4
Pliny and Martial: Sincerity and Faking it in the Early Empire.

William Fitzgerald, King’s College London

Below is a draft of the chapter I propose to submit (based around a paper I gave at the
Literary Interactions project’s St Andrews conference). In the final version I would
maintain this structure, filling it out in places and, of course, including references and
bibliography. I also plan to include a brief discussion of the legal concept of fictio,
following an excellent suggestion during the discussion of the paper at St Andrews. This
is a concept which has clear relevance to what I say about Pliny’s ‘tamquam’ and one of
which he would have been aware. My analysis of Martial and Pliny’s different responses
to the challenges of dynastic change will intersect with a number of other chapters in the
volume (in particular, those of Morello, Rimell and K6nig). My discussion will also
contribute to the volume’s broader reflections on the range of forms that literary
interaction can take (from citation and reworking to more indirect engagement/
differentiation), and it will foreground not only the challenges inherent in reading Martial
and Pliny individually but also the role played by readers in activating latent interactions
between them (cf. e.g., Buckley and Whitton). WF

One way to of think of the Latin canon is as a series of oppositions; Catullus and Cicero,
Vergil and Lucan, Ovid’s love poetry and Propertius’, Horace Satires and Juvenal’s, etc.
Pliny and Martial, the booster and the debunker might make another such pair, as my title
suggests. It’s rare that such oppositions are made or discussed without tendentiousness,
even polemics. John Bramble’s chapter on Juvenal and Martial in the Cambridge History
of Classical Literature uses Juvenal as a stick with which to beat Martial, for instance,
distinguishing between a satire that bites (unnerves us) and one that gives no offense, a
game we all understand. It’s also rare that such oppositions don’t run into difficulties:
overlaps, smudgings and crossovers are common, turning opposition into exchanges.
Still, these pairings, can be useful and stimulating ways of exploring a particular
problematic, in the present case the important set of issues that cluster around sincerity,
flattery, free speech and self-deception in the early empire, issues that are particularly

acute in the transition from one dynasty to another.



In the nineteenth- and for most of the twentieth-century the word that was most often
associated with Martial was “nauseating” and with Pliny, words such as “likeable” or
“humane”. Things changed in the sceptical, deconstructive climate of the late twentieth-
century in which Pliny’s optimism has been unmasked as a defense against anxiety, even
a form of denial, and Martial’s quotidian satire an act of “getting real”, as Victoria Rimell
put it. There is a widespread modern tendency to assume that the more negative or critical
an attitude the more real it is. So, the balance of sympathy has shifted somewhat from
Pliny rather than Martial to Martial rather than Pliny. Above all, we postmoderns want to
show that we are not fooled. In fact, the fear of being a dupe drove much of the French
thought that dominated the Anglo-American intellectual scene of the second half of the
twentieth century. It came as something of a surprise, then, when Lacan proclaimed , in
1973 that “Les non-dupes errent”. Lacan’s paradox can be roughly unpacked as follows:
‘to survive, one must let oneself be taken in by signs and become the dupe of a discourse,
of signs organized into a discourse. because of the alienation to which speaking beings
are subject due to their being in language” (Slavoy Zizek)). But I like the formulation
itself more than what Lacan makes of it. Pliny, I would say, has a more interesting take
on why it would be wrong to aspire NOT to be a dupe. Classicists will note that Lacan
was anticipated even earlier by Gorgias, when he described tragedy as “a deception in
which the deceiver is more justly esteemed than the non-deceiver and the deceived is
wiser than the non-deceived”. (Plutarch, On the Fame of the Athenians, 348c). There are
other analogies from the ancient world, as I will argue, but let us now turn to my subject,
Pliny and Martial, the duped and the non-duped, as we might provisionally call them.

Different though they are, they address themselves to similar issues: how to praise
an emperor; how to greet a new regime; how to model the imagined community of
readers; how to distinguish between the welcome and unwelcome aspects of one’s duties
and pursuits; even how to situate oneself in relation to Catullus. They both write in books
that are self-consciously miscellaneous and varied, and their characteristic genres, letter
and epigram are not dissimilar: if Pliny is not (and is) writing a history, Martial is not
(and is) writing an epic. Their differences are manifold, but one that immediately springs
to mind is what I have already alluded to: the opposition between Pliny’s relentless

boosterism and Martial’s satirical, debunking spirit. Of course, Martial wrote his



panegyrics too, but even there one senses that a conspiratorial, winking non-sincerity
contrasts with Pliny’s pained attempts, at least in the Panegyricus, to convince his
audience that he is sincere.

But let’s begin with a more concrete interaction between these two authors.
Among Pliny’s obituaries of notable contemporaries is the last letter of Book 3 in which
Pliny announces the death of Martial. After a quick assessment of Martial’s talents in the
first sentence, distinguishing him for sa/ and fel, but also candor, Pliny turns to himself.
He had paid Martial’s travel expenses when the latter left Rome to return to Spain. That
much he owed to their amicitia, and more especially to the verses that Martial wrote in
his honour. Before Pliny quotes them (in case we don’t have a copy) he remarks that it
used to be the custom to reward those who praised cities or individuals with money or
honours. Now that we have ceased to do what is praiseworthy we think that it’s ineptum
to be praised. Having quoted a cropped version of Martial, in which the epigrammatist
sends his book to pay a reverent visit to the great Pliny, he asks his correspondent
whether it was not right that he should support someone who wrote in this way about

him, and grieve for him now that he is dead.

Dedit enim mihi quantum potuit, daturus amplius si potuisset. Tametsi quid homini potest
dari maius, quam gloria et laus et aeternitas? At non erunt aeterna quae scripsit: non erunt
fortasse, ille tamen scripsit tamquam essent futura. Vale

Pliny, 3.21.6

He gave me of his best, and would have given me more had he been able, though surely
nothing more can be given a man than a tribute which will bring him fame and
immortality. You may object that his verses will not be immortal; perhaps not, but he

wrote them as though they would be. Farewell.

One suspects, then, that Pliny intimates, at the end of Book 3, that he is giving Martial
the immortality his poetry will not otherwise achieve. The words tamquam essent futura

end the book. But let’s not rest content to prove that we are not dupes.



What did Pliny mean when he said that Martial wrote “as though what he wrote would be
eternal”, even though it probably wouldn’t? Perhaps we are to take this narrowly with the
poem on Pliny: he wrote what he wrote on Pliny as though it was for the ages, expecting
it to withstand the test of time. More broadly he might have meant that Martial took his
genre seriously even if it’s only epigram. Certainly the paradox of an ephemeral form
which aspires to immortality is an important aspect of Martial’s poetics. Pliny’s tamquam
is worth dwelling on, and much of what I have to say today concerns the implications of
that word. In some ways one could call Martial the poet of the tamquam, “as if” in all it
shades of meaning, including the vernacular (as if) for his satirical poems of unmasking,
and something more collusive for his panegyrical poems (let’s behave as if Domitian
were a god). But these senses are not applicable to Pliny’s words on Martial.

Perhaps what is most striking about this passage is that Pliny applies to Martial a
locution that he particularly associates with himself. In 1.23 Pliny answers a query from a
friend of his about whether he should refrain from his activity in the courts for the period
in which he is tribune. That depends, Pliny replies, on what you think of the tribunate: an
empty shadow and a name without /onos, or a sacrosanct power, not to be brought to
order by anyone, even oneself. Is it consonant with the dignity of the office, if such there
be, to have to obey the rules and indignities of the courts? Not surprisingly, Pliny tells us

what he did in these circumstances.

Ipse cum tribunus essem, erraverim fortasse qui me esse aliquid putavi, sed tamquam
essem abstinui causis agendis.

(Pliny, 1.23.2)

When I was tribune myself, I may have been wrong in thinking that I was something, but

as though I were I refrained from court work.

As with the passage on Martial, concession (erraverim fortasse, cf. at non erunt aeterna)
is followed by the tamquam (tamquam essem (aliquid), cf tamquam essent aeterna). “As
though I were something” (1.23). The allusion to Catullus 1 is unmistakable (erraverim

fortasse qui me esse aliquid putavi, sed tamquam essem abstinui casusis agendis; namque



tu solebas; cf. Catullus 1.4 meas esse aliquid putare nugas). Catullus is encouraged by
the urging of Nepos, who thinks that Catullus’ poems ARE something, and indeed this
kind of encouragement of literary endeavour and publication is central to Pliny’s
conception of a mutually supportive literary circle, free from invidia. But in this case
Pliny cannot point to any corroboration of his attitude to the tribunate. Maybe he was
wrong, but he persisted in acting out the charade. He makes a leap of faith and sticks to it.
As he goes on to says to his correspondent, you need to decide what persona you are
going to adopt and then you must take it on and carry it through to the bitter end. It is
perhaps no coincidence that Pliny uses a Catullan phrase at this moment when he is
speaking about the persistence of a Republican institution.

Pliny’s tamquam is one of a number of related locutions that are Pliny’s
equivalent of “les non-dupes errent”. For instance, answering complaints that Pliny
praises his friends more than they deserve he responds “Who are these people who know

my friends better than me?” But then retreats to a fall-back position.

Qui sunt tamen isti qui amicos meos melius norint. Sed, ut norint, quid invident mihi
felicissimo errore. Ut enim non sint tales quales a me praedicantur, ego tamen beatus
quod mihi videntur.

(Pliny, 7.28.2)

But who are these people who know my friends better than I do myself? And, even if
they do, why begrudge me happiness in my delusion? My friends may not be all I

proclaim them to be, but I am lucky to think them so.

Compare errore here to erraverim fortasse, sed... Pliny’s error is felicissimus; he is
beatus because he fools himself (quod mihi videntur).
Error crops up again in an analogous formulation at 7.4.10, where Pliny is

boasting about the reception of his hendecasyllables.



Sed quid ego tam gloriose? Quamquam poetis furere concessum est. Et tamen non de
meo sed de aliorum iudicio loquor. qui sive iudicant sive errant, me delectat. Unum
precor, ut posteri quoque aut errant similiter aut iudicent.

(Pliny, 7.4.10)

But I must not boast (even though poets are allowed to talk wildly!), even if it is not my
opinion I am quoting but other people’s—which pleases me whether right or wrong. I

only pray that posterity will be right or wrong in the same way.

Never mind whether it’s error or not, so long as it persists. It’s the non-dupes who err.
Even closer to the logic of Pliny’s tamquam in 1.23 is a rather different and very
striking sentence, again rounding off a letter, in 1.3, where Pliny tells his addressee that if

he thinks highly of himself others will too. But this is how he puts it:

Tu modo enitere ut tibi sis tanti, quanti videberis aliis si tibi fueris.

(Pliny 1.3.5)

See to it only that you have as much value in your own eyes as you will in those of others

if you do in your own.

Caninius is to imagine how others will value him in order to value himself rightly., an
interesting bootstrap operation which circles back on itself to emphasize that Caninius’
self-valuation is a pure leap of faith with no prior external vindication (contrast Catullus’
meas esse aliquid putasti nugas):. The measure of Caninius’s self-respect is to be what
others will think of him (but only if he thinks of himself as highly). The whole thing is
suspended in air: “value yourself as though others valued you, which they will if you
value yourself”. Stanley Hoffer (43-4) refers to this strategy as the internalized friendly
cycle of the self. To put it in the terms of the twelve-step movement, we might say: Fake
it “til you make it (see also Pliny, Epistles 1.8, on the utility of self-praise).

So, to enunciate Pliny’s implied principle: some kind of belief, taking literally

what may not have been so meant, or is not warranted, is necessary to make the initial



leap, to get the whole thing going. At 1.2.6 Pliny makes this point when he declares that
he should publish something because the books he has already published are selling well:

Edendum autem ex pluribus causis, maxime quod libelli quos emisimus dicuntur in
manibus esse, quamvis iam gratiam novitatis exuerint; nisi tamen auribus nostris
bibliopolae blandiuntur. Sed sane blandiantur, dum per hoc mendacium nobis studia
nostra commendent.

(Pliny 1.2.6)

But I want to publish for several reasons, and above all because the books which I have
already sent out into the world are still said to find readers, although they have lost the
charm of novelty. Of course, the booksellers may be flattering me; well, let them, as long

as their deception makes me think well of my own work.

With flattery (blandiuntur) we touch on the territory of imperial panegyric, but it is not

only the word blandiuntur that makes the connection, it is also the verb commendent.

Can we apply the logic of Pliny’s tamquam to imperial panegyric? On the face of it,
certainly not. Shadi Bartsch’s influential chapter on the Panegyricus stressed Pliny’s
tortured attempts to convince (the emperor? his audience? himself?) that THIS time the
flattery is true. In other words, it is not flattery. On the other hand, there is also a recent
tendency towards thinking of Panegyric in general as a form of protreptic or
manipulation: the emperor is presented with the virtues to which he is expected to live up
(“behave as though these attributes were yours”). Gregory Hutchinson has recently
argued that Pliny’s Panegyricus represents a version of the political sublime, referring
both to the dominant style of the Panegyricus and to its content “The overall sublimity of
impact is not a matter of endless straining for extremes, but a convergence of Trajan’s
unstrained nobility and Pliny’s intelligent and unobvious praise.” (137) The Sublime, I
would suggest, is a helpful concept here because as it aligns with a typical Plinian
strategy: Longinus stresses that in confronting the sublime our soul is uplifted and filled

with joy and pride, as though it had created what it has heard (7.3 hos auté gennésasa



hoper €kousen). This too might be the strategy of panegyric, not so much to flatter the
addressee by showering him with virtues, but to create, for all listeners, the opportunity to
confront something great that they can believe they have brought into being, by virtue of
the fact that they are uplifted in the contemplation of it. The illusion is justified by its
result. Sublime panegyric, then, doesn’t so much reflect or describe a reality as produce
one. The Sublime is a form of protreptic. Since we are by nature disposed to be uplifted
by the Sublime, we are filled with joy and pride as though we had brought it into being. It
is an illusion of course, but one which confirms our affinity with what is great and so,
presumably, gives us the confidence to BE great.

The circularity of this reasoning is not unlike the readiness to dupe himself into
confidence which features so prominently in Pliny’s letters, and in fact he does relate this
strategy to the purpose of imperial panegyric, in a letter in which he defends his decision
to publish his speech. He echoes his statement that the flattery of the booksellers is fine
provided it commends his studia to him (dum per hoc mendacium nobis studia nostra

commendarentur), but applies it to his own address to the emperor:

Bono civi convenientissimum credidi eadem spatiosius et uberius volumine amplecti,
primum ut imperatori nostro virtutes suae veris laudibus commendarentur, deinde ut
futuri principes non quasi a magistro sed tamen sub exemplo monerentur qua potissimum
via possent ad eandem glorim niti.

(Pliny Letters 3.18.2)

I though it my proper duty as a loyal citizen to give the same subject a fuller and more
elaborate treatment in a written version. I hope in the first place to encourage our emperor
in his virtues by a sincere tribute, and, secondly, to show his successors what path to
follow to win the same renown, not by offering instruction but by setting his example

before them.

One of Pliny’s purposes in the Panegyricus, then, was to give the emperor
confidence to ‘be himself” (as prescribed by Pliny). Of course, he insists that the praises

are true. One suspects that veris laudibus here protests against the mendacium and



blanditiae that did the job perfectly well in the case of the booksellers (Letters, 1.2.6).
Interestingly, having borrowed this notion from his own experience, and applied it to
imperial panegyric, Pliny raises the anxieties about sincerity ubiquitous in the
Panegyricus, and applies them to what people think of 4im. He insists that invitees came
to his recitation of the Panegyricus in spite of the fact that he did not send them letters of
invitation, but simply asked them to come ‘if they had time and if it was convenient’ etc
(though, as he acknowledges, it’s never convenient, and people are never free at Rome—
he gave them an ‘out’, though perhaps he thereby deprived them of the chance to preform
an officium). Pliny is anxious to prove here that the attendance of his audience was no
mere lip service. They came and they asked for more! So we have a kind of chiasmus:
praise of the emperor serves the same purpose for the emperor as the flattery of the
booksellers did for Pliny the author (commends studia/virtutes to the praised/flattered),
while the flattering attendance of his friends at this recital of the Panegyricus is subjected
to the same straining after a non-compelled truth as we see in the Panegyricus itself.
Here, in connection with his recitation of the Panegyricus he does not say “never mind if
they really wanted to come or simply felt that they had to, their attendance was
encouraging...” But “They really DID want to come” It is as though a certain strain of the
Panegyricus has infected Pliny’s friendly circle of the self.

I have said at the beginning of this paper that issues of sincerity and freedom of
speech were particularly acute at the beginning of new regimes. Tacitus and Pliny both
coordinate the moment of transition between regimes with the beginning of an oeuvre.
“Now at last we can speak”, as Tacitus puts it in the Agricola, (nunc demum redit
animus, Agricola 3), while Pliny associates the arrival of the new regime with the
flourishing of letters (Si quando urbs nostra liberalibus studiis floruit, nunc maximum
floret, 1.10.1; cf. 1.13.1 and 3.18.5). The circle of ungrudging, mutually supporting and
admiring friends which Pliny builds up around the literary activity that has mushroomed
at Nerva’s accession is, as Hoffer has shown, an image of a right-functioning polity.
Pliny, like Tacitus, is able to coordinate the beginning of an oeuvre with the inauguration
of a new regime. Martial can do this once, for the arrival of the Flavians, but the second
time it happens he must find a way to give a new inflection to a genre that has been

compromised by its celebration of Domitian. Martial’s equivalent of the



Panegyricus is the Liber Spectaculorum written to celebrate the opening of the Flavian
Amphitheatre, and to usher in a new dynasty. Here too, as with the Panegyricus, the
denigration of the final member of the last dynasty is important. But more important in
this book is the close connection between the spectacles displayed in the arena and the
power and virtues of the emperor. Martial’s acclaim of the emperor is aligned with the
need of an audience to suspend its disbelief, to believe in an illusion. The arena provides
a series of wonders testifying to the divinity of an emperor who oversees it all. It is the
site of illusion in which the pleasures of the audience depend on a certain form of belief.
Lacan’s “les non-dupes errent” might apply here in the spirit of Gorgias’ remark that
tragedy is “a deception in which the deceiver is more justly esteemed than the non-
deceiver, and the deceived is wiser than the non-deceived” . In Martial’s Liber
Spectaculorum forms of the verb credo recur throughout, in protestations which are
neither sincere nor insincere (in the same way as Coleridge’s “willing suspension of
disbelief ” is neither deluded nor open-eyed). Believe the wonders of myth, says Martial,
because something more wonderful has happened in the arena; believe that Caesar
possesses numen, because a beast hunted in the arena stopped at his feet (Lib. Spec. 33.7-
8); Perhaps most significantly, when a chorus of water-dancers mimed rowing in a boat
(or possibly, synchronized swimmers represented an image of it), the spectacle elicits the
cry “credidimus remum credidimusque ratem” (30.4). It is very difficult to say whether
these elations are aesthetic or political, or how one could distinguish one from the other.
After the Flavian dynasty came to an end, greeting the new emperor was not such
an easy proposition for Martial. The Liber Spectaculorum had managed to align the
epigram genre with a symbolic event in the institution of the Flavian dynasty, the
inauguration of the amphitheatre. Epigram, Martial implicitly claims, is just the genre to
celebrate such an event. But now that he has written ten books of epigrams, many of them
in praise of an emperor who brought his dynasty to a shameful close, something must be
done to make a fresh start, to give the genre a new inflection. In the Panegyricus, Pliny
says that all citizens must make an effort to avoid saying of this emperor what they would
have said of another (2.1): things are different now, so let’s say different things. Martial
makes the same gesture when, in 10.72, he tells Blandiditae to go away because they are

not needed now.



Frustra, Blanditiae, venitis ad me
attritis miserabiles labellis:

dicturus dominum deumque non sum.
1am non est locus hac in urbe vobis;
ad Parthos procul ite pilleatos

et turpes humilesque supplicesque
pictorum sola basiate regum.

non est hic dominus sed imperator,
sed iustissimus omnium senator,

per quem de Stygia domo reducta est
siccis rustica Veritas capillis.

hoc sub principe, si sapis, caveto
verbis, Roma, prioribus loquaris.

(Martial, 10.72)

Flatteries, you come to me in vain, you poor creatures with your shameless lips. I am not
about to speak of “Lord and God”. There is no place for you any more in this city. Go
away to turbaned Parthians and kiss the soles of gaudy monarchs—base abject suppliants.
There is no lord here, but a commander-in-chef and the most just of all senators, through
whom rustic dry-haired Truth has been brought back from the house of Styx. Under this

ruler, Rome, beware, if you are wise, of talking the language of earlier days.

Like Pliny in the Panegyricus, Martial refuses to use the old expressions
(dominus et deus, etc.) under the new emperor. Unsophisticated truth (rustica Veritas) is
instead to be dragged from her Stygian home. (cf. Panegyricus 2.2: Quare abeant et
recedant voces illae quas metus exprimebat., ie we must not say anything that we have
said before...). What to say, then? Martial’s solution is ingenious. In book 5 he had
associated the prominence of Domitian in that book with its eschewing of sexual
material. Now he associates the beginning of Nerva’s reign with the return of Saturnalian

freedom and the licence to use the obscenity which is appropriate to the genre. In 8.1,



under Domitian, he had declared “nuda recede Venus; non est tuus iste libellus: tu mihi,

tu Pallas Caesariana, veni”. Now he says:

clamant ecce mei ‘lo Saturnalia’ versus:
et licet et sub te praside, Nerva, libet.
lectores tetrici salebrosum ediscite Santram:
nil mihi vobiscum est: iste liber meus est.
(Martial, 11.2.5-8; contrast 8.1.3f: nuda recede Venus; non est tuus iste libellus: tu mihi,

tu Pallas Caesariana, veni])

Look, my verses shout “Hurrah for the saturnalia!” Under your rule, Nerva, it’s allowed,
and it’s our pleasure. You austere readers learn jerky Santra by heart. I am not concerned

with you. This book is mine.

Martial opportunistically uses the same motif he had used for the book’s deference to
Domitian (obscenity), but from a different angle. Obscenity is cast as straight speaking,
without censorship, in good plain Latin. Book 11 several times makes the association of
obscenity with good emperors/kings: Numa in 11.15 [notice echo of end of 11.4,
moribus hic vivat principis, ille suis at end of 11.15 mores non habet hic meos libellus]
and Augustus in 11.20.

One of the most interesting examples of this association between the free use of

obscenity and the accession of the good emperor Nerva is Martial 11.7:

Iam certe stupido non dices, Paula, marito,
ad moechum quotiens longius ire voles,
‘Caesar in Albanum 1ussit me mane venire,
Caesar Circeiios.” iam stropha talis abit.
Penelopae licet esse tibi sub principe Nerva:
sed prohibet scabies ingeniumque vetus.
infelix, quid ages? aegram simulabis amicam?

haerebit dominae vir comes ipse suae,



ibit et ad fratrem tecum matremque patremque.
quas igitur fraudes ingeniosa paras?

diceret hyestericam se forsitan alter moecha
in Sinuessano velle sedere lacu.

quanto tu melius, quotiens placet ire fututum,
quae verum mavis dicere, Paula, viro!

(Martial, 11.7)

Now at least, Paula, you will not be saying to your fool of a husband, whenever you
want to go to a lover at a distance: ‘Caesar has commanded me to go to Alba tomorrow
morning. Caesar has commanded me to go to Circeii.” The day for such ruse has gone
by. Under Nerva’s rule you can be Penelope, but your itch, your old bent, wont let you.
What will you do, wretched woman? Pretend a sick friend? Your husband himself will
stick to his lady and accompany you to brother or mother or father. So, my clever one,
what fraud are you hatching? Perhaps another of your kind might say she was hysterical
and wanted to sit in the waters of Sinuessa. How much better you manage, Paula!

Whenever you have a mind to go for a fuck, you prefer to tell your husband the truth.

Under Domitian, Paula used to give her husband the excuse that she was going to see the
emperor whenever she had an assignation with her lover. Now that excuse is gone: the
chaste Nerva lets his female subjects be veritable Penelopes. So far, so good—Nerva is
no Domitian, and no husband is forced to collude with his wife’s adultery. But now to
matters of free speech. Another adulteress might concoct something about a health cure
to replace the no longer feasible excuse of being summoned by the emperor, but you do
better, Paula when you tell your husband straight out (quanto tu melius, quotiens placet
ire fututum,/ quae verum mavis dicere, Paula viro!) The ending of this oblique panegyric
has disturbed some commentators. Lorenz claims that the emperor theme leaves the
epigram at line 6, and Kay that Paula has always been straight-speaking, not that she
changes under Nerva. Both commentators try to detach the ending from the welcoming of
the new regime. Paula’s ingenium vetus may be left over from the days of Domitian, but

the straight-speaking obscenity with which it is described is consonant with the motif



with which Martial’s epigram genre greets the accession of Nerva. I would place this
poem among those others in this book that concern the return of straight-speaking/free
use of obscenity under the new emperor. Martial insists here on the value of truth (verum)
and transparency (simplicius), which he claims for his genre. Or so we might read the
final line. The art of this epigram’s denouement is exquisite. Obscenity is carefully NOT
featured as the punchline, and tucked away in an adverbial clause in the penultimate line,
As a result there is a wonderful clash between the laudable preference for the truth
attributed to Paula in the last line, in the most innocuous of words, and the monstrous
declaration to her husband that we are to imagine as exemplifying her dedication to
straight-speaking (placet ire fututum). In the imperial context Paula’s imagined words
(placet ire fututum) could be taken either as speaking truth to power or the reverse, as an
imperious gesture in which Paula’s will is expressed with the conventional sic placitum
of the tyrant (quotiens placet ire fututum). It is as though two very different possibilities
of straight-speaking, distributed across roles at opposite ends of the imperial scenario
(unabashed subject and unrestrained tyrant), have been condensed into the words we
must conjure up for Paula to speak to her husband. Martial presents us with an image of
straight speaking rather than an example of it, asking perhaps just how much truth-telling
we can support. Paula tells the truth, partly because there’s nowhere to hide under Nerva.

No doubt her husband would have preferred to be a dupe!



