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Abstract 

Introduced in the latter part of the 18th century, the motto Atavis et Armis 

has transcended through the centuries and still serves as the motto of the 

modern Order of Saint Lazarus. The paper reviews a series of relevant 

Latin texts dated to the Classical Age to better understand the meaning of 

the motto. 
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Introduction 

During these years I have been serving the Order of St Lazarus, I have 

been made to feel welcome by this saluto: Atavis et Armis, which means, 

“by Ancestry and Arms”. Indeed, our Order is both Heraldic and Military, 

at least, it was when it was formed. Today, all people are invited to join, 

whether they are of the nobility or not, and the wearing of the uniform, 

the only way one shows today that we are Military, is not even 

compulsory. So, one naturally asks whether we are still Heraldic and 

Military, as one person asked during the Academic Conference held at 

Gotha last year. 

 
1 Chev. Commander Prof. Horatio Caesar Roger Vella is a Professor of Latin and 

Greek at the University of Malta, Grand Archivist and Historian of the Order of 
St Lazarus of Jerusalem, Chancellor and Archivist of the Grand Priory of Malta, 
and Secretary of the Gozo Commandery within the Grand Priory of Malta.  
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It would be a pity if we were to remove the uniform, as well as the 

decorations which, received through merit, fit on either the uniform or 

the dinner jacket. The uniform should be compulsory or, at least, highly 

recommendable for important official occasions. Decorations should be 

given to those who wear a uniform, on which they should be attached. 

Wearing a uniform means also discipline and drill: one still needs to learn 

what it is to take orders, and to be punctual and smart. From the videos I 

watch of our processions, much is desired regarding the filing and the 

marches held. 

 

Nobility is not recognized in Malta from the years of the 1970s. Our 

Order survived because it no longer seeks nobility. Instead, it seeks 

nobility of heart, expressed through not only generosity in helping the 

poor and the needy through monetary donations, but also through hands-

on activities, like organizing or attending fund-raising activities, joining 

groups visiting orphanages and old people’s homes, or even going to feed 

the lepers in Ethiopia.2 

 

Motto Atavis et Armis 

I am informed that the motto Atavis et Armis was introduced by 

promulgation of the Grand Master of the then two joint Orders, that of 

Our Lady of Mount Carmel and that of St Lazarus of Jerusalem. This 

happened on New Years’ Eve of 1778.3 Article V of this Règlement advised 

 
2 My wife and I had such an experience working with lepers in Jimma in Ethiopia 

in 2016. €4000 were donated for this mission by the Order of Charity within the 
Grand Priory of the Maltese Islands. 

3 I thank H.E. Chev. Prof. Charles Savona-Ventura, Grand Hospitaller, for sending 
me this information.  
Chev. Le Comte d’Évora is in full agreement with this view. See: Le Comte 
D’Évora, ‘ATAVIS & ARMIS and other expressions of Lazarite identity seen in 
their proper context’, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis, 3 (2019), 91-103 
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that the Knights of Our Lady of Mount Carmel and St Lazarus of Jerusalem 

were to bear a cross with the image of St Lazarus and the words written 

in gold, Atavis et Armis, hanging from their necks.4  However, it is 

suspected that the use of Atavis et Armis preceded its promulgation made 

in 1778, at least by a few years. This means that it became official in 1778, 

but was used earlier since at least 1773, when a commemorative 

medallion was dedicated to Louis Stanislaus Xavier de Provence during 

that year.5 Even two years later, in 1775, we read that Antoine le Picard 

de Phélippeaux, a student in the École Royale Militaire of Paris, was 

admitted as a novice within the joint Order of St Lazarus and Our Lady of 

Mount Carmel with the privilege of wearing the Order’s Cross with the 

motto, Atavis et Armis. This brought him into conflict with Napoleon who 

was studying with him in the same school, but who was two years junior 

to him.6 

 

Around 1910/1911, an association was founded in France known as 

Chevaliers Hospitaliers de Saint Lazare de Jerusalem et de Notre Dame de 

la Merci. The published statutes mention only one class of membership 

and the motto Atavis et Armis.7 The motto Atavis et Armis appeared also 

on dies, medals and medallions. Two such dies fabricated in France during 

 
4 Règlement [de Monsieur, Grand-Maître Général] concernant les Ordres Royaux 

Militaires et Hospitaliers de Notre-Dame-du Mont-Carmel et de Saint-Lazare de 
Jérusalem, 31 Decembre 1778 (Paris: Printing Press de Monsieur, 1779). 

5 Elizabeth Cassar, ‘A catalogue of 17-18th century Commemorative Medallions 
of the Ordre de S. Lazare’, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis, 3 (2019), 155-
156. 

6 C.M. De Vaux, Les École de Cavalerie: Versailles, L’École Militaire, L’École de 
Saint Germain, Saint-Cyr, Saumur. (Paris, 1896), 122, quoted by Fleur Brincat, 
‘L’École Royale Militaire and the Ordre de Notre-Dame du Mont Carmel’, Acta 
Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis, 1 (2016), 48-49 

7 Andreas Rademachers, ‘The internationalization of the Order in the 1930’s on 
the example of Germany’, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis, 6 (2023), 104. 
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the period of 1816-1913, had on one of them the following inscription: 

COMMANDEUR DE ST LAZAR, while on the other  ATAVIS ET ARMIS.8 

During the period of 1871 to 1913, a breast star based on the 18th-century 

design of the neck cross of the French Order of St Lazarus bore the motto 

Atavis et Armis around the image of St Lazarus emerging from the tomb. 

The inclusion of this motto coincided with the 1910-Statutes defining the 

insignia of the re-organized Order.9 Then, on the 17th December, 1929, a 

certification was given by the Spanish Chronicler Rey de Armas to the 4th 

Duke of Seville as Grand Baillie of the Order in Spain, awarding the right 

to bear the arms of the Order with the motto Atavis et Armis.10 Atavis et 

Armis again appeared in the Constitutions of the Order published by the 

Spanish Jurisdiction on the 26th May, 1949, confirming their inclusion in 

the Arms of the Order.11 

 

On the 6th May, 1992, Jeffrey M. Howard, of Howard & Associates, 

informed Roger Sherman, of 210, Beach Drive, N.E., St Petersburg, Florida 

33701, that the Plaintiff, in the then on-going legal case between the 

Malta Obedience, represented by the Great Bailiwick of America, and the 

Parish Obedience, represented by the Grand Priory of America, was 

suggesting that the Malta Obedience would cease using any portion of the 

name “The Military and Hospitaller Order of the Knights of Saint Lazarus 

of Jerusalem”, and would cease using the Maltese Cross with the motto 

 
8 Elizabeth Cassar, ‘Additions to the catalogue of commemorative medals’, Acta 

Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis, 6 (2023), 139-140. 
9 Charles Savona-Ventura, ‘The fons honorum of the Order of Saint Lazarus: 1800-

1910’, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis, 3 (2019), 88-89. 
10 A. De la Floresta, ‘Sobre las Grandes Armas de la Orden de San Lázaro’, Atavis 

et Armis, 35 (2015), 32-36. Quoted by Michael Ross, ‘Debating the colour of the 
cap in the crown of the Order of Saint Lazarus: a modern detective story’, Acta 
Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis, 3 (2019), 135-136. 

11 M. Ross (2019), ibid, 140-141. 
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Atavis et Armis as its insignia.12 On the 22nd May of the same year, Roger 

Sherman replied to Jeffrey Howard Esq. telling him that he would resign 

from the Florida Corporation, not use the name of the Order or insignia, 

and remove the words Atavis et armis from all other insignia; he would 

see that all officers of the Corporation would resign too.13 A medal which 

came to be a target of dispute in the mentioned court litigation during the 

1990s is now stored at the Grand Archives of the Order of St Lazarus in 

Torri Lanzun. On one side, it represented at the centre the image of St 

Lazarus with the words of ATAVIS ET ARMIS.14 Another medal was made 

in 1998 during a meeting held in Prague. On the obverse, one can see the 

green eight-pointed cross of the Order circled by an outer inscription, 

REUNION PRAHA + 1998, with an inner inscription reading ATAVIS ET 

ARMIS.15  

 

Atavis et Armis appeared in Article XII of the Constitutional Decrees 

published in 1994, stating: “Motto of the Order. The motto of the Order 

is: Atavis et Armis”.16 In the November-2006 edition of a newsletter, Ordo 

Sancti Lazari (Malta), an anonymous person commented on the motto of 

the Order. He confirmed that it was (officially) adopted in 1778, and 

translated it as “Ancestry and Arms”, when the real translation should be 

“By Ancestry and Arms”. He said that originally the motto referred to the 

 
12 Horatio C.R. Vella. The Manuscripts, Journals, Books and Other Items found at 

the Grand Archives of the Order of St Lazarus of Jerusalem house at Torri 
Lanzun, Mensija, San Ġwann, Malta. (Catalogue: ongoing project), D121 
(temporary number). 

13 H.C.R. Vella (ongoing project), ibid., D127 (temporary number). 
14 E. Cassar (2023), op. cit., 142. More about this dispute, see H.C.R. Vella 

(ongoing project), ibid., the appropriate letters under “Correspondence \ 
Letters”. 

15 E. Cassar (2023), op. cit., 132. 
16 Ordre Militaire et Hospitalier de Saint-Lazare de Jerusalem. Grande Chancellerie 

Malte. Saint Lazarus Newsletter, 3, (September 1994), 8. 
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Chivalric and Militant role of the Order, but today “it can be interpreted 

as a need for fraternity between the members of the Order and with the 

needy who deserve our assistance, and to remain vigilant in the 

protection of Christian norms”.17 

 

This year, the Grand Priory of Malta produced its medallion to 

commemorate the Pauline Pilgrimage held in Malta last February. A copy 

of this medallion is now exhibited in a show-case at the Grand Archives of 

the Order at Torri Lanzun, Mensija, San Ġwann, Malta.  Centre on the 

reverse shows the green eight-pointed cross overlying a coloured stained-

glass background with a circular text reading ORDO MILITARIS ET 

HOSPITALARIS SANCTI LAZARI HIEROSOLYMITANI ATAVIS ET ARMIS.18 

 

Atavis et Armis was, the title of at least two journals. These are Atavis 

et Armis. Bollettino informativo del Cavaliere di San Lazzaro, in Italian and 

published in 2006, and Atavis et Armis. Revista del Gran Priorato de 

España de la Orden Militar y Hospitalaria de San Lázaro de Jerusalén, in 

Spanish and published from 2003 to 2012.19 

 

Indeed, as far as I am concerned, Atavis et Armis can stay if we are 

noble of heart and wear uniforms and look smart. But as a Professor of 

Latin and Greek, it was natural for me to go into the Latin of this motto.  

 

Atavis et Armis in Classical Texts 

The first thing I found is that this motto was never used by the 

Romans: it must have been coined later, closer to our times. While there 

are innumerable references to the word arma, which in Latin is neuter 

 
17 Ordo Sancti Lazari. Newsletter: Grand Priory of the Maltese Islands and the 

Commandery of Gozo, 1(2) (November 2006), 4, 
18 E. Cassar (2023), op. cit., 138. 
19 H.C.R. Vella (ongoing project), op. cit., AC7-AC16. 
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plural, and which had apparently lost the use of its singular form, there 

are only a few references to the word atavus. A student of Latin grammar 

will tell us immediately that Atavis and Armis are in the ablative case in 

the plural which, in English, may be expressed through the particle “by”. 

 

Arma can mean defensive armour; shield; arms; defence; war; 

soldiers or tools. In our context, it is a reference to the past, to the Order’s 

mission to keep the Christian presence in the Holy Land even by means of 

war during the Crusade Period. What happened when the Order of St John 

lost its presence there? It continued to use arms where necessary. This 

happened both in Rhodes and Malta. But the Order of St John did not use 

arms against Napoleon: the Maltese did instead. What about the Order of 

St Lazarus? Did it accompany the Order of St John to Rhodes? Certainly, 

we do not hear that it accompanied it to Malta. Did the Order of St Lazarus 

continue to use arms? The arms continued to be evident when the 

reconstituted Order introduced its uniform: it is only the uniform which 

qualifies the use of the motto, Atavis et Armis. 

 

Atavus was used by the Romans in two meanings: either to mean 

“the great-great-great Grandfather”, or simply “an ancestor”. I shall go 

through all the incidences of the use of Atavus in Roman authors taken 

chronologically. 20   

 

Plautus (3rd c. B.C.)21 

Saturio: pater, avos, proavos, abavos, atavos, tritavos / quasi 

mures semper edere alienum cibum, / neque edacitate eos 

quisquam poterat vincere; “ 

 
20 The texts chosen are those indicated in the References, while all the 

translations are the author’s. 
21 Plautus, Persa. In: E.H. Warmington (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library (London: 

William Henemann Ltd, 1970). 
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My father, Grandfather, great Grandfather, great-great 

Grandfather, great-great-great Grandfather, great-great-great-

great Grandfather always ate other people’s food, like mice, and 

nobody could beat them in gluttony.”       Plautus, Persa 1.2.5-7 

 

Plautus lived during the second half of the third century B.C. and into 

the first quarter of the second. There are 21 surviving plays of his. In the 

Persian, Toxilus, a cunning slave, in order to repay the money he had 

borrowed to buy his girlfriend from the pimp Dordalus who owned her, 

persuaded his friend Sagaristio, a parasite, to dress up as a Persian, in 

order to trick the pimp Dordalus into paying a large sum to buy a girl who 

was dressed as an Arabian captive, but who was in fact free. The girl's 

father, Saturio, then appeared and reclaimed his daughter. The scene is a 

street in Athens, in which are the houses of Dordalus and Toxilus’ master, 

with an alley in between. The parasite 22, Saturnio, enters at the beginning 

of this second scene. As usual, parasites always talked about food, 

particularly food gotten through no efforts of theirs. In fact, Saturnio 

boasts that that was the career of his ancestors. 

Terence (2nd c. B.C.)23 

Ph. Primus esses memoriter / progeniem vostram usque ab avo atque 

atavo proferens.  

“You would be the first to produce accurately your progeny from 

Grandfather and great-great-great Grandfather, all the way 

through.”  

Terence, Phormio 395 

 

 
22 The parasite was a man liberated by his master, but who kept following him to 

do errands for him, to get food. 
23 Terence, Phormio, Hecyra, Adelphi. In: T.E. Page et al. (eds.), The Loeb Classical 

Library. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1965). 
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The Phormio, one of the six plays written by Terence in the first half 

of the second century B.C., is about a marriage celebrated between two 

cousins, Phaedria, the daughter of Chremes, and Antipho, son of Demipho 

and nephew of the same Chremes. This marriage took place through the 

intervention of Phormio, who is here both an adventurer and parasite, 

that is, one who lived at the expense of some wealthy man. This marriage 

took place during the absence of Chremes and his brother, Demipho, but 

on their return, Chremes recognized his daughter who had come from 

Lemnos to bury her mother in Athens. In this scene, Demipho claims he 

did not recognize the girl present in the scene, that is, Phaedria, but 

Phormio sarcastically told him he must have known his relative, since he 

was her uncle. Had she had a great estate, he would have done his best 

to get the lineage of his ancestors to prove he was related to her family. 

 

Varro (116-27 B.C.)24 

Quare cur scriptoris industriam reprehendas qui herois tritavum, 

atavum non potuerit reperire, cum ipse tui tritavi matrem dicere non 

possis?  

“Why, therefore, should you reproach the hard work of a writer who 

will not have found the great-great-great-great Grandfather, (or) the 

great-great-great Grandfather of the heroes, when you yourself 

cannot mention the mother of your great-great-great-great 

Grandfather?”          Varro, De Lingua Latina 7.3 

 

Marcus Terentius Varro was born in 116B.C., at Reate in the Sabine 

country near Rome. Although he was a scholar, having studied philosophy 

in Athens, none the less he took part in public life and fought against the 

rebel Sertorius, and along with Pompey on several of his campaigns. He 

was the official librarian of Rome, and escaped death twice, once from 

 
24 Varro, De Lingua Latina. In: G.P. Goold (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library. 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
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Caesar as he sided with Pompey, and once from Mark Antony, as he was 

not on his side too. He died in 27B.C. Although he wrote 620 books on all 

fields of human thought, only his De Re Rustica survived complete, and 

parts of this work, De Lingua Latina. Varro, an expert of the development 

of the Latin Language, is trying here to say that it is not surprising that his 

people did not understand the Latin written centuries earlier, since it 

developed by time. One, therefore, cannot expect to get the etymology 

of all words encountered. 

 

Cicero (106-43 B.C.)25 

Non patrem tuum videras, non patruum, non avum, non proavum, 

non abavum, non atavum audieras consules fuisse?  

“Had you not seen that your father, had you not heard that your 

uncle, your Grandfather, your great Grandfather, your great-great 

Grandfather, your great-great-great Grandfather were consuls?” 

Cicero, Pro Caelio 14.34 
 

Marcus Caelius Rufus, born in 82B.C. at Teramo in the territory of 

Picenum, had come under the tutelage of Cicero in 66 when he assumed 

the toga virilis at the age of 16. After a success in the courts, Caelius 

moved to a house on the Palatine rented from Publius Clodius, thus 

becoming a neighbour of Clodia, Clodius’ sister, widowed in 59 by the 

death of Quintus Metellus Celer. Catullus, the poet, was enamoured of 

her. Caelius too fell in love with her, but broke off relations through a 

bitter quarrel, for which Clodia set about to punish him by resorting to 

Lucius Sempronius Atratinus, prosecutor, to indict him for various crimes 

committed by him. The trial was held on the 3rd and 4th of April, 56. There 

were five formal charges: De seditionibus Neapolitanis, De 

Alexandrinorum pulsatione Puteolana, De bonis Pallae, De Dione and De 

 
25 Cicero, Pro Caelio. In: G.P. Goold (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
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veneno in Clodiam parato. A delegation of 100 people came to Rome from 

Alexandria to raise a dispute against Ptolemy Auletes who was then in 

Rome to claim back his throne. These were massacred at Puteoli by 

Ptolemy’s orders. Their leader, Dio, an Academic philosopher, pleaded 

their case to the Senate, and Cicero was here defending Caelius against 

the accusation of plotting against these Alexandrines. 

 

Vergil (70-19 B.C.)26 

… petit ante alios pulcherrimus omnes / Turnus, avis atavisque 

potens, quem regia coniunx / adiungi generum miro properabat 

amore.  

“The most beautiful Turnus sought (Lavinia) above all others, he 

who was rich in the ancestry of Grandfathers and great great great 

Grandfathers, whom the Queen Wife was hastening with 

remarkable passion to have him added (to her family) as her son-

in-law.”                  Vergil Aeneid 7.55-57 

 

Turnus had been betrothed to Lavinia, daughter of Latinus, King of 

Central Italy, while Aeneas, the leader of the Trojan refugee group, was 

promised by the gods to have her as his second wife, following the death 

of Creusa, his first wife, in the burning of Troy. After the death of Caieta, 

Aeneas’ nurse, and her burial on the same-named coast of Italy, the 

Trojans came to Circeii, which Vergil identified with Homer’s Aeaea, but 

which has been proved to be today’s Ustica.27 Then they came to the Tiber 

flowing into the Tyrrhenian Sea. There in Latium ruled Latinus, sprung 

from Faunus and the nymph Marica, descendent of Saturn himself. This 

 
26 Vergil, Aeneid VII-XII, The Minor Poems. In: T.E. Page et al. (eds.), The Loeb 

Classical Library (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1960). 
27 Horatio Caesar Roger Vella, ‘Thrinacia, the Island of Malta’, Literatūra 

(Lithuania) 54 (3) (2012), 7-36. 
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Latinus and his wife, Amata, had only one daughter, Lavinia, whom a 

prophecy had indicated would be married to one coming from the East. 

 

 
Horace (65-8 B.C.)28 

Maecenas atavis edite regibus, / o et praesidium et dulce decus 

meum, / sunt quos curriculo pulverem Olympicum / collegisse iuvat 

metaque fervidis / evitata rotis palmaque nobilis / terrarum 

dominos evehit A.D. deos.  

“O Maecenas, sprung from kings for your ancestors, O my 

protection and my sweet glory, there are those who love to have 

collected Olympian dust on their chariot’s wheels, while the 

turning-pole missed by the agitated wheels and the noble palm 

raise them to the gods as lords of the Earth.”  

Horace, Carmina 1.1.1 

 

This is how Horace starts his, what he meant them to be, first three 

volumes of Odes dedicated to Maecenas, his protector before Emperor 

Augustus in the field of literature. Horace here describes several pursuits 

of different people; but his own pursuit was poetry. 

 

Ovid (43B.C. – A.D. 18)29 

Evocat antiquis proavos atavosque sepulchris / et solidum longo 

carmine findit humum.  

“She calls out the great Grandfathers and the great, great, great 

Grandfathers from the ancient tombs, and cleaves the solid earth 

with a long incantation.”                   Ovid, Amores 1.8.17 

 
28 Horace, Odes and Epodes. In: G.P. Goold (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
29 Ovid, Heroides, Amores. In: G.P. Goold (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1996); Ovid, 
Metamorphoses. In: G.P. Goold (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
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Ovid here, at the beginning of poem 8 of Book One of the Amores, a 

book on loves, describes the magic abilities of Dipsas. 

 

paruit Aeneas et formidabilis Orci / vidit opes atavosque suos 

umbramque senilem / magnanimi Anchisae.  

“Aeneas obeyed, and he saw the riches of the formidable Orcus 

and his ancestors and the aged spirit of the great-souled Anchises.”  

Ovid, Metamorphoses 14.116-118 
 

Aeneas was the son of Anchises who had died about a year earlier, 

and he was led by the Sibyl into the Underworld to meet him. There he 

visited Limbo, Tartarus and Elysium, where he saw both his ancestors and 

his future descendants. Ovid, in his 14th book of the Metamorphoses, a 

book on changes, describes how Glaucus, a haunter from Euboea, visited 

Circe on the island of Ustica, to ask her to cure him of his love for Scilla 

through her gift of magic. Now Circe herself was in love of Glaucus, and 

so she hated Scilla. So, she poisoned the pool frequented by Scilla, upon 

which Scilla was transformed into a barking monster. For this reason, she 

punished Circe by destroying some of Ulysses’ men, and would have 

destroyed Aeneas’ men too had she not been transformed into a rock. 

Winds, however, brought Aeneas and his men to Carthage. After the 

suicide of Dido, Aeneas came to Eryx in North-West Sicily. He came to 

Avernus by Cumae, near Naples. There he received the help of the Sibyl 

to guide him down into the Underworld, after he had plucked the golden 

bough. There he learned about his future wars. 

 

Velleius Paterculus (19 B.C. – A.D. 31)30 

quippe multum Minatii Magii, atavi mei, Aeculanensis, tribuendum 

est memoriae, qui nepos Decii Magii, Campanorum principis, 

 
30 Velleius Paterculus, Historiae Romanae. In: G.P. Goold (ed.), The Loeb Classical 

Library (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998). 
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celeberrimi et fidelissimi viri, tantam hoc bello Romanis fidem 

praestitit, ut cum legione, quam ipse in Hirpinis conscripserat, 

Herculaneum simul cum T. Didio caperet, Pompeios cum L. Sulla 

oppugnaret Compsamque occuparet.  

“For much credit should be given to the memory of Minatius 

Magius, my great great great Grandfather, of Aeculanum, 

Grandson of Decius Magius, chief of the Campanians, a most 

famous and trustful man: he showed so great a fidelity in this war 

on the side of the Romans, that with a legion, which he himself had 

enlisted among the Hirpini, took Herculaneum in conjunction with 

Titus Didius, attacked Pompeii in conjunction with Lucius Sulla, and 

occupied Compsa.”  

Velleius Paterculus, Historiae Romanae 2.16.2 

 

Velleius Paterculus wrote this history to celebrate the consulship of 

his friend and fellow-Campanian, Marcus Vinicius, in A.D. 30. To celebrate 

this, the author chose to go through ten centuries of history. In fact, this 

work is the most successful and most readable of all the abridgements of 

Roman history, covering the period from the battle of Pydna to A.D. 30. 

In it, Velleius also treats of literary history, the setting up of Roman 

colonies, the history of the organization of the Roman provinces, and 

character portraits of the great figures of Roman history. This second 

book covers the period from the time of the Gracchi to the consulship of 

Vinicius. Here, Velleius was recalling the Italian War, which had to do with 

the granting of citizenship to the Italians by Rome. Among the Italian 

heroes, he naturally recalled one of his ancestors. 

 
Columella (1st c. A.D.)31 

Isque mos dum servatus est, perseverantissimo colendorum 

agrorum studio veteres illi Sabini Quirites atavique Romani, 

 
31 Columella, Res Rusticae. In: G.P. Goold (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1993). 
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quamquam inter ferrum et ignes hosticisque incursionibus vastatas 

fruges largius tamen condidere quam nos, quibus diuturna 

permittente pace prolatare licuit rem rusticam.  

“So long as that custom was kept, through a most perseverant 

interest in looking after the fields, those ancient Sabine Quirites 

and the Roman ancestors, although in the midst of sword and fires, 

still gathered crops, devastated by hostile incursions, more than we 

do, we whom it would have been possible for us to extend the 

interest in agriculture had there been a long lasting peace.” 

Columella, Res Rusticae 1.pr.19 
 

Columella came from Cadiz in Spain, where he was born near the 

beginning of the first century of our era. From the conclusion of Book XII, 

we learn that his work was completed when he was well advanced in 

years. His work is called Res Rusticae, on agriculture, addressed to Publius 

Silvinus, and it is the most comprehensive and systematic of all treatises 

of Roman writers on agricultural affairs. Book I contains general directions 

regarding the choice of land, the water supply, the arrangement of farm 

buildings, and the distribution of various tasks among the farm staff. Book 

XII, the last book, was written for the overseer’s wife, and it defines her 

special duties. It contains recipes for the manufacture of various kinds of 

wine and for the pickling and preserving of vegetables and fruits. This first 

volume has 33 paragraphs by way of a Preface. Paragraphs 17-19 refer to 

the strength of the Roman peasants, hardened by the toils of the field, 

which fact helped them to become good soldiers when war was needing 

them. He referred to the fact that statesmen (like Cincinnatus) were often 

found tilling the fields when called to return to the Senate for business. It 

was in those good times that crops were produced in great abundance. 
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Valerius Flaccus (1st c. A.D.)32 

stat maerens atavos reges regesque maritos / Thressa manus, 

quaecumque faces timuisse iugales / credita nec dominae sanctum 

tetigisse cubile.  

“A Thracian group of women stood there, mourning for their kings 

being their ancestors, and the kings who were their husbands, all 

who were believed to have feared the matrimonial torches and 

who had not touched the sacred couches of the mistresses.” 

Valerius Flaccus, Argonautica 2.343-345 
 

In Book II of the Argonautica, the Argonauts arrived at Lemnos, 

where they met Hypsipyle. Then they came to Sigeum, where Hesione is 

rescued from a sea-monster by Hercules and Telamon. They then passed 

through the Hellespont where they met Helle, who uttered her prophecy, 

and finally they arrived at Cyzicus. In this passage, Jason is with Hypsipyle 

in Lemnos, devoid of all men whom the women had murdered in 

retaliation to their infidelity. The author takes us back to the Thracian 

lovers of the husbands of the Lemnian women, who are described grieving 

for them. 

 

 
Juvenal (1st – 2nd cc. A.D.)33 

felices proavorum atavos, felicia dicas / saecula quae quondam sub 

regibus atque tribunis / viderunt uno contentam carcere Romam.  

“Happy, you would say, were the great-great-great Grandfathers 

of the great-great Grandfathers, happy were the centuries of old 

which saw Rome happy with (only) one gaol under Kings and 

Tribunes.”       Juvenal, Saturae 3.312-314 

 
32 Valerius Flaccus, Argonautica. In: G.P. Goold (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998). 
33 Juvenal, Saturae. In: E.H. Warmington (ed.), The Loeb Classical Library 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1969). 
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Juvenal was born during the years which varied from A.D. 60 and 70, 

and wrote during the emperorships of Trajan (A.D. 98-117) and Hadrian 

(A.D. 117-138), during which last period he died. He was trained in the 

moral principles of the Stoics, the tenets of whom are evident in all his 

sixteen satires. These were written chronologically as presented here, and 

Book III forms part of the first group of five poems. This third satire is 

Juvenal’s finest performance. It contains a brilliant picture of the living 

Rome of his day, of its sights and sounds, its physical dangers and 

annoyances, enough to discourage a poor man to continue any longer to 

live in it. In these concluding lines, Juvenal complains that crime was so 

rampant in his Rome’s days, that not enough iron could be found to keep 

captive those criminals in gaols. 

 

 
Gaius (6th c. A.D.)34 

Quinto gradu sunt supra atavus atavia.  

“In the fifth degree, on the upper side, are the great-great-great 

Grandfather and the great-great-great Grandmother.”  

Gaius, Digesta 38.10.1.7 

 

The Digesta were a compendium of juristic writings on Roman Law 

compiled by order of Emperor Justinian in A.D. 530-533. Here, in 

paragraph 10.1.7 of Vol. 38, the author, Gaius, is concerned with the 

degrees of relationship and affinity and their different names. 

 

 

 

 
34 Gaius, Digesta seu pandectae, (edition T. Kuebler, Leipzig, 1935). 
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St Isidore (7th c. A.D.)35 

Avus patris pater est, ab aevo dictus, id est ab antiquitate. Proavus 

avi pater est, quasi prope avum. Abavus proavi pater [est], iam 

longe ab avo. Atavus abavi pater.  

“Grandfather is the father of the father, so called from ancient 

times: it is so from antiquity. Great Grandfather is the father of the 

Grandfather, almost like the Grandfather. Great-great Grandfather 

is the father of the great Grandfather, already a distance from the 

Grandfather. Great-great-great Grandfather is the father of the 

great-great Grandfather.”             Isidorus, Origines 9.5.9 

 

Isidore, Bishop in Spain, flourished around the years from A.D. 602 

to 636. Here he gives us a lexicon of words in alphabetical order. 

 

Paulus Diaconus (8th c. A.D.)36 

Atavus, quia atta est avi, id est pater, ut pueri usurpare solent.  

“Great-great-great Grandfather, because ‘atta’ means ‘of the 

Grandfather’, that is ‘the father’, as children are wont to derive the 

term.     Paulus, Fest. p.13M. 

 

Paulus Diaconus lived from A.D. 720 to 799. His work survived 

through the work of Pomponius Festus, where in Book I he gives us a 

lexicon of words in alphabetical order. In his definition, Paulus says that 

atavus is derived from atta and avus, that is, the father (or Grandfather) 

of the Grandfather. 

  

 
35 Isidorus, Origines. In: W.M. Lindsay (ed.), Oxford Classical Texts: Isidori 

Hispalensis Episcopi: Etymologiarum Sive Originum, Vol. 1: Libros I–X (Oxford, 
London: Oxford University Press, 1911). 

36 Paulus Diaconus. Excerpta ex libro I Pomponii Festi, De significatione verborum. 
In: W.M. Lindsay (ed.), De verborum significatu quae supersunt cum Pauli 
epitome (Leipzig, 1913).  


