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Abstract: Livy’s narrative, far from being a faithful and scrupulous account of historical facts, is first and foremost a piece of literary, a narration, a collection of exempla that should serve as models or anti-models for readers, as Livy himself says in his Praefatio (Liv. Praef. 10). In his writing work, he follows guiding principles, the most important of which is the dialectic of contrasts, inspired by oratory and rhetoric. On the basis of different examples from the first decade of Ab Urbe condita, the objective of this article is to examine how this principle of writing was applied to the theme of Returns (a motif well known in the imaginary and literature of classical Antiquity). Thus, it appears that each episode of return or attempt to return is systematically preceded by an episode of withdrawal from the civic community, with which it is contrasted in various ways. Examples of such withdrawal-return antagonist pairs are numerous, and they concern both individual characters (Tarquin the Proud, Coriolanus, Cincinnatus, Kaeso Quinctius, etc.) and collective ensembles (in the form of a secessio of an entire ordo).
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Introduction

The pattern of the “Return” is universal in ancient legends and literature. If its best-known expression is that of the Greek Nostoi, this motif is already found long before in the Middle East and in Egypt, but also afterwards in the Roman world. The present paper proposes to study the use and treatment of this motif in Livy’s Ab Vrbe Condita, and more specifically in the first decade, which is particularly rich from this point of view. The objective will be to discern the originality of the Latin (and more specifically Livian) tradition in the narrative construction of the Returns.

I. Withdrawals and returns in the first decade: review of examples and typology

To reach this objective, the first step will be to review the most significant cases of returns in order to highlight their narrative characteristics and to establish a typology. It appears that we can distinguish two kinds of Returns: individual and collective.
Within the category of individual returns, which are relatively frequent in the narrative, a distinction must be made between violent returns (in which case they are generally attempts to return, doomed to failure) and non-violent returns. 

A. Tarquin the Proud
The category of violent returns can be illustrated by the already well-known example of Tarquin the Proud.[footnoteRef:1] Livy says that, after being expelled, the last king of Rome tried to return to power by all means, first by trickery, then by force: [1:  On his character and more specifically his fall, see MASTROCINQUE (2015). ] 


Cum haud cuiquam in dubio esset bellum ab Tarquiniis imminere, id quidem spe omnium serius fuit; ceterum, id quod non timebant, per dolum ac proditionem prope libertas amissa est. (2) Erant in Romana iuuentute adulescentes aliquot, nec ii tenui loco orti, quorum in regno libido solutior fuerat, aequales sodalesque adulescentium Tarquiniorum, adsueti more regio uiuere. (3) Eam tum aequato iure omnium licentiam quaerentes libertatem aliorum in suam uertisse seruitutem inter se conquerebantur. […] (5) Ita iam sua sponte aegris animis legati ab regibus superueniunt sine mentione reditus bona tantum repetentes. (Liv. II 3. 1–3, 5)

Although no one doubted that the Tarquinii would presently go to war, their attack was delayed beyond expectation; while a thing men did not fear at all, to wit a treasonable plot, almost cost Rome her liberty. There were among the young men a number of youths, the sons of families not unimportant, whose pleasures had been less confined under the monarchy, who, being of the same age as the young Tarquinii, and their cronies, had grown used to the untrammelled life of princes. This licence they missed, now that all enjoyed equal rights, and they had got into the way of complaining to each other that the liberty of the rest had resulted in their own enslavement. […] Thanks to such reflections, they were already infected with disloyalty when envoys from the royal family appeared, who without saying anything about the return of the Tarquinii, sought merely to recover their property.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  All translations are by B.O. Foster (The Loeb Classical Library).] 


It is to be noted that, in the account he gives us, Livy is apparently contradicting the dominant message. Indeed, Tarquin the Proud is considered by default to be the enemy of all the Romans, as the tyrant who deprives them all of their freedom and is obeyed only under duress. Such is the portrait that the narrative aims to give of his character. The facts, however, suggest a somewhat different reality.[footnoteRef:3] Indeed, Tarquin’s attempt to return shows clearly that the Romans were actually far from being unanimously opposed to him.  Quite the contrary, because it is precisely thanks to the support of a significant number of the elite that his return almost became a reality. In order to erase the discrepancy between the intended reconstruction of the episode and the reality, the traditional account tries to minimize the role and importance of Tarquin’s supporters in Rome by invoking the trickery (dolus) of the tyrant (which was suitable to divert certain Romans from their naturally right and just behavior) and by assimilating the conspirators into the youth (adulescentes), who were moreover companions of the debauchery and lust of the Tarquins (Tarquiniorum sodales … quorum in regno libido solutior fuerat, Liv. II 3. 2). But Livy will also take advantage of the apparent contradictions between reality and its reinterpretation to play on the contrast between libertas and licentia:[footnoteRef:4] libertas gained at the expense of the tyrant is the greatest achievement of the res publica, its greatest value;[footnoteRef:5] but it is also precisely by claiming to recover their freedom that the partisans of Tarquin justify their plot and their return.  According to them, the Republic is the cause of their servitude (seruitus). To get out of this aporia, Livy then makes a clear distinction between republican freedom and the unlimited freedom granted by tyrants, namely licentia: freedom is a good thing as long as it is framed by equal rights (ius aequatum), whereas it can become harmful if it is unlimited. In the Livian narrative, the return of Tarquin thus becomes the symbol of the return of licentia to the detriment of libertas: this is the reason why such a return was intolerable and why it failed. [3:  For an attempt to rehabilitate the image of Tarquin the Great, going beyond slander to portray a more
realistic picture of the historical figure of the last king of Rome, see MARTIN (1982) 277–286.]  [4:  On the opposition libertas-licentia, which echoes the political struggles of the end of the Republic, when the optimates claimed to defend the republican freedom (libertas) against the excesses of the populares (licentia), see MARTIN (1994) 118–140.]  [5:  On the concept of freedom and the way ancient historiographers dealt with it, see WIRSZUBSKI (1950); GUARINO (1975) 13 sq and 135 sq; BRUNT (1988) 291–296; OGILVIE (1956) 1956, 233 sq; MARTIN (1994) 99–184; MARTIN (2007); COGITORE (2011); KAPUST (2011) 99–110; ARENA (2012) (but is focused essentially on late Republic); RICHARDSON (2013); VASALY (2015) 55–59 and 116–121.] 


B. Coriolanus
Another example of return through violence is that of Coriolanus.[footnoteRef:6] The narrative treatment that Livy gives to this character, even if it presents some similarities to that of Tarquin, is quite different. Indeed, the fault that led to Coriolanus’s withdrawal and exile lies within both Coriolanus and the civic community. This shared fault allows Livy to develop, once again, a contrasting narrative that progresses through opposing views: [6:  On Coriolanus and the narrative shaping of this character, see esp. CORNELL (2003).] 


(34.7) M. Minucio deinde et A. Sempronio consulibus magna uis frumenti ex Sicilia aduecta, agitatumque in senatu, quanti plebi daretur. (8) Multi uenisse tempus premendae plebis putabant recuperandique iura, quae extorta secessione ac ui patribus essent. (9) In primis Marcius Coriolanus, hostis tribuniciae potestatis, “Si annonam” inquit, “ueterem uolunt, ius pristinum reddant patribus. Cur ego plebeios magistratus, cur Sicinium potentem uideo sub iugum missus, tamquam ab latronibus redemptus? Egone has indignitates diutius patiar quam necesse est? Tarquinium regem qui non tulerim, Sicinium feram? […]” (35.1) Et senatui nimis atrox uisa sententia est, et plebem ira prope armauit: […] Eum sibi carnificem nouum exortum, qui aut mori aut seruire iubeat. (2) In exeuntem e curia impetus factus esset, ni peropportune tribuni diem dixissent. […] (3) Sed adeo infensa erat coorta plebs, ut unius poena defungendum esset patribus. […] (6) Ipse cum die dicta non adesset, perseueratum in ira est. Damnatus absens in Volscos exulatum abiit minitans patriae hostilesque iam tum spiritus gerens. (Liv. II 34 7–10, 35. 1–6)

Next year, in the consulship of Marcus Minucius and Aulus Sempronius, a large quantity of grain was imported from Sicily, and the senate debated at what price it should be sold to the plebeians. Many thought the time had come for repressing the commons, and resuming the rights which they had violently extorted from the Fathers by secession and by force.[footnoteRef:7] Conspicuous among these was Marcius Coriolanus, an enemy to the tribunician power, who said: “If they want corn at the old price let them restore to the senate its ancient rights. Why do I see plebeian magistrates, why do I, after being sent beneath the yoke and ransomed, as it were, from brigands, behold Sicinius in power? Shall I endure these humiliations any longer than I must? When I would not brook Tarquinius as king, must I brook Sicinius? […]” Even the senate deemed the proposal too harsh, and the plebs were so angry that they almost resorted to arms. […] In him [i.e. Marcius Coriolanus] a new executioner had risen up against them, who bade them choose between death and slavery. […] But the commons had risen in such a storm of anger that the Fathers had to sacrifice one man to appease them. […] But when Marcius himself, on the day appointed for the hearing, failed to appear, men’s hearts were hardened against him. Condemned in his absence, he went into exile with the Volsci, uttering threats against his country, and even then breathing hostility. [7:  Passages in italics are not in Foster’s translation but an addition of mine.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk105254133]
By his excessive, proud, and contemptuous behavior, marked by superbia and contemptio, Coriolanus is clearly at fault: he harms social harmony and positions himself as an enemy (hostis, inimicus) of a part of the city (the plebs), to such an extent that even the patricians reprove his excessiveness and accept the condemnation of one who was nevertheless one of them. Conversely, the plebs is also guilty of excessiveness, succumbing to anger (plebem ira prope armauit) and to tyrannical arbitrariness: for the plebs is explicitly portrayed in the same way as the Tarquins, using violence to obtain what they wish, putting their opponents under the yoke and unjustly condemning, in defiance of the senators’ recommendation, an innocent man – Coriolanus – who was not present to defend himself.
This shared fault explains why Coriolanus’s return (or rather his attempt to return) is presented in an equally contrasting way. Despite the fact that this return is motivated by revenge and is carried out with violence, it is initially successful: Coriolanus, at the head of the Volscian army, conquers a significant part of the Roman territory and dangerously approaches the city. On the narrative level, if this violent return was fortunate, it is because the plebs were at fault and committed an injustice by forcing Coriolanus to withdraw and go into exile. But since the same Coriolanus was also partly responsible for his exile because of his proud and tyrannical behavior, which he confirmed by not respecting the decision of the assembly and by rising up in arms against his own country, it was inconceivable that his return could be completely victorious. It is then that the narrative brings in Coriolanus’ mother, Veturia, who goes to meet her son along with her daughter-in-law (Volumnia, Coriolanus’ wife) and her grandchildren. The words that Livy lends her on this occasion are particularly revealing of the Livian narrative strategy:
[bookmark: _Hlk105263797]
(40.5) Coriolanus prope ut amens consternatus ab sede sua cum ferret matri obuiae conplexum, mulier in iram ex precibus uersa “sine, priusquam conplexum accipio, sciam” inquit, “ad hostem an ad filium uenerim, captiua materne in castris tuis sim. (6) In hoc me longa uita et infelix senecta traxit, ut exulem te, deinde hostem uiderem? Potuisti populari hanc terram, quae te genuit atque aluit? (7) Non tibi quamuis infesto animo et minaci perueneras ingredienti fines ira cecidit? Non, cum in conspectu Roma fuit, succurrit: Intra illa moenia domus ac penates mei sunt, mater, coniunx liberique? (8) Ergo ego nisi peperissem, Roma non oppugnaretur; nisi filium haberem, libera in libera patria mortua essem. […]” (10) Conplexus inde suos dimittit; ipse retro ab urbe castra mouit. Abductis deinde legionibus ex agro Romano inuidia rei oppressum perisse tradunt. (Liv. II 40. 5–8, 10)

Coriolanus started up like a madman from his seat, and running to meet his mother would have embraced her, but her entreaties turned to anger, and she said: “Suffer me to learn, before I accept your embrace, whether I have come to an enemy or a son; whether I am a captive or a mother in your camp. Is it this to which long life and an unhappy old age have brought me, that I should behold in you an exile and then an enemy? Could you bring yourself to ravage this country, which gave you birth and reared you? Did not your anger fall from you, no matter how hostile and threatening your spirit when you came, as you passed the boundary? Did it not come over you, when Rome lay before your eyes: ‘Within those walls are my home and my gods, my mother, my wife, and my children?’ So then, had I not been a mother Rome would not now be besieged! Had I no son I should have died a free woman, in a free land! […]” He embraced his family and sent them back, and withdrew his forces from before the City. Having then led his army out of Rome’s dominions he is said to have perished beneath the weight of resentment which this act caused.

The words pronounced by Veturia juxtapose in a clearly contrasting way the two faces of Coriolanus: the son and the enemy. If she wishes the return of the first (whom she wishes to embrace), she rejects categorically the return of the other (priusquam conplexum accipio, sciam ad hostem an ad filium uenerim). The whole of Veturia’s speech is built on this contrast,[footnoteRef:8] whose climax appeals once again to the notion of libertas. For Veturia, the return of her son as an enemy means the end of liberty and the return of tyranny, so much so that she regrets having given birth to Coriolanus (nisi filium haberem, libera in libera patria mortua essem). The words are harsh and lead Coriolanus to renounce his return and to withdraw a second time, but this time voluntarily, which contributes not only to preserving the libertas of the Res Publica, but also to rehabilitating the character of Coriolanus, who renounces pride (superbia) in order to, at last, show modesty, respecting from now on the decision of the civic community, even if this decision is partially unjust for him as an individual. Nevertheless, collective interest must come before personal interest. [8:  The role of the character of Veturia as a contrasting factor in Coriolanus’s story is well emphasized by CORNELL (2003) 78–80, in other respects, as her intervention can be interpreted both positively (Coriolanus’s respect for his mother and her will is paralleled by his respect for his motherland) and negatively (because of his being too dependent on his mother to make the right decisions).] 


C. Cincinnatus
Not all the returns are violent in the Ab Urbe condita, however: two other examples show this and make us glimpse a still different narrative treatment, even if certain constants remain. The first of these examples is that of L. Quinctius Cincinnatus. During his consulship in 460 BC, Cincinnatus strongly opposed not only the plebeians’ bill that aimed to reduce the arbitrariness of consular power, but also the re-election of the same tribunes of the plebs, considering that this was an attack on the proper functioning of the Republic and on the preservation of liberty: the retention of power by the same people year after year is indeed the hallmark of a royal and tyrannical regime. In spite of an agreement concluded with the plebs, the same tribunes were re-elected. As the patricians considered this re-election as a rupture of the agreement previously concluded and as a threat to themselves, they decided, in retaliation, to re-elect Cincinnatus as consul, which provoked a reaction from the latter:

(21.2) Tunc referente consule de tribunorum et plebis postulatis senatus consulta fiunt ut neque tribuni legem eo anno ferrent neque consules ab urbe exercitum educerent; in reliquum magistratus continuari et eosdem tribunos refici iudicare senatum contra rem publicam esse. (3) Consules fuere in patrum potestate : tribuni reclamantibus consulibus refecti. Patres quoque, ne quid cederent plebi, et ipsi L. Quinctium consulem reficiebant. Nulla toto anno uehementior actio consulis fuit. (4) “Mirer” inquit, “si uana uestra, patres conscripti, auctoritas ad plebem est? Vos eleuatis eam quippe qui, quia plebs senatus consultum continuandis magistratibus soluit, ipsi quoque solutum uoltis, ne temeritati multitudinis cedatis, (5) tamquam id sit plus posse in ciuitate, plus leuitatis ac licentiae habere. Leuius enim uaniusque profecto est sua decreta et consulta tollere quam aliorum. (6) Imitamini, patres conscripti, turbam inconsultam, et qui exemplo aliis esse debetis, aliorum exemplo peccate potius quam alii uestro recte faciant, dum ego ne imiter tribunos nec me contra senatus consultum consulem renuntiari patiar.” (Liv. III 21. 2–7)

The consul then brought up the demands of the tribunes and the plebs, and the senate resolved that neither should the tribunes proceed with the law that year, nor the consuls lead the army out of the City; that as regarded the future, it was the sense of the senate that for magistrates to succeed themselves and for the same tribunes to be re-elected was contrary to the general welfare. The consuls acquiesced in the authority of the Fathers; the tribunes, in spite of the protests of the consuls, were returned to office. Then the patricians also, that they might yield in no respect to the plebs, would themselves have re-elected Lucius Quinctius consul. At no time during the entire year did the consul express himself with greater vehemence. “Can I wonder,” he cried, “if your influence with the people, Conscript Fathers, is unavailing? You yourselves impair it, when, because the people have disregarded the senate’s resolution regarding successive terms, you desire to disregard it yourselves, that you may not lag behind the multitude in rashness; as if to be more inconstant and more lawless were to possess more power in the state. For surely it is more fickle and light-minded to nullify one’s own decrees and resolutions, than those of others. Pattern yourselves, Conscript Fathers, after the thoughtless crowd; and do you, who ought to set others an example, err rather by the example of those others, than permit them to follow yours and do right. But I, with your leave, will not imitate the tribunes, nor suffer myself to be named consul against the senate’s resolution.”

Livy thus lends to Cincinnatus a speech which reproves the irresponsibility of the senators, who abandoned themselves to thoughtlessness and license (leuitas ac licentia) constituting a threat to the Republic (contra rem publicam). For license (in other words, excessive and egoistic freedom that does not respect the freedom of others) is precisely what the Tarquins were accused of. He, Cincinnatus, refused to follow this example, renounced being re-elected consul, and withdrew to his lands after having given to the Romans a beautiful lesson of modestia.[footnoteRef:9]  This voluntary withdrawal, provoked by a civic community in perdition which threatens to destroy its own libertas, will generate a return of another kind: [9:  On Cincinnatus’ opposition to the regnum, see JACOTOT (2010) 79–80.] 


(26.8) Spes unica imperii populi Romani, L. Quinctius trans Tiberim, contra eum ipsum locum ubi nunc naualia sunt, quattuor iugerum colebat agrum, quae prata Quinctia uocantur. (9) Ibi ab legatis – seu fossam fodiens palae innixus, seu cum araret, operi certe, id quod constat, agresti intentus – salute data in uicem redditaque rogatus ut, quod bene uerteret ipsi reique publicae, togatus mandata senatus audiret, admiratus rogitansque “satin salue?” Togam propere e tugurio proferre uxorem Raciliam iubet. (10) Qua simul absterso puluere ac sudore uelatus processit, dictatorem eum legati gratulantes consalutant, in urbem uocant; qui terror sit in exercitu exponunt. […] (29.7) Quinctius sexto decimo die dictatura in sex menses accepta se abdicauit. (Liv. III 26. 8–10, 29. 7)

The sole hope of the empire of the Roman People, Lucius Quinctius, cultivated a field of some four acres l across the Tiber, now known as the Quinctian Meadows, directly opposite the place where the dockyards are at present. There he was found by the representatives of the state. Whether bending over his spade as he dug a ditch, or ploughing, he was, at all events, as everybody agrees, intent upon some rustic task. After they had exchanged greetings with him, they asked him to put on his toga, to hear (and might good come of it to himself and the republic!) the mandates of the senate. In amazement he cried, “Is all well?” and bade his wife Racilia quickly fetch out his toga from the hut. When he had put it on, after wiping off the dust and sweat, and came forth to the envoys, they hailed him Dictator, congratulated him, and summoned him to the City, explaining the alarming situation of the army. […] <After his victory over the enemy,> on the sixteenth day Quinctius surrendered the dictatorship which he had received for six months.

This return is very different from the two previous ones: this time, it is the civic community, threatened in its very existence by the invasion of a serious enemy, that demands the return of the retired character. And the latter, far from threatening his homeland, will instead save it. Moreover, in order not to become a danger for his country, Cincinnatus voluntarily renounces his power as dictator as soon as his task is accomplished, preserving the liberty of the community thanks to his own modesty. Once again, in Livy’s account, the contrast between the civic community and the character who withdraws and then returns is blatant.  But in the case of Cincinnatus, the situation is reversed in comparison with Tarquin and Coriolanus: the fault lies not only with the plebeians, but also with the patricians, while Cincinnatus remains constant in his role as a model, an example of modesty and a defender of libertas.

D. Camillus
The second notable example of a non-violent return desired by the civic community is that of Camillus. The narrative treatment of this character, however, is not identical to that of Cincinnatus. Thus, the preliminary withdrawal, which precedes the return, is halfway between that of Coriolanus and that of Cincinnatus:

(32.7) Neque deorum modo monita ingruente fato spreta, sed humanam quoque opem, quae una erat, M. Furium ab urbe amouere. (8) Qui die dicta ab L. Apuleio tribuno plebis propter praedam Veientanam, filio quoque adulescente per idem tempus orbatus, cum accitis domum tribulibus clientibusque quae magna pars plebis erat, percontatus animos eorum responsum tulisset se conlaturos quanti damnatus esset, absoluere eum non posse, in exsilium abiit, (9) precatus ab dis immortalibus si innoxio sibi ea iniuria fieret, primo quoque tempore desiderium sui ciuitati ingratae facerent. Absens quindecim milibus grauis aeris damnatur. (Liv. V 32. 7–9)

Not only were the warnings of the gods disregarded, as destiny began to run her course, but the only human that could save the city, Marcus Furius, was driven out. For he was indicted by Lucius Apuleius, tribune of the plebs, because of the way he had handled the booty at Veii. In these same days he had also lost a young son and, when he summoned to his house his clients and tribe members, who constituted a sizeable portion of the plebs, and asked what their feelings were in the matter, they told him that they would contribute as much as needed to pay his fine, but could not vote to acquit him. So he went into exile, but not before he prayed to the immortal gods that, if they judged him innocent of the injustice that had befallen him, they make his ungrateful country want him back at the first opportunity. In his absence he was fined fifteen thousand pounds of heavy bronze.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  The translations of all passages from Book V are by T. J. Luce (Oxford Classical Text).] 


Camillus, like Coriolanus, is condemned after a trial and decides to go into exile. In both cases, his condemnation is a form of injustice. But unlike Coriolanus, Camillus does not share the responsibility for this injustice with the civic community: he has not succumbed to pride, nor to anger. On the contrary, it is his piety and his sense of justice which caused the animosity of his fellow citizens.[footnoteRef:11] Camillus, indeed, wanted to make them respect with rigor his vow to dedicate to the gods a tenth of the spoils made in Veii under his command: the Romans, showing thereafter a conspicuous lack of piety and a blatant greed, did not forgive their greatest general this attack on their goods. In contrast to Coriolanus, Camillus respects the decision of the people: he withdraws into exile and does not seek to return. As they were realizing their error, they had to face the most serious invasion of their history (namely that of the Gauls, who besieged the Capitol), the Romans themselves implored Camillus – clearly presented from then on as a dux fatalis – to return:[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Camillus was thus a victim of the inuidia plebis: see MINEO (2006) 226–227.]  [12:  On Camillus as a dux fatalis, see MINEO (2003).] 


(46.5) Maturum iam uidebatur repeti patriam eripique ex hostium manibus; sed corpori ualido caput deerat. (6) Locus ipse admonebat Camilli, et magna pars militum erat qui ductu auspicioque eius res prospere gesserant. […] (7) Consensu omnium placuit ab Ardea Camillum acciri, sed antea consulto senatu qui Romae esset: adeo regebat omnia pudor discriminaque rerum prope perditis rebus seruabant. (8) Ingenti periculo transeundum per hostium custodias erat. Ad eam rem Pontius Cominus impiger iuuenis operam pollicitus, incubans cortici secundo Tiberi ad urbem defertur. (9) Inde qua proximum fuit a ripa, per praeruptum eoque neglectum hostium custodiae saxum in Capitolium euadit, et ad magistratus ductus mandata exercitus edit. (10) Accepto inde senatus consulto uti comitiis curiatis reuocatus de exsilio iussu populi Camillus dictator extemplo diceretur militesque haberent imperatorem quem uellent, eadem degressus nuntius Veios contendit; (11) missique Ardeam legati ad Camillum Veios eum perduxere, seu-quod magis credere libet, non prius profectum ab Ardea quam compererit legem latam, quod nec iniussu populi mutari finibus posset nec nisi dictator dictus auspicia in exercitu habere--lex curiata lata est dictatorque absens dictus. […] (49.8) Seruatam deinde bello patriam iterum in pace haud dubie seruauit cum prohibuit migrari Veios. (Liv. V 46. 5–11, 49. 8)

The time now seemed ripe to reclaim their country and wrest it from enemy hands; but, though strong, they had no one to lead them. The place itself was a reminder of Camillus, and many of the soldiers who had served under his auspices and successful leadership were present. […] It was unanimously agreed that Camillus should be summoned from Ardea, but only after first receiving the blessing of the senate in Rome—so great was the respect for proper procedure, so sensitive were they to the niceties of the situation when their own situation was well-nigh hopeless. Yet the messenger would have to pass through the enemy sentries at great peril to himself. For this a gallant young man, Pontius Cominius, volunteered his services: buoyed on a strip of cork, he floated down the Tiber to the city. There he landed as close to the Capitol as he could and, climbing up the steep cliff (which was therefore not guarded by the enemy), he gained the top of the hill and, conducted to the magistrates, reported the charge given him by the army. After the senate decreed that the Curiate assembly* should proceed to recall Camillus by order of the people and he then be named dictator at once and that the soldiers should have the commander they wished, he departed, using the same route, and hastened with his message to Veii. Envoys were dispatched to Camillus at Ardea and escorted him immediately to Veii—although I would prefer to think he did not leave Ardea until he had heard the law had actually been passed, for he could not return to Roman territory without the permission of the people nor possess the auspices to lead the army without having been named dictator. The curiate law was accordingly passed, and he was named dictator in his absence. […] There is no question that the country he had saved in war he now saved again in peace, by preventing the scheme to migrate to Veii.

The return of Camillus, like that of Cincinnatus, but unlike those of Coriolanus and Tarquin, was intended to save the Res publica, not to destroy it. This example thus confirms the presence of different, and even inverted, treatments of the symbolism associated with the theme of return in Livy: either it saves or it threatens libertas. And in all cases, there is a contrast between the return and the withdrawal which preceded it. The example of Camillus does not escape the rule which starts to emerge: the behavior of the great man during his return, tremendously respectful of the laws of the city,[footnoteRef:13] since he does not dare to leave his exile as long as the Senate has not enacted a senatus-consultus to that effect, whereas the august assembly is isolated on the Capitol and cut off from the world by the Gallic besiegers, contrasts with the attitude of the people who condemned him in defiance of the justice of men and gods. The story of Pontius Cominus, this young man who devotes himself to accomplishing the impossible feat of going to consult the senators by crossing the Gallic lines and to return with the decree in hand, is so exaggerated that it becomes caricatural. On the narrative level, however, it has its rightful place, because it makes it possible to accentuate the contrast of the attitudes, with obvious moralizing ends. [13:  In accordance with the values of pietas and moderatio associated with him.] 


E. Collective Withdrawals and Returns
Withdrawals from and returns to the civic community are not, however, only the work of individual characters: they can also be collective. The main example of this is of course the secessions of the plebs. During the first one (that of 494-493 BC), the withdrawal of the plebs was caused by the following reason:

(23.1) Sed et bellum Volscum imminebat, et ciuitas secum ipsa discors intestino inter patres plebemque flagrabat odio, maxime propter nexos ob aes alienum. (2) Fremebant se foris pro libertate et imperio dimicantes domi a ciuibus captos et oppressos esse, tutioremque in bello quam in pace et inter hostis quam inter ciuis libertatem plebis esse. (Livy II 23. 1–2)

But not only was war with the Volsci imminent; the citizens were at loggerheads among themselves, and internal dissensions betwreen the Fathers and the plebs had burst into a blaze of hatred, chiefly on account of those who had been bound over to service for their debts. 2 These men complained loudly that while they were abroad fight ing for liberty and dominion they had been enslaved and oppressed at home by fellow-citizens, and that the freedom of the plebeians was more secure in war than in peace, amongst enemies than amongst citizens.

Debt slavery, which was more and more widespread and threatened a large number of the plebeians, would thus have caused the collective withdrawal of a part of the civic body.  Not surprisingly, we find once again the notion of libertas, which Livy once again skillfully exploits in the construction of his narrative: the discourse that he lends to the plebeians thus operates a subtle shift from the libertas of the whole Res publica threatened by an external enemy, to the libertas of a part of the civic body (namely the plebs) threatened by another part of the citizens (the patricians) who are made guilty of a tyrannical behavior and responsible for the withdrawal of the plebs. By a clever reversal, however, Livy will elaborate the story of the plebs’ return in counterpoint, shifting the blame and the guilt onto the plebs, and bringing them back into the civic body:

(32.5) Timere patres residem in urbe plebem, incerti, manere eam an abire mallent. (6) Quamdiu autem tranquillam, quae secesserit, multitudinem fore? Quid futurum deinde, si quod externum interim bellum existat? (7) Nullam profecto nisi in concordia ciuium spem reliquam ducere; eam per aequa, per iniqua reconciliandam ciuitati esse. (8) Placuit igitur oratorem ad plebem mitti Menenium Agrippam, facundum uirum et, quod inde oriundus erat, plebi carum. Is intromissus in castra prisco illo dicendi et horrido modo nihil aliud quam hoc narrasse fertur: (9) tempore, quo in homine non, ut nunc, omnia in unum consentientia, sed singulis membris suum cuique consilium, suus sermo fuerit, indignatas reliquas partes sua cura, suo labore ac ministerio uentri omnia quaeri, uentrem in medio quietum nihil aliud quam datis uoluptatibus frui; (10) conspirasse inde, ne manus ad os cibum ferrent, nec os acciperet datum, nec dentes conficerent. Hac ira dum uentrem fame domare uellent, ipsa una membra totumque corpus ad extremam tabem uenisse. (11) Inde apparuisse uentris quoque haud segne ministerium esse, nec magis ali quam alere eum, reddentem in omnis corporis partes hunc, quo uiuimus uigemusque, diuisum pariter in uenas, maturum confecto cibo sanguinem. (12) Conparando hinc, quam intestina corporis seditio similis esset irae plebis in patres, flexisse mentes hominum. (Liv. II 32. 5–12)

The senators feared the plebeians who were left behind in Rome, being uncertain whether they had rather they stayed or went. Besides, how long would the seceding multitude continue peaceable ? What would happen next if some foreign war should break out in the interim ? Assuredly no hope was left save in harmony amongst the citizens, and this they concluded they must restore to the state by fair means or foul. They therefore decided to send as an ambassador to the commons Agrippa Menenius, an eloquent man and dear to the plebeians as being one of themselves by birth. On being admitted to the camp he is said merely to have related the following apologue, in the quaint and uncouth style of that age: In the days when man’s members did not all agree amongst themselves, as is now the case, but had each its own ideas and a voice of its own, the other parts thought it unfair that they should have the worry and the trouble and the labour of providing everything for the belly, while the belly remained quietly in their midst with nothing to do but to enjoy the good things which they bestowed upon it; they therefore conspired together that the hands should carry no food to the mouth, nor the mouth accept anything that was given it, nor the teeth grind up what they received. While they sought in this angry spirit to starve the belly into submission, the members themselves and the whole body were reduced to the utmost weakness. Hence it had become clear that even the belly had no idle task to perform, and was no more nourished than it nourished the rest, by giving out to all parts of the body that by which we live and thrive, when it has been divided equally amongst the veins and is enriched with digested food that is, the blood. Drawing a parallel from this to show how like was the internal dissension of the bodily members to the anger of the plebs against the Fathers, he prevailed upon the minds of his hearers.

The well-known fable of the revolt of the members of the human body against the stomach, which is inspired by an already ancient Greek model, is here taken up by Livy to allow him to reverse the responsibility and the fault that caused the withdrawal: the plebeians, by nature irresponsible and angry, did not realize that by wanting to protect their libertas in the face of the supposed threat of the patricians, they were penalizing themselves and weakening the whole city in the face of an external enemy, thus running a very great risk on the libertas of the whole city.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  The libertas of the plebs tend to turn into licentia. See MINEO (2006) 204.] 

This contrasting game around the notion of libertas, in the context of withdrawing from the civic community and returning to it, appears even more clearly in the account of the second secession (449 BC). That trigger, says Livy, was the abduction of the young Verginia by the decemvir Appius Claudius. Presented as a true tyrant, this case is claimed nevertheless to be the guarantor of freedom (Appius praefatus quam libertati fauerit) (Liv. III 45. 1). An assertion by which nobody is fooled, as the attacks carried by the decemvir against the freedom of the people are obvious (aduersus iniuriam decreti cum multi magis fremerent quam quisquam unus recusare auderet: “Against the injustice of the decree, though many murmured their disapproval, there was not a single man who dared to stand out”) (Liv. III 45. 4). Rather than the patricians as a whole, this time it is a single man who takes responsibility for pushing the plebs to secession. And the fault falls entirely on him, caused by his madness (amentia) and his impulses (libido): by forcing a father (Verginius) to murder his own daughter to avoid dishonor, Appius Claudius definitely profiles himself as a tyrant. It became therefore legitimate for the plebs to withdraw, Livy taking care to specify that it is not only because of the horror of the decemvir’s crime that the retreat of the plebs took place, but also to recover the freedom confiscated by the tyrant (concitatur multitudo partim atrocitate sceleris, partim spe per occasionem repetendae libertatis) (Liv. III 49. 1). 
Placing the blame for this rejection of responsibility for the withdrawal of the plebeians on a single man, and not on the patricians collectively (although they had supported him for a long time), allows Livy to reverse the situation in his account, in accordance with one of his preferred writing techniques. For it is on two patricians, L. Valerius and M. Horatius, that he will confer the role of “liberators” (liberatores).  In a seemingly contradictory way, the plebs, who generally did not hesitate to consider the patricians as a whole as oppressors, welcomed Valerius and Horatius with “an immense joy”, as saviors of freedom (profecti gaudio ingenti plebis in castra accipiuntur, quippe liberatores haud dubie) (Liv. III 53. 2). Blameless and even perfectly legitimate in its acts until then, the plebs eventually succumbed to excessive behavior by demanding that the decemvirs (and Appius Claudius in the first place) be delivered to them to be burned alive. The conditions they had set for their return to the civic community were rejected by Valerius and Horatius, who reproached them for yielding to licentia (excessive freedom), which is precisely one of the distinctive attributes of tyrants (crudelitatis odio in crudelitatem ruitis et, prius paene quam ipsi liberi sitis, dominari iam in aduersarios uoltis: “Because of your hatred of cruelty you rush in to crudelity and, almost before you yourselves are free, you want to be the ruler over those you oppose”) (Liv. III 43. 7).[footnoteRef:15] The turnaround is total: the plebs defended freedom at the time of its sedition and departure, while it succumbed to tyrannical license at the time of its return. Fortunately, the patricians L. Valerius and M. Horatius are there to remind them of the right path: nunc libertatem repeti satis est (“Now it is enough that freedom be sought”) (Liv. III 53. 10). [15:  It is worth noting here the mention of crudelitas (cruelty), which is also one of the “royal vices” associated with tyranny (see MARTIN [1994] 75–77), and which can be considered as one of the expressions of excessive and unrestrained freedom.] 


2. The construction of the Livian narrative: dialectic of contrasts and Libertas

As the typology of returns sketched so far tends to show, the Livian narrative is entirely elaborated in counterpoint. It is precisely one of the key features of the composition of his work, the driving force behind the Livian narrative construction. Livy seeks to cultivate contrasts, oppositions, even contradictions, in the attitudes, speeches and behaviors of his characters. By doing so, Livy applies the principles of the dialectic of contrasts, which is originally proper to rhetoric (in which Livy was trained), and which became one of the main pillars of the composition of the historiographic narrative in Rome during the Republican and Augustan periods.[footnoteRef:16] It is therefore hardly surprising to see Livy apply this narrative technique to the specific case of the returns we have studied here. It should be noted that, precisely because of this tendency of the narrative to mount episodes in contrasts, return episodes cannot be understood independently of corresponding withdrawal episodes, with which they are often in opposition to the level of moral values. This explains why characters or social groups can occupy contrasting roles in the same episode, being sometimes a threat, sometimes a support for the libertas or the Res publica. Thus, the withdrawal, exile or secession of a character or a social group is sometimes intended to preserve the liberty of the Republic, sometimes the consequence of a tyrannical behavior of the majority of the Romans or their leaders, while the corresponding returns are depicted in reverse. The dialectic of contrasts also explains insistence on opposing libertas and licentia – good and bad freedom – and the difficult balance to find between the two, since the same characters (and even the whole crowd) constantly oscillate between one and the other. [16:  See MEUNIER (2023, forthcoming).] 

The dialectic of contrasts is also a very effective tool allowing Livy to achieve one of his objectives (announced in his preface), namely the production of a moralizing narrative structured around examples and counter-examples. Thanks to the dialectic of contrasts, he can thus make a character or a social group both an example and a counter-example within the same episode. It is therefore not surprising that the symbolism associated with the notion of return can vary from one exemplum to another, sometimes positive and associated with the return of a defender of republican libertas, sometimes negative and associated with the return of tyranny. This inversion is consistent with the dynamics of the narrative as Livy seems to have intended it.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study shows that the motif of return is actually present in Roman historiography. In Livy in particular, it was the object of a careful narrative treatment, allowing the historian to play on contrasts for moralizing purposes. Most remarkably, the motif of return turns out to be closely and systematically associated with the notion of libertas and its contrasting value, namely licentia (excessive freedom). By playing on these notions and by having them embodied in various and opposite ways by the protagonists of the story, Livy made the motif of return a perfect narrative tool to generate examples and counter examples, and thus to give moral lessons to his readers.
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