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A Martial Acronym in Ennius?
D. P. Fowler has pointed out an apparent acrostic in the Aeneid: the first letters of the
first four lines of Vergil’s description of the opening of the Gates of War (mos erat
Hesperio in Latio . . . 7.601-4) spell out the word Mars.1 The idea that the pattern is
intentional is supported by Martem at the end of 603, and by the extreme appropriateness
of the acrostic to its context. Although Fowler is suitably diffident (“I await the men in
white coats”), finding the name of Mars in Aeneid 7.601-04 seems to this reader rather
less implausible than finding Vergil’s monogram in Georgics 1.429-33, where we must
read the first syllables of three lines, in reverse order and skipping a line each time, to find
Pu-Ve-Ma.2 It is true that those lines form part of a translation of Aratus’ “gammaacrostic” σφραγίς in Phaenomena 783-87, where λεπτή is included both horizontally, as
the first word of 783, and vertically, that is, acrostically, in the first letters of 783-87.3
This being so, the doctiores among Vergil’s readers would no doubt have been on the
lookout for word-games. On the other hand, it seems to me that a poet as skilled as
Vergil might well have inserted three, or for that matter all nine, syllables of his name into
adjacent lines, reading forwards, if he had wished to seal his work in this way. Perhaps
that would have been unsubtle. Nevertheless, although I would like to believe in the PuVe-Ma acrostic, I find that, whenever I am half-convinced, I cannot help thinking of Macaulay’s encounter with the man who had found the Number of the Beast in Napoleon’s
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“An Acrostic in Vergil (Aeneid 7.601-4)?”, CQ 33 (1983) 298. After this article had been accepted, I
learned from Dr. Fowler that he had been anticipated. The MARS acrostic in Aeneid VII was
discovered by Roger White, and published by his teacher, Patricia Johnston, in “The Storm in Aeneid
VII” (Vergilius 26, 1980, 23-30, at 27). The promise (30 note 9) that White would write about it at
greater length has not been fulfilled.
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The pattern, whether intentional or fortuitous, was detected by E. L. Brown, Numeri Vergiliani:
Studies in Vergil’s ‘Eclogues’ and ‘Georgics’, Coll. Latomus 63, Brussels, 1963, 102-4. R. F. Thomas
provides a brief summary in his Georgics commentary (Cambridge, 2 vols., 1988, note on 1.427-37),
though Mynors, no doubt significantly, omits all mention of the subject from his (Oxford, 1990).
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The useful name “gamma-acrostic” refers to the shape, and comes from G. Morgan, who discusses
another possible case in “Nullam, Vare . . . Chance or Choice in Odes 1.18?”, Philologus 137, 1993,
142-45. Morgan provides guidance (143 n. 2) for tracking down further bibliography, of which the
most important are probably E. Courtney, “Greek and Latin Acrostichs” (Philologus 134, 1990, 3-13)
and M. Haslam, “Hidden Signs: Aratus Diosemeiai 46ff., Vergil Georgics 1.424ff.”, HSCPh 94 (1992)
199-204. Either “acrostic” or “acrostich” is correct.
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name, assuring him that “if you write Napoleon Bonaparte in Arabic, leaving out only two
letters, it will give 666”.4
We know that many ancient poets used poetic acrostics. In De Divinatione 2.111,
Cicero tells us that Ennius was one of them: he had used an ἀκροστιχίς to spell out Q.
ENNIVS FECIT in one of his works, which one unfortunately not specified. When we
think of Ennius’ other Hellenistic characteristics, this is not surprising, though none of
these lines — more precisely, not enough of them in sequence to be detectable — is
represented in the surviving fragments. Now, it may very well be a coincidence, but I
think it is worth pointing out that the word Mars is spelled out by the first letters of the
first four words of Ennius’ most quoted line (Annales 156 Skutsch = 500 Vahlen):
Moribus Antiquis Res Stat Romana uirisque.
Ennius is not Vergil and an acronym is not an acrostic, but the similarities are nevertheless striking: not only is the word spelled out the same as in Aeneid 7.601-4, the first of
the ‘background’ words is again a form of mos.
In deciding whether the pattern is fortuitous, the length of the acronym is important.
Continuation of the message beyond four letters would prove that it was intended, though
it might be disputed just how many more letters would be needed for proof. The converse
is not true: the pattern may be intentional, even if it only covers one four-letter word and
nothing significant follows. In that case, only additional evidence of a highly unlikely kind
— Ennius’ autograph with colored initials? — would tell us for certain. Unfortunately,
we have only the one line to work with. If we had the next, it looks as if we would know
whether the first letters of Romana uirisque begin a second word, perhaps some form of
ruere or rumpere, which would help to decide the question. However, it appears from
Kühner-Stegmann’s list of ancient notae (1.1045, §232) that the Romans counted -que as
a separate word in forming prose acronyms: examples are S.P.Q.R. and Q.F.F.Q.S. (quod

4

The episode also demonstrates that even the most precise numerical correspondence is not necessarily
significant. When challenged for a better candidate, Macaulay answered: “‘Sir,’ said I, ‘the House of
Commons is the Beast. There are 658 members of the House; and these, with their chief officers —
the three clerks, the sergeant and his deputy, the chaplain, the door-keeper, and the librarian — make
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felix faustumque sit). If we assume that Ennius would have felt obliged to do the same in
verse, then what we have in our line is MARS RUQ, which would be virtually impossible
to continue. Consequently, it is likely that the evidence will remain inconclusive.5 I will
readily grant that the occurrence of Mars in Annales 156 may very well be entirely
fortuitous. In the surviving lines of the Annales, there are six other places where the initial
letters of successive words spell Latin words of three or more letters, though it is not a
particularly impressive list in terms of meanings: curru (77), ars (91), anus (97), rus
(343), lucus (376), and cessi or perhaps even cessi ad (411). Is the occurrence of Mars in
line 156 too far beyond these in appropriateness to be fortuitous? It is impossible to be
certain, and perhaps I too should await the men in white coats.
Finally, although the Latin acronym was certainly well-established in prosaic contexts,
I know of no evidence for ancient poetic acronyms, and the name itself is modern.6 Two
things can be said about this. The first is that no one seems to have looked for them.
Such a search might be a harmless and conceivably even useful task for a thorough and
unusually unimaginative doctoral candidate.7 The second point is that, although ordinary
acrostics are common enough, I know of no parallel for Brown’s proposed reverse intermittent syllabic acrostic in Georgics 1.429-33, and a simple acronym seems a less unlikely
idea on the face of it. Of course, my second argument only applies to those who believe
that Brown’s acrostic is deliberate.

666.’” (Letter of July 1, 1834 in Life and Letters of T. B. Macaulay, ed. G. O. Trevelyan, 1876, 1.132,
or Letters of T. B. Macaulay, ed. T. Pinney, Cambridge, 1974, 3.61.)
5

Assuming that Skutsch is right about the context, T. Manlius Torquatus Imperiosus’ execution of his
homonymous son for disobedience, there is no such close fit between word and context as is one of the
strongest points in favor of Fowler’s suggestion for the Aeneid. On the other hand, cruelty and
military discipline are not entirely unrelated to Mars, so this evidence too is ambiguous.
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The revised OED dates the first occurrence to 1941.
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It would not even necessarily take very long, if computers were used, and would hardly be more
useless than some of the computerized concordances still being published in vast numbers at ridiculous
prices, although it is now at least as easy and far more useful to put the texts on which they are based
directly onto CD-ROMs.
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