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To My parents




Preface

The purpose of this book is to define the attitude of English writers between 1500 and 1625 toward the question of literary property rights, of imitation, of what today is called plagiarism. This definition might have been sought through a study of the works of the period, their sources, and their relations to those sources; that is, by an investigation of literary practise. But this method has already been applied to all of the chief writers of the day, and to most of the less important ones, in countless monographs and editions. Scholarship has solidly established the fact that the Elizabethans took plots, ideas, and even stylistic ornaments from others more frequently than they invented them, in the modern sense of the word. The fact stands, inescapable; but to many readers and not a few students, who believe that the modern way of doing things is the only right and respectable way, it is productive only of regretful sighs and reproachful shakings of the head. Some chide the age as a whole for its insensitive literary conscience, its defective literary honor. Others take questionable comfort in the vague and scarcely articulate conviction that Shakspere and his fellows really knew that they should not steal right and left, but were forced by the deplorable morals of their day into betraying their own higher natures.

Literary conscience, literary honor, higher natures — these are imponderables. But expressed literary theory is definitely ponderable and capable of analysis. I have, therefore, focused my attention on what the Elizabethans said about imitation and allied problems. Formal critical treatises, prefatory epistles and verses, satirical writings, and controversial publications of all sorts have been analyzed, and the entire literature of the period has been combed for even the most incidental references to what modern critics call plagiarism. The conclusions of previous scholarship about the practise of the writers discussed have been used sparingly, and only for comparison or illustration. I have endeavored to establish the fact of English Renaissance theory concerning imitation and originality, that it may stand beside the already established fact of English Renaissance practise. If that theory and that practise coincide, as I have endeavored to prove that they do, the critic of the Elizabethan conscience and of Elizabethan honor is, of course, at liberty to reply that that theory is merely the conscienceless, honorless code of a conscienceless, honorless crew. But — if that theory and that practise coincide — he will at least have to admit that the imitative composition which he deplores was produced in open conformity with the code of the Renaissance rather than in furtive violation of the code which is current today, and which he somehow feels has been, or should have been, operative ever since the invention of the alphabet.

Because English Renaissance theories were avowedly derived from those of classical literature, I have felt it necessary to devote a section of my first chapter to establishing the attitude toward imitation held by Greek and Roman writers during the eight centuries from Isocrates to Macrobius. I have felt it unnecessary to devote a similar section to the fifteen hundred years of medieval literature for two reasons. In the first place, Englishmen of the sixteenth century regarded their predecessors, Chaucer almost alone excepted, as “very homely poets,” and consciously avoided imitating the men of “that misty time,” the Middle Ages. In the second place, in so far as the Elizabethans were unconsciously influenced by medieval theory, such influence was even more favorable to imitation, to reliance on authority and distrust of the individual, than was that of the classical principles — a point too well established to need laboring. Chaucer’s quatrain from The Parliament of Fowls aptly summarizes the attitude from 400 to 1500:


For out of olde feldes, as men seyth,

Cometh al this newe corn from yer to yere,

And out of olde bokes, in good feyth,

Cometh al this newe science that men lere.



But because classical theory was to a large degree expounded to Englishmen by the Italian and French critics of the Renaissance, I have included sections on the adaptations and modifications of that theory in Italy and France during the sixteenth century, before embarking on the chronological study of the English authors with whom the book is primarily concerned.

The pleasure I take in thanking the many who have helped me in the preparation of this book is limited only by my realization of the disproportion between my obligation and the means at my disposal for expressing my gratitude. The officials and attendants of the Harvard College Library have aided me with untiring efficiency. Only considerations of space preclude my naming the many scholarly friends who have, through the years, been generous with suggestions, criticism, and encouragement; of these I am especially indebted to Dr. Gaetano Rudolph Aiello, Dr. Alston Hurd Chase, and Mr. Harold Freeze Folland. During the long task of seeing the book through the press, Professor Hyder Edward Rollins has been prodigal of time and helpful suggestions drawn from his wide knowledge of Elizabethan literature and of publishing. And from the very inception of the work I have been privileged to draw priceless aid and inspiration from the vast erudition and genial kindliness of Professor George Lyman Kittredge.

H. O. W.

Cambridge, Massachusetts

October 28, 1934
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Doubtless Horace wass correct in saying that a poem on the Trojan war should not begin as far back as Leda’s egg. But a study of the theory of imitation in the English Renaissance must, comparatively, begin even farther back. For since sixteenth-century England avowedly derived its critical doctrines from the classics either directly or through the interpretations of Continental Renaissance writers, a brief summary of the Greek and Roman principles of imitation and of the adaptations of those principles by sixteenth-century Italy and France is essential to an understanding of the English point of view.

“It is a universal rule of life that we should wish to copy what we approve in others,” writes Quintilian.1 It is likewise a universal rule of classical literature. To the author of On the Sublime, “zealous imitation” of the great writers of the past is a “road … which leads to sublimity”; it is “the aim, … and we must hold to it with all our might.”2 To be eloquent is to possess Attic eloquence, Cicero declares, and to imitate Demosthenes is to achieve an eloquence at once Attic and perfect.1 Quintilian devotes a chapter of his Institutes to imitation because, he says, “it comprises a great part of art.”2 A century later, Lucian attributes the decline of letters in his day chiefly to the attempted substitution of short-cuts to literary success for the painstaking imitation of the ancients.3 But classical writers were sent to their predecessors for more than inspiration: they were to get subjects and material as well. Isocrates, for example, strongly insists that “one must not shun the subjects upon which others have spoken before,”4 Pliny the Younger advises a correspondent to “write something on the same topic” as that discussed by his model,5 and Horace even suggests turning the Iliad into a drama.6


1 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 2, §2, trans. H. E. Butler,The Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian (Loeb Classical Library, 1920–1922).


2 On the Sublime, xiii, 2, trans. W. Hamilton Fyfe, Aristotle: The Poetics, “Longinus”: On the Sublime, etc. (Loeb Classical Library, 1927).


1 Of the Best Kind of Orators, 13.


2 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 2, § I.


3 The Rhetorician’s Vade Mecum, passim, trans. H. W. and F. G. Fowler, The Works of Lucian (1905).


4 Panegyricus 8, trans. George Norlin, Isocrates (Loeb Classical Library, 1928–1929).


5 Letters, vii, 9, trans. William Melmoth, revised by W. M. L. Hutchinson (Loeb Classical Library, 1915).


6 The Art of Poetry, 1. 129, trans. H. Rushton Fairclough, Horace: Satires, Epistles and Ars Poetica (Loeb Classical Library, 1926).

That the practise of such a widely held theory should receive commendation is to be expected: there is scarcely a tribute to an author in classical times which does not praise his imitation of some other author. Horace’s approval of Lucilius for “hanging wholly” on Greek Old Comedy;7 the paean to Plato, “who has irrigated his style with ten thousand runnels from the great Homeric spring,” in On the Sublime;8 and the pleasure of Pliny the Younger at being told that one of his orations resembled a speech of Demosthenes9 — these are but incidental manifestations, taken at random, of the general attitude. Of the numerous systematic studies, two are famous: Quintilian devotes a long section of his Institutes to the laudation of Roman imitations of Greek literature;1 and Macrobius devotes most of two books of his Saturnalia to the citation by parallel passages of hundreds of cases of Virgil’s indebtedness to Homer and others. Nowhere is there a hint of disapproval of Virgil’s borrowings. On the contrary, his method of using what he read is held up as a universal example: “the fruit of reading is to emulate what one finds good in others, and by suitable adaptation to convert what one most admires in others to one’s own use” — which, Macrobius continues, is just what the best Greek and Roman poets had always done.2


7 Satires, i, 4, l. 6.


8 On the Sublime, xiii, 3.


9 Letters, vii, 30. See also i, 16, ii, 3, iv, 3, ix, 22.


1 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap, 1, §§ 85–131.


2 Saturnalia,vi, 1.

Open avowal of imitation is likewise a cardinal point in classical literary theory. Five of Plautus’s prologues announce that the play to follow is a Latin rendering of a Greek original; four of these name the author. Terence makes a similar avowal in five of his prologues, naming the Greek author in three. He declares that “he has combined many Greek plays” into a “few Latin ones” and that he “will do it again,”3 resting on the authority of Naevius, Plautus, and Ennius, “whose freedom he is … earnest to imitate.”4 Cicero, Lucretius, Horace, Propertius, Phaedrus — these are but a few of the many classical writers who make it a matter of pride to acknowledge their models and sources.5 The correct attitude of the literary debtor toward his creditor is summed up by Seneca the Elder:1 “Ovid, … as he had done with many other lines of Virgil, borrowed the idea, not desiring to deceive people, but to have it openly recognized as borrowed.”2


3 Prologue to The Self-Tormentor, trans. John Sargeaunt, Terence (Loeb Classical Library, 1912).


4 Prologue to The Lady of Andros.


5 Cicero, Of Invention, ii, 2, 3; Lucretius, Of the Nature of Things, iii, 11. 1–13, v, ll.1–6, 55–57; Horace, Satires, i, 10, ii, i; Propertius, Elegies,iv, 1, iii, 9; Phaedrus, Fables, prologues to books i–iv.


1 The Suasoriae of Seneca the Elder, iii, 7, trans. William A. Edward (1928).


2 It is obvious from the quotations given thus far that the “imitation” referred to is that of one writer by another. The mimesis of Aristotle is a quite different process, variously interpreted as “imitation” or “representation” of “ideal nature.” The Poetics as extant contains no treatment of the type of imitation inculcated and employed throughout Greek and Roman literature; Greek and Roman writers generally, on the other hand, ignore the Aristotelian mimesis.

Independent fabrication, consequently, plays a far from leading rôle in classical theory. Isocrates praises “not those who seek to speak on subjects on which no one has spoken before,” but those who know how to treat the old subjects as no one else could.3 Lucian refuses to “rest content … with the mere credit of innovation.” If his work “is not good as well as original” he will “be ashamed of it,” and “its novelty shall not avail to save [it] from annihilation.”4 Because “it is hard to treat in your own way what is common,” that is, common among mankind — human nature, for example — Horace considers it daring to write on an untried theme or to fashion a new character. The poet will do better, he says, by “spinning into acts a song of Troy” than by presenting “a theme unknown and unsung.” He advises following tradition, but admits that independent fabrication may succeed if the result is self-consistent.5


3 Panegyricus, 10.


4 A Literary Prometheus, 3.


5 The Art of Poetry, ll. 119–130.

Underlying these two basic principles — imitation is essential, fabrication is dangerous — is a third which goes far to account for them: subject-matter is common property, the publica materies of Horace.1 “The deeds of the past are … an inheritance common to us all,” declares Isocrates.2 Cicero refers to the works of his predecessors as “the common fund.”3 When one writes on topics already treated, Seneca insists, “he is not pilfering them, as if they belonged to someone else, … for they are common property.” “The best ideas are common property,” he further maintains; therefore, since what is common to all belongs equally to each, he asserts that “any truth is my own property,” even that “whatever is well said by anyone is mine.”4


1 The Art of Poetry, l. 131.


2 Panegyricus, 9.


3 Of Invention, ii, 3.


4 Letters,lxxix, 6, xii, 11, xvi, 7, trans. Richard M. Gummere, Seneca: Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales (Loeb Classical Library, 1917–1925). See also viii, 8, ix, 21, xiv, 18, xxi, 9, xxxiii, 4.

Now these three principles concern only the unoriginal aspect of classical literature. But the ancients were as eager for originality in their way as writers of today are in theirs. Quintilian’s “first point” in regard to imitation is that it “alone is not sufficient”; furthermore, he considers it “a positive disgrace to … owe all our achievement to imitation,” and is certain that “no development is possible for those who restrict themselves” to such a method.5 Similarly, Seneca urges a friend to “make … not memorize,” to “put forth something from [his] own stock.” “Truth lies open for all,” he continues; “it has not yet been monopolized. And there is plenty of it left for posterity to discover.”6 The type of originality desired by classical writers is different, that is all. When Isocrates advises treating an old subject “as no one else could” instead of seeking “subjects on which no one has spoken before,” he half defines classical originality as originality of expression. When he further demands that the writer find in previously used subjects “topics which are nowise the same as those used by others,”1 he gives the other half of the definition: the supplementing of material. Supporting this second half-definition, Cicero wants it understood that he has added “certain observations of his own to the common fund.”2 And Seneca insists that one “should play the part of a careful householder” in one’s use of the treasure of earlier literature: “we should increase what we have inherited. … Much still remains to do … and he who shall be born a thousand ages hence will not be barred from his opportunity of adding something.”3 To the ancients, then, combining old material with new and expressing the combination in an original manner constituted originality. This originality was achieved by a composite process which may for convenience be divided into three steps: selection, reinterpretation, and improvement.


5 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 2, §§ 4, 7, 8.


6 Letters, xxxiii, 7, 8, 11.


1 Panegyricus, 10; Against the Sophists, 12.


2 Of Invention, ii, 3. See also Phaedrus, Fables, ii, prologue.


3 Letters, lxiv, 7. See also Quintilian, The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 2, §§ 4–9, 28.

Selection is a convenient title for the classical principle that one should imitate only the best features of the best writers. Opinions naturally vary about the number and identity of these models. Cicero, to be sure, recommends the faithful following of a single model,4 and he has already been cited as declaring that to imitate Demosthenes is to achieve perfect eloquence. The first statement may be ignored, as it is applied to boys in school. As for the second, Quintilian affirms that Cicero imitated Isocrates and Plato as well as Demosthenes;1 and Cicero himself says, in another connection, that, far from following a single model, he has collected all the authors who have discussed his subject and has chosen the best from each. For, he continues, of all the authors who deserve preservation, there is not one who does not offer something worth imitating.2 Seneca, less catholic, recommends “a limited number of master-thinkers,”3 and Lucian would exclude all but the ancients.4 Quintilian studies the question in detail, insisting that “the nicest judgment is required” in deciding “whom to imitate,” and “what … to imitate in the authors … chosen.” The answers to both questions will depend, of course, on the “natural gifts” of the imitator and the genre he is working in, but Quintilian follows Cicero in holding that there is scarcely an author who has “stood the test of time who will not be of some use,” provided that the imitator limit himself judiciously to each author’s “good qualities”; and his “opinion about the moderns is much the same.” He specifically rules out the exclusive imitation of a single model.5 Most catholic of all, Pliny the Younger echoes Quintilian, and quotes Pliny the Elder to the effect that “no book [is] so bad but some profit [may] be gleaned from it.”6


4 Of the Orator, ii, 90.


1 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap, 1, § 108.


2 Of Invention, ii, 2.


3 Letters, ii, 2.


4 Lexiphanes, 23.


5 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 1, §§ 40–41, chap. 2, §§ 14–16, 19–26.


6 Letters, i, 16, vi, 21, iii, 5.

To reexpress an old idea in the spirit of one’s day, to give it the impress of one’s individuality, to supplement it with the results of one’s experience and observation — all this is reinterpretation. In its lowest form it consists merely in presenting a topic in a new dress: recounting “the things of old in a new manner,” or setting forth “events of recent date in an old fashion” with Isocrates;1 giving “brightness to what is tarnished, and light to what is obscure” with Pliny;2 or choosing a new one of the “innumerable … methods of expression still left us” with Quintilian.3 In its highest form it produces work which, according to Quintilian, “seems to come into being as the very child of nature,” without revealing “an artificial manufacture.”4 To show how this highest form of reinterpretation — really transformation — is brought about, classical writers commonly resort to figures, the favorite being that of the bee. As it transforms the nectars of the most varied flowers into honey, so the writer, according to Seneca, should “so blend … whatever [he has] gathered from a varied course of reading … into one delicious compound that, even though it betrays its origin, yet it nevertheless is clearly a different thing from that whence it came.”5 Digestion is another favorite figure. Undigested — that is, merely memorized or copied — material got from reading can no more be transformed into an original work than undigested food can build up the body. Other figures used are biological reproduction, the kindling of a flame, and the blending of diverse voices in a choir, instruments in an orchestra, or essences in a perfume.6 As Seneca most clearly and emphatically sums up the classical ideal of originality through reinterpretation, “our mind … should hide away all the materials by which it has been aided, and bring to light only what it has made of them.”1


1 Panegyricus, 8. See also Phaedrus, Fables,iv, prologue.


2 The Natural History of Pliny, dedication, trans. John Bostock and H. T. Riley (1855), I, 5.


3 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 5, § 7.


4 Book v, chap. 14, § 32.


5 Letters, lxxxiv, 3, 5. See also Plutarch, Morals, 41F; Macrobius, preface to the Saturnalia.


6 Seneca, Letters, lxxxiv, 6–8; Quintilian, The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 1, § 19; Macrobius, preface to the Saturnalia; Plutarch, Morals, 48C.


1 Letters, lxxxiv, 7.

But reinterpretation alone is not sufficient to ensure originality: a new treatment of an old topic must be an improvement on all that have preceded. Isocrates’s aim is “to speak better” on his theme than anyone else has, and he challenges his contemporaries to “center [their] rivalry” on the topic he is discussing and to “study how [they] may surpass [him] in speaking on the same question.”2 Cicero praises Aristotle for having shown himself so superior to the very “inventors” of rhetoric that his work had quite supplanted theirs.3 Phaedrus claims to have “polished” and “brought … to perfection” the work of Aesop, not in “envy, but [in] emulation.”4 Plato would never have written as he did, says the author of On the Sublime, “had he not striven with heart and soul to contest the prize” with Homer.5 All writing, past and future, is a contest to Pliny: “posterity,” he says, “will contend with me, as I have done with my predecessors.”6 “Improve on the good things” in the authors you imitate, urges Quintilian; “vie with the original in the expression of the same thoughts,” find “expressions which are an improvement on those which have already been used.” For even to equal the model is possible only to “the man whose aim is to prove himself better” than it is. And to those who win the contest he promises the “glory” not only of having “surpassed their predecessors,” but of having “taught those who came after.”1


2 Panegyricus, 8, 188. See also 3–6, 14.


3 Of Invention, ii, 2.


4 Fables, i, prologue, iv, 20, ii, epilogue. See also iii, prologue.


5 On the Sublime, xiii, 4.


6 The Natural History, dedication, I, 7.


1 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 2, §§ 10, 15, 28, chap. 5, § 5.

In accord with the conception of originality just outlined, Roman writers regarded a Latin adaptation from the Greek as a new work, whether the adaptation was of material, of form, or of both, and the first adapter of any type of literature claimed honors more or less equivalent to those awarded its “inventor.” Thus Terence tells us that “Plautus made the story” of a lost play, after having given the author and title of the Greek comedy which Plautus had adapted, and calls three of his own dramas “new comedies” while naming the Greek original of each.2 Likewise Lucretius, after stating that his aim is “to make clear the dark discoveries of the Greeks in Latin verse,” and after declaring that he treads the footsteps of Epicurus, “the discoverer of truths,” announces that he is traversing “a pathless country … where no other foot has ever trod,” seeking a chaplet for his head “from fields whence ere this the Muses have crowned the brows of none.”3 He means that he is the first to clothe a Greek system of philosophy in Latin verse, and that hence he is the originator of a genre in Latin literature. Virgil, as Servius explains, expresses a parallel idea by saying that he treads “untouched” fields in his Georgics.4 Similarly, Horace crowns Lucilius as the “inventor” of Latin satire because of his “creating a new style quite untouched by the Greeks,” although Horace points out that, as far as material goes, Lucilius has followed Greek Old Comedy, “changing only metre and rhythm.” On the other hand, Horace is no less insistent that he himself merits a “crown [of] Delphic bays” because in his Odes and Epodes he has been the first to follow “the rhythms and spirit” of certain Greek lyric poets, “not the themes or the words.” And he describes his introduction of these Greek genres in figures echoing Lucretius and Virgil: “I was the first to plant free footsteps on a virgin soil. … I bring things untold before, … never before sung by other lips.”1 Propertius claims similar honors for his introduction of the Greek elegiac form and in almost identical phrasing.2 Plautus, Terence, and Virgil borrow both material and form, Lucilius and Lucretius take material only, while Horace and Propertius imitate only the form of the Greeks. Yet each produces equally “new” works, and each equally deserves the “inventor’s” crown of bays.


2 Prologues to The Brothers, The Self-Tormentor, and Phormio.


3 Of the Nature of Things, i, ll. 136–137, iii, ll. 2–4, 9, iv, ll. 1–5, trans. W. H. D. Rouse, Lucretius: De Rerum Natura (Loeb Classical Library, 1924).


4 Georgics, iii, ll. 40–41, with Servius’s commentary.


1 Satires, i, 10, ll.46–49, 64–66, i, 4, ll.1–7; Odes, iii, 30, ll.13–16; Epistles, i, 19, ll.21–34.


2 Elegies, iii, 1, ll. 1–4, 17–18, iii, 9, ll. 43–44, iv, 1, l. 64.

But, although imitation or borrowing is never censured in and for itself in classical esthetic theory, in classical literary practise it is frequently attacked in a manner closely resembling that of the most captious modern demands for “originality.” Professor Eduard Stemplinger has studied these attacks, and finds them actuated by three non-esthetic motives: the jealousy of rival authors, the pedantry of non-creative commentators, and the propaganda of racial or religious apologists.3 In so far as the accusations of rivals are directed against imitating per se, Mr. Stemplinger dismisses them as sparks thrown off by the friction of keen competition, quite distinct from and at variance with the steady current of esthetic literary theory and practise — the practise, for that matter, of the very men who make the accusations. The method of the pedantic commentators is to extract borrowed passages and ideas from the work under discussion, to parallel them with their sources, and, with little or no investigation of the nature of the borrowing or of the principles motivating it, to condemn the borrower as unoriginal. The extant fragments of Porphyry’s Lecture on Literature 1 are analyzed by Mr. Stemplinger as the outstanding example of this type of Greek plagiarism hunting. He similarly studies The Miscellanies of Clement of Alexandria as typical of the work of those who use charges of plagiarism as ammunition in racial or religious warfare. Their method is to assert the priority of the race or cult which they are defending and to minimize all others by denying them originality, holding them up as copyists and thieves. Clement’s avowed aim is to demolish the claim of the pagan Greeks to supremacy in literature and philosophy by showing that they had copied everything of importance from other races, chiefly from the Jews.2


3 Das Plagiat in der Griechischen Literatur (1912), pp. 6–80.


1 Quoted by Eusebius, Preparation for the Gospel, x, 3, trans. E. H. Gifford (1903).


2 The Miscellanies, vi, trans. William Wilson, The Writings of Clement of Alexandria, II (Anti-Nicene Christian Library, XII, 1869).

The active presence of the envious and the pedantic is occasionally evident throughout the six centuries of ancient Roman literature as well. Three examples of the regard in which their plagiarism hunting is held by the real producers of literature will suffice. Terence laments the necessity of having to employ his prologues in answering “malignant rumours” and “the abuse of a malevolent old playwright” and his supporters, whose “use of their critical faculty show[s] that they are no critics,” for all their “murky accuracy.” He confidently appeals to his audience “to decide whether the line he has taken ought to redound to his honour or to his discredit.”1 Phaedrus nonchalantly forestalls attacks from the “jealousy” of those who are “unable to do anything except carp at their betters,” from the “envy” that “cannot imitate,” from the “malice” which will say that whatever it likes in his Fables is Aesop’s and that whatever it dislikes is his own work.2 Finally, Macrobius fears that his commendatory paralleling of Virgil with his sources may “furnish the ignorant or the malignant with the opportunity of accusing so great a poet of theft.”3


1 Prologues to The Self-Tormentor, The Lady of Andros, and The Brothers.


2 Fables, ii, epilogue, iv, prologue, iv, 20, iii, prologue.


3 Saturnalia, vi, 1.

No accusation of unoriginality actuated by any of the three motives just discussed merits consideration in an attempt to reconstruct the classical theory of imitation. In both Greek and Latin literature the great authors steadily continued to follow this theory, occasionally irritated but never really influenced by attacks on imitation per se, by rivals or by pedants, by the ignorant or by the malignant.

Piracy, on the other hand, and certain faulty types of imitating or borrowing — the secret, the perverse, the servile, the superficial — are constantly denounced by the highest literary authorities.

When the poetaster Bathyllus piratically claimed the authorship of an anonymously issued poem of Virgil’s — so runs the apocryphal anecdote — Virgil retorted: “I made the verses, another has stolen the honor.”1 But Martial’s protest at the piracies of which he had been the victim is probably the most famous in all literature, because in it he first used the word plagiarius, literally “kidnaper,” for a literary thief. Someone had “kidnaped” a few of Martial’s poems by claiming them as his own; their rightful master addressed an epigram to a patron, appealing for justice, and immediately followed this with another to one “Fidentinus” (entitled in some editions Ad Fidentinum Plagiarium), which concludes bluntly: “You are a thief.”2


1 Hos ego versiculos feci: tulit alter honorem. Though not found earlier than the Life of Virgil doubtfully attributed to the fourth-century grammarian, Donatus, during the Renaissance this anecdote was very popular and carried the full authority of Virgil’s name. See Die Vitae Vergilianae, ed. Ernst Diehl, Kleine Texte für Theologische und Philologische Vorlesungen und Übungen, LXXII (1911), 35.


2 Epigrams, i, 52, 53. See also i, 29, 38, 66, 72, xii, 63. It should be noted that six of these accusations occur in book i, that four of the six name “Fidentinus,” and hence that all six may be variant treatments of one act of piracy by one man.

Attempts to conceal indebtedness are flagrant violations of the classical principles that imitation is a matter to be proudly avowed, and that the imitator should write in open rivalry of his models. Cicero makes open avowal the test which decides whether the imitator has “borrowed” or “pilfered.”3 Ovid’s desire not “to deceive people” but to have his borrowings “openly recognized” has been cited earlier. Finally, Pliny belabors those who imitate without “avowedly rivaling [their models], in the manner of Virgil, or with the candour of Cicero,” because it is “the mark of a perverted mind … to prefer being caught in a theft to returning [that is, by acknowledgment] what we have borrowed.”4


3 Brutus, 76.


4 The Natural History, dedication, I, 7–8.

Perversity is violation of the principle that one should imitate only the best features of the best authors. Cicero inveighs against those “who follow nothing but vices” and considers it folly to imitate a model “in its errors” just because it possesses some good points.1 Seneca criticizes a writer for making “into a frequent and almost continual habit” devices which Seneca considers faults in the model followed, and concludes: “So you see the results of copying another man’s vices.”2 “We must take care,” cautions Quintilian, “that the precious metal [in our models] is not debased by the dross with which it is so closely intermingled,” for “even great authors have their blemishes.” No success will come, he insists, either to the writer who imitates “the worst and most decadent authors” or to one who “thinks himself a perfect replica if he succeeds in copying the blemishes of great men.”3


1 The Orator, 171; Of Invention, ii, 2.


2 Letters, cxiv, 17–19.


3 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. ii, chap. 5, § 24, bk. x, chap. 1, § 25, chap. 2, §§14–15.

But the great majority of reasoned censures of imitation are made against the servility or superficiality of imitators who have failed to transform what they have borrowed. So Horace warns his literary disciples that if they wish to make some part of the “public property” of literature their own, they must not “tread the common round” or copy slavishly “word for word,” and laughs at the “servile herd” of imitators — obviously such as have not followed his warning.4 Seneca insists that “whatever we have absorbed should not be allowed to remain unchanged, or it will be no part of us.”5 A mere copy, even of the merits of a model, is to Quintilian a lifeless shell, “only … skin,” and he rebukes writers who “follow the example of those painters whose sole aim is to … copy pictures by using the ruler.”1 In the same fashion Pliny and Lucian express scorn for those who transcribe “word for word, from former works,” or who think that they are writing like their model “if [they] just use his actual words.”2


4 The Art of Poetry, ll. 131–134; Epistles, i, 19, ll. 19–20.


5 Letters, lxxxiv, 7.


1 The Institutes of Oratory, bk. x, chap. 2, §§ 6, 15.


2 Pliny,The Natural History, dedication, I, 7; Lucian, The Way to Write History, 15.

Probably the most famous classical criticism of superficial imitation is Horace’s use of the Aesopic fable of the crow who disguises himself in peacock feathers, in the hope of being received among the more magnificent birds, but is promptly “denuded of his stolen colors” by their owners, and driven forth, an object of scorn.3 Horace predicts a like fate for a young friend if the latter continues to patch together bits culled from his reading, and to circulate the results as his own poems.4 The strutting crow, for the superficial, mechanical imitator, and the busy bee, for his assimilating, transforming opposite, neatly epitomize the classical attitude toward imitation.


3 Phaedrus, Fables, i, 3.


4 Epistles, i, 3, ll. 15–20.

Such, then, is the classical theory of literary production.
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