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LINDSAY WATSON

The Epodes: Horace’s Archilochus?

Horace’s Epodes were composed in approximately 42-30 BC,
 during Rome’s bloody transition from republic to autocracy. Dramatically speaking, the book is set in the run-up to the battle of Actium on 2nd September 31 BC.
 The Epodes were for many years the least regarded of Horace’s works. Reasons include a tendency to focus on a few explicitly historical pieces (1, 7, 9, 16) to the relative exclusion of the rest,
 and a prudish distaste for the explicit sexuality of Epodes 8 and 12.
 In the last two decades, however, there has been a re-awakening of interest in these difficult and fascinating poems, with Satires 1 the earliest of Horace’s works. Three commentaries have appeared since 1992 and there have been a number of important general studies.
 The current trend is to read the Epodes holistically, that is to say as an integral body of verse.
 This represents a reaction to sometimes over-schematic attempts to divide the book up into balancing pairs
 and the abovementioned tendency to privilege the ‘serious’ poems at the expense of the lighter, more occasional pieces. But the pendulum has perhaps swung too far in the other direction. To embrace a holistic reading is to underplay the polymorphous diversity of the collection – in this respect a direct inheritor of Callimachus’ Iamboi
 – and to risk enshrining as overarching themes certain topics (e.g. the dog star, dyspepsia)
 of dubious universality.

The title Epodes derives from epodos sc. stichos, ‘an epodic verse’. This properly describes a verse which follows or ‘echoes’ a preceding (usually longer) one, but came by synecdoche to refer to the epodic distich and by extension to a poem composed in a series of such distichs.
 The most straightforward example of this system is Epodes 1-10, composed after the model of Archilochus frgs. 172ff. West in a succession of iambic trimeters followed by dimeters. The systems employed for Epodes 11-16 are less homogeneous, the metre of the second or ‘epodic’ verse being broadly speaking different from the first, while in the case of the transitional poem 11, an Epode with an identifiably Archilochean  metrical forerunner,
 the second verse is anomalously but permissibly longer than the first. In the final poem, the epodic structure is abandoned for stichic iambic trimeters.

‘Epodes’ is the name by which Horace’s book is usually known, but it is by no means certain that this represents the poet’s own choice of nomenclature. When Horace speaks of these poems he uses the generic descriptor iambi.
 The issue of title is important. Were it certain that Horace styled his book Epodi, it would seem that he was playing on epode, ‘spell, incantation’,
 in recognition of the pivotal role played by magic in the fabric of the work. Unfortunately the evidence in favour of ‘Epodes’ derives from late Antiquity, and it perhaps most judicious to leave open the question of whether Horace labelled his book Iambi or Epodi.
 If in what follows the title ‘Epodes’ is adopted, this is in deference to convention and house style.

In Epistles 1. 19, a retrospective of his poetic career, Horace boasted 

                         Parios ego primus iambos 

 ostendi Latio, numeros animosque secutus

 Archilochi, non res et agentia verba Lycamben 

‘I was the first to introduce Parian iambics to Latium, adopting the rhythms and the spirit of Archilochus, but not his subject matter and the words that hounded Lycambes’ (23-5). 

 Horace is apparently saying that he transplanted to Roman soil the metres and ethos of Archilochus, the seventh century Greek poet of Paros who was credited with inventing the iambic genre, but did not engage in sustained attacks on a single individual, as Archilochus did in the case of Lycambes, who supposedly promised Archilochus the hand of his daughter Neobule, then reneged upon his undertaking, unleashing in the poet a torrent of vengeful invective which drove Lycambes and his daughters to suicide.
 Also implicit in this pocket history of the Epodes’ genesis is Horace’s dilution of the extreme virulence for which Archilochus was notorious.

A second piece of evidence for the literary seed-bed from which the Epodes sprang comes in Epode 6, ‘namque in malos asperrimus/ parata tollo cornua,/ qualis Lycambae spretus infido gener/ aut acer hostis Bupalo’, ‘for, most savage against them, I raise my horns to attack the malignant,
 as did his son-in-law spurned by faithless Lycambes or Bupalus’ fierce antagonist.’ Here, in a programmatic
 exploration of the iambic ethos, Horace states that he will respond to provocation in the relentless fashion of Archilochus with Lycambes, or Hipponax, the sixth century poet of Ephesus, who, in a suspicious replication of the Lycambes-story,
 supposedly hounded to death his enemy Bupalus by the lethal violence of his attacks.

As we have just seen, in his account of his literary models for the Epodes, Horace privileges Archilochus. Recent criticism has taken the poet at his word.
 Hence it will be convenient to examine the Epodes through the lens of the archaic Greek poet, while simultaneously holding up to scrutiny the poet’s claim to be a Roman Archilochus. For the most pressing challenge which confronted Horace when he took up his iambic stylus was how to make iambus relevant in the sociohistorical matrix of 1st century BC Rome, a process of accommodation which inevitably demanded significant modification of literary and thematic modalities. Moreover, the Archilochean character of the book is overlaid with additional influences in the shape of Callimachus’ Iamboi (3rd century BC) and Horace’s immediate predecessor in iambus, Catullus,
 two vital if not explicitly acknowledged presences in the book.  

Archilochus famously declared himself both poet and soldier,
 and it is no accident that Horace commences the Epode-book with a piece which revisits the Archilochean motifs of poetry, friendship and war by sea. At the same time, in a programatically significant adumbration of a dominant thematic,
 he disclaims Archilochean bellicosity and virility, styling himself a mollis vir, ‘a womanish man’, imbellis ac firmus parum, ‘unwarlike and lacking in strength’ and comparing himself to a mother bird which fears for its unfledged chicks but cannot offer them protection against the superior might of predators (10, 16, 19-22). 

It has been noted that iambic, in Archilochus’ hands, was a potent instrument of social control, articulating and promoting ideals common to the poet and his sodality, and conversely showering with mockery those who deviated from that standard.
 It has equally been remarked that iambos typically arises in times of social change or political stasis:
 the iambic poet hence feels empowered to preach to the populace at large appropriate behaviour at crucial junctures in their history. It is no surprise to find Horace, in the crisis-ridden 30s BC, taking up that particular Archilochean mantle: in Epodes 7 and 16 he harangues the Romans, in tones of deep pessimism,
 for their headlong rush into the self-destructive madness of civil war. And in similar fashion, the attack on the loathsome parvenu of Epode 4, or the twin broadsides against the superannuated sexuality of the high-born matron of 8 and 12 can be read at one level, not as the expression of  personal animus, but as symbolic of the moral deliquescence of the dying Republic.

By adopting a genre a poet simultaneously appropriates that genre’s persona.
 An important  aspect of the iambic voice is that it is partial, biased, unilateralist. This dimension of iambus is productively harnessed by Horace, as he moves from outsider to insider over the course of ten years. Returning to Italy ‘with wings clipped’ after Philippi (42BC), where he fought unsuccessfully on the side of the Liberators, Horace found himself deprived of his paternal estate, and, he claims, constrained by poverty to write verses.
 Among his earliest efforts were the ‘civic’ Epodes 7 and 16, dating, most would agree,
 to 39-8 BC. Here the poet’s stance is judiciously impartial. ‘The Romans’ are excoriated en masse for their renewed descent into internecine strife. Not a word is said about those responsible for the recrudescence of  civil war, the rival dynasts Antony and Octavian, and, less culpably, Sextus Pompey. Instead the blame is placed, nebulously, on an ancestral curse that dogs the race and the tendency of powerful states to consume themselves in an orgy of self-destruction. 

Such even-handedness will not last. In 38 BC, according to the accepted dating,
 Horace’s artistic promise saw him taken up into the entourage of Octavian’s man of affairs, Maecenas, with all the obligations to trade mutual benefactions that such a relationship entailed,
 in Horace’s case the composition of politically engaged poetry. Epode 4 is revealing of the resultant development. Datable to the months before the final showdown with Sextus Pompey in 36 BC, the poem is an attack on the inordinate rise to wealth and position of a delinquent ex-slave. In that sense the Epode maintains Horace’s earlier stance as a promoter of civic hygiene, since the loathsome arriviste symbolises the topsy-turvydom and class porousness which characterised the death-throes of the Republic. But on the other hand the concluding revelation that the parvenu has been enrolled as a military tribune on the Octavianic side (17-20) provides the launching pad for two propagandist messages, one explicit, one implicit: first, an officially-inspired misrepresentation of Sextus as a piratical leader of renegade slaves (pointing the irony of the worthless ex-slave’s fighting against them),
 second, the imputation that the Octavianic forces are the morally superior side and should have no truck with the likes of the parvenu. And by placing the second half of the poem in the mouth of passers-by Horace makes the citizens, tendentiously, endorse views to which many would not in fact have subscribed.

The apogee of Horace’s ideological partisanship is Epode 1’s thematic twin, Epode 9, set in the confused hours following Actium. In keeping with the emergent regime’s pretence that the Actian campaign was against a foreign foe, the focus is on Cleopatra, her eunuch minions, symbols of eastern decadence, and the degradation to which the Antonian soldiers submit by their servitude to both (11-16). The defeated Antony is designated a hostis, ‘enemy of the state’, signifying his alienation from his homeland (27),
 while the routing of Sextus Pompey from his natal element the sea
 is made a harbinger of definitive success in the present campaign (7-10): an account of Sextus’ career egregiously at odds with the facts.

Iambos traditionally blended praise with blame:
 the dispraise of the Antonians in 9 is framed by enthusiastic endorsements of the Caesarian cause. But the most characteristic generic marker of iambus was undoubtedly its aggressiveness, a feature captured in the association of iambos with Greek iapto, ‘hurl a weapon’ and an insistence that the poetry of Archilochus, the inventor of the genre, was fuelled by rage: Horace’s ‘Archilochum proprio rabies armavit iambo’, ‘furious anger armed Archilochus with the iambic that was particularly his own’ (Ars 79) succinctly expresses both ideas.
 The Parian poet’s outpourings of hostility were most famously associated with his vengeful attacks upon the Lycambids: but his displeasure was equally vented against others, in tones of varying intensity. Iambic aggression is duly replicated in the Epodes. Here too the mood can vary from wry amusement or derisive laughter to unbridled rage. And, also as in Archilochus and iambic more generally, anger can take the form of aischrologia, obscene abuse, a key aspect of iambos which reflects alike the genre’s presumptive origins,
 its profound misogyny and the scurrility for which Archilochus was notorious.
 All the women of the Epodes, in keeping with the reductionist dialectic of anti-feminism, are objectified as body, or viewed through the filter of their sexual activities. A case in point is the sex-crazed old woman of Epode 8, who, in a brutal catalogue of her corporeal parts, is disabused of the notion that she can produce in Horace a flicker of desire: 

‘to think that you can ask what unstrings my virility, decaying as you are with a long aeon, when your teeth are black and advanced old age ploughs wrinkles into your brow, and there gapes between your shrivelled buttocks an ugly anus like a dyspeptic cow’s! But of course I am turned on by your withered bosom and breasts, like a mare’s udders, and your flabby belly and skinny thighs tacked on to swollen ankles.’ (1-10). 

 The literary pedigree of this thumbnail sketch is too complex to go into here.
 But certain of the details explicitly advertise their Archilochean pedigree,
 and the poem as a whole is fed by the further currents of explicitly Roman colouring (11-16) and a Catullan taste for transgressive language.

Thematic variety is a much-studied aspect of the Epodes:
 these incorporate, in addition to poems previously mentioned: a super-hyperbolic squib on garlic gastralgia (3); curses invoking shipwreck and death upon ‘stinking’ Maevius (10); a rhapsodic account of rural beatitude rounded off by a famously debunking conclusion (2); lengthy treatments of the murderous activities of the nightmarish witch Canidia (5, 17); proto-elegies and lyric (11, 13-15) which impart to the second half of the book a notably different character from the first, deliberately problematising its generic identity as iambus. Too often such variety has been ascribed to the influence of Callimachus’ richly diverse book of thirteen (or seventeen) Iamboi, without a parallel awareness that iambos as practised by its archaic representatives Archilochus, Hipponax and Semonides was equally a hodgepodge.
 In part this was an inevitability, given the highly occasional, ‘here and now’ character of early iambus: an occasionality which Horace conspicuously strives to replicate. With the partial exception of 2, 6 and 11, all the Epodes take their starting point from a particular moment in time. 

It has been remarked that the iambic poet, who victimises others, is himself victim.
 Archilochus’ attacks upon Lycambes and family, like other of his fusillades, are retributory, that is to say predicated upon offence taken or hurt suffered: in the case of Lycambes the only means of recourse against an irremediable wrong.
 On one occasion Archilochus complains ‘for you are being throttled by your friends’ (frg. 129 West), and both he and Pindar speak, significantly, of his amechania, ‘helplessness.’
 Hipponax represents himself as a starveling buffoon, embroiled in a gamut of humiliating situations,
 and Callimachus too is not free of self-abasement.
 This aspect of iambus is powerfully developed in the Epodes. It has been the focus of important studies over the last fifteen years,
 critics variously speaking of Horace’s self-fashioning as a ‘feckless’, ‘toothless’ or ‘impotent’ iambist, the last term being understood in both a narrowly physiological and a transferred sense. It is argued that the two dimensions come together in exemplary fashion at Epod. 15. 11-12.
 Here, threatening to replace with another the congenitally faithless Neaera, who has already discarded him for a more promising mate, Horace fatuously blusters ‘o dolitura mea multum virtute Neaera!/ nam si quid in Flacco viri est’, ‘o Neaera who will suffer much from my firmness. For if there is any manliness in “Floppy”...’, a self-deflating apostrophe unlikely to strike terror into Neaera’s bosom.
 Critics are divided on whether the ‘impotent iambist’ approach can successfully be applied to every one of the Epodes:
 but it has been plausibly argued that the simile of the bird in Epode 1, unavailing in her attempts to protect her fledglings from attack (19-22) is an imagistic adumbration of what becomes a dominant thematic of the book.
 

Thus far we have considered the Epodes from the perspective of Horace’s debt to Archilochus. It is time to register some departures from the Archilochean template. A start may conveniently be made with further discussion of iambic impotence. In the biographical tradition at least the attacks of Archilochus on the Lycambids, and Hipponax on Bupalus were charged with lethal violence. In a symbolic announcement of the potency of his iambic venom, Hipponax’s first book of iamboi figures Bupalus as a pharmakos, ‘scapegoat’, a ritual which very probably ended in death.
 Consider now by contrast Horace’s third Epode, which utilises the traditional iambic motif of the curse.
 The differences from the archaic protoype are as important as the thematic convergence. This brief piece dramatises an attack of indigestion suffered by Horace after eating a dish over-liberally seasoned with garlic at the house of Maecenas, who apparently finds Horace’s sufferings highly amusing.
 The effects of garlic are ludicrously associated with some of the most deadly substances known to criminology or mythology - hemlock, the incendiary drugs with which Medea smeared her rival’s bridal gifts, Hercules’ envenomed shirt. According to the absurd (il)logic of the poem, then, Horace has been fatally poisoned by the offending condiment.
 And what is his reponse? ‘If you ever again conceive a desire for such a substance, jesting Maecenas, may your girl block your kiss with her hand and sleep at the edge of the bed’ (19-22). Horace’s riposte to his ‘poisoning’ is to invoke upon Maecenas a minor sexual rebuff, moreover at some unspecified time in the future (‘if you ever again’...). There could not be a clearer example of a toothless curse,
 a self-contradiction in both imprecatory and iambic terms: the curses of the dying (for so Horace ridiculously represents himself) were thought to be invested with especial potency;
 as for iambus, its tendency to disproportion in exacting revenge was often remarked,
 a pattern laughably nullified here. And this imprecatory toothlessness is emblematic of that blend of assertiveness and weakness which characterises the Epode book as a whole: a weakness which Horace develops to a significantly greater degree than Archilochus, elevating it to a cardinal motif of the collection. 

So far as we can judge in the fragmentary state of our knowledge, nothing in the preexisting iambic tradition can have prepared Roman readers for the prominence awarded to magic in the Epodes. 
 The two pieces devoted to the activities of the arch-witch Canidia (5, 17) comprise almost a third of the verses in the collection, and it is seen as symbolic of her importance in the literary weave of the whole that Canidia is literally given the last word in the book.
 Why did Horace develop the theme of magic with such anomalous expansiveness? Some speculative answers may be proffered. At the most basic level this represents an attempt to enhance the thematic parameters of iambus (always a hospitable genre), a process which runs parallel to the generic experimentation so integral to the book. Another instigating factor might have been contemporary politics: Horace paints magic in the vilest colours (in Epode 5 Canidia kidnaps a child in order to use his desiccated innards as a love charm, in 17 her spells reduce Horace to skin and bone while vindictively denying him release in death). This may have as backdrop a push in the 30’s by Octavian and his ministers to stamp out magic, and simultaneous attempts to brand Sextus Pompey and his followers as devotees of necromancy (significantly, Canidia is shown practising this in the contemporaneous Satires 1).
 

Another consideration was surely an intellectual fascination with the gruesome arcana of magic; a fascination equally visible in Ovid, Seneca and Lucan, ultimately dependent upon familiarity with books of magic, like those mentioned at Epode 17. 4-5, which are known to have circulated freely in Antiquity and are vestigially preserved in the Magical Papyri excavated in Egypt during the 19th century. From a literary-historical perspective, Horace may be feeding off Virgil’s 8th Eclogue or perhaps Catullus, of whom the Elder Pliny tantalisingly remarks that he wrote of amatory incantations:
 more generally the theme of anti-social magic offered a promising canvas upon which to develop that taste for the grotesque which was one of the many inheritances of Hellenistic literature at Rome. Lastly, at a symbolic level, Canidia can be read as the Horatian correlate of Archilochus’ bête noire Neobule, or alternatively Iambe/Baubo, the presiding genius of iambic:
 both figures are conspicuously sexual, like Canidia, whose magic is driven by lust.

The prominence of Canidia points up another important divergence from Horace’s archaic models. While women had been a perennial target of attack in iambus, for the most part
 they are denied speech (iambus likes to silence the opposition).
 By contrast Horace gives his females expansive opportunities to express themselves. Canidia speaks at length in Epode 5 and the dialogic 17, while 8 and 12 report respectively at first and second hand the strident protests to Horace of the sexually affronted matrona. It is not however to be supposed that, by giving his female characters such extensive air time, Horace precisely empowers them. Rather, he both empowers them by granting speech and simultaneously disempowers them by the unloveliness of the characters which their words disclose. Horace invests them with the anger and sexual jealously which were held to be peculiarly female vices,
 not to mention a profound lack of self-awareness which makes them appear ridiculous – and Horace too for becoming embroiled with such.

Horace, it was noted, claimed that his version of iambus moderated Archilochus’ ferocity,  a contention which might seem disingenuous to modern readers of 8 and 12, with their irate female-driven phallocentrism and explicit crudities. Horace had however a precedent for this claim in the shape of his generic predecessor Callimachus.
 Moreover, one might reflect upon the anonymity of the target(s) of 8 and 12, which dilutes somewhat the force of the poet’s attack, particularly when compared with the First Cologne Epode of Archilochus (frg. 196a West), which named and sexually shamed Lycambes’ daughters. Further, it is arguable that Horace’s language in the sexual Epodes is not as robust as in the more colourful fragments of Archilochus,
 than whom Hipponax is still coarser.
 

The point comes into sharper focus if one compares the extremes to which libertas, ‘frank speech’ ran in Catullus,
 who, pace Horace, has a valid claim to be considered Rome’s first iambic poet.
 Horace, it has been argued,
 consciously sanitises the pugnacity of his Satires, eschewing the devastating aeschrology which the former drew from the language of the street, and a similar process may be at work in the Epodes. At all events, Epodes 8 and 12 pale by comparison with some of the more cloacal outpourings of Catullus, such as poems 37 or 97, or - especially interesting because written in the metre of Epodes 1-10 and a direct continuation of the Roman iambic tradition as represented by Catullus and Horace – the little regarded Catalepton 13, an astonishing sexually-based dissection of an unidentified Luccius.

Lastly, some features of the Epodes, whether Archilochean or not, which there is no room to discuss here: Horace for the most part attacks type-figures, the presence of whom in Archilochus is a deeply contested issue;
 the architecture of the Epodes, which divide into two metrically demarcated and unequal parts, each poem, 13 excepted,
 having its thematic partner, either within its its own half or across the internal divide (1 and 9, 7 and 16 etc.);
 ‘imbrication’ or leakage of motifs from one Epode to the next;
 the Epodes as a locus for generic problematisation, an issue metapoetically explored in 11-17;
 the iambist as both insider and outsider (Archilochus allegedly the son of a slave woman Enipo but articulating the ideals of the elite symposium,
 Horace the freedman’s son with a conduit to the most important men in Rome); the foregrounding of the poet’s likes and dislikes, a feature common to Archilochus, Catullus and Horace (in the Epodes perhaps taking over some of Catullus’ exclusivity);
 the metrical legacy of Archilochus and Callimachus.

FURTHER READING

Of recent commentaries, Cavarzere (1992) is first-rate, with a useful bibliography on each poem, Mankin (1995) helpful but idiosyncratic, especially on chronology, Watson (2003) fullest, offering the first detailed exegesis of the magical Epodes and featuring an interpretative essay on each Epode. The most important general studies are Fitzgerald (1988), Watson (1995), Gowers (1993) and Oliensis (1991/1998): the last two sometimes pursue interpretative trajectories having little basis in Horace’s text. On generic hybridisation Barchiesi (1994) and Harrison (2001) are mandatory, as are Fraenkel (1957) and Nisbet (1984/1995) on the political Epodes. On the latter Kraggerud (1984) is provocative but stimulating. Among studies of individual poems, noteworthy are Du Quesnay (2002) on 1, Cairns (1975) on 2, Buchheit (1961) and Dickie (1981) on 6, Wagenvoort (1956) on 7, Watson (1983) on 11, Lowrie (1992) on 13, Watson (2001) on 14, Reynen (1964) on 16. Grassmann (1966) is most informative on the ‘erotic’ Epodes 8, 11, 12, 14 and 15 and their literary background. Fedeli (1978) usefully surveys the Hellenistic and neoteric background to the Epodes. Hanslik (1958) discusses the contested issue of whether Maecenas and Horace were at Actium.
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� Henderson (1987), 112, 116, Watson (2003), 23-8.


� Generic hybridization in the Epodes: Leo (1900), Heyworth (1993), Barchiesi (1994), Harrison (2001).


� Archilochus’ Enipo’s son: frg. 295 West. Archilochus and the symposium: Bowie (1986). 


� Catullan exclusivity: Krostenko (2001).  But Catullus like Horace may have felt himself an outsider too: Tatum (1997).     


� Watson (2003), 43-5.




























































































    











