Amelia Lin

‘Horace attacks folly, Juvenal attacks vice.’ Do you agree with this statement? Explain your answer.

Horace and Juvenal both fulfil their roles as perceptive satirists in reflecting and remarking upon perceived concerns of their society. However, I do feel that where one poet accomplishes this by attacking folly, the other does so by launching an attack upon social vices; Horace offers a mockery of character flaws and personal bad-mannered idiosyncrasies, while Juvenal extends upon these deficiencies to remonstrate the general moral corruption of the Roman character as a whole, decrying his society’s progressive erosion of the traditional value of Romanitas
.

To articulate their concerns, both poets offer not only a meditation upon social flaws and departures from past values and codes, but also an eventual reflection upon the ideal values by which to assess these follies and vices, and to accentuate them.

Horace’s satire is a “flavour” that is “anecdotal, lightly humorous, and personal”
, attacking the follies he sees as contributing to the degeneration of social etiquette and decorum in his society. Hence, in Satire 1.9, one of the follies he attacks in his humorously-crafted caricature of the ill-mannered ‘boor’
 is the social vulgarity of the “loquaces” (33), personified in the one who “quidlibet…garriret” (12-13). What ensues is an entertaining situational comedy of the triumph of poor-mannered folly over polite cordiality as the audience’s sympathies are induced to lie with the victimised persona, whose sufferings at the hand of the chatterbox are dramatised in the farcical military metaphor “ut contendere durum est cum victore” (42-43) and the mock-tragic pathos of the epic prophecy
 (“Hunc neque dira…adoleverit aetas” (31-34)). Thus, by representing the boor’s relentless ‘attack’ on his persona, Horace attacks his folly in his rudeness.

The everyday nature of such folly is implied in Horace adopting the sermo cotidianus
 style. Indeed, the fact that the boor is only ever referred to as “quidam” reinforces his function as at once an entertaining character as well as an embodiment of all those like him in which follies of social impropriety are condensed. It is perhaps this interpretational adaptability that makes his role as the ruthless social climber of the post-republican Augustan reign
 all the more potent; in attempting to access Maecenas’ circle (“illi proximus esse” (53-54)), his boastful rhetorical questions: “quis me scribere plures aut citius possit versus? quis membra movere mollies?” (24-25) coupled with his grandiose use of the first person plural (“docti sumus” (7)) mark his descent into the misplaced vanity of inflated self-regard. This folly is underscored in his ironic remark “si bene me novi” (22), humorously jarring with the lack of self-awareness he has displayed thus far. In representing the ‘boor’s lack of finesse, Horace attacks his excessive forwardness and the conceit of all those like him.

However, where Horace mocks these essentially harmless personal follies, Juvenal admonishes the vices pervading a Rome “in which the established traditions and codes buttressing the Roman elite have disintegrated”
. In his celebrated third satire, Juvenal presents an invective driven by a furious sense of indignatio
 at the moral decay, duplicity and disingenuousness making his city “honestis nullus…locus” (21-22). Through Umbricius, the mouthpiece of the satire’s tirade, Juvenal vilifies the vices of corruption and venality
 that have undermined trust and integrity (“nil conferet umquam, participem qui te secreti fecit honesti” (51-52)). Coupled with the frustrated sententia “hic vivimus ambitiosa pauperte omnes” (182-183), this lamentation goes beyond Horace’s mockery of practices that sour personal interactions to attack the “commune…vitium” Juvenal sees as being ingrained in Roman society itself. The city is attacked in a catalogue of unethical practices (“mentiri…motus astrorum...funus promittere patris…ad nuptam quae mittit adulter…” ) sketching out the vices which Dominik and Wehrle see as standing “in contrast to….Horace [as] Juvenal…describes what he perceives as the depravity of…Rome”
.
He goes further to attack the vices of pretence and double standards in his society. The pathos-ridden contrast between the neglect of the poor Cordus who “perdidit…totum nihil” in a fire (209) and the lavish reparations for “Persicus orborum lautissimus” (221) underscores the collective disingenuousness of social climbers like Horace’s boor, but ones who ingratiate themselves to the rich at the expense of others and Roman hospitium, so turning amusing folly into condemnable vice. Juvenal’s persona further castigates social reception of the “gentis vitio” (121) posed by the Greek “divitibus gens acceptissima” (58), declaiming as a vice the displacement of reciprocity in patron-client relationships
 in the metaphorical “iactura clientis”. Juvenal thus bemoans the emergence of a “Graecam Urbem”, attacking what Gibbon voices as “a nation that sold its soul”
 and committed the inexcusable vice of neglecting Romanitas. 
In delineating these flaws, Juvenal and Horace intensify their attack upon vice and folly by comparing them to the virtues of traditional ideals. In his treatment of the ‘boor’, Horace counters the social climber’s insolence with an idealised account of Maecenas’ social circle: “est locus uni cuique suus” (51-52), attacking the boor’s presumptuousness (“non isto vivimus illic” (48)) and thus implicitly suggesting that his follies bar his admission into ranks where contentment with social standing is a preferable ideal. Juvenal, likewise, invokes the mos maiorum to throw into relief the vices of his society; the imagery of “nostra infantia caelum hausit Aventini baca nutrita Sabina” (84-85) rebukes the “advectus Romam quo pruna et cottana vento” (83), provoking the audience to contemplate the threatened value of Romanitas and magnifying the abhorrence of the litany of vices attacked by invoking Roman tradition.
Hence, while Juvenal offers a critical attack upon the perceived vices of far-reaching corruption and general un-Roman behaviour, Horace presents a lighter attack upon personal vulgarity and self-importance. While one satirist criticises social flaws on a smaller, more individual scale and the other on a more macrocosmic social scale, both offer equally insightful commentary upon their societies, exposing the follies and vices of humanity, and thus attesting to the enduring relevance of Roman satire.
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