Nobis memoranda – Columella’s Reimagining of Vergil’s Georgics


In his preface to book 10 of the Res Rustica, Columella explains his decision to write about gardening in verse, rather than the prose of the preceding books, to fulfill a promise made to his addressee Silvinus: ut poeticis numeris explerem georgici carminis omissas partes, quas tamen et ipse Vergilius significaverat posteris se memorandas relinquere. (R.R. 10 Praef. 3).   Columella here echoes the words with which Vergil excuses himself, after a brief excursus on gardens, from pursing the subject further and asserts that he will leave that task to others: verum haec ipse equidem spatiis exclusus iniquis / praetereo atque aliis post me memoranda relinquo. (Georgics 4. 147-148).  In the poetic proem of book 10, Columella again recalls Vergil’s words and asserts his claim to complete Vergil’s unfinished task: ea … / Vergilius nobis post se memoranda reliquit (R.R. 10. 2, 5).  He briefly recounts the subjects of each of Vergil’s four books and states that he will add cultus hortorum to the topics covered by his predecessor.  

In books 1-9, Columella covers the same subjects treated in the Georgics, in the same general order:  crops, vines, cattle, and bees.  As Diana Spencer observes, “Columella left his readers agog for Virgilian flights of fancy by ending book 9 with bees (Spencer 2010, 94)”, thus prompting them to expect a Vergilian finish to his work, in book 10.  John Henderson comments, “This will be a Fifth Georgic from start to finish (Henderson 2004, 13)” – but, as Spencer observes, it will be much more than that (Spencer 2010 95).  Columella’s book 10 does not merely add to Vergil’s Georgics; it offers the Georgics in miniature, with added touches that reflect the Eclogues and Aeneid (cf. Henderson 2004, 13), and thus recalls the spirit of Vergil’s entire work.

Columella has organized his numeroso horto (line 6), his “metrical garden” – or “Garden Symphony” (Henderson 2002, 126) – into several large sections, following the agricultural year and the four seasons.  In doing so, he recalls the four books of the Georgics and touches on some of Vergil’s broad agricultural themes.  After his proem, Columella first describes the selection of the plot and the preparation of the ground, tasks to be done during fall and winter (6-76), and in the midst of this presentation he invokes the Muses (35ff.).  In late winter and early spring comes planting, particularly of flowers, aromatics, and greens (77-214).  Here, halfway through the poem, Columella praises Lucretius (215 ff.), recalling Vergil’s similar praise halfway through the Georgics (Georg. 2. 490ff.).  He then invokes the Muses again to begin the third section, concerning tasks for late spring-early summer: the planting of vegetables and herbs (215-254) and, with its own invocation to the Muses, the harvest of flowers (255-310).  Finally comes high summer, with the final planting and then harvesting of vegetables and fruits (255-422).  As a coda, the return of autumn marks the completion of the gardener’s year (423-432), and then, like Vergil (Georg. 4. 563-566), Columella returns to himself in his four-line closing (432-436), claiming for himself the Hesiodic crown previously claimed by Vergil (Georg. 2. 176).

Throughout his work, Columella not only describes horticultural matters, but also refers to astronomy and weather signs; mythological associations of plants, their places of origin, and the seasons at which they are sown and harvested; and the grains and vines and trees being cultivated in other parts of the farm, as well as flowers that will attract bees – in fact, Columella omits only lifestock from the Vergilian topics he treats in book 10, although he refers to the shepherds from the Eclogues (298ff.).  Moreover, he also expands on Vergil’s glorification of Italy and its produce (Georg. 136-176); Columella the Spaniard asserts that his own garden contains the bounty not just of Italy but of the entire Roman imperial world, from West to East (185-188).  Victoria Pagán calls Columella’s image “The Garden of Empire” (Pagán 2006, 19); Henderson says that Columella will “have gardening take on empire-building, and walk off with the prize” (Henderson 2004, 13).
By his deliberate use of of Vergilian style in Res Rustica 10, Columella not only pays tribute to his precedessor and places himself in the Vergilian tradition, but he also reimagines the entire Georgics to encompass both his flourishing garden and the expanding Empire.  
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