
 

5 
‘Do Not Adjust Your Set!’  

Paradoxography and Marvels in post-Domitianic Literature 
 

Rhiannon Ash, Merton College, Oxford 
 

 
One striking feature of post-Domitianic literature – transcending individual genres –  

is a marked fondness of authors for phenomena about the marvellous. Marvels in the ancient world 

are all about pinpointing and establishing boundaries. If you categorise something as mirabile, you 

implicitly measure it against what is perceived as normal. This therefore says something more 

broadly about where the boundary between ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ is situated – and that of course 

can and does shift over time. To consider such phenomena diachronically involves questions about 

different authors’ views of continuity and discontinuity and about the wider collective sense of order 

and disorder which that perception reflects. For this reason, the category of ‘marvels’ is a particularly 

rich area to examine in this post-Domitianic Roman world, as a theme that can help chart 

developments in social, cultural, political and intellectual discourses across the period (cf. chapters 

by Buckley, Fitzgerald, Roche and König).  

             Marvels are also richly expressive in terms of the ‘literary interactions’ which are the focus 

of this volume. Our authors’ narrative techniques show a pattern of post-Domitianic marvels being 

put back into their boxes and relocated to a ‘safe’ zone (whether geographically or generically). We 

can perhaps see reflections here of cautious collective optimism after Domitian’s assassination in 

AD96 (although this chapter will nonetheless be wary of flattening out differences between the 

Trajanic and Hadrianic eras and seeking purely political explanations). This phenomenon involves 

authors either narrating safe and enjoyable domestic marvels in Italy, or narrating more shocking 

marvels pointedly moved back to the imperial margins or to areas traditionally associated with the 

bizarre, primarily Egypt, the topsy-turvy land of inverted norms. Various overlaps and differences 

between how Domitianic and post-Domitianic authors present marvels also raise questions about the 

nature of their awareness of and engagement with each other. This is not so much a nexus linked by 

direct intertextuality, but authors who move along similar intellectual trajectories as they reflect on 

the emerging post-Domitianic world around them (cf. Rimell on synchronic – as opposed to 

diachronic – overlaps between texts written in indirect dialogue with each other; also Morello; and 



 

Langlands on the influence of ‘extratextual’ interactions and ‘elements in the ether’ on both textual 

production and consumption.)  

 

 

This paper will offer close readings of three different authors to examine this general 

phenomenon in action. I will first take up a Domitianic text as a yardstick for my post-Domitianic 

examples. By considering how the epigrams of Martial’s Liber Spectaculorum seek to inscribe the 

emperor Domitian as the source of uplifting marvels in the hierarchical setting of the amphitheatre, I 

will argue that, beneath the dazzling surface of these poems, the stage-managed mirabilia are 

essentially disturbing. By showing us a spectacular world where the abnormal essentially becomes 

normal, predictable even, Martial devalues the relentlessly marvellous, rather in the same way that the 

veteran guest at Trimalchio’s dinner party is so certain that he is about to be amazed (Satyrica 33.8). 

The second text is a memorable and elegant letter of Pliny the Younger (8.20) to his friend Clusinius 

Gallus to describe the remarkable Lake Vadimon which he has recently seen at his grandfather-in-

law’s property at Ameria. The benign natural marvel is an expressive example of the marvellous made 

wholesome and safe in a Trajanic context. Finally, the analysis will turn to an extraordinary satire of 

Juvenal (Satire 15) outlining a shocking incident of cannibalism which took place in Egypt in AD127. 

Through a series of geographical and chronological syncrises, Juvenal represents a disturbing marvel 

which is totally abnormal in any setting other than Egypt: yet this is in some sense reassuring. Juvenal 

here is not eliminating this Hadrianic marvel, but containing and delimiting it, reinforcing a sense of 

order in the political and aesthetic spheres by banishing cannibalism to the margins, the appropriate 

locale (cf. Tacitus Agricola 28 on the Usipi). These examples together show post-Domitianic authors 

actively reclaiming and renegotiating the marvellous – a luxury afforded by the more settled world of 

the principate in this era – and offer some fascinating insights not just into literary interactivity across 

the period but also into the dynamic interaction between literature and society. Inter alia, this chapter 

will consider not simply the extent to which these texts were influenced by wider, off-the-page 

discourses but also the role they themselves played (both individually and collectively) in shaping 

them. 


