Critical Comfort:  Horace on Vergil’s Quintilius

Horace is a stereotypical artist in this way: he is sensitive to criticism. Early in his career he took exception to critics, whose poetics he did not value, and named them (S. I.10.78-80). The poignancy of his attacks on critics, made toward the end of his career, reflects the loss of those he valued most and also named (S. I.10.40-45, 81-90; also Albius Tibullus [?], candide iudex, Epist. I.4.1). After the deaths of Vergil, Tibullus (19 B.C.), and Varius a short time later, Horace was the grand survivor of his literary peer group, and it is not flattering, but outright irritating, for any established artist to be imitated and criticized poorly by the younger. (Epist. I.19.35-49). Poetaster may make lousy critics, but who would make a good critic and why? The negative is easy, but the positive?


Horace describes Vergil’s friend Quintilius as the quintessential critic (sodes, Ars 438), who utilizes pressure combined with cooperative exchange (Ars 438-452). For example, the poet’s and the critic’s stylus delete (delere iubebat, 440b; incomptis allinet atrum / traverso calamo signum, 446b-447a). Quintilius directs the poet to be a blacksmith (et male tornatos incudi reddere versus, 441) and forces the artist to shine a floodlight on the work (parum claris lucem dare coget, 448b). All of this mechanical labor by poet and critic working in conjunction is performed within relationship (sodes, 438; amicum, 450), so that the art is no longer the creation of an individual standing alone. It is shared process (438-444), maintaining the value and role of each participant. 


This responsion between artist and critic explains why Horace’s consolatio to Vergil upon the death of Quintilius (C. I.24) would contain pointed references to Vergil’s work (cf., tu frustra pius, 11; pius Aeneas; quid si Threicio blandius Orpheo / auditam moderere arboribus fidem?, 13-14; non me carminibus vincet nec Thracius Orpheus, Ecl. 4.55), which take to task his foray into epic (Commager, 1962: 289; Khan, 1967: 107-117; N.-H., 1970: 281; Syndikus, 1972: 242-243; Santirocco, 1986: 58-59; Lowrie, 1997: 91-92; Thomas, 2001: 62). The tension imposed on the lament by opposing criticism and comfort can be eased by bringing them into correspondence. Proper criticism is not polemic. When Horace assumes Quintilius’ role as critic, he transgresses into Vergil’s pain and despair and with his interactions assures Vergil that he can withstand a “critical” loss (ergo Quintilium perpetuus sopor / urget, 5-6a), because he can continue sharing song with another, carmen perpetuum. Criticism translates into listening and understanding.
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