Horace’s Gentleman-Farmer-Poet in Epistle 2.1

In Epistle 2.1, Horace criticizes much of the Roman literary tradition because, even up to his own generation, it retains traces of the agricultural rusticity with which it started.  He purges the baneful uestigia ruris (160) through a rhetorical merger of the boorish, babbling farmer with the urbane, polished poet. Out of this merger arises a new, third persona who reflects Horace’s own character seated at his Sabine farm, the gentleman-farmer-poet.

Horace folds two balanced vignettes of praise and blame on either side of the highly symbolic mid-point of the letter. In the first (118-138), Horace praises poets for their verses that dispel vulgarity in speech and bring rich harvests through choral prayers. In the second (139-157), he blames the small farmers of old for their offensive, ritual banter which resulted in the Fescennine verses and infected the emerging literary tradition until Greek poetry partly sanitized it. This strain of blame begins Horace’s depiction of the early literary tradition of Roman poetry.  


These two juxtaposed vignettes stand face-to-face, each one simultaneously a mirror image and an inversion of the other. They mirror one another (in the sense of a true reflection) insofar as the praised poet, from v. 118-138, is described as performing functions that are normally vested in the farmer. For example, the poet looks like the farmer when the poet-instructed chorus prays for rain, peace and a year rich in crops (locupletem frugibus annum, 137) through carmina that please the gods above and below the earth (138); and in the next section, 139-155, the farmer behaves like the poet in that he composes, or spawns, verses, which Horace describes in poetic terms, albeit negative: Fescennina licentia, versibus alternis opprobria rustica and mala carmina (145; 146; 153).

The two passages are also an inversion of each other insofar as the poet in the first section does the opposite of the farmer’s actions described in the second section. The poet uses language and speech: his verses serve to train babies to speak clearly and he turns the ear away from obscenis sermonibus (127); he also uses praeceptis amicis (128) to properly mold the heart, and choruses use his carmen to pray for rain and a good harvest and appease the gods (138).  In a reversal of these linguistic portrayals of the poet, Horace has the farmer, at least initially, not speak at all but only perform ritual acts when he offers libations and sacrifices to appease the rustic gods Tellus and Silvanus and the soul’s Genius. This directly inverts the poet’s use of song to appease the gods. Moreover, the gods whom the poet placates with song are in a vertical relation to the poet, in that they are above (di superi) and below the earth (Manes) (138), while the farmer uses his performance-based rituals to placate gods who reside in a horizontal relation to the farmer (Tellus, Silvanus and the Genius, representing earth, forest and soul, 143-144). When the farmer does speak, the verbiage is also an inversion of the poet’s beneficent speech: he pours out opprobria rustica (146), and spews forth slander that provokes violence, not the peace that the poet fosters (doluere cruento / dente lacessiti, 150-151); and instead of the poet’s carmen that pleases the gods, the farmer produces mala carmina that become proscribed by law (152-154).

Horace thus creates an interlocking network of attractions and oppositions between the poet and farmer. Through such a network, he suggests the existence of a new persona, the gentleman-farmer-poet, who has the culture and refinement of the best uates yet stands immersed in the farm milieu. There he will produce poetry that, while refined, has the peace of the small farmstead. This is a necessity for Horace, since he cannot abide the noisy city of Rome as a place to write good poetry. He can only concentrate in the nemus not the urbs, as he states in Epistle 2.2 to Florus (65-86). But he also cannot endure the drudgery of everyday farm life, which corrupts poetic refinement as much as the strepitus of the city.  Such a fusion of Horace’s need for refinement in poetry, poetic urbanitas, and for the silence of nature that can be found especially at his own Sabine Farm, is adumbrated by Harrison when the latter states, “Horace, perhaps, is both the town mouse and the country mouse” (237).  Similarly, Horace strikes a pose as both farmer and poet in Epistle 2.1, with the gentleman in both surviving the union.
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