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AMMIANUS UNDERGROUND PIPES
AT 17.7.11%*
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Near the beginning of his scientific excursus on earthquakes Ammianus Mar-
cellinus offers as one explanation,

Accidunt ... aut in cavernis minutis terrarum, quas Graece cOpryyog ap-
pellamus, impulsu crebriore aquis undabundis ... (17.7.11)

before proceeding to an exposition of the explanation he favours more, that they
are caused by winds.

Editors and commentators have neglected to comment on the Greek term
deployed here, presumably because they regard it as unproblematic.! Yet the term
does invite some questions.

The first is that the Latin and Greek terms (cavernae, svpiyyec) do not denote
an equivalent semantic field. We might expect Ammianus to have used a Latin term
which would also mean “pipes’ or ‘tubes’ (such as fistulae). Admittedly, this is not in
itself sufficient cause for objection.

The second, and more striking, feature of the text is that Ammianus seems to
be unique in deploying the Greek term c0ptyyeg to denote aspects of subterranean
geology which are relevant to earthquakes. In earthquake accounts by other Latin
writers one finds a variety of terms used to denote spaces or passages beneath and
into the earth,? but the closest any of them come to the notion of pipes / tubes is

*) I should like to thank Gavin Kelly, Alan Ross, and Matthew Shelton for
supplying me with bibliographical material which was not available in my country.
I am also grateful to the editors and anonymous reviewers for their invaluable sug-
gestions.

1) P.de Jonge, Philological and Historical Commentary on Ammianus Mar-
cellinus XVII, Groningen 1977, 205 accepts the term without question, since the
word may denote “... a rift in the earth, a cave, or a mine” (no references are given
in support of this).

2) Seneca, QNat. 6, devoted to the subject of earthquakes, provides a good
representative sample of the terms which are routinely employed: (involving sub-
terranean water) uastis ... receptaculis 6.7.3; (Archelaus and the action of wind) in
concava terrarum 6.12.1, angustias 6.12.2, inferna sede 6.12.2; (Aristotle and Theo-
phrastus on evaporatio and spiritus) per angusta 6.13.1; (Straton’s theory of the ac-
tion of hot and cold on air) omnes sub terra recessus 6.13.3, in cavernis 6.13.4, in
angustum 6.13.4; (theory based on analogy with human anatomy) body fluids and
blood proceed per sua itinera 6.14.1, quaedam angustiora receptacula animae 6.14.1,
viam 6.14.3, rimam 6.14.3, cavernam 6.14.4; (of air-filled spaces) speluncarum sub
terra pendentium uastitas 6.19.2; (Democritus on both spiritus and water) aligua
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when an analogy with the human body is exploited to explain the geological pro-
cesses which underlie earthquakes (venae of body and earth in Sen. QNat. 6.14.2,
and 6.18.6),> or when the processes of ‘boring’ and “‘perforation’ are employed (terra
multis locis perforata est Sen. QNat. 6.15.1, spiritus intrat terram per occulta fora-
mina 6.23.4, utrum per tenuia foramina nec oculis comprehensibilia an per maiora
ac patentiora 6.24.1, [sc. spiritus] tenui foramine fluens 6.28.2). Although one might
argue that such terms could denote ‘pipe-like’ structures, they are still not quite the
same as ‘pipes’.

The term does not seem to appear in Greek explanations of earthquakes
either.* The noun opy€ is certainly applied to passages, corridors, walkways, and
galleries, some of which are located underground or in the interior of something.
A survey of the instances of the word deployed with this sense assembled usefully
by Stein® indicates that all refer to structures created by human agency,® not natu-
ral passages. The largest number of instances in Stein’s collection (thirty-one exam-
ples presented on pages 290-97) comprises inscriptions and graffiti which record vis-
itors’ viewings and admiration of the subterranean passages (c0pyyeg) in the ‘Valley
of the Kings’.” Ammianus himself, in an excursus on selected wonders of Egypt, uses

pars terrae concana est 6.20.1, in subiacentem canernam 6.22.2, in canernis ingenti-
bus 6.24.3, nacuum terrarum locum 6.25.1, laxos specus 6.25.3, concavas rupes et saxa
pervia 6.26.3. Pliny has vel cavernarum vel cuniculi HN 2.193. Lucretius speaks of
ventosis ... speluncis 6.537-38, ingentis speluncas 6.545, loca subcava terrae 6.557,
speluncas ... altas 6.559, loca cava terrai 6.580, speluncas ... magnas 6.581.

3) Cf. (of the earth) condito ... in venas et cava eius occulta flatu Plin. HN
2.192.

4) The closest terminological parallel occurs in Aristotle’s account of the prev-
alence of earthquakes in certain coastal locations in Meteorologica 2.8 366a27-28
dokel yop dromwAiwview vro My yRv 7 YdAortte; the verb suggests an analogy with
the aulos, to illustrate the effects of water pressure on the pneuma. Elsewhere in the
same account Aristotle uses the adjectives cougdg (366a25, 366a33-366b1) and Vrowv-
tpog (366a25), speaks of tAnpovpevay tdv korldv Hdotog (366b12), and vaguely of
T0U¢ KGTm TOmOUG (366b1).

5) O.Stein, Zop1y§ und surunga, Zeitschrift fiir Indologie und Iranistik 3,
1925, 280-318.

6) E.g. screened or covered trenches connected with siege works Polyb. 9.41.9,
21.28.4,21.28.6, a covered gallery with intervening gates at Alexandria Polyb. 15.30.7,
15.31.3, a corridor in a ship separating men’s and women’s quarters Ath. 5.38 205d,
a passage into one of the pyramids Strabo 17.1.33. See also Strabo’s report that a
cVpy€ was constructed through both towers on either side of the bridge over the
Euripus near Chalcis 9.2.8.

7) Stein used the edition of J.Baillet, Inscriptions grecques et latines des
tombeaux des rois ou syringes a Thebes, Cairo 1920-1923 (Mémoires de I'Institut
francais d’archéologie orientale du Caire 42). Pausanias 1.42.3 speaks of tag ZOpty-
yog kohovpévog near Thebes, Aelian 6.43 of cOpryyoc Atyvntiog, and Heliodorus,
Aeth.2.27.3 of the Egyptians’ o0puyyes. The Greek word is also used in a painted
Latin graffito, Baillet no. 1257
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this term and glosses it as subterranei quidam et flexuosi secessus (22.15.30). Most of
the texts listed above not only concern human-made structures but also often focus
in some way upon the ingenuity and skill required in their construction.

A term which recurs in earthquake explanations, however, is onporyyeg (LSJ
s.v. ofipayg ‘cave hollowed out by water’, ‘hollow rock’, and also ‘sponge-like pores
of the lungs’, ‘medullary cavity of a bone’), which bears a formal resemblance to the
word cOptyyec.

Clearly the Greek word onpayyeg is closer in meaning to the Latin cavernae,
and the one which recurs in Greek earthquake accounts. Unlike cOpiyyeg, the term
onpayyes seems to be reserved for natural cavities in both medical and geological
writing.” Ammianus’ choice of cVpuyyeg at 17.7.11 is therefore something of a sur-
prise.

8) Thus Aétius, Placita 3.15.11 (in the summary of Epicurus’ view of earth-
quakes) év8éyecton 8¢ kol onporyyddn tolg kotwTépm Hépest kadesTdooy LIO TOD
S10.0mEIPOLEVOL TVEDHOTOG E1G TG OvTPOELdelg Ko1AOTNTOG EUninTovTog cokevesdat;
Aristotle, [Mund.] 395b30-33 moArdxig 8¢ ki cuyyeveg mveduo ebkpotov év ¥R
napeEnodev elg puyiovg onpoyyog adthic, £6edpov yevouevov €k 1@V olkelmy 1OV,
ToAAG uépn cuvekpddovev (note Apuleius’ version of this passage saepe accidit ut
natini spiritus, per terrae concauas partes errantes, concuterent solida terrarum, De
mundo 18; R. von Scala, Doxographische und stoische Reste bei Ammianus Mar-
cellinus. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der allgemeinen Bildung des 4. Jahrhunderts
n. Chr,, in: Festgaben zu Ehren Max Buidingers von seinen Freunden und Schiilern,
Innsbruck 1898, 134 already set the pseudo-Aristotelian passage next to that of
Ammianus, and noted the manuscript variant cUptyyog, but did not comment on
the implications of this parallel for the text of Ammianus); Strabo 9.2.16 (on the
interior plains of Boeotia) brdvtpov 8¢ kol onporyyddoug oﬁcng KoToL Bécﬁovg g
Yng, GELG},LOl yevouevot oAk séoumot Cornutus, Theol. 42 mv ei¢ 10.¢ &v i ¥fi
oNpoyyog summow TT](; e ﬂoc?uom:tng Kol TV GAAwY uﬁutmv, Arius Dldymus fr.13
cuuPoively 8¢ kol To LUKNUOTO, TOTE HEV LETO. GELGUDV, TOTE OF Kol Ymplg, T0D Tved-
uotog Myodvog, Mot EEokodeston woeov Tive kol BouBov énl uikictov, omdte 1o
iV onpayyev drewhodpopel topotpiBopevov und’ €1dv; John Lydus, Ost. 53 7 tdv
GEIGUDV YEVESIG TVELPATOVY £0TL ENpdv 816 onpdryywv 1dviev; Nonnus, Dionysiaca
2.39-41 (the rage of Typhoeus has seismic effects) xoi y3ovion onpoyyeg eBouBeov,
£Tpepov Gxpot / NOveg, oelovto puyol kol OAodavov dydon / Avopévng youddoto
noddv evostydovt toud; Olympiodorus, In Aristotelis categorias commentarium
124.29-31 oVt M kol 7 YA kol Tukvi) AéyeTon elvan Kol o Tukvh Lev Gg duo-
modg powvn 8¢ g Exovsa onpoyyddetg (Olympiodorus uses this adjective in con-
nection with earthquakes in his commentary on Aristotle’s Meteorologica as well,
11.20-21) xoi Srokévoug tomovg, g SNAODGIY 01 GEIGUOL O YIVOUEVOL €V TOVTOLG
nveLpetog LroAouBovopEvou.

9) One notes that Heliodorus uses a verbal derivative of the noun cfipay§
when making a pointed distinction between a natural cave and a constructed grotto,
0 8¢ [sc. 10 Gvtpov] v 0d @hoeng Epyov ola TOAAG Tepl YRV Te Kol V1o YAV adTdpoTo.
onpoyyodron GAAS Téxvng Anotpikfig thy ¢dov puncouévng Aeth. 1.28.2.
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Yet the manuscripts of Ammianus, as reported in the apparatus of modern
editions, only offer syringas at 17.7.11. There are two possible explanations for this.
The first, that Ammianus himself confused the terms onpoyyeg (normally ‘natural
cavities’) and oUpuyyeg (normally “passages created by human intervention’), both
because of the celebrated Egyptian cUptyyeg and the similarity between the two
words. The alternative is that the term cOptyyeg is to be attributed to an error, or
an intervention, within the scribal tradition. Since there is evidence that even Greek
scribes confused the words onpayyeg and oOpiyyeg,'© it would not be surprising if
a Latin copyist transmitted the more familiar Greek cOpyyeg in place of onparyyes.
I am inclined to think that the second alternative is more likely, particularly since
Ammianus pointedly offers, in place of the Latin word cavernae, a Greek term de-
rived from established scientific and philosophical discourse on earthquakes. Am-
mianus would thereby emphasise that earthquakes are produced by natural fea-
tures and processes, even if the human intellect is denied a passage to their complete
comprehension.!!

Cape Town Clive Chandler

10) See apparatus of W. L. Lorimer, Aristotelis qui fertur libellus De mundo,
Paris 1933, 72 for alternative manuscript readings for onpayyog at Arist. [Mund.]
395b31: onpuyyog, cOpuyyog, onpiyyoc, and cvpryyog! If G. Sabbah, Ammien Mar-
cellin. Histoire Tome 2 (livres XVII-XIX), Paris 1970, 178 is justified in speculating
that Ammianus is making direct reference to Arist. [Mund.] 395b30-396a14, or if
Ammianus was using a source that had knowledge of the same passage in pseu-
do-Aristotle, then the manuscript used possibly already had c¥pryyog instead of on-
poyyog at 395b31. De Jonge (n. 1 above) 199 on the other hand, believes that the
Aristotelian corpus would have been accessed only indirectly by Ammianus in this
excursus. D. den Hengst, The Scientific Digressions in Ammianus’ Res Gestae, in:
J. de Boeft / D. den Hengst / H. C. Teitler (eds.), Cognitio Gestorum. The Histori-
ographic Art of Ammianus Marcellinus, Amsterdam 1992, 44 remarks that although
Ammianus is anxious to show off his knowledge of Greek technical vocabulary, this
should not be thought to prove that he used Greek handbooks.

11) As Ammianus states at the beginning of his excursus on earthquakes, ad
ipsius enim veritatis arcana, non modo haec nostra vulgaris inscitia, sed ne semp-
iterna quidem lucubrationibus longis nondum exhausta physicorum inrgia penetra-
runt, 17.7.9.



