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Cicero Among His Books
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Introduction

Our evidence for Roman libraries in the first century B.C. is particularly
good , due in large part , of course , to the existence of Cicero's letters . Plu-
tarch's Lives from the late republic are another valuable source . The abun-
dant evidence for the first century allows us to consider a number of issues
concerning private libraries in more detail than is possible in probably any
other period .

So in this article I will examine the private library of Cicero beginning
with the problem of acquisition . Second , I will deal with how Cicero used
his collection , how private collection became accessible to a larger circle
through borrowing and copying , and how he was used as instrument of pat-
ronage . Third , I will consider the rooms decoration . Fourth I will look at the
staff responsible for the care of private collection .

Indeed , Cicero provides the most complete picture of a private library .

Acquisition

The ancient authors record only one method for the acquisition of a li-
brary, acquisition from the spoils of war . Acquisition appears not as a long -
term process, but as a single act. We gain a much more complete picture from
Cicero of these means and of the process of acquisition.

Cicero writing to Atticus in 67 B.C. reminds him of a promise to obtain
for him a library in Greece (1). Cicero's request that Atticus find him a library
does not mean that Cicero did not yet have a collection, he must already have
owned some books, due to his studies in philosophy and oratory in Rome,
Athens and Rhodes. The correspondences between Cicero and Atficus do not
suggest that he knew in any detail about the contents of the library acquired
by Atticus, only that Cicero have lacked in Greek library. Also suggest that
the only way to obtain a Greek library was through the purchase of an entire
collection of books, rather than through the purchase of individual volumes,
according to difficult economic condition in the second part of the Mithridat-
ic war (2). For in the same group of early letters that mention the library, Ci-
cero urges Atlicus to procure art works for the decoration of his Tusculans'
estate (3). We don't know if Cicero ever got this library, perhaps Atticus
brought the books with him when he returned to Rome from Greece in 65
B.C. At any rate, Cicero apparently planned to improve his collection with a
new acquisition of books.

We have several proofs for these improvement. In 60 B.C., for example,
Cicero expected a major addition to his library when L. Papirius Paetus gave
Cicero the books left by Paetus_ relative, Servius Claudius, who took up resi-
dence in Greece after his departure from Rome. The books séem to have been
in Greece, so Cicero asked Atticus to send the books and to ensure that noth-
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ing was lost from the collection, but Atticus probably brought the books with
him at 60 B.C (4).
Cicero does not call the collection - the library of Servius Claudius -
but does describe it as :
" books left to him by Ser. Claudius "
* libros eos quos Ser. Claudius religuit " ‘
(Ad Att. 1,20.7)

Although Cicero's words to Atticus make clear that Cicero had no detailed
collection, bu! he probably nts of Ser. Claudiuseiknowledge of the cont
thought the coliection contained both Latin and Greek works (5), nevertheless
he had good reason to suppose that the acquisition of the library was worth
his trouble. In a letter to Paetus, Cicero describes Ser. Claudius as a man of
outstanding literary culture - litteratissimus - and mention his ability to distin-
guish genuine lines of Plautus from spurious ones(6).

Other collections may have come to Cicero as gifts, particularly through
inheritances given the great number of legacies Cicero received and his en-
thusiasm for books. It is likely that Cicero inherited a collection of books
from his father who, Cicero says, spent almost all his life at Arpinum en-
gaged in his studies (7) .

Some scholars have attributed to Cicero another acquisition, the purchase
of the library of Faustus Sulla at auction (8) . And Cicero himself remarked in
a letter of 55 B.C. written from Cuma that :

" Here I am feasting on Faustus' library "
" Ego hic passcor bibliothenca Fausti "
(Cic. Ad Att. 4,10.1)

In 54, Cicero contemplated a project to improve his own and his brother's
libraries. Cicero divides the project into three parts :

Filling up Quintus' Greek library, exchanging books, and buying Latin
books. Cicero's remarks that he also will benefit from this project indicates
that he intended to buy books for himself as well as for Quintus and an ex-
change of books to take place between the brothers in order to eliminate any
duplicates in purchase, and hoped to enlist the aid of Greek grammarian Ty-
rannio of Amisus in this project, but hé failed (9) . Cicero may have been de-
signed to repair the losses which his collection, and probably his brother's as
well, suffered in the attacks on their residences during Cicero’s exile (10). But
unfortunately most of the books that he needed were not for sale or at least
were carelessly written.

Cicero mentions one other acquisition of a group of books. In twa letters
of 47 B.C., he writes to his freedman Tiro that he is sending books to the villa
at Tusculum ; he asks Tiro to put the books away and draw up a list of them
(11).

Cicero does not indicate how he acquired these books, but his instruction
to Tiro to draw up an index, show that the books were a new acquisition, Ci-
cero must also have acquired individual volumes to fill gaps in his collection,
and as an important figure in both political and intellectual life, he must have
received many gifts of individual volumes. We can point 1o two sources of
new books for Cicero's library,

One type of gift received by Cicero was the complimentary copy, there
was a lively exchange of new works among literary men at Rome. A number
of authors, among them Varro, Caesar and Brutus dedicated works to Cicero
(12). Others sent drafts of their latest Iiterary efforts to Cicero for his com-
ments and suggestions for improvements (13). Cicero supplemented the re-
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sources of his own library by borrowing books from others libraries, mainly
from Atticus (14) , but also from his brother (15) and from other friends (16) .
The books requested by Cicero were usually rare.

Some private libraries were more accessible than others, Cicero says that
he was accustomed to enter the library in the Tusculum villa of young M. Lu-
cullus and himself carry out whatever books he wanted to his own villa (17),
and he had Atticus fetch books for him from the library of Quintus Cice-
ro(18). The library of Atticus, seems to have been another matter, for despite
that fact that Atticus regularly sent books at Cicero_s request, even when Ci-
cero was on campaign in his province of Cilicia (19), Cicero still found it
necessary to ask Atticus to instruct his household that Cicero be given the run
of Atticus' library in his absence (20). According to that, Cicero may have
used the books of Varro, which may have been sent to his friend Atticus as a
gift, also Varro may asked Atticus not to show it to anybody, just as we
know, Cicero did with some work which he sent to Atticus (21).

The letters of Atticus to Cicero might have been shown that Atticus fre-
quently borrowed from Cicero (22) , on the other hand, Cicero_s literary en-
deavors may well have required him to borrow more frequently. Cicero's last
mention of his collection comes in letters of 46 B.C. and 45 B.C. Dionysius,
the slave in charge of Cicero's library, pilfered . Some books fled to Illyri-
cum, Cicero writes to the Roman governor of the province P. Sulpicius Ru-
tus, that he will honor whatever promise the governor makes to the runway
slave, apparently in hopes of recovering the stolen books (23).

Location

Cicero speaks explicitly of a bibliotheca (24) at three of his residences,
the villa at Tusculum, the house on the Palatine at Rome, and the house at
Antium, Every residence might have had a few books left in one of their
Tooms.

There would be advantages to keeping some books in each residence,
reading material would always be at hand for the owner, no matter how sud-
den a visit he might make, or for guests, especially for those who might use
the residence in his absence. So each of Cicero's villas may have had a mis-
cellaneous collection of books available. Pliny seems to have had such a col-
lection in his villa. He describes a room designed for the provision of light
throughout the day, and a chest inserted in its wall held books (25). On the
other hand, for a book _ lover like Cicero, who actually read his books and
used them in his writing, a central location offered several advantages. Cen-
tralization eliminated confusion about the location of individual works, al-
lowed better care and security for the collection for the collection, and re-
duced the number of persons needed to take care of it disadvantages would be
the necessity to pack up and transport books whenever one (raveled (26), or
to wail for the books one needed while a messenger wenl o the central loca-
tion and then returned with the books.

Why did Cicero maintain at least three libraries? He may have had differ-
ent kinds of books in each library, or he may have housed his collection in
different residences at different times.

Now we will try to determine, what sort of collection Cicero kept in each
of his residences.

The library in the villa at Tusculum was mentioned by Cicero three times
at 40's B.C (27) But Cicero must already have had a library there in the early
60's B.C. as we saw above in several of his earliest letters to Atticus.

The Tusclum was damaged during Cicero_s exile, and he claimed that the
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villa's equipment and decorations were transferred to the neighboring villa of
the consul Gabinius (28), but he did not mention that his books were among
the lost furnishings. It is clear that his collection did suffer losses during his
exile, In the summer he used to take up residence there again (29) after he re-
built it. .

His library at Tusculum probably included philosophical works, tragedies
and there was great Greek works in it.

Cicero mentioned his Palatine library in a letter of 46 B.C.(30), perhaps
from the beginning of his residence in 62 B.C.(31) Further more, the presence
in Cicero's house of the stoic philosopher Diodotus, who lived there until his
death in 59 B.C., suggests that the house was equipped with a library, espe-
cially as Cicero tells us, that Diodotus who became ll;‘laind, had books read to
him night and day. (32)

The Palatine house, like Tusclum, was damaged during Cicero_s exile,
Cicero alleged that the consul Piso took furnishings from the house (33), and
probably some of his books did suffer losses during his exile.

The Palatine library seems to have included political, historical and foren-
sic works, the Palatine library may also have been used in, the education of
Cicero's son and nephew, who received instruction in his house. (34)

Cicero speaks of a library at Antum only after his return from exile in 57
B.C. when he employed libraryslaves borrowed form Atticus and supervised
by Tyrannio to arrange and repair the remains of his books. (35) . Writing
from Antium in 59 B.C. saying that he had agreeable, pleasing copies _ fes-
tive copia of books at the house (36) . Cicero may also have in mind the liter-
al meaning of _ festal, belonging to a feast - , and that words suggest that Ci-
cero did not have a substantial collection of books at Antium, but only those
brought with him from Rome for fun.

The house at Antium, like the Palatine house, and the Tusculum was at-
tacked by Clodius gangs in 58 B.C. (37) But there was no indication for dam-
ages at Antium as for the other properties. Indeed as Rawson (38) points out
i .:}ntium became Cicero_s refuge during the reconstruction at Rome and Tu-
sulum.

Cicero spent a great deal of time at the Formianum from December 50 to
June 49 B.C. The first months of the civil war between Pompey and Caes-
er.(39) He occupied himself with rhetorical exercises on invented themes.
While the themes were clearly statements of his own political dilemma (40),
Cicero may have collected historical material for these exercises. His reading
included Plato's seventh letter, in which Plato speaks of his detention at Sy-
racuse by Dionysius II (41). Cicero also tried to provide a tutor for young
Marcus and Quintus during he family_s journeys of the Formianum (42) . All
these things indicate that Cicero had books at Formianum during his stay.

Cicero's last property in Latium was the villa at Astura, which he had ac-
quired perhaps by 46 B.C. (43) Astura was Cicero_s refuge after the death of
his davghter Tullia in February 45 B.C. (44) . He spent his entire day reading
and writing, Cicero says, and he found literary efforts no mare difficult there
than if he were at home (45) . He had books with him, philosophical works,
the Annals of Atticus, poltical tracts of Aristotle and others (46) , which may
have been borrowed from Atticus before returning to Astura. |

Finally, Cicero had books with him, and read and wrote at each of his Tes-
idences, but he mentioned a bibliotheca at only three of them as we saw
above, because in the other residences Cicero kept no books in them or per-
haps few.,
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Decoration

Cicero presents little explicit information about the decoration of his li-
brary rooms. But such information as he does provide can be combined with
the testimony of other ancient authors to form a fairly complete picture of
these rooms. )

The attempt to evoke the intellectual atmosphere of the Greek library in
the Roman villa and 1o recall the great figures of Greek philosophy extended
to the decoration of the villas of Cicero.

Cicero clearly believed that there was a certain type of decoration appro-
priate to the Roman Libraries. So he asked Atticus for help in decoration his
Tusculum, as we saw above.(47) The furnishings for the Tusculum library in-
cluded Megarian Statues (48), Pentelic herms with bronze heads (49), an
Athena herm (50) , and the statues of the Muses (51). Atticus provided book-
cases for Cicero_s library and the copyist's librarioli (52). A type of decora-
tion which seems to have become characteristic of Roman libraries, portraits
of famous authors, goes without mention in Cicero. These elements seem to
have become a standard fixture in Roman Libraries.

The staff

Cicero seems to have assigned the care of his library to members of his
household who had been educated and trained principally to perform same
other task. Cicero first assigned the job to Chrysippus, a member of his
household (53). Three years later, when Cicero was governor of Cilicia,
Chrysippus was assigned as a companion to young Marcus and Quintus Cice-
ro, a post which he abandoned.(54) . Tiro was at Tusculum in 47 B.C,, re-
covering from an illness, Cicero asked him to put away a shipment of new
books sent to the villa and to make a list of the books, as we saw above Tiro,
of course, performed a number of services for Cicero he took dictation of let-
ters and of literary works, supervised the work of copyists, discussed Cice-
ro_s literary works with him, and carried out a variety of other tasks, in aid of
Cicero's literary, financial, domestic and political activities (55).

Cicero's use of educated members of his household to perform a variety of
tasks recalls the practice of Atticus.

Nepos gives the following description of the well -organized family of
Atticus:

"There were very learned slaves boys, the best readers and very many
copyists, so that there wasn't even a footman who wasn't able to do each of
these things well i.. and yet he did not have any but those born at home and
trained at home"(56).

Two important points emerge from this description. First those slaves giv-
en a liberal education by Atticus could perform not just one, but several of
the functions essential to his library and publishing activity, The second, Atti-
cus was not in the habit of turning to the slave market for educated slaves, but
instead, educated the slaves born in his own family.

Cicero, too, devoted his attention to the education of slaves, he himself
educated the most famous member of his household, his secretary Tiro (57),
who may have been a slave born in Cicero's household, and we are told by
Plutarch that Cicero was betrayed in his final hours by a freedman of his
brother Quintus, Philologus by name, whom Cicero himself had educat-
ed(58).

The word bibliothecarius " librarian" dose not appear in Cicero, he does
not seem to have had one librarian, but assigned the care of his collection, as
the need arose, to educated members of his household whose principal com-
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petence and responsibility lay elsewhere.

Cicero's book collection probably fell into the hands of others as a result
of his proscription, perhaps libraries, like other objects of value, attracted the
interest of the avaricious during the proscription. Cicero's son may have been
able to recover some of his father's property including books.

Cicero's book co]lecuon, whatever that fate may have been Atticus seems
to have received copies of all Cicero's works and to have been responsible for
their publication during Cicero's life and he of course, survived Cicero by
some ten years.

Cicero's freedman Tiro may also have been responsible for the publication
of some of Cicero's works, Tiro , too, survived Cicero by many years.

NOTES

1- Cic Ad Att. 1.7, 1.10; 1.11.3.
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