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THE POETIC SOURCES OF SILIUS IT ALICUS 
WITH PARTICULAR REFERENCE TO BOOK ELEVEN 

by K. 0 . Matier 
(Rhodes University) 

Juhnke believes that Silius was indebted to Homer .1 But many of the so-called 
Homeric parallels are superficial and insignificant, e.g. the epithet Argivus 
meaning 'Greek' which is found at Sil. 11.21. It is true that this usage goes back to 
Homer2 but it is more likely that Silius has been influenced by Virgil who has it 
eight times in this sense, e.g. 

et iam Argiva phalanx instructis navibus ibat. 
Aen.2.254. 

In any case, the epithet is commonly used in poetry in this sense. 3 Silius describes 
how Hannibal in victory blocked the shallows of the Po with packed corpses. 

ut caede referta 
clauserit Eridani victor vada 

Sil.ll.137 -138. 
This may owe something to Homer's description of the river rebuking Achilles 
because it is full of dead men and cannot pour its waters into the sea. 4 But it is not 
a very striking parallel and hardly evidence that Silius made direct use of Homer. 
Silius compares Hannibal to a lion which springs and holds on to the neck of a tall 
beast and in his frenzy roars terribly in victory. 

illatus velut armentis super ardua colla 
cum sese imposuit victorque immane sub ira 
infremuit leo et immersis gravis unguibus haesit, 
mandit anhelantem pendens cervice iuvencum. 

11.243-246. 
None of the Homeric parallels cited by Juhnke are very close.5 Nor are the five 
lion similes in Virgil. 6 The nearest parallel is a simile from Valerius Flaccus who 
compares the Argonauts to farmers who rush to help a bull which is being mauled 
by a lion on its high back. 

qualiter, implevit gemitu cum taurus acerbo 
avia, frangentem morsu super alta leonem 
terga ferens, coit e sparso concita mapali 
agrestum manus et caeco clamore coloni. 

2.458-461. 
It is possible that Silius had Valerius in mind here, but it is equally possible that 
the simile originated with Silius and was adapted by Valerius. Perhaps the idea 
occurred to both poets independently.' 

Scholars have long debated whether Silius was indebted to Ennius or not . 
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Mendell8 argues that Silius reverted to the annalistic type of epic poem which was 
both historical and national and that the tone of the Punica is Ennian. Martin9 

believes that the Punica follows an hexadic arrangement based on an original 
plan of 18 books and would therefore parallel the Annales in structure. Wallace 
argues that the lacuna at line 290 in Book 17 may indicate that Silius either wrote 
or intended to write an epic in 18 books but this is mere conjecture, as the title of 
his article suggests. 10 Modem scholars such as Bettini11 and Vessey12 hold similar 
views. 

There is a passage in Book 11 of Silius which may owe something to Ennius. 
nauticus implebat resonantia litora clamor, 
et, simul adductis percussa ad pectora tonsis, 
centeno fractus spumabat verbere pontus. 

488-490. 
Cf. poste recumbite vestraque pectora pellite tonsis; 

pone petunt: exim referunt ad pectora tonsas. 
ann.230-231 (W). 

In her discussion of these lines of Ennius, Woodruff observes 'In the first of 
these, with its similar metrical effect at the close and its similar form of the noun 
tonsa , there is the same thought that we meet in Silius, namely of striking the 
breast with the oars: in the second, while this emphatic idea of striking is 
moderated in the milder verb referunt, the general effect is much the same , and 
the phrasing of the three closing words ad pectora tonsas certainly leaves no doubt 
as to the origin of ad pectora tons is in Silius'. 13 

This view has been attacked by Fiirstenau14 who believes that Silius neither 
read nor imitated Ennius. Fiirstenau thinks that Silius had Valerius and not 
Ennius in mind. He cites 

tum valida Clymenus percusso pectore tonsa 
... puppem trahit 

Val. Fl. 1.369-370. 
It is possible that both Silius and Valerius may have been influenced by Ennius. 
However, Woodruff cites many passages where the differences between Ennius 
and Silius are more striking than the similarities, and her article must be treated 
with caution. 

There are echoes of Catullus and Lucretius in Silius. 
non ita, non Decio permixtum fasque nefasque, 
haec ut velle queat 

11.185-186 
may have been suggested by Catullus' 

omnia fanda nefanda malo permixta furore 
64.405. 

Silius' vivid description of the tribes who went over to Hannibal after the battle of 
Cannae 

ceu dira per omnes 
manarent populos foedi contagia morbi 

11.12-13 
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is possibly a reminiscence of Lucretius, who uses the words contagia morbi in a 
figurative sense: 

quandoquidem penetrant in eum contagia morbi 
3.471. 

Silius' description of Natura as invida (11.186-187) may have been suggested by 
Lucretius who has 

invida praeclusit speciem natura videndi 1.321. 
It is surprising that the only other parallel for this phrase cited by the TLL is from 
Ovid15 as one would think it is a commonplace. 

Silius shows some similarities with Horace in eight passages in Book 11 but 
none of these are so striking as to warrant discussion here. 16 

Silius makes extensive use of VirgiP7 and there is ample evidence of this in 
Book 11. But Silius has adapted Virgil and not imitated him slavishly, as is often 
alleged. As Von Albrecht shows in his penetrating study!8 even when Silius 
adheres closely to his model Virgil, he uncompromisingly pursues his own basic 
motives. Space does not permit reference to all the passages in Book 11 which 
contain echoes of Virgil. I confine myself to an analysis of the banquet at Capua 
(lines 270-287) which contains the following similarities with Virgil (Aen.l. 695 ff.) 
(1) The seats at the banquet were covered with purple. 
(2) The duties of the servants were similar- to help keep a good fir~ going, load 

the food on the tables_, set forth the drinks and keep up the store offood. 
(3) Bright lights dispelled the darkness and there was the din of voices through-

out the palace. 
(4) Hannibal and Dido were both unhappy although for very different reasons. 
The verbal similarities are very striking and point to a direct use of Virgil, 
e.g. instituunt de more epulas 

instituuntque dapes et . .. 
subiciunt epulis 

Sil. 11.270 

Verg. Aen. 7.109-110. 
praecipuis multoque procul splendentibus ostro 
accipitur sublime toris. 

Sil. 11.273-274 
conveniunt, stratoque super discumbitur ostro. 

praecipuumque toro . . . 
accipit Aenean 

posuisse dapes his addita cura, 

Aen.l.700. 

Aen.8.177-178. 

his adolere focos, his ordine pocula ferre; 
necnon et certis struitur penus. 

Sil. 11.275-277. 
quibus ordine longam 
cura penum struere et flammis adolere penatis. 

Aen.l.703-704. 
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qui dapibus mensas onerent et pocula ponant. 
Aen.1.706. 

eripiunt flammae noctem, strepituque moventum 
murmurat alta domus 

Sil. 11.279-280. 
fit strepitus tectis vocemque per ampla volutant 
atria; dept:?,ndent lychni laquearibus aureis 
incensi et noctem flammis funalia vincunt. 

Aen.l.725-727. 
est domus alta, iacent penitus defossa talenta 
caelati argenti 

Aen.10.526-527. 
vescitur ipse silens 

Sil. 11.283. 
vescitur Aeneas simul et Troiana iuventus 

Aen.8.182. 
There are also striking similarities with the banquet of king Adrastus in Statius 

(Theb.l.515-556) . Of particular significance is Silius' use of the phrase adolere 
focos (line 276) which is not in Virgil but does occur in Statius. 

adolere focos epulasque recentes 
instaurare iubet. 

Theb.l.514-515. 
Silius is either using Statius here or else his original phrase was taken over by 
Statius. It is impossible to prove which poet has borrowed from the other. 

There are a few similarities between Silius and the Appendix Vergiliana. 19 

Silius shows similarities with Ovid20 but these are not as great as suggested by 
Bruere. 21 Many of the passages cited b~r him are either superficial or else not 
parallels at all. He believes that Silius' description of the banquet at Capua was 
influenced by Ovid's account of the Palace of the Sun and cites the following 
parallel: 22 

ipse, deum cultu et sacro dignatus honore , 
praecipuis multoque procul splendentibus ostro 
accipitur sublime toris. 

Sil. 11.272- 274. 
neque enim propiora ferebat 
lumina purpurea velatus veste sedebat 
in solio Phoebus claris Iucente smaragdis. 

Ov. met. 2.22-24. 
But the resemblance is very slight and certainly does not point to a use of Ovid by 
Silius at this point. 

Bruere also argues that lines 455-458 of Silius 

tum deus ut liquidi discisset stagna profundi 
tellurisque globum media compage locasset , 
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ut celsum superis habitare dedisset Olympum; 
castaque Satumi monstrabat saecula patris 

have been compounded from two passages of Ovid. 23 

nee circumfuso pen de bat in aere tell us 
ponderibus librata suis 

met.l.12-13. 
principia terram ... 
magni speciem glomeravit in orbis 

met.l.34-35. 
The ideas are certainly similar but there is no evidence here of any verbal 
similarity. It is far-fetched to allege, as Bruere does, that 'the assignation of 
Olympus (the heavens) as the abode of the gods derives from the same poet's 

astra tenent caeleste solum formaeque deorum 
met.l.731A 

Olympus as the home of the gods is such a commonplace that Bruere could surely 
have found a closer parallel than this line of Ovid. A line from the Ciris would at 
least provide a verbal parallel with Silius. 

Emathio celsum duplicabat vertice Olympum. 
Ciris 34. 

Bruere also contends that the episode ofPacuvius and his son (lines 303-368) 
is based on Ovid. 25 As a parallel to Silius 11.304-306 

(neque enim, iuvenis non digne sileri , 
tramittam tua coepta, libens famamque negabo 
quamquam imperfectis, magnae tamen indolis , ausis) 

he cites the following: 
HIC·SITVS·EST·PHAETHON·CURRVS·A VRIGA·PATERNI 
QVEM·SI·NON·TENVIT·MAGNIS·TAMEN·EXCIDIT·AVSIS 

met.2.327-328. 
But magnae goes with indolis and not ausis. In any case, ausum is such a 

common word in poetry, particularly in Silius who uses it no fewer than thirty
three times, that this comparison is meaningless. 

Silius gives a vivid description of Hannibal (337-340) 

tune ilium, quem non acies , non moenia at urbes 
ferre valent, cum frons propior lumenque corusco 
igne micat, tune ilia viri, quae vertice fundit, 
fulmina pertuleris 

which Bruere compares with Ovid's 

protinus ad patrios sua fert vestigia vultus 
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consistitque procul: neque enim propiora ferebat 
lumina 

met.2.21-23. 

But ·this comparison proves nothing. Propior goes with frons and not with 
lumen . This stock description of Hannibal is not based on Ovid but on Livy. 

Cf. Quid tot dextrae? Torpescent in amentia ilia? Voltum ipsius Hannibalis, 

quem armati exercitus sustinere n(equeunt), quem horret populus Romanus , tu 
sustinebis? 

23.9.6-7. 
Elsewhere Silius describes Hannibal in similar terms. 

sed postquam propior vicino lumine fulsit 
et tota se mole tulit, velut incita clausum 
agmina Poenorum cingant et cuncta paventem 
castra premant, lata Murrus caligat in haste. 

1.496-499. 
Bruere concludes: 'Phaethon lingers in Silius' memory as he continues his 
narrative after this episode, for he introduces the events after the feast 

369 Postera lux Phaethontis equos proferre parabat. '26 

But there is no proof that Silius got the story from Ovid. It is also found in 
Lucretius27 and in Virgil. 28 

Silius knew and adapted Lucan . 29 There are similarities with Lucan at several 
places in Book 11.30 

e .g. veniet quondam felicior aetas (line 123) 
veniet felicior aetas Lucan. 8.869. 
et per bella diu fasces perque arma negatos (line 125) 
iussa plebe tuli fasces per bella negatos Lucan. 5.663. 

Shackleton-Bailey has shown that Silius adapted Propertius. 31 He does not cite 
any instances from Book 11 of Silius, but I believe there are occasional echoes of 
Propertius in this book. 

e.g. et anhelis faucibus acta 
versabant penitus dirum suspiria murmur (220-221) 
quanta ilium toto versant suspiria lecto Prop. 2.22.47. 
atque aequanda solo iam subruta Roma (537) 
castraque Pelusi Romano subruta ferro Prop. 3.9.55. 

But there is certainly no evidence that Silius was much influenced by 
Propertius in the composition of Book 11. 
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Silius shows similarities with Statius32 and Valerius33 but it is impossible to 
speak of these writers as sources for Silius. In any case, some of the words and 
expressions used by all three writers are of a relatively high frequency and nearly 
unavoidable within the context. All three poets could well have attended the 
recitations of the others or read drafts of the others' works , or if they did not, we 
do not know the exact order of publication. Thus we do not know whether Silius 
imitated the others or vice versa. As Steele says 'In the absence of exact temporal 
data, priority in the authorship of similar passages cannot be definitely determined 
in all cases and they will be presented as examples of interrelation. '34 The 
evidence suggests that Silius was born in A .D. 25 or 28, died in A.D. 101 or 103 
and that his work was published some time after A.D . 81 and before the death of 
Domitian in A.D. 96. 35 Much of what has been written about Statius is nothing 
but guesswork. His exact date of birth is unknown. 36 In about A.D . 80 Statius' 
father , who had helped him start the Thebaid, died at the age of sixty-five or just 
over.37 Statius tells us that his epic took twelve years to complete. 38 This may be 
regarded as a suspicious statement in itself (twelve books in twelve years sound 
like a very conventional claim) but there is other evidence to support a publication 
date c. A .D . 91-92. Statius himself makes it clear that the Silvae were only 
published after the Thebaid had left his hands. In a letter to his friend Stella, 
Statius writes: 

Quid enim oportet me huius quoque auctoritate editionis onerari, qui adhuc 
pro Thebaide mea, quamvis me reliquerit, timeo? 

Silv. praef.S-8. 
Silvae 1.1 begins with a reference to the great equestrian statue of Domitian. 
Statius says that Domitian can now look to see whether Vesta is praising the 
proved worth of her Vestals: 

atque exploratas iam laudet Vesta rninistras 
silv.1.1.36 . 

We know that in A.D. 90 Domitian condemned the chief Vestal Virgin Cornelia 
to be buried alive. All her lovers except one, Valerius Licianus, were beaten to 
death with rods. 39 Thus Book 1 of the Silvae was written after A.D. 90. Book 4 of 
the Silvae was written in A.D. 95 or shortly after this date. It begins with a 
reference to the seventeenth consulship of the emperor Domitian. 

Laeta bis octonis accedit purpura fastis 
Caesaris insignemque aperit Germanicus annum. 

As Statius makes no reference to the death of Domitian , it is reasonable to 
suppose that even if he lived after A.D. 96, he did not publish anything after that 
date. The publication dates for Statius are thus between 90 and 96. 

Nothing at all is known of the life of Valerius except that he was a Quindecimvir 
saCl·is faciundis .4() Book 1 contains references to Vespasian , to the siege of 
Jerusalem by Titus and to the temples which will be built by Domitian in honour 
of Vespasian.41 There are references in Books 3 and 4 to the eruption of 
Vesuvius.42 There may be an indirect mention of Domitian's campaigns against 
the Sarmatians in 89, even in 92.43 The comment of Quintilian multum in Valerio 
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Fiacco nuper amisim~ is a pointer to the date of his death. It is now necessary 
to discuss the publication dates for Quintilian. Elsewhere in Book 10, there is a 
reference to Domitian: 

Hos nominavimus, quia Germanicum Augustum ab institutis studiis deflexit 
cura terrarum, parumque dis visum est esse eum maximum poetarum. 

inst.10.1.91. 
We know that Dornitian assumed the title of Germanicus in A.D. 84.45 This 
means that Book 10 was written after this date. In Book 3 of Quintilian there is a 
reference to the four-yearly games in honour of Iuppiter Capitolinus which were 
instituted by Domitian in A.D. 86:46 

An laudes Capitolini lovis, perpetua sacri certarninis materia, vel dubiae 
sunt vel non oratorio genere tractantur? 

3.7.4. 
Thus Book 3 was written after A.D. 86. 

Quintilian himself tells us that he retired after twenty years spent in teaching 
the young47

, that for a long time he refused to yield to the invitation to compose 
his treatise,48 that he spent more than two years on its composition49 and that he 
kept it by his side for some time before publishing it . 5° Quintilian was brought to 
Rome in A .D. 68_51 Twenty years from that date will bring us to 8852 and allowing 
two or three years for the interval mentioned by Quintilian himself, we come to 
the year A .D. 91 as the earliest possible date for publication. Quintilian does not 
refer to the death of Dornitian so it seems likely that his work was published 
before A.D. 96. This suggests that Valerius must have died some time between 
A.D. 91 and A.D. 96 and that his work was published some time after A.D. 81 
and before the death of Domitian in A .D. 96. 

Meanwhile Silius continues to receive a bad press. Writing in The Cambridge 
History of Classical Literature , Vessey comments: 'For a long time the Flavian 
writers were regarded as little better than plagiarists. Recent investigations have 
revealed the inadequacy and injustice of this approach. This is especially true in 
Statius' case. His originality has been thoroughly vindicated. All ancient poets 
were bound by the principle of imitatio . This implied not merely respect for the 
past but a desire to reach new and individual standards of excellence. Statius was 
rarely, if ever, subservient to those whom he would have named with pride as his 
models. Valerius also took pains to create his own interpretation of the 
Argonautic myth, reassigning to Jason a heroic status which the cynical Apollonius 
had eroded. Even Silius, the most patently dependent of the three, did not 
hesitate to modify the events of the Punic War to illuminate a wider philosophical 
perspective.'53 Bassett takes the latter point a stage further. 'There is a philo
sophical or ethical depth to the Punica which even professional Latinists have 
missed because they have never read much of the poem but rather accepted the 
tralatician adverse comments in the histories of Latin literature. '54 

Silius does show originality in the adaptation of historical , geographical and 
poetic material which he proceeded to remould in his own way. 55 But it is not 
fashionable to concede this . Vessey does manage to damn Silius with faint praise. 
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'Silius' Punica has been rarely read but commonly disparaged: somewhat 
unjustly, for, despite its many and obtrusive blemishes, there is in it much that is 
not despicable. It is, however, too optimistic to expect that many readers should 
feel impelled to sift the seventeen books of the Punica in quest of its better 
passages .'56 
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