Poetic Failure/Poetic Flight:

The Myth of Daedalus in Horace’s Odes
Horace alludes to the Greek myth of Daedalus’ flight and Icarus’ fall at three different moments in the four books of his Carmina. At 1.3.34–35 Daedalus’ use of birds’ wings is symptomatic of human hubris. In 2.20 the speaker declares that he will not merely imitate a bird but metamorphose into one, therefore becoming notior than Daedaleo Icaro (2.20.13). And in 4.2 the aspiring poet Iullus is warned that to imitate Pindar is to endeavor on wings waxed with Daedalian craft (4.2.2-4) and that he is destined to bestow his name upon the glassy sea as Icarus did. 


All three references occur within poems about poetic achievement--either Horace’s own or others’. In the propemptikon 1.3 the ship to which Virgil is entrusted on his journey from Attica serves as a metaphor for the nascent Aeneid, bringing the tradition of Greek epic to Rome and traveling along the same route that Aeneas took from Greece to Latium (Santirocco, 27–30; Lockyer). The sphragistic 2.20 proclaims that the speaking vates, having transformed into a swan, will be recognized and his work learned in the farthest reaches of the Empire. Echoes of Pindar, Theognis, and Ennius hint that poetry, and no physical avian transformation, is the source of the speaker’s immortality. Ode 4.2, often read in conjunction with 2.20 because of their shared swan imagery, is the most clearly metapoetic of the three, comparing Iullus’ ambitious encomium of Caesar to the speaker’s ostensibly more modest and authentic praise. In all three poems, Daedalus is cited not as a positive and sympathetic artist, not as Virgil’s grieving wanderer or Ovid’s clever, labyrinth-making exile, but as a transgressive figure whose excessive ambition must be avoided. Icarus’ fall is no simple tragedy, but an inevitable consequence of his father’s creation. 


My paper will argue that these references to Daedalus reveal Horace’s ambivalence about his own poetic project and the ambition involved in artistic creation, as well as his awareness that with aspiration comes the threat of failure. The unambiguous use of Daedalus as a negative exemplum in 1.3, hinting that art is part of humanity’s fallen nature, becomes complicated in 2.20 by the speaker’s self-comparison to Icarus and by the poem’s hyperbolic, even ironic tone. Horace’s use of the myth is further expanded in 4.2, with the speaker positioning himself as the conservative, parental Daedalus to Iullus’ too daring Icarus. Consistently, Daedalus and his son signify a poetic grandeur to which Horace seems opposed, but Horace’s diction and the immensity of his project in the Odes belie the professed modesty and safety of his work. 

Horace may reject Virgil’s or Iullus’ Daedalean efforts, but his rejections reveal that he is no less ambitious than those whom he criticizes. These poems, although their speaking personas are confident of soaring easily like Daedalus and earning fame rather than infamy, acknowledge that failure is a real possibility for any artistic project- including the Carmina themselves.
Selected Bibliography:

Lockyer, Charles W. 1967. “Horace’s ‘Propemptikon’ and Vergil’s Voyage.” CW 61: 42​–45.

Nisbet, R. G. M. and Margaret Hubbard. 1970. A Commentary on Horace: Odes, Book 1. 
Oxford.

—1975. A Commentary on Horace: Odes, Book 2. Oxford.

Putnam, Michael C. J. 1986. Artifices of Eternity: Horace’s Fourth Book of Odes. Cornell.

Thévenaz, Olivier. 2002. “Le cygne de Venouse: Horace et la métamorphose de l’Ode 2.20.” 
Latomus 61: 861–888.

Santirocco, Matthew S. 1986. Unity and Design in Horace’s Odes. University of North Carolina.

Syndikus, Hans Peter. 1990. Die Lyrik des Horaz. Stuttgart.
PAGE  
1

