Ordine rerum fortuito?  The Programmatic Ordering of Gellius’ Noctes Atticae Book 1
Aulus Gellius is increasingly considered by scholars to be a rich source of information on the thriving Roman intellectual culture under the Antonine emperors. While the scholarly community has traditionally held Gellius to be an unimaginative compiler of information and passages, the process of rehabilitating the Noctes Atticae and its author, triggered in large part by the appearance of the first edition of Holford-Strevens (2003), is now well underway. As the Noctes gain more critical attention, the focus typically continues to be on various elements of the cultural background of the text, and these socio-cultural questions dominate the discourse (e.g. Astarita 1993, Holford-Strevens 2003); recently, more attention has been given to the literary techniques that Gellius employs (e.g. Keulen 2009’s exposition of the satiric literary tropes and Riggsby 2007’s discussion of the table of contents), though by and large these facets of the text remain understudied. In particular, the ordering of Gellius’ chapters (commentarii) is frequently overlooked, as scholars have taken Gellius’ proclamation in the preface, that the commentarii are organized haphazardly, as a statement of fact. Some scholars (Marache 1952, Henry 1994, Vardi 2004) have suggested that there is an apparent “disruption” to the natural order of the commentarii, though no full interpretation of the ordering of the text has been proposed.
This paper will interrogate Gellius’ claim that the ordering of his commentarii is random by examining Gellius’ techniques of composition and in particular the manner in which he uses the ordering of his commentarii to fashion a programmatic statement in the first book. I will show how the first ten commentarii reflect a deliberate ordering on the part of Gellius, forming a coherent unit and illustrating the themes of the work as a whole. A reading of the commentarii reveals a careful nested structure, in which 1.2 corresponds thematically with 1.10, 1.3 with 1.9, and 1.4 and 1.5 look to 1.7 and 1.9, with 1.6 standing in the very center; the principal intellectual themes of the Noctes are illustrated in these patterns. Moreover, this technique of programmatic ordering employed by Gellius is not unique to his own work, but appears to look to the composition of the younger Pliny’s letters as a model: much as Gellius claims that usi autem sumus ordine rerum fortuito, quem antea in excerpendo feceramus (NA Praef. 2), so too does Pliny state that his letters are published ut quaeque in manus venerat (Epist. 1.1). Likewise, the ordering echoes the programmatic place of the Paradebriefe, 1.1.-1.8, which themselves are echoes of Horatian techniques in the Odes (Ludolph 1997). Through a comparison with these well-documented programmatic passages, Gellius’ intentions of evoking this literary mode become clear. 
Ultimately, this structuring is part of a broader strategy of self-representation throughout the Noctes, by which Gellius actively inserts himself into the world of the literary elite as embodied by Pliny the Younger; indeed, Gellius even goes so far as to represent his own daily life in the manner of Pliny’s ideal (compare Ep. 3.1 and 9.26 with NA 11.3, among others). By utilizing a strategy which Pliny himself used to show the literary qualities of his work, so too does Gellius seek to promote the literary nature of the Noctes and cast himself as one of the intellectual elites in the Antonine period, and to establish a literary spirit for his miscellany. Gellius distances his own miscellany from the numerous similar texts noted in his preface (Praef. 6-10), and he challenges his reader to engage with his Noctes on the level of higher literature rather than a simply technical manual through his complex composition, furthermore, Gellius situates himself in the broader literary tradition by reusing and reinterpreting earlier techniques, in a manner typical of much of the literature of his time.
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