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I. Genre 

As a modern concept, satire denotes a witty and critical approach which can be 
found in any type of literature or art: “the playfully critical distortion of the 
familiar” (Feinberg). In antiquity, the term denoted the Roman literary genre of 
satura as discussed by Quintilian (Inst. 10,1,93) and known to us through the 
works of Horace, Persius and Juvenal. The genre must be distinguished from 
other works which feature satirical passages, including Aristophanes [3], 
Herodas, Plautus, Lucretius, Horace's Epodes and Seneca's Epistles. Quintilian's 
statement “satire is entirely our own” (“satura quidem tota nostra est”) claims 
Roman superiority and, probably, Roman originality for the genre: it is clear that 
no Greek original of Roman verse satire survives. Satire undoubtedly has some 
affinities with Greek iambus as written by Archilochus, Hipponax and 
Callimachus [3] and it shares aspects of outlook and material with Roman 
epigram as developed by Catullus and Martial, but is distinctive in its use of the 
hexameter, after an early period of metrical experimentation. For Roman prose 
satire, exemplified in the lost satires of Varro and in the Apocolocyntosis of 
Seneca [2] and inspired by the Greek diatribes of Bion. 

II. Satura 

The meaning of the term satura was not known in antiquity. Diomedes [4], 
following Varro, offers four explanations (GL 1,485). Most convincing are the 
explanations which link the genre with the lanx satura, the ‘mixed dish’ offered 
to the gods, and with a sausage made from many ingredients: both emphasize 
fullness and variety and the second connects with the prominent theme of food 
in Roman satire. The derivation which links satura with satyrs is now rejected, 
although the persistence of this idea from antiquity onwards suggests that the 
link expresses a significant feature of the genre, namely, a greater tendency 
than most forms of ancient literature to accommodate the bodily and sensual 
aspects of life. The connection with Greek satyr plays converges with Livy's 
mention of dramatic satura, a musical stageshow with no organized plot, in his 
account of the development of Roman drama (7,2,4-10). However unreliable 
this information, it points to the performative aspect of Roman satire and may 
explain the links drawn by the satirists between satire and Greek Old Comedy 
(Hor. Sat. 1,4,1-5, 1,10,16; Pers. 1,123-4 with Diom. GL 1,485 [1]). 

III. Invention 

Ennius wrote four books of Saturae in a variety of metres. The 31 lines that 
survive attest the miscellaneous subject-matter: criticism, fable, autobiography, 
personifications, word-play. It is Lucilius who is hailed by later satirists as the 
inventor of the genre (Hor. Sat. 1,10,48). In his thirty books of Satires he initially 
used a variety of metres (iambo-trochaic metres of drama and elegiac couplet) 
but soon settled upon the hexameter, the metre of epic, a decision which made 
satire's continuing engagement with epic inevitable. This novel combination of 
elevated form with mundane content and critical tone was perhaps influenced 
by Alexandrian poetic experiments with traditional forms and material [2]. From 
the surviving 1300 fragments it is possible to glimpse the main characteristics of 
the new genre: use of monologue, dialogue and letter forms; fierce abuse of the 
eminent and the lowly for their faults; criticism of features of Roman life 
including feasts; questions of morality, philosophy, religion and literature; 
autobiographical mode of presentation combined with adoption of a variety of 
personae; generally informal, unelevated diction (gracilis according to Varro, 
quoted by Gell. NA 6.14.6) which includes repetitions, obscenity and Greek 
words but also accommodates occasional epic parody. Lucilius forges the genre 
into a vigorous and versatile articulation of Roman ideology from the 
perspective of a member of the elite: as a friend of Cornelius [I 70] Scipio 
Aemilianus, Lucilius makes satire highly political. 

IV. Characteristics 

The continuity of the genre from this prototype in the works of Horace, Persius 
and Juvenal is clear. Horace’s satirical output comprises two books of Satires 
and (arguably) his Epistles and so-called Ars Poetica (collectively styled “Bioneis 
sermonibus et sale nigro”, Epist. 2,2,60); Persius wrote one unfinished but 
acclaimed book of Satires headed by a prologue in choliambics; and Juvenal 
produced five books of Satires, of which the last is unfinished. All three satirists 
acknowledge Lucilius as the founder of the genre: Hor. Sat. 1,4; 1,10; 2,1; Pers. 
1,114-15; Juv. 1,19-20 and 165-7. 

Accordingly, central features in Roman verse satire include: 

(a) setting in Rome and criticism of city life, with country life as a foil (Hor. Sat. 
2,6; Epist. 1,10; 1,14; Juv. 3);  

(b) the system of patronage with its uneven power relationships (Hor. Sat. 1,5; 
1,6; 2,6; Hor. Epist. 1,7; 1,17; 1,18; Juv. 1; 3; 4; 5; 7; 9; 12);  



(c) corporeal and materialistic appetites, desires and preferences, including food 
and feasts (Hor. Sat. 2,2; 2.4; 2,6; 2,8; Epist. 1,5; Juv. 5, 11), greed (Hor. 
Sat. 1,1; 2,5; Pers. 6; Juv. 14), sex and sexuality (Hor. Sat. 1,2; Pers. 4; 
Juv. 2, 6);  

(d) systems of thought including attacks on intellectuals (Hor. Sat. 2,3; 2,7; Epist. 
1,1; 1,6; 1,16; Pers. 3, 5; Juv. 8; 10; 13);  

(e) literary theory and literary criticism (Hor. Sat. 1,4; 1,10; 2,1; Hor. Epist. 1,2; 
2,1 ff.; 2,2; Ars P.; Pers. 1; Juv. 1);  

(f) intertextuality (including parody) with epic and other literary forms (Hor. Sat. 
1,9; 2,3; 2,5; Juv. 3; 4; 12). 

While each of the satirists conforms to the ‘rules’ of the genre as established by 
Lucilius, a clear development is discernible. Horace self-consciously modernizes, 
polishes and moderates Lucilius’ rough, aggressive style of satire to meet the 
tastes and reflect the ideology of his sophisticated elite audience, which 
included Maecenas, Octavian and Virgil [3; 4]. Virtually every phrase in Persius is 
a reworking of Horace but from an elitist Stoic point of view [5]. Juvenal 
develops Persius’ experiment into the apogee of indignant satire, crafting a new 
declamatory idiom influenced by rhetorical theory and practice and reviving the 
relationship between satire and epic [6-8]. He uses this ‘grand style’ to 
demonstrate both the power and the faults of anger, then in his later satires 
adopts a calmer stance of ironic cynicism and detachment [9]. 

V. Reception 

It is Juvenal’s “savage indignation” (“saeva indignatio”, Scaliger) that exercized 
the strongest influence on subsequent satire. Satire viewed as the angry 
unmasking of faults and vices was acceptable to Christian ideology and Latin 
satire is well represented in the Middle Ages. Gradually the hexameter form was 
abandoned and ‘satire’ came to include poetry with a satiric tone in a variety of 
forms. The same applies to satire composed in other languages: ‘satire’ in 
European  literature of the Renaissance and afterwards has widened from the 
narrow framework of Roman hexameter satire to denote essentially a fiercely 
critical tone of voice. 
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Juvenal, the last outstanding satirical poet of Rome, probably from Campanian 
Aquinum (cf. Juv. Sat. 3,318ff. and ILS 2926 = CIL 10,5382), contemporary of 
Tacitus; from Sat. 13,16f. and 15,27f., deduces that he was born in AD 67. The 
silence of his poems concerning autobiographical detail - in contrast to  Horatius 
- and the fictitious nature of the vitae (no. 1 Jahn), which were not compiled 
until late antiquity, make any reconstruction of the details of his life 
circumstances impossible. The statement that I. was active as a reciter until his 
manhood years is credible; his friend (7,24)  Martialis calls him (Mart. 7,91 from 
the years 91/2) facundus (‘eloquent’), and Sat. 1,1ff. presents an introduction to 
the recitation activities of the epoch. The publication of the first two bks. 
probably did not take place until the last years of Trajan's reign (cf. [1] and Sat. 
6,407ff.; 1,49f. establishes 99/100 only as a terminus post quem), and I.'s main 
period of creativity was during the period of the rule of Hadrian, upon whom 
Juv. 7,1ff. sets great hope; in any case I. had an estate in Tivoli (11,65). Reports 
of his being exiled in old age are dubious; the satirist did perhaps not die until 
the time of Antoninus Pius. 



This poem, which opens Book Four, is presented as a kind of 
didactic “sermon,” reminiscent of Horace’s diatribe satires 
(Satires 1.1–3) and his “sermons” of second-hand 
philosophers (Satires 2.3, 4, and 7). The theme of Satire 10 is 
the objects and folly of prayer, and it is perhaps best known 
by the title of Samuel Johnson’s imitation, The Vanity of 
Human Wishes. The poem is clearly structured with sections 
on power (56–113), eloquence (114–32), military success 
(133–87), long life (188–288), and beauty (289–345). These 
follow an introduction (1–53) which first raises the central 
question “What is rational about our fears and desires?” (4–
5) and then suggests the dangers of asking for wealth in 
particular. After establishing a new persona based on the 
philosopher Democritus, who laughed at everything he saw 
people do (28–53), Juvenal asks: “So what are the pointless 
and damaging things that people ask for? What are the right 
reasons for covering the knees of the gods with wax?” (54–5) 
In each of the sections that follows, he exposes the “fog of 
confusion” with which people surround themselves and at 
the end gently mocks the entire process of prayer (346–53). 
He adds a list of positive suggestions of the best objects of 
prayer (356–62). But the irreverence of the description of the 
act of prayer (354–5)—“Yet, to actually give you something to 
ask for and some reason to offer the guts and sacred little 
sausages of a shining white piglet at the little shrines,” the 
prelude to the line which is probably the best-known 
quotation from Juvenal, “you should pray for a sound mind in 
a sound body” (mens sana in corpore sano 356)—together 
with the wry tone of the ending (363–6), with its suggestion 
that people make things worse for themselves, both detract 
from the seriousness of the advice 

Juvenal, Satire 10 

Lines 1-27: Introduction: The danger of answered prayers, 
especially the prayer for wealth 

In all the lands extending from Cadiz as far as Ganges and the 
Dawn, there are few people who can remove the fog of 
confusion and distinguish real benefits from their opposite.  

After all, what is rational about our fears and desires?  

When you begin a project, how often is your progress so 
good that you don’t regret the effort or the accomplishment 
of your wish?  

                                                           
1 Two philosophers, Democritus (born c. 460 b.c. in Thrace) 
and the Presocratic Heraclitus of Ephesus (sixth century b.c.). 
Juvenal is inspired by Seneca’s contrast between them at 

Entire households have been wrecked by gods actually 
complying with their occupants’ own prayers. In peacetime 
and in war, people ask for things that will do them damage. 
To many people, their torrential flood of speech and their 
own eloquence is fatal. In one case, a man died from relying 
on his strength and awe-inspiring muscles. More people still 
are suffocated by money accumulated with too much care, by 
wealth that goes beyond all other fortunes—as huge as the 
British whale compared with dolphins.  

That explains why, in those times of terror, on Nero’s orders, 
an entire cohort surrounded Longinus and the vast gardens 
belonging to Seneca the millionaire, and besieged the 
splendid house of the Laterani.  

Rarely does a soldier enter a garret. Though you’re carrying 
only a few cups of plain silver when you set out on a journey 
at night, you’ll be terrified of swords and sticks, and you’ll 
panic at the twitch of a reed’s shadow in the moonlight. A 
traveller who is empty-handed can sing in the mugger’s face.  

Prayer no. 1, so very familiar in all the temples, is usually for 
money:  

“Let my wealth grow!”  

“Let my treasure chest be the biggest in the whole forum!”  

But you won’t drink poison from earthenware. That you only 
need fear when you are handed a goblet studded with jewels, 
and when Setian wine glows in your golden bowl. 

Lines 28-53: The Philosophic Power of Laughter 

So now do you approve the two philosophers?1  

One of them would laugh whenever he stretched and stirred 
one foot from his threshold, while his opposite number 
would cry.  

But anyone can easily condemn with a sardonic laugh; what is 
amazing is where all the liquid flooding his eyes came from. 
Democritus’ sides shook with nonstop laughter, even though 
the cities of his day didn’t have togas with purple edges, and 
togas with purple stripes, and rods of office, and litters, and 
daises.  

Tranq. An. 15.2. Democritus is also depicted as the laughing 
philosopher at Hor. Ep. 2.1.194.  Heraclitus is typically 
represented as weeping at the folly of the world. 



What if he’d seen our praetor standing conspicuously up 
there in his tall chariot, in the thick of the Circus dust, 
wearing the tunic of Jupiter, with the Tyrian hangings of an 
embroidered toga falling from his shoulders and a huge 
crown so big around that no neck is strong enough for it?2   

In fact, a public slave holds it, sweating profusely, and—so 
the president doesn’t get too pleased with himself—he rides 
in the same vehicle.3 Throw in the bird that soars from his 
ivory sceptre, the horn-players there, here the escort in long 
lines walking ahead of him and the snowy white citizens at his 
bridle, transformed into friends by the handouts buried inside 
their purses. Democritus in his time, too, found things to 
laugh at in every encounter with people. His shrewdness 
demonstrates that men of excellence, who will make great 
role models, can be born in a dense climate in a country of 
morons.  

He would laugh at the anxieties of the mob and at their 
delights, too, and sometimes at their tears, while to Fortune’s 
threats he himself would say,  

“Go throttle yourself!”  

and show his middle finger at her.4  

Lines 54-113: Why not to pray for political power 

So what are the pointless and damaging things that people 
ask for?  

What are the right reasons for covering the knees of the gods 
with wax?5  

                                                           
2 In the empire triumphs were reserved for members of the 
imperial family and usually just the emperor himself.  
However, the urban praetor (one rank down from consul) still 
got to dress in triumphal costume to lead the games of 
Apollo, a major annual religious festival.  It is this which is 
being described.  Part of what is ridiculous about the imagery 
is that in the imperial age the honors and symbols of elite 
competition have become ‘meaningless’. 
3 The role of this slave is variously reported in our ancient 
sources.  He may hold a heavy crown over the head of the 
magistrate or provide other services.  Christian writers gave 
him the job of reminding the magistrate of his morality, but 
this may be contrafactual. 
4 Yes, this was a very rude gesture with sexual implications in 
ancient Rome as it is now. 
5 Wax tablets with requests written on them were placed on 
the knees of gods’ statues. Where have we discussed wax 
tablets as a writing material earlier in this class? 

Some people are toppled by their power, object of great 
envy, some are sunk by their long and glorious roll of 
honours. Down their statues come,6 dragged by a rope, then 
even the chariot’s wheels are smashed and slashed by the 
axe, and the legs of the innocent nags are shattered. Now the 
flames are hissing, now that head idolised by the people is 
glowing from the bellows and furnace:  

Huge Sejanus7 is crackling. Then the face that was number 
two in the whole world is turned into little jugs, basins, frying 
pans, and chamber pots.8 Hang your homes with laurel, drag 
a huge bull, whitened with chalk, up to the Capitol! Sejanus is 
being dragged by a hook—a sight worth seeing. Everyone’s 
celebrating.  

“Look at his lips! Look at his face! Take it from me, I never 
liked the man.”9  

“But what was the charge that brought him down? Who 
informed on him? What was the evidence and the witnesses 
that were used to prove the case?”  

“Nothing like that. An enormous, wordy letter came from 
Capri.”10  

“All right, no more questions.”  

But what of Remus’ mob?11  

They are followers of Fortune, as always, and hate those who 
are condemned. This same crowd, if Nortia had supported 
her Etruscan,12 if the aged emperor had been smothered off 

6 When recently have statues and their removal been the 
focus of political debate in the news recently? 
7 For a long time he was the power behind the throne under 
the emperor Tiberius, Augustus’ successor. 
8 What does this mean the statue was made of?! 
9 Juvenal is imagining here what the ‘man on the street’ was 
saying at this moment. 
10 The emperor Tiberius left Sejanus to deal with the business 
of state in Rome while he enjoyed life in his luxurious palace 
on the island of Capri. 
11 A derogatory reference to the ordinary Roman people; 
remember Remus is the brother of Romulus, who died.  How 
did he die?! Go check Livy’s versions!!! 
12 Nortia is the Etruscan name for the goddess of Fortune.  
Sejanus was from Tuscany. 



his guard, would be hailing Sejanus as Augustus within 
minutes.  

It’s way back that they discarded their responsibilities—since 
the time we stopped selling our votes. The proof? The people 
that once used to bestow military commands, high office, 
legions, everything, now limits itself. It has an obsessive 
desire for two things only—bread and circuses.13  

“I hear many are to die.”14  

“No doubt about it. The furnace is huge.”  

“My friend Bruttidius looked rather pale when I met him at 
the altar of Mars. I’m terribly frightened that ‘defeated Ajax’ 
will take reprisals for being badly defended. Let’s get a move 
on and trample on Caesar’s enemy while he’s lying on the 
riverbank.15 But make sure our slaves see us, so they can’t 
deny it and drag their terrified master to court with a noose 
around his neck.” 

Those were their remarks about Sejanus at that time, those 
were the secret whispers of the mob. 

Do YOU wish to be greeted like Sejanus?  

To be as rich?  

To dispense the seats of highest office to some, and to 
appoint others to army commands?  

To be seen as the emperor’s guardian as he sits on the 
narrow rock of Capri with his herd of Chaldaeans?16  

I’m sure you’d like his javelins and cohorts and excellent 
cavalry and personal barracks. Why shouldn’t you?  

                                                           
13 This is a really important passage.  We’ll discuss in class.  
What do you think it means? 
14 More ‘man on the street’ snippets of conversation. 
15 This is the statue of Sejanus again.  What are the 
motivations for these men to partake in the dishonoring of 
the statue? 
16 Chaldaeans = Astrologers 
17 Three small towns, once famous, now to Juvenal’s audience 
the same as saying “Smalltown, USA” or “Hicksville”.   
18 Rome had a problem with unregulated building of tall 
tenement blocks.  Augustus had tried to limit the problem by 
limiting building to six stories.  Imagine living in an apartment 

Even people with no desire to kill, like to have the power to 
do so.  

But what prestige and prosperity is worth having, if success is 
matched by an equal measure of disasters?  

Would you prefer to wear the purple-edged toga of the man 
you see being dragged along, to being “the boss” at Fidenae 
or Gabii, to laying down the law over weights and measures, 
to smashing short vessels as aedile-in-rags at deserted 
Ulubrae?17  

So will you admit that Sejanus didn’t know what to ask for? 
Let me explain:  

he kept asking for more and more honours and demanding 
more and more wealth. In so doing, he was building a high-
rise multistorey tower,18 and from there the fall would be 
greater and the collapse of the toppled ruin terrible. What 
was it that demolished the Crassi,19 the Pompeys, and the 
man20 who tamed the citizens of Rome and brought them 
under his lash?  

Nothing else but the top position, sought by every trick in the 
book. Nothing else but ambitious prayers granted by 
malicious gods.  

Few kings go down to Ceres’ son-in-law21 without slaughter 
and carnage, few tyrants avoid a bloodless death. 

Lines 114-132: Don’t pray to be a good public speaker!  

The eloquence and reputation of Demosthenes or Cicero is 
what boys keep on praying for throughout the spring 
holidays, every boy who goes to school accompanied by a 
house slave to guard his narrow satchel and who still 
worships thrifty Minerva with a single tiny coin.  

building on the sixth floor or higher with no system for 
sanitation and limited means of artificial lighting! 
19 Crassus was the richest man in Rome at the time of 
Pompey and Julius Caesar and for a while had a power 
sharing agreement with these two men.  He was famous for 
running a for-profit fire-fighting crew of slaves.  He wouldn’t 
let his slaves begin putting out the fire until the owner the 
property to Crassus at a low price.  Then after the fire was out 
he’d sell it back to the original owner at a significant profit to 
himself. 
20 Probably means Julius Caesar. 
21 Hades/Pluto/Dis Pater = God of the Underworld, who stole 
Proserpina/Persephone to be his wife.  



But it was because of their eloquence that both orators died. 
It was the abundant, overflowing gush of talent that sent 
both to their deaths. It was talent that had its hands and neck 
severed. The rostrum was never drenched in the blood of a 
feeble advocate.22  

“O Rome, you are fortunate, born in my consulate.”23  

He could have laughed at Antony’s swords if everything he 
said had been like this.  

I rank his ridiculous verses above you, immortal Philippic, 
next to the first on the roll, with your distinguished 
reputation.24  

A harsh death snatched him [=Demosthenes] away, too, the 
object of Athens’ admiration when he was twisting and 
controlling the reins of her packed assembly.  He was born 
with the gods against him and a malignant fate, and was sent 
off by his father to the professor of rhetoric, away from the 
coal and tongs and sword-manufacturing anvil and filthy 
Vulcan, eyes running from the soot of the glowing ore.  

Lines 133-187: Don’t pray to win in war! 

The trophies of war—the breastplate fastened to a bare tree 
trunk, a cheekpiece hanging from a shattered helmet, a 
chariot’s yoke missing its pole, a stern ornament from a 
defeated warship, a dejected prisoner at the citadel’s 
height—these are considered glories more than human. It is 
for these that the commander, Roman or Greek or foreign, 
exerts himself. These give him the incentive for his danger 
and hard work. That’s how much more intense is the thirst for 
fame than for goodness.  

After all, who embraces goodness for itself, if you remove its 
rewards?  

                                                           
22 In the negotiations between the future Augustus and Mark 
Antony, Antony demanded that Cicero be executed and his 
head and hands be displayed on the rostrum (= speakers’ 
platform in the Roman forum) as punishment for the 
invective Cicero wrote and spoke against Antony after 
Caesar’s murder. 
23 Cicero was a great speech writer and public speaker but a 
terrible poet.  This is a line of poetry he wrote praising his 
own year as consul.  The line basically claims that by saving 
the republic from a conspiracy the city was in effect reborn.  
There may be another joke here because Augustus was born 
in this year! 

Yet there have been times when a country has been sunk by 
the ambition of a few, by their lust for renown and for an 
inscription to cling to the stones that guard their ashes, 
stones that can be split open by the evil strength of the 
barren fig tree, seeing that even graves have been allotted 
their own lifespan. 

Put Hannibal in the scales: how much will you find the 
greatest general weighs? This is the man too big for Africa—a 
country pounded by the Moroccan ocean and stretching to 
the warm Nile down to the tribes of the Ethiopians and 
different elephants. Spain increases his empire and he vaults 
the Pyrenees. Nature throws the Alps and snow in his path: 
he splits the rocks and bursts through the mountain with 
vinegar. Already he has Italy, yet he aims to advance further 
still.  

“I have achieved nothing,” he says, “unless our Carthaginian 
army shatters the city gates, unless I plant my banner right in 
the Subura.”25  

What a sight! And what a cartoon it would’ve made—the 
one-eyed general riding on his Gaetulian beast!26  

So how does it end?  

O glory! This same man is defeated and he sits, a conspicuous 
dependant, at the king’s mansion, waiting until his Bithynian 
majesty chooses to wake.27 That life once caused havoc for 
humanity, but its end will come not from swords or rocks or 
missiles. No, it will be that famous avenger of Cannae, 
retaliating for all the bloodshed—a little ring.28   

Off you go, you maniac, zoom through the hostile Alps—to 
entertain schoolboys and to be put into their speeches. 

One world is not enough for the young man from Pella 
[=Alexander the Great]. In discontent he seethes at the 
narrow limits of the universe as if confined on the rocks of 

24 Cicero’s Speeches against Antony are called the Philippics.  
They take their name from Demosthenes’s speeches against 
Philip II of Macedon (Alexander’s father).  Demosthenes is the 
most famous Athenian orator. 
25 Subura = A neighborhood in Rome. 
26 Gaetulian beast = Elephant 
27 After his defeat Hannibal was exiled from Carthage and 
served as a military advisor to King Antiochus, an heir to the 
Seleucid throne who also opposed Roman expansion in the 
East. 
28 He committed suicide rather than be surrendered to the 
Romans. 

https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/view/juvenal-satires/2004/pb_LCL091.377.xml?mainRsKey=CsnX0g&result=3&rskey=iogngC#note_LCL091_377_24


Gyara or tiny Seriphus. But once he’s entered the city that’s 
fortified by potters,29 his coffin will be big enough.  

It’s only death that reveals the minuscule size of human 
bodies.  

The stories of Mount Athos once taking sail and all the other 
lies that Greece dares tell as history are believed—of the sea 
being paved by the fleets and made into a solid ground for 
wheels.30 We believe the stories of deep rivers running dry 
and streams being drunk up by the Medes at lunch—and all 
the songs recited by Sostratus with his armpits drenched.  Yet 
in what state did he come back from abandoning Salamis?  
He’d made a habit of venting his barbaric rage by lashing the 
winds Corus and Eurus, who’d never experienced anything 
like it in their Aeolian prison. He’d thrown the Earth-Shaker 
himself into chains.  

That was rather lenient. Why? Didn’t he think he 
deserved being branded too? Which of the gods 
would choose to be this man’s slave? 

But what state was he in?  

In a single ship, as you know, with the waves bloodstained 
and the prow slowly proceeding through the jammed 
corpses. Such so often is the price of prayers for glory. 

Lines 188-288: You don’t want to live as long as you think! 

“Give me a long life, Jupiter, give me many years.”  

But just think of the many, never ending disadvantages an 
extended old age is full of! Take a look at its face, first of all—
ugly and hideous and unrecognisable—and the ugly hide in 
place of skin and the drooping jowls and the wrinkles.  

The mother ape scratches wrinkles like those on her aged 
cheek in the extensive shady groves of Thabraca.  

There are so many differences between young men: he is 
better looking than him and he than another, he is much 
more sturdy than him. But old men all look the same: voice 
and body trembling alike, head now quite smooth, a baby’s 
dripping nose. The pathetic creature has to munch his bread 
with weaponless gums. He’s so disgusting to his wife and kids 

                                                           
29 Babylon famously had clay walls.  
30 A reference to Xerxes crossing of the Hellespont 
31 Then names may have been meaningful to Juvenal’s 
audience—local characters or even individuals in the 

and to himself that he makes even Cossus the fortune-hunter 
feel sick. 

The delights of food and wine are no longer the same as his 
palate grows numb, and as for sex—it’s now just a distant 
memory, or if you try to rouse him, his stringy little prick lies 
limp with its enlarged vein and will stay limp though you coax 
it all night long.  

Or is there anything else these sickly white-haired genitals 
can hope for?  

Then there’s the fact that lust that attempts sex without the 
strength is (quite rightly) suspect.  

Now take a look at the loss of another faculty. For example: 
what pleasure is there in music, even though the singer is 
superlative, or in Seleucus the lyre-player, or the pipers in the 
glittering golden cloaks? What difference does it make where 
he sits in the huge theatre if he can hardly hear the horn-
players or the fanfare of trumpets? The slave boy has to 
shout to make his ear hear his visitor’s name or what time it 
is.  

Besides, the little blood in his already icy body warms up only 
with fever. All types of disease dance around him in a troop. If 
you ask their names, I could sooner state the number of 
Oppia’s lovers, of Themison’s patients murdered in a single 
autumn, of the partners swindled by Basilus and the wards 
swindled by Hirrus, the number of men sucked off by 
generous Maura in a single day, the number of pupils laid by 
Hamillus.31 

 I could more rapidly run through the number of villas now 
owned by the man who made my stiff beard rasp when he 
shaved me as a young man. One is crippled in his shoulder, 
another in the groin, another in the hip. The loss of both eyes 
makes this man jealous of one-eyed men. That man takes 
food in his bloodless lips from someone else’s fingers. He 
used to split his jaws wide at the sight of dinner but now just 
gapes like a swallow’s chick when his fasting mother flies to 
him with her mouth full.  

But worse than any physical decline is the dementia. It 
doesn’t remember the names of slaves or recognise the face 
of a friend who dined with him the previous evening or the 

audience—but are not important to us.  And, yes, ‘laid’ does 
mean ‘had sex with’ here. 



children he fathered and raised himself. You see, in a cruel 
will, he keeps his own children from becoming his heirs and 
leaves everything to Phiale. That’s the power of the breath of 
her skilful mouth, which was for sale for many years in the 
brothel’s den. 

Although his mental powers are still alert, yet he’ll have to 
lead the funerals of his sons and gaze at the pyre of his 
beloved wife or brother and urns that contain his sisters. This 
is the price of long life—to grow old with domestic disaster 
continually renewed, with grief after grief, permanent 
mourning, and black clothing. The king of Pylos, if you believe 
great Homer at all, was an example of survival second only to 
the crow.  And of course he was happy. He put off death for 
so many generations, counted his years by the hundreds, and 
so often drank the new vintage. Pay attention, please, for a 
moment to the complaints he himself voices about the 
decrees of fate and his overlong thread of life at the sight of 
his spirited Antilochus’ beard on fire, questioning every 
companion present as to why he has survived to see this day 
and what crime he has committed to deserve such a long 
lifespan.  

This was exactly what Peleus said when he mourned the loss 
of Achilles. So, too, the other father who rightly mourned his 
floating Ithacan.  Priam would have joined the shade of 
Assaracus with grand ceremonial—while Troy was still 
standing, his body conveyed by Hector and the other 
brothers’ shoulders, accompanied by the tears of the Trojan 
women, with the first cries of lamentation initiated by 
Cassandra and Polyxena, her cloak torn—if he had died at a 
different time, before Paris had begun to construct his daring 
ships. What advantages, then, did his long life bring? He saw 
everything wrecked and Asia collapsing by fire and sword. 
Then a doddering soldier, he removed his crown, took up his 
weapons, and fell in front of the altar of highest Jupiter, like a 
decrepit ox, now rejected by the ungrateful plough, that 
offers its pitiful, scrawny neck to its master’s knives. His end, 
at any rate, was the end of a human being. In contrast, the 
wife that survived him opened her bitch’s jaws and barked 
fiercely.  

                                                           
32 Remember him from Herodotus!!! 
33 This describes the  fate of Marius after Sulla’s march on 
Rome. 
34 This says in effect Pompey would have been happier if he 
died of natural causes in 54 BCE, and how much happier must 
famous enemies of the state be because they died without 
their corpses being mutilated.  Pompey’s head was cut off in 
Alexandria and sent to Caesar. 

I pass over the King of Pontus and Croesus,32 who was told by 
the eloquent voice of Solon the Just to take a good look at the 
final portions of a long life, and turn rapidly to Roman 
examples.  

This was the cause of exile, prison, Minturnine marshes, and 
begging for bread in defeated Carthage.33 Is there anything 
more wonderful that nature or Rome could have ever given 
the world than that citizen—had he breathed out his 
triumphal soul after the procession of the line of prisoners 
and all the parade of war, when he was on the point of 
stepping down from his Teutonic chariot?   

Campania, foreseeing the future, had granted to Pompey the 
fevers he should have longed for, but the public prayers of 
many cities prevailed.  The result was that, after his defeat, 
Fortune, his own and Rome’s, severed the head which she 
had saved. This was a mangling, this was a punishment that 
Lentulus avoided; Cethegus died unmutilated and Catiline lay 
dead with his corpse intact.34 

Lines 289-345 : And NEVER pray for Beauty!  

Good looks—that’s what the anxious mother prays for when 
she sees the shrine of Venus, in a quiet whisper for her sons 
but more loudly for her daughters, going to the most 
extravagant of prayers.  

“Yet why do you criticise me?” she says. “Latona rejoices in 
her Diana’s beauty.”  

But Lucretia stops me praying for looks like hers.35 Verginia36 
would love to have Rutila’s hump and to give Rutila her face.  

Yes, and a son with a superlative body always makes his 
parents miserable and nervous, since beauty so rarely 
coincides with purity. Though his house has a tradition of 
rustic, pure morality, copying the ancient Sabines, and though 
kind Nature endows him generously with an innocent 
disposition and a face that glows with modest blushes—after 
all, what more can a boy receive from Nature, who is more 

35 Remember the last portion of Livy we read about her rape! 
36 Another potential rape victim, her citizen father, a worthy 
soldier, kills her when an arrogant Patrician tries to declare 
her a slave rather than a daughter of a citizen so he can rape 
her.  Her death leads to further legal reforms just as Lucretia’s 
had. 
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powerful than any guardian and vigilance?—he is not 
permitted to take the male role.  

The reason? The lavish unscrupulousness of the seducer, 
which brazenly tempts even the parents. So much confidence 
they have in their bribes. No ugly adolescent has ever been 
castrated by a tyrant in his barbaric castle.37 No teenager 
with a limp or scrofula or bulging belly and hump was ever 
raped by Nero. 

Go on, then, take pride in your lad’s good looks—there are 
greater dangers that await him. He’ll become a notorious 
Casanova, fearing whatever punishment furious husbands 
exact. His star won’t turn out any luckier than that of Mars at 
never falling into the net.38 Yet sometimes their resentment 
goes beyond what any law allows. Death by the sword, 
savage slicing with lashes, even buggery with a mullet—that’s 
the fate of some adulterers. But your Endymion will become 
the lover of a married woman he has fallen for.39 Soon, when 
Servilia has given him her money, he’ll become the lover of a 
woman he’s not in love with and strip her of all her personal 
jewellery.  

(After all, you can’t expect any woman to say no to her juicy 
crotch, if she’s an Oppia or a Catulla.)  

“But if he’s pure, what harm can beauty do him?”  

On the contrary, what good did it do to Hippolytus or to 
Bellerophon to have an austere lifestyle? The rejected 
Stheneboea flared up just as much as the Cretan—and both 
women lashed themselves to rage.  

Woman is most savage when her hatred is goaded by a sense 
of shame.  

Select the advice you think should be given to the man 
Caesar’s wife plans to marry. He’s the finest and most 
handsome of the patrician race, but he’s swept towards a 
pitiful snuffing-out by Messalina’s eyes.40  She’s been sitting 
there waiting for a while now, with her bridal veil ready and a 
purple marriage couch set up in the gardens in full view. 
Following the ancient custom, a dowry of a million will be 
paid, and the augur and witnesses will be there. She will not 
get married unless it’s done lawfully. What’s your decision? If 
you are not prepared to obey her, you’ll die before the lamps 

                                                           
37 A rumored practice of the Emperor Tiberius. 
38 A reference to the Song of Demodocus! 
39 Selene-Endymion is a similar story to that of Eos-Tithonos 
from the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite. 

are lit. If you go through with the crime, there’ll be the 
briefest delay, until the matter that’s known to Rome and the 
people reaches the emperor’s ear. Comply with her 
command, if a few days of life are worth it. Whichever you 
decide is easier and better, you’ll have no choice but to offer 
your lovely white neck for execution. 

Lines 346-end: Some Parting Advice 

So is there nothing for people to pray for?  

If you want my advice, you’ll let the gods themselves 
estimate what will suit us and benefit our circumstances: you 
see, the gods will bestow gifts that are the most appropriate 
rather than nice. They care more about people than people 
do themselves. While we are led by our blind emotional 
impulses and by empty desire to seek marriage and children 
from a wife, it is the gods who know who our boys will be and 
what kind of wife she’ll be.  

Yet, to actually give you something to ask for and some 
reason to offer the guts and little sacred sausages of a shining 
white piglet at the little shrines, you should pray for a sound 
mind in a sound body. Ask for a heart that is courageous, with 
no fear of death, that reckons long life among the least of 
Nature’s gifts, that can put up with any anguish, that is 
unfamiliar with anger, that longs for nothing, that prefers the 
troubles and gruelling Labours of Hercules to the sex and 
feasts and downy cushions of Sardanapallus.  

I’m showing you something you can give yourself.  

There is no doubt that the only path to a peaceful life lies 
through goodness.  

Fortune, you’d have no power, if we were sensible: it’s we 
who make you a goddess, it’s we who give you a place in the 
sky. 

40 Messalina was the first wife of the emperor Claudius who is 
said to have arranged a ‘wedding ceremony’ at the palace 
with her lover. 
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