Praeceptor and Student in De Rerum Natura

In his instruction concerning Epicurean philosophy, Lucretius incorporates many characteristics of didactic poetry as modeled by Hesiod.  Lucretius emphasizes that his mission is to instruct, he elevates himself as an authority with the knowledge and ability to instruct, and he establishes a personal tone to facilitate that instruction.  These didactic characteristics found in De Rerum Natura are more closely interwoven and more complex than in Works and Days and, as this paper will demonstrate, the result is the portrayal of a rather intimate, cooperative, and constructive relationship between the poet-praeceptor and his student. 
In DRN, the relationship between the praeceptor and student is portrayed as a close collaboration in which the two participants play distinct roles and endeavor together to achieve the goal of understanding. As praeceptor, Lucretius announces his teaching mission and purpose with outlines of the topic and announcements of the student’s goals; he recognizes problems and concerns the student may have; he makes efforts to keep the student engaged; he directs him from wrong conclusions and steers him toward right ones; and ultimately, he aims to show that this learning endeavor is to the student’s benefit and edification.
Throughout the poem, Lucretius guides the student with a kind of syllabus by employing phrases that hint at topics to come and remind of concepts already established (cf. DRN 1.51-57, 429, 531, etc.).  The praeceptor recognizes problems that may arise for the student, acknowledging the difficulty of this philosophical study (cf. 1.136, 145, etc.).  He also confronts common student issues related to the difficulty of the subject, such as hesitation and laziness (cf. 1.398-417), fear about studying blasphemy (cf. 1.80-3), and even distrust of the praeceptor (cf. 1.265-70).  Furthermore, the praeceptor engages and builds the student’s confidence with encouragement and exhortations.  Lucretius also involves the student in gathering evidence for proofs through observations expressed in the first and second person, and calls on the student to move from observations toward conclusion on his own. 

The culmination of these exhortations to the student is found at 1.398-417.  The learning process is expressed as moving from one bit of evidence or argument to the next until one reaches the truth, here expressed as the way dogs hunt for wild animals hiding in lairs.  The student must learn to reason in this way for himself, and the praeceptor guides him in this endeavor.  If the student is lazy or reluctant to work on his critical thinking skills, however, the poet threatens to step in and drown the student in a flood of proofs.  By following the praceptor’s examples of reasoning through evidence and by learning to do this on his own, the student can avoid an endless pedantic lecture.  

Another important passage, containing the thought problem of the spear at the edge of the universe (1.968-81), serves as a definitive example of the praeceptor-student relationship in action. The passage is presented as a kind of dialogue (cf. Gale, 1994, 50), in which the use first and second person calls on the student to work out a logic puzzle in his mind.

Such passages are found throughout the poem, and through them Lucretius establishes the praeceptor-student relationship as one of cooperation and sharing in a mutual endeavor.  The student is supposed to learn to reason through the evidence and arguments on his own.  The praeceptor for his part functions as a guide to attaining the knowledge of Epicureanism and the skills of logic and argumentation.

The student, as the counterbalance to the praeceptor, is a fundamental component in a didactic endeavor.  As Dalzell notes, “Didactic poetry always implies the existence of a student, someone interested in the subject being taught.  This is not poetry to be overheard: it demands the reader’s direct involvement,” (1996, 25).  Lucretius portrays the student engaging and participating in the learning process, and in this process the reader is also engaging and participating.  

Positioning himself as a praeceptor provides the foundation for Lucretius’ authoritative stance and also for his personal involvement with the student and his learning; he establishes a personal relationship as an instructor who is working closely with a student and endeavors to see him succeed. 

-----

Dalzell, Alexander. The Criticism of Didactic Poetry.  Toronto, 1996.

Gale, Monica.  Myth and poetry in Lucretius.  Cambridge, 1994.

PAGE  
1

