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Introduction

However hard affection for poetry pulls, I feel strongly that it is an act of temerity to publish this book on Horace. I am now sixty-five, and it must be relevant that I was taught Horace at school in the late forties by dear old Mr Mayhew, a very old Wykhamist retired from the Indian Education Service, born in the 1860s, whose amiable and as I then felt all but senile liberalism or whiggery somehow rubbed off on Cicero and on this poet. Yet there was a conventional conservatism, particularly in Horace’s lyrics, like that of Sallust: it stood for severity to youth, frugality at home, magnificence in worship (Cat. 7–12) and the avoidance of foreign and luxurious pleasures. I think it was the Balliol don, Mackail, who wrote that Horace had projected and even invented the idea of the gentleman and man of the world, which adds a touch of complacent élitism I would then, at the age of sixteen, have accepted as normal. Today there is something farcical about the late Victorians, close to whom I class myself, yet I trust that the true flavour of Horace’s poetry, which is as penetrating as garlic, has begun to attract later generations. No poet is more delicate or more sensuous, no poet is deeper or more honest, and no poet is so unlike what I once lazily imagined.

The true Horace reveals himself slowly; he is always startling. It may well be that no discipline less extreme, no music less intoxicating than the repeated stanza-forms of his lyric poems could have revealed his precision and clarity of footfall, his mastery of words in verse. Usually such a brilliance can be conveyed by translation, but in his case in English that has seldom been successful. In the Latin we know that Horace’s lyrics were never or almost never successfully imitated, and in spite of all the innumerable attempts, they have never quite been transposed into equivalent stanzas in English verse. In French, Ronsard comes closer.

If we had only his hexameter poems he would have commanded our attention certainly, but we could not have imagined his flowering, his happy skill like a second nature of the Latin language. Only a handful of poems by Catullus would have startled us in the same way, as they still do. What we are told of the story of his life is a feeble but at least a genuine guide through the maze of his poems. The poetry shows his development only when it is carefully sorted through as biography. If this book offers little else, I hope it may offer a new way of reading Horace, and disclose something about him to an age that does not know Latin.

The last popular book on a large scale in English to offer a life of Horace was written by Alfred Noyes, a poet now largely forgotten, who published his Horace in 1947: he was old by then and going blind, and intended his book as a defiant monument, since he was essentially a late Victorian romantic like Henry Newbolt, and a vehement anti-modernist. Alas the book was remaindered. Eduard Fraenkel, whose book on Horace came out ten years later, refers to Noyes without scorn. He is still curiously fresh and in a way inspiring; there is a certain breadth about him which is impressive. As a schoolboy I read him with a pleasure I have never forgotten, and the poem to Pan, ‘Faune nympharum fugientium amator’, has been one of my favourites ever since. I have discovered another somewhat alarming link between us, because I realised the other day that I am now as old as he was and my eyes, like his, are deteriorating fast.

The passion for Horace used to be commoner than it is today, so I cannot claim that as a special link, and yet I suppose it used to be a real link between all the civilised or the educated, or whatever they called themselves in those distant days when Eddy Marsh translated the Odes. When Captain Leigh Fermor, working with the Cretan resistance in the 1939 war, captured General Kreipe and carried him off to a cave in the Cretan mountains, the General was at first not unnaturally nervous of the villainous appearance of his captors, but the next morning was a brilliant one, and they all crowded together to the cave mouth. You could see the snow on every peak in the White Mountains blazing with sunlight, and eagles floating in the clear blue sky. Captain Leigh Fermor was entranced, and murmured to himself the first stanza of Horace’s Soracte poem, ‘Vides ut alta stet nive candidum...’ The General heard him, and continued the poem in Latin to the end. The link held of course, and they became friends from that moment. There is something about this story, some resonance of the past — it could have happened after all in 1643 and not 1943 –- that suggests that was the last moment of the old Europe.

The European feeling about Horace has vanished in our lifetime. There are always new and learned works in various languages about him, some ominously thin and some formidably fat; yet the poetry remains the same. I do not aspire in this book to contribute seriously to that tidal process of sifting and re-sifting by which scholarship progresses, but to write his life, since it is some time now since anyone attempted precisely that. Apart from a short account by Suetonius, Horace tells us in his poetry almost everything we know about his life; it is curiously entangled with the Italian earth, with the history of his times, and an exact moment in that brief early summer of Latin poetry which had no autumn. The reason for that withering of all the arts, or for the failure of that Roman revival of Greek arts, must be found in Roman history. These are vast themes, and I cannot pretend to resolve them with authority, but if ever I differ from received opinion either about history or about Roman poetry, I shall make it clear that I am doing so. This book is meant for readers with little or no Latin or Greek, but with some interest in poetry, and some curiosity about history.

One might almost think there was now a deliberate movement to make Horace hard work, to make him the special property of judicious professors; the same industrial movement takes over poet after poet, they survive only to wither in the serpentine manacles of theorists; as soon as you make any remark about Donne or Baudelaire or Propertius or Petrarch or even the Carmina Burana, you will hear the snake-hiss. Horace is apparently the most direct, the most approachable of men, and it is those who think so who have kept him alive for two thousand years. And yet it is shockingly easy to talk nonsense about him, as it is to make mistakes about history. The most liberating book about his poetry is also the most massively learned: it is Eduard Fraenkel’s Horace (1957), final monument to that world of German scholarship which even in its tragic dispersal in the 1930s fertilised America and aroused Oxford for a few moments from her sleep.

I have adored Horace in the simplest manner since I was fifteen, and as undiscerning about poetry as anyone else, but he keeps pace with our years as he does with the ages of the world. Without being deep oneself, one can see the depth in him, and he is one of the very few poets who always leave one feeling wiser, better and more relaxed, with no diminution of energy or of appetite. Whether this has to do with his paganism, or what paganism may mean to him, is one of the avenues we shall explore, but there is no doubt that for three or four hundred years now Horace, with Plutarch, has seemed to offer an alternative to official Christianity, an alternative all the more palatable for the greatness and immediacy of his poetry. Now that I am old I find him greater than ever, yet writing about him is the most demanding and most likeable task I have ever undertaken. Is that because Bentley’s formidable shadow is draped over the text of all his works? G. Pasquali’s Orazio Lyrico (1920), E. Corbaud on the Epistles (1915), and Fraenkel’s Horace had a more nourishing effect. It may be that I was less disturbed by Nisbet and Hubbard on the Odes, by Gordon Williams on Roman poetry, and by later writers because I had attended Fraenkel’s Oxford classes on Horace, where the intellectual disturbances were seismic, so that I was less open to those later writers. But why in that case did Colin MacLeod’s generous, posthumously published version of the Epistles and D.R. Shackleton Bailey’s thin but critically severe, not to say beady-eyed, Profile of Horace (1982) strike me as so right and so sound? And why is it really that Horace should still be so appetising, and easier to read than any commentary or work of theory? The preference for poetry is natural no doubt, or inbred, like a taste for alcohol.

But it remains queer how difficult it is to illustrate Horace or find his equivalent in other arts. The art of the personal portrait in stone or bronze flourished in republican Rome, and for rulers as far away as Afghanistan in the same Hellenistic age, but from the time of Augustus on the artists lost confidence or lost heart outside the circles of the imperial family. On the Ara Pacis of Augustus the faces are still thrilling, but we have no convincing portrait of Horace or of Virgil. The Aeneid was at least illustrated in a series of strip cartoons, though only because Homeric manuscripts had a strip of pictures every few lines in the same way. Horace was not treated like that, though to judge from the Low Ham mosaic (at Taunton) Virgil was. The Aeneid is treated like the most passionate romance.

The Boscoreale cup has been very fully treated recently by Ann Kuttner in Dynasty and Empire in the Age of Augustus, but it throws little light on anything outside the ruler’s magic circle in its most formal presentation. The friends have vanished, and the great tower of the palace of Maecenas on the Esquiline hill, from which Nero watched Rome burning, is irrecoverably lost. The valley of Vicovaro in the Sabine hills north of Rome still whispers a suggestion of Horace’s life, but Fraenkel thought of his birthplace at Venosa as a town obliterated by earthquake in 1930. In the poems we are teased by an insouciant openness, yet Horace is not insouciant: every move in every poem is calculated; he painted precisely the partial portrait he intended, and left us a picture he controlled. We cannot expect to get behind that in this book: even the most strenuous and subtlest of biographies could not accomplish that today.

It is a problem without a solution. There are also problems about dates, because most of Horace’s books can be dated, but each one is a collection and they overlap, so we do not really know the date of every poem, nor do we know when he began to write satires or lyrics. Probably he turned to verse letters only when the lyrics were not a success, but even that is only a probability. The worst problem is the date of The Art of Poetry, the letter to the two Pisones. We do not even have any certainty who they are. The poem is a very long and apparently ambitious letter about literary critical theory. It begins with the mad work of art and ends with the mad poet, there is some suggestion that it may be mathematically divided, but although its details are lucid and its phrases often memorable, it does not grip its subject with the hard bite of Horace’s other poems. It could be a very early work, and unfinished. But the weight of Fraenkel’s casually expressed opinion, and of an excellent article by D.A. Russell in the collection called Horace (ed. C.D.N. Costa, 1973), reinforces the impression that it might be the very latest of Horace’s long letters. There are 475 lines of it, and the manuscripts separate it from the two books of his other letters, giving it the title The Art of Poetry. This problematic work is certainly by Horace, and not obviously unfinished. It has had a remarkable influence too, particularly in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in the Middle Ages and among poets who were not quite poets, like William King in his admittedly most readable Art of Cookery (1709), which Russell quotes and I know John Fuller likes. In the sixteenth century The Art of Poetry appealed to the most ardent poets, like Sidney and du Bellay, and apparently Shakespeare, as well as to a long string of pedants: only that vainglorious ass the elder Scaliger (1561) thought himself superior. Maybe the attraction of it was that poetry was a rational activity and could be rationally discussed. Noyes translates some lines on the four ages of man to sound just like Shakespeare’s seven.

Horace’s lyrics were not much, virtually not at all, imitated in antiquity (the ‘choral lyrics’ of Seneca’s plays, which were never performed or meant to be performed, are a radically different matter: whether you like them or not, they have nothing to do with Horace): that may be due to his amazing and unique metrical skill; there must have been music, at least for the Song of the Age, the Carmen Saeculare, which was publicly performed. We have an inscription from the banks of the Tiber recording that Horace composed the hymn for that occasion: no doubt some of the more choral lyric metres had survived in occasional use in Greek temples, which would explain how such stray curiosities as a hymn to power, which survived as a Greek hymn to Rome (the words ‘Rome’ and ‘strength’ are the same in Greek) crop up later in a literary context. Yet that was written in the Hellenistic age, when lyric poetry in stanzas had gone right out of fashion. So far as we know, the first poet to revive stanza form and use it in Latin was Catullus, a very few years before Horace. In the Middle Ages the vigorous rhythms of the Carmina Burana are certainly a revival of lyric form in Latin, but not of Horace’s lyric forms. It is curious though that hymns went on being written, and that hymns in classical stanza form revived early in the Renaissance: I have not been able to discover the first hymn of this kind. I do not even know who wrote Iste confessor, but the same tenuous musical link with Horace appears to exist. This is of course the merest conjecture: one must assume that the system of scansion by long and short syllables was lost for centuries.

Because of this metrical difference between ancient and modern languages no perfect English equivalent to Latin or Greek lyrics has ever been found. Tennyson did produce a passable English alcaeic, which I have in my time used, but the nearest equivalent to Horace’s lyrics on a generous scale is Marvell’s ode to Cromwell. Probably wisely, it makes not attempt to use the long and short system, but adapts Horace into a stress metre; Marvell learnt this trick from translating Horace at Cambridge, or from his contemporary there, Sir Richard Fanshawe, who used it a little earlier. They were on opposite sides during the Commonwealth, and Fanshawe took over from Milton under Charles II as Foreign (or Latin) Secretary: but he died early and has never had his due as a poet. On the other hand Milton, in his undatable translation of one of Horace’s lyrics (1,5), uses no rhymes, and still produces something unforgettable and unique in our language. When I went down from Oxford in 1958, I sought advice from Auden, who thought I should translate the whole of Horace, but I discovered that James Michie had already begun the same task; as I was sure I could not rival him, I never began, and indeed his full Odes of Horace (1963 and 1987) is by far the best modern version I have seen. In this book I have made my own bits and pieces of versions wherever I felt they would suit a particular need. For the Epistles I have at times used Colin MacLeod; and for commentaries on all the poems I had recourse to Kiessling-Heinze, with Klingner’s text, with occasional help from Lejay and Palmer on certain poems, and of course from Fraenkel. There are a number of poems of Horace on which that great man’s book is silent, but I once attended a class by him ‘On those poems of Horace on which I have never lectured’.

Horace’s Italy is another matter. There is a most useful pamphlet on the Sabine farm by Hallam, an article in JRS (1915) and an all-important official guidebook by Lugli. Lugli gives the modern history of the place. But the most informative treatment of Venosa or Venusia is in Old Calabria by Norman Douglas (1915, recently reprinted in Picador, Travel Classics). Douglas is dated of course, and not earnest or wholeheartedly scholarly, but he gives you a strong sense of a rustic and small town world that has now disappeared. Mommsen has some useful things to say about Venosa, which he visited twice, once as a young man searching for the inscriptions of the Kingdom of Naples, and once as an old man with his son-in-law Wilamowitz, when he was working on a second edition. He had at that time a furious row with the Mayor, over the loss of an inscription: the Mayor had come out to meet him wearing his tricolour sash and reinforced I think by the town band, to be complimented on Venosa being the patria del Orazio, only to be told, ‘Voi dicete che siete la patria del Orazio, ma siete la patria dei porci.’ Pigs wallowed and snuffled then in the streets of every town in south Italy, as Norman Douglas confirms. ‘It is their recreation (eorum requies),’ remarks a Roman farmer, ‘as washing is a man’s.’ That was about farm pigs of course, but the pig problem was equally intractable at Stratford-on-Avon in the days of Shakespeare.

The best map likely to be available to readers is one of the old ones edited by G.B. Grundy and published by John Murray, but the best absolutely speaking is Mommsen’s, which is published in Corpus of Latin Inscriptions, where whatever Mommsen could discover about Roman Venosa is also to be found, written in Latin. The map is strangely important for Horace’s poetry. Even when he sounds at his vaguest about a place he means something definite. We shall see that ‘Acherontia’s heavenly nest’ in a lyric (3, 4) has great importance, it is not only local colour. When he addresses a lyric to his friend Septimius, ‘prepared to go with me to Cades’, it is important that he means Spain, where Augustus was. It is instructive to keep an eye on the vineyards too. Sometimes the place-names create small puzzles, since it appears that Horace does not write poems only about places where Augustus did go, but where he intended to go, or where it was rumoured that he might go.

There is an unknown world, of course, beyond the Roman frontiers, but even here one wants to know whether Horace means something definite by ‘the Dacian and the Ethiop’ or not, and a map will help one to judge. The reign of Augustus was a time in the history of the world when the map was as important to the Romans as it became again to the Elizabethans, and a time when their map of the world was increasing and altering just as swiftly. Whether the extension of the known world under the Romans brought down on them disasters as great as those that fell on Spain after the great age of exploitation in Latin America, remains an imponderable question, but it may have done.

In an age of moral philosophy, Horace’s philosophy was as deep as his poetry. The hardest and most enigmatic problem for his biographers is not really the difference between our shrinking planet and his expanding and intoxicating world. That difference is one that like any genuine poet of any age he is able to surmount. It is a question of tone and of realism. When Horace appears to reveal a world or his own nature, he is really closer to a writer of dialogues, that is to a philosopher and maker of myth like Plato, than he is to an autobiographer. The self he so brilliantly projects, this way or that as the argument requires, is like something mythical or fictional projected by Plato, like the personality of Socrates for example. He shows a dangerous facility, and yet we believe him every time.

This is a real problem, but let us suppose that the scenes and characters of Plato’s dialogues were meant to be taken more seriously than teachers of philosophy do take them, and that Horace means what he says to be taken as literally as the dinner-party in the Symposium. In that case we have the fullest, the best and most compelling portrait of a poet that the world would see for a long time or had ever seen. Everything about him is interesting, his technical development, the objective and verifiable facts of his career, and that inner life of his which we surmise, as we surmise that of the Japanese poet Basho from his travel journels or that of Shakespeare from his sonnets. Yet that analogy brings us back to exactly the same problem.

I am grateful to all those who in different ways have helped with this book, both Campion Hall and St Catherine’s College, Oxford, to the Quedgely branch of the Gloucestershire County Libraries, to the Greek and Roman departments of the British Museum, to the London Library for their unfailing tolerance and help, to Bodley and the Ashmolean, to Nancy Sandars and to many colleagues and friends living and dead, but above all to my wife who has made this book possible, and to Matthew who has helped in many ways.


Chapter One

We know that Horace was born at Venusia, now Venosa, a southern Italian hill town which few pilgrims visit today, and fewer still explored in the past. The older Roman town that underlay modern Venosa apparently disappeared in the disastrous earthquake of 1930, when no doubt there were massive landslides. Baedeker for 1890 tells us the town stood on the slopes of a volcanic mountain, the ancient Voltur now called Monte Vulture, vultur being the Latin word for a vulture. This extinct volcano rises to a height of 4365 feet, and its old crater was densely overgrown with oaks and beeches, with two small but deep lakes, one of which sustained the Capuchin monastery of San Michele, while the other was decorated with the ruins of Santo Ilarione. Beyond this extinct crater rose the peak, called the Pizzuto di Melfi. Baedeker used to offer a road of fifteen and a half miles from Melfi, a Norman stronghold to the west, or ‘a bridle-path, a pleasant, sequestered route, 7½ m. only, Venosa (poor inn)’. In 1890 there were steamboats to go round Sicily, and at Brindisi ‘The Castello … is now a bagno for prisoners condemned to the galleys’. The mountain still stands out against the western skyline, from the train between Foggia and Bari, and if one should wonder while observing the ruins of Paestum what lies in those threatening mountains to the east, then the answer is Venusia, the birthplace of the poet Horace. It is just north of Naples, but in Horace’s lifetime most of that country was still the oak forest it had been for a thousand or ten thousand years, and the forest still sheltered packs of wolves and stray bears.

Venusia was a Roman colony, an artificial settlement of Roman citizens founded for strategic reasons, with land divided up between veteran soldiers retired from the army. In Horace’s day there would have been several thousand men at Venusia, at least two thousand. The population in 1890 was about the same, seven and a half thousand persons. In 1945 there were nearly ten thousand. Horace loved the place, though he never mentions the other boys of his age without a certain asperity: to him they remained ‘the huge sons of huge centurions’, a centurion being a warrant officer or a Captain in our army. Roman Venusia was a frontier town, perching on a crag defended by ravines between Lucania and Apulia. Here we must be careful, because these regional names have altered with time, they are used now differently from the way they were used before the unification of Italy. Edward Lear, for example, visited Venusia when he was writing his second volume of Calabrian explorations and his Calabria was the entire south. The Romans used a quite different system, and when in doubt one must consult the map in the ninth volume of the Corpus of Inscriptions that Mommsen published. Horace says you could call him a Lucanian or an Apulian because farmers of both territories or races worked the land. The Lucanians were by blood or cousinship Samnites, speakers of Latin of a kind, and it was Lucanians who took over Poseidonion (Paestum) on the west coast, and generated that astonishing and most beautiful kind of painting, half Greek and wholly native Italian, which one must go to Paestum to see.

Monte Vulture dominates the coast below it from Bari to Brindisi in the south, but Venusia was not connected to those harbour towns by a direct road. It lay on the Appian Way of which it was once the southern terminus, but as soon as Tarentum fell to Rome, the road was extended southwards across the hills as far as the sea. From Tarentum the final extension of the Appian Way slid backwards round the coast a further forty-five miles to reach the garrison and harbour town of Brundisium or Brindisi, which at a stroke became the Roman port for Greece and for the East. Cicero wrote a letter to Atticus as he rested at Venusia before completing the last few stages of his journey out of Italy, on his transfer from the consulship to a military command in Asia. He was there again in the crisis before the civil war, between the murder of Caesar and that of Cicero himself. In July 44 he apparently thought of Venusia as a useful strategic point at which to halt before he took ship or retreated into one of his numerous burrows. This letter puzzles its latest and best editor, Shackleton Bailey (Vol.6 letter 410n.), who sensibly suggests that in July 44 the shifty statesman cannot really have intended to stay long at Venusia, only to enquire there about troop movements before making a dash for Hydrus, which is now Otranto on the heel of Italy, or possibly for Brindisi, returning overland to his villa in the region of Naples only if there was danger. At that time he had little more than a year to live.

Venusia is now just a hill town like many others in the south, not unlike the Torregreca of Ann Cornelisen (1969). By the late thirties a sixth of its territory was grazing and a tenth forest. The earthquake of 1930 is thought to have effaced its classical interest, but all the same we have an early treatment of what it once was by Keppel Craven (1821 and 1837), the friend of William Gell, with whom he went into voluntary exile as a courtier of Queen Caroline the Prince Regent’s wife. The pair of them took up topography; Craven’s contribution was his Calabria, a general word used in those days to cover a huge part of Italy, governed, misgoverned or abandoned by Naples. The Romans had called only the heel of Italy Calabria, the Byzantines used the name for the toe when the Lombards took the heel. Edward Lear explored the whole of Neapolitan Calabria from 1843 to 1848 and produced not only sketches, some of which he later worked up into oil paintings, but a travel book with a useful map and huge, picturesque lithographs. Among his most exciting oil paintings is his Venosa, which he finished in 1852: it shows a romantic south Italian fortified town with a castle and numerous spires, baking and dazzling in the sun, that hangs above a dark, cool ravine full of wonderful trees. This painting is a unique record of what Venosa looked like when Mommsen first saw it as well as Lear. It is in the Toledo Museum of Art, Ohio, and at least one of Lear’s sketches for it is at Harvard. As I wrote in the introduction to this book, Mommsen visited Venosa twice, the second time as an old man; he arrived at the main square in a furious bad temper about a broken or lost inscription, but the Italians need not have worried. He was almost as furious in Oxford which he visited for an honorary degree, only to find the library shut. He was found battering on its doors at six in the morning. Long before Mommsen’s day the twelfth-century abbey had been built from the stones of the Roman amphitheatre.

Venusia was founded as a colony in 290 BC in a strong defensive position, as we have said, on the frontier of Lucania to the west, Apulia to the east, and Samnium to the north, but Horace insists that it belonged to the same region as the ancient kingdom of Daunus. The name of that mythical king is old and Latin, like Faunus, who was an
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