyptian scientists, rather than their atavistic imperial subjects. 
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culture:274 on the one hand, moving towards an appropriately Greek perspective in order 

to take advantage of its more plentiful philosophical and grammatical resources; and, on 

the other, asserting Roman ideological supremacy by maintaining a conventional moral 

stigmatisation of luxuria and the notional integrity of a Roman political unit.275 Varro’s 

ethnographic construction, in other words, entails a conceptual blending of cultural 

imperatives which promulgates Rome’s presence in a Mediterranean world dominated by 

literary and cultural Hellenism. The etymologies stress a Romanocentric view of the 

Latin language, but it is an expansive vision nonetheless, which reflects the limitations of 

the conventional media of Roman elite expression to manage its own imperial interests. 

From what can be deduced from the fragmentary remains of his literary corpus, 

Varro’s move to a position of conceptual concession – which finds Roman supremacy 

despite its orientation towards Hellenism, textuality, and philosophy – is characteristic of 

the other ethnographic works. The title of De Vita Populi Romani, for instance, translates 

Dicaearchus’ Bios Hellados, and, as such, presents at once a Hellenising view of the 

Romans, which nevertheless advances ethnographic description not in a vague 

abstraction like ‘Hellas’, but in the politically concrete civic entity, the populus Romanus 

(cf. Purcell 2003, 343-352). The implicit claim of such a contrast, in Purcell’s view, is the 

innate superiority of Roman people against the nebulous and diffuse political, cultural, 

                                                
274 Compare Woolf (2011, 17-18) on the construction of an authorial ‘middle ground’ for effective 
ethnographic description and analysis. In conventional ethnographic terms, this refers to the conceptual 
space found between two cultures – say, between colonials and natives – which allows for the generation of 
new knowledge.  
275 Varro’s etymology of puls is characteristic (LL 5.105): it is either of Greek origins (quod ita Graeci), 
or it is onomatopoeic, as Apollodorus reports (vel ab eo unde scribit Apollodorus). In other words, we 
either accept that Rome’s most ancient food – porridge – is Greek, or, the word is ‘natural’, but this only 
becomes clear because of a Greek grammarian. Varro leaves his position ambiguous, so that in his 
equivocation, he finds the detachment necessary for the assistance of the preceding Greek intellectual 
tradition. 
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and ethnic unit of ‘Greeks’.276 De Lingua Latina makes similar claims. It similarly 

emphasises the priority of the abstract Roman political unit, but the focus of the work – 

the Latin language – gives Varro greater freedom to explore the intercommunal 

connections without being tied to specificity with regard to other markers of group 

identity, such as shared customs, genealogy, or territory.277 Furthermore, as we have seen, 

the description of identity through language lends itself to textuality, and, in turn, fortifies 

the authorial prestige of its reporter. 

At the same time, the trajectory of the movement towards a Greek middle ground 

should also be indicative of what Varro perceives to be the emerging normative identity 

of the populus Romanus. This is not simply a matter of who is expressly included – such 

as a growing Hellenic affinity – but also who is suppressed or marginalised. Important in 

this regard is Varro’s attitude to other Italian peoples and Italic influence on Latin roots. 

The presence of Italic languages and dialects in Varro’s etymological catalogues does not 

compare to the considerably larger influence of Greek, and where Italic influence does 

arise, its tends to be less complicated and multifaceted than Varro’s Greek 

explanations.278 An exception which proves the rule is the slightly heightened incidence 

of Sabine etymologies. Such etymologies, dialects, and explanations occupy a significant 

proportion of Varro’s etymologies, from the gods to pastoralism, food, monuments, and 

                                                
276 Purcell 2003, 348: “But they were also the populus Romanus, not an abstraction like Hellas… “the 
Greeks” were notoriously slippery as an ethnic category, and the apparent precision of “the Roman people” 
suggests another set of familiar claims to superiority.” 
277 On these markers of ethnicity in the ancient world, cf. Farney 2007, 27-28 (on Smith 1986). Hall 2002, 
9-19 qualifies only common descent, shared history, and territory; both scholars acknowledge the 
constructed and often strategic nature of ethnicity in the ancient world. 
278 One of the few instances of Italic linguistic roots occurs at LL 5.111, where Varro notes a kind of 
sausage (fartum intestinum) called a Lucanica, because of the interactions with Lucanians among the troops 
– just like, Varro remarks, the Faliscus venter, from the Falerii. The context is clearly related to military 
expansion alone, and, in any case, this kind of influence is hardly an instance of linguistic borrowing or 
derivation. 
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poetic explanations. This aspect of Varro’s etymological catalogue (as well as, 

presumably, other parts of the corpus) has led to a recognition of Varro’s Sabinitas, 

although the tenor of this attribution has been one of provincial chauvinism, as if Varro’s 

putative origins in Reate would suffice to explain his Sabinic bias. It does something 

more than that, however. As Dench has argued, Varro is at the forefront of a post-Social 

War movement to reduce Italic diversity into a much more homogenous set of ethnic and 

political categories. Varro, she believes, was among the first to promulgate a proto-Italic 

category Sabellus, which incorporated both Sabine and Samnite ethnicities – a 

designation Varro makes explicit at LL 7.29.279 The point being that there is Italic 

influence in the Latin etymologies, but it is reduced to a more uniform category than the 

reality of Latin-Italian linguistic and political relations would indicate.280  

The Roman community in the etymology books is, in short, a deliberate and 

strategic construction, which expands the possibilities of Roman literary discourse in 

some areas while diminishing and excluding important details in others. The 

philosophical disposition, however, conceals the construction, by deferring to a concept 

of natura that embraces descriptions of universality and historical continuity in the face 

of profound changes to the existing civic apparatus. It is in this context that I move to the 

second half of the surviving text of De Lingua Latina in the final two chapters of this 

dissertation, to understand how Varro accommodates these changes in terms of notions of 

                                                
279 Here, Varro asserts that the “Samnites originated from the Sabines” (ab Sabinis orti Samnites, LL 
7.29), a position corroborated in a Menippean Satire Age Modo; see Dench 1995, 103-107, e.g. 105 on the 
relationship between Samnites and Sabines: “there is no Roman interest in this theme until the time of 
Varro.” [emphasis hers]  See also Farney 2007, 206-210. 
280 Compare the study of aristocratic competition and ethnic identity in Farney 2007 in the late Republic. 
Where Farney stresses the incorporation of local ethnic roots into the political and ethical claims of gentes, 
Varro’s ethnographic corpus, I believe, suggests the invention of a ethnic meta-discourse, which subsumes 
competing ethnic claims into a unified literary-philosophical account of Roman identity. 
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linguistic correctness, theory, and the transmission of linguistic knowledge from the local 

to the imperial, and from the elite to the subelite.   
 



 155 

Chapter 4: Declinatio and Linguistic Standardisation in the late 
Republic 

INTRODUCTION 

In Books 8-10 – the second half of the surviving books of De Lingua Latina – 

Varro takes his leave of impositio to begin a study of ‘inflection’ (declinatio). As in the 

impositio books, the study of declinatio originally encompassed six books in total; and, as 

with his study of impositio, the first triad (Books 8-10) of the sequence addresses the 

theory of declinatio, while the second lost triad, Books 11-13, originally contained 

expositions of the theory’s operations in practice.281 Only the first three books remain. 

The surviving three books of theory (Books 8-10) are arranged into a discursive 

formation described (though not in the text) as ‘an argument on both sides’ (disputare in 

utramque partem), which allows Varro to consider alternating positions on declinatio 

(Books 8-9) before reaching a resolution at its conclusion in Book 10.282 As he describes 

it at the beginning of Book 8, the central controversy in the triad is whether or not 

declinatio can be described as a system of morphological similarities, i.e. similitudo, and 

the positions in the three books are arranged initially around two opposing theses on this 

issue. In Book 8, therefore, Varro proposes to discuss “the things said against the 

similarity of inflections” (quae contra similitudinem declinationum dicantur); in Book 9, 

conversely, will be “against dissimilarity” (quae contra dissimilitudinem); and, finally, 

Book 10 will settle the debate, giving an account of the “form of similarities” (de 

similitudinum forma, LL 8.24). 

                                                
281 On the structure and contents of the original treatise, see e.g. Collart 1954b, xvi-xix; Ax 1995, 147-9 
(esp. 147 on the distinction between theoria in the first triad of each study, and praxis in the second). 
282 On the form in De Lingua Latina, see esp. Ax 1995, who regards the use of the form as evidence of its 
original composition as a dialogue. See also e.g. Collart 1954a, 134-5; Bloomer 1997, 64; Cardauns 2001, 
36-7; Kronenberg 2009, 87. 
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If the structure and contents of Books 8-10 are therefore elaborate – even 

convoluted – it is because Varro’s seemingly straightforward investigation into similarity 

in language also encompasses a larger set of involved philosophical and linguistic issues 

which require the sustained attention of three books’ worth of complex linguistic debate. 

In addition to the dichotomy on linguistic similitudo in the three-book disputare outlined 

above, for instance, each book also takes up a position on whether or not declinatio may 

be characterised as an ars (‘technical expertise’, or simply, ‘science’).283 Varro concedes 

early in Book 8 that declinatio meets the necessary requirements for technical status, 

because it is a system (ratio) which can be followed with only a few instructions 

(praecepta, LL 8.6).284 Other parts of De Lingua Latina indicate that the debate over the 

ars-status of a linguistic discipline is a structural feature of all three of the ‘theory’ 

portions of the work – on impositio (Books 2-4), declinatio (Books 5-7), and coniunctio 

(Books 14-19?).285 In the case of impositio, for example, Varro must have concluded that 

etymology was not, in fact, an ars – hence his characterisation of the investigation in 

Books 5-7 as historia (LL 8.6). Declinatio, on the other hand, is an ars, and, as such, 

                                                
283 For a useful, brief analysis of the technical status of grammar in the pre-Varronian period, see e.g. 
Blank 2005, 214-8. Rawson 1978 surveys the history of handbook artes in the late Republic (with 
discussions of Varro’s extant works at 14-18). 
284 Varro offers this definition in contrast to impositio’s definition as historia, which, as such, can only be 
acquired “through learning” (discendo). Varro does not provide a definition of ars in the extant portions of 
De Lingua Latina, although qualifies his definition of declinatio as ars with the condition: “for this there is 
a need for a few instructions which are brief” (ad quam opus est paucis praeceptis quae sunt brevia, LL 
8.6). 
285 Summarising the first three books of the impositio triad, for instance – those which precede the 
surviving etymology or ‘practice’ books (Books 5-7) – Varro states that these books were also principally 
concerned with the technical status of etymology as a discipline (ars), asking also if such a discipline is 
useful (utilis). Just as Book 8 in the declinatio triad argues against inflectional similarity as an ars, so Book 
2 in the impositio triad initially offered a negative position, arguing that “etymology is neither an ars nor is 
it useful” (ἐτυμολογική neque ar<s> sit neque ea utilis sit, LL 7.109); Book 3 that it was both an ars and 
useful; and, in Book 4, Varro set out the “form of etymology” (forma etymologiae). 
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Varro’s sympathies lie with the positions established in Books 9 and 10: that inflection 

may be expressed, at some level of abstraction, as a system of internal regularities.  

The question of the technical status of declinatio, and language in general, also 

connects the text to an intellectual debate on linguistic analogy in the late Republic, 

which Varro conflates with the similitudo-ars controversy in Books 8-10. Linguistic 

analogy – the principle that one set of linguistic forms can be inferred from a set of 

structurally similar linguistic forms – emerged in the Hellenistic period among the 

Alexandrian grammarians, where it was applied in particular to Homeric textual 

criticism.286 In the late Republic, linguistic analogy was proposed, probably also by 

grammarians, in the search for a reliable method of determining Latin linguistic and 

aesthetic standards. In very general terms, the existence of analogical structures in 

language was probably broadly accepted, even commonsensical. Its application, however, 

was not always clear-cut. In a letter to Atticus, for example, Cicero defers to a correction 

offered by his correspondent to the existing manuscript of De Republica, on the name of 

the inhabitants of the Greek polity Phlius: 

‘Phliasios’ autem dici sciebam et ita fac ut habeas; nos quidem sic habemus. sed 
primo me ἀναλογία deceperat, Φλιοῦς, Ὀπούς, quod Ὀπούντιοι, Σιπούντιοι; 
sed hoc continuo correximus. (Att. 6.2.3) 

I know, however, that they are called the ‘Phliasians’, so make sure you also have 
it in this way; I also have it as such. At first, the analogy of Phlius with Opus had 
deceived me – because of ‘Opuntians,’ ‘Sipuntians’; but I corrected this at once. 

As he puts it here, in his first manuscript of De Republica, Cicero had devised the form 

‘Phliuntians’ (Phliuntii) on analogy, but was later corrected by Atticus, whose local 

                                                
286 e.g. Erbse 1980; Ax 1991; Schironi 2007, 322. On the relationship between philology and grammar 
more generally, see Schenkeveld 1994. 
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knowledge trumped Cicero’s analogical assumption.287 Although Cicero questions the 

applicability of analogy in all linguistic situations – preferring in most cases to value 

consuetudo (‘custom’ or ‘convention’) – other Republican sources stress the usefulness 

of analogy in devising a set of normative linguistic standards for the Latin language. 

Chief among these is Julius Caesar, whose treatise De Analogia has left enough 

fragments to give a bare outline of a wide-ranging platform of linguistic reform based on 

analogical modelling. However Caesar and Cicero construe the value of analogy – and I 

shall discuss this issue in the following section – Varro picks up on the debate in De 

Lingua Latina, and positions his speakers in Books 8 and 9 as opponents on this issue. 

The speaker in Book 8, who denies that linguistic inflection exhibits similarity in 

structure and can be described as an ars, also denies the value of analogical modelling; 

the speaker in Book 9, by contrast, accepts its wide-ranging applicability.  

The presentation of the linguistic debate in Books 8-10 of De Lingua Latina is 

therefore complex and technical, and in this chapter I explore the relationship between 

Varro’s construction of Books 8-10 and the political, intellectual, and linguistic forces 

which inform Varro’s positions in his work. What I hope to show is that the linguistic 

solutions proposed by Varro are informed by his own strategic and creative negotiation of 

these forces, but it is by no means a straightforward task to separate the technically 

linguistic from the political, nor to relate intellectual trends reported in the literary record 

                                                
287 By a curious accident of textual transmission, however, the 7th century manuscript (P) which is our 
only source for most of the surviving text of De Republica, retains ‘Phliuntians’ (Phliuntiorum), presenting 
an interesting conundrum to modern editors: should the text stand as transmitted, or should we observe 
Cicero’s correction in the letter to Atticus? Most editors have opted for the latter, and amended to Phliasios 
e.g. Keyes’ 1928 Loeb edition and Zetzel 1995, but not Büchner 1984, who retains Phliuntiorum but in his 
commentary nevertheless concedes: “Vielleicht sollte [der Herausgeber] Ciceros letzten Willen 
respektieren.” (178, 2.8n.) Perhaps more to the point, the form Phliasiorum also appears later in the 
Ciceronian corpus, at Tusc. 5.8; furthermore, we might note that, on another occasion, a textual amendment 
suggested to Atticus was successfully incorporated into the manuscript tradition (Att. 12.6a.1 on Or. 29, cf. 
Zetzel 165-6, 2.8.2n). 
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to the realities of everyday Latin usage.288 What is at stake is the standardisation of the 

Latin language,289 and, far from being a singularly linguistic phenomenon, this process 

relates to notions of political and social exclusivity, the historical composition of the 

Latin linguistic community, ideas of political (e.g. ethnic, civic) uniformity, and 

contemporary intellectual trends – which combination of influences both complicates 

Varro’s discussion and elucidates the novelty of his solutions.290 My analysis of Varro’s 

treatment of declinatio therefore explores, first, the status quaestionis as it emerges in the 

late Republic in the linguistic dispute between Cicero and Caesar; and second, the 

presentation and resolution of this discussion in Books 8-10 of De Lingua Latina.  

By way of an introduction to these themes, it is worth dwelling briefly on the late 

Republican preoccupation with Latinitas (‘Latinity, Latinness’), in which much of the 

history of linguistic standardisation in the late Republic can be encapsulated. Latinitas is 

a self-conscious calque of the Greek term ἑλληνισμός, which emerged in the Hellenistic 

period as a response to the diversification of Greek dialects and the search for a 

standardised Greek form.291 Borrowing heavily from Greek grammatical and rhetorical 

                                                
288 Of course, non-literary Latin usage is extraordinarily difficult to discuss and analyse except at some 
degree of scholarly abstraction. Recent work by J.N. Adams discusses the effects of bilingualism (Adams 
2003) and regional diversification (Adams 2007) offers a useful starting point for linguistic discussions, as 
do the more general treatments on historical evolution in Palmer 1968, Clackson & Horrocks 2007, and the 
edited collection of Clackson 2011 (ed.) (on Classical Latin, see esp. Clackson 2011). 
289 “‘Language standardisation’ in any language is an ongoing process that seeks to impose standard (or 
‘correct’) forms, most obviously of spelling, but also of morphology, word use, pronunciation and syntax.” 
(Adams 2007, 14) On prescription and arbitrariness, and “the suppression of optional variability of 
language” as key constituents of standardisation, see Milroy & Milroy, 2012, e.g. 1, 6. On standardisation 
in general, see Pedersen 2005; Milroy & Milroy 2012; in Latin, Clackson & Horrocks 2007, e.g. 77-89, 
130-182; Adams 2007, 13-17. 
290 cf. Milroy & Milroy (2009, 22) on ‘Standard English’ (cited in Adams 2007, 17): “What Standard 
English actually is thought to be depends on acceptance (mainly by the most influential people) of a 
common core of linguistic conventions, and a good deal of fuzziness remains around the edges. The 
ideology of standardisation… tends to blind us to the somewhat ill-defined nature of a standard language.” 
Cf. Pederson 2005, e.g. 172-3. 
291 On Latinitas and its conceptual relationship to ἑλληνισμός, see Matthews 1994, 50-67; Blank 2005, 
214-18. On ἑλληνισμός in Alexandrian grammar, e.g. Pfeiffer 1968, 11; 274. 
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handbooks, references to Latinitas are found in the earliest Roman rhetorical works: in 

the Rhetorica ad Herennium, for instance, the author characterises Latinitas as the 

avoidance of barbarism and solecism, and commits a future treatise to its exploration (Ad 

Her. 4.17).292 Latinitas, on this account, suggests a set of normative standards (avoiding 

solecism), which relate a homogenous civic or ethnic character (avoiding barbarism). The 

author’s negative definitions also imply that the failure to abide by the edicts of Latinitas 

would entail a social opprobium, to be avoided by the aspiring orator.  

Latinitas therefore presents a set of linguistic codifications, but draws those 

codifications from political and social (i.e. non-linguistic) directives. A similarly 

instructive example is Cicero’s anxiety over his own Latinitas, voiced in a letter to 

Atticus (Att. 7.3.10). Cicero responds to Atticus’ playful complaint about the ‘Latinness’ 

of the form in Piraeea (“to Piraeus”) used in a previous letter (Att. 6.9).  Not to be 

outdone in scholarly erudition, however, Cicero insists that Atticus’ comment was really 

a geographical quibble rather than a grammatical correction,293 and that his real mistake 

was not Latinising to the form in Piraeum, which he finds in the Latin comic poets 

Caecilius and Terence. Now, Caecilius may be a “poor author of Latinity” (malus enim 

auctor Latinitatis est), but Terence is a rather more suitable source of Latinitas, “whose 

plays, because of the elegance of their style, were thought to have been written by C. 

Laelius” (cuius fabellae propter elegantiam sermonis putabantur a C. Laelio scribi). 

                                                
292 “Latinity is that which preserves pure discourse, removed from all error.  The errors in discourse by 
which its Latin character can be diminished are twofold: solecism and barbarism… By which method we 
might be able to avoid these errors, I shall speak clearly in my grammatical treatise.” (Latinitas est quae 
sermonem purum conservat, ab omni vitio remotum.  Vitia in sermone quo minus is Latinus sit duo possunt 
esse: soloecismus et barbarismus… Haec qua ratione vitare possimus in arte grammatica dilucide 
dicemus. Ad Her. 4.17). The author is clearly following closely Greek definitions of ἑλληνισμός, perhaps 
even to the word; see, e.g. Diog. Laert. 7.59; Matthews 1994, 50. 
293 Evidently, Atticus had observed that Piraeus was a town in its own right, and not merely a deme of 
Athens, rendering the preposition redundant. 
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Cicero builds on ad Herennium by marshalling Latin’s growing literary reserves as a 

source of Latinitas, and his deferral to literary standards recalls the canonical lists and 

evaluations of the grammarians, which I touched upon in Chapter 2.294 The correlation of 

linguistic and social refinement remains from the earlier text; in particular, the suspicion 

that Terence was in fact a pseudonym for the elder statesman Laelius confirms that 

exemplary Latin above all takes it lead from social prestige and political ascendancy. 

None of this is perhaps surprising, and an overwhelming amount of cross-cultural 

data suggests that standardisation and codifications of linguistic ‘correctness’ and ‘purity’ 

are inevitably political, social, and therefore quite arbitrary processes.295 The 

transparently political nature of these debates becomes more pointed, of course, in the 

late Republic, as the constitution of the Roman political class and civic community 

undergoes radical shifts. Indeed, as we shall see in the next section, this destabilises the 

standardisation process as challenges to traditional models of both linguistic correctness 

and cultural authority are made. This is not simply a political issue, however. 

Standardisation in the late Republic also reflects the application of Greek models to 

linguistic problems. We might note, for example, that each of the citations above from 

Cicero and the auctor ad Herennium has either to do with observing the correct form of a 

Greek word, employs a Greek calque or loanword, or is otherwise engaged with a project 

derived from Greek literary and intellectual models. The auctor ad Herennium complains 

against forms of barbarism, without even a trace of irony directed to his own use of a 

Greek loanword (barbarismus) and calque (Latinitas). Cicero, meanwhile, indicates the 

difficulty Latin encounters when trying to determine the application of Latin correctness 

                                                
294 On the creation of canonical lists of Latin authorities, see Goldberg 2005, 75-86. Because of his 
challenge to Cicero’s usage, Cicero also calls Atticus a grammaticus, which is presumably pejorative and 
could be translated as ‘pedant’. 
295 See e.g. Pedersen 2005; Milroy & Milroy 2012, passim. 
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to foreign words, such as Piraeus (Att. 6.9) and the name for an inhabitant of Phlius (Att. 

6.2). In the latter case, the issue is made even more poignant by the context of the 

correction: the production of a Hellenised philosophical treatise, which submits to Greek 

philosophical models the workings of Roman Republican government. 

Latinitas is not scrutinised in the surviving portions of De Lingua Latina. What 

has survived, however, is a fragment reported by the 4th-century grammarian Diomedes 

attributed to Varro which describes a hierarchy of linguistic touchstones: 

Latinitas est incorrupte loquendi observatio secundum Romanam linguam.  
constat autem, ut adserit Varro, his quattuor, natura analogia consuetudine 
auctoritate. (Ars Gramm. 2.439.15-17) 

Latinity is the observance of speaking without corruption in accordance with the 
Roman language.  It consists however, as Varro claims, of these four things: 
nature, analogy, custom, textual authority. 

Diomedes proceeds to gloss each of the four terms, which are arranged hierarchically 

(=2.439.17-30): one first consults the natura of the term, whether or not it is consistent 

with what nature prescribes;296 then whether it is consistent with analogically similar 

forms (analogia); then according to custom or usage (consuetudo); and finally, textual 

precedents (auctoritas). One of the terms is a direct Greek loanword (analogia), while a 

further two are Latin calques of words which resonate through the annals of Greek 

philosophy: natura renders the Greek φύσις, while consuetudo translates the Greek 

συνήθεια. In spite of his use of complex Greek terminology, however, Varro reveals in 

this fragment the kind of elegant, abstract simplicity which characterises his approach to 
                                                
296 The example Diomedes provides is writing scrimbo instead of scribo (2.439.18-20), but it is clear from 
Books 8-10 that this incorporates rather more than just the correct spelling of a word. In Garcea’s view, in 
this quotation nature (and analogy) “represent the supra-individual and regular dimension of the language. 
The former alludes to the linguistic system, seen in all its levels (phonological, morphological, syntactic, 
semantic, lexical), that each individual inherits from previous generations.” (Garcea 2012, 31). It is difficult 
to be definitive about Varro’s definition and application of natura, but I think there is greater specificity to 
the term here than Garcea indicates (cf. Willi 2010, 237-8), and I shall return to this question throughout 
this and the following chapter. 
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linguistic correctness. There is an apparent dispensation with social and political values; 

natura takes precedence, and the abstract systematisation of analogical modelling is 

advanced in favour of convention and literary education. 

At the same time, the elegant simplicity of Varro’s codification conceals a host of 

historical forces and ideological strategies. It is the purpose of this and the following 

chapter to uncover and evaluate those forces – political, social, and literary – which 

inform Varro’s linguistic scheme. In the following section (“Political Inflections: Cicero 

and Caesar on linguistic standards”), I survey the linguistic debate over correctness, 

purity, and eloquence in the late Republic, identifying the determining factors which 

shape the structure of the debate in Books 8-10, as well as Varro’s own distinctive 

position on the subject of analogical modelling versus the normative constraints of 

linguistic consuetudo. In the third section (“The Linguistic Debate in De Lingua Latina, 

Books 8-9”), meanwhile, I consider the substance of the speakers’ arguments in Books 8 

and 9, exploring the incompatibility of their arguments and the intervention of natural 

philosophy as the correct genre, in Varro’s scheme, for identifying notions of linguistic 

correctness. In the final section (“The Function of Varronian Morphology”), I conclude 

by analysing Varro’s use of natura in linguistic standardisation, and its impact on notions 

of linguistic knowledge and textuality in Books 8-10 of De Lingua Latina.  
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POLITICAL INFLECTIONS: CICERO AND CAESAR ON LINGUISTIC STANDARDS 

The conclusion of Varro’s theoretical triad on lingusitic inflection (declinatio) in 

De Lingua Latina is that, in order for declinatio to conform to its technical status as an 

ars, it must express a systematicity (ratio) which, Varro believes, can only be endowed 

by natura – hence, this systematised form of inflection is referred to in the text as ‘natural 

inflection’ (declinatio naturalis). This association of ars, ratio, and natura is not, 

however, taken for granted, and requires some amount of qualification and definition in 

Varro’s work. To this end, the structure of Books 8-10 constructs a set of conceptual 

oppositions within the work which informs each side of the disputare in utramque 

partem, and which ultimately produces the natural and technical character of Varro’s 

declinatio in Books 9 and 10. In contrast to this ultimate position, therefore, the speaker 

in Book 8 rejects declinatio as a natural ratio, contending instead that the motivating 

force of declinatio is ‘convention’ (consuetudo), whose inherent unpredictability will not 

respond to systematisation, and therefore cannot be usefully described as subject to an 

ars. Furthermore, where the necessary and sufficient condition for ratio in linguistic 

inflection is analogical modelling (analogia), the speaker in Book 8 only sees anomaly 

(anomalia) in his evaluation of inflected forms in the Latin language.297 

The oppositional structure of the text in Books 8-10 is therefore productive, and 

indicates that the position Varro describes in Book 10 – on the ‘form of similarities’ 

(forma similitudinum) – can only be reached through dialectical investigation. Indeed, the 

actual function of the opposition, in Varro’s account, is not to dismiss outright the claims 

of either one of the speakers in Books 8 or 9, but to create a compromise position 

                                                
297 See Taylor 1974, 23: “The basic dichotomy… is further manifested throughout the De Lingua Latina 
by the oppositions between terms such as impositio, voluntas, inconstantia, historia, consuetudo, 
anomalia… and their contraries declinatio, natura, constantia, ars, ratio, analogia.”  
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synthesised from both, in which, reasonably, both convention and systematicity motivate 

linguistic inflection: “But those who order us in speaking to follow either convention or a 

system do not differ that much, because convention and analogy are rather more 

connected to one another than they think” (sed ii qui in loquendo partim sequi iube<n>t 

nos consuetudinem partim rationem, non tam discrepant, quod consuetudo et analogia 

coniunctiores sunt inter se quam iei credunt, LL 9.2). In addition to resolving opposing 

positions within the text, through his use of third-person plurals (iubent, credunt) Varro 

also indicates an ongoing debate over linguistic inflection, and Book 8, if not Books 9 

and 10, commits to the idea that ratio and consuetudo are opposing and incompatible 

forces in linguistic inflection. What I want to explore in this section, therefore, is the 

history of this opposition in the late Republic – some possibilities for the identity of the 

subjects of iubent and credunt – in order to anticipate my analysis of Varro’s resolution 

in the next section of this chapter. In fact, although the debate emerges in some form in 

the philosophical works of both Cicero and Caesar, I suggest that the conceptual 

opposition in Varro’s disputare in utramque partem is a deliberately reductive account, 

which presents a notional theoretical opposition precisely to legitimise its own solution. 

The form of the ‘debate on both sides’ itself is a readily recognisable rhetorical 

format in late Republican philosophy; though conceived by Aristotle, its conceptual 

origins are to be found in the Platonic dialogues, whose competing positions are 

advanced – even if for their sake – so that the weaknesses of conventional or myopic 

positions may be better articulated, refined, and transcended.298 In the late Republic, this 

                                                
298 Though it has its origins in the Platonic dialogue, the innovation of the form itself is attributed by 
Cicero to Aristotle, who first instituted “the practice of speaking on individual matters on each side” (de 
singulis rebus in utramque partem dicendi, Fin. 5.10). According to Long 1995, Cicero takes the form to be 
a method of instruction for both philosophers and orators, hence its suitability to De Oratore (Long 1995, 
52, cf. De Or. 3.80). On the origins of the form and its adoption in Roman philosophy in general, see Long 
1995, 52-58. 
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form is adopted in several of the Ciceronian philosophical dialogues from the 

foundational De Oratore onwards; indeed, in De Oratore and De Legibus Cicero makes it 

clear that the dialogic format is being employed in self-conscious imitation of Plato.299 

Throughout the Ciceronian dialogues, the disputare format is then deployed either more 

informally – such as we find in the back-and-forth, conversational debates between 

Crassus and Antonius in De Oratore – or formally, such as in De Divinatione and De 

Natura Deorum, in which book divisions mark the conclusion of one disputant’s position 

and the anticipation of his counterpart’s response. Recent treatments of De Divinatione 

have indicated that the disputare format in the Ciceronian dialogue does not advance the 

superiority of one position over the other, but instead serves to advocate the principle of 

dialectic itself, particularly as it finds its ideal expression in the sophisticated discourse of 

educated Romans.300 Varro’s adoption of the disputare, however, allows for greater and 

more specific resolution than Cicero’s uses, and the difference between the two may be 

accounted for by Varro and Cicero’s differences of opinion in matters of Academic 

philosophy: where Varro was an advocate of the ‘Old Academy’, with its rejection of 

epistemological skepticism, Cicero’s adhered, in the latter part of his philosophical 

career, to the skeptical ‘New Academy’.301 In both cases, however, the agonistic form is 

                                                
299 On the ‘citation’ of Plato’s Phaedrus at De Or. 1.28, see Zetzel 2003 & Dugan 2005, 81-9. Cicero 
makes a similar reference to the text at Leg. 2.6, although the Laws are invoked with a similar 
programmatic and thematic effect as the Phaedrus in De Oratore at Leg. 1.15; see Dyck 2004, 98 (with 
bibliography) and 263. 
300 In Schofield’s view, therefore, analysis of the text should not be concerned with identifying Cicero’s 
true opinion: “Argument in utramque partem has not much point unless there really is something to be said 
on both sides” (Schofield 1986, 56). Krostenko goes further, arguing that the text is about the fundamental 
shortcomings of both Quintus’ fideistic and Cicero’s skeptical positions, and that “the text… points 
dialectically in the direction of a tertium quid that avoids the pitfalls of both positions… the most 
interesting part of the dialectical solution is… indicated in a “rhetorical” rather than a “logical” way.” 
(Krostenko 2000, 354-5). See also the important treatment of De Divinatione in Beard 1986. 
301 On Varro’s relationship with Antiochus, see now Blank 2012; Cicero and Philo’s relationship is more 
debatable – whether Cicero maintained allegiance to Antiochus at a middle point in his career, for example 



 167 

clearly as important to the philosophical investigation as its conclusions, and other 

similar oppositional formats – such as Sallust’s synkrisis of virtues in the Catiline – 

indicate a consistent concern in late Republican literature with the representation of 

conceptual and philosophical antitheses as a matter of course.302 

De Oratore is foundational in one further regard, as it articulates the schematic 

framework through which much of late Republican debate over language is pursued. 

Treating the subject of eloquentia, the text mimics the Platonic debates in the Gorgias 

and the Phaedrus by investigating the technical status of rhetoric:303 whether eloquence is 

a natural predisposition or is something which may be acquired through other means. The 

central dichotomy of the text is established in its opening sections, in the prologue Cicero 

delivers to his brother Quintus, the treatise’s dedicatee: Cicero argues that “eloquence is 

contained within types of technical expertise” (artibus eloquentiam contineri, De Or. 

1.5), while Quintus maintains that it is a natural product, found “in some manner of talent 

and exercise” (in quodam ingenii atque exercitationis genere). The opposition between 

Marcus and Quintus and their apparent partisanship on behalf of oratorical ars and 

natura, respectively, recalls Cicero’s initial questions in his youthful De Inventione, on 

whether oratory was an “art, study, exercise, or faculty derived from nature” (ars, 

studium, exercitatio, facultas a natura profecta, Inv. 1.2).304 Yet the later text contains 

                                                                                                                                            
(cf. Connolly 2007, 96, 47n.) – although “Cicero’s adherence to Philo’s methods… is on any showing 
fundamental to his later philosophical output.” (Powell 1995, 19; in general see ibid., 18-23). 
302 Where Cicero’s dialogues often assert the exemplary value of Roman aristocratic discourse, Sallust’s 
intention, according to Batstone, is to demonstrate the failure of traditional Roman ethical oppositions 
(Batstone 1988). 
303 For a discussion of the text’s borrowing of the Platonic themes from the Phaedrus and the Gorgias, see 
e.g. Fantham 2004, 49-77 and cf. Connolly 2007, 96-7 (and 47n. with bibliography).  
304 On this passage, see e.g. Rawson 1978, 19-20. A useful discussion of Cicero’s revisions of De 
Inventione in De Oratore may be found at Dugan 2005, 81-89, e.g. 83: “[T]he living oral tradition of the 
Roman elite [in De Oratore] supplants the rote aridity of a systematic textbook [such as De Inventione]… 
In the world created in the De Oratore, rhetoric’s essence cannot find faithful textual representation; here 
true rhetoric is not written, it is overheard.” 
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important revisions of the earlier text’s conceptual categorisations, and even the 

opposition between the two brothers is not straightforward: Cicero’s eloquentia, for 

example, attends to multiple artes (rather than, say, rhetoric alone), and Quintus’ 

simultaneous acknowledgement of both predisposition (ingenium) and practice 

(exercitatio) seems to be at odds with the attribution of oratorical excellence to 

uncultivated natura. 

In fact, Cicero’s text sets up multiple oppositions for the sake of complicating 

them,305 and even though the dialogues’ main interlocutors, Crassus and Antonius, 

elaborate the initial positions of Marcus and Quintus, they also constantly refine, 

contradict, and even reverse earlier statements on the technical or natural character of 

eloquentia. In Connolly’s account, this results in the emergence of a Ciceronian synthesis 

(or collapse) of ars and natura in De Oratore, in which the Roman elite male’s natural 

prediliction (ingenium) for virtuous self-improvement (exercitatio) entails his ideal 

appropriation of oratorical ability – including identifying the true value of a Greek 

rhetorical education (i.e. artes), and confining it to well-spent otium so that his time 

might be better spent on public service. In this regard, Cicero anticipates his political 

philosophy, which similarly ascribes to natura the congregation of humans into a 

political community, and therefore the natural predisposition of leading men to sound 

government.306 The consequence of this position is that the normative codes of conduct 

                                                
305 According to Connolly (2007, 96-113), De Oratore presides over an initial set of oppositions (e.g. 
natura/ars, Roman/Greek, victorious/defeated) which are immediately rejected: it quickly becomes clear, 
for example, that the Greek artes as Cicero experiences them have already been assimilated and developed 
by Roman ingenium (Connolly 2007, 97), and are no longer wholly Greek. Conversely, naturalness 
becomes a virtue in itself, which entails its artificial adoption: “If the orator is to pursue the life of Roman 
political action… he must make a pretense of naturalness before the watchful eyes of the res publica.” 
(Connolly 2007, 100). 
306 Compare, for example, the evolution of the Roman res publica in De Republica 2; Rome, according to 
Scipio, reached the optimus status “on, as it were, nature’s road and course” (naturali quodam itinere et 
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(civic, ethical, oratorical) are naturally inscribed within the essence of Roman civic 

identity, preserved by the guiding virtue of the pre-eminent orator and statesman.307 

This position also describes Cicero’s approach to normative linguistics, treated 

tangentially in the discussion on technical rhetoric between the interlocutors in De 

Oratore Book 3. In both instances, Cicero describes convention (consuetudo) as the 

guiding principle of linguistic correctness. In the first, Crassus points to four traditional 

virtues of eloquence – correct Latin, clarity, ornament, and relevance (De Or. 3.37)308 – 

and argues that correct Latin (ut Latine…. dicamus, 3.37) can only be fostered by an 

education in basic literacy, in the first instance, and, in the second, attention to high 

literary precedents and attention to consuetudo (3.38-39) – later adding that this 

consuetudo is characterised by “daily domestic conversation” (consuetudo sermonis 

quotidiani ac domestici, 3.48).309 In the second, Crassus continues his claim that 

consuetudo is the best guide for the aspiring orator (for whom “the convention of 

speaking well works best”, consuetudo etiam bene loquendi valet plurimum, De Or. 

3.150), but adds that evaluations concerning conventional usage belong to the masses 

(vulgus), who identify oratorical quality which “depends not on some technical skill but 

is judged by some sort of natural sense” (non arte alique perpenditur sed quodum quasi 

                                                                                                                                            
cursu, Rep. 2.30), although this has included the consilium et disciplina (ibid.) of leading men; cf. rerum 
publicarum natura and ratio, Rep. 2.57. On this passage, see Zetzel 1995, 186. 
307 Connolly notes the exclusive and deeply elitist character of such a position: “Rooting eloquence in the 
essentials of natural law makes it inaccessible to those without the natural ingenium that now emerges as 
the special property of the elite Roman man.” (Connolly 2007, 111) 
308 The set of four virtues are derived from Greek rhetorical theory, attributed at Or. 79 to Theophrastus; 
Crassus also mentions these at De Or. 1.144. The emphasis on Latine, ‘correct Latin’, however, originates 
in Aristotle’s ἑλληνίζειν (Rhet. 1407a19, cf. Matthews 1994, 50). On the passage in De Oratore, see 
Mankin 2011, 128. 
309 On consuetudo in these passages, cf. Mankin 2011, 130 (esp. 39n. with citations). At IO 1.6.3, 
Quintilian calls consuetudo “truly the surest mistress of speaking” (consuetudo vero certissima loquendi 
magistra).  
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naturali sensu iudicatur, 3.151).310 In other words, a normative linguistic evaluation is 

secured by the consensus of the civic community employing roughly the same natural 

faculties which motivate the virtuous statesman. In the case of the progressing orator, 

sophistication in conventional linguistic codes can be supplemented by the consultation 

of literary texts, but this remains no match for a natural civic disposition: an outstanding 

exponent of antique Latinitas is held to be Laelia, for example, whose rhetorical 

education cannot compare with her elite male contemporaries, but whose unadorned 

natural diction nonetheless bests the ostentatious displays of the most refined Roman 

orators (De Or. 3.45-6).311 

Cicero describes an uneasy and complex relationship between ars and natura in 

De Oratore, but the most obvious difference between his linguistic formulation and 

Varro’s account of declinatio in De Lingua Latina is Cicero’s absolute ascription of 

linguistic correctness to consuetudo. While this coheres with the position reached by the 

speaker in Book 8 of De Lingua Latina, it is at odds with Varro’s ultimate conclusion in 

Books 9 and 10 that consuetudo has only a partial effect on inflection. Like the speaker in 

Book 8, however, Cicero’s adherence to linguistic consuetudo seems to have been 

polemical, targeted at contemporary attempts to implement sweeping changes to the Latin 

language which were based, in part, on the codification of linguistic standards and the 

application of an internally coherent linguistic system (ratio). This ratio is probably not 

wholly co-extensive with analogical modelling, although analogy offers a number of 

suggestions for regularisation and experimentation with idiosyncratic forms: consider 

                                                
310 This claim anticipates Crassus’ argument at De Or. 3.195-8, where he attributes to the people the 
ability to evaluate the nuances of prose rhythm “without any art of system” (sine ulla arte aut ratione, De 
Or. 3.195) by the endowment of natura. On this passage see Schenkeveld 1988. 
311 Laelia serves to exemplify the ingrained elite propensity to natural oratorical supremacy, although she 
also specifies that the family is the locus of consuetudo (cf. Cicero’s consuetudo sermonis… domestici, De 
Or. 3.48) (cf. Garcea 2012, 64-5). 
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Sisenna’s suggestion of adsentio for the deponent adsentior, for example, and his 

standardisation of the genitive of senatus to senati, which was even taken up by 

Cicero.312 Such examples only exist in fragments, which makes a the pursuit of a specific 

linguistic programme difficult to discern, but in Cicero’s view, as we shall see, a 

programme advocating comprehensive standardisation for its own sake violated 

consuetudo, and, as such, the natural Roman civic propensity for normative self-

regulation. 

A comprehensive programme of analogical adjustment can be detected, however, 

in Caesar’s De Analogia, whose linguistic doctrines challenge Cicero’s positions in De 

Oratore.313 Caesar’s text was composed in the mid 50s BCE, shortly after the publication 

of De Oratore, and the context offered by Fronto’s testimony – that Caesar wrote the 

treatise “amidst flying volleys” (inter tela volantia) – also indicate that the text was 

composed during the Gallic wars, perhaps even as part of an active propaganda 

campaign.314 Its emphasis on analogical rationes as a platform for linguistic 

standardisation – both of orthography and inflection – has often been taken, at least since 

Sinclair’s important readings, as a “democritising grammatical agenda” (Sinclair 1994, 

96), directed particularly at provincial elites aspiring to a greater role in Roman politics 

                                                
312 A useful and brief survey of linguistic experiments is provided at Hall 1998, 13-14. 
313 The polemic is made particularly explicit by the dedication of the treatise to Cicero. The relationship 
between the two texts was first described by Hendrickson 1906, and, more recently, Sinclair 1994, e.g.: 
“There is little doubt that Caesar intended De Analogia to be a direct response to Cicero’s De Oratore” 
(Sinclair 1994, 93). In general, the recent text, commentary, and interpretation of the fragments of De 
Analogia in Garcea 2012 should now be the standard reference. 
314 On the date of the text, e.g. Hendrickson 1906, 105-6; Willi 2010, 230-1. Fronto’s comments are 
directed at Marcus Aurelius (Parth. 9), who is advised to keep up with his studies despite being on 
campaign, in imitation of Caesar’s example. Suetonius (Iul. 56) also contextualises the treatise by 
describing its composition during circuit-court hearings in the Alps, a reference which Sinclair takes to be 
significant and indicative of its political content (Sinclair 1994, 95-6). 
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and administration.315 Indeed, the text’s likely prioritisation of standard linguistic forms 

over a localised Ciceronian consuetudo based on urbanitas – as the model for oratorical 

excellence, and so political advancement – makes a strong case for Caesar’s intention to 

court new Roman citizens living at a distance from the imperial capital.316 More recent 

evaluations, however, have challenged this picture. Hall proposes, for example, that 

Caesar’s invention of a standardised imperial lingua franca rather asserts Roman cultural 

superiority over alternatives (especially Greek), and seeks as such only to establish a 

‘nationalist’ linguistics.317 Alternatively, it might be proposed that there is no strong 

evidence that the treatise is directed at anyone but Roman elites, and constitutes part of 

Caesar’s comprehensive political and intellectual campaign of autocratic domination 

within the Roman administration itself.318 

Inasmuch as Caesar’s political aims are difficult to perceive without access to 

anything more than fragments, so too its linguistic prescriptions and methodologies are 

elusive to any degree of specification. The text almost certainly advocates some manner 

of linguistic standardisation – that is, the artificial selection of a lexical form as preferable 

to variants – and presents analogical ratio as the most reliable platform for this 

                                                
315 Sinclair 1994, 95-6: “If everyone can learn a set of logical rules for proper speech, it is much easier for 
the ambitious provincial to steer clear of at least some of the treacherous rocks placed in his way by the 
arcane dictates of urbane consuetudo.” 
316 On Cicero’s preference for urbanitas as the natural diction of Roman oratory (and discussion of rustic 
and foreign variants), see Ramage 1973, 64-76; Clackson & Horrocks 2007, 198-206; Adams 2007, 114-
47. 
317 In Hall’s view, Caesar’s composition of De Analogia, and the invention of a standard, literary variant 
of Latin, “was a reaction to the intrusive influence of Greek, from the fish-market and tawdry book-shops 
selling second rate Greek works in even worse Latin translations to the philosopher’s seminar, the literary 
entertainments of the leisured, and even, nefas, nefas, the counsels of the state” (Hall 1998, 27). 
318 This is the view taken by Dugan, who sees Caesar’s standardisation of Latin as a means to curb the 
challenge posed by charismatic, linguistically dexterous orators like Cicero (Dugan 2005, 180). On 
Caesarean standardisation in general, cf. Garcea 2010, which compares the linguistic project to Caesar’s 
offer of citizenship to practitioners of artes, the codification of laws, the institution of a public library (with 
Varro as its head librarian), and the calendrical reforms (cf. Garcea 2012, 5f.). For a critique of Sinclair and 
Hall’s readings, see Willi 2010, 235. 
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process.319 Some of these choices are morphological, such as the selection of panium 

over panum (Garcea, fr. 22), and reduplications in the perfects memordi and pepugi for 

mordeo and pongo (Garcea, fr. 30, on analogy with the Greek perfect). Analogy in De 

Analogia also postulates new forms in the instance of gaps in the lexical system; Caesar 

suggested, for example, the participle ens for esse on analogy with potens (Garcea, fr. 

31). Cicero is therefore justified in his description in the Brutus that Caesar’s text was 

written “about a system of speaking good Latin most accurately” (de ratione Latine 

loquendi accuratissime, Brut. 253). This does not entail, however, that Caesar is 

represented by the ratio side of the Varronian dichotomy, and there is no indication that 

Caesar believed that ratio could be taken as the sole motivating force behind linguistic 

inflection. Rather, in Cicero’s description, Caesar’s linguistic ratio is a self-consciously 

artificial system put to the service of emending “distorted and corrupt convention with 

pure and incorrupt convention” (Caesar autem rationem adhibens consuetudinem 

vitiosam et corruptam pura et incorrupta consuetudine emendat, Brut. 261). In this 

regard, consuetudo is foregrounded in the Caesarean linguistic system as the motivating 

force of linguistic correctness, even promoting a standard form of the language which has 

typically been the preserve of the aristocratic elite. As Garcea notes, for example, 

Caesar’s programme is in particular informed by a sense of linguistic διαστροφή, “a 

decline from the golden age that the age of the Scipios had been, when purity was a 

spontaneous feature, and puts forward a nationalist reform proposal” (Garcea 2012, 9). 

The difficulty of interpreting Caesar’s linguistic philosophy, it seems to me, is 

that the project is inextricably tied up with his rhetorical doctrines – notions of purity, 

                                                
319 Willi 2010, 239-40: [W]ithin the framework set by consuetudo there is room for individual choices, 
and these must be governed by ratio because only ratio has the potential of optimising the usefulness 
(utilitas) of language as a communicative tool.” 
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clarity, and other prescriptions sometimes ascribed to Caesar’s stylistic ‘Neo-Atticism’320 

– which obscure the technical and conceptual character of his morphological theories. 

The most cited aphorism of Caesar’s treatise is the command to “avoid like a reef the 

unheard and unusual word” (tamquam scopulum, sic fugias inauditum atque insolens 

verbum, Garcea fr. 2), and points to the careful choice of words (dilectus verborum), but 

as the basis of oratorical elegantia, rather than linguistic accuracy for its own sake.321 The 

context of Caesar’s inauditum atque insolens verbum is unclear – it may have advocated 

an avoidance of neologisms, or other esoteric words which prized the orator’s erudition 

over transparency – but the point of this key doctrine is that it proclaims morphological 

regularity as a matter of lexical selection. As a consequence, analogical rationes are 

merely a means to an end, and no less arbitrary than the corrective force mandated by 

Ciceronian consuetudo. 

Indeed, it is the autocratic character of this arbitrary intervention for which Cicero 

reserves his strongest objections. After a diplomatic evaluation of Caesar’s De Analogia 

in the Brutus, in the near-contemporary Orator, Cicero restates his intellectual and 

political commitment to consuetudo as the motivating force behind lexical selection and 

inflection, rejecting any programme that regulates linguistic behaviour on the basis of 

systematic corrections (i.e. rationes).322 Through his polemic directed towards 

unspecified grammatical pedants (quibusdam, isti, Or. 155) – who critique customary 

usage and even seek to emend forms transmitted from antiquity (a quibusdam sero iam 

                                                
320 See e.g. Dugan 2005, 270-283; Garcea 2012, 119-124. Garcea questions the validity of Caesar’s 
subscription to Atticism, arguing that Caesar was rather “trying to rediscover a natural style” (123, cf. laus 
tamquam innocentiae sic Latine loquendi, Cic. Brut. 258), although it is generally difficult to detect 
Caesar’s genuine rhetorical allegiances from Ciceronian polemic. On Atticism more generally, e.g. Probert 
2011. 
321 The context and meaning of this passage is notoriously difficult to interpret; see Garcea 2012, 83-86 
(esp. 27n. with bibliography). 
322 On this passage in the Orator, see Garcea 2008, 94-97 
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emendatur antiquitas, qui haec reprehendunt) – Cicero indirectly condemns Caesar’s 

linguistic prescriptions, invoking aesthetic and metrical criteria to protest linguistic 

dictates that demand the selection of one inflectional variant over another. It is best left to 

the will (voluntas) of the orator, therefore, to choose between genitive plurals in the 2nd 

declension (e.g. deum vs. deorum, Or. 155) or vowel weakening and lengthening (e.g. 

insipientem vs. insapientem, tricipitem vs. tricapitem, Or. 159); in some, if not most, 

instances, the pleasure (voluptas) of the listener will reject the form advocated by 

linguistic ratio, even if it meets analogical criteria.323 As in De Oratore, Cicero’s 

argument appeals to a notion of consuetudo in which civic consensus and linguistic 

normativity coincide; in other words, linguistic regulation constitutes a circumscription of 

personal and political autonomy which is unacceptable to his political code. At one point, 

for example, he remarks that “[the analogists] forbid us to know [nosse] and to have 

judged [iudicasse], and order us to know [novisse] and to have judged [iudicavisse]” 

(nosse, iudicasse vetant, novisse iubent et iudicavisse, Or. 157), condensing into a 

juxtaposition of analogical variants his frustration with the burdens of Caesarean 

autocracy. 

Cicero’s indignation with standardised linguistic prescriptions, and, by 

implication, Caesar’s political and cultural ascendancy, reveals an opposition in thought 

between the two statesmen, although this is not to be identified with the dichotomy that 

Varro presents in De Lingua Latina. Although Cicero advocates consuetudo as the basis 

of his linguistic and rhetorical conduct, and Caesar innovates an analogical system of 

linguistic correctness (ratio), this does not constitute radical positions in either instance. 

                                                
323 e.g. Quodsi indocta consuetudo tam est artifex suavitatis, quid ab ipsa tandem arte et doctrina 
postulari putamus? (Or. 161) (“But if custom untaught is itself such a contriver of sweetness, what do we 
expect to be offered from this kind of ars and teaching?”).  On the function of Ciceronian voluptas in 
rhetoric, see Schenkeveld 1988. 
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In particular, Caesar’s interventions have often been mistaken for a “linguistic 

fundamentalism” (Willi 2010, 235), which misguidedly advances a rationalist model of 

language that overrules consuetudo in all instances. This is not the case. Even Cicero 

acknowledges that Caesar’s programme is restorative, and acts to confirm “pure and 

incorrupt convention” (pura et incorrupta consuetudo) only in the instance of ‘impure’ 

variants. In other instances, where analogical forms would present an unfamiliar variant, 

Caesar’s doctrine of the “unheard and unusual word” (inauditum atque insolens verbum) 

applies. In other words, both Cicero and Caesar are linguistic conventionalists, but 

Caesar’s appeal to an artificial linguistic ratio – even if rooted in a system of analogical 

prescriptions – emerges as arbitrary, and cannot avoid the condemnation of Cicero’s 

doctrine, rooted in a normative Republican model of civic-minded linguistic conduct. 

Above all, the arbitrary character of Caesar’s ratio refuses a concept of a ‘natural’ 

linguistics, which would present a platform of linguistic standardisation based on analogy 

as integral – ‘natural’ – to the language system itself. As Willi has pointed out, such a 

concept is alien to Caesar’s linguistic doctrine. Commenting on the irregular relationship 

between referent and inflection form, Caesar denies the role of natura in a standardised 

morphology:  

num tu harum rerum naturam accidere arbitraris quod ‘unam terram’ et ‘plures 
terras’ et ‘urbem’ et ‘urbes’ et ‘imperium’ et ‘imperia’ dicamus, neque 
‘quadrigas’ in unam nominis figuram redigere neque ‘harenam’ multitudinis 
appelatione convertere possimus? (Garcea, fr. 11A-B) 

For surely you do not think that it happens by the nature of these things that we 
can say “one earth” and “many earths”, “City” and “cities”, “empire” and 
“empires”, but we cannot reduce quadrigae into the singular nor harena into the 
plural? 

The expected answer “no” (num) confirms that Caesar did not regard a natural ratio to be 

entailed by the linguistic habits of the community. By downplaying the function of 
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natura within a programme of linguistic standardisation, Caesar departs most clearly 

from Varro’s later schematic dichotomies in De Lingua Latina.324 Both have a concept of 

analogical ratio, and both acknowledge its value in prescribing inflectional forms, but 

Caesar refuses to endow ratio with natural characteristics, and chooses instead to adopt 

ideological notions of purity and corruption as the basis for his linguistic reforms. Varro, 

on the other, adopts natura as his ideological platform. What we find in Varro, as a 

consequence of his opposition of consuetudo and ratio, and his association of ars and 

natura, is a naturalisation of linguistic standards, which entails a synthesis (and so 

transcendence) of Caesar’s ratio and Cicero’s consuetudo. This process of adoption is the 

basis of Varro’s disputare in Books 8-10, and is the subject of the following section. 

                                                
324 For a commentary of this important passage and its differences with the Varronian emphasis on natura, 
see Garcea 2012, 187-198. I discuss this difference in the following section. 
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THE LINGUISTIC DEBATE IN DE LINGUA LATINA, BOOKS 8-9 

Varro does not cite Cicero or Caesar in his discussion of the debate on analogical 

ratio and consuetudo, even though Cicero is his addressee in the surviving books of De 

Lingua Latina. Yet the programmatic functions of ratio and consuetudo in Varro’s 

conceptual schematics at least implies Cicero and Caesar’s dispute, even if Varro’s 

opposition of ratio-analogy and consuetudo does not accurately reflect either Cicero’s 

position in De Oratore and Orator and Caesar’s in De Analogia. Unlike Cicero and 

Caesar, however, Varro ambitiously contends with the entire history of the analogical 

debate in his disputare in utramque partem, and, as a result, is strategically reductive in 

his reporting.325 The basic point of this reductionism, as I have suggested, is to 

underscore his own solution’s originality and comprehensivity: characterising the debate 

on analogy, for example, Varro describes how “Greeks and Latins have written many 

books on the subject” (de eo Graeci Latinique libros fecerunt multos), which take 

effectively one of two positions on the matter: 

partim cum alii putarent in loquendo ea verba sequi oportere, quae ab similibus 
similiter essent declinata, quas appelarunt ἀναλογίας, alii cum id neglegendum 
putarent ac potius sequendum <dis>similitudinem, quae in consuetudine est, 
quam vocarunt ἀ<ν>ωμαλίαν, cum, ut ego arbitror, utrumque sit nobis 

                                                
325 The one-time communis opinio on the distinction between ‘analogist’ and ‘anomalist’ models of 
language distinguished the ‘Alexandrian school’ of analogists from the Pergamene/Stoic school of 
anomalists (cf. Ax 1991). Fehling (1956-7) delivered the first extended critique of the this position, 
pointing out that the later sources which report the debate (particularly Aulus Gellius NA 2.25.4, cf. Sextus 
Empiricus, Math. 176ff.) are demonstrably indebted to Varro’s perspective, leaving Varro as the sole 
source for the historicity of the debate. Other explanations have been offered for Varro’s conceptual 
opposition. Jean Collart, for example, observes that the anomalists are really students of Stoic logic and 
dialectic, and the analogists are textual commentators (Collart 1954, 135-7). David Blank, meanwhile, has 
argued at length that a model based on ‘anomaly’ is inconsistent with Stoic belief in ratio (e.g. Blank 1994, 
151-2), and that Book 8 should be taken as an empiricist, perhaps Epicurean critique of analogy (Blank 
2005, esp. 237). All such critics agree that the dearth of pre-Varronian evidence is such that it is impossible 
to reconstruct convincingly either the analogy or anomaly positions, much less determine whether or not 
these represented a conceptual opposition. 
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sequendum, quod <in> declinatione voluntaria sit anomalia, in naturali magis 
analogia. (LL 8.23) 

For the most part, some have thought that in speaking we ought to follow those 
words which have been inflected from similar words similarly, which they call 
‘analogy’, and others think that this is to be ignored, and that rather men ought to 
follow the dissimilar, which is found in conventional usage, which they call 
‘anomaly’, whereas, as I think, both ought to be followed by us, because in 
‘voluntary inflection’ there is anomaly, but in ‘natural inflection’, analogy.  

The description of this dichotomy suggests little nuance in the existing debate on 

analogy: one side does not allow for irregularity, and the other follows irregularity out of 

principle; and neither appears to acknowledge that both structure and deviance are 

inherent within the language system. There is a clear shift, however, in Varro’s position 

(ut ego arbitror), which proposes a synthetic compromise, and distinguishes dual 

varieties of inflection – voluntary (declinatio voluntaria) and natural (declinatio 

naturalis) – to account for both irregularity and regularity within usage. 

The explicitly named targets of Varro’s polemic in Books 8-9 are Greek 

grammarians and philosophers, and it has traditionally been assumed that these sources 

inform Varro’s structure and the nuances of his idiosyncratic method of reporting. In 

Dahlmann’s seminal study of Varronian Quellen, for example, the opening passage of 

Book 9 gave the scholar ample reason to make a distinction between Book 8 as a work of 

Stoic philosophy, and Book 9, of Alexandrian grammar, and that Varro’s role in 

composing this books was more as an arranger than an original thinker.326 Dahlmann in 

particular attributed Book 8 to Crates of Mallos, the Stoic kritikos whose stumble into a 

Roman sewer was the catalysing event of Latin grammar.327 Of Books 8 and 9, Book 8 
                                                
326 e.g. Dahlmann 1934, 1210.3ff.: “Er selbst mußte nach der Disposition des Werkes zu diesem Problem 
geführt werden, so daß man ihm seine Angabe glauben wird. Die Selbständigkeit gilt natürlich nur für die 
Anordnung und die Grupperiung.” 
327 The beginning of Book 9 has not survived, but when the manuscript picks up Varro is complaining 
about Crates’ misunderstanding of Aristarchus’ account of analogy (Crates nobilis grammaticus… contra 
analogiam et Aristarchum est nixus, LL 9.1), which Dahlmann (e.g. 1964, 52-4; 1940, 4-5) took to be an 
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certainly exhibits a rather more eccentric argumentative framework, moving between 

multiple theoretical perspectives, methods of citation, and conceptual emphasis in its 

construction of a case against analogy as a useful model for linguistic inflection. It is 

tempting to explain these idiosyncrasies by ascribing overreliance on a single pre-existing 

Quelle; as we shall see, and as David Blank has argued, however, Varro’s style of 

argumentation in Book 8 rather challenges Dahlmann’s interpretation of a single source. 

In fact, while Book 8 exhibits reliance upon multiple conflicting sources for its argument 

against analogy, the complexity of this book, I think, serves to anticipate the clarity of 

Book 9 and Varro’s own decisive resolution to the linguistic debate on analogy. 

In spite of differences in the pursuit of their arguments, both books nonetheless 

pursue a roughly similar argumentative style, with structural and lexical cues marking 

correspondences between the two sides of the disputare in Books 8 and 9. After initial 

preliminaries in which Varro sets out the terms of the debate and introduces to the reader 

the core concepts of ancient linguistics (LL 8.1-24), the speaker in Book 8 begins his case 

with a general case against analogy as a useful hermeneutic tool (dicam prius contra 

universam analogiam, LL 8.25) – ironically consisting of a sequences of analogies 

attacking analogia in non-linguistic domains (LL 8.27-38). The speaker in Book 9 

correspondingly begins with a similar sequence of analogies in favour of general analogy 

(LL 9.8-30; nunc iam primum dicam pro universa analogia, LL 9.7) demonstrating, first, 

the value of analogy as a corrective tool (9.10-16), and, second, the principle of regularity 

as a cosmic constant (9.23-30). Following the general introduction, the speaker in Book 8 

moves into particulars relating to linguistic and grammatical arguments against analogy 

([dicam] dein tum de singulis partibus, LL 8.25); the speaker in Book 9 rebuts these 
                                                                                                                                            
indication of Varro’s reliance on Crates for Book 8, and Aristarchus for Book 9. As Blank explains, 
however, the issue is not so clear-cut; Varro is merely pointing out Crates’ incompatible use of Chrysippus’ 
deconstruction of lexical essentialism (Blank 2005, 236-7). 
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charges individually after his introduction (secundo de singulis criminibus, quibus rebus 

possint quae dicta sunt contra solvi, ita dicam… LL 9.7). 

The argument of the speaker in Book 8 amounts to three broad areas of claims 

against analogy. The first part contra universam analogiam (LL 8.27-38) argues against 

analogy in various spheres of life, and against analogy in speech in general. This part, 

suggests Blank, contains the “well-known arguments” against analogy in speech (Blank 

2005, 223), but does not cite, either sympathetically or polemically, actual grammatical 

examples or technical arguments.328 The second part of the Book 8 argument (LL 8.39-

44) addresses methodological and conceptual questions the anti-analogist speaker has 

about analogy in declinatio in particular. He asks, for example, how the analogist would 

characterise similarity between words: whether, for example, he would invoke the 

relationship between the verbum and its referent (res) as a qualifying criterion of 

analogical comparison (LL 8.40),329 and which parts of the inflected form need to be 

considered (LL 8.42; the speaker in Book 8 is resolute that only the nominative be 

discussed when comparing words).330 In the final section (LL 8.44-84), the speaker in 

Book 8 turns to “the individual parts of speech” (ad partis singulas orationis, LL 8.44). 

This contains examinations of specific grammatical examples, sorting his arguments 

                                                
328 Blank 2005, 223: “Presumably, the arguments in neither part are directed against actual claims of 
analogical grammarians, so that the analogists are not really cited and the anti-analogists do not really make 
an appearance either: everything is couched in terms of what should or should not be done by us.” 
329 This relates to the Chrysippean treatise cited in LL 9.1 against lexical essentialism (περὶ ἀνωμαλίας, 
cf. Aulus Gellius, NA 2.25). There seems to have been some debate over whether extra-linguistic 
information is required to determine inflection; recall also the Caesarean directive, articulated polemically, 
that inflection does not occur due to the natura rerum. 
330 If more than the nominatives of comparanda is required, says the speaker in Book 8, “it would be as if 
a man, when he saw the Menaechmi twins, would not be able to determine if the were alike, unless he 
considered from those born from them if they were differences between them.” (esset enim ut si quis, 
Menaechmos geminos cum videat, dicat non posse iudicare similesne sint, nisi qui ex his sint nati 
considerarit num discrepent inter se, LL 8.42). At another point where the anti-analogist is questioning the 
criteria of comparison, he even calls his opponents ‘shameless’ (impudentes, LL 8.41). 
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according to a linguistic rubric, distinguishing lexical categories of “naming, saying, 

supporting, joining” (Has [partes] vocant quidam appellandi, dicendi, adminiculandi, 

iungendi, LL 8.44).331 

Now, I have so far been using the phrases “the speaker in Book 8” and “the 

speaker in Book 9” to distinguish between the positions Varro adopts in the two books. 

There is, however, no formal distinction between these two authorial voices – nor, 

indeed, between these two books and the authorial voice Varro adopts for the “form of 

similarities” (forma similitudinum) in Book 10 – and I use these phrases merely for 

convenience’s sake. In fact, I think, Varro intends all three books to be taken as his own 

authorial voice. Previous commentators have attempted to define the speaker’s voice in 

Book 8 and identify where Varro’s authorial voice ends and the speaker’s voice begins; 

this is certainly tempting, especially since Book 8 is in the main conceptually opposed to 

what Varro resolves in Books 9 and 10, and therefore assumes a distinction between what 

Ax has termed an “Autor-Ich” and “Rollen-Ich” (Ax 1995, 154-5). However, Varro 

himself does not define or otherwise distinguish where his superseding authorial voice 

begins or ends. At the end of the preliminary sections of Book 8 – which are indisputably 

in Varro’s authorial voice – Varro announces the contents of the book, saying that: 

“Because it is the task of this book to speak against those who follow similarity, I shall 

speak first against analogy as a whole, then its individual parts” (Quod huiusce libri est 

dicere contra eos qui similitudinem sequuntur, dicam prius contra universam analogiam, 

dein tum de singulis partibus, LL 8.25). There is no authorial shift here: Varro speaks as 

the moderator of the debate at the metatextual level (sc. huiusce libri) and as the anti-

analogist speaker (dicam prius… dein tum) without interruption. 

                                                
331 On the Alexandrian pedigree of these categories, see Garcea 2012, 35-39. 
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What I suggest we take Book 8 to be is something akin to the bibliographic 

survey in contemporary scholarly criticism, in which the survey is entirely subsumed 

within Varro’s authorial voice. The difficulty that readers have historically experienced 

with Varro’s argument in Book 8 is how his bibliographic survey on analogia varies in 

presentation to accommodate the wide array of material, which, admittedly, puts a strain 

on the formal unity of the book, as both Ax and Blank have noted.332 The first part of 

Book 8, which argues against analogy in general, employs the first-person plural to 

advocate commonsense arguments in favour of consuetudo (e.g. si id consequimur una 

consuetudine, LL 8.27, cf. 8.28, 33); prescriptions against analogy, meanwhile, are made 

in hypothetical and impersonal formulations. In the second part, the speaker poses 

questions to his opponent on analogical methodology (e.g. quaero enim, LL 8.40, cf. 

8.42, 43). The third section, with its treatment of specific grammatical issues and 

historical Quellen, shows the greatest variety in authorial voice. Analogists are typically 

designated by the third-person plural in this section (e.g. appellant… negant, LL 8.61), 

although in LL 8.61-2 and again in LL 8.63-74, Varro shifts to using the third-person 

plural for anti-analogist arguments. Here alone, Varro distinguishes between the authorial 

voice (de compositis separatim dicam) and the anti-analogist polemic (negant, LL 8.61). 

Similar complexities occur in this part on the distinctive roles of Crates, Aristarchus, and 

the followers of Aristarchus, each of whom are subjected to anti-analogist polemic.333 

David Blank’s close reading of this section has convincingly explained that the 

main function of the competing scholarly views in Book 8 – the rapid shifts of claim and 

                                                
332 See Ax 1995; Blank 2005, esp. 218-238. Ax in particular resuscitated an earlier held view that Book 8 
shows signs of incompletion and posthumous revision (e.g. 176: “Es wäre erneut zu prüfen… von einer 
möglicherweise sogar postumen Edition des Werkes durch die hier vorgetragenen Überlegungen…”); Ax 
postulates that the text was originally conceived as a dialogue, and the inconsistencies in Book 8 betray the 
work’s lack of execution. 
333 See Blank 2005, 224-236. 
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counter-claim between Crates and Aristarchus, in particular – is not to juxtapose the anti-

analogist and analogist dogma of Crates and Aristarchus, respectively (qua Dahlmann), 

but to demonstrate that both subscribed to some form of linguistic analogy, but differed 

over how it was to be applied.334 Depicting the debate as such assists the speaker in Book 

8’s concluding claim, of course: not only is analogical ratio a flawed model for 

determining linguistic correctness, but even its own advocates cannot decide how it 

works.335 This would appear to be the lost conclusion of Book 8 which the speaker in 

Book 9 addresses as his closing argument, offering the rebuttal that even if practitioners 

disagree on the form or application of an ars, that does not mean the ars does not exist.336 

It seems to me that the purpose of all of this convoluted bibliographic survey in 

Book 8 is to expose the deficiencies in the existing discourse on analogy on both sides of 

the argument. When Varro begins Book 9 – laying out, I think, the authoritative solution 

which continues through Book 10 – he makes the programmatic claim that he will not, 

unlike others, make commands “to pursue either consuetudo or ratio… because 

consuetudo and analogia are more closely connected to eachother than [Varro’s 

predecessors] believe” (iube<n>t partim sequi… consuetudinem partim rationem… quod 

                                                
334 e.g. Blank 2005, 238: “I think it is clear that Crates’ role… was parallel to that of Aristarchus, as one of 
two great grammarians whose disagreement on the application of analogy in flexion was used to discredit 
the entire analogical enterprise.” Part of the problem, as has been much noted, is that the two discussions 
probably stemmed from two entirely different conceptual domains: textual criticism in the case of 
Aristarchus, and philosophy of language, in the case of the Stoic tradition (e.g. Collart, 1954a, 135-149; 
Barwick 1967, 179). 
335 Blank therefore posits a third source, of possible Epicurean pedigree, which takes the empirical view 
that language cannot submit to artificial correction (Blank 2005, 238). On linguistic empiricism and 
Epicureanism, cf. Willi 2010, 238-9. 
336 The closing arguments of Book 9 fall into two parts, corresponding to the two basic phases of the Book 
8 arguments: the case for anomaly fails, because, even if there are irregularities in language, the undeniable 
existence of regularities is sufficient to conclude that the study of those regularities is worthwhile (LL 
9.113); furthermore – and here, the speaker likely responds to the lost conclusion of the speaker in Book 8 
(cf. de eo quod in priore libro extremum est, LL 9.111)– that even though practitioners disagree, the ars 
must be abandoned. In this case, Varro concludes, “every ars would have to be abandoned” (sic enim omnis 
repudiandum erit artis, LL 9.111). Cf. Blank 2005, 233-6. 
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consuetudo et analogia coniunctiores sunt inter se quam iei credunt, LL 9.2). This entails 

that the radical partisans of both ratio and consuetudo are being dispensed with – having 

already been represented sympathetically (in the case of consuetudo) or polemically 

(ratio) in the previous book. Indeed, from this perspective, Book 8 even condenses the 

Ciceronian and Caesarean positions on analogy (among others) into a continuous 

argument: Cicero rejects analogy on the principle that the normative force of linguistic 

consuetudo is sufficient to correct usage (cf. LL 8.27-38); Caesar advocates ratio, but his 

advocacy, like that of Crates and Aristarchus, is so haphazard as to be an insufficient 

basis for a platform of comprehensive linguistic standardisation. What Varro proposes 

instead is a conceptual morphology which puts ratio in its correct place by reserving it to 

inflectional morphology alone (declinatio naturalis), while consuetudo can be retained as 

a motivating force for impositio and derivational morphology (declinatio voluntaria). By 

contrast, Caesar, for example, allows for analogical prescriptions for both inflection and 

derivation, as well as innovating forms to address gaps in the lexical system.337 

What distinguishes Varro’s conceptual morphology from his predecessors is a 

thoroughgoing and systematic description of the intervention of linguistic natura. This is 

a complex move, and requires the remainder of this section to be unpacked. In the 

introduction of this chapter, I noted that natura was the highest principle of Varronian 

Latinitas, i.e. linguistic correctness – above analogy, consuetudo, and literary precedent 

(auctoritas). What this means has been the source of some consternation.338 It has been 

                                                
337 In the existing fragments, for example, Caesar offers prescriptions on the regularisation of the ethnic 
Samnītis to Samnīs (Garcea, fr. 18). Garcea notes, nonetheless, that these prescriptions were largely 
pragmatic and isolated, and that his prescriptions were generally restricted to inflection (Garcea 2012, 35-
6). It is not clear, however, that Caesar like Varro observed a typological distinction between derivation and 
inflection, upon which the integrity of Varro’s conceptual morphology rests. 
338 Part of the interpretative difficulty with natura in the Varronian system is the attempts to make it 
cohere with previous or subsequent uses of natura in linguistic contexts – see, for example, the ambitious 
survey of Uhlfelder 1966. Uhlfelder nonetheless rightly concludes that “[t]he precise meaning of φύσις 
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suggested, for example, that natura entails a non-arbitrary relationship between word and 

thing – the Cratylean claim that properties of the referent are integral to the inflection 

character of the word. This is, to a degree, a tempting reading of Varro’s inflectional 

system. However, natura in fact appears in multiple guises in Varro’s theory of 

declinatio, as the following passage elaborates: 

In quo animadvertito natura quadruplicem esse formam, ad quam in declinando 
accommodari debeant verba: quod debeat subesse res quae designetur, et ut sit ea 
res in usu, et ut vocis natura ea sit quae significavit, ut declinari possit, et 
similitudo figura<e> verbi ut sit ea quae ex se declinatu genus prodere certum 
possit. (LL 9.37) 

In which matter, one should pay attention that by nature the form to which words 
must be adjusted in inflection is fourfold: there must be an underlying thing which 
is being signified; that thing must be in use; the nature of the word which signifies 
it must be such that it can be inflected; and, the resemblance of the figure of the 
word must be such that it can provide a sure class in respect to inflection.  

First, we should note that this entire “fourfold form” (forma quadruplex) is itself “by 

nature” (natura), and it is possible that Varro’s natura in Latinitas refers to this total 

system of inflectional prerequisites.339 Within the fourfold system, however, natura 

appears in two places: in the first criterion, where there “must be an underlying thing” 

(debeat subesse res); and, in the third, where Varro states that the “nature of the word” 

(natura vocis) is such that it can be inflected. In the first instance, Varro goes on in the 

following section to explain that there is a minimally necessary relationship with the 

word’s referent (i.e. where the res must underlie), which entails only that where “there is 

no underlying nature” (natura non subest, LL 9.38), a wordform will not exist. Hence, 

there is no analogically-produced masculine form *terrus of the feminine ‘earth’ (terra), 
                                                                                                                                            
must be determined for each author when that is possible” (1966, 589), and I think this must be taken into 
consideration for Varro’s distinctive application. See also Taylor 1974, 39-40; Willi 2010, 237-8. 
339 In this context, I think Garcea is right to observe that natura (together with usus) is basically a 
linguistic panacea, and “can explain any gaps in the linguistic system” (Garcea 2012, 195). I consider the 
metamorphic function of natura in the following chapter. 
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because there is no res which exists which would inform such a construction. This is the 

place where Varro infers most explicitly an essential relationship between the wordform 

and its real-world characteristics in inflectional patterning, although it is certainly 

possible elsewhere in the inflectional system (see Chapter 5, Section 2). 

The more substantial part of Varro’s distinctive move is in third claim, that the 

natura vocis entails certain inflectional characteristics. In the section following Varro’s 

explanations of each of the four criteria, he explains that similarities between words – i.e. 

those which would form the basis of an analogical model – must be observed both on the 

level of the sound image (figura), but, ambiguously, “sometimes on that which has an 

effect” (sed etiam nonnunquam quem habeat effectum, LL 9.39). This, in part, anticipates 

the response to the speaker’s question in Book 8, which asks whether or not similarities 

may be found at the level of the word’s sound (vox) or its referent (significatio, LL 9.40; 

in response to the question posed at LL 8.40); the speaker in Book 9 denies that this is the 

case. The effectum, Varro suggests, is not the characteristics of the referent, but the 

grammatical characteristics of the word itself. Varro supplements this response later in 

Book 10, where he makes a distinction between the sound-image of a word (figura) and 

its ‘substance’ (materia, LL 10.11). A lacuna at LL 10.34 has obscured the discussion of 

these key terms, but, contextually, it is fairly clear that the materia of a word refers to the 

“grammatical substance” of a word, i.e. those morphological components which 

determine its figura (cf. Taylor 1974, 90): in the case of nouns, for example, Varro 

describes the materia of a word as its case, gender, ‘kind’ (species),340 and ending (LL 

10.21).341 The noun amor-amoris, for example, possesses a figura similar to dolor-

                                                
340 The species of a noun refers to the difference between common and proper nouns, cf. Taylor 1974, 60, 
25n. 
341 For a concise discussion of the meaning of materia, as well as a reliable discussion of what is likely 
missing due to the lacuna, see Taylor 1974, 88-90.  Varro is typically punctilious when it comes to 
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doloris, as well as the same material configuration (masculine, nominative, 3rd 

declension), and the two therefore may be considered analogous (LL 10.42); laudor, 

however, despite superficially conforming in figura, bears no relation in its grammatical 

properties, its materia. Materia does not, therefore, refer to characteristics of referents in 

the extra-linguistic system, but is related in Varro’s conceptual schema to abstract 

properties that maintain an effectum within the inflectional system (cf. LL 9.42). 

The conceptual innovation of the natura vocis and its distinction between 

phonological (figura) and morphological (materia) components of a word make the 

perhaps obvious (but nevertheless mandatory) point that words have morpho-syntactic 

properties beyond and independent from their referential functions. This point, however, 

is not lucidly made in the speaker’s case in Book 8, and it seems likely that the 

conceptual morphology of that book does not allow for a thoroughgoing distinction 

between referential and morpho-syntactic properties at all. The hermeneutic the speaker 

in Book 8 pursues for nouns, for example, divides nouns into four inflectional categories: 

“naming, as in ‘stable’ from ‘horse’” (nominandi, ut ab equo equile); “cases, as in 

[accusative] equum from [nominative] equus” (casuale, ut ab equo equum); 

“augmentation, as in ‘whiter’ from ‘white’ (augendi, ut ab albo albius); ‘diminuition, as 

in ‘little box’ from ‘box’” (minuendi, ut <a> cista cistula, LL 8.52). The speaker in Book 

8 uses the irregular patterns of inflection exhibited by each of these groups to argue that 

analogical modelling is not possible342 – that it represents such an inconsequential part of 

these categories that analogy cannot be a viable morphological framework. Yet the 

                                                                                                                                            
anticipating discussion at the beginning of books, so although the detailed explanations of the content of 
materia is absent, Taylor’s conjecture is well founded. 
342 In the instance of the genus nominandi, for example, the speaker in Book 8 contends that although 
there is equile from equus, ovile (‘sheepfold’) from ovis, and suile (‘pig-sty’) from sus, there is no *bovile 
from bos (‘ox’) or *avile from avis (‘bird’) (LL 8.54). 
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categories are grammatically heterogenous: they include both lexical groups in which 

syntactic properties are essential to inflection (case/casuale, comparison/augendum), and 

lexical groups whose syntactic properties are incidental to inflection 

(derivation/nominandum), suggesting that the Book 8 argument does not consider 

syntactic data to be relevant to inflection. By contrast, when Varro selects words which 

can be analogically modelled in Book 10, he does so appealing to categories which are 

defined by the presence or absence of tense and case – that is to say, into morpho-

syntactic categories of noun, verb, participle, and adverb (LL 10.17).343 

What differs in Varro’s morphological taxonomy, therefore, is that it mandates an 

abstract set of morphosyntactic features (materia) as the necessary prerequisite of 

morphological inflection ‘by nature’ (natura), and, since all words within this taxonomy 

(with certain exceptions, such as indeclinables) exhibit materia, ‘natural inflection’ 

(declinatio naturalis) is a durable feature of the linguistic system – regardless of how 

much regularity can or cannot be demonstrated by an empirical approach to language 

study. Even if a word exhibits analogy with only one other word in the lexical system, it 

can be extracted according to its figural and material correspondences alone. Nor does 

Varro exclude the existence of other kinds of inflection: these are merely included within 

the category of ‘voluntary inflection’ (declinatio voluntaria), whose irregularity is 

determined by ‘will’ (voluntas) on the individual level, and consuetudo at the 

intersubjective level of the linguistic system. Varro’s interest in this category, however is 

perfunctory. The point of Books 8-10, I suggest, is less the advocacy of lexical choices in 

the manner of Cicero and Caesar, and rather the demonstration and theoretical 

codification of an abstract morphological system that informs those lexical choices. 

                                                
343 On Varro’s inflectional brachylogy, see Taylor 1974, 18-20; Taylor 1996, 23-6 & 112-3; on its 
philosophical pedigree, Garcea 2012, 35-39. 
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Indeed, Varro resists making actual linguistic prescriptions in Books 9-10, 

preferring to elaborate the value of an abstract, ‘natural’ inflectional morphology which 

can serve as a benchmark for linguistic correctness. He argues that orators should not 

pursue analogically approved forms where to do so would cause “offense” (offensio, e.g. 

LL 9.5), and suggests instead either that poets should become the source for analogically-

enhanced inflectional forms (LL 9.5, 9.114, 10.74), or that each individual should be 

responsible for correcting consuetudo, lest analogical indolence lead to a confusing 

idiolect (LL 9.6, 10.74). In this sense, Varro does find a compromise to Cicero and 

Caesar’s linguistic debate: he uncovers a standardised inflectional system (ratio), but one 

which exists alongside conventional usage, and does not mandate one inflectional system 

over the other. Varro’s standardisation therefore entails and prioritises the preservation of 

the morpho-syntactic system rather than the selection of lexical alternatives which is 

entailed in Cicero and Caesar’s account. The strategic and ideological basis of Varro’s 

conceptual choice will be explored in the concluding section of this chapter. 
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THE FUNCTION OF VARRONIAN MORPHOLOGY 

In the previous section, I argued that the main function of Varro’s theory of 

declinatio in Books 8-10 of De Lingua Latina was the preservation – or perhaps 

‘naturalisation’ – of Latin’s morphological system, over and above specific directives 

regarding lexical selection: that inflectional morphology, or declinatio naturalis, as a 

natural system, was necessarily prior to lexical choices, and therefore more worthy of 

description and standardisation. This is in contrast to what we find in Cicero and Caesar: 

Cicero mandates lexical choices based on a naturalised concept of consuetudo, but rejects 

the selection of alternatives based on an abstract system alone; Caesar, meanwhile, 

employs a rational system, but refuses any natural qualities in linguistic inflection, 

preferring instead to regard analogical correction as a useful but artificial platform of 

linguistic standardisation. Now, it could be argued that all three are talking about 

different aspects of language usage: Cicero and Caesar describe their linguistic 

programmes within the context and codes of oratorical performance and technical 

rhetoric, while Varro’s focus is restricted to the relatively narrow focus of inflectional 

morphology. At the same time, what I hope to suggest is that the sources’ conceptual and 

generic parameters are produced by their broader intellectual-political programmes: as we 

have seen, Cicero’s interest in linguistic specifications within rhetorical contexts, for 

example, promulgates his particular brand of Republican ideology, and, in particular, his 

philosophical and ethical promotion of the civically-minded orator-statesman; Caesar 

also reserves his comments for rhetorical elegance, but develops his linguistic 

codification within a wider, arguably autocratic project of social and political reform. 

Varro, meanwhile, commits to the construction and description of an abstract, 

naturalised, and autonomous ars. The dimensions of Varro’s programme are both 
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political and pragmatic; I explore the political consequences of Varro’s linguistic 

philosophy in the following chapter, but in the conclusion of this chapter, I wish to 

explore some of the pragmatic ramifications of Varro’s construction of technical 

declinatio. 

The pragmatic aspect of Varronian morphological theory is informed by a series 

of sociolinguistic observations made by both Cicero and Caesar, but which are best 

preserved in the Brutus in the sections which examine De Analogia and other technical 

linguistic developments in the contemporary period. According to Cicero’s interlocutor 

Atticus, in these sections, the need for linguistic reform is made urgent by historical 

developments affecting the linguistic system, characterised as corruption and decline.344 

Atticus laments the corruption of Latin from the period of Scipio and Laelius, calling for 

“language to be purged” (Quo magis expurgandus est sermo, Brut. 258), and appealing to 

a Caesarean ratio as a touchstone (obrussa).345 The cause of this decline, in Atticus’ 

view, is the changing composition of Rome’s population: “For many people have flooded 

into this city who speak impurely, just as in Athens, from diverse places” (confluxerunt 

enim et Athenas et in hanc urbem multi inquinate loquentes ex diversis locis, Brut. 258); 

in this context, the integrity of the linguistic system is conflated with a notional pristine 

purity of the Latin-speaking community.346 Caesar is also described by Atticus as 

occupied with a corrected Latin informed by notions of purity and integrity (striving for a 

“faultless and pure Latin diction”, locutio emendata et Latina, Brut. 258). Far from 

seeking this in the guiding virtues of the Republican elite, however, Caesar’s project 
                                                
344 For the concept of linguistic corruption (διαστροφή), see Garcea 2012, 99, 70n. with bibliography. 
345 The image is drawn from cupellation, through which gold was set to the experimentum ignis to test its 
colour (cf. Pliny, NH 33.59); see Douglas 1966, 189, cf. Garcea 2012, 99. 
346 Atticus draws on ps-Xenophon’s complaint at Ath. Pol. 2.8 about the similar influx of foreigners into 
imperial Athens (Douglas 1966, 189), although with the added irony that part of the problem, in Atticus’ 
view, is the addition of Greek neologisms to the ‘pure’ Latin dialect. 
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emphasises, in Atticus’ view, a common linguistic order of “easy and daily conversation” 

(sermo facilis et cotidianus, Brut. 253), challenging the linguistic and hegemonic codes 

of the existing aristocratic order. 

What is striking about this sense of historical change is its uneasy relationship 

with the corrective solutions offered by literary, and, in particular, grammatical 

codification. In Atticus’ view in the Brutus, the pre-lapsarian oratorical exemplars 

acquired their preeminence without the assistance of technical treatises or Greek 

rhetorical education: “it was the glory of that time, just as with their moral impeccability, 

their pure diction” (aetatis illius ista fuit laus tamquam innocentiae sic Latine loquendi, 

Brut. 258). It falls to Latin speakers of Cicero’s generation, however, to consult literature 

as a supplement to exemplary diction (as Cicero himself explains in Book 3 of De 

Oratore). Although literary sophistication is not necessarily per se harmful, it opens the 

way for a kind of linguistic rationalism as an end in itself, and, worse, can produce a kind 

of linguistic and ethical relativism which detracts from both the perfection of Rome’s 

oratorical evolution and the moral standards of the maiores. The consequence is that 

grammatical prescriptions occupy a paradoxical position, wherein they both provide the 

basis for the corrective process that Latin must undergo, but are also the condition of 

linguistic decline – if not its major cause. For this reason, the Ciceronian advocacy 

against analogy resists grammatical codification in favour of a normative elite 

consuetudo, which may employ literary texts, but also stresses pre-literary notions of 

linguistic purity based on moral and civic integrity.347 Correspondingly, in the opening 

                                                
347 This returns us to the dominant themes of De Oratore, which similarly prescribes the auctoritas of 
aristocratic discourse as the pre-eminent medium for discussing oratorical excellence, but therefore calls its 
own textuality into question: “The De oratore therefore has an ambivalent attitude to its own textuality like 
that of Plato’s dialogues, and which Cicero expresses in allusions to Plato: the genius of Crassus, like that 
of Socrates, eludes textual representation; Plato entrusted Socrates’ genius and conversation to his writing, 
while Socrates wrote nothing.” (Dugan 2005, 84). 
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chapter of the his argument, Varro’s speaker in Book 8 also makes a conventional 

rhetorical claim that he will not pursue an investigation of analogy that conflicts with the 

goal of linguistic utility: “since all speech must be directed to utility, this it ultimately 

only attains if it is clear and brief, which we seek, because an obscure and longish 

speaker is odious” (Omnis oratio cum debeat dirigi ad utilitatem, ad quam tum denique 

pervenit, si est aperta et brevis, quae petimus, quod obscurus et longi<or> orator est 

odio, LL 8.26). This opening makes it clear that any attempt to set out a technical science 

of inflection is itself “excessively idle” (nimium otiosi), since language has already 

secured its function by designating names for things – and that consuetudo takes care of 

the rest (LL 8.27).348 

De Lingua Latina too is a text marked by its thematic emphasis on historical 

decline as the motivation for the work. This emphasis, however, is largely confined to the 

etymology books, where Varro compares himself to a medicus, providing care to an 

aging patient (LL 5.9, cf. 5.5); or, to a craftsman, supplying ivory hairs to weathered 

statues in order to add definition (LL 7.1). This has to do with the semantic content of 

words, with impositio, however; the pejorative narrative of decline is less detectable in 

the books on declinatio. Nonetheless, historical change is embedded within Varro’s 

conceptual morphology. Among the four criteria of inflection which I identified in the 

previous section, the second, usus, determines that “a thing must be in use” (ut sit ea res 

in usu, LL 9.38) in order to be considered for inflection. It is this part of the conceptual 

morphology which allows for changes external to the linguistic system. Columba, ‘dove’, 

was previously found only in the feminine form – genders were not recognised for doves, 

                                                
348 The emphasis on rhetorical utilitas as the sole criterion of evaluation appears Epicurean (cf. Blank 
2005, 238; Willi 2010, 238-9), as is the empiricist approach to linguistics which rejects formalisation into 
an ars. Dahlmann thought this section to be Stoic and/or Theophrastean (Dahlmann 1940, 92-3), although 
he makes some useful comparisons to passages on utilitas in De Re Rustica (e.g. RR 1.4.1). 
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unlike e.g. ‘stallion’ (equus) and ‘mare’ (equa). Now, however, the gender of doves has 

entered “domestic use” (in eo usu domestico), and the masculine form columbus is 

required, and may be analogically produced. Similarly, Varro does not resist the addition 

of foreign neologisms and technical directives per se, or, unlike Cicero, view this 

development as a threat to linguistic purity: “Have not the forms of pots and cups, from 

long-ago ancient usage, been swept away now that the unfamiliar newer shapes of vases 

have been introduced from Greece? Shall they then be unwilling to use the unsullied 

forms of words which ratio has taught, because of some ancient convention?” (Nonne 

inusitatis formis vasorum recentibus e Graecia adlatis obliteratae antiquae consuetudinis 

sinorum et capularum species? His formis vocabularum incontaminati<s> uti nolent 

quas docu<e>rit ratio propter consuetudinem veterem? LL 9.21) 

Varro does query, however, the form that these necessary linguistic directives 

should take. The problem is not simply orthographic – how Latin speakers should spell 

Greek neologisms and loanwords, for example – but the effects on integrity of the 

morpho-syntactic system itself. The speaker in Book 8, for example, exercises frustration 

with the analogists’ claim to case regularity (LL 8.63-65), when the names of Greek 

letters – such as alpha – do not exhibit inflected forms (e.g. *alphatos, *alphati); he also 

demands to know how Latin should inflect the proper names of foreigners, when 

Phoenician and Egyptian exhibits single case-forms, or Gaulish, whose case-forms vary 

(LL 8.65). The query gets to the bottom of the speaker in Book 8’s objections: he does 

not recognise the existence of an abstract case system, which would prescribe the 

autonomous existence of cases, even when those cases present identical forms (e.g. 

praedium in the nominative, vocative, and accusative singular, cf. LL 8.61). The problem 

is that a prepondence of these forms would overwhelm the integrity of the conventional 

Latin case system, and therefore requires Varro to have a solution that maintains the 
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applicability of analogy in the face of foreign additions both to the lexical catalogue and 

to the morphological system. Varro’s response in Book 9 is emblematic, that words will 

inflect according to their own natura. Letters, for example, by virtue of their unique 

natura in both Latin and Greek, do not express inflected forms. They will not therefore 

express similitudo with other nouns, but with other letters (LL 9.52-3). In other words, a 

noun declining in a notionally irregular fashion maintains its analogical natura, even if 

that natura exists within a small, perhaps unique set. 

The point, therefore, is not the lexical item itself, but the prioritisation of that 

item’s abstract natural structure. Varro’s pursuit of homogenisation of analogical 

relations within a naturalised system raises its own difficulties, which I explore in the 

following chapter. I suggest, however, that this looks to resolve the problem of text as 

both cause of and solution to the sociolinguistic changes which comprise Cicero and 

Caesar’s linguistic debate. At a certain point of lexical complexity, textual transmission 

becomes an inefficient medium of charting and digesting that complexity. Varro is 

clearly aware of this difficulty. In a discussion of the heterogeneity of articles, the 

speaker in Book 8 abandons his deconstruction of the irregularity of is ea id: “I have 

touched upon this classification more sparingly, because I have assumed that scribes 

would convey these rather confusing matters carelessly” (De hoc genere parcius tetigi, 

quod librarios haec sp<i>nosiora indiligentius elaturos putavi, LL 8.51). If pure diction 

is reduced to a matter of lexical choice – qua Cicero, Caesar, and the speaker in Book 8 – 

then standardisation is impossible as a matter of medium: manuscript reproduction is not 

so reliable or efficient in the ancient world to be able to convey the nuances of 

orthography, inflection, and pronunciation to an audience of readers. A more abstract 

system of approval is required. 
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In Book 10, therefore, Varro’s account of the forma similitudinum contains 

instructions for the reader’s own construction of analogical correspondences and the 

correction of corrupt consuetudo without the consultation of literary materials in the first 

resort. I will describe this system in the following chapter: it contains artificial procedures 

of lexical eliminations, and articulates clearly what is entailed by the comparison of 

similitudines in words. Because it describes a system for making lexical selections rather 

than the selections themselves, it also looks beyond the treatise itself for the production 

of lexical forms. At two points (LL 10.22; 10.43-44), Varro articulates the construction of 

adjective tables, for example: both elaborate the form albus, -a, -um; the two passages, I 

think, are to be connected as exemplary analogical forms. In the latter instance, he likens 

the adjective to the production of multiples of 10: on a horizontal line, the sequence (or 

versus) 1, 2, 4 is replaced by the masculine paradigm albus, dative albo, genitive albi, 

etc.; on the vertical line, the sequence 1, 10, 100 is replaced by each of the genders. There 

is no more substantive relation between the mathematical formulae than this, and the 

form merely provides a template for the production of analogical sequences.349 Similarly, 

at LL 10.22, Varro proposes another table of albus; this time, however, he avails himself 

of the comparison to a game of ‘little robbers’ (latrunculi, LL 10.22), a well-known board 

game. The unfamiliarity of such grammatical instruments – i.e. the adjective table – is 

therefore marked by the context which Varro provides. In both instances, however, Varro 

also blurs the distinction between morphological production – the proliferation of forms 

based on a limited data set of analogous lexical items – and the reader’s own textual 

reproduction of these morphological instruments.350 This correspondence is deliberate. 

                                                
349 On Varro’s mathematical model of linguistic inflection, see Taylor 1977. 
350 Habinek describes Varro’s use of the board-game as the basis for his morphological exercise an 
example of the “defamiliarization of perception via writing” (Habinek 2009, 134); on Varro’s use of 
latrunculi in the construction of his adjective table, see 133-4. 
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What I propose is that Varro’s invention of a ‘natural’ dimension of language – a set of 

morpho-syntactic properties, autonomous from phonological and semantic features – both 

conflates textual materiality with this natural account, and therefore also conflates 

linguistic study with the natural philosophy that Varro shifts to in Books 9-10.  

Indeed, this is entailed by the name of the inquiry itself – declinatio – which is a 

synonym for Epicurean ‘swerve’ (cf. Lucretius’ clinamen). In general, there is a curious 

Epicurean intertext within Varro’s conceptual morphology. Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, 

for example, gives ample evidence for the Epicurean materiality of language,351 and 

therefore provides a comparandum for a philosophy of language which similarly invokes 

sound-image (figura) and material substance (materia) as the natural properties of a 

word. In Lucretius’ account of the senses, sound is caused by the transmission of atoms, 

which are emitted from a source and grasped in the mind of the perceiver as voces. In the 

apprehension of language, in order for the perceiver to grasp the correct imago of a thing 

in the world on the basis of the corporeal voces perceived, the sound must be correctly 

constructed by the “tongue, craftsman of words” (daedala verborum lingua, RN 4.551) 

into a figura – a word – which corresponds to the thing (e.g. servat figuram, RN 4.556). I 

am not necessarily suggesting that Varro is directly dependent upon Lucretius – Varro 

himself does not make this connection explicit – but the relationship between Varro’s 

morphological theory and natural philosophy (and, in particular, Varro’s innovation of 

figura and materia as morpho-syntactic properties) make his concept of linguistic 

                                                
351 The material basis of Lucretius’ conception of language is difficult from a number of perspectives, not 
least of which is the challenging character of Lucretius’ famous comparison of things in the world to words 
(RN 1.823-6, 2.1012-22): words, like things, need only a slight shift in their elemental configuration (i.e. 
their letters) to produce an entirely different epiphenomenal experience (e.g. et re et sonitu distare sonanti, 
RN 1.826). On this particular issue, scholarship has been divided on the status of the analogy: whether it is 
purely illustrative, or whether this should be taken as a well-meaning part of Lucreatian linguistic 
philosophy. On the terms of the modern scholarly debate and a concise summary, see Holmes 2005, 527-
533. 
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analogy derive from a philosophical, anti-rhetorical approach to linguistic 

standardisation.352 

Varro’s material concept of language – based on atomic metaphors and the 

evocation of a morphological materia underlying each word – epitomises the conceptual 

shift which Atticus describes between the Scipionic period and the last decades of the 

Republic, entailing the creation of novel standards based on textual interventions. In 

Varro’s books on declinatio, however, the emphasis on material reproduction – of both 

language and text – becomes integral to the conceptual morphology. Rhetorical principles 

are eschewed; lexical choice is downplayed in favour of morphological abstraction. 

Where Caesar and Cicero emphasise elegantia as a prerequisite of speaking, Varro makes 

linguistic productivity the essential component of language use: declinatio was 

“introduced” (inducta) for a “useful and necessary reason” (utili et necessaria de causa, 

LL 8.3), to ensure the required variety and flexibility of language while still remaining 

comprehensible and learnable. This too extends to his naturalised morphology: words 

which cannot be inflected are eliminated from the analogous system as part of the ‘sterile 

group’ (genus sterile); those which can be inflected, are ‘fecund’ (genus fecundum, LL 

8.9). 

Varro’s conceptual shift from grammatical and rhetorical descriptions of language 

to philosophy also amounts to a shift in cultural authority, which, I suggest, has to do 

with the embrace of Greek philosophical codes within authoritative factions of the 

political structure. This shift to philosophy, as I have described in the last four chapters, is 

integral to our understanding of Varro’s innovations in De Lingua Latina. In the final 

chapter of this dissertation, I therefore turn to an examination of Varro’s concept of 

                                                
352 cf. Taylor 1996, 109: “The Latin vocabulary of Epicurean discourse, i.e., Lucretian language, is 
conspicuous here.” 
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linguistic analogy, analysing it similarly for its emphasis on natura as a heuristic device, 

and consider its broader place in the cultural politics of the late Republic. As I hope to 

show, Varro’s philosophy effaces its own political content, but constitutes a crucial 

ideological statement which confirms, paradoxically, its deeply political character. 
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Chapter 5: Linguistic Analogy and Natural Ratio in De Lingua Latina, 
Books 8-10 

INTRODUCTION 

In Books 8-10 of De Lingua Latina, Varro establishes analogy as the basis of 

inflectional morphology (declinatio) in the Latin language. It is the application of 

analogical modelling, he believes, which is sufficient for declinatio to be described as a 

systematic and regular account (ratio), and only this description can provide a sustainable 

concept of inflectional morphology that also reliably corrects irregularities within the 

linguistic system. As we have seen, these are not uncontroversial claims. However, 

inasmuch as they relate to technical linguistic debates, the pragmatics of linguistic 

standardisation, and the morphological structure of the Latin language itself – topics 

which I addressed in Chapter 4 – Varro’s advocacy of analogia as a viable model of 

linguistic correctness also engages with the problem of certain kinds of knowledge in a 

much broader context: how, for example, knowledge should be transmitted; under whose 

authority; and, to what end. Some of these questions are made more or less explicit in the 

debate between Cicero, Caesar, and Varro: Cicero, as we have seen, preferred to attribute 

linguistic correctness to consuetudo alone, a preference which best translated his concepts 

of civic autonomy, aristocratic management of affairs, and public consensus into a theory 

of linguistic usage. At stake in Books 8-10 of De Lingua Latina, meanwhile, is the 

reformulation of Latin morphology as a set of simple rules (praecepta) which can be 

applied indiscriminately to a wide variety of linguistic situations without need for a 

literary education, observance of aristocratic linguistic codes, or even civic status.353 

                                                
353 e.g. “Even recently purchased slaves in a large household quickly decline the names of all their fellow 
slaves into the oblique forms once the nominative case has been learned.” (etiam novicii servi empti in 
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These questions, in other words, are inherently political. Furthermore, the intensity and 

frequency of such debates in the contemporary period – hardly related to language alone 

– reflect the corrosion of traditional mechanisms of the transmission of knowledge in the 

late Republic, as well as the creative and elaborate solutions which we find attested in the 

literary record; this process has often been called Rome’s ‘Cultural Revolution’.354  

In his advocacy of natural philosophy as the basis of linguistic knowledge, I 

suggest, De Lingua Latina is a crucial document in this late Republican mutatio morum. 

This is, however, a complex claim, which demands further analysis of Varro’s 

philosophical position in order to understand how his linguistics in De Lingua Latina 

Books 8-10 frame a set of carefully constructed political beliefs. At the basis of this 

analysis is an understanding of Varro’s use of natura in his account of linguistic analogy. 

As we have seen, natura governs the kind of inflection which can be described by 

analogical relationships: this kind of inflection is described as ‘natural inflection’ 

(declinatio naturalis) in Varro’s terminology, and connects the natura of a word to its 

morpho-syntactic properties, and, therefore its potential for analogical extraction. On a 

larger scale, however, natura is also the part of language through which Varro believes 

language users partake in the larger structures of the cosmos. In this regard, Varro makes 

it repeatedly clear in successive descriptions of linguistic analogy in Books 9 and 10 in 

particular that analogia is a persuasive model for understanding language because it can 

be seen everywhere in the universe, from the structure of the sky to the composition of 

                                                                                                                                            
magna familia cito omnium conservorum <n>om<i>na recto casu accepto in reliquos obliquos declinant, 
LL 8.6) 
354 See, for example, the important and succinct treatment of “the idea of a cultural revolution” in 
Wallace-Hadrill 1997, as well as Habinek and Schiesaro (edd. 2007) passim. Wallace-Hadrill describes the 
crisis of traditional mechanisms of the transmission of knowledge in the late Republic, as well as 
revolutionary reconceptualisations of knowledge in various domains – such as law, time, and language – 
positions which he has developed further in Wallace-Hadrill 2008. Another useful survey – focussing on 
Lucretius and his use of analogy – may be found in Schiesaro 2007b. 
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the soul. Analogical modelling is not simply an abstract system or an artificial model to 

be applied to the Latin language; it inheres in its very nature. 

Varro’s account of a cosmos naturally governed by analogy is a rhetorical move, 

but it is also emphasises his schematic consolidation of analogy, ratio, and natura as the 

basis of his distinctive philosophical idea of linguistic knowledge. It is therefore an 

understanding of this relationship – between analogy, ratio, and natura – which also 

divulges most clearly the political character of Varro’s philosophical intervention in 

Books 8-10 of De Lingua Latina, and, indeed, the treatise as a whole. What I propose to 

explore in this chapter is how this move translates ideas about knowledge hitherto 

reserved for the political domain into questions of philosophy, which in turn characterises 

Varro’s own resolutions to the problem of the transmission of knowledge, and, indeed, of 

civic renovation. In this regard, Varro’s philosophical interest in the structure of the 

cosmos, and how it relates to political resolutions reflects topical concerns in late 

Republican literature. Varro’s ‘analogic’ descriptions of language and of the cosmos 

contrast similar accounts in Cicero and Lucretius, for example, who also construct 

rationes based on analogies with natura and the cosmos in their philosophical works; I 

explore these conceptual systems in the third section of this chapter. Above all, as I shall 

argue, these cosmic systems develop innovative perspectives on the political community 

which resolve its perceived limitations and legitimise the programmes of their authors. 

Varro’s own distinctive concept of linguistic analogy, authorised by a similarly 

grand natural hermeneutics, can even be seen as a creative response to these earlier 

positions. In this chapter, therefore, I address the form and function of Varro’s 

philosophical account of analogy as a linguistic and cosmic phenomenon in order to 

understand the political character of his linguistic programme. In support of this study, I 

also draw on a theoretical body of work from modern sociology, anthropology, and the 
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history of science, which construes different kinds of argumentation – such as analogical 

reasoning, as opposed to more deductive and inductive modes of thought – as constitutive 

of political beliefs and ontological frameworks. In this, I am influenced by a growing 

number of scholars – including G.E.R. Lloyd, Mary Douglas, and Philippe Descola355 – 

who use comparative methodologies to demonstrate how argumentative styles implicate 

and are implicit in cosmologies, political programmes, societal structures, and ontological 

constructions of human and non-human phenomena. These sources are instructive, I 

believe, because they help chart the movement in late Republican intellectual thought 

towards well-defined categories of knowledge – such as linguistic inflection (declinatio) 

– in response to changing political and intellectual conditions. 

My argument in this chapter is pursued in three further sections. In the following 

section of this chapter, “Linguistic and Natural Analogies in De Lingua Latina, Books 9-

10”, I outline Varro’s analogical theory of linguistic inflection, and describe how Varro 

connects this theory through analogies to descriptions of the cosmos and other non-

linguistic fields, entities, and mechanisms. I consider here how this cosmology responds 

to the ‘anomaly’ position in Book 8, as well as to contemporary debates over the structure 

of the Latin language. In the third section, “Analogism and Cosmology in Cicero’s De 

Republica and Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura”, I survey other late Republican 

philosophical works which also develop rationes on the basis of cosmologies and 

analogies with the natural domain, considering how such ‘analogic’ worldviews 

constitute political philosophies and concepts of political agency. In the final section, 

“Rational Politics in De Lingua Latina” I conclude by exploring how Varro’s theory of 

linguistic inflection also reflects a distinctive political position, which offers an 

                                                
355 e.g. Lloyd 1966, 1996; Douglas 1999, esp. 13-40; Descola 2006, 2009. 
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alternative to Cicero, Lucretius, and Caesar, and anticipates shifts to imperial modes of 

knowledge. 
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LINGUISTIC AND NATURAL ANALOGIES IN DE LINGUA LATINA, BOOKS 9-10 

Varro’s theory of linguistic analogy is presented in Books 8-10 as his solution to 

the basic dilemma of the triad: whether linguistic inflection (declinatio) can be expressed 

as a system (ratio) of likenesses (similitudo), or if it is fundamentally unpredictable and 

conventional (i.e. based on consuetudo), and expresses only irregular and incompatible 

morphological forms (dissimilitudo, anomalia). If it can be expressed as a system of 

likenesses, as Books 9-10 argue, then an analogical model of inflectional morphology 

accounts for those likenesses;356 if it cannot, as Book 8 claims, then analogy is ipso facto 

not a useful model. The opposing poles of the debate, rolled out in Books 8 and 9, 

therefore identify linguistic situations where similitudo may or may not exist, and where, 

correspondingly, analogy may or may not apply. All three books include moments of 

rhetorical flourish, where the speaker draws on instances in the world at large where 

either systematic description (ratio) and similarity (similitudo) are evident, or convention 

(consuetudo) and irregularity (dissimilitudo) reign. Finally, in Book 10, Varro explains 

the “form of similarities” (de similitudinum forma, LL 8.24), giving a comprehensive 

account of what he takes analogy to be, and the situations in which he expects it be 

effective.  

The conceptual difficulty confronting Varro in his campaign for linguistic analogy 

is the mass of irregular forms in the Latin language, and Varro readily acknowledges that 

linguistic analogy cannot be applied indiscriminately to all forms of inflection. His 

procedure for applying linguistic analogy in Book 10 therefore involves two phases of 

systematic lexical investigation. An initial process of lexical selection (LL 10.14-17) 
                                                
356 Because the advocacy of analogia in language also means the advocacy of similitudo in linguistic 
forms and a regularised system (ratio) as the basis of those forms, the three terms – analogia, similitudo, 
and ratio – are often used more-or-less co-extensively, as is the Latin calque of analogia, pro portione (e.g. 
LL 10.3). Cf. Schironi 2007. 



 207 

removes from consideration words which either do not submit to inflectional changes or 

which cannot otherwise be explained by linguistic analogy. Indeclinable words such as 

vix and mox, for example, cannot be explained by analogy, because they exhibit no 

inflected forms (LL 10.14).357 The innovative phase in this process of selection is the 

omission of derivational morphology from analogical modelling, which Varro 

characterises as “voluntary inflection” (declinatio voluntaria, or simply voluntas, e.g. LL 

10.15). Declinatio voluntaria governs derivations such as the name of the city Roma from 

its founder Romulus (LL 10.16), or the designation of an inhabitant of Rome (Romanus) 

according to the name of his city (LL 10.17). In this passage, Varro responds to specific 

objections raised by the speaker in Book 8, who identifies a number of irregular 

derivations from seemingly analogous words: the inhabitants of Parma, for example, are 

not the *Parmani, but the Parmenses (LL 8.56); derivations of Parma therefore cannot 

belong to the same analogical system (ratio) as derivations of the sort Roma-Romanus. 

Varro, recognising that such derivations more frequently produce irregularity than 

regularity, concludes that they are better explained by convention (consuetudo), and are 

not part of the analogical system.358   

A second process of lexical investigation considers word forms which do not exist 

because they contradict ‘nature’ (natura) or ‘use’ (usus). These are more complicated 

categories; part of the complication emerges from the abrupt break at LL 10.84, where a 

lacuna has deprived us of Varro’s full explanation of natura and usus (LL 10.83). As I 

argued in the previous chapter, a substantial part of natura in morphological contexts has 

                                                
357 This process also describes two means by which words can be compared, depending on the kind of 
word (e.g. noun, verb, etc.) under inspection: materia and figura (LL 10.11). I discuss these terms in the 
previous chapter. 
358 e.g. “Of these two parts, voluntary inflection is related to convention, natural to a system.” (de his 
duabus partibus voluntaria declinatio ad consuetudinem, naturalis ad rationem, LL 10.15) 
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to do with the morpho-syntactic properties of the word – its materia – but other sections 

– particularly Varro’s responses in Book 9 to the anomalist criticisms in Book 8 (esp. LL 

9.56-62, cf. LL 8.14; 9.4, 37) – make it reasonably clear that when natura is used in 

conjunction with usus, it explains morphological idiosyncrasies of words in terms of their 

referents, i.e. things in the world (res).359 Natura, in this context, explains why words like 

vinegar (acetum) and fish-sauce (garum), for example, will not produce plurals, even 

though plurals (e.g. *aceta and *gara) should be theoretically produced on analogy with 

other second-declension neuters. Amounts of these things are expressed by measures and 

weights rather than plurality, and therefore the inflections of the words express the 

naturae of their things rather than a strict obeisance to analogical regularity. Usus, 

however, modifies analogical possibilites according to the habits of a speaker or 

historical speech-community: the singular balneum (bathroom) is not within the same 

analogical system as balneae (public baths), because the former is a transliteration of a 

Greek word, and refers to a domestic bathing space; the latter is an entirely different 

institution – the public baths – with, therefore, different rules governing its usus (LL 

9.69).360 Since they are different lexical entries, the two do not violate the general 

applicability of analogy, as the speaker in Book 8 protests (LL 8.48).361 

                                                
359 Garcea therefore helpfully glosses natura as “the characteristics of the referents”; and, usus as “the 
relationship between speakers and the referents themselves” (2012, 185, cf. 194). 
360 cf. Garcea 2012, 194-198. Although Varro rejects analogically-inferred plurals of words like acetum 
and garum by natura, he suggests that usus may determine plurals of similar words like vinum and 
guentum, whose natura does not otherwise provide for plurals: “for there is a wine of one kind which is 
from Chios, another from Lesbos, and so on from other regions” (alii generis enim vinum quod Chio, aliud 
quod Lesbo, sic ex regionibus aliis, LL 9.67). 
361 Balneum-balneae is only one example of the deficiencies in the analogical system raised by the 
speaker in Book 8. We are led to believe that Varro would have found similar explanations for the 
objections raised here, on account of either natura or usus; this kind of information may have filled Books 
11-13, although that is purely speculative. 
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Natura and usus transparently contain elements of linguistic conventionality, 

though under a different guise from the force of consuetudo; as Garcea notes, “natura 

and usus can explain any gaps in the linguistic system” (2012, 95), and become 

problematic when more seriously scrutinised; I shall return to this presently. The point 

here, however, is that Varro’s procedure of selection clearly articulates the limits of 

analogical modelling, and systematically designates those parts of language which do not 

display regularity as irrelevant to the efficacy of his analogical model. This allows Varro 

to proceed to his definition of analogia itself. Analogia is described as a comprehensive 

description of the relationship of similarity (similitudo) between at least two sets of two 

or more equivalent items.362 He begins this description by using non-linguistic forms to 

demonstrate examples of this form of analogia. A copper as, for instance, has the same 

relation to a half-as as a silver libella has to a half-libella. The libella/half-libella relation 

(ratio) can therefore be described as an analogue (analogon) to the as/half-as relation; the 

relationship of similarity (similitudo) which describes all four items in their equivalent 

structures is analogia. In conventional modern terms, we would use the following 

notation to describe this relationship of analogies 

  as : half-as :: libella : half-libella (LL 10.38) 

in which the entire paradigm is described by Varro as analogia, with each half of the 

paradigm, or ratio, expressing an analogon of the other half. Varro makes further use of a 

number of other non-linguistic examples in subsequent sections – the “fourfold nature” 

(quadruplex natura) among children of daughter to mother, as son to father (or, daughter 

: mother :: son : father, LL 10.41). In inflection, correspondingly, the relationship 

between praetor/praetori and consul/consuli, or of the accusative amorem to dative 

                                                
362 Varro gives the Latin calque pro portione, and for clarity’s sake I will refer to this form of analogia as 
‘proportional analogy’. 
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amori, and dolorem to dolori, can similarly be described as an analogia, or, in 

contemporary notation: 

  praetor : praetori :: consul : consuli (LL 10.28) 

  amorem : amori :: dolorem : dolori (LL 10.42) 

From these analogiae, Varro is convinced that these two sets of words exhibit similitudo, 

and the rest of the form of one can therefore be inferred analogically from the form of the 

other. The point that Varro is at pains to make is that analogy demands comparison of 

multiple inflections of the same word, and not one inflection (such as the nominative) 

alone.363 His preferred examples of analogy are drawn from mathematics, as this gives 

the greatest degree of flexibility in moving beyond describing individual sets of linguistic 

relations to constructing entire verb conjugations and noun declensions.364 At LL 10.43, 

for example, he constructs a multiplication table as a mathematical paradigm:  

  1 2 4 

  10 20 40 

  100 200 400… etc. 

In comparison to the earlier examples of analogia, the multiplication table exhibits two 

simultaneous sets of analogical relations. Between lines on the horizontal axis, the 

numbers 1, 2, 10, and 20, can be expressed as the analogia 1 : 2 :: 10 : 20, and therefore 

exhibit what Varro describes as “disjoined analogy” (unum deiunctum sic est, LL 10.47). 

On the horizontal axis, the numbers 1, 2, and 4, expressed as the analogia 1 : 2 :: 2 : 4, 
                                                
363 Varro gives the example of the comparison of the forms socer and macer, which appear superficially to 
share a ratio, but produce socerum and macrum in the accusative (LL 10.28). See also LL 9.91-94. The 
speaker in Book 8 insists by contrast that for analogy to be a valid model the comparison of nominative 
forms should be sufficient, e.g. LL 8.69: “nothing should be brought in from outside [i.e. beyond the 
nominative form] [to show] why they are similar” (non debere extrinsecus adsum<i> cur similia sint) 
364 On the influence of mathematical analogy on Varro’s account, see Taylor 1977; Schironi 2007 (321-2) 
briefly describes the origin of mathematical analogical modelling in linguistics among the Hellenistic 
grammarians, particularly Aristophanes of Byzantium and Aristarchus. 
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exhibit what Varro describes as “conjoined analogy” (alterum coniunctum sic, LL 10.47), 

because the second entry in the first ratio is the first entry in the second ratio. The 

differences between the two kinds of analogy in some instances seem to be immaterial, 

and the idea of a multiplication merely provides a model of expanded forms of 

inflectional morphology, such as the demonstration of adjectival inflection, e.g.: 

  hic albus huic albo huius albi 

  haec alba huic albae huius albae  

  hoc album huic albo huius albi… etc. 

In some instances, it is important to be able to clarify that the relationships of the cases: 

for example, the masculine nominative hic albus to dative huic albo is analogous to the 

feminine nominative haec alba to the dative huic albae (or, hic albus : huic albo : : haec 

alba : huic albae). But, as Varro acknowledges, the nominative, dative, and genitive 

cannot be expressed as a conjoined analogy as in the paradigmatic form 1 : 2 : : 2 : 4, and 

the benefit of examples drawn from mathematics in the case of the adjective table seems 

to be the construction of table itself, which is, by any account, a relative rarity as a textual 

mechanism in the period of Varro’s work (cf. 10.21-22).365   

On the other hand, the “conjoined analogy” model is useful when considering 

verb tenses, since it allows Varro to model the present and perfect system of tenses. This 

seems to have been an innovative contribution of Varronian linguistics, particularly as a 

theoretical demonstration of the existence of the future perfect tense.366 As Varro 
                                                
365 Varro constructs the adjective table by comparing it to the board game “little bandits” (ut in tabula 
solet, in qua latrunculis ludunt, LL 10.22). Habinek 2009 compares Varro’s adjective table to other ancient 
physical objects displaying word games, all of which suggest a “defamiliarization of perception via 
writing”, in which “[r]eading, writing, and even speaking become a kind of self-aware game requiring 
submission to rules and constraints that vary in large part according to one’s position on the board” (134).  
366 Taylor notes, for example, that “the future perfective forms are not correctly identified again for more 
than fifteen hundred years, by Pomponio Leto, and it is probably no coincidence that he is the editor of the 
editio princeps of the LL.” (Taylor 1996, 27).  
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describes, there are conjoined analogies in verb tenses, which can be described as 

follows: 

  legebam : lego : : lego : legam 

  imperfect : present : : present : future 

  legeram : legi : : legi : legero 

  pluperfect : perfect : : perfect : future perfect (LL 10.47) 

These two sets of conjoined observations may then themselves be joined to demonstrate 

the analogous structures of the present and perfect system of tenses, e.g.: 

  legebam : lego : legam : : legeram : legi : legero 

  amabar : amor : amabor : : amatus eram : amatus sum : amatus ero 

  imperfect: present : future : : pluperfect: perfect : future perfect  

(LL 10.48) 

Varro himself notes in the demonstration of this system of tenses that there remains much 

confusion in this domain – “in this almost all men make a mistake” (in hoc fere omnes 

homines peccant, LL 10.47) – but the confusion is resolved with the proper application of 

linguistic analogy. 

Now, despite Varro’s confidence in the application of proportional analogy to 

inflectional morphology, it is necessarily predicated on the same empirical understanding 

of the Latin language as in the anomalist’s basic position. Latin presents an irregular 

mass of lexical items and morphological inflections, and the difference that distinguishes 

the two opposing models in De Lingua Latina is that Varro (in Books 9-10) believes that 

this can be organised as a set of proportional relations, while the speaker in Book 8 

believes that no such system is possible. Where Varro identifies irregular forms in 

customary usage, he therefore offers his system as a corrective. Analogy is as such 
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prescribed to identify the correct form in situations of deviance or ambiguity: splints are 

similarly applied to straighten bowlegs; criminals are punished for transgressions; and, 

schoolboys are corrected when learning to write (LL 9.10-16).367 Nor is Varro deluded as 

to the existence of irregularities within the linguistic system; both analogist and anomalist 

identify the same material incongruity between lexical comparanda, and recognise that 

comparisons of words alone are insufficient to demonstrate similarity. Because of this 

material incongruity, therefore, analogies are constructed at a level of abstraction 

removed from the comparanda themselves: at the level of relations, causes, or 

structure.368 It is, in other words, the rationes of grouped lexical items which are regular, 

and may be described analogically, in Varro’s view, but not any apparent (e.g. phonemic, 

referential) features of the words themselves.369  

What this means is that the analogist and anomalist share an understanding of the 

usus of language before the application of analogical modelling: in both, linguistic 

systems present prima facie anomaly in lexical forms and morphological patterning, with 

little to no regular material connections either within the linguistic system, or between 

items in the linguistic system and real-world referents.370 While this is not mandatory for 

                                                
367 Compare Cicero’s comments on Caesar’s De Analogia, which would similarly “correct mistaken and 
corrupt usage with pure and incorrupt usage by applying ratio” (rationem adhibens consuetudinem vitiosam 
et corruptam pura et incorrupta consuetudine emendat, Brut. 261); I discuss, however, below the crucial 
distinctions between Varro and Caesar’s definition of ratio.   
368 Compare Itkonen 2005: “Analogy is generally defined as a ‘structural similarity’… analogy is a 
metarelation, i.e. a relation holding between relations. In analogy, therefore, similarity is more abstract 
than, because building upon, contiguity. This is precisely why we speak of structural (rather than material) 
similarity.” (1) 
369 e.g. LL 10.37: “If there are two things of the same class which have a ratio though in some respect 
unlike eachother, and if alongside these two things two things are joined, which have the same ratio… the 
four constitute an analogy” (ex eodem genere quae res inter se aliqua parte dissimiles rationem habent 
aliquam, si ad eas duas alterae duae res allatae sunt, quae rationem habeant eandem… simul collata 
quattuor ἀναλογ<ί>α).  
370 The inconsistency of relationships between verbum and res was perhaps the target of Stoic accounts of 
linguistic anomaly; for example, Chrysippus, according to Varro, “held the position that like things are 
denoted by unlike words and unlike by like words” (Chrysippus… habet ostendere similes res dissimilibus 
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the construction of analogical relations, apparent or superficial discontinuity between 

items within a given field is often cited as a basic characteristic of analogical systems: 

analogy is required in these instances in order to identify patterns of structure or relations 

because an empirical analysis per se eludes systematisation. In the previous chapter, for 

example, I suggested that Varro’s use of materia, one of the key determinants of his 

analogical model, is the crucial innovation of his conceptual morphology, as it prioritises 

morpho-syntactic information carried in the word outside either its referential or 

phonemic properties. This move is important, I argued, because it both relieves Varro of 

the need to mandate lexical selections as a product of his conceptual morphology (contra 

Cicero and Caesar), and best suits the historical fact of competing (e.g. foreign) systems 

of morphological groupings within the linguistic system.  

On a larger scale, the occurrence of this kind of ‘analogic’ thought in certain 

historical periods and among certain socio-political collectives has been similarly 

identified with a preoccupation with discontinuity: in contrast with theoretical systems 

which perceive continuity between the material or internal states of entities, Philippe 

Descola’s account of ‘analogism’ as a constructive ontology371 entails the use of analogic 

structures in the formation of knowledge precisely where other continuities are denied.372 

                                                                                                                                            
verbis et dissimiles similibus esse vocabulis notatas, LL 10.1). Since Varro himself held that impositio was 
unpredictable and governed by consuetudo, he would on his own account be a linguistic anomalist. Blank 
(1994), however, rejects Varro’s interpretation (“he was wrong from the very start”, 152), arguing instead 
that Chrysippus’ work “referred to situations in which words no longer corresponded to their meanings or 
their logical functions” (ibid.). On Chrysippus’ linguistics, see also Diog. Laertius Chrysippus 7.189-202.  
371 Descola’s main purpose is to describe a taxonomy of four ontologies governed by perceptions of 
continuity and discontinuity in materiality and internality; the other three are totemism, animism, and 
naturalism. See e.g. Descola 2006, 2009. 
372 Descola 2006, 145: “[Analogism] is predicated on the idea that all the entities in the world are 
fragmented into a multiplicity of essences, forms and substances separated by minute intervals… Analogy 
becomes possible and thinkable only if the terms that it conjoins are initially distinguished, and if the power 
to detect similarities between things is applied to singularities that are, by this process, partially extracted 
from their original isolation.” 
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This turns out to be particularly pertinent to De Lingua Latina because Varro’s 

understanding of analogy as a structuring hermeneutic extends beyond his attention to 

linguistic matters alone. In fact, throughout his arguments on behalf of analogy, Varro 

makes repeated claims that his category of declinatio naturalis is reasonable precisely 

because this is the structure exhibited by other non-linguistic entities. Appropriately, 

these claims are delivered through a further set of analogical arguments. In the second 

phase of Varro’s argument in Book 9 (LL 9.23-30), for instance, Varro makes the case 

that analogical corrections are required in language because the cosmos is also governed 

by the same kind of proportional relations which Varro will apply to linguistic inflection. 

At the highest level of this scheme of analogies, Varro offers the regions of the sky, 

arguing that the Tropic of Cancer, the Arctic Circle, and the North Pole, are removed 

from the Equator in distances proportional to the Tropic of Capricorn, the Antarctic, and 

the South Pole. Like Varro’s inflectional analogies, this too could be expressed as a 

sequence of proportional relations: 

North Pole : Arctic Circle : Tropic of Cancer : Equator  

: : South Pole : Antarctic : Tropic of Capricorn : Equator (LL 9.24-25) 

Similar schemes of likenesses, in Varro’s view, also govern the movement of the sun and 

the moon (LL 9.25); on earth, Varro also describes how analogia governs the tides, and 

refers the reader to an earlier treatise he has written on the subject, De Aestuariis (LL 

9.26).373 Further examples are then drawn from the biological world: among plants (LL 

9.27), animals (LL 9.28), and humans (LL 9.29), where reproduction is governed by a set 

of likenesses, proportional analogy allows us to predict the forms offspring will take, and 

ensures that species procreate along regular lines. Therefore barley seed produces barley 
                                                
373 “I have written about these things in a book which I made On Tidal Inlets” (De quibus in libro quem 
De Aestuariis feci scripsi, LL 9.26).  
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(LL 9.27); eagles and thrushes produce eagles and thrushes (LL 9.28); the sea-bass will 

not be produced from a moray (LL 9.28); and, finally, human males and females 

reproduce in such a way as to create human males and females of predictable parts (LL 

9.29).374 This section itself might be reduced to a single set of multiple analogies: 

plant : plant offspring : : bird : bird offspring : : fish : fish offspring  

: : human : human offspring 

Varro concludes by noting that all humans share a similarly structured soul, with five 

perceptive parts, a rational part, a procreative part, and, finally, a part for language. Since 

this linguistic part of the soul is analogically organised, Varro concludes that “speech also 

by nature must have analogies” (hanc [i.e. orationem] necesse est natura habere 

analogias, LL 9.30); or, as Varro puts it shortly afterwards, “those who do say that there 

is no system of analogy, fail to see not only the nature of language, but even of the 

cosmos” (qui negant esse rationem analogiae, non vide<n>t naturam non solum 

orationis, sed mundi, LL 9.33). 

As a descending sequence of cosmic rationes – which begins from the highest and 

most grand entry – the sky – and concludes with the human soul and language – Varro’s 

sequence of analogically ordered entities recalls and plays on the cosmological topos of 

the scala naturae (sometimes in English ‘The Great Chain of Being’).375 Scalae naturae 

are themselves conventionally ‘analogic’, employing a governing principle – such as, in 

Stoic cosmology, the immanence of cosmic pneuma – to arrange items on a hierarchical 

                                                
374 Vitruvius’ account of proportional analogy in the human body – the basis of the Vitruvian Man – 
resembles this part of the argument but in considerably greater detail (Arch. 3.1-2). See Wallace-Hadrill 
2008, 151 and 145 on the debt to Varro in Virtr. Arch. 9 pr. 17. 
375 cf. Lovejoy 1936. The three characteristics of Lovejoy’s Great Chain of Being are ‘Plenitude’, 
‘Continuity’, and ‘Gradation’; these are all rhetorically implicit in Varro’s account, and anticipate 
Descola’s description of ‘analogism’ (cf. Descola 2006, 145). 
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scale according to their varying embodiment of that principle;376 we shall see several 

similar late Republican instances in the following section. Correspondingly, the sequence 

in LL 9.23-30 could itself be expressed as a hierarchy of proportional relations: 

the cosmos : regions of the sky  

: : heavenly bodies : motions of heavenly bodies 

: : the sea : motions of the tide 

: : biological species : reproduction within each species  

: : human : composition of the soul  

: : language : inflectional morphology 

Under close scrutiny, these analogically ordered items will not map precisely onto one 

another, but that does not seem to be Varro’s point. His point is that internal organisation 

according to analogia or proportional distribution is itself – as opposed to, say, Stoic 

pneuma – the unifying principle of cosmic organisation. This is also, therefore, the reason 

that entities are ontologically distinct: they have a natura, because of their systemic 

composition according to analogia. The sky is ontologically distinctive because it 

contains parts which are proportionally distributed; each species is distinctive because its 

produces regular offspring according to analogy; and, finally, language marks its natura 

by displaying its a priori distribution into analogically ordered systems of inflection. 

This is important to Varro’s linguistic system for two reasons. The first is that 

these ontological distinctions make disciplinary distinctions both possible and necessary. 

Declinatio is a legitimate study – it is an ars – because it reveals the natural propensity of 

                                                
376 See, for example, Richter’s account (2011, 67-74) of hierarchical accounts of reason and pneuma in the 
Stoic scala naturae, its consequences for Stoic political theory, and its departure from Aristotelian politics. 
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language for ratio through the analogical organisation of inflection.377 Varronian 

astronomy would be defined by the study of the ratio of the motions of the celestial 

bodies; the ratio of procreation among offspring makes biology possible; and the 

proportional distribution of the human soul opens the way for Varronian psychology.378 

The intellectual impulse towards the categorisation and definition of discursive fields is 

central to Varro’s intellectual programme as a whole. It informs, for instance, the 

Disciplinae, Varro’s influential work outlining the form and function of the nine ‘liberal 

arts’.379 Even the Antiquitates takes as its starting point a “feverishly analytical approach” 

(Schiavone 2012, 59) to Roman religion, identifying and cataloguing specific gods 

according to the distinct actions, entities, and behaviour they govern.380 Developing a 

“segmental ontology” was, in other words, a focal preoccupation of the Varronian 

project,381 and the demonstration of natural analogical ratio in De Lingua Latina observes 

this intellectual continuity.  

                                                
377 Varro’s characterises declinatio as an ars at LL 8.6, in contrast to impositio, which must be studied as 
historia. I discuss this distinction in Chapter 1. 
378 In Book 10, when Varro demonstrates conjoined analogies, he presents these as integral to the 
theoretical framework of other disciplines: although the cither has seven strings, “it is nonetheless said to 
have two sets of four strings, because in the way that the first string resounds in relation to the fourth string 
in the same manner as the fourth relates to the seventh, the middle string is the first of one set, and the last 
of the other” (quod quemadmodum crepat prima ad quartam chordam, sic quarta ad septumam respondet, 
media est alterius prima, alterius extrema). Similarly, analogy is integral to medicine: doctors note the 
fourth day of a patient’s recovery from sickness, because this will indicate the degree of recovery reached 
by the seventh day (LL 10.46). On the thematic importance of the number 7 in the Varronian corpus and its 
roots in Pythagorean numerology, see Aulus Gellius NA 3.10.1 and Taylor 1996, 141. 
379 The nine liberal arts described by Varro’s Disciplinae were: grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic (the 
trivium); followed by the quadrivium, geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and musical theory (the 
mathematical subjects); medicine and architecture were also included. On Varro’s Disciplinae, see Rawson 
1985, e.g. 117. Moatti includes the Disciplinae as a prime example of the “esprit de précision que manifeste 
la société romaine” (1997, 302); see 302-307. 
380 See Cardauns frr. 66, 78, 87, which establish the necessity of the proper identification of the god with 
the task (e.g. fr. 66: “which, if this was not done, the sacrifice would not be received by the gods”, quod 
nisi fieret, diis sacrificatio grata non esset). Frr. 124-143 contain the etymologies of names themselves, 
which also indicate the essential relations between the name of the gods with the tasks they govern. 
381 The analysis of a Roman (and particularly Lucretian) “segmental ontology” is a recurring interest in 
the work of Don Fowler, who importantly observes that “[t]he ways in which societies segment reality, and 
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On the level of lexical items themselves – words – Varro’s descending analogical 

distinctions allow for words to have themselves a distinct and separate ontological 

essence – a natura – which configures and segments its relations to other comparable 

words. On this account, the natura of Romanus will co-extend with the natura of 

Romani, Romanae, Romanorum, etc. but it will be separate and distinct from the naturae 

of Roma and Romulus, which belong to their own natural (i.e. analogically-produced) 

inflectional systems. Although the tendency in modern scholarship has been to regard as 

two separate concepts the natura which governs the reason why (for example) acetum 

and garum do not exhibit plurals and the natura which exists in the analogical system 

through declinatio naturalis, I contend that Varro meant them to be taken as two aspects 

of the same linguistic phenomenon.382 Principally, natura within the linguistic system is 

the function of lexical items that allows them to enter into optimal and perceptible 

analogical relationships. All Varro’s explanations of the naturae of individual words, 

therefore, are solely devised to validate the idiosyncratic character of a given word’s 

natural ratio in such a way that it does not undermine the overall integrity of the 

analogical system. The natura of the res is, in other words, encoded within the linguistic 

system as a function of the superseding function of natura, proportional analogy.383  

                                                                                                                                            
in particular the models they use to express the relationship between segments, are clearly a central part of 
the ideologies of those societies” (Fowler 1995, 11). See also Schiesaro 2007b, 89-90. 
382 Natura, broadly speaking, may be taken as “regular and supra-individual”, the “linguistic system… 
that each individual inherits from previous generations” (Garcea 2012, 31), 
383 Compare Willi 2010, 237 (following Siebenborn 1976, 151-4), who posits that Varro is referring to 
something like an essentialist reading of language in which the nature of the thing inheres in the nature of 
the word, and that etymology uncovers this inherent relationship. This does not make Varro a hardline 
Cratylean, since the relationship between word and thing remains conventional in Varro’s account (see 
Chapter 1); rather, the natura of the word encodes whatever aspects of the thing accounts for its analogical 
patterns. This occasional entails etymology (e.g. Varro on scalae, LL 9.69. The fact that this entails that 
every word with its own idiosyncratic inflections would require a similarly involved explanation does not 
seem to trouble Varro. On the elusive character of natura in Latin linguistics in general, see Uhlfelder 
1966. 
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This does not rescue Varro from the artificiality of his system, and it is precisely 

this artificiality which Varro aims to construct as necessary and natural. This proceeds to 

an additional necessary feature of Varronian natural linguistics: the conceptual separation 

of the theoretical modelling of analogical ratio, on the one hand, and the speaker’s lived 

experience of analogy (usus) as two separate conceptual domains, on the other. 

Therefore, “the analogy which is directed to the nature of words and the analogy which is 

directed to the use in speaking are not to be defined as the same” (Analogia non item ea 

definienda quae derigitur ad naturam verborum atque illa quae ad usum loquendi, LL 

10.74). According to Taylor, “[t]his chapter could easily and usefully serve as the point 

of departure for an extensive and intensive discussion of almost the entire history of 

linguistics” (1996, 174), since it points to the distinction between abstract linguistic 

modelling and actual linguistic experience which forms the basis of much of the history 

of Western linguistics. The distinction between the two is not fully realised in the text 

before the interruption of the lacuna at the end of Book 10, but a distinction here between 

langue and parole is conceptually vital for maintaining the integrity and priority of the 

analogical system apart from empirical description. It is also what distinguishes 

Varronian theoretical linguistics from the lexical mandates prescribed in Cicero and 

Caesar’s linguistic programmes. 

If Varro distinguishes between system and usage, the point, however, is the 

maintainance of the system, and this is what requires Varro’s philosophical intervention. 

This intervention is the rhetorical mandate of Varro’s scala naturae: that maintenance of 

language as an analogical system is grounded in a philosophical understanding of 

cosmology, which recognises analogia as a natural phenomenon at all levels of cosmic 

relations. On a practical level, the empirical discontinuity in usage entailed by Varro’s 

application of analogy also makes philosophy a necessary field of study for determining 
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sound criteria of linguistic correctness. After all, the data set is defined as much by 

regularity – such as the analogical amor-amoris / dolor-doloris set – as by deviance, such 

as in garum-acetum as tantum singularia and the analogical incongruity of balneum-

balneae. Varro’s conceptual morphology insists that these unusual features – these 

irregular naturae – can be explained by his unique understanding of linguistic 

philosophy, and explanations of such idiosyncrasies are perhaps what would have 

occupied the contents of the lost Books 11-13. By privileging systematic analogia over 

the irregularity of usage, however, Varro’s ‘analogism’ also speaks to the possibililty of 

generating authoritative knowledge in the increasingly apparent and disruptive 

discontinuities in Roman society. These, too, can be revealed by examining how other 

late Republican sources, such as Cicero and Lucretius, also appeal to ‘analogic’ systems 

to determine policy, civic structure, and political agency in the context of potential and 

actual disorder. I examine these systems in the following section. 
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ANALOGISM AND COSMOLOGY IN CICERO’S DE REPUBLICA AND LUCRETIUS’ DE 
RERUM NATURA 

In De Lingua Latina, Varro contends with the competing forces of ratio and 

consuetudo, and finds a synthesis, satisfying both the historical urgency of linguistic 

systematisation in an ever-expanding community of Latin speakers,384 and traditionalist 

demands for the retention of authority within an exclusive elite. This is a carefully 

negotiated settlement. In the Ciceronian attachment to consuetudo, for example, we see 

the vestiges of a still active and aggressive patriarchal culture in which the transmission 

of (linguistic, legal, moral) knowledge is the special and inalienable preserve of the 

paterfamilias, and in which the act of transmission serves at once to propel his 

dependents into civic agency, and promote his own personal mastery of that form. In 

Schiesaro’s view, this model of pedagogy is exemplified by Cato’s the Elder’s address to 

his son, who characterises his work as a carmen sung by a vates, using loaded Latin terms 

in defiance of Greek technical and philosophical influence. Important in this symbolic 

terminology is Cato’s “absolute authority”, in which the truth-value of the didaxis – 

“effectively impervious to questioning” (Schiesaro 2007b, 69-70) – is inextricably linked 

to the absolute personal standing of the one presenting it. Collectively, this model 

generalises to the Roman fetishisation of the mos maiorum as the definitive standard of 

social reproduction; it is the corrosion of the mos maiorum, in turn, which entails in most 

ancient sources the collapse of the political constitution of the Republic itself.385 
                                                
384 In Claudia Moatti’s La Raison de Rome, for example, the intellectual innovations of the late Republic – 
in particular, the interest in ratio – are spurred by the expansion of the civic franchise in the early 1st 
century BCE, which above all provoked intense reflection on “definitions of consensus, unity, and 
authority” (Moatti 1997, 15-16) as a justification for accommodating or excluding new citizens within the 
existing political framework; see e.g. Moatti 1997, 15-16: “[C]ela ne fut pas sans effect, on s’en doute, sur 
la rédaction de la mémoire collective, ni sur les définitions du consensus, de l’unité, de l’autorité même.” A 
second major factor described here by Moatti is the diffusion of literacy (ibid.). 
385 According to Wallace-Hadrill, this also explains the ubiquitous emphasis in Roman society on morality 
as the key determinant of political evaluation in Roman society – even into the Principate: if contingent 
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By contrast, ratio disengages the statement from the authority of the speaker, 

creating instead a set of abstract principles which evaluate the truth-value of statements 

according to internal consistency with other statements within the same, autonomous 

conceptual system.386 Although it is not coextensive with ratio across all late Republican 

philosophical texts, Varro’s concept of analogical ratio (and its ‘natural’ priority over 

consuetudo in determining linguistic correctness) therefore exemplifies the late 

Republican movement towards systematisation and rationalisation.387 As a fundamental 

departure from patriarchal patterns of cultural authority, however, this also requires a 

radical re-evaluation of knowledge within the political domain, which, as such, implicates 

the integrity of the political domain itself. It is in this context that I suggest Varro’s 

analogic cosmos is to be understood. For one, as in Descola’s analysis, Varro’s 

‘analogism’ as a constitutive ontology epitomises the diminishing confidence in 

epistemological forms in the late Republic, describing empirical discontinuity in entities 

which can only be resolved through analogical modeling. Furthermore, as I suggested in 

the previous section, it is also a construction of natura which legitimises Varro’s move 

towards a philosophical programme as its solution. What I hope to demonstrate in this 

section, however, is that representations of the cosmos, as a topos of late Republican 

intellectual culture, also symbolise programmatic reconstitutions of the political 

                                                                                                                                            
points of contention are embodied in the competitor’s unique authority, then the dispute becomes a moral 
question as much as one of policy or pragmatism. By extension, the crisis of the late Republic is described 
almost universally in moral terminology: “[t]o state that mores have collapsed is to state that moral 
authority has collapsed. Without moral authority, there can be no political authority.” (Wallace-Hadrill 
1997, 12). 
386 On the use of verus in Varro and Cicero to determine truth-value as a product of internal consistency, 
cf. Garcea 2008. 
387 Moatti notes that ratio is originally a term associated with accountancy, and retains the sense of 
‘calculation, computation’ even as it becomes increasingly associated with Greek λόγος in the last two 
centuries of the Republic (Moatti 1997, 13-14). On this process of ‘rationalisation’, see also Moatti 1997, 
215-254; cf. Schiesaro 2007b, 74, 34n. with bibliography. 
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community and the role of civic agency, in the wake of new kinds of knowledge and 

patterns of cultural authority. 

I therefore examine in this section – admittedly in a somewhat summary fashion – 

similar analogic structures in Cicero and Lucretius, and explore how they produce 

different kinds of rationes, in order to understand more thoroughly the context and 

significance of Varro’s own linguistic frameworks.388 To be clear, there is a distinction 

here between analogic constructions and analogical arguments – which are frequent, obey 

their own unifying principles, and urge some form of ontological discontinuity – and 

Varro’s own advocacy of internal analogia (i.e. proportional distribution), which is the 

unifying principle of his own analogic scala naturae, and appears to be unique to De 

Lingua Latina. The principle of cosmic unity, as such, is the point of contention in the 

sources I examine in this section, and generates both their distinctive cosmologies and 

productive debate about the corresponding composition of the political community. My 

opening example in this regard is the first book of Cicero’s De Republica, in which 

discussion among the interlocutors begins with a short debate over cosmic phenomena, 

and whether or not celestial signs are a reflection of political events. The dramatic date of 

the text is 129 BCE, in the wake of the agrarian reforms of Tiberius Gracchus, which 

revealed fundamental and long-standing divisions in the political interests and policies of 

the ruling classes at Rome, the broader Roman community, and among Rome’s imperial 

holdings.389 Though prompted to convene at Scipio’s home by a public holiday (the 

                                                
388 In the interest of space I have limited discussion to explicit constructions of analogical cosmologies, 
and not, for example, to critiques of the use of analogy in rhetoric and philosophy. In this regard, the major 
definitions and discussions of the argumentum ex similitudine can be found at Cic, Inv. (e.g. 1.30, 49); Ad 
Her. (e.g. 4.45, 59); Cic. Top. 41-45. 
389 The interlocutors of Cicero’s dialogue centre around the figure of P. Scipio Aemilianus, who hosts the 
discussion, and whose political career – and, ultimately, life – was brought to an abrupt end due to his 
machinations in the violence which accompanied these political disruptions. For a brief summary of the 
dramatic setting of the dialogue, see Zetzel 1995, 6-8. 



 225 

Feriae novendiales), the immediate impetus for the philosophical discussion is brought 

by Tubero, who asks Scipio his opinion on the second sun (de isto altero sole, Rep. 1.16) 

that had been recently reported as a portent to the Senate.390 A short (and lacuna-ridden) 

debate then follows on whether or not such celestial signs are worthy of discussion: first, 

as a possible subject of philosophical inquiry; second, as an appropriate subject during 

the current political strife.391 

Laelius makes the symbolism of the second sun clear as he concludes the debate, 

noting that because of the radical reforms and assassination of Tiberius Gracchus, “there 

are now in a single Republic two senates, and almost two separate people” (in una 

republica duo senatus et duo paene iam populi sint, Rep. 1.31). Laelius therefore 

suggests that duality of celestial phenomena could be analogous to duality in the 

Republic, but then equivocates on the plausibility of celestial bodies as an analogical 

reflection of earthly events. Instead, he brings the debate on the two suns to a close by 

arguing that in any event, the events on earth – the state of the Republic – are far more 

pressing a subject for productive philosophical discussion than astronomy (Rep. 1.32). 

The value of discussing the composition of the political state according to analogies with 

cosmic events is initially rejected, though the interlocutors briefly linger on this 

correspondence: Philus, for example, frames the discussion in analogical terms, asking 

the interlocutors “if it is not important to know, regarding our homes, what is happening 

and coming to pass at home – not the home which our walls shut in in – but the whole 

                                                
390 On the portent of the second sun or dogstar, cf. Zetzel 1995, 110-1 and Ruch 1948. 
391 The locus classicus of discussion of portents and omens in late Republican philosophy is, of course, 
Cicero’s De Divinatione, which itself is a masterful disquisition on competing models of cultural authority; 
in Krostenko’s view, “an indirect and dialectical attempt to construct a normative definition for religious 
symbols in Roman culture, among which divinatory practices, in the form of augury and extispicine, were 
especially prominent” (Krostenko 2000, 354). A fuller investigation of this important text is beyond this 
short survey; see, however, Beard 1986; Schofield 1986; Krostenko 2000; Lehoux 2012, 34-7. 
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cosmos?” (An tu ad domos nostras non censes pertinere scire, quid agatur et quid fiat 

domi, quae non ea est, quam parietes nostri cingunt, sed mundus hic totus…?, Rep. 1.19). 

Laelius responds in kind, mocking Philus, and wondering if we may be able to reverse 

the analogy and enact legislation on the universe (Rep. 1.20).   

The tone of the debate is therefore ambivalent about any meaningful direct 

relationship between the cosmic and political phenomena, and most of the interlocutors 

agree that the greater good has been served when leaders have been able to explain 

cosmic events by appealing to other kinds of scientific empiricism (Rep. 1.23-26).392 The 

objection is not against analogical argumentation per se, however, since this is 

characteristic of the Socratic inquiry which Scipio in particular frequently conducts in the 

discussion.393 Later, following Scipio’s advovacy of a mixed constitution, for example, 

Laelius challenges Scipio to proclaim a single form of government superior to all others. 

Scipio resolves that, if forced to choose, monarchy would provide the most sound 

constitution. This conclusion is reached almost entirely by appeal to analogical 

arguments. The first set of arguments combine cosmology with appeals to religion: most 

people agree that Jupiter is king of the gods, and even if this is a merely a primitive 

superstition, then “those who by investigating the nature of all things have realised that 

the whole cosmos [is ruled] by a [single] mind” (Qui natura omnium rerum 

pervestiganda senserunt omnem hunc mundum mente, Rep. 1.56). In other words, 

                                                
392 The analogical interest in the significance of the double sun is, in other words, treated as little more 
than superstition. Scipio’s skepticism sets the tone for the discussion: he appeals to his absent Greek 
companion, the Stoic Panaetius, who would be well placed to inform the interlocutors about the double sun. 
Panaetius, himself, is a striking citation here, since he was one of the few Stoic dissenters from the idea of 
cosmic sympatheia, which offers the most concise philosophical explanation for the observation of 
analogous phenomena in both the earthly and celestial realms (Zetzel 1995, 112). 
393 Scipio specifically rejects astronomy to make Socratic inquiry programmatic early in the debate, 
saying, “I even tend to deem Socrates the wiser in this case, who set aside all concern for this kind of thing” 
(quo etiam sapientiorem Socratem soleo iudicare, qui omnem eius modi curam deposuerit… Rep. 1.15).  
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Scipio’s resolution in favour of monarchy is reached initially by constructing the political 

state on analogy with the composition of the cosmos, with the guidance of a single 

governing authority as its unifying analogic principle.394 

The explanation of monarchy ex similitudine continues. There is a lacuna 

following Scipio’s cosmological analogy, and when the text resumes, Scipio has now 

turned to historical precedent: Rome’s founders were kings, and they are not so much 

removed in time to be considered “either ancient or inhuman and savage witnesses” 

(neque perantiquis neque inhumanis ac feris testibus, Rep. 1.58). Laelius, however, is 

unconvinced by this historical evidence, and appeals for more argumenta, which is 

apparently understood by both to be further analogical examples.395 Scipio responds 

accordingly: the human mind has the potential to be overwhelmed by the “rebellion” 

(seditio) of impulses – anger (iracundia), in particular, but also “avarice, covetousness 

for power and glory, lusts” (adde avaritiam, adde imperii, adde gloriae cupiditatem, adde 

libidines, Rep. 1.60). Reason (ratio, consilium), however, has the power to set it in good 

order (cf. consilio autem dominante). By analogy, only a monarch has the unique and 

consolidated authority to keep all the irrational and impulsive forces of the state in check 

(Rep. 1.60). Scipio concludes his analogical arguments by cataloguing similar analogous 

instances (e.g. ut omittam similitudines) in which a single authority is obeyed: such as 

domestic management (Rep. 1.61), piloting a ship, and medicine (Rep. 1.62).  

                                                
394 The formulation sounds Stoic, although Pythagorean interpretations have been offered (Zetzel 1995, 
145 ad loc.). The notion of a supreme principle which directs all things, however, traces back to the 
Presocratics, and, in particular, is characteristic of analogical arguments deployed in favour of particular 
notions of the political community: see e.g. Heraclitus fr. 53, Xenophanes, frr. 23 & 25 in Lloyd 1966, 219. 
Lloyd also compares Plato, Timaeus 47e (f.) and Philebus 28c., where “reason is king of heaven and earth” 
(ibid. 220). 
395 According to Gorman (2005, 39), this move indicates the shift to Socratic epagoge, where instead of 
invoking historical testes, Laelius is invited to be a testis himself to the validity of Scipio’s analogies (Rep. 
1.61). On argumentum as a ficta res, see Cic. Inv. 1.27 (cf. Her. 1.13).  
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Scipio’s analogies with the cosmos, with the human mind, with domestic 

management, and with other artes indicate that the political state, by virtue of these 

analogies, should also be managed by a governing ratio. Cicero’s analogic cosmos 

therefore resembles Varro’s construction in De Lingua Latina – in so far as both analogic 

systems stress ratio as an organising element – but Cicero differs from the Varronian 

scheme by characterising the ratiocinative properties of ratio (that is, ratio as 

gubernatorial consilium), rather than ratio as a system of proportional distribution 

(analogia), as in Varro’s account.396 Ratio, in other words, is the mark of the 

distinguished Roman statesman, not an abstract system of rules that determines social 

rules and behaviours.  

Saliently, a system of proportional distribution does exist in De Republica; it is, 

however, in tension with the single rational authority exhibited by a monarch. The 

impulse towards a constitutional concept of analogia emerges in Laelius’ contention that 

Scipio’s argument in favour of monarchy is deficient because it only accounts for 

consilium as the guiding virtue of the political state, but not the necessary virtue of justice 

(iustitia). This, by contrast, can only be found among the many,397 and rarely coincides 

with the ratio of the governing monarch.398 As several commentators have pointed out, 

the preferred concept of political equality (aequabilitas) which results bears a close 

resemblance to Platonic distributive justice, and is derived from a proportional model of 

                                                
396 On the conceptual pairing of consilium et ratio in Cicero, see Gorman 2005, 40, 13n. Gorman regards 
the pairing to be a deliberate choice and not merely an instance of Ciceronian abundantia, allowing Cicero 
to stress ratio as ‘decision-making ability’ and offer it as a suitable translation of λόγος. Along these lines, 
ratio is also commonly cited alongside prudentia (Gorman 2005, 40, 14n.). 
397 e.g. Rep. 1.61: “What, I ask, is the difference between the one and the many, if justice is found among 
the many?” (Quid, quaeso, interest, inter unum et plures, si iustitia est in pluribus?). 
398 Although Scipio identifies consilium as the pre-requisite of a durable political community, iustitia is 
identified at 1.39 as the cause of the congregation of the state (e.g. iuris consensu… sociatus). See Zetzel 
1995, 131; Gorman 2005, 40-1, esp. 15n. 
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analogia.399 It is aequabilitas which best suits the definition of the Republic as “a kind of 

natural congregation of men” (naturalis quaedam hominum quasi congregatio, Rep. 

1.39), because it dispenses justice proportionally and hierarchically according to the 

interests of all members of the congregation. This is not, however, characterised as a 

ratio in the same way as Scipio’s gubernatorial ratio, nor is aequabilitas harmonised with 

the cosmos through its own analogical arguments. In fact, the two are frequently at odds. 

Describing the First Secession of the Plebs, for example, Scipio acknowledges that the 

rebellion was motivated by the necessary restitution of plebeian rights, but questions 

nonetheless its underlying ratio: “in this event, reason (ratio) may have been lacking, but, 

all the same, the very nature itself of republics often defeats reason.” (in quo defuit 

fortasse ratio, sed tamen vincit ipsa rerum publicarum natura saepe rationem, Rep. 

2.57). The result of the secession is approved precisely because it restores proportional 

distribution, securing “the proportionate compensation of right, duty, and reward” 

(aequabilis compensatio… et iuris et officii et muneris) through the institution of the 

tribunate. In other words, the tribunate restored the Republic to its natural aequabilitas, 

but it did so at the expense of ratio, at least in Scipio’s view.400 

Aequabilitas is, therefore, a natural impulse within the political state alongside 

gubernatorial ratio, and the tension between these two natural forces is, in a sense, 

constitutive of the Roman res publica, and accounts for some of the defining moments of 

                                                
399 Fantham 1973 in particular describes a repeated contrast in Cicero’s Republic between two concepts of 
justice: aequitas (‘political/arithmetic equality’) and aequabilitas (‘proportional equality’), which is based 
on proportional distribution; on the contrast in Plato, see e.g. Vlastos 1977, 22-24. According to Claude 
Nicolet, political proportional distribution also finds its way into Cicero’s philosophical corpus through his 
description of the timocratic struture of the Servian comitia centuriata (e.g. Rep. 2.39-40), which similarly 
metes out rights, duties, and rewards according to wealth (particularly property ownership) (Nicolet 1970, 
64-65, cf. Fantham 1973, 287). Note, however, Dyck’s reservations on the interpretation of aequabilitas 
and aequitas; see Dyck 1998. 
400 On this incident and the meaning of Cicero’s rerum publicarum natura see Zetzel 1995, 214 with 
bibliography. 
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the constitutional history Scipio gives in De Republica Book 2. It also reproduces a 

dynamic tension at work in Cicero’s broader philosophical corpus as a whole. To be sure, 

the abstract principle of constitutional normalisation according to proportional 

aequabilitas is a historical fact enforced by the natura rerum publicarum, but the 

unpredictability of this natural force – particularly in the contemporary period – requires 

the correspondingly singular intervention of an almost preternaturally gifted statesman, 

who is capable of marshalling both the traditional authority embodied in the paterfamilias 

and the wide-ranging technical sophistication of a philosopher. In this regard, Cicero 

seeks a middle line between absolute ascription to Catonian patriarchal values and the 

benefits offered by philosophical and cultural Hellenism.401 The problem with this 

political formula is that it only holds good as long as the statesman has a meaningful 

governing influence on the res publica; as Rome transitions into Caesar’s dictatorship 

and is deprived of its traditional libertas, however, Cicero is obliged to find new models 

of virtuous political action when opportunities for political action are marginalised. In the 

Orator, for example, Cicero refashions himself as an elder pedagogue, whose 

responsibility to the education of the next generation has confined him to influence 

within the domestic realm.402 Despite its claims to domesticity, however, the deeply 

political character of this move should not be overlooked: Cicero’s politics in this period 

become coded, rather than overt. As Gildenhard has shown, the culmination of Cicero’s 

renovation of the philosophical project in this regard is the Tusculan Disputations, in 

                                                
401 cf. Schiesaro 2007b, 71: “To the old model, which sees oratory and eloquence as ingrained qualities of 
the authoritative politician, [Cicero] opposes a new one where eloquence is indeed a technique, but its 
practitioner, the orator, is required to possess such a high degree of personal distinction and almost 
universal doctrine that he can still be seen to embody the higher wisdom and moral authority of the 
aristocratic pater familias.” 
402 On Cicero’s self-fashioning as a domestic pedagogue in the Orator, see Dugan 2005, 251-332, esp. 
253-267. 
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which Cicero argues that philosophy is not simply a desirable outlet for the politically 

curtailed statesman – but the only viable exercise of political virtue left remaining.403 

Although Cicero’s analogic cosmos therefore initially stresses a gubernatorial 

ratio which embodies traditional authority within an intellectual Greek apparatus, his 

political resolve is ultimately transformed into a kind of philosophical retreat due to the 

conflicting circumstances of Roman politics. Now, philosophical withdrawal of a 

different kind informs Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, and, I suggest, this position is also 

grounded in Lucretius’ use of analogical rationes. Interest in the epic’s use of analogical 

reasoning has been a marked feature of Lucretian scholarship at least since Schrijvers’ 

classic article on the subject:404 two recent monographs have also investigated Lucretius’ 

idiosyncratic style of analogical thought, and numerous other studies have underscored 

the importance of analogies to the philosophical programme.405 Pursuing the 

Anaxagorean maxim, that “visible things are the mirror of the invisible” (Schrijvers 2007, 

255), Lucretius employs analogies to explore the nature and behaviour of atoms, 

appealing to sense perception and sensible matter in order to examine both invisible, 

microscopic bodies, and unseen processes in the macrocosm. Analogies are not, however, 

solely illustrative. Because the attributes of matter are also the products of processes at 

the atomic level, Lucretius’ analogies often bear a relationship of direct causation to their 

                                                
403 Gildenhard 2007, passim, e.g. 130: “Under Caesar, the ‘right way of living’ is something else entirely 
from what it was in the context of the res publica libera… Instead, he puts the emphasis squarely on mental 
qualities that continue to be of relevance in all situations… and may thus form the basis, and feed into the 
development, of a philosophical outlook that is able to cope with the agony of being deprived of 
meaningful participation in the government of the state.” 
404 “Seeing the invisible: A Study of Lucretius’ Use of Analogy in the De rerum natura” (Schrijvers 
2007), a translation of the French 1978 original; all citations are from the recent translation. 
405 Schiesaro 1990 elaborates as major functions of Lucretian argumentation synchronic analogies 
(explaining the world as it is now) and diachronic analogies (on how it has come to be). Garani 2007 
explores Lucretius’ relationship to Empedocles through their shared use of analogies as a heuristic device. 
Within the context of speech, and the problem of the analogy between words and res at e.g. RN 1.825-9, 
see Holmes 2005, 528-533. See also Segal 1992. 
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illustrandum: famously, dust in a beam of sunlight (“many minute bodies”, multa minuta 

corpora, RN 2.116-7) is at once an analogue of the movement of atoms (simulacrum et 

imago, RN 2.112), and manifests its atomic composition (e.g. exemplare, RN 2.124; cf. 

Schrijvers 2007, 255-6). 

Uncertainty in Lucretius’ poem initially derives from the reader’s unfamiliarity 

with a world of atoms hitherto undiscovered, but as the reader embraces this novel 

atomistic vision, he is also invited to consider that the real sources of instability and 

danger in the world are religion and fear of death. In this regard, analogies bridge the 

conceptual gap between Lucretius’ complex explanations of atoms and the uninitiated 

reader’s experience by deriving proofs from the sensory domain. In particular, Schrijvers 

stresses the living body as a basic unit through which descriptions of atoms are 

analogically developed. At the end of Book 1, for instance, where Lucretius is describing 

the inevitable dissolution of things (in general) due to the lack of material replenishment 

(1.1029-1041), he compares to atoms “the nature of living things, deprived of food, 

wastes away, losing its body” (nam veluti privata cibo natura animatium / diffluit 

amittens corpus, RN 1.1039-40).406 In addition to explanations of the microcosmic 

behaviours of atoms, the body is also analogised at the macrocosmic scale. At the end of 

Book 2 (1120ff.), where Lucretius describes the mortality of the world, cosmic 

dissolution is described precisely in the terms of bodily nourishment and deprivation 

initiated in the prior passage in Book 1: the world requires “food” (cibus, 1144-46, cf. 

1125), but the “veins” (venae) are insufficient to contain indefinitely what the body of the 

world needs. 

                                                
406 Again, this imagery ranges from purely illustrative to the ambiguously causal. The observation is 
structured as an analogy (hence nam veluti), although it is reasonably clear that the natura animantium is 
not merely an analogous process of material dissolution, but is rather evidence for the behaviour of atoms 
as Lucretius describes. 
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According to Segal, boundaries are compromised in the dissolution of bodies; 

hence, the ruin of the world is anticipated by the “storming” (expugnata) of the “outer 

walls of the cosmos” (moenia mundi).407 These images draw in turn on the body/world 

analogised as a walled city, and implicate the political community in Lucretius’ analogic 

cosmos. As such, Lucretius similarly develops a political theory which realises the 

upkeep of the community on analogy with the integrity of the body. As Schiesaro has 

noted (2007a, 46), this political theory describes a non-teleological political state, in 

which communities are not the product of man’s ‘natural’ proclivity for congregatio or 

societas (as in Cicero’s view), but instead ad hoc organisations built on a need for mutual 

protection of the weak against the elements, wild beasts, and the threats of inter-

community violence.408 This characterisation imagines the political community as a body 

whose boundaries need to be maintained. Describing the stage of political evolution at 

which humans abandon nomadism in favour of fixed communities, Lucretius considers 

the arrangements made between communities to be a mutual respect for the integrity of 

each other’s borders: tentative treaties are made with those on the border’s edges 

(finitimi) “to do no harm nor be violated” (nec laedere nec violari, RN 5.1120).  

Because the State is subject to the same inevitable decay and dissolution as all 

entities in the universe, the only sane political position to adopt philosophical 

detachment.409 As Segal notes, this also happens to entail another kind of dissolution of 

the moenia mundi (moenia mundi / discedunt, RN 3.16-17), but only so that the walls of 
                                                
407 “Thus even the walls of the great world all around in like manner, having been stormed, will collapse 
into crumbling ruin” (Sic igitur magni quoque circum moenia mundi / expugnata dabunt labem putrisque 
ruinas, RN 2.1144-5). See Segal 1992, 139-40 & passim. 
408 e.g. “they signified with voice and gesture in a stammer that it was right for all to pity the weak” 
(vocibus et gestu cum balbe significarent / imbecillorum esse aequum misererier omnis, RN 5.1022-3), cf. 
Schiesaro 2007a, 43-45. 
409 Farrington 1939 (esp. 172-216) gave an early reading of Lucretius as a radical subversive, a position 
which has been since modified by e.g. Minyard 1985, Fowler 1989, and Schiesaro 2007a & b. 
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the world can be replaced by the philosopher’s perception of the transcendent, 

unchanging domain of the gods (e.g. apparet divum numen sedesque quietae, RN 3.18). 

This does not secure any lasting stability in the political realm, but it presents a safer and 

more productive option than the alternatives: either begrudging the changing fortunes of 

the political community, in the manner of the surly farmer at the end of Book 2 (1168-

1174); or, actively contributing to the decline of the State by imposing one’s greed and 

ambition. This kind of civic dysfunction is configured as the main foil to Lucretius’ 

philosophical detachment, and is also conceived on analogy of the wounding and decay 

of the living body: “avarice and the blind desire for honours” (avarities et honorum caeca 

cupido, RN 3.59) are “wounds of life” (vulnera vitae) which are “nourished by the fear of 

death” (mortis formidine aluntur, RN 3.63-4). Greed and ambition, therefore, violate the 

body of state, and cannot be tolerated.410 

Lucretius’ philosophy empowers the reader, believes Schiesaro, because it 

“promote[s] rational understanding as an antidote to the traditional opacity of events” 

(Schiesaro 2007b, 88). In Schiesaro’s view, analogies in Lucretius challenge the 

exclusive and arbitrary character of elite Roman knowledge by constructing an 

alternative form of knowledge acquisition, privileging the reader’s autonomy in 

extrapolating information from his analogies.411 This is the character of Lucretian ratio: it 

is not the analogies themselves which are rationes, but the reader’s ability to perceive 

their value, and even construct new analogies of his own. Asmis writes in a similar vein, 

                                                
410 Compare RN 5.1151ff., where the criminal “violates with his actions the common bonds of peace” (qui 
violat factis communia foedera pacis, 5.1155).  See Schiesaro 2007a, 48ff. 
411 Schiesaro 2007b convincingly demonstrates a thematic relationship between the structural and 
argumentative features of Lucretius’ thought – particularly analogy – and the application of analogic 
thought to Roman civil law, with the consequence of the emergence of the juristic tradition in the late 
Republic. Both are characteristic of the changing character of Roman didaxis, in which pedagogical 
authority is not invested in a father figure but in the appropriation of a method of argumentation evaluation 
which is not necessarily tied to the authority of its speaker. 
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commenting that by acquiring this kind of ratio, the reader can sever ties to the political 

community and enter into new foedera naturai, becoming, in the process, worthy of the 

gods (e.g. RN 3.119-22).412 Where Ciceronian ratio is endowed in De Republica with the 

capacity to marshal the unpredictable forces of the political community through 

consilium, in Lucretius, it becomes just the opposite: a means to withdraw peacefully 

from the political state into a state of natural ataraxia. 

Lucretius credits his own emancipation to Epicurus, whose vestigia he follows in 

the creation of his didactic epic.413 Those vestigia are Epicurus’ praecepta (RN 3.10), and 

when Varro begins to describe to his reader the praecepta of linguistic analogia, he also 

invites pursuit: “You should listen carefully rather than wait to be told… do not wait for 

me to transfer into writing in another part of my work, but follow closely yourself with 

your mind” (debebis suptilius audire quam dici expectare… <ne> expectes, dum ego in 

scribendo transferam in reliquum, sed ut potius tu persequare animo, LL 10.40).414 There 

are conceptual affinities between the analogical projects in Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura 

and Varro’s linguistic project in De Lingua Latina: for example, Schiesaro explicitly 

compares the debate over analogy and anomaly in the late Republic, regarding Varronian 

analogy as a similarly ‘democritising’ movement which subverts aristocratic jurisdiction 

                                                
412 Asmis 2008b, e.g. “Unlike the gods of myth, nature is not a tyrant. It is nothing but things themselves, 
operating with certain finite powers. Our nature, in particular, includes the power to fashion our own 
happiness… like Epicurus, Lucretius bases his entire educational enterprise on the belief that humans can 
achieve happiness through the exercise of their rational powers.”  
413 “you I follow, O glory of the Grecian race, and now I plant footsteps made on the marks you have left” 
(te sequor, o Graiae gentis decus, inque tuis nunc / ficta pedum pono pressis vestigia signis, RN 3.3-4); see 
Schiesaro 2007b, 64. Schiesaro notes that Lucretius constructs multiple models of teacher/student 
relationships; where his relationship to Epicurus is one of devoted, faithful follower, his relationship with 
his patronus Memmius recalls more conventional relationships of Roman patronage (Schiesaro 2007b, e.g. 
68). 
414 “The chapter is as ironically humorous as it is parenthetical. Varro’s topic is analogy, and we readers 
are being instructed to read and think analogously” (Taylor 1996, 134).  Pursuit imagery is also employed 
at LL 5.5, where Varro compares seeking out etymologies to chasing paths in the woods.  
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over elegantia and Latinitas. Varro’s linguistic theory, however, does not fit so clearly 

onto a democratic-oligarchic spectrum. It is also not analogy per se which allows for the 

democratic acquisition of knowledge. As we saw in Cicero’s De Republica, an analogic 

conception of the cosmos, with a different emphasis, can yield an entirely different 

political constitution: Scipio’s monarchy is derived analogically, but is done so by 

appealing to an abiding cosmic rule that there is a single unifying force (mens) to which 

all other elements are subordinated.  

The value of Cicero and Lucretius’ conceptual systems is that they advocate a 

system of philosophical knowledge which nevertheless acknowledges the continuing 

relevance of patriarchal patterns of cultural authority. In Cicero, these compromises are 

substantive, and mandate the maintenance of the aristocratic status quo, albeit mediated 

through Hellenising literary and philosophical forms. Lucretius appears more radical, but 

nonetheless observes conventional patronage in his relationship with Memmius. Overall, 

however, neither Cicero nor Lucretius can devise a comprehensive response to new forms 

of abstract, analogical knowledge, which nevertheless adequately sustains the integrity of 

the political domain. In Lucretius’ configuration, analogical knowledge of the cosmos 

entails withdrawal from ephemeral occupations – where the upkeep of the status quo 

would be undesirable, or, at best, incidental – while Cicero’s gubernatorial ratio is 

precarious and fragile, effective only as long as the res publica exists in a state of libertas 

which allows for unrestricted political expression and management. It is therefore 

difficult to see how Lucretius or Cicero’s politics can be reproduced at the level of the 

state, and generalised to a sustainable model of political administration. This requires a 

novel solution which restructures society to accommodate new models of abstract, 

philosophical knowledge – a structure, which, I suggest, is encoded within Varro’s tria 

genera theologiae. I explore this proposal in the conclusion to this chapter. 
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CONCLUSION: RATIONAL POLITICS IN DE LINGUA LATINA 

Varro’s De Lingua Latina reveals the untenability of any model of linguistic 

correctness that derives from traditional cultural authority in the Republic alone. As I 

argued in the previous chapter, this is partially a pragmatic consideration: at certain point 

of complexity in the linguistic community, it becomes impractical to have a sustained 

debate on linguistic correctness as a matter of linguistic variants because of the vagaries 

of manuscript transmission; an abstract standard that exists beyond the text is required. 

This is also, however, an unforeseen consequence of the Republican system, its 

ideological emphasis on libertas, and a political discourse based on a multiplicity of 

competing voices. Mary Douglas notes that such a scenario of multiple perspectives is 

characteristic of dialogic thought, which thrives as an “adversarial and competitive style” 

as also evinced in the “dynamic and disorderly Greek thought system” (32). Dialogic 

thought, on this view, however, resists projects of systematisation and classification. 

Analogic thought, exemplified in Classical Chinese intellectual culture, by contrast, 

allows for the creation of stable and autonomous intellectual categories: innovation and 

negotiation are possible within analogically produced categories, but such innovation 

does not deconstruct the formal integrity of the categories themselves.415 Similarly, it is 

the risk of merging an analogical model with the dialogic thought of a Republican model 

that leads Varro to designate analogical ratio as the only natural ratio. Varro’s analogical 

model does not value the ratiocinative properties of Ciceronian ratio, nor can it even be 

identified with the creative ratio of Lucretius’ engaged reader. It is, rather, an abstract, 

depersonalised system. Varro’s creation of the category of analogical inflectional 
                                                
415 “The… coalition of learning and government endowed the [Chinese] system of ideas with stability. 
Thus, though it was possible to challenge and to innovate within it, the system was too strong to be 
overthrown. The outcome was an unsurpassingly rich culture founded on the ide of the emperor as the 
microcosm of the universe.” (Douglas 1999, 32); see also Lloyd 1992, 41-56. 
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morphology, declinatio naturalis, therefore proceeds from precisely the epistemic 

impulse toward analogism which Douglas describes: the creation of an ordered body of 

internally sufficient, autonomous, and unassailable linguistic information.  

Varro’s analogical ratio is, therefore, at the expense of open and negotiable 

linguistic standards entailed by Cicero’s Republican linguistic philosophy, and tied, 

instead, to the creation of a set of linguistic norms which transcend Republican political 

and cultural institutions in favour of an workable imperial model. It is in this sense that 

Varro challenges Ciceronian linguistic politics, by downplaying the dialogic nature of 

debates on linguistic correctness. This does not mean, however, that explicit political 

resolutions do not enter into Varro’s formulation. In fact, when he characterises the 

relationship of his system of inflectional morphology to popular consuetudo, he pointedly 

evokes political terminology and imagery: 

Populus enim in sua potestate, singuli in illius: itaque ut suam quisque 
consuetudinem, si mala est, corrigere debet, sic populus suam. Ego populi 
consuetudinis non sum ut dominus, at ille meae est. Ut rationi optemperare debet 
gubernator, gubernatori unus quisque in navi, sic populus rationi, nos singuli 
populo. (LL 9.6) 

For the people is in its own power, and each man in the power of it: therefore just 
as each man ought to correct his own usage, if it is bad, so the people should 
correct its usage. I am not like a master of the people’s usage, but it is the master 
of my usage. Just as a helmsman ought to obey reason, and each man on the ship 
ought to obey the helmsman, so the people should obey reason, and we each of us 
ought to obey the people. 

In this passage, Varro makes the linguistic potestas of the populus sound as if it were a 

quasi-legalistic right of autonomous linguistic jurisdiction; his reference to the 

gubernator and navis recalls the ‘ship-of-state’ metaphor, ubiquitous in political 

philosophy.416 It is certainly hard not to read this section as direct political commentary. 

                                                
416 e.g. Gildenhard 2011, 128, 10n.; Kaster 2006, 172 on Cic. Sest. 7. 
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In Wiseman’s reading, for example, Varro is almost certainly modifying Scipio’s 

metaphor in Book 5 of De Republica (cited by Cicero in ad Fam. 8.7.4), in which the 

statesman’s care for the state is compared to the helmsman’s governance of the 

voyage.417 To be sure, the summary details of Varro’s career – in particular, his 

identification with Pompey during his political ascent – lends itself to a popularis 

reading. In this instance, the populist revision of consuetudo is apparently important 

enough to Varro to reconfigure the entire Ciceronian metaphor in an entirely convoluted 

way: characterising the people, collectively, as the helmsman of the ship – which 

nevertheless must obey ratio – and each individual member of the populus as its 

passenger. 

Because Varro’s linguistic programme does not pursue the same objects as Cicero 

and Caesar, however, the political content of this passage requires context. Immediately 

before this passage in Book 9, Varro begins with the claim – which he repeats at the end 

of the book in his closing remarks (9.115) – that orators should not obey the edicts of 

analogical rationes, lest they offend their audience:  

Itaque populus universus debet in omnibus verbis uti analogia et, si perperam est 
consuetus, corrigere se ipsum, cum orator non debeat in omnibus uti, quod sine 
offensione non potest facere, cum poeta translire lineas impune possit. (LL 9.5) 

Therefore the people as a whole ought to use analogy in all words, and if it has 
grown accustomed to error, it ought to correct itself; whereas the orator should not 
use analogy in all words, because he cannot do this without offense – but the poet 
is able to leap across all bounds without reproach. 

                                                
417 “Just as a fair voyage to the helmsman, health to the physician, victory to the general, so the happiness 
of the citizens of his republic is laid before the statesman…” (ut enim gubernatori cursus secundus, medico 
salus, imperatori victoria, sic huic moderatori rei publicae beata civium vita proposita est, Cic. ad Fam. 
8.7.4 [to Caelius]). With reference to Varro’s modification, Wiseman observes that “from what little we 
know of [Varro’s] political views, we may guess that the ‘helmsman of the state’ was not much to his taste’ 
(Wiseman 2009, 119). 
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Now, this revises the Ciceronian and Caesarean models of linguistic correctness, since it 

does not mandate corrections as a matter of oratorical performance, but rather focuses on 

everyday usage – and this anticipates the populist model of consuetudo Varro is about to 

prescribe. But if linguistic correctness is not a matter of cultural transmission within the 

political elite – that is, among orators, as Cicero would have it – what is the method of 

transmission? And, if the people are not corrected in their linguistic uses from within the 

civic domain, how are they to obey analogical rationes in their speech?  

Varro’s solution is that poets, whose use of speech is already marked by 

unfamiliar forms and neologisms, should be put to service in demonstrating the correct, 

analogically produced forms of words. Later, Varro adds that “the new inflections of a 

word” (novas verbi declinationes) can be introduced by “good poets, particularly the 

dramatists” (boni poetae, maxime scaenici), who “should subject the ears of the people to 

convention” (consuetudine subigere aures populi debent, LL 9.17). What Varro proposes, 

in other words, is a separate cultural domain of linguistic production, where the poets can 

creatively deploy the corrections devised by philosophical rationes without offending 

their audience. This separation of cultural and civic activity is important, but we should 

note the additional detail, that the “forum spits back new forms” (novas verbi 

declinationes… respuet forum, LL 9.17). It recalls in particular an important edict in the 

Antiquitates, in which, in Augustine’s testimony, “Varro banished this kind [of theology, 

i.e. philosophical knowledge] from the forum, i.e. from the people; indeed, he shut it in 

the walls of the schools” (Removit tamen hoc genus a foro, id est a populis; scholis vero 

et parietibus clausit, Civ. Dei 6.5). It appears that the same model is applied here, in 

Varro’s linguistic pedagogy: linguistic philosophy must also be segregated from the civic 

realm except through the mediation of poets. The seclusion of Varronian philosophical 

ratio from the political domain, and the cultural influence granted to poets, in other 



 241 

words, entails the same tripartite division of labour described by Varro in the tria genera 

theologiae. 

Varro’s application of analogy in Book 9 therefore develops further the tripartite 

etymological hermeneutic, which I initially described in Chapter 1, and which divides all 

forms of knowledge into natural, mythical, and civic forms. The segregation of the civic 

and philosophical (i.e. ‘natural’) forms in particular entails a circular system of linguistic 

correction based on this tripartite division of knowledge, in which philosophers innovate 

analogical rationes based on existing popular consuetudo, which corrections then inform 

the consuetudo of the poets, which in turn encourage the people to correct its own 

deviations: 

 

Fig. 1: Varro’s division of linguistic labour in De Lingua Latina 

This arrangement addresses the ongoing historical need for correction within the 

linguistic system, rather than the need to approve a set of inflexible aesthetic and 

rhetorical principles, such as urbanitas, Asianism or Atticism; after all, “convention in 

     
    populus [genus civile] 
 
 
 
 consuetudo mala     consuetudo bona 
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philosophi [genus physicon]     poetae [genus mythicon] 
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speaking is in motion” (consuetudo loquendi est in motu, LL 9.17). On a linguistic level, 

this means that the Latin language does not advance along teleological lines: popular 

consuetudo will always decline into a more-or-less severe state of deviation, which needs 

to be corrected by the intervention of analogical rationes. Nor is it the function of the 

philosophers to eliminate new or obsolete items from the lexical system. Rather, the 

philosophers incorporate popular consuetudo within their analogical models but maintain 

the natural integrity of the Latin morphological system.  The people, in other words, 

retain their potestas over usage, but in a way that acknowledges ratio, predetermined by 

philosophical investigation, and transmitted by poetic performance. 

The tripartite division of the state, and its corresponding redirection of abstract 

knowledge to a philosophical state entity, therefore suggests a model for the renovation 

of a res publica along the lines of philosophical intervention. In Varro’s system, 

philosophy is neither configured as the consolation of the libertas-deprived statesman (as 

in Cicero’s self-fashioning in the Tusculan Disputations) nor as an active departure from 

the state in search of philosophical ataraxia (as in Lucretius). Rather, Varronian 

philosophy constitutes a standing occupation in the well-functioning state, which neither 

exercises direct influence on the civic realm, nor is entirely removed from it. It is also, 

incidentally, in this regard that Varro reaches a compromise position which synthesises 

ratio and consuetudo in morphological inflection: consuetudo, with its capacity for 

innovation (alongside deterioration) and the reproduction of social imperatives may be 

addressed and developed among the multiplicity of voices in the civic domain; ratio, 

however, must be cultivated by philosophers as a matter of natura. 

The segregation of philosophical and civic concerns is therefore an integral 

feature of Varro’s work, and leads me to my closing remarks. In particular, I wish briefly 

to consider the importance of Varronian philosophy as both integral to the res publica, 
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and as constitutive of his authorial persona. In both instances, Varro’s philosophical 

labour draws attention to the specialisation needed to complete his linguistic renovation, 

distinct from his existing auctoritas as a Roman statesman. For if analogical modelling 

were simply a matter of comparison of rationes in the production of similitudo, Varro’s 

philosophical domain would not be required. Yet what Books 9-10 show us is that the 

procedure relating to analogical modelling is a complex process and requires the 

sustained attention of a specialist philosophical authority. For one, the model cannot exist 

without Varro’s prior elimination of inappropriate forms, such as indeclinables and 

declinatio voluntaria. This is essentially an arbitrary process, but mandatory for the 

demonstrating the integrity of the analogical system within the remaining data set. 418 

Furthermore, as Garcea has described, and as I discussed in the second section of this 

chapter, another major component Varro’s analogical, natural ratio accounts for the 

inflectional idiosyncrasies of irregular nouns and verbs. This involves identifying the 

natura of words, such as acetum and garum, which may betray relatively straightforward 

explanations for their tantum singularia inflectional productions. A more involved 

example is required for scalae (‘steps’) as a tantum plurale, which is plural “because they 

are named from ‘climbing’ (ab scandendo) and they climb up steps one-by-one” (Sic 

scalas, quod ab scandendo dicuntur et singulos gradus scanderent, LL 9.69; Garcea 

2012, 195-6). Combining inflectional necessity with etymological readings, Varro in this 

section demonstrates the need to mobilise multiple aspects of a comprehensive linguistic 

philosophy in order to unveil the natura of a word and develop its analogical model. 

                                                
418 cf. Schrijvers 2007, 258: “Arguments from analogy derive their force and effectiveness from the fact 
that we attribute to the illustrandum a system of associations and implications belonging to the secondary 
item which is employed as analogue… The theory which flows from the analogy… relies on the selection, 
emphasis, suppression, and – in general – the organization of aspects of the primary illustrandum by 
association with properties of the secondary subject.” 
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The specialist’s philosophical understanding of language – and the etymological 

readings entailed in a comprehensive account of natura in particular – recalls Varro’s 

claims to philosophical competence in the impositio books. As we saw in Chapters 1 and 

2, these claims involve a hierarchical ordering, similar to but separate from conventional 

social stratification, which declares Varro’s philosophical status above inferior linguistic 

competences. As much as this is a meaningful attempt to contend with specific linguistic 

questions in the late Republic, Varro in these sections also recommends his specialised 

literary prestige and auctoritas as part of a novel social construction. Varro marks this 

prestige as only tangentially connected to his existing authority within the political realm; 

rather, his strategies in the literary realm are based, as we have seen in Chapters 1 and 3 

in particular, on conveying a persona which can connect to a Greek model of philosophia 

and an intricate display of literary erudition. This construction further contrasts Cicero, 

whose prologues typically emphasise the continuity between his political career and his 

philosophical activities (both of which are undertaken as part of single operation on 

behalf of the res publica).419 Varro’s segregation of civic and philosophical domains 

advances the notion of a distinctive and specialised authority, generated by a mastery of 

philosophical intertexts.  

While differing from the Ciceronian model of philosophy, this marks an important 

departure for Latin philosophical and technical literature. I began this dissertation by 

considering Varro’s influence on Vitruvius, for instance, who took Varro to be one of the 

preeminent intellectual sources of the late Republic. There are substantial points of 

comparison between Vitruvius and Varro – such as Vitruvius’ theory of analogy in Book 

3 of De Architectura – although a formal resemblance between Varro and Vitruvius’ 

                                                
419 On Cicero’s self-fashioning in the prologues of his philosophical works, see in particular Baraz 2012. 
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authorial personae can also be justified.420 Book 2 of De Architectura, for example, 

begins by distinguishing Vitruvius’ physical appearance and the quality of his work: 

because Vitruvius is deficient in “stature, age, and strength” (staturam… aetas… 

valetudo), he must rely instead on “the assistance of knowledge and writings” (per uxilia 

scientiae scriptaque, 2 praef. 4) to commend himself to Augustus. Vitruvius therefore 

follows Varro in this nascent literary tradition, observing a distinction between his 

biographical and literary persona: it is Vitruvius’ literary prestige – rather than, say, his 

physical appearance, or even his career as an architect (cf. 5.1.6) – which he aims to 

pursue as a matter of “the highest authority” (cum maxima auctoritate, 1.1.18). In this 

context, Varro is an early exponent of this kind of literary authority, delineating a 

distinctive philosophical persona upon which important technical work can be based, 

rather than relying upon the prestige of his biographical details alone; in which the 

burden of proof is located in the idiosyncratic gravitas and auctoritas generated 

specifically within the text.421 

Varro’s segregation of powers also anticipates a further critical development in 

Roman politics. To be sure, we have seen that Varro regards as important the potestas the 

people wield over their own consuetudo. Yet this potestas is circumscribed within a 

particular domain – the civic domain – while the supervision of linguistic ratio is retained 

within the sphere of philosophical auctoritas. This kind of distinction – between power 

accrued within institutional or legislative arrangements (potestas), and the de facto power 

indicated by auctoritas (which may be expressed in extra-constitutional effects) – 

becomes central to Augustan expressions of political superiority in the post-Republican 

                                                
420 I am grateful to Margaret Clark for bringing these passages to my attention. 
421 Consider further the first book of Pliny’s Naturalis Historia, which lists the names of sources used by 
Pliny to prove his own literary chops; it is not a coincidence, I think, that Varro’s name is cited among the 
most conspicuous in these lists, in frequency and importance, in Pliny’s researches. 
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settlement.422 One of the more notorious claims of Augustus’ Res Gestae is his assertion 

that “I excelled all others in auctoritas, but possessed no more potestas than others who 

were my magisterial colleagues” (auctoritate omnibus praestiti, potestatis autem nihilo 

amplius habui quam ceteri, qui mihi quoque in magistrate conlegae fuerunt, RG 34.3). 

The value of Augustus’ auctoritas is precisely in its flexibility, which is not bound as 

severely by the traditional constraints and conventions implicit in a magisterial or 

constitutional potestas.423 Similarly, Varro recognises the importance of potestas as a 

reality of popular linguistic usage, but recommends his own auctoritas over analogical 

ratio as a separate and supervisory commodity. As has been noted before, Varro made 

several substantial contributions to Augustan culture – the influence of his antiquarian 

catalogues on the Augustan religious renovations offers a prominent example – but in 

Augustus’ supremacy based on an authority separate from (but connected to) civic power, 

we see traces of Varro’s emphasis on a theorised separation of power as a matter of civic, 

cultural, and philosophical concerns, with authority having different effects and 

constitutive components in each. 

However we construe Varro’s literary and political legacy, we should also 

acknowledge how his intellectual choices were configured strategically to meet the 

contemporary needs of Roman society – and, above all, to further Varro’s eminence in 

Roman political and intellectual culture. This is the major claim of this dissertation, 

asserting that Varro’s linguistic philosophy is both deeply embedded in its immediate 

historical context, and conceived to stress the indispensible importance of its creator. As 

                                                
422 On the scholarly distinction between Augustus’ “[constitutional] power” and “[extra-constitutional] 
authority” – and ways of getting around this taxing dichotomoy – see Crook 1996, esp. 113-7. 
423 cf. esp. Galinsky 1998, 12: “Auctoritas… has multiple meanings, connotations, and associations. It is 
precise without being limiting and it is elastic without being vague. Its power is suggestive and asks for 
participation, interpretation, and response.” 
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such, De Lingua Latina consolidates a certain kind of elite power, by innovating 

intellectual capital as a commodity, restricted to a privileged social stratum; it may make 

concessions by limiting the influence of power of the civic arena on linguistic knowledge, 

but does so by transferring this influence to other kinds of cultural ascendency. Above all, 

De Lingua Latina further secured Varro’s standing in the disruptive arena of 

contemporary Roman society. To judge his success, we may not even have to look any 

further than his own biography: despite the vagaries of history, Varro remained 

intellectually active throughout the civil wars, down to the very beginning of the 

Augustan Principate. Despite withdrawing from an active political career from the early 

40s BCE – or perhaps because of it – Varro was able to occupy a substantial role in the 

dying years of the Roman Republic, and fortify his influence on the following generation, 

and beyond. 
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