
 

 

An Ode on a Graeco-Roman Wine-Jar:  

The “Soracte Ode” and the Dynamic Nature of Horatian Lyric  

The illustrious 19
th

-century English philologist John Conington once complained that 

“[w]e are always hearing of wine-jars” in Horace’s Odes (Conington 1863 as reproduced in 

Edmunds 1992). There was so much drinking, in fact, that the poet appears to feel the need to 

defend himself in his Epistles. In the penultimate poem of the First Book of these “letters” 

Horace suggests that all the young poets have started to get drunk in order to imitate him: “‘I’ll 

entrust the Forum and the well of Libo to the sober, I’ll strip the harsh of the right to sing.’ Ever 

since I proclaimed this, the poets have not stopped to compete in drinking by night – and stinking 

by day” (Forum putealque Libonis / mandabo siccis, adimam cantare seueris”: / hoc simul edixi, 

non cessuere poetae / nocturno certare mero, putere diurno, Hor. Ep. 1.19.8-11).  

This observation by the poet is not simply regarding drinking, however. The rest of the 

poem is about the proper kind of imitation. And what Horace seems to be suggesting here is that 

his readers have not understood his poetry – and in particular his use of wine as a metaphor for 

something other than the mere loss of control. “This is Horace’s metaphor,” according to Denis 

Feeney, “for how people cannot read metaphor: what Horace is saying is that the people who 

read the Odes in such a literal and biographical sense were simply missing the point, since in the 

Odes a jar of wine is not just a jar of wine” (Feeney 2009). 

Agreed: a jar of wine in the Odes is most certainly not just a jar of wine. But what exactly 

is it then? Alessandro Schiesaro has suggested an attractive solution to this problem in the way 

that he understands Horatian lyric as the embodiment of “Bacchic poetics” – a kind of poetry 

“which is by definition unruly” (Schiesaro 2009). Looking at the way that Horace depicts 

Bacchus (and thus wine) in the Odes Schiesaro claims that the poet not only represents “the 

generic enabling of poetry” through the god but also “signals...a desire to escape the boundaries 



 

 

of the self and the spatial limitations of the here and now” (Schiesaro 2009; cf. Commager 1957).  

But this “desire to escape” the spatio-temporal limits of the lyric “here and now” does not seem 

to present to us the whole story of what the poet is up when he mentions, say, a wine-jar. The 

opening of the wine-jar, I will argue, does not deconstruct the constraints of lyric time and space; 

rather, on the contrary, it triggers the incorporation of what lies beyond those boundaries into 

Horatian poetics while simultaneously preserving the conventional structure of his lyric.  

In this paper, I will explore the way that the act of “popping open” the wine-jar allows the 

poet to loosen the constraints of time and space in generic terms that seamlessly permits the 

inclusion of epic and elegiac strains into his lyric poetry. By examining closely the role of the 

wine-jar as it figures prominently in the “Soracte Ode” (C. 1.9) I will demonstrate how Horace 

uses this object of Greek design and Italian material (Sabina...diota, 7-8) as a metaphor that can 

signal his lyric’s remarkably dynamic nature. In its ability to contain Greek and Italian, epic and 

elegiac, past and future,  the seemingly common-place wine-jar serves as perhaps the perfect 

symbol for an innovative kind of lyric – one not only Roman, one might say, but distinctly 

Augustan in the way it attempts to imperceptibly incorporate novelty into a traditional structure. 
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