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This paper considers the implications of two texts, both of which parade 
traditional exemplary figures in highly unusual ways.  The first, Martial 11.5, offers a 
kind of nekuia: the poet imagines summoning up the great men of the Republican past 
and observing their responses to the new Emperor.  In each case their behavior is 
disturbingly uncharacteristic: Sulla would have transferred his power to Nerva, 
miserly Crassus given all his wealth to him, and Caesar would willingly have been a 
private citizen equal with Pompey. Perhaps the biggest shock is the change in the 
incorruptible Fabricius, who would willingly have taken the famous bribe, had it been 
offered by Nerva instead of Pyrrhus.  

The second text, Pliny 8.6, offers a briefer (but equally overblown and 
unexpected) list of exempla, this time contrasting the honours paid to conquering 
generals of the past (not only Achaici, Africani, Numantini but Caesars Pompeys and 
Sullas too) with the immeasurably greater ones showered upon the imperial freedman, 
Pallas. In this instance, exempla serve to show the absurdity and venality of the 
modern imperial world, a fawning senate’s poor grasp of reality and of traditional 
values, and even the despairing sense of contemporaries that the honours for Pallas 
ought to have been no more than some kind of subtle joke on the senate’s part. 

Both texts were composed in a period marked by shifts in attitudes to 
traditional exempla. Although ‘exemplary’ literature of many kinds was still produced 
(e.g. Frontinus’ Stratagems; Quintilian on the orator’s memorized stores of exempla; 
Plutarch’s dedicatory letter to Trajan with the apophthegmata; exemplary material in 
the biographical works of both Plutarch and Suetonius), the significance attached to 
Republican exempla, in particular, seemed significantly changed or diminished in the 
Trajanic period (Gowing 2005 and 2009). Exempla themselves had become mere 
scholastic clichés (e.g., Seneca Ep. 24.6). 

Such exempla, moreover, are not normally at home in the genres of epigram or 
epistle, so their appearance in profusion in Martial 11.5 (and, to a different degree, in 
Pliny 8.6) is startling. Elsewhere in Martial ‘distancing’ strategies accompany 
exempla: they may be the mark of a pontificating hypocrite  (1.24; 5.51; 6.64; 7.58; 
9.27) or suggest a character’s failure to engage with reality (e.g. the lawyer of 6.19 
who cites Sullas Mariosque Muciosque in a case about stolen goats). The opening 
sequence of Book 11, however, seems unusually dominated by traces of the past in 
ways which do not obviously call upon such ‘distancing’ strategies  (e.g. Fabricius’ 
daughter and stern Cato in 11.2, Augustus and Maecenas in 11.3, Aeneas in 11.4); 
Book 11 is also strongly marked as the book for Nerva – an emperor who we know 
liked to express approval of old-fashioned exemplary behavior (Pliny 7.33). 11.5 
seems, then, to showcase ‘waxworks skillfully arranged around the image of the 
emperor’ (Nordh 1954). 

However, these republican ‘ghosts’ summoned from Hades in Martial’s 
inverted nekuia do not reaffirm in the new context the values for which they 
traditionally stand. Instead, they are to be changed into venal ‘wets’ by the beneficent 



influence of Nerva. Fabricius is a striking example: his distinguishing qualities in the 
tradition were his constancy in behavior and character, shown particularly by his 
capacity for rejecting Pyrrhus’ bribe. Yet here Nerva (problematically recast as 
Pyrrhus) is the man who could convince Fabricius to take the bribe, as he is also the 
Caesar Brutus will not assassinate, the heir who will stop Sulla actually giving up his 
rule and convince him to start a dynasty, a man who’ll be loved by Pompey and by 
Caesar the private citizen – the unstoppable man of power. 

Seen in this light, the poem’s exempla seem less straightforwardly laudatory 
of Nerva, and suggest a complex reading of the clichés of Roman elite culture.  
Martial engages with the contemporary world by creatively recasting exempla in 
quasi-counterfactual terms, distorting and inverting normal expectations.  This ‘quasi-
counterfactual’ mode, playing upon modern absurdity by calling upon the sternly 
serious Republican past, seems akin to the approach adopted by Pliny in 8.6 (the 
whole of which is itself a study in how exempla work and what happens when a new 
generation has no exempla to follow). Both these texts fit the narrative of a 
demonstrably increasing interest (from Ovid onwards) in counterfactual treatment of 
the past as a method of engaging with a new imperial reality in which nothing is quite 
as it seems and even clichés don’t work as one expects any more. The counterfactual 
treatment of exempla is, then, this paper argues, a crucial marker of modernity in our 
texts of the period, and perhaps even a means of coming to terms with Caesarism 
afresh under each new version of the imperial regime.  

As well as adding another dimension to the volume’s consideration of literary 
responses to social and political change in the period, this paper will complement 
attempts made by other contributors (e.g. Rimmel, Fitzgerald, Ash and Langlands) to 
extend discussion of literary ‘interactions’ by scrutinizing thematic (rather than 
lexical) kinds of overlaps between synchronic texts, and by considering their relation 
to wider, extra-textual discourses.  
 


