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S. differentiates between an ‘actual world’ that is true to historical events (i.e. our and Silius’
world) and a ‘textual actual world’ that is the fictional creation of the poet-narrator and that
can mimic or depart from the events of the ‘actual world’. Most significantly, within this ‘textual
actual world’ there is a ‘textual possible world’ created by internal narrators who imagine events
playing out in a way that is contrary to the history of the ‘actual world’. There is, therefore,
suspense and dramatic power in the way in which the poet-narrator resolves the frictions
between the ‘textual actual world’ and the ‘textual possible world® vis-a-vis our own ‘actual
world’. This discussion has left me with a hermeneutically powerful shorthand for the way
in which Silius encourages us to view events and history through, for example, Hannibal’s eyes.

One, of course, does not usually come to a commentary looking for robust literary theories.
Typically, commentaries on the Punica have an intertextual focus, especially searching for
Livian and Virgilian/epic precedents. Outside of one episode (the battle of two sets of triplets
reflecting Livy’s Horatii and Curiatii) and some limited overviews (pp. 79-90, 139-46),
S. eschews Livian Quellenforschung. Virgil and other epic sources (especially Lucan and
Homer) are well represented. However, as this is not primarily an intertextual commentary,
I noted some desiderata throughout, where S. could have bolstered her readings by noting
Silius’ Virgilian sources. For instance, the consul Scipio’s words to the Gaul Crixus at Sil.
4.286 (ferre haec umbris proavoque memento; cf. pp. 268-9 ad loc.) almost certainly recall
the Virgilian Neoptolemus’ rebuke of Priam at Aen. 2.548-9 (illi [i.e. Achilles] mea trisita
facta | degeneremque Neoptolemum narrare memento). Such a reading not only reemphasises
the urbs capta motif (cf. ad 4.279: captaeque ... urbi), but also calls into question the nature
of Scipio’s ‘morally not unequivocal’ (p. 266) and ultimately self-destructive, wrath.
Furthermore, the phrase ac vix tela furori | sufficiunt (Sil. 4.351-2), describing the pitched
fighting between Romans and Carthaginians, probably looks back to the Aeneid’s first simile
(1.150: furor arma ministrat), which describes the political turmoil of the late Republic.
Activating this parallel reveals the loss of the metus hositilis that S. traces throughout the
book and which is so clearly on display in this passage. Here, we see in stark relief the
destructive transferal of firor from foreign enemy to Rome herself.

Silianists owe S. a debt of gratitude. The Punica lacks a resource quite like this one, and
every scholar of Silius will benefit from consulting S.’s work. The writing is clear, and I
noted almost no typographical errors. The bibliography is rich and masterfully deployed
(no small feat, given the number of languages represented in the Silian literature). Most
importantly, S.’s work demonstrates the possibilities of further narratological investigation
into the epic. There is more work to be done on Punica 4, but this is an excellent start.

Agnes Scott College CLAYTON A. SCHROER
cschroer@agnesscott.edu

PLINY’S DESCRIPTION OF VESUVIUS

Foss (P.W.) Pliny and the Eruption of Vesuvius. Pp. xviii + 333, b/w
& colour ills, b/w & colour maps. London and New York: Routledge,
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F.’s volume covers familiar ground. He tackles the Vesuvius letters (Ep. 6.16 and 6.20),
arguably the two most famous letters in Pliny the Younger’s collection. The greatest
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achievement of this book is that F. has taken a genuinely unique interdisciplinary approach.
He examines Pliny the Younger’s Letters with cross-references to studies in the fields of
volcanology and archaeology. A Plinian monograph with genuine engagement with
archaeology is very exciting and has been an uncommon approach. At least according
to my memory, the last meaningful engagement with the field of archaeology in a
Plinian monograph was R. Gibson and R. Morello’s Reading the Letters of Pliny the
Younger (2013), which included a comparison of Pliny’s idealised portrait of his villas
to the reality of the Italian set-up (Chapter 7). To see F. take such influence from the social
sciences is welcome, and it would be great to see future Classics studies continue in this
admittedly formidable direction.

In the first chapter F. gives a biographical outline of Pliny the Younger and Pliny the
Elder. This chapter has a clear practical function in describing the careers and lives of these
two men. It is useful to have Pliny’s career posts laid out and explained so concisely.
Political offices such as the Prefect of the Treasury of Saturn are illuminated in a way
that helps to understand them more clearly. F.’s biography provides a fantastic outline
of all inscriptions related to Pliny the Younger. These inscriptions are often spread out
across various scholarly works; having them all collated in one place in this manner is
therefore invaluable. F. also provides an excellent and concise overview of the recent
developments in scholarly research on Pliny the Elder (the Natural History as promoting
Rome as the centre of the world) and Younger (reading the Letters as socio-historical
documents or as a literary collection).

The second chapter is a masterclass study on the manuscript tradition of Pliny the
Younger’s Letters, with a focus on the transmission of the Vesuvius letters. F.’s findings
on the manuscripts are a genuine advancement on previous studies, which were impressive
in their own time but have since become somewhat outdated, such as S.E. Stout’s
Scribe and Critic at Work in Pliny’s Letters (1954). While conceding that many of the
inconsistencies in the manuscripts are only minor errors, F. convincingly demonstrates
that the contributions made to the manuscript tradition by Lorenzo Valla and the theta
family can be distinguished; thus he calls for a new critical edition of the Letters at the
book’s conclusion. The work that has gone into this study is staggering; F.’s findings
are accompanied by multiple and excellent graphs.

The third chapter addresses the controversial dating of the eruption of Vesuvius by
cross-referencing the literary accounts of Pliny the Younger and Cassius Dio with
archaeological evidence and more recent volcanological studies. F. begins by looking at
the manuscript traditions of Pliny and Cassius Dio, convincingly arguing that any October
dating in the manuscripts has been caused by scribal errors. F. is keen to prove that the
eruption occurred on 24 August, as reported by Pliny the Younger, and not in October, as
has often been claimed by those who have doubted Pliny’s dating. F.’s argument is
convincing because a wide range of archaeological data demonstrates that Pliny’s August
date cannot be contradicted: for example, the coins in the region may have been minted before
August, and the wool clothing that has been discovered would have been appropriate for the
August climate and especially for the hazards of the ash cloud. Even archaeological food
remains cannot prove an October date with any reasonable certainty. F. concludes that we
can trust Pliny’s word.

Finally, in the fourth and fifth chapters, F. examines the two Vesuvius letters with the
array of methodological tools outlined. It is somewhat surprising to see the book transform
into something of a traditional commentary at this point, with a large focus on philology.
F. painstakingly engages in close analysis of vocabulary usage and grammatical
constructions, demonstrating that Pliny writes the letters in such a way as to quicken the
pace of their stories, to create a vivid sense of the setting in the reader’s mind, and
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sometimes to slow down and bring emphasis to certain scenes. F. writes at a typically high
level when using this approach, but the book is certainly at its most unique, and in my
opinion best, when he examines the letters with reference to the manuscript tradition,
archaeological data and volcanological studies.

I list a few examples of the advantages of F.’s methodology. In Chapter 4 F. uses
archaeological evidence and his knowledge of the geography of the Bay of Naples to bring
the Elder Pliny’s rescue mission to life. Firstly, F. details the kind of ships that Pliny the Elder
assembled for his rescue mission (local quadriremes, based upon the tombstones of crew
members found in the area). He uses road maps to demonstrate the impracticality of leaving
by road for Rectina and Pomonianus, which highlights the urgency of the Elder Pliny’s rescue
mission. He also convincingly argues that the Elder Pliny was wise in leaving the house to go out
into the hazardous outside environment as archaeological data suggests that 37% of all people
who died during the eruption of Vesuvius perished from falling debris, including 90% of
those who died indoors. He even offers substantial evidence for the claim that Pliny the Elder
probably died of asphyxiation. F.’s engagement with the manuscripts is often based upon subtle
word differences but the great effect of small changes can be observed in both Chapters 4 and 5. It
is more likely that the Elder Pliny thought, not that his comrades felt ‘solitude’ (solitudo) during
the eruption, but more probably that they experienced ‘anxiety’ (sollicitudo). This difference
highlights the Elder Pliny’s empathetic heroism. Sometimes the manuscript tradition leaves
room for some nice ambiguity. Depending upon the reading, we could interpret the Younger
Pliny as worrying he would be ‘overwhelmed’ (operire) by the ash cloud or we could opt for
the more vivid and horrifying ‘crushed’ (obterere). Finally, F. references volcanological studies
effectively throughout Chapter 5 to demonstrate the Younger Pliny’s talent for describing the
multiple stages of the volcanic eruption with vividness and accuracy. I particularly found the
discussion around the shifting appearance of the ash cloud engaging.

F. provides an exciting new methodological approach for both Plinian scholars and the
fields of Classics and archaeology more generally. Yet I am most fond of F. examining
both the Elder and the Younger Pliny as serious writers and thinkers. F. leads readers to
appreciate further Pliny the Younger’s talent as a first-rate narrator of natural wonders
and makes them want to discover more about the ways in which the Natural History crafts
ideological messages about Rome’s place in the natural world. F.’s monograph is useful as
the Plinian-esque academic and practical study, which he clearly hopes it to be, but, more
importantly, it inspires an affection for great art, which is equally, if not more, Plinian.

University of Roehampton MATTHEW MORDUE
matthew.mordue@hotmail.co.uk
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Ranging from ‘Abdagaeses’ to ‘Zorsines’, The Tacitus Encyclopedia (TE) contains 1892
entries (1046 full entries and 846 blind entries) written by an international cohort of
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