Silius
Translation 14.580-589

Now, now there would have been no delay to burst through the walls, terrified by this defeat, and to 
bear the standards against the temples of the gods, had not a troublesome plague and hostile 
pestilence suddenly polluted the air, prepared by the grudge of the gods and the toils of the sea 
which snatched joys from the wretched. The golden-haired sun filled the air with heat-bringing heat 
and filled the waters of Cyane with the deadly stench of Cocytus, which opens far and wide into a 
stagnant marsh, and marred and burnt with a swift lightning flame the times (season) of Autumn, 
flowering with bountiful gifts. 


Commentary 14.590-602

Shortly before this passage the scene has shifted from the description of the sea battle outside Syracuse to the outbreak of a deadly plague sent by the ‘invidia’ (spite/grudge) of the gods and which prevents many of the Romans from receiving military glory. In actual fact, it only delays this outcome-the whole passage can be seen as another example of delay in the epic genre which has the effect of emphasising the contrast between a heroic victory or death in battle and a miserable death from the plague. Although it is the gods’ will, the plague appears to have been spread through the mechanism of the contamination of the air through heat-which in turn has destroyed the autumnal harvest of ‘florentia donis’. 
The passage proper describes in gruesome detail the order of animals affected, ending up with the horrific symptoms experienced by humans.
The language of spoliation is prominent in verbs as such as foedavit, squalebat and fumabat. Different senses are invoked, the touch/feel of the heat (no shade for the sick), the smell of the stagnant water (with reference to the underworld: Tartarea, Cyane, Cocytus, Styx) and the effect on and of many of the elements is underlined: air, sky, heat, the earth (described as dirty and marred by the heat). ‘S’ sounds proliferate in the Latin passage as if to heighten the sinister, horrific nature of the disease, particularly in line 602 which almost mimics the breath of the sufferers’ panting mouths.
The dogs are the first victims (is this related to their heightened sense of smell?). Next the birds drop out of the ‘nubibis atris’ followed by the beasts of the forests. Then, in increasing order of gruesomeness, the symptoms experienced by the soldiers are listed: parched tongues, sweat, inability to take in food through their dry throats, coughing, hot breath, sunken eyes and (even worse) their noses falling in and the vomiting of blood mixed with bodily matter, leaving them as skin and bones.
The passage finishes with an apostrophe from the narrator: ‘Alas for the warlike soldier famous for feats in battle and now laid low by an ignoble death (ignavo leto’).

The vivid description of the plague has a rich intertextual background and source material-several earlier authors will be taken in turn.
Livy provides the historical source for the plague of 212 BC (Book 25, Chapter 26) emphasising the spread of the plague from the rotting and noxious stench of the corpses. Interestingly he points out that it affected the Carthaginians more than the Romans in contrast to Silius who a few lines after the passage in question (at lines 615-616) describes them as equally affected. He emphasises the desensitisation of the Romans to the situation, the route of infection (via the dead to the already sick and then causing death) and the cries of lamentation in the city. He does not however list the symptoms. 
Specific symptoms are listed by Lucan in the plague described in Book 6 of his ‘Civil War’: ‘ decay wastes their bodies ..the stagnant air drew up the infection of the rotting plague into a murky cloud….the skin grows tight and stiff and bursts the bulging eyes’( Susan Braund’s 1992 translation, Oxford, lines 90-95). Lucan admittedly is describing horses rather than humans but a similar description is later transposed to humans by Silius in line 605 of the passage. Lucan emphasises the effects of starvation on the military (caused by damage to crops from the horses) which is not developed by Silius.

Another intertext is Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Book 7 in his description of the plague at Aegina. Like Silius the order of creatures infected is listed although the source of the infection in Ovid is the pollution of rivers by snakes. It then passes to dogs, birds, sheep (whose wool falls off), cattle, bulls (an order that Silius uses) before affecting bulls, horses, boars, deer and bears.


Virgil is another important intertext for Silius’ plague description, to a minor extent in Aeneid Book 3 but more so in Georgics 3, line 478-end. Again, the plague appears in the heat of autumn. Most of the symptoms are those that befell cattle initially, gruesome details of which Silus has used for his description of the effect on humans. Dogs go mad. Pigs choke with swollen throats (‘anhela’ and ‘tussis’ are common to both poets). Horses suffer a cold sweat and their ears droop and skin grows dry. Black blood comes through their nostrils and ‘obsessas fauces premit aspera lingua’ (line 508). Silius’ description also contains words such as ‘fauces’ and ‘aspera’ but with the symptoms transferred to humans. The question ‘quid labor aut benefacta iuvant?’ (line 525, here referring to bulls) can perhaps be seen to influence Silius’ regret at the warrior’s death from plague instead of martial glory, the shame and the pointlessness being suggested.
A final intertext is that of Lucretius who (in Book 6, lines 1138-1286) follows Thucydides in his description of the plague in Athens of 430 BC during the Peloponnesian War. This does describe detailed symptoms in humans, and several examples (sweat, blocked throat, foul stench, heavy tongue, blood from nostrils) can be seen to have influenced Silius more directly than some of the other plague descriptions listed above. Another close parallel is the reference to the medical profession’s uncertainty about the cause and treatment of the disease. In Lucretius the doctors ‘mumble..frightened into silence’ (in Martin Ferguson Smith’s translation, 1969 translation, revised in 2001). In the passage in Silius immediately after the passage in focus (line 609): ’succubuit medicina malia’, the doctors are baffled.

After the passage in question a further 28 lines describe the plague’s remission and the relief at Marcellus not being affected before (delay over!) his final victory and his Domitian-like restraint and peacemaking. The wider context here might be of an analogy of plague to civil war (as in Lucan), with recent disputes about imperial succession fresh in the audence’s mind.
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