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Late in the summer of 42 BC, the legions of Brutus and Cassius were preparing
to cross the Hellespont during their march to Macedonia. Like their Persian
precursors from over four centuries earlier, the Republican armies must have
seemed to their opponents like an unstoppable force, a juggernaut of 19 legions and
20,000 cavalry, moving down the coast of Thrace and poised to do battle with the
Caesareans on the plains of Philippi. According to our sources, Brutus and Cassius
had superior manpower and more than enough resources to assure victory.! We read
in Appian, for example, that so much money was available to Cassius that he was
able equip his legionaries with weapons fashioned from gold and silver and that he
could contribute a pre-battle bonus of 1500 drachmas to each of his soldiers.? The
ofpcer corps on the Republican side was also quite impressive, as the noblest of the
nobiles and even some former Caesareans had yocked to the standards of Brutus
and Cassius. The names of the commanders who were defending libertas read like
a owhois whoo of the Late Republic and included Marcus Valerius Messalla, Tillius
Cimber, Cato's son, the younger Hortensiusimen with distinguished pedigrees and
distinguished military careers, eager to support the Republican cause and to cast
their lot with the tyrannicides.®

When we turn to modern accounts of the Civil Wars and the Battle of Philippi,
we almost invariably see a rather remarkable statementfactually, it is usually
more like a footnotefthat, alongside these luminaries of the late Republic, the poet
Horace had also been present at Philippi, and not just as a common soldier, but as
a Military Tribune in one of the legions of Marcus Brutus.* This is the bit of history
or biography | wish to examine in this paper, one which, to my knowledge, has

* A version of this paper was presented to a wonderfully receptive audience at the 96" annual
meeting of CANE, at the College of the Holy Cross, on March 23, 2002. The title incorporates
line 16 of Horacels prst Epode, imbellis ac firmus parum.

! For the references, see Ronald Syme, The Roman Revolution (Oxford 1939), pp. 203-208.

2 Appian, BC 4.100.

3Cf. Vell. 2.71.2.

* For example, Syme, op. cit., p. 254.
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never been looked at critically, either by historians or by commentators on Horaceis
poetry.®

The prst item of evidence that might® be used to support the claim that Horace
had actually served as a Military Tribune at Philippi is the testimony of the so-called
Vita Horatii, a short biography of the poet, which seems to derive from the De Poetis
section of Suetoniusi De Viris Illustribus.” The specipc testimony consists of a single
sentence where the author indicates, inter alia, that Horace had been recruited by
Marcus Brutus and that he served as Military Tribune at the Battle of Philippi.

Q. Horatius Flaccus, Venusinus, patre ut ipse tradit libertino et
exactionum coactore (ut vero creditum est salsamentario, cum illi quidam
in altercatione exprobasset: 0Quotiens ego vidi patrem tuum bracchio

se emungentem!d) bello Philippensi excitus a Marco Bruto imperatore
tribunus militum meruit.

In looking at this particular testimonium, we should, at the outset, recall how
inherently unreliable ancient biographies of poets tend to be, a point that Mary
Lefkowitz convincingly made some years ago in her study of the lives of Greek
poets. And while we wait for a similar study on the lives of Roman poets to be
written, | would think it reasonable to assume that the surviving biographies of the
Roman poets, like the Vita Horatii, were also embellished and mythologized by their
authors, most of whom wrote many generations after the lives of their subjects.®
We might also want to keep in mind that it is in this same Suetonian Vita that there
appears the rather intriguing and perhaps scurrilous assertion that Horace, in his
old age, had turned into a lecher who had a penchant for harlots and mirrors, a
claim which has either been ignored or roundly denounced by critics like Eduard
Fraenkel, who wanted to maintain the personal integrity of their poet and who, in
this one instance at least, were prepared to dismiss the Vita as an unreliable source.®
But the main point that needs to be made in the present inquiry is that the author

® Peter Levi, Horace: A Life (London 1997), p. 33, writes that Horace was proud to have
commanded legions. David Armstrong, Horace (New Haven 1989), p. 16, speculates that
Horace had even taken part in the ogrim businessé of pillaging the rich cities of Asia Minor.

% | say omight,6 because no modern writer, as far as | know, has actually constructed an
argument to support the notion that Horace had in fact been a Military Tribune.

" See Eduard Fraenkel, Horace (Oxford 1957), p. 1, for evidence that the Vita was the work
of Suetonius.

® Mary Lefkowitz, The Lives of the Greek Poets (Baltimore 1981).

° Ernst Badian, 0Nobiles Amici: Art and Literature in an Aristocratic Society,6 CP 80 (1985),
pp. 345-46, points out that 0Out of seven items that Jerome gives about Ennius, four are
demonstrably wrong and only one is demonstrably correct.6

9 Fraenkel, op. cit., p. 21. He also rejects (pp. 15-16) the claim in the Vita that Horace had
insinuated himself into Maecenas circle.
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of the Vita Horatii did not appear to have any information concerning Philippi
and Horaceis role in that battle apart from the statements of the poet himself."*
Whoever he was (and Fraenkel calls him danonymousd), the compiler of the Vita
had no independent evidence on this matter and simply repeated the information
he could draw from Horaceis own poetry, a normal procedure for ancient literary
biographers, who tend to take the poets at their word.*? It may also be worth
mentioning here, by way of an arqumentum ex silentio, that Plutarch, Appian, and
Cassius Dio, the ancient writers who deal most extensively with Philippi, do not
mention Horace at all in the context of that battle, an oversight that would be
difpcult to explain if a poet of Horaceis reputation had indeed been a participant in
such a historically signipcant conyict. | would like to suggest, therefore, that, for the
purpose of our discovering the real story of Horace and the Battle of Philippi, the
Suetonian Vita Horatii gives us a net gain of zero.*®

Apart from the Vita Horatii, we pnd that all of the remaining evidence
regarding Horaceds military career comes from the poetry of Horace himself.
Before we look at the four individual passages where Philippi is mentioned or
alluded to, a few general observations are in order on the subject of Horace and
autobiography.* | think itis fair to say that, over the years, most commentators on
Horace have wanted to believe him in everything he writes about himself and have
been reluctant to think that their poet was even capable of not telling the truth in
his poems. Eduard Fraenkel, for example, offered the opinion that Horace could
not tell a 0downright lie,6 and he even had a 0Horace: never liesé entry in the index
to his 1957 book on Horace.!® These commentators have been even more inclined
to see autobiography in almost every line of the Satires and to view these poems as

" The clause, ut ipse tradit, seems to make this clear.

2 Cf. Robert Kaster, C. Suetonius Tranquillus: De Grammaticis et Rhetoribus (Oxford 1995),
passim, where Suetonius is taken to task for the vague chronology, obscure reconstructions,
and the anecdotal nature of the narratives in the De Grammaticis et Rhetoribus, another portion
of the De Viris Illustribus. In his review of Kasterfs study (AJP 118 [1997], p. 478), James Zetzel
humorously notes: 0la saulce [Kaster] vaut mieux que le poisson [Suetonius].6

3 In the later sections of the Vita Horatii, where the author (in good Suetonian fashion)
taps into letters that Augustus had presumably written to Horace, one might expect to see the
emperor making a joking reference to Horaceis short-lived career as a soldier. There is no such
allusion.

141 agree with Mario Citroni (0The Memory of Philippi in Horace and the Interpretation of
Epistle 1.20.23,6 CJ 96.1 [2000], pp. 27-56) that the expression obelli...domique6 in Epist. 1.20.23
was not meant as an allusion to Philippi.

Fraenkel, op. cit., p. 14. He also observes (p. 1) that 0Horace tells us far more about
himselféthan any other poet in antiquity.6 Even so, | suspect that most of Horaceis readers,
both past and present, would agree that poet did not mean for us to take him literally at all
times, as, for example, when he writes about his transformation into a swan (an episode which
even Fraenkel [op. cit., p. 301] had labeled as orepulsived), his encounter with the wolf in the
Sabine woods, his experience with the bolt of lightning, or his relationship with Lalage and the
other women of his poetic life.
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though they were chapters in the diary of their beloved poet. Other critics, however,
have been warning readers for some time now not to read the Satires or any of
Horacels poetry as historical documents, but to separate the speaker of the poems
from the poet himself and to look upon the alleged events from Horaceis poetic

life as poetic constructs which serve his thematic and artistic purposes.'® Already

in 1900, G. L. Hendrickson published his pioneering study in which he cautioned
readers not to take literally the claim, voiced in Sat. 2.1, that Horace had come
under personal attack as a result of the publication of the prst book of his Satires.'’
Several years later (in 1925), Lily Ross Taylor wrote an important article in which
she called into question the truth of Horaceis claimfand it is practically a theme

in Horacels poetryfthat he had come from a modest background. Taylor argued
that Horace had actually enjoyed equestrian rank for most of his life, including

the period when he went off to Greece for his studies at the Academy.*® Perhaps

the most stunning example of this type of deconstruction was the 1971 article by
Eleanor Winsor Leach, in which she showed that the portrait of Horaceis father, a
portrait so beloved by generations of Horaceis readersiioNo son ever set a pner
monument,6 remarked Fraenkel [op. cit., p. 5]Fwas likely to have been modeled on
the character of Demea, the father in Terenceis Adelphoe.*® According to Leach, the
portrait of Horacefs father was but an element in the poetry of Horace and, as such,
did not necessarily have any relevance to the real relationship that may have existed
between Horace and his father. In other words, Leach maintained that, whereas
Horace may have loved his father in real life, his poetry cannot (and should not) be
used as evidence that Horace had in reality been a good son. A similarly skeptical
stance was adopted by James Zetzel, who, in a wonderfully insightful article from
1980, argued that Satires 1.5, 1.6, 1.7, and 1.9, the so-called autobiographical satires,
were no more autobiographical than Satire 1.8, where the poet took on the voice
and character of a Priapus scarecrow. ? More recently (in 1993), Kirk Freudenburg
published his outstanding book, The Walking Muse, in which he cautioned readers
not to attempt to see genuine autobiography in the Satires and reminded us that

6 Gordon Williams, Tradition and Originality in Roman Poetry (Oxford 1968), p. 577,
observes that 0No writing of this type [satire] represents a slice of life, though it is a feature of
its artistry that it is presented as if it were.¢ See also Armstrong (op. cit., p. 29), who explains
that autobiographical narrative is a standard feature of the satire genre.

7 0Horace, Serm. 1.4: A Protest and a Programme,6 AJP 21 (1900), pp. 121-42.

8 oHoraceis Equestrian Career,6 AJP 46 (1925), pp. 161-70. John Rolfe, in his classic
textbook (Horace, Satires and Epistles [New York 1935]), maintains that the reference to an
equestrian ring in Sat. 2.7, a key element in Taylords argument, has nothing to do with Horace.

19 0Horacefs Pater Optimus and Terencels Demea: Autobiographical Fiction and Comedy in
Serm. 1.4,6 AJP (1971), pp. 616-32.

2 9Horaceds Liber Sermonum: the Structure of Ambiguity,6 Arethusa 13 (1980), pp. 59-77.
According to Zetzel (p. 61), 0€acceptance of everything said in the book as fact can only lead
to the conclusion that Horace is the most careless and absent-minded of poets, or that he is at
best a half-wit.6
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poets like Horace were perfectly free to adopt a persona or even a series of personae in
their poetry. As Freudenburg put it, 0Horace is seldom the reporter of reality but its
creator.%%

With all this in mind, we can begin our survey of the Horatian passages which
address the subject of Philippi. We look prst at what is arguably the primus locus
classicus on this subject, lines 44 to 54 of Sat.1.6, a poem where Horace reyects in
general terms on the subject of a human beingis worth and then specipcally recalls
that, at one time, an entire Roman legion obeyed him as a Military Tribune:

Nunc ad me redeo libertino patre natum, 45
guem rodunt omnes libertino patre natum,

nunc, quia sim tibi, Maecenas, convictor, at olim,

quod mihi pareret legio Romana tribuno.

Dissimile hoc illi est, quia non, ut forsit honorem

iure mihi invideat quivis, ita te quoque amicum, 50
praesertim cautum dignos adsumere, prava

ambitione procul. Felicem dicere non hoc

me possim, casu quod te sortitus amicum;

nulla etenim mihi te fors obtulit . . .

Clearly, the topic of Horaceis military past is not the main topic of this passage, as it
is essentially handled in only one line (line 48) and appears to have been mentioned
primarily as a foil to the main subject, which is the relationship between Maecenas
and Horace. In spite of a growing awareness on the part of commentators that
Horace is perfectly capable of presenting us with an imagined life and not a real one,
no scholar from the last pfty years has bothered to challenge, either on historical or
literary grounds, the assertion in line 48 of this passage that Horace had commanded
a legion as a Military Tribune.?? In other words, no commentator has approached
this passage in the same critical way that the other seemingly autobiographical
sections of the Satires have been approached, and no commentator has attempted

2 Kirk Freudenburg, The Walking Muse: Horace on the Theory of Satire (Princeton 1993).
Some of the most telling discussions on the Satires and autobiography are on pp. 3-8, 14-16,
21-27, and 33-39. In this, the most important recent work on Horaceis Satires, Freudenburg
observes (p. 3) that the poet of the Satires 0&chooses to create and project a specipc image of
himself as speaker just as he would create any other character to play a role in his pctional
poetic world.6 Freudenburg also notes (p. 8) that, even if some of the autobiographical
elements in the Satires are genuine, they have been dconventionalized to an extreme degree6
and would not be truly representative of the realities of Horaces life.

“Fraenkel (op. cit., p. 11) speculates that, because the legatus had perished, Horace was
compelled to take charge of his legion. David Armstrong, 0Horatius Eques et Scriba: Satires
1.6 and 2.7,6 TAPA 116 (1986), p. 268, doubts that Horace had been in charge of a legion, but
accepts the claim that his rank at Philippi was that of Military Tribune.
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to see whether Horace might have been making some kind of a poetic statement in
this passage instead of trying to supply us with straight autobiography and even
genuine history.?

And so it is at this point in my paper where, with appropriate humility and
trepidation, | turn into a literary critic and offer at least some preliminary ideas
as to what the real signipcance of Horaceis reference to his military service may
have been. To do this, we need to consider brieyy a passage from Sat. 2.1, arguably
the most important of the so-called programmatic Satires, where, in an unusually
succinct statement, Horace proclaims (in line 34) that he follows Lucilius (sequor
hunc), a poet who preceded Horace by about a hundred years and who was still
very much a dominant pgure in the literary world of the Late Republic.? Based
on what we can recover about the life and times of Lucilius, quite a few parallels
can be drawn between this major literary pgure and Horace, who apparently
saw himself as a latter-day Lucilius in the circle of Maecenas.?® For example,
Lucilius, like Horace, was supposed to have enjoyed a prst-rate education, to have
mastered Greek, and to have studied at the Academy in Athens.? Like Horace,
Lucilius apparently was not interested in a political career and valued instead his
independence. Moreover, the very qualities which Horace praised in Luciliusi
versesiithe candor, intellectual agility, cleverness, and common sensefiare the very
qualities which Horace strived for in his own poetry. In the same way that Lucilius
occasionally criticized the satires of his predecessor Ennius, so Horace complained
that the poetry of Lucilius was at times in need of repnement. Not surprisingly,
when we examine our passage from Satire 1.6, we pnd there some specipc echoes
of Lucilius. For example, the phrase nunc ad me redeo from line 45 appears to be a
retooling of Lucilius 1227 (Marx), 0nunc ad te redeo.6 And then, in line 47, where
Horace mentions his status as a 0convictord in the house of Maecenas, we are
reminded of Luciliusi celebrated friendship with Scipio Aemilianus and Laelius, the
great men of his day, and of Luciliusi assertion that he wrote for a select audience
and not for the massesfithe very claim that Horace makes in more than one of
his poems (cf. Sat. 1.4.73: Onec recito cuiquam nisi amicis0). Could it be, then, that

% Freudenburg, op. cit., p. 9, offers the following as a guide to the reading of the Satires:
oSatiree€is not a log of personal experiences, the votive tablet described in 2.1; for the satirist
has, at all points, carefully chosen and worked his dpersonal experiencesi along conventional
lines in order to carve out a place for his work within the larger literary tradition familiar to
his audience.6

2 gLucilius was still much admired [in Horaceis day], indeed the standard model for
political and personal satire in verseé (Armstrong, Horace, p. 42).

% Armstrong, Horace, p. 44. See also U. Knoche, Roman Satire (Bloomington 1975), pp. 33-
36; C. Fiske, Horace and Lucilius (Madison 1920), passim. In the words of Horace himself (Sat.
2.1.30-34), Lucilius had revealed his own lifeis story in his poetry as if on a votive tablet.

% But unlike Horace, Lucilius displayed considerable knowledge concerning the Athenian
landscape (Knoche, op. cit., p. 35).
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Horaceis account of his military service in Satire 1.6 may have been also intended as
a reference to Lucilius, who devoted Book 14 of his Satires to his own recollections
of a military career as an aide to Scipio Aemilianus during the War at Numantia?
And could it be that this reference was meant as a re-enforcement of Horacels
self-identipcation with a literary giant like Lucilius? In raising this possibility,
| do not mean to say that mimesis of Lucilius was the sole reason for Horaceis
placing himselfApoetically speakingfion the battlepeld at Philippi, but | would
suggest that his emulation of Lucilius may have been a factor and that this Lucilius
connection is an avenue worth exploring if we are to understand why Horace may
have constructed for his poetic self a career as a soldier.?” Or, to put it differently,
since Horace has a strong interest in analyzing what constitutes satire and his own
contributions to the genre (cf. Sat. 1.4, 1.10, 2.1), it may well be that his story about
his life as a Military Tribune had more to do with his literary pedigree and the
aesthetic aims of his poetry than with genuine autobiography. 2

If we could now take just a quick look at Horaceds later poems in which Philippi
is mentioned, we can see that, far from hurting my skeptical case, they actually help,
insofar as they show that Horace may have intended these recollections as markers
or guideposts with which to understand the true signipcance of his earlier claim in
Satire 1.6 of a military career. We turn prst to the so-called 0Pompeius Oded (Ode 2.7),
where we see our poet welcoming home a certain Pompeius, who is said to have
experienced with Horace the ignominious defeat at Philippi:

O saepe mecum tempus in ultimum
deducte Bruto militiae duce,

quis te redonavit Quiritem

dis patriis Italoque caelo,

Pompei, meorum prime sodalium, 5
cum quo morantem saepe diem mero

fregi, coronatus nitentis

malobathro Syrio capillos?

2 With a poet like Horace, there is always the possibility of eironeia or of an insidersi joke,
which would have been understood by the select readership Horace professes to address, but
which would have been far beyond the comprehension of a more general audience. Perhaps
it is not altogether irrelevant to note here that Ennius is also said (in Cic. Arch. 27) to have had
a military career. Perhaps Horace saw such a career, real or pctional, as a necessary element in
the life of a satirist.

2 Armstrong (Horace, pp. 26-27) emphasizes that oLucilius practiced all the forms that
Horace uses in the Satires: dialogue, anecdote, autobiographical pieces, and philosophical
diatribes against various forms of human folly.6 Freudenburg (op. cit., p. 186) observes that the
references to Horaceis life in the Satires have long been recognized as 0metaphors of [his] poetic
style.6 Even so, according to Freudenburg (ibid.), 6&the metaphorical possibilities of the Satires
remain virtually unexplored.6
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Tecum Philippos et celerem fugam

sensi relicta non bene parmula, 10
cum fracta virtus et minaces
turpe solum tetigere mento;

sed me per hostis Mercurius celer

denso paventem sustulit aere,
te rursus in bellum resorbens 15
unda fretis tulit aestuosis

For our present purpose, the key element in this passage is the reference to the lost
shield in line 10, where Horace seems to invoke deliberately the memory of his
other literary models, Archilochus (for the Epodes) and Alcaeus (for the Odes), and,
in so doing, transforms this account of his experience at Philippi from an entry in
a military diary into an afprmation of his self-identipcation with these two poets.?®
Later in the same passage, in lines 13-16, Horace shows himself to be the disciple
also of Homer, as he recalls his very Homeric-style rescue from Philippi, when
Mercury surrounded him with a thick mist and whisked him off to safety and to a
life dedicated to poetry (cf. II. 3.380 f.). In this Ode, then, as in Sat. 1.6, the Battle of
Philippi appears to be but an element in the poetry of Horace, and not a piece of
credible autobiography.

We turn next to a passage from Ode 3.4 where Horace brieyy mentions the Battle
of Philippi in the same breath with the falling-tree episode, which he fully recounts
in Ode 2.17, and with some otherwise unknown event (presumably a near drowning)
off Cape Palinurus:

Vestris amicum fontibus et choris 25
non me Philippis versa acies retro,

devota non extinxit arbor
nec Sicula Palinurus unda.

2 Perhaps signipcantly, we know nothing about the Pompeius of this poem, other than
what Horace tells us. Even a literalist like Fraenkel (op. cit., p. 12) does not accept the shield
story as genuine autobiography: 0They [the educated readers of Horace] knew enough about
Archilochus and Alcaeus to grasp the allusion, and, if they were the right kind of readers,
they also knew enough about Horace not to be lured into a realistic interpretation of that
particular detail.6 Cf. E. Lef vre, Horaz: Dichter im augusteischen Rom (M¢nchen 1993), pp. 43-
44, where the possibility is raised that the abandoned-shield episode was meant by Horace as
a compliment to the power of Octavian. More importantly, Lef vre stresses that Horace, in his
description of his yight and rescue, is the poet and not the historian (ibid., p. 44). Levi, on the
other hand, remains an unabashed literalist and offers some interesting (but unconvincing)
speculations as to Horaceds escape route: 0€the poetis best course would have been to pnd a
boat to Thasos, the nearest island, which was shaggy with forest and big enough to hide him
until Antony went awayo (op. cit., pp. 36-37).
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We see that all three of the experiences in this passage have in common the theme
of the sacred protection of the Muses, which Horace enjoyed as a result of his status
as a poet. Furthermore, by linking the Philippi experience with that of the dcursed
tree,6 the poet seems to be sending a signal to his readers that his bout with the tree
was about as oreal6 as his participation in the rout at Philippi. To read a military
diary into this passage or the conprmation of an autobiographical detail from Satire
1.6 would be to overlook and even devalue the highly allusive and complex nature
of an Ode in which Horace tries to arrive at an understanding of his overall standing
as a writer and his relationship as a poet with Augustus.

In Epistle 2.2, the so-called 0Epistle to Florus,6 Horace presents us with his last
reference to Philippi. Dubbed a mature work by all commentators, this poem offers
up a series of reasons why Horace was no longer interested in writing lyric poetry
but preferred instead the pursuit of philosophy, especially now that he was in his
senior years.® In a characteristically light-hearted fashion, Horace begins the poem
by telling a parable about a soldier in the army of Lucullus, who was driven to acts
of valor only after he had realized that his wallet had been stolen and that he had
serious need of the kind of income which only a military victory could bring about.
This parable sets the table for our poetis own reminiscences (lines 41-52) about his
days at the Academy, the sudden onslaught of civil war, the defeat at Philippi, and
the ensuing poverty, which, he claims, ultimately drove him to writing as a way to
make a living:

Romae nutriri mihi contigit atque doceri

iratus Grais quantum nocuisset Achilles.

Adiecere bonae paulo plus artis Athenae,

scilicet ut vellem curvo dinoscere rectum

atque inter silvas Academi quaerere verum. 45
Dura sed emovere loco me tempora grato

civilisque rudem belli tulit aestus in arma

Caesaris Augusti non responsura lacertis.

Unde simul primum me dimisere Philippi,

decisis humilem pinnis inopemaque paterni 50
et laris et fundi paupertas impulit audax

ut versus facerem;

This passage raises again the question: Is what we see here real autobiography,
or is Horace once more concealing the truth so as to make a literary point? We have
a partial answer already with the reference to the ogroveso of the Academy, which
had been destroyed by Sullais army (Plut. Sulla 12) and which would probably not

% N. Rudd, Horace: Epistles, Book II, and Epistle to the Pisones (Cambridge 1989), p. 13,
places the poem in 20 or 19 BC.
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have reached maturity (assuming they had been replanted) by the time of Horaceis
alleged sojourn to Athens. Equally capricious is the anachronistic reference to
Octavian as 0Caesaris Augusti6 in the context of a battle that took place 15 years
before Octavian would actually assume the title of 0Augustus.6 The mention of the
Battle of Philippi in line 49 is also replete with Horatian eironeia, given the story in
Plutarch that Octavian had sat out the battle due to some illness and that he had
left Agrippa in charge.® The very claim that opaupertas audaxd had driven Horace to
poetry cannot be taken entirely seriously either, since, in a literary world which had
no book contracts and royalties, a career as a poet would hardly have been a way
out of poverty.® The passage in Epistle 2.2, therefore, sheds little light on the question
of what drove Horace to write poetry, and even less on the realities of Horaceis
supposed tour of military duty.®

To sum up, then, this paper calls upon readers of Horace to make the same kind
of critical judgments concerning his claims to a military career that scholars have
been making since early in the last century about other allegedly autobiographical
details in his poems. This type of scrutiny has been conspicuously missing from
our commentaries, so that even the keenest readers of Horace, like Freudenburg,
Zetzel, and Armstrong, have unhesitatingly taken the poet at his word in this one
regard. Why, we may ask, has there been this blind faith? Why this unyappable
trust in the word of a poet whom Freudenburg callsfcorrectly, it seemsifithe most
deceptive and the most changeable of all poets? The answer may lie in the fact that
the ofpce of the Military Tribune, the rank that Horace lays claim to in Sat.1.6, could
only be held by Romans who qualiped for the equestrian census, which is to say, by
Romans who had property worth at least 400,000 sesterces.* If, in fact, Horace had
actually qualiped for service as a Military Tribune at Philippi, then this would belie
the notion that Horace, the son of an ex-slave, had come from a simple background
and from limited pnancial circumstances. And if commentators like Zetzel have their
way, this is precisely the Horace they would like to reconstruct, a Horace whose
family had the means to send him on a study abroad program to Athens, a Horace
who had met the pnancial qualipcations for the equestrian rank, and a Horace who,
as a result, could have qualiped for appointment to the rank of Military Tribune.
So, ultimately, it does matter to certain commentators whether or not Horace had
in reality been a Military Tribune, since his service in that rank becomes a key

S \ell. 2.70.1; Plut. Brut. 41.

% Cf. Rudd, op. cit., p. 129. Zetzel (op. cit., p. 89) has this to say about the passage: 0&this
retrospective explanation of his poetic career is certainly not to be taken seriously.6

3 Zetzel (op. cit. p. 95) says it best when he observes that 6In the Satires, as in most poetry
of the Augustan age, art, not life, is both the subject and the object of poetic creation.d

3 For a detailed study of the ofpce of Military Tribune and the requirements for that post,
see J. Suolahti, The Junior Officers of the Roman Army in the Republican Period (Helsinki 1955).
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element in their argument that Horace, along with the rest of the cadre of celebrated
Roman poets from the Late Republic, had always been a man of means, that he had
not been driven by dire poverty to write poetry, and that he had enjoyed pnancial
independence even before he met Maecenas and before he received the gift of
the Sabine villa.®* In other words, in their efforts to reassess the history of literary
patronage, critics want to see Horace as an ofpcer at Philippi, because it corroborates
their somewhat revisionist view of the poet-patron relationship.

Nowy, it is certainly possible that everything Horace wrote about Philippi
and his military career did actually happen, and I have to concede that | have no
incontrovertible evidence to show that Horace never actually fought at Philippi,
whether as a Military Tribune, or even as a common soldier.” What | wish to do in
this paper is simply to call for the same kind of skepticism regarding Horaceis claim
to a military career that we are required to exercise every time we read what appears
to be autobiography in Horace (or, for that matter, in any other poet) and to be
open to the poetic transformations that such autobiographical elements will usually
undergo. It is, after all, Horace himself who reminds us, in the very prst poem of
the Satires (line 24), that when he tells the truth (dicere verum), it is with a smile
(ridentem) and, | would like to suggest, also with a telling wink.

% |n an important collection of articles on the subject of literary patronage, Barbara Gold
(ed.), Literary and Artistic Patronage in Ancient Rome (Austin 1982), several of the authors,
including J. Zetzel (0The Poetics of Patronage in the Late First Century B.C.6), take the
position that the major Roman poets had little need for patronage and that Horace, owing
to his equestrian status, had the means to be pnancially independent. Cf. also Peter White,
Promised Verse: Poets in the Society of Augustan Rome (Cambridge, MA, 1993), p. 12: 0Horace was
commissioned as a military tribune during the civil war (Serm. 1.6.48), which means that he
passed as a knight before he ever met Maecenase.6

% More than just the history of literary patronage in Republican Rome would have to be re-
written, if in fact Horace had actually served as Military Tribune. The very history of the ofpce
of Military Tribune would need to be reassessed, given Horacefs claim in Sat. 1.6 that he had
been in charge of a legion, a situation that Suolahti (op. cit., p. 65) pnds truly exceptional. In
addition, all the Military Tribunes we know of from the Republic were, according to Suolahti
(op. cit., p. 68), of equestrian birth, a historical fact that would have to be altered, were it true
that Horace, the son of a freedman, had indeed served as a Military Tribune. In more general
terms, the entire history of social mobility in the late Republic would have to be reconsidered,
given Horaceds meteoric rise from the status of a farmhand in Venusia to that of a legion
commander at Philippi.

371 recall my logic professor from college telling me and the rest of his students that it is
impossible to prove a negative. Moreover, along with Badian (op. cit., p. 347), | do not 0&deny
all relevance of all poetry to real life,6 but | also see how dangerous it can be to see genuine
autobiography in the writings of a poet as complex as Horace.
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