
Reading Antiquity: Statius   Silvae   lecture

A) Background

▪ P. Papinius Statius, b. Naples c. middle C1st AD; d. c. 96AD; married to Claudia; childless. Father
(elder Statius) =  professional poet and a grammaticus in Greek colony of Naples and then Rome
who educated sons of elite in Roman religion (cf. Silvae 5.3.176-84) and Greek poetry (cf. Silvae
5.3.146-58) and probably tutored the young Domitian

▪  Made living through poetry:  patrons  from aristocracy;  competed for prizes  at  games (won at
Augustalia and Alban Games). 

▪  Extant  works  =  epic  Thebaid,  (unfinished)  Achilleid and  five  books  of  Silvae,  collections  of
occasional poems (first three books probably published after January 93; Book 4 in 95; Book 5
posthumously); now lost libretto Agave and the epic De Bello Germanico

▪  Importance of Greek and Roman culture: biculturalism in Flavian Rome: elites' need for Greek
education; Statius' links to Hellenized Naples

1) “Me too, as I knocked at the vocal groves and Boeotia’s vales, claiming myself sprung from your
stock, did the goddesses admit. For not only stars and sea and land, the common debt of son to 
parent, but this grace of the lyre, whatever it be, you were the first to give me: speech beyond the 
vulgar, hope of fame in the grave.” (Silv. 5.3.209-14: Statius, speaking of his father's poetic 
teaching)

2) “Hence parents’ hopes were entrusted to you and noble youth governed by your guidance, as they
learned the manners and deeds of men gone by: the fate of Troy, Ulysses’ tardiness, Maeonides’ 
power to pass in verse through heroes’ horses and combats, what riches the old man of Ascra and 
the old man of Sicily gave honest farmers, what law governs the recurring voice of Pindar’s 
winding harp, and Ibycus, who prayed to birds, and Alcman, sung in austere Amyclae, and bold 
Stesichorus and rash Sappho, who feared not Leucas but took the manly leap, and others by the lyre 
approved. You were skilled to expound the songs of Battus’ son, the lurking places of dark 
Lycophron, Sophron’s mazes, and the secrets of subtle Corinna.” (Silv. 5.3.146-58: curriculum 
taught by elder Statius)

▪ Silvae: 32 occasional poems, concerning family/friends and Domitian; mixed content (e.g. dining,
nature, imperial power, family life, sexuality, patronage, marriage, death, rhetoric, education, the
arts)

B) Relationship to Domitian

▪ poems addressed to Domitian/associated with court (Silv. 1.1, 1.6, 2.5, 3.4, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3)> lavish
flattery?

3) “the first poems in Latin literature to deal extensively with the relation between the poet and a 
court circle” (Newlands, of the Silvae)

▪ Silvae 1.1:  equestrian statue of Domitian erected 91 AD (destroyed 96!), commemorating 
campaign in Germany and Dacia

4) “This work fears not rainy winters nor Jove’s triple-forked fire nor the troops of Aeolus’ dungeon
nor the long-drawn years; it shall stand as long as earth and heaven and Roman day. ” (Silv. 1.1.91-



4: of statue of Domitian on horse)

▪ not at Domitian's poetic bidding and Domitian only one figure; NB poems on private individuals'
villas (Silv. 1.3; 2.2) and estate (3.1)

▪ only 7/ 27 poems published in Statius' lifetime concerned the emperor (e.g. Silvae 1.1, 4.2, 3.4);
none of 4 books published in lifetime dedicated to Domitian; no evidence of imperial commission
(claim to be to be improvisational, spontaneous pieces)

5) “When Caesar bade Romulus’ magnates and the columns of robed Knights recline here together 
at a thousand tables” (Silvae  4.2.32-3: Statius one of many guests)

▪ Domitian provided water to Alban property BUT differences to Horace's Sabine farm; prefers to 
stay at villa of Pollius Felix

6) “As for me, although I had a property of my own beneath Dardan Alba’s hills and a running 
stream by gift of our great leader, enough to soothe my cares at home and alleviate the swelter, I 
was sojourning by the cliffs that bear the Sirens’ name at the hearth of eloquent Pollius” (Silv. 
3.1.61-5)

7) “no stranger there, assiduously studying his peaceful way of life and new blossoms of the 
Pierides [Muses], virgin songs.” (Silv. 3.1.66-7, of host/friend Pollius Felix)

8) “Statius detaches himself from the Horatian model of the country property that inspires poetry 
but is dependent on the beneficium of the emperor or a Maecenas close to the emperor” (Newlands 
28)

C) addressees:

▪  mostly private friends and patrons among the Roman and Neapolitan elite (e.g. Lucan’s widow,
Polla Argentaria). Two most important patrons=  Atedius  Melior (dedicatee of Book 2) and Pollius
Felix (dedicatee of Book 3). Addressees mostly weathly/elderly/ not holding important political
positions at court

▪ Last poem of Book 3 = to wife, at Naples (not Domitian at Rome)

D) Case study:   1.2
▪  epithalamium (wedding poem) in hexameters: shaping in line with his patron's interests.  Stella
(groom; a love elegist) marrying Violentilla (identified with his elegiac mistress, Asteris). Contrast
adulterous world of elegy

9) “Philitas himself to Cos’ applause and old Callimachus and Propertius in his Umbrian dell would 
have competed to praise this day, and Naso, not sad even though in Tomi, and Tibullus, rich in his 
blazing hearth.” (Silvae 1.2.251-5)

10) “Now the gifts and prayers and tears and wakeful plaints of her lover at the doorway return to her 
[Venus’] mind, and the poet’s Asteris chanted through all the city—Asteris before dinner, Asteris by 
night, Asteris at dawn” (Silv. 1.2.194-8)

11) “In the end, Statius’s Violentilla is an amalgamation of two very different literary traditions, that
of the chaste bride of the epithalamium, and that of the powerful domina [mistress] of Latin elegy” 
(Zeiner)



12) “That footloose love has bowed to rules and bitten the bridle.” (Silv. 1.2.28–9).

13) “the citizenry have seen the kisses so long retailed” (Silv. 1.2.30)

14) “Sigh no more, sweet poet, sigh no more: she is yours.” (Silv. 1.2.33–4)

15) “Open lies the entrance, you may come and go for all to see. No more janitor or rule or shyness!
Take your fill at last of the embrace you sought (it has happened), and, as you do, remember the 
nights of discontent.” (Silv. 1.2.34–37)

16) “Among them pert-faced Elegy draws near, taller than her wont” (Silv. 1.2.7, personified Elegy 
attending)

17) “Elegy arrived, her perfumed hair in a knot, / and with one foot, I think, shorter than the other. / 
Her form was lovely, her dress refined, her looks loving, / and even the defect of her foot was a 
source of charm.” (Ovid Am. 3.1.7–10: pentameter has one “foot” less than the hexameter> limping)

18) “taller than her wont; she urges the goddesses and courts them, concealing her alternate foot, 

wanting to be seen as a tenth and mingling among the Sisters unnoticed.” (Silv. 1.2.7–10, of Elegy)  

E) Case Study: 3.4 

▪ composed c. 94 AD; celebration of the dedication of hair of Domitian's freedman/favourite Flavius
Earinus at Pergamene temple of Asclepius. 

19) “Accept, son of Phoebus [Asclepius] the lauded tresses that Caesar’s lad presents to you; accept
them gladly” (Silv. 3.4.6-7)

20) “Go, locks, and speed, I pray, across a favoring sea, go, lying softly on garlanded gold, go!” 
(Silv. 3.4.1-2)

21) “in all  probability, the young eunuch was little more than a passing fancy of the emperor”
(Verstraete 1989: 408).

▪ NB Earinus= eunuch. According to Henriksén, Earinus arrived in Rome after Domitian’s 
ascension to throne (i.e. late 81 at the earliest); castrated on arrival; castrated in Rome as infant 
(without any wound, i.e without surgery as an infant- crushing rather than excision of testicles). 
Anti-castration edict in earlier part of Domitian’s reign (no later than 85 AD).

22) “but with silent skill Phoebus’ son gently bade this body leave its sex, not shocked by any gash. 
Yet Cytherea is gnawed by worry, fearing the boy might suffer. Not yet had the leader’s noble 
clemency begun to keep male children intact from birth. Now ’tis forbidden to mollify sex and 
change manhood” (Silv. 3.4.69-75)

▪ poem recalls (heterosexual) Silv. 1.2 (cf. e.g. quasi-aetiological digression on how wedding came 
about; Venus and Cupids: boy from crowd (puer e turba) speaks at 1.2.61 and 3.4.93; Violentilla 
worthy to have sat in Venus’ shell, 1.2.118; 1.2.140-4 Venus journeys by swan to Rome); Earinus 
recalls Violentilla (1.2.107f. formae / egregium ... decus cf. 3.4.26 egregiae praeclarum sidere 
formae; beautification by Venus 1.2.110-2, 1.2.121-30) and Stella (e.g. male; stars link)

23) “Well she knew the leader’s celestial eyes; she herself had joined the marriage torches and 



given him his bride with bounteous hand.” (Silv. 3.4.53-4, Venus: matron of honour at Domitian's 
wedding)

24) “Then it becomes the goddess’ closer care how best to arrange his locks, what dress is meet to 
kindle his rosy countenance, what gold is worthiest on his fingers, what on his neck.” (Silv. 3.4.50-
2, Venus adorning Earinus)

▪ difficulty of task. Made deliberately difficult? Criticizing Domitian? (Garthwaite 1984, following
Ahl)

i) praising a eunuch (usually negative press)

ii) praising (ex?)slave

iii) dealing with castration. What would Earinus think? Verstraete (1989: 410) argues painful subject
for him. What about Domitian? (banned it: cf. Suet. Dom 7; Martial 2.60; 6.2)

iv) treating erotic relationship between Domitian and Earinus (though for pederastic relationships
see Nauta 2002 and cf. Silv. 2.6.)

v) hair anxiety? Vessey (1973: 29) argues potentially sensitive issue for balding Domitian (though
see Morgan 1997).

vi) heir anxiety? NB sterility of Earinus and wish for extra years for Domitian in light of succession
issue. See Newlands (2002: 115).

25) “In return for these gifts, gentlest guardian of mankind, may you long wish, if I have so 
deserved, to renew our lord’s youth and preserve him for the world.” (Silv. 3.4.100-2)

▪ deliberately pushing limits? What can one do in panegyric? 

▪ responses to problems

i) draws on positive portrayals/ associations of eunuchs

ii) slaves praised previously e.g. Silv. 2.1; 2.6. Spin= “slavery of love”

iii) castration made out to be painless. Myth adds dignity. Took place before edict. Nauta (2002) 
sees as example of Statius presenting idealised version of truth, instead of adverse rumours. Still 
problematic? Why mention? Not explicit in Martial.

26) “Statius may wish to show that he is not content to let fantasies of luxury and physical beauty 
reign supreme in this poem with unchallenged continuity, but also address himself to painful and 
perhaps even unpalatable facts.” (Verstraete 1989: 411, comparing boldness of poison allusion at 
Silv. 5.2.75-96)

iv) use of myth and fantasy in depiction of relationship. Language of elegiac love. Emphasis on 
Earinus’ beauty (e.g. 15; 26): fitting prize for Emperor.

v) plays on various associations of hair, esp. in connection with manhood and death

vi) play with immortality of various kinds (perpetual youth of Earinus; immortality of image; 



immortality conferred by poetry)
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