 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Pliny’s Epistolary Re-inscription:

Writing the Tombs of Verginius Rufus and Pallas the Claudian Secretary


The current climate of appreciation for Pliny’s letters has given due attention to the triadic inter-relationship of epistolary writing, self-representation and memory (Henderson 2002; Morello and Gibson 2003). Nevertheless William Fitzgerald can ask what Pliny would have made of the fact that it is for his letters and not his valued orations for which two thousand years later he is famous (Morello and Morrison 2007). Perhaps as Fitzgerald goes on to consider, “the letter is the thing”. 


Certainly Pliny places letter writing in varied relationships to all other genres of textual or oral expression that create lasting fame: oratory, history, lyric and even epigram, but the particular inter-relationship I will consider in this paper is between Pliny’s complementation of letter-writing and epigraphical inscription in their respective appeals for memory. My focus is on two pairs of letters that show the letter writer as both reader and collaborator in ingesting epigraphical  information and reprocessing its significance in extended discursive writing. The two pairs - four letters that is - respond to two funerary epigraphs that are controversial in different ways, the one because it has not been permanently incised or engraved and the other precisely because it has been made permanent. The initial letter of each pair begins with an eye-witness observation that a later book continues as a topic for reflection. That the four letters are distributed one to a book in books 6-7-8-9 and with a chiastic ABBA order of subjects suggests that their marked contrast is not accidental


The substance of this paper will be given to an examination of the process of reading and reaction in the four texts. The first pair of letters concerns Pliny’s legal guardian Verginius Rufus. In Letter 6. 10 Pliny laments the incomplete state of Rufus’ tomb ten years after his death and thus that monument’s failure to display the epitaph that Rufus had written to epitomize his proudest act. In a second letter to a different correspondent, who is apparently apprised of the first letter,  Pliny defends that yet unincised epitaph against the cavil of a detractor who compares it unfavorably with Julius Frontinus’ refusal of any material commemoration at all (9.19). In two letters to a single correspondent, Julius Montanus, Pliny first notes the tributary inscription to the freedman Pallas, the Claudian secretary a rationibus that he has seen on the Via Tiburtina as a matter for laughter (7.29), but soon after curiousity drives him to the senatorial records in search of the backstory. The resultantly lengthy letter  8.6  reads its way through several paragraphs of fulsome forced adulation. 


Both letters respond to the elliptical communication of inscriptions. Not only is Rufus’ tomb incomplete, but also his narrative. In the Rufus letter Pliny internalizes his guardian’s self-representation, becoming the voice of his unrecorded epitaph, telling at one and the same time why Rufus matters and thus the reciprocal relationship between Rufus’ distinction and his own. As the final sentences of letter 6.10 declare, the danger of oblivion is so great that persons really should build their own monuments while laying out obligations for their heirs. In these letters Pliny builds such memorials both for Rufus and himself, while granting also to Frontinus the space that he himself had refused. In the Pallas letters Pliny experiences the taint of reading Pallas’ tribute but distances it by researches that reproduce the sponsoring voice of the senate.  Marchiesi has seen the Rufus letter as historicizing, but the Pallas is even more so in presenting a kind of documentary research in which Tacitus sometimes engaged. Yet one may note the Tacitean cast of sentiment in both cases; the anti-tyrannical statement of Rufus whom Tacitus admired and the Tacitean condemnation of senatorial slavery in times that Pliny was glad were not his own. Thus the framing of the Pallas letters by those about Rufus corrects inscription by contrasting deserved memory with unmerited and enclosing bad times with better.
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