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Perhaps no classical writer has been so consistently in vogue as Horace. Famous in his own lifetime as a close associate of the Emperor Octavian, to whom he dedicated several odes, Quintus Horatius Flaccus (65–8 BCE) has never really been out of fashion. Petrarch, for example, modelled his letters on Horace’s innovative Epistles while also borrowing from his Roman forebear in composing his own Italian sonnets. The echo of Horace’s voice can be found in almost every genre of medieval literature. And in later periods, this influence and popularity if anything increased. Yet, as Paul Allen Miller shows, while Horace may justifiably be called the ‘poet for all seasons’, he is also in the end an enigma. His elusive, ironic contrariness is perhaps the true secret of his success. A cultured man of letters, he fought on the losing side of the Battle of Philippi (42 BCE). A staunch Republican, he ended up eagerly (some said too eagerly) promoting the cause of Julio-Claudian imperialism. Viewed as the acme of Roman literary civilization, he was shaped by his Athens education at Plato’s famous Academy. This new introduction reveals Horace in all his paradoxical genius and complexity.
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Paul Allen Miller is Carolina Distinguished Professor of Classics and Comparative Literature at the University of South Carolina, USA. He has published eight books, fourteen edited volumes, and more than seventy articles on Latin Poetry, Greek philosophy, theory, French and English literature. His most recent book is Diotima at the Barricades: French Feminists Read Plato (2015).






‘The well-known Latinist Paul Allen Miller here presents a lively and stimulating introduction to Horace, one of the great short-form poets in world literature, in all his richness and complexity.’

– Stephen Harrison, Professor of Latin Literature, University of Oxford, UK
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Quintus Horatius Flaccus, or Horace as he is known in English, is the supreme ironist. Like Socrates, we can never be sure exactly where he stands, and like Socrates he constantly forces us to question where we stand in relation to him, to our community and to ourselves. Horace is in that sense a profoundly ethical writer: not because he propounds a strict moral code, nor because he provides unambiguous embodiments of exemplary virtues, often just the opposite. Rather, Horace is an ethical writer owing to the way he forces our attention on the habits of daily life, on our petty foibles and vanities, on our momentary lusts and desires. A trip to the market, a fire in winter, the games and wounds of love: all are occasions for both reflection and deft self-deflation that avoids the ponderous. He focuses our attention on these small moments of lyric intensity and satiric observation even as he reframes them in the context of the momentous political events that led to the collapse of the Republic, the observations of the great philosophical schools – Stoic, Epicurean and Academic – and the previous 800 years of literary tradition. A glass of wine with a friend in Horace is never just a glass of wine, even as that glass is also never simply subsumed into an allegory of the ‘larger’ issues that surround it.

Horace is a challenging writer because he is at once an acknowledged classic and yet dazzlingly difficult to define in terms of style and genre. He is the satirist and iambist who became a lyric poet. He is the ally of Brutus who fought at Philippi and the intimate of Maecenas and Augustus who travelled in the highest circles of imperial power. He is both the follower of the savage poetry of Archilochus and Hipponax and the exemplar of Callimachean polish in the Epodes. In the Satires, which he termed Sermones or ‘Conversations’, Horace is the self-proclaimed heir to Lucilius and his pointed critic. In the Odes, he claims to be the first to bring the songs of Sappho and Alcaeus alive in Latin, yet his lyre never actually sounds; and this poetry, while no doubt recited, is profoundly bookish, with each poem in its place and every word positioned for maximum effect. Horace’s is a poetry of reading and rereading more than it is a song of the symposium or choral performance. The Carmen Saeculare, a late commissioned poem for Augustus’ ludi saeculares, is the exception that proves the rule. Lastly, in the Epistles, he returns to the more prosaic style of the Satires, withdrawing from the ambitions exemplified in the Odes’ monumental structure and their direct engagement with public themes. Yet these seemingly minor, intimate pieces are sometimes addressed to the pre-eminent personalities of the principate (Maecenas, Tiberius and, indirectly, Augustus). They discuss philosophical themes and often return to the gentle satire of the sermones, while demonstrating a craftsmanship that no prose translation can capture.

In poem after poem and work after work, Horace consistently challenges our ideas about who he is, what his work means and how he should be received. At the same time, throughout his work he is engaged in a fundamental re-engineering of the Roman ideological universe during the period of the transition from the end of the Republic to the beginning of empire. He seeks to redefine such basic terms in Roman life as libertas (freedom), nobilitas (nobility), urbanitas (sophistication), amicitia (friendship) and, ultimately, civis (citizen) for a new era in which the verities of the Republican past are no longer operative but in which the world of the empire has yet to be created. This ideological work is neither crude nor inconsequential but generally represents a profound interiorization of what were formerly public and political values, transforming them into complex personal interrogations and creating new modes of reflection and new technologies of existence for a changing, often dangerous world. This ideological refashioning is, in turn, overdetermined by the refined poetic structures in which it is framed, structures that allow for nuances and forms of meaning that prose would not admit.

Understanding Horace is no easy task. It requires careful attention to textual detail since, as an ironist, he never means exactly what he says and normally much more. Understanding Horace also requires a comprehension of the generic conventions within which he wrote – iambic, satire, lyric, epistle – and the complex histories of those conventions, which he self-consciously exploits. Understanding Horace requires attention to the subtle ways in which established forms not only reinforce particular meanings but also undermine and overdetermine others. It requires knowledge of not only the basic values of Roman life and how they were reshaped by the era in which Horace lived but also a tolerance for ambiguity and a recognition of the multifaceted dialogue Horace’s poetry maintains with its larger historical context. These are the features this book will offer to the educated reader, the avid student and the expert looking for new perspectives. It offers at once a distillation of recent scholarship and a fresh reading of these texts, which have been formative not only of the Western poetic tradition but also of our tradition of moral reflection.

Before turning to Horace’s published work, we should recap a few basic facts. What we know about Horace the person can be easily summarized, and while it would be a grave mistake to reduce his poems to autobiographical reflections, it is also the case that all meaning is contextual. Moreover, almost every Horatian poem, with a few notable exceptions, is addressed to or concerns specific, historically identifiable individuals (Johnson 1982: 4; Barchiesi 2007: 149). Thus, the more complex ironic structures of meaning which Horatian poetry produces only become visible within the frame of the specific references that make them possible. In much the same way, all the characters of the Platonic dialogues, with the possible exception of Diotima, are actual historical individuals, yet few today would confuse the dialogues with the records of actual events, let alone try and reduce the meaning of those dialogues to those events. Horatian poetry, like the Platonic dialogues, exists in the dialectical space between the events and personalities it references, the universality of its themes – love, death, community, friendship – and the specific overdeterminations, ambivalences and ironies of verbal art (Nisbet 2009). The nature of Horatian poetry, therefore, makes specific references indispensable, but also always renders them double-voiced and overdetermined.

Horace was not born of aristocratic stock. As he says in Satires 1.6, his father was a freedman. In what sense his father had been an actual slave is the subject of some debate; indeed, he insists on his humble origins to such a degree in this poem that scholars have wondered whether this is a statement of fact or merely an artistic device (Armstrong 2010: 11–12). Bion the Borysthenite, one of Horace’s inspirations for the Satires, also claimed to be the son of a former slave in his diatribes. While it seems unlikely that Horace is merely acknowledging a valued predecessor in this poem, the echo nonetheless transforms what seems a statement of fact into a generic citation that, of necessity, problematizes the boundary between the referential and the literary. This much, however, seems certain: if Horace’s father had been a slave, he was no field hand. Horace, the elder, was better off both financially and culturally than the average libertinus: he was, Horace tells us in Satires 1.4, able to move to Rome when Horace was a boy, and there acquired for his son the finest education available, before sending him to what counted for university in the ancient world, philosophical training in Athens (Freudenburg 1993: 205; Williams 2009).

Nonetheless, even if Horace exaggerated his youthful poverty, we can be sure that he was of relatively humble origins when compared to Lucilius, the founder of Roman satire and a very wealthy equestrian, and to the senators and magnates of the late Republic and early principate with whom he rubbed elbows. The last days of the Republic were a period of social instability and offered opportunities for ambitious young men, the sons of wealthy and talented freedmen, to advance quickly, even if the mark of their humble beginnings could never be completely erased and even if a certain amount of whispering and innuendo had to be endured (Armstrong 1989: 13; Stampacchia 1982: 210–11). Horace was among the arrivistes who populated the second tier of the principate’s new aristocracy, although he always disclaimed any pretensions to power and prestige.

Horace was born on 8 December in the Apulian town of Venusia in 65 BCE. Little more is known of his early life, and while his father is praised in Satires 1.4 and 1.6, he never talks about his mother. Indeed, Horace mentions almost no women in his poetry unless they are courtesans, slaves or objects of disgust. He never married and had no legitimate children. Thus, while many of Horace’s greatest modern readers have been women – Margaret Hubbard, Emily Gowers, Michèle Lowrie, Lowell Bowditch and Ellen Oliensis, to name only the most prominent – there is little in Horace’s poetry, from a thematic point of view, for a feminist to love. Indeed, it is one of the paradoxes of Horatian poetry that, as Robin Nisbet observed, while Horace’s ‘tolerant humanity had a long-term influence on the European enlightenment […] he is one of the most brutally sexist of the Augustan poets’ (2007: 21; cf. Oliensis 2007: 221–2). Nonetheless, one suspects that this situation is less anomalous than it first appears, since ancient misogyny is commonplace. The writers of the ancient world do not as a rule share our assumptions about human rights, gender equality, slavery, torture or capital punishment, and yet our most basic conceptions of beauty, justice and goodness trace their genealogy to these same writers. The recognition of this fact should serve as a cautionary tale in two specific senses: first, we are perhaps a good deal less free, tolerant and enlightened than we imagine; and second, the positive legacy for Western culture may have less to do with a presumed inheritance of universal themes or values, and more to do with a certain quality of attention, a certain critical relation of the self to itself and a certain ethic of care that makes possible the creation of complex systems of reflection that are both resistant to dogmatic reduction and capable of producing moments of genuine utopian imagination. It is for these reasons, I would assert, that understanding Horace remains an urgently contemporary task.

As noted above, when Horace finished his rhetorical instruction at Rome he went to Athens to study philosophy, the customary capstone of an upper-class Roman education. There he met Brutus, the assassin of Julius Caesar. He apparently impressed him, for when Horace joined the army of the conspirators he received a commission as a military tribune, a rank that required him to have already attained or to be promoted to the status of an equestrian, no mean feat for the son of a freed slave. After the defeat of the Republican cause at Philippi in 42 BCE, Horace returned to Rome, where he obtained the position of scriba quaestorius (treasury clerk). Such positions were relatively prestigious, so Horace’s claim that he took up poetry out of poverty (Epistles 2.2.50–2) must be taken with a grain of salt. Nonetheless, while Lucilius and Catullus take their elite status for granted, Horace, especially in his earliest poetry, reveals a self-consciousness concerning his social standing unseen among both his immediate predecessors and his Augustan contemporaries, all of whom are comfortable equestrians (McNeill 2001: 65). In the early thirties, Horace made the acquaintance of Virgil and Varius, who approved of his poetry and in 38 BCE introduced him to Maecenas.

Maecenas played a key role in Horace’s life and poetry. Satires 1.1, 1.5, 1.6, 1.9, 1.10, 2.3, 2.6, 2.7 and 2.8 are all either addressed to, or make prominent mention of, Horace’s relation to his patron. Maecenas is also the dedicatee of the Odes, the Epodes and the Epistles. No one in the history of previous Latin poetry had been ‘as lavishly and consistently advertised
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