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Abstract: I offer a new interpretation of the phrase tenere . . . templa serena at De 
rerum natura 2.7 – 8. I suggest that the phrase refers to the Epicurean practice of 
keeping the mind peaceful, ataraxia.
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The proem of book 2 of Lucretius’ De rerum natura (hereafter 
DRN) has captured the minds of countless readers, with its image of a 
sailor at storm upon the sea, with its image of soldiers upon the plains, 
and with its presumed image of a ‘temple of philosophy.’ Having 
noted joys that derive from recognizing one’s own well-being,1 the 
narrator asserts that the greatest joy is: tenere . . . templa serena (7 – 8). 
The lines in question are the following: sed nil dulcius est, bene quam 
munita tenere / edita doctrina sapientum temple serena. I suggest that 
tenere . . . templa serena means ‘to hold serene (mental) realm(s).’

Scholars offer several interpretations for Lucretius’ templa se-
rena. They suggest that the templa are heights / high places;2 that they 
are literal temples (whether real or imagined);3 that they are sanctuar-
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ies;4 that they are celestial realms;5 that they are quarters / dwellings;6 
and that they are plateaus.7 Scholars do not suggest that they are 
mental realms. According to previous scholars, the passage is to be 
interpreted symbolically: the templa serena are the ‘serene heights of 
philosophy’ vel sim.8 I suggest that phrases such as ‘of philosophy,’ 
added in order to make sense of templa serena, are unwarranted.9

I propose that Lucretius references mental realms as templa 
because minds are sacred spaces for Epicureans. A templum is a 
sacred space from which an augur took the auspices.10 Accord-



Practicing ataraxia at Lucretius’ De rerum natura 2.7 – 8 169

11) For discussion of templa in Lucretius, see Fowler (n. 1) 54, with reference 
to further bibliography.

12) Text and translation are those of Bailey (n. 6), unless otherwise noted.
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term that denotes a sacred space is used to reference a bodily organ. At 4.624, Lucre-
tius references linguai . . . templa.

ingly, as a term for a sacred region, templum is a good term for a 
sacred mental region. At 5.1198 – 1203, Lucretius famously asserts, 
‘no piety exists . . . except for being able to observe all things with 
a peaceful mind’ (nec pietas ullast  . . . sed  . . . pacata posse omnia 
mente tueri), thereby explicitly connecting the sacred with mental 
practice. I suggest that Lucretius, by referring to mental realms as 
templa, does the same at 2.7.11

Elsewhere in the DRN, Lucretius uses language that cor-
roborates the suggestion that templa serena are mental realms. 
At 5.97 – 103, Lucretius is discussing the inevitable destruction of 
worlds, and at line 103 he refers to templa . . . mentis:12

nec me animi fallit quam res nova miraque menti
accidat exitium caeli terraeque futurum,
et quam difficile id mihi sit pervincere dictis;
ut fit ubi insolitam rem apportes auribus ante 100
nec tamen hanc possis oculorum subdere visu
nec iacere indu manus, via qua munita fidei
proxima fert humanum in pectus templaque mentis.

Nor does it escape me in my mind how strangely and wonderfully this 
strikes upon the understanding, the destruction of heaven and earth that 
is to be, and how hard it is for me to prove it surely in my discourse; 
even as always happens, when you bring to men’s ears something un-
known before, and yet you cannot place it before the sight of their eyes, 
nor lay hands upon it; for by this way the paved path of belief leads 
straightest into the heart of man and the quarters of his mind.

As I propose is the case at 2.8, Lucretius here uses templa to refer-
ence mental realms. Lucretius adds mentis to clarify that the tem-
plum in question is mental, and I suggest that he does the same by 
adding serena to templa at 2.8. The DRN offers further nominal 
comparanda in favor of the suggestion that templa refers to mental 
realms at 2.8.13
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Metrodorus.

Returning to the proem of Book 2, I  suggest that the tem-
pla are well fortified (bene munita) because the templa are minds 
that are fortified by the doctrine of Epicurean sages (doctrina sa-
pientum). Although not specific when referencing the sages, Lu-
cretius may have the Epicurean famed four in mind (Epicurus, 
Hermarchus, Metrodorus, and Polydorus); however, the phrase is 
capacious enough to reference all Epicurean sages.14 Care for the 
self is a hallmark of Epicurean philosophy specifically and Helle-
nistic philosophy generally,15 and care for one’s mind state provides 
means to one’s fortification.16 As D. Clay observes (although he in-
terprets it differently),17 Lucretius’ fortification-imagery resonates 
with that of Epicurus:

Against other things it is possible to provide security, but on account of 
death all of us humans inhabit an unwalled polis. (SV 31)

Although we cannot fortify our bodies against death, we can fortify 
our minds: contemplative practice brings mental security.18 That 
Epicurus asserts that we can fortify ourselves except in relation to 
death corroborates my argument that Lucretius references mental 
self-fortification at DRN 2.7 – 8.19

The reader may interpret edita (8) in multiple manners. The 
templa may be edita because Epicurean mental realms may be ‘el-
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evated’ by the teachings of Epicurean sages. By using the imagery 
of heights, Lucretius may employ the topos that philosophical lives 
are ‘higher’ than common lives and suggest that the Epicurean life 
is ‘higher’ than the lives of others.20 edita too, then, would be meta-
phorical. Alternatively, the reader may prefer to interpret edita as 
‘distinguished’21 or as ‘produced’22. Epicurean serene mental realms 
may be distinguished or produced due to familiarity with the doc-
trine of the wise. Regardless, edita celebrates the mental realms of 
Epicurean practitioners: the mental realms being ‘raised aloft,’ ‘dis-
tinguished,’ or ‘produced’ due to mastery of Epicurus’ teachings.23

Lucretius calls the ‘templa’ serena at 2.8 because the mental 
realm of the idealized Epicurean viewer is serene. I suggest that 
Lucretius’ use of serena mirrors Epicurus’ use of  (peace 
of mind);  arises in practitioners who put their Epicu-
rean worldview into a practice of living.24 Furthermore, Lucretius 
elsewhere uses serena to reference mental tranquility. As P. Brown 
remarks, commenting on noctes . . . serenas at 1.142, “figurative, not 
meteorological . . . The allusion is to mental calm ( ) which 
is not only a prerequisite for the philosophical study in which L is 
engaged, but is in its turn fostered and deepened by the contempla-
tion of the true nature of the universe, in which his project involves 
him.”25 Thus, the qualifying adjective serena at 2.8 provides direc-
tion for Lucretius’ reader to interpret the templa as mental realms.26

Scholars observe that it would make little sense for an Epi-
curean literally ‘to hold’ templa; thus, they offer a metaphorical 
meaning for tenere, assuming that tenere means ‘dwell in’ vel sim.27 
Scholars choose such translations due to the ‘temple of philosophy’ 
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that they read into the passage. Alternatively, I suggest that tenere 
refers to mental sustainment. Lucretius uses tenere thusly, for ex-
ample, at 1.948, where tenere animum refers to ‘holding mental at-
tention.’28 It is noteworthy that mind (animum) is the object of te-
nere at 1.948, as I suggest that serene (mental) realms are, similarly, 
the object of tenere at 2.7 – 8. The translation ‘dwell in’ (e. g. Bailey) 
is acceptable as long as we understand Lucretius’ train of thought. 
The Epicurean viewer does not dwell in a literal or symbolic build-
ing, or in a literal or symbolic celestial realm. The Epicurean viewer 
dwells in peaceful mental realms when the Epicurean activates the 
teachings of Epicurus and thereby sustains ataraxia.

Lucretius refers to Epicurean contemplative practice, wherewith 
one can, from a privileged perspective (unde, 9), ‘look down on’ (de-
spicere, 9) non-Epicureans who live lives subject to unhealthful voli-
tions. Lucretius employs despicere in much the same way as it may be 
used in the English phrase ‘the wise man looks down on the fool.’29 
Lucretius integrates protreptic language, for he encourages others to 
desire to be in a position of ‘superiority’ relative to non-Epicureans 
who suffer from avarice and ambition.30 Thus, despicere need not 
provide evidence that Lucretius depicts a viewer watching the suffer-
ings of others from above.31 Lucretius uses despicere in such a manner 
that it can be interpreted both literally and metaphorically. Lucretius’ 
viewer may look down on others both from a privileged physical 
position and from a privileged mental / philosophical position.

Statius seems to have interpreted templa serena as mental 
realms. At Silvae 2.2.129 – 132, Statius’ narrator says:

      nos, vilis turba, caducis
deservire bonis semperque optare parati, 130
spargimur in casus: celsa tu mentis ab arce
despicis errantes, humanaque gaudia rides.
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rentum, JRS 68 (1978) 1 – 11, at 1 – 2, C. Newlands, Statius Silvae Book II (Cambridge 
2011) 152 – 3.

34) For the peaceful citadel of the mind, see too Rufinus, De bono pacis 
(PL 150.1609); the relevant passage is provided by Fowler (n. 1) 53.
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We, worthless crew, ever ready to serve perishable blessings, ever hop-
ing for more, are scattered to the winds of chance; whereas you from 
your mind’s high citadel look down upon our wanderings and laugh at 
human joys.32

Statius here juxtaposes the vanities of the masses with the Epicu-
rean detachment of Pollius. In a passage replete with allusions to 
the proem of the second book of the DRN,33 the narrator avers 
that Pollius ‘looks down’ (despicis) from the ‘citadel of his mind’ 
(mentis ab arce); this corroborates the argument that the templa of 
DRN 2.8 references mental realms.34

I have suggested that tenere . . . templa serena signifies cogni-
tive practice. Lucretius idealizes the ataraxic state that one enters 
when one is well practicing the teachings of Epicurus. In support 
of my suggestion, I have offered Lucretian comparanda for templa, 
serena, and tenere, and I have referenced comparanda from Epi-
curus. Furthermore, I have shown how the key terms edita, tenere, 
doctrina sapientum, and despicere make good sense in relation to 
a mental interpretation of templa serena. Moreover, I have noted 
that the interpretation offered here is in accord with the argument 
that Lucretius proffers elsewhere in the proem and that Statius too 
seems to have understood Lucretius’ templa serena as minds. Rec-
ognition that templa serena are serene (mental) realms does much to 
explicate Lucretius’ argument and imagery in the proem to Book 2 
of the DRN.35
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