HORACE – SUMMARIES

Gather Ye Rosebuds
Horace calls on his friend Leuconoe not to try to find out from astrology what is in store for the future or how long life will be. That is as pointless as the beating of the Tyrrhenian waves against the rocks. Instead “Be wise! Drink free” and stop hoping for the long distance future. “While we are talking envious time doth slide; this day’s thine own; the next may be denied” (That is, enjoy the day you have because time is stealing away, we may not even have tomorrow). (Transl Sir Thomas Hawkins)

Enjoy the Present Hour
This begins with images of bleak, cold winter, icy mountains, woods covered in snow and frozen streams. Then Horace switches to an image of piling logs on a fire and pouring wine, with no worries for the future, that is god’s worry, let him deal with it. “Tomorrow and her works defy; lay hold upon the present hour” (carpe diem). Snatch what pleasure you can from the present moment, don’t look down on love’s delights, enjoy today, especially when you are young. “The best is but in season best”. He finishes with an image of forbidden flirtation “The half unwilling, willing kiss” (i.e. a girl who pretends she does not want to be kissed but really does). These are the things you should enjoy when young. (Transl John Dryden)

A Quiet Life

Out at sea, in a dark storm even the boldest sailor longs for quiet. Even the soldier campaigns and fights so he can have peace. Peace cannot be bought. Money and power do not buy us personal contentment, or ease our minds. Even kings worry. The lucky man has just what he inherited, not too much. He is not greedy or worried. Why do we run “from shore to shore “ frantically when “none his tiresome self can shun”. No matter what we do, worries will overtake us. Life is not perfect, we must enjoy what we can and laugh while we may. One dies young, another old “what of life they take from thee, the gods may give to punish me”. You may have lots of wealth, but all I want is a little cell for me and my Muse away from cheats and fools.

We All Must Die

You can pray all you like, but the years roll by. You can make all the offerings to the gods you like but “you would not gain a moment’s breath”. You can try to keep yourself safe, away from war, out of storms, steering clear of illness, but we “all must view the Stygian Flood” (the river Styx). Your lovely estates, your lovely wife, all will be left behind. “Alone the cypress (tree) shall attend”. When you die the “lavish heir” will recover from grief very quickly and your carefully nurtured wine will be spilt on the marble floor. (Transl Samuel Johnson)

Rustic Joys

Horace begins with saying how blessed is he who lives far from cities and business, like early mankind before things went wrong. He owns his own land, owes no debts and does not have to hear the trumpet of war, nor to be out at sea in a storm. He does not have to get involved in weary court cases or to wait, humbly at his patron’s gates. Instead, he twines his vines, prunes them, harvests honey from the bees, or sheers his lambs, he sees the fruits on his trees ripen in autumn and gratefully makes offering to the gods when harvest is good. He rests in the shade, beside a gently flowing river and listens to the birds in Summer. In Winter, he hunts the wild boar, nets birds and catches hares. To complete the scene he has a “frugal, chaste, industrious wife” who is sun-burned and works hard at the milking and cooking “unbought dainties” with local herbs, far preferable to the luxurious imported foods in the city (Carpathian fish, Greek snipe, Libyan fowl). On gods’ feast days the farmer holds a big feast, pleased to see his cattle coming home and his numerous “cheerful slaves” stand around in an orderly way. 

But these are the thoughts of Alfius the money lender, who keeps planning to buy a rural retreat away from the strife and hassle of city living. But “still desires of sordid gain fixed in his cankered breast remain”. Next month, he sets out his stall again. (Transl Samuel Johnson)

Cease to Mourn

Horace says to his friend Valgius who is in mourning for Mystes that it does not always rain , it is not always stormy and wild on the Caspian Sea and even in Armenia, sunshine comes back after the bitter winter and the trees can rest. He says that Valgius is mourning non-stop, day and night, and that even Nestor did not mourn his son Antilochus to this degree, not even Troilus’s sisters wept this much for their brother. He urges Valgius to stop crying, instead to sing of the victories of Caesar (Augustus) over the Medes  and Phrygians in the East and of how the Euphrates River now flows more humbly and slowly than before. (Transl Sir Stephen de Vere)

The Good Man Need Fear Nothing        

The “upright and resolute man” need not fear evil enemies, a terrible tyrant or doom. Neither storms nor even Jupiter sending a thunderbolt to destroy the world need dismay him because his soul is solid and complete.  

(Transl Lord Lytton)

Enjoy Your Possessions While They Are Yours

While you can, rest among the lovely pine and poplar trees by the rivers and drink wine among the flowers. While age and the threads of the three sisters (Fates) allow you because soon you will leave your beautiful estates by the Tiber and “heirs will seize upon the hoarded gold”. 

(Transl R. Louis Stevenson)

Ode to Spring

Horace opens here, talking to his friend Tarquatus with a lovely, bright, happy image of Winter fading into Spring with the snow melting, leaves coming out giving us the message “thou wast not born for aye” (we were not meant to be forever). Soon comes Summer and then Autumn and then back to Winter again. Eventually we will all be “dust and dreams”, we all have to go where Ancus and Aeneas are (i.e. the Underworld), who knows how soon? The only things you can hold on to are what your “heart has had”. Everything else will go to your heirs. When you go down to the stern judges of the Underworld, your wealth, lineage, eloquence or even goodness will be as nothing. Even Diana could not rescue her great love Hippolytus from there, nor could Theseus rescue Pirithous from the chain “the love of comrades cannot take away”. (Transl A.E. Housman)

Journey to Brundisium
Horace says that he sets out from Rome for Brundisium with his friend, Heliodorus, whom he praises as a great speaker. They stop at Aricia for basic but fine food and then move on to the Appian Way (the main road south from Rome). Because there are so many tempting inns along the way, they make one day’s journey into two. But Horace is not happy to eat or drink where they stop, and he sulks in a “moody humour” and waits while the others eat.

At night there is a huge racket while the bargemen collect the fares from passengers who are getting on board. As the barge-mule is kicked into gear, Horace has hopes of sleep but there is such a chorus of gnats, frogs and other “natives of the lake” along with two sorrowful fellows talking to each other about their sweethearts that sleep is impossible. Then one of the men starts to snore, while the bargeman goes to sleep too. At dawn the bargeman discovers that the mule has stopped still and the barge is not moving, he whacks the mule and its driver with a stick, in a rage. 

Passing lovely streams to wash in and white quarries, Horace and Heliodorus meet “The messengers of peace from Rome” i.e. Maecenas (Augustus’s right hand man) and Cocceius. By now Horace has eye trouble and is using black balsam to smear on his eyes. Next dawn they are delighted to meet three more dear friends, Plotius, Varius and (n.b.), Virgil “the bard whom Mantua first with wonder heard. The world no purer spirit knows, for none my heart more warmly glows”. Horace, here comments on the value of true friends above all other blessings.

They stay a night in a small village and go on to Capua where his eyes are bothering him and Virgil’s stomach is giving him trouble. Maecenas plays some sport. They move on to Cocceius’s farm and eat well but at Beneventum their host almost turns himself into a sacrifice by setting the kitchen on fire while he is roasting some thrushes for dinner. They go on past the Apulian Hills and on to the house of Trivicus where they weep as they go in because there is so much smoke from his damp logs on the fire. 

Next, carried by chaise to a town whose name is so barbarous that he cannot even name it in his verse, where water is dearer than wine and bread is deemed to be beautiful food. Better to bring your own crusts because at Canusium you might as well try to eat stones as their food.

(Translated by William Cowper 18th century).

Points to note:

· Horace’s wry humour both at his own foibles and those of others.

· His gentle amusement at the inconveniences of travel.

· His nice eye for detail.

· His genuine warmth towards his friends.

· His homely pleasure in small things.

· His ability to convey a mood or a scene in a brief description.  

The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse
A country mouse welcomed his friend from the city. The host was a frugal fellow but he generously laid out the best feast he could, vetch and oats, a raisin and some bacon scraps. Although the country mouse just ate darnel (rough grain) to leave the goodies for the town mouse, this was not good enough food for his guest. He wonders why anyone would live out in the wilds and persuades his friend to come to the city and to enjoy the good things in life while he can, as everyone’s days are numbered. So they creep inside the city wall and the country mouse is stunned by the luxurious lifestyle in the city house. “Covers steeped in scarlet dye shimmered expensively on ivory couches” and a vast amount of food leftover from a feast. But suddenly the door crashed open and they dash in panic as they hear the sound of guard dogs barking through the house. The country mouse says this life is not for him “My hole in the woods will keep me safe…and simple vetch will assuage my hunger”. (Transl Niall Rudd)

The Bore          

In this satire, Horace describes walking down the Via Sacra in Rome absorbed in his thoughts when a fellow he knows only by name dashes up to him and greets him warmly. Horace tries to be brisk but the man stays with him. Horace asks if there was anything else? The man says that Horace should get to know him as “I’m an intellectual”. Horace says “Good for you”. He then describes the various ploys he uses to try to escape from the bore: he moves fast and then very slowly, he stops and speaks in whispers to his servant. He thinks as he listens to interminable chatter how he envies his friend Bolanus his hot temper. He breaks into a sweat. At last the Bore tells him it’s no use trying to escape, he will stay with him. Horace says he has to visit a sick friend across the Tiber near Caesar’s gardens, but the Bore says he has nothing to do, and keeps with him. Horace sulks like a sullen donkey with a heavy load who puts his ears down. The Bore goes on about what a good poet he is (ie. How much verse he can write in how short a time), what a good dancer and singer he is. He is sure Horace will be glad of his friendship. Horace asks him if he has any family waiting for him at home but the Bore has buried them all. “Lucky for them! That leaves me. So finish me off!  (Transl Niall Rudd) 
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