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By EMILY GOWERS

'Can I fix Rome for you on this poor sheet of paper?'1 Something like Petrarch's lament
must precede any attempt to sum up Rome in words; only an Atlas could do justice to the vast
weight of such a city.2 But there is at least one compensation: we are describing a city that we
all know, or think we know. For Montaigne, it was the first city that entered his consciousness:
'I have had knowledge of the affairs of Rome long time before I had knowledge of those of my
own house. I knew the Capitol and its platform before I knew Louvre, the palace of our kings
in Paris; the river Tiber before Seine'. And for him it remained the ultimate city: 'And
therefore can I not look so often into the situation of their streets and houses, and those
wondrous-strange ruins, that may be said to reach down to the Antipodes, but so often must I
amuse myself on them. Is it nature or by the error of fantasy, that the seeing of places we know
to have been frequented or inhabited by men whose memory is esteemed or mentioned in
stories doth in some sort move and stir us up as much or more than the hearing of their noble
deeds or reading of their compositions?'3 For Freud, the city provided the best analogy for the
human consciousness itself, an overlayering of past and present events, all capable of being
experienced simultaneously. He asks us, in a flight of fancy, to 'suppose that Rome is not a
human habitation but a psychical entity with a similarly long and copious past — an entity,
that is to say, in which nothing that has once come into being will have passed away and all the
earlier phases of development continue to exist alongside the latest one'.4

Throughout its history, Rome has been seen as a perennial palimpsest with antipodean
roots. For the modern visitor, it may be seeing an ancient family's funeral busts embedded in
the wall next to the neon lights of a butcher's shop, or walking a street that follows the curve of a
former circus, that brings home the four-dimensional quality of the city. But the sense of
continuity or forgotten meaning is really explained for us by Roman literature. That is what
gives us the Roman consciousness of the city; that is what fills in the gaps, supplies the missing
life to the ruins.5 Montaigne was moved by the physical Rome, but it was his reading that gave
shape to what he saw. It is with literature that the sense of the infiniteness of the city begins:
Cicero unable to walk the streets without treading on some trace of history; Pliny imagining an
endless pyramid of all the buildings ever raised in Rome piled on one huge heap; and the
extreme fantasy of the emperor Elagabalus, sending out for 1,000 lb of Roman cobwebs, and
being presented with 10,000 lb instead.6 Rome, it seems, was a collection of dusty ruins even in
its ancient past.

Rome was not just the greatest city in every direction: it was also the one that contained all
the others. 'Rome is the epitome of the civilized world'. This epigram, which goes back to the
sophist Polemo, is developed in Aihenaeus' Deipnosophists, a work which itself survives as an
epitome, a perverted digest of world culture, spewed in Greek from the mouths of collectors of
words at a Roman dinner-party.7 According to Athenaeus, Rome embraced every other city:
Alexandria, Antioch, Athens, the ABC begins. The Deipnosophists is rare for a Roman book,
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in that it is an example of a positive attempt to do justice to the size and scope of its setting. It
shows no signs of the embarrassment about Roman wealth or the dismay at Roman corruption
that emanate from most other Roman works. Athenaeus can afford to be positive because
Rome provides an appropriately varied and catholic background for his own all-engulfing
catalogue of culture.

How many books would you need to contain Rome? Livy made it 142. Nero, hypothe-
tically at least, put the number up to 400.8 Many encyclopedias of Rome must have existed and
been lost or mutilated like the ruins.9 We are left with some rather more selective views:
Juvenal's teetering stilts, gaping cracks, and falling tower blocks, Tacitus' winding alleys or
glaring boulevards, Propertius' antique forum, Martial's blackened taverns, and so on.10 If all
these representations were amassed and piled on one great heap, like Pliny's vision of the
buildings of Rome, they would still give us an incomplete and miscellaneous picture. But it is
an indispensable one. Whatever its perspective, positive or negative, all Roman literature is a
calculated response, direct or indirect, to the enormity of Rome; each writer shapes Rome in
his own image, that is in the image of the work he is writing—or, at least, if he is a 'small' writer
like Martial, as an ironic counter-image. These representations are worth having because they
give us all that is left of the multiple consciousness of the city.

This paper will confine itself to one object of representation, a specimen monument
whose meaning is created for us by the literary remains. Instead of aspiring to the heights of
Rome, I will plumb the depths, and look at the relationship between one of Rome's most solid
but dubious glories and the texts that shape it for us. This glory is the Roman sewer, the Cloaca
Maxima. Modern interest in the subject has been mostly technical and topographical: the most
recent investigation of its route, for example, was published under the aegis of a German
institute for the study of waterworks.11 However, I shall steer away from what Cicero calls
'minute quibbles about water-courses',12 and concentrate instead on some of the symbolic
aspects of the Cloaca.13

The Cloaca, rooted in the primeval centre of the city, is said to have been built in the sixth
century B.C., and many of its original lines are still followed today. It was a permanent
reminder to the Romans of their ancient history. The savage discipline underlying its
construction by the two Tarquins was part of the tanta moles of building the city: sewer-
workers who committed suicide had their bodies crucified as an example to the others.14 When
Pliny writes about the sewer, he emphasizes its durability. Its fabric is so strong that it resists
the impact of water. Blocks of stone are dragged along above it, but the tunnels do not cave in.
It is pounded by falling buildings; the ground trembles with the violence of earthquakes — but
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even so, for seven hundred years, the sewer has remained impregnable.1S For Livy, the sewers
were important because they preserved the original layout of the city at a time when building
on the surface had become increasingly haphazard.16

At first sight, then, the sewer had a place at the heart of the rhetoric of those whom Pliny
calls the conditores rerum, the foundation-layers of Rome's history.17 The Cloaca was one of
the city's great tourist traps: the grammarian Crates of Mallos was laid up for weeks after
breaking his leg in a Palatine drain (incidentally helping to lay the basis for the development of
Roman literary criticism).18 Dionysius of Halicarnassus puts the sewers along with the roads
and aqueducts as the three greatest marvels of Rome.19 Cassiodorus speaks of 'those splendid
works that strike astonishment into the hearts of all beholders. There you see rivers as it were
shut in by concave mountains, flowing down through mighty rafters. There you see men
steering their ships with the utmost care, to avoid shipwreck. Thus may the greatness of Rome
be inferred. What other city can compare with her in her heights, when her depths are so
incomparable?'20

But if we look at the language of praise more closely, we can see that the sewer had the
potential for undermining too. As an eighth wonder of the world, it was a strangely inverted
one. When Pliny describes its course as seven streams from the seven hills flowing into one
channel, that sounds like an underground, backwards-flowing version of the seven-mouthed
Nile.21 Rome, in his words, had become a hanging city (urbspensilis), another Babylon, but
that was only because of the subterranean vaults hollowed out beneath it.22 Just as Frontinus
sets up the aqueducts as Rome's 'necessary' alternative to the 'otiose' pyramids of Egypt,23 so
the sewer's glory lay awkwardly in its functional role. It was Rome's substitute for more
conventionally decorative and visible manifestations of the marvellous.

It was the contents of the sewer, of course, that above all compromised its status as a
wonder of the world. Originally, it was designed to drain the marsh on which the forum was
built; but by the imperial period an estimated 100,000 lb of city waste was being pumped
through it every day into the Tiber.24 Topographically it was central to the city: it began under
the Argiletum, the street of the booksellers, flowed under the forum, then, joined by waste
from the Esquiline, Viminal, and Quirinal, it discharged into the Tiber. One important
collection point early on, as Juvenal chooses to emphasize, was in the middle of the Subura, the
Soho-like quarter known for its restaurants and red-light district.25

This starts to suggest where the sewer fitted conceptually. For a fuller picture, it is worth
turning to metaphor, to one of the oldest and more consistent analogies for city-building in the
ancient world: the human body.26 In this case, the connection depends on ideas of hierarchy,
the notion that each zone of the body relates to the others in a strict order: the head, the ruling
part of the body, at the top; the dirty, internal and excretory parts at the bottom.

1 5 Plin., NH xxxvi .24 .105: 'aliquando Tiberis retro
infusus recipitur, pugnantque diversi aquarum impetus
intus, et tamen obnixa firmitas resistat. t rahuntur moles
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This was an enduring notion in philosophy. Xenophon speaks of the divine foresight that
lies behind the design of the body: what goes out is unpleasant; so the ducts through which it
passes are turned away and removed as far as possible from the organs of sense.27 Plato says
that the stomach is housed as far as possible from the counselling parts of the body, so as to
create the least turmoil and din.28 Most revealingly, when Cicero adapts this analogy, he
makes an explicit comparison between the body's guts and the sewage system of a house: 'just
as architects, when they design buildings, keep those liquids that would, if discharged, be
unavoidably foul away from the eyes and nostrils of the householders, so nature has kept
similar substances in the body far away from the senses'.29 Strabo, writing about the Cloaca,
specifically praises the Romans for their 'foresight' in taking care of matters that the Greeks
considered beneath them. Like the philosophers' divine creator, the builders of Rome had
remembered at the beginning of the city to look to its bodily ends.30

Was the sewer, then, seen as the excretory duct of the city? Livy clearly has a site in mind
for the 'head' of Rome when he lays down the foundations of his history with the monumental
works of the Tarquins.31 According to his legend, a human head was found on the site of the
Capitol while it was being built, which was interpreted as a prophecy that Rome would be the
caput rerum, the head or capital of the world.32 The Capitol was not only the uppermost part
of the city, but also its public face, its moral figurehead and its purest sanctuary. The Flamen
Dialis, for example, high priest of Jupiter, whose temple was on the Capitol, could not spend a
night outside the city, or touch flour, yeast, or raw meat, which Plutarch, anticipating Mary
Douglas, identifies as boundary-crossing foods.33 Cicero saw Plato's bodily hierarchy mapped
out in his own city: 'When Plato found a place for the chief aspect of the soul, the reason, he put
it in the head as in a citadel (in capite sicut in arce posuit)'.34

Dubiously married in the mythology with the Capitol was the Cloaca Maxima, the
Tarquins' other great work.35 The old proverb quoted by Cicero, to make an arch (arcum) or
capitol (arcem) out of a sewer, shows how monuments and drains were conceptually poles
apart.36 Again, this suggests where the Cloaca fitted into a bodily scheme. Interestingly, in
modern biological English, the word 'cloaca' is used to mean the back passage of a bird.37 A
similar analogy is found in Latin as early as Plautus. In his Curculio — a play that also
incidentally gives us a seedy topography of Rome focusing on the open sewer,38 the street of
the prostitutes, the shrine of Venus Cloacina, and the fish-market — a drunken old woman
calls for more wine, and the slave who grants her wish cries: 'Come on, pour it down the pit,
get on and swill out the cloaca'.39

27 Xen., Mem. 1.4.5: EJtei 6E xa &jtoxa>pofivxa 6uaxEof),
fauxTzgityai tori? TOUTCOV dxtxovq xal aJievEVXEiv f\
owaxov jtooatflx&xto &JC6 xeov alcriWjaeiov. xauxa ovxra
Jtpovoirujctos jiEJipayiiEva &JIOOE15 Ji6x£pa TUXIS f\ Yva>|iT|c;
£pva toriv. Cf. Reid, op. cit. (n. 13), 29, on Haussmann's
use of a bodily analogy for the Parisian sewers: 'The
underground galleries, organs of the large city, would
function like those of the human body, without revealing
themselves to the light of day' (G. E. Haussmann,
Memoire sur les eaux de Paris (1854), 52-3) .

2 8 Plat. , Tim. 70E : fv' o6v &EI VE|i<S|iEvov j tp6 ; (|>axvr| xa l
8 xi JtoQQCOTdxoo xou pouteuo|iEvov xaxoixoiiv, 86Qt>f$av
x a l fknjv d>s eXaxiortyv JKIQEXOV . . . 616 xaiixa evxavB'
Soooav auxtp XT|V xd£iv. A different account of the role of
the stomach ( though still in contrast to other bodily parts)
is given in the fable of Menenius Agrippa (Liv. 11.32.9):
he reproached the plebs for their rebellion against the
Senate, on the grounds that it was like an intestina corporis
seditio; the stomach, while appearing to be idle, was in
fact what fed the rest of the body (the story is retold in
Plut . , Coriolanus 6 .2-4) . Cf. Cato's description of Rome
as a 'belly without ears (Plut . , Mor. i g8d) .

2 9 C i c , ND 11.56.141: 'a tque u t in aedificiis architecti
avertunt ab oculis nar ibusque dominorum ea quae pro-
fluentia necessario taetri essent aliquid habitura, sic nat-
ura res similis procul amandavit a sensibus' . Cf. A.
Palladio, The Four Books of Architecture ( trans. I . Ware,
1738) (1965), 2 .2 : 'But as our blessed creator has ordered
these our members in such a manner that the most
beautiful are in places most exposed to view and the less
comely more h idden; so in building also we ought to put
the principal and considerable parts in places the most

seen, and the less beautiful in places as much hidden from
the eye as possible; that in them may be lodged all the
foulness of the h o u s e . . . '

3 0 Strab. v .3 .8 : o&xoi [the Romans] Jtpotivorioav
yuaXuna &v cbA.iY(oor)oav fotetvoi [the Greeks] , crcpcoaEtog
66<uv xa l v6dxeov EioaY(flv% xa l ijiov6|i(ov xtov
6trvanEva>v EXXM>£EIV xa Minorca xf)5 JKSXEWS EI? xov
T PTIPEOIV.

3 1 Liv. 1.55. Livy (praef. 4) refers to the inmensum opus
that his own history involves.

3 2 Liv. 1.55.5-6: 'caput humanum integra facie aperien-
tibus fundamenta templi dicitur apparuisse. quae visa
species haud per ambages arcem earn imperii caputque
rerum fore portendabat ' .

3 3 Plut . , Mor. 2 8 9 E - F .
3 4 C i c , Tusc. Disp. 1.10.20.
3 5 Liv. 1.56.2: 'vix nova haec magmficentia quicquam

adaequare potuit ' .
3 6 Cic. , Plane. 40 .95: 'arcem/ arcum facere e cloaca'. Cf.

A . Wallace-Hadrill, 'Roman arches and Greek honours :
the language of power at Rome' , PCPhS 216 n .s . 36
(1990), 143-81, esp. 145-6 on the double meaning of
Latin fomix, 'arch* or 'brothel ' , which caused the first
meaning to become obsolete during the Principate. Cf.
Tertull ian, Spect. 20 .2: 'sol et in cloacam radios suos
defert nee inquinatur ' .

3 7 Presumably the metaphor is drawn from sewers,
rather than the other way round: OED s.v.

3 8 Plaut. , Cure. 476: canalem.
3 9 Plaut . , Cure. 470-83 ; 124 (121 O C T ) : 'effunde hoc in

barathrum, propere prolue cloacam'.
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A more precise comparison comes in one of Varro's Menippean satires, called Marcopolis,
or, 'Varro's City'. This satire is thought to be a parody of Plato '^Republic, and this is borne out by
one of the fragments, as follows: 'The senses are the gates, the veins are the aqueducts, the
intestines are the sewers.. .'40 The connection with Plato's bodily analogies is obvious.41 But
what exactly is Varro's perspective? Is he, like Plato, starting with a city and finding in its
different parts analogies from bodily organs? Or is he starting with a body, perhaps his own
body, and finding for each part a topographical equivalent: gates, aqueducts, sewers? The
second alternative fits better with a typically satirical perspective, in which the hierarchy of
subject and metaphor is reversed. Marcopolis would mean, then, not 'Varro's City' but 'Varro:
the city', Varro as Rome, the satirist in his urban incarnation. This isolated fragment suggests
that, conceptually or metaphorically, the sewers were seen as the guts of Rome; or at least, that
this connection was always there to interfere with the glorious aspects of the Cloaca Maxima,
involving it with all the prejudice and disdain associated with its equivalent region in the body.42

To extend the analogy between Rome and the body, the Subura, the restaurant and
market area of Rome, with its huge drain feeding into the Cloaca Maxima, sounds a likely
candidate for the 'stomach of Rome', on the lines of Zola's vision of Les Halles as the 'ventre de
Paris'.43 The closeness of the restaurant areas to the sewer would have been a reminder of the
transience of food, provoking the same discomfiture that Agathias Scholasticus evokes on
examining the contents of a latrine in Byzantine Smyrna: 'pheasants, fishes, mixtures pounded
in the mortar and all the deceit of eating turned into dung'.44

Little is known about whether the sewers were effective specifically as a means of
removing human excrement. Few if any private houses in Rome had latrines connected to the
public drains; public latrines and cesspits were rare, and not necessarily connected either.45

Most Romans seem to have used chamberpots or commodes, but ancient historians become
vague when they explain what became of their contents.46 Fullers and night-soil collectors may
have had some use for them, and Columella recommends as manure for country gardens
'whatever the latrine vomits from/through filthy sewers', but this is not enough to imply the
kind of systematized channelling of excrement that exists in modern cities.47

On the other hand, it seems inevitable that some human waste did find its way into the
drains. To some extent, the historians' vagueness is a reflection of a semantic ambiguity in the
Latin language. The word stercus, for example, can mean both'dung'and'refuse'in general.48

This suggests that the distinction may not have been very important in Roman eyes. In any
case, what is important is that civic waste, whatever the proportions of excrement and other
garbage, was perceived as something that was evacuated down hidden channels in a similar
way to human waste.

4 0 Varro fr. 290 (Astbury): 'sensus portae; venae hydra-
gogiae; clavacajcloaca] intestini'. See J . -C . Cebe, Varron,
Satires Menipees: edition, traduction et commentaire,
Collection de l'ecole francaise de Rome ix (1987), 1297:
'Varron 6tablit un parallele entre la structure rationelle
d'une cit£ et la constitution du corps humain ' . Plotinus
called Plato's Republic 'Platonopolis' . See also E. Norden,
Heine Schriftenzum klassischen Altertum (1966), 11-12,
for a list of parallels.

4 1 The categorization of city sites is based on Plato's
division of his citizens according to the divisions of the
soul at Rep. 11.368E.

4 2 In the Church Fathers, cloaca stood for the 'gutter', a
site of sin and depravity from which the soul had to be
redeemed. E.g. Cyprianus, Epist. 55.26: 'lupanar aliquis
ingressus ad cloacam et caenosam voraginem vulgi'; Com-
modianus, Instr. 11.20.1: 'iustus ego non s u m . . . de cloaca
levatus'; Augustine, C. Iul. Op. 2.12: 'in odiosae arro-
gantiae cloacam deformiter fluere'; Ps. Augustine, Serm.
288.3: 'si vir cum multis ancillis in libidinis cloaca volute-
tur'; ibid., 294.6: 'de cloaca ebrietatis. . . consurgere'. Cf.
also Tertullian on the womb as a cloaca : adv. Marc.
in . 11.394: 'cloacam voca uterum, tanti animalis, id est
hominis, producendi officinam'; ibid., iv.2. 491: 'Chris-
tus cum tanti temporis caeno per corporis cloacam
effusus'.

4 3 On Zola's 'stomach of Paris', see J. Brown, Fictional
Meals and Their Function in the French Novel, 1780—
1848 (1984).

"Anth. Pal. 9. 642. Cf. G . Chaucer, The Pardoner's
Tale, 534-40: 'O wombe! O bely! O stynking cod,/
Fulfilled of dong and of corrupcioun! At either endof thee
foul is the soun./ How greet labour and cost is thee to
fynde!/ Thise cookes, how they s tampe, and streyne, and
grynde,/ And turnen substance into accident,/ T o fulfille
al thy likerous talent! '

4 5 Scobie, op. cit. (n. n ) , 413—17; Robinson, op . cit.
(n. 11), 117-20. Lanciani, op . cit. (n . 11), 31 had found
no evidence of connections between private latrines and
public drains.

4 6 See e.g. Robinson, op. cit. (n. 11), 120: 'slaves will
have emptied [chamberpots or commodes] down the
drain, or perhaps loaded [them] on the wagons taking out
the night-soil '; ibid. ,122: ' T h e disposal of excrement not
washed down the sewers must have been a problem. T h e
quanti ty must have been very considerable . . . ' H o d g e , op .
cit. (n. 11), 236—7, does tackle the question, suggesting a
combination of the following: pipes linked from houses to
cesspits and drains, public latrines, dungheaps , night-soil
collectors, and the streets themselves. I t is also possible
that inhabitants simply dumped their waste directly in the
river.

4 7 Col. x . 8 5 : 'nee pudeat pabula praebere novali/
immundis quaecumque vomit latrina cloacis'.

4 8 See Scobie, op . cit. (n . 11), 408 n . 7 6 ; OLD s.v.
stercus.
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A number of Roman myths reinforce the bodily analogy, giving the sewer the role of
waste-disposal unit, not just for city rubbish but also for political dumping. The emperor Nero
was said to have used it to wash his hands of the victims of nocturnal brawls, and to have
thrown statues of inconvenient winners at the games into public latrines. Elagabalus on his
death was imagined as being dragged sordidissime per cloacas.49 However, two more
anecdotes taken in parallel express outrage against the conspicuous or excessive use of hidden
channels, both civic and bodily. The first is Cicero's lurid picture of the effects of urban
violence in Rome in 57 B.C., in which he describes the Tiber filled with the bodies of citizens,
the sewers stuffed (refarciri) with more, and blood being mopped up from the forum with
sponges.so The vocabulary of that sentence — 'stuffed' and 'sponges' in particular — suggests
a direct analogy with the human gut. The sponge was the ancient equivalent of lavatory paper;
a late veterinary writer refers to excrement in the guts of a mule as afarciminalis, a stuffing, on
the analogy with sausages, stuffed animal guts transformed by cuisine.sl Cicero's meaning
becomes clearer next to the other anecdote — a bit of blackest Seneca describing the suicide of
a German bestiarius. He withdrew to a latrine, took a stick with a sponge on the end of it, 'for
cleaning the obscene parts', stuffed (infarsit) the whole thing down his throat, and choked off
his breath. This is how to die, says Seneca: showing death your contempt.52 Both passages
exploit the normal practices of bodily and civic decorum by standing them on their heads.
Cicero's city of Rome in crisis is like a constipated gut stuffed with citizens' bodies, which, as
soon as they are dead, become so much garbage in a gut bleeding at its outlets, the forum and
the Tiber. Seneca's gladiator stuffs down the top of his gut something reserved for the bottom,
offending his own higher senses and those of the spectators. For Martial, the stick that this
kind of sponge is attached to is damnatus, 'godforsaken'.53

These scenes were, it must be admitted, unlikely to recur. How was the Roman sewer
normally regulated and controlled according to the accepted proprieties of the human body?
The myth of the 'far-sighted' creator's concealment of the body's guts possibly fuelled citizens'
anxieties about uncovered sewers. Pliny writes to the emperor Trajan advising him that an
open drain in the town where he is governor (Amastris in Pontus) needs covering. What poses
as a river in the beautiful main street is nothing more than a stinking sewer, disgusting to look
at and foul to smell; in the interests of health as much as of beauty it ought to be paved over.54

The most publicized purging of the Cloaca Maxima, in 33 B.C., when Agrippa demonstrated
how he had unblocked mountains of debris by riding through it in a boat, can be seen as a
symbolic gesture in the context of contemporary medicine: purging was a standard element in
bodily regimen too.55

Conversely, the malfunctioning of the sewer provided a large-scale model for bodily
impropriety. Although the sewers in Rome were built so that they sloped down into the Tiber,
the river occasionally broke its banks, causing the city's effluence to flow backwards.56 In Latin
literature, descriptions of the belching, vomiting human body take their metaphors from the
language of sewers gone wrong. Sidonius, for example, has a memorable tableau of a parasite,

4 9 Suet . , Nero 26: ' redeuntis a cena verberare ac repug- arena. Cf. Augustus on the fate of his only attempt at
nantes vulnerare cloacisque demergere assuerat ' ; ibid., tragedy-writing: his Ajax 'fell on his sponge' (Suet. , Aug.
24: 'subverti et unco trahi abicique in latrinas omnium 85.2: here, primarily, an eraser).
statuas et imagines imperavit ' . S H A Elag. 33. Myths of 5 3 Mart , x n . 4 8 . 7 : 'damnatae spongea virgae'.
finding unexpected treasures among the sewer debris have S 4 Plin., Ep. x . 9 8 : 'nomine quidem flumen, re vera cloaca
an element of paradox: Hor . , Sat. 11.3.242: throwing foedissima, ac sicut turpis immundissimo aspectu, ita
pearls into the sewers as a sign of madness ; Fronto pestilens odore taeterrimo. quibus ex causis non minus
p . 157.2N = Haines (Loeb) vo l .2 , 104: silver found in salubritatis quam decoris interest earn contegi'. Pliny here
the sewers: 'etiam laminae in te rdum argentiolae cloacis uses the pairing of salubritas andamoeni tas so frequent in
inveniuntur ; eane re cloacas purgandas redimemus? ' civic rhetoric (see A. J . Woodman (ed.) , Velleius Patercu-

5 0 C i c , pro Sest. 77 : 'corporibus civium Tiber im com- lus (1983), ad Veil. 81 .2: cf. e.g. C i c , deLeg. 11.3, Suet. ,
pleri, cloacas refarciri, ex f oro spongiis ef fingi sanguinem'. Tib. 11.1, Quint , m . 7 . 2 7 , Plin., Ep. x .90.2) . Cf. Ulpian,

5 1 O n sponges, see Scobie, op . cit. (n . 11), 411 . Mul. Dig. x u i i . 2 3 . 1 , on the upkeep of sewers : 'quorum utrum-
Chir. 229: ' cum haec tamen causa evenerit, per anum que et ad salubritatem civitatium et ad tutelam pertinet:
farciminalis sero venire solet '; see J. N . A d a m s , The Latin nam et caelum pestilens et ruinas minantur immunditiae
Sexual Vocabulary (1982), 234-7 . cloacarum'.

5 2 Sen. , Ep. 70.20: 'ibi l ignum id, quod ad emundanda 5 5 Agrippa's voyage: Dio XLix.31; Plin., NH
obscena adhaerente spongia positum est, to tum in gulam xxxvi .28.104, w i ' n Reimer, op. cit. (n. 11), 140, n . 33.
farsit et interclusis faucibus spir i tum elisit. hoc fuit morti Sen. , Apoc. 7 uses the word purgare in connection with
contumeliam facere. ita prorsus; parum munde et pa rum sewers: 'cloacas Augeae purgare ' . Cf. Columella's use of
decenter; quid est stultius quam f astidiose mori ?' The re is vomire to describe a latrine (x. 85).
perhaps significance in the fact that the hero of this story 5 6 See G. Lugli, Monumenti antichi diRotna e suburbio
was a gladiator, in Rome the disposable body par excel- 11 (1934), 231ft., for a list of floods.
lence; Cicero's story, too, has the colour of the blood-filled
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who, like cloacal waste, stinks the more you stir him. His breath has a mephitic stench, topped
up with food-stained belches from yesterday's feasts, culminating in a great cesspool of
overflowing dinners.57 This quagmire of a description, as the author terms it, may help to
explain why so few Roman households seem to have been connected to the public sewer. One
of the citizens' worst fears was that foreign filth normally channelled away into the Tiber
might, when the river overflowed, confront the home-owner in his own drain;58 that was why
people preferred to tip their chamber-pots into the street, or store their excrement for
collection by the fullers and night-soil men.59

The Romans had mixed feelings, then, about their Cloaca. That comes out clearly in the
oxymorons of one ancient etymologist. Festus derives cloacae from conluere, to purge; on
another page, he relates the verb cloacare to inquinare, to stain.60 It might be possible to trace
a development in disgust in Rome similar to the ones some modern historians have found
focused on the congested sewers of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Paris — stinking
cesspools under the ancien regime, sanitized technological miracles under Haussmann. The
more the sewers concentrated and hid the city's waste, the more they grew in force as a
metaphor for the filth they secretly contained.61 In Rome, this development may have been
earlier than it appears. Plautus' Curculio seems to represent the sewer as an open canal
(canalem, 476). But plays like this, with their emphasis on the seedy areas of Rome, flatter and
excite an audience already detached from such squalor (one could compare Periplectomenus'
pride in his civilized, un-Italian table manners at Mil. 647—8).

The literature that surrounded the creation of the Parisian sewage system offers some
interesting refashionings of the ancient Roman commentary. Although technologically much
more complex, the Paris sewers were renovated in conscious emulation of the Roman
waste-disposal system, regarded as the concrete demonstration of enlightenment and a mark of
civic pride by thephilosophes and the authors of the Encyclopedic.62 The new Parisian sewer
was advertised as making the aqueduct of Ancus Martius and Tarquin's Cloaca look like
children's toys.63 Yet the more efficiently the Parisian sewers hid the city's waste from view,
the more the sewer emerged as an image of filth; the more novelists like Victor Hugo and Zola
pried and dipped their toes into the sewers, savouring the dirt. Hugo's great disquisition on the
Paris sewer inLesMiserables had the same effect as the intermittent sewage leaks he describes:
it gave the city a taste of its own bile.64

Much of the rhetoric surrounding the Paris sewer has its roots in Rome. In Paris, the
sewers often surfaced as an image in times of civil disorder. The revolutionary Marat, for
example, was imagined as a wild man who had taken up residence in the sewers, and, according
to the myths, that is where his corpse was thrown.6S In Rome, similarly, any unwanted and
potentially seditious filth was described in metaphors from the world of sewers and their
effluence: the native plebs, in Cicero's words the infimafaexpopuli, the bottom-most dregs or
scum of the city; or incomers like Livy's rustic inhabitants who evacuated themselves into
Rome in a time of plague; or the dross that was sucked in towards Sallust's Catiline as if into a
cesspool.66 Is it insignificant that the seditious poet Lucan insulted Nero while noisily opening

5 7 Sidon., Ep. m . 1 3 . 2 - 6 : 'est enim hie gurges de sutori-
bus fabularum, de concinnatoribus cr iminum, de sinistra-
rum opinionum dup l ica to r ibus . . . faeculentiae omnino
par cloacali, quae quo plus commota, plus faetida e s t . . .
mephiticus odor, quern supercumulat esculenta ructatio
de dapibus hesternis et redundant ium sentina cenarum'.
Cf. Claud. Mam. , Anim. 2.9 p . 137: 'situ fetidinarum
turpium ex olenticetis suis ac tenebris cloacam v e n t r i s . . .
inhalare'.

5 8 cf. Sail., Hist. fr. 4.50 (McGush in ) : ' redundant ibus
cloacis adverso aestu maris ' . McGushin thinks the town
referred to in this case is Heraclea Pontica.

5 9 Scobie, op. cit. (n. 11), 413-17; Robinson, op. cit.
(n. 11), 119-22.

6 0 Paul. Fest . p . 55: 'cloacae a conluendo dictae' ; p . 66:
'cloacare inquinare, unde et cloacae dictae'.

6 1 See Reid, op. cit. (n. 13) ,pass im, esp. 49, and Stally-
brass and White, op. cit. (n . 13), 125-48, esp. 145: the
bourgeoisie of nineteenth-century Europe became more
obsessed with the dirt of the city as a metaphorical and
imaginative concept as it became, in reality, increasingly

separated from their own bodies. See also A. Corbin, The
Foul and the Fragrant. Odor and the French Social
Imagination (1982), esp. 89-135, 222-8 .

6 2 See Reid, op. cit. (n. 13), 15.
6 3 ibid., 48. T h e Chevalier de Jaucourt , author of the

entry for 'cloaque' in the Encyclopedic, transformed the
Roman sewer goddess Venus Cloacina (ridiculed by
Augustine, Civ. Dei 2.28) into a symbol of Roman civic
spirit.
°4 V. Hugo , Oeuvres Completes (1969), vol 11/2, 878:

'Par moments , cet estomac de la civilization digerait mal ,
le cloaque refluait dans le gosier de la ville, et Paris avait
l'arriere-gout de sa fange'.

6 5 Reid, op. cit. (n. 13), 19.
6 6 C i c , ad Q. F. 11.5.3; Liv. m . 6 . 3 ; Sail., Cat. 37 .5 : 'ei

Romam sicut in sentinam confluxerant' (with McGushin ' s
commentary: 'sentina is strictly the place at the bot tom of
a ship where bilgewater collects; bu t it is often used as an
alternative tocolluvies, to mean filth or dregs: e.g. at C i c ,
Cat. 1.12, 2.j;Leg.Agr. z.yo'Att. 1.19.4: Liv. 24.29.3').
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his bowels in a public latrine?67 These images of obtrusive filth metaphorically realized the old
fears of the sewers flowing back into the city. Ancient tales like Aelian's one about the octopus
that swam up a drainpipe and ate a hoard of pickled fish are the ancestors of modern myths
about creatures with teeth and arms that live down below: alligators and turtles in the sewers of
New York; or the black pigs said to have bred in the sewers of Victorian Hampstead.68

In the case of foreign immigrants, Roman bile became much stronger. Cicero makes
much of the fact that Rome was built away from the sea and had thus avoided the fate of
maritime cities, of being corrupted by the influx of foreign tongues and morals.69 However,
although he may have imagined Plato's rational citadel built in Rome, Cicero did also
acknowledge that the ideal had disintegrated. He wrote of Cato as an isolated figure, who
'speaks as though he is living in Plato's Republic when he is in the middle of the dregs of
Romulus (the faex Rotnuli)'.70 Agrippa's purge of the Cloaca Maxima coincided with his
symbolic expulsion of astrologers and necromancers from Rome.71 Extending citizenship to
foreigners was also seen as a kind of polluting compromise. In Suetonius' eyes, one of
Augustus' great achievements was to keep the citizen body 'pure and intact from all foreign and
servile filth' ('sincerum atque ab omni conluvione peregrini ac servilis sanguinis incorrup-
tum').72 The word most often found in conjunction with conluvies or conluvium, the word for
'filth', is mixtus, 'mixed', as though the disturbance of categories, the churning mass of
unidentifiable effluent, was the most useful metaphorical aspect of the sewer.73

The hierarchy of head and guts that determines the meaning of the Cloaca had another
dimension in Roman culture. It also affected the ranking of literary genres. There tended to be
a strong correlation between a work's place in the hierarchy of genres and the degree to which it
exposed or excluded the ignoble functions of the body.74 According to the Elder Seneca, for
example, the word 'sponge' was enough to 'pollute' {inquinare) an orator's style irredeemably,
along with other words such as puleiwn (fleamint), lanternae (lanterns), and acetum
(vinegar).75 Cato allegedly liked to avoid using any straight expression for 'sewage'.76 Aulus
Gellius, describing 'babblers', people with uncontrollable verbal diarrhoea, also resorts to the
terms of the sewer: 'their speech flows constantly, and bubbles with the most filthy swirl of
words'.77

So what about the kind of literature that does bubble and swirl with foul language? In
Rome there was a special relationship betwen the sewer and the dirtiest literary genre, satire. If
the sewer was anatomized as the gut of Rome, teeming with rushing effluent, satire, too, took
its metaphorical origins from guts. The name may be derived from that of an ancientfarcimen,
or forcemeat, called satura, named by analogy with a stuffed human gut, full of a savoury
mixture of dubious food.78 Satire, like the sewer, was connected with purging, yet at the same
time it was inextricably contaminated with filth. Livy's description of the Cloaca Maxima, 'the
receptacle of all the off-scourings of the city', is also a good one for satire's function as dustbin
of all the other genres.79

As for the satirist himself, his official role may have been analogous to that of the censor,
whose duties, in the Republic at least, included not just the purging of public morals but also

67 Suet . , Vita Lucani : 'adeo ut quondam in latrinis
publicis clariore cum strepitu ventris emissi hemistichium
Neronis magna consessorum fuga pronunt ia t : "Sub terris
tonuisse pu tes ' " .

68 Aelian, HA X I I I . 6 . See R. Daley, The World Beneath
the City (1959), 187-9; T - Boyle, Black Swine in the
Sewers of Hampstead: Beneath the Surface of Victorian
Sensationalism (1990).

69 Cic.,deRep. 11.4.7.
70 C i c , Att. 11.1.8: 'dicit enim tamquam in Platonis

noXiTeiQ, non t amquam in Romuli faece'.
71 Dio XLix.43.5. See J . Henderson, 'Satire writes

"woman" : gendersong ' ,PC/ > A52i5 n . s . 35 (1989), 50-80,
at 62.

72 Suet., Aug. 40 .3 .
73 e.g. Liv. I I I .6 .3: 'ea conluvio mixtorum omnis generis

animant ium et odore insolito urbanos et agrestem con-
fertum in arta tecta aestu et vigiliis angebat ' (forced
cohabitation of town and country Romans in a time of
plague; confertum, 'stuffed', recalls Cicero's metaphor
refarciri for sewers stuffed with citizen bodies at pro Sest.

77); iv .2 .5 : 'colluvionem gentium adferre' (an explosive
mixture of plebs and patricians); xx i i .43 .2 : 'mixtos ex
conluvione omnium gentium' (Hannibal 's soldiers);
xxvi .40.17: 'mixti ex omni conluvione' (a mob from
Agathyrna); Tac . , Hist. 11.16: 'in multa conluvione rerum
maioribus flagitiis permixtos' (Otho and Vitellius).

74 See E. Gowers, The Loaded Table. Representations of
Food in Roman Literature (1993), 22.

75 Sen. , Cont. 7 prol. 3 : 'his admixtis sordibus non
defendi sed inquinari ' .

76 Paul. Fest. p . 59: 'cloacale flumen dixit Cato pro
cloacarum omnium conluvie'. One could compare the
modern municipal euphemisms 'waste disposal centre' for
'rubbish t ip ' and 'waste receptacle' for ' rubbish bin' .

77 Gell. 1.15.17: 'quorum lingua tarn prodiga infre-
misque sit, ut fluat semper et aestuet conluvione ver-
borum taeterrima'.

78 See M. Coffey, Roman Satire (1976), 15; and the
discussion by Gowers, op. cit. (n. 74), n o , 112—13.

79 Liv. 1.56.2: 'receptaculum omnium purgamentorum
urbis ' .
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the cleaning of the sewers.80 Yet there was also something in him of the voyeur, like Swift's
critic in The Tale of a Tub, who scours the Edinburgh streets in search of filth: 'Not that he is
curious to observe the colour and complexion of the ordure, or take its dimension, much less to
be paddling in or tasting it; but only with a design to come out of it as cleanly as he may'.81 This
is the sort of complexion we can put on something like Pliny's letter to Trajan about the Pontic
sewer. Why does Pliny uncover such an unpalatable subject? In order to show that he is
fastidious enough to want it covered up again. But the main irony, not just for satirists, but for
moralists like Seneca as well, is that one cannot purge a city of its dirt except by staining one's
own writing, or, in Agrippa's case, one's public image, in the process. After rummaging in the
underside of Parisian life, Zola deserved to complain: 'I heard my work treated as a puddle of
mud and blood, as a sewer, as filth'.82

Satirists may dwell on the underside of the city — the brothels, the taverns, the
meat-markets and the sewers — but they also use the language of the sewer to contaminate or
expose the contamination of the upper parts as well, like the nineteenth-century author oiLes
Odeurs de Paris, who peered down on Haussmann's boulevards and saw them as society's
sewers overflowing with excrement.83 Satirists see dirt diverted up above, as though the
manholes had been lifted and the pipes had burst into the city. Seneca's Apocolocyntosis, for
example, transforms upper Rome under the incontinent Claudius into an Augean sewer.84

Of course, Roman satirists wallow in filth to different degrees. Lucilius talks about
someone being 'down among the goat-turds, shit and pig-muck'.8S But, after him, Horace
offers a comparatively cleansed and rationalized version, from a quizzical higher perspective,
his obscenities curiously at odds with hispurus sermo. Rome's Esquiline hill had once been a
stinking heap of paupers' corpses, animal carcasses and every other kind of garbage; seventy
five rubbish pits were found in the last century in this Roman equivalent of the Parisian dump
Montfaucon.86 In Horace's eighth satire, where he presides over the former cesspit in the guise
of a scarecrow Priapus, everything is now sweetness and light: the heap of bones is
transformed into a salubrious promenade; Rome is now a garden city and Maecenas is its
philanthropist, heralding the symbolic purge that Agrippa staged with his voyage through the
great Cloaca.87 Touching filth in Horace is like being taken on one of those nineteenth-century
tours of the Parisian sewers designed to show that they no longer smelled—except, Hugo says,
with the most imperceptible of sinister odours, like Tartuffe after confession.88

Juvenal wallows closer to the ground than Horace, and it is in Juvenal that we get more
than a whiff of the Cloaca, in images that link the city, the verse-form, and the satirist himself.
The satirical notebooks that feed insatiably on vice find parallels among the denizens of
river-banks and sewers: the Egyptian ibis that forages in the Nile scum, saturam serpentibus,
'fat on snakes'; and the river-pike offered to the unfortunate dinner-guest: 'fat with churning
sewage, it had often wormed its way into the drain in the middle of the Subura'.89

Two epigrams of Victor Hugo bring home the links with satire: the sewer is a cynic: it tells
all. And: the sewer is the conscience of the city.90 Because the Romans cleansed their city's

8 0 Dion. Hal . , Ram. Ant. m . 6 8 : censors let out cleaning
and repairing of sewers at 1,000 talents. Liv. xxx ix .44 :
Cato as censor had existing sewers repaired and more built
on the Aventine. T h e responsibility seems to have been
taken over in the late Republic and Empire by praetors or
aediles: C i c , Caecin. 13.36 (praetorurbanus); P l i n . , N H
xxxvi.24.104 (Agrippa as aedile).

8 1 J. Swift, The Tale of a Tub, 'A Digression concerning
Critics'.

8 2 Reid, op. cit. (n. 13), 60.
8 3 Reid, op . cit. (n. 13), 49—50. Conversely, the sewers

were the t rue boulevards (Louis Veuillot, Les odeurs de
Paris (n .d . ) , 8: 'People take boat rides and hunt rats.
Meetings are set u p and already more than one dowry has
been settled upon there ' ) . T h e r e is a similar inversion in a
line from G. Greene, The ThirdMan (1974): 'They [the
sewer police] know this place just as I know the Tot ten-
ham Court Road'.

8 4 Sen., Apoc. 7 : 'cloacas Augeae'. T h e translation of
'stables' into 'sewers' is another piece of evidence suggest-
ing that sewers were linked with excrement.

8* Lucil . 1081W: 'hie in stercore humi fabulisque fimo
atque sucerdis' .

8 6 Lanciani, op. cit. (n. 11), 64ft.
8 7 Hot.,Sat. 1 .8.The poem wards off all filthy defilers by

inverting the statutory caution against defecation: 'men-
tior at si quid, merdis caput inquiner albis/ corvorum,
atque in me veniat mictum atque cacatum/ Iulius et
fragilis Pediatia atque Voranus ' (37-9) . Cf. A. E. Gordon ,
'Seven Lat in inscriptions in Rome' , G&R 20 (1951),
75-92, at 77-8 on CIL v i .31615: 'stercus longe aufer ne
malum habeas' . Cf. also CIL iv.3782, 3832, 4586, 5438
('cacator cave ma lum' ) ; CIL iv.6641 ('cacator sic valeas u t
tu hoc locum transeas') .

8 8 Hugo , op. cit. (n. 64), vol. 11/2, 8 8 1 : 'il exhale une
vague odeur suspecte, comme Tar tufe apres la
confession'.

8 9 Juv . 15.3: 'saturam serpentibus ibin ' ; 5.104—6: '+gla-
cie aspersus+ maculis Tiber inus et ipse/ vernula r iparum,
pinguis torrente cloaca/ et solitus mediae cryptam pene-
trare Suburae ' .

9 0 Hugo , op. cit. (n. 64), vol. 11/2, 876: ' U n egout est un
cynique. II dit tout ' ; 'L 'egout , e'est la conscience de la
ville'.
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conscience so assiduously and so durably, that meant that their sewers were associated with
Rome throughout the world; they were the peculiar pride of the city. Yet to mention the sewer
was the best form of deflation. The Elder Seneca tells an anecdote about Cassius Severus, who
overheard the orator Cestius boasting: 'If I were a gladiator, I would be Fusius; if I were a
mime-actor, I would be Bathyllus; if I were a horse, I would be Melissio'. 'Yes', retorted
Cassius, 'and if you were a sewer, you would be the Cloaca Maxima'.91

To boast that your city has the finest sewers in the world is to expose yourself to ridicule.
Once again, there is a parallel with satire. 'In satire at least we are supreme', boasted
Quintilian.92 Yet what was there to be proud of in a genre that was just a swirling mixture of the
effluent of all the others? Here was one of the ironic facts about Rome: the genre that told the
whole unpleasant truth about the city was her most original contribution to world literature. It
should come as no surprise, then, to learn that the Bocca della Verita — the mouth of truth —
the moon-like bronze face outside S. Maria in Cosmedin in Rome, where newly-weds stick
their hands, speak their minds, and wait for a crunch from below — was once the manhole-
cover of a Roman sewer.
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91 Sen., Cont. -x,,praef. 16: 'si cloaca esses, maxima esses'. thunderous earthquakes by imitating its sound in a latrine
Cassius cannot then resist continuing the hygiene meta- (see above, n. 67).
phor: 'ego negavi me de balneo publico exiturum nisi lotus 92 Quint., Inst. x. 1.93.
essem'. Cf. the story of Lucan deflating Nero's verse on
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