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Romulus, a Republican King in Ennius’ Annales 
 
 
In this paper, I examine Ennius’ presentation of Rome’s mythical first king, Romulus, in his 
Annales by applying New Formalist approaches. Ennius’ epic, the Annales, was a foundational 
text for Latin literary history but nonetheless survives only in fragments. It relates in verse 
Rome’s history from its mythical founding (752 BCE) to his own day (early 2nd century BCE). In 
the poem, Ennius invokes the Muse, claims that Homer appears to him in a dream, and boasts 
about adapting Latin to Greek meter. The Annales, which ancient and modern readers regard as 
innovatory, couples formal features such as meter with an annalistic chronological framework 
that heavily influenced subsequent Roman historians. I contend that fictive elements of the poem 
arise from Ennius’ attention to formal poetic devices. New Formalism, which argues that formal 
literary techniques can undermine or destabilize ideological assumptions, provides an apt 
hermeneutic for reading Ennius’ Romulus as foreign to his Roman audience, even though he 
founds the city of Rome, because he aspires to monarchy. Ennius, in turn, makes Romulus 
comprehensible by making him proto-republican. 
 
After briefly noting that all other kings in the Annales are non-Roman others, I will argue that 
Romulus, who contends with his brother Remus for rule of the city in a 29 line fragment of the 
Annales, is foreign to the internal audience of the fragment and to Ennius’ actual readership. In 
order to integrate Romulus into his history that pits successful Roman generals against foreign 
kings, Ennius uses formal techniques (like literary and cultural allusion, technical political 
vocabulary, simile, and shifting focalization) to undermine Romulus’ status as king. Romulus is 
seen to be inaugurating Roman republican practices in a pre-Republican Rome. In this way, 
Ennius furthers the thematic and historiographical aims of his poem by making congruous the 
poetic and historical.  
 


