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Martial, Epigrammata

C. Valerius Martialis (c. AD40 - 103) wrote 14 books of short, mostly humorous, poems, called
epigrams. They are generally (as are all but one of these) written in either elegiac couplets or

hendecasyllables, and usually have a “sting” or punchline at the end.
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Martial, Epigrammata

1:10 The eager suitor

Petit Gemellus naptias Maronillae
et cupit et Instat et precatur et donat.
Adeone pulchra est? Immo foedius nil est.

Quid ergo in illa petitur et placet? Tussit.

Notes
e This epigram is in neither hendecasyllables nor elegiac couplets, but limping iambs
o Adeone. = Adeo + -ne

e tussit: “she coughs”, i.e. she has an illness, probably tuberculosis, and will soon die and
leave her money to her husband

1:19 The perils of coughing

S1 memint, fuerant tibi quattuor, Aelia, dentgs:
expulit tina duds tussis et tina duds.
lam s&ciira potes totis tussire die€bus:
nil istic quod agat tertia tussis habet.

Notes

e This epigram is in elegiac couplets (notice that every second line is inset; these are the
pentameter lines)

e fuerant tibi: possessive dative — “you had had” / “in your possession there had been”
e dudos: agrees with dentés
e istic: “there” / “in that matter”

e quod agat: “that it could do/impell/drive away”



Martial, Epigrammata

1:28 Stinking drunk

Hesterno feétére merd qui crédit Acerram,

fallitur: in lacem semper Acerra bibit.

Notes
e fetere: alternative spelling of foetére
e qur: “he who” / “whoever”

o in liicem: “until dawn”

1:32 “I do not like thee”

NoOn amo t€, Sabidi, nec possum dicere quare;

hoc tantum possum dicere: ndon amo tg.

Notes
e | do not like thee: Look up the title to find a mildly amusing story about this poem!

e amo: Unusually, the final vowel has been shortened to fit the metre both times it occurs.

11:26 Another cougher

Quod querulum spirat, quod acerbum Naevia tussit,
inque tuds mittit spiita subinde sinds,

iam té rem factam, Bithynice, crédis habére.

Erras: blanditur Naevia, non moritur.

Notes

e querulum, acerbum: “with difficulty”, “harshly” (literally “[a] complaining [thing]” and
“[a] harsh [thing]” — neuter adjectives can be used as adverbs)

e inque: =etin

e rem factam: “a done deal” (i.e. that like Maronilla in 1.10, Naevia will soon die and leave
her money to her husband)

e Bithynice: vocative, addressing the man who is courting Naevia



Martial, Epigrammata

I11:34 What’s in a name?

Digna tuo cir sis indignaque nomine, dicam.

Frigida es et nigra es: non es et es Chiong.

Notes

digna: note that this adjective requires an ablative (as does indigna)
s7s. subjunctive in indirect question introduced by dicam
dicam: probably future (“I will tell you™), but could be subjunctive (“let me tell you™)

Chione: a Greek woman’s name, derived from the word y1®v, which means “snow”

IV: 87 The baby-cuddler’s secret

Infantem sécum semper tua Bassa, Fabulle,

collocat et lusiis déliciasque vocat,

et, qud miréris magis, infantaria non est.

Ergo quid in causa est? Pédere Bassa solet.

Notes

lisiis deliciasque: two words for “darling” (déliciae only appears in plural, by the way)
quo: “at which” (ablative of cause)

miréris: potential subjunctive

infantaria: “a baby-lover”, “fond of babies” (infantaria, -ae, f.)

ergo: the usual -6 in this adverb has been shortened to fit the metre

pedo, pédere, pepedr, peditum: “to fart”



Martial, Epigrammata

V:34 A little girl’s epitaph

Hanc tibi, Fronto pater, genetrix Flaccilla, puellam

oscula commendo deliciasque meas,

parvola né nigras horréscat Erotion umbras

oraque Tartarel prodigiosa canis.

Implétara fuit sextae modo frigora brimae, 5

vixisset totidem ni minus illa diés.

Inter tam veteres ludat lasciva patronds

et nomen blaeso garriat ore meum.

Mollia non rigidus caespes tegat 0ssa; nec illi,

terra, gravis fueris: non fuit illa tibi. 10

Notes

Fronto, Flaccilla: Possibly Martial’s own parents; notice that Fronto would normally have
a long “6”, but it has been shortened for metrical reasons

oscula deliciasque: in apposition to puellam, and both to be translated as endearments in
the singular

parvola: alternative spelling of parvula, and agreeing with Erotion

Eration: her name literally means “Little Love” — this is a Greek diminutive of Erds
Tartarer. adjective agreeing with canis

modo: modifies Impletiira — “just about to...”

totidem: “the same number” (i.e. six)

nt: “if not for the fact that...”

illa: antecedent is Erotion

tam veterés patronos: i.e. Fronto and Flaccilla

lasciva: from lascivus, -a, -um: “playful” / “frisky”

non rigidus: Asking the earth to lie lightly upon the dead was a common prayer; here it’s
the turf as well

terra: vocative, as shown by fueris (perfect subjunctive for a polite request)



Martial, Epigrammata

V:49 A useful hairstyle

Vidissem modo forte cum sedentem

solum, t&, Labiéne, trés putavi.

Calvae mé numerus tuae fefellit:

sunt illinc tibi, sunt et hinc capilli

qualés vel puerum decére possunt; 5

nidum est in medid caput nec ullus

in longa pilus area notatur.

Hic error tibi profuit Decembrd,

tunc cum prandia misit Imperator:

cum panariolis tribus redisti. 10

Talem Géryonem fuisse crédo.

Vités cénsed porticum Philippi:

s1 t€ viderit Hercul@s, peristi.

Notes

This epigram is in hendecasyllables

cum: temporal, or you could also take it as slightly concessive

te. is both the object of Vidissem, and the subject of the ind. statement introduced by putavr
trés: short for trés viras esse

Calvae numerus tuae: “the quantity/style of your baldness”

sunt tibi: “you have” (possessive dative)

vel: “even”

Decembrt. i.e. at the traditionally generous time of Saturnalia

tunc cum: tunc shows that this is a purely temporal cum-clause (“at the time when”)
misit: “gave out”

Imperator: “the Emperor” (lit. “[triumphant] general”, a title arrogated by the Emperors)
panariolis: from panariolum, a small breadbasket

Geryonem: Geryon, a 3-bodied giant Killed by Hercules (who had a temple at the
colonnade of Philippus)

Vites: subjunctive in an indirect command with censea, but without an ut

peristt. short for periist



Martial, Epigrammata

1X:15 An honest woman

Inscripsit tumulis septem scelerata virorum
‘sé fecisse” Chlog. Quid pote simplicius?

Notes

e sé fecisse. It was common for the inscription on a tomb to read X fecit, where X was the
deceased’s widow, parent, child, vel sim. who had put up the monument. Here Martial
implies that it was not only the tomb that Chloe had made, but the necessity for it.

e pote: “could possibly be” (this is an indeclinable adjective)

IX:68 A noisy schoolteacher

Quid tibi nobiscum est, 1idi scelerate magister,
invisum pueris virginibusque caput?
nondum cristati ripére silentia gallt:
murmure iam saevo verberibusque tonas.
tam grave percussis incudibus aera resultant, 5

causidicum medid cum faber aptat equo:

mitior in magnd clamor furit amphitheatro,

vincentT parmae cum sua turba favet.
VvIcinl somnum — non tota nocte — rogamus:

nam vigilare leve est, pervigilare grave est. 10
discipulds dimitte tuds. Vis, garrule, quantum

accipis ut clamés, accipere ut taceas?

Notes

o  Quid tibi nobiscum est. an idiom: “What’s your business/issue/problem with us?”
e caput: = vir (this was a disdainful way to refer to someone)

e ripére: syncopated form of riperunt

e inciidibus: 100k under inciis

e aera: plural of aes, aeris, n., not acc. sing. of the Greek loan-word aer, aeris, m.

e causidicum... equa: this clause refers to the practice of setting up equestrian statues after
successful lawsuits (causidicus is a slightly disrespectful word for “lawyer”)

e parmae: synecdoche for gladiatori



Martial, Epigrammata

X1:99 A tight squeeze

Dg cathedra quotiéns surgis — iam saepe notavi —

pédicant miserae, Lesbia, t€ tunicae.

Quas cum conata es dextra, conata sinistra

vellere, cum lacrimis eximis et gemiti:

sic constringuntur gemina Symplégade cili 5

et nimias intrant Cyaneasque natis.

Emendare cupis vitium déforme? docebo:

Lesbia, nec surgas cénseo nec sedeas.

Notes

pédicant. from pédico -are, best translated here as “to give a wedgie to” (the literal
meaning is obscene)

tunicae: these are plural for singular throughout, or perhaps Lesbia is wearing several
layers

Quas: connecting relative referring to tunicae - translate “[and]... it”

condta es dextra, conata sinistra: “you have endeavoured with your right [hand], you have
endeavoured with your left [hand]” — humorously epic style to describe a very prosaic
action

eximis: from eximo -ere

Symplégade: the Clashing Rocks of mythology (singular here for the sake of the metre)
culr: possessive genitive “of your anus” (i.e. “that guard[s] your anus™)

nimias: “oversized” (literally “too-great” / “‘excessive”); agrees with natis

Cyanedas: “Cyanean” (adjective derived from another name for the Symplegades)

natis: this is a form of natis, natis, f., not of natus, -a, -um (and is accusative plural)
surgas, sedeas: indirect commands dependent on céenseo, but without the usual ut

censeo: the final “0” has been shortened to fit the metre
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Pliny the Younger, Epistulae

C. Plinius Caecilius Secundus (AD 61 - c. AD 112) was the nephew of Pliny the Elder. He was
a lawyer and statesman, but is best known for his letters to various people, including emperors.
This letter (V1.16) was written to Tacitus at the latter’s request; it describes the eruption of
Vesuvius in AD 79, in which the elder Pliny died. Sadly, if Tacitus did end up including the

eruption in one of his works, it has been lost.

By MapMaster - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2912359

Note that this map shows modern coastlines; in AD 79, Pompeii overlooked the shore and had a port


https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2912359

Pliny the Younger, Epistulae

Section | — Pliny is glad that his uncle will be immortalised in Tacitus’ history

C. PLINIUS TACITO SUO S.

Petis ut tibi avunculi mei exitum scribam, qud verius tradere posteris possis. Gratias

ag0; nam vided morti eius, si celebrétur a t€, immortalem gloriam esse propositam. Quamvis
enim pulcherrimarum clade terrarum, ut populi, ut urbés, memorabili casi, quasi semper
victirus occiderit, quamvis ipse plarima opera et manstra condiderit, multum tamen
perpetuitati eius scriptorum tudrum aeternitas addet. Equidem beatds putd, quibus dedrum
miunere datum est aut facere scribenda aut scribere legenda, beatissimos veéro quibus utrumque.
Horum in numerd avunculus meus et suis libris et tuis erit. Qud libentius suscipido, déposcd

etiam quod iniungis.

Notes

e S.:short for Saliitem [dicif] — “[sends] greetings” (literally “speaks health”) — the standard
beginning for a letter

e Petis: presumably this refers to a previous letter from Tacitus

e avunculr. one’s avunculus was the brother of one’s mother, and traditionally the indulgent
uncle — hence the English derivative “avuncular” — whereas one’s patruus (father’s
brother) was stricter

e exitum: object of scribam; we would say “write about/of”, but Romans just said “write”
e quo: “so that” — quo plus a comparative is a way of creating a purpose clause

e tradere: object is implied eum, refering to exitum

e mortt. dative with esse propositam

e clade: ablative of cause; we would probably translate using “in”

e ut: “like” / “along with”

e quasi semper victirus. i.e. because he will be remembered along with the historic
catastrophe in which he died; victirus is from vive, not vinco

e beatos: supply eas [homines] esse

e datum est: “it is given” (neuter because it agrees with the infinitive following)

e scribenda: “things worth writing about”

e  Quo libentius: unlike the previous quo + comparative, this guo just means “all the more”
e deposco etiam: “indeed, | demand”

e quod: “that which” / “the task which”

10



Pliny the Younger, Epistulae

Section Il — An ominous cloud

Erat Miséni classemque imperid praeséns regébat. Nonum Kal. Septembrés hora feré

septima mater mea indicat e apparére niibem inilsitata et magnitiidine et specié. Usus ille sole,

mox frigida, gustaverat iac€ns studébatque; poscit soleas, ascendit locum ex qud maximé

miraculum illud conspici poterat. Nibés — incertum procul intuentibus ex qué monte;

Vesuvium fuisse posted cognitum est — oriébatur, cuius similitidinem et formam non alia magis

arbor quam pinus expresserit. Nam longissimo velut trunco €lata in altum guibusdam ramis

diffundébatur, crédo quia recentl spiritii €vecta, dein Senéscente 6 d&stitlita aut etiam pondere
sud victa in latitidinem vanéscébat, candida interdum, interdum sordida et maculdsa prout

terram cineremve sustulerat.

Notes

e Erat: subject is “he”, i.e. Pliny the Elder

e Miseént: locative case; see the map on the Pliny title page for the location of Misenum
e imperio praeséns regébat. “was officially commanding in person”

e Nonum Kal. Septembreés: “on the 24" of August” (lit. “on the 9" [day before] the Kalends
(1) of September” — count back 9 days from the 1% of September); but some manuscripts,
as well as archaeological evidence, indicate that the eruption actually occurred in October

e hord feré septima:. “just before noon”

e indicat: historic present (Pliny moves in and out of this throughout — try to keep track!)

e inasitata. agrees with magnitidine and specie; why are these words in the ablative case?
o Usus ille sole: “He, having sunbathed” (lit. “having made use of the sun” — iitor takes abl.)
o frigida: supply aqua (this is also ablative because of isus) — “having had a cold bath”

e iacens: he was having a lazy day — you didn’t usually recline at meals other than dinner

e incertum: supply erat

e procul intuentibus: “to us/those [who/since we/they were] observing it from a distance”

e magis expresserit: “could have portrayed/imitated more [effectively]” (potential
subjunctive, in the perfect tense because the cloud is no longer in existence)

e pinus: look up an image of an Italian pine tree and you will understand this simile

e velut, quibusdam: these words make the description vaguer — use phrases like “something

29 ¢

like”, “sort of”, “as it were”, “so to speak”, etc.
e cZlata: agrees with nibés (as do évecta, destitita, victa, candida, sordida, and maculosa)
e inaltum: often altum = “the deep sea”, but this means “upwards”; cf. in latitudinem below
e senéscente eo. ablative absolute, with eo referring to spiriti

1"



Pliny the Younger, Epistulae

Section 111 — Pliny the Elder decides to investigate

Magnum propiusque noscendum ut &ruditissimo vird visum. lubet liburnicam aptarT,

mihi s1 venire Gina vellem facit copiam; respondi studére mé malle, et forte ipse quod scriberem

dederat. Egrediebatur domd; accipit codicillos Rectinae Tasc imminentT periculd exterritae —

nam villa eius subiacébat, nec ulla nisi navibus fuga —: ut s€ tantd discrimini €riperet orabat.

Vertit ille consilium et quod studidsd animd incohaverat obit maximd. Dédiicit quadrirémes,

ascendit ipse non Rectinac modo sed multis — erat enim frequéns amoenitas orae — latirus

auxilium. Properat illiic unde alit fugiunt, réctumque cursum récta gubernacula in periculum
tenet aded solitus metd, ut omné@s illius mali motis, omnés fighras, ut déprénderat oculis,

dictaret énotaretque.

Notes

o ut eraditissimo viro: “to a most educated man [as he was]”

e visum: “it seemed” (supply est); neuter referring to the phenomenon, not only the cloud
e liburnicam: “a Liburnian” — a type of light, fast bireme (a ship with two sets of oars)

o vellem: subjunctive paraphrasing what Pliny the Elder said ( “s7 venire iina vis”

e facit copiam: “gives/offers the opportunity” (literally “makes the resource)

e quod scriberem: relative purpose clause

e Rectinae Tascr: “Rectina, wife of Tascus” — the text is not clear, and Rectina and her
husband are otherwise unknown (unless Tasci should be Basst, in which case it refers to
Caesius Bassus, a poet who may have died in this eruption), but this is scholars’ best guess

e subiacebat. supply monti Vesuvio
e nec ulla nisi navibus fuga: supply erat

o quod studioso animo incohaverat obit maximo: “[the task] which he had begun in a
scientific frame of mind, he approaches in a heroic one” (magnanimus = “great-souled”)

e quadriremes: the larger quadriremes (two sets of oars, but two oarsmen per oar) were
better for a rescue mission than the Liburnian he had originally ordered for his own trip

e Rectinae, multis: dative, indirect objects of /atirus

e amoenitas orae: “the pleasant coast” (lit. “the coast’s pleasantness”)
e metii: abl. of separation with soltitus

e illius malr. refers to the eruption

e deprenderat. short for deprehenderat; indicative because the ut is temporal

12



Pliny the Younger, Epistulae

Section IV — The danger increases

Iam navibus cinis incidébat, qud propius accéderent, calidior et dénsior; iam ptimic€s

etiam nigrique et ambiisti et fracti igne lapid€s; iam vadum subitum ruinaque montis litora

obstantia. Cunctatus paulum an retrd flecteret, mox gubernatort ut ita faceret monenti “Fortes”

inquit “Forttina iuvat: Pomponianum pete.”

Stabiis erat, diremptus sinti medid — nam sénsim circumactis curvatisque Iitoribus mare

infunditur —; ibi quamquam nondum periculd appropinquante, conspicud tamen et cum

crésceret proximd, sarcinas contulerat in naves, certus fugae si contrarius ventus resédisset.

Qud tunc avunculus meus secundissimo invectus, complectitur trepidantem consolatur

hortatur, utque timorem eius sua sécuritate leéniret, déferri in balineum iubet; 16tus accubat

cénat, aut hilaris aut — quod aequé magnum — similis hilar.

Notes

e quo propius accéderent. the quo matches an implied eo before calidior et dénsior; this
construction means “the er, the er”’; accederent is subjunctive with this causal idea

e iam... obstantia: ‘“now [there were] sudden shallows and the shores obstructing [the ships]
because of the collapse of the mountain” — the sea is filled with rocks from the eruption

e Cunctatus: refers to Pliny the Elder

e an: introduces an indirect deliberative question — an, which usually introduces the second
half of a double question, indicates that he is considering an alternative to his original plan

e ut: begins an indirect command dependent on monenti (which agrees with gubernatori)
e Pomponianum: it is unclear who this was

e Stabits erat. Stabiis is locative (see map for Stabiae’s location); subject of erat is
Pomponianus

e diremptus: “cut off” or “separated”, referring to Pomponianus
e infunditur: lit. “is poured in”, but better taken as “creates a bay” (within the larger bay)
e periculo: abl. abs. with appropinquante, but also with conspicuéo and proximo

e si... resédisset. this conditional clause has a subjunctive because it reports Pomponianus’
thinking; pluperfect because that is the nearest Latin can get to a future perfect subjunctive

e Qua: i.e. ventus — the west wind is contrarius for Pomponianus, secundissimus for Pliny
e complectitur... hortatur: tricolon with asyndeton

e utque: introduces a purpose clause, with the main clause following

e deferrt. supply se

e lotus: alternative spelling of lautus (PPP of lavare)

13



Pliny the Younger, Epistulae

Section V — Pliny the Elder stays calm to reduce others’ panic

Interim € Vesuvid monte pliiribus locis latissimae flammae altaque incendia reliic€bant,
quorum fulgor et claritas tenebris noctis excitabatur. Ille agrestium trepidatione ignés relictos
désertasque villas per solitidinem ardére in remedium formidinis dictitabat. Tum s& quiéti dedit

et quivit verissimo quidem somno; nam meatus animae, qui illT propter amplitidinem corporis

gravior et sonantior erat, ab iis qui ITmini obversabantur audi€batur. Sed area ex qua
diaeta adibatur ita iam cinere mixtisque pumicibus oppléta surréxerat, ut si longior in cubiculd
mora, exitus negarétur. Excitatus procédit, s€que Pomponiano céterisque qui pervigilaverant
reddit. In commiine consultant, intra te€cta subsistant an in apertd vagentur. Nam crébris
vastisque tremoribus t€cta niitabant, et quasi &mota s€dibus suis nunc hiic nunc illtic abire aut

referr1 videbantur. Sub dio rursus guamguam levium ex&sorumque pumicum casus metuébatur,

guod tamen periculorum collatic €légit; et apud illum quidem ratid rationem, apud alids

timorem timor vicit.

Notes

e excitabatur: “was emphasised” (singular because it is attracted to claritas)

o llle: this is the subject of dictitabat, introduces an indirect statement, and refers to Pliny
e trepidatione: ablative of cause

e inremedium: “as a cure”

e medatus animae: “his breathing”, i.e. his snoring (literally “the movement of his breath”)
e area: “the ground-level of the courtyard”

e diaeta: “his suite”

e mora: supply esset

e consultant: leads into an indirect double deliberative question

e Sub dio: “Outside” — dium (alternative spelling of divum) = lit. “the divine thing” = caelum
e rirsus: “on the other hand”

e guamqguam: modifies levium and exésorum, not metuébatur

e metuébatur: “was to be feared” (literally “was being feared”)

e quod: “which” — refers to going outside; neuter by attraction to the gender of periculorum
e collatio: “comparison” — the subject of é/égit, but you may want to rephrase in English

e apud illum: “for him” / “with him” / “in his case”

14



Pliny the Younger, Epistulae

Section VI — The escape from the villa

Cervicalia capitibus imposita linteis constringunt; id miinimentum adversus incidentia
fuit. lam digs alibi, illic nox omnibus noctibus nigrior dénsiorque; quam tamen facés multae

variaque lumina solvébant. Placuit &gredi in Iitus, et ex proximo adspicere, ecquid iam mare

admitteret; guod adhiic vastum et adversum permanébat. Ibi super abiectum linteum recubans
semel atque iterum frigidam aquam poposcit hausitque. Deinde flammae, flammarumque

praenantius odor sulpuris, alids in fugam vertunt, excitant illum. Inniténs servolis dudbus

assurréxit et statim concidit, ut ego colligd, crassiore caligine spiritii obstructd, clausoque
stomachd qui illi natiira invalidus et angustus et frequenter aestuans erat. Ubi diés redditus — is

ab ed quem novissime viderat tertius — corpus inventum integrum illaesum opertumque ut

fuerat indatus: habitus corporis quiéscenti quam déflincto similior.

Notes

e capitibus: dative with compound verb imposita, or ablative of place where

e variaque liimina: other light-sources such as lamps, or light from the fires and the eruption
e ecquid: begins an ind. question; ecquid is strong— “anything at all”, i.e. even a small boat
e quod: “but it” (literally “which” — connecting relative)

e recubans: refers to Pliny the Elder

e servolis: alternative spelling for servulis

e ut ego colliga: from colligere, not colligare; Pliny the Younger, not having been there,
must work from what he has been told

e crassiore caligine: “by the too-thick/unusually-thick fumes” (caligo usually means “mist”
or “darkness”) — the accumulation of fumes, dust, and ash, or the arrival of the eruption’s
sixth and final pyroclastic surge, of which only the diluted outer edge reached Stabiae

e stomacha: here refers to the windpipe — Pliny the Younger’s anatomy knowledge is not
the best! The description here has led many to suggest that Pliny the Elder had asthma

e ilIr: dative of interest with body part
e is... tertius: supply diés; the 26" of August (or October)

e integrum illaesum: possibly included to refute a rumour mentioned by Suetonius that
Pliny had been killed by his slave after begging for death because he could go no further

e ut fuerat indiitus: the masculine adjective thinks back to when he had been alive

e quiéscenti quam defiancto similior: a pathos-inducing image

15



Pliny the Younger, Epistulae

Section VIl — Meanwhile...

Interim Miséni ego et mater — sed nihil ad historiam, nec ti aliud quam dé exita eius

scire voluistl. Finem ergd faciam. Unum adiciam, omnia mé quibus interfueram quaeque

statim, cum maximé véra memorantur, audieram, persectitum. Ta potissima excerpés; aliud est

enim epistulam aliud historiam, aliud amico aliud omnibus scribere. Valg.

Notes

e sed nihil ad historiam: “but that has nothing to do with/is no use for history” — a clever
use of aposiopesis (breaking off in the middle of a thought), encouraging the reader to
want more

e  Unum adiciam: introduces an indirect statement (for which you must supply an esse)

e interfueram: not part of the indirect statement, thus not subjunctive (likewise memorantur
and audieram)

e cum maximeé vera memorantur: 1.€. before memories have had time to fade

e potissima: “the most important parts”
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Bonus — Two more letters from Pliny the Younger
(Translator: J.B. Firth)

V1:20 — To Tacitus

You say that the letter which | wrote to you at your request, describing the death of my
uncle, has made you anxious to know not only the terrors, but also the distress I suffered while
I remained behind at Misenum. | had indeed started to tell you of these, but then broke off.
Well, “though my mind shudders at the recollection, I will essay the task”. [N.B. this is a quote
from the Aeneid (Book 11, lines 12-13).]

After my uncle had set out | employed the remainder of the time with my studies, for | had
stayed behind for that very purpose. Afterwards | had a bath, dined, and then took a brief and
restless sleep. For many days previous there had been slight shocks of earthquake, which were
not particularly alarming, because they are common enough in Campania. But on that night the
shocks were so intense that everything round us seemed not only to be disturbed, but to be
tottering to its fall. My mother rushed into my bedchamber, just as I myself was getting up in
order to arouse her if she was still sleeping. We sat down in the courtyard of the house, which
was of smallish size and lay between the sea and the buildings. I don't know whether my
behaviour should be called courageous or rash — for | was only in my eighteenth year — but |
called for a volume of Titus Livius, and read it, as though I were perfectly at my ease, and went
on making my usual extracts. Then a friend of my uncle's, who had but a little time before
come to join him from Spain, on seeing my mother and myself sitting there and me reading,
upbraided her for her patience and me for my indifference, but I paid no heed, and pored over
my book.

It was now the first hour of the day, but the light was still faint and weak. The buildings all
round us were beginning to totter, and, though we were in the open, the courtyard was so narrow
that we were greatly afraid, and indeed sure of being overwhelmed by their fall. So that decided
us to leave the town. We were followed by a distracted crowd, which, when in a panic, always
prefers someone else's judgment to its own as the most prudent course to adopt, and when we
set out these people came crowding in masses upon us, and pressed and urged us forward. We
came to a halt when we had passed beyond the buildings, and underwent there many wonderful
experiences and terrors. For although the ground was perfectly level, the vehicles which we
had ordered to be brought with us began to sway to and fro, and though they were wedged with
stones, we could not keep them still in their places. Moreover, we saw the sea drawn back upon
itself, and, as it were, repelled by the quaking of the earth. The shore certainly was greatly
widened, and many marine creatures were stranded on the dry sands. On the other side, the
black, fearsome cloud of fiery vapour burst into long, twisting, zigzag flames and gaped
asunder, the flames resembling lightning flashes, only they were of greater size. Then indeed
my uncle's Spanish friend exclaimed sharply, and with an air of command, to my mother and
me, “If your brother and your uncle is still alive, he will be anxious for you to save yourselves;
if he is dead, | am sure he wished you to survive him. Come, why do you hesitate to quit this
place?” We replied that we could not think of looking after our own safety while we were
uncertain of his. He then waited no longer, but tore away as fast as he could and got clear of
danger.

Soon afterwards the cloud descended upon the earth, and covered the whole bay; it
encircled Capri and hid it from sight, and we could no longer see the promontory of Misenum.
Then my mother prayed, entreated, and commanded me to fly as best I could, saying that | was
young and could escape, while she was old and infirm, and would not fear to die, if only she
knew that she had not been the cause of my death. I replied that | would not save myself unless
I could save her too, and so, after taking tight hold of her hand, I forced her to quicken her
steps. She reluctantly obeyed, accusing herself for retarding my flight. Then the ashes began to
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fall, but not thickly: I looked back, and a dense blackness was rolling up behind us, which
spread itself over the ground and followed like a torrent. “Let us turn aside,” I said, “while we
can still see, lest we be thrown down in the road and trampled on in the darkness by the
thronging crowd.”

We were considering what to do, when the blackness of night overtook us, not that of a
moonless or cloudy night, but the blackness of pent-up places which never see the light. You
could hear the wailing of women, the screams of little children, and the shouts of men; some
were trying to find their parents, others their children, others their wives, by calling for them
and recognising them by their voices alone. Some were commiserating their own lot, others
that of their relatives, while some again prayed for death in sheer terror of dying. Many were
lifting up their hands to the gods, but more were declaring that now there were no more gods,
and that this night would last for ever, and the end of all the world. Nor were there wanting
those who added to the real perils by inventing new and false terrors, for some said that part of
Misenum was in ruins and the rest in flames, and though the tale was untrue, it found ready
believers.

A gleam of light now appeared, which seemed to us not so much daylight as a token of the
approaching fire. The latter remained at a distance, but the darkness came on again, and the
ashes once more fell thickly and heavily. We had to keep rising and shaking the latter off us,
or we should have been buried by them and crushed by their weight. | might boast that not one
groan or cowardly exclamation escaped my lips, despite these perils, had | not believed that |
and the world were perishing together - a miserable consolation, indeed, yet one which a mortal
creature finds very soothing. At length the blackness became less dense, and dissipated as it
were into smoke and cloud; then came the real light of day, and the sun shone out, but as blood-
red as it appears at its setting. Our still trembling eyes saw that everything had been
transformed, and covered with a deep layer of ashes, like snow. Making our way back to
Misenum, we refreshed our bodies as best we could, and passed an anxious, troubled night,
hovering between hope and fear. But our fears were uppermost, for the shocks of earthquake
still continued, and several persons, driven frantic by dreadful prophecies, made sport of their
own calamities and those of others. For our own part, though we had already passed through
perils, and expected still more to come, we had no idea even then of leaving the town until we
got news of my uncle.

You will not read these details, which are not up to the dignity of history, as though you
were about to incorporate them in your writings, and if they seem to you to be hardly worth
being made the subject of a letter, you must take the blame yourself, inasmuch as you insisted
on having them. Farewell.

X:96 — To the Emperor Trajan, concerning Christians, while Pliny was a provincial
governor (c.112)

It is my custom, Sir, to refer to you in all cases where I do not feel sure, for who can better
direct my doubts or inform my ignorance? | have never been present at any legal examination
of the Christians, and | do not know, therefore, what are the usual penalties passed upon them,
or the limits of those penalties, or how searching an inquiry should be made. I have hesitated a
great deal in considering whether any distinctions should be drawn according to the ages of the
accused; whether the weak should be punished as severely as the more robust; whether if they
renounce their faith they should be pardoned, or whether the man who has once been a Christian
should gain nothing by recanting; whether the name itself, even though otherwise innocent of
crime, should be punished, or only the crimes that gather round it.

In the meantime, this is the plan which | have adopted in the case of those Christians who
have been brought before me. | ask them whether they are Christians; if they say yes, then |
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repeat the question a second and a third time, warning them of the penalties it entails, and if
they still persist, | order them to be taken away to prison. For | do not doubt that, whatever the
character of the crime may be which they confess, their pertinacity and inflexible obstinacy
certainly ought to be punished. There were others who showed similar mad folly whom 1
reserved to be sent to Rome, as they were Roman citizens.

Subsequently, as is usually the way, the very fact of my taking up this question led to a
great increase of accusations, and a variety of cases were brought before me. A pamphlet was
issued anonymously, containing the names of a number of people. Those who denied that they
were or had been Christians and called upon the gods in the usual formula, reciting the words
after me, those who offered incense and wine before your image, which | had given orders to
be brought forward for this purpose, together with the statues of the deities — all such |
considered should be discharged, especially as they cursed the name of Christ, which, it is said,
those who are really Christians cannot be induced to do. Others, whose names were given me
by an informer, first said that they were Christians and afterwards denied it, declaring that they
had been but were so no longer, some of them having recanted many years before, and more
than one so long as twenty years back. They all worshipped your image and the statues of the
deities, and cursed the name of Christ.

But they declared that the sum of their guilt or their error only amounted to this, that on a
stated day they had been accustomed to meet before daybreak and to recite a hymn among
themselves to Christ, as though he were a god, and that so far from binding themselves by oath
to commit any crime, their oath was to abstain from theft, robbery, adultery, and from breach
of faith, and not to deny trust money placed in their keeping when called upon to deliver it.
When this ceremony was concluded, it had been their custom to depart and meet again to take
food, but it was of no special character and quite harmless, and they had ceased this practice
after the edict in which, in accordance with your orders, | had forbidden all secret societies. |
thought it the more necessary, therefore, to find out what truth there was in these statements by
submitting two women, who were called deaconesses, to the torture, but | found nothing but a
debased superstition carried to great lengths. So | postponed my examination, and immediately
consulted you.

The matter seems to me worthy of your consideration, especially as there are so many
people involved in the danger. Many persons of all ages, and of both sexes alike, are being
brought into peril of their lives by their accusers, and the process will go on. For the contagion
of this superstition has spread not only through the free cities, but into the villages and the rural
districts, and yet it seems to me that it can be checked and set right. It is beyond doubt that the
temples, which have been almost deserted, are beginning again to be thronged with
worshippers, that the sacred rites which have for a long time been allowed to lapse are now
being renewed, and that the food for the sacrificial victims is once more finding a sale, whereas,
up to recently, a buyer was hardly to be found. From this it is easy to infer what vast numbers
of people might be reclaimed, if only they were given an opportunity of repentance.

X:97 — Trajan’s reply

You have adopted the proper course, my dear Pliny, in examining into the cases of those
who have been denounced to you as Christians, for no hard and fast rule can be laid down to
meet a question of such wide extent. The Christians are not to be hunted out ; if they are brought
before you and the offence is proved, they are to be punished, but with this reservation — that
if any one denies that he is a Christian and makes it clear that he is not, by offering prayers to
our deities, then he is to be pardoned because of his recantation, however suspicious his past
conduct may have been. But pamphlets published anonymously must not carry any weight
whatever, no matter what the charge may be, for they are not only a precedent of the very worst
type, but they are not in consonance with the spirit of our age.
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