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Martial and the Epigram

Marcus Valerius Martial was born at Bilbilis, in Hispania Tarraconensis,
on 1 March in some year between A.D. 38 and 41 (this and other biographi-
cal notices come to us from his own verses and from a letter of Pliny the
Younger). In 64 he went to Rome, where he found the generous support of
the most conspicuous Spanish family in the capital, the family of Seneca,
which introduced him into good society. He became acquainted with Calp-
urnius Piso and the circles of the senatorial opposition to Nero, whom the
emperor in 05, as a result of the Pisonian conspiracy, would bloodily sup-
press. For some years thereafter he probably led a modest life, pursuing his
poetic activity as a client. He must have won a certain notoriety, since in
80 he composed (probably on commission from people at court) and pub-
lished a collection of epigrams celebrating the inauguration of the Flavian
Amphitheater. The work won for him the appreciation (including mone-
tary appreciation) of the new emperor Titus. From 84—8s he began to pub-
lish his poems regularly. Success smiled upon him, and he also held honor-
ific posts: he was military tribune, and thus achieved equestrian status. He
came into contact with eminent people—the future emperor Nerva, for
instance, and writers such as Silius Italicus, Pliny the Younger, Quintilian,
and Juvenal—but this did not bring him a steady income (in antiquity,
copyright did not exist, so only the bookseller profited from the sale of
books). He complains repeatedly of the hardships he suffered and the diffi-
culties he experienced in finding patrons and sponsors who were ready to
offer him recognition and support.

In 87-88, annoyed by city life, he left Rome to stay at Forum Corneli
(today Imola) and other cities in Emilia, but after a short time he returned
to the capital. He left it again, definitively, in 98, when he decided to
return to his native Bilbilis (Pliny the Younger helped him by paying for
his voyage). There he found the tranquillity he was seeking but also the
pettiness of a provincial atmosphere, and he missed the turbulent life of
Rome. Disappointed and still unhappy, he died at Bilbilis around 104.

We possess a collection of Martial’s epigrams divided into twelve books
that were written and gradually published from A.D. 86 to 101—102. The
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body of the collection is preceded by another book with about thirty epi-
grams (Epigrammaton Liber), composed independently (as was said) in 8o
and known today as the Liber de Spectaculis ot Liber Spectaculorum. Two other
books (usually referred to as books 13 and 14), which are also independent,
follow. These are, respectively, the Xeniz and the Apophoreta, published
in 84 and 85. They consist of very short inscriptions, each one a single
couplet, which, like labels on an object, accompany presents of varying
sorts given on the occasion of the Saturnalia (the Xeniz, or “gifts for
guests”) and gifts presented to guests at banquets (the Apgphoreta, or “carry-
outs”). The present arrangement of Martial’s complete works probably is
that of an ancient edition made after the author’s death.

The meters vary: along with the elegiac couplet, which is the most com-
mon, the Phalacaean and scazon are frequent, but other meters are found
as well. The epigrams also vary in length, ranging from a single couplet
(or even a single verse) to ten or more verses and even to twenty, thirty, or
forty. In arranging the epigrams in books, Martial distributed them in a
balanced and varied way, paying attention to their meter and length and
being alert especially to avoid repetition and dullness. There are in total
over fifteen hundred epigrams, with about ten thousand verses altogether.

I. THE EPIGRAM AS REALISTIC POETRY

An important aspect of the literary culture of the Flavian period, which
is characterized by a climate of moral restoration, is the movement back
towards the highest poetic genre, the epic (Statius, Silius Italicus, Valerius
Flaccus). Yet the period also witnesses the popularity and notable success
of a genre such as the epigram, which, as Martial himself attests (12.94.9),
is regarded as the humblest of all.

The epigram originates in the archaic period of Greece, where its func-
tion (the name itself means “inscription”) was essentially commemorative.
Epigrams were engraved, for instance, on tombstones or on votive offer-
ings, in order to record a person, a monument, a famous place or event
(e.g., Simonides’ famous epigram over those who fell at Thermopylae). In
the Hellenistic era, however, the epigram, though preserving its character-
istic brevity, frees itself from its epigraphic form and practical purpose.
Now it is a type of poem suitable for occasional poetry, suitable for fixing,
within the compass of a few verses, the impression of a moment or of a
small, everyday happening (this is the function petformed by the sonnet or
the lyric in modern poetry). The subjects are often light (erotic, sympotic,
satiric-parodic), but more traditional subjects are also found, such as fune-
real poetry, sometimes in the gently parodic form of an epicedion for small
animals. The Garland of Meleager, which later passed into the Anzhologia
Palatina, is the document that best illustrates the nature and popularity of
epigram in the Hellenistic period. In Latin poetry the epigram did not
have a great tradition, and little of what there was has come down to us.
Except for Catullus, we know virtually nothing of the poets whom Martial

506 Martial and the Epigram



points to as his axctores (Domitius Marsus, Albinovanus Pedo, Lentulus
Gaetulicus). It is true, moreover, that apart from professional poets, many
politicians wrote versiculi (as Pliny the Younger attests); for them, epigram-
matic poetry was little more than a refined way of enjoying their otium,
almost a pastime without great ambitions to literary dignity. Only with
Martial’s work, in fact, does the epigram find artistic recognition. Thus a
minor poetic form, once courtiers and patrons allow it a legitimate space
in which to fulfill its destiny, readily becomes an element of social etiquette
and in the end acquires independent value and artistic dignity also.

But it should not be forgotten that in the Rome of the early Empire the
Greek epigram also flourished notably; it should be enough to recall the
publication of the Garland of Philip in the time of Caligula and the success
of Lucillius’s witty epigrams in Nero’s time. A few decades before Martial
began his activity the epigrammatic genre had become very popular, the
courtly function (the epigram could lend itself to an act of homage or to
accompanying a gift, as happens in the Garland of Philip) alternating with
the possibility of jesting and playful entertainment (the case of the witty
epigrams).

Catullus’s epigrams  « At Rome Catullus valued the brief form, already given a special place
by Callimachean poetics, as the one most suitable for expressing feelings,
tastes, and passions (i.e., the subjects of private life), as well as for being a
device of lively polemical attack (the epigram was exploited for this pur-

Martial's epigrams pose by other neoteric poets also). Martial makes the epigram his exclusive
and closeness to genre, the sole form of his poetry, because he values highly its flexibility,
everyday life the ease with which it suits the many aspects of reality. The variety and

the mobility of a lively genre such as epigram are the qualities Martial
polemically contrasts with the qualities of the noble genres, epic and trag-
edy, with their serious tones and much abused contents, those trite mytho-
logical stories that were so far removed from the reality of everyday life.

It is precisely its realism, its closeness to actual life, that Martial claims
as the distinctive mark of his poetry (bominem pagina nostra sapit {10.4.101),
and he proudly regards this as confirmed by the enormous acclaim with

Success and the which the public received it. In his epigrams the public could find the
subjects of Martial's  concise evocation of a spectacular event (as in the De Spectaculis), or the idea
epigrams for a bon mot, a clever poetic tag, to accompany a gift for a friend or a guest

(as in the collections of Xeniz and Apophoreta), or the commemoration of
actual events, of important moments in the life of the various recipients,
such as births, weddings, holidays, celebrations, and so on. In other words,
the public found in the epigram their own experiences filtered and enno-
bled by an artistic form possessing flexibility and potent expressiveness. It
is, in short, a poetry that combines practical usefulness and literary amuse-
ment, painting an incisive and variegated picture of everyday reality with
all its contradictions and paradoxes.

Martial and the Martial observes the spectacle of reality and of the various people who
diverting spectacle occupy its stage with a distorting glance. He accentuates their grotesque
of the world features and reduces them to recurring types (parasites, vain people, plagia-
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rists, misers, swindlers, legacy hunters, petulant poetasters, dangerous doc-
tors, etc.). Deformation and grotesqueness are the result of a representation
from close up, an optical effect that, like the witty epigram, focuses upon
individual persons and features in isolation, denying them background and
contours—as if, in order to show them better, they were wrenched out of
context, as if they were suspended in a vacuum, “de-realized,” so to speak.
The poet’s attitude, however, is that of an alert but mostly detached
observer who rarely engages in moral judgment or condemnation. His is a
social satire without harshness (parcere personis, dicere de vitiis {10.33.10]),
and he prefers laughter to indignation at the absurd spectacle of the world
in which he finds himself. For that reason, all the more does he occasionally
like to contemplate, by contrast, a life of simple, natural pleasures, of tran-
quil recreations and sincere affections (see, e.g., 1.55 and 10.47), a dream
that sometimes takes on the idyllic features of his Spanish homeland
(1.49, 10.96).

2. THE MECHANISM OF WIT

The subjects of Martial’s epigrams are varied and embrace the whole of
human experience. Some are rooted in tradition (such as the funerary epi-
gram, of which Martial presents us with examples of great delicacy), while
others deal more closely with the poet’s personal experiences (many epi-
grams are literary polemic, in which Martial explains his poetic preferences
or laments the decline of literature and patronage) or with the social usage
of the day (e.g., the celebratory epigrams or those that flatter the emperor
Domitian).

Martial’s epigram in general develops the comic-satiric aspect more than
the tradition had. In this he follows a tendency already begun by an earlier
writer of epigrams, Lucillius, a Greek poet of the Neronian period, who
had given much space to persons with conspicuous physical defects and to
social types whom he represented comically, and he thereby joined the
Roman satiric tradition, which was attentive to the analysis of social usage
and quick to sketch its most characteristic representatives. But Martial also
changes several formal techniques of Lucillius, for instance, the technique
of the closing quip, the witty remark that brings the brief course of the
thought to a brilliant close. The tendency to localize the wit in the ending
was already perceptible in the Hellenistic epigram, but Lucillius had devel-
oped it and Marrial perfected it. In his hands the epigram acquires a typical
physiognomy and form; it becomes a comic mechanism constructed around
the fulmen in clausula, the parting thrust. This trait goes along with that
taste for the poinse that was so dear to the rhetoric of the day (Seneca the
Elder had already collected a number of significant examples). The compo-
sitional forms are varied but can generally be reduced to a recurring mode,
which has led critics from Lessing on to establish a typical scheme for the
epigram: a first part describes the situation, the object, or the person, creat-
ing in the reader the tension of expectation, and the last part, with an effect
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of surprise (aprosdoketon), releases that tension in a paradox, a brilliant flare
that it sends up.

A preference for realistic poetry such as Martial practices and repeatedly
affirms is naturally accompanied by a language and a style that are similarly
open to the liveliness of colloquial manner and to the richness of everyday
vocabulary. In addition to words for humble, ordinary realities, Martial
often enjoys introducing extremely obscene words (obscene realism is an
important aspect of his poetty, which he feels called upon to justify through
the motif, already found in Catullus and Ovid, of the distinction between
art and life: Jasciva est nobis pagina, vita proba {1.4.81); the expressive force
of these words is sometimes enhanced by his skill at collocation. But a
flexible poet such as Martial can alternate the most varied forms of expres-
sion, passing from tones of sober clarity to others that are more elegant
and even precious (particularly noteworthy is his parodic use of the solemn
phrases of famous poetry). In this context, his celebratory and flattering
epigrams are an important document of the mannered language employed
at court and in the realm of the official culture. What we find, then, is a
richness in modes of expression that corresponds to the multiplicity of sub-
jects and reproduces the flexibility and the variety of the real world that
the epigram sets out to interpret.

3. LITERARY SUCCESS

Martial’s popularity was immediate and long-lasting. Hadrian's adop-
tive son, Aelius Verus, called Martial his Virgil. In late antiquity Martial
exercised an enormous influence upon such poets as Ausonius, Claudian,
Sidonius Apollinaris, and Luxorius; it is Martial who mediates Catullus to
late antiquity end the Middle Ages. From the fourth to the sixth centu-
ries he is quoted often in grammarians, from Victorinus, Charisius, and
Servius up through Priscian and Isidore of Seville. There are traces of at
least three ancient editions of his epigrams, from one of which, prepared
in 401 by Torquatus Gennadius, descends one family of medieval manu-
SCripts.

In the Middle Ages, Martial was not a school author but still circulated,
less, however, in his own right (there are only about fifteen medieval manu-
scripts) than in anthologies, which emphasized his senzentize and transmit-
ted (often uncharacteristic) moralistic fragments. Starting in the twelfth
century, he became an important model for the popular genre of medieval
epigram. But the medieval Martial was not always one we would easily
recognize. The archetype had provided some of the epigrams with titles
that were misleading or on occasion absurdly mistaken. One family of
manuscripts tried to expurgate all traces of heterosexual obscenity
(remaining, however, generously hospitable to homosexual ones). And a
legend followed by such authors as John of Salisbury, Walter Map, Conrad
of Mure, and Vincent of Beauvais attributed the authorship of the trans-
mitted poems to an apocryphal Martial the Cook.
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Boccaccio, who discovered a manuscript of Martial, helped contribute to
his popularity in the Renaissance, which increased dramarically starting in
the second quarter of the fifteenth century; there are about 130 Renaissance
manuscripts. It was Martial, more than Catullus or even the Greek Anthol-
ogy, who provided poets such as Pontano and Sannazaro a model for new
ways to write epigrams. The numerous ribald and obscene epigrammatists
of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries look back to him as their chief
model. And it was with the apogee of the genre of epigram in the sixteenth
to eighteenth centuries that Martial’s own fortunes reached their highest
point. English poets from Ben Jonson to Pope imitated him and sought
ways to reproduce in English language and meter the effects of concision
and point he had perfected in Latin. In German literature, Martial’s polem-
ical and demystifying wit was much admired and imitated by the epigram-
matic poets of the seventeenth century and later by Lessing. But not every-
one admired Martial: Andreas Navagero objected so strongly to his
immorality that once a year, on a day dedicated to the Muses, he solemnly
burnt a copy of his epigrams.

The last major poets to be strongly influenced by Martial were Goethe
and Schiller, who in 1796 published the Xenzz, three hundred satirical epi-
grams on contemporary literature, philosophy, and politics. Thereafter,
with the collapse of aristocratic society and the unprecedented expansion
of the reading public, the genre of epigram, together with the conditions
upon which it had depended, declined. And with it declined Martial’s
own popularity.
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