Horace C. 2.6:  Poetic Friendships and the Poetics of Friendship


Nisbet and Hubbard (96) label Ode 2. 6 “this supremely attractive poem,” but its playful charm should not blind us to its subtlety or its intertextual meditation on the poetics of friendship.   Its opening evokes Catullus 11, also in Sapphics, but with a typical twist: in both poems, a great journey is cited as a proof of friendship, and in both it is rejected.  But Catullus’ addressees, Furius and Aurelius, are not really friends, while Horace’s young Septimius (cf. 2.6. 23-24, Ep. 1.19. 13) is.  The poet’s pose of weariness and old age, prepares for the final stanza, but also for further intertextual allusions that likewise combine poetry and friendship.  Horace’s counter offer proposes a civilized landscape as opposed to the barbaric far-off lands.  First Tibur, but if unavailable as a place of repose, Tarentum will do.  The landscape around Tarentum had recently featured in Vergil’s 4th Georgic in his digression on gardens (4. 125-47).   Its focal point is an old man, the Corycius senex, who through his labors renders an abandoned and barren plot of land into an edenic landscape.  By contrast, incorporating elements from Vergil’s eternal spring and its reminiscences of a Golden Age, Horace boasts that his Tarentine landscape excels in fertility and productivity, rivaling the best Italy and Greece can offer.  By presenting himself as the Vergilian senex, Horace pays playful tribute to his friend’s poetry, and evokes the Epicurean/Lucretian arces beatae and the poetics of the angulus, of restraint and internal satisfaction.  Thus the poem itself enacts the real munus of poetic friendship.

