NOSTALGIA FOR A PAST GOLDEN AGE,

DISCONTENT WITH THEIR OWN -

THE AUGUSTAN WRITERS

HORACE

· “Since wealth and power too weak we find to quell the tumults of the mind” (A quiet life) 

· (Blessed is he who owns some land “whom no contracted debts molest, no griping creditors infest. No trumpets’ sound, no soldiers’ cries, drive the soft slumber from his eyes…Him no contentious suits in law from his beloved retirement draw, He ne’er with forced submission waits, obsequious at his patron’s gates….A frugal, chaste, industrious wife such as the sunburnt Sabines were…I should behold with scornful eye, the studied arts of luxury…but still desires of sordid gain fixed in his  (Alfius’) cankered breast remain: next month he sets it (his stall) out again” (Rustic Joys)

· “Covers steeped in scarlet dye shimmered expensively on ivory couches” (The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse)

VIRGIL

· “From thence the birth of man the song pursued, and how the world was lost and how renewed; the reign of Saturn and the Golden Age…”

· “Time has conceived and the Great sequence of the Ages starts afresh. Justice the Virgin, comes back to dwell with us and the rule of Saturn is restored. The Firstborn of the New Age is already on his way…with him, the Iron Race shall end…

· (Happy the man)…”whose mind unmoved the bribes of court can see, their glittering baits and purple slavery –nor hopes the peoples’ praise, nor fears their frown, nor when contending kindred tear the crown, will set up one or tear another down…the Senate’s mad decrees he never saw; nor heard at bawling bars, corrupted law…with wars and taxes others waste their own, and houses burn, and household gods deface, to drink in bowls which glittering gems enchase, to loll on couches rich with citron steads, and lay their limbs in Tyrian beds. This wretch in earth entombs his golden ore, hovering and brooding on his buried store. Some patriot fools to popular praise aspire of public speeches which worse fools admire,….some through ambition or through thirst for gold have slain their brothers or their country sold….(Follows an account of the ideal, simple yet noble life of the farmer) Such was the life the frugal Sabines led; So Remus and his brother-god were bred, from whom austere Etruscan virtue rose; and this rude life our homely fathers chose. Old Rome from such a race derived her birth, the seat of empire and the conquered earth…ere sounding hammers forged the inhuman sword..” (Rustic Happiness – Georgics 2)

LIVY

· “…contemporary history which displays our nation suicidally eating up its own mighty resources” 

· “I…will feel rewarded for my labours by the chance to rest my eyes from the miseries which for years have beset this generation of ours …for so long as I concentrate on reconstructing the remote past”

· “Then let it be noted how the moral rot started, how standards were gradually sapped, then crumbled more and more ominously and finally began to collapse into utter ruin. That is the stage we have now reached; our defects are unendurable to us – and so are their cures”.

· “In recent years riches have imported avarice; and from unlimited self-indulgence has come a longing to pursue vicious extravagance to the point of personal and universal annihilation” (Preface)

· (On the behaviour of the Senate at the time of the invasion of Tarquin and Lars Porsenna) “Thanks to the liberality on the part of the Fathers, the distress which attended the subsequent blockade and famine was powerless to destroy the harmony of the State…nor was there ever a man in after years whose demagogic arts made him so popular as its wise government at that time made the whole senate”. (Horatius on the Bridge)

PROPERTIUS

· “And now the tempests throw us anywhere, any foe will do. War, war! For death we cry…but all of you who are so mad on battle, get off and bring the standards of Crassus home” (Love and Peace)

OVID

· (The whole story of Baucis and Philemon extols the virtues of humility and generosity of spirit in contrast to selfish extravagance)

(It is worth noting that, although the poets make reference to city life in disparaging terms and imply that country living is much more wholesome, both Horace (in Journey to Brundisium) and Ovid (In Exile) make it clear that the centre of everything that matters is Rome.       

