A Water Clock in Horace, Ode 2.5
This paper argues that the water clock (clepsydra) provides the physical analogue, if not the inspiration, for Horace’s image of the passage of time at Ode 2.5.13-15.
After likening a girl to a heifer and admonishing a listener not to pluck the unripe grape, Horace declares: currit enim ferox / aetas et illi quos tibi dempserit / adponet annos (“for fierce time runs, and it will give to her the years that it will have subtracted from you”).  Despite the verbal echoes, time does not obey the mathematical rules of Ovid’s Medea, who follows Jason’s plea to subtract years from his own life and add them to his father’s (deme meis annis et demptos adde parenti, Met. 7.168).  A straightforward interpretation does not fit, for while the girl in this ode may grow older, the man does not grow younger.  

West (1998) explicates the stanza’s implicit logic: “On the face of it what [Horace] does say is false, ‘Time will give her the years it takes away from you’, thus making you younger.  We cannot entertain this nonsense and are therefore driven to the only possible sense, that every year added to the girl’s tally will take away from the tally of years that the man will live.”  West’s explanation, though correct, stops short of suggesting a physical analogue for the transference of time as a finite commodity.  Since Horatian imagery usually derives from visible analogues, it is a mild surprise that no one has ventured to identify the latent metaphor. 

Romans had no hourglasses, but they did have water clocks, in which a finite supply of water ran from a hole in a higher vessel to a lower, thereby subtracting a visible manifestation of time from the one vessel and adding it to the other.  Perhaps such clocks were a fad in Horace’s youth, as Tacitus tells us that Pompey introduced them to law courts in 52 BCE (Orat.38).  In the empire, Pliny the Younger and Martial could speak metaphorically of periods of time by the number of clepsydras emptied (OLD, #2).  Seneca the Younger explored the analogy of life-as-water-clock in a letter on mortality: cotidie morimur; cotidie enim demitur aliqua pars vitae et tunc quoque cum crescimus vita decrescit … quemadmodum clepsydram non extremum stilicidium exhaurit (“daily we perish; for daily some part of our life is subtracted, and so also as we wax, life wanes … just as not the last drop empties the clepsydra,” Epistula 24.20).  More boldly, Augustine could envision “drops of time” and “hours flowing away” (stillae temporum…horae diffluent, Confessions 11.2).  

Waters do run (currere) in Latin prose and poetry, with Vergil offering perhaps the most illuminating parallels contemporary with Horace.  Aeneid 1.607-10 famously links running water to the passage of time, when Aeneas pledges eternal esteem for Dido (in freta dum fluvii current…semper honos nomenque tuum laudesque manebunt), and Aeneid 12.523-4 describes water flowing down the mountains (amnes in aequora currunt).  Since the flow of waters can be called ferox (Lucan 4.138: fluvii ferocis; Seneca Herc. Fur.1324), we might sense that the adjective ferox applies to more than simply aetas.
The present interpretation befits both the poem at hand and a larger pattern in Horace’s imagery.  Water imagery recurs in Ode 2.5 with the young heifer resting in cool rivers and frolicking in willow marshes (5-6) and the shoulders of Chloris gleaming like moonlight on the sea (20).  More broadly, a clepsydra in Ode 2.5 accords with the image of “flowing years” in Ode 4.11.19-20 (adfluentis annos) and Epistle 1.1.23 (fluunt tempora), as well as Commager’s (1962) observation that Horace “imagined time’s passing in terms of flowing water.”  The present interpretation corroborates the reading of Reckford (1969, followed by Ancona, 1994) that in Ode 2.5 Venus plays a cruel and ironic joke: “The conceit, that time will add to the girl the years it ‘takes from’ her lover, shows the fallacy of wishful thinking, for the two will never meet…in an ideal balance.”  The flow of water in a clock—subtracting time from one vessel and adding it to another—is irreversible and impossible to halt in static equilibrium.
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