
Manilius and the Context of his Cosmos


Abstract:

In writing his five part poem, Astronomica, Marcus Manilius, declares that he will bring the world “novel offerings untold by any before” (Manilius and Goold, 2006).  An enigmatic figure, Manilius constructs a philosophical cosmos that is ruled by a line of cause and effect, divine intervention and immutable fate.  Despite the oft-accepted incomplete existence of his poem, there is still much one can learn about the beginnings of ancient astronomical thought, as well as about the author himself.

Little is known of the historical Manilius, but through analysis of the Astronomica, one can conclude considerable amounts about the character, virtues and historical context of the author.  Manilius draws on a vast historical tradition in his text, mimicking the metre and prose of great poets like Hesiod and Homer.  However, he stands in direct opposition to the philosophical inclinations of arguably his greatest direct influence, Lucretius.  In his time, Lucretius was the most credible philosopher to have built a complete picture of the cosmos as he saw it; however, Manilius depicts himself as definitively anti-Lucretian, through his denial of Lucretius’ seemingly random and disordered cosmos.  His intentionally lofty prose combined with anti-Lucretian sentiment indicate a certain prideful, and at times, arrogant, tone throughout the poem. By contradicting the prior authority on the subject in such direct fashion,  Manilius hopes to establish himself as the new authority on the cosmos.

In Manilius' view of the Cosmos, every planet, star and comet in our galaxy is a divine symbol for humanity to interpret and interact with.  However, as the poem concludes, Manilius explains that all of the more distant stars outside of the Milky Way Galaxy are part of 'the Legion' and have little power or significance.  He explains: "had nature given its powers consonant with its legions, the very empyrean would be helpless before its fires, and the whole universe would become embroiled in the flames of a blazing sky" (Manilius and Goold, 2006).  The reference to the legions being a threat to the greater cosmos hints at an analogy of the danger of the vast plebeian population to the Roman establishment at the time.  Many other lines of analogy can be drawn that lead one to believe that Manilius may have had some political ulterior motive for the writing of his Astronomica.

In this exposition, we will explore the Astronomica as a means of uncovering the true identity of Manilius --- his influences, character and motivations for writing the Astronomica.  Most importantly, we will explore the possibility of Manilius' cosmos as an allegory for the Roman State, seeking to accredit the authority of this state by depicting it as a microcosm of the universe that we live in.
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