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Horace
Epodes 7, 16; Satire 1.6

Standard Level and Higher Level

— Introduction to Horace —

An ancient biographer tells us that Horace (Quintus Horatius Flac-
cus) was born December 8, 65 bce, in Venusia, a town in Apulia in 
southeastern Italy. In fact, most of what we know about Horace’s 

life comes either from ancient biographers and commentators or from au-
tobiographical remarks in his own poems, and should not be taken at face 
value. Horace says that his father was an ex-slave and a money collector at 
auctions (coactor), who nevertheless had the means and ambition to send 
his son to Rome for his education. He does not mention his mother.

In Athens to continue his education when Julius Caesar was murdered 
(March 44 bce), Horace was taken up by Marcus Iunius Brutus, the leader 
of the assassins, and appointed military tribune. Th at appointment brought 
with it membership in the equestrian order (ordo eques). Indeed, Hor-
ace tells us that he fought at Philippi (42 bce), when Octavian (the future 
Augustus) and his forces defeated those of the assassins Brutus and Gaius 
Cassius Longinus. Th is defeat ended Horace’s military career. He returned 
to Rome and, although his estate had been confi scated by Octavian’s agents, 
managed to buy his way into a bookkeeping/secretarial position of scriba 
quaestorius and began to write poetry. (Th e confi scation of property pro-
vided funds to pay Octavian’s soldiers and land on which to sett le them. 
It had a devastating eff ect on the dispossessed farmers.) Because of his 
acquaintance with other poets (one of whom was Vergil), Horace came to 
know Gaius Maecenas, a wealthy eques who was a friend of Augustus and 
a patron, patronus, of poets. Maecenas became Horace’s patron, that is, he 
helped support him fi nancially, possibly with the gift  of a farm near modern 
Tivoli, near Sabine territory. Accordingly, Maecenas is the addressee of 
Horace’s Satires and his later Odes.
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— Introduction to the Epodes —

Horace’s Epodes and fi rst book of Satires are from the years 42–31 
bce, a chaotic time of civil war accompanied by proscription 
(publication of the names of Roman citizens who were declared 

outlaws) and property confi scation. Aft er Caesar’s assassination, several 
waves of confl ict fl ooded the Roman world: the earliest were between the 
assassins (who called themselves “liberators”) and Caesar’s avengers: his 
surviving co-consul, Mark Antony, his Master of Horse, Lepidus, and his 
adopted son and heir, Octavian. (Th is trio, appointed by law as a board of 
three men with consular power, for the purpose of sett ing the republic in 
order, is called the “Second Triumvirate” to distinguish it from an earlier 
political alliance, that of C. Julius Caesar, M. Licinius Crassus, and Cn. 
Pompeius Magnus); the last confl ict was between the forces of Antony and 
Octavian. Th e two had divided the Mediterranean world, with Octavian 
taking the West and Antony the East. Antony had also married Octavian’s 
sister. Th e alliance soured as Antony increasingly committ ed himself to 
the East, including Egypt and its queen, Cleopatra. Th e two sides met in a 
decisive batt le in August of 31 bce on the western coast of Greece, at Ac-
tium, where Antony’s land forces surrendered to Octavian’s and his fl eet 
was destroyed, while Cleopatra, and her fl eet, fl ed to Egypt.

Epodes 7 and 16 refl ect the pessimism and strife of that period. Th ey are 
in iambics, the metrical system used by earlier Greek poets for social att ack, 
and thus particularly suited to poems that present a Roman society at war 
with itself, divided, enraged, and out of control.

— Meters —
Iambic Strophes (Iambic Trimeter followed by Iambic Dimeter): Epode 7
Second Pythiambic (Dactylic Hexameter alternating with Iambic 

Trimeter): Epode 16
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— Epode 7 —
We do not know when, exactly, Horace wrote Epode 7; but the poem refers 
generally to the civil wars aft er Caesar’s assassination, and perhaps specifi cally 
to the naval confl icts of 37 and 36 bce involving Pompey the Great’s son, Sextus 
Pompeius, who represented the last of the serious opposition to the Second Tri-
umvirate. Th e poem traces Rome’s current troubles back to the act of fr atricide 
at the city’s foundation, that is, Romulus’s murder of his twin brother Remus. 
An unidentifi ed speaker fr antically addresses an assembly of citizens whom he 
cannot control.

 quo, quo scelesti ruitis? aut cur dexteris
  aptantur enses conditi?
 parumne campis atque Neptuno super
  fusum est Latini sanguinis,
5 non ut superbas invidae Karthaginis
  Romanus arces ureret,
 

1 Quo, quo: interr. adv., “to what place? whither?” Th e doubled quo 
conveys anger and urgency.

 ruitis: Th ree short syllables, the fi rst two of which occupy the metri-
cal position of one long syllable, contribute to the sense of haste.

 aut: Th is conjunction can introduce a question, especially the second 
of two, and works here in the same way as et.

 dexteris: dative with aptantur (line 2).

2 conditi: here “sheathed”; the idea is probably that the swords were 
sheathed aft er the batt le of Philippi in 42 bce, which saw the defeat 
of Caesar’s leading assassins, including Brutus and Cassius.

3–10 parumne . . . dextera: a long rhetorical question introduced 
by -ne.

3–4 campis atque Neptuno super/fusum est: Th ere are two possibili-
ties for case here, depending on whether one reads superfusum as 
a single word (from superfundo) pouring over the line ending, or 
as two words, fusum with the adverbial super. If one word, then 
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campis atque Neptuno is dative; if two, with super used adverbi-
ally, then campis and Neptuno are ablatives of place where (A&G 
§429.4). At any rate, the expression campis atque Neptuno is a novel 
way of saying terra marique, “on land and sea.” (On Neptuno see 
metonymy.) Th e polar opposites signify the whole, resulting in an 
image of the entire world covered over with blood.

 Neptuno: possibly an oblique reference to Sextus Pompeius, who 
aft er his father’s death in 48 bce carried on the war against Caesar 
in Africa and Spain. Aft er Caesar’s assassination, he used his navy 
based in Sicily to oppose Antony, Octavian, and Lepidus. He called 
himself “son of Neptune.”

4 Latini: synecdoche for “Roman.”

 sanguinis: with Latini, a partitive genitive (A&G §346.a.4) de-
pending on parumne (line 3).

5–10 non ut . . . sed ut: introduces a series of purpose clauses (ureret . . . 
descenderet . . . periret), each of which sets a Roman individual or a 
place in Rome against an enemy or an enemy place: Romanus/Kar-
thaginis arces; Sacra Via/Britannus; urbs haec/vota Parthorum.

 invidae Karthaginis: A wealthy North African city founded in the 
eighth century by Phoenicians, Carthage long dominated the sea 
trade in the western Mediterranean and fought Rome in three major 
wars (the Punic Wars) between 264 and 146 bce. Aft er its defeat 
in 146 bce the city was destroyed; but the site was made a Roman 
colony and became the capital of the province of proconsular Africa.

6 Romanus: a collective singular representing the whole people; so 
too Britannus in line 7 (A&G §317.d note 2).
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 intactus aut Britannus ut descenderet
  Sacra catenatus Via,
 sed ut secundum vota Parthorum sua
10  urbs haec periret dextera?
 neque hic lupis mos nec fuit leonibus
  umquam nisi in dispar feris.
 furorne caecus, an rapit vis acrior,
  an culpa? responsum date.
15 tacent et albus ora pallor infi cit
  mentesque perculsae stupent.
 

7 intactus . . . Britannus: intactus, because aside from Caesar’s expe-
ditions in 55 and 54 bce, Britain was relatively untouched by Rome.

8 Sacra . . . Via: ablative of way by which (A&G §429.4.a). Th e Sacra 
Via was Rome’s oldest street. Its route, determined by the needs of 
ritual, was from the summa Sacrae Viae in the area of the Temple of 
Jupiter Stator on the Palatine, to the Capitoline. It was the last stretch 
for triumphal processions, which traversed the Roman Forum before 
ascending the Capitoline.

9 Parthorum: Th e Parthians were a semi-nomadic people whose em-
pire occupied what is now northeastern Iran. Th e Romans tried for 
years to expand eastward into their territory but were never able to 
conquer them. Indeed, M. Licinius Crassus and his army suff ered 
a major disaster at their hands in 53 bce; Caesar was assassinated 
on the eve of his own Parthian campaign; and aft er initial success 
against the Parthians, Antony was forced to retreat in 36 bce. Th e 
Parthians were famous archers, so it is fi tt ing that they do their harm 
with their vota, weapons that, like arrows, are sent from a distance.

9–10 sua . . . dextera: Note the emphatic hyperbaton. Th e repetition 
dexteris . . . dextera at the end of lines 1 and 10 brings closure to 
this half of the poem.

10 urbs haec: Note the immediacy: the city right here as opposed to the 
distant Parthians and their prayers.
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11 neque lupis . . . nec leonibus: possessive datives. Th e invocation of 
wolves and lions is a topos. In the view of numerous ancient sources, 
these proverbially fi erce animals do not att ack their own kind.

12 dispar: neuter as a substantive aft er in.

 feris: with lupis and leonibus (line 11); again, the hyperbaton is 
striking.

13 furorne caecus, an rapit vis acrior: Latin oft en portrays violent 
emotions as controlling the persons who feel them.

 responsum date: Th e imperative captures the urgency of the 
situation.

15 tacent . . . infi cit: Switching to the third person, the speaker turns 
from the Romans he has been addressing to a group of bystanders 
(as well as the poem’s readers), and describes what he observes.

 albus . . . pallor: Note the sharp visual contrast to the blood (san-
guinis, line 4) and gore (cruor, line 20) that have stained land and 
sea.

 infi cit: Can pallor do this? Infi cio means “to immerse in pigment, 
dye,” or “to darken, stain (with blood).” Pallor in the face is caused 
by blood draining fr om it. Th e listeners have blanched, gone white 
in the face, at the poet’s rebuke. Th e metaphor is reversed.

16 mentesque perculsae stupent: Th e minds of the guilty are stunned 
and they have no words with which to answer the speaker.


