PANEL PROPOSAL:  
Authorships, Readerships, and the Circulation of Literary Texts under the Empire

Pliny the Younger notes that public approval from the mob or lesser amici – for poetry as for oratory – can be insincere and unflattering, but his attitude towards approval from peers is quite another matter and highly valued (see, e.g., Pl. Ep. 2.14.12-13). The significance of peer approval can be seen in letters on "private" recitations (cf. Pl. Ep. 2.10, 5.17, 6.17), or in letters to peers on literary matters (cf. Pl. Ep. 3.7, 6.21, 7.9, 8.4, 9.8, 9.31, 9.38). Tacitus' Aper in the Dialogus, who suggests that the drive for renown is the primary goal of the poet, also asserts that such renown is always inanis et infructuosa. This goal, Aper argues, is elusive and unrewarding, for only the best poets become known, and then only to a few:  mediocres poetas nemo novit, bonos pauci (Tac. Dial. 10.1).  Although everlasting fame seems an innocuous enough desire for a poet, and is as old as Ennius’ volito vivom, the increased circulation of texts under the Empire created curious problems for authors and readers alike: widespread readerships, lacking connection to or the presence of the author, were left to “parse” certain aspects and qualities of the texts by themselves (Best 1968, Harris 1989: 225-228). While Harris' views on "popular" literature are far too restrictive, Best's errs in the other direction. Leaving to one side the search for the truth of the matter, the importance of the rhetorical stance "I am read all over the world", vel sim. (which arguably begins in Ovid Am. 1.15 and Met. 15.875-879, but can be seen nascent in Horace Carm. 2.20 and 3.30) does not lie in its accuracy as much as its assumption of an undefined readership; much Roman poetry, especially minor poetry, was written most often for a named individual. 

The undefined readership we see coming to prominence under the Empire also has an undefined relationship with the author. As a result, certain kinds of dangers and possibilities arise in the consideration of the texts of this period. The panel papers (abstracts follow below) all address various aspects of these dangers and possibilities, focusing on the interfaces between author, authorship, reader and readership. 
Quod Roma me legit, or, Be Careful What You Wish For

The measure of a poet’s success in Martial’s Epigrams centers not around the approval of the critic, but the simple fact of being read. The phrase quod Roma me legit (10.97, cf. 4.49, 9.81) expresses most clearly a shift in Martial  we can also see occurring in other authors, from the Early Empire to Late, from a principally amici based readership to a more widespread and less intimate readership (Best 1968, Larash 2004). But as Habinek points out (1999: 103), echoing and augmenting observations of Kenney (CHCL) and Starr, circulating a text beyond a circle of intimate readers has a potentially detrimental effect, creating a disconnect between author and audience and therefore undercutting the importance of the present performer.  Habinek’s arguments focused on literature as a vehicle for the expression of aristocratic power – thus the disconnect affected most acutely aristocratic privilege and influence. The examination of individual aristocratic readers and/or select groups of elite readers in Martial has long been a subject of studies in literary patronage (e.g. Garthwaite 1998, Nauta 2002, Pitcher 1984, Saller 1983, Spisak 1997, White 1974, 1975, 1978, 1993, 1996), but it has only been recently that the importance of Martial’s other readers, including the anonymous lector, has come into focus (Larash 2004, Fitzgerald 2007). This other readership, which depends on circulation of texts through publication and/or recitation, results in a curious bifurcation, with poetic success and renown on the one hand and danger on the other.  Martial clearly craves the recognition of the non-intimate reader, even while recognizing that there are few material benefits that can accrue to him. And so, Martial promotes and boasts of a large and general readership, exposing himself to the dangers of theft, plagiarism, criticism, and invidia. 

Indeed, criticism and invidia are inextricably linked in the Epigrams. There are quite a number of poems in which Martial celebrates his success, and many of them draw attention to the malice and envy (livor; invidia) of others that his success engenders. Epigram 9.97, with its anaphora rumpitur invidia is hardly subtle; 4.27 too revels in how Caesar’s approval of Martial’s poems causes another to become envious (invidus, 4.27.2) and pale with envy (lividus, 4.27.5) and to feel pained (dolor, 4.27.6). In 5.33 Martial complains that a lawyer has been moved to criticize his poetry Carpere causidicus fertur mea carmina); although it is not clear here – or in a similar poem, 11.24 – what has motivated the lawyer to act, 11.94 ties carpere to a dangerous emotion, malicious envy (livor). This is, in fact, what one would expect, since the verb "to pick on" (carpere), when used as it is in these three poems, is connected to varieties of hatred or ill-feeling. Martial’s poetry and his success as a poet, then, precipitate malicious envy (livor), which in turn motivates the malicious criticism of his detractor. In 10.33, however, envy (invidia and livor) comes to represent a particular danger for Martial: because of malicious envy (livor), harmful poems “verses tainted with bilious jealousy” (viridi tinctos aerugine versus, 10.33.5) have been attributed to him. 

The claim to authorship and ownership of his epigrams (and the success that is due therefrom) is a common theme in Martial, especially in the early books (Anderson 2006), and often used as a trope to assert Martial’s talent or to deride another’s. But the anxiety to disavow other poems runs as an unpleasant counterpoint. Not only does Martial refuse ownership of bad poems he did not write and good poems others recite badly, in 7.12 and 7.72, for example, Martial is even at pains to counter claims that harmful poems are from his hand. The dangers of theft and criticism and invidia are a direct result of the circulation of texts beyond amici. Has Martial become a victim of his own success?
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Laughing at or with Lupercus:  

Circulation of Texts and Multiplicity of Readerships in Martial 1.117

Martial’s epigrams are of particular interest to the question of the relationship between authorship and the circulation of texts because every reader, by virtue of the means through which he or she has gained access to Martial’s text, has a stake in the interpretation of epigrams that represent the poet’s relationship with his reader.  In keeping with themes that recur throughout Book 1, Martial not only acknowledges that he has multiple readerships differentiated by modes of circulation (cf. Nauta 2002: 131-141), but also that he embraces and writes for them.  Martial’s epigram 1.117 not only thematizes different modes of circulation of literary texts, but also invites competing interpretations of its underlying humor based on a given reader’s own relationship to modes of literary circulation:  does a reader sympathize with Martial, or, more surprisingly, with the fictional addressee Lupercus?  I argue that, by taking into account the predispositions of multiple readerships, Martial invites multiple interpretations of his text and encourages “reading against the grain” (for approach, cf. Skinner 1989).  Through a close reading of epigram 1.117, and by looking at its context within Book 1 and its literary precedents in the work of Horace, I propose two different ways of reading epigram 1.117:  Lupercus as boor who abuses élite amicitia versus Lupercus as the general reader’s hero who resists amicitia-based circulation of texts.  Martial’s remote readers can congratulate themselves on bypassing frustrating social relationships and on getting a good deal on their own copy of Martial.


In epigram 1.117, reminiscent of Satires 1.9, Lupercus wants to borrow Martial’s  book to copy for free (1-4), but Martial redirects Lupercus to a local bookseller (5-17).  Lupercus’ parting shot and Martial’s self-deprecatory retort can be read as either derogatory or complimentary toward a general, socially unconnected readership depending on which readership a given reader identifies with more (“‘Not a fair price,’ you say?  You’re a bright boy, Lupercus.” ‘tanti non es’ ais?  sapis, Luperce, 18).  Many details, such as the ambiguous expression of value tanti or the literary-critical buzzword sapis (cf. 1.3.4), take on different meanings in context.  Modern readers read Lupercus negatively, as “cheap” (Friedländer 1886: 234) or as refusing to participate in either system of circulation (Fitzgerald 2007: 101); and readers assume that even Martial’s “pride” in his popularity is undermined by his self-deprecatory humor (Citroni 1975: 356).


Epigram 1.117 is a natural starting point for reading through multiple readerships because it is one of the most explicit representations of different modes of circulation in Book 1.  We can imagine these multiple readerships as a variation on previous representations of readerships differentiated by social access to a text—Horace’s pauci, or elite coteries, versus the vulgus, or crowd (Epistles 1.20; Oliensis 1995; Spisak 1997).  In addition to literary precedents, the publication history of Book 1 suggests more than one readership, since a key epigram (1.2) may have been absent from the first edition of Book 1 (Citroni 1975: ix n. 1, xix-xxi, xxix, 17-18; Howell 1980: 105-7).  Epigrams 1.2 and 1.3 each influence the attitudes about textual circulation that form a reader’s assumptions going into epigram 1.117.  Epigram 1.2, about a bookseller on the Argiletum, promotes the second, codex edition distributed broadly among the general public (Horace’s vulgus).  But the first edition, which was more likely to be circulated among urban élites (Horace’s pauci), probably opened with epigram 1.3, an imitation of Epistles 1.20.  Epigram 1.3 by itself suggests the poet’s embarrassment about broad circulation, but is balanced out in the second edition of Book 1 by the celebration of broad circulation expressed in epigram 1.2.


Readership and authorship are therefore closely linked:  Martial takes into account radically different readerships when he writes and edits his book of epigrams, and the meaning of a text is not determined until a particular reader brings his or her particular predispositions to a text.  Awareness of the multiple audiences for which Martial was writing authorizes us to attempt multiple readings, sometimes mutually contradictory, of his text.
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Reflections on the Meaning of Authorship in the Natural History

The Natural History shares with classical works usually considered “literary” the important characteristic of being authored by an individual, but much of what authorship means for these works is not meaningful in the Natural History’s case.  For genres such as poetry, history, and even to some extent a piece of technical prose such as Columella’s De Re Rustica, a premium is placed upon the work’s originality at the levels of content and style.  Even taking into account how much of classical Roman creativity was defined by its dependence on the past – emulating chosen predecessors, reworking inherited tropes – the essence of Roman authorship still lay, as with authorship in the present day, in the perception that one’s words and material together made up something unique.

The Natural History, however, is composed in a manner that shifts the terms on which authorship is based.  The work explicitly presents itself as a collection of book excerpts (pref. 17), leading us to value the work more for the received knowledge that it preserves than for the singularity of its content.  And while we are not in doubt that the words are usually Pliny’s own, ample evidence of direct quotation, employed to do the same expository work as Pliny’s own prose, discourages us from viewing the author’s language as a matter for special contemplation.


When it comes to considering what authorship means for a work like the Natural History, we need to begin by taking into account the work’s status as a collection, in this case a collection of known “facts”.
  As with material collections, much of what makes the text meaningful as a creative product – why it bears one person’s name rather than another’s – lies in the mental processes that determined the manner in which the collection has been constituted.  The primary domains of Pliny’s authorial creativity, I suggest, are choice (which nuggets of information have been selected for inclusion) and organization (how the nuggets have been arranged for the reader’s benefit).

Recent Pliny scholarship, as well as related work in the area of “compilatory” literature (technical and miscellanistic works from the imperial period), has paid increasing attention to the attention-grabbing ways in which knowledge is organized in such texts (e.g. Murphy 2004, König and Whitmarsh, eds. 2007).  This work has resulted in the coinage of the term “knowledge-ordering texts” to refer conveniently to one of their most outstanding characteristics.  Once viewed as the sign of a confused intellect, the Natural History’s use of multiple methods of organization – a protean array of ordering schemes – is now discussed in positive terms as a place where Pliny can be found to be flexing his authorial muscles, asserting his creativity and singular aesthetic sensibilities.


I submit that we can take this scholarship in a fruitful new direction by considering the sources of Plinian creativity in conjunction with the reading act.  How, for example, would different ways of approaching the text impact the reader’s perception of the author’s hand?  For if, as I will have argued, the house of Pliny’s originality is built upon his ordering schemes, this house would collapse without the reader’s cooperation, manifested in his willingness to follow the text from beginning to end.  Without sequential reading, the text’s organizational structures would fail to be perceived, noted, and admired.


It is curious indeed, then, that Pliny urges his reader to approach the text selectively, making use of the work’s “table of contents” (in quotations because a controversial term) to seek out only “what he fancies” (pref. 33).  The effort Pliny expended upon building the Natural History’s elaborate hierarchies would be wasted, one would think, in the face of a reader who bypasses them by skipping around in the text.  How could Pliny be so eager to countenance the effacement of his own creativity?  Perhaps, I argue, because selective reading favors his scholarly ethics.  The selective reader represents, in the world of compilatory knowledge-ordering texts, the best kind of active reader, the kind poised to be a writer in his own right.  He follows the ordering structures of his own mind, seeking knowledge in a sequence devised by himself, and in this way shares the Plinian spirit of making sense of the world in his own terms.  If that spirit should result in a new knowledge-ordering text compiled for the world’s benefit, then the author of the Natural History will have achieved his ultimate paraenetic goal, to induce the reader to emulate himself.
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Virgil and the Dangers of Recitation

Just how good a poet was Virgil?  According to Julius Montanus, a poet of Ovid’s generation, not very good at all, although one would not know it if one heard him reciting his work.  Montanus’ opinion is recorded in the Suetonian/Donatan biography of Virgil (VSD 29).  The Life quotes Seneca (probably Seneca the Elder), who relates that Montanus used to say that he would have stolen (involare) material from Virgil if he could have also stolen his voice, expression, and delivery (vox, os, hypocrisis).  While Virgil’s verses sounded good when he delivered them, Montanus continues, they were flat and lifeless (inanis and mutus) outside of that performance setting.  Montanus’ remarks point up the possibility that the medium through which a text was experienced in Latin antiquity could alter one’s perception of the text: the reader remakes Virgil’s poetry at the point of reception by not delivering it as Virgil himself did.  The negative response is here a product of performance.  Virgil cannot recite his work to every person, which in Montanus’ reading experience leads to a situation where the lines become something other than what Virgil wanted them to be. 

Critics (e.g., Horsfall 1995.17-18 and Zwierlein 1999.265) have cited the anecdote on Montanus as evidence for negative reactions to Virgil in antiquity.  (Zwierlein also uses the story to back up his strange argument that Montanus rewrote a significant portion of Virgil’s work.)  The passage does indeed show that despite, or perhaps because of, his canonical status, Virgil was subject to carping in his early reception.  But the implications of the passage grow richer when we examine why Montanus responds as he does, and specifically, the role that recitation plays in changing his opinion of Virgil’s lines.  For Montanus, the belief is that recitation distorted the text, so that he as an audience member got an inaccurate sense of them.  His point is of course not to sound a warning about how recitations could trick listeners.  But this is in fact the assumption behind his remarks.  The idea is that the performance masked the real text, and thus that orality was in this instance a medium that distanced the reader from the poetry.  Contrary to modern critics who believe that Latin literary culture was primarily oral and only secondarily textual (on this topic, see Winsbury 2009.95-125 and Parker 2009.186-229), Montanus understands Virgil’s work to show its true nature outside of the context of recitation and, by implication, when one reads it on the page. 

There is, however, another way of looking at Montanus’ reaction.  In a sense, Virgil’s recitation was too good: he wowed Montanus so much that his lines could only seem less than they had been when he performed them.  The suggestion is of how an author could not control the reception of his text and his recitation.  Montanus sees a gulf between the two that Virgil would surely not have wanted to be there, and consequently reconstitutes what Virgil had delivered in ways that reflect his private experience of what was to him the very different performed and written texts.  The risk for the author is that his great recitation will ruin his text for an audience member thereafter, because that reader cannot reproduce the performance conditions that so brought the work to life for him.  

After Montanus, Pliny the Younger (Ep. 5.17), Quintilian (11.3.4), and Sidonius Apollinaris (Ep. 8.9.5) show themselves to be similarly aware of how skillful, pleasing performances could mask a poem’s flaws and make it seem better than it was.  This paper will conclude by linking those sources to the anecdote on Montanus in VSD 29 to reveal a recurrent awareness in Latin antiquity of the danger that the winning delivery of poetry could charm audiences into failing to respond to it as critically as they should.  At the same time, Pliny, Quintilian, and Sidonius join with Montanus to suggest dangers that inhered in the re-performance (or non-performance) of a text.  A reader could see a work very differently depending on how he experienced it, and might even be inclined to disappointment when encountering it away from what was to him a definitive performance.   
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Paulatim praeceps audacia crevit:  Claudian's Responses to Criticism


This paper examines the assumptions, function, and format of literary criticism in Claudian’s scoptic epigrams. Of the fifty-three poems in Claudian’s Carmina minora, a posthumous collection of assorted minor verse, five respond to past literary criticism or critique a target’s intellectual or poetic ability: carm. min. 13 (In Podagricum Qui Carmina Sua Non Stare Dicebat), 23 (Deprecatio ad Alethium Quaestorem), 43 (In Curetium), 44 (In Eundem), and 50 (In Iacobum Magistrum Equitum).

Although isolated assessments of the function of literary criticism in Claudian’s scoptic epigrams have been made (e.g. Cameron 1970, 287–8; Michners 2004: 180), most scholarly discussion on these poems has focused on whether they represent reactions to authentic grievances and attacks on real personages (e.g. Cameron 1970 passim; Brummer 1972: 339–52; Moroni 2002: 75–96; Consolino 2004: 142–74; Michners 2004: 175–86). Rather than pursuing biographical phantoms, this paper explores the vocabulary and modes of literary criticism in Claudian’s scoptic epigrams in the context of traditional epigrammatic critiques and responses to criticism and late antique modes of literary criticism, most notably those found in Martial and Ausonius. Further context is provided by the prefaces to the Carmina maiora, which function as paratextual spaces in which Claudian can shape the reception of his poetry (Genette 1997).

The four-verse carm. min. 13 is a heated attack on the poetic abilities of a critic who has assailed the narrator’s prosody and that critic’s fitness to judge the narrator’s craft. The poem employs technical vocabulary of literary criticism (e.g. pedibus, scandere, claudicat, and nutat) in a manner reminiscent of Ausonius’ epigrams targeting the grammaticus Auxilius (Epig. 81 Green) and the rhetor Rufus (Epig. 45–52). The twenty-verse carm. min. 23 is a mock capitulation to an unnamed quaestor, who has objected vehemently to the narrator’s previous criticisms of his own poetry. Rather than face the wrath of his social better, Claudian’s narrator promises—with tongue firmly in cheek—that he will praise with a Martialian cry of “sophos” to whatever emanations (flatus, v. 19) the poetaster manages to produce. It is possible that the poem’s target is the grammaticus mentioned in v. 6—and so the poem may participate in the traditional epigrammatic critique of grammatici familiar from Greek epigram (AP 11.138–40), the Epigrammata Bobiensia (46, 47, 61, and 64), and Martial (14.120). The fourteen-verse carm. min. 50 combines the familiar and alien, as a defense of the narrator’s poems (ne laceres versus, dux Iacobe, meos, v. 1 and 14) brackets what appear at first glance to be unrelated invocations of Christian saints and withering mockery of Iacobus’ courage. Unlike Claudian’s other scoptic epigrams, which are cast explicitly as part of literary disputes, the ten-verse carm. min. 43 and the eight-verse carm. min. 44 target Curetius, the son of a crooked astrologer, Uranius, who wastes his patrimony by paying to perform cunnilingus. Yet, the criticism of Curetius’ poetic abilities in carm. min. 44. 4 (procul a Musis) and the presence of puns on literary terminology in carm. min. 43 (hiatus in v. 7; lingua in vv. 9 and 10) suggest an affinity with the mode of criticism found in Ausonius’ scoptic series against Eunus the Syrian (Epig. 82–87), where intellectual critique is fused with obscene sexual invective.

In the process of discussing Claudian’s practice of and response to literary criticism and his engagement of poetic models, this paper explores the production of epigrammatic literature and the reception of contemporary Latin verse in late antiquity.
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� My use of the word “facts” is only meant to describe the way in which information in the Natural History comes in discrete units, not to imply anything about that information’s veracity.





