Brill Research Perspectives in Classical Poetry
Claudia Schindler
University of Hamburg
claudia.schindler@uni-hamburg.de

Lucretius

Abstract
Lucretius’ didactic poem on Epicurean philosophy (De rerum natura, DRN) is the earliest example of Roman didactic poetry that has survived in its entirety. Comprising six books and approximately 7400 hexameters, it provides a comprehensive introduction to Epicurus’ atomism. The representation of atomistic physics is systematic and straightforward; the forms of argumentation correspond to the methods of proof used in ancient science but are also informed by contemporary rhetoric. The didactic passages of the poem are framed by proems and finales, which transcend the representation of Epicurean physics and link this with the ethics of Epicurus. The verse structure and language of the poem adhere much more strictly to ‘pre-classical’ poetry than to contemporary neoteric poetry. This traditionalism, along with the numerous puns and onomatopoeic figures that depict the atomistic structure of the world, is a persuasive technique to lure the audience. As a poeta doctus, Lucretius incorporates literary modes of various genera into his poem. Far from being derivative, he consistently exploits imitation to surpass and distinguish himself from his predecessors. The structure of DRN is that of didactic epic. On the one hand, it combines typical generic patterns of Hesiodic, Presocratic, and Hellenistic didactic poetry. On the other hand, DRN’s scope, its division into individual books, and its numerous intertextual references link it to heroic epic. Yet with his rationalist account, Lucretius challenges the genre’s most important representatives, Homer and Ennius. For the philosophical content of the poem, Lucretius’ sources are not only the writings of Epicurus, but also quite possibly figures from contemporary Epicureanism, including the philosopher Philodemus of Gadara. Lucretius does not adopt Epicurean philosophy dogmatically, but adapts it to the needs of Roman society. Encouraging his Roman readers to distance themselves from traditional life models and to adopt a new point of view, he tries to convince them of the model of Epicurean otium. DRN itself turns out to be a poem, which, as a product of the poet’s own otium, confirms the validity of Epicurean philosophy.
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1. Introduction

0.  A discomforting poet

In 2011, the Shakespearean scholar and literary historian Stephen Greenblatt surprised the public with a provocative thesis. He claimed that the transition from the so-called Middle Ages to the modern period was due to the rediscovery of a manuscript of an ancient text that had been forgotten for centuries.[footnoteRef:1] This manuscript was Lucretius’ atomistic poem De Rerum Natura (DRN), which fell into the hands of Poggio Bracciolini in a German monastery on a cold January day in 1417.  [1:  Greenblatt 2011.] 

While Greenblatt overstates the importance of Bracciolini’s discovery,[footnoteRef:2] he points to the intellectual-historical significance of one of the most original achievements of Roman literature.[footnoteRef:3] Hardly any other ancient author has been more polarizing than Lucretius. His poetic excellence has always been beyond dispute. Ovid was the first to honour him by name as sublimis;[footnoteRef:4] Statius appreciates the docti furor arduus Lucreti.[footnoteRef:5] DRN was first annotated in antiquity, moreover, and the individual sections were provided with capitula, which suggests a lively reception.[footnoteRef:6] Yet the reception of Lucretius’ text was long marked by intense controversy. His theses on the atomistic structure of the universe, seen as a finite cosmos created without a divine creator, and on the mortality of the soul and the harmful role of religion were met with both fervent approval and sharpest rejection.  [2:  For a critical discussion of Greenblatt’s theses, see Vesperini 2017, 213–234.]  [3:  Introductions and surveys of Lucretius and his work: Martha 1869; Sellar 1891, 274–398; Masson 1907; Regenbogen 1932; Rozelaar 1943; Sikes 1936; Boyancé 1963; Perelli 1969; Kenney 1977; Erler 1994, 381–490; Fowler/Fowler 31996; Johnson 2000 (cf. Campbell 2002); Gale 2001; Gigandet 2001; Godwin 2004; Colman 2012; Fratanuono 2015; Vesperini 2017. Gian Biagio Conte provides a concise introduction in the edition of Dionigi/Canali/Conte 52018. Scholarly collections and conference volumes: Dudley 1965; Gigon 1978; Classen 1986; Traina 1990; Poignault 1999; Gale 2007; Gillespie/Hardie 2007; O’Rourke 2020; Hardie/Prosperi/Zucca 2020.]  [4:  Ov. am. 1.15.23.]  [5:  Stat. silv. 2.7.76–7.]  [6:  Cf. Butterfield 2013, 136–202; Butterfield 2014, 19–20. These capitula probably entered the medieval tradition via a late antique manuscript, cf. Herren 2012, 107–124.] 

The reception of DRN is an area that has become increasingly important in research, especially in recent decades. In Latin poetry, Lucretius is an authority referred to throughout Antiquity.[footnoteRef:7] The first verbal reminiscences on DRN appear in Virgil’s fifth Eclogue (5.64). Traces of Lucretius’ poem can also be detected in Horace’s Odes and Satires.[footnoteRef:8] Lucretius’ immediate successors in didactic poetry, Virgil and Manilius, in their agricultural and astronomical poems, elaborated antithetical counter-concepts that rejected the agnostic world view of DRN, in reaction to the poet’s radical denial of caring gods and providence. As Philip Hardie has carefully demonstrated, Lucretius continued to exercise a strong influence on Virgil in the Aeneid.[footnoteRef:9] Other poets who display an awareness of Lucretius by reworking aspects of DRN include the Augustan Grattius, author of the didactic Cynegetica,[footnoteRef:10] Lucan in his Neronian epic Bellum Civile, and the satirists Persius and Juvenal.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  For an overview, see Hardie 2007 (with further references).]  [8:  Cf. Gieseke 2000; Harrison 2007, 79–85 and Harrison 2013.]  [9:  Hardie 1986, 157–240; see also Gieseke 2000, 59–94.]  [10:  Cf. Gale 2018. Not only the sections on hunting in Lucretius’ cultural history served as a model for Grattius, but also hunting as an image for the process of cognition (Lucr. 1404–409), which enables a metapoetic reading of Grattius’ poem.]  [11:  Pope 2020 (Lucan); Schmitz 2000, 232–3 (Juvenal); Gellar-Goad 2018b (Persius 6 and Juvenal 12; and further literature).] 

The poem’s continuous reception can be traced further in the works of numerous prose writers from Cicero to Apuleius. Susanne Gatzemeier provides an overview of the broad reception of Lucretius from the late Republic to early Late Antiquity.[footnoteRef:12] She shows that Lucretius was not only widely read and appreciated by historiographers such as Cornelius Nepos and Velleius Paterculus, but was also used as a source for pre-classical Latin by grammarians such as Verrius Flaccus. Another close reader of the DRN was Seneca, although he studied the poem primarily for its philosophical content. As Pierre Vesperini reveals, moreover, a vivid reception in the epigraphic tradition points to the poem’s widespread influence.[footnoteRef:13] Likewise, the frequent quotations of DRN in Servius’ commentary on the Aeneid bear witness to continued reading of the text in Late Antiquity.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Cf. Gatzemeier 2013, 27–179.]  [13:  Vesperini 2017, 189.]  [14:  Cf. Deschamps 1999.] 

Church writers found little to like in Lucretius, even though Christianity in some respects shows parallels to Epicureanism, a doctrine of salvation with a divinized, charismatic founder. The Epicurean criticism of ancient religion was also, in some ways, appropriated by Christianity;[footnoteRef:15] and while repeatedly criticizing Lucretius and Epicurus’ doctrines as “stupid” and “insane”,[footnoteRef:16] Lactantius effectively transfers Lucretius’ praise of Epicurus to Christ.[footnoteRef:17] Among the Christian critics of the DRN’s Epicureanism was Augustine, who in the sixth book of his Confessions discusses Epicurus’ philosophy, which he simplifies, weighs against Christian norms, and finally rejects.[footnoteRef:18] His contemporary Jerome, meanwhile, alleges in his chronicle that Lucretius went mad after drinking a love potion and wrote DRN “during these intervals of madness” (per intervalla insaniae) before finally committing suicide.[footnoteRef:19]  [15:  Cf. Pollmann 2010.]  [16:  E.g. Lact. div. inst. 6.1. On Lactantius and Epicurus cf. Kany-Turpin 2000; on Lactantius and Lucretius cf. Walter 2006, 125; 149–50.]  [17:  Lact. div. inst. 7.27.6; cf. Testard 1997; Walter 2006, 113.]  [18:  Cf. Fuhrer 2000.]  [19:  Jerome, chron. a. Abr. 1923 (= 95 BCE) p. 149 Helm, p. 231 Fotheringham (= Suet. vir. ill. Frg. 14 (20*) Reifferscheid).] 

As a number of studies have shown, Jerome extrapolated this biographically worthless information from the poem itself and mixed it with various reception texts.[footnoteRef:20] Nevertheless, Jerome’s narrative of the “love-philtre” and the “insane poet” influenced the perception of Lucretius into the modern age. His portrayal not only inspired Alfred Lord Tennyson’s famous poem Lucretius (1868),[footnoteRef:21] but was also instrumental in establishing the image of an emotionally torn, psychologically unstable or even depressive poet, an “Antilucrèce chez Lucrèce”,[footnoteRef:22] which influenced the interpretation of Lucretius’ poem until the mid-twentieth century.[footnoteRef:23] German-speaking scholars in particular cherished this biographical interpretation –– for example Otto Regenbogen and Marc Rozelaar, who even drew on the findings of contemporary psychoanalysis to create a psychological profile of the poet.[footnoteRef:24] Since Pierre Boyancé’s monograph,[footnoteRef:25] however, scholarly discussion has distanced itself from the image of the insane poet and from biographical approaches to interpreting Lucretius. Criticism from the 1970s onward has focused not only on editorial issues but also on questions of literary technique, the relationship between the form of the poem and its content, its generic classification, the treatment of philosophical and literary models, and the transfer of Hellenistic Epicurean philosophy from Greece to Rome. Over recent decades, psychological inquiry has thus given way to approaches rooted in literary and cultural studies.[footnoteRef:26] [20:  The seminal study on the topic is Ziegler 1936; cf. also Wilkinson 1949 (he suspects a confusion of the names Lucretius and Lucullus); Scamuzzi 1960; Classen 1968, 79–80. Wormell 1960, 54–63 does not find any indications of Lucretius’ ‘madness’ traceable within the work. On the reception of Lucretius by Jerome in general, see Opelt 1972, 76–81; in favour of the credibility of Jerome’s statements, Gain 1969. For a renewed examination (and refutation) of the biographical tradition (including post-antique testimonia) cf. Holford-Strevens 2002. ]  [21:  For Tennyson’s poem and its connections with DRN, see Gordon 2002, 99–101; Harrison 2020, 318-320.]  [22:  Patin 1875, 117–137; for the term ‘Anti-Lucretius’ cf. Hübner 1984, 233–4 n. 316.]  [23:  The biographical, psychologizing approach to interpreting Lucretius is still followed by Perelli 1969 and Segal 1990.]  [24:  Regenbogen 1932; Rozelaar 1943.]  [25:  Boyancé 1963.]  [26:  For research surveys, see Schmid 1946; Schrijvers 1966/1968; Dalzell 1973 and 1973b; Di Giovine 1983; Reitz 1992; Erler 1994 (comprehensive bibliography); for recent trends in research on Lucretius see Trépanier 2007, 243–245.] 

The Middle Ages did not wholly ignore Lucretius and his poem: during the Carolingian Renaissance there was undoubtedly some interest in the author.[footnoteRef:27] Still, circulation of the text remained quite limited,[footnoteRef:28] perhaps, as Pierre Vesperini suggests, because the early Middle Ages preferred historical epic poetry and were not particularly interested in scientific discourse.[footnoteRef:29] Compared to texts by other Latin classic authors such as Virgil and Ovid, the preservation and transmission of DRN is highly problematic.[footnoteRef:30] Today, our knowledge of the text is primarily based on two manuscripts from the ninth century: the Codex Oblongus (Voss. Lat. F 30) and the Codex Quadratus (Voss. Lat. Q 94), both in the collection of the Leiden University Library. The extant text is teeming with mechanical mutilations, intentional omissions, and errors. The emendation of the text is an ongoing challenge that editors have faced time and again since the editio princeps was published in the fifteenth century.[footnoteRef:31] The textual history of Lucretius is connected with famous names such as Girolamo Avanzi (Venice 1500),[footnoteRef:32] Denis Lambin (first edition Paris 1563),[footnoteRef:33] Gilbert Wakefield (London 1796),[footnoteRef:34] Carl Lachmann (first edition Berlin 1850),[footnoteRef:35] Hugh Andrew Johnstone Munro (first edition Cambridge 1860),[footnoteRef:36] Cyril Bailey (Oxford 1947),[footnoteRef:37] Josef Martin (first edition Leipzig 1934),[footnoteRef:38] Konrad Müller (Zurich 1975)[footnoteRef:39] and Enrico Flores (Naples 2002–2009).[footnoteRef:40] Marcus Deufert’s critical edition, published in 2019,[footnoteRef:41] must be considered a milestone in the study of Lucretius’ text insofar as it takes into account numerous and astute conjectures proposed by humanist scholars.[footnoteRef:42] In an earlier publication, Deufert had identified a large number of spurious additions to Lucretius’ text,[footnoteRef:43] though he has since partially withdrawn some of his suggestions.[footnoteRef:44] By contrast, David Butterfield assumes that the tradition of the text was scarcely affected by interpolations. In his opinion, there was no “large-scale reworking of the text”.[footnoteRef:45] [27:  Cf. Ganz 1996, 98–100.]  [28:  Cf. Bignone 1913; Billanovich 1958; Solaro 2000, 93–122; Ronnick 2001 (on the reception of the honey cup simile by Jerome and Alain de Lille); Reeve 2007, 205–213.]  [29:  Vesperini 2017, 208.]  [30:  For overviews of the textual history of DRN see Butterfield 2013; Butterfield 2016; Deufert 2017; on current issues concerning selected passages Deufert 2010.]  [31:  T. lucretii cari de rerum natura ... Thoma Ferando auctore, [Brescia ca. 1473] (this and the subsequent bibliographical information according to Deufert 2019). Alexander 1985 offers a compilation of earlier editions.]  [32:  T. Lucreti Cari libri sex …, Venice 1500.]  [33:  T. Lucretii Cari de rerum natura libri sex. A Dionysio Lambino … emendati, Paris 1563; further editions 1565 and 1570.]  [34:  Wakefield 1796.]  [35:  Lachmann 1850, 41871. ]  [36:  Munro 1860; Munro 1864 (2 vols, with translation and notes); Munro 41886 (final revised edition).]  [37:  Bailey 1947 (Editio maior; the Editio minor, Bailey 1900, 21922 is widely used).]  [38:  Martin 1934; 51963.]  [39:  Müller 1975.]  [40:  Flores 2002; 2004; 2009.]  [41:  Deufert 2019.]  [42:  The “Prolegomena” (Deufert 2017) and the “Kritische Kommentar” (Deufert 2018) are the basis of this edition. In addition, Deufert has published numerous shorter studies on the textual history of Lucretius (cf. Deufert 2016; Deufert 2018, 494–5). For basic considerations on editing Lucretius, see Deufert 2010.]  [43:  Deufert 1996, see also Deufert 2016.]  [44:  Deufert 1996 (with an extensive bibliography). Deufert considered 368 verses of DRN to be spurious.]  [45:  Butterfield 2014, 41.] 

Jerome mentions that Cicero “edited” (emendavit) DRN,[footnoteRef:46] and Cicero himself speaks of Lucreti poemata in one of his letters to Quintus.[footnoteRef:47] Both testimonies have led to much speculation about the genesis of DRN. Scholars have discussed whether Cicero knew the entire poem or only parts thereof;[footnoteRef:48] how he judged its literary quality;[footnoteRef:49] how to interpret Jerome’s emendavit;[footnoteRef:50] whether DRN is complete in the present state; and whether the poet planned the poem in the form in which it exists today.[footnoteRef:51] Apart from the testimonies of Cicero and Jerome, scholars have found various indications in the text itself that the work is unfinished:[footnoteRef:52] duplication, such as the repetition of a large group of verses from the first book (1.925–959) at the beginning of the fourth;[footnoteRef:53] unrealized foreshadowing, such as the unfulfilled announcement that a more detailed discussion of the nature of the gods will follow;[footnoteRef:54] inconsistencies in the proem of the first book,[footnoteRef:55] e.g., the contradiction between the hymn to Venus and the Epicurean theology of 1. 44–49;[footnoteRef:56] and, finally, the abrupt ending of the poem.[footnoteRef:57] Although various scholars have made efforts to preserve the unity of the text of DRN,[footnoteRef:58] inconsistencies such as these cannot be easily resolved. It seems beyond doubt that the poem lacks the polish of a final edit. It is often difficult, however, to decide whether inconsistencies indicate incompleteness or are the result of the text’s problematic dissemination over time. As James O’ Hara argues, some may also be part of Lucretius’ poetic concept, as is the case with other Roman poets.[footnoteRef:59] [46:  This information is likely all but worthless, cf. Holford-Strevens 2002, 7 (who includes a survey of older scholarship): “It is inherently improbable that Cicero [...] would spend time and trouble editing [...] a poem expounding a system he found absurd and repugnant”. On the other hand, Zetzel 1998 and Farrell 2008, Appendix C, note striking parallels between the structure of DRN and Cicero’s De re publica.]  [47:  Cic. Quint. 2.9 [11].]  [48:  Murley 1928, 289–90.]  [49:  Sihler 1897, 42–48; Litchfield 1913.]  [50:  For emendatio/emendare, see Zetzel 1980.]  [51:  On the Entstehungsgeschichte of DRN (partly with a discussion of the repetition of verses 1.925–959 at the beginning of the fourth book), for example Mewaldt 1908, 290–294 (the verses of the first book were inserted subsequently; a contrary view held by Müller 1958, 280–283); Mussehl 1912; Gompf 1960; Mühl 1968; Townend 1979, 101–111 (3 and 4 were originally the end of DRN; 3.1 follows on from the end of 6; 5.55–63 is the result of a later revision). On the present order of the individual books, as the initially intended order, Diller 1951, 5–30; for a contrary view cf. Büchner 1952 and Büchner 1964, 57–120. On the question of the degree of completion of certain books Sedley 1997, Sedley 1998b, 37; Sedley 1998, 186–202.]  [52:  Butterfield 2014, 20–29 provides an overview.]  [53:  Lucr. 4.1–24 = 1.926–949, see below p. **.]  [54:  Lucr. 5.155 quae tibi posterius largo sermone probabo. Cf. Butterfield 2014, 22–3; Giussani 21929, ad l. and Bignone 1945, 195 and 318–322 assume that the announcement would have been made after the description of the plague. Müller 1975, 277–295 argues that a detailed Lucretian theology would have been placed before and after verses 5.1198–1203. On the rearrangement of 5.155 Deufert 1996, 302–304.]  [55:  Cf. Diller 1951, 24; Büchner 1952, 214–217.]  [56:  On these hotly debated verses, see Butterfield 2020.]  [57:  See below p. **.]  [58:  For the unity of first proem, see e.g. Müller 1959b, 72–74; Giancotti 1959, Heilmann 1969.]  [59:  O’ Hara 2007, 55–76.] 

After its rediscovery at the beginning of the fifteenth century, DRN was repeatedly both praised and rejected.[footnoteRef:60] The first readers of Lucretius in the Renaissance[footnoteRef:61] were mostly poets and philologists. Among them we encounter famous names such as Lorenzo Valla, author of the treatise De voluptate,[footnoteRef:62] Niccolò Macchiavelli, Giulio Pomponio Leto, and Michel de Montaigne. Their readings of the poem significantly influenced European cultural and scientific discourse––and as Ada Palmer has recently shown through her analysis of marginalia found in manuscripts and early prints, the doctrine of DRN, once considered heterodox, gradually became more accepted and widespread during the sixteenth century.[footnoteRef:63] [60:  Various detailed studies on the reception of Lucretius can be found in Gillespie/Hardie 2007.]  [61:  On the reception of Lucretius in the Renaissance Beretta 2003; Gambino Longo 2004; Brown 2010.]  [62:  Lorenzo Valla, De voluptate, Paris 1431; cf. Allen 1944, 6–8.]  [63:  Palmer 2014.] 

The city of Venice, which had always been open to new ideas, particularly showed great interest in Lucretius’ poem.[footnoteRef:64] DRN also played a crucial role in the discourses of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation.[footnoteRef:65] Not only Erasmus, but also the religious reformers Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, Philipp Melanchthon, Johannes Calvin, and Isaac Casaubon studied DRN. In the seventeenth century, the French scholar Pierre Gassendi attempted to reconcile the teachings of Epicurus with Christianity[footnoteRef:66] in his Syntagma Philosophicum (1658), thereby preparing the ground for a broader acceptance of Lucretius. All in all, the immense impact of DRN on Europe’s intellectual history and its influence on theology, philosophy, and the natural sciences has so far only been rudimentarily explored and thus remains a promising field of research.[footnoteRef:67] [64:  Cf. Davidson 2016.]  [65:  Cf. Paladini 2011, see also Prosperi 2008.]  [66:  On Gassendi cf. Spink 1960; Carré 1958, 112–120. In his dialogue Epicureus in the Colloquia familiaria (1518), Erasmus of Rotterdam includes an appearance by a character named Hedonius, who claims that Epicurus’ philosophy is essentially Christian. On the reception of Lucretius in France in general see Belowski 1934; Hocke 1935.]  [67:  The volumes of Norbrook/Harrison/Hardie 2016, Lezra/Blake 2016 and Ballestra-Puech 2019 give an impression of the wide-ranging reception of Lucretius in modern times.] 

In Neo-Latin didactic poetry, a genre which was closely linked to its ancient precursors, especially in Italy and France,[footnoteRef:68] various attempts were made to imitate DRN linguistically and, at the same time, to refute its arguments. Paradoxically, it was primarily the critics of Lucretius who, through their detailed paraphrases of the poem, contributed to the dissemination of its doctrine. Scipio Capece’s didactic poem De principiis rerum, first printed in Venice in 1546, provides the earliest comprehensive discussion of DRN. Capece attempts to prove that the primordial elements of nature are not the atoms, but air. Yet despite his harsh criticism of Lucretius’ atomism, Capece’s own standpoint is not completely anti-Lucretian. De principiis shows a particular affinity with the heterodox tendencies that circulated in Capece’s home city, Naples.[footnoteRef:69] Other early modern didactic poems discuss the immortality of the soul as rejections of the Lucretian proof of the soul’s mortality, such as De immortalitate animorum (1536) by Aonio Paelario and De contemptu mortis (1621) by Daniel Heinsius.[footnoteRef:70] The most extensive and prominent rebuttal, however, is the Antilucretius sive de deo et natura by the French Cardinal Melchior de Polignac, published in 1756. Despite the title, Polignac directed his poem not primarily against the Roman poet, but against contemporary philosophical doctrines: Lucretius in a way stands in for everything that might be seen as anti-Christian. [68:  Haskell 2007 offers an overview of the neo-Latin reception of Lucretius (especially in didactic poetry). For the reception of Lucretius in the vernaculars, see Prosperi 2007; Prosperi 2019.]  [69:  Cf. Addante 2010, 49–59; Schindler 2019, 227–244.]  [70:  Cf. Schindler 2014, 128–145.] 

Compared with other classical authors, the number of editions and commentaries of Lucretius’ text from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century is quite limited. To edit Lucretius seems to have been a somewhat risky undertaking. In the prefaces to various editions and commentaries we often find remarks in which the editors distance themselves from the content of the poem or even warn against reading it. Passages that were considered particularly offensive, such as Lucretius’ remarks on sexuality, were omitted from some editions.[footnoteRef:71] Only in the middle of the seventeenth century do we see the first printed vernacular version of DRN, Michel de Marolles’ French translation (Paris 1650).[footnoteRef:72] The English translations by Lucy Hutchinson (ca. 1650, preserved only in a manuscript)[footnoteRef:73] and Thomas Creech (Oxford 1682)[footnoteRef:74] as well as the German translation by Karl Ludwig von Knebel (Leipzig 1821),[footnoteRef:75] on which he corresponded intensely with Goethe, proved ground-breaking.[footnoteRef:76]  [71:  Butterfield 2012, 102–3.]  [72:  Michel de Marolles, Le Poëte Lucrece, latin et françois, Paris 1650. Cf. Butterfield 2012, 101–2. On the unpublished Italian translations by Giovan Francesco Muscettola and Tito Giovanni Ganzarini, see Prosperi 2020.]  [73:  Modern editions: De Quehen 1996; Barbour/Norbrook 2012. On Lucy Hutchison’s translation, see Goldberg 2006; for the influence of the translation on Hutchinson’s later religious works see Gorman 2013.]  [74:  T. Lucretius Carus, the Epicurean Philosopher: His Six Books De Rerum Natura Done Into English Verse, with Notes, Oxford 1682 (eight editions until 1793). For Creech’s translation see Real 1970; Butterfield 2012, 104; on Epicureanism and the reception of Lucretius in England see Gillespie 2007, 242–253; Rzepka 2012, 113–132.]  [75:  Knebel 21831.]  [76:  For the correspondence between Goethe and Knebel see Grumach 1949, 335–352; for the context of the translation see also Kreuz 1994, 102–122.] 

The reception of Lucretius in the 20th century has so far scarcely been studied. Undoubtedly, possible influences of DRN on the masterminds of modern nuclear physics would be an exciting, albeit discomforting, topic. After all, Albert Einstein wrote a preface to the bilingual edition of Hermann Diels’ DRN in which he praises the Roman poet’s work as liberating man from religion and superstition.[footnoteRef:77] Another topic worthy of more thorough research is the connection of DRN to communist ideology. Karl Marx had already dealt with Lucretius in detail in his dissertation.[footnoteRef:78] Bertold Brecht not only has Lucretius appear in his story Die Trophäen des Lukullus (1962), moreover, but also explicitly refers to Lucretius at the beginning of his hexametric poem entitled Lehrgedicht von der Natur der Menschen. The unfinished poem attempts to versify communist theory and transposes parts of the Communist Manifesto into hexametric verse.[footnoteRef:79]  [77:  Diels 1923/24; on this edition cf. Rösler 1999; on Einstein’s preface Ziolkowski 2014, 327–8.]  [78:  Cf. Ziolkowski 2014, 326. ]  [79:  Cf. Rösler 1975; Suvin 2009, 607–615; Ziolkowski 2014, 328–331.] 


1.2. The Poet and his time
DRN must be considered a great achievement in both its socio-cultural and contemporary literary context. There is consensus in recent research that these contexts are of great importance for understanding the work. Introductions to the social environment of the author, which reflect the current state of historical research, are mostly found in more general studies on Lucretius.[footnoteRef:80] Thus Vesperini goes into great detail on the various political, historical, and social forces and events that are likely to have shaped the poet.[footnoteRef:81]  [80:  E.g. Godwin 2004.]  [81:  Vesperini 2017, 23–64.] 

Interest in the poet’s biography has always been high. Unfortunately, we have very little reliable information to work with. The sparse and not entirely consistent biographical testimonies[footnoteRef:82]indicate that Lucretius’ lifetime covered most of the first half of the first century BCE. It can be presumed that he was born in about 95 BCE and died around 55. Scholars agree that he probably wrote his poem in the 50s, and it must have been published in the early 40s at the latest.[footnoteRef:83] This period was one of unequalled unrest and upheaval in Rome.[footnoteRef:84] Roman citizens who lived in the first half of the first century experienced not only the Social War (91 to 87 BCE), the dictatorship of Sulla with its bloody proscriptions, and the Catilinarian conspiracy, but also the so-called first triumvirate between Pompey, Crassus, and Caesar, which ultimately led to another civil war. They experienced how the traditional structures of the Roman republic, established over centuries, came under increasing pressure and were undermined and temporarily suspended; and they experienced how the aspirations of certain highly ambitious individuals undermined the institutional framework of the commonwealth. Participation in the Roman state, an essential prerequisite for the functioning of the libera res publica, proved to be increasingly dangerous business. It is not surprising, therefore, that people were looking for alternatives to the traditional mos maiorum. At about the same time as Lucretius, Gaius Valerius Catullus wrote his libellus, whose emotional, vitriolic, and often obscene poems consistently and with relish subvert and challenge all facets of Roman virility: military service, commitment to the res publica, and sexual potency. Lucretius presented another vision of an untraditional or counter-cultural existence, one that promoted an escapist model of life at a time when such models were growing increasingly popular. [82:  Nepos Att. 12.4; Donat. vita Verg. 6; Hieronymus op. cit. On the biographical evidence Canfora 1993.]  [83:  Controversy surrounds the exact date of publication. For 55/54 BCE cf. Sandbach 1940; Sallmann 1985, 436; Volk 2010, 131 (“mid 50s”); for 54 as the year of publication of “substantial parts” see Krebs 2013, 772–779 (he detects allusions to DRN in the Bellum Gallicum; allusions to Lucretius are already observed by Dale 1958); for 49 or later Hutchinson 2001. Attempts such as the one by Pierre Grimal (1978) to glean information about specific historical events from passages in DRN are speculative.]  [84:  For the historical and cultural contexts see Minyard 1985, 1–5; 13–15; Sallmann 1985; Toohey 1996, 90–92.] 

	Although DRN has some affinity to satire,[footnoteRef:85] it is more than just an explicit-ironic critique; the alternative lifestyle conveyed in the poem offers practical guidance for life. The subject of the poem is the doctrine of the Hellenistic philosopher Epicurus of Samos.[footnoteRef:86] Far from simply being a philosophy of indulgence and gluttony, as malicious slanderers have depicted it since antiquity, Epicurus’ philosophy is a kind of negative hedonism. The ultimate goal of Epicureanism is to achieve pleasure (ἡδονή), but a pleasure based on a moderate way of life. It aims at a personal state of happiness that is free from all “dislike” and “non-essential” desires and achieves an “undisturbedness” (ἀταραξία), comparable to the completely motionless surface (γαλήνη) of a calm sea. Based on a strict sensualism, Epicurus developed a rationalistic-atomistic model of the universe.[footnoteRef:87] In that universe, apart from the atoms – the primordial elements of matter – and the void, no third principle exists; and all material things of the cosmos are subject to change. Epicurus also proclaimed free will. He denied that gods have any influence on human affairs, and considered the fear of death and the fear of gods to be the greatest threats to ἀταραξία. In his ethics, he placed personal friendship above everything, calling for a retreat from politics and public life into the manageable community of a garden (κῆπος). Λάθε βιώσας, “get through life without drawing attention to yourself”, is one of the most important maxims of Epicureanism.  [85:  See below p. **.]  [86:  For Epicurus’ philosophy, see Schmid 1962; Rist 1972; Hossenfelder 1991; Hossenfelder 1995; particularly comprehensive and well-founded: Erler 1994.]  [87:  A comprehensive study of Epicurus’ scientific doctrines (partially based on Lucretius’ DRN as a source) is provided by Asmis 1984.] 

Romans allegedly first encountered Epicurus’ philosophy during the war against Pyrrhus of Epirus (280/79 BCE).[footnoteRef:88] The implications of this cultural contact have been studied extensively. What we know is that Epicureanism became enormously popular in Rome from the latter half of the second century BCE onwards.[footnoteRef:89] Its popularity,[footnoteRef:90] which seems to have been more than just an upper-class phenomenon,[footnoteRef:91] is reflected in the harsh criticism levelled at Epicureanism by conservative circles and in sanctions applied to its representatives. In the second century BCE, several sources tell us of Epicureans being expelled not only from Rome,[footnoteRef:92] but also from cities in southern Italy.[footnoteRef:93] Cicero’s statement that this “sect had occupied all of Italy”,[footnoteRef:94] still reflects the discomfort of a conservative Roman in the 40s BCE. It is combined with a general scepticism towards philosophy, which is succinctly expressed in Ennius’ dictum philosophandum est paucis – nam omnino haud placet (“there must be philosophizing, but by the few; for it [philosophizing] is not at all entirely desirable”).[footnoteRef:95] [88:  Cic. Cato Maior 43: mirari solitum Gaium Fabricium, quod cum apud regem Pyrrhum legatus esset, audisset a Thessalo Cinea esse quendam Athenis qui se sapientem profiteretur, eumque dicere omnia quae faceremus ad voluptatem esse referenda.]  [89:  On the spread of Epicurus’ teaching in Rome cf. also Farrington 1939, 172–193; Farrington 1947; Paratore 1973; Jones 1989, 62–93; Suerbaum 2002, 532; Benferhat 2005, 58–66; Malitz 2012; the most recent publication on Epicurean philosophy in the age of Cicero is Yona/Davis 2022.]  [90:  On the contents of Epicurus’ teachings that were attractive to the Romans cf. Erler 2012.]  [91:  Cic. Tusc. 4.3.6: C. Amafinius extitit dicens, cuius libris editis multitudo contulit se ad eam potissimum disciplinam […].]  [92:  Alkaios and Philiskos, probably during the consulate of L. Postumius (154 BCE), cf. Athenaios, Deipnosophistai 12.68 (547a).]  [93:  Instances of textual evidence in Garbarino 1973, 79–80; Gruen 1990, 171–174 (with further references).]  [94:  Cic. Tusc. 4.3.7: Italiam totam occupaverunt.]  [95:  Enn. scaen. 376 V.; the verse is quoted by Cicero, Gellius, and Apuleius.] 

Lucretius’ contemporary Cicero, the homo novus from Arpinum, passionate fighter for the res publica and advocate of Greek philosophy, found little common ground with Epicurus’ philosophy, despite his attempts to communicate Greek philosophy to his compatriots since the 50s of the first century BCE.[footnoteRef:96] Consequently, the secta Epicurea is the one that he most fiercely opposes in his philosophical dialogues. He accuses the Epicureans not only of making false assumptions and presenting confused arguments, but also of subverting the state and promoting atheism. Velleius, who represents the Epicurean doctrine of gods in De natura deorum, is not in the slightest a likeable character. He appears arrogant, and his reasoning is erratic and difficult to follow,[footnoteRef:97] so that he discredits himself in the community of scholars that Cicero gathers in this dialogue. Cotta, his stoic counterpart, is easily able to refute his claims.  [96:  On Cicero’s rejection of Epicurean philosophy cf. Maslowski 1974.]  [97:  Cf. Classen 2008, 175. For reminiscences of Lucretius in Cicero’s De natura deorum see Auvray-Assayas 1999.] 

Despite such polemical distortion, there is good reason to assume that by the middle of the first century BCE no one got into trouble for being an Epicurean. From the second century onwards, representatives of the Roman aristocracy became increasingly interested in Epicurean philosophy,[footnoteRef:98] and they sought contact with Greek Epicureans.[footnoteRef:99] Catherine Castner and Diskin Clay’s prosopographies of Roman Epicureans contain the names of many members of the nobility.[footnoteRef:100] Regardless of the negative way in which Cicero portrays the followers of Epicureanism in his writings, the fact that his best friend and publisher Titus Pomponius Atticus[footnoteRef:101] was a dedicated Epicurean proved to be no obstacle in their friendship and well-documented correspondence.[footnoteRef:102] Caesar’s father-in-law L. Calpurnius Piso Frugi and Caesar’s assassin C. Cassius Longinus, moreover, were as much devoted to Epicureanism as probably Caesar himself.[footnoteRef:103] Not surprisingly, Lucretius is able to dedicate his didactic poem on Epicurean atomistics to a high-ranking Roman aristocrat, though the repeatedly addressed Memmius, whose friendship the poet-persona in DRN courts intensively, is a literary persona and “implied addressee”.[footnoteRef:104] It may be assumed that his historical counterpart is Gaius Memmius, a friend and patron of neoteric poets like Helvius Cinna and Catullus.[footnoteRef:105] The historical Memmius, whose attitude towards Epicureanism remains uncertain,[footnoteRef:106] held important offices. He was tribune of the plebs in 66 BCE, became praetor in 58, and governor of Bithynia in 57; in 54 he ran unsuccessfully for consul.[footnoteRef:107] Undoubtedly, he belonged to the most elite circles of late Republican nobility. [98:  Cf. Erler 1994, 363–380.]  [99:  Cf. Jocelyn 1976/77; more generally on the contacts between the Roman aristocracy and Greek intellectuals Crawford 1978.]  [100:  Castner 1988; Clay 2007, 641–2.]  [101:  On Atticus cf. Benferhat 2005, 98–169.]  [102:  On the ambiguities of Atticus’ Epicureanism see Castner 1988, 57–61.]  [103:  Benferhat 2005, 285–302; on Cassius Longinus, see also Castner 1988, 24–31 (collection of sources); Sedley 1997b, 41; 46–7. For Caesar’s Epicureanism cf. Bourne 1977; Mulgan 1979 (who sees no hints at Caesar’s Epicureanism in Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae); Volk 2022.]  [104:  On the further consequences of this distinction between the historical Memmius and the literary persona see below p. ** (didactic persona and the reader).]  [105:  Cf. Giancotti 1959, 91–101; Roller 1970; Benferhat 2005, 78–81.]  [106:  Castner 1988, 99–104 counts him among the Epicurei dubii. Sallmann 1985, 441 cites Cic. fam. 31.1 as a counter-argument, among others: Cicero here supports the preservation of Epicurus’ house in Athens, which Memmius wanted to tear down.]  [107:  According to Cic. Att. 4.15–18, the candidacy failed because Memmius was exiled for corruption. ] 

We cannot determine, however, which position Lucretius held in society,[footnoteRef:108] as the nomen gentile can be both patrician and plebeian. Nor is there any certainty about his origins. Louise Adams Holland has located him in the Transpadana, based on literary and cultural considerations,[footnoteRef:109] while Giorgio della Valla places him in Campania, where a family of the Lucretii Cari is epigraphically attested.[footnoteRef:110] Since we have no reliable information about Lucretius’ social status, hypotheses about the relationship between the historical Memmius and the historical Lucretius, as found in earlier scholarship, are speculative at best and fanciful at worst.[footnoteRef:111]. What we can say for sure is that poets in Republican Rome generally had a low social status and as clients were economically dependent on influential patrons. Still, the relationship between patron and poet-client is reciprocal: the historical Memmius benefits from the literary monument that the historical Lucretius sets up to him with his poem.[footnoteRef:112] [108:  Taylor 1968, 483 believes that Lucretius is a hereditary knight. Similarly, Mommsen 31861, 579: “den besten Kreisen der römischen Gesellschaft angehörig”. Holford-Strevens 2002, 8–19, on the other hand, shows that there is just as little evidence for this theory as for the poet’s alleged low origins.]  [109:  Holland Adams 1979, 46–87.]  [110:  The Campania thesis, though rejected by the majority of scholars, is not totally absurd, given the strong presence of Epicureans in the region.]  [111:  Cf. Wiseman 1974, 11–43, who, among others, attempts to draw conclusions about the social background of the author from the poem’s topics. Anderson 1963, 77–8 offers an explanation that is quite fanciful. He makes Memmius (and thus also Lucretius) belong to the “Circle” of Pompey and suggests that the hymn to Venus at the beginning of DRN symbolizes the eroticized atmosphere of this circle in a period which Anderson calls the “gay period” as a whole.]  [112:  Cf. Vesperini 2017, 67–104.] 

An essential step in establishing the teachings of Epicurus was communicating them to a Roman public, for which Gaius Memmius may serve as an example. While the teachings of other philosophical schools, such as the Academy and the Stoics, could easily be harmonized with ideas of the Roman state, even to the point of underpinning them, Epicurus’ philosophy, as already indicated, turned out to be far less compatible with the prevailing discourse.[footnoteRef:113] Hence, although the Stoic Panaetius was a frequent guest in Scipio’s Roman house, the Epicurean garden community could only happen outside of Rome. Naples and its surroundings, in particular, seem to have been a centre of Epicureanism in the first century BCE. For the most part, the Epicureanism of Lower Italy is associated with the name of Philodemus of Gadara, whom we know primarily through the so-called Villa of the Papyri and its private library, well stocked with Philodemus’ writings, which was buried in 79 CE during the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius. The library was preserved to such an extent that it has been able to be at least partially reconstructed.[footnoteRef:114] If one assumed that Lucretius came from Campania,[footnoteRef:115] one might be tempted to consider some kind of connection between his geography and his Epicurean inclinations. Yet although this assumption does not seem entirely implausible, there is no evidence for it apart from the fact that the hymn to the goddess Venus, with which Lucretius opens his poem, shows a certain affinity to the Campanian Venus physica.[footnoteRef:116] To date, twenty presumed fragments of DRN have been identified among the papyri from Herculaneum.[footnoteRef:117] Whether they can in fact be attributed to Lucretius, however, has been a matter of controversy.[footnoteRef:118] It is possible that the cataloguing and interpretation of the papyri from Herculaneum, as challenging as it will likely be, may bring further evidence or even clearly identifiable DRN fragments. [113:  For the possible ways in which Romans may have come into contact with Epicurean philosophy, see Schrijvers 2007, 52–54.]  [114:  Sider 2005 offers a good introduction to the library of the Pisones.]  [115:  Della Valle 1933, see above.]  [116:  Cf. Della Valle 1934; Bailey II 1947, 590–1; Giancotti 1959, 163–166. Marx 1890 suspects that the Pompeian Venus cult was brought to Campania by Sulla’s supporters. ]  [117:  Cf. Kleve 1989; Suerbaum 1994; Obbink 2007; Kleve 2011, 231–234.]  [118:  Cf. Radiciotti 2000, 367–369; Capasso 2003, 84–99; most recently against the attribution of the verses to Lucretius, see Beer 2009b, 71–82.] 

It is mainly through the lens of Cicero’s polemical distortion that we perceive the early Latin writings on Epicureanism. According to him, a certain Gaius Amafinius had some success with his writings, because they were easy to understand and offered lures to lust – or, possibly, because nothing better was at hand.[footnoteRef:119] The writings of Amafinius and another Epicurean named Rabirius were, according to Cicero, of a low style and so imprecise in their argumentation that they could not possibly serve as models.[footnoteRef:120] Another possible Epicurean author in the Republic was Titus Albucius (born around 145 BCE), who had lived in Athens as a young man and whose Graecomania Lucilius mocked;[footnoteRef:121] but whether he wrote a didactic poem on Epicureanism, as one might infer from a quotation in Fronto,[footnoteRef:122] remains uncertain.  [119:  Cic. Tusc. 4.3.6: [...] cum interim illis silentibus C. Amafinius extitit dicens, cuius libris editis commota multitudo contulit se ad eam potissimum disciplinam, sive quod erat cognitu perfacilis, sive quod invitabantur inlecebris blandis voluptatis, sive etiam, quia nihil prolatum erat melius, illud quod erat tenebant. For Amafinius cf. also Howe 1951.]  [120:  Cic. Acad. 1.5: Didicisti enim non posse nos Amafinii aut Rabirii similes esse, qui nulla arte adhibita de rebus ante oculos positis vulgari sermone disputant, nihil definiunt, nihil partiuntur, nihil apta interrogatione concludunt, nullam denique esse artem esse nec dicendi nec disserendi putant [...].]  [121:  Lucil. 88–94 Marx.]  [122:  Fronto, de eloquentia p. 133.11–134.1 van der Hout.] 

Rabirius, Amafinius, and another Epicurean named Catius seem to have found a fairly broad readership for their writings. Their disappeareance is probably not due to their polemical destruction by Cicero.[footnoteRef:123] It is more likely that another work replaced them: Lucretius’ DRN. Lucretius’ success results not only from his great qualities as a poet. As we shall see, his success also stems from some smart strategic choices he made regarding his poem, considering the social environment and literary landscape of the first century BCE. [123:  Reinhardt 2005, 152 argues that Cicero, in his “language of Epicureanism”, despite his criticism, uses the Roman Epicurean’s terminology, not that of Lucretius.] 


2. Lucretius’ poem

2.1. Contents and structure

2.1.1. Macrostructure
Lucretius’ poem DRN is exceptional in more ways than one. It is not only the oldest example of Roman didactic poetry to be preserved almost in its entirety, but with six books and about 7400 hexameters,[footnoteRef:124] it also ranges among the longest hexametric poems in Latin.[footnoteRef:125] As is already evident from the title De rerum natura,[footnoteRef:126] it focuses on physics. This is, at a first glance, quite surprising, since Epicurus places ethics instead of physics at the centre of his philosophy.[footnoteRef:127] The structure of the poem is clear and systematic: it offers a helpful and readable introduction to Epicurus’ atomism, which progresses from the basic principles to ever more complex objects.[footnoteRef:128] The first book[footnoteRef:129] thus starts with an overview of the two fundamental elements of the world order, matter and void, and introduces the “seeds” of matter, the atoms (1.265–418). There is no third principle besides these two. Servitude, poverty, peace, and even time are added to the atoms as mere accidentals (1.419–448). Atoms cannot be split. Both the atoms (seen as the particles of matter) and the void (seen as space containing no particles) are eternal and indestructible (1.483–634). Heraclitus, who assumed fire to be the primordial substance, and Empedocles, who assumed that the whole universe was built on the four elements fire, earth, water, and air, are just as wrong as Anaxagoras with his theory of homoiomeria (1.635–920).[footnoteRef:130] Only the atoms can be considered the primordial substance. They exist in an infinite universe which has no centre (1.951–1113). [124:  Due to uncertainties concerning the history of the transmission of the text, the number of verses cannot be determined more precisely. Most publications speak of 7415 verses.]  [125:  Commentaries: Munro 41893; Giussani 21921–1929; Bailey 1947; Ernout/Robin 21962; Deufert 2018 (critical commentary). Modern translations into English (selection): Rouse/Smith 1975; Latham 1994; Esolen 1995; Melville/Fowler/Fowler 1997; Smith 2001; Stallings/Jenkyns 2007; Slavitt 2008.]  [126:  Clay 1969, 31–2 sees Lucr. 1.25 (quos ego de rerum natura pangere conor) as the source of the title.]  [127:  Cf. Kleve 1979; Erler 1994, 440–1.]  [128:  A detailed interpretive paraphrase of the text (with an emphasis on ethical issues) is provided by Nichols 1976, a structured table of contents by Erler 1994, 416–430.]  [129:  Commentary: Brown 21988. Partial commentary: Salemme 2011 (1.951‒1117).]  [130:  On this passage cf. Rösler 1973; Kollmann 1971; Tatum 1984.] 

	The second book[footnoteRef:131] focuses on the atoms, their forms, their properties, and their ability to form atomic bonds. The atoms rain down in infinite space. A slight deviation from this straight trajectory (clinamen)[footnoteRef:132] – kind of an act of free will of the atoms – leads to random collisions with other atoms and allows complex compounds (2.142–293). The quantities of materia and void remain forever unchanged within an infinite universe. There is a limit to the different types of atomic forms, but infinite copies of each of these atomic forms exist (2.294–580). All physical objects consist of different atoms, but not all atomic forms are compatible with each other (2.581–729). The atoms have no intrinsic qualities; they are without colour, smell, or taste. Atoms can be said to acquire qualities only when the single atoms join to form atomic bonds (2.730–864). Physical sensations also occur only as a secondary factor (2.865–1022). There is an infinite number of worlds like ours; all have come into being in the same manner, and in time all will once more cease to exist (2.1023–1174).  [131:  Commentary (2.1–332): Fowler 2002.]  [132:  On clinamen as the core of Epicurean philosophy cf. Fowler 1983; Schmidt 2007.] 

	The third book[footnoteRef:133] is concerned with describing the nature of the soul. The soul is physical. It consists of a part endowed with reason (“mind”; animus, mens) and parts without reason (“spirit”; anima). Body and soul are closely intertwined and cannot be separated (3:94–416). Both parts of the soul come into existence together with the body. In a series of thirty arguments, Lucretius proves the mortality of the soul (3.417–829).[footnoteRef:134] [133:  Commentaries: Heinze 1897; Kenney 1971.]  [134:  For the line of argument in this passage see West 1975.] 

	The subject of the fourth book[footnoteRef:135] are the sensual perceptions such as sight, taste, smell, and hearing, and the bodily functions of the soul such as hunger, sleep, dreaming, and sex. The sense of sight depends on wafer-thin atomic layers (“effluences”, “idols”, εἴδωλα; simulacra), which are continuously emitted from all objects and reach the human eye (4.54–524). Hearing, taste, and smell arise in a similar way, as the atomic simulacra that detach themselves from objects meet the corresponding sensory organs (4.524–721).[footnoteRef:136] Mental activity and physical needs, with special attention to sleep and dreaming, also have atomistic causes. The same holds true for the realm of sexuality (4.722–1039).  [135:  Commentaries: Godwin 1986; partial commentary: Brown 1987 (4.1030–1287).]  [136:  For this passage see Koenen 1997; Koenen 1999; Koenen 1999b; Koenen 2004.] 

	Book five[footnoteRef:137] covers cosmological questions and discusses the origin of the world and of culture. The world came into existence naturally and without divine intervention. It is imperfect and perishable like the matter of which it consists (5.91–415). It was created out of atomic vortices that gradually organized themselves into a system in which the stars, the earth, the sun, and the moon had their fixed place, and in which the seasons and the lengths of the days were set (5.416–782). The evolution of life on earth begins with the formation of plants and animals (5.783–924). Evolution culminates in the progression of man from a primitive state to the heights of civilization (5.925–1457).  [137:  Commentaries: Costa 1984; Gale 2009. Partial commentaries: Salemme 2010 (5.416‒508); Campbell 2003 (5.772–1104); Jackson 2013 (5.1–280); Bruno 2020 (5.1105–1349).] 

	The sixth book[footnoteRef:138] deals first with the atomistic explanation of weather phenomena such as thunder and lightning (6.96–422), and with the origin of tornadoes, clouds, rain, rainbows, wind, snow, hail, rime, and frost (6.423–534). The second part of the book is devoted to natural phenomena such as earthquakes and volcanism (6.535–711). Lucretius then moves on to mysterious phenomena (6.712–905), magnetism (5.906–1089), and finally the origin of diseases and epidemics (6.1090–1137). It ends with a case study, the description of the Athenian plague (6.1138–1286). [138:  Commentary: Godwin 1991.] 

	This short overview already reveals the main principles of the poem’s structure.[footnoteRef:139] As Joseph Farrell notes, that “structure … is generally considered one of the poem’s better-understood aspects”.[footnoteRef:140] All six books deal with specific major themes and are self-contained and independent. The sixth book, moreover, which describes very different natural phenomena and therefore at first glance appears more heterogeneous than the preceding five books, shows unity in that it focuses on the topic “noxious effluences entering through complementary pores”.[footnoteRef:141]  [139:  On the structure of DRN, cf. Bailey 1947, 31–37; Boyancé 1963, 69–83; Minadeo 1965; Pöhlmann 1973, 886–889; Brown 1987, 9–13; Farrell 2007; Farrell 2008.]  [140:  Farrell 2008, 2.]  [141:  Cf. Jope 1989.] 

	In addition, the six individual books can be organized into three pairs of two (dyads), each of which is thematically linked. The first dyad (books one and two) is introductory. It generally focuses on atoms and their qualities. The second dyad, books three and four, applies these principles to the soul and to sense perceptions. It deals therefore with the principles of atomism in the human realm, i.e. in a microcosm. The last dyad (books five and six) deals with the cosmos and natural phenomena, and in a broader sense with the natural environment of humankind. It thus looks at the governing principle of atomism in a larger space, i.e. a macrocosm.[footnoteRef:142] Besides this dyadic structure, a further structural principle can be observed: a division into two halves. Thus books 1–3 provide the basics of atomism, while books 4–6 deal with its ethical implications.[footnoteRef:143] In addition, William Owen points to a shift between basic exposition in the odd books and more developed discussion in the even. According to him, the first book of each of the three pairs of books (1/2; 3/4; 5/6) presents the fundamental principles of physics, psychology, and cosmology, while the second builds on that given information. In the first book, for example, the poet gives the facts of theoretical physics, while in the second he offers a “full discussion of their dynamic activity”.[footnoteRef:144] Owen has to concede, however, that the principle is less clear for the latter pair of books.[footnoteRef:145] [142:  Cf. e.g. Kenney 1977, 18–9; Gale 2005, 441.]  [143:  Farrell 2007, 79.]  [144:  Owen 1968, 122.]  [145:  Owen 1968, 123.] 

	The two outer pairs of books (books 1–2 and 5–6) can also be linked through the principle of a ring composition.[footnoteRef:146] In both pairs, the poet deals with phenomena that can be explained materially and that rule out divine intervention. Epicurus’ superiority over the gods is expressed clearly at the beginning of these books.[footnoteRef:147] The third and fourth books at the centre of the work,[footnoteRef:148] meanwhile, address the anxieties about an afterlife that haunt humankind.  [146:  Cf. Kenney 1971 (also referred to below).]  [147:  Lucr. 1.62–79; 5.14–54.]  [148:  For the relationship between book 3 and 4 see Brown 1987, 13–19.] 

Lucretius begins each book of DRN by stating the topic he intends to address in it. For the first book, for example, he announces (1.54–61) that he plans to present the “primordial causes” (rerum primordia: 1.55[footnoteRef:149]) of matter, as well as its genesis and decay (unde omnis natura creet res auctet alatque, / quove eadem rursum natura perempta resolvat: 56–7). In so doing, the poet not only announces the precise subject he aims to address, but also introduces the terminology that is important for further explanations. By naming different synonyms by which he means to designate atoms (primordia rerum, materies, genitalia corpora rebus, semina rerum, corpora prima) he creates variety of expression. In the course of studying DRN, the reader will come across these terms again and again. Further, this accumulation of synonyms serves to direct the reader’s attention to the atoms, which become the central topic of the poem. [149:  Unless otherwise noted, the text and punctuation follow the edition of Deufert 2019.] 

	 From the beginning of the third book onwards, Lucretius offers short summaries of the preceding material, partly picking up the – in the wider sense – topic sentences of earlier books and introducing them by formulas like et quoniam docui (3.31; 4.26 [45]; 6.43) or dum rationes / persequor ac doceo dictis (5.55–6). Each new topic is either specified by an indirect question (quo motu genitalia materiai / corpora res varias gignant genitasque resolvant / et qua vi facere id cogantur quaeque sit ollis / reddita mobilitas magnum per inane meandi: 2.62–65), or through a declaration of intent which also includes ethical aspects (res animi natura videtur / atque animae claranda meis iam versibus esse / et metus ille foras praeceps Acheruntis agendus: 3.35–37), or through a kind of headline which introduces a central term (esse ea quae rerum simulacra vocamus: 4.34). The beginning of an argument is often explicitly marked by verbs and phrases like nunc agere incipiam (4.33), expediam (2.66), or quae restant percipe porro (6.46). Later didactic poets imitated these opening phrases in what came to be seen as the typical Lucretian style.
	A further structuring device in DRN consists of the specially designed proems and book endings (‘finales’[footnoteRef:150]), which frame the individual books and are clearly set off against the didactic passages.[footnoteRef:151] This type of book composition (proem – didactic passage – finale) does not seem not to have been used in didactic poetry before Lucretius, and thus appears to be one that the poet himself developed.[footnoteRef:152] The inspiration for the proems might have come from prefaces to the Roman artes[footnoteRef:153] or from proems of philosophical prose.[footnoteRef:154] The concluding myths of Platonic dialogues could have been a model for the finales. Finally, the inserted methodological-poetological passages– e.g. the second or medial proem (Binnenproömium) in the first book (1.921–950) – are possibly another innovation of Lucretius’. [150:  The hybrid form “finalia” from Müller 1978 (instead of the correct Italian plural finali) is widely used in (German) scholarship. Against the existence of finales that are clearly delimited from the didactic passages of DRN cf. Ferrarino 1955, 52–57 and Di Giovine 1983, 667; cf. Reitz 1992, 74 with n. 71.]  [151:  An overview with a concise summary of the contents is provided by Brown 1987, 49–51.]  [152:  Marković 2008, 59. A suggestion may have come from contemporary technical writing, cf. Hutchinson 2008, 229–234.]  [153:  Cf. Pöhlmann 1973, 888.]  [154:  Cf. Marković 2008, 59–60.] 

	Gerhard Müller, Francesco Giancotti, and Daniel Marković show that the proems and the finales are intricately interrelated and interwoven.[footnoteRef:155] Thus the beginning of the poem, with its hymn to the generative power of the goddess Venus, sharply contrasts with the description of death and devastation in the Athenian plague.[footnoteRef:156] David Bright, moreover, points out that in the hymn to Venus at the beginning and the plague at the end of the poem, there are several identical motifs, each of which is inverted and contrasted: for instance, the wind that brings death in the plague finds a counterpart in the birds that announce spring and birth in the hymn to Venus.[footnoteRef:157] In addition, becoming and passing as part of the “cycle of life” are leitmotifs in DRN, which are taken up in many variations throughout the poem.[footnoteRef:158] The proem and the finale of the first book correlate in so far as the transience of the cosmos, which Lucretius describes in the finale, represents a central Epicurean insight, which the poet had already celebrated at the beginning of the book.[footnoteRef:159] The beginning and the end of the sixth book form a contrast, but are geographically connected. The proem, where the poet praises the civilizing achievements of Athens and celebrates the city as the birthplace of Epicurus,[footnoteRef:160] is contrasted with the description of the Athenian plague, which is characterized by death and the dissolution of civilizing norms.[footnoteRef:161]  [155:  Müller 1978; Giancotti 1989, 347–349; Marković 2008, 54–70.]  [156:  Cf. Müller 1978, 218–220; Giancotti 1989, 348; Gale 2001, 39–40; Marković 2008, 65–6.]  [157:  Bright 1971, 624–628.]  [158:  Cf. Minadeo 1965, 447; Schiesaro 1994.]  [159:  Cf. Müller 1978, 199.]  [160:  Although originating from Samos, Epicurus is an Athenian citizen as there was an Athenian settlement on the island.]  [161:  Cf. Minadeo 1965, 458, who points out the contrast between “Athens, home of creation” and “Athens, home of destruction”; similarly, Segal 1990, 231–234.] 

The proems and finales of the first and second books offer views from a bird’s eye perspective.[footnoteRef:162] The proems of the third and fourth books, in which the poet reflects on ethical aspects of Epicurus’ teaching, correspond to their finales, which also deal with questions of Epicurean ethics (fear of death and love-furor).[footnoteRef:163] The proem of the third book celebrates Epicurus as a kind of mystagogue, as a bringer of light and salvation,[footnoteRef:164] who clearly rejects the Acherusia templa (3.25). The final part of the book fulfils this announcement by providing the reader with arguments against fearing death. The proem of the fifth book returns to Epicurus’ achievements. In the passage on the origins of culture and civilization (the famous Kulturentstehungslehre, cultural history) at the end of the book, Epicurus’ teachings are extolled as the acme of human effort to promote progress and civilization. [162:  Marković 2008, 65.]  [163:  Marković 2008, 65–6. Fear of death and love-furor have the same origins; they stem from the fact that humans cling to a sense of their own individuality: Fitzgerald 1984, 73.]  [164:  Cf. Fauth 1973, 220–224; Gale 1994, 193–196; Fowler 2000, 212–215; on the heroization of Epicurus, see below p. **.] 


2.1.2 Microstructure

2.1.2.1. The proems
The proems do not convey knowledge directly; many of them are written in a hymnal tone. Thus the first book opens with a hymn to the goddess Venus, alongside a warning against misleading religio and other methodological preliminary remarks (1.1–148).[footnoteRef:165] The second book begins by praising the safe distance from which an Epicurean can observe the trial and tribulations of human life (2.1–13). The third and fifth books start with a commendation of Epicurus and his achievements for mankind (3.1–30; 5.1–54), while the proem to the sixth book praises Athens, Epicurus’ hometown, and its cultural accomplishments (6.1–42).  [165:  See below p. **.] 

	A notable departure can be observed in the proem of the fourth book (4.1–45), which reiterates a group of verses from the first book (the so-called “medial proem”, “proem in the middle” or Binnenproömium),[footnoteRef:166] in which the poet’s persona[footnoteRef:167] expresses his mission as mediator and communicator of Epicurean philosophy. This fourth proem of Lucretius has been extensively discussed. The reiteration of the verses from the first book has been taken as an argument to prove the unfinished state of DRN; Konrad Gaiser even frames this as a “Lukrezische Frage”, by analogy with the “Homerische Frage”.[footnoteRef:168] In the current scholarly debate, there are several possible solutions to this question which seem equally plausible.[footnoteRef:169] Wolfgang Schmid suspects that the reiteration may stem from an error in the textual tradition – i.e. during the transmission of the text, the original proem of the fourth book was likely deleted and replaced by the verses from the first book’s Binnenproömium.[footnoteRef:170] Monica Gale, by contrast, regards the repetition of the verses as unproblematic, and even as a structural device.[footnoteRef:171] The fact that the proem of the fourth book repeats a cluster of verses from the “proem in the middle” of the first book clearly marks the beginning of the second half of the poem (books 4–6) and moreover draws the reader’s attention to the beginning of something new.[footnoteRef:172] According to Stratis Kyriakidis, meanwhile, a number of changes at the beginning and the end of the proem “alter the character and the design of the unit involved in the middle proem of the DRN”, and he concludes that “the … repetition seems never to have taken place”.[footnoteRef:173] Still another approach, that of Marcus Deufert and Michael Erler, is to argue that the fourth book did not originally have any proem of its own.[footnoteRef:174]  [166:  4.1–25 = 1.926–950.]  [167:  ‘The Poet’, ‘the (didactic) speaker’, ‘the didactic persona’, ‘the (poet’s) persona’ and ‘the didactic I/ didactic subject’ are used synonymously in this book. The distinction between ‘historical author’ and ‘persona’ of the poet has long been established and is useful in literary studies. However, the distinction was not common in ancient literary theory. For didactic poetry, it has only been systematically used since the study of Beer in 2009, who speaks of “das didaktische Ich” (“the didactic I”/ “the didactic subject”).]  [168:  Gaiser 1961. Büchner 1952, 159–60 already speaks of a “Lukrezische Frage” in connection with the chronological order of the work.]  [169:  For an overview of scholarship, see Gale 1994b, 2–5.]  [170:  Schmid 1938, 347–350.]  [171:  Gale 1994b.]  [172:  Conte 1992, 158–9. (see also Conte 1976, 271); Farrell 2007, 85; Marković 2008, 69. ]  [173:  Kyriakidis 2006, 610.]  [174:  Erler 1994, 409; Deufert 1996, 159; Erler 2010.] 

	The proems form self-contained units; yet they are connected with each other lexically and in content, thus forming a larger whole. Epicurus, founding father of the school, appears in each of the proems. As a further unifying device, in all the proems the poet draws on a similar pool of poetological metaphors. Particularly prominent is the imagery of light and darkness, fearful children, and a path and journey.[footnoteRef:175] We also encounter the poetic imagery of flowers, honey, bees, swallows, and swans. Some of these images recur within passages that are concerned with methodological and poetological issues. Their perception and use can change and shift as the poem unfolds. For this reason, an inexperienced reader might get the impression of a certain “discontinuity” of imagery.[footnoteRef:176] This “discontinuity”, however, does not reflect a lack of planning, possibly resulting from the poet’s inner conflict or mental affliction of the poet, but can instead be explained as a kind of performative progression within the poem.[footnoteRef:177] [175:  Schrijvers 1970, 16–26; Fowler 2000, 208–211.]  [176:  Anderson 1960; see above p. **.]  [177:  See below p. **.] 

	A closer analysis of the use of structuring devices and imagery reveals the many different ways in which the proems are interwoven with the didactic passages. The presentation of the topics in the proems frequently resembles the structuring of arguments in the didactic passages. This becomes evident in the poetological reflections of the medial proem (1.921–950). The whole passage is structured by terms like nunc age (921), primum (931), deinde (933) and id quoque (935), which are similar to those used in the argumentative parts of the poem. The images and assertions of the proemia are developed, elaborated, sometimes even literally continued in the didactic passages. To give another example, at the beginning of the second book, the poet visualizes a ship struggling in a storm (2.1–4). This image is prefigured in the first book (1.271–276), in the description of a storm sweeping over land and sea and causing ships to capsize (ingentisque ruit naves: 1.272). Later in the second book the ship becomes a wreck, its single parts floating on an immense ocean (2.552–566). Finally, in the fifth book, the poet revisits parts from the description of the shipwreck from the second book (5.1000–1005, almost literally) to warn of the dangers of the sea.[footnoteRef:178]  [178:  Cf. Schindler 2000, 102–107.] 

Another motif of the proem in book two, the belli certamina magna (2.5), reappears in the subsequent explanations, as does the role of the spectator observing events from a distance.[footnoteRef:179] Poetic metaphors such as the “bitter absinthe” (absinthia taetra) and the “sweet honey” (mel dulce) of the honey cup simile (1.935–943)[footnoteRef:180] are supported by a scientific explanation in the didactic passages: absinthe has a bitter taste because its atoms are rough and hooked, whereas honey tastes sweet because it consists of smooth and rounded atoms (2.398–407).[footnoteRef:181] Similarly, it is possible to link the vision of Ennius in the first book (1.124–5) with the dream theory presented in the fourth book (especially 4.969).[footnoteRef:182] [179:  Cf. De Lacy 1964, 50.]  [180:  On the history of the image see Clay 2003.]  [181:  Cf. Schindler 2000, 135–6; Nethercut 2019, 528–530.]  [182:  Schrijvers 1980/1999, 158; Segal 1990.] 

	To grasp these connections, a “diachronic” or “hermeneutic” reading, a sort of “re-reading” of the text, is required, in addition to the “synchronous”, “linear”, or “sequential-heuristic” reading, which gradually reveals the pieces of information necessary for the line of argument.[footnoteRef:183] Jason Nethercut has coined the term “provisional argumentation” for this literary technique,[footnoteRef:184] meaning that the recurrence of an image or a thought at a later stage in the text forces the reader to reflect upon the earlier use of this image. Thus all information necessary for a complete understanding of the text will only be available after having read it to the end. [183:  Calinescu 1993, 112; Gale 1994, 3 n. 8; Hardie 1986, 196 speaks of “inversion”, cf. also Reinhardt 2004, 34; on the problem of “rereading” a didactic text, which basically aims for a final “achievement of knowledge”, cf. Fowler 2000, 211–2. For the finales, Müller (1978, 200) notes a similar requirement „nach vorwärts und nach rückwärts [zu] schauen“.]  [184:  Nethercut 2017, 103; Nethercut 2019, 523–525.] 

	As Edward Courtney has shown, a “diachronic” or “hermeneutic” reading can also be a key to understanding the much-discussed hymn to Venus at the beginning of the poem (1.1–40).[footnoteRef:185] Here, the poet celebrates the goddess in a prayer-like invocation as a generative force that controls the elements, causes nature to flourish and grow, stimulates reproduction, and guarantees peace. Venus is even able to cast a spell of love on Mars, the god of war. Scholarship has long regarded this beginning of the poem as problematic, because it seems to contradict the Epicurean image of indifferent gods who are not involved in the affairs of the world.[footnoteRef:186] For a didactic poem such as DRN, however, such an opening cannot be explained just by allowing for the literary-rhetorical[footnoteRef:187] and philosophical[footnoteRef:188] traditions of the time and the poet’s wish to cater to the audience’s expectations. A passage in the second book (2.600–660 [680]) provides a clear indication of how Lucretius wants the hymn to be read. With reference to the Terra Mater, Cybele, Liber, and Ceres, he explains that such metonymies are unproblematic provided one does not allow oneself to be misled into fearing gods by myths and pompous processions. So long as one does not begin to believe that one can influence the gods with sacrifices or prayers, one may even take part in festivities in their honour.[footnoteRef:189] In DRN, gods have a merely ornamental function.[footnoteRef:190] Based on these observations, the Venus of the proem can be interpreted in several ways, either metonymically[footnoteRef:191] as the embodiment of the Epicurean voluptas,[footnoteRef:192] or as natural creativity,[footnoteRef:193] as an Epicurean version of Empedocles’ φιλία,[footnoteRef:194] or as a combination of all these forces.[footnoteRef:195]  [185:  Courtney 2001, 207–8. Cf. also Gale 2001, 34–5.]  [186:  For an overview of earlier attempts to interpret the hymn to Venus, see Kleve 1966.]  [187:  Classen 1968, 102–109; Schrijvers 1970, 260 n. 31; Gale 1994, 56–7.]  [188:  Furley 1970; Sedley 1989, 280–296 (Empedocles); Asmis 1982 (Stoicism); Erler 1997, 89–92.]  [189:  Lucr. 2.655–660 [680]: hic siquis mare Neptunum Cereremque vocare / constituet fruges et Bacchi nomine abuti / mavult quam laticis proprium proferre vocamen, / concedamus ut hic terrarum dictitet orbem / esse deum matrem, dum vera re tamen ipse / religione animum turpi contingere parcat. On the relationship between this passage and the hymn to Venus see also Ackermann 1979, 24–28.]  [190:  Clay 1976, 211–2.]  [191:  Sier 1998, 100.]  [192:  Bignone 1945, 136–144; Elder 1954; Schrijvers 1970, 272–279.]  [193:  Giancotti 1959, 201–207; Clay 1983, 87–95; Sedley 1989, 281.]  [194:  Sedley 1998, 15–27.]  [195:  Gale 1994, 211–214; Gale 2001, 35–6.] 


2.1.2.2 The final passages (“finales”)
The final passages (“finales”) of each book are essential to understanding the poem. The finales of the first and second book are relatively short, but broaden the perspective onto cosmic matters to create an effective ending. The first book concludes with thoughts about the infinity of the universe, to which no limitation is conceivable. As Lucretius puts it, in a limited space, matter, during its natural downward movement, would reach the ground at some point. Likewise, an infinite amount of matter in a limited space is not possible, because, in this case, there would be no void. A limited amount of matter, on the other hand, would get lost in infinite space. The entire cosmos is a product of chance, not divine will: it is the result of many attempts by atoms to combine with each other. The poet sharply rejects the conception of a spherical earth, which freely hovers in the centre of the cosmos: an infinite space can have no centre. In its present form, the world is always exposed to cosmic catastrophes (1.951–1117). Lucretius once more takes up the idea of an infinite universe in the final passage of the second book, where it is further enhanced with the idea that there is an infinite number of other worlds besides our earthly world. A divine rule of the cosmos, and divine intervention into worldly affairs, are simply impossible. Just as the cosmos once came into being, at some time or another it will also cease to exist (2.1023–1163).[footnoteRef:196] The end of the book takes the form of a comical-diatribic lament about the good old days that no longer exist (1164–1174).[footnoteRef:197] [196:  On the passage, see Galzerano 2019, 71–98.]  [197:  On the end of the second book (1164–1174), see Galzerano 2015 and 2019, 271–285.] 

	From DRN 3 onwards, following on from Lucretius’ exposition of atomistic doctrine, the books end in more extensive finales. Although these finales are related to the subject matter of the book (or, at least, to parts of it),[footnoteRef:198] they go beyond the mere teaching of atomistic facts. The discussion of the atomistic structure and the mortality of the soul in the third book lead to an appeal that one should not fear death (3.830–1094). The Epicurean maxim “death is not our concern” (nihil igitur mors est ad nos: 3.830)[footnoteRef:199] provides an effective introduction to the passage. The poet then highlights various aspects of the anthropological constant “death” in an associative train of thought progressing from the general to the particular.[footnoteRef:200] He mocks the absurd idea that we may have feelings after death, for example that we may be able to feel when our corpse is eaten by animals. It is equally foolish to fear being punished in an afterlife. Traudel Stork shows how the finale – rhetorically polished – uses the powers of persuasion to convince the reader.[footnoteRef:201] At the centre of the passage (3.931–977), Natura appears personified. In an accusatory speech as if she were addressing a tribunal,[footnoteRef:202] Natura admonishes the reader to enjoy life before it is too late. Likewise, she considers fearing death the result of a misguided attitude towards life. The content of Natura’s speech corresponds to the Epicurean concept of grief, as David Konstan has described it on the basis of DRN and other Epicurean writings: mourning in general is a natural impulse, and the mourning of the deceased in particular is a natural impulse shared by humans and animals alike. By contrast, excessive and endless mourning is unique to humans. It is a result of “false beliefs”, which have their origin in the fear of death and other evils that impair the quality of life.[footnoteRef:203] [198:  In this regard one has to agree with Müller 1978, 196 that these are not “separate poetic parts”.]  [199:  An almost literal translation of Kuriai doxai 2.]  [200:  Stork 1970, 155.]  [201:  On the speech see Syndikus 1983, 27–32 (its relationship to popular philosophy); Reinhardt 2002.]  [202:  Sallmann 1961, 100: “Anklagerede wie vor einem Tribunal”. Conte 1965, 116 speaks of an adhortatio.]  [203:  Konstan 2013.] 

	The final passage of the fourth book is a polemic against the unrestrained and irrational passions of love, which torment and delude human beings and diminish their voluptas (4.1037–1287).[footnoteRef:204] In this respect, it is possible to link the finale to the dream theory that the poet discusses earlier.[footnoteRef:205] Physiological, psychological, and ethical aspects are equally important. Having defined what love is (4.1037–1057), the poet presents its negative consequences (4.1058–1191) before describing the positive aspects of a healthy sexual desire (4.1192–1287). The description follows the natural course of the sexual drive from the first impulses during adolescence to “full-fledged desire”.[footnoteRef:206] It aims entirely at a de-romanticization of love.  [204:  On the finale Brown 1987; Fitzgerald 1984; Godwin 1986; Gigandet 1999.]  [205:  Brown 1987, 36.]  [206:  Brown 1987, 61.] 

The poet identifies the largely insubstantial simulacra of the loved one, which delude the lover and raise expectations that cannot be fulfilled, as the source of the unhealthy love passion. It is necessary to eliminate this delusion, and love ought to be reduced to a physiological process. One should satisfy the sexual instinct without passion, possibly by frequenting a brothel. Instead of desires, in marriage habituation and quiet affection should prevail. This passage is the serene conclusion of the finale and, as Martha Nussbaum points out, shows that the relationship between the sexes can also have positive aspects.[footnoteRef:207] [207:  Nussbaum 1989 and Nussbaum 1990.] 

Research has variously sought to place Lucretius’ statements on sexuality in the broader philosophical and cultural context. Michael Erler argues that the final passage of the fourth book is based on the Epicurean concept of epilogismós, the rational verification of empirically obtained information which aims at gaining pleasure and satisfaction.[footnoteRef:208] By reducing love to its physiological aspects and contrasting the negative effects of the “wrong” with the positive effects of the “right” approach to love, the poet sensitizes the recipient and prepares for a therapeutic “healing” of the “illness”.[footnoteRef:209] Other studies look at Lucretius’ remarks on sexuality and procreation through the lens of gender studies. According to Pamela Gordon, Lucretius’ negative perception of sex does not result from the connection between sex and love, but from the fact that Roman culture associated love with violence and cruelty. Thus, the only positive aspect Lucretius sees in sex is to be found in “his description of the woman’s comportment”.[footnoteRef:210] Michael Pope, meanwhile, observes that in the description of female semen and the sexual act, “Lucretius undermining masculine prerogative and domination”. By elaborating the “mutuality” of the sexual act, Lucretius emphasizes the “vincibility” of the man and questions his superiority.[footnoteRef:211] [208:  Erler 2003.]  [209:  Erler 2003, 157–162.]  [210:  Gordon 2002, 104]  [211:  Pope 2019. See also Pope 2018 (on violent imagery and sexual connotations in the language through which Lucretius describes the phenomenon of sight); Pope 2018b (on sexual connotations of hearing).] 

The fifth book concludes with the passage on the origin of culture and civilization (the so-called Kulturentstehungslehre),[footnoteRef:212] which traces the development of civilization from a crude primeval status to cultural prosperity (5.925–1457).[footnoteRef:213] Following the description of a primitive prehistoric period (5.925–1010), the poet outlines two developmental phases of civilization, which have parallel structures.[footnoteRef:214] The first phase (5.1011–1104) shows how human society and language came into existence, and how people learned how to use fire and how to cook. In the second phase (5.1105–1457), human society continues to develop. A fear of the gods emerges, and technical advances give rise to metalworking, warfare, weaving, and the cultivation of crops and trees. At this stage, the arts like music and dance appear, and finally natural philosophy, writing, and historical epic. It is human ingenuity that advances the evolution of civilization in this second phase. [212:  On this section see Westphalen 1957; Furley 1978; Manuwald 1980; Blickman 1989; cf. also Segal 1990, 187–227; Farrell 1994.]  [213:  An overview of the structure in Manuwald 1980, 39–40.]  [214:  Manuwald 1980, 62.] 

	The description of the so-called Athenian plague (6.1138–1286) forms the finale of the sixth book and concludes the entire poem. The plague is depicted with all its gruesome symptoms in a vivid and highly emotional style.[footnoteRef:215] It sheds light on the loss of control and the moral degradation of people facing extreme conditions. Lucretius’ account of the Athenian plague, alongside Thucydides’, provides the prototype for the plague narrative in European literature. It was first adopted by Virgil in the Georgics.[footnoteRef:216] From Virgil onward, numerous authors, among them Ovid, Lucan, Seneca, Silius Italicus, as well as Christian authors, elaborated the motif.[footnoteRef:217] Even Camus in his description of the plague draws from it;[footnoteRef:218] cinematic portrayals of epidemics such as Outbreak (1995) likewise adhere to the same pattern. Given the global situation since the beginning of 2020, it is tempting to link the Lucretian plague and the Covid-19 pandemic, as some have done.[footnoteRef:219]  [215:  For the medical (Hippocratic) background see Bergdolt 2000, 86.]  [216:  Cf. West 1979.]  [217:  For a comprehensive study of the Lucretian plague, see Gardner 2019; Katzantzidis 2021, 122-172.]  [218:  Büchner 1957; Grimm 1965.]  [219:  Cf. Gardner 2020, Gellar-Goad 2020b, Pope 2020b.] 

	What particularly makes Lucretius’ description of the plague interesting is his account of the moral and psychological effects of the disaster on human behaviour. Lucretius shows how people panic in the face of imminent death and disregard any religious and human norms. They fill temples with corpses and fight for places on pyres to cremate their relatives, and in an attempt to avoid sickness, they even castrate and mutilate themselves and are willing to live on without hands, without feet, or with blinded eyes.[footnoteRef:220] In this passage, as well as in the finales of books 3–5, Lucretius thus deals with topics of popular philosophy, which have ethical content and relevance. [220:  Lucr. 6.1208–1212. ] 

	Dark, frightening endings alternate with light, i.e. encouraging and consoling, endings over the course of the poem. The remarks against the fear of death at the end of the third book have a conciliatory and consoling tone. They are also close to the literary genre of consolation,[footnoteRef:221] a genre that is often found in letters or orations. The history of civilisation (Kulturentstehungslehre), which forms the finale of the fifth book, is in principle optimistic and presents a positive view of human society. Unambiguously dark, however, is the finale of the fourth book, where the poet attacks the unrestrained passion for love in a decidedly harsh tone, and considers it to be the result of a lack of control. Likewise, the description of the Athenian plague at the end of the sixth book forms a dark conclusion, so that the entire work closes with a terrifying scenario of doom.  [221:  Cf. Stork 1970.] 

	Within the finales, the tone can also change. Even though the finale of the third book is basically consolatory, it contains elements of diatribe;[footnoteRef:222] and in the Kulturentstehungslehre, the poet does not hide the negative aspects of civilizational progress (e.g. war and greed). Joseph Farrell shows these ambivalences in his analysis of Lucretius’ “Anthropology” at the end of DRN 5.[footnoteRef:223] Likewise, the last verse of the book artibus ad summum donec venere cacumen (5,1457) is not entirely positive.[footnoteRef:224] The question of whether Lucretius is to be classified as a “primitivist” or as a “progressivist” is therefore uncertain, despite intense scholarly discussion.[footnoteRef:225] [222:  See below p. **.]  [223:  Farrell 1994.]  [224:  Cf. Müller 1978, 214.]  [225: Merlan 1950; Boyancé 1963, 236–261; Kenney 1972; Furley 1978 (with an overview of the debate); Blickman 1989, 161–173; Campbell 2003, 10–12.] 

The alternation between light and dark finales should not be seen as a sign of a poet’s inner conflict, as older (mainly German) scholarship sometimes assumed. It is just as plausibly a sign of a differentiated world view that does not judge things exclusively optimistically or exclusively pessimistically.[footnoteRef:226] One can also observe that the dark finales of the fourth and sixth books aim to denounce types of human behaviour that, according to Epicurus’ doctrine, are misguided. The final passage of the fourth book argues against immoderate love, which can be understood as an excess of false or non-essential desires that inevitably lead to a lack of voluptas. The essence of the passage on the Athenian plague at the end of the sixth book is that people commit inhumane acts out of fear of death, a fear that from the Epicurean point of view is completely unfounded. Once more, they act against the maxims of Epicurean doctrine. [226:  Giancotti 1961, 18–28 and Giancotti 1989, 346–349, who speaks of an “ottimismo relativo”.] 

	Critics have wondered why DRN ends rather abruptly with the description of the plague, and they question the absence of an epilogue by the poet, or a sphragis.[footnoteRef:227] Relatively recently, David Sedley argued that Lucretius intended to rework the end of the poem,[footnoteRef:228] while David Butterfield assumes that there is an error in the text’s transmission.[footnoteRef:229] The ending, however, need not be an indication of the work’s potentially unfinished or incomplete status, but can also be interpreted as a dramaturgical device to shock the reader. The gloomy picture of those who place their dead relatives on any pyre, thus violating the usual burial rites,[footnoteRef:230] illustrates the erosion of values and morals in an extreme situation and shows how little religio’s normative power can be relied upon. [227:  Bright 1971, 620–623 and Fowler 1997 take up Bockemüller’s (in his 1873 edition, ad l.) proposal to place the verses 6.1247–1251 after 6.1282–1286 in order to defuse the abrupt end. Fowler 1997 recognizes convincingly a number of “closural features” in the earlier verses which could be associated with the literary tradition as well as with other books of DRN. Cf. also Fowler 2000c, 248–9. On 6.1286 as the last line of DRN Kelly 1980.]  [228:  Sedley 1998, 160.]  [229:  Butterfield 2014, 21–2.]  [230:  Lucr. 6.1282–1286.] 

	The light closures are thus manifestos, so to speak, of correct applications of Epicurean doctrine and offer guidelines for the right way of life. The dark closures, by contrast, point out the consequences of living a life against the rules of Epicurean doctrine. They are intended as warnings to those who disregard Epicurus’ proscriptions. At the same time, they reassure those who are able to comprehend the reasons for the misconduct in question. The finales of the third and fifth books consequently provide ethical and moral guidance. The finales of the fourth and sixth books, meanwhile, are case studies that provide practical training for adopting a correct Epicurean attitude. They serve as psychagogical instruments for guiding the reader to the right path in life. This is particularly true for the finale of the sixth book, which, according to several scholars, constitutes a “final test” or a “final exam” in Epicurean philosophy.[footnoteRef:231] The Epicurean reader is supposed to look at the description of the plague through the eyes of the Epicurean, not letting the horrific images of death disturb his ataraxia. Timothy Stover even ascribes a consolatory function to the description of the plague, as a true Epicurean’s ataraxia is immune to horror.[footnoteRef:232] If read in this manner, the abrupt ending of the poem makes sense.[footnoteRef:233] John Penwill’s contrary interpretation provides an equally convincing explanation. Penwill reads the end of the sixth book as proof that the world is deficient, that there is no divine influence, and that death, which frees us from the cruel condicio humana, is as abrupt as the end of DRN.[footnoteRef:234] The fact that Lucretius’ principles of book composition and the alternation of dark and light finales were also imitated by Virgil (in his Georgics) and by Manilius (in the Astronomica) shows that these poets recognized them as well-thought-out poetical concepts that aim to immerse the reader in different emotional moods. In this respect, reading the DRN can in some sense be regarded as a preparation for the real world. The challenge it provides is to read or listen to DRN without being affected by the emotions that the text elicits.[footnoteRef:235] [231:  Cf. Clay 1976, 222, “final test”; Morrison 2013, 225: “the plague tests the reader”. “Final exam”: Volk 2002, 82; Fowler 1997; Gale 2001, 42; cf. also Commager 1957.]  [232:  Stover 1999, 76. ]  [233:  The description of the plague has been interpreted in this manner by Clay 1976, 222–3.; Müller 1978, 217–222; Segal 1990, 235; Glei 1992, 94; Schiesaro 1994, 102–3; Erler 1997, 82–85 (who observes a similar testing situation also for the final of the fourth book and for the Venus proem); Fowler 1997, 137–8.; Stover 1999.]  [234:  Penwill 1996.]  [235:  Cf. Morrison 2013, 227–230.] 


2.1.2.3. The didactic passages
Just as the macro-structure of DRN shows a clear organization, the structure of the passages in which the poet imparts atomistic knowledge also reveals careful and well-thought-out planning.[footnoteRef:236] The presentation of the topics in these passages adheres to a clear didactic method. Lucretius does not dogmatically impose Epicurus’ doctrine, but tries to make it accessible to his reader by laying out arguments in support of it. The arrangement of those arguments is by no means confused, as earlier scholarship sometimes suggested. The occasional gaps in argumentative logic and problems with the train of thought are often due to the transmission of the text,[footnoteRef:237] as numerous lacunae and misalignments in modern editions attest. For obvious reasons, educated readers of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, having been taught the basics of atomism at secondary school, may sometimes consider the arguments to be naïve. It is easy to point to the conclusions, not insignificant in number, that seem obviously incorrect –– for example, the strange statement that the sun, moon, and stars are not much larger than what we are able to see with the naked eye.[footnoteRef:238] Apart from the fact that some explanations, on closer examination, may well have an internal logic and a didactic function within the poem (the question of the size of the sun is, as T. H. M. Gellar-Goad has shown, a good example of this),[footnoteRef:239] readers of the twenty-first century are of course not the intended audience of DRN. It should also be remembered that the main purpose of Lucretius’ argumentation is not to teach the fundamentals of physics. His observations always have a therapeutic function: the only reason for gaining insight into the inner structure of the universe is to free man from the fear of death and the gods.[footnoteRef:240] This is accomplished in three steps. The first is an active observation of nature; this can also be achieved at a remove, by reading. The next is to link the observations to Epicurean doctrine, in order to gain insight into the structure of the world. This finally leads to the conclusion that the gods and death are not to be feared. [236:  E.g. Klingner 1952, 126: “[Eine] unkünstlerische Ordnung, [die] die Anlage bis in die Abfolge der einzelnen Argumente hinein [beherrscht].”]  [237:  As observed already by Bollack 1959, 684.]  [238:  Lucr. 5.564–589.]  [239:  Gellar-Goad (2022), 180: “a call for us to apply our Epicurean philosophical and critical thinking to a knotty problem […] a didactic challenge for the reader”. In 184–5 he argues that the size of the sun is an Epicurean shibboleth.]  [240:  Cf. Epic. epist. Her. 79; epist. Pyth. 85.9–97.3: cf. Asmis 2008, 150; Hankinson 2013, 74–79.] 

	As Monica Gale has observed, the first book already announces the poet’s approach programmatically.[footnoteRef:241] Because no third principle exists in Lucretius’ Epicurean universe apart from the atoms and the void, no supernatural force can be at work. James Jope has shown, moreover, that even the sixth book is designed to provide rationalistic explanations for supernatural phenomena in order to banish the fear of gods.[footnoteRef:242] On this basis, multiple explanations for a single phenomenon are possible, so long as they do not fundamentally affect the principles of Epicurean physics.[footnoteRef:243] It is first and foremost important that an atomistic explanation of the phenomenon is possible at all. It is only a secondary consideration that the explanations be correct from a scientific point of view.[footnoteRef:244] Even if the explanations for our own world should prove to be false, this does not necessarily mean that they could not be true for any of the many other worlds that exist in addition to the world we live in.[footnoteRef:245] [241:  Cf. Gale 1998.]  [242:  Cox 1971; Jope 1989.]  [243:  For these “multiple explanations” in Epicurus and Lucretius, see Hankinson 2013.]  [244:  Cf. Epic. epist. Her. 79.10–80.12; epist. Pyth. 87.3–88.3.]  [245:  Cf. Lucr. 5.526–533. Since nothing comparable can be found in Epicurus, the thought might have been added by Lucretius, cf. Hankinson 2013, 91–2.] 

It is beyond dispute that inconsistencies sometimes mark the arguments of DRN. As a poet, Lucretius does not argue as sharply as the authors of scientific prose treatises[footnoteRef:246] – although in principle, he maintains logical sequences of thought,[footnoteRef:247] even as he tends to arrange the arguments rhetorically rather than logically.[footnoteRef:248] The logic of the argumentative passages, moreover, quite often does not stand up to scrutiny. As various scholars have demonstrated,[footnoteRef:249] they are based on circular reasoning, in which hypothetical premises are taken as the starting point of the proof.[footnoteRef:250] Sometimes the sheer mass of evidence is meant to be convincing.[footnoteRef:251] From the very beginning, Lucretius at times makes use of terminology that excludes alternative ways of thinking. He employs suggestive metaphors,[footnoteRef:252] some of which support not only his argumentation but also his ideology. The image of the “blind atoms”, the primordia caeca, for example, reveals Epicurus’ anti-teleological concept: the atoms are “blind” because they “follow laws of motion unflinchingly, disinterestedly, utterly passively”.[footnoteRef:253]  [246:  Cf. Kullmann 1980, 123.]  [247:  Cf. Asmis 1983 (also on the historical contexts of the connection between philosophy and rhetoric).]  [248:  Sedley 1998b.]  [249:  Büchner 1936, 29–30; Bailey II 1947, 951; Classen 1993, 89–93.]  [250:  Classen 1968, 82–3; Classen 1993, 89–9.]  [251:  Classen 1968, 84.]  [252:  Classen 1968, 84.]  [253:  Lehoux 2013, 147.] 

	That Lucretius’ proofs can sometimes be challenged as rhetorically persuasive rather than strictly argumentative does not mean that the explanations in DRN fail to have a certain power, especially for the scientifically less educated audience of the first century BCE.[footnoteRef:254] This is even more probable because the series of proofs in DRN, as Carl-Joachim Classen and Wolfgang Kullmann have shown, are methodically based on the argumentative techniques that had already been developed in Presocratic natural philosophy. The Stoics adopted these methods; subsequently, Epicurus and his students used them.[footnoteRef:255] The characteristic research method of ancient natural science[footnoteRef:256] is encapsulated in the principle ὄψις ἀδήλων τὰ φαινόμενα (“seeing visible things hints at invisibles”),[footnoteRef:257] which was first applied by Anaxagoras. It is based on the presumption that the visible and sensually perceptible world offers indications from which one can infer the invisible. Lucretius used this method many times in his poem,[footnoteRef:258] even though he was well aware of its limitations, as Aldo Setaioli observes.[footnoteRef:259] [254:  Classen 1968, 83.]  [255:  Kullmann 1980, 97–113.]  [256:  Regenbogen 1931.]  [257:  Cf. Diller 1932, 14–42; Setaioli 2005, 120–123. ]  [258:  See Garbugino 1989, 40–44; Schiesaro 1990; Setaioli 2005; Farrell 2007, 90–1; Marković 2008.]  [259:  Setaioli 2005, 126–130.] 

	A specific feature of Lucretius’ argumentation is its clear architecture. The sequence of thought is marked by signal words like principio, praeterea, quod si, (nec) porro, huc accedit ut, denique, which are already apparent in the first series of proofs of the first book (1.149–207). Such particles, which indicate a certain temporal succession of argumentation, can also be found in philosophical prose and in rhetoric.[footnoteRef:260] It is probable that Lucretius adopted them from there. In addition, he often presents important theses or doctrines as headlines at the beginning of a series of proofs (e.g. nullam rem e nilo gigni divinitus umquam: 1.150). At the end of a passage, he returns to these as a conclusion, preferably accompanied by a confirming ergo or igitur (nil igitur fieri de nilo posse fatendum est: 1.205). He thus creates a clearly defined framework for his argumentation. [260:  Marković 2008, 74–76.] 

The beginning of the first major didactic passage of DRN already establishes the two principal methods of proof, which are employed throughout the poem. Sometimes these methods are exploited separately, but a combination of both is equally possible. The validity of the first theorem “Nothing arises from nothing” (nullam rem e nilo gigni divinitus umquam: 1.150) is presented by the poet in a so-called apagogic proof or a reductio ad impossibile. The aim of this method is to lead the opponent’s position ad absurdum by assuming the opposite. Probably the method originates from mathematics, but is also applied in Aristotle’s logic,[footnoteRef:261] and takes the form of a hypothetical syllogism (“hypothetischer Syllogismus”[footnoteRef:262]): “If A is to be possible, B must also be possible: But since B is impossible, A must also be impossible.” But while for Aristotle a logical inconsistency with a generally accepted theorem is sufficient to refute the contrary hypothesis, for Epicurus the inconsistency must be empirically proven.[footnoteRef:263] The proof of the theorem “Nothing arises from nothing” as well as the further apagogic proofs in DRN pursue this premise insofar as they always refer to the sensually perceptible experiences of the recipients. Thus the verification of the theorem “nil de nilo” proceeds as follows. The author at first assumes the opposite: if something could arise from nothing, then it should also be possible for everything to arise from everything (ex omnibus rebus / omne genus: 159–60). In order to show that an omne ex omnibus is impossible, the poet imagines – using an unreal subjunctive – a world of nature organized according to this principle (1.159–166): if everything could come into being from everything, humans would come from the sea, fish from the earth, and birds from the sky. Regardless of the parents’ species, large and small cattle and wild and tame animals would thus be born at random. Similarly, on trees, no matter what the species, any kind of fruit would randomly grow. The poet implies that this does not happen, and takes it as self-evident, since it is generally observable. He then draws the conclusion that if there were not some kind of corpora genitalia from which things are born,[footnoteRef:264] there would be no certa mater either (1.167–8). But this is exactly what is true: everything arises from semina certa. From this, the poet derives the explanation as to why it is impossible that everything can arise from everything (1.169–173).  [261:  Kullmann 1980, 104.]  [262:  Terminology according to Classen 1993, 90.]  [263:  Kullmann 1980, 105.]  [264:  Classen 1993, 89–90 rightly points to the lack of argumentative support for this assertion.] 

	The second argument of the first book aims to prove the existence of the invisible atoms. As proof, the poet uses an empirical analogy (i.e. an inductive reasoning or “Zeichenschluss”). This type of proof assumes that the visible corresponds to the invisible. Analogies are founded on the premise that something is at the same time both similar and dissimilar.[footnoteRef:265] According to Quintilian’s definition in the Institutio oratoria, “The essence of analogy is that it refers any doubtful matter to something similar about which there is no question, and tests the uncertain by the certain”.[footnoteRef:266] In our example, Lucretius makes the existence of invisible atoms plausible by drawing an analogy between invisible wind and visible water (1.268–297):[footnoteRef:267] Although the wind is invisible, its destructive effect is palpable and perceptible; it stirs up the sea, causes ships to capsize, and bends trees. From this observation, the poet draws a first conclusion: the wind must consist of atoms (corpora caeca: 1.277), since its effects are perceptible. But in this case, its atoms are obviously invisible. As the next step, the poet supports his hypothesis with an example from the visible world. The effects of a flood due to torrential winter rain and the effects of the wind are similar: the water sweeps away trees and destroys bridges. Between the destructive potential of the invisible wind and the destructive force of water, no difference can be drawn. To emphasize the similarity between the two elements, the poet also links them on the level of language by attributing the action of invisible corpora, of which the wind consists, to the action of visible water, and by stating that the corpora of the wind become visible, because they “flow” (fluunt: 1.280) just like a torrent. The effects of wind and water are lexically identical. In the end, the reader can arrive at no other conclusion than that previously articulated by the poet: the wind must consist of invisible matter (quare etiam atque etiam sunt venti corpora caeca, / quandoquidem factis et moribus aemula magnis / amnibus inveniuntur, aperto corpore qui sint [1.295–297]).  [265:  Noller 2019, 67.]  [266:  Quint. inst. 1.6.4: Eius (sc. analogiae) haec vis est, ut id, quod dubium est, ad aliquid simile, de quo non quaeritur referat, et incerta certis probet; transl. Russell 2001. Cf. Noller 2019, 66–7.]  [267:  On this passage in detail cf. West 1970; Battisti 1976, 81–83; Schindler 2000, 78–83; Garani 2007, 105–107; 117–8.] 

In the passage that follows, the poet extends the result of his first analogy to other phenomena that are also perceptible, yet invisible (1.298–304): smells, heat, cold, and sounds. They too must be physical, because we feel their effects, even if each effect is weaker in terms of quality. This identical effect in turn links these perceptions to the previous example of the invisible wind. Just like the wind, all these invisible things stimulate the senses (sensus impellere possunt: 1.303). The poet then discusses various everyday phenomena for which one can observe an inflow and outflow of invisible matter in its effect on solid and visible matter (1.305–327): clothes that become clammy near the sea and then dry again, the deterioration of metal and stone objects, and the growth and decay of living beings. Here, the argument derives its validity from the various categories of substances mentioned. These all have one thing in common, however: effects and changes can be observed, but their causes remain invisible (corporibus caecis igitur natura gerit res [1.328]).
	The poet makes use of analogies in all six books of DRN; the apagogic proofs, by contrast, are mainly limited to the first and second books. Piet Schrijvers identifies the naming of the atoms as semina as the foundation of all further analogies. Semina is the “root metaphor” which enables the poet to analogize nature and atoms.[footnoteRef:268] While the design of the analogies is quite variable, they are invariably rooted in sense perception: “One might say that vision saturates the poem”.[footnoteRef:269] The visible natural phenomena that give plausibility to the argumentation in DRN are taken from both animate and inanimate nature as well as from the human world. These range from observations of nature, such as those on the similar effects of water and wind, to examples from biology (5.899–906: different creatures have different eating and living habits), architecture (4.513–521: a faulty foundation can cause a building to collapse), and the fields of craftsmanship and technology (2.847–858: odourless olive oil must be used as a basis for ointment production). The largest group of examples are descriptions of phenomena that can be observed in the environment and in everyday life. Sometimes the examples even have an experimental touch. Thus the poet explains the inverted reproduction of a mirror image by referring to a theatrical mask that is pressed against a pillar while wet, thereby turning itself inside out (4.292–301). The proof for the hypothesis that the cosmos is infinite, moreover, is presented in the form of an interactive game (1.963–983): the reader is encouraged to imagine throwing a spear the furthest imaginable distance from an unspecified starting point. The spear either hits an insurmountable barrier – then the limit of the universe would be reached – or it flies on unhindered and eventually falls down. Then its target point would be the new outermost point, and the spear must be hurled again. The didactic persona invites the reader to repeat this imaginary experiment until he has convinced him or her that the universe is infinite, as the spear will never reach this non-existing outermost point. Imagining a real chase, he declares that he will never cease to press his opponent with questions: hoc pacto sequar atque, oras ubicumque locaris / extremas, quaeram quid telo denique fiat (1.980–1). [268:  Schrijvers 1978 (2007), 257–8.]  [269:  Lehoux 2013, 134.] 

	In addition to individual images, there are motifs, especially in the third and fifth books of DRN, which recurrently create analogies. These motifs form larger units that converge on the cumulative goal of proof. In the third book, the poet repeatedly draws analogies between the invisible soul and visible parts of the body[footnoteRef:270] in order to prove its atomistic nature and its mortality. The soul is a part of the body like the hands, ears, and nose. In the same way, it can fall ill, suffer injuries, and perish. In the fifth book there are numerous references that liken the cosmos to an organism: just as an organism is an entity that comes into being and passes away, so has the cosmos come into being and will pass. Lucretius also combines the processes of the earth’s history and processes that take place in living beings: the young earth lets grass grow; similarly, quadrupeds sprout fur, and birds feathers (5.783–791). The first birds hatch unaided from eggs like cicadas in summer (5.801–804). For nutrition, the young earth provides a kind of milk, like a woman who has just given birth (5.811–815). This phase, in which the earth gives birth to living beings, ends at a certain time, however, just as it does for an aging woman (5.826–7). The conclusion that this process must mean that the earth is transient remains unspoken at this point, but resonates between the lines.  [270:  Schindler 2000, 118–122.] 

	Alessandro Schiesaro has attempted to systematize the analogies in DRN.[footnoteRef:271] He distinguishes between “synchronous analogies” (“analogie sincroniche”), in which the subject-matter is contemporary with the observer, and “diachronic analogies” (“analogie diacroniche”), which refer to something in the past. Diachronic analogies are particularly prevalent in the fifth book. In Lucretius’ cosmogony, processes of earth’s early history are illustrated by natural phenomena which can still be observed. For example, the poet compares the emission of fiery aether from the earth with the morning mist rising from a river (5.457–470). For the synchronous analogies, Schiesaro further distinguishes between those that do not directly prove the main theses and those that significantly contribute to the proof. These are the analogies by which the poet tries to uncover the underlying causes of the phenomena. The visible movement of dust particles in a room flooded with sunlight (2.112–141; German scholars speak poetically of the “Tanz der Sonnenstäubchen”, i.e. “the dance of dust motes in a sunbeam”), for example, is not only an analogy (simulacrum) for the invisible permanent movement of atoms, but simultaneously its visible effect (imago), since the visible dust particles move because they are triggered by the movement of the invisible atoms. Schiesaro’s systematizing of the Lucretian analogies offers a valuable approach, but has not gone undisputed.[footnoteRef:272] [271:  Schiesaro 1990.]  [272:  Cf. the critical remarks in Manuwald 1993.] 

	It is because of the sensory conception of his philosophy that Epicurus assigns high importance to empiricism and the sphere of visible things in his arguments. According to Epicurean doctrine, the senses are infallible and are therefore an important means of gaining knowledge.[footnoteRef:273] Errors arise solely from misinterpreting what we perceive.[footnoteRef:274] This is the case, for example, with optical illusions. It is for this reason that the observations of phenomena and processes in animate and inanimate nature are the basis for the proofs in Lucretius’ poem. The poet’s persona again and again appeals to the sensory acuity of the reader, which can provide the striking proof for the correctness of his assertions. Formulae such as nonne vides, videmus, cernimus, cernas and contemplator recur as stereotypical introductions to examples from the world of nature and the human world.[footnoteRef:275] They are intended to add persuasive power to the poet’s statements by making them observable by everyone: “Perception remains consistently the chief form of mental activity in Lucretius’ program”.[footnoteRef:276] That even apparently solid things can be porous, for instance, can be observed from various clues (cernas: 1.347). Water drips through stone in caverns of rock, voices penetrate walls, the cold permeates bones, and finally we perceive (videmus: 1.358) that things of equal size have a different weight. That atoms have no intrinsic qualities and thus are colourless can be gathered from how the sea changes colour when it is stirred by the wind (videmus: 2.768) as well as from how there is no colour without light (2.795–798), and finally from how we can see (videmus: 2.801) that the plumage on a pigeon’s neck or a peacock’s tail can change colour in a flash. This also holds true for the human psyche, since atoms also trigger psychic phenomena. The way that attorneys dream of court cases and lawsuits, military commanders of war, and the poet of himself working on DRN shows that things appear in dreams that keep a person occupied when awake (videmur obire: 4.965; videntur: 4.971).[footnoteRef:277] [273:  Kuriai doxai 23 and 24.]  [274:  Diog. Laert. 10.50; Lucr. 4.379–386.]  [275:  For a statistical evaluation cf. Lehoux 2013.]  [276:  Keen 1985, 3.]  [277:  On the dream theory of Lucretius, its structure and its models cf. Schrijvers 1980/1999.] 

	Seeing these visible things enables the trained mind to “see” the atoms.[footnoteRef:278] But “seeing” the atoms is also the only way that leads to knowledge. Consequently, the poet equates all things that hinder this process with “darkness” and “blindness”. The “light” of knowledge and the “darkness” or “blindness” of ignorance are metaphors that are repeated throughout the poem.[footnoteRef:279] As Daryn Lehoux shows, blindness is not only an intellectual problem, but also a moral one.[footnoteRef:280] Here we can already observe how the poet uses skilful rhetoric to switch between the literal and the metaphorical meaning of the terms. [278:  Lehoux 2013, 135.]  [279:  Sister Frances 1963; Garbugino 1989, 28–32.]  [280:  Lehoux 2013, 141–146.] 

	The importance of rhetoric in DRN has been called into question, but as the studies of Carl Joachim Classen,[footnoteRef:281] Aldo Bartalucci,[footnoteRef:282] and Daniel Marković[footnoteRef:283] have shown, it is evident that it forms the basis of the argumentation. The poet employs sophisticated rhetorical strategies to convince the addressee of Epicurean teachings. Again and again the poet’s persona emphasizes the compelling logic and truthfulness of his assertions.[footnoteRef:284] By constantly repeating important thoughts and maxims, he hammers home his claim to conveying the truth. Not only is the addressee called upon to pay constant attention,[footnoteRef:285] but the persona also at times enters into a quasi-dialogue with his virtual counterpart.[footnoteRef:286] The poet sometimes attributes potential counter-arguments to that counterpart,[footnoteRef:287] which he then refutes. By frequently using personal pronouns of the first-person plural (nobis: 1.132 et al.), moreover, the poet reinforces the message that insight into the principles of Epicurean philosophy should be sought as a shared goal.[footnoteRef:288] The extensive enumeration of arguments for certain theorems (approximately 30 for the mortality of the soul alone) also suggests to the reader that there is compelling evidence for the facts of the argument.[footnoteRef:289] The observations of nature are precise and vivid. The poet generates a maximum of ἐνάργεια when he describes optical illusions (4.353–452), or hunting dogs twitching their limbs and barking in their sleep because they obviously dream of hunting deer (4.999[sic]–996). Drastic descriptions, such as of a mutilated eye (3.408–416) or chopped off, but still twitching limbs (3.642–656), play on the emotions of the recipient. For the sixth book in particular, Monica Gale has observed the paradox that, for the poet, nature is on the one hand something magnificent and admirable. On the other hand, there is nothing to be surprised about, since the phenomena can always be explained in a rationalistic way.[footnoteRef:290] This paradox further enhances the effectiveness of the arguments. [281:  Classen 1968, (partly) repeated Classen 1993.]  [282:  Bartalucci 1972.]  [283:  Marković 2008.]  [284:  Classen 1968, 86–88.]  [285:  Classen 1968, 96.]  [286:  Classen 1968, 88.]  [287:  Classen 1968, 15–6.; Clay 1983, 212–215; Mitsis 1994.]  [288:  Clay 1983, 222–3.]  [289:  Classen 1993, 90.]  [290:  Gale 2001, 26–7.] 

	The concluding lines of an argument are often particularly effective, especially in the earlier books. As Karl Büchner has shown,[footnoteRef:291] the poet often ends his argumentation with an exceptionally bizarre, absurd, almost monstrous idea – for instance, if everything could arise from everything, then nature could also create giants that could cross the sea with their steps, tear up mountains and reach superhuman old age (1.199–204). In order to achieve this effect, Lucretius personifies the insensitive atoms: if his reader cannot imagine that even in completely different substances there are elements that are partly identical, then the atoms are so amused that they shake and shed tears of laughter (fiet uti risu tremulo concussa cachinnent / et lacrimis salsis umectent ora genasque: 1.919–20).[footnoteRef:292] [291:  Büchner 1937, 68–82.]  [292:  For the personified atoms bursting into laughter, see also 2.973–979.] 


2.2. Patrii sermonis egestas? The metrics, language, and style of DRN

Among the difficulties that DRN poses for the modern reader is the peculiar linguistic and metrical form of the poem. The seeming clumsiness of the language and meter of DRN, especially in comparison to classical texts, led earlier scholars to the conclusion that the poetic presentation of Epicurean atomistics should be considered on the whole a failure. Thus Theodor Mommsen believed that never had the lifetime and skill of a great poet been spent on a more unrewarding subject,[footnoteRef:293] while Eduard Norden complained that besides the unpoetic language, the metrical form often harms the clarity of thought.[footnoteRef:294] The poet, it seems, invited these verdicts himself. He comments several times on the linguistic challenge he faces in writing DRN and complains about the poverty of the Latin language (egestas linguae: 1.139, patrii sermonis egestas: 1.830). One should not overestimate these references to the egestas linguae, as Carl Joachim Classen,[footnoteRef:295] Thorsten Fögen,[footnoteRef:296] and Joseph Farrell[footnoteRef:297] plausibly demonstrate. They should not be read as a confession that the poet regarded himself not up to his task. The egestas linguae is either a topos or a captatio benevolentiae, intended to sensitize the audience to the difficulties associated with a metrical representation of Epicurean philosophy in Latin, or perhaps even a “literary boast”. The challenge to convey Epicurean philosophy in Latin is an undertaking that the poet in fact mastered brilliantly, as has been shown in numerous metrical and linguistic analyses of his poem.[footnoteRef:298]  [293:  Mommsen III 31861, 579: “daß wohl nie ein Dichter an einen undankbareren Stoff Leben und Kunst verschwendet hat.”]  [294:  Norden 61961, 32: “Auch die Periodisierung ist sehr unbeholfen, ganze Partien lesen sich wie dürre Prosa, deren metrische Gestaltung der Klarheit des Gedankens geradezu schadet.”]  [295:  Classen 1968, 362.]  [296:  Fögen 2000.]  [297:  Farrell 2001, 41–43, accepted by Taylor 2020, 3.]  [298:  General Studies: Bailey I 1947, 51–171; Dudley 1965; Maguinness 1965; Kenney 2007.] 


2.2.1 Metrics and prosody
The meter and prosody of DRN are conservative. The Lucretian hexameters are indebted to the hexameters of Ennius, without, however, dogmatically adhering to them.[footnoteRef:299] The hexameters of DRN differ considerably from the hexameters of Cicero,[footnoteRef:300] but especially from the so-called neoteric hexameters, which Catullus, who was writing at the same time, used in his hexametric Carmina maiora[footnoteRef:301] and which, on the whole, were trend-setting for the verses of Augustan classical poetry. As Edward Sikes observes, Lucretius’ verses, on the whole, seem “faster”, [footnoteRef:302] but at the same time “monotonous” and not quite as smooth as “classical” verses.[footnoteRef:303] George Duckworth also noted differences in the metric design of the individual books, from which he tried to derive a chronology, regarding the earlier books as “more spondaic”.[footnoteRef:304] This impression is the result, as Cyril Bailey’s thorough analysis has shown, of a specific relationship between wording and metrical design.[footnoteRef:305] For example, four- and five-syllable words (frugiferentes, commemorando, simplicitate) often appear at the end of the Lucretian hexameters. In the Neoteric and Augustan hexameters, by contrast, such multi-syllabic words occur almost exclusively when they are Greek proper names. At the same time, monosyllables at the end of the verse (Empedocles est: 1.716; virum vi:1.728) are much more frequent than in Augustan verse, where poets rarely use monosyllabic closures, and usually combine them with an aphorism (as the Horatian parturient montes, nascetur ridiculus mus, Pis. 139).  [299:  For Ennian influence on Lucretius’ metrics, see Nethercut 2021, 168–174.]  [300:  Cf. Merrill 1921, 143–154 and Merrill 1924, 293–306. For a comparison of the three authors, see Duckworth 1969, 39–41. The results of a computer-aided verse analysis of the first book are published in Ott 1974.]  [301:  Patzer 1955.]  [302:  Sikes 1936, 53.]  [303:  Sikes 1936, 55.]  [304:  Duckworth 1969, 41–2.]  [305:  Bailey I 1947, 109–132, but also Sikes 1936, 52–56, who systematically describes the particularities of the Lucretian hexameter.] 

It is also notable that the fourth foot in Lucretian verse is often spondaic. We can observe this phenomenon twice already at the beginning of the first book (quo magis aeternum da dictis, diva, leporem: 1.28 and possumus aequo animo nec Memmi clara propago: 1.42). In this way, Lucretius creates a coincidence of word accent and verse accent in the fourth and also in the fifth foot. As a result, his verses are linked to prose much more closely than they would be if word accent and verse accent fell apart.
	Lucretian verses show licenses that allow more flexible use of words at certain positions in the verse. Cyril Bailey’s commentary provides the most comprehensive survey of prosodic licenses to this day.[footnoteRef:306] They include suppression of the final s in short syllables on –us and –is (e.g. quid dubitas quin omni(s) sit haec rationi(s) potestas, 2.53),[footnoteRef:307] hiatus, synizesis, and diaereses (e.g. eadem, 1.480; su-emus, 1.60)[footnoteRef:308] and varying quantities of vowels (e.g. saecla propagent: 1.20; 2.173 [short o] versus ut propagando possent producere saecla: 5.850 [long o]).[footnoteRef:309] [306:  Bailey 1947, 123–132.]  [307:  Bailey 1947, 123: “undoubtedly an archaism”.]  [308:  Bailey 1947, 125–6.]  [309:  Bailey 1947, 130.] 

	All in all, Lucretius’ hexameters show more licenses than the hexameters of the Neoteric and Augustan poets. This flexibility proves to be particularly advantageous when complex issues are presented. Likewise, the grave, sometimes even clumsy impression created by the abundance of spondees and the long or unusually short words at the end of the verse does not indicate a lack of linguistic proficiency or poetic skill. Cicero’s observation in a letter to Quintus that Lucretius’ poems are “sparkling with natural genius, but also plenty of technical skill”[footnoteRef:310] (multis luminibus ingenii, multae tamen artis, Quint. 2.9,3) shows that they must have at least met his stylistic standards (at least in the parts he read). This was possibly also due to their reproduction of Ennius’ sound patterns that sounded familiar to Cicero.[footnoteRef:311] To the best of our knowledge, moreover, no one ridiculed Lucretius’ verses during antiquity, while Ennius’[footnoteRef:312] and Cicero’s[footnoteRef:313] own hexameters gave rise to mockery and disapproval. Rather, the metrical design of DRN can be interpreted as part of a well-thought-out poetic concept in which the sublimity and complexity of the Graiorum obscura reperta (1.136) reveal themselves in rhythm and sound.  [310:  Transl. Shackleton Bailey (Loeb Classical library).]  [311:  Cf. Harrison 2002, 3.]  [312:  Cf. Rhet. Her. 4.12 on Enn. Ann. 104 Sk. O Tite tute Tati, tibi tanta, tyranne tulisti.]  [313:  Cf. Iuv. sat. 10.122–124 on Cic. de consulatu suo frg. 8: ‘o fortunatam natam me consule Romam’ / Antoni gladios potuit contemnere, si sic /omnia dixisset.] 


2.2.2 Language and style
Previous scholars have identified two styles of Lucretius: a poetic style, which is found in the non-teaching “purple patches”, and a more prosaic style in the didactic passages. The vocabulary choices and the stylistic levels differ considerably between the non-didactic passages (such as the proems and the methodological reflections), and the didactic passages, which aim to impart knowledge. One should not assume, however, that the stylistic variety of the text proves that Lucretius failed due to the difficulty of his task.[footnoteRef:314] There is even less reason to believe that the different stylistic levels of the poem point to an “inner conflict” of the poet.[footnoteRef:315] To the contrary, it is clear that the poet has adjusted the stylistic design to the specific topics of his poem. [314:  Cf. Bailey I 1947, 168; Amory 1969.]  [315:  Cf. Regenbogen 1932, 2 n. 1.] 

	In the didactic passages, the poet aims for a maximum of clarity and precision. These passages are written on a stylistic level that can be labelled genus tenue.[footnoteRef:316] Ideally, there is a unity of verse and thought. As Karl Büchner has observed, the number of enjambments tends to be fewer in the didactic passages than in the proems.[footnoteRef:317] The sequence of the words within a verse often describes a linear movement in which the arrangement of the words corresponds to the train of thought. Yet this simplicity exists only at first glance, as Edward J. Kenney shows, for example in verse 6.356 (dissolvunt nodos omnis et vincla relaxant: “they untie all knots and loosen the chains”).[footnoteRef:318] The arrangement of words in this verse displays a rigorous symmetry. Verbs (dissolvunt, relaxant) and nouns (nodos, vincla) are arranged in a ring composition around the adjective omnis at the centre of the verse. [316:  Cf. Kenney 1971, 21–26 (also referred to below).]  [317:  Büchner 1936, 52–63. On enjambments see also Pulz 2017.]  [318:  Kenney 1971, 25.] 

	The non-didactic passages, on the other hand, stylistically belong to the genus grande (“high style”), as Gian Biagio Conte has shown for the proem of book two.[footnoteRef:319] The syntactic structure of these passages is more elaborate and sophisticated than in the didactic passages. The unity of verse and train of thought is less rigorously observed. Enjambments tend to occur more frequently. On the whole, the language is more poetic, and more intensive use is made of stylistic ornatus. Kenney’s comparison of two passages from the third book (3.329–349 and 3.1025–1052) shows the differences quite clearly.[footnoteRef:320] [319:  Conte 1966.]  [320:  Kenney 1971, 26–29.] 

	The language and style of DRN have traits that were recognized and often imitated by later authors as a color Lucretianus. The language of the poem is the language of “pre-classical” Latin. It features a remarkably high number of archaisms.[footnoteRef:321] Lucia Wald attempted to distinguish between situations in which the poet uses archaic forms for metrical reasons and those that aim for another type of effect.[footnoteRef:322] Olof Gigon argued for the latter, as he regarded the archaisms as a systematic reference to the language of Ennius, whom Lucretius used as his linguistic model.[footnoteRef:323] By contrast, Jason Nethercut has recently cautioned against uncritically classifying all archaisms in DRN as Ennian.[footnoteRef:324] [321:  Sikes 1936, 42. It is generally accepted that even the alleged vulgarisms (cf. Diels 1922) are in most cases archaisms and color Ennianus, cf. Pasoli 1970, 376; Ronconi 1971, 34–40.]  [322:  Wald 1968.]  [323:  Gigon 1978, 170–1. Cf. also Pullig 1888; Maguinness 1965, 84–5.]  [324:  Nethercut 2021, 160.] 

Among the linguistic peculiarities, a tendency to use composite adjectives, e.g. on -fer, -ficus, -fragus, -potens and -loquus (e.g. horrificus, frugifer, ignifer, armipotens, tabificus, terriloquus), can be observed. These composites are often polysyllabic neologisms[footnoteRef:325] which add a solemn tone to the verses. The use of nouns ending in -ura instead of the usual form -io has a similar function (positura instead of positio, flexura for flexio).[footnoteRef:326] Metrical constraints force the poet to replace nouns ending in -mentum with those ending in -men (augmen, conamen instead of augmentum, conamentum). Rather than use nouns with -tio the poet at times uses nouns of the fourth declension (obiectus, conspectus for obiectio, conspectio). Here, too, he shows a tendency to coin neologisms (adaugmen, clinamen, documen; disiectus, eiectus, opinatus).[footnoteRef:327] [325:  Sikes 1936, 51; Bailey I 1947, 132–134.]  [326:  Bailey I 1947, 135–6.]  [327:  Bailey I 1947, 134–136; on Lucretius and his use of Greek cf. Sedley 1998, 35–61; Farrell 2001, 28–51.] 

	Another notable linguistic feature of the DRN is its relatively high number of Greek words.[footnoteRef:328] Barnaby Taylor provides a systematic overview of the uses of Greek in DRN.[footnoteRef:329] The poem contains numerous Greek terms taken from philosophy, mythology, and geography which are mainly technical and therefore remain untranslated. Many of these terms come from astronomy (aegocerus: 5.615), from music (harmonia: 3.100 etc.) and from theatre (scaena: 2.416 etc.). As David Sedley has shown, this is by no means a symptom of the linguistic poverty of Latin, as Lucretius generally succeeds brilliantly in translating – not merely transliterating – the decisive Greek philosophical terms into Latin.[footnoteRef:330] Instead, the Greek words reinforce the impression of a serious, scientific style. This can be interpreted as part of a refined rhetorical strategy. The Greek terms, in conjunction with the numerous references to the Greek world, create a sense of the unfamiliar and even the exotic.[footnoteRef:331] But Greek words can also have a comic effect. An example of this is the catalogue of Greek nicknames which lovers use to persuade themselves that the little blemishes of their beloved are charming assets (4.1159–1170).[footnoteRef:332] Even though Lucretius likely found such nicknames in his literary sources,[footnoteRef:333] he would have been at liberty to translate them into Latin (as Ovid does in the second book of his Ars amatoria).[footnoteRef:334] In Lucretius’ text, the Greek names rather suggest a conscious shift into the Greek sphere, and therefore underline the loss of reality that lovers experience. [328:  Bailey I 1947, 138–9; 156–165.]  [329:  Taylor 2020, 147–171.]  [330:  Sedley 1998, 35–46.]  [331:  Sedley 1998, 54–57.]  [332:  Waltz 1949, 93–4; Sallmann 1985, 454–5.]  [333:  On the models of the section Brown 1987, 128–132. The use of Greek nicknames at 4.1159–1170 is influenced also by Lucilius fr. 17.2 Charpin (=540–546 Marx = 567–573 Warmington = 541–547 Krenkel).]  [334:  Ov. ars 2.657–662.] 

	In some instances, retaining Greek philosophical terms in the original may be a form of satirical parody. A good example is the verse which Lucretius builds to introduce Anaxagoras’ doctrine (1.830–833). Two thirds of this verse, “Lucretius’ worst line”, according to Sedley,[footnoteRef:335] consist of Greek syllables: Nunc et Anaxagorae scrutemur homoeomerian (1.830). In the next verse, the poet points out that homoeomeria (ὁμοιομερία) is a Greek term which he is unable to translate due to the linguistic deficiency of Latin (quam Grai memorant nec nostra dicere lingua / concedit nobis patrii sermonis egestas: 1.831–2). A rhetorical consideration, however, and not this professed linguistic deficiency, may have led Lucretius to leave the word untranslated. Anaxagoras’ theory of ὁμοιομερία belongs to the Presocratic theories of primordial elements discussed in the first book of DRN. According to Lucretius’ (not quite correct)[footnoteRef:336] description, this theory posits that all things consist of microscopic representations of themselves: gold consists of tiny grains of gold, bones of tiny bones. Lucretius considers this theory to be thoroughly incorrect and makes fun of it.[footnoteRef:337] In this context, the semi-Greek verse nunc et Anaxagorae scrutemur homoeomerian assumes a note of irony:[footnoteRef:338] it unmasks Anaxagoras’ theory from the very beginning as something strangely twisted, “which only a Greek can come up with”.[footnoteRef:339] [335:  Sedley 1998, 48.]  [336:  Rösler 1973, 58–70; Brown 1983, 151–2.]  [337:  On comic and ironic elements in the Anaxagoras passage cf. Brown 1983, 151–160. By contrast, Wardy 1988, 127, speaks of “the supposed impossibility of breaking down Anaxagoras’ technical Greek into letters that can be recombined in the language of the poem.”]  [338:  Homoeomerian is repeated in v. 834 again at the same position at the end of the verse.]  [339:  Cf. Warren 2007, 28.] 

	A range of further stylistic and syntactic particularities add to the distinctive tone of DRN. The poet creates a sense of copia dicendi by using periphrases in which significant nouns are linked as genitive attributes with expressions such as natura, corpus, potestas/vis, copia or genus: natura/genus animantum; terrae corpus; vis animai; copia materiai.[footnoteRef:340] A similar effect is produced by accumulating synonyms such as seiungi seque gregari (1.452), speciem ac formam (4.52), and sol fit uti videatur obire et condere lumen (4.433).[footnoteRef:341] Lucretian style is also marked by metaphors[footnoteRef:342] and the frequent use of asyndeta, which sometimes take up an entire hexameter,[footnoteRef:343] as at concursus motus ordo positura figurae (1.685) – an asyndeton accompanied by assonance (positura figurae: 1.685) and homoioteleuton (concursus motus: 1.685). Such “sound patterns” are characteristic of Lucretius’ style, further enhanced by alliterations,[footnoteRef:344] etymologies,[footnoteRef:345] figurae etymologicae, puns, the paired arrangement of similar-sounding words (ignis-lignum; fulmen-culmen, flamen-flumen) and even “rhyme schemes”.[footnoteRef:346] Wilson Shearin, however, rightly points out that DRN contains clear references to a visual perception of the text. In the opening sections of the first book, he detects anagrams of the names Epicurus and Aphrodite, which, according to him, follow the “Sassurean process of anagrammatic reading” – an interesting approach, albeit highly speculative.[footnoteRef:347] [340:  Derochette 1929; Bailey I 1947, 143.]  [341:  Bailey I 1947, 145–6.]  [342:  A proposal for systematization in Clay 1996.]  [343:  Kollmann 1974, 353–358. Late antique poetry (especially Sidonius Apollinaris and Venantius Fortunatus) will rediscover this stylistic device.]  [344:  Cf. Merrill 1892; Schön 1970.]  [345:  Cf. Taylor 2020.]  [346:  Compilations of Lucretian sound patterns in Friedländer 1941, 24–34; Deutsch 1978; Fergusson 1987, 100–105; for a systematic overview of the different types of puns see Snyder 1980, 74–121.]  [347:  Shearin 2020.] 

The stylistic design often closely reflects the content of the text; Beate Beer speaks of a “mimetic” use of language.[footnoteRef:348] This enables the poet to reproduce phenomena described in the text on a linguistic, stylistic, or syntactic level, depicting, for example, similarity or dissimilarity through identical or non-identical expressions.[footnoteRef:349] All in all, far from being an artistic failure, DRN is shown to be an extremely reflective and well-crafted poetic text, in which form and content correspond closely to each other, and which is also designed to have a maximum effect on the level of sound.  [348:  Beer 2009, 118–145.]  [349:  Beer 2009, 223.] 


2.2.3 Language, text, and world: De rerum natura – a simulacrum naturae
The structural clarity of DRN as well as its careful argumentative and linguistic design are essential features of the poem,[footnoteRef:350] but they are never an end in themselves or mere poetic decoration. Lucretius’ didactic poem stands out from the body of contemporary poetry in that the text and its subject-matter are intertwined to the point where, as Eva Thury observes, DRN as a whole presents itself as an image of the world, a simulacrum naturae.[footnoteRef:351] Monica Gale also draws attention to the analogous structure of text and world,[footnoteRef:352] pointing out that the poet even explicitly refers to this analogy in the fifth book, where he says that he wants to explain ex ordine how unstructured matter arranged itself into earth, sky, and sea (5.416–418). The term ordo then appears once more in 5.420 (ordine se suo quaeque ... locarunt). Yet the orders of the cosmos and the poem have different origins: while the text of DRN is a planned composition, the poet denies that cosmic material can have consilium and animus sagax (5, 419–20). Thus the order of the world is a “spontaneous order” (κόσμος) in contrast to the “generated order” (τάξις) in DRN.[footnoteRef:353] As Duncan Kennedy shows, the order of the cosmos that DRN intends to depict is itself generated discursively by the text.[footnoteRef:354] This representation of the world in the text can only be a reductionist one,[footnoteRef:355] but the conscious treatment of the relationship between the text and world it describes stands out as a notable feature of the Lucretian text. [350:  Bonelli 1975, 638.]  [351:  Thury 1987 (see also Dionigi 1988; Schiesaro 1994, 87–90; Farrell 2007, 91: “linguistic simulacrum”).]  [352:  Gale 2004, 60.]  [353:  For the terminology, see von Hayek 2003 (cf. Noller 2019, 42). The observation that DRN is a planned work that aims to depict a world created without planning can also be found in Gale 2004, 60–1.]  [354:  Kennedy 2000.]  [355:  Noller 2019, 49.] 

	This close relationship between text and world can best be seen in the passages where Lucretius draws a parallel between letters and atoms. These letters-atoms-analogies have been studied intensively: Jane McIntosh Snyder and Alessandro Schiesaro analyse them in their capacity as puns or parts of the argument.[footnoteRef:356] In the first and fourth books there are four sections where the poet draws a parallel between letters and atoms, with the complexity of the comparisons gradually increasing. The first hint he gives is relatively plain: in the same way that words consist of the letters of the alphabet, all things are made from the limited range of elements (1.196–198). In the next passage (1.823–826), the poet explains that the specific arrangement of atoms determines the appearance of an object. Similarly, one can observe that the words of the language consist of the same set of letters (multa elementa vides multis communia verbis: 1.824), but still differ in meaning and sound (et re et sonitu distare sonanti: 1.826). At the end of the first book (1.907–914), the poet points out that the specific combination and arrangement of the atoms in an object is essential. Wood (lignum), for example, is combustible because it contains fire atoms (ignis). In the following verses, he hints at the similar sound pattern of ignis and lignum. Just as atoms of real fire are hidden in real wood, the words ignis and lignum contain some of the same letters (i, g, n), even if their meanings differ (distincta voce notemus: 1.914). [356:  Snyder 1980, 37–45; Schiesaro 1994, 83–88.] 

 	Scholars have long noted that Lucretius did not himself invent the letter analogy. The early Greek atomists already exploited the analogy between letters and atoms; the Greek term στοιχεῖον, like the Latin term elementum, can denote both “atoms” and “letters”.[footnoteRef:357] What is new, however, is that Lucretius explicitly relates the device to his own poems using the phrase nostris in versibus ipsis (1.824).[footnoteRef:358] There is a lively academic discussion about how exactly the puns of DRN and the real atoms correspond. Paul Friedländer and Jane M. Snyder suggest that there is an affinity between the Lucretian puns and the Epicurean theory of language as described by both Epicurus in his letter to Herodotus (Her. 75–6)[footnoteRef:359] and by Lucretius in the fifth book of DRN (5.1028–1090).[footnoteRef:360] David Armstrong emphasizes the similarity of Lucretius’ approach to Philodemus’ poetics.[footnoteRef:361] As Brooke Holmes indicates, the fundamental concept of the puns is the “language of fabrication”, which means that, according to Epicurean theory, sounds consist of atoms and can thus be formed and articulated (Lucr. 4.563–567).[footnoteRef:362] [357:  Diels 1899; Snyder 1980, 33; Farrell 2007, 90; Vineis 1990; Montarese 2012, 246.]  [358:  Gale 2001b.]  [359:  Friedländer 1941, 16–7; Snyder 1980, 29–30, accepted by Fergusson 1987.]  [360:  Cf. Reinhardt 2008. On the whole passage, especially its relationship to Plato’s Cratylus and Epicurus cf. Schrijvers 1974.]  [361:  Armstrong, 1995.]  [362:  Holmes 2005; Reinhardt 2008, 133.] 

	How close, then, is the relationship between letters, language, and atoms? According to Jane Snyder, the connections to the atoms exist solely on the linguistic level. The parallels between letters and atoms that the poet adopts (directly or indirectly) from Democritus are intended to draw attention to his use of paronomasia.[footnoteRef:363] Alessandro Schiesaro, by contrast, argues that the letters do not just illustrate atomic and material reality, but are even a part of it, since they are made of ink and papyrus.[footnoteRef:364] Similarly, the text of DRN as a fabric is part of the material cosmos. In a recent study, Wilson Shearin draws parallels between Epicurean language theory and modern speech act theory, arguing that Lucretius implemented aspects of that theory in his poem, which has a performative character.[footnoteRef:365] Lucretius, as a poeta creator, thus “creates” the world which he only seems to describe.[footnoteRef:366] Words are atomistic items; just as the secondary qualities of real objects only result from the unification of the atoms, the letters only acquire meaning when they are linked to form words.[footnoteRef:367] Beate Beer pursues a similar approach, but she considers the link between atoms and letters to be less close. She regards letters as a system that is so similar to reality that it ranks on the same level as the simulacra, which ensure cognition through direct sensory perception.[footnoteRef:368] According to her, in DRN poetry is an imitation (μίμησις) of reality, but one whose aim is not to create a fiction, but to become as similar to reality as possible.[footnoteRef:369] [363:  Snyder 1980, 50–1.]  [364:  Schiesaro 1994, 87; critical remarks in Volk 2002, 103–4.]  [365:  Shearin 2015, rev. by McCarthy 2017.]  [366:  Shearin 2015, 93.]  [367:  Shearin 2015, 98–140.]  [368:  Beer 2009, 122–3, see also Beer 2010, 275.]  [369:  Beer 2010, 279: “(Dichtung definiert sich) über die Nachahmung (μίμησις) der Wirklichkeit, nicht um eine Fiktion zu schaffen, sondern um dieser möglichst gleich zu werden”.] 

 	Regardless of the exact degree to which the text of DRN and the world are connected, the extensive use of paranomasias, assonances, homoioteleuta, and alliterations, as well as the numerous puns and etymologies, are certainly more than just rhetorical finesse. Whether as a part of the world or as an image of it, they contribute to a performance of the text as a universe which originates from parallels between letters and atoms. The text can even, as Beer points out, acquire a certain autonomy.[footnoteRef:370] For the puns which underline the analogy of letters and atoms, the use of Latin appears particularly significant. It is true that Lucretius adopted the connection of language and atomistics from the atomists and from Epicurus. Yet what is new is that he renders it plausible by verifying it through the use of the Latin language. In so doing, Lucretius, the Roman, proves by means of his own language that the Greek philosopher’s doctrine is correct. Communicating Epicurus’ philosophy in Latin not only serves the purpose of spreading his doctrine, but is also a strategy to attest its veracity on the level of performance. [370:  Beer 2010, 280.] 


2.3. Not a lone genius: DRN and the literary tradition

2.3.1 Doctus Lucretius
Scholars have long stressed the singularity of Lucretius’ poem. Whereas Epicurus and his philosophy supposedly had connection to other philosophical schools,[footnoteRef:371] Lucretius was long considered a lone genius who, unlike his contemporary Catullus, could not be assigned to any poetic group such as the Neoterics. For various reasons, however, it seems unlikely that Lucretius should have positioned himself completely outside the literary tradition. First of all, he addresses the poem to a Memmius. This addressee is of course male,[footnoteRef:372] and represents the educated Roman aristocracy.[footnoteRef:373] The literary taste of this social class is moulded by the literature of Hellenism. Hellenistic literature is an erudite literature, interspersed with intertextual references to famous literary predecessors. It achieves its effect mainly through quotation, allusion, and comparison in a competitive sense. Not surprisingly, DRN is by no means lacking in literary references. It is widely accepted in current scholarship that Lucretius’ poem presents itself as a satura lanx of various literary traditions.[footnoteRef:374] Scholars have been quite ambitious in detecting references to nearly every genre of Greco-Roman literature. For instance, they show that Greek historiography provides the primary model not only for the description of the Athenian plague at the end of the sixth book,[footnoteRef:375] but also for the description of geographic mirabilia such as the annual flooding of the Nile. It is likely that for this topic the poet also consulted the Hellenistic scientific literature. From Plato’s writings, moreover, Lucretius adopts various images for the process of cognition, as in the simile of hounds sniffing the trail of their prey (1.400–409).[footnoteRef:376] Likewise, numerous allusions to tragedy can be found, as in the sacrifice of Iphigenia in the first book (1.84–100), whose story derives from various Greek and Roman dramatists.[footnoteRef:377] To give two other examples, Ennius’ Alexander influences Lucretius’ brief summary of the love-story between Paris and Helena (1.471–477),[footnoteRef:378] while in the proem of the third book, the phrase et consanguineum mensas odere timentque contains clear allusions to Thyestes’ meal and Accius’ oderint, dum metuant.[footnoteRef:379]  [371:  For an overview, see Schrijvers 1980/1999, 146.]  [372:  On the gender implications (the addressee is male, whereas the materies of the poem are considered to be female) cf. Nugent 1994; modifications in Fowler 1996; Pope 2019, 245. See also Gordon 2002, Sharrock 2006, Pope 2018; 2018b; 2019).]  [373:  For Memmius as the addressee of DRN, see above p. **.]  [374:  Dalzell 1996, 35–71; Gale 2007b.]  [375:  Thuc. 2.47–53. Cf. Commager 1957; Bright 1971, 608–618 (on omissions and changes of the Thucydidean model), Schiesaro 2007b, 55–58; Foster 2009.]  [376:  Plat. resp. 4.432b7–c4.]  [377:  Harrison 2002, 4–6 (for Ennius’ Iphigenia as model); Taylor 2016, 145–150.]  [378:  Cf. Marković 2008b.]  [379:  Atreus fr. 203–4. R3 = 47 Dangel. Cf. Cowan 2013, 114 (cf. n. 4 for an overview on previous literature). For the various implications of this allusion discussed by Cowan see below p. **.] 

As Edward Kenney demonstrates in a seminal essay, various allusions to Hellenistic poetry can be identified in the poetic metaphors of DRN.[footnoteRef:380] Thus the image of the untrodden meadow and the pure spring (1.926–930) combines images from Callimachus’ hymn to Apollo (105–112) and the prologue of the Aitia (27–8);[footnoteRef:381] and the comparison between the song of the swan and the cries of the cranes (4.175–182, repeated several times) refers to an epigram of the Hellenistic epigram writer Antipatros of Sidon (AP 7.713.7–8).[footnoteRef:382] References to bucolic poetry are also evident.[footnoteRef:383] These are found in the detailed descriptions of nature, in which the poet takes up typical elements of the bucolic scenery (e.g., the description of the locus amoenus in 2.29–33). Jason Nethercut additionally draws attention to instances of the so-called “Alexandrian footnote” (e.g., fama est, memorant and ferunt), which the author uses to mark a literary allusion or a criticism of a philosophical doctrine.[footnoteRef:384] Joseph Farrell, meanwhile, considers the collection of the six hymns of Callimachus to be a model for the six books of DRN.[footnoteRef:385] Lucretius is thus by no means “without any reference to Hellenistic poetry”, as Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff once claimed.[footnoteRef:386]  [380:  Kenney 1970, 366–392; Ferrero’s 1949 study received little attention. For Lucretius as a Neoteric, see Sallmann 1985, King 1985.]  [381:  Brown 1982, 77–97. Yet, as Knox 1999 points out, road imagery is not an exclusively Callimachean feature, but can also be found in early Greek philosophy. As Knox argues, it was adopted by Callimachus as well as by Epicurus.]  [382:  Donohue 1993.]  [383:  Gillis 1967; Buchheit 1984, 158 assumes a connection between the vita pastoralis and Epicurean philosophy.]  [384:  Nethercut 2018.]  [385:  Farrell 2008, 3–4.]  [386:  Von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1924, 230: „außer Beziehung zu der hellenistischen Poesie“.] 

Satirical elements can also be traced in DRN,[footnoteRef:387] which in turn may even have influenced the development of the genre in Rome.[footnoteRef:388] In a recent study, T. H. M. Gellar-Goad uncovered intriguing references to satire.[footnoteRef:389] Satirical elements can be found in the finale of the fourth book, for example, where Lucretius exploits as word-play the similar sounds of amor and the umor of a wet dream.[footnoteRef:390] As Robert Brown,[footnoteRef:391] Monica Gale,[footnoteRef:392] Thomas Baier[footnoteRef:393] and Mathias Hanses[footnoteRef:394] have shown, the passage against the uncontrolled love-furor references with satirical exaggeration Catullus’ odi et amo; it decries palliata comedy (one should also note that the phrase exclusus amator [4.1177] was first and only used by Lucretius), and – in the catalogue of Greek nicknames (4.1159–1170) – adapts contemporary Greek love poetry. [387:  Houghton 1912; Murley 1939; Waltz 1949; Dudley 1965; Gale 2001, 31; Gellar-Goad 2020.]  [388:  Kenney 1971, 17.]  [389:  Gellar-Goad 2020.]  [390:  Cf. Gale 2001, 30.]  [391:  Cf. Brown 1987, 139–143.]  [392:  Gale 2001, 30–1.]  [393:  Cf. Baier 2010, 97–114.]  [394:  Hanses 2020, 27–29; 91–107.] 

To some extent, the satirical elements overlap with the tradition of the diatribe. In this popular genre of philosophy, developed by Bion of Borysthenes (325–255 BC) and designed to have a broad impact, semi-dramatic and satirical elements and the appearances of fictional interlocutors are all combined.[footnoteRef:395] The fourth book generally appears also to be influenced by the diatribe, even if these influences cannot be identified individually.[footnoteRef:396] The third book, especially its final passage on the mortality of the soul, is more obviously shaped by the diatribe.[footnoteRef:397] Barbara Price Wallach shows that the prosopopoeia of nature closely resembles the prosopopoeia of Penia by Bion of Borysthenes.[footnoteRef:398] Likewise, T. H. M. Gellar-Goad identifies satirical elements within Penia’s speech.[footnoteRef:399]  [395:  General remarks on diatribe in Wallach 1976, 6–8.]  [396:  Cf. Brown 1987, 137–8.]  [397:  Oltramare 1926, 111–115; Stork 1970, passim; Kenney 1971, 17–20; Wallach 1976; Syndikus 1983.]  [398:  Wallach 1976, 62–70.]  [399:  Gellar-Goad 2018, 143.] 

With the multitude of models that have been incorporated into Lucretius’ poem, it is natural that the references overlap and are combined. Don Fowler shows, for example, that the depiction of the Hieros Gamos (1.250–264 and 2.991–1003) is inspired by Aeschylus’ Danaids and Euripides’ Chrysippus. Readings of both dramas as philosophical texts existed and may have been known to Lucretius.[footnoteRef:400] Overlapping references naturally engender highly complex processes of reception: In the words of Don Fowler, “Any intertext will be present in the target-text both in itself, contextualized within the original work, and also with its accumulation of later uses”.[footnoteRef:401] [400:  Fowler 2000b, 141–144.]  [401:  Fowler 2000b, 141.] 

	Since many of the literary models of DRN have been lost, our insight into the process of reception is necessarily incomplete. Certainly, the author of the poem had a stupendous knowledge of Greco-Roman literature and was, without doubt, a poeta doctus, who in his work frequently returned to various literary predecessors. Furthermore, for Lucretius, references to literary models are part of a “shared experience” on which he also relies in his observations of nature.[footnoteRef:402] These are “shared” insofar as they are set up by the author as first-hand experiences that the reader can verify by following in the same footsteps.[footnoteRef:403] On the other hand, as immediate and genuine as they may seem, they often have a long tradition, so that two “shared experiences” overlap here: the “shared experience” first on the level of sense perception, and the “shared experience” of reading. For instance, Lucretius’ description of the “dance of dust in a sunbeam” (2.112–141), which everyone has probably observed at some time or another, was first described by Democritus and Leucippus.[footnoteRef:404] [402:  Taylor 2016, 154.]  [403:  In the sense of a “shared experience”, Hamer 2000 suggests that it is interesting to note the similarities between some of Lucretius’ descriptions and images on contemporary coins.]  [404:  As witnessed in Aristot. anim. 1.2.403a3–4.; Lact. ira 10.9.] 

The references to Lucretius’ literary predecessors are far more than just an erudite game. During the last decade of scholarship, critics have shown that the poet employs the references deliberately and, if necessary, rewrites them in accordance with Epicurean doctrine. As Hunter Gardner has convincingly argued,[footnoteRef:405] in the description of the plague at the end of the sixth book, the poet changes the Thucydidean model in a significant way. While Thucydides, in his description, avoids emotional language, Lucretius’ emphasis is on “dissolution, decay and liquefaction”, on a “confusion between life and death.”[footnoteRef:406] Parallels are drawn between the dissolution of the human body and the dissolution of the civic body. The references provide the tools for the poet’s argumentation to either confirm a position or to reject it as erroneous. For this technique, Robert Cowan has coined the term “anti-allusion”.[footnoteRef:407] He observes that in 3.72, the reference to the Accius’ Atreus is overlaid by a contemporary context. Hence the consanguineum mensae point to the late republican practice of murder by poison (veneficium), rather than to the Thyestes meal. The contemporary reality surpasses the fictional cruelty of tragedy. [405:  Gardner 2019, 79–111; on Thucydides and Lucretius see also Bright 1971, 609; Stoddard 1996; Foster 2009, 395.]  [406:  Gardner 2019, 85–6.]  [407:  Cowan 2013, 121–130.] 

More complex by far is the reception of another passage from Thucydides in the first book. Here the poet describes how the branches of mountain trees are set on fire by friction (1.897–903), an account modelled on a passage in Thucydides (2.77.4). However, Lucretius has an uninformed reader deliver the words, and has him believe that he has found a proof for Anaxagoras’ theory of homoiomeria (“fire consists of tiny particles of fire”), only to immediately refute this assumption.[footnoteRef:408] Not until the second book does Lucretius provide the correct explanation (“wood is combustible because invisible fire atoms are enclosed in it”).[footnoteRef:409]  [408:  Foster 2009, 395.]  [409:  Lucr. 2.881–885.] 

	Quotation and allusion are sometimes used by the poet to undermine literary discourses that compete with Epicureanism. It is hardly surprising that in the diatribe against love at the end of the fourth book, references to the topics of love poetry abound. The competition here is not just on the literary, but also on the ideological level. Just like the philosophy of Epicurus, the love poets of the Late Republic present an alternative model of life in their poems. Like Epicureanism, Roman love poetry rejects the traditional canon of values: it denies the challenges of civil service and replaces real military service with the militia amoris. Although the poets often ironically subvert their narratives of unconditional devotion to the beloved, their discourses are at their core a direct rival to Epicurus’ escapism and thus need to be countered.[footnoteRef:410] The poet achieves this goal by strongly contrasting the systems, playing off the artificial-literary world of elegiac love against the Epicurean interpretation of love as a natural instinct. [410:  Cf. Minyard 1985, 63–65. Lucretius of course pre-dates the Latin love elegists; but as we have seen, the proto-elegist Catullus would have been familiar to him.] 


2.3.2. Hesiod, Empedocles, Aratus: The traditions of didactic poetry
To place the poem of Lucretius within the established system of literary genres, two traditions are of particular importance:[footnoteRef:411] didactic and heroic epic. Literary history traditionally assigned DRN to didactic poetry, i.e. to that subgenre of hexametric poetry that can generally be defined as the ‘poetic representation of a subject-matter from nature or natural science’.[footnoteRef:412] Thus DRN forms an integral part of older and more recent monographs on Greco-Roman didactic poetry – e.g., Bernd Effe (1977), Peter Toohey (1996), and Katharina Volk (2002). Yasmin Haskell groups Lucretius together with Virgil and Manilius to form the “big three”, the most prominent representatives of Roman didactic poetry.[footnoteRef:413] Upon closer inspection, however, the situation is somewhat more complex. In the poetics and the rhetorical theory of antiquity, didactic poetry is not easy to identify as an independent genre clearly distinguishable from other literary forms.[footnoteRef:414] The well-known verdict of Aristotle, who wanted to exclude Empedocles’ didactic poem from poetry because it lacked mimetic qualities,[footnoteRef:415] is unique in antiquity[footnoteRef:416] and did not have any traceable impact on the genre’s development. Even so, Aristotle’s definition ex negativo (i.e. the absence of μίμησις of persons from didactic poetry)[footnoteRef:417] has had a long-lasting influence on the perception of didactic poetry as an “unpoetic” genre.[footnoteRef:418] The non-Aristotelian literary theory in antiquity designates all texts in hexameters which we regard as didactic poems as ‘epics’ because of their metric design.[footnoteRef:419] In this context, Quintilian’s classification is representative. In the tenth book of his Institutio oratoria, he lists among the epici Homer and Virgil as well as Nicander, Aemilius Macer, and Lucretius.[footnoteRef:420] It was only the anonymous Tractatus Coislinianus (a treatise on comedy)[footnoteRef:421] and the late antique grammarian Diomedes who defined an independent παιδευτικὴ ποίησις and a genus didascalicum as distinct from the narrative epic.[footnoteRef:422] [411:  The concept of the literary genre (genre, group of texts, line of tradition) has been problematized in literary theory to the extent that it can lead to a hermeneutic circle: It is hardly possible to define a literary genre without having a certain idea of what constitutes this genre, cf. Volk 2002, 26; Harder 2007, 25–27. In my text, genre etc. is used pragmatically as “a grouping of texts related within the system of literature by their sharing recognizably functionalized features of form and content” (Conte/Most 31996, 630). On reflections about the concept and system of genre in antiquity on the basis of modern literary theory, see Nauta 1990 and Dalzell 1996.]  [412:  For comprehensive studies on didactic poetry, see Kroll 1924; Kroll 1925; Cox 1969; Pöhlmann 1973; Effe 1977; Konstan 1993; Toohey 1996; Glei 1999; Volk 2002; Schindler 2005; Buglass/Fanti/Galzerano 2019; Schindler 2022 (at the press).]  [413:  Haskell 1999, 11.]  [414:  On the poetics of didactic poetry in antiquity cf. Pöhlmann 1973, 815–835; Effe 1977, 19–22; Gale 1994, 100–102; Volk 2002, 26–34; Canevaro/O’Rourke 2019, 5–6.]  [415:  Arist. poet. 1447b.]  [416:  A similar position (excluding didactic poems from poetry) only in Plut. aud. poet. 15–16a.]  [417:  Cf. Volk 2002, 27.]  [418:  Fabian 1968, 67–89. Aristotle’s judgement seems to have had an effect on the verdict by Benedetto Croce (1950, 39–47) who claims that De rerum natura is not a work of poetry because of its abounding didactic elements.]  [419:  Koster 1970; Florio 2008, 61–2.]  [420:  Quint. inst. 10.1.85–92; cf. Steinmetz 1964, 454–466.]  [421:  Kaibel 1899, 50–53.]  [422:  Gram. Lat. 13.482.14–483.3 Keil.] 

	Although the poetics and rhetoric of antiquity do not recognize didactic poetry as a genre in its own right, there seems to have been a kind of intuitive definition of genre that distinguished forms of poetic representation of knowledge from narrative epic.[footnoteRef:423] In antiquity, as Katharina Volk shows,[footnoteRef:424] the genre often appears as “poetry of nature”.[footnoteRef:425] Physics, astronomy, agriculture, hunting, and volcanism are common topics of didactic poetry. It is possible to trace certain generic markers in the tradition of didactic, which also appear in Lucretius’ poem. For instance, the much-discussed opening of the poem, the hymn to Venus, whom the poet asks to support his project (te sociam studeo scribendis versibus esse: 1.24), is in line with the tradition of the genre. Prior to Lucretius, Hesiod, at the beginning of the Theogony, as well as Aratus, in the Phaenomena, had pleaded for divine assistance in a hymn to Zeus.[footnoteRef:426] Because Elizabeth Asmis shows that a relationship exists between the Lucretian Venus and the Stoic Zeus,[footnoteRef:427] the opening of Aratus’ poem may have directly influenced DRN.[footnoteRef:428] Similarly, the ages of man myth is a generic marker of didactic poetry. It is first found in Hesiod’s Erga and was adopted by Aratus in the Phaenomena. Lucretius, albeit with a strictly rationalist focus, takes it up in DRN at the beginning of his history of civilization.[footnoteRef:429] [423:  Kirsch 1982, 268; see also Buglass/Fanti/Galzerano 2019, 219–223.]  [424:  Volk 2005.]  [425:  If one chose to expand the concept of didactic poetry to “poetry in a didactic mode” (Kenney 2003), then texts such as Callimachus’ Aetia and Ovid’s Fasti would also belong to this category (Harder 2007, 26–29).]  [426:  For Hesiodic influences on DRN, see Gale 2013. ]  [427:  Asmis 1982, 460, see also below p. ** (Stoicism). Cf. also Effe 1977, 73 n. 20.]  [428:  Emma Gee (Gee 2016) uncovers several allusions to Cicero’s Aratea in DRN.]  [429:  Lucr. 5.929–30; 5.933–937.] 

	Lucretius’ commitment to the tradition of didactic poetry had a major effect on the structure of DRN. Overall, the poem features not a narrative, but an expository and argumentative or rather discursive structure. As in other technical treatises (e.g. Columella’s De re rustica),[footnoteRef:430] in DRN three levels of communication can be identified. On a first level, Lucretius, as historical author, addresses his historical audience. On a second level, an internal didactic persona “Lucretius” speaks to its internal addressee Memmius. A third level then combines these first two: the historical author, represented by the internal didactic persona, passes on information to a general reader, represented internally by Memmius. [430:  Mielke 2022 (forthcoming).] 

	The didactic situation is clearly marked in DRN, with the speaker explicitly referring to himself as a teacher-poet by using verbs like doceo, expedio, expono and expando.[footnoteRef:431] Moreover, even in didactic poems one can find something like “story patterns” and a “didactic plot”,[footnoteRef:432] which reveals a logical sequence of thought marked by principio, inde etc. This plot results, as Katharina Volk explains, from “poetic simultaneity”.[footnoteRef:433] The central “didactic plot”[footnoteRef:434] of a didactic poem depicts the progress of the student from “ignorance to knowledge”.[footnoteRef:435] This enables the recipient to experience the didactic poem as a “work in progress”, which is marked by formulas such as “I have represented this; now I will represent the following”. Another characteristic feature of didactic poetry is the conversational situation of the dialogue. This means that the “teacher” (the didactic persona) addresses in a direct imperative or jussive mode[footnoteRef:436] a “pupil”, who is partly identical with the addressee and dedicatee mentioned within (or ahead of) the poem.[footnoteRef:437] In DRN, these direct forms of address occur on average every 17 verses, which means that they are quite frequent.[footnoteRef:438] It is also common in didactic poetry that the “teacher” speaks directly to his “pupil” to convey his instructive purpose by using phrases such as “listen to me”, and “let me tell you”, or “do this, or that”. So when Lucretius directs his poem to Memmius and appeals to him with a clearly educational purpose, this is typical of didactic poetry. At the same time, this generic convention grants him certain licenses. Only within the generic conventions of didactic poetry, where the addressee of the didactic poem becomes an inner-literary figure with whom the real addressee does not necessarily have to identify,[footnoteRef:439] is it possible to place the Roman politician Memmius in a schoolroom and to give him Epicurean philosophy as a medicine – like a sick child given bitter wormwood in a cup of honey.[footnoteRef:440] The persona of the didactic poet, on the other hand, displays a high degree of “poetic self-consciousness”, meaning that he is aware that he produces poetry, and in this role he has the opportunity for detailed poetological reflections.[footnoteRef:441] [431:  Florio 2008, 62.]  [432:  Fowler 2000, 206; Trépanier 2007, 255–6 makes a further distinction between an “internal” (“organization of the discourse itself”) and an “external” didactic plot (“occasion for instruction”).]  [433:  Volk 2002, 39–40.]  [434:  There may also be other “didactic plots” which are connected by a system of “structural metaphors and implicit myths”: Fowler 2000, 211–2; 218. On the implementation of the “didactic plot” in Lucretius see Schiesaro 1994.]  [435:  Fowler 2000, 208; Erren 1990, 185–6 speaks of “Handlungserfindung” (“invented action”).]  [436:  Gibson 1998 provides a statistical classification of the different modes of address in prose treatises of the first centuries BCE and CE.]  [437:  On this teacher-student constellation cf. the contributions in Schiesaro/Mitsis/Clay 1993.]  [438:  Keen 1985, 1; 3.]  [439:  Cf. Volk 2002, 38; see also below p. ** (the didactic person and his student).]  [440:  Lucr. 1.935–950.]  [441:  Volk 2002, 39.] 

	According to the conventions of an “intuitive” understanding of the genre, Lucretius is clearly a writer of didactic poetry. But what kind of didactic poetry is it that he writes? The answer to this question is not simple, and different answers have been put forward. How one locates the poet has much to do with the historical development of didactic poetry up until the first century BCE. By the time he was writing DRN, the genre of didactic poetry already had a long history,[footnoteRef:442] being one of the earliest genres of ancient literature. In the perception of later generations, the Greek poet Hesiod of Askra is regarded as its father. As Martin West suggests, around 700 BCE, and inspired by the “Wisdom Literature”[footnoteRef:443] of the Middle East, Hesiod composed two poems that were later considered to be the first didactic poems: The Theogony, a poem in which he arranges the figures of the Greek pantheon into a genealogical system, and the Works and Days (Ἔργα καὶ ἡμέραι), a poem which he claims to have written on the occasion of a dispute over inheritance with his brother Perses. In order to dissuade Perses from seizing a foreign inheritance, the poem is intended to teach him how to make his own living. Hence the poem contains advice for self-sufficient agricultural production, rules for weather observation, and partly behavioural rules. The didactic discourse is frequently interrupted by moral appeals to Perses. Overall, the tone of the text is parenetic (i.e. adhortative) rather than didactic.[footnoteRef:444] [442:  On the history of didactic poetry in antiquity cf. Schetter 1974, 99–114; Toohey 1996; Gale 2001, 2–5; Volk 2002, 44–68 (until Lucretius); Schindler 2005, 193–209; Schindler 2022 (in press).]  [443:  Cf. West 1978, 3–25.]  [444:  Schmidt 1986.] 

During the fifth century BCE, the poems of the so-called Presocratics Xenophanes, Parmenides, and Empedocles (ca. 495–435) were the first didactic poems to address scientific topics. Of all these poems, only fragments remain; recently discovered papyri, mainly of Empedocles,[footnoteRef:445] have only slightly improved our knowledge of these poems. What is new and important about them is that their authors use them to present their own scientific discoveries and theories; in other words, they are both scientists and poets. The fragments of Xenophanes’ hexametric poem tackle questions of natural philosophy.[footnoteRef:446] We know that Parmenides, meanwhile, also wrote a hexametric poem, but its content remains largely unverifiable. Within the tradition of didactic poetry, however, Parmenides’ poem holds a special position, since in this text there is not a “teacher” who instructs a “student”, but a speaker-I who receives instructions from a nameless deity.[footnoteRef:447] [445:  Martin/Primavesi 1999. Modern edition: Inwood 22001.]  [446:  Cf. Toohey 1996, 34–36.]  [447:  Cf. Volk 2002, 49–50.] 

	For Empedocles, two poems are attested (On Nature, Περὶ Φύσεως and Purifications, Καθαρμοί), in which he explains his theory of the four elements. The preserved fragments offer insight into Empedocles’ literary technique: language and style of the text are closely modelled on the Homeric epics, from which the poet also takes certain structural elements such as similes and comparisons.[footnoteRef:448] Empedocles has this literary design in common with other Presocratics, such as Xenophanes and Parmenides,[footnoteRef:449] with whose theories he seems well acquainted. The question of why these poets chose to express their thoughts in verse rather than prose, with such strong debts to Homer, has given rise to much debate. Most plausible seems to be the explanation of Catherine Osborne[footnoteRef:450] that they used poetry because it was an established and serious form of communication that could be easily applied to the new content. Since poetry is traditionally inspired by divine authorities, it can even claim divine authority for itself.[footnoteRef:451]  [448:  Snell 91975, 195–198; O’Brian 1970, Garani 2007, 97–101.]  [449:  Wright 1998; Most 1999, 355–357.]  [450:  Osborne 1997, 23–35.]  [451:  Gale 2001, 6–7.] 

	Most of the Greek didactic poetry of the fourth century BCE is largely out of reach of the modern audience.[footnoteRef:452] In the third and second centuries BCE, however, three didactic poems were written which had an immense impact on Roman literature and underwent various Latin translations and adaptations: Aratus of Soli’s poem on the stars (Phainomena) and Nicander of Colophon’s poems on zoology and pharmacology (Theriaka and Alexipharmaka). These Hellenistic poems differ from the didactic poems of the Presocratics in that their content is no longer based on the authors’ own discoveries. Instead, the knowledge that they convey originates from scientific treatises in prose, which the scholarly culture of Hellenism provided in abundance. The poets’ achievement primarily consists in converting the difficult prose text in question into an aesthetically pleasing poetic form.[footnoteRef:453] The pieces of information are presented in an elaborate language that not only alludes to the language of the Homeric epics, but also incorporates findings and discussions of contemporary scholarship. The debate continues as to what extent this development can be connected with a “popularization of science”, which some scholars have regarded as being the goal of Hellenistic didactic poetry.[footnoteRef:454] In any case, the scientific topics can thus acquire what Bernd Effe labels “transparency”.[footnoteRef:455] This means that the core of the didactic poem may not, or not exclusively, aim at communicating the factual knowledge that its title announces. Aratus’ Phaenomena is a striking example of what this transparency means. In the poem, the author does indeed deal with the stars, celestial signs, and meteorology, as its title announces. Yet as Effe convincingly argued, the stars do not have a value of their own. They are merely a symbol to illustrate the planned organization of the cosmos according to the teachings of Stoic philosophy.[footnoteRef:456] And even the bizarre pharmacological details of Nicander’s poems are probably more than idle banter intended to prove that the poet is capable of poetically shaping even the most abstruse object. [452:  For the preserved canon, see Wöhrle 1998.]  [453:  Cf. Kroll 1925, 1850; accepted by Volk 2002, 55.]  [454:  Schuler/Fitch 1983, 11–2. See also Volk 2002, 55.]  [455:  Terminology according to Effe 1977.]  [456:  Effe 1977, 43–56. Cf. also Gale 2001, 5.] 

	Roman poets adopted the didactic epic of the Hellenistic tradition in the wake of cultural contacts in the third and second century BCE. Ennius, the primus inventor of Latin hexameter, created a Latin version of the Greek didactic poem Hedypatheia by Archestratos of Gela, which he published under the title Hedyphagetica. Only a few hexameters of this poem on luxury food have survived.[footnoteRef:457] Early Roman didactic poetry is characterized by a wide range of topics and metrical forms.[footnoteRef:458] Well attested, even if only fragmentary, are didactic poems on literary history and criticism, such as the polymetric Didascalica of Lucius Accius, Porcius Licinus’ didactic poem in trochaic septenaries, and Volcacius Sedigitus’ De poetis (in iambic trimeters).[footnoteRef:459] During the first century BCE, didactic poems on philosophy and cosmology seem to have become more important. We know the titles of didactic poems on geography (Varro Atacinus, Chorographia and Ephemeris) and philosophy (Sallustius, Empedoclea and Egnatius, De rerum natura). As all these poems are poorly preserved, it is almost impossible to reconstruct their content. [457:  frg. 28 Courtney (= var. 34–44 Vahlen).]  [458:  On the ‘pre-classical’ Roman didactic poetry, cf. Kruschwitz/Schumacher 2005.]  [459:  On didactic poems on literary history and criticism, see Schwindt 2000, 52–71.] 

	Scholarship often regards DRN as part of the tradition of Presocratic didactic poetry. Not only the poem’s subject matter, but also the passionate enthusiasm of its speaker connects it with the poems of the Presocratics. Lorenz Rumpf has attempted to prove that Lucretius knew and used the didactic poem of Parmenides, even if the latter is not mentioned in the passage on the Presocratics of the first book.[footnoteRef:460] Researchers generally consider Empedocles’ On Nature to be a more important model for DRN. In the passage on Presocratic philosophy in the first book, the poet explicitly acknowledges Empedocles’ poetic mastery, even ascribing a quasi-divine origin to the philosopher: carmina quin etiam divini pectoris eius / vociferantur et exponunt praeclara reperta / ut vix humana videatur stirpe creatus (1.731–733).[footnoteRef:461] His description of Empedocles’ birthplace Sicily (1.716–730) includes in nuce the theory of the four elements: the poet mentions the waters of the Ionian Sea, the fire of Mount Aetna that hits the sky, and the fertile land.[footnoteRef:462] Various studies have explored the relationship between DRN and the poems of Empedocles.[footnoteRef:463] They range from Jean Bollack’s radical statement that Lucretius has more in common with Empedocles than with Epicurus[footnoteRef:464] and Walter Kranz’s attempt to reconstruct passages of Empedocles’ poem from Lucretius,[footnoteRef:465] to the approaches of David Sedley[footnoteRef:466] and Francesco Montarese,[footnoteRef:467] who argue that Lucretius benefited from Empedocles especially with regard to his poetic technique. Various scholars assume that the Venus proem shows a debt to Empedocles.[footnoteRef:468] The newly discovered Strasbourg fragments of Empedocles[footnoteRef:469] can also be linked to DRN.[footnoteRef:470] [460:  Rumpf 2005, 78–95.]  [461:  Cf. Waszink 1954, 13–4 who draws parallels to the praise of Epicurus. An “ironic” reading, as suggested by Edwards 1989, 108–111, does not seem to be intended.]  [462:  Cf. Snyder 1972.]  [463:  Jobst 1907; Bollack 1959; Bollack 1960; Furley 1970; Castner 1987; Wöhrle 1991; Sedley 1998; Sedley 2003; Castner 2003; Garani 2007; Trépanier 2007; Galzerano 2019, 289–302.]  [464:  Bollack 1959, 685: “so daß die philosophische Affinität zu Empedokles stärker als die doktrinäre Treue zum Heilbringer Epikur erscheint“. ]  [465:  Kranz 1944, 68–107.]  [466:  Sedley 1998, 1–34.]  [467:  Montarese 2012, 4.]  [468:  Furley 1970; Sedley 1998, 23–32.]  [469:  Martin/Primavesi 1999.]  [470:  Cf. Sedley 2003; Trépanier 2007.] 

	Nevertheless, some caution is called for when it comes to the question of how closely Lucretius in fact followed Empedocles. Not a few of the images and arguments often cited in earlier scholarship to prove dependence are in fact common tropes in philosophy. They may just as well have originated from Epicurean literature. For the same reason, Myrto Garani’s assumption that Lucretius used and developed the epistemological methodology Empedocles employed to illustrate his doctrine must remain uncertain.[footnoteRef:471] With regard to the relationship between the two poets, a clear distinction should also be made between aspects of literary composition as an area where DRN indeed benefits from Empedocles’ poetry, and Empedocles’ doctrine, which, except for the chapter on the Presocratics, is not very prominent in DRN. In this context, Wolfgang Rösler’s assumption that Lucretius did not derive Empedocles’ doctrine from reading the original, but from doxographic writings,[footnoteRef:472] deserves some attention.[footnoteRef:473] Montarese, who also rejects Empedocles as a “doctrinal source” for Lucretius, argues that the true innovation of Lucretius consists in having filled the Empedoclean form with non-Empedoclean content.[footnoteRef:474] [471:  Garani 2007, 16.]  [472:  Rösler 1973, 63–66.]  [473:  Erler 1994, 416. Runia 1997, 93–103 argues for the use of doxographic literature in further passages of the fifth and sixth book.]  [474:  Montarese 2012, 5.] 

	Despite all of its indebtedness to Empedocles, DRN can nevertheless be regarded as an “Empedoclean” poem only to a very limited extent. Effe, in the typology which he has established for Greco-Roman didactic poetry, differentiates between three types of didactic poetry: the “fact-oriented” poem (“sachbezogen”), in which the focus lies on conveying the subject matter; the formalistic-artistic poem (“formal-artistisch”), which focuses solely on conveying the subject matter in a perfect literary design; and the type of “transparent” poem which reveals a more profound dimension beyond the subject matter (“transparent”).[footnoteRef:475] In this typology (which has not gone unchallenged),[footnoteRef:476] DRN is classified as “fact-orientated”. According to Effe, Lucretius has only one purpose, which he pursues with missionary zeal: the propagation of Epicurus’ doctrine.[footnoteRef:477] This is true in a general sense, but if we look into the details of the text, the situation is more complex. Inasmuch as a considerable part of the poem is in fact centred on Epicurean atomistics, Lucretius’ poem is indeed a poem de rerum natura. On the other hand, the poet does not present his own insights, but the ideas of his philosophical master Epicurus: a concept which is Hellenistic[footnoteRef:478] rather than Empedoclean. Moreover, Lucretius’ depiction of the natura rerum is not an end in itself – and this is an essential difference from Empedocles, who in fact communicates knowledge of nature and thus writes a genuine “fact-oriented” poem. The insights into the secrets of nature that Lucretius conveys serve a higher purpose: they are supposed to free man from fearing death and divine power. This purpose is the premise under which all further explanations are to be read.[footnoteRef:479] Those who have recognized that there can be no third principle besides matter and void will easily accept the mortality of the soul and cease to fear death; and those who have learned that natural phenomena can be explained in a rationalistic way will no longer attribute them to an irrational wrath of the gods and will cease to fear them. The natura rerum, as explained in Lucretius’ poem, thus confirms Epicurus’ ethics. Lucretius’ poem, therefore, has a “message”[footnoteRef:480] which goes far beyond imparting a knowledge of nature. In this respect, DRN is surprisingly close to Aratus’ poem. In the Phaenomena, Aratus not only describes the sky, its constellations, and its myths, but on a higher level also explains the world as the work of a divine creator, as envisaged by Stoic philosophy. In the title of DRN, Lucretius announces a poem on the nature of things, de rerum natura. But he does so only in order to conquer the fear of death and fear of gods with rational insights into the atomistic structure of the universe. Both poems go beyond the subject-matter of their titles and provide insights into deeper issues with, in Aratus’ case, a transcendental, and in Lucretius’ case an ethical dimension. In this respect DRN is no less “transparent” than the Phaenomena of Aratus.  [475:  Effe 1977, 40–79. ]  [476:  Cf. Lasserre 1978; Kenney 1979; Schrijvers 1982; Sider 2014; Canevaro/O’Rourke 2019, 6–7.]  [477:  Effe 1977, 66–79.]  [478:  Cf. Toohey 1996, 103.]  [479:  On the links between ethics and science in DRN cf. Asmis 2008.]  [480:  Cf. Cox 1971.] 


2.3.3 A better epic
In its overall structure DRN is a didactic poem and takes up various traditions of Greek didactic poetry. In order to understand its literary design, however, another tradition must be considered. To a much greater extent than his Greek predecessors, Lucretius links his poem to heroic epic. In his time, the most important examples of this genre were the epic poems of Homer (Iliad and Odyssey, probably also the poems of the Epic Cycle) and, for the Roman audience, the Annals of Ennius. It is remarkable that Lucretius mentions only these two poets by name of all his poetic predecessors.[footnoteRef:481] At the beginning of the first book, he recounts a vision of Ennius, in which Homer’s shadow image also appeared (unde sibi exortam semper florentis Homeri / commemorat speciem lacrimas effundere salsas / coepisse et rerum naturam expandere dictis: 1.124–126).[footnoteRef:482] It is beyond question that, in doing so, he inscribes himself in the tradition of heroic epic poetry.[footnoteRef:483] It is equally relevant that Homer is explicitly described as a poet of nature, as he had explained to Ennius the nature of things (rerum naturam: 1.126).[footnoteRef:484] This literal allusion to the title De rerum natura has the effect that Homer and his Roman successor Ennius are clearly identified as Lucretius’ direct predecessors as poets of nature. [481:  Whether an allusion to Empedocles is hidden in perenni fronde (“everlasting”, ἔμπεδος) and clara clueret (“bright fame”, κλέος), as Gale 2001, 168–172 tries to prove, cannot be ascertained.]  [482:  For the whole passage, see Gigon 1978, 172–178; Segal 1990b.]  [483:  Cf. Gale 1994, 107.]  [484:  The phrase rerum naturam expandere dictis is taken up by the phrase omnem rerum naturam pandere dictis (5.54) which is meant in praise of Epicurus; cf. Farrell 1991, 306; on the content of Homer’s speech see Gigon 1978, 177–8.] 

	There are various indications that DRN is indeed closely related to epic poetry. Comprising some 7400 verses, the poem is considerably longer than the extant Greek didactic poems, which rarely exceed the number of 1000 verses.[footnoteRef:485] The division into individual books was also not common in Greek didactic poetry: Empedocles’ Peri phuseos[footnoteRef:486] and Nicander’s Georgika[footnoteRef:487] had no more than two or three books if any. As Gregory Hutchinson suggests, the division into books may have been inspired by contemporary scientific prose,[footnoteRef:488] but book division is also a feature of epic poetry. The fact that the length of the separate books of DRN (from 1094 to 1457 verses) corresponds more or less to the length of a Hellenistic epyllion must surely be regarded as the poet’s conscious decision.[footnoteRef:489] It is also interesting to compare the proportions of DRN with the major epic poems of Homer and Ennius: the entire poem comprises almost half as many verses as the Odyssey. DRN’s six books amount to just a quarter of the number of books in the Homeric epics and one third of the 18 books in Ennius’ Annals.[footnoteRef:490] Still, DRN is far closer in length to the epic poems of Homer, Apollonius Rhodius, and Ennius than to the didactic epyllia of Hellenistic poetry.  [485:  See Toohey 1996, 87–8.]  [486:  According to the Suda, cf. Marković 2008, 59. For Peri phuseos, Hutchinson 2008, 229 speaks of “at least three books”.]  [487:  Athenaios 126 (= 68 Gow-Scholfield).]  [488:  Hutchinson 2008, 228–232.]  [489:  Cf. Van Sickle 1980; Marković 2008, 58; Farrell 2008, Appendix A.]  [490:  Baier 2010, 97. With good reason, Farrell 2008, 4–5 regards the six books of DRN as “an Ennian hexad”.] 

	Beyond this quantitative comparison to heroic epic poetry, DRN features various direct or indirect references to the epic, which have been compiled by Clyde Murley, David West, Alberto Grilli, Roland Mayer, and Monica Gale.[footnoteRef:491] The numerous repetitions and stereotypical formulae[footnoteRef:492] of the poem recall the formulaic language of Homeric epic poetry.[footnoteRef:493] Lucretius even translated certain phrases and periphrases directly from Homer.[footnoteRef:494] Many of his depictions of nature, no matter how authentic and realistic they may seem, are modelled on Homeric similes. Particularly telling, for example, is the image of the torrent swollen by the winter rain (1.280–290), which combines two similes of the Iliad.[footnoteRef:495] Similarly, the images in the sixth book, which illustrate the optical and acoustic impressions of a thunderstorm, are based on Homeric models.[footnoteRef:496] Yet a clear color Ennianus also marks the entire passage; verbal allusions to Ennius’ poetry abound.[footnoteRef:497] The topics and tropes of heroic and historical epic poetry, of mythology and mythological history are common throughout DRN. Lucretius mentions the Trojan War (1.473–477), the Gigantomachy (4.[133]-[140]), the labours of Hercules (5.22–39), Phaethon’s downfall (5.396–405), and the Punic Wars (3.832–842). As Klaus Sallmann has observed, some of the mythical topics are designed as epyllia, such as the sacrifice of Iphigenia (1.84–100) and the tale of the Magna Mater (2.600–643). The description of the Athenian plague (6.1139–1285) also has characteristics of an epyllion.[footnoteRef:498] The description of the underworld and the apparition of Homer in the so-called ‘Dream of Ennius’ (1.115–126) as well as the underworld punishments (3.978–1023) recall an epic nekyia or katabasis.[footnoteRef:499] Finally, mythological subjects permeate the non-mythological representation as an “implicit myth”. In DRN, the traditional poetic image of the journey, for example, contains several references to the journey of Odysseus.[footnoteRef:500] [491:  Murley 1947; West 1969, 23–34; Grilli 1979, 218–220; Mayer 1990; Gale 1994, 106–122; Gale 2001, 27–30. Cf. also Buglass/Fanti/Galzerano 2019.]  [492:  On the topic in general, see Deutsch 1978; on the formulas and metric design cf. Minyard 1978; on the implications of “formularità” in Lucretius cf. also Schiesaro 1990b.]  [493:  On epic formulas becoming didactic formulas and the use of formulaic language in Lucretius Buglass/Fanti/Galzerano 2019, 250–253.]  [494:  Derochette 1929, 69.]  [495:  Schindler 2000, 78–83 (providing further references). Grilli 1979, 220–227 detects in this passage influences of Hippocratic literature.]  [496:  Schindler 2000, 112–3.]  [497:  Castner 2003, also for linking the references to Ennius with Empedoclean topics.]  [498:  Sallmann 1968.]  [499:  Cf. Reinhardt 2004, 31, who reads the entire passage 3.912–1075 as “a symbolic katabasis and subsequent return to the upper world”. In addition to the Odyssey, he also identifies pp. 39–45 Plato’s Gorgias as a model for the passage.]  [500:  cf. Fowler 2000, 216–7.] 

	In its length, linguistic form, and aspects of content, then, Lucretius subjected DRN to epicization. That being said, classifying the poem generically as narrative epic, as some scholars have sought to do, is a step too far.[footnoteRef:501] DRN does not have a proper narrative structure with human protagonists and a temporal succession, as is typical of epic poems. Despite the already mentioned “didactic plot”, there are limitations to the extent to which the poem tells “The Story of Us”.[footnoteRef:502] DRN also differs from the epic poems of Homer and Ennius in that, according to the persona’s own statement, it communicates the truth – a truth that frees men from the same irrational fears that earlier epic poets had implanted in them by creating a false image of the gods and a false image of death. From the very beginning, the didactic persona introduces himself as “a speaker of power”, who interacts in a bona fide manner with his addressees[footnoteRef:503] and calls upon them to turn to the “true doctrine” (veram ad rationem: 1.51). The truth he communicates in DRN is as universal and boundless as the universe.[footnoteRef:504] Throughout the poem, the narrator repeatedly emphasizes the veracity of his statements; vera ratio is a leitmotif that he repeats almost relentlessly. There is still no doubt that the poem is presented as a “‘quest’ for the truth”[footnoteRef:505] through the various metaphors of travel and journey applied in the proems and methodological reflections.[footnoteRef:506] Ennius and Homer, on the other hand, are representatives of precisely that terriloqua dicta (1.103) against which the didactic persona directs his poem. Anything that deviates from the vera ratio is harshly condemned with formulas such as “that is (far) from the truth” (longius a vera ratione, a vera nimis ratione repulsum sim.). Lucretius thus responds to the old truism, already expressed in Plato’s Politeia, about harmful poetic fictions that would have no place in an ideal state.[footnoteRef:507] [501:  The “Blackwell Companion to Ancient Epic” (= Gale 2005), for example, treats Lucretius alongside Virgil’s Aeneid, Ovid, and Statius (but not Virgil’s Georgics and Manilius’ Astronomica). The classifications are reversed in the ongoing discussion concerning Lucan’s Pharsalia, which is denied the status of a heroic epic and classified as a “stoisches Lehrgedicht” (“Stoic didactic poem”). Lausberg 1990, 173–209 provides an overview of the discussion.]  [502:  Gale 2004, 49–71.]  [503:  Lucr. 1.50–53, especially 52–3: ne mea dona tibi studio disposta fideli / intellecta prius quam sint, contempta relinquas. Cf. Shearin 2015, 59–60.]  [504:  Kennedy 2013, 53–56.]  [505:  Gale 2005, 447–8, similarly Hardie 1986, 194: “intellectual quest”; Fowler 2000, 218: “quest for knowledge”.]  [506:  Lucr, 1.88–92; 1.333; 3.3–4; 5.55–6; 6.92–3.]  [507:  On the attitude of Epicurus and the Epicureans towards poetry below p. **.] 

	Lucretius shares the claim to be telling the truth not only with Plato, but also with previous didactic poets. Hesiod had already expressed his assertion that he was telling Perses “true things” (ἐτήτυμα: Erga 10). Yet by presenting himself as the direct successor of Homer and Ennius, Lucretius goes one step further. His poem is not meant to stand in the same line of tradition as the heroic epics, but to supersede them as a better epic.[footnoteRef:508] Philip Hardie considers Epicurus to be the true hero of DRN, combining “the Iliadic persona of military leader with the Odyssean persona of wanderer”.[footnoteRef:509] DRN is an intellectual Odyssey.[footnoteRef:510] As Gian Biagio Conte demonstrates, the story of Epicurus’ rebellion against misguided beliefs (1.66–7) is interspersed with references to the Iliad.[footnoteRef:511] Military vocabulary dominates the passage (1.66–79).[footnoteRef:512] The maiestas that Piet H. Schrijvers recognizes in the subject matter of the poem and the character of Epicurus is not only a political, but also an epic category.[footnoteRef:513] [508:  Cf. Toohey 1996, 88–9.; Florio 2008, 63.]  [509:  Cf. Hardie 1986, 195; see also West 1969, 57–60; Schrijvers 1970, 256; Gale 1994, 118–9.; Gale 2005, 442. ]  [510:  Piazzi 2008, 107.]  [511:  Conte 1966, 355–357. Cf. also Piazzi 2008, 105–6.]  [512:  Kennedy 2013, 52–3.; 56–7.]  [513:  Schrijvers 2007, 58–61.] 

	The repetitions of words and phrases – Lucretius uses far fewer synonyms than other poets – are, as William Maguinness observes, “an expression of earnestness” [footnoteRef:514] and establish a kind of scientific code.[footnoteRef:515] The repeated lines serve to structure the argumentation.[footnoteRef:516] They contain essential statements, such as the appeal to fight the darkness of mental derangement not with sunlight, but with an understanding of nature, which the poet repeats four times.[footnoteRef:517] The simile of the children who fear the dark (2.55–61; 3.87–93; 6.35–41) is repeated three times, in each case marking the end of a proem.[footnoteRef:518] [514:  Cf. Maguinness 1965, 73.]  [515:  Schiesaro 1990, 63; for the repetitions as an expression of a cyclical world view see Schiesaro 1994, 98–100.]  [516:  Pasoli 1970, 373–4.; Ingalls 1971.]  [517:  Lucr. 1.146–148 (= 2.59–61; 3.91–93; 6.39–41): Hunc igitur terrorem animi tenebrasque necessest / non radii solis neque lucida tela diei / discutiant, sed naturae species ratioque.]  [518:  Marković 2008, 68.] 

	In DRN, the images of nature from Homeric poetry no longer serve as poetic ornatus, but are transformed into argumentative devices:[footnoteRef:519] The epic simile of the winter-swollen torrent illustrates by analogy that wind, although invisible, must be made of atoms, as its effect is similar to that of visible water.[footnoteRef:520] Likewise, the poet uses the simile to refute rival doctrines of his opponents.[footnoteRef:521] The comparability of different things is always based on the identity of their atomistic properties. Delusions of love and images in dreams, for example, have the same origin, wafer-thin simulacra (εἴδωλα). For this reason, a lover can just as little be satisfied with the simulacra of the beloved person as a thirsty person who dreams of standing in a river may vanquish his thirst (4.1097–1104).[footnoteRef:522] The atomistic relationship of things is also stressed on a semantic level. Mutual references between image and object, so-called “multiple-correspondence similes”,[footnoteRef:523] are a hallmark of Lucretius’ imagery. Through the use of lexical repetitions or synonyms, the analogies are also marked on a semantic level.[footnoteRef:524] In the main text, metaphors often prepare the motif of the simile or take it up again. [519:  Hohler 1925/6, 282.]  [520:  Schindler 2000, 81–2.]  [521:  Schindler 2000, 101–110.]  [522:  Schindler 2000, 97–101.]  [523:  Cf. West 1970, 262–275; the phenomenon is also described by Battisti 1976, 75–91; Leen 1984, 107–123.]  [524:  Battisti 1976, 86; Garbugino 1989, 35–38; Setaioli 2005, 218.] 

	Whenever the poet mentions persons, events, and ideas from heroic epic poetry, he always adds an explicit or implicit rejection. There are no “purely decorative” references, as Gavin Townend put it.[footnoteRef:525] Undoubtedly Lucretius adheres to a tradition of criticizing Homer that reaches back to Xenophanes’ criticism of the anthropomorphic gods of early Greek epic poetry.[footnoteRef:526] From the very beginning, the Iphigenia episode is to be read under the premise of being an example of the “criminal and godless deeds” (scelerosa atque impia facta: 1.83) caused by fear of the gods.[footnoteRef:527] As a prelude to Lucretius’ rationalist epic, it is a warning example of how people can be tempted even to commit criminal acts by fearing the gods too much. Thus the narrator concludes: “The fear of the gods was able to induce so much evil” (Tantum religio potuit suadere malorum: 1.101). He rejects the myth of Phaethon’s downfall as a misinterpretation by adding the ironic reference that the “ancient poets of the Greeks” sang about it: scilicet ut veteres Graium cecinere poetae (5.405).[footnoteRef:528] He “demythologizes” mythical ideas by revealing their atomistic causes.[footnoteRef:529] Mythical creatures such as centaurs, Scylla, chimeras, and Cerberus (4.722–738) only exist in our imagination, because the thin simulacra rerum, which penetrate our minds and cause us to perceive something, are sometimes mechanically damaged on their way there and stick together incorrectly. This is the cause that leads to humans with the body of a horse or dog, animals consisting of different animals, or multi-headed dogs being born. In a biological sense, mythical creatures of this kind would not be possible (5.878–898). The gruesome punishments of mythical penitents in the underworld (3.978–1023), which the audience knows from readings of epic poetry, are explained psychologically[footnoteRef:530] in a way that seems almost modern: As the soul is mortal, there is no afterlife and no underworld. The tortures of hell are therefore simply projections of mental anguish that result from unfulfilled wishes and failed dreams of life. Hell is happening in this life of ours: in vita sunt omnia nobis (3.979).[footnoteRef:531] [525:  Townend 1965, 100.]  [526:  Feeney 1991, 5–56; Gale 1994, 10–18.]  [527:  Florio 2008, 64.]  [528:  On various aspects of the criticism of myth in Lucretius cf. Schrijvers 1983; Gale 1994; Gigandet 1998.]  [529:  Jope 1989, 20–1; Gale 1994, 185–189; Gale 2005, 444.]  [530:  Müller 1959, 45–6; Gale 1994, 94.]  [531:  For a detailed analysis of the individual penitents and their punishments see Stork 1970, 106–127; Ackermann 1979, 64–74, for Tityos, Kenney 1970b. Gale 1994, 37–8 emphasizes the tradition of the allegorical interpretation of the underworld penitents.] 

	Myth and mythology, as conveyed by heroic epic poetry, prove more and more in Lucretius’ account to be the reflection of a primitive level of thinking that Epicurus’ rationalist enlightenment is able to overcome. Jason Nethercut has shown that Lucretius subjects Ennius’ concept of history to a fundamental revision in every respect. This has consequences for his treatment of myth and history and his views on Antiquity.[footnoteRef:532] The heroes of epic are obsolete; mythical and historical events like the Trojan War or the Punic Wars are irrelevant. The Trojan War provides an example for the so-called accidentals (eventa); it shows the transience of all earthly things. Like other mythical and historical events, it is irreversibly in the past: ea saecla hominum, quorum eventa fuerunt / irrevocabilis abstulerit iam praeterita aetas (1.467–8). The Punic Wars do not affect us because we were as insensitive before birth as we will be after death (3.832–837). Since none of the events that the poets mention predates the Trojan War, the world cannot be eternal (5.326–7). Instead, the poet elevates the atoms to the rank of epic heroes by imitating Homeric similes right at the beginning of his poem. The atoms in DRN are generally anthropomorphized, for example by analogies[footnoteRef:533] and, as Gail Cabisius observes, metaphors from the social and political sphere.[footnoteRef:534] They come together to form concilia and establish foedera. Sometimes, they are afflicted by turbae and tumultus (2.954–959). Metaphors from warfare describe the visible effects the atoms produce.[footnoteRef:535] The dust particles moving up and down in a sun-drenched room, through which the movements of the invisible atoms become visible (2.116–120), perform “fights and battles as it were in an eternal competition” (velut aeterno certamine proelia pugnas: 2.118); they fight “in squadrons” (turmatim: 2.119). Winds also fight against each other (concurrunt: 6.97; contra pugnantibus ventis: 6.98), and the clouds gather “in a dense army on the move” (denso agmine: 6.100).[footnoteRef:536] It is thus tempting to regard the atoms as gendered male, as Alison Sharrock proposes.[footnoteRef:537]  [532:  Nethercut 2014; Nethercut 2021, 77–114.]  [533:  See above p. **.]  [534:  Cf. Cabisius 1984/85, 109–120; Kenney 1977, 33.]  [535:  Cf. Martha 1869, 286; von Raumer 1893, 121; Murley 1947, 344; Schrijvers 1970, 127; Piazzi 2008, 114–5.]  [536:  For the entire section cf. Aicher 1991/92, 139–158. ]  [537:  Sharrock 2006, 270–1.] 

	The true heroes of Lucretius’ didactic epic, the atoms, are invisible. Their actions can only be deduced indirectly. Even though their portrayal as epic heroes may have characteristics of satire and seem somewhat mock-heroic, they are nonetheless the more appropriate subject for an epic poem in the Epicurean way of thinking. Lucretius’ atoms are not characters of fiction and fantasy, but rather are real, indestructible, and know neither time nor space. Their actions have a greater impact on humans than the deeds of epic heroes of a long-gone past. As Don Fowler points out, the suggestive power of the idea is so strong that, at the end of the first book, the poet must explicitly deny that his anthropomorphized atoms act intentionally (2.1021–1023).[footnoteRef:538] [538:  Cf. Fowler 1989, 427.] 

	The atoms are in a permanent struggle, at the end of which they gather and form (albeit transient) foedera and concilia. In the human sphere, there are also proelia which are described in epic terms.[footnoteRef:539] The context in which they occur, however, contradicts the epic concept of reges et proelia: an epic struggle is only worthwhile in the fight against false philosophical doctrines or the fear of death and gods.[footnoteRef:540] It is Epicurus’ greatest achievement that he succeeded in this battle by using words, not arms (dictis non armis: 5.50).[footnoteRef:541] Overcoming religio (1.62–3) is a victory that, as Wolfgang Fauth puts it, is epitomized in the attitude of the dragon fighter under whose foot the hostile monster twists and turns.[footnoteRef:542] In this context, it is fitting that the poet transforms the epic description of Mount Olympus (3.18–22), which he takes from the Odyssey,[footnoteRef:543] into a virtual place of spiritual knowledge that is only accessible to the committed Epicurean. [539:  Garbugino 1989, 24–28.]  [540:  Ackermann 1979, 177 to Lucr. 1.62–77: “episch gefärbte[r] Kampf des epikureischen Helden gegen das Religionsgespenst”; Gale 1994, 118–9, also to 2.1040–1043, where the addressee is confronted with the alternative to surrender or to fight (dede manus, aut, si falsum est, accingere contra: 2.1043).]  [541:  Florio 2008, 70 points to an interesting conceptual similarity with Cicero’s cedant arma togae, concedat laurea laudi (De consulatu suo frg. 6 Soubiran, Cic. off. 1.72.2).]  [542:  Fauth 1973, 218: “in die Attitüde des Drachenbezwingers, unter dessen Fuß sich das feindliche Monstrum windet.”]  [543:  Hom. Od. 6.4246.] 

	What, then, is the position of DRN within hexametric poetry? On the whole, the poem belongs to that branch of hexametric poetry whose aim is to convey knowledge by means of poetry. In this sense, DRN is a didactic poem. It is clear, on the other hand, that not only does the poet of DRN embrace all literary traditions he can gather, but also aims to compete directly with the heroic epics of Homer and Ennius.[footnoteRef:544] In this endeavour, he activates a mechanism observed by Stephen Hinds for other texts of Roman literature: the adaptation of a literary model does not just show how the author interpreted the text he received, but always influences future perceptions of the received text.[footnoteRef:545] This means that readers of DRN will tend to perceive texts that are heroic epics as fictional, possibly even as naïve or primitive: the rationalist epic of Lucretius degrades the heroic epics of Homer and Ennius. Lucretius undermines the literary authority of his epic predecessors Homer and Ennius by lastingly influencing their reception. [544:  In this respect DRN, can indeed be regarded as “the ultimate epic”, as Gale writes in 1994, 128.]  [545:  Hinds 1998.] 


2.4. Between dogmatism and Romanitas: Lucretius and Epicurus

2.4.1. The philosophical sources of DRN
The philosophy of Epicurus forms the basis of Lucretius’ account and is repeatedly cited as a source in DRN. What Lucretius refers to as the doctrines of Epicurus fits in with what we know from other testimonies of Epicureanism. The sources of Lucretius’ poem, however, are still the subject of controversy.[footnoteRef:546] Antiquity already regarded Epicurus as a prolific writer. Diogenes Laertios, who treats Epicurus and his philosophy in the 10th book of his Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, speaks of a total of almost 300 scrolls.[footnoteRef:547] In an inventory of Epicurus’ “best writings”, Diogenes lists 40 titles which cover a wide range of topics; matters of physics, epistemology, and ethics are treated alike. Among them, the 37 papyrus rolls On Nature (Περὶ Φύσεως) are Epicurus’ most important and most comprehensive work. On Nature was condensed twice in antiquity and circulated in a Big (Μεγάλη) and a Little (Μικρή) epitomized form. An even more condensed summary of Epicurean physics is to be found in the Letter to Herodotus.  [546:  Recent publications on the topic: Clay 1983 (cf. Fowler/Fowler 1985); Algra/Koenen/Schrijvers 1997; Sedley 1998.]  [547:  Diog. Laert. 10.26.] 

	Epicurus had a large number of disciples who were also extremely prolific writers. For us, the productivity of the Epicureans is evident primarily from the writings of the aforementioned Philodemus of Gadara. Of the more than 1800 papyri from the library of the Villa of the Papyri, which were preserved in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE, a substantial part can be assigned to the works of Philodemus. The range of topics of his writings is as wide as that of the founding father of the school. Philodemus resembles Lucretius in being both an Epicurean and a poet, as several epigrams in the Anthologia Graeca show.[footnoteRef:548] Like Lucretius, too, Philodemus was in contact with the Roman upper class. [548:  Edition of the epigrams: Sider 1997. On the relationship between poetry and philosophy in Philodemus cf. Sider 1995.] 

	Yet it remains difficult to determine to what degree DRN depends on texts of Greek Epicureanism. In fact, the evidence of Greek Epicureanism is so poorly preserved that Lucretius’ DRN is still one of the most important sources for our knowledge of Epicurean physics.[footnoteRef:549] Epicurus’ principal work On Nature is lost, except for quotations passed down by later authors and papyrus fragments from the Villa of the Papyri.[footnoteRef:550] The same is true of his other monographs listed by Diogenes Laertios. Of Epicurus’ vast oeuvre, only three educational letters On Ethics (to Menoikeus), On Physics (to Herodotus), and On Meteorology (to Pythokles) as well as the Principal Doctrines (Κύριαι δόξαι), a collection of 40 Epicurean key theorems in aphoristic form, have survived in their entirety. Due to the sparse texts of the Greek Epicurea, neither the question of which sources Lucretius used when writing DRN nor the question of how he dealt with these sources is easy to answer.[footnoteRef:551] That he quotes from the Principal Doctrines is evident, but there is much disagreement about his other sources.[footnoteRef:552] Of the 37 books of Peri phuseos, only books 2, 11, and 14 display similarities to DRN.[footnoteRef:553] It cannot be determined with certainty whether Lucretius used Peri phuseos in its original version or in the condensed form of the Megale Epitome,[footnoteRef:554] and whether he used other writings of Epicurus. Neither can it be shown that the Letter to Herodotus was the primary source for DRN.[footnoteRef:555] Hermann Usener even doubts that Lucretius read Epicurus at all.[footnoteRef:556] [549:  Hossenfelder 1991, 24–5.]  [550:  Editions of the Epicurea: Usener 1887; Arrighetti 21973.]  [551:  For an overview of the various positions see Warren 2007, 19–25.]  [552:  Overviews in Schmidt 1990, 12–3.; Erler 1994, 414–416; an overview of earlier research up to the 1920s in Schanz Hosius I 41927, 277.]  [553:  Erler 1994, 415.]  [554:  Giussani I 1896–98, I, 1–11.]  [555:  For the Letter to Herodotus as principal source cf. Woltjer 1877; Brieger 1882, 3; Fowler/Fowler 31996, 889; Sedley 1997, 40–1.]  [556:  Usener 1887.] 

	There is no agreement on the extent to which Lucretius drew on the writings of the younger Epicureans or was in contact with them.[footnoteRef:557] Some scholars reject the idea of an exchange vehemently,[footnoteRef:558] while for others, the assumption of Lucretius’ isolation evokes disbelief.[footnoteRef:559] There is no clear evidence that Lucretius was in contact with younger Epicureans like Zenon from Sidon and Phaidros or with the Campanian circle,[footnoteRef:560] and the poet’s relationship to the Epicureans of southern Italy, especially to Philodemus of Gadara, is equally difficult to evaluate. Marcello Gigante[footnoteRef:561] and Knut Kleve[footnoteRef:562] are convinced that they can detect references to Philodemus’ writings in some passages of the DRN.[footnoteRef:563] In her 2009 monograph, Beate Beer goes further and argues that there is a systematic reception of Philodemus in DRN.[footnoteRef:564] She argues plausibly that Lucretius’ poem overlaps with Philodemus’ writings with regard to four essential characteristics: mimetic word order, imagery, detailed analysis of the factual world, and the relationship between teacher and student. Beer’s observations, however, need to be consolidated by further comparative studies. In general, one must assume, as Diskin Clay[footnoteRef:565] and Michael Erler[footnoteRef:566] have done, that the pragmatic Lucretius, who aimed at communicating Epicurean doctrine to his Roman audience, exploited all sources available to him in order to gather as much knowledge as possible. [557:  Cf. on whole topic Benferhat 2005, 77–8.]  [558:  Boyancé 1963, 12; Maslowski 1978, 218; Kenney 1971, 14–5.; Clay 1983, 24–5.]  [559:  Castner 1988, 37.]  [560:  Giancotti 1959, 30–32.]  [561:  Gigante 1975, 58–9.]  [562:  Kleve 1997, 49–66.]  [563:  Beer 2009, 17–8.]  [564:  Beer 2009.]  [565:  Clay 1983, 31; 77–81; 176–185.]  [566:  Erler 1994, 414–416.] 

	Obviously, the philosophy of Epicurus is the most important point of reference for DRN. Yet a fair number of allusions to other philosophical systems can be traced in the poem. Apart from the lengthy discussion of the Ionic natural philosophers Heraclitus, Empedocles, and Anaxagoras in the first book, scholars have noted references to Plato and the Academy,[footnoteRef:567] to scepticism,[footnoteRef:568] and to the Stoics.[footnoteRef:569] An analysis of these references raises a methodological problem. Although Epicurus never ceases to emphasize his independence from previous philosophers, Cyril Bailey’s seminal study “The Greek Atomists and Epicurus”[footnoteRef:570] as well as further analyses of Epicurus’ doctrine have revealed that the Hellenistic philosopher was certainly influenced by other philosophical systems – aiming not only to grapple with them polemically, but also, if possible, to use them for his own arguments.[footnoteRef:571] Therefore, it is almost impossible to decide to what extent Lucretius derives the insights of earlier and rival philosophical systems from the reading of the sources or from the Epicurean treatises.[footnoteRef:572] The poet’s relationship to Presocratic philosophers and their teachings, which has been the subject of intense research,[footnoteRef:573] thus remains uncertain. The same can be said about the influence of Hippocratic writings, which has been noted in several passages of DRN.[footnoteRef:574] The doctrines of Stoicism, namely anthropocentric teleology and Stoic theology, meanwhile, are quite common in the DRN. These certainly come from Epicurean sources.[footnoteRef:575] The reason Lucretius attacks the Stoics so sharply[footnoteRef:576] is probably that he regarded them as important ideological opponents, particularly in his contemporary Roman environment. Yet the strategies he employs to communicate Epicurean doctrine to his Roman audience are surprisingly similar to the strategies of leading contemporary Stoic philosophers such as Panaetius, Posidonius, Cleanthes, and Chrysippus.[footnoteRef:577] [567:  Cf. Shorey 1901; De Lacy 1983; on the end of the second book see Solmsen 1953, on the discourse of love in the fourth book see Gigandet 1999, on optical phenomena in the fourth book see Koenen 1996.]  [568:  Lucr. 4.387–461: cf. Schrijvers 1992/1999.]  [569:  Schmidt 1975; cf. e.g. for 2.600–660 Schmidt 1990, 135–140; on selected passages of the fifth book Lévy 1999, for Epicurean anti-stoic polemics cf. Schmidt 1990, 97–112.]  [570:  Bailey 1928.]  [571:  Cf. Sedley 1976.]  [572:  Cf. Saltzer 1964 (for Leucippus and Parmenides).]  [573:  For older scholarship see Dalzell 1973b, 98–9. On Empedocles above p. **.]  [574:  Segal 1970 (epilepsy), “Addendum” by Phillips 1984; Grilli 1979 (the description of the power of the wind); Bergdolt 2000, 86 (the description of the plague).]  [575:  Schmidt 1975.]  [576:  Cf. Furley 1966; Asmis 1982.]  [577:  Cf. Schrijvers 2007, 64–66.] 


2.4.2. Orthodox Epicurean or self-confident Roman?
Investigating the philosophical sources of DRN leads to another problem: in his teachings of Epicurean philosophy, how orthodox or unorthodox is Lucretius? Generally, Epicureanism is considered to be much more dogmatic than its rival, Stoicism. For certain, Epicureanism develops far less dynamically than Stoicism. Yet this does not mean that Epicureanism remained completely unchanged over the whole period of its existence. On the contrary, Michael Erler shows that even within Epicurus’ own teachings there was some space for interpretation, which his students eagerly exploited.[footnoteRef:578]  [578:  Erler 1993.] 

	Apart from the modifications that can be traced in the Greek tradition of Epicureanism, the transfer of Epicurean philosophy to late-republican Rome inevitably led to transformations, modifications, and adaptations of the doctrine – although the extent of those changes remains a topic of debate. Certain shifts are already apparent in the title of the poem. At first glance, De rerum natura appears to be a Latin translation of the Greek Περὶ φύσεως. Yet, as Diskin Clay has shown, the complex and multifaceted term natura does not correspond exactly to the Greek term φύσις.[footnoteRef:579] It is also evident that the socio-cultural context of late-republican Rome differs considerably from the original context of Epicurean philosophy.[footnoteRef:580] Thus despite Epicurean dogmatism, it is evident that Lucretius does not pass on Epicurean doctrine slavishly, but rather adapts it to current conditions. As a result, shifts of perspective are inevitable. Kirk Summers, for example, demonstrates that Lucretius intensified Epicurus’ criticism of religion.[footnoteRef:581] This is perfectly in line with the purpose of DRN: as Peter Toohey rightly points out, Lucretius differs from Epicurus in that the aim of DRN is not simply to attain ἀταραξία, but to free people from the fear of death and the fear of gods. Lucretius thus creates a new Epicureanism and a poem that is deeply rooted in Roman traditions.[footnoteRef:582] [579:  Clay 1969; also Erler 1994, 414–5. On the Lucretian concept of natura see Sallmann 1961.]  [580:  Cf. Minyard 1985, 35.]  [581:  Summers 1995. According to Butterfield 2018, Lucretius’ account of the gods is in line with Epicurus’ doctrine.]  [582:  Toohey 1996, 90.] 

	In fact, the Roman colouring of DRN is evident. Its opening verse Aeneadum genetrix, hominum divumque voluptas (1.1) suggests a unity of Epicureanism and Roman identity.[footnoteRef:583] The periphrasis Aeneadum genetrix at the beginning of the verse references the mythical origins of Rome and claims Venus as the founding mother of the Romans. The noun genetrix indicates the dynamics of growth and decay that are present throughout the poem. Voluptas at the end of the verse is then the Latin equivalent of ἡδονή, a central term of Epicurean philosophy. Not only does this programmatic combination of Greek philosophy and Roman identity shine through in the first proem;[footnoteRef:584] it continues throughout the poem. The recurrent references to personal observation and personal experience, introduced by the stereotypical formulae nonne vides[footnoteRef:585] and contemplator, are in fact based on the principles of Epicurean sensualism.[footnoteRef:586] Lucretius himself also emphasizes that the senses are an infallible authority.[footnoteRef:587] As we have seen, the concrete examples of the theorems are often taken from Greek natural science or refer to aspects of Greek culture.[footnoteRef:588] A sense of alterity with regard to Epicureanism is thus maintained.[footnoteRef:589] Epicureanism is an import from Greece, a Greek doctrine of salvation, founded by a Graius homo[footnoteRef:590] described as a Greek swan (cygnus), with whom the Latin swallow (hirundo) does not wish to compete.[footnoteRef:591] The poet does not deny this foreignness at all – not least because Epicureanism is an alternative, a non-Roman model of life, which cannot come from within. Conversely, examples from the Roman world frequently enrich Lucretius’ argument, though explicit references to contemporary politics are completely omitted.[footnoteRef:592] Yet the metaphors that the poet draws from the fields of politics, law, and government, such as nexus, foedera, and leges, have a distinctly Roman colouring.[footnoteRef:593] At the end of the second book, moreover, the poet describes the elimination of the gods from the realm of nature with terms that recall the expulsion of the tyrant Tarquinius Superbus (2.1090–1092).[footnoteRef:594] So too in the sixth book, the description of the thunderstorm is endowed with a political subtext: the lightning is adorned with metaphors like dominus and appears as a tyrant.[footnoteRef:595] Examples from Roman everyday life are also frequent in DRN: bronze statues of gods worn down from being touched by the hands of the worshippers (1.316–318); shimmering purple robes; legions marching in battle order (2,[6]-[5]); horses at the start of a chariot race (2.263–265); and the awning (velarium) of a theatre that covers the spectators (4.75–77) and rattles in the wind (6.108–112).[footnoteRef:596] The reader learns about the mirabilia of the ancient world: the birdless Lake Avernus, close to the luxury resort of Baiae (6.738–748), Mount Etna (6.639–711), the flooding of the Nile (6.712–737), the mysterious dying of horses in Syria (6.756–768). This is a world familiar to a Roman citizen, a world that takes for granted Rome’s imperialist claims and in which the – most likely male – reader can easily locate himself.  [583:  For representations of Venus on coins of the gens Memmia see Marx 1890, 119–20.]  [584:  Cf. Minyard 1985, 36.]  [585:  Cf. Schiesaro 1984.]  [586:  Kuriai Doxai 24.]  [587:  Lucr. 4.469–521.]  [588:  Cf. above p. **.]  [589:  Cf. Sedley 1998, 58–9.]  [590:  Shearin 2015, 119–20.]  [591:  Sedley 1998, 58.]  [592:  The various attempts to gather information for the date of composition of the poem from allusions to political events (e.g. Cole 1998, who argues for Mars as Pompey and Venus as Julia) have remained futile. For an overview of interpretations of the unspecific patriai tempore iniquo (1.41) see Schiesaro 2007b, 53–4. According to McConnell 2012, 110 “Lucretius is faithfully presenting the Epicurean position on civil strife”.]  [593:  Cf. Cabisius 1984/85, 120–112; Schiesaro 2003, 70–74; Schiesaro 2007, 83–88 and Schiesaro 2007b.]  [594:  Cf. Asmis 2008, 147.]  [595:  Castner 2003, 161–163.]  [596:  Cf. Townend 1965, 105.] 

	The fact that Lucretius changes and modifies the context of Epicurean doctrine by taking examples from the Roman world is far more than just an adaptation to Roman reality. As Lorenz Rumpf has shown, the transposition also causes the poet to transcend that doctrine.[footnoteRef:597] This means that he constantly examines to what extent Epicurean physics can be relevant for broadly human concerns. Apart from the principles of atomism and the corpora caeca, Lucretius is interested in the “aggregates”, the “dynamic-sublime” of nature.[footnoteRef:598] Thus in the first part of the second book, he informs his readers that atoms do not have any quality of their own: they are odourless, tasteless, and colourless. At the same time, he highlights the beauty and fascination that emanates from their secondary qualities.[footnoteRef:599] For the final part of the third book, Rumpf demonstrates, Lucretius starts from the proof that the soul is mortal. Subsequently, however, he relates the discourse on death more and more to worldly concerns. Unless the knowledge about the mortality of the soul has consequences for the reality of human life, it is purely theoretical and useless.[footnoteRef:600] [597:  Rumpf 2003.]  [598:  Cf. Rumpf 2001, 62: “die Aggregate”; “das Dynamisch-Erhabene der Natur”.]  [599:  Rumpf 2003, 131–183.]  [600:  Rumpf 2003, 184–207.] 

	To the same extent that Lucretius examines the doctrine of Epicurus to assess whether it can be of practical help in everyday life, he also tests the Roman moral system. In so doing, he walks a fine line. On the one hand, he must achieve his goal of convincing the Roman addressee of Epicurus’ teachings; on the other hand, he has to avoid displeasing him by too radically opposing his cultural setting. As Andreas Haltenhoff shows, Lucretius leaves core aspects of the mos maiorum untouched; some of his statements seem to invite the conservative Roman to identify with them.[footnoteRef:601] His remarks on the horror of the civil wars and betrayal of the fatherland (3.59–86) are likely to have met with the approval of the Roman public.[footnoteRef:602] What is more, Don Fowler observes that Lucretius, in his passage on the origin of culture in the fifth book, describes the development of the political system (5.1131–1160) in close connection with the early history of Rome. Thus the political system that follows anarchy after the fall of a king is constructed as a republic.[footnoteRef:603]  [601:  Haltenhoff 2003, 224–235. For the mos maiorum see Minyard 1985, 8–12.]  [602:  Haltenhoff 2003, 230; Fowler 1989, 417–419, both referring to parallels to Sallust’s Catilina. See also p. ** (above)]  [603:  Fowler 1989, 425–6. Modifications in McConnell 2012, 112–114.] 

Whenever Lucretius criticizes religious practices, he criticizes a negative religio, which other authors would call superstitio.[footnoteRef:604] Pietas, on the other hand, is not in question at any point.[footnoteRef:605] In the proems and poetological reflections, the poet endeavours to defend Epicurus’ philosophy against the accusation of impietas and even tries to emphasize its pietas.[footnoteRef:606] In his criticism of Roman religion, he is far more outspoken than, for example, Cicero in De divinatione. Whereas Cicero dismisses all attempts to explore the will of the gods as pointless and only tolerates religio for political reasons, Lucretius emphasizes how harmful religio can be to the state.[footnoteRef:607] Yet the examples of a false fear of gods Lucretius gives never explicitly refer to the Roman state cult, even if they can be read in this way, as Kirk Summers argues.[footnoteRef:608] There is only one passage in the fifth book (5,1198–1203) where the poet criticizes prayers and sacrificial practices in general. All other verdicts on religion in DRN focus on cases of non-Roman worship of the gods, which any Roman reader would regard as impia facta. The sacrifice of Iphigenia (1.80–101) is a Greek myth, even if the poet’s lexical choice brings it closer to Roman reality.[footnoteRef:609] The violations of the pietas of funeral rites, which the poet describes in the finale of the sixth book (6.1272–1286), take place in the Greek city of Athens.  [604:  Cf. e.g. Cic. nat. 1.117. For the translation of the Lucretian term religio see Salem 1994.]  [605:  Minyard 1985, 39–40; Cottier 1999.]  [606:  Schrijvers 2007, 55–58.]  [607:  Lucr. 5.1233–1235: usque adeo res humanas vis abdita quaedam / obterit, et pulchros fascis saevasque secures / proculcare et ludibrio sibi habere videntur. ]  [608:  Summers 1995.]  [609:  Cf. Minyard 1985, 38–9.] 

	Notwithstanding the poet’s clear Roman perspective, the Roman system of values and norms does not escape scrutiny. In the poet’s world, in which lightning and thunder are explained atomistically and the gods do not meddle with the affairs of the world, all practices of manticism and procuratio are devoid of meaning.[footnoteRef:610] When one ceases to fear death, festivities like the parentalia are no longer needed.[footnoteRef:611] In the passage on the qualities of atoms, the poet can prove that the beautiful colour of purple, which symbolizes capital, power, and recognition within Roman hierarchy, is only a secondary attribute: when a purple robe is dissolved into its individual fibres, it becomes colourless (purpura poeniceusque color clarissimu’ multo, / filatim cum distractum est, disperditur omnis: 2.830–1) – not to mention that without sunlight, everything looks grey (2.795–800). Even the mighty Roman legions, which conduct parades with a lot of movement and noise (2.323–330), blur to an unspecific and motionless fulgor when viewed from a great distance and from a high vantage point: stare videntur et in campis consistere fulgor (2.332). From a distance they can hardly be distinguished from grazing sheep (318–320), whose candor seems to stand still on a green hill: et velut in viridi candor consistere colli (2.322). If one takes a closer look, then, the status symbols of Roman society turn out to be nothing more than a pretty illusion, which Epicurus’ philosophy with its cold rationalism is able to unmask. Although a philosophy originating from the Hellenistic East, Epicureanism is nevertheless able to furnish Romans with practical assistance in life. In DRN the typical mechanisms of acculturation are clearly present: the poem transforms the Hellenistic doctrine of happiness and adjusts it to Roman conditions. At the same time, its Epicurean view of the world stimulates a critical view of the Roman system of values and norms, especially as this system, as Michael Pope shows, has long since been corrupted by the civil wars and is irredeemably lost.[footnoteRef:612] [610:  Cf. Haltenhoff 2003, 226.]  [611:  Lucr. 3.51–54, cf. Summers 1995, 45.]  [612:  Pope 2016. ] 


2.5. Bitter absinthe, sweet honey: Poetry and doctrine in DRN

2.5.1. The didactic person and his student
Another reason for the successful cultural transfer that Lucretius accomplishes in DRN is the mode in which the poet communicates with his audience. According to Alessandro Schiesaro, there are two didactic situations in DRN: one in which the persona presents himself as a faithful student of Epicurus, and another in which he himself conveys his knowledge to a student.[footnoteRef:613] Hence he is both student and teacher. Similarly, Elizabeth Asmis reads DRN as a whole as a “conversion narrative”, which in the form of an initiation also introduces the reader step by step to Epicurean philosophy.[footnoteRef:614] [613:  Schiesaro 2003, 58; Schiesaro 2007, 64–71.]  [614:  Asmis 2016.] 

Memmius, the nominal addressee of the poem, is addressed by name eleven times in total, but only in the first, second, and fifth book of DRN.[footnoteRef:615] Otherwise, the didactic persona addresses an unspecified second person, who, however, is not clearly distinguished from Memmius. The didactic persona remains nearly a blank slate: beyond his hope to gain the “pleasure of a sweet friendship” (voluptas / suavis amicitiae: 1.140–1) from Memmius and his willingness to “stay awake in serene nights” (noctes vigilare serenas: 1.142) in order to accomplish his mission, we do not learn anything about him. The attitude the didactic persona takes towards his student, moreover, is inconsistent. Generally speaking, he claims for himself a teacher’s authority. He clearly indicates the direction in which the understanding should move: The journey of knowledge that the student undertakes necessarily follows the tracks made by his teacher.[footnoteRef:616] Phillip Mitsis considers the tone the teacher uses towards his student, for example in the honey-cup simile, to be aggressive or condescendingly paternalistic.[footnoteRef:617] As Mitsis claims, the didactic persona assumes that his student is unwilling to learn, behaves like an underage child, and is rather stupid. He concludes that the intratextual Memmius, who is generally regarded as an “implied reader”[footnoteRef:618] or “internal addressee”, should not be viewed as a figure of identification, but as a person from whom the extratextual recipient as well as the historic Memmius should distance himself.[footnoteRef:619] According to Mitsis, the harsh language the teacher sometimes uses corresponds to the tone of archaic didactic epics, such as Hesiod’s Erga and some of the Presocratic didactic poems,[footnoteRef:620] where the addressee is warned continuously of the consequences that will occur should he or she choose to disregard the instructions of the teacher. Sometimes, he is even addressed directly as νήπιος. According to Mitsis, a student who is labelled “stupid” garners sympathy for the teacher in his constant efforts to help him.[footnoteRef:621] [615:  Townend 1978, 281 sees this as an indication of an earlier production date of these books. Sandbach 1940, 77 assumes that Memmius “disappeared” from the later books of DRN because of his exile. See also Anderson 1963, 77.]  [616:  Fowler 2000, 209–10.]  [617:  Mitsis 1993, 112: “aggressive, condescending tone of paternalism”, cf. also Volk 2002, 79–82 and Schiesaro 1987, 47–8, who points to phrases such as fateare necessest and victus.]  [618:  Clay 1983, 212–216.]  [619:  Mitsis 1993, 125.]  [620:  For the foolish and inept dedicatee in Greek archaic didactic poetry, see also Buglass/Fanti/Galzerano 2019, 228–9; 236–238 on didactic interaction in Lucretius.]  [621:  Mitsis 1993, 126.] 

	With good reason Monica Gale has challenged this somewhat one-sided view.[footnoteRef:622] First of all, it can be observed that the tone towards the student is not consistently harsh and condescending.[footnoteRef:623] Many passages in the poem give the impression that the teacher is concerned about his student and never gives up trying to impart knowledge to him.[footnoteRef:624] Despite some of his verdicts, he does not question his student’s intellectual abilities in principle.[footnoteRef:625] As early as in the first book, he expresses a certain confidence in the intellectual skills of the student.[footnoteRef:626] In a methodological image taken from Greek philosophy (Plato and Xenophon), he compares him to hunting dogs, which, once set on the trail, track the quarry with a sure instinct, even if it is hidden under leaves (1.404–406). Hunting for knowledge is thus like following tracks, picking up the vestigia laid out by the teacher.[footnoteRef:627] The addressee is autonomously capable of acquiring knowledge by observing nature and by thinking for himself (per te tute ipse videre / ... poteris: 1.407–8).[footnoteRef:628] At the end of the first book, the didactic persona is confident that only little help on his part is needed (haec sic pernosces parva perductus opella: 1.1114), as one insight emerges from the other (ita res accendunt lumina rebus: 1.1117). Hence the teacher of DRN at least seems to expect from his student the progress of an Epicurean proficiens.[footnoteRef:629] Without a certain intellectual predisposition of the student, such a progression in learning would not be conceivable. [622:  Gale 2001, 23–25 and Gale 2005b, 179–181.]  [623:  Schiesaro 2003, 59: “Lucrèce alterne entre flatteries et cajoleries.”]  [624:  For a ‘friendly’ teacher cf. Lenaghan 1967, 236; 250; Clay 1983, 225; Schiesaro 2007, 68.]  [625:  Classen 2008, 183–4.]  [626:  Clay 1983, 225; the student’s autonomy and his intellectual skills are also stressed in Asmis 2016, 445–6.]  [627:  In another instance, Lucretius’ persona follows Epicurus’ vestigia (3.4), but far less autonomously: Schiesaro 2007, 64–67. For the use of vestigia in DRN, see also Whitlatch 2014, 50–52. Deciphering the various name puns and word plays of DRN can be also seen as picking up on the vestigia laid out by the poet: cf. Gale 2019, 129–133.]  [628:  See also Whitlatch 2014, who examines the simile in the broader hunting context of the DRN and in the context of Epicurean philosophy; Gellar-Goad 2021, 180–183 (the size of the sun as a didactic challenge, see note **).]  [629:  Erler 2012, 88.] 

	The intratextual Gaius Memmius is presented as a Roman citizen, and the intratextual Lucretius shows great respect for the Roman cultural background of said Memmius.[footnoteRef:630] At the beginning of the poem, he anticipates possible objections that his addressee might have: he might fear being seduced to commit sacrilege (ne forte rearis / impia te rationis inire elementa viamque / indugredi sceleris: 1.80–82), or might be distracted from his (and Epicurus’) doctrine by the threatening rhetoric of the priests (a nobis iam quovis tempore vatum / terriloquis victus dictis desciscere quaeres: 1.102–3). Nothing in the text indicates that he is mocking these concerns. Likewise, it is a sign of respectful treatment that the poet introduces Memmius as a representative of the Roman nobility. He calls him Memmiades (1.25) and Memmi clara propago (1.42); in doing so he indicates that he takes seriously the social structure of Roman society.[footnoteRef:631] The merits of Ancus Marcius and the Cornelii Scipiones (3.1024–1035) for him are beyond question. they may even serve as exempla to console oneself over one’s own mortality.[footnoteRef:632] In the proem of the first book, we encounter Memmius in the typical context of an upper-class Roman, involved in the adversities of war and politics in a troublesome period of the Roman Republic. The poet emphasizes that he is aware that Memmius cannot and must not shirk the duties he has assumed for the community (talibus in rebus communi desse saluti: 1.43). At this point of the poem, the res publica ranks well above poetry. The fact that the poet claims to be unable to advance his work in good conscience in a time of crisis for the Republic (nam neque nos agere hoc patriai tempore iniquo / possumus aequo animo nec Memmi clara propago / talibus in rebus communi desse saluti: 1.41–43) therefore probably has less to do with the assumption that Epicurus did not aim to ban political activity in general. It rather shows that the poet adopts the Roman perspective – though likely not by conviction, but as a kind of concession to his Roman addressee. This is an important point for yet another reason: both the writing and reading of works like DRN, is bound in Roman thinking to otium, to the time that is free from other duties and obligations. The time of peace that the poet asks Venus for in the first proem is thus a condicio sine qua non for his success as a poet. It is the most important precondition for the addressee to be at all willing to devote himself to a poem like DRN.[footnoteRef:633] [630:  Cf. Benferhat 2005, 86–7.]  [631:  See also Scipiades 3.1034.]  [632:  On Greek parallels for this “galleria dei grandi morti” and its models in the Cynical-Stoic diatribe cf. Conte 1965, 119–20 For the design of the whole passage, see Conte 1965, 122–132; Segal 1990, 171–175.]  [633:  Cf. Haltenhoff 2003, 236.] 

	While the poet is eager to respect the Roman socialization of his addressee Memmius, the Roman point of view is not left undisputed. Jeffrey Fish observes a “striking ambiguity about politics” within the poem.[footnoteRef:634] In the proem of the second book, a priamel,[footnoteRef:635] Lucretius first envisages a position on the safe shore, from where one can securely observe a ship struggling in the storm. Then he encourages the reader to look at the turmoil of war from a slightly elevated distance without danger to himself. Finally, he depicts the sublime vantage point of a philosopher’s castle (edita doctrina sapientum templa serena: 2.8),[footnoteRef:636] from where one can observe the aimless straying of those who exhaust themselves day and night in the hectic pursuits of everyday life (2.1–14). The poet describes the aims for which people struggle by using key terms of the Roman nobility:[footnoteRef:637] ingenium, nobilitas, labor, summae opes, res. The choice of verbs reflects the permanent tension and the struggle for existence in which the aristocrats are entangled: certare, contendere, niti, emergere, potiri (2.11–13).[footnoteRef:638] The priamel also displays an inherent climax. Progressing from common man to Epicurean,[footnoteRef:639] it increasingly challenges the Roman perspective. Trading and warfare, as described in the first two scenes of the tricolon, are dangerous activities. As they are temporary, it is relatively easy to refrain from them and to take up the role of a passive observer (spectare: 2.2; tueri: 2.5[6]). On the other hand, it is much more difficult to retreat to the Epicurean castle, as it means detaching oneself from one’s social environment and giving up an accustomed lifestyle. The decision is also difficult because it is long-lasting (tenere: 2.7). Moreover, it is not easy to find a way out, since the life of a noble Roman is marked by permanent activity, from which there is no rest (noctes atque dies niti praestanti labore: 2.12). [634:  Fish 2011, 76. ]  [635:  For the structure of the proem of the second book see Holtsmark 1967, 193–204; for its stylistic design Conte 1966.]  [636:  Gigante 1995, 53–4 claims references to the topography of the Villa of the Papyri in this phrase as well as in the entire passage.]  [637:  For the implications of the lexical choice in detail see Fowler 2002, 61–66. Some of the verses are repeated in a similar political/moral context 3.59–64.]  [638:  For the political implications of the terms see Fowler 1989, 413.]  [639:  The metapoetic reading that Roy 2013, 784 proposes (the first two images refer to the Odyssey and the Iliad, and the reader should be encouraged to read these works in a distanced, unemotional way) is worth considering; but, in my opinion, it remains speculative due to the lack of clear textual evidence.] 

	Immediately following the priamel, the didactic persona directs an urgent appeal to his addressee. By positing freedom from pain (dolor) and fear (metus) (2.14–19) as the basic physical needs and natural demands of human beings,[footnoteRef:640] he thwarts the ideals of the Roman upper class, namely luxury and military potency, which he regards as a false life of blindness and darkness. A sequence of practical examples from various fields illustrates his statement: happiness in life does not come from the luxury of a sumptuous feast, but rather from an idyllic place in nature. A person suffering from a fever will not recover more quickly if he is covered by a purple blanket instead of a plebeian’s garment, and pompous military parades are of no use to mental health (2.20–43). Anyone who has arrived at an understanding of these things will no longer fear the gods or death and will no longer be impressed by the sound of weapons or by authorities (2.44–53). The necessary preconditions for dissolving the “darkness of the mind” are solely rationality (ratio) and the system of nature (naturae species ratioque). At this point the didactic persona explicitly encourages the addressee to change perspective. He has no doubt that his addressee can only find his personal happiness if he abandons accustomed patterns of thought and behavioural.  [640:  Holtsmark 1967, 200 points to the connection of the verb latrare used for the demand of natura to the simile of the hounds (1.402–409); cf. also Whitlatch 2014, 52–3.] 

	In the proem of the second book, the poet debunks as a false way of life what at the beginning of the first book he had still deemed acceptable for his addressee (and for himself). As a consequence, there is no more need for divine assistance for anyone wanting to distance themselves from the political and social activities and find otium. Based on the understanding of the deeper coherence of the universe, which DRN conveys, the addressee is able to generate otium on his own. Lucretius depicts the ambitious aspirations of the Roman politician in the third book in a dramatic image: in a psychological interpretation of classical punishments of the underworld, the ambitious politician has his counterpart in Sisyphus, who tries in vain to push a rock on a high mountain (3.995–1002).[footnoteRef:641] In the fifth book, too, the poet demonstrates that striving for political prominence is not a proper way to achieve a life without worries (5,1120–1134).[footnoteRef:642] To what extent the historical Lucretius wants to dissuade the historical Memmius from political activity cannot be said with certainty.[footnoteRef:643] According to the sources for Epicurean philosophy, Epicurus warned not to engage in political activity, but he did not forbid it categorically for ambitious individuals. The intratextual Memmius, however, will only find his personal happiness if he succeeds in following Epicurus’ instructions and frees himself from customary behavioural patterns. [641:  For the Roman colouring of the punishments in the underworld in general see Jocelyn 1986.]  [642:  For the relationship of this passage to Kuriai Doxai 7 and Philodemus, De adulatione cf. Fish 2011, 81–87.]  [643:  Fish 2011, 87 (with reference to earlier scholarship).] 


2.5.2. The didactic persona and his teacher 
A similar shift in perspective can be observed in the statements that the didactic ego makes about his teacher Epicurus and his doctrine. William Anderson observed a “discontinuity of imagery”,[footnoteRef:644] which seems to be typical for the statements regarding Epicurus and the adept’s relationship to Epicurean philosophy. According to Anderson, this discontinuity emerges because the poet is torn between affect and distance. On a structural level, it can be easily explained, as Don Fowler has shown, by the various “didactic plots” in which the student acts once as an immature child, then again as an autonomous adult.[footnoteRef:645] It can also be observed that the didactic persona in turn changes his perspective during the poem from novice to master, from someone who needs to learn Epicurean philosophy to someone who has learned it, and thus in a sense mirrors his reader. This change in perspective is accomplished in a series of steps. First, the persona’s perspective is that of a Roman poet who describes the task of expressing Epicurus’ philosophy in Latin verses as a difficult endeavour hampered by a lack of linguistic skill, the novelty of the subject, and the need for linguistic neologisms (1.136–7). From this perspective, he describes Epicurus’ philosophy as the “dark discoveries of Greeks”[footnoteRef:646] (Graiorum obscura reperta: 1.136), and as something that the uninitiated cannot easily grasp. The challenge he faces therefore requires an extrinsic motivation, which the poet identifies as his friendship with Memmius: this inspires him to make considerable efforts to illuminate the “hidden things” (res occultas: 1.145). Of course, in this context, “dark” (obscurus) does not mean, as one might assume, “incomprehensible” (as, for example, the words of Heraclitus are),[footnoteRef:647] but “lying in darkness”,[footnoteRef:648] and it is the poet’s task to bring light to the matter (inlustrare: 1.136).  [644:  Anderson 1960.]  [645:  Fowler 2000, 211–2.]  [646:  Translation proposed by Munro 41893 and Bailey 1947.]  [647:  Lucr. 1.638–640: Heraclitus [...] / clarus ob obscuram linguam magis inter inanis / quamde gravis inter Graios qui vera requirunt. Cf. Lenaghan 1967, 228.]  [648:  Clay 1969, 45–6 assumes a reference to the Greek τὰ ἄδηλα.] 

	A similar shift in perspective can be observed within the Binnenproömium of the first book, where the persona speaks at length about his self-image as a poet. Here, too, he labels the topic of his poem as a “dark matter”, about which he intends to write “light-flooded poems” (obscura de re lucida carmina: 1.933). At first glance, the famous honey-cup simile seems to reinforce this claim. The bitter absinthe (absinthia taetra: 1.936) stands for the philosophical doctrine, the honey for poetry. In linking the image with the comparandum, however, the poet relativizes this statement: Epicurus’ teaching is not objectively “unpalatable” (tristior: 1.944), but only appears to be so (videtur: 1.943) to those who have not yet engaged with it in greater detail (quibus non est tractata: 1.944). At the beginning of the third book, Epicurus’ doctrines have fully transformed themselves into “golden words” (aurea dicta: 3.12), and his writings are like flowers from which the poet “grazes” wisdom (depascimur: 3.12) in the same way that bees collect pollen for honey. In this context, the setting of the first book, in which the poetic ego wanders in the grass of an untouched meadow (avia Pieridum peragro loca nullius ante/trita solo: 1.926–7), has its sequel at the beginning of the third book: the footprints of the rerum inventor Epicurus appear (ficta pedum pono pressis vestigia signis: 3.4), so that the didactic persona can follow them.[footnoteRef:649] The flowers that he had picked in the first book’s Binnenproömium in order to wind a unique poetic garland from them (1.928–933) can now be interpreted as the teachings of Epicurus. Hence the traditional Erstheitstopos acquires a distinct meaning: Lucretius’ poem DRN is not the first poem, but it is the first poem about Epicurean philosophy.[footnoteRef:650] This idea is reiterated and consolidated in the fifth book: compared to the age of the world, Epicurean physics is a young doctrine, and the author of the didactic poem is among the first[footnoteRef:651] to translate it into Latin (et hanc primus cum primis ipse repertus / nunc ego sum in patrias qui possim vertere voces: 5.336–7). [649:  Gale 2005, 446.]  [650:  See also Waszink 1954, who draws attention to the adjective avia at the beginning of the verse (1.926). The “remote areas” of poetry refer to topics that have not yet been treated in poetry.]  [651:  This is how one probably ought to understand primus cum primis in accordance with Eckerman 2013, 786–800.] 

The transformation of the obscura reperta into aurea dicta is accompanied by an increasing appreciation for Epicurus.[footnoteRef:652] As David Konstan notes, Epicurus assumes the role of the inspiring authority, which, in other didactic poems, is assigned to Zeus or to the muses.[footnoteRef:653] In the dyadic proems of books 1. 3 and 5, Epicurus is a central figure. His name remains unmentioned; there are good reasons to assume that the poet wants to leave his name unspoken as a nomen sacrum.[footnoteRef:654] From book to book, Epicurus’s rank increases.[footnoteRef:655] When first mentioned, he is portrayed as a “man from Greece” (Graius homo: 1.66),[footnoteRef:656] who defies the fear of the gods. Through his knowledge of nature, he achieves a “triumph of mind”[footnoteRef:657] like a new Prometheus,[footnoteRef:658] Roman commander,[footnoteRef:659] or new Alexander. In the proem of the third book, Epicurus figures as an “adornment of the Greek race” (Graiae gentis decus: 3.3), who, as “father” (pater: 3.9) and “discoverer of truths” (rerum inventor: 3.9), by his doctrine is able to redeem not only himself but also the poet (3.14–24), and who possesses a divina mens (3.15). The proem of the fifth book completes Epicurus’ divinization. Hardly any mortal could adequately praise Epicurus’ achievements (5,1–6); therefore, Epicurus is the true god (deus ille fuit, deus inclute Memmi: 5.8). In the following verses, the poet explains his position to his reader. Taking myth as his starting point, he first sets physical against psychological needs. Ceres and Liber had brought grain and wine to the people. Yet one could comfortably live without these gifts, while one could not live without the consolation that Epicurus’ philosophy provides. This is why he must appear to humankind as a god (5,14–21). [652:  Cf. Lenaghan 1967, 239–245; Cox 1971, 7–8; Kenney 1971, 13. For the contexts of this veneration of Epicurus see Fauth 1973, 214–5.]  [653:  Konstan 1993, 13.]  [654:  Cf. Shearin 2015, 118. Yet, there could be a pun on his name in sociam (1.24), cf. Gale 1994, 137 (with further references). O’Hara 1998, 69–70 proposes a convincing link with a Simonides papyrus (POxy 3965), where the poet calls on the muse as ἐπίκουρος.]  [655:  Cf. Butterfield 2018, 225.]  [656:  To my mind, the identification of the Graius homo with Epicurus seems unquestionable, even if theoretically it would also be possible to assume that another Greek atomist (Leucippus or Democritus) is hidden behind the unspecific term; cf. e.g. Leonard/Smith 1942, 206; Roller 1988, 53.]  [657:  Buchheit 1971 (also on the other Greek models for this hymn to Epicurus). Furley 1970, and Trépanier 2007, refer to Empedocles (B 129) as a possible model. For the whole passage, see also Schrijvers 1970, 255–262; Kenney 1974, 19–24; Kennedy 2013, 56–59.]  [658:  Seelinger 2013; O’Rourke 2020, 34–5.]  [659:  Cf. Townend 1965, 108.] 

Another argument for Epicurus’ divinity is that of time. The monsters, which Hercules once fought, are dead and therefore no longer pose a danger to us mortals. As a result, Hercules’ labours are of no importance to us.[footnoteRef:660] The current worries and fears of the people, their arrogance and their inertia, are instead by far the more serious threats. The whole syncrisis culminates in a renewed divinization of Epicurus: does not someone who has been able to expel these fears of humankind by words alone, much more than a mythical hero, deserve to be ranked among the gods (5.22–51)? In parallel with the ways in which the goddess Venus of the first book turns out to be a mere allegory of the Epicurean voluptas, while the other traditional deities are dethroned, Epicurus emerges as the only truly venerable figure, since he surpasses all epic heroes with his intellectual powers.[footnoteRef:661] This euhemeristic approach[footnoteRef:662]– Epicurus is mentioned by name[footnoteRef:663] in the honour roll of the famous dead of the third book (3.1042–1044) – legitimizes worshipping him as a god. To some critics, Epicurus’ deification is the basis on which to prove that the historical Lucretius was at odds with the de-deified world of Epicurus and was searching for an alternative – an alternative which he found in the saviour Epicurus. In this sense, the revelations of the philosopher can be seen as “a substitute religion” or “a substitute for religion” for Lucretius.[footnoteRef:664] [660:  For Hercules as a common example in rhetoric see Cracca 1983, Florio 2008, 65–6; on possible hidden polemics against the Stoics in the criticism of Hercules cf. Minyard 1985, 55; on the Stoic and Epicurean Hercules cf. Chambert 1999. Whitlatch 2014, 59–62 sees an opposition between the primitive “hunting-founder” Hercules and the civilized, knowledge-hunting Epicurus. For the influence of Cicero’s Aratea on the passage, see Gee 2016, 134–6.]  [661:  Cf. Segal 1989, 200.]  [662:  Cf. Ackermann 1979, 173–4.]  [663:  Shearin 2015, 118–9 observes that the mentioning of Epicurus by name is related to his mortality.]  [664:  Cf. Schrijvers 1970; Fauth 1973; Kenney 1977, 40–43.] 


2.5.3. Why poetry?
Another point of scholarly debate is the question of why Lucretius chose poetry to present Epicurean philosophy. While Stoics were open-minded about poetry,[footnoteRef:665] various testimonies[footnoteRef:666] suggest that Epicurus was sceptical and at best considered it to be “unnecessary pleasure”. Diogenes Laertius reports a dictum of Epicurus that only a wise man could speak appropriately about philosophy and poetry,[footnoteRef:667] but should refrain from producing any poetry himself. Elsewhere, Epicurus even condemned poetry as the “perishable bait of myths” (ὀλέθριον μύθων δέλεαρ: frg. 228–9 Usener).[footnoteRef:668] From such statements, older scholarship drew the conclusion that Lucretius’ project was, in Epicurean terms, heretical or heterodox simply because it was written in verse. Despite his enthusiasm, Lucretius was therefore operating far from the pure doctrine of Epicurus.[footnoteRef:669]  [665:  Cf. De Lacy 1948.]  [666:  Epic. frg. 117; 163; Cic. fin. 1.71–2; 2.12; Plut. mor. 1087a, 1094d–e: Gale 2005, 441; Gale 2007b, 59–60.]  [667:  Diog. Laert. 10.120.]  [668:  Cf. Gale 1994, 14.]  [669:  De Lacy 1939, 90–1.] 

More recent scholarship, however, has arrived at more careful, subtle judgements.[footnoteRef:670] Critics note that Epicurus’ hostile attitude towards poetry may have exclusively referred to mythological poetry.[footnoteRef:671] Even if the school’s founder himself rejected poetry as a medium for presenting philosophical ideas, moreover, it is by no means known for sure which position younger Epicureans took towards poetry.[footnoteRef:672] It is likely that there were both conformists and nonconformists among them. Titles such as that of Philodemus’ book “On the Good King According to Homer” show that poetry cannot have been as much a taboo for the Epicureans as is sometimes suggested. Highlighting connections between certain poetological features of DRN and the rhetorical and poetological writings of Philodemus, Beate Beer demonstrates that Lucretius’ poem does not in fact conflict with Philodemus’ and the younger Epicureans’ theories on poetry.[footnoteRef:673] As for the finale of the fourth book, Michael Erler shows that literary experience can be useful for the therapy of emotions such as anger or love.[footnoteRef:674]  [670:  Cf. e.g. Asmis 1995 and Arrighetti 1998.]  [671:  Cf. Giancotti 1960, 72; 80–1.]  [672:  Classen 1968, 365–6; Montarese 2012, 4.]  [673:  Beer 2009, 79–83.]  [674:  Erler 2003.] 

Nevertheless, the question of the relationship between poetry and philosophical doctrine in Lucretius’ poem is one to which there is as yet no definite answer. The hypothesis that the historical Lucretius began his work for the purpose of achieving poetic fame and later, while working on DRN, transformed into a ‘faithful’ Epicurean, as Pierre Boyancé[footnoteRef:675] and Karl Büchner[footnoteRef:676] assumed, is no longer accepted. Still, poetic fame, explicitly expressed by the phrase laudis spes magna (1.923), is quite important for the persona. Carl-Joachim Classsen points out that this ambition does not contradict Epicurus’ doctrine, as the philosopher “himself did not consider praise incompatible with his philosophy”.[footnoteRef:677] There is widespread agreement that Lucretius quite consciously chose poetry because it seemed to him to be more suitable for depicting complex physical facts.[footnoteRef:678] Elizabeth Asmis even regards Lucretius’ justification of poetry in the honey-cup simile to be “his own, novel exegesis of Epicurus’ views on poetry”.[footnoteRef:679] [675:  Boyancé 1947.]  [676:  Büchner 1952, 234–5.]  [677:  Classen 1968, 116.]  [678:  Cf. Boyancé 1963, 63–4; Classen 1968, 369–70; Ackermann 1979, 17.]  [679:  Asmis 1995, 33.] 

The question remains whether there is a hierarchy of content and form in DRN, according to which form is subordinated to content. One widely accepted view is that Lucretius at least was aware of such a hierarchy. In this context, the honey-cup simile often serves as evidence that, for Lucretius, content dominates over poetry. According to Bernd Effe, in the simile the auxiliary function of poetry is emphasized “with all desired clarity”.[footnoteRef:680] The “absinthe” of doctrine is healing and must be swallowed (perpotet: 1.940), whereas the “honey” of poetry is smeared onto the cup’s rim and only touches the lips (labrorum tenus: 1.940). Absinthe and honey thus do not mix; poetry and doctrine are clearly separated. Peter Toohey, by contrast, considers the poet’s comments on the function of poetry unconvincing. According to him, the affective and emotional language “sabotages” his position as an Epicurean, but is still part of his rhetorical strategy. Hence the conflict between poetry and doctrine “may offend the logician, but it thrills the aesthetic”.[footnoteRef:681] [680:  Effe 1977, 70: “mit aller nur wünschenswerten Deutlichkeit”.]  [681:  Toohey 1996, 107.] 

Other scholars take the opposite view: in DRN, they argue, poetry and philosophy are closely intertwined and interdependent.[footnoteRef:682] Anne Amory shows that the poet in the Binnenproömium applies to his own persona expressions that he elsewhere refers to Epicurus.[footnoteRef:683] Elizabeth Asmis, meanwhile, regards poetry as only a superficial lure: “Philosophical reasoning is what truly brings a person close to god; and the charm of poetry is merely a way of enticing the student to undertake this task.”[footnoteRef:684] At the same time, she notes that Lucretius aims to illuminate Epicurus’ obscurae res through lucida carmina, and argues that in doing so, he – somewhat paradoxically – claims for his poetry exactly what Epicurus had claimed for prose.[footnoteRef:685] According to Asmis, poetry here does not have a marginal function at all. If there are no lucida carmina, the obscurae res remain inaccessible to the non-Epicurean, and any attempt to win him or her over to this philosophy must inevitably fail: “Lucretius’ first loyalty was not to Epicurus, but to the mission, and in fulfilling this he used all available means”.[footnoteRef:686] Reinhold Glei goes one step further. He argues that poetry is a driving force of Epicurean voluptas.[footnoteRef:687] Both voluptas and carmen are suavis/suave and dulcis/dulce. Poetic voluptas is a preliminary stage of philosophical voluptas and imitates it sensually.[footnoteRef:688] Hence, even if the poet in the famous honey-cup simile indicates that the honey is just on the rim of the cup and only reaches to the lips, it has an important function as a “salutary deception” and as the only way to induce the pueri to take their medicine. [682:  Boyancé 1963, 308; Maguinness 1965, 69–70; Wormell 1965, 46; Bonelli 1975, 646–7.]  [683:  Peragrans: 1.74 (‘Epicurus’); peragro: 1.926 (‘poeta’). Amory 1969, 164.]  [684:  Asmis 2016, 447.]  [685:  Asmis 1995, 34.]  [686:  Classen 1968, 117.]  [687:  Glei 1992, 87.]  [688:  Glei 1992, 90.] 

To understand why Lucretius chose poetry for DRN, it is also necessary to take into account the socio-cultural context in which the poem was written. Carl Joachim Classen regards the choice of verse as an affirmation of Lucretius’ independence as a Roman Epicurean.[footnoteRef:689] In addition, one has always to bear in mind that in first-century BCE Rome studying Greek philosophy was by no means a given. Lucretius’ cautious treatment of Memmius and Cicero’s dialogues illustrate that communicating Greek philosophy to a Roman audience required a well-planned strategy that was attuned to the particular sensitivities of Roman society. Of course, both authors employ different strategies to win over their audience. While in DRN the Roman nobleman Memmius is instructed by the Epicurean Lucretius, Cicero, in his dialogues, brings together authorities of the Roman Republic. The philosophical and rhetorical ideas discussed by personalities such as Brutus, Laelius, and the younger Scipio acquire their relevance because they are expressed by representatives of the libera res publica. A further feature seems even more important: In the introductions to his dialogues, Cicero and his protagonists repeatedly emphasize that the conversations take place in otium, at a time when Roman aristocrats are free from obligations to the res publica. The crucial point is that for the Romans, Greek culture is generally associated with otium.[footnoteRef:690] This is especially true for the production of philosophical and literary texts.[footnoteRef:691] Although Lucretius uses the word otium only once in DRN in the sense of “place to rest”,[footnoteRef:692] the otium of the Ciceronian dialogues corresponds exactly to the leisure time that the poet asks for Memmius and for himself at the beginning of DRN.[footnoteRef:693] Poetry and philosophy, therefore, have in common one very important thing: both are produced and encountered in otium.[footnoteRef:694] Thus they belong together simply because they are situated in a similar social context. It is therefore only logical that the poet, at the beginning of the sixth book, invokes Calliope as requies hominum divumque voluptas (6.94). [689:  Classen 1968, 114.]  [690:  Cf. Vesperini 2017, 31–33.]  [691:  Cf. Stroup 2010, 46–63.]  [692:  Lucr. 5.1386-7: avia per nemora ac silvas saltusque reperta,/per loca pastorum deserta atque otia dia.]  [693:  There is no contradiction in the fact that Cicero makes a clear distinction between his own otium cum dignitate and the Epicurean vita otiosa (cf. Maslowski 1974, 66–68).]  [694:  For Epicurean undertones of otium (though only after Lucretius) cf. Erler 2012, 83.] 

	Both Cicero and Lucretius thus explicitly present their literary production as the product of otium. For Lucretius, however, there is another aspect to be considered. The fact that the Roman Lucretius was able to finish an extensive work such as DRN shows that he had the required otium to do so. Yet his otium is not determined by the Roman calendar, like the otium of the Ciceronian dialogues. Nor does the poet owe his otium to Venus’ divine influence, as becomes more and more evident in the course of the poem. Lucretius’ otium is autonomous. It results from a personal insight of the poet: the insight that the philosophy of Epicurus represents a valid model for a better life. To live according to the maxims of Epicurus, to distance himself from war and politics, and to retreat to the philosopher’s castle are decisions that the poet makes consciously and intentionally. Those decisions generate the otium that is an indispensable precondition for Lucretius’ poetic activity, since, in the Roman environment, only leisure allows him to produce poetry. The very fact that DRN is a poem thus proves to any potential sceptic that the Epicurean life model is feasible: DRN is the product of an otium generated by Epicurus’ philosophy.
Otium also extends to the addressee of the poem. The didactic persona’s continued contact with Memmius in the fifth book[footnoteRef:695] shows that his concern to keep him engaged in Epicurus’ doctrine (in ratione tenere: 1.948) has been successful. For it means that the addressee, in spite of the iniquo tempore patriai, has had enough leisure time to read the poem and to get to the penultimate book. DRN thus embodies not only Lucretius’ success in a performative sense, but also the success of anyone who continues to adhere to Epicurus’ doctrine. [695:  Lucr. 5.8.] 


3. Final remarks

We encounter Lucretius – the historical author and the didactic persona – in his poem as an enthusiastic adherent of Epicurus as well as a skilful mediator of complex philosophical issues. A master of his mother tongue, he succeeds in representing the order of the world both in the language and structure of DRN and incorporates into his poem a distillation of an extensive body of ancient learning. In the field of Latin philosophy and in the transfer of Greek knowledge to Rome, his accomplishments are comparable to those of Cicero. Yet while Cicero’s persona forever boasts of having made Greek philosophy accessible to the Romans, the authorial voice of Lucretius is modest. This should not hide that the historical Lucretius, despite all the ideological criticism that has been directed at him, is one of the most influential poets of the Republican first century BCE. 
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