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Nemo aliquid ualet sine suis: Classical

and Medieval Latin Versions of “The Belly
and the Members” across Literary Genres

Abstract: This paper focuses on the unique combination of literary genres that
characterizes the reception of “The Belly and the Members” across Classical and
Medieval Latin sources. Attested in the Collectio Augustana (Aesop. 130 P. [= 132
Hsr.; 160 Ch.]), this apologue is not extant in Phaedrus, but its main motifs feature
in works in other literary genres, such as historiography (Livy; Dionysius of Hali-
carnassus), Socratic dialogues (Xenophon’s Memorabilia), anecdotal warfare liter-
ature (Polyaenus’ Stratagems), and political biography (Plutarch). Although it is
adapted to the patterns of each genre in which it is resituated, “The Belly and the
Members” is acknowledged, either directly or indirectly, to be Aesopic material.
After traveling across several literary genres, in the Medieval Romulus (RG), “The
Belly and the Members” returns to being a fable on its own terms and (again)
finds its place in a collection of fables.

1 Introduction

The apologue generally known as “The Belly and the Members” tells that one day
there was a dispute between the stomach and one or more other body parts.! The
body part(s) maintain that their role is more important for the body than that of
the stomach; as soon as the function of the stomach is explained, the limbs under-
stand that the body cannot work without a belly that can receive nourishment.
Certain sources indicate that this understanding comes too late, namely when the
limbs get so weak that the whole body perishes. This chapter examines several
versions of this tale, which has had a wide reception across the ages and literary
genres, partly changing its meanings and functions in the process. I start my sur-
vey with the “Aesopic” fable attested in the Collectio Augustana, namely Aesop.

1 For the spread of the apologue under the label of Aesop’s fable in popular culture, see the
recent collection by Gibbs 2002. For the oriental origin of this fable, see Adrados 2000, 106-107;
also Kaufmann 1996, 61; Gombel 1934, 1-27. The number and typology of the limbs mentioned in
the narrative change according to the source, as I show later.
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130 P. [= 132 Hsr.; 160 Ch.].*Given the long-lasting and ongoing debate surrounding
the figure of Aesop, the indication of “The Belly and the Members” as “Aesopic”
does not refer to the origin of the fable. This definition is rather an acknowledge-
ment of the traditional attribution of the motif of “The Belly and the Members” to
Aesop as an emblematic figure for the genre of fables, and accordingly the equiva-
lence between “Aesopic” and “belonging/pertaining to the genre of fables”.> Aesop.
130 P. therefore functions as a starting point for the analysis of generic patterns
and themes, as well as being the first term of comparison for other attestations of
the story.*

After analysing Aesop. 130 P., I will navigate the presence of the motif of “The
Belly and the Members” across Greek (Xenophon, Dionysius of Halicarnassus,
Polyaenus, and Plutarch) and Roman Classical authors (Livy), to conclude with the
Romulus, a Medieval Latin collection of fables.® Through this survey,® I show how
the nucleus of the fable is re-incorporated into other literary genres, and accord-
ingly is transformed in its contents and nuances. While returning to again become
part of a collection of fables in the Medieval Romulus, “The Belly and the Members”
preserves several aspects of its journey across various sources and literary genres.

2 Although I start with Aesop, I do not necessarily imply the chronological priority of the Aesopic
fable over the other versions: while the Collectio Augustana drew from and collected much older
motifs and traditions, the uncertainty over its sources and date of composition (presumably
1st-2nd century CE) makes it impossible to establish definite chronological relationships between
the Aesopic fables and other sources. For a discussion of the date and origin of the Augustana, see
Adrados 1999, 60-74.

3 The highly conventional characterization of the genre of fables as “Aesopic” reflects the need
within the Greek cultural framework to provide an inventor for each literary genre. A quasi-
legendary figure, Aesop is mentioned for the first time by Herodotus (2.134-135), who speaks of
him as a slave from Thrace, contemporary to Sappho. Aesop may well be a literary and cultural
construction, but his name and the adjective “Aesopic” became synonyms for the genre of fables.
For a summary of the use of the name of Aesop, see Zafiropoulos 2001, 10-12.

4 For the meaning, tradition, and wide reception of “The Belly and the Members”, see Hale 1968,
377-388; Peil 1985 (see 8-17, for the fable in Roman historiography); Zafiropoulos 2001, 101-102;
Adrados 2003, 170-172; van Dijk 2015, 1049-1051.

5 For a critical edition of the Medieval Romulus, see Thiele 1910. More recently, two of the three
redactions have been published separately: see Feller 2018; Martorana 2024.

6 In this chapter, I do not intend to examine all the occurrences of “The Belly and the Members”,
which is widely attested: see Dicke/Grubmdiller 1987, 483488 (n. 408); van Dijk 2015, 1049-1051. I
will focus on the versions that exhibit a more obvious re-adaptation of the fable theme to the
features of the genre within which the apologue is re-incorporated.
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2 Livy, Xenophon, and Polyaenus: in the shadow
of Aesop

Not attested in Phaedrus, “The Belly and the Members” has traditionally been
ascribed to the Aesopic corpus, where it stands as follows:’

Koo kai médeg mept Suvduewg fipLov. map’ €kaota 6¢ iV oSV Aeydvtwy §TL T0000TOV
npoéxovat Tij LoXVL ¢ Kai avTiv TV yaotépa Baotdlewv, ékeivn anekpivato “GAN, @ olro,
£0v un €yw TPoeNV TPocAdPwuatl, ov8ev LElS PaoTalely Suvioeobe.”
ObTw Kal €mi TV oTPaTELVPATWY PNSéV €oTL TO MOAD TARBOG, éav un ot otpatnyol dplota
ppoviow.

(Aesop. 130 P. [= 132 Hsr.; 160 Ch.])

The belly and the feet were contending for power. But when the feet said on every occasion
that their strength was so great that they could also support the stomach itself, the belly re-
plied: “Yet, my dears, if I did not get food, you would not be able to support anything”.
In a similar way, also a great multitude is of no use to armies if the generals are incapable of
making the best decisions.

(Transl. S.M.)

In Aesop, the feet and the belly are the body parts involved in the action, and the
only ones mentioned openly. After the feet have shown their intention to fight for
supremacy, the belly engages in a dialogue with them: ¢AX’, ¢ ovtoL, &0V ur £y
TPOQNV TPOSAABwUaL, 0U8EV VUETS BaoTtdlewy Suviioeabe (“Yet, my dears, if T did
not get food, you would not be able to support anything”). In the epimythium, the
relationship between the belly and the feet is compared to the military sphere: ént
TV otpatevpdatwv pndév €ott 0 MOAL TARBOG, €av Wi ol otpatnyol dplota
ppovdowv (“a great multitude is of no use to armies if the generals are incapable
of making the best decisions”). The agency of the body parts here replaces the
humanization of animals, which is very common in the corpus of Aesop, as well as
a prevailing — but certainly not exclusive — feature of fables as a genre.® Along
with this agency, the contest within the human body is a central motif, which is
developed further in other sources and literary genres.

Among the various ways the fable of Aesop has been interpreted, Hale has
singled out two main approaches:’ the elemental, whereby the apologue exempli-

7 For the text of the fable, see Perry 1952, 371-372.

8 Recently see Lefkowitz 2018, 57-62; Korhonen 2019, 211-231.

9 Hale 1968, 377-380; see also Hale 1971, 18-32 for the connection between this fable and the idea
of the body politic across Greek, Roman, and Christian sources; Zafiropoulos 2001, 101-102.
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fies the harmony among the four elements or bodily humours; and the structural
(or socio-political), where the fable is interpreted as a metaphor for political bal-
ance, thus articulating the concept of homonoia (6pdvola), the political agreement
that unites the Greek polis.”® This political and metaphorical reading is central to
most of the sources that incorporate the motif of “The Belly and the Members”,
which acknowledge, or at least imply, that it belongs to the genre of fable. In
Livy’s Ab urbe condita (2.32), for instance, the fable is used by Menenius Agrippa to
persuade the plebs to return to Rome after their secession in 494 BCE." Menenius
reportedly compares the stability and well-being of the state to the health of a
human body."

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: tempore quo in homine non, ut nunc, omnia in
unum consentiant, 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; conspirasse inde ne manus ad os
cibum ferrent, nec os acciperet datum, nec dentes quae acciperent conficerent. hac ira dum
uentrem fame domare uellent, ipsa una membra totumque corpus ad extremam tabem
uenisse. 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. Comparando hinc quam intestina
corporis seditio similis esset irae plebis in patres, flexisse mentes hominum.

(Livy, 2.32.8-12; emphases mine)

They therefore decided to send as an ambassador to the commons Menenius Agrippa, an el-
oquent man and dear to the plebeians as being one of themselves by birth. On being admit-
ted to the camp he is said merely to have related the following (apologue), in the old-
fashioned 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 were angered that they should have the worry and the trouble and the task
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 con-
spired together that the hands should carry no food to the mouth, nor the mouth accept any-

10 The development of the motif of “The Belly and the Members” was reconstructed by Wilhelm
Nestle’s early study (1927, 350-360), which centres on the sources of Menenius Agrippa’s apologue
in Livy. For the reception of this fable in later authors, see Peil 1985; Patterson 1991, 111-137; for
an overview of the versions of this fable, see Adrados 2003, 170-172.

11 See Gardner 2019, 50-51; Pieper 2016, 161-164. For an analysis of the fable in relation to its
historical context, see Emberger 2020, 77-91; for the role of Menenius’ apologue within the narra-
tive structure of Livy’s work, see Chaplin 2003, 195-213.

12 The text and translation (with minor changes) are from Foster 1919.
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thing 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. So 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 alike was the internal dissension of the bodily members to the anger of
the plebs against the Senators, he convinced the minds of his listeners.

(Transl. after Foster, with minor changes)

Menenius’ story is a rhetorical speech within Livy’s historiographical work, which
succeeds in changing the minds of the people listening to him: cf. comparando
hinc quam intestina corporis seditio similis esset irae plebis in patres, flexisse
mentes hominum, where the gerund comparando articulates the exemplary nature
of the story, whereas the perfect infinitive flexisse evokes the context of rhetorical
treatises. In fact, Menenius does not make the comparison himself, but, rather, his
speech is reported indirectly by Livy’s authorial persona. On the one hand, this
choice enhances the overlap of literary genres, as the tale combines historiog-
raphy, oratory, and fable; on the other hand, indirect speech suggests that the story
is a well-known and traditional one, thus stressing its exemplary and metaphorical
significance. The highly metaphorical meaning of the tale is also conveyed by
certain linguistic choices that recall a political vocabulary: cf. consentiant, consilium,
conspirasse, domare, ministerium, all of which have a political meaning;® tabes
would be used in later sources to “connote the putrid decay ubiquitous in Rome
beset by plague”;* intestina [...] seditio is a well-known phrase to indicate civil war.”

Building upon this political connotation, Andrew Feldherr interpreted Mene-
nius’ speech as the articulation of a new relationship between the individual and
the body politic, which reflects Livy’s perception of the passage from the Republic to
the Principate.”® Similarly, Hunter Gardner understands the apologue as an example
of how bodily fragmentation foregrounds social and political dissolution.” Harvey
considers Menenius’ speech to be the archetypical model for the subsequent
parallels between society and the human body, which would be widely used in
political and literary discourse in the centuries to come.”® Furthermore, the

13 Cf. OLD s.v. consentio, consilium, conspiro, domo, ministerium.

14 Gardner 2019, 51.

15 Cf. ThiL online VII 2.5.58-11.15, s.v. intestinus: “in imag. vel translate (ad corporis similitudi-
nem spectantur vel res publica vel aliae societates [...])” (VII 2.9.42-43).

16 Feldherr 1997, 136-157.

17 Gardner 2019, 50-51; see also Hale 1971, 26-32.

18 Harvey 2007, 4-10; passim.
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apologue can be read in relation to ancient medical theories. In Hippocratic medi-
cine, which was “transplanted” to Rome (to re-adapt an expression of Vivian Nut-
ton),” the body was seen as a 6uoedvin (namely, an “organic unity”), and the no-
tion of a physical organism was merged with the idea of the human being as a
structural whole.”” Accordingly, the corruption or idleness of one part of the body
was thought to affect the whole organism — including its abstract components.
This theory can be fruitfully applied to Menenius’ conception of the Roman state,
where the lack of concordia may cause the ruin of the Republic.

In Livy’s historiographical work, the nucleus of the Aesopic fable is thus
adapted to the political context and to the canons of historiography, while incor-
porating certain features of other genres, as well as medical knowledge. The apo-
logue is cast as a rhetorical speech and is characterized by military and political
vocabulary; it is a digression, but it has a structural function within the historical
narrative; it also evokes ancient medical theories. Moreover, Menenius’ parable
draws on the genre of fables. First, on a narratological level, the apologue is clear-
ly introduced as a separate story within a larger story, namely Livy’s Ab urbe
condita, as the expression narrasse fertur suggests.? The introduction of the apo-
logue (“when man’s members did not all agree amongst themselves [...] but had
each its own ideas and a voice of its own”) stylistically recalls the genre of fables,
which are placed in an undefined past through the use of formulaic language;
indeed, tempore quo has been linked to the beginning of a Greek aivog (cf. fv mote
Xpovog §7e), namely a fable.”

The (covert) recognition of the motif as Aesopic material is confirmed by a
later passage of Quintilian (Inst. 5.11.19-20). While referring to Aesopic fabellae as
a way to persuade the simple-minded and uneducated, Quintilian mentions the
fable of “The Belly and the Members”, and links it to the speech by Menenius
Agrippa.? This reference not only underscores the connection between the Aesopic

19 Nutton 2013, 160-173.

20 Cf. Epid. 2.1.6; Loc.Hom. 1; Mul. 2.174; Vict. 1.6; Nat.Hom. 3; Morb. 4.32, with Craik 2020, 188-190.
For a general discussion on holism in ancient medicine, see the contributors to Thumiger 2020.

21 The apologue must have been known in Roman history earlier than Livy, but there is no
agreement on when exactly the tale firstly appeared; see Ogilvie 1965, 312-313; Pieper 2016, 162-164,
with notes.

22 Ogilvie 1965, 312-313.

23 Cf. Quint. Inst. 5.11.19: Illae quoque fabellae quae, etiam si originem non ab Aesopo acceperunt
(nam uidetur earum primus auctor Hesiodus), nomine tamen Aesopi maxime celebrantur, ducere
animos solent praecipue rusticorum et imperitorum, qui et simplicius quae ficta sunt audiunt, et
capti uoluptate facile iis quibus delectantur consentiunt: si quidem et Menenius Agrippa [...] (“Con-
sider also those fables which, though not originating with Aesop — for Hesiod seems to be the
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fable and Menenius’ speech, but may also allude to Livy’s version, as Quintilian
states that “it is recounted” that Menenius Agrippa “reconciled plebs and patri-
cians by means of the famous story of the quarrel of the limbs against the belly”
(st quidem et Menenius Agrippa plebem cum patribus in gratiam traditur reduxisse
nota illa de membris humanis aduersus uentrem discordantibus fabula).** While
traditur can be read as an Alexandrian footnote to the apologue in Livy, the nota
illa [...] fabula reveals that the story must have been well-known, as well as being
connected to Aesop, as Quintilian’s previous remarks confirm (cf. Inst. 5.11.19).?
Livy does not openly say that Menenius is drawing from an Aesopic fable, but the
use of stylistic features and vocabulary that belong to the genre of fable, as well as
Quintilian’s reference to the connection between Menenius’ apologue and Aesop’s
fables, imply an acknowledgment of “The Belly and the Members” as a fable
theme.

Livy’s implied acknowledgment aligns with other re-elaborations of the fable,
such as those of Xenophon’s Memorabilia (2.3.18) and Polyaenus (3.9.22). In the for-
mer, while engaged in dialogue with Chaerecrates, Socrates mentions en passant the
example of “a pair of hands” refusing “the office of mutual help” and of “a pair of
feet” neglecting “the duty of working together.”*

NOv pév yap obtwg, €pn, Siaxelsbov, ®omep el o Xelpe, ¢ 6 Bedg ent 1@ cvAAaupavey

@AM émtoinaev, aeepéve ToUTOL TPATIOLYTO TIPOG TO SLAKWAVELY GAAAAW i el Tw TO8e Bela

poipa memonuévew Poag 6 cuvepyely GAAAOLY apeAnoavte ToUTOL Euntodifoley GAANAW.
(Xen. Mem. 2.3.18)

first author of them — are best known under Aesop’s name: they often attract the mind, particu-
larly that of the uneducated and rustics, who listen to fiction in a simpler spirit and, in their
delight, readily assent to things that they enjoy hearing. So Menenius Agrippa [...]”). For the text
and translation (with minor changes), see Russell 2002.

24 On the didactic aim of fables, see Quint. Inst. 1.9.2: Igitur Aesopi fabellas, quae fabulis nutricu-
larum proxime succedunt, narrare sermone puro et nihil se supra modum extollente, deinde
eandem gracilitatem stilo exigere condiscant (“Let them learn then to tell Aesop’s fables, which
follow on directly from their nurses’ stories, in pure and unpretentious language; then let them
achieve the same slender elegance in a written version”).

25 Quintilian continues by giving a definition of the fable as a genre: Alvov Graeci uocant et
Alowneiovg, ut dixi, Adyoug et ALBukoUg, nostrorum quidam, non sane recepto in usum nomine,
apologationem (“the Greeks call this an ainos [‘tale’], and speak of Aesopic fables as I said and
‘Libyan fables’; some Roman writers use the word apologatio, though the name has not been
accepted in common use”, Inst. 5.11.20).

26 The text and translation (with minor changes) of Xenophon’s Memorabilia are from
Marchant/Todd/Henderson 2013.
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“Now what if a pair of hands,” he said, “refused the office of mutual help for which the god
made them and tried to thwart each other; or if a pair of feet neglected the duty of working
together, for which they were fashioned, and took to hampering each other?”

(Transl. after Marchant/Todd/Henderson, with minor changes)

The motif of the struggle within the body is incorporated within Xenophon’s So-
cratic dialogue, thus acquiring a functional role within Socrates’ argument.”
While a surface-level reading suggests that there are no open references to the
genre of fable, Socrates has been acknowledged to have connections to Aesop,
and, accordingly, to (Aesopic) fables: not only is his life linked to Aesop’s, but he is
also known as a storyteller,® and he features in Phaedrus’ collection.” As Socrates
is linked to Aesop and therefore to the fable as a genre, his mention of the motif of
“The Belly and the Members” enhances his role as a fable-teller. Within the con-
text of a philosophical dialogue, this role may serve to remind the reader of Socra-
tes’ rhetorical strategy, which is based on exemplary stories, among other things.*
In a similar way, in Polyaenus’ Stratagems, a work combining warfare and anec-
dotal literature, the motif of “The Belly and the Members” is implicitly connected
to the genre of fables.”

Tepatng TNV oUVTAELY TRV o0TPATONESWY €lkale TG oopatl. Bwpaka ekAAel TNV Aayyaq,
XEpag Toug YLAoLg, mOdag TV MoV, KEYAANV TOV oTpatnyév. “td pev 8f GAka 6tav
EMAELTTY, XWAOV Kal TPOV TO oTpatdmedov: dtav 8¢ 6 oTpaTNyOs AnoAnTal, T0 v &ypnotov
ofyetat.”

(Polyaenus, Strat. 3.9.22)

Iphicrates compared the composition of armies to the body. He called the phalanx the
breast, the light-armed troops hands, the cavalry feet, and the general the head. “When the

27 In these sections of Xenophon’s Memorabilia, Socrates discusses the importance of kindness,
friendship, and cooperation (cf. Xen. Mem. 2.3.14-19).

28 On the one hand, Aesop as a figure is linked to Socrates, particularly in Plato; on the other
hand, his mythoi represent a model in style and content for Plato’s mimetic Socratic dialogues;
see Kurke 2006, 6-52; McPherran 2012, 50-60; Capra 2019, 89-113; Luchetti, in this volume. While
the parallel between the two figures is characterized by both similarities and differences, and an
overlap between them is sometimes denied (see e.g. Phd. 60c, with Luchetti and Bottini, in this
volume), the existence of a tradition where Socrates was linked to Aesop confirms his connection
to the genre of fables as a whole; see Zafiropoulos 2011, 203-216.

29 Cf.Phaed. 3.9 Z. [= G.], which is about friends, as well as app. 25 Z. [= app. 27 G.].

30 For the rhetorical implications of Socrates as a narrator in Plato’s dialogues, see e.g. Bowery
2007, 82-110.

31 Polyaenus was active in the 2nd century CE. The text of Polyaenus’ Stratagems is from von
Woelfflin/Melber 1887; the translation is mine.
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other parts were lacking, the army was defective and flawed; but when the general was lost,
it was totally useless.”
(Transl. S.M.)

The human breast, hands, feet, and head are compared to different components of
the army (respectively, the phalanx, the foot soldiers, the cavalry, and the gen-
eral), with a motif that recalls the morality of Aesop’s apologue: if the head, name-
ly the general, is lacking, the whole army is bound to be defeated. As in the previ-
ous examples, the fable theme serves the purpose of Polyaenus’ work, as well as
adhering to the canons of the genre. With the Aesopic version, Polyaenus shares
the military context, as well as the fight within the body, thus perpetuating the
image of civic strife. At the same time, the belly is replaced by the head, which
more clearly hypostasizes the idea of (military) leadership and responsibility. The
head also articulates hierarchical power, which characterizes the army and, in
many cases, the state as well. While the motif seems to be entirely incorporated
and translated into the new genre, there is a linguistic hint at the tradition that
saw “The Belly and the Members” as a fable, namely the verb eixd{w, which can
here be translated as “to compare”.* Alongside pointing out the exemplary mean-
ing of the comparison, €ixale also recalls Livy’s comparando closing Menenius’
apologue. Accordingly, the verb inscribes Iphicrates’ comparison (at least to some
extent) into a tradition that saw the fight between the limbs and the central sys-
tem (either the belly or the head) as an element pertaining to the genre of fables.
At the same time, through its inclusion in the work of Polyaenus, the fable ac-
quires further anecdotal aspects, which can be ascribed to the general’s personal
experience, while keeping its metaphorical and figurative as well as exemplary
meaning.

In the instances mentioned so far, we have seen how the motif of “The Belly
and the Members” develops across three sources, being re-incorporated into dif-
ferent literary genres while also fulfilling their aims: in Livy, the fable has an
exemplary and metaphorical meaning, serving Menenius’ rhetorical strategies; in
Xenophon, it enhances Socrates’ status as a philosopher by establishing a connec-
tion with another semi-legendary sage, namely Aesop; in Polyaenus, it helps to
convey further anecdotal nuances to the narrative. While the sources analysed in
this section show an implicit awareness of the tradition of “The Belly and the
Members” as a fable, the next section will explore case studies where the apologue
is more openly acknowledged as “Aesopic”.

32 See LSJ s.v. eikalw.
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3 Dionysius and Plutarch: in the light of Aesop

A more direct mention of “The Belly and the Members” as Aesopic material can be
found in Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ Roman Antiquities. Active in the first century
BCE, Dionysius is roughly contemporary to Livy.* When introducing Menenius’
speech, Dionysius expressly mentions the proximity between Menenius’ story and
the Aesopic tradition, by stressing how “at the end of his speech he is said to have
related a kind of fable that he composed after the manner of Aesop (eig OV
Alowmelov tpomov) and that bore a close resemblance to the situation of the mo-
ment, and by this means chiefly to have won them over” (teAevt@®v 6¢ Tfig Snun-
yopiag Aéyetat pdbov Twva einelv eig T0v AlowmeloV TPOTOV GUUTAAGAG TTOAANV
opoldTNTA TPOG TA TPdypata Exovta, Kal ToUTw PAAGT avTovg EAglv, Dion. Hal
Ant. Rom. 6.83).** The story reads as follows in Dionysius:

"E0Lké TWwG avOpwmelw oOpatt TOALG. cVUVOETOV Yap Kal K TOADY UEPRY E0TLY EKATEPOV" Kal
0UTe SUVaLY EXEL EKAGTOV TNV AOTNY TOV €v aUTolg uep®dv olTe Ypelag mapéxetal Tag (oag. el
81 AdPot ta pépn t0d avBpwmneiov owparog idiav aioBnowv kab’ avtd kal EwvAv, énerta
0TAOLG &V aUTOTG EUméaol Kab’ &v yevouévolg Tolg GANOLG Gmact Tpog TNy yaoTépa povny, kal
Aéyolev ol pév moédeg, 6Tl miAv €M avTolg émixeltal TO o®pa ai 8¢ xelpeg, dTL Tag TEYVAG
épyadovtal kal ta EmThdela €kmopifovat kai udyovrat moAeuiolg kat GAAA TOAAG WPEARUATA
TAPEYOLOLY £i¢ TO KOOV 01 82 @poL, 6TL T &y TavTa & avTolg Kopiletar To 8¢ otdua, dTL
@Béyyetar 1y 8¢ kePan, 6TL Opd Kal dkovEL Kal Tag GAAag aioBrioelg tepafodoa maoag €xeL
8U (v aetal To mpdypa: elta gaiev Tpog THY yaotépar ‘LU 8, O xpNoth, Ti ToVTWV ToLELS f
TG €0Tv 1) 0N XAPLg UV kal weéAela; aAAL oV ye TocoTTov Anéyelg Tod mPATTELY Kal cUyKa-
TopBoBv AUV TL TV KOWf ¥pnoluwv ®ote xal AvTutpatTels Kal €voyAels Kal, mpéypa
ApopNTOV, LTINPETEWY AVAYKATELS Kal QEPELY AmavTaydBev el TNV EKTAPWOLY TV CEAUTHG
EMOLULOV. Qépe, T 00 petamolovueda Tiig éAevbepiag, kal TV TOAAGY apLépeba mpayua-
TELOV (¢ Eveka TavTNG LopévopeV’; el 81 Tadta §6&etev avTolg Kal Pndev £TL §pen T0 £auTtod
£pyov, €08’ 6TwG &v €ml AL SLapkéoal SuvnBein 0 o®ua, AN oUK &v €vTog OAlywv HuepdY
0 KaKloTE TAV Popwv avorwbein, Alud; ovk &v &xol GAAWG TIG elmelv. TOV avTOV 81| TPOTIOV
vnoAaBete kat mept moAews [...].

(Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 6.86)

A commonwealth resembles in some measure a human body. For each of them is composite
and consists of many parts; and no one of their parts either has the same function or per-

33 For Dionysius of Halicarnassus and his context, see Hunter/de Jonge 2018; for an example of
the differences in stylistic and historiographical techniques between Dionysius and Livy, see e.g.
Oakley 2010, 118-138; for the relationship between Livy and Greek historians, see Champion 2014,
190-204 (198-201 for Dionysius of Halicarnassus more specifically).

34 The text and translation (with minor changes) of the Roman Antiquities are from Cary 1943.
For a recent analysis of Menenius’ apologue in Dionysius, see Pieper 2016, 164-170.
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forms the same services as the others. If, now, these parts of the human body should be en-
dowed, each for itself, with perception and a voice of its own and a sedition should then
arise among them, all of them uniting against the belly alone, and the feet should say that
the whole body rests on them; the hands, that they ply the crafts, secure provisions, fight
with enemies, and contribute many other advantages toward the common good; the shoul-
ders, that they bear all the burdens; the mouth, that it speaks; the head, that it sees and
hears and, comprehending the other senses, possesses all those by which the thing is pre-
served; and then all these should say to the belly, “And you, good creature, which of these
things do you do? What return do you make and of what use are you to us? Indeed, you are
so far from doing anything for us or assisting us in accomplishing anything useful for the
common good that you are actually a hindrance and trouble to us and — a thing intolera-
ble — compel us to serve you and to bring things to you from everywhere for the gratifica-
tion of your desires. Come now, why do we not assert our liberty and free ourselves from the
many troubles we undergo for the sake of this creature?” If, I say, they should decide upon
this course and none of the parts should any longer perform its office, could the body possi-
bly exist for any considerable time, and not rather be destroyed within a few days by the
worst of all deaths, starvation? No one can deny it. Now consider the same condition existing
in a commonwealth [...].

(Transl. after Cary, with minor changes)

The apologue is much longer in Dionysius than in previous or contemporary ac-
counts, and has a more dialogic structure, with the parts of the body (feet, hands,
shoulders, mouth, head) directly addressing the belly. The speech of the body
parts makes the Dionysian apologue quasi-comedic, which further connects it to
fables, as comedic features also characterize the fable as a genre.® At the same
time, Dionysius’ narrative combines patterns from the genre of historiography
with rhetorical elements, showing a closeness to Livy.* Similarly to Livy, Dionysius
has Menenius draw on stylistic and thematic features of the genre of fables, giving
more authority to his speech and incorporating it into the narration of historical
events. In Dionysius, however, the inclusion of the apologue within the genre of
Aesopic fables is stated more openly, specifying what was left implicit in Livy. This
direct mention makes the blending of literary genres (historiography, oratory,
fable, as well as comedy) appear more explicit, and, plausibly, it may have made it
more easily recognizable by, and engaging for, the readers.

In the later version of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives (Coriolanus 6), an example of
political biography, the awareness that the story of “The Belly and the Members”

35 For the interactions between fable and comedy, see e.g. Adrados 1999, 240-286; Hall 2013,
277-297; Piitz and Gartner, in this volume.

36 For an overview of the intersections between oratory and historiography in the Roman period,
see Laird 2009, 197-213; on speeches in Classical historians, see also Marincola 2007, 118-132
(126-127 for Dionysius).
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originates in the genre of fables appears to have consolidated even further, as
Menenius Agrippa is said to have “concluded his discourse with a celebrated fable”
(TEAELTOVTL TH AGYW TEPLADEV €ig oxfjua uvbov Stapvnuovevduevov).”

£on yap 100 avBpwmou Td péEAN TavTa TPOG THY YAoTEPA GTAGLATAL, KAl KATNYOPEY aUTHG ()G
uévng apyod kal aouuporov kabefouévng £v ¢ owpaty, T@v 8 dAAwV eig Tag ekeivng 0pégelg
OVOLG Te PeYAAOUG Kal Aettovpyiag LTTOUEVOVTWY: TNV 8¢ yaotépa Tiig evndelag avT®dv
KOTAyeAdv, ayvoouvtwy dTL TV TPOQRV VTOAAUBAVEL pev €ig Eautny dracav, avaméumel §
abBg £ avTiig kai SLavépel Toig GANoLg. “OUTwG 0DV,” Eon, “Kal TG GUYKARTOL AGY0g £0TiV, @
ToATTaL, TPOG VUG T@ yap kel Tuyxavovta g mpoonkovong éntpereiag kal oikovopiag
BovAevuata kal mpaypata nday VUV EMEEPEL Kal SLaveet TO XpROLUoV Kal WEALUOY.”
(Plut. Vit. Cor. 6)

He said, namely, that all the other members of the human body once revolted against the
belly, and accused it of being the only member to sit idly down in its place and make no con-
tribution to the common welfare, while the rest underwent great hardships and performed
great public services only to minister to its appetites; but that the belly laughed at their sim-
plicity in not knowing that it received into itself all the body’s nourishment only to send it
back again and duly distribute it among the other members. “Such, then,” said Agrippa, “is
the relation of the senate, my fellow citizens, to you; the matters for deliberation which
there receive the necessary attention and disposition bring to you all and severally what is
useful and helpful.”

(Transl. after Perrin, with minor changes)

As has been demonstrated,® Plutarch may have drawn on both Livy and Dionysius,
as Menenius’ speech is reported in indirect speech and the vocabulary employed
is characteristic of political or legal discourses, as well as evoking civic strife: cf.
otacldoal, Katnyopelvy, Aettovpyiag® Contrary to Livy, Plutarch has the belly
laugh (xatayeAdv) and reply to the body parts. This alteration may be due to the
influence of the Dionysian version, which is more dialogic and comedic, or may
simply be a variation on the Livian model. The laughter may also be a result of
interest in anecdotal evidence, which to some extent characterizes Plutarch’s
biographical work more significantly than more strictly historiographical works
(cf. Livy and Dionysius). This difference is important for generic interactions:
while acknowledging the apologue’s similarity to, or identity as, a fable (u06ov),
Plutarch incorporates a laugh within it, that is, a motif of the genre of comedy as
well as a stock motif of anecdotal literature. This coexistence demonstrates the
permeability of fables as a genre, as observed throughout this chapter.

37 Text and translation of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives are from Perrin 1916 (with minor changes).
38 See e.g. Russell 1963, 21-28.
39 Cf. LSJ s.v. oTaclalw, katnyopéw, Aeltovpyia.
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Not extant in Phaedrus’ corpus, implicitly attributed to the genre of fables in
Livy, Xenophon, and Polyaenus, and more explicitly acknowledged as Aesopic
material in Dionysius and Plutarch,” “The Belly and the Members” features again,
at a later stage, in a collection of fables: the Medieval Romulus (RG).

4 The Medieval Latin Romulus (RG):
back to (Aesopic) fables?

The last example of the evolution of the motif of “The Belly and the Members” is
fable 3.16 [= Thiele 66] of the Recensio Gallicana (RG) of the Latin Romulus.** An
anonymous collection of fables from the Middle Ages,* the Romulus draws mainly
on the corpus of Phaedrus and the Latin translations of Aesop that circulated in
the Medieval period. The Romulus has been divided by its principal editor, Georg
Thiele, into three main redactions: the Recensio Gallicana (RG), the Recensio Vetus
(RV), and the Recensio Wissenburgensis (RW).* T base my analysis on the text of
RG, which is the most famous of the three redactions and which I recently
published as an updated critical edition. In RG, “The Belly and the Members”
reads as follows:

Qui suos stulte deserit, se potius decipi sciat.

Nemo aliquid ualet sine suis, ut partes corporis humani. De quibus dicitur indignatas esse
manus et pedes, et uentri cibum dare noluerunt eo quod sine ullo labore repleretur, illo
sedente otioso. Manus autem et pedes aduersus eum indignantes laborare noluerunt et
negauerunt seruitium. Venter uero esuriens clamabat. At illi per paucos dies nihil dare
uoluerunt. Ieiuno autem uentre membra omnia lassauerunt. Postea uero, cibum dare

40 Another interesting occurrence of the motif of “The Belly and the Members” can be found in
biblical writings, specifically in Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians (12.12-26). Here, the body
symbolizes Christ and the Christian Church, whose parts should maintain unity as the bodily
members do. For the connection between Livy’s Menenius and St. Paul’s letter, see Pérez Lopez
(2014), 1087-1093; for biblical parables as fables, see Strong in this volume.

41 For the Latin Romulus, see Thiele 1910; for a more concise overview of the tradition of the
Romulus, see Martorana 2024, 3-9.

42 For some discussions of the date and place of composition, as well as authorship, of the Romulus,
see Thiele 1910, X-XXXVI, CXV-CXXIX; Mann 2014, 113-140; more recently, Zago 2016, 1-35; 2017,
351-362.

43 Thiele drew on the work of Léopold Hervieux. Hervieux (1884/99 vol. I, 330, 685-707) had
made a distinction between the Romulus ordinaire and the Romulus de Vienne which, to some
extent, anticipate Thiele’s RG and RV, respectively.
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uolentes, recusauit uenter, quia iam clauserat uias. Sic membra et uenter simul lassa
intereunt.*
(Rom. [RG] 3.16 [= 66 Thiele])

Those who foolishly abandoned their fellows must know that they, first of all, deceive them-
selves. Nobody is capable of doing anything without their members, such as the parts of the
human body. Concerning those, the hands and feet were said to be angered, and did not
want to give food to the belly, since it was filled without making any effort, but simply sat la-
zily. So, the hands and feet, being angered at the belly, did not want to carry out their task
and denied their service. Accordingly, the belly, hungry, started complaining; but they did
not want to give anything (to it) for several days. Since the stomach was empty, however, all
the limbs became weak. Later, as they truly wanted to give food, the belly rejected it, since it
had already closed the access. Thus, the limbs and the belly died together, exhausted.
(Transl. S.M.)

While the main model for most of the fables contained in the Romulus must be
sought in the collection of Phaedrus, this apologue is not preserved among his
extant fables, as already mentioned. This absence does not mean that “The Belly
and the Members” was never included in Phaedrus’ corpus, since it may have
been lost in the process of textual transmission; yet the fact that we cannot cur-
rently draw any comparisons with the text of Phaedrus encourages us to seek
other models. In terms of sources, it is very unlikely that the Romulus drew on the
Greek text of the Aesopic fable (since in Medieval western Europe the Greek lan-
guage was mostly unknown); the text is more plausibly based on one of the many
paraphrases of Aesop or Phaedrus in Latin that circulated in the Middle Ages. In
this fable, RG may also have been influenced, directly or indirectly, by the Livian
account.”

Among similarities to previous versions, it is worth noting that the fable of RG
features specific parts of the human body, namely hands and feet, echoing the feet
that are the only parts of the body mentioned in Aesop. 130 P. Moreover, the no-
tion that at some point the belly rejected food is found only in RG. This rejection
may be an indirect reminiscence of the words uttered by the belly in Aesop: “if I
did not get/accept food, you would not be able to support anything” (indeed, the
Greek verb mpoclaupdvw can be translated as “to accept”, “to take in”, or “to
get”).* An influence from the Livian account may be gathered from what we can
loosely define as an intertextual link: both in RG and Livy, the parts of the body
are described as “angered” (indignatas). Moreover, further thematic similarities

44 The Latin text is from Martorana 2024.
45 Cf. Thiele 1910, LIV-LV.
46 See LSJ s.v. mpocAapufavw.
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can be observed in the description of the belly’s idleness (uentrem in medio quie-
tum nihil aliud quam datis uoluptatibus frui, Livy 2.32; eo quod sine ullo labore
repleretur, illo sedente otioso, RG), and in the collapse of the body as a whole (ipsa
una membra totumque corpus ad extremam tabem uenisse, Livy 2.32; ieiuno autem
uentre membra omnia lassauerunt; sic membra et uenter simul lassa intereunt,
RG). Distinct from other sources, RG does not report a concluding statement to
explain the meaning of the fable. In his edition, by contrast, Thiele adds an
epimythium (monet haec <fabula> famulos esse fideles, quia per hoc fortes sunt et
manent, “this fable advises that the servants be loyal, since in this way they can be
and remain strong”);”” yet this epimythium is not found in the witnesses of RG,
with one notable exception.*®

At the thematic level, RG seems to include different patterns that “The Belly
and the Members” incorporated throughout the ages and across different literary
genres. At the same time, after crossing several literary genres, “The Belly and the
Members” has returned to being a proper fable in RG, where it presents features
that are distinctive to the fable as a genre: the moral (expressed in the promythium);
an emphasis on the independent agency of the body parts (which goes back to
Aesop. 130 P.); and phrases that contribute to the construction of the quintessen-
tial framework of fables (e.g. de quibus dicitur).

5 Conclusion

This chapter has, I hope, shown how the Aesopic motif of “The Belly and the
Members” develops across literary genres. The nucleus of the fable is, from time
to time, expanded upon or modified according to generic patterns, serving the
aims and scope of the work in which it is re-incorporated. In Livy, the fable serves
Menenius’ rhetorical strategies, as well as representing a break in the narration of
historical events in the form of an exemplary digression; in Xenophon, it enhances
Socrates’ status as a philosopher and as a legendary figure; Polyaenus uses the
motif to add authority and at the same time an anecdotal flavour to his narrative;
both Dionysius and Plutarch state the origin of the tale more openly to emphasize
the overlap in literary genres that is intrinsic to their works. After various trans-

47 Thiele 1910, 220-223. For further observations on the text of this fable in (what is now com-
monly defined as) RG, see Gombel 1934, 50-52.

48 This is S, the incunabulum of Heinrich Steinhowel (1476); see Thiele 1910, CLII; Martorana
2024, 18.
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formations and adaptations, “The Belly and the Members” is found again in a
collection of fables, namely the Romulus.” “The Belly and the Members” thus
exemplifies how malleable and adaptable fables can be, to the point of being fre-
quently re-incorporated in other works. This re-incorporation has often led to
changes in many aspects of the story. At the same time, although it features in
other genres and presents at times significant alterations, “The Belly and the
Members” is still acknowledged (either directly or indirectly) as Aesopic material,
that is, as a motif pertaining to the genre of fables. It is precisely this metamorphic
and adaptive trait that has allowed the fable theme to survive over time.
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