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

From its origins, satire’s true meaning and form has been heavily contested, as hundreds of satirists have come and gone, entering and exiting the debates, refutations, and redefinitions of the genre, and yet two millennia on, it is two of the earliest satirists, Horace and Juvenal, who prevail as the root of modern satire as we know it. However, their staunchly differing styles, subject matter, and objectives have resulted in the emergence of two distinct forms of satire – tragic (Juvenalian) satire, which places solid emphasis on reforming the evil and immoral vices of individuals and groups that plague society; and comic (Horatian) satire, which ridicules instead the many universal follies and shortcomings of human nature with amused resignation.

Each composer’s disparate satirical approaches are due predominantly to differences in their social contexts. Whilst both endured periods of political instability, the satires of Juvenal’s experiences under the tyrannical and inefficient rule of Domitian were recorded in retrospect, allowing him greater freedom to provide sharper and more vulgar societal comments. In comparison, Horace wrote amidst the transition from Republic to Empire, which, although a time of volatility, was also filled with widespread sanguinity and growing Epicurean influences. Thus, Horace critiques human follies not only to prevent political persecution but also because his philosophical studies raised the futility of various human follies as key barriers to societal progress.

Whereas Juvenal’s satirical targets are strongly influenced by Rome’s changing social, historical and political climate to include such specific groups as decadent emperors, Jews, legacy hunters, Greeks, entrepreneurs, women, homosexuals, and even Augusto recitantes mense poetas (poets reciting in the month of August – III.9), Horace’s subject is far more expansive, exploring, in The Boor, over-ambition and the “folly of extremes”, issues which transcend time and place to maintain strong relevance even in contemporary society. These different emphases highlight the idea that Juvenal chooses to focus more on personal vices or those that are particular to a certain group of people, whereas Horace puts his attention towards inherent aspects of human nature.

The titles of the satires themselves further these ideas, with Horace’s described as sermones (“talks”), which, with its casual and narrative connotations, immediately alerts the audience to the notion of stereotypic characters whose interactions will be used to deride intrinsic human characteristics rather than socially- and culturally-influenced vices. Conversely, Juvenal’s satires, aptly self-described as farrago (“hotchpotch”) could hardly be labelled anything else – an amalgamation of seemingly random attacks on society’s vices, which are in fact deliberately structured to convey the idea that Rome is so full of corruption and foreigners that, as he himself writes in Satire I, difficile est saturam non scribere (it is difficult not to write satire).
The link between each satirist’s purpose and the subsequent authorial tone plays a crucial role in developing the contrast between Juvenal’s attitudes towards vice, and Horace’s towards human weakness. Horace’s witty banter, filled with colloquialisms and mild ironies such as “O te, Bolane, cerebri felicem!” (O you, Bolanus, fortunate in your hotheadedness! – I.IX:11-12) and “hodie tricesima sabbata” (today is the thirtieth Sabbath – I.IX:69) reflect his intention to alert audiences to the follies he sees through humour and entertainment, but, as they are innate follies, not to provide reformist petitions. This is demonstrated through The Boor’s ending, with Horace’s ironic sic me servavit Apollo (Thus Apollo saved me – I.IX:79) reflecting his bemused resignation to overzealous aspiration and sycophancy. Through depictions of everyday circumstances and people, Horace effectively holds a mirror to society, playfully exposing them to humanity’s depths. His facetious light-hearted demeanour and amusement at mankind is furthered through his unique self-deprecation and self-pitying, which solicits deep empathy within the audience, and this is achieved most effectively in conjunction with similes, as evidenced in his comment Demitto auriculas, ut iniquae mentis asellus, cum gravius dorso subiit onus (I let down my little ears, just as a little donkey of discontented mind, when he endures a heavier burden on his back – I.9:20-21).
In stark contrast to Horace’s witty mockery of stereotypically unscrupulous aspirants lies Juvenal’s sardonic declamatory tone of saeva indignatio, which serves to reflect and inflict upon the audience his deepest sense of rage towards the vices that have corrupted Rome and hardened his emotions. This is achieved by his extensive mordant use of disturbing imagery such as trulla inverso crepitum dedit aurea fundo (the golden drinking-cup, turned on its bottom, has given a gurgle – III.108) and aviam resupinat amici (he bends back the grandmother of a patron – III.112), as well as the intermittent intrusion of such Greekisms as trechidipna and paropside – both these techniques present a didactic invective of the unruly and inverted city-state Rome has seemingly become in a incensed attempt to incite reformation. Furthermore, his “allergy to euphemism” and melodramatic conduct adds a propagandist element to his diatribe, allowing even contemporary audiences to visualise the presentation of his satires in the Forum.

Juvenal’s portrayal of Rome is contrasted with the epic dactylic hexameter which he has employed. A distinctly Roman metre, it is deliberately combined with periphrastic historical and mythical references as both positive and negative exempla to inflate Juvenal’s self-importance and patriotism, and encourage a return to traditionalism through elimination of Rome’s pervading sources of corruption and immorality. On the contrary, Horace’s parodic use of epic metre portrays him as a hero struggling against an enemy to dramatise the situation he is in and show the difficulties of overcoming folly. Juvenal’s moralising rage at the displacement of traditional values and Horace’s entertaining resignation to the presence of folly is further enhanced by both poets’ use of character inversion.

I think that a close exploration of the societal factors that influenced each composer’s choice of subject matter, as well as the different literary and dramatic techniques employed by each to mock and critique these elucidates the strong distinction that exists between Juvenal’s derision of personal vices and Horace’s teasing of universal human folly, both of which have passed the test of time to hold a powerful relevance and intrigue in contemporary society.
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