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This chapter attempts a triangulation of the three best-known Latin prose authors of the AD 90s and 100s. 
It demonstrates that (contrary to widespread modern assumptions) Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria is the 
subject of precise engagement in both Pliny’s Epistles and Tacitus’ Dialogus. It also assesses the 
intertextual relationship between Pliny’s and Tacitus’ texts, and shows the importance of Quintilian as a 
point of reference within it. The chapter will thus be a (necessarily selective) exploration both of literary 
interactions within Nervan/Trajanic literature and of responses in that period to a major work whose 
author was closely and publicly associated with Domitian. But questions will also be raised about our 
working assumptions concerning allusion and intertextuality: in particular, how well does the 
methodological shorthand of the ‘ideal reader’ represent the realities of ancient reading communities? 
 
The chapter will fall into three parts. In the first, shortest section I will summarize the intertextual 
relationship of the Dialogus and the Institutio. Several precise and apparently rebarbative allusions are 
familiar in the commentary tradition, but rarely discussed elsewhere. They make it clear that Tacitus was 
engaging not just with Quintilian’s broad programme and presentation of oratory, but with the text in 
minute detail. But they also raise an interpretative dilemma related to a well known problem in the 
Dialogus of locating Tacitus’ voice among those of his disputants: are we right to assume (as many do) 
that intertextual engagement with Quintilian (as with Cicero and others) brings us closer to the author’s 
own voice? 
 
The second section will tread on less familiar terrain. The (posited) intertextual richness of Pliny’s 
Epistles is a newly popular topic, but it is not yet clear how far models of ‘allusion’ developed for Roman 
poetry are adequate to this material. This becomes clear on consideration of Pliny’s extensive engagement 
– much of it never noticed in the scholarship – with Quintilian’s Institutio. Epistles 7.9 closely reworks a 
segment of Institutio 10, and ends with a sententia adapted from the same book. Epistles 9.3 elaborately 
reworks a line from the end of Institutio 12. Epistles 2.9 understatedly borrows material from Quintilianic 
praise of Domitian (Inst. 4 preface). Each case involves minute intertextuality, which can be clearly 
established. They differ, however, in the degree to which the imitation is ‘flagged’. Ep. 7.9 seems an easy 
fit with modern expectations about allusion: the letter as a whole, and the presentation of the sententia, 
can be taken to frame the reworking in knowing or ironic terms. But that is only arguably true with Ep. 
9.3, and hard to justify at all in the politically sensitive Ep. 2.9. At the same time, Pliny’s ambitions for a 
geographically and chronologically broad readership press a question about the realities of recognition 
and interpretation. The Institutio was not the Aeneid or a Philippic; how many ancient readers could be 
expected to detect echoes, and how far might reactions be predictable? If they could not, what is the effect 
when Pliny frames a borrowing, as he does in Ep. 9.3 (and elsewhere), as a novel expression of personal 
opinion? I will argue that current models of allusion (also subject to scrutiny by Geue, Uden and others in 
this volume) risk understating the complexity of Plinian imitatio and of intertextuality more broadly. 
 
The third section will consider interaction between the Epistles and the Dialogus. This is an old 
Streitfrage in which some important new points need to be made. First (developing an observation by 
Roy Gibson), that Pliny makes a certain and ludic allusion to the Dialogus in Ep. 6.21. Second, that 
Murgia’s influential claim that Ep. 1.6 alludes to the Dialogus is mistaken; that letter, although addressed 
to Tacitus, is visibly engaging with (and disagreeing with) Quintilian in Institutio 10. This does not rule 
out allusion to Tacitus too, but a more likely scenario shows the Dialogus responding to Ep. 1.6, and 
Pliny replying in turn in Ep. 9.10. Apart from implying a later date for the Dialogus than often assumed, 
one corollary of this argument is to question common methodological assumptions in determining 
allusion and priority, not least the excessive faith put in lexical repetition (often treated as evidence in the 
form of intertextual ‘hooks’). Here, as with other instances of intertextuality discussed in this chapter, 
such repetition is actively avoided, and engagement occurs at the level of thought, syntax and even sound: 
a reminder that, in an age of easy computer wordsearches, intertextuality is too supple a phenomenon to 
be reduced to a software paradigm. At the same time, the suggestion of Marchesi and others that Pliny 



and Tacitus engage in a dialogue across their works seems to be confirmed; but here again the question 
remains, how many readers might detect it.  
 
With this combination of new intertexts and scepticism about our current models for interpreting them, 
this chapter aims both to shed new light on the interrelationships of these three canonical texts and to 
provoke reflection on prose intertextuality in the Nervan/Trajanic period and beyond. 
 


