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As this volume illustrates, literary culture under Nerva, Trajan, and Hadrian was both 
intensely productive and vibrantly interactive. The verbal parallels we identify in literary 
texts of the period preserve the legible traces of a vast and varied movement of ideas – of 
personal friendships between authors, famous orators travelling the Empire, and 
pilgrimages to visit philosophers and other luminaries. Yet there are also significant 
patches of silence in this broad-ranging intertextual dialogue. Some writers seem actively 
to resist any kind of interaction, or are subtly polemical in the texts to which they allude. 
This chapter aims to balance the vision of dynamic interaction presented elsewhere in the 
volume by focusing on the boundaries of interaction, the silences and omissions through 
which writers articulate cultural barriers within an increasingly cosmopolitan Empire. 
The models of textual interaction familiar from earlier periods of Roman literature must 
be adjusted to account for the dynamics of literary interaction under Nerva, Trajan and 
Hadrian, when the movement of writers and ideas across languages and territory was 
balanced by the desire to isolate and preserve uncontaminated cultural traditions.  
 
My discussion focuses on three texts with a shared theme: the education of children. The 
first book of Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria and the De Liberis Educandis attributed to 
Plutarch both outline a vision of moral and rhetorical education, and Juvenal’s fourteenth 
Satire uses pedagogical language and imagery to inveigh against the miseducation of 
Roman youth. I argue that Juvenal’s Satire – perhaps the least studied of the satirist’s 
complete poems – alludes pervasively, in its language and ideas, to Quintilian’s Institutio 
Oratoria, seizing and expanding upon satiric moments in the rhetor’s own text. These 
parallels also serve to highlight the differences in the way Quintilian and Juvenal present 
education. For while Quintilian describes childhood education as a preparation for 
Roman public life and advocates training in public schools, Juvenal’s text fixates on the 
Roman home, pointedly excluding all mention of teachers or schools, and deprecating in 
particular the influence of (Greek) philosophers. In this sense, his text bears striking, if 
unexpected, similarities to the Plutarchan treatise, which is equally concerned to limit the 
influence of people outside the home on the Greek child. Both texts display a 
defensiveness – perhaps an anxiousness – about corruption from the multicultural world 
surrounding the second-century child. Given these parallels, can the Plutarchan treatise 
and the Juvenalian Satire be said to ‘interact’, even though their pedagogical visions are 
founded precisely on an attempt to exclude the influence of the Roman or Greek other? 
 
In fact, the policing of cultural boundaries emerges as an explicit concern of all three of 
these texts. Quintilian recommends that the Roman child should begin by learning Greek 
(1.1.12), and advocates a carefully controlled mastery of both languages. But the other 
two texts make parallel attempts to cast education as the preservation of a single cultural 



and linguistic tradition. The author of De Liberis Educandis warns that the women who 
will breast-feed the child must be ‘Greek with respect to their characters’ (3E), and the 
slaves who will attend the child as a boy must be ‘Greek’ and ‘very clear in their speech’ 
(4A). The child’s mind must become a ‘treasury’ of culture (9E), a means of preserving 
Greek language and ideas. Meanwhile, Juvenal in Satire 14 warns of nurses who 
illustrate vices for their wards even before children have learned ‘alpha’ and ‘beta’ from 
them (208-9); his moral exempla are drawn from the venerable annals of Roman history, 
and he shows horror at a father who would teach Jewish traditions to his son (100-1). 
Neither Juvenal nor the author of the Plutarchan treatise show knowledge of having read 
each other (nor would they do so, given their ideological programs). But it is immensely 
productive to read the two texts in tandem. They employ comparable defensive 
maneuvers, using the imagery of childhood education to polemicize about the need to 
safeguard the stability of tradition in a mobile world.  
 
These treatises on education articulate ideals about language and cultural tradition that 
are important to understanding the period more generally. But in tracing the connections 
between the texts themselves, we are also forced immediately to confront the 
complexities of literary interaction in the early second century. While the relationship 
between Quintilian and Juvenal can be analyzed effectively within a conventional Roman 
critical framework of allusion or intertextuality, parallels between Juvenal and pseudo-
Plutarch suggest a more complicated kind of interaction, one marked by exclusion as 
much as engagement. By reading all three texts together, it becomes clear that Rome 
under Nerva, Trajan and Hadrian was a period not only of vibrant intertextual exchange, 
but also of idealized – yet fiercely protected – boundaries.  


