
“Sic me servavit Apollo”:  Horace Satire 1.9

Horace ends Satires 1.9 with the statement, “sic me servavit Apollo.”  Horace has just been freed from the company of an insistent and unwanted companion, and Apollo, it seems, has been his rescuer.  But it is not clear why Apollo plays this role.

Porphyrio commented that this is a reference to the Iliad (22. 443) that Horace has taken from Lucilius (231-2 Marx), “τὸν δ᾿ ἐξήπαξεν Ἀπόλλων.”  Modern readers have suggested Apollo appears simply as the god of poetry, or that Horace has taken refuge in the temple of Apollo Medicus. (Salmon, 1952)  W. S. Anderson, drawing on Porphyrio’s comment, argues that the end of Horace Satire 1.9 is part of an extensive referencing of the Iliad in which Horace presents himself in a heroic, or mock heroic guise.  Tadeusz Masurek, takes an opposing view, and holds that the ending is ironic, and that Horace in fact does not escape because he has agreed to be a witness against the pest.  In this paper I argue that Horace does avoid the pest, and that Apollo is indeed responsible, but he appears not as the god of poetry, nor the Apollo of the Iliad, but rather as the god of prophecy whose oracle predicted that Horace would someday meet his end at the hand of a garrulus, a serious matter, in Horace’s view, because such a person is not just annoying; he also embodies a distortion of true friendship.

The most salient theme of Satires 1.9 is not its sustained reference to Homer, but rather the nature of relationships: the unwanted company of the garrulous pest who forces himself upon Horace (15-16), Horace’s relationship with Maecenas (48-52), Maecenas’ estimation of friendship and his caution about admitting friends into his circle (55-56), and Horace’s friendship with Fuscus, who frustratingly leaves Horace to his fate (71-74).  Throughout the poem, the pest demonstrates that he has no conception of the true nature of friendship and the values on which it rests.  He insists on remaining with Horace even though he clearly wishes him to leave (13-15); he thinks that poetic talent, a quality Horace admires in his friends Viscus and Varus, is measured in mere facility (22-25); he falsely believes that esteem comes from the people you know (45-48), and he is confident that he can become intimate with Maecenas by bribing his servants (56-57).

The pest is clearly a fool.  Much of the poem’s humor comes from his utter cluelessness and from Horace’s futile attempts to get away; but the pest is also a menace who threatens to cling to Horace and separate him from friends who matter to him.  When Horace was a boy,  a soothsayer warned that his death would come not in war, nor from poison or disease, but from a garrulus (29-34).  The style here is lofty and archaic (“ensis,” “hosticus,” “dira”), and shows that the prophecy is a parody.  (Fraenkel, 117-18).  Horace has comically elevated the prediction of this lowly Sabellan to the status of an oracle.  This is key to understanding the appearance of Apollo, for the old woman’s prophecy prepares for Apollo’s appearance in the same way that the earlier mention of the pest’s legal trouble prepares for his eventual exit.  Luckily for Horace, his encounter with the pest was not determined by fate.  Everything was a matter of chance: “ibam forte” (1); “casu tunc respondere vadato/ debebat”, (36-37); “casu venit obvius illi/ adversarius”(74-75).  After the brawl that erupts when the pest’s adversarius comes to seize him, Horace is forgotten and left behind.  Apollo, the god of prophecy, has not snatched Horace from danger (ἐξήπαξεν); instead, he holds the poet back (“servavit”) for the triste fatum (29) that his oracle predicted may some time or another (quando . . . cumque,” 33) still come to him.
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