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Martial to Juvenal (Ep. 12.18) 

Gavin Kelly, University of Edinburgh 

This chapter’s central aim is the interpretation of a single poem of Martial, Ep. 12.18, in 
which the poet in his Spanish retirement addresses his friend Juvenal, generally and rightly 
identified as the satirist, in Rome; in passing suggestions are made about the poem’s 
relationship to the rest of book 12, Martial’s ‘Spanish’ book, and to other poems in Martial’s 
own oeuvre, and its intertextual engagement to other contemporary poets. Of these the most 
important is of course Juvenal himself, and the chapter opens by reflecting on the relationship 
between their oeuvres, one of the most strikingly close relationships between authors working 
in different genres, in terms of both verbal intertextuality and thematic overlap.  

The poem portrays Juvenal as a poor client rising early and sweating in his toga as he pays 
court to powerful patrons in noisy Rome, while Martial, in sharp contrast, portrays himself 
living a life of rustic simplicity at home in quiet Bilbilis, making leisure visits, sleeping late, 
never wearing a toga and receiving dedicated care from a familia of attractive slaves. Both 
portrayals relate to commonplaces: the client poet, familiar from Martial’s earlier work but 
also (what makes the poem so striking) from Juvenal, especially the first book; and the 
leisured ease possible in Spain, for which Martial inter alia reworks a description of Bilbilis’ 
amenities addressed to an aristocratic friend over fifteen years before (1.49). Juvenal’s 
situation is that which had been the subject matter of Martial’s poetry for the last thirty years. 
This similarity could of course be interpreted as authenticating traditional biographical 
readings (Highet, typically, uses the epigram as proof of Juvenal’s homosexuality). But it is 
argued that a metapoetic interpretation should be given greater prominence. This is reinforced 
by an intertextual relationship with Juvenal in Martial’s poem. If, as seems likeliest, Martial 
is the imitator, the implication must either be that, as James Uden has recently suggested, our 
standard literary chronology of Juvenal’s works is wrong and book 1 belongs as early as 
101/2, and the letter celebrates its publication, or at the very least, that 101/2 is terminus ante 
quem for the circulation of Juvenal’s work through drafts or recitations. The plausibility of 
interpreting Martial’s comparison as one not so much of real life situations as situations of 
their poetry is reinforced by a witty (and hitherto seemingly unnoticed) allusion to the 
sphragis of Statius’ Thebaid, in a manner that recalls Juvenal’s own epic parodies.   

Towards the end of the poem, to round off the picture of ideal otium, and importing an air of 
sexual fantasy, Martial brings on a cast of attractive slaves, including a smooth-skinned 
vilicus, who asks permission to cut his long hair. I use parallels elsewhere in Martial’s oeuvre 
to discount misinterpretations by Curchin and Tränkle, and argue that the long hair is a 
marker of sexual availability/ passivity, that putting it off is indicative of moving on from that 
state, and that a parallel is implied with Martial’s own move from clientship to independence: 
as he says in the final line, sic me vivere, sic iuvat perire.   



The literary interactions discussed in the article cohere with the themes of the book as a 
whole in several ways. At issue is a poem somewhere in between describing a real situation 
and fantasy; put in another way, one whose relationship with other texts can be viewed on the 
one hand biographically and on the other intertextually and metapoetically. My discussion of 
this feature of Ep. 12.18 will bring my chapter into dialogue with several others in the volume 
which – in different ways – also trace overlaps and oscillations between personal, social and 
literary interactions (cf. e.g., Mratschek and König). It also engages one of the classic 
problems of intertextuality: a case where the identity of imitator and imitated is debateable, 
but of undoubted importance for the literary history of the period. Reflection on this will 
contribute to other analyses (e.g., by Whitton, Roche and Geue) of the challenges inherent in 
tracing seeming interactions and the importance of interpretability in analyzing them.   


