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Preface

The earliest Roman poems survive only in fragmentary form. What 
fragments that do survive are often overlooked in the classroom due to the 
difficulty of incorporating them into survey courses of Latin literature or 
courses devoted to epic poetry. In large part this is due to the absence of an 
available edition that focuses exclusively on this material. W.W. Merry’s 
Selected Fragments of Roman Poetry (Oxford, 1898), which includes only a 
sampling of the early fragments, is now out of print and somewhat outdated 
for college classroom use. E. Diehl’s Poetarum Romanorum Veterum Rel-
iquiae (Berlin, 1911, reprinted 1967), A. Ernout’s Recueil de Textes Latines 
Archaïques (Paris, 1957), which includes both prose and verse selections, 
and W. Morel’s Fragmenta Poetarum Latinorum (Stuttgart, 19272, reprinted 
1963), do not include a commentary. Monographs on individual poets also 
offer challenges for classroom use: commentaries devoted to Naevius’ Bel-
lum Punicum are in Latin (W. Strzelecki, Cn. Naevii Belli Punici Carminis 
quae supersunt, Lipsiae, 1964), or Italian (Marino Barchiesi, Nevio epico, 
Padova, 1962; Scevola Mariotti, Il Bellum Punicum e l’arte di Nevio, Roma, 
1955; and Enzo V. Marmorale, Naevius Poeta, Firenze, 1953). Ennius has 
fared better in English with excellent commentaries on the Annales (Otto 
Skutsch, The Annals of Q. Ennius, Oxford, 1985), the tragedies (H.D. 
Jocelyn, The Tragedies of Ennius, Cambridge, 1967), and other poems 
(E. Courtney, Fragmentary Latin Poets, Oxford, 1993); but these are too 
detailed (and costly) to assign for survey courses, where only a few class 
sessions might be devoted to archaic poets. Other tragic and comic texts 
are found in non-English editions or in English but with no commentary: L. 
Mueller, Livi Andronici et Cn. Naevi Fabularum Reliquiae (Berlin, 1885); 
Otto Ribbeck, Scaenicae Romanorum Poesis Fragmenta: Vol. 1 Tragicorum 
Romanorum Fragmenta (TRF) (Lipsiae, 18973); with commentary in his 
Römische Tragödie (Leipzig, 1875) and comic fragments in his Scaenicae 
Romanorum Poesis Fragmenta: Vol. 2 Comicorum Romanorum Fragmenta 
(Lipsiae, 1898); M. Valsa, Marcus Pacuvius Poète Tragique (Paris, 1957); 
I. D’Anna, ed., M. Pacuvii Fragmenta (Roma, 1967); P. Magno, Marco 
Pacuvio, i frammenti con intro., trad., comm. (Milano, 1967); Q. Franchella, 
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Lucii Accii tragoediaraum fragmenta (Bologna, 1968); V. D’Anto, I fram-
menti delle tragedie di L. Acio (Lecce, 1980); J. Dangel, Accius Oeuvres 
(fragments) (Paris, 1995); and E.H. Warmington’s Loeb editions: Remains 
of Old Latin, Volumes 1-4 for the texts and translations of all archaic au-
thors. For Lucilius’ fragments, F. Marx’s C. Lucilii Carminum Reliquiae 
(Amsterdam, 1904), contains a commentary in Latin.

The aim of this text is to make select fragments of archaic Latin verse 
available to students by providing the most accessible selections arranged 
by genre, rather than author, with brief explanatory and grammatical notes 
necessary for a first translation. I highlight the influence of the carmen 
on subsequent Latin poetry; Livius Andronicus, Naevius, and Ennius on 
Vergil’s Aeneid and Horace’s Odes; the dramatists on Seneca; Caecilius on 
the development of Roman comedy; and Lucilius on the satires of Horace 
and Juvenal. I follow the chronological order of literary developments within 
genres which has inevitably led to a sequential listing of some works when 
a synchronistic development across genres is more accurate. Since the plays 
of Plautus and Terence are available in detailed commentaries, they are not 
included here. I do not provide an apparatus criticus or cite the ancient 
sources for the fragments since these are provided by the cited editions.

This reprinting contains corrections and a few minor additions to the 
commentary. My aim remains to provide a text that allows teachers maximum 
flexibility in providing their own interpretation to students when incorporating 
these fragments into their translation courses. Students should consult texts 
listed in the bibliography for more detailed commentaries.

June, 2004
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Introduction

Latin literature begins in 240 BCE when Livius Andronicus presented 
his first tragedy (and comedy?) in the victory celebrations following the 
end of the First Punic War (264-241). This is the earliest date that survives 
even though Livius’ Odyssia may actually pre-date this first play. Before 
either of Livius’ works, Latin “literature” in Italy was oral. How did Ital-
ians resist written literature for so long in light of the wide-ranging literary 
achievements of the Greeks? To answer this question, in part, one must 
consider the nature of oral poetry that existed prior to 240 BCE, and explain 
how a native Italian phenomenon with Greek influence became the basis of 
Roman poetry and literature. One cannot turn to Greek experience for an 
answer since Greeks endured the upheavals of wars, political turmoil, and 
colonization for centuries and produced poetry as a response to and an escape 
from these experiences. Whatever the answer, and certainty is impossible, 
once begun, Roman literature was bold and brilliant and blossomed quickly 
into various literary genres. Yet, despite Greek influence, it was never far 
removed from its oral and native Italian roots, witnessed by the extensive 
and long lasting influence of the native carmen-style verse techniques. The 
versatility of early Latin poets is demonstrated by the wide range of genres 
that were undertaken almost simultaneously.

Latin poetry arises out of a native oral tradition centered upon the car-
men, which originally signified a formulaic utterance, whether in verse (in 
versus quadratus) or in prose. Examples survive in the form of prayers, 
charms, curses, laws (the Twelve Tables), and rhymes.1  Funeral orations 
and dinner songs, which would fill out this list, do not survive.2  The carmen 

 1 Cicero laments that school children no longer memorize/recite the Twelve Tables: 
discebamus pueri XII (tabulas) ut carmen necessarium, quas iam nemo discit 
(de Legibus 2.59).

  2 These dinner songs were lost by Cicero’s day: Brutus 75: atque utinam exstar-
ent illa carmina, quae multis saeculis ante suam aetatem in epulis esse canti-
tata a singulis convivis de clarorum virorum laudibus in Originibus scriptum 
reliquit Cato; Tusculans 4.3: gravissimus auctor in Originibus dixit Cato
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influenced the development of the Saturnian verse, a native Italian meter 
(Caesius Bassus claims it came from Greece, but its origins are obscure) that 
emphasizes rhythm (word accent) rather than quantity and achieves its highest 
artistic expression under Livius Andronicus and Naevius. Solemn in sound 
and heavy in alliteration, the carmen and Saturnian would exercise a far-
reaching and wide-ranging influence on subsequent poetic developments.

The legal, religious, proverbial, and funereal context of oral poetry 
may account for the long duration of archaic forms in written poetry, from 
the early poets even to the Augustan poets (and beyond), who incorporated 
an archaic vocabulary and carmen-style verse techniques in their works.3  
Archaic words could add dignity to a description and confer the approba-
tion of tradition but they could also call attention to their former contexts 
by their appearance in new contemporary contexts. Horace, for example, 
styled himself a vates and called his Odes Carmina, thereby transforming 
the archaic carmen into a highly polished poem. Unless one is aware of 
the archaic verse tradition behind these terms, the originality and impact of 
Horace’s claims are lost.

Before this archaizing tendency was applied to poetry, it was a feature 
of epigraphic texts. The anonymous authors of these inscriptions peppered 
their epitaphs with archaic language more appropriate to an earlier age and 
yet this language was consciously at odds with the poetic style of the epitaph. 
We find modern spellings and contemporary concepts together with archaic 
forms but we also find archaisms in epitaphs whose poetic style betrays a 
later date when the language does not. In addition to the continual use of 
archaizing forms, we find the Saturnian meter used in epitaphs until at least 
the mid-first century BCE, long after its disappearance as a literary meter.

Livius Andronicus was brought to Rome (probably in boyhood) as a 
prisoner of war from the surrender of Tarentum in 272 BCE, and was given 
the name of his owner Livius Salinator. It is significant for his later Latin 
adaptations (not translations) of Greek poetry and drama that he was a native 
Greek speaker who was familiar with the meters from epic, tragedy, and 
comedy. We cannot assume, therefore, that he could not write Latin verse 
in hexameter when he composed his Odyssia in Saturnians. Perhaps his 

  morem apud maiores hunc epularum fuisse, ut deinceps qui accubarent canerent 
ad tibiam clarorum virorum laudes atque virtutes (cf. Tusculans 1.3). Varro (de 
vita populi Romani, Book 2, quoted at Nonius 77.2), claims that youths sang, 
rather than reclining old men as in Cicero’s version: in conviviis pueri modesti 
ut cantarent carmina antiqua in quibus laudes erant maiorum et assa voce et 
cum tibicine.

  3 This archaizing tendency is not limited to literature. In the Brutus (210-211), 
Cicero illustrates the importance of spoken language on oratorical skill through 
the example of the female descendants of Scipio Africanus who preserve his 
purity of diction (Latine loqui), thus suggesting an archaic speech pattern among 
certain aristocratic women.
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II. VERSE EPITAPHS

The following inscriptions are some of the many epitaphs from the 
funeral monument of the Scipios found near the Via Appia. Inscription 1 is 
the earliest in date, yet the inscription is a reworking of the original, based 
on modern spellings and later Hellenizing concepts, of which the first line is 
still preserved. The second epitaph is more recent in date than the first, yet it 
incorporates archaisms to give the impression that it is as old as the original 
inscription of the first one. Both are written in approximation throughout  to 
Saturnians. Epitaph 3 is from the mid-second century BCE, yet it retains the 
meter and features from third century BCE inscriptions. Soon after the date 
of this epitaph, the elegiac meter was used in tomb inscriptions, of which 
the fourth inscription is perhaps the earliest surviving example.

 1. Lucius Cornelius Scipio Barbatus (consul 298, censor 290 BCE).10 

  a) [L. Cornelio] Cn. f. Scipio 1

  b) Cornelius Lucius Scipio Barbatus 1
Gnaivod patre prognatus, fortis vir sapiensque,
quoius forma virtutei parisuma fuit,
consol censor aidilis quei fuit apud vos,

  Taurasia Cisauna Samnio cepit 5
subigit omne Loucanam opsidesque abdoucit.

 2. Lucius Cornelius Scipio (consul 259, censor 258 BCE).

  a) [L.] Cornelio L.f. Scipio 1
[a]idiles cosol cesor

  b) Honc oino ploirume cosentiont R[omai] 1
duonoro optumo fuise viro,
Luciom Scipione. Filios Barbati
consol censor aidilis hic fuet a[pud vos].

 10 Texts from E.H. Warmington, (ROL IV) 2-8.
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  hec cepit Corsica Aleriaque urbe 5
dedet Tempestatebus aide mereto[d].

 3. Lucius Cornelius Scipio (about 160?).

  L. Cornelius Cn. f. Cn. n. Scipio 1
Magna sapientia multasque virtutes
aetate quom parva posidet hoc saxsum.
Quoiei vita defecit, non honos, honore,

  is hic situs, quei nunquam victus est virtutei, 5
annos gnatus XX is l[oc]eis mandatus.
Ne quairatis honore quei minus sit mandatus.

 4. Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio Hispanus (praetor peregrinus 139 BCE).

  Cn. Cornelius Cn. f. Scipio Hispanus pr. aid. cur. 1
q. tr. mil. II Xvir sl. iudik. Xvir sacr. fac.

Virtutes generis mieis moribus accumulavi,
progeniem genui, facta patris petiei.

  Maiorum optenui laudem, ut sibei me esse creatum 5
laetentur; stirpem nobilitavit honor.
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