
Vividness and Literary Purpose in Livy


It is well known that Livy's battle scenes are among the most vivid in ancient historiography (Walsh 1961: 171, Tränkle 1977: 99-103). Whenever possible, Livy structures his narrative and chooses his wording in such a way as to create the impression of actually seeing the events of his history. Except for a few collections of examples, however, there has been little treatment of the issue, and the scholar who searches will not find much discussion of how Livy creates vividness or why.


It is this question that I intend to answer. If we look at two of the most intense battles in the Livian corpus, Cannae and Cynoscephalae, we shall see that Livy has several different means of creating vividness. At Cannae, we see everything that makes Livy Livian, especially his focus on a few major individuals who dominate the scene. The reader can easily understand the disaster of Cannae as the personal tragedy of Lucius Aemilius. Those who are accustomed to think of Livy only in this highly dramatic way, however, will be surprised to find that Livy's most common techniques are quite subtle: at Cynoscephalae, Livy makes only the most minor, cosmetic changes to his source, Polybius, in order to phrase things more vividly. Livy does not rewrite Cynoscephalae as a glorious but tragic conflict between the principal actors, as seems to be the case at Cannae; if anything, he creates vividness in such a way that minimizes even the importance Polybius gave to individual heroism. In short, when Livy embroiders some battles by making the personal virtues and vices of a handful of major figures the most important part, and others by minimizing individual characteristics, we can see that Livy, while always vivid and dramatic, has very different techniques for creating vividness. I argue that there is a method to why he uses one or the other for a particular battle, and that Cannae is individualistic, and Cynoscephalae chaotic, because of the different literary points he was trying to make at those points in his narrative.


The whole of Livy's description of Cannae is vivid, but it takes on the hue of epic when Livy supplements it with a description of the death of a consul. Lucius Aemilius Paulus was set up as the counterweight to his colleague Varro; he has continued the cautious policies of Fabius Maximus in spite of being upbraided by his colleague. Livy spares none of his skill in increasing the tension between these two generals. At last, of course, Varro leads the Roman army into disaster but escapes; Aemilius chooses rather to stay and die, though his soldiers urge him otherwise, calling him "alone innocent of this day's disaster." He ignores this advice, makes a brief speech in oratio recta, and is slain.


This scene is one of the most dramatic and tragic in Livy: he has made us see the disaster at Cannae as a vindication of Aemilius against Varro. And yet Aemilius dies there. His death is so vividly described, not because Livy wanted simply to make the battle seem more hard-fought, but to show us the whole disaster of Cannae in miniature in Aemilius. The slaughter of so many Romans is too great to hold in our mind's eye at once, but the death of the person who least deserved it gives us a single memorable scene; those Romans who had read Livy's account, whenever they thought of Cannae, doubtless thought of the death of Lucius Aemilius.


Very different is Cynoscephalae. Though it was an important battle, the first time the Romans defeated Macedon and intervened in Greece, Livy does not cast the Roman general Flamininus as a valiant hero or draw much attention to him at all. Livy typically follows Polybius very closely (Nissen 1863: 161, Walsh 1961: 190, Erdkamp 2006: 531), only changing the wording to make things more vivid; here, however, he makes things more vivid by creating a sense of chaos and confusion. Livy omits Polybius's praise of Flamininus as the consummate general (18.25.4-5 in Polybius, 33.9.6 in Livy), but plays up the confusion of the battle: most of the vividness comes from portraying the chaos gradually giving way to a Roman victory (Carawan 1988: 222). Why? Because, at this point in his history, Livy's point is not about the skill of Roman generals, but about how Fortune was granting Rome the dominion of the world, and his description of Cynoscephalae enhances the role of fate.
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