Stage Directions in Parenthesis in Roman Epic

Roman Epic shares many figures of speech with Oratory. One such device is parenthesis, or interiectio, which Quintilian (Institutio Oratoria, 8.2.15) defines as when medio sermone aliquem inserant sensum, “they [i.e., the orators and historians] insert another thought in the middle of a sentence.” But Roman Epic poets employ a rather specialized usage of the figure, in which oratio recta, or direct speech, is interrupted, for example, Aeneid 6.406-7: “at ramum hunc,” (aperit ramum qui veste latebat) “agnoscas,” “but this branch” – she revealed the branch which was hidden in her clothes – “you should recognize.” This device is similar to the stage directions found in modern playscripts, and distinct from such passages as Aeneid 2.204, where horresco referens, “I am terrified to report,” is inserted into the narration. Further, it is different from  such passages as sic memorans umeros dextrasque tenebat amborum et vultum lacrimis atque ora rigabat, while recalling such things, he held the arms and right hands of both men and moistened their faces with tears, Aeneid 9.250-1, which can be seen as an extended use of the common Epic practice of inserting a speech marker (e.g., inquit, dixit, etc.) within direct speech. This paper first defines so-called “stage directions in parenthesis” (SDP), then surveys the occurrences in extant Roman Epic, and finally examines each example in non-Ovidian Epic to determine its impact on the speech in which it is embedded. (Ovid employs the device far more frequently than the others, and so, because of time constraints, the Metamorphoses will be outside the scope of this presentation.) Along the way, the paper demonstrates that this figure, a product more of Oratory and Epic than of Drama, by its very nature draws attention to itself, and so does more than simply provide narrative details. 

Such scholars as Avery (1937), 83-4, Lipscomb (1909), 32-3, and Von Albrecht (1994), 107-18, note the existence of SDP, but pay the figure little attention. In fact, the device is used with good result by our extant authors. Vergil has two examples in the Aeneid (6.406-7 and 12.206-7), both of which use unusual word order to draw attention to their verbs and thereby enhance their meanings. Silius Italicus employs the device once in the Punica (16.342), to create emphasis through anaphora. Statius has three examples in the Thebaid (1.682, 3.7-8 and 9.900-1), all of which occur within contexts of separation and delay, and metapoetically illustrate that physical and/or chronological separation. Finally – for there are no examples in the extant works of Lucan or Valerius Flaccus – Claudian uses SDP once in the de Raptu Proserpinae (3.309-11) to add emotion to the scene. Clearly, then, the writers of Latin Epic make good, though frugal, use of SDP for a variety of purposes. 
The paper further argues that the presence of SDP suggests that the composers of Roman Epic still expected that the primary mode of presentation for their works would be oral, and that the Roman reciter would, at the very least, pause before and after the parenthesis, and perhaps even use a different tone of voice in order to distinguish between the oratio recta and the interruption. In short, the Epic poet would assume that the reciter of his works would have at his disposal all the non-verbal tools of the orator, thus indicating that Epic shares with Oratory not only the figure of parenthesis, but also techniques of delivery.
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