Some Passages Illustrating Latin Tense Usage





1.  (C. Iulius Caesar, De bello civili 3.1; Caesar explains how he as newly elected consul decided to appoint arbitri, to produce quasi-public accounts of the value of citizens’ possessions, in order to ensure that the destruction of the credit structure that usually ensued during civil wars did not take place at Rome)





	Dictatore habente comitia Caesare consules creantur Iulius Caesar et P. Servilius; is enim erat annus quo per leges ei consulem fieri liceret.  His rebus confectis, cum fides tota Italia esset angustior neque creditae pecuniae solverentur, constituit ut arbitri darentur; per eos fierent aestimationes possessionum et rerum, quanti quaeque earum ante bellum fuisset, atque eae creditoribus traderentur.  Hoc et ad timorem novarum tabularum tollendum minuendumque, qui fere bella et civilis dissensiones sequi consuevit, et ad debitorum tuendam existimationem esse aptissimum existimavit.





Identify the mood and tense of each word in boldface.  Explain the tenses of the primary verbs in the passage:  what is the effect, do you think, of beginning with present-tense creantur, then explaining with an imperfect erat?  What is the effect of the following main-verb tenses?  Is the subject-matter of the second two sentences different in any way from the first present- and imperfect-tense sentence?  Now explain the tenses of the secondary verbs (non-indicative) in the passage:  how does their tense reflect and shed light on the primary verbs they depend upon?





2.  (Cicero, De amicitia 1; Cicero remembers the conversations of Q. Mucius Scaevola augur, who used to tell stories about Gaius Laelius, his father-in-law; Cicero himself was quite young when he was taken by his father to listen to Scaevola)





Q. Mucius augur multa narrare de C. Laelio socero suo memoriter et iucunde solebat nec dubitare illum in omni sermone appellare sapientem; ego autem a patre ita eram deductus ad Scaevolam sumpta virili toga, ut, quoad possem et liceret, a senis latere numquam discederem; itaque multa ab eo prudenter disputata, multa etiam breviter et commode dicta, memoriae mandabam fierique studebam eius prudentia doctior.





The passage moves back and forth in between imperfect and pluperfect, mainly settling in the imperfect tense.  What effect does this choice of tense have on our understanding of the meaning these events had in Cicero’s life?  Explain the subordinate clauses in the passage (introduced by ut and quoad).





3.  (Cato, De agricultura 96; how to keep scab away from your sheep)





Oves ne scabrae fiant.  Amurcam condito, puram bene facito, aquam in qua lupinus deferverit et faecem de vino bono, inter se omnia conmisceto pariter.  Postea cum detonderis, unguito totas, sinito biduum aut triduum consudent.  Deinde lavito in mari; si aquam marinam non habebis, facito aquam salsam, ea lavito.  Si haec sic feceris, neque scabrae fient et lanae plus et meliorem habebunt, et ricini non erunt molesti.  Eodem in omnes quadripedes utito, si scabrae erunt.





Think about the relationship between the imperatives in this passage and the future tense usage for prescription.  Is there a logical connection between the idea of giving commands and predicting future events?  Note also the frequent use of finite verbs in this passage:  what is the effect on the rhythm and flow of the sentences?





4.  (Cicero, De oratore 3.1; Cicero says that the story of Crassus’ death came into his mind just as he was about to start writing down the speech of Crassus’ that is contained in the third book of De oratore)





Instituenti mihi, Quinte frater, eum sermonem referre et mandare huic tertio libro, quem post Antoni disputationem Crassus habuisset, acerba sane recordatio veterem animi curam molestiamque renovavit.  Nam illud immortalitate dignum ingenium, illa humanitas, illa virtus L. Crassi morte exstincta subita est vix diebus decem post eum diem, qui hoc et superiore libro continetur.





The participle instituenti is present-tense.  At what time is/was the action it refers to happening?  How can you tell this (what indicators are there in the rest of the sentence that give you this sense of time)?  Why (syntactically speaking) is habuisset past perfect?  Why is it subjunctive?  Why (syntactically speaking) is continetur present-tense?





5.  (Cicero, Tusculanae disputationes 1.2.4; if the Romans had praised artists as they praised generals, they would doubtless have nurtured as many great artists among them as the Greeks did)





An censemus, si Fabio, nobilissimo homini, laudi datum esset, quod pingeret, non multos etiam apud nos futuros Polyclitos et Parrhasios fuisse?  Honos alit artes, omnesque incenduntur ad studia gloria, iacentque ea semper, quae apud quosque improbantur.  Summam eruditionem Graeci sitam censebant in nervorum vocumque cantibus; igitur et Epaminondas, princeps meo iudicio Graeciae, fidibus praeclare cecinisse dicitur, Themistoclesque aliquot ante annos, cum in epulis recusaret lyram, est habitus indoctior.  Ergo in Graecia musici floruerunt, discebantque id omnes, nec, qui nesciebat, satis excultus doctrina putabatur.  In summo apud illos honore geometria fuit, itaque nihil mathematicis inlustrius; at nos metiendi ratiocinandique utilitate huius artis terminavimus modum.





Identify the tenses of all verbs in the passage, including infinitives, gerunds and participles.  The passage moves between present, perfect, and imperfect.  Explain the rationale for each choice, and then describe the overall effect of the passage’s use of the chosen tenses.


