Dealing with Defeat:  

Reading Cicero’s Ad Familiares IX as a thematic book

In a 2002 article, Mary Beard questions the eagerness of prior scholars to re-order Cicero’s correspondence into a strictly chronological scheme.  In fact, she suggests that attempts to alter the arrangement offered by the manuscripts may cause us to lose as many insights as we gain.  Convincing evidence exists to show that the editor of our four collections of Cicero’s letters had access to a far more complete corpus of his correspondence.  Thus, according to Beard, the letters extant in our manuscript collections were chosen and arranged to create a particular effect.  She concludes, therefore, that far from being a haphazard collection of random letters, each set represents a carefully constructed book bound together by their own themes and interests.  Further, she concludes that the organization of these individual books within their collections can have a profound effect on our understanding of both Cicero and his correspondents.

In this paper, I will attempt to build on Beard’s work and demonstrate that narrative parallels exist between the sets of letters to Varro, Dolabella and Paetus contained in Ad Familiares Book IX.  These parallels indicate an editorial arrangement built around Cicero’s attempts to negotiate his new political situation after the final defeat of Pompey and the Senate at Pharsalus.

     
Book IX  of Ad Familiares provides an excellent opportunity for further exploration of Beard’s approach, for two important reasons.  First, it is primarily comprised of letters written from 46 to 44 BC, arranged in a non-chronological order, which suggests an attempt to offer a portrait of Cicero at a particular point in time.  Such a suggestion is plausible given the difficult questions of his own continued place within Roman Society faced by Cicero during this period.  The letters to his three correspondents are dominated by questions of how to lead a political life in the absence of a free Senate and how to lead a retired life apart out of public view.

     
Secondly, Book IX of Ad Famailiares seems to represent Cicero offering different answers to these questions according to whether he is corresponding with M. Terentius Varro, P. Cornelius Dolabella, or L. Papirius Paetus.  Indeed, Eleanor Leach has pointed out how the opening section of the letters to Varro and the closing to Paetus offer two distinctive portraits of Cicero.  She demonstrates, furthermore, that these portraits of Cicero reflect the two distinctive philosophical schools of Stoicism and Epicureanism to which Varro and Paetus respectively adhere.  Leach does not, however, attempt to place the Dolabella letters into this scheme. By incorporating the Dolabella letters into Leach’s discussion, I hope to demonstrate the plausibility of Beard’s suggestion of an editorial arrangement of Cicero’s correspondence by theme; and, furthermore, that reading the letters according to the manuscript order has fruitful results.  
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