Lover’s “Out” Rage: Horace, Pyrrha, and Lydia 


Horace’s odes to Pyrrha and Lydia, C. I.5; 13, are a studied contrast to the erotic iambic angst expressed in Horace’s Epodes, epode 8, 12, 17 (cf. Commager, 1962: 153-155; Reckford, 1969: 102; Keyser, 1989: 75-81; Ancona, 1994: 128-128; D. West, 1995: 63-65). 

The argument of c.5 centers on Horace’s own true knowledge versus his erotic rival’s ignorance. The lyricist understands that passion’s hazards are violation and outrage, the very motivations driving the Lykambid tradition (epode 6.11-14; Epist. I.19.23-31): Archilochus scorned aimed his invective against Lykambes and his daughters. But in this Ode to Pyrrha Horace imagines in the mind’s eye of his encircling language Pyrrha wrapped around some new young lover (Quis multa gracilis te puer in rosa / ... urget, 1-2a), and still his insults against her faithlessness come indirectly and in metaphor.

Subsequently (C. I.13) Horace assigns his lyre the full power to find the way into and out of the endless cycle of retaliatory vengeance. In the second of three odes addressed to Lydia (C. I.8, 13; III.9), Horace answers back to her when he is distraught with love (e.g., fervens bile, 1; uror, 9). Although sickened with bile, a sign in Horace that invective is on the way (epode 11:16; S. I.9.66; II.3.141; Epist. I.19.20), the lyricist exercises verbal restraint. His only response to Lydia’s hurtful praise for her new beloved is to warn her never to expect such a tempestuous man to be faithful (13-14), and he converts every aggressive act by Telephus into praise for Lydia. The bruises Telephus leaves on Lydia make her arms whiter. Telephus bites her lips; Venus infuses them with the taste of nectar (9-12, 15-16). Horace’s verbal restraint sets the mood for the song’s conclusion. After only sixteen verses he convincingly places the hope of a constant love (17-20) in opposition to bile and fury, by reusing some of the language from his invective against the woman of epode 12 and Canidia (epode 17) to consecrate permanent union as the ideal state (Quid tibi vis, 12.1a; tenta cubilia tectaque rumpit, 12.12; o ego non felix, 12.25a; quid amplius vis, 17.30a; cf. felices ter et amplius / quos irrupta tenet copula, c.13.17-18a).


The singer delivers his declaration for love as definitive prophetic utterance, but he permits interpretation. He allows a gap in the transition to the final strophe, since he leaves his motivation for the proverb on love undefined. He may be trying to seduce Lydia with a promise of faithfulness that Telephus will never give her -- most likely. He may be choosing for himself an alternative to continual rejection, or only hoping for a better love he sees others enjoying. Through this gap in our knowledge, Horace has us enter into a world of erotic imagination.
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