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Virgilian Intertexts in Jerome’s Letters of Consolation: Motives, Audience, Purpose, Effects

	Jerome of Stridon’s attitude toward the pagan classics has been the subject of much study, largely due to his vivid recounting of a famous dream in which he was brought before the divine judgment and chastised for being “Ciceronianus, non Christianus.” Jerome was so terrified by the dream that he swore never to read pagan literature again, a vow he kept for more than fifteen years (Pease, 1919, p. 155). Yet in this time period Jerome continued to write, and his quotations and allusions to pagan writings continued. Of his writings, his corpus of 123 surviving letters has made him widely recognized among modern scholars as a master of the epistolography (Cain, 2017, p. 221); and of these letters, his thirteen letters of consolation make him “the foremost representative in Latin Christian literature of this genre” (Hagendahl, 1974, p. 224).
	This paper argues that a close reading of the Virgilian intertexts within these thirteen consolatory epistles, given their lofty stature within Jerome’s opera omnia, reveals that Jerome maintained in practice a functional approach to pagan literature, and an approach that is consistent with his few philosophical pronouncements, written latter in his life, on how he and other Christians ought to treat the classics found in Epistola LXX and Adversus Rufinum. The consolatory epistles were all written between 384-412, the second half of Jerome’s long and prolific career, with the earliest one occurring a full ten years after his famous dream had taken place. Of these thirteen epistles, there are eighteen total intertexts to Virgil occurring in seven of these letters. Seventeen of these intertexts are to the Aeneid and one is to the Georgics; one of these texts is cited twice within a span of four years. Jerome uses these intertexts in three distinct manners. First, there are single line intertexts that are referenced as passing allusions insofar as their content is reminiscent of what Jerome is discussing. Second, there are intertexts quoted directly as proverbs intended for instruction. Third, there are four longer quotations that Jerome engages directly rather than merely allude to them. Since all these intertexts are used within the broader genre of consolation, the specific identities and backgrounds of the thirteen different addressees (seven women and six men), though not unimportant, do not have a significant effect on the manner in which the intertexts are used. Taken together, the intertexts in these thirteen epistles, despite the four decades that separate their composition, reveal Jerome’s consistent attitude toward the role of the pagan classics: that they serve as ancillary complements, providing color and vigor, to Jerome’s broader goal of bringing solace to the grieved within the context of Christian faith.
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