Reading the Third Book of Varro's De Re Rustica through the Lens of Vergil’s Fourth Georgic
Varro himself informs the reader of his De Re Rustica that the third book constitutes a striking innovation in the canon of agricultural didactic literature in its single-minded focus on pastio villatica, the care and feeding of small animals such as birds, dormice, and bees.  He tells us that previous writers grouped the subject together with the care of crops and herd animals and did not treat it as a separate topic worthy of its own section.  Yet to the modern reader, the innovative idea of a book devoted entirely to pastio villatica is not the only peculiar aspect of De Re Rustica III.  Among other curious features is the fact that the enclosures used to house these creatures are described in dark, confined terms that distinctly evoke the underworld.  It is also possible to detect this underworld motif in the fourth book of Vergil’s Georgics, a book which focuses exclusively on one aspect of pastio villatica (apiculture) and in this regard looks back to De Re Rustica III as its most significant model (Whitfield 1956).  
Varro's De Re Rustica has received significantly less scholarly attention than Vergil's Georgics, and analysis of the literary qualities of the work as something apart from its technical aspects has begun only relatively recently with the work of such scholars as Green (1997) and Skydsgaard (1968).  As such I would argue that any attempt to analyze De Re Rustica as a literary text can benefit from reading it alongside the Georgics, a work whose significance as a literary text has long been recognized as at least equal to its significance as an agricultural manual and which can therefore offer a window onto the various agricultural metaphors current in the late Republic.  In this paper I will focus exclusively on comparisons between De Re Rustica III and Georgics IV, though comparisons between the other books of these two works might yield further insights.  Since Vergil was clearly familiar with De Re Rustica, I would suggest that by examining the underworld themes present in Vergil’s treatment of apiculture, we can extract much that will allow us to understand the possible motivations behind Varro’s insertion of underworld elements into De Re Rustica III, tease out some of the threads of political metaphor that abound in the book, and get a sense of how a roughly contemporary Roman author could read Varro’s De Re Rustica with an eye to its literary, as opposed to strictly technical, aspects.


I will begin by discussing the allusions to the underworld and katabases that pervade both De Re Rustica III and Georgics IV.  Both texts allude to the underworld in their treatment of the living conditions of the animals they describe by means of chthonic imagery and references to tombs, death, and underworld deities.  The katabases of Proserpina and Orpheus are mentioned in Georgics IV, and Aristaeus' descent to the depths of a watery realm is cast in the mold of a katabasis.  Metaphorical katabases in De Re Rustica III include the bougonia and the forced descents undertaken by the creatures of pastio villatica when they are placed in dark and often subterranean enclosures.   In appending the Aristaeus epyllion to a book that treats a topic under the heading of pastio villatica, Vergil may not be so much diverging from Varro as teasing out various threads of the theme of katabasis and the underworld as presented in De Re Rustica III.  The framing dialogue of De Re Rustica III also seems to interact with the didactic contents of the book to create a narratological katabasis.  I would suggest that the audience is led down into a stygian realm of darkness and confinement at the beginning of the book, given the opportunity to marvel at the various unusual forms of agriculture there, and finally led back up to the light of day at the end of the book with their emergence from the discussion of aquaculture, just as Aristaeus ends his katabasis by emerging from the watery depths.  I will conclude this paper by examining briefly the complementary treatments of the theme of the violence inherent in pastio villatica presented in both texts and discussing a few ways in which to view this theme in terms of the political situation of the late Republic.  
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