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This paper offers a new reading of the end of Lucretius 5.1442, arguing that the line-
end as we have it (much less Servius’ apparent reference to it) cannot stand, but that
the original reading may yet be recovered from the transmitted text. The paper also
seeks to show how the corruption may have arisen.

As often as not a major textual problem needs, in addition to all the regular perspiration and
frustration, a eureka moment, a sudden inspiration or intuition when the final piece of the
puzzle falls into place; and that is a rather mysterious and unpredictable process that has
its own provenance and takes its own time, usually weeks or months. In the case of
Lucretius 5.1442, although I always felt that progress was possible, that moment refused
to come. Until now: over forty years later, this paper offers my solution.1

The crux requires us to consider Lucretius’ whole paragraph (lines 1440–7) where,
following his detailed exposition at the heart of Book 5, he is summarising the evolutionary
process of human civilisation:

iam ualidis saepti degebant turribus aeuom 1440
et diuisa colebatur discretaque tellus,
tum mare ueliuolis florebat †propter odores†,
auxilia ac socios iam pacto foedere habebant,
carminibus cum res gestas coepere poetae
tradere; nec multo priu’ sunt elementa reperta. 1445
propterea quid sit prius actum respicere aetas
nostra nequit, nisi qua ratio uestigia monstrat.

* Email: mitchell.k@sky.com

1 Written in the days following his death on 13 May 2013, this paper is inspired by, and dedicated to, the memory of
David West, sometime Professor of Latin at Newcastle University, at whose feet I studied the art of textual criticism
and observed at first hand the workings of a great and generous literary mind. I must record my thanks to the staff
of the Robinson Library at the University of Newcastle for their patience, expertise and support. I also
acknowledge with thanks the valuable advice and helpful comments of the journal’s anonymous reader.
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The above text follows the manuscript tradition, and I have restored tum, which Lachmann
altered to iam and which has been followed by many editors since, but I see no need to alter
the MS consensus and a perfectly appropriate text in favour of a synonym. Some scholars
make the argument of a threefold anaphora of iam in these four lines, but it is just as
likely that the tum prepares for the following cum, and there is also the fact that the third
iam, buried in the middle of the line, is something of an anticlimax compared with the
other two in pole position at the head of the line. It may also be added that the
precursor ‘prehistoric’ lines corresponding to this passage (lines 999-1010), to which we
shall return, talk of the ‘wicked art of navigation’ being ‘then blind’ or unknown (tum caeca).

As to propter odores Bailey called it ‘the most difficult textual crux’ in Lucretius, a
description which Murgia (2000)2 adopted as the title of his comprehensive and well-
argued paper in July 2000. The MSS are in agreement but Servius, citing florebat in
commenting on Aen. 7.804, referred to ʻLucretiusʼ (but without any specific textual
reference) thus: florebat nauibus pontus. That ancient reference has led some moderns to
conjecture accordingly, notably Housman’s maris . . . nauibus pontus.3 Such eminence
cannot be easily dismissed, but there are clearly difficulties with this approach, whether
the need to emend mare or, more significantly, the fact that, as is well known (and well
demonstrated by Murgia in the article cited), Servius, with his tendency to misquote or
paraphrase, cannot be trusted in such matters. But if Servius’ comment is not persuasive
overall, it nevertheless has the merit of expecting a substantive noun to accompany
ueliuolis. While the view of those who argue that ueliuolis is sufficiently clear to stand on
its own cannot be conclusively rebutted, the lack of a word for ‘ships’ remains a major
weakness in their conjectures.

A very different approach is to argue that the copying process has somehow incorporated
propter odores from the end of line 2.417 (where propter is an adverb) into 5.1442 in substitution
for the original, which is accordingly, at least as far as known manuscript evidence is
concerned, irrecoverably lost. That is possible, of course, and if true, that is the end of
the matter. But it is just as likely, if not more likely, that the end of 5.1442 became
corrupt and could not be understood and corrected, but that the corruption looked
sufficiently like propter odores for a scribe or scholar, especially one with knowledge of
2.417, to ‘see’ and copy those words.

That leaves essentially two more lines of enquiry. The first is that propter odores is correct.
The words give a reason for man’s adoption of seafaring, ‘spices’ being used poetically, it is

2 Murgia’s paper is probably the most comprehensive discussion of this crux. Although the present paper comes to a
very different conclusion, his article has been a helpful source of reference and deliberation and much additional
detail which it is not appropriate to repeat in the present paper can be found there. Murgia supports the MS
reading propter odores, as does Blickman (1989) in another detailed paper which usefully considers the wider
context.

3 The most recent paper (late 2014) I have seen on this crux continues this approach: Olszaniec (2014) conjectures
iam salis [with the suppression of final s] ueliuolis florebat nauibus pontus, accepting Servius’ florebat nauibus pontus as
genuine and citing as a ʻreasonable explanationʼ Szymański’s (1981) assumption that nauibus was corrupted into
naribus, which led in turn to propter odores entering the text.
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argued, as a specific for the more appropriate wider term ‘trade’ or ‘commerce’. Again, there
are difficulties, and for some of us very serious difficulties, for example about whether odores
can reasonably, even in poetry, mean what it must mean for the line to make sense, and then
whether Lucretius has given, or could or should give, this as the sole reason for the
development of shipping; and indeed whether simple common sense rather than
scholarly complication is all that is required for its removal. Many scholars dismiss the
reading out of hand, and even its most fervent adherents seem to concede – surely rightly
and inevitably – that it is an odd, awkward or jarring phrase to use in this context.

Of course, if nothing better or more certain is available, the MSS reading ought to stand
if it can reasonably do so. But propter odores fails the test of reasonableness on a number of
other grounds too. First, as referred to earlier, there is no noun for ueliuolis. Secondly, the
phrase is difficult to construe, except as a last resort. But most important of all – and,
oddly, not a factor in the consideration of this crux to date – the issue is not whether the
reason given by Lucretius is correct or not, or the most important reason or not, but that
it is here neither necessary nor appropriate to give any reason at all. In these lines in
which Lucretius refers to several stages in man’s social evolution, no reasons are given,
and that is not his purpose here. He deals in detail earlier in the book with social
evolution including causation, but the essence of this paragraph by way of summary and
conclusion at the end of the book is not causation but time, the gradual and incremental
process of civilisation.

We are left with the last category of approach, that the phrase propter odores is a
corruption, at least to some extent, of what was originally there. Here the choice is rich,
and there is little point in listing all the conjectures that have been made, which can be
found in the works referred to in this paper, but a summary might be useful. In this
category there are essentially three sub-categories. First is the ships-and-sea-type solution,
which conjectures a ‘ships’ noun for ueliuolis and then completes the line with something
to do with the sea. Examples include Büchner’s nauibus altum (the modern Loeb reading
of Smith, who maintains that it was first proposed by Merrill in 1902 in CR 16), followed
by Richter (but adding another line) and Rouse’s earlier Loeb reading nauibus omne; and,
with the meaning of the line spilling over into the next, Lachmann’s puppibus, et res and
Munro’s puppibus, urbes. We should also add here, I think, Krokiewicz’s prorisque decoris.

The second approach is to do with the shore, producing a meaning that the sea ‘was
flourishing with sail-flying [ships] near to the shore[s]’: hence Lord’s propter ad oras,
though he adds an extra line to allow for a nauibus and argues that people then did not
venture out into the deep sea, but hugged the shore. That seems altogether to miss the
point, since what Lucretius might have been expected to say (if he said anything like this
at all here) would be that the sea flourished with ships everywhere, including ‘right up to
the shores’, and the problem then is that propter ad oras does not quite say that. Ernout’s
conjecture litora propter is worth noticing in this respect.4

4 The references are: nauibus altum, Büchner (1966); nauibus altum/atque animam nautae perdebant propter odores, Richter
(1976); propter ad oras/nauibu’, non ausi tum in altum uertere proras, Lord (1970); uelis florebat prorisque decoris, Krokiewicz

64 K E I T H M I T C H E L L

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1750270515000019 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1750270515000019


The final line of attack is to seek to get still closer to the MS lettering propterodores, most
conjectures of this kind retaining propter in its causative meaning and then seeking a better
word (with a better point) than odores, others making causation even more significant and
linking this line with the next. I have indicated above my firm view that causation is not in
issue here, but there are nevertheless some fine conjectures, of which perhaps the best is
Wikarjak’s propter honores. Others include Colin’s excellent propter adora and Deshayes’ propter
olores. Other conjectures based on the letters in the MSS connect 1442 with the next line:
MacKay suggested propterea res and Smith propterea quod. These are commendable inasmuch as
they are reasonably close textually, but they exacerbate the inappropriate issue of causation in
this passage.5 Furthermore, Smith’s causally ‘correct sequence’ is not correct since, for
propterea quod to work, he is impelled to argue that allies and alliances not only preceded but
were the reason for navigation, and he is surely wrong in claiming that Thucydides implies it.6

A reasonable summary of all these efforts might be that those which have the merit of
adhering most closely to the letters of propterodores are in general less convincing in meaning,
while those which are more convincing in meaning have the weakness of little or no match
with the manuscript evidence. The conjecture offered in this paper seeks to incorporate the
strengths of both and to avoid their weaknesses, and also to demonstrate how the corruption
may have arisen. It is based essentially on two factors: that ueliuolis ought to have an
accompanying noun; and that causation, and therefore propter in this sense, are
inappropriate in this context.

Let us return to Lucretius’ paragraph containing the crux. It is clear that the first four
lines illustrate stages of human development prior to the beginnings of poetry and the
first written historical records. It is clear, too, that these four lines are intended to
present stages of man’s development which are not causally linked, as noted above, and
also not strictly chronological. They simply and briefly describe a selection of four
discrete stages of the evolutionary process which Lucretius had already described in detail

(1918); litora propter, Ernout (1924). If causation is discounted, the possibility of adverbial propter still remains, of
course, as argued by Butterfield (2008).

5 The references are: Wikarjak (1983); Colin (1954); Deshayes (1964); MacKay (1961); Smith (1964), and see also his
article (1971) rebutting Lord’s paper of a few months earlier (1970).

6 Smith’s (1964) causality cannot be right both generally, because there must have been local and land-based foedera
without navigation being involved (as Lucretius says explicitly in lines 1019–27 describing close neighbours making
and keeping foedera, and implicitly by placing the emergence of foedera so early in the evolutionary process and
without any mention of navigation), and specifically, because Thucydides implies no such thing in his
introduction (1.2–9). Smith argues that Lucretius is here thinking of the period of the Theban and Trojan Wars
(5.326–7) and that ‘in Thucydides’ view, the formation of treaties and the possession of allies preceded large-
scale navigation, whether of a commercial or a military nature’. In fact Thucydides states the opposite:
‘However this may be, those who then received the name of Hellenes, whether severally and in succession, city
by city, according as they understood one another’s speech, or in a body at a later time, engaged together in
no enterprise before the Trojan war, on account of weakness and lack of intercourse with one another. And
they united even for this expedition only when they were now [ἤδη, already] making considerable use of the
sea’ (1.3, Loeb translation of Charles Forster Smith). Indeed, Thucydides goes straight on to point out that
even earlier Minos had a navy, and had used it to clear pirates, by definition confirming that navigation was
sufficiently developed by then to warrant the flourishing piracy trade he describes.
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earlier in the book: men living within fortified walls (turribus), land cultivated and divided,
seafaring, and men making allies and treaties. It can be clearly demonstrated that strict
chronology is not intended here by simply looking five lines further on, where Lucretius
actually and precisely inverts this order (1448–9):

nauigia atque agri culturas moenia leges
arma uias uestes et cetera de genere horum . . .

He lists navigation, agriculture and walls, but does not mention allies and treaties at all.
Furthermore, as we saw earlier, his detailed account (lines 1019–27) makes it clear that
alliances (tunc et amicitiem coeperunt iungere, 1019) and treaties (sed bona magnaque pars seruabat
foedera caste, 1025) far predated all of the other things listed in 1440–3. He does not
mention the building of cities and citadels (condere coeperunt urbis arcemque locare |
praesidium) and the division of land (et pecus atque agros diuisere) until lines 1108–10, and
then he follows this with the discovery of gold (1113) and without any mention of navigation.

Lines 1440–3 are, then, neither causative nor strictly chronological, but there is
nevertheless a distinction that can be made. The first two lines (protective walls and
division of land) are clearly much earlier stages of development than the navigation and
treaties in the next two lines, and the break comes at the beginning of line 1442, where
the MSS read tum in contrast with iam in lines 1440 and 1443. It is another reason, in my
submission, for regarding the MS reading as correct, because there is a clear
chronological shift between the two pairs of lines.

To return now to ueliuolis and the lack of a noun, Ennius uses ueliuolis twice in the
fragmentary text that we possess, both times with nauibus. Some scholars argue, as we have
seen, that ueliuolis is so obvious in meaning that the noun can be taken for granted. That
does not seem to me to be right, and clearly Ennius felt the need for a noun on both
occasions. A noun is necessary, in my view, but it does not have to be nauibus: any noun
connoting ‘ships’ would serve the purpose. My proposed reading of 5.1442 is therefore this:

tum mare ueliuolis florebat postmodo proris

It is instructive now to turn to the earlier, more detailed section of the fifth book dealing
with mankind’s social evolution (from line 925 onwards) and consider in particular what
Lucretius has to say about navigation (lines 999–1008):

at non multa uirum sub signis milia ducta
una dies dabat exitio nec turbida ponti 1000
aequora lidebant nauis ad saxa uirosque.
hic temere incassum frustra mare saepe coortum
saeuibat leuiterque minas ponebat inanis,
nec poterat quemquam placidi pellacia ponti
subdola pellicere in fraudem ridentibus undis. 1005
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improba nauigii [OQ; nauiregi, Postgate] ratio tum caeca iacebat.
tum penuria deinde cibi languentia leto
membra dabat, contra nunc rerum copia mersat.

Lucretius emphasises right at the start the incremental evolution of mankind: at non . . . una
dies dabat exitio. War and seafaring did not come about in a day.7 In those days the wicked art
of navigation was hidden, and the dangers of the sea were unknown to man. In those days,
too, lack of food was the problem, whereas nowadays, says Lucretius, the problem is
abundance. We must once again return to tum at the beginning of line 1442, and we may
now compare the conjecture tum . . . postmodo with the parallel passage above, in which we
have tum in line 1006 in specific connection with the ‘wicked art of navigation’ and then
tum . . . deinde in line 1007.

The conjecture in this paper is merely one more conjecture among so many. But I believe
that it is significant both for its match with the letters of the manuscripts and because it is
relatively easy to see how the corruption occurred. If we take postmodoproris as the original
reading of the MSS, it is entirely possible that by a kind of haplography (technically, the
so-called saut du même au même) a scribe’s eye jumped from the p of postmodo to the p of
proris. If he wrote pro before realising his mistake as the end of the line beckoned, he
would then (as scribes often did) proceed by inserting the letters he had missed out and
then return to the correct text, ending the line with the final three letters -ris. What he
had written would be propostmodoris. Our careless scribe’s erroneous text now produces a
perfect match with odoris, especially when we consider the interchangeability in Lucretius
of the accusative plural endings -es and ı̄s.8

A scribe or scholar confronted with propostmodoris would surely see odorı̄s, and would
expect to see a preposition for the accusative, and propter jumps out. It is well known,

7 Murgia ((2009) 309), arguing that propter odores is correct, refers to the description of man’s social evolution in
Horace Sat.1.3.99–105: cum prorepserunt primis animalia terris, | mutum et turpe pecus, glandem atque cubilia propter, |
unguibus et pugnis, dein fustibus atque ita porro | pugnabant armis, quae post fabricauerat usus, | donec uerba, quibus uoces
sensusque notarent, | nominaque inuenere; dehinc absistere bello, | oppida coeperunt munire et ponere leges . . . There propter
is indeed causative, and rightly, for causation is relevant to the case Horace is making in this satire. That
causation, as previously pointed out in this paper, is true of the detailed evolution of society described by
Lucretius at the heart of Book 5 onwards, but it is not true of the summary paragraph containing line 1442 at
the end of the book. Indeed, Murgia himself accepts that Horace here ‘is generally indebted to a wider section
of Lucretius 5’. Furthermore, the causation of propter in Horace relates to animals and food and shelter, not
mankind and luxury imports: glandem atque cubilia propter. Most important of all, finally, in the passage of
Horace there is no connection with, and indeed no mention at all of, seafaring or navigation. It seems,
therefore, highly optimistic to try to read one specific word across from the passage of Horace into the crux in
Lucretius 5.1442, particularly a very common preposition that then needs to be given a different noun, and one
that is difficult to construe into the bargain.

8 Many examples could be given, as indeed can be seen in the lines already quoted in this paper. See Leonard and
Smith (1942) 143, instancing odorı̄s in 6.987, notably at the end of the line. Precisely how the scribal error occurred
cannot be known, of course, but the external reviewer acutely raises the ‘possibility that postmodo was omitted by a
simple scribal saut but later added, perhaps by the diorthotes, supralinearly above proris: when that manuscript came
to be copied the word was carelessly added after what seems to be the preposition pro, thus dividing proris in the
manner supposed’.
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and routinely exemplified by editors of Lucretius (see, for example, the Prolegomena of
Bailey (1947) 37–8), that in manuscripts written in minuscule o was liable to be misread
as e and s misread as r, but there can be little doubt that a scribe looking at propostmodoris
would be very likely to construe propterodoris in any event.

What, then, of postmodo? It is poetic (though used in prose, including by Livy) but, it
might be objected, not used very often. Lucretius does not use it elsewhere, but he might
have used it once – here.9 (He only uses posthac once.) Terence uses it once (Hec. 208).
Catullus uses it once (30.12). Horace uses it twice, but arguably only once in poetry (Od.
1.28.31), since the other use is in his Satires (2.6.27), which he expressly regarded as more
like ordinary speech (sermo) than poetry proper. Ovid uses it more than twenty times,
including (intriguingly) in a context specifically relating to seafaring and sails: utilior uelis
postmodo uentus erit (Rem. 280). The word is commonly used in association with almost
every temporal adverb, including tum and tunc.10

But significantly for our purpose here, a key characteristic of postmodo is its use in more
extended time-sequences, for example in pursuit of greater accuracy or elaboration (ordo
temporis accuratius illustratur and in struct. trium uel plurium membrorum, as TLL s.v. puts it). A
good example, and a striking parallel to the paragraph of Lucretius with which we are
dealing (1440–7), is to be found in Ovid’s celebration of the games of Ceres, where he
describes the development of mankind’s food supply (Fasti 4.395–404):

panis erat primis uirides mortalibus herbae,
quas tellus nullo sollicitante dabat;
et modo carpebant uiuax e caespite gramen,
nunc epulae tenera fronde cacumen erant.
postmodo glans nota est: bene erat iam glande reperta,
duraque magnificas quercus habebat opes. 400
prima Ceres homine ad meliora alimenta uocato
mutauit glandes utiliore cibo.

9 The absence of the word in Lucretius is not unusual, since its use, though amply documented, is hardly prolific.
Compare the comment of David Butterfield (2009) on his conjecture on Lucretius 3.917, ac torreat arens: ‘That arens is
not found in Lucretius . . . is an objection of little force when the five primary Augustan poets used it without
scruple.’ Of course, Lucretius uses the adverbial post and modo often enough, though never together or in
tmesis, but it might usefully be added that we have no less an authority than Housman (1937) for Lucretius’
use of modo for postmodo (on 2.1135, plura modo dispargit): see his note on Manilius 1.871, citing other parallels
ʻunknown to the dictionaries and grammars . . . and other classical poetsʼ and reproduced by later editors
without acknowledgement, as he afterwards wrote in typically acerbic tones.

10 Ovid, for example, has (Ars 2.322–3) tunc amor et pietas tua sit manifesta puellae, | tum sere, quod plena postmodo falce metas;
and Livy writes (29.1.6) malle eos sibi iam tum fateri, quam postmodo querentes segnes atque inutiles milites rei publicae esse. It
is incidentally worth noticing that earlier in the fifth book (332–7) Lucretius uses modo temporally in the same kind
of extended sequence we see in 1440–7. The catalogue concerns gradual human discovery and invention (repertast,
repertus, 335–6) and the sequence is nunc, nunc, nunc, modo, nuper, nunc. Significantly, too, and somewhat
surprisingly in this context of the arts, the examples include navigation (nunc addita nauigiis sunt | multa, 333–4),
which is then followed by music and philosophy, as in 1440–7 navigation is followed (after alliances) by poetry
and literature.
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illa iugo tauros collum praebere coegit:
tum primum soles eruta uidit humus.

Whether or not Ovid is directly imitating Lucretius here – and it certainly looks like it – what is
significant is that, though his focus is narrower (the development of man’s food rather than
mankind itself), his context of the earth and man’s discoveries (tellus, reperta) and his mood
and language all have Lucretian echoes. And it is in the sequence and language of time
above all that the most striking echoes are to be found: Lucretius in his lines has (if postmodo
is right) iam, tum, postmodo, iam, prius, priu[s], and Ovid primis, modo, nunc, postmodo, iam, prima,
tum primum. In each case, furthermore, postmodo marks a clear stage in the overall sequence.

The line as conjectured looks Lucretian enough. Alliteration of the last two words (or
more) of the line is remarkably common in Lucretius, and p-alliteration is one of his
commonest kinds, and perhaps the most effective, as in the famous phrase, already
quoted above, in 5.1004: placidi pellacia ponti. That phrase had already appeared at 2.559, a
passage (lines 552–9) which clearly (coortis, mare/maris, dolumque, ridet placidi pellacia ponti)
prefigures lines 999–1008 in Book 5 (mare, coortum, placidi pellacia ponti, subdola, ridentibus
undis), which in turn prefigures the passage later in the book (1440–7) containing propter
odores. Interestingly, too, that passage in Book 2 contains the only other use of prora in
Lucretius: antemnas proram malos tonsasque natantis, 554.
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