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Literary Autism, Literary Amnesia: Forgetting the Juvenalien in our midst

Tom Geue, Bristol University

Juvenal presents a problem for tracking literary interactions. The founding pose of his first satire is
that of an audience member standing up to be counted after years passively enduring a stagnant
(Pliny might say flourishing) literary scene: no more. Juvenal’s first act as mayor of his own
making is to retract himself from the society of letters trending around him. And, if our speculative
dates hold true enough, that society took its revenge by genteel neglect of his roaring protestations.
Save perhaps Martial (cf. Kelly’s chapter), no contemporary names Juvenal or alludes to the
Satires. When it comes to the self-appointed nub of the arbiters of taste, i.e. Pliny and his teammate
Tacitus, the silence is especially deafening. They take no notice; Juvenal shrugs it off, for he wants
nothing to do with the living, and only wants to get at them via the dead (Sat. 1.170-1). Is this more
mutual indifference than literary interaction? This paper will dive into some key moments where
this snubbing may be marketed at the Juvenalian end, through the dynamics of literary ‘oblivion’.

The obstacles posed in ‘fitting Juvenal’ into our equations raise important sticking points for
methodologies of intertextuality. Pliny’s Letters, for example, provide a kind of social authorisation
for intertextual reading: with so many missives addressed to and including the name of Tacitus,
surely we are licenced to look for other kinds of Pliny-Tacitus intertextual interaction at the same
time? But when it comes to Juvenal and contemporaries, we don’t feel comfortable seeing them at
the same party, let alone the same textual space.

Another reason Juvenal wriggles out of interactions, and which makes the diffuse intertextuality
between the Satires and other contemporary works so challenging to graph, is the poverty of those
kinds of precise verbal echo upon which classical intertextualists have become so dependent. In
some ways this echo fetish, largely codified in the studies of echo-rich Augustan poets, gets us
nowhere fast when applied to our period. In the multigeneric universe we are trying to map, which
includes a bracken of thorny border-crossings between prose and poetry, perhaps verbal echoes
‘naturally’ fade away? Perhaps certain genres necessarily lie ‘out of phase’ with one another, and
never can become tuned? And in a highly rhetorical culture which worships the portable epigram
unit, the striking turn of phrase welcomed into the anonymous linguistic commons, can we even
trust the ‘echoes’ we find?

After tiptoeing through some of these germane methodological pitfalls (c. 5 pages), this paper will
plough on to treat some selected cases of literary interaction in Juvenal’s Satires. I shall track a
trope familiar to fans of Latin intertextual studies — ‘memory’ — and see how it and its obverse,
‘forgetting’, can shed light on Juvenal’s puzzling place in the interaction stakes. This section (10
pages) will discuss two substantial passages in depth: satires 2.99-109 and 10.227-39.

The first passage contains the famed (probable) reference to Tacitus’ Histories. 1 shall show that
Juvenal tropes this allusion with the familiar marker of ‘memory’, but twists it hard: instead of
recalling an episode in the Histories, Juvenal ‘remembers’ a moment that wasn’t there, supplanting
the strong reality claim of history with that of upstart satire. 1 shall also suggest this moment
responds, in particular, to a very Plinian method of ‘supplementing’ Tacitean history through
epistolographic anecdote.

The second passage features the vivid caricature of the decrepit geriatric man, part of Juvenal’s
hundred-line plus devastation of the supposed benefits of old age in Saz. 10. Syme detected an



allusion to Pliny Ep. 8.18 here long ago, but made little of it other than to establish a terminus post
quem. 1 shall seize on the prominent motif of ‘forgetting’ in this passage to press for an outright
relationship of ‘erasure’ between Juvenal and Pliny. Juvenal (probably writing satire fifteen years or
so after the Plinian floruif) shows what has become of the saved world order as embodied in Pliny
8.18: gone, and emphatically forgotten. The satiric old man’s ailing body, in thrall to the legacy-
hungry advances of an aggressive prostitute, neatly/messily inverts Pliny’s improving tale of an old
man’s legacy flowing into the legitimate domestic channels. The future is safe in Pliny, already over
in Juvenal, and ‘forgetting’” marks the spot for the cancellation.

I shall then test how far we can use these moments of interaction-through-wilful-forgetting as cues
for reading the bigger picture relationship between Juvenal and his contemporaries. I shall also
include a short section (2 pages) gesturing towards the ‘forgottenness’ of Juvenal in the immediate
literary afterglow; do his immediate successors really ignore him as much as his coevals seem to
do? Might a continuing oblivion be what Juvenal was looking for all along? The paper will
conclude (2 pages) with some reflections on the apparatus of Latin intertextuality studies at large,
arguing that we need to beef up our sensitivity to omissions and absences in addition to
reminiscences and presences.



