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Panegyric and Candour in Statius, Siluae 3.4

Siluae 3.4, which is, on the whole, a playful and fantasy-filled encomium
to Domitian’s favourite, Earinus, as well as to the emperor himself, contains
what is, at least on first impression, one of the most bizarre passages in
Roman literature, namely the lengthy reference in lines 65-82 (line 82 as far
as the first caesura, which comes after nauiget) to Earinus’ castration, to
Domitian’s subsequent outlawing of this cruel practice, and finally to some
of the less than fortunate physical after-effects of the operation on the young
man. David Vessey, in his Statius and the Thebaid, feels compelled to
comment on this passage that it produces “an effect hardly less than emetic
upon the modern reader” ('), a judgment that may be echoed by others after
an initial reading (?). It is, above all, the festive occasion of the poem as a
whole (Earinus’ dedication of a lock of his hair to the shrine of Aesculapius
at Pergamum), together with the buoyantly lighthearted tone which prevails
in first 64 as well as in the concluding 25 lines, that makes the underlying
purpose of this passage seem so baffling. No real warning has been signalled
to the reader that the poet is going to raise a exceedingly painful matter ; and
it is not unreasonable to imagine that Statius’ abrupt turning to this traumatic
event in Earinus’ past must have startled his original audience and circle of
readers as well.

Vessey is content to Ieave the poet’s intention behind these lines as
irrecoverably enigmatic ; however, two recent critics, Frederick Ahl and John
Garthwaite (%), have put forward a strong argument that the real thrust of this
passage, and indeed of Siluage 3.4 as a whole, is ironical and casts in fact,
although obliquely, aspersion on Domitian’s private life and calls into serious
question his moral consistency. Ahl discusses this passage only in passing as

(1) D. W. T. Vessey, Statius and the Thebaid (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press,
1973), 35.

(2) A. Hardie, Statius and the Silvae (Liverpool : Francis Cairns, 1983), in his discussion
of 3.4 (pp. 121-124), offers an analysis of literary form only and appears to ignore the real
difficulties raised by the passage in question.

(3) F. Ahl, Lucan : An Introduction (Ithaca, N.Y. : Comell University Press, 1976); J.
Garthwaite, Domitian and the Court Poets Martial and Statius (Dissertation, Cornell
University 1978).
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support for his position that, even under the more despotic Julio-Claudian
and Flavian emperors, it was possible, within certain limits, for an author to
criticize and satirize with impunity the excesses and eccentricities of the
ruling emperor by using such time-honoured stratagems as ambiguity, in-
nuendo, and double-entendre (*) ; he draws rightly upon Quintilian’s dis-
cussion of emphasis or double-entendre (9.2.64-75) to demonstrate that the
Flavian audience and reading public were keenly aware of the effectiveness
of these rhetorical and literary devices (*). Garthwaite, who examines both
Siluae 3.4 as well as a number of Martial’s epigrams (in particular, those
epigrams that eulogize Domitian’s policies on social reform and also those
that celebrate the charms of Earinus), argues the case even more forcefully
and elaborately (). It is, therefore, especially to his argument that I shall
address myself. Garthwaite’s conclusions are valuable, for they are the result
of a sophisticated and careful reading which does not want to dismiss the
passage in question as an inexplicable aberration from Statius’ usual taste and
sensitivity.

The first question that should be posed is whether there is any significance
in the fact that in the preface of book 3 (which is addressed to Pollius Felix)
Statius mentions that he had been under some pressure from Earinus to write
this poem and that he had not immediately complied with the young man’s
wishes (scis quamdiu desiderium eius [sc. Earinus’] moratus sim, 18-19) ().
Statius’ procrastination needs hardly be taken as implying an actual reluc-
tance to compose a complimentary poem to a young eunuch who was
obviously being kept as the emperor’s favourite puer delicatus (the phrase in
line 38, ... Palatino famulus deberis amori, clearly points to the erotic aspect
of the relationship), for elsewhere in the Siluage, in 2.6, a eulogy to the
recently deceased Philetas, a favourite young slave of Ursus, the poet shows
that a paederastically coloured relationship was not uncongenial to his
sensibility and could be treated by him with a large measure of emotional

(4) Ahl, Lucan 25-35.

(5) Ibid. 32.

(6) Siluae 3.4 is the subject of ch. 2, “Flattery’s Double Edge in Siluae 3.4," with some
further discussion in ch. 3, “Statius' Departure from Rome” (see note 24 below) ; Martial is
discussed in ch. 1, “Martial and Domitian : The Moral Reforms,” and ch. 4, “Hercules and
Domitian.”

(7) A. Hardie, Statius, 121, note 11, thinks that quamdiu ... moratus sim is ironic and
means that Statius did not delay at all. However, patent irony of this sort, in which the author
obviously means quite the opposite of what he is saying, is out of keeping with Statius ; I have
not found a parallel for it in the Siluge. It makes more sense, therefore, to assume some
exaggeration, rather than complete irony, on Statius’ part.






