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This paper investigates the possible reasons for the inverse matrix of presence of Lucan in two 
coeval and tangent bodies of work: Martial’s Epigrams and Pliny’s Epistles. It proposes to see it 
as the result of a specific effect of literary interactions: the assignment of socio-political 
connotations to particular texts that pre-orient interpretation and delimit the range of their 
possible readings at a given moment in time, that is, in a specific set of social, political, and 
cultural circumstances. 

My argument stems from the presence of a double paradox, affecting both the Pliny-Martial 
relationship and the internal cohesion of Martial’s corpus. The first paradox consists in the fact 
that Lucan does not appear anywhere in Pliny, though the author of the Epistles is not shy in 
admitting his sympathy for the families of some of the martyrs in the ranks of the Stoic 
opposition to Nero, during the purges of which Lucan was eliminated. Conversely, Martial did 
not only claim geographical and cultural allegiance to Lucan in one of his poems, but he also 
produced a series of birthday-poems on Lucan (as did also Statius) and dedicated them to the 
executed poet’s widow. While in the first instance one may see perhaps a politically and socially 
neutral act – even if, by reasons of geography, Martial lists Lucan in the company of the two 
Senecas (1.61.7-8)–, the birthday poems are definitely less timid in making ethical and political 
considerations part of the praise of Lucan. 

In Pliny’s case, the ostracism he reserves for Lucan extends to both the literary and 
prosopographical levels in his collection. Lucan’s epic apparently plays no part in the rich web of 
poetic intertexts that the Epistles mobilize. A single pointed allusion to that poem (about which 
see infra) has been detected in Pliny’s otherwise richly polyphonic text. Similarly, Pliny 
maintains a damning silence on the author of the Bellum civile, even in the context of the letters 
detailing the dangers he had faced for his Stoic sympathies during the years of Domitian’s 
purges. The double absence is somewhat surprising, since Pliny constructed Neronian and 
Domitianic times as strongly connected by both the recursivity of the persecutions and the 
genealogical continuities in the ranks of the opposition that suffered them. In both ages, Pliny 
suggests, Rome had witnessed the persecutions of the same kind of anti-tyrannical subjects; from 
age to age, moreover, it was the same families that provided the resistance with new members. 
Continuities and recursivity is what Pliny also predicates of the side of the persecutors as well. 
The most relevant case in point is Regulus, whose crimes Pliny memorably describes as no less 
grave, but perhaps more covert under Domitian than under Nero (sub quo non minora flagitia 
commiserat quam sub Nerone sed tectiora, as in Ep. 1.5.1).   



Based on our current sense of Lucan’s work, conversely, it appears paradoxical that a poet such 
as Martial could also write poems in praise and memory of the author of an anti-tyrannical work. 
There is apparently nothing in Martial’s poetry that may be constructed as openly oppositional to 
power – and there is very little that may indicate more covert resistance. Not only did Martial 
unfailingly dedicate to the latest autocrat in power his most recent poetic output; he also chose as 
one of his patrons Regulus, the same long-term delator that Pliny had taken as the embodiment 
of the recursive continuity between Nero’s and Domitian’s ages. Martial’s Regulus is not simply 
one of the potential elements determining Pliny’s distancing of Martial (evidenced by his exitus 
letter for him 3.21). The presence of Regulus as a patron and addressee in the epigrams triggers a 
further and perhaps deeper ideological and literary short circuit, in which I see the second 
paradoxical aspect in the interconnected body of evidence I analyze in my essay.  

With an apparent internal paradox, Martial uses an anti-Neronian work (as we have made 
Lucan’s epic to be) as the literary vehicle of a positive epideictic moment for Regulus, by 
redeploying some charged language from the Bellum civile proem in poems dedicated to him. 
After having concluded the panegyrical dedication to Nero, Lucan describes the fall of the 
Republic in the following terms: nimioque graues sub pondere lapsus / nec se Roma ferens (BC 
1.71-2, reinforced by the sententious conclusion in se magna ruunt at 1.82). In a moment of 
encomiastic frenzy for Regulus, who had just escaped the collapse of a building, Martial recycles 
some of this language, noting that a porticus under which Regulus has just passed, uicta est 
pondere cum suo repente (1.82.6). This note reactivates retrospectively another passage earlier in 
the book, an epigram on the same theme, in which we read that nam subito conlapsa ruit, cum 
mole sub illa / gestatus biiugis Regulus esset equis (1.12.7-8). In both cases, Martial reinforces 
the cosmic dimensions of this exercise in epigrammatic parva-si-licet rhetoric with the adoption 
of the appropriate language for ruinous collapsing of buildings and their physical and 
metaphysical causes: nefas, fortuna, ruina, casus, dei.  

By studying the pulviscular cloud of allusions that formed at the core of the triangular 
relationship of Pliny and Martial to and through Lucan, this paper reaches two related 
conclusions. The first is that a reason for the different treatment of Lucan in Martial and Pliny 
may be found in the chronological succession of their interventions. Pliny composes and 
publishes his epistles after Martial’s epigrams had already used Lucan and his text and, in doing 
so, had provided an interpretation against which any new interpretation would have to be 
measured. The literary transaction between the Epigrams and the Epistles hinges on the pre-
orienting of interpretation that Martial’s poem triggered in a potential reader of Lucan such as 
Pliny. When Pliny, in the only instance of direct interaction with Lucan in his collection, alludes 
unmistakably to a line in the Civil war (Ep. 1.23), he does so by taking into account and 
responding to Martial’s treatment of that text in his Regulus epigrams. What is more, he does so 
with cultural, as much as political and social issues in mind, pointing to the larger, extra-literary 
value of this kind of literary interaction. The dialogue between the two collections produces an 



overdetermination of Lucan as a cultural object: the meaning of his text arises from and consists 
in its being disputed.    

A second, incidental conclusion is also put forward in this essay, which has to do with the tone 
that may be assigned to Lucan’s proem. The reuse of the language from the (pro-Neronian?) 
poem by an (anti-Neronian?) author to a Neronian and post-Neronian friend of the emperors (no 
question marks about Regulus’ position) seems to go hand in hand with the presence of 
decidedly pro-Lucan poems in the same corpus. As we have seen, the same book in which we 
read of the Regulus porticus incident also contains a clear poetic endorsement of Lucan’s value 
as a poet (1.61). More pointedly, Book 7 of the Epigrams contains the triptych of eulogizing 
poems about Lucan’s birthday (7.21-3). Yet there seems to be no sign that their collocation next 
to those inspired by and dedicated to Regulus in the eventual collection may have been felt in 
any way inappropriate. 

With this evidence in focus, my paper reassesses (and of course leaves open) the question of 
adjudicating the ultimate tone of Lucan’s proem, by trying to gauge the reactions of some of its 
chronologically close readers and re-users. The fact that Martial uses material from that text in an 
apparently straight encomium of one of Nero’s associates strongly suggests that such a 
straightforward, un-subversive reading was indeed possible. But this does not mean that we 
should take that text straight, or that this was the only possible reading of the poem at the time. It 
only means that it was not impossible to read Lucan’s praise of Nero contained in the poem as a 
serious encomium, if this is what Martial does for the benefit of his patron, and that this was 
enough to make an unbiased reuse on the part of Pliny unlikely. This study thus demonstrates the 
high stakes, and consequences, of a signal interaction between Martial and Pliny in directing 
ancient and modern readings of earlier imperial panegyric. 


