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This chapter considers Pliny’s Panegyricus as a locus of contemporary textual interactivity. It
was Pliny’s professed intention that the final version of the speech be read and contemplated by
contemporaries and by posterity (Ep. 3.13), and we know with unusual clarity of the laborious
process of recital and revision preceding its circulation (3.13, 18). These points, and the texture
of the published oration itself, urge us to consider it as literature and to imagine for it not just a
listening audience in September 100 but an attentive, engaged and reflective reading audience
thereafter.

The discussion concentrates on Pliny’s account of the praetorian mutiny under Nerva in
97 (Pan. 6). It first argues that Pliny creatively overlays his treatment of this crisis with allusions
to earlier prose and poetry: Cicero’s letters and speeches, Ovid’s Fasti, and Lucan’s Bellum
Civile; these allusions lend further gravity to the crisis faced by Nerva and further exalt Trajan as
its solution. It then turns to an explicitly marked and challenging allusion, by which Pliny
astonishingly reapplies to Nerva and Trajan a famous conceit of the emperor Domitian, that he
had given their imperial power to Vespasian and Titus and that they had merely returned it to
him (i.e. by bequeathing it) (Pan. 6.4; Suet. Dom. 13.1). This claim had been re-aired separately
by Martial (9.101.13—-16) and Quintilian (/nst. 10.1.90) in the mid 90s. Pliny’s reapplication of
this utterance both advances his strategy of equating the mutiny of 97 with the civil of war of 69,
and can be read as a powerful negative exemplum for Trajan to contemplate in the context of his
own newly-acquired power.

This chapter lastly argues that Suetonius alludes to and corrects Pliny’s own
misapplication of Domitian’s conceit (at Dom. 13.1). Suetonius’ account matches key criteria in
identifying allusion in its vocabulary and shared context (cf. e.g. the taxonomy offered in Wills,
Repetition in Latin Poetry (Oxford 1996) 18). It further conforms in its effect to recognizable and
common polemical dynamics between texts in allusive relationships. It functions as a window
allusion through Pliny to his source, Domitian, and its purpose is to °‘correct’ Pliny’s
misappropriation of the original quote. The chapter ends by contextualising this interaction
against the style and tendencies of the later biographies in Suetonius’ Caesars and by
considering such objections as might be made to reading their shared content and context as an
allusion.

To establish interaction between Suetonius and the Panegyricus would have a number of
implications. It would suggest in Suetonius an engaged reader of Pliny’s speech in a period
where it otherwise appears to be slipping into obscurity. It would further imply a readership for
Suetonius who could recognize and appreciate an allusion to the Panegyricus. It may even
suggest for Pliny’s speech a degree of cultural authority: in the act of correcting Pliny’s
application of Domitian’s famous utterance, Suetonius would mark the Panegyricus as a
privileged repository of information about his imperial past.



