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ELLEN OLIENSIS

Erotics and Gender

Horace has always been a poet more for men than for women.  By comparison with the contemporary poets whose work we know (Virgil, Tibullus, Propertius, Ovid), Horace shows relatively little interest in the life of love, which is where Latin literature tends to locate its women.  Though Horace is, for most readers today, the poet of the Odes above all, it is worth remembering that roughly half his poetry consists of the hexameter Satires, Epistles, and Ars Poetica, poems in which women have at most a marginal existence.  And this marginalization is not an accidental but a constitutive feature of the hexameter poems, thickening their characteristic “men’s club” atmosphere.  At the end of his debut collection, Satires 1, Horace submits his poetry to the judgment of his ideal readership, a star-studded list of masculine proper names (Maecenas, Virgil, Pollio, et al.) forming the strongest possible contrast to the nameless females (distant ancestors of Hawthorne’s “damned mob of scribbling women”) who seek instruction from Horace’s poetaster-rivals:  “As for you, Demetrius, and you, Tigellius: go and whine to your classroom of ladies in armchairs” (Demetri, teque Tigelli, / discipularum inter iubeo plorare cathedras, Satires 1.10.90-91).  A similar exclusion marks Horace’s last venture in hexameters, the Ars Poetica, which opens with Horace inviting his (male) friends to join him in laughing at an ineptly imagined painting of a monstrous female nude—thus from the very outset casting men as the knowing critics, women as the matter but not the producers or consumers of (Horatian) art.

Until relatively recently, scholarship has tended to follow suit.  There have been critics, men and women, to espouse, with varying degrees of warmth, Ovid’s feminism and what might be termed Virgil’s Didonianism.  But those interested in resistant or alternative models of gender and desire have found little to attract them in Horace’s poetry.  To the extent that feminists have laid claim to Horace, it has been mostly in the service of exposing the aggressively gendered dynamic in which Horace’s poetry seems quite wholeheartedly to participate.
   By contrast, when the topic “Horace as a love poet” is broached, the emphasis typically falls not on gender roles (which the reader finds already distributed, as it were) but on Horace’s characteristic blend of urbane detachment and erotic susceptibility, the chief aim being to defend the (philosophical, emotional, aesthetic) value of the love poems.
   Thus to write heatedly about gender is to oppose Horace, while to write dispassionately about desire is to identify with him.

Gender

Across Horace’s poetry, gender roles are distributed along broadly predictable lines.  Elite Roman girls are meant to mature into virtuous matrons, Roman boys into capable householders as well as hardworking participants in the varied business of the res publica—prudent lawyers, honored consuls, valorous soldiers.  But there is also a class of men and women of less secure social status and less clearly differentiated gender (slaves, freedmen, freedwomen: “feminized” subordinates) who pour the wine, play the music, and supply the erotic interest at the parties at which Horace’s good Romans take a well-deserved break from the stresses of public life.  The identity of the poet is likewise hard to pin down.  The venomous but avowedly ineffectual epodist, the relatively soft-spoken satirist, the courtly moralizer who puts in regular appearances in the Odes:
  these personae embody a masculinity implicated in a shifting social hierarchy not readily reducible to the polarity of subordinate and master, feminine other and masculine self.  In every case, gender is not only an attribute but a predicate:  something that can be asserted or denied, or even (however tendentiously) simply shrugged off.

In the hexameter poetry, with its nearly all-male cast (hapless lovers, faithless friends, social climbers, etc.), the emphasis falls on the relations men sustain with themselves (e.g., self-restraint) and with other men (e.g., loyalty)—not with women.  The masculine bias is most pronounced in the first book of Epistles, one of Horace’s most engaging and innovative works, produced (perhaps not coincidentally) during the height of the love-elegy craze at Rome.  While the elegists were celebrating and deploring their erotic entanglements, Horace was conducting his life in a set of verse letters to men on the capacious theme of how to live—a theme that does not, in Horace’s view, call for any extended discussion of how or how not to love.
  Horace’s chatty letter to his fellow-author Albius, whom many have been tempted to identify with the elegist Albius Tibullus, has nothing to say about love in particular, while the dinner party to which he invites Torquatus in Epistles 1.5 features wine, friendship, and conversation, but no women (and, as befits this hexameter genre, no song).  Where sex does crop up, it is chiefly framed as an economic issue, what Horace terms, in a letter to his up-and-coming friend Lollius, damnosa Venus (Epistles 1.18.21):  financially ruinous sexual desire.   It is for men that Horace holds up the mirror of his hexameters, a mirror that reflects Horace’s fluctuating personae while also recurrently encouraging the reader to check his own moral and social character before sallying forth into (or out of) the world:  “Is your heart free of vain ambition?  free of the fear of death, and anger?  Dreams, the terrors of magic, marvels, witches, ghosts in the night, Thessalian prodigies—do you laugh at all this?  Are you thankful for the sum of your birthdays?  Do you forgive your friends?” (Epistles 2.2.206-10). 

One consequence of the relegation of “real” women is the reemergence of women as figures for how men should or should not behave with each other.  In Satires 2.7, Horace’s slave accuses Horace, his purportedly “free” master, of dancing servile attendance on his eminent friend Maecenas, and also (and at much greater length) of being at the beck and call of the women to whom he is sexually “enslaved”; it has been persuasively argued that the second, relatively frivolous, charge displaces anxieties raised by the first.
   The same anxieties send Epistles 1 repeatedly back to the theme of virtus, the quality that defines a vir, man-liness:  something that is always imperilled by one man’s (potentially servile or effeminate) subordination to another, for example Horace’s to Maecenas.  Horace’s epistolary defense rests first on the philosophical meditation on the conditions for self-ownership that runs through the collection (a theory of virtus), and second on two politely disobliging letters in which he declines to do what Maecenas wants him to do (virtus in practice).  In one of these, Horace even casts himself as a long-absent Ulysses opposite Maecenas’s increasingly impatient Penelope: like Ulysses, Horace is a liar (mendax, Epistles 1.7.2), and he too will return “home” to the tune of the swallow’s song (hirundine prima, 13).  A less savory identification shows up in a pair of letters warning aspiring friends-of-the-great to shun the role of meretrix (courtesan or prostitute:  Epistles 1.17.50-57, 1.18.1-4).  Mercenary and untrustworthy, the meretrix embodies the vices of the false friend; the true friend finds his reflection instead in the loyal matrona (1.18.3-4).  But either way, the comparison of the aspiring amicus to a woman compromises his virtus, the crucial term about which Epistles 1.17 draws ironic circles (Horace’s crass addressee evidently fancies himself a conquering hero) and which Epistles 1.18 redefines as a middle course between servile accommodation and macho self-assertion (virtus est medium vitiorum, Epistles 1.18.7):   an amiable pliability that remains just this side - the virile side - of effeminate softness.
 
On those rare occasions when women take center stage in Horace’s hexameters, they appear as desirable sexual objects or repulsive sexual subjects, caught up in a discourse that is still more about men than about women.  In Satires 1.2, a poem long subject to decorous truncation by bowdlerizing editors, mankind’s propensity to behavioral extremes is further illustrated by men’s tendency to pursue the wrong sort of women:  too low (sordid, promiscuous) or too high (married, aristocratic).  It is the latter, “romantic” desire for the unattainable that is the focus of Horace’s Epicurean critique, which recommends appeasing the sexual appetite with objects either readily attained or already possessed—a slave girl or boy, for example (116-17).  Whereas the penis is personified and endowed with a voice, with which it irritably reproaches its overfussy proprietor (68-71), the object of desire is dehumanized—compared to a horse (best to look it over thoroughly before purchasing the merchandise, to make sure that all’s sound, 86-90), or a golden goblet or luxurious dinner (unnecessary frills, like high status in a woman, to the satisfaction of an appetite, 114-16).  And at the satire’s comic climax, where Horace counterpoints his own carefree sex act with an anxiety-fraught adulterous encounter, his naked obscenity does without not only the trappings of romance but even the object, grammatical and sexual:  “And I don’t fret, while I’m fucking [dum futuo], that her husband may come hurrying back from the country, the door fly open, the dog bark…” (127-28).

In Satires 1.8, a statue of the phallic god Priapus (another talkative penis) takes over from the satiric speaker to tell us about two scary witches who have been practising magic in his garden, drawn by the lingering spirits of the dead (the garden, formerly a graveyard, belonged to Maecenas, as Horace’s readers would have known).  The moral checklist quoted earlier included witches among the dark fears a philosophically sound man ought to be able to laugh off, and this satire is indeed funny, albeit mostly at the expense of the speaker, who ultimately frightens the witches out of his garden not with any glorious virile display but with a fart of terror.  Yet in the end it is the discomfited witches who are presented to us as the proper targets of laughter, as they run off shedding false teeth and hair and magic accoutrements, a sight to provoke “a lot of laughter and joking” (cum magno risuque iocoque videres, 50) in Priapus’s imagined audience. Though Priapus is himself a mere hunk of wood (truncus, 1) shaped by a sculptor and given voice by the satirist, it is the witches whose bodies are here seen to be subject to disintegration, as if their comical “truncation” could compensate for the satiric speaker’s own.
  

This aggressive but only semi-effectual Priapus could be the tutelary divinity of Horace’s Epodes, published around the same time as the second book of Satires, soon after the victory of the young Caesar over Antony and Cleopatra near Actium in 31 BCE.  Whereas the satirist pointedly overlooks the upheavals of the 30s, the epodist builds them into the framework of his book, which is anchored from the start in the uneasy ebb and flow of current events:  the first poem shows Maecenas pledging allegiance to Caesar on the eve of Actium, an example Horace follows by pledging allegiance in turn to Maecenas (Epodes 1.1-14; though he readily concedes he may be reckoned “unwarlike and not steady enough” for the battle to come, imbellis ac firmus parum, 16).  It is in part this new engagement that brings women into new prominence.  Relatively unthreatening targets, women give the epodist a way of managing the free-floating anxieties of civil war.  The witches banished by Priapus in Satires 1.8 reappear in two epodes, exulting in purported triumph over their masculine victims—in the dramatic sketch of Epodes 5, a little boy; in the dialogue of Epodes 17, the final poem of the collection, Horace himself.  These lurid fantasies of emasculating witchcraft are complemented by two remarkably obscene poems levelled against sexually rapacious women to whose challenge Horace has failed to rise; Horace retaliates by representing them as grotesque assemblages of disgusting body parts, smells, and sounds, unredeemed by the trappings of elite status and discourse they parade (Epodes 8, 12).  In poems such as Epodes 11 (a rueful confession of Horace’s erotic susceptibility) and 15 (a half-hearted threat directed against an unfaithful mistress), the collection also offers the first samples of what we might recognize as Horatian “love poetry”:  if Horace’s hexameters represent a radically un- or even anti-elegiac world, his epodic couplets not only superficially mimic the elegiac couplet but admit something resembling “elegiac” content. 
  Epodes 11 and 15 are certainly engaging scenes from an erotic comedy.  Yet when read alongside the obscene invectives of Epodes 8 and 12 and the witch-haunted dramas of Epodes 5 and 17, these light-hearted representations of erotic humiliation can also register as another, diffferently styled expression of masculinity under threat.

What helps hold together the miscellaneous material of the Epodes is their common stress on masculine impotence, variously manifested as Horace’s unwarlike shakiness, his sexual inadequacy, his emotional inconstancy, and also as the uncontrollable civil violence deplored in poems such as Epodes 7 and 16.
  Whereas what Horace gives us in the Satires is a world from which (but for the satires discussed above, and bit appearances elsewhere) women have already been effectively banished, what the Epodes dramatize is the ongoing labor of expulsion, which might guarantee, if it were ever completed, the virtus of the men remaining behind.  The context of the civil war, in particular the Battle of Actium, is critical:  it is above all Cleopatra whose blend of sexual allure and political expertise energizes the repulsion of Horatian obscenity.
  Though he glances at both Sextus Pompey and Antony in Epodes 9, and intermittently launches energetic assaults against other (significantly non-elite) men (the upstart ex-slave of Epode 4, the “stinking Maevius” of Epodes 10), it is against the sexually unrestrained women in whose bed he unaccountably keeps finding himself that Horace unleashes his most violent invectives.  Just as Cleopatra gave the young Caesar a way to reconfigure the final phase of Rome’s prolonged civil strife as a war against an external enemy, so the women of the Epodes allow Horace to attack without doing irreparable damage to the civic fabric.

This differentiation also informs Horace’s Odes.  Though the Odes do satirize, sometimes gently and sometimes quite harshly, the varied vices of men—the greed of the landowner, the discontent of the rich, the self-indulgence of the lover, the inconsistency of the philosopher-turned-soldier—Horace reserves his nastiest attacks for women.  The famous ode on Cleopatra (Odes 1.37) overlooks Antony, focusing instead on the vices of the emasculating queen, mad with ambition and drunk on hope (a propagandistic caricature famously discarded by the end of this brilliant poem, however).
  Women whose desires have outlived their attractiveness are likewise excoriated as out of touch with (social) reality (Odes 1.25, 3.15, 4.13; it is worth pointing out that there are no comparable poems to pueri delicati past their prime).  The differential treatment of the “girls and boys” (virginibus puerisque, Odes 3.1.4) to whom Horace addresses the ambitious sequence commonly known as the “Roman odes” is particularly striking.  While Horace in Odes 3.5 condemns the surviving soldiers of Crassus’s army (conquered by the Parthians roughly thirty years earlier) for abandoning their Roman upbringing and “going native,” when he looks around the contemporary Roman scene in Odes 3.6 what really catches his eye is the immoral behavior of the girls, who go from bad (before marriage, when they cultivate Greek dancing and other pernicious arts of seduction) to worse (after marriage, when they begin their strings of adulterous liaisons).  Though the same ode also castigates the complaisant husband (the young wife rises to join her lover “not without the complicity of her husband,” non sine conscio / . . . marito, 3.6.29-30; Horace has in view Augustus’s program of moral legislation, which would soon make such complaisance illegal), the grammatical and rhetorical focus remains on the misbehaving wife.  Further, whereas Odes 3.2 elaborates a positive model of masculine, military virtus for the boys in the audience, there is no comparable model set before the eyes of the girls, unless we count the stern mother who bred up Roman soldiers in the rustic past, lamented as a long lost ideal near the end of Odes 3.6. 

That ideal has been recovered, or is at least within reach, by the time we reach the Carmen Saeculare, the hymn Horace wrote for performance by a chorus of boys and girls (the same, as it were, to whom he addressed the improving images of the Roman odes) at Augustus’s Secular Games of 17 BCE.  The Games were designed to announce the new age inaugurated by the implementation of Augustus’s program of moral reform, which included laws criminalizing adultery, penalizing citizens who failed to marry, and providing incentives to encourage the production of offspring.
  The boys and girls in the chorus accordingly join in asking the appropriate divinities to watch over “mothers” and to foster the decrees of the senatorial “fathers” concerning “the yoking of women and the marriage law productive of new offspring” (Carm. Saec. 17-20).  From the fertility of mothers the chorus passes to the fertility of the good earth, and thence to a comprehensive prayer for the good of the community:  “Gods, give upright morals to the teachable young, rest to the elders at ease, property and offspring and every adornment to the race of Romulus” (45-48).  The girls might locate themselves among the “teachable young,” whom Horace, usurping or mediating the role of the gods, has already provided with “upright morals” (insofar as the performers of the Hymn “are” the boys and girls morally (re-)formed by the Roman odes, Horace is celebrating his own as well as Augustus’s achievement). Yet the implicit message of the hymn, which moves centrifugally from domestic to imperial space (subsequent stanzas will take up the imperial victories of Augustus), is that the girls are to efface themselves behind or within the unmarked masculine community, to which (gods willing) they will one day contribute “property and offspring.”  And indeed by the end of the poem they have decorously vanished:  we are left with the prayers of “men” and “boys” (quindecim … virorum, 70:  the college of priests; puerorum, 71:  the chorus).
  Desire has naturally no place in such a hymn, unless it be the communal desire that finds expression in prayer. 

Desire

         Viewed from the vantage point of normative gender roles, desire figures chiefly as the enemy:  it makes men soft.  So Horace reproaches Lydia for “destroying” Sybaris by turning him away from the toughening proto-military exercises in which he once excelled (Odes 1.8) and advises the elegist Valgius, trapped in the endless repetitions of his mournful couplets, to master his emotions and adopt a more virile poetics (Odes 2.9).  The superior vantage point Horace adopts in odes such as these helps confirm his own masculine poise.  Knowledge is “hard”, ignorance “soft”; the innocent or amorously blinded always find themselves at a disadvantage. Horace’s love poetry is typically the poetry of experience, not innocence—of diagnosis, not bafflement.  In Epodes 11 Horace lucidly describes his own propensity for serial infatuations, one erotic entanglement severed but simultaneously replaced by another, and in Odes 1.33 he analyzes the plight of the elegist Albius (Tibullus?), forlorn at a rival’s success, as one instance of our universal tendency to love the scornful and scorn the loving.  One of Horace’s most knowing and inflexibly virile pieces of erotic rhetoric is the sweet talk of Odes 1.23:  three stanzas addressed to a girl who shuns his advances out of misguided fear, clinging to the mother and childhood she has (so he asserts) outgrown.
   The innocent Chloe is as timid as the shuddery prey whose springtime jitters fill the middle stanza:  “for whether the approach of spring bristles in the shifting leaves, or green lizards push apart the brambles, [the fawn] trembles, heart and knees” (5-8).  And Chloe’s suitor proceeds to underscore the analogy in the act of disavowing it:  “yet I am not, like some fierce tiger or African lion, chasing you to break you” (9-10).  Insofar as this is a poem not just about gender but of desire, its erotic energy is generated first by the agitation of the landscape, rustling with imminent sexual knowledge, and then by the final image of predation—delicate foreplay, as it were, followed by a fantasy of sexual assault.

But the ode to Chloe is exceptional.  Elsewhere in Horace’s poetry desire finds its opening not in the virile certitude this poem deploys but in the discovery or creation of uncertainty.  Even the famous “Pyrrha” ode (Odes 1.5), a quintessential song of experience, the ironic musings of a survivor of the storm of love, opens not with knowledge but with questions:    what perfume-soaked stripling is forcing his ardent attentions on you now, Pyrrha?  Granted, the answer doesn’t matter.  Whoever it is, Horace knows his future:  he will experience the same reversal, marvel at the same transformation, suffer the same shipwreck, as all Pyrrha’s others lovers, Horace among them.  And yet the very form of the question, along with the amused criticism of the young lover’s naivete that it conveys, opens up the possibility of desire.  Is Horace perhaps proposing himself to Pyrrha as a candidate for a different kind of affair, an urbane affair of experience?  The possibility glanced at in this ode is brilliantly dramatized in the dialogue of Odes 3.9, which culminates in the proposed reunion of the estranged speakers, against their better judgment, and despite the supposedly superior attractions of their current partners (the authenticity of desire is thus guaranteed by its refusal to listen to reason).  But my point is that it is the rhetorical instability of the Pyrrha ode, its indeterminate temperature (warm or cool?), that generates its erotic appeal.

Though Horace often deplores the unmooring of identity produced in those who succumb to desire, this unmooring is a crucial part of his poetics.  Horace knows how to make the most of waywardness.  Consider the final stanza of the ode to the forlorn Albius, ousted by a rival (Odes 1.33.13-16): 

ipsum me melior cum peteret Venus

grata detinuit compede Myrtale

libertina fretis acrior Hadriae

curvantis Calabros sinus.

I myself, when a better Venus was in pursuit, was held fast in welcome shackles by Myrtale, a freedwoman more violent than the Adriatic that makes the Calabrian coastline curve.

The self-inclusion is rhetorically effective:  Horace’s detached perspective on mismatched desire is the fruit of bitter experience.  Yet the specificity of the final image, set as it is in a centrifugal syntax (Horace’s sentence, though complete with Myrtale, spins outward from there), works to derail the poem from its instructive conclusion, sending Horace and his readers back inside the experience of desire.  Acrior:  Myrtale is “more violent” (like a stormy sea) but also “more passionate” (unlike her presumably sedate rival) and “sharper, more pointed” (in contrast to the alluring curves the sea carves out of the coast).  Though rejected by Horace’s good judgment as inferior to a “better Venus,” Myrtale, even in recollection, seduces him into lingering once more over the enticing landscape of  her oxymoronically angular curves.  

One recurring figure for this seductive confusion of qualities is the girlish boy, smooth-cheeked and long-haired, marked out by his “softness” (mollitia; cf. Epodes 11.4, 24) as a fit object of desire for men, yet himself on the verge of manhood, and potentially attractive to women as well.  An ode contemplating a girl named Lalage (Odes 2.5), whom the hyper-masculine speaker objectifies as an unbroken heifer or unripe grape not yet ready for virile consumption, ends by swerving away toward less certain images of lovers past:  fugitive Pholoe; Chloris with her white shoulder gleaming like the moon’s reflection in the sea; and finally Gyges, a boy who, if set down in a group of girls, could confound judgment, with his flowing hair and sexually ambiguous (still beardless) face.  A discrimen obscurum, Horace calls  him:  an uncertain distinction, a shadowy division.  It is the suspenseful hesitation of the syntax and image that makes the reader stick, ensnared by the poem, as the speaker by his fugitive memories.
  

A similar oscillation or chiaroscuro informs Odes 4.1, in which the now aging poet sets out to persuade Venus to leave him alone (he is too old for love; his friend Maximus will be a more effective campaigner; etc.), only to be swept back by questions of desire (Odes 4.1.33-40):  


sed cur heu, Ligurine, cur

manat rara meas lacrima per genas?


cur facunda parum decoro

inter verba cadit lingua silentio?


nocturnis ego somniis

iam captum teneo, iam volucrem sequor


te per gramina Martii

campi, te per aquas, dure, volubilis.

but why, alas, Ligurinus, why does the infrequent tear slide down my cheek? why does my eloquent tongue trip midspeech into unseemly silence? In my dreams at night, now I’ve got you, and now I chase you flying across the grassy Field of Mars, chase you, hard heart, through the Tiber’s fluent stream.

Unlike Gyges, more girl than boy, the Ligurinus of Horace’s dreams is located in a Roman space, the Field of Mars, and is engaged in improving and approved Roman activities:  he is toughening himself up, racing and swimming as the Sybaris of Odes 1.8 was wont to do, before Lydia whisked him away into the shadows of her bedroom.  The same location sets off the distracting glamor of Enipeus:  “Take care Enipeus doesn’t find more favor with you than he should,” Horace warms Asterie, and then adds, seductively, “though no other skilled at handling a horse is as admired as he is on the grassy Campus, and no other swims as fast down the Tuscan river” (Odes 3.7.25-28).  Who is out there looking on appreciatively or swooningly as the young men strip down to work out on the Field of Mars and to plunge their hardened bodies into the lambent Tiber?  In Odes 1.8 Horace may be reproaching Lydia not only for softening up the virile Sybaris but also or chiefly for depriving his admiring fans of their accustomed pleasure.
   

One critic has suggested that the perfected virility—the agility, strength, corporeal mastery—of Ligurinus and his kind represents the ultimate (narcissistic) object of desire for the Roman man.
   Yet for Horace, the axis of desirability is less virile vs. feminine than young vs. old.  The young desire, and are desirable.  The old desire too, alas!  and what they desire, in Horace’s poetry, is chiefly the fugitive image of their lost youth.   This image gleams out of Horace’s excuses to Maecenas in Epistles 1.7 (25-28):  “If you want me never to go away, you will have to give me back my unflagging stamina, the black curls framing my brow, my sweet eloquence and becoming laughter, and my tipsy laments at the flight of that reckless girl Cinara.”  Horace links compliance with Maecenas’s desire to a resumption of his lyric persona (Odes 1-3 had been published a few years earlier).  Yet these lines paint Horace not only as a young lover but also as a youthful beloved, object as well as subject of desire, like the beautiful boys he elsewhere celebrates, suited for the embraces of men as well as women.  It is as if Horace had taken fugitive Cinara’s place, leaving Maecenas to sob alone in his disconsolate cups.  

We are at liberty to domesticate the image by reading it allegorically, as a response to Maecenas’s request for more lyric poetry (such a request is the implied background of the refusal Horace metes out to Maecenas in the first of his epistles).  But we can also reverse the direction of our interpretation and take the image as an emblem of the erotic appeal of Horatian poetry.  We are encouraged to do just that by the envoi to Epistles 1, Horace’s wittiest exposition of his poetry’s desirability.  In this reluctant send-off, Horace personifies his book as an attractive boy foolishly intent on marketing his charms to the world at large.  The book is at once a beloved slave, determined to run away from his doting master (as Horace has run away from his own “master” Maecenas), and a surrogate son, a diminutive, portable “Horace” whose peregrinations will perpetuate Horace’s name and image, and disseminate his pleasurable products, in the world and into the future.  Though the realist poet of the Epistles imagines the material book rapidly aging, it is safe to say that the only body that has any hope of remaining perpetually fresh, young, and desirable is the transmaterial “body” of Horace’s poetry.

The channeling of desire into poetry also shapes Horace’s last love poem.  In Odes 4.1, the aging Horace insisted to Venus that “no woman or boy” (nec femina nec puer, 29) could turn his head any more.  If Ligurinus is the boy who immediately proves Horace wrong, the Phyllis of Odes 4.11 (which follows, not by chance, a second ode to “cruel” Ligurinus) is the woman (femina, 34, a rare noun in Horace’s poetry).  Horace’s household is getting ready for a party, the altar is wreathed in anticipation of the sacrifice of a lamb; Phyllis is summoned to attend.  The party marks a great event in Horace’s year, the Ides of April, the birthday of “my Maecenas” (19), who occupies a place of honor in the poem’s central stanza.  It seems Horace has a bit of reluctance to overcome on Phyllis’s part, since he goes on to insist that the young man she has her eye on is not for her—Telephus is already taken, held fast by a wealthy, sexy girlfriend (puella, 22).  Think of the sad fate of Phaethon and Bellerophon, Horace advises, and don’t overreach!  What is left for Phyllis, it seems, is Horace. And what is left for Horace is Phyllis, or rather her answering, desirable voice (31-36):  

       age iam, meorum

finis amorum

—non enim posthac alia calebo

femina—, condisce modos, amanda

voce quos reddas; minuentur atrae


carmine curae.

Come now, last of my loves (I won’t warm to another woman after this), learn the measures well so you can render them with your lovely voice; black cares diminish with song.

This close reworks the final stanza of an earlier poem from Odes 4, in which Horace imagines a a newlywed proudly recalling her role in performing Horace’s own Carmen Saeculare (4.6.41-44): 

ego dis amicum

saeculo festas referente luces,

reddidi carmen, docilis modorum


vatis Horati.

When the age brought round the holiday, I rendered a song dear to the gods, having learned the measures of the bard Horace.

The points of contact are very numerous,
 and they incline me to propose that Horace is not just placing himself again in the role of lyric instructor
 but revisiting, from a different angle, the Secular Games, with the anniversary of Maecenas’s birth in place of the civic saeculum, and a modest blood sacrifice (not a normal component of Horatian drinking parties) in place of the splendid offerings that punctuated the Augustan ritual. Horace’s poems usually downplay the contributions of slave labor to aristocratic leisure, but this poem has its own reasons for reversing that decorous policy.
  The slave “girls mixed with boys” (mixtae pueris puellae, 9-10; puellae in the sense of “slave girls” is a notable anomaly) who race about getting the house ready for the party reconfigure the elite boys and girls who formed the double (not mixed) chorus that performed the Carmen Saeculare.  It is as if the whole stable hierarchical world envisioned and wishfully prolonged by the communal hymn were darkening and shifting before our eyes.  

Whereas the Carmen Saeculare rigorously demarcates gender roles, this ode, as the “mixing” of boys and girls emblematically suggests, repeatedly confounds them.  The slight dislocation involved in inviting Phyllis to a party honoring Maecenas (why isn’t the poem addressed to Maecenas, as several earlier Horatian invitations are?) invites us to ponder the relation of the “last” of Horace’s “loves” and the patron he elsewhere addresses as his poetic alpha and omega (Prima dicte mihi, summa dicende Camena, Epistles 1.1.1).   Some suspect that Horace’s advice to Phyllis serves as a tactful reminder to a purportedly overreaching Maecenas, who may have permanently offended Augustus sometime in the period preceding Odes 4—hence, we are told, the absence of any poem dedicated directly to Horace’s patron.
   Yet if Maecenas did fall from favor, it would be more in Horace’s manner to rewrite this history than to rehearse it.  Far from aping Augustus and excluding Maecenas from the party, Horace here represents himself as the one who has fallen from favor:  his beloved Maecenas is, it seems, otherwise engaged.  This would align Maecenas with Phyllis’s Telephus, and Horace with Phyllis, as two disappointed lovers who may find solace in each other.  Whereas Ligurinus reflects a younger self, Phyllis (a femina, not a puella) looks more like the mature Horace of the present.
  The moment of identification across the gender divide—untinged, for once, by anxiety or hostility—is peculiarly moving.   The “lovely voice” Phyllis is called upon to supply is also the voice with which Horace’s readers reanimate his poetry, thereby diminishing their own black cares.  

FURTHER READING

There is a wide-ranging account of Roman and Horatian sexual mores and humor in Richlin (1992).  Henderon (1999) provides seminal discussions of gender issues in the Epodes (ch. 4) and Satires (ch. 7) as well as suggestive comments on the gender dynamics of Odes 3.22 (ch. 5).  Gender is intermittently foregrounded by Oliensis (1998) (especially chs. 2 and 5).  On gender roles in the Odes, see Leach (1994) (focusing on Odes 1.8) and (in French) Desbordes (1979) (a systematic overview tethered to Odes 3.12).  On Horace’s poetic “bisexuality,” see Woodman (2002).

There are several useful overviews of “Horace as a love poet,” most recently Arkins (1993) (partly resuming but not superceding the sympathetic accounts of Reckford (1959), Boyle (1973), and Lyne (1980)).  Putnam (1986) illuminates the workings of desire across Odes 4.  Current studies of individual love poems typically include some consideration of gender roles (especially the distribution of power between lover and beloved); see, e.g., Johnson (2003); Sutherland (1997).  Ancona (1993), the only book-length study of Horatian desire, offers an intelligent critique of the then scholarly status quo as well as thoughtful readings of a series of odes, focusing on the interplay of desire and temporality.  On Horatian homoerotics, see Oliensis (1997).   On the erotics of Horatian poetic form, see Lowrie (1998) ch. 7 (esp. 304-14); Oliensis (2002).
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� See, eE.g., Richlin (1992) , and chs. 4 and 7 of Henderson (1999). 


�E.g., Lyne (1980) 190-238.


�I do not have space here to fill out, much less defend, these characterizations; my hope is that the other essays in this Companion will help my readers put these and other claims in context.


�Or, for that matter, how to interact with women on any other basis.  I am aware of the danger of filtering the topic “gender” through the topic “erotics,” as if the one inevitably implied the other. 


� Bernstein (1987).


�On Horace’s bid for freedom in Epistles 1, see further Johnson (1993).


� This paragraph largely resumes Henderson (1999) 186-91.  On Horatian truncation, see further Gowers (1993).


� With Epode 11 Horace starts and, beginning not coincidentally with the lover’s discourse of Epodes 11, incorporating elegiac metrical material into his “epodic” couplets; sincorporate metrical elements of.  See Barchiesi (1994). 


� See Fitzgerald (1988), with Watson (1995), the latter conveniently resuming recent scholarship in an attempt to save Horace’s reputation. 


� Henderson (1999) 104.


� On contemporary representations of Cleopatra, see Wyke (1992). 


� For a good overview, sA good overview in ee Galinsky (1996) 128-40.


�The commentaries offer various palliatives, without however banishing the rhetorical asymmetry.


�On this poem see Ancona (1994) 70-4.


� Cf. Sutherland (1997) 40.


� As Leach remarked by Leach (1994) 338s, it may be these exercises that caught Lydia’s eye in the first place; likewise Desbordes on the love-smitten Neobule of *..  


� Desbordes .(1979) 80.


� The distinction between the book and work it carries is crucial to Catullus 1, an important model for the Horatian envoi; see Fitzgerald (1995) 38-42. 


� amicum ~ amanda, reddidi ~ reddas, carmen ~ carmine, docilis ~ condisce, modorum ~ modos; following the Carm. Saec., both odes adopt the Sapphic stanza.


� So Quinn (1980) ad loc.


� Only in the second book of Satires, where he has particular reasons for advertising his elite status, does Horace give us a comparable impression of the slaves that crowded his house.  The closest parallel within the Odes (and it is not very close) is Odes 1.19, where plural pueri tote the necessary equipment for Horace’s sacrifice to Venus (13-15).


�Murray (1993) 103.


�And as a poet, Horace identifies with Sappho as well as Alcaeus: Ancona (2002); Woodman (2002).





