
Panel title: Manipulating Time in Roman Culture 
 
Synopsis of panel topic: Time, while ubiquitous, is far from constant or consistent—despite what 
our wristwatches and smartphones now imply. Time is highly malleable, and even measuring it is 
a kind of manipulation that can have profound effects on human behavior and social organization. 
This panel aims to bring together papers, rooted in Latin literature and Roman culture, that examine 
the phenomenon of time and the ways it is manipulated in and by texts. 
 
Manipulations of time come in many forms. In some cases, there is a clear agent with driving 
motivations: Jupiter extended the length of the night in order to seduce and impregnate Alcmena 
(cf. Pl. Amph. 271-6), and magical actors such as Medea were credited with the fearful power to 
shift the seasons (cf. Sen. Med. 759-61). In other cases, the manipulation is more mundane: Cicero 
wrote home to press for no intercalary month to be added to the year, which would delay his return 
from duty abroad (Att. 5.9). Elsewhere, it is the subject’s perception that deforms time: a distraught 
Ovid claims one effect of exile is that time has come to a standstill (Tr. 5.10.5-10). And the very 
act of representation often necessitates manipulating time. In literary texts, devices such as 
flashbacks, cutaways, and compression of events reorder time to serve the narrative, while in visual 
arts, whole stories can be synthesized in one static image. 
 
This panel will focus on identifying a wide range of forms such manipulation takes and the main 
mechanisms by which writers and artists manipulate time. Authors need not focus on Latin 
literature per se: we are looking for papers that examine instances in the Latin literary and Roman 
cultural traditions conceived broadly, and we also welcome a wide range of methodologies and 
theoretical approaches. Of particular interest are focused case studies that exemplify a larger trend.  
 
The following are just some questions that papers might address, and papers that span several of 
these categories are especially welcome: 
 

• How is time talked about in the Latin language? What are the terminology, comparisons, 
conceptual metaphors that structure a Latin speaker’s understanding of time? 

• How was time given physical expression in the Roman world, through calendars, sundials, 
astronomical tables, etc.? What influence did such structures have on literature, and vice 
versa? 

• What effect does physical space have on time’s functioning, or the perception of how time 
functions? 

• What effect do emotions have on time’s functioning, or the perception of how time 
functions? 

• How do narrative techniques manipulate or distort time? Do different genres adhere to 
different strategies or normative practices for handling time? How do historians, for 
instance, manipulate or compress chronological time to fit events into a linear narrative? 

• How can time be used and manipulated for persuasive ends? How do speakers respond to 
temporal constraints in their rhetoric? 

• What role does time play in visual media? How do visual artists in the Roman world 
represent time? What strategies do they use to express chronological time? How do these 
strategies compare to those of literary artists? 



• How do time-related categories influence the canonization, transmission, communication, 
and teaching of ancient Roman literature and art? 

 
Instructions: Please send, via PDF email attachment, an abstract of approximately 300 words to 
the panel organizers, Rachel Philbrick (rphilbrick@fas.harvard.edu) and Sandro La Barbera 
(sandro.labarbera@unitn.it) no later than January 31, 2023.  


