Cicero in the Woods?  A Reinterpretation of Att. 12.15

In February 45 B.C.E. Cicero’s beloved daughter Tullia died. After her funeral the orator stayed about three weeks in Rome, but the stream of visitors soon became too much to bear. Heartbroken, he retired to the coast at Astura and three days later dispatched a poignantly brief letter to Atticus (Att. 12.15). The following lines demand our attention: In hac solitudine careo omnium colloquio, cumque mane me in silvam abstrusi densam et asperam, non exeo inde ante vesperum. Secundum te nihil est mihi amicius solitudine. In ea mihi omnis sermo est cum litteris. Eum tamen interpellat fletus; cui repugno quoad possum, sed adhuc pares non sumus. (“In this solitude I speak with no one, and when in the morning I have hidden myself a way in a rugged and uncultivated wood, I don’t come out before evening. Besides you, nothing is more amicable than solitude. In this my only conversations are with literature—and yet my falling tears even disrupt these. I fight them off as best I can, but am so far not their equal.”) 

 
Cicero’s portrait of himself wracked with grief and unable to hold back his tears is one of the most touchingly personal scenes to have come down to us from antiquity. But there is something odd in the image as well. For one thing, there is hardly any place less conducive to extended bouts of reading and writing (sermo cum litteris) than “a thick and thorny wood” (tr. Shackleton Bailey). Even if we grant that Cicero found somewhere to sit, there is still the problem of his securing sunlight enough to read and write by from dawn to dusk in so dense and wild a wood—a need that would have been felt all the more acutely by the aged statesman who, even at times when his eyes were not sore from constant crying, suffered from problems with his vision (cf. Att. 10.17) Finally, Cicero had forsaken the crowds of Rome for Astura precisely because there was no one to bother him there. Thus, with an empty villa entirely at his disposal what need had he to further hide himself away in the uncomfortable woods? 

My paper argues that, in fact, he never did. As is well known, the woods (Latin silva, Greek ὕλη) provided a central metaphor for literary production of all kinds in the ancient world (Butler 2010), and Cicero himself employs silva on numerous occasions in his rhetorical treatises to signify a mass of raw materials (Inv. 1.34; de Orat. 3.93, 103, 118; Orat. 12). I suggest we understand silva in Att. 12.15 in a related fashion, taking Cicero as meaning little more than that he has buried himself in literary work to forget his sorrows. (Many letters from this period say exactly this without the metaphor: Att. 12.14.3, 18, 20.1, 38.1.) While with Atticus in Rome, he had consumed every book on dealing with grief that he could get his hands on (Att. 12.14.3) and after two weeks in Astura was still filling his days and nights with the same—a densa et aspera silva indeed! As to what these books provided the raw material for, sadly, the same Fates who stole Tullia away from Cicero have also snatched from us the final fruits of his anguished labors, the now lost Consolatio or De luctu minuendo (on which, Van Wageningen 1916). Cicero’s earliest reference to the work comes at Att 12.14.3, where he mentions that he will be sending a copy along to Atticus as soon as he can. Actually, the version included for Atticus’ perusal was little more than a draft, written in haste and lacking the details of numerous exempla he still intended to include (cf. Att. 12.20.2, 22.2, 24.2 and Shackleton Bailey at 12.23.3). And this latter point is crucial, because it cannot help but put us in mind of the silva that Quintilian would later disparage (at Inst. 10.3.17). It is commonly maintained that the semantic extension of silva from meaning “a composition’s raw materials” to “a rough composition itself” took place in the early Empire (Newmeyer 1979) But my paper shows this is clearly not so. Cicero’s harsh wilderness of literary production thus not only reconfigures our picture of the landscape at Astura in which he was hiding from his grief in 45 B.C.E.; it ultimately rewrites our understanding of Latin’s extant metaphorical landscape as well.
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