Amor and Roma:

Vitruvius on Eryximachus’ Erotic logos in Plato’s Symposium
Recent investigative threads of Vitruvius’ de architectura have brought to light perspectives of this ‘architectural manual’ that exceed the purely architectural. Rhetorical, political, ideological, and artistic/corporeal readings have proved viable, and have thereby evidenced a certain richness to the text that had been long overlooked. One avenue yet to be pursued is one that yokes Vitruvius to Greek philosophy, particularly to that of Plato, despite what are in fact numerous points of intersection. In Book VI, for instance, Vitruvius presents some striking similarities to Eryximachus’ presentation of Eros in Plato’s Symposium. Accordingly, the project of this paper is to eke out the specifics of these similarities, indicate the points of difference in presentation of the Platonic model, and offer an explanation as to why Vitruvius may have adopted Eryximachus’ logos on Eros, as well as to what effect. 
My method is four-part. I first lay out Eryximachus’ explanation of Eros, as this logos provides the philosophical fodder that is later to be used by Vitrvuius. Second, I turn to the Vitruvian adaptation, and point to the particular echoes, treating each in turn. In so doing, the aforementioned “striking similarities” shall become readily apparent. Having pointed to the echoes, however, I point next to the ways in which Vitruvius’ presentation simultaneously veers from absolute reproduction of the Platonic version. This is necessary because it is in the very changes that Vitruvius has done something remarkable: thus in the fourth part of the paper, I suggest that Vitruvius has used Eryximachus’ arguments on Eros in order to cast a portrait not of Amor, but in fact of Roma. I end the paper exploring the reasons as to why this is so, and to what effect.

In the Symposium Eryximachus argues that Love, like all things, consists of two parts –the good and the bad. Harmony between opposites is ideal. Eryximachus includes four illustrative examples. First, bodies need to have internal balance in order to be healthy. This is achieved best by the techne of medicine (186b-e). Second, music entails the coming-together of opposite instruments and pitches. This coming-together itself does not establish harmony; rather, it is the techne of music that can achieve this (187b). Third, the seasons, when opposite elements (hot/cold, dry/wet) attain the harmonious love of one another, then there is health; when they do not, ‘bad’ love takes over and there is destruction (plague, e.g.). Astronomers are in the seasonal know (188a-b). Fourth, divination is that practice that unites gods and men, and that aims to preserving good Love by either reconciling it with, or overriding bad Love (188c-e).
At VI.1.3-11 of de architectura, Vitruvius also talks of bodies: he presents two opposite gentes, namely people from the north and people from the south. Focusing not on the internal aspects of bodies, however, he presents the external features as well as the characteristics of these two types. Vitruvius talks also of the seasons: the climates in the north and south are also opposites, and they play a part in the physiology of their respective inhabitants. In order to  illustrate the opposite aspects of these gentes, Vitrvuius talks of music: people in the north are like the longest string of the sambyke and so they produce lower, heavier tones; people in the south are the reverse (VI.1.5-7). 

The similarities between the Platonic and Vitruvian presentations are apparent. Yet Vitruvius does not talk about divination, he does not talk of techne nor of any coming-together of these opposites, and he nowhere mentions Love. What he does instead is show that the communion between gods and men happens not due to divination but per the authority of the divina mens, which has ordained not Love but Rome to be the locus where harmony is to be found. This harmony, this ideal, is not established by techne, but by the natural designation of the divine. Thus while bodies, the climate, and music are used by both Eryximachus and Vitruvius as illustrative, scientific proofs for the existence of opposing elements, as well as for the subsequent possibility of establishing harmony between them, the means and effects of establishing that harmony are in the end quite different. As to why Vitruvius would so evidently use this specific Platonic model yet veer from it as he does, I propose and show that Vitruvius appropriates this model in order ultimately to one-up it and thereby establish Rome as a new Eros, but one that is not achieved by the techne of men so much as by natural and divine design. As such, Rome is not just a new Eros, but a superior version thereof.
