Death, Friendship, and the Republic: The Dour Settings of Cicero’s De Amicitia

Cicero is quite careful in the opening of the De Amicitia to set the dialogue in three separate time periods.  What follows, he tells us, is his own narration of Scaevola the Augur’s account of Gaius Laelius’ discourse on the vital topic of friendship.  This careful nesting of the narrative makes the dialogue plausible by establishing a personal connection between Cicero and Gaius Laelius, but it also serves to implant the dialogue in several deeply pessimistic settings.  This is a dialogue that is brought to mind only at times when friendship, amicitia, has failed the republic.  Thus

1. Laelius tells it to Scaevola in 129, following the suspicious death of Scipio Aemilianus and the regnum of Tiberius Gracchus

2. Scaevola relates it to Cicero in 88 BC, the year of Sulla’s March on Rome and only one year before his own death

3. Cicero reminds Atticus of it in 44 BC, following Caesar’s dictatorship and assassination

These interlocking settings all bring to mind not friendship or joy, as one might expect, but instead death, grief, and lost liberty.  Thus Cicero joins himself to a tradition of Roman politicians that have seen these horrible events as failures to observe the bonds of friendship properly.  In great times of trouble, each of these three statesmen: Laelius, Scaevola, and Cicero, saw a need to re-assert and re-establish the correct role of friendship in Roman political life.  This helps explain the prominence given to virtue and political affairs within Cicero’s discussion, e.g. haec igitur lex in amicitia sanciatur, ut neque rogemus res turpes, nec faciamus rogati.  Turpis enim excusatio est et minime accipienda, cum in ceteris peccatis, tum si quis contra rem publicam se amici causa fecisse fateatur (40).

 But this is not just a meditation on the importance of friendship – it is self-consciously a return to one of Cicero’s earlier works.  We should remember that this fictional dialogue takes place a matter of days after the discussion presented in the De Re Publica of 51.  What happened in the meantime, however, is vitally important: Laelius has now lost his great friend, Cicero his republic.  In the end, Laelius finds comfort in preserving Scipio’s memory for the future: “quarum rerum recordatio et memoria si una cum illo occidisset, desiderium coniunctissimi atque amantissimi viri ferre nullo modo possem; sed nec illa extincta sunt, alunturque potius et augentur cogitatione et memoria mea” (104).  So too Cicero finds comfort in preserving, in writing this dialogue, the precepts of his ideal republic.  If he delivered, in the De Re Publica, a prescription for the ailing republic of 51, in this dialogue he delivers its eulogy.
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