Sabini and Sabelli: Rustic Exempla in Horace Odes 1.12
In Odes 1.12, after changing gears from Greek men, heroes, and gods, Horace turns the reader’s attention to a sweeping catalogue of exemplary Romans culminating in the godlike Augustus. Beginning with Romulus, this Roman section lists 12 famous men before finally praising the Iulii and Augustus. 

The identity of these exempla and the structure of their presentation have been discussed at great length. Others, most notably R.D. Brown and D.L. West, have explained the progressive groups of names in three sets: the scope of Roman history, famous commanders of important wars, and men of great virtue. Thus Romulus, Numa, Tarquin, and Cato establish the backdrop for the eight worthies to follow. This list draws from what Austin called “the regular ‘saints’ gallery’ of Roman rhetoric.”

In my paper I show that almost all men in Horace’s list are Sabines and Sabelli. The austere character of these ethnic groups allows us to view Horace’s enumeration as a promotion of the virtues of M. Claudius Marcellus, Julia’s husband of the same name, and the moral program of Augustus.

In my paper I demonstrate that many of Horace’s exempla may be associated with regions firmly fixed to the rustic peoples widely praised by Horace’s day. For example, five of the families represented are firmly Sabine in origin: the Aemilii Scauri, Aurelii Scauri, Aemilii Pauli, Curii, and Claudii Marcelli. Further, the Atilii Reguli, Fabricii Luscinii, and Furii Camilli fall within Dench’s parameters for the blanket-term Sabelli. 

According to this line of interpretation, the political figures in Horace’s list do not only denote different stages of Roman history but also represent certain values that are the cornerstone of Augustus’ Rome. The Sabines represent the rustic austerity of Rome’s past, the lost rural simplicity of better times. They are typically toughened through frugal, farming upbringings and better warriors than their softer, urban contemporaries. Sabines are also traditionally very pious and associated with prophecy. Following the Social War, the ethnic designation Sabelli included the Samnites and other peoples of the Central Apennines within the Sabine role of a morally superior foil to urban Rome.

With the eight men following Cato, Horace forms a periphrastic statement of the moral worth Augustus and the Claudii wish for Rome. By choosing these eight from the entire corpus of exempla, Horace emphasizes his vision of romanitas: Augustus’s Rome is best described by these Sabine and Sabellian figures because of the austerity and moral uprightness traditionally ascribed to their ethnicity. 

Finally, the position of this ode is of particular importance. Following the parade in 1-9, Horace has firmly indicated his choice of Alcaeus as a model in 9-11. Number 12 begins the real substance of the collection. Horace thus chooses at this crucial moment to praise Augustus with a catalogue of austere men representative of both his moral program and the newly important Claudii Marcelli. For Horace, Augustan Rome is rustic Rome, and that must mean Sabine and Sabellian Rome.
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