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POETICS OF ORIENTIUS’ “COMMONITORIUM”

Poetry is a kind of discourse distinct from ordinary, everyday speech; it is an institution, a kind of speech that a society
has marked as special, with special rules applying to its production and reception. Didactic poetry is a kind of poetry that it
aims to instruct (Toohey, 2013: 2). In didactic poetry the reader is invited to consider not just the message and the brilliant
language of its exposition, but what lies behind the message, the human values and the vision which the poem embodies.
The article analyzes the work of Orientius “Commonitorium” and his role as an innovative writer of Latin didactic poetry
as well as his position in the landscape of late antique literature of the Sth century AD.

The aim of the article is to show to what extent the defining characteristics of the genre can be found in Orientius’
poem “Commonitorium” and to trace the permutations of these features throughout the text. A full range of issues,
which scholarship on Orientius has hitherto neglected, will be studied: the “poetics” of the work, that is the poetic self-
awareness expressed in the poem, as well as techniques of composition, rhetorical argumentation, strategies of persuasion
and narration, intertextual allusions, relationship with contemporary works and other aspects.

Scientific novelty. Whereas Latin poetry flourished under the reign of Augustus (27 BC — 14 AD) and the first century AD,
only few poetic works survived which were produced in the later second and third century AD. After a long period of silence,
Latin poetry had its comeback in late antiquity when in the 4th century AD various writers started composing poetic genres
again. Instead of Rome, other locations became important breeding grounds for the production of literature, especially Gaul,
where writers such as Ausonius, Paulinus of Nola, Sulpicius Severus, Sidonius Apollinaris and others were active. Whereas
the genres composed by late antique writers were more or less the same as in Classical literature, most of their works differ
in content and meaning (Gasparov, 1982: 2; Johnson, 2000: 335—-337). Late antique writers were deeply familiar with their
Classical literary predecessors, but due to the influence of Christian religion, the character of Latin literature produced
in late antiquity also differs significantly from the works which were written by pagan writers in the preceding centuries.
This article discusses the work of a poet who has been rarely studied so far. Orientius, whom the majority of scholars now
identify with the homonymous bishop of Augusta Ausciorum (modern Auch, France) in Southern Gaul, is an important
representative of didactic poetry and his work constitutes an important example in the history of the genre. His didactic
poem with the title “Commonitorium”, in elegiacs was probably written around 430 AD.

In conclusion, the “Commonitorium” presents itself as a serious poem concerned with issues of paramount importance
to humanity. The question of what exactly the “Commonitorium” endeavours to teach is indeed of major importance for
understanding the work. It claims to be truly universal work, encompassing everything that exists. Within two books,
Orientius reveals to his readers/students the way to reach salvation, both gives us specific, concrete information and tells
us how we should live our lives, how we should relate to our fellow human beings and to God.
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IHOETHUKA ITOEMH OPI€EHIIA “COMMONITORIUM”

Toesist — ye c80€EPiOHUTE OUCKYPC, GIOMIHHULL 810 36UYAUHOT NOBCAKOCHHOT MOBU, e THCIUMYm, PI3HOBUO GUCTIYNY,

SAKULL CYCRITBCMBO NOZHAUUILO 5K 0COONUGe, 13 CHeYialbHUMU NPAGUIAMY, U0 3ACMOCO8YIOMbCs 00 1020 6UPOOHUYMEA
ma nputiomy. JJudakmuuna noesis — ye pizHosuo noesii, axa mac va memi Haguumu (Toohey, 2013: 2). ¥V oudaxmuuniii
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noesii yumauesi NPONOHYEMbCS PO3IAOAMU HE NPOCHO NOGIOOMAEHHS Mma OIUCKYYY MOBY 1020 8UKIAJY, a me, Wo
X08AEMbCA 34 NOBIOOMACHHAM, THOOCHKI YIHHOCME Ma OaueHHs, AKi 6MIN0E noema. Y cmammi ananizyemvcs poboma
Opienyia “Commonitorium” ma 11020 poib AK HOBAMOPA TAMUHCLKOI OUOAKMUYHOT NOe3il, a MaKoic 1020 Cmanosuuje
6 1aHowagmi nisHboaHmuuHoi timepamypu V cmonimms nawoi epu.

Memotro cmammi € HOKA3aMuU, HACKINbKYU BUSHAYANLHI XAPAKMEPUCMUKU HCAHPY OUOAKMUYHOT NOe3ii MOXCHA 3HATIMU
v noemi Opienyia “Commonitorium”, i npocmedxcumu nepecmanoék Yux O3HAK Y MeKcmi, 00CiONCyemvcs 8ech
cnexmp numany, AKumu Hayka npo Opienyis 00Ci HeXmyeana: «noemuKay meopy, moomo NOemuyHa CaMoc8ioomicy,
sUpadcena y noemi, a makoxie mextiKu KOMRO3UYii, pUmopudHa ap2ymeHmayis, cmpameii nepekoHants. ma onogioanHs,
iHmepmeKcmyaivbri anto3ii, 36 430K i3 CYUACHUMU MBOPAMU MA THULI ACNEeKMU.

Hayxkoea nosusna. Y moii uac sx 1amuHcbKa noesis npoyeimana nio yac npasninna Aezycma (27 p. do H. e. — 14 p.
H. e.) ma I cmonimmasa nawoi epu, 36epe2nocs auule Kiibka noemuynux meopis, cmeopenux y Il ma Il cmonimmsax nawoi
epu. Ilicns mpusanozo nepiody MOGUAHHS TAMUHCLKA NOE3Is NOBEPHYIACS 6 Ni3HIO anmuynicms, Koau 6 IV cmonimmi
HAWL0i epu pi3Hi NUCbMEHHUKYU 3HO8Y NOYANU CKAA0amu NOeMmUYHi Hcanpu. 3amicms Pumy iHwi Micys po3mauty8anisl
CMAIU 8aANCTUBUMU cepedoguiyamu 0Jist BUpobHUYmMea aimepamypu, ocobaugo Iannis, de Jisiu Maxi NUCLMEHHUKU, K
Aezowniil, I1asnin Honvcokuii, Cynoniyiti Cesep, Ciooniti Anonninapiti ma inwi. AKwo Jcanpu, cmeopeni nisHbOaHmuyHuMU
NUCbMEHHUKAMU, OVIU OLIbUW-MeHW MAKUMU JiC, SK § 8 KIAcuuHill timepamypi, 6iibwicmy iXHIX ME0pi8 GiOPI3HAIOMbCA
3a amicmom ma sHavenuam (Gasparov, 1982: 2; Johnson, 2000: 335-337). Ilisnvoanmuuni nucomeHHUKY OyIu enubOKo
3Hatiomi 31 CBOIMU NONEPEOHUKAMU KLACUYHOI Timepamypu, aje yepe3 6Niue XpUcmuaHcbKoi penieii xapakmep 1amuHcbKoi
Jimepamypu, CmeopeHoi Ni3HbOW AHMUYHICTNIO, MAKOXHC 3HAUHO BIOPISHAEMbCA 8I0 MEOPI6, HANUCAHUX AZUYHUYLKUMU
NUCOMEHHUKAMYU 8 nonepeoni cmoximms. Y yiil cmammi posznadacmuca meopyicms noema Opienyis, aKko2o 3apas
OLTbUICIMb GUEHUX OMOMONCHIOE 3 00HOIMeHHUM enuckonom Aszycmu Aycyiopym (cyuachuii Ow, ®panyis) y Iliedennii
Tannii, € 6adciusum npedcmagHuKom OUOAKmMu4Hoi noesii, i io2o meopuicmo € HeOYIHeHHUM NPUKIAOOM 6 ICMOpIi JCanpy.
Hoeo oudaxmuuna noema 3 uazgoro “‘Commonitorium”, Hanucana ene2iiHum OUCTUXOM, UMOGIpHO, Oyia cmeopeHa
onusvko 430 poxy nawioi epu.

Ak eucnosok, “Commonitorium” npedcmagisie cobow cepiio3ny noemy ma CMOCYEMbCA NUMAHb, WO Maomy
nepuiouepeose 3nauenns ona moocmea. Humanus npo me, woeo came “Commonitorium” npazne Hagyumu, OiicCHO Mae
senuKe 3HaueHHs 014 po3yminns meopy. Lleii meip npemenoye Ha chpaedi yHigepcanbHy pobomy, ujo 0Xone 6ce icHyioue,
aooice y 080x kuueax Opienyitl 8IOKpUSAE CBOIM UUMAUAM / YUHAM WIAX 00 CRACIHHA, 0A€ HAM KOHKDEMHY iH(opMayin

mMa po3nosioae, K Mu NOBUHHI NPOHCUMU CBOE HCUMMIA, K NOBUHHI CIasumucs 0o ceoix onudicrix i 0o boea.
Knrouosi cnosa: noemuxa, inmepmexcmyansHicms, oudaxmuuna noesis, Opienyiti, Commonitorium.

The relevance of the topic. This article dis-
cusses the work of a poet Orientius, who is
an important representative of didactic poetry,
and his work constitutes an important example in
the history of the genre. His didactic poem with
the title Commonitorium, in elegiacs was prob-
ably written around 430 AD. Our object is to
show to what extent the defining characteristics
of the genre can be found in Orientius’ poem and to
trace the permutations of these features throughout
the text. A full range of issues, which scholarship
on Orientius has hitherto neglected, will be stud-
ied: the “poetics” of the work, that is the poetic
self-awareness expressed in the poem, as well as
techniques of composition, rhetorical argumenta-
tion, strategies of persuasion and narration, inter-
textual allusions, relationship with contemporary
works and other aspects; thus, the article tries to
shed light on Orientius’ role as an innovative writer
of Latin didactic poetry as well as his position in
the landscape of late antique literature of the Sth
century AD.

The objectives of the research. Through
a close reading of the text, we will examine
the way how the first-person speaker presents him-
self. Our focus is not only on the historical author

and his readers on an extratextual level, but by fol-
lowing a similar approach like Katharina Volk, on
the speaker or persona and his internal addressee
(intratextual) (Volk, 2002: 4). By first taking
a close look at the poem’s self-referential passages,
we will focus on the way how the poem’s speaker
constructs his role as teacher and poet, as well as
the relationship he envisions between these two
roles. We shall examine the persona’s interactions
with his main addressee, the ways in which the pro-
cess of the teacher’s speech is presented as parallel
to the student’s learning process, and then turn to
those passages where he is speaking more specifi-
cally about his activity as a poet. While the first
part of the article provides an overview of didac-
tic poetry and discusses the criteria for defining
a didactic poem, the second part focuses on Orien-
tius’ work as a case study from late antiquity.
Analysis of basic research and publications.
It is not difficult to understand that Orientius’
work deserves more scholarly attention: the exist-
ing monographs on the Commonitorium date back
to 1902/3 (Bellanger, 1902) and the only English
translation with annotations was published in 1945
(Tobin 1954); there still exists no modern com-
mentary on the poem. As methods and approaches
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of Classicists have substantially advanced in
the last decades, the time is ripe for an analysis
of Orientius’ poem according to modern scientific
standards. Orientius is one of those writers who
improve acquaintance; and the reason is apparent.
He is gifted with a respectable vein of poetical tal-
ent, has trained that talent to the best of his powers,
and writes with no affectation and with the most
earnest sincerity. Nor has he lacked his reward.
Somehow, nearly every editor who has come to
treat of his works seriously is a Latinist of the high-
est rank — Delrio, Commire, Ellis. The admirable
critical edition of the last-named scholar is recog-
nized, and justly recognized, as the authoritative
and definitive edition of the poet. The Introduction
is a model of well-digested and lucidly set-forth
learning; and the volume is enriched with most
valuable indices. Among the many works of Pro-
fessor Ellis, none is more perfect in every respect;
and that is saying a good deal (Purser, 1904: 36).
M. Louis Bellanger, Professor at the Lycée of Auch,
has published a most attractive Essay on Orien-
tius, and a critical edition of the Commonitorium
(1903). Beginning with a criticism of the text, in
which he shows a complete mastery of all the liter-
ature on the subject, he discusses the date and per-
sonality, real and legendary, of the author (and this
must have entailed no small amount of study);
then proceeds to treat of the language, versifica-
tion, style, and obligations of the poet; and finally
in a masterly section dilates on the ideas expressed
in the poem. As an appendix an elegant trans lation
of the whole poem is given, enriched with short
and pertinent notes. The volume is dedicated to
Professor Ellis; and to no one is better due every
token of respect which can be paid by a writer on
Orientius (Purser, 1904: 37).

Presentation of the main material. The very
notion of didactic poetry has seemed to some
a contradiction in terms. In antiquity, didac-
tic poetry was not considered a genre in its own
right, and the long debate on truth and poetry was
bound to raise questions about the status of didac-
tic poetry. Didactic poetry “originated almost acci-
dentally in Greece, blossomed nearly miraculously
in Rome, and was never afterwards to be convinc-
ingly revived” (Volk, 2002: 1). If didactic poetry
has one defining characteristic, it is that it aims
to instruct (Toohey, 2013: 2). In didactic poetry
the reader is invited to consider not just the mes-
sage and the brilliant language of its exposition,
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but what lies behind the message, the human val-
ues and the vision which the poem embodies.

A didactic poem does to a certain extent tell
a story: the story of its own coming into being
as a poem, which is at the same time the story
of the teacher’s instructing the student. Katha-
rina Volk has proposed the criteria which capture
the essence of both the “didactic” and the “poetic”
aspects of didactic poetry and serve as a useful key
to the interpretation of the individual poem. How-
ever, they do not constitute the only possible way
of defining this elusive genre.

Thus, the genre of ancient didactic poetry,
according to Katharina Volk, is defined by four
main characteristics:

— explicit didactic intent;

— teacher-student constellation;

— poetic self-consciousness;

— poetic simultaneity.

A didactic poem could thus be described as
the self-consciously poetic speech uttered by
the persona, who combines the roles of poet
and teacher, explicitly in order to instruct the fre-
quently addressed student in some professed art or
branch of knowledge (Volk, 2002: 40).

Having discussed the nature of didactic poetry
in general, it is time to turn to Orientius’ Commoni-
torium and to investigate the characteristic features
of didactic poetry in this text. The Commonito-
rium can be described as a didactic epic in so far
as the narrator has the explicit intent to instruct
and admonish his audience. Orientius’ work
appears to us as a “true” didactic poem, that is, as
the poem that exhibits those characteristics that
Katharina Volk associates with later manifestations
of the genre (Volk, 2002: 51). The Commonitorium
establishes Orientius as an expert on human affairs
and practices. Unambiguously didactic in his rhet-
oric and intent, the poet instructs his audience how
to live their lives in a manner that guarantees eter-
nal life.

Let us read the poem against the background
of the four criteria for didactic poetry established
by Volk. I shall first treat the form of the teach-
ing speech addressed to the student by the persona
and then consider the fact that the speaker’s words
are clearly presented as poetry. There can be no
doubt that the text exhibits strong didactic intent
(first criterion for didactic poetry), and teacher-
student constellation (second criterion), which are
apparent from the repeated addresses to the stu-
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dent, who is continually exhorted to pay atten-
tion to and learn from the persona’s words. Ori-
entius” Commonitorium clearly signals its didactic
thrust, most prominently in the statement 1.16, 2.1,
drawing attention to the process of his teaching
with such words as docere (1.16, 2.273), statuere
(2.86), constanter dicere (2.399), monitum (1.80,
1.257, 2.1), sermo (1.28), repetere (1.345, 2.187),
praeterire (2.189, 2.347), expedire (1.388), sen-
tire (2.85), debere factis tradere (2.393). Teach-
ing morality and how to attain eternal salvation
is the speaker’s aim throughout the text, and he
never loses sight of his goal. He announces his
subject matter in the very first lines of Book 1. The
poem takes the form of a speech by the persona to
the addressee, the tone of which is authoritative,
instructive and considerate. The persona’s didactic
intent should also be implied in the speaker’s fre-
quent addresses to a “you”, that is to his student.
However, the speaker does nothing to present him-
self specifically as a teacher figure or to introduce
explicitly an individualized student or students
(Tobin, 1945: 6).

It is important to pose the question: for what
audience is the poem intended? The answer is not
always easy to find. Whom did Orientius have in
mind as the recipient of his Commonitorium? We
have to understand the student primarily as an intra-
textual character, a “creation of the poem itself”,
in other words, as one member of the teacher-
student constellation typical of didactic poetry
as a genre (Volk, 2002: 74). The teacher concen-
trates on his addressee throughout the text, con-
tinuously imparting knowledge to him and giving
him detailed instruction. The speaker continuously
refers to his own speech, as well as to the address-
ee’s role as a listener. The reason why the student
is silent tacitus is that he is the student figure in
a didactic poem, where no one is allowed to speak
except the poet himself (Volk, 2002: 80). While
the speaker is continuously drawing attention to
the process of his teaching, the student is not given
a name, but an anonymous addressee is constantly
being urged to take notice and pay attention. The
student figure is never an independent charac-
ter with genuine reactions, but always a creation
of the teacher’s speech. He is not given any par-
ticular traits and does not stand in a personal rela-
tionship to the speaker. Everything we know about
him, we know from the speaker, and everything
the speaker does not tell us must remain unclear.

The presence of this anonymous addressee enables
us to claim for the Commonitorium the teacher-
student constellation typical, and necessary, for
didactic poetry.

The speaker employs numerous strategies to
involve the student in his own discourse. The kinds
of addresses we find in Orientius (commands,
exhortations, appeals to observation, transitions
to a new topic) are typical of didactic poetry in
general (Volk, 2002: 206). Whether he likes it or
not, the addressee and his experience are already
part of the teacher’s discourse. A similar strat-
egy of evoking a sense of tua res (Volk, 2002:
78) in the student is the use of the ethical dative,
a grammatical feature that is typically employed
in discourse situations to signal personal involve-
ment. Beginning with 1.16, where the ¢ibi indi-
cates the presence of an addressee, he continually
addresses a student figure in the second-person sin-
gular to give the impression that the subject mat-
ter being treated is of immediate relevance to him.
Once the poet leaves the theoretical part and turns
to the instructional part of his poem, his second-
person addresses increase. All second-person
addresses, apart from the invocation of Christ in
1.19-42, involve the same character, the persona
discipuli of the Commonitorium, who is again
and again addressed in the course of the text. The
speaker implies that his student has been closely
following the entire poem: the poet for a moment
treats him as though he was his only audience. The
student is in fact the one addressee of the poem to
whom the poet has been speaking all the time. It is
clear that the poet does not imagine his addressee
as one individual person, even though he consis-
tently addresses him in second-person singular,
never plural. Thus, the didactic poet speaks over
the head of the formal addressee to a wider audi-
ence, whose identity has to be reconstructed from
the text of the poem.

The Commonitorium belongs to the kind
of didactic poetry that the Tractatus Coislinia-
nus calls vpnyntikn, “instructional” (Volk, 2002:
31, 41). However, the poem combines theoreti-
cal and instructional teaching; not surprisingly,
the teacher addresses his student more frequently
when giving him advice on practical matters. As
a result, his speech is not a descriptive scholarly
discourse, but a series of orders addressed directly
to his student. The Commonitorium is clearly
addressed to some kind of student, who is given
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both practical advice on how to attain eternal
life and theoretical information on what earthly
and eternal life is. The speaker’s instructions heav-
ily rely on demanding imperatives, both singular
and plural (1.4, 1.15, 1.91, 1.98, 1.209, 1.214,
1.217-224, 1.253, 1.260, 1.307, 1.309, 1.319-322,
1.402,1.407-408,1,413,1.415,1.433,1.439, 1.456,
1.615, 2.41, 2.43, 2.45, 2.147, 2.151, 2.158-160),
phrases such as dic, rogo (1.535), rogo ne cre-
das (1.305), and repeated vocatives lector (1.79,
2.85, 2.330, 2.393), fidissime lector (2.1), pecca-
tor (1.611), which create a monotonous pattern in
the poem, but it is never made quite clear for what
kind of contemporary audience all this instruction
is intended. The teacher makes extensive use also
of jussive subjunctives, often in the third-person
singular or plural as well as the first-person sin-
gular and plural and the second-person singular
(1.53, 1.77-78, 1.213, 1.228, 1.230, 1.400, 1.445,
1.454, 1.614, 1.616, 2.6, 2.33, 2.44, 2.90, 2.211,
2.410-416), and of gerunds and gerundives (1.2,
1.16, 1.49, 1.81, 1.160, 1.191, 1.235, 1.265, 1.406,
1.411, 1.426, 1.482, 1.510-511, 1.538, 1.553,
1.558, 2.9-10, 2.78, 1.153, 2.221, 2.257, 2.272,
3.312,2.346, 2.373-374, 2.382, 2.388).

The persona does not hand out advice in
an impersonal manner, but rather finds ways to sig-
nal his own involvement in what he teaches. He
thus on occasions uses the first-person plural to
align himself with his student (noster 1.17, 1.25,
1.27, 1.30, 1.51, 1.95, 1.257, 2.11, 2.407-408;
nobis 1.72, 1.206, 1.487). This practice is reminis-
cent of the speaker of De rerum natura, who like-
wise uses the first-person plural to create a strong
connection between himself and his addressee. The
repeated use of verbs and pronouns in the first-per-
son plural is used in order to evoke the impression
that speaker and addressee are taking part in a joint
enterprise. Of course, in Latin the first-person plu-
ral is frequently used to refer solely to the single
speaker (“we” equals “I”), or to make a statement
about human experience in general (“we” equals
“one”). However, [ would argue that in the Com-
monitorium as well as in the De rerum natura, even
the most unspecific use of the first-person plural
serves to create a community of teacher and lis-
tener/student. A final prominent method used by
the speaker to involve the addressee in the argu-
ment is the creation of a quasi-dialogue. As we
have seen, didactic poetry is a genre that typically
takes the form of a monologue, but the speaker does
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his best to give a voice to his student. Rhetorical
questions abound throughout the poem, and we are
invited to imagine the student’s humble answer-
ing to the many instances of fot tantisque bonis
domini tibi munere partis / quid tandem dignum
reddis amore pio? (1.165-166) and similar expres-
sions (1.89-90, 1.99-100, 1.167-168, 1.191-194,
1.199-200, 1.201-202, 1.237-238, 1.277-278,
1.407, 1.415, 1.421-422, 1.493-494, 1.535-536,
1.537-539, 1.543-544, 1.557-558; 2.7-12, 2.61-62,
2.67-74, 2.75-80, 2.93-94, 2.121-150, 2.185-188,
2.219-220, 2.225-226, 2.230, 2.309-310).

It is now time to turn to a discussion of the poetic
self-consciousness of the Commonitorium. Ori-
entius’ teaching speech clearly exhibits the third
criterion for didactic poetry: his persona is a poet
inspired by God, who can refer to his exhortations
to his student as te, deus omnipotens, et corde et
uoce rogare, / te sine nec linguam soluere, Christe,
placet, (1.19-20) and who is willing his teaching to
please the Lord (1.25-28).

Consider the lines /.15-20 of the Commonitorium:

ergo, age, da pronas aures sensumque uacantem:

uita docenda mihi est, uita petenda tibi.

sed, quo sit melior nostri doctrina libelli,

et teneat rectas carminis ordo uias:

te, deus omnipotens, et corde et uoce rogare,

te sine nec linguam soluere, Christe, placet,

This passage not only identifies the content
of the poem, it also clearly indicates with the help
of the phrase et teneat rectas carminis ordo uias
that what we are reading is a poem (carmen)
and that the first person speaker is its poet. There
are two somewhat unusual features about his invo-
cation. First, the persona explicitly mentions two
reasons why he is asking the help. Both of them
are explained in the attributive and conditional
clauses, preceding the invocation:

1) demere qui tenebras reuocato lumine caecis,

auditum surdis auribus inserere,

corporis et mentis saeuos depellere morbos,

soluere mutorum qui pius ora soles:

te penes officium nostri est et cordis et oris.
(1.21-25)

2) ergo nisi eloquium, sensum nisi, Christe,
ministres,

conatusque animae tu nisi, Christe, regas,

ora homines omnes et muta et bruta tenebunt

quodque etiam possunt, hoc quoque non poter-
unt. (1.39-42)
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The second interesting point about the invo-
cation and conclusion is the fact that the speaker
refers to the composition of his poem as writing
(doctrina libelli 1.17, verba libelli 2.10, scriptum
2.398). The speaker proceeds to declare that since
only the Lord is the one who gives wisdom, he will
speak of Him (ac per te de te sit tibi sermo placens
1.28). In these passages, like in other instances,
the persona’s words are explicitly presented as
poetry. Thus, the invocation of God and Christ
as well as the following addresses to Him make
the audience expect that God father and son will
indeed be the subject of the song to follow.

The speaker refers to his words as carmen
and describes his own activity as sermo. This
choice of vocabulary is enough for the moment
to establish that the speaker thinks of himself as
not merely a teacher, but also a poet. The speaker
of the Commonitorium strictly adheres to the code
of “epic objectivity” (Volk, 2002: 67), limiting
poetic self-consciousness nearly exclusively to
the proem and epilogue of his poem. Thus, his
double status as both teacher and poet is neatly
expressed in the lines 1.15-42, where the persona
manages to mention his subject matter, as well as
his addressee, to indicate clearly that the work in
the making is poetry, and to create a sense of begin-
ning and thus to establish poetic simultaneity. The
first person of a poem may even be identified with
the author by name. The most compelling rea-
son for the identification of author and persona
remains the fact that in a large number of poems,
namely the ones that are “self-conscious”, the text
itself makes this equation: quo sit melior nostri
doctrina libelli, / et teneat rectas carminis ordo
uias (1.17-18) and nominis abscedat ne tibi cura
mei (2.416) unmistakably presents the speaker as
the poet and thus invites the readers to understand
that it is Orientius himself to whom they are listen-
ing. Thus, the persona does invoke God and Christ
(1.19-20) and refers to his profession as a poet
(1.17-18).

The speaker of the poem is a serious teacher.
Absolutely convinced of the truth and importance
of his mission, he goes about the conversion of his
student with great zeal and dedication. However,
he is also a serious poet, and there can be no doubt
that he regards this aspect of his activity as equally
important. The poet exhibits a certain degree
of personal involvement in his subject matter (non
ignarus enim miseris succerrere tempto 1.405), as

well as quite a bit of enthusiasm for his own task
of composing poetry about it. However, he never
offers any explicit reflection on why he uses poetry
as a medium for his teaching. As another way
of expressing a close connection between the poet
and his subject matter, the speaker of the Common-
itorium a number of times employs the figure that
Godo Lieberg has called poeta creator or creator
motif, that is he presents himself as doing what
he is actually only describing (Volk, 2002: 127).
Instead of staying outside his song, the poet gives
the impression of being part of it. Orientius thus
seamlessly combines the roles of teacher and poet.
Doing so not only makes his poem coherent,
but also serves an important rhetorical function:
the persona is not just a teacher who also happens
to be a poet, but his authority as teacher derives
from the very fact that he is inspired by God.
Poetic simultaneity, the fourth criterion for
didactic poetry, likewise plays a major role in
the Commonitorium. Like the speakers of other
didactic poems, the persona of the Commonito-
rium is very prominent throughout the text. Con-
tinually drawing attention to the ongoing process
of his teaching, he creates a vivid sense of simul-
taneity with the help of self-referential statements
(1.79-89, 1.611-612, 2.1-2, 2.85-86, 2.399, 2.410).
However, it is striking that the reference is always
only to the speaker’s speaking, never to the poet’s
“singing” or the like. Creating the vivid impres-
sion that his instruction of his student is a process
that is taking place “right now”, the poet starts his
work with the announcement ergo, age, da pro-
nas aures sensumque uacantem (1.15) and ends
with the observation fu si commendes animo
demissa per aurem / omnia, quae Scriptis sunt
numerata meis 2.397-398). Throughout the poem,
the speaker keeps up the illusion of simultaneity,
referring to the process of his ongoing teaching
and poetic composition. He summarises the mate-
rial treated so far, before announcing the new
topic which he is about to discuss next, with such
announcements as principio geminam debes cog-
noscere uitam 1.43 (cf. 1.79, 1.91, 1.108, 1.171,
1.345, adverbs ergo 1.15, 1.39, 1.79, 1.253, 1.435,
1.453,1.611, 2.347, and quare 1.315). Throughout
the text, he shows himself aware of what has been
said before and what is still to come. He clearly
indicates when he is moving smoothly from one
topic to the next. Orientius repeats important
points in order to “fix them indelibly in the mind
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of his reader” (Volk, 2002: 76). Thus, at the begin-
ning of a poem, its composition is usually depicted
as lying in the future or just about to begin. The
speaker of the Commonitorium with the imperative
in the present, invites his student for listening with
age (1.15, 2.151), thus implying that the song is
starting “right now”. As poetic simultaneity is not
necessarily used consistently throughout a poem,
in the course of a poem the speaker no longer talks
about his producing a song but refers directly to his
subject matter. At the end of the poem, he refers
to the completion of his work. However, the sense
of a beginning is also especially strong. A careful
reading shows that the pupil does make gradual
progress over the course of the two books and by
the end should ideally be ready for further study on
his or her own (2.397-418).

Asign that Orientius is speaking not just as a wise
man, but indeed qua poet, is his use of the journey
metaphors so popular in didactic poetry. The motif
of the journey is to be regarded as an instance
of the poetic journey metaphor, which depicts
the poet’s composition as his travelling along a cer-
tain path. The poet applies the image of the journey
metaphor not just to himself, but to his student as
well. In doing so, he follows the practice of Lucre-
tius: both teacher and student are described as trav-
elling on what one assumes is the same path, the one
from ignorance to knowledge, with the teacher
leading the way (Volk, 2002: 231). The same is
true in the Commonitorium, where the author uses
the Callimachean image of the untrodden path. The
learning “process” of the student is likewise pre-
sented as a journey along a path, as becomes clear
already at the beginning of the poem:

quae caelum reseret, mortem fuget, aspera uitet,
felici currat tramite, disce uiam.

nam nos, et carnis uitiis et tempore uicti,
terrenum gradimur sine doloris iter. 1.3-6

The example from this passage implies that
the poet is travelling the path of song on foot. Sim-
ilar to the persona of Lucretius’ De rerum natura,
Virgil’s Georgics, Manilius’ Astronomica, the poet
of the Commonitorium expresses joy of going on
a poetic journey and roaming the untrodden paths:

solaque permixtis haec sunt modo gaudia uotis,
si, quod non facimus, saltem alii faciant,
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ut quia nunc istud, quod protinus effugit, aeuum
infidis capti degimus inlecebris,

lasciuum miserum fallax breue mobile uanum,
7 heu noxarum malus origo praecipitat,
omnibus his, raptim quae sunt moritura, relictis
tu forti teneas non moritura fide. 1.7-14

It is obvious that the image of the poet’s
and student’s wandering through pathless places
(1.131-160, 1.177-190, 1.279-289, 1.307-310,
2.95-104, 2.165-184) is an instantiation of the jour-
ney metaphor. A sea voyage (1.155-158) and a char-
iot ride (1.159-160), which are evocative of poetic
simultaneity, also appear throughout the text
and the poet is fond of playing with these images.
In Orientius, the speaker’s wish to “run through”
everything, especially the idea that the poet is liter-
ally travelling through the universe he describes,
plays a large role. As he speaks, the poet is in
the process of creating his ongoing poem about
attaining eternal life and giving a vivid impres-
sion of simultaneity by implying that the speaker’s
composition is going on right now (modo, nunc).

Conclusions and prospects for further
research. Considering the history of the forma-
tion of didactic poetry as a genre, we have come
to the conclusion that what is wrong with didactic
poetry is its contradiction in terms. Poetry is not
meant to be instructional, and teaching is certainly
not expected to be poetic (Volk, 2002: 1). Hav-
ing tested test Orientius’ poem against the four
criteria for didactic poetry, we have can see that
the Commonitorium on a formal level continues
the ancient tradition of didactic poetry and that
its speaker presents himself as both a teacher
and a poet. His innovative subject matter, moral
behaviour according to Christian belief, is a cen-
tral preoccupation of the Commonitorium; with
a comparatively simple language for late antique
standards, the poem provides practical informa-
tion and crucial advice about how to reach sal-
vation. The text exhibits strong didactic intent,
teacher-student constellation, poetic self-con-
sciousness and simultaneity, that is all the four
criteria f which Volk classifies as fundamental
for didactic poetry or didactic poetry. As methods
and approaches of Classicists have substantially
advanced in the last decades, the time is ripe for
an analysis of Orientius’ poem according to mod-
ern scientific standards.
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