Numeroso horto:  A programmatic pun at Columella, Res Rustica 10.6


When writing about gardens in the tenth book of his Res Rustica, Columella departs from the prose of his previous books, and instead writes about gardens in hexameter verse. He does so, as he asserts, in response to the invitation offered by Vergil at Georgics 4.147-148, where Vergil declines to discuss gardens, pleading want of sufficient space (spatiis exclusus iniquis, 4.147) and says that he will leave it to posterity to fill the gap (aliis post me memoranda relinquo, 4.148).  After a brief prose introduction offering to his addressee Silvinus his reasons for taking up where Vergil left off, he opens his poetic tenth book with a brief restatement of his purpose and recapitulation of the subjects of the four books of the Georgics, going so far as to quote snippets from Vergil’s text:




Hortorum quoque te cultus, Silvine, docebo




atque ea, quae quondam spatiis exclusus iniquis,




cum caneret laetas segetes et munera Bacchi




et te, magna Pales, necnon caelestia mella,




Vergilius nobis post se memoranda reliquit.  (RR 10. 1-5)

 
He then begins the work proper:  Principio sedem numeroso praebeat horto / Pinguis ager (RR 10.6-7): “First for the varied garden let rich soil a place provide” (Forster-Heffner (1968).  Harrison Boyd Ash renders numerosus here as “rich in crops” (Ash 1930); Antonio Santoro as “ben fornito,” i.e. “well furnished” (Santoro 1946).  This general sense of “populous”, “prolific”, or “containing many objects” is found in Tacitus, Pliny, Quintilian, and other post-Augustan authors, as well as Columella himself (RR 4.21.2)


I suggest that, in addition to this meaning, Columella plays on another meaning of numerosus, one which underlines the purpose he has just stated to Silvinus and his readers.  Numerus can also refer to a metrical or musical verse, a sense attested by authors ranging from Cicero to Horace and Vergil to Quintilian.  Columella himself, in the preface to book 10 uses the word to describe his purpose: ut poeticis numeris explerem Georgici carminis omissas partes, “that I might complete, in poetic measures, the parts omitted in the Georgics” (RR 10 praef. 3).  The adjective numerosus in the sense of “measured, rhythmical, harmonious, melodious” is found in Cicero, Ovid, and Pliny.

By describing his garden as numerosus in the first line of the poem following the proem, Columella is again at the outset clearly signaling to his readers his program of following in Vergil’s footsteps by writing about gardens in verse.  Columella’s garden is numerosus in both senses of the term: well-stocked, and also metrical – a “garden symphony,” in the phrase of John Henderson (Henderson 2002, 126), who seems to have noticed the pun but failed to pursue its programmatic implications.  By his pun on the double-meaning of numerosus, Columella is again asserting his right to the mantle of “poet of gardens,” left unclaimed by Vergil, to be assumed by posterity. 
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