
FUN WITH HISTORIOGRAPHY

In which we will look at grammar, translation and literary 

analysis, and discuss Roman foundation myths and the chopping-

off of heads.



A BIT OF LATIN

Looking at a passage which we will discuss in English later



READING ALOUD

• Read the following Latin passage aloud. 

• No – don’t just mutter it! This is the start of a dramatic story, involving a hero, 

a villain and two armies. It needs to be read out with vigour! Stand up, take a 

deep breath, and read it in a powerful voice. Linger over the polysyllabic words 

– don’t rush them. Emphasise the adjectives: you don’t need a degree in Latin 

to get the gist of ‘nudus’ ‘magnitudine’ and ‘maxima’!

• Don’t just read it aloud once. Practise! Declaim it to your cat; record it on 

your phone and play it back; stand at the top of your stairs and project your 

voice. Latin is to be enjoyed – and Latin like this needs to be enjoyed with 

enthusiasm!



IN THE MIDST OF BATTLE, A HUGE GAUL 
CHALLENGES THE ROMANS TO A DUEL…

Gallus quidam nudus praeter scutum et gladios duos torque atque armillis

decoratus processit, qui et viribus et magnitudine et adulescentia simulque

virtute ceteris antistabat. Is manu significare coepit utrisque quiescerent.

Pugnae facta pausa est. Extemplo silentio facto cum voce maxima conclamat,

si quis secum depugnare vellet, uti prodiret. Nemo audebat propter

magnitudinem atque inmanitatem facies.



A GRAMMAR NOTE: SHOWING THAT GRAMMAR 
WAS CONTROVERSIAL EVEN IN ROMAN TIMES…

• The final word of this passage, ‘facies’, is problematic: the sentence requires a genitive (‘the hugeness and vastness 
of his appearance’), but the genitive of facies is faciei. This problem is debated by Aulus Gellius, the same writer 
who quotes the story about the huge Gaul: he goes on to write…

• “THE expression that I quoted above from Quintus Claudius,‘On account of his great size and savage 
aspect (facies),’ I have inquired into by examining several old manuscripts, and have found it to be as I 
wrote it. For it was in that way, as a rule, that the early writers declined the word—facies facies—whereas 
the rule of grammar now requires faciei as the genitive. But I did find some corrupt manuscripts in 
which faciei was written, with erasure of the former reading.

• I remember too having found both facies and facii written in the same manuscript of Claudius in the library 
at Tibur. But facies was written in the text and facii, with double i, in the margin opposite; nor did I regard 
that as inconsistent with a certain early usage; for from the nominative dies they used both dies and dii as 
the genitive, and from fames, both famis and fami.”

• So if you’re struggling with the genitive case, you can take comfort in the fact that even the 
Romans got themselves in a tangle sometimes!



AND NOW BACK TO ENGLISH…

The same story, but more of it.



CLAUDIUS QUADRIGARIUS

• We’ve been reading part of a story from the Annals of Claudius Quadrigarius (Q. Claudius

Quadrigarius, a Roman annalist writing in 100-78 B.C.), which survives only because it was quoted in

the much later works of Aulus Gellius (Noctes Atticae 9, 13).

• It tells of the duel between the Roman Manlius and the champion of the Gauls, around 361BC.

• It gives us the aetiology of the name of the gens Torquatus, a prominent Roman family. Many of the

famous families had similar origin stories – maybe with some truth to them, maybe completely made

up.

• The reason why it’s interesting to study this story is that our old friend Livy uses it as one of his

sources, and …. tweaks it! It’s very rare to have the opportunity to compare Livy’s writing directly

with his source material, and it gives us a fascinating insight into his agenda.

• Here is the Quadrigarius story in full – and in English…!



Then a certain Gaul came forward, unprotected except for a shield and two swords, and adorned with a 

torque and armbands, who was above all others in strength and size and youth and courage. When the 

battle was under way, with both sides fighting savagely, he signalled with a wave of his hand that the fighting 

should stop. There was a pause in the battle. As soon as silence fell, he shouted in a loud voice that if 

anyone wished to fight with him, they should come forward. No-one dared because of his immense size. 

Then the Gaul began to laugh and stick out his tongue. This was suddenly taken to heart by a certain Titus 

Manlius, of noble birth, who could not bear such a disgrace to happen to the Romans, that no-one would 

come forward from so great an army. He, as I say, stepped forward, and did not allow Roman courage to be 

stolen so disgracefully by the Gaul. 

Having put on an infantry shield and a Spanish sword, he stood against the Gaul. That meeting was made 

on the bridge itself, with both armies looking on in great fear. There, as I said before, they stood: the Gaul, 

true to his training, held out his shield, prepared to wait; Manlius, trusting his heart more than his skill, hit 

the shield with his shield and threw the Gaul into a state of confusion. While the Gaul tried to regain his 

position, Manlius again struck shield with shield, and again drove the man from his position; in the same 

movement his sword went under the Gaul’s, and the Spanish sword drained the blood from his chest; then 

immediately in his withdrawal he opened up the Gaul’s right shoulder, and did not give way at all until he 

had overthrown him, in case the Gaul should get in a lucky blow. When he killed him he cut off his head, 

removed his torque and placed it, dripping blood, around his own neck. From this deed he and his 

descendants got the name ‘Torquatus’.



AND NOW FOR SOME LIVY

Let’s see what the great Augustan historian Livy does with the 

story of Manlius and the Gaul…



LIVY ‘AB URBE CONDITA’  BOOK 7, 9.8-10.14

• Then a Gaul of enormous size proceeded onto the empty bridge, and in the loudest voice he could, shouted, 
‘Let the bravest man that Rome can produce come here and fight me, so that the result will show which of 
our nations is greater in war’. The young Roman nobility were silent for a long time, ashamed to refuse the 
challenge but unwilling to seek the first post of danger. Then Titus Manlius, son of Lucius, the one who freed 
his father from the persecution of the tribune, advanced from his station to the dictator and said, ‘General, I 
would on no account leave my post to fight without your orders, even if I should see a certain prospect of 
victory; but if you permit me, I wish to show that beast, who makes such an insolent parade in the front of 
the enemy’s army, that I come from that family which beat down an army of Gauls from the Tarpeian Rock’. 

• The dictator answered, ‘Titus Manlius, I honour your bravery and your dutiful regard for your father and 
your country. Go, and with the help of the gods, show them that Rome is invincible’. The young man was 
then armed by his companions, took an infantry shield, and buckled on a Spanish sword, suitable for close 
fighting.



As soon as they had fitted on his armour, they led him out towards the Gaul, who showed a 

savage joy and who (the ancients have considered even this worth mentioning) was sticking 

out his tongue in mockery. They then went back to their posts, and the two champions were 

left in the middle space, in the manner of a spectacle rather than according to the rules of 

combat, very unequally matched, in the eyes of those who judged by appearances. One had a 

body of enormous size, glittering in a shirt of various colours, with armour plated and inlaid 

with gold; the other was of medium height and build, with weapons chosen for ready use 

more than for show. On his side there was no song of defiance, no exultation or vain waving 

of weapons, but his heart, full of determination and silent rage, reserved all its fierceness for 

the contest. 

They took their ground between the two armies, while the minds of such great numbers of 

men on both sides were suspended between hope and fear. The Gaul, like some huge mass, 

ready to crush his opponent, stretching forward his shield with his left hand, struck a glancing 

blow with the edge of his sword on the armour of the approaching Manlius, making a great 

noise; while the Roman pushing aside the lower part of his opponent’s shield with his own, 

and squeezing himself in between that and his body, closed in with him in such a way as to be 

in no danger of a wound. Then with one, then another blow, piercing his stomach, the enemy 

fell, stretched across an enormous area of ground. Without mutilating the body of his fallen 

enemy, Manlius took one torque which, though spattered with blood, he put around his own 

neck. 



Astonishment and dismay held the Gauls motionless. The Romans in excitement 

advanced from their posts to meet their champion, and with congratulations and praises 

led him to the dictator. Among the rough jokes that they made, according to the custom 

of soldiers, the name Torquatus was heard joined to his name, and since then the name 

has done honour to all his descendants. The dictator also presented him with a golden 

crown and in a public speech praised his actions in the highest possible terms.



WHAT ARE THE KEY DIFFERENCES?

What has Livy added, and/or altered?

How has this changed the story?

What message does Livy’s version convey?



ADDITIONS

• Take some time to think about the things Livy has added to the story (and as 

far as we know, these are entirely fabricated additions, because it seems that 

Quadrigarius was Livy’s only source).

• Livy has added a dictator, a superior officer to whom Manlius reports, and who 

frames the battle with encouragement and praise. Why does he do this? What 

effect does it have?

• Livy has added dialogue; made-up speeches from the Gaul, Manlius and the 

dictator. What does this tell us about the style that was expected from a 

historian?

• Look at the different elements of the dictator’s speech: in only a few words, 

Livy mentions regard for father, country and the gods – all the main elements 

of pietas. How does this affect the characterisation of Manlius?



CHANGES

• Livy mentions his source (Quadrigarius) once, with an air of disapproval!

• However, he does not feel any need to follow his source to the letter. Look at 

the killing of the Gaul. Livy sanitises and rationalises it, and actually contradicts 

Quadrigarius. This tells us a lot about the relationship between a Roman 

historian and his sources, and about Livy’s own priorities as a writer.

• This is the point at which you should go back to Livy’s Preface. How do his

alterations to this story fit in with his stated agenda in the Preface?



AND FINALLY…WHICH 
VERSION DO YOU LIKE BEST?


