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1: Introduction.
This chapter deals broadly with that class of prose literature in Latin which is devoted to the exposition of some branch of theoretical or practical knowledge. The field is vast and diverse, and it is impossible to do full justice to it in a short essay such as this one; only some of the main lines can be indicated. The genre of the expository treatise (what in Greek would be called a technê) in Latin is as old as Roman literature itself. It is convenient in a historical survey to treat this as the basic form, on which later developments (from a Latin point of view) such as the reflective dialogue (e.g. Cicero’s De Oratore) or the encyclopaedic compilation (e.g. Pliny’s Natural History) may be regarded as elaborations. Writing of this kind continued throughout antiquity, and survived vigorously into the post-classical world. Indeed, it outlived many other kinds of Latin literature as a productive genre: the convention that scientific or philological dissertations should be written in Latin still applied, in places at least, until the beginning of the twentieth century a.d.

The general notion of ‘expository prose’ presupposes at least an author who is sufficiently competent in the subject to be a credible expositor, and a readership in search of information or understanding rather than entertainment. Within that wide definition, various distinctions can be made, some of which are more useful than others in a Roman context. Von Albrecht (1992) 452 distinguishes between a technical treatise (Fachbuch) for specialists or aspiring specialists, and a work of non-fiction meant for the general reader (Sachbuch); though the distinction in that form is a modern one, it can help at least to define the problems of classification. A genuine specialist literature in the modern sense is an ever-growing corpus, constantly added to by specialists who write on specific topics or offer new syntheses: it could well be argued that the Romans developed something like this in only two areas, which also happen to be the two most enduring legacies of Roman non-material culture to the modern world: Latin grammar and Roman law (see e.g. Kaster [1988] for the former, Schulz [1953] for the latter). A related distinction can be made between works which aim to impart skills or to prescribe procedures, e.g. in architecture or medicine, and those which merely offer systematised information, e.g. in natural history; but that difference seems determined more by the nature of the subject-matter than by the literary genre. Technical books themselves (cf. Fuhrmann [1960]) can be divided into categories: one may mention the systematic textbook, the elementary primer for use in a teaching context, the ‘Teach Yourself’ manual for use without a teacher, or the aide-mémoire for those who already have some competence in the subject. Notoriously, the cookbook of ‘Apicius’ comes into the last category: it is difficult to use for anyone who does not already have some knowledge of cookery, as it rarely makes mention of precise quantities or basic cooking methods (for attempts to supply these see e.g. Edwards [1984]). Furthermore, writings with any of these purposes may be presented with greater or less attention to literary form, ranging from a highly elaborated literary artefact such as Cicero’s De Oratore at one end of the scale to a largely unadorned set of notes like ‘Apicius’ at the other. This scale is a continuous one without well-defined divisions; to use German terminology again, in a Roman context there is no sharp generic distinction between Kunstliteratur (‘art-literature’ or belles-lettres) and Fachliteratur (‘subject-literature’ or technical literature); works like the De Oratore, Varro’s Res Rusticae and, much later, Martianus Capella’s De Nuptiis Mercurii et Philologiae do not belong neatly in either category. It is, however, less misleading to make use of this terminology than to deny the title of ‘literature’ altogether to those writings that lack the necessary artistic pretensions; for, as Cicero observed, exposition is itself an art (Leg. 2.47 est quaedam ars etiam docendi) and even the most mundane technical treatise can deploy its linguistic resources effectively or not, depending on the competence of the author.

Perhaps more misleading than any of these distinctions, because it also has social and historical implications, is that between ‘amateur’ and ‘professional’. The institutionalisation and professionalisation of most branches of human knowledge since the nineteenth century has made this distinction a fundamental one for us; but it depends on the presence of complex social institutions for which no exact equivalents existed in the classical Roman world (though it can be argued that a process of professionalisation was under way in certain areas: see e.g. Frier [1985] and Crook [1995] on jurists and advocates respectively). Roman writers on specialised subjects have been labelled as ‘amateur’ for various reasons, and in particular because they are not always practitioners of the art they claim to expound. An exception has usually been made for Vitruvius, who claimed the status of architectus (Arch.  1.1.18) and who had at least one major building to his credit (ibid. 5.1.6); yet his official position under Augustus was as an inspector of artillery, and the latter parts of his treatise cover that topic as well as other kinds of engineering, the management of water supplies, and the mathematics and astronomy needed to construct sundials – topics which in modern times would usually be regarded as tangential from an architect’s point of view. Julius Frontinus, a man with a highly distinguished military and administrative career, engagingly tells us in his treatise on aqueducts (a.d. 97) that he wrote the book after being put in charge of the Roman water supply, in order to find out about the subject. We know Cornelius Celsus (early first century a.d.) for his work on medicine, but he was an encyclopaedist, not a doctor. Although his knowledge derived from books is extensive, he is fully at home with medical terminology and phraseology (cf. Langslow [2000]) and he sometimes apparently appeals to his own medical experience (e.g. 7.7.6c, 7.12.4), he always refers to the practitioners, medici, in the third person. Celsus wrote also on agriculture, warfare, philosophy, rhetoric and law – a range of interests that would nowadays tend to disqualify him from being taken seriously as a specialist in any of those topics.

To understand this aspect of Roman technical writing, we must lay aside modern notions of professionalism and think instead of the different branches of knowledge as the Romans thought of them, i.e. as disciplinae or forms of learning, any of which a member of the Roman governing and administrative class might be called upon to master in the course of his public duties, at least to the extent that he could direct the work of others in an effective and knowledgeable fashion, and, in the absence of a system of professional qualifications, distinguish between competent and incompetent subordinates. A man with good natural gifts and proper education, so it was held, could understand the essentials of any subject without long professional training, because all the branches of learning were, after all, interrelated; a rhetorically and philosophically educated person with a grasp of first principles would be better able to expound the theory of a subject than a practitioner who relied merely on experience and therefore might not be able to see the wood for the trees; and, conversely, a knowledge of a wide range of subjects was desirable for anyone with a claim to intellectual distinction (sapientia) and learning (doctrina). This attitude finds perhaps its most striking expression at the beginning of Vitruvius’ work (Arch. 1.1), where he claims to write non modo aedificantibus sed etiam omnibus sapientibus (‘not only for those engaged in building, but for all intelligent readers’), and explains how an architect needs to be not only literate and numerate, but also to have some acquaintance with the whole range of scientific knowledge that might become relevant at some point, not to mention the law (so that he could avoid boundary disputes and the like) and mythology (so that he could explain the sculptured motifs on his buildings): see further André (1987).

This question of the relation between general education and technical expertise (whose earlier and later history is of the greatest interest, but too complex to trace now) surfaces many times. Cicero, for example, in the De Legibus (2.46-53) protests at the involved definitions of legal experts, who make heavy weather of a simple issue of classification: his intellectual training enables him to see to the heart of an issue where the experts allegedly cannot. In his De Oratore he makes Crassus (generally taken to represent at least one aspect of the author’s own view) argue that an advocate or politician needed the kind of education that would enable him to master at short notice any issue that might arise (1.48-73, esp. 59). The principle extended to practical subjects as well. With the increasing demands of urban life, which took landowners away from their farms for a large part of the year, a need arose for quick and easy instruction in the principles of agriculture; in spite of Cicero’s insistence (again in De Oratore, 1.249) that these principles are common knowledge, a landlord needed enough detailed expertise to see that things were being done properly, and to deal if necessary with a contumacious bailiff. A medical compendium such as that of Celsus would not be of negligible value for a Roman paterfamilias, who had an interest in preserving the health of a large number of family members, clients and slaves, and who might well prefer to make use of such knowledge as he could gain in this way rather than trust a medical practitioner. Pliny’s Natural History was not merely a collection of scientific curiosities, but a guide to the natural resources available for exploitation in the Roman world, including some very engagé discussion of the rights and wrongs of such exploitation: see further Beagon (1992).

The Roman aristocratic ethos, especially in Republican times, was against making a living from most of these technical skills; but this did not prevent Romans from aspiring to the same expertise as those who did so. Indeed, the Roman writers liked to present themselves as going one better than the mere practitioners, by claiming mastery of Greek theory and of the history of the subject – things which were acquired primarily through literary study – as well as of practical techniques. Cicero himself disparaged technical rhetoric and the ‘philosophy factories’ of the Hellenistic schools, despite the large debt that he owed to them. Furthermore, many technical writers included an element of protreptic, claiming that their chosen subject was an honourable art and part of universal education (and not just a way of making money). In subjects where the Greek tradition offered several rival schools of thought, the Romans liked to appear to be above such disputes, and to be critical evaluators, not merely passive inheritors of Greek doctrine. Cicero’s adoption of the Neo-Academic refusal of philosophical dogma provided a useful precedent here; Celsus arbitrates between Dogmatics, Empirics and Methodists in medicine much as Cicero does between the philosophical schools.

As regards the literary form, there were obvious models in the Greek technical literature on medicine (the Hippocratic corpus), mathematics (Euclid), astronomy (Eudoxus), military matters (Xenophon, Aeneas Tacticus), rhetoric (the Rhetorica ad Alexandrum), and so on. Most of these were plain in style and businesslike in approach, avoiding any literary complexities that did not serve the purposes of exposition and often plunging straight into the subject without preliminaries. On the other hand, there were also precedents for more elaborate literary treatment (such as Xenophon’s treatment of farming and household management in the guise of a Socratic dialogue in the Oeconomicus) or for establishing the author’s credentials in a preface (like the historians). Roman technical writers might disclaim rhetorical expertise (as did Vitruvius), or protest that their subject was not suitable for eloquent treatment (Pomponius Mela on geography); but this is itself a standard topic in the conventional dedicatory or self-justificatory prologue, which, whether extensive or perfunctory, is generally composed with studied rhetorical urbanity: see Janson (1964). The self-presentation of the writer, in other words, was often important as a means of establishing authority. Furthermore, Roman expository literature can easily accommodate philosophical, historical and moralising flourishes, as well as the Greek-inspired use of the literary dialogue as a medium of exposition. These conventions remained familiar throughout Western European literary history, at least until the eighteenth century a.d.; and although they may be decidedly unfamiliar now, we should not be misled by them into thinking that the works which employ them are mere literary exercises. The subjects on which these Romans wrote were serious business, as they had been for the Greeks before them; and their writings reflect not only a drive towards technical mastery, but also at least sometimes a sense of moral and political responsibility and personal involvement, which the rhetorical style served to enhance.

2. Beginnings: Cato and others. Of the standard topics of Roman expository literature, the first to appear, and doubtless always among the first in importance for the Roman reading public, was agriculture: see White (1973). The treatise on agriculture by M. Porcius Cato the Elder (234-149 b.c.: see Herzog-Schmidt [2002] 400-9) is the earliest work of Latin prose that survives into modern times. It is easily regarded as quaint and old-fashioned (but hardly more so than Mrs. Beeton’s Cookery and Household Management now seems after a twentieth part of the time). Later Romans chuckled at Cato’s cake recipes and his prophylactic against drunkenness (cabbage leaves in vinegar). Yet the bulk of it consists of precise and practical instructions for the acquisition and maintenance of an estate in the wine and olive country of central Italy, with a view not only to maximising profit but also to minimising expense (hence the directions for making the farm as self-sufficient as possible). Little attention is paid to pasturage, which was regarded as a different subject altogether from agri cultura (strictly ‘the cultivation of the land’). Slightly more surprising is the virtual absence of advice on grain farming, but the region of Italy to which Cato chiefly refers is not a grain-growing area, and by his time much of Rome’s grain supply already came from abroad. Cato includes instructions on religious rites, cookery and home remedies, which were essential activities in any ancient agricultural concern.

The style of exposition is economical, indeed laconic, but clear enough except where corruption of the text has interfered. The characteristic mindset of the author shows through particularly in the occasional aphorisms, some of which became famous; ‘A farmer should be a seller, not a buyer’ (Agr. 2.7); ne villa fundum quaerat neve fundus villam (very roughly: ‘a farmhouse without a farm is as bad as a farm without a farmhouse’, 3.1); ‘if no work is being done, expenses run on nonetheless’ (39.2). The preface expresses Cato’s conviction that agriculture is a better occupation than either trade (which is too risky) or finance (which is regarded as dishonourable), but his moralistic alignment with the supposed ideals of the maiores is, as far as can be seen, merely self-justification; Cato’s instructions are as clearly directed towards profit as those in any modern business manual.

The structure of the De Agri Cultura is, notoriously, somewhat disorganised; whether that is the fault of Cato or of the transmission remains an open question; but it does raise the problem of how such a work was to be used by its first readers. Received scholarly opinion has it that continuous oral performance was the most common, if not the only practicable method of realising a text written on a papyrus roll; but with the best will in the world, it is not easy to imagine Cato inviting his friends to a recital of the complete De Agri Cultura, and the same could be said of most other technical literature from the ancient world. It seems on general grounds far more likely that users of these works would have searched through them for instructions on the particular point they were interested in. This task would have been assisted by the fact that the topic of each section is often visible from the first few words; the structure of the Latin language is itself a help here, as it lends itself more than many modern languages to the feature called ‘topicalisation’ whereby the topic of a sentence can be placed first regardless of its grammatical function. The typical method of using such a treatise may well have been more like what we see in Cicero’s casual note to his lawyer friend Trebatius (Fam. 7.22): when a controversial point of law had arisen over dinner, Cicero was able to locate the relevant chapter the same night and have a copy made to send to his friend. In short, the active use of these works relied on the skill of excerpting, whose rôle in ancient literary culture may have tended to be underestimated (though it is familiar to every medievalist). On the later development of logical organisation in Roman technical literature, see Rawson (1978).

Cato is also said to have written a book of general advice to his son, together with treatises on medicine, military matters, and civil law (Herzog-Schmidt [2002] 409-13). The last mentioned was an area of great importance to all upper-class Romans and at the same time potentially a difficult and controversial one, where both application and acumen were needed in order to attain expertise. In the Republic there was no official codification of the corpus of civil law, but the treatises of famous jurisconsults were regarded as having varying degrees of authority. Of these perhaps the first was the Tripertita of Sextus Aelius Paetus Catus (consul 198 b.c.): it contained a text of the Twelve Tables, a commentary on them, and an account of the legis actiones (forms of pleading). Later, Manius Manilius, the leading jurist of his generation (who appears as one of the speakers in Cicero’s De Republica), wrote on civil law in the second half of the second century b.c.; and towards the end of that century the Scaevola family became pre-eminent in this field. Publius Mucius Scaevola, the consul of 133, wrote ten books on civil law, and Quintus Mucius Scaevola ‘the Pontifex’ (consul 95 b.c.) wrote eighteen. The form of these lost but influential works can only be guessed at; it may have been as severely technical as that of later juristic writings, although probably less systematic in places (it is the Scaevolae who are the objects of Cicero’s criticism in the De Legibus for their lack of system). It was here, perhaps, that the need was least pressing to make the exposition attractive in a literary sense or to persuade readers of the advantages of studying this obviously important subject. Even so, we learn (again from Cicero) that a slightly later treatise on civil law, that of M. Junius Brutus (tribune 83 b.c., father of the conspirator), was cast in the form of a dialogue between father and son – apparently the first prose dialogue to be written in Latin.

No less serious was the interest of the Roman upper classes in their own political constitution, religion, language and culture (for these and other intellectual interests see Rawson [1985]). The label ‘antiquarian’ often applied to writers on these subjects, is surely misleading: it gives the impression that these writers confined their efforts to digging up, or perhaps concocting, obsolete details from the distant past, whereas they were in fact writing about important and sometimes controversial topics in their own contemporary world. To take an example from the late Republic, one Cincius (mentioned by Macrobius, Sat. 1.12.12 and perhaps identical with the second-century b.c. historian Cincius Alimentus: see Herzog-Schmidt [2002] 370-2) is known to have written on the calendar, the constitutional powers of the consuls, electoral procedure, and the function of legal experts. To label him an ‘antiquarian’ on the basis of these interests would be as unfair as it would be to use that word to characterise a modern constitutional historian. Though nothing of these works survive beyond their titles, the titles themselves are enough to show that Cincius was in fact writing on matters of live interest to any upper-class Roman of the Republic.

Linguistic and literary scholarship was introduced to Rome during the second century b.c.; Lucius Aelius Stilo, born in 150 b.c. and working around the end of the century, produced among other things a commentary on the Saliar hymn (a religious text of extreme archaism and obscurity), and a work on the theory of propositions, a topic belonging to the grey area between syntax and logic and presumably the first ever attempt to apply Greek linguistic or logical theory to Latin. Again, this interest both in the relics of archaic Latin and in the workings of language in general is not to be taken as a frivolous academic or antiquarian pursuit, but rather as an attempt to understand the Roman cultural tradition from within, and to establish Latin as a major linguistic medium on a par with Greek. Concern of this kind for the native language is more easily understood almost anywhere else than in England, where it is generally regarded as the preserve of pedants; in Rome, linguistics was not thought beneath the notice of public men, and – to anticipate a little – even Julius Caesar, apparently while campaigning in Gaul, wrote a treatise on grammatical analogy (the principle that dictates e.g. that the plural of ‘mouse’ should be ‘mouses’; attempts to apply it to Latin would have had equally risible consequences).

One further topic should be mentioned as an interest of Roman aristocrats in the second century b.c., that of astronomy. C. Sulpicius Galus (consul 166 b.c.; his name should be spelt thus, not as ‘Gallus’) had achieved a considerable reputation for expertise in this field: at the battle of Pydna in 168 b.c. he assuaged the fears of the Roman troops by explaining the cause of an eclipse of the sun, and according to Pliny, Nat. Hist. 2.53 he wrote a treatise on the topic (Herzog-Schmidt [2002] 533-4). Roman interest in astronomy should not be underestimated or, again, relegated to the realm of the ‘amateur’: it was of vital importance not only for counteracting popular superstition in the interests of morale, as in the case of the eclipse, but also for direction-finding and for the adjustment of the calendar.

3. Philosophy and rhetoric at Rome: the works of Cicero. By the beginning of the first century b.c., then, there was in existence a considerable body of expository literature in Latin on a wide range of subjects. The first century brought two important new arrivals to the list of subjects thought fit for exposition in literary form: rhetoric and philosophy. The two were intimately connected in the work of Cicero, who cited Aristotle and Isocrates as precedents for his interest in combining them. He was influenced in that direction by his Academic master Philo of Larissa, who taught rhetorical techniques of argument as part of philosophy, and by the practice in the rhetorical schools of debating philosophical questions (an example of this is found in Cicero’s own Paradoxa Stoicorum). Cicero’s espousal of the rhetorical conception of philosophy had a strong influence on the directions taken by philosophical writing in the Roman world, where the persuasive and exhortatory element is usually no less prominent than the purely expository or didactic. 

Both rhetoric and philosophy had been introduced gradually into Rome as part of Hellenistic culture during the second century b.c., and finally accepted in the first century as unavoidable, if still not always entirely suitable, studies for a Roman of good standing. Not only did the task of explaining these two subjects to a Roman readership call for considerable expertise and application: it also required that they should be provided with a justification and purged of any morally or politically dubious associations. Rhetoric had a particularly sticky start at Rome: the teaching of this subject was several times forbidden, and in Cicero’s youth formal training in rhetoric at a high level was available only in Greece; it was not until the early Principate that rhetorical teaching through the medium of Latin became, in practice, the mainstay of Roman élite education. Philosophy was not naturalised in quite the same way; throughout the classical Roman period it was accepted that most serious philosophical study would still take place in Greek, either in a centre of Greek culture or else with a philosopher resident in a Roman household, despite the well-regarded efforts of Cicero, Lucretius, Seneca and others to ‘teach Philosophy to speak Latin’ (the phrase is from Cic. Fin. 3.40), and the attempt of the Sextii to set up a Roman philosophical school in the early first century a.d.; on Roman philosophy see in general Clarke (1956) and Morford (2002).

The first Latin rhetorical treatise, the so-called Rhetorica ad Herennium, is attributed in the manuscript tradition to Cicero and shares some material with Cicero’s own youthful De Inventione, but it is clearly enough not by him: the balance of scholarly opinion is in favour of attribution to an unknown author of the Sullan period, possibly belonging to the school of Latin rhetors which L. Plotius Gallus attempted to establish and which in 92 b.c. attracted censorial disapproval. It is a valuable source for the technical rhetoric of the period, and includes some interesting examples of good and bad style. The De Inventione itself (88 b.c.) is a manual of forensic strategy, which one may suppose to have been written chiefly as an aide-mémoire by the eighteen-year-old future leader of the Roman bar; it reflects the methods of the Hellenistic teachers of rhetoric and in particular the division of issues (staseis) recommended by Hermagoras.

The rhetorical and philosophical works of Cicero’s maturity begin with De Oratore (55 b.c.), Cicero’s first essay in the dialogue form. The choice of dialogue as a medium distances it from the ordinary rhetorical technê such as the De Inventione: it is not only an exposition but also a critical evaluation of the science of rhetoric, demonstrating (in a manner which owes much to Aristotelian doctrine) that a successful orator cannot simply be manufactured by means of a course of technical training: see May and Wisse (2001). After the De Oratore Cicero turned to political theory and to the composition of what was doubtless his most ambitious literary work of all, the six-book De Republica (of which about a quarter is now extant), together with its sequel De Legibus (probably never published by the author); the pair of dialogues was loosely inspired by Plato’s Republic and Laws. At least in one way, it is misleading to pigeonhole the De Oratore as a work on rhetoric and the De Republica as a work on philosophy, although that is a correct description of the subject-matter on which they draw. Designed to some extent as literary companion-pieces, they are both reflective dialogues, both formally modelled on Plato, and both dealing above all with the character of the ideal Roman – in the former case specifically as an orator, in the latter as a politician (rector rei publicae: for the meaning of this phrase see Powell [1994]). In both, the didactic element is rhetorically subordinated; the foreground is occupied by the problems, as in an aporetic dialogue of Plato – what makes an effective orator and politician? What education does he need? What is the best form of political organisation? Is that what matters, or can different kinds of constitution work provided their principles are applied justly? Is there in fact such a thing as political justice? What laws and customs does a state need in order to be durable and successful?

During Caesar’s dictatorship (46-44 b.c.), Cicero sought an alternative to political activity, and embarked on an extensive programme of expository writing for the education, so he claimed, of his fellow-citizens. First came two further rhetorical books as sequels to De Oratore: the Brutus, a history of Roman oratory and especially of forensic advocacy, and the Orator, a treatise on style. Then Cicero composed an extensive and, as he claims, reasonably comprehensive series of works, mostly in dialogue form, on various aspects of philosophy (see Powell [1995]): Hortensius on the value of philosophical study (lost), Academica on theory of knowledge, De Finibus Bonorum et Malorum on moral philosophy, De Natura Deorum on the nature of the gods, De Divinatione on divination, De Fato on freedom versus determinism, Tusculan Disputations on what may loosely be called moral psychology, Cato Maior a consolation on old age, Laelius a celebration of friendship, De Gloria on the pursuit of fame (lost), De Officiis on right conduct, a translation of part of Plato’s Timaeus, Topica on logical argument (usually classified among the rhetorical works; logic has a foot in both camps).

There had been philosophical writing in Latin before Cicero; he refers fairly contemptuously to some Epicureans – Amafinius and Catius – who had written expositions of the doctrines of their school in Latin and who had made some attempts to solve the problems of translating technical terminology (Cic. Fam. 15.16.1-2; 15.19.1), and there may also have been some who attempted the same for Stoicism, though we cannot identify them. But as far as surviving texts are concerned, philosophical writing in Latin prose begins with Cicero; and at this point we should not forget the almost simultaneous appearance of didactic poetry on philosophical themes, obviously by Lucretius but also by others (according to Cicero, Q. Fr. 2.9.3, the Empedoclea of Sallustius – not the historian – was hard going). As a medium for the presentation of philosophical or reflective material, Plato was not the only precedent for the use of dialogue, and Plato’s dialogues themselves offered several different models to choose from. Xenophon’s works had been familiar to Romans for some generations, Aristotle’s lost dialogues were praised for their style, and a number of Hellenistic philosophers had also written in the form. Cicero himself varied his technique from one dialogue to another. In De Oratore and De Republica and then again in the minor essays Laelius and Cato Maior the dialogue is presented in a full-scale fictional setting with characters from the past. De Republica is set in 129 b.c., more than seventy years before the time of writing; we learn from Cicero’s letters that he settled on the final form only after several drafts, one of which involved a more contemporary setting (see Schmidt [2001]). In some of his later philosophical works he made use of contemporary or recently deceased Romans as characters, introducing himself as a minor interlocutor (De Natura Deorum) or as a major participant (Brutus, De Finibus, De Divinatione). In the Academica, Cicero changed his plan more than once; we now have the second book of the first edition, in which a youthful Cicero (representing the scepticism of the New Academy) is presented in a rather formal disputation with Lucullus (representing the views of his protégé Antiochus of Ascalon); but Cicero thought better of this on the ground that the attribution of philosophical arguments to Lucullus and his contemporaries was too historically implausible, and soon published a second version in four books (of which we have only part of the first book) in which the task of expounding Antiochus’ theories was given to Varro (see Griffin [1997]).

Generally speaking Cicero’s dialogues have been underrated. They contain some attractive scene-setting (e.g. De Legibus 1 and 2, De Finibus 3 and 5) and one striking excursion into mythography in the Platonic manner (the ‘Dream of Scipio’ at the end of De Republica); granted that these passages are largely imitative of Plato, Cicero imports a distinctive Roman flavour (see Becker [1938]) and, in general, comes off by no means badly as a composer of imaginary narrative. He has occasional amusing touches of self-consciousness about the conventions of dialogue writing: in the De Legibus (3.26) Cicero reminds his brother Quintus that in a dialogue of this sort, the speakers are supposed to agree, so that they can get on to the next point; Quintus retorts ‘Well, I don’t agree; but I’d like you to get on to the next point anyway’. There are many literary allusions to famous passages of Plato: the ‘Dream of Scipio’ recalls the Myth of Er and contains a verbatim translation from a passage of the Phaedrus, the opening of the De Legibus recalls the Phaedrus as well as the Laws, the departure of Scaevola at the beginning of the De Oratore is explicitly stated (in a letter) to recall that of Cephalus at the beginning of the Republic, and the dialogue proper in the Laelius is introduced with an imitation of a passage from the Theaetetus (see De Graff [1940]). Cicero takes care with the characterisation of his main speakers. It is conventional to refer to Scipio in the De Republica as Cicero’s mouthpiece, but I have argued elsewhere (Powell [1996]) that there is more to him than that: Scipio and Laelius within the context of the dialogue have complementary points of view, both of which are in some sense Ciceronian, and Laelius is consistently shown as pouring a certain amount of cold water on Scipio’s Platonic idealism. Other characters also have personal features delineated by a few strokes of the pen: Manilius is the venerable lawyer, while Spurius Mummius is an inveterate oligarch who cannot be brought to admit that the democratic constitution of Rhodes has any merit. In the third book, we find an Academic-style disputation pro and contra on the subject of justice in government; this method was also cultivated in the rhetorical schools, and forms the basis for several of Cicero’s later dialogues, where it becomes a convenient method for presenting and criticising the views of rival sects. Despite its origins in the sceptical Academy, Cicero’s use of this form in philosophical writing was evidently not primarily designed to further scepticism: even when both sides of an issue are presented with reasonable fairness, it is usually clear which one we are supposed to believe; in Rep. 3, the spokesman for cynical relativism and pragmatism, L. Furius Philus, makes it very clear that he does not believe in the position he is about to argue. Even so, there is an oddity at the end of De Natura Deorum, when Cicero in his own person (despite his Academic affiliation, which is reflected clearly in his language) comments that he finds the Stoic exposition of Balbus more plausible than the sceptical Academic one of Cotta. Discussion continues on the precise significance of this parting shot (see e.g. Glucker [1995] 137).

The full-scale dialogue form did not always suit Cicero’s purposes. In the Tusculan Disputations it is reduced to an exposition by a character more or less clearly identified as Cicero himself, posing rather self-consciously as a philosophical teacher, with occasional responses or comments by an anonymous pupil (the speaking parts are marked in the manuscripts simply by ‘M’ for magister and ‘A’ for auditor: see Andrieu [1954] 297-8). A similar form is used in the minor rhetorical work Partitiones Oratoriae, with the role of the pupil played by Cicero’s son (another example of the father-son dialogue which, as Hirzel [1895] 429 pointed out, appealed so much to Roman taste). In the De Officiis the dialogue form is abandoned entirely, though the treatise is addressed to Cicero’s son Marcus and acknowledges his presence from time to time; of a similar kind is the Orator addressed to Brutus and the Topica addressed to Trebatius. It was presumably the De Officiis that provided a model for Seneca’s so-called ‘dialogues’, which are no more than extended essays written to a particular addressee (since dialogus in its origin simply meant ‘conversation’, a one-sided dialogus is not a theoretical impossibility, even though at variance with the normal usage of the word).  Seneca’s Epistulae Morales, a series of over a hundred brief philosophical essays addressed in epistolary form to a single recipient, may be seen as a continuation of the same tendency.

4. After Cicero: Varro and others. 
Cicero’s contemporary M. Terentius Varro (116-27 b.c.), though his elder by ten years, outlived him by a considerable time, and was most productive in his later years, so it is reasonable to count him among Cicero’s literary successors. Early in life Varro came under the influence of L. Aelius Stilo and was his successor as the leading Roman researcher in philological matters. He had an active military and political career in the mid-first century; he supported Pompey until he found himself on the losing side in the civil war; he was pardoned and honoured by Caesar, proscribed by Antony, rescued by Octavian, and (just) lived to see the last-mentioned proclaimed as Augustus. His earlier literary output belonged chiefly to the genre of satire (the Menippeae); there is also very fragmentary evidence for a series of writings called Logistorici which may possibly have been dialogues on general topics, rather along the lines of Cicero’s Cato and Laelius. Varro also wrote biographies (the Imagines), works on history, geography, law, literary criticism and philosophy, and a work entitled Disciplinae which dealt with at least some of what were later referred to as the ‘liberal arts’, along with medicine and architecture, and which seems to have set the pattern for later encyclopaedic works such as that of Celsus. In terms of his contemporary and later influence, Varro’s most significant works were his scholarly treatises on various aspects of Roman culture: on the origins of the Roman race, on the Latin language, on the Roman way of life, on Roman religion, and on Roman institutions. Cicero in his Academicus primus (§9) compliments Varro on the value of his work from a patriotic perspective: Varro had finally taught the Romans who they were and where they lived. For Hellenised Romans anxious to avoid the label of barbarian and to justify their dominance over the Greek world, it was precisely the right time to be reassured that their language was actually a form of Greek (the identification was of course based on real similarities, due either to lexical borrowing or to common Indo-European descent). There could also be a contemporary political context for this kind of writing; the Divine Antiquities were dedicated to the victorious Caesar at a time when he was reforming the civil and religious calendar: see Tarver (1994).

Two works of Varro survive from his vast output: six books of the De Lingua Latina, and the more or less complete Res Rusticae, a treatise on agriculture in dialogue form dating from 37 b.c. when Varro was in his eightieth year, dedicated (at least as far as the first book is concerned) to his wife Fundania, ostensibly with a practical purpose. Xenophon’s Oeconomicus doubtless provided the main precedent for a dialogue on farming, and the recent example of Cicero may have stimulated Varro to write in this form, but Varro gives it a peculiar flavour of his own, not least in the choice of characters, all of whom in the first book have names etymologically related to agriculture: Fundanius (Varro’s father-in-law) and Fundilius from fundus ‘farm’, Agrius and Agrasius from ager ‘field’, and the two farming experts Licinius Stolo (stolo a ‘sucker’ growing round the roots of a tree) and Tremellius Scrofa (scrofa ‘pig’), not to mention the dedicatee; in the second book, Scrofa discourses at length on pigs, whereas one Vaccius deals with cows; the third book, which begins on the subject of aviaries, is dedicated to a man named Pinnius (cf. pinna ‘feather’) and involves characters called Merula ‘Blackbird’, Pavo ‘Peacock’, Pica ‘Magpie’ and Passer ‘Sparrow’. Varro’s exposition is characteristically learned, urbane and in places whimsical, reflecting wide reading in the existing literature on farming (his extensive sources are listed at the beginning) as well as the predictable interests in etymology, antiquities, and out-of-the-way information. The characters exchange witticisms, proverbs and anecdotes with much local Roman and Italian colouring. One of Varro’s most important themes, in contrast to Cato’s earlier treatise, is the variety of agricultural practice in different parts of Italy: the dialogue begins, indeed, with the participants examining a painting of Italy on the wall of the temple of Tellus (whether a map, as scholars tend to assume, or a symbolic depiction, is not clear). The philosophical dialogue tradition is exploited: the character Agrius is introduced as a ‘Socratic’, and there is a recurrent if sometimes playful concern with definitions and systematic subdivisions of the subject. Moreover, the wider world does not go unnoticed; the first book ends quite startlingly with a murder, the third with an election victory. The virtually complete lack of integration between these ‘noises off’ and the rest of the work may be taken as a sign of lack of attention on the author’s part, or it may be taken as a deliberately abrupt reminder that life was not altogether a rural idyll. The literary qualities of Varro’s extant works have been disparaged, in particular his tendency to pedantic digressions; but if read in the right spirit, the three books of Res Rusticae have considerable charm as well as interest. On his Latin style see Laughton (1960).

Among the technical literature of the Augustan age, one work in particular stands out as a classic of its kind: the De Architectura of Vitruvius. This work is clearly written (at least on the whole), knowledgeable and precise, it is of considerable interest for the information it provides not only on architecture but also on ancient science and engineering, and its practical influence on later European building can hardly be overestimated. Even so, few scholarly accounts of Augustan literature accord it much recognition – a reflection of the narrowly aesthetic conception of ‘literature’ that still prevails among Latinists. The works on astronomy, mythology and land-surveying attributed to Julius Hyginus, freedman of Augustus and friend of Ovid, are of doubtful authorship (cf. Von Albrecht [1997] i.877; Duret [1982] 1540-2). The study of philology and antiquities continued in the work of Verrius Flaccus, tutor to Augustus’ grandsons: he was known particularly as a grammarian and for his researches on the calendar, which were embodied in the Fasti Praenestini displayed in his home town of Praeneste (Palestrina).

Moving later into the first century a.d. we find Celsus on medicine and much else, Pomponius Mela on geography, Pliny the Elder on all aspects of the natural (and human) world, Columella on agriculture (who represents an improvement on Varro at least as regards economy of exposition). In literary studies, we have parts of Asconius’ commentary on Cicero’s speeches. In the field of rhetoric, Seneca the Elder’s work (see Fairweather [19891]) entitled Sententiae, Divisiones, Colores should be mentioned, though it is not a systematic treatise: it is a collection of reminiscences of the ways in which the rhetoricians of Seneca’s lifetime treated various standard debating topics (suasoriae and controversiae). In modern terms a sententia is a soundbite and a divisio is a set of bullet points; a color is a line of argument (the usage survives in phrases such as ‘a colourable excuse’). This compilation contains numerous points of interest, such as the extracts from historical accounts of the death of Cicero and a glimpse of Ovid’s performance in school rhetoric (Suas. 6.14-27; Contr. 2.2.9-12); yet one cannot avoid the impression that it is a bad guide to what actually went on in Roman rhetorical education, since it concentrates so heavily on declamation as display rather than as pedagogy or as practice for real oratory in the courts.  Far more informative is Quintilian’s magisterial treatise on the orator’s education (Institutio Oratoria) in twelve books, which presents a notably humane ideal of education, an A to Z of rhetorical composition and performance, and a mine of information on Roman forensic practice (see Russell [2001]). In philosophy the main extant figure is the younger Seneca (see Griffin [1976]), whose moral ‘dialogues’ and letters have already been mentioned, and who also expounded Stoic accounts of physical phenomena in the Natural Questions. Here, as elsewhere, the understanding of natural phenomena in scientific and philosophical terms appears not only as a legitimate aim of intellectual curiosity, but also as a step towards the development of correct moral and psychological attitudes.


The dialogue properly so called was revived towards the end of the first century A.D. by Cornelius Tacitus, if (as is generally though not universally accepted: see Mayer [2001] 18-22) Tacitus is indeed the author of the Dialogus de Oratoribus.  Stylistic differences between this and Tacitus’ other works are easily explained by the difference of genre; in the Dialogus he was writing the natural conversational Latin of his time (possibly with some Ciceronian colouring) rather than the grandiose historian’s idiolect which became his trademark in the later works. The dialogue form was a logical choice for the presentation of contrasting viewpoints: that of Messalla who thought that oratory had declined since the Republic, versus that of Aper who thought it had improved. The third speaker, the poet Curiatius Maternus, arbitrates between them with a historical view: the decline of both political and forensic oratory is inevitable in an age of order and consensus under a wise and all-powerful ruler, and is really a sign of health in the community. The conclusion is thought-provoking, especially if, as some have argued, the speaker in the dialogue is the same as the Maternus who according to Dio Cassius was put to death by the supposedly wise and all-powerful Domitian in A.D. 91 (see Mayer [2001] 44 n. 102 for references).

The production of expository treatises of various kinds continued in the middle and late empire. At the more literary end of the scale, Apuleius wrote on Platonic philosophy (see Harrison [2000]); Aulus Gellius collected scholarly miscellanea in the Noctes Atticae (c. a.d. 180), a compilation of perennial interest (see Holford-Strevens [1988]); later, in a similar vein, Censorinus wrote (among other scholarly works) a treatise De Die Natali (‘On Birthdays’, a.d. 238), a source of much information on the calendar and related matters. From the second century comes the legal treatise of Gaius (c. a.d. 161), fundamental for the modern study of Roman law; this was the beginning of the great age of the Roman jurists, which  lasted from the reign of Hadrian until Justinian’s codification of Roman law (a.d. 529). Frontinus, already mentioned as the author of On Aqueducts, wrote also on military matters, following the Greek tradition of collections of ‘stratagems’ (Strategemata); for a more systematic military manual we must wait until Vegetius in the late fourth century. Geographical literature was continued by C. Julius Solinus (early third century a.d.); the science of astrology received its fullest Latin prose treatment from Firmicus Maternus (a.d. 334-7). In the later empire, agricultural literature is represented by Palladius (date uncertain, perhaps as late as the fifth century a.d.). Veterinary medicine now reappears as a separate topic, as does land-surveying (the gromatici), for which see Dilke (1971) and Campbell (2000). At this stage there is more sign than before of a divorce between the literary and the sub-literary: the language of medical and veterinary texts in particular differ in many respects from standard classical Latin. This is not because their language derives from a lower social stratum, as the often-used term ‘Vulgar Latin’ misleadingly suggests, but merely because they reflect changes that had occurred in the contemporary spoken language, for the reconstruction of which they are a valuable source (cf. Adams [1995]), while more self-consciously literary and rhetorical works still observed the classical norms prescribed by the grammarians. Compendia of literary learning in the old style took various forms: Macrobius’ Saturnalia (late fourth century, dramatic date a.d. 383) is a dialogue in the symposiastic tradition (see Flamant [1969]), and in style rather reminiscent of Varro; Martianus Capella’s encyclopedia of the liberal arts (De Nuptiis Mercurii et Philologiae, late fifth century) owes its literary framework to the tradition of Menippean satire.  Under Gothic rule in the West, the tradition of pagan philosophical learning was strikingly upheld by Boethius (c. a.d. 480-524), who in the intervals of a public career wrote treatises on logic, mathematics and music (highly influential in transmitting these ancient skills to the Middle Ages), together with commentaries on Aristotle, Cicero and Porphyry; while he reserved the dialogue form for a literary meditation written in prison, the famous De Consolatione Philosophiae (see Chadwick [1981]; Lerer [1985]). Another significant figure for the transmission of pagan learning, this time philological, was Isidore, Bishop of Seville, whose Etymologies (c. a.d. 630) takes the form of a straightforward encyclopaedic compilation.

A further and very important development of the classical expository treatise, often with an admixture of political or forensic rhetoric, is to be seen in Christian apologetic writing, of which the first notable practitioner was Tertullian (c. a.d. 160-240; see Sider [1972]). The dialogue form reappears with renewed creativity as a vehicle for Christian controversy. Contemporary with Tertullian in the first half of the third century, the Octavius of Minucius Felix (see O’Connor [1976]) sets out a debate between paganism and Christianity in a straightforward fashion, reflecting Cicero’s arguments in utramque partem in which the supposedly stronger side is given the last word: there is a pleasant piece of scene-setting at the beginning, followed by a speech on behalf of the pagans, and a speech on behalf of Christianity which succeeds in converting the pagan interlocutor. Philosophically, the development of the argument is fairly superficial; the representative of Christianity does not effectively meet all the points made by the pagan, and some of the more difficult parts of Christian doctrine are kept discreetly in the background. The style is doubtless what Minucius thought was Ciceronian, i.e. the highly ornate rhetorical style of his own age, with occasional authentic Ciceronian rhythms and other stylistic touches. Further examples of dialogue used for apologetic purposes are found later in the works of St. Jerome (c. a.d. 347-420) and in the early works of St. Augustine (a.d. 354-430). In his Soliloquia, Augustine adapted the dialogue form as a conversation with himself, and his famous Confessions, which have something of the nature of a one-sided conversation with God, may be seen as giving a further creative twist to the familiar dialogue tradition. Other familiar forms of literary or philosophical exposition and exhortation – speeches, letters, and commentaries on texts – have their Christian counterparts in the sermon, the pastoral letter and the Biblical commentary, all of which have survived vigorously as constituents of Christian literary culture through the Middle Ages to the present day. Thus the classical dialogue and treatise continued in use as vehicles for exposition, disputation and reflection in both Christian and secular traditions, while a number of classical and late-antique treatises (Cicero’s De Inventione on rhetoric, Boethius on logic, arithmetic and music, Martianus Capella on everything) became the basis of education in the medieval curriculum of ‘liberal arts’.

Guide to Further Reading

The genre of the technical handbook is surveyed by Fuhrmann (1960); Rawson (1978) deals with the important question of logical organisation in Roman expository prose. In the last decade, considerable attention has been paid to Roman technical writing in its literary and social context: see Nicolet et al. (1995), Colace and Zumbo (2000), Meissner (1999) reviewed by Reeve (2003) with additional references, and now the collection of essays edited by Horster and Reitz (2003). Convenient and comprehensive overviews of the expository literature of each period may be found in the histories of Latin literature by Von Albrecht (1997), Conte (1994b), and Herzog-Schmidt (1997, 2002). On prefaces, in addition to Janson (1964), see the collection edited by Santini and Scivoletto (1990). On the language of technical writing, see Callebat (1982) for Vitruvius, Langslow (2001) on medical Latin, Horster and Reitz (2003) esp. the chapters by Krenkel and Fögen, Mayer (forthcoming). On the dialogue as a literary form, Hirzel (1895) remains a classic treatment; on some more formal aspects of dialogue composition and presentation in Latin see, with caution, Andrieu (1954), chapters 16-18; on dialogue in the Christian writers see Voss (1970).  Selected further reading on particular subjects: on agricultural writing, including esp. Cato and Varro, see White (1973); science and natural history, Stahl (1962) and Beagon (1992); military matters, Campbell (1987); legal writing, Schulz (1953); philology and antiquarianism in the Republican period, Rawson (1985); grammar, Kaster (1988); rhetoric, Kennedy (1972) and Clarke (1996); philosophy, Morford (2002). Further information on individual authors is to be found in OCD3, in the introductions to editions of their works (especially conveniently in the Loeb series), and in the relevant sections of the general histories of Latin literature already mentioned. For those wishing to pursue the subject at a more specialised level, a useful bibliographical survey to 1990 is provided by Mazzoli (1991).

