Harmonic Unity of the Lyre and Tibia in Horace’s Odes


Music has always played an important role in Greek society, and like the rest of their culture, was willingly absorbed into Roman culture. Musicians, instrumentalists, and dancers came to Rome from distant places, new cults with their musical rites appeared, and virtuosity became paramount (Comotti 52). Roman excess, felt by Horace and many other writers in the Augustan era, was found in the style of instruments that were popular and the music they produced. The highly intellectual and educational infused music of Greece was transformed into a music that was suited to entertain, please the masses, and provide pleasure. In his Odes, Horace firmly resists this degeneration of music and morals that was occurring in his own time. He goes through great pains to separate himself from these excesses and the poor music of the masses, as in Ode 1.38 Persicos odi, puer, apparatus and in 3.1 Odi profanum vulgus et arceo, and avoids creating a music that is overly elaborate, loud, and suited for a spectacle. Instead, Horace sought to create lyric that is well crafted and instilled with Greek virtue, while at the same time keeping his Latin heritage. It is through moderation and musical harmony that Horace achieves this balance. 


 Moderation, an important virtue in Greek philosophy, is at the heart of Horace’s Odes and is illustrated through the metaphor of musical harmony that is found in the blending of the sounds of the lyre and tibia. These instruments’ close connection with myth and the gods revels a further representation in his musical and ethical theory, namely the importance of unifying and bringing into balance the power of Apollo as representing the lyre and Dionysus representing the tibia. Horace realizes the importance of Dionysus and the tibia in its power to inspire and excite, but he also is aware that it must be restrained by Apollo’s calming and ordering lyre. Likewise, the lyre must be brought to be lively by Dionysus’ enchanting tibia. The tension between these two gods representing order and turbulent excitement respectively is brought into a Heraclitean harmonization in the sounds of the lyre and the tibia as well as their associated gods in the Odes. Furthermore, this musical ethos replaces the myths of each of these gods to serve as a powerful example for how people should live, putting forward the idea that moderation between excess and rigid control is at the heart of virtue (as reflected in aurea mediocritas). The harmony produced between the two instruments and the two gods is a heightening of human power until it eventually becomes elevated to divinity, or virtue, the highest good.
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