"Sincerum est nisi vas": Illness as Metaphor in Horace's Satires

Roman satirists often portray themselves as possessing medical knowledge.  They diagnose perceived "ailments" within society by criticizing individual behavior.  Horace in particular adopts the persona of a medical doctor with his prolific references to illness for the sake of parody or as a means to allegorize a person's moral character or worth.  This paper explores the discrete ways that Horace employs certain references to illness and medicine in the Satires and Epistles.  Although previous scholarship on Roman satire has recognized Horace's medical metaphors, it has concentrated on instances in isolation (Brown, 1993; Gowers, 1993-4; Highet, 2009; Schlegel, 2010) or emphasized medical analogy in Late Latin satire (Kivistö, 2009).  This paper comprehensively analyzes Horace's poetry through a medical lens, traces its roots in Epicurean philosophy and ancient medicine, and situates it within the genre of Roman satire.
Horace employs a variety of illnesses in his poetry: eye inflammation (lippitudo, lippus), dyspepsia (crudus), and gout (podagra, cheragra).  He refers to these illnesses in different contexts to transmit three satiric purposes to his audience.  First, Horace uses illness as a mechanism of separation in Serm. 1.5.  While his patron and noble companions work tirelessly to reconcile the estranged Antony and Octavian, Horace remains behind to tend to his ailment: “Here I, suffering from inflamed eyes (lippus), smear black ointment on my eyes” (30-1).  By describing his literary persona suffering from lippitudo, Horace transmits his own isolation during an important political event and debases himself in the company of great men (Gowers, 1993-94).  Second, Horace uses illness as invective against an object.  In Serm. 1.1, he calls Stoic philosopher and poet Crispinus lippus (120-1), which obliquely derides Crispinus’ prolixity by its physical manifestation as an illness: eye inflammation (Brown, 1993).  Through this invective, Horace makes a statement about poetics and extols his own concise and polished writing style.  And finally in Ep. 1.2, Horace uses illness (lippus, podagra and filthy ears) as a metaphor for morality when he describes moderation in property ownership, echoing Epicurean philosopher Philodemus' On Property Management (Tsouna-McKirahan, 2007).  Horace writes, “No house or land, no pile of bronze or gold has provided cures for the master sick in his body from fevers, or in his mind. […] A house and possessions are useful to him in the same way as painted tablets are for the bleary-eyed, as support posts are for the gouty man, or lyres are for the ears of a man suffering from collected filth” (47-53).  Such exploitation of medical analogy – to teach a moral lesson to his audience – reveals Horace's reliance on Epicurean philosophy.  Epicureanism argued there was a strong relationship between the body and the mind with regard to illness.  Just as the body can become ill with gout or eye inflammation, so too can the mind become metaphorically "ill" with moral vices (Konstan, 1998).  This concept is also present in some of the treatises within the Hippocratic Corpus and the Epidaurian Iamata, in which we see that the body’s health is connected to the state of the mind and moral behavior (LiDonnici, 1995).  
Through an analysis of medical metaphor in Horace’s Satires and Epistles, we catch a glimpse of the poet playing doctor.  He connects social behavior and morality - both his own and that of others - with the health (or, rather, sickness) of the body.  In this paper, I incorporate a new set of texts with previous scholarship to interpret Horace's poetry; through this method, I show how Horace utilizes medical metaphors and, ultimately, redefines the satiric genre of his predecessor, Lucilius.   
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