Cato’s Anxiety of Influence

In Nepos’ description of Cato’s Origines, the biographer describes a text that began with three books on the origins of both Rome and other Italian cities before Cato turned suddenly to the events of the First Punic War in the fourth book and then continued with the record of more recent events in subsequent books (Cato 3.3: In quarto autem bellum Poenicum est primum). Nepos further states that the first three books provided the title to the rest of the work, despite the vastly different subject matter of the final four books of the Origines. Because of this discrepancy in topics, both Badian (1966) and Astin (1978) have made persuasive arguments that the composition of the Origines was a two-stage process and that the four books dealing with recent historical events were added some years after the initial composition of the original text.


If the hypothesis of a two-part composition is true, the question shifts to why would Cato go back and extend his work. As will be demonstrated in this paper, the impulse for continuing his text with recent history comes from Cato’s participation in a competitive political culture and his attempt to answer the glorification of the Scipios in Ennius’ Annales. To make this claim, however, I will first demonstrate that it is likely that the Annales would be have a pro-Scipionic angle. 
Although Ennius’ poetic career before the composition of the Annales featured several works that give glory to the Scipios or Scipio-aligned families (we have records of a poem composed in honor of Scipio Africanus as well as a poem honoring the conqueror of Ambracia, Fulvius Nobilior), these were written decades before the composition of the first three books of the Origines (HRR fr. 49 dates the town of Ameria as being founded 953 years before the war with Perseus of 168). To have a later addition to the Origines expressing Cato’s personal politics, we should look at the Annales (published at the end of Ennius’ lifetime near the dates for Cato’s writing) as being the impetus for Cato. The evidence for Ennius’ relationship with the Scipios is further strengthened by the linking of the poet to the family, as demonstrated by the statue of Ennius on the redesigned façade of the tomb of the Scipios dated to the 140s. As I will argue, the statue’s placement was a part of a conscientious effort to re-emphasize the connection of the Scipios to the Annales for a new generation of Romans (Gildenhard 2003).
Having established the likelihood of a potentially pro-Scipionic Annales, I will turn back to Cato and his rationale for adding the historical portion of the Origines. Warmington has postulated that there were two reasons for estrangement between Cato and his former client, Ennius—a too-Greek style on the part of Ennius and the poet’s relationship with the Scipios (1935). Because of the connection of the Scipios with literary immortality through the Annales, Cato, in turn, would be spurred to respond to the praising of a faction that he saw as inimical to his own ideology that suppressed personal achievement (particularly that of his rivals). 
Cato’s method of response to the Annales was to reply in the same medium of literature, emphasizing deeds instead of personalities. The extension of the Origines would provide a forum to Cato for explicating his political philosophies and stances, while also allowing him to function as one of the primary actors of the work. This rationale would explain the inclusion of Cato’s own speeches in the work as a means by which the author could directly speak to the audience without the façade of writing a history. It was in these speeches that Cato could act as the stern public figure, dictating morals and prescribing what he felt was necessary for the Roman state. By allowing the Origines to serve as a political tract in the place of (or in addition to) its historiographical position, I believe that it is possible to see the political stratagems of a public figure struggling to highlight his diktats for the success of the Roman state.
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