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RICHARD RUTHERFORD

Poetics and Literary Criticism


Study of Horace as a critic of literature normally and justifiably focuses on the Ars Poetica and on the two ‘literary’ epistles of Book 2, to Augustus and Florus; sometimes the three poems in which Horace discusses the satiric genre are also brought into the picture (Satires 1.4, 1.10, 2.1).
  But the poet’s comments on other writers and on literature in general are not confined to these works; nor is the subject matter of those poems restricted to literature. In this essay I try to present a broader view, and consider a number of recurring preoccupations which can be traced in Horace’s writings from first to last.


We need be in no doubt that Horace was familiar with the terminology and conceptual framework of ancient literary criticism.
 He described himself as learning the perils of anger from studying the Iliad at Rome (that is, in his schooldays : Epistles 2.2.41-2); elsewhere he shows full awareness of the moralising readings of both Homer’s poems (Epistles 1.2).
 His splendid characterisation of Pindar runs through several of the categories into which that poet’s work was divided in the Alexandrian edition. He aspires to join the ranks of the lyric bards (alluding to the ‘canon’ of Greek lyrici established by Hellenistic editors); he draws on Aristotle’s Rhetoric for his characterisation of the different age-types, and also uses ideas derived (perhaps at some remove) from the Poetics; he alludes to Aristarchus as the model of the judicious critic.
 As we might expect from so bold a metrical innovator, he is familiar with discussions of metrical usage, and seems to exploit Hellenistic theories about the relation of Lesbian lyric to iambic.
  Like Virgil, he is evidently acquainted with the commentary tradition which underlies our scholia on Greek authors, especially Homer: thus duplicis in Odes 1.6.7 presumably reflects his choice of one interpretation of the disputed adjective polutropos in the proem of the Odyssey
; and the cynical treatment of Penelope in Satires 2.5 probably springs from Hellenistic controversy over her attitude to the suitors (cf. Sen. Letters 88.8). Similarly the reference in one passage to ‘mascula Sappho’ clearly hints at ancient discussion of her sexual orientation.
 Yet his attitude to scholarly debate, like that of many poets, can be mocking and dismissive. Who first composed elegy among the Greeks is a vexed question: ‘the schoolmasters are in dispute, and the case is still under litigation’ (Ars Poetica 78). Sharper still is the sardonic use of the Grecism critici at Epistles 2.1.50-1 (Ennius is a sage and valiant and a second Homer, ‘so the cognoscenti declare’).
  Although Horace is well-informed about critical discourse, he often treats the experts’ debates light-heartedly or satirically. Even those themes which are most fully developed in his work-- such as the generic hierarchy, the value of Greek models, or the importance and dangers of imitation-- are creatively adapted to his own context and purposes.


Besides learning from books, Horace evidently valued the interaction and exchange of ideas with contemporaries. Tibullus is thanked for his frank criticism of Horace’s sermones (Epistles 1.4.1); a well-known passage at the end of the first book of Satires lists a further dozen or so names of readers (poets among them) whose judgement Horace esteems (candour is also ascribed to one of these, Furnius). At the end of the Ars Poetica tribute is paid to another friend, Quintilius, who knew how to give advice free of flattery (438-44). In the same poem we see Horace offering himself as a potential reader to the younger Piso (385ff.). Elsewhere he performs at a distance something not far from that role for Florus and the other young poets in Tiberius’ entourage (Epistles 1.3). Although Horace has many harsh things to say about recitations, he admits that he does take part in them, though only among friends and under pressure (Satires 1.4.73); as in the Catullan circle, we can guess that partial drafts or particular poems first found receptive ears in that context. The ode to Pollio is clearly a reaction to recitations from the great man’s History (Odes 2.1: note 18 ‘auris’, 21 ‘audire’). This context may also explain some of the links that have been seen between the poetry of Horace and his contemporaries (esp. Odes 3.3, which echoes themes important in the unpublished Aeneid).


So much by way of background. In what follows I consider four themes which seem central to Horace’s thinking about literature: genre-consciousness, the parallel of life and art, perfectionism, and the poet’s ethical and social responsibilities. The topics are related and recur in varying combinations; they surface in different ways in different works. Generic context and addressee make a difference: Horace speaks more technically and indulges in more polemic against individuals in the hexameter poetry than in the Odes, and the manner he adopts when addressing a youthful acolyte like Florus differs from the tone in which he writes to Maecenas, let alone Augustus. It also makes a considerable difference at what stage in his career Horace is writing: he naturally takes a more tentative approach in his earlier works, for all their boldness, whereas in the poetry of his maturity he speaks with greater authority: the bard of the Ludi Saeculares is a figure of laureate status, proud of his achievements (Odes 4.3), and we can reasonably assume that by that date many Roman readers would be interested to know what he had to say about poetry.  Despite all these reservations, however, we shall see that the continuity in Horace’s thinking is considerable.

Genre and cross-generic criticism
Horace, like all the Augustans, is acutely conscious of generic distinctions and relationships: indeed, his listing of the major genres in the Ars Poetica is a key text for ancient assumptions about literary forms.
 This concern has a number of aspects. First, he is strongly aware of his own choices of genre and of writing in a tradition. This is partly signalled by homage to the founder(s) or the most significant figures of the genre in question: Lucilius in the satires, Archilochus and Hipponax in the book of iambi; in the Odes Alcaeus receives special mention. Second, knowledge of the generic ‘rules’, flexible though these were, is considered essential for any poet: diction, metre and subject should be appropriate to the genre chosen. Here genre is intimately bound up with another key concept of ancient criticism, that of decorum or propriety.  Third, neither reverence for one’s predecessors nor respect for decorum is incompatible with a willingness to criticise and a desire to outdo those distinguished models. Even when the echo of a model is particularly close, the allusion can be seen as a challenge. In Odes 1.37 Horace’s opening, the famous ‘nunc est bibendum’ (‘now is the time to drink’), echoes Alcaeus’ celebration of the death of his enemy Myrsilus (fr.322 L-P). The well-read reader will anticipate that in Horace’s poem too a tyrant is dead. But the echo is a form of one-upmanship: the faction-fighting and party politics of tiny Lesbos in the sixth century are dwarfed by the significance of the victory and the death which Horace is about to praise, a landmark in Mediterranean history, which settles for years to come the destiny of the Roman world, a fact already obvious to Horace and his contemporaries.


 This aspiration to outdo one’s model is more explicit in the case of Lucilius (see section on ‘Perfectionism’ below), a Roman predecessor: perhaps the  Greek classics need to be treated more cautiously, but even here Horace claims to have improved on Archilochus, civilising and taming the older poet’s aggression. It is now widely recognised that Latin imitators often embody a form of criticism in their reworking of model texts. If we had the whole of Lucilius’ third book, in which the poet narrated a journey to South Italy and Sicily, we would be better equipped to assess Horace’s sustained imitation in Satires 1.5: as it is, we can at least see that he tightened up the narrative, eliminating repetition and the use of Greek words or clumsy expressions; also, the Horatian poem takes up only 104 lines, whereas Lucilius apparently spent a whole book on the journey.
 All of this is in line with Horace’s criticisms of Lucilius elsewhere in Satires 1.  


We see in Horace a keen awareness of the relationship between genres and their ‘ranking’ in the hierarchy. In the ancient world there was not a fixed and universally accepted hierarchy of literary forms, but a loose grouping of ‘high’ genres (epic, tragedy, sometimes history) in opposition to ‘low’ (epigram, satire, iambic, much elegy). The status of lyric was attractively ambiguous, for lyric poetry was itself an inclusive form embracing a great variety of poets and types of poem. It made a great deal of difference whether a poet was imitating Pindar or Anacreon: as Horace does both, he can represent the Odes as inspired, ambitious and prestigious poetry, or as trivial and frivolous.  It is perhaps more characteristic of him to adopt the role of a lesser writer, admiring more ambitious artists but modestly disclaiming any ability to scale the poetic heights. This is of course typical above all of the recusatio or polite refusal.  Odes 1.6 is a well-worn example (1.6.5-12) :.

nos, Agrippa, neque haec dicere nec gravem

Pelidae stomachum cedere nescii

nec cursus duplicis per mare Ulixi


nec saevam Pelopis domum

conamur, tenues grandia, dum pudor 

imbellisque lyrae Musa potens vetat

laudes egregii Caesaris et tuas


culpa deterere ingeni.   

We do not attempt, Agrippa, to speak of these things,

nor of the bad temper of Peleus’ son who did not know

how to yield, nor of the voyages of Ulixes the double-dealer,


nor of the savage house of Pelops.

We are too slight for these large themes. Modesty

and the Muse who commands the unwarlike lyre forbid us

to diminish the praise of glorious Caesar and yourself


by our imperfect talent.    [tr. D. West]

Here the principle of propriety comes into play: Horace as a lyric poet cannot do justice to these majestic themes, but would mar them with inappropriate or inadequate language: the use of stomachum and duplicis, which convey a sense of Homer’s subject matter but lower the tone below the appropriate epic level, is calculated to demonstrate this.
 Of course, Horace protests too much: in the stanza which follows this extract he expresses himself in suitably grandiose terms, as though to show that he could do it if he wanted.
 The recusatio is both apologetic and self-assertive: the author can have his cake as well as eating it. 


When Horace comments on another poet or another genre, it is frequently in order to establish his own position in relation to these. Often he declares his own inferiority, but there is usually a submerged note of self-promotion nonetheless. A fine example (which also includes Horace’s longest description of an earlier poet) is the opening of Odes 4. 2, the praise of Pindar.
 Here the Greek lyricist is presented as beyond rivalry: to emulate him is perilous. Horace is again playing the recusatio-game, rejecting (it seems) an invitation to compose Pindaric verse for a given occasion. After the splendid period in which he sings Pindar’s praises, Horace contrasts the Dircaean swan with the humble, low-flying Matine bee, engaged in its productive labour just like Horace (operosa parvus/carmina fingo, ‘small as I am, I shape painstaking poetry’). But not only has the resonant eloquence of his description itself imitated the manner of Pindar; the very image of the bee as a symbol of poetic composition derives from that poet (P. 10.54, fr. 152).   Thus while praising Pindar as an unapproachable genius, and explicitly contrasting his own undertakings, he also claims a kind of affinity with his great predecessor. 


Odes 2 1, addressed to Pollio, is in some ways parallel.
  On the one hand Horace expresses admiration for Pollio’s momentous theme and powerful narrative style (which for a few stanzas he brilliantly emulates). On the other hand, he warns that the subject is potentially dangerous: the ashes are still warm. At the end of the poem, breaking off and upbraiding his muse, he urges her to turn away from such gloomy material (suited to Simonidean dirges) and return to the delights of love and the cave of Venus. The lyric poet has paid tribute to the tragic historian; but the conclusion insinuates that Pollio’s work is all very well, but almost too lugubrious to give pleasure for long. To put it in these terms is of course to exaggerate—the ode is, after all, in honour of Pollio; but the change of direction in the final stanza does allow a glimpse of an alternative path, a further perspective.


To sum up, Horace’s handling of genre-contrasts and related topics is rarely detachable from his concern with his own work and its status in relation to that of others, including his own predecessors.

Life/art analogies


One feature of Horace’s literary criticism which has received much attention is his Callimachean preoccupation with the big-small antithesis, the opposition between short, subtle, sophisticated craftsmanship and crude, over-inflated, bombastic work. Especially interesting are the ways in which he creates analogies between the way this antithesis works in literature and the ways it figures in life: style mirrors lifestyle, and vice versa.  Poets were traditionally poor; philosophers advocated simple fare; satirists are preoccupied with images of appetite and gross self-indulgence. Horace draws on all these conceptions and plays many variations on them.
 One passage which makes the parallel particularly clear is Odes 2.16.33-40, where the contrast of Grosphus’ wealth and Horace’s relative poverty is patent: the accumulation of clauses, the hundred herds, in opposition to the ‘parva rura’ (‘small fields’) that constitute Horace’s property and the ‘spiritum ..tenuem’ (‘slender breath’) of Horatian poetry. Tenuem, of course, evokes the Callimachean ‘slender muse’; the reference to scorning the malicious mob also echoes Callimachus, recalling at least two passages in which the poet declares his superiority to envy. Thus the passage expresses and endorses Callimachus’ ideals, while extending them to the poet’s own way of life.


This complex of ideas is found throughout Horace’s oeuvre. The Satires provide particularly clear illustrations. In the first poem of book 1 much is made of the idea of ‘sufficiency’: enough is enough, in both poetry and life. The avaricious man is never satisfied: he prefers to take from a huge heap of supplies rather than a small one, he would sooner draw the same amount of water from a big river than a small spring. Again we observe imagery that Callimachus had applied to poetic activity transferred to an ethical context. But the literary application is not forgotten. Early in the poem Horace emphasises that the examples of human discontent are numerous enough for him to go on indefinitely: loquacem/ delassare valent Fabium (‘enough to tire out long-winded Fabius’) (1.1.13-14); at the end of it he recurs to the same idea, in a passage that brings the two sides together (116-21) :

Inde fit ut raro, qui se vixisse beatum

Dicet et exacto contentus tempore vita

Cedat uti conviva satur, reperire queamus.

Iam satis est. ne me Crispini scrinia lippi

Compilasse putes, verbum non amplius addam.  

This is why we can rarely find anyone who says he’s lived a happy life and who, when his time is up, departs content, like a satisfied guest. That’s enough; in case you think I’ve plundered the sore-eyed Crispinus’ desk, I shan’t add a word more.

Just as the avaricious man needs to curb his desires, so the satirist needs to keep his diatribal eloquence within bounds. ‘satur’ and ‘iam satis est’ echo the earlier ‘nil satis est’ (62). It is hard to resist the suspicion that there is also a play on the name of the genre, perhaps indeed a paradox: since the term satira is so often connected with the idea of a platter or a type of food, diverse and abundant,
 Horace’s drive for self-restraint is in a kind of tension with the sprawling excesses of the genre.

 
More explicit combination of life and art, and more aggressive use of food metaphors, can be seen in one of the passages attacking the epic poet Furius (S. 2.5.39-40) :  pingui tentus omaso/ Furius hibernas cana nive conspuet Alpis,  

‘swollen with rich tripe, Furius bespatters the wintry Alps with white snow’.

The inflated bombast of the inept epic poet is internalised as fattening and ill-digested food; the poet is like his work.
  This idea too is widespread in Horace: similarly Plautus is disparagingly described as being like the clowns and parasites whom he puts on stage in his plays (Epistles 2.1.170-6), and Pollio makes his audience’s ears ring with the blaring of trumpets (that is, describes the trumpet-call to battle in his History, Odes 2.1.17-18): in the last case the merging of author and text is made still more natural by the fact that Pollio himself has played a part in the events he narrates.

Perfectionism

 Horace is a stern critic of others’ work. In the Ars Poetica he remarks that ‘neither men nor gods nor booksellers can tolerate the existence of mediocre poets.’ (372-3)  He evidently thought that there were far too many people writing too much (Satires 1.4.141-2, and esp. Epistles 2.1.108ff.), and the hexameter poems are studded with caustic references to inferior writers.
  He is particularly harsh on mere imitators, of himself or others (Epistles 1.19); though respect for tradition is vital, imitation alone is not enough. The man who can only croon the lyrics of Calvus and Catullus is dismissed as an ‘ape’ (Satires 1.10.18-19).
 Even writers of considerable standing can be quite caustically handled: Tibullus, whose judgement Horace esteemed, is mocked for his ‘pitiful elegies’ (Odes 1.33) and Valgius similarly is urged to pull himself together and ‘put an end at last to your sentimental laments’ (Odes 2.9.17f., cf. 9).  It is plausible that Horace, who relished brevity and variety of tone, found erotic elegy tedious and self-indulgent.
 Already in the Epodes elegiac motifs (derived from Gallus?) are humorously deployed and juxtaposed with the more dynamic note of iambic aggression (Epodes 11, 15); in the Odes the stock situations of the elegiac lover are regularly parodied (e.g. 3.10).
 

 
His judgements of older literature are much more detailed. The criticisms of Lucilius in the Satires foreshadow a broader and more ambitious assault on older Latin poetry in the Letter to Augustus. He complains of Lucilius’ casual attitude to poetic composition: for all his merits, he wrote too quickly and easily, and at excessive length; also, his readiness to include Greek words and phrases marred the purity of his work. The complaint about long-windedness is widespread: quality is more important than quantity, but Crispinus (Satires 1.4.13-19) and the bore of Satires 1.9 are blind to this.  When Horace renews the criticism of Lucilius in Satires 1.10 he introduces a more challenging point, one which involves seeing Latin literature historically. Granted that Lucilius’ poetry represented an advance on his predecessors, men unfamiliar with Greek models; nevertheless, Lucilius himself found fault with Ennius and Accius, and if Lucilius were alive today he would apply stricter standards, he would prune and edit his work more. Latin has developed, and poets must set themselves more exacting targets (cf. Ars Poetica 290-94). Even Homer can be criticised: Horace is annoyed (‘indignor’) when the master falls short of his normal excellence, though conceding that some falling-off is to be expected in a lengthy work (Ars Poetica 358-60). It is interesting to contrast the opinion of Ovid, that a face is more attractive for a mole, and still more that of Longinus, for whom flawed magnificence is to be valued far more highly than dull consistency (On the sublime 33).


The question of poetic standards is closely related to the issue of the poet’s audience. Here Horace appears uncompromising.  Again the principle is that ‘small is beautiful’—large audiences are unwelcome, whereas a select group of informed judges will be more discriminating. He disdains recitations (Satires 1.4.71-8, esp. 73-4, 1.10.73ff., Epistles 1.19.41f.), and does not want his works to endure exposure in bookshops or suffer from the hands of sweaty readers (Satires 1.4.72); his preferred critics are men of taste and culture (Satires 1.10.81ff.). He does not court his audience, or woo the academic critics (Epistles 1.19.39-40); the worst that can befall the escaping book of epistles is to become a school text (Epistles 1.20, cf. Satires 1.10.75). In lyric mode he declares his hostility to the profanum volgus, and seeks the seclusion of a sheltered grove (Odes 3.1.1, 1.1.32). There is, however, a contradiction in Horace’s position, for as a poet he naturally seeks to be as widely read and as famous as possible (e.g. Odes 2.20, playfully paralleled at Epistles 1.20.13), 
 and as a satirist he needs to speak to a wider public if his claims to act as a critic of society are to have any meaning.  The self-mocking humour of one of the passages on this theme shows Horace to be aware of the tension in his position (Satires 1.10.74-7):

    



An tua demens 

Vilibus in ludis dictari carmina malis?

Non ego; nam satis est equitem mihi plaudere, ut audax, 

Contemptis aliis, explosa Arbuscula dixit.   

Or are you crazy enough to prefer your poems to be dictated in paltry schools? Not me; it’s enough for the knights to applaud me, as Arbuscula, contemptuous of others, dauntlessly said when hissed off the stage.

The affectation of contempt for popular applause is clearly a self-defensive pretence in the mouth of an actress; by quoting the words of a female, and a theatrical performer, and applying them to himself, Horace deflects accusations of elitism and deflates his own fastidiousness.


These topics-- the contrast between older poetry and new, the need for exacting standards, and the importance of a select and discriminating audience—are revisited and united in the Letter to Augustus. There Horace insists that older Latin literature is over-valued; moderns should not be dismissed for their novelty, but judged by their quality. ‘I am annoyed when something is blamed not because it is crudely or inelegantly written, but because it is recent.’ (Epistles  2.1.76-7)  His criticisms of earlier poetry are polemical and not altogether fair: the slapdash composition of Plautus is condemned, but no mention is made of Terence, a far more careful and refined artist, whose plays Horace quotes and alludes to elsewhere. The polemic is driven by Horace’s own critical agenda: he attacks the ancient in order to vindicate the modern. We may doubt that he would have ventured such a bold assault earlier in his career, and in particular before the publication of the Aeneid made clear that the Augustan age would be seen as a high point in the history of Latin literature.
 A further contrast, which becomes more explicit as the poem advances, is between the spectator in the theatre and the reader in his study. Public taste has been degraded by extravagant theatrical spectacle; processions and visual display, even the costumes of the performers, distract the audience’s attention from the words the actors have to utter (182ff.).  Augustus was a keen enthusiast of the theatre, but Horace presses upon him the claims of the non-dramatic poet. The princeps needs to become more of a good Callimachean reader. 

The poet in society

For Horace, neither literary creation nor literary criticism exists in a vacuum. The poet has a duty to his art, but also a responsibility to society.  In the earlier oeuvre the emphasis falls more on the art. In the Satires, for all the enthusiastic praise of Lucilius as a lambaster of public immorality, it is hard to see Horace as living up to the same standards of bold outspokenness.
  Horace does not advise the city but individuals. A particularly telling passage is the defence of satire in Satires 1.4.78ff., where the poet replies to the accusation that he takes pleasure in injuring others, and this is the motive for his writing. Rather than asserting the moral role of the satirist and the need to speak out about bad men, Horace prefers to shift the accusation into one of personal maliciousness: the situations envisaged involve the dinner table, not the forum (80-1, 81 ‘amicum’, 86-91, 95); the weighty apostrophe ‘Romane’ (85)  is deceptive. Satire becomes more personal and ethical, less antagonistic and less political. The justification draws on ethical discussions going back to Aristotle
, but the explanation must go deeper, relating to Horace’s low status and the uncertainty of the times.


Ethics, then, provide a safer battleground than social or political comment directed at the great issues of the day. Most relevantly to literary criticism, Horace comments ironically on his fellow poets and their habits. His criticisms are presented dramatically and by implication in Satires 1.9, where the bore represents everything that is unsuited to the cultivated circle of Maecenas: self-satisfied conceit, composition with an eye on speed and quantity, pushiness, insensitivity, self-interest. The proper way for someone seeking to win Maecenas’ approval is indicated through counter-example, and made explicit in Horace’s mild protest (Satires 1.9.48-52):




‘non isto vivimus illic


quo tu rere, modo; domus hac nec purior ulla est


nec magis his aliena malis; nil mi officit, inquam,


ditior hic aut est quia doctior; est locus uni


cuique suus.’ ‘magnum narras, vix credibile!’

 ‘We don’t live there on the basis you’re assuming; no household is as honourable as that house of his, or so remote from vices like these. I tell you, it’s nothing to me if one man is richer or more learned than I am; each individual has his own assigned place.’ ‘What you say is extraordinary; it beggars belief!’

The bore is anonymous, perhaps a mere type, but being a poet he is a type particularly relevant to Horace, almost a caricature or reversed image of the author. In the epistle to Florus and his friends, Horace deals with real people and offers more explicit advice on poetry itself: by this stage he is an established figure, able to instruct younger men. Although enquiring about their poetic efforts, he cautions them against faults which he evidently thinks them likely to fall into: Titius is warned against bombast, Celsus against plagiarism.
 Ethics and poetry are intertwined, as is natural in the most philosophic book Horace wrote. 
 Florus himself is urged to follow his natural bent and leave poetry for philosophy (as Horace represents himself as doing or wishing to do in the first poem of this book). It goes with this that poets are increasingly seen as a vain and temperamental lot (Epistles 1.13, 1.19.19ff., 41-7, 2.2.89-105).


With the second book of epistles we encounter a more positive vision of the poet. Partly this reflects Horace’s higher standing (especially perhaps after the Ludi Saeculares); in 2.1 it doubtless also corresponds to the interests and attitudes of Augustus (cf. Suet. Div.Aug. 89). Literally at the centre of Epistles 2.1 is the passage in which Horace outlines the value of the poet to the community: he guides the young towards virtue, removes or warns against vices, recounts virtuous deeds, gives consolation and comfort, trains choirs to sing hymns to the gods (124-38). This is of course an idealised vision, suited to the lofty addressee; it does not adequately describe what Horace’s own poetry does or could be thought to do; and the description is not free of more whimsical elements (esp. 122-3). Yet it would be a mistake to suppose that it does not form part of Horace’s conception of poetry: this is shown by the analogous passages in the other literary epistles. In 2.2 the writer’s task is again outlined (109-25). In that passage the focus is on the choice and use of words, the poet’s duty to enrich and purify the language, but this task is described in terms which associate the writer with the functions of the state: he will act as a censor, dismissing and including those words which have earned such treatment.
  Here admittedly the political imagery is used to illuminate the labour of the artist rather than vice versa.  Finally, the Ars Poetica devotes extended attention to the qualities and duties of the poet (306ff.): morality, rooted in philosophic study, must form the foundations (309-11), and the best poet will instruct even as he gives pleasure. A notable passage outlines a sequence of poets as cultural heroes and benefactors or civilisers of the community (391ff., naming Orpheus and others).  It is because Horace holds such high standards and sets such store by poetry that he is hostile to verse which breeds dissension or malice: the frankness of the old Fescennine verses was corrupted into licence, and had to be restrained by law (2.1.145-55). In the Satires he evaded warnings of the dangers of mala carmina with a jest (Satires 2.1.80-6); by the time of Epistles 2 he himself is endorsing the constraint of literature by law. Fortunately Horace died too soon to see this legal suppression of poetry re-enacted, with the exile of the libellous Cassius Severus and of Ovid.


I have tried to show that Horace’s literary-critical thinking looks in two directions—inward, at the verbal and stylistic quality of the work of art and its intertextual relationship with other literature, and outward, at the impact of the writer’s work on society. We might say that the one approach focuses more on form and style, the other gives more priority to content, and especially to a didactic aspect. The first might be loosely labelled Callimachean (or neoteric?), the second Augustan. Ancient literary criticism always felt a strong gravitational pull towards the moral-didactic interpretation of literature, often oversimplifying the moral content genuinely present in the work. Readers of Horace’s treatment of the Homeric epics, mentioned at the start of this paper, will know that Horace is no exception.  But this can hardly be an adequate summary of all Horace’s thinking on literary matters. I have already noted that his account of the virtues of the poet includes some humorous touches: it is no very high praise of the bard to assure the reader that he refrains from defrauding his ward, or that he lives on pulse and black bread (2.1.122-3). An elusive irony runs through many passages where poetry is under discussion: Horace is concerned to avoid being seen as too proud or portentous. 

Moreover, the more definite and demanding his claims for poetry, the more he is concerned to distance himself from the poetic profession: satire is no true poetry, according to Satires 1.4; he himself has resigned from poetic lists, and will serve merely as a whetstone for others, according to the Ars Poetica (301-5).  There are analogies here with the treatment of philosophy in the Epistles: there, wisdom is a goal which the poet is constantly failing to  reach, and his own imperfection and inconsistency are thematised in the collection. Where poetry is concerned, we may be less ready to accept that Horace is not up to the task. Perhaps indeed there is a sense in which the rules and the prescriptions are deliberately flouted: Horace is bolder and more innovative than the critici would approve. The Ars Poetica itself offers an example: it is no accident that such stern advice on the need for harmony and unity should be placed in a poem which to most readers seems bafflingly diverse and disharmonious. In the Ars he affects to be finished with poetry, writing as an outsider.
 There is surely a paradox here, similar to that in Plato’s Phaedrus: just as Plato criticises writing within a written dialogue, so Horace disclaims the status of poet within a poem.   It is not surprising that Horace’s precepts prove inadequate as a summary of his practice: the wings of poetry will always outstrip the plodding pursuit of criticism, even the best, the poet’s own.

FURTHER READING

On many aspects of Horace’s literary criticism, especially as regards the long literary epistles, the first recourse will naturally be to the commentaries and discursive essays in Brink (1963, 1971, 1982), but the work is somewhat indigestible. The much shorter commentaries on the literary epistles by Rudd (1989) may be found more accessible (Kilpatrick (1990) has an essay on each of the long epistles). A broad account of Horace’s critical position, with extensive citations from throughout his oeuvre, is provided by Commager (1962) ch. 1. For literary criticism in the Satires Rudd (1966) is still a reliable guide; for more detail on background, see also Freudenburg (1993).  A very penetrating paper on Horace’s poetry and status in his later career is Feeney (2002). On genre, besides the classic treatment by Kroll 1924, there is a valuable essay by Barchiesi (2001c): see also Harrison (forthcoming, a), which focusses on Virgil and Horace. On assimilation of literature and ethical lifestyle see Mette (1961), Bramble (1974) and Cody (1976).

I am grateful to the editor, and to Dr. D. C. Innes, for comments on a draft of this essay.
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