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The Mad Poet In Horace’s Ars Poetica

Péter Hajdu

Abstract: Key to our understanding Horace’s Ars Poetica is classicists’ analysis of
the poem’s diversified topics and frustrating uniqueness, seeking lo clarify which many
scholars attempt to attribute them to a single origin with frequent reference to Neoptolemus’
corresponding comments, expounded in which the poem is assigned to the family of Peri-
patetic treatises for the first time. This assertion, however enlightening and time-hono-
red to contemporary scholars, is distinctly deficient in its assumption of the abovemen-
tioned tradition that is too exclusively unified to be justified taking into account the
multi-dimensional perspectives and abundant implications as manifested by the poem,
among which are subjects of vital significance the author emphasizes with specific con-
cern: “thought-madness” “individual-society” “ecriticism-creation” . With respect to
poetry’s purpose, Horace and Philodemus overlap with each other in the identical con-
clusion that the greatness of a poem hinges on its capacity to please readers, who is po-
tential to be led towards the poeticized realm established upon the poem’s aesthetical
structure. Meanwhile, the art of creating poem lies nowhere but within the process of
thinking and reasoning, aided only by ingenious wisdom and edifying philosophy can a
poem be expected to touch the heart of a sympathetic reader already obsessed with his
mentality brimming with pleasure and aesthetic pursuil. Furthermore, the social relation-
ship between Roman élites, which is no less intellectual than profound, is broadly fa-
vorable to bridging the seeming gap between poetic creation, literary criticism, and

aesthetic consumption, enabling the three to recycle in a sustainable and mutually bene-
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ficial manner. Hence Horace overthrew in his Ars the mad poets’ “ambition” by ingen-

iously depicting the later as living isolatedly, behaving coarsely, uttering nonsensical-

ly, yet calculating soberly namely, an inferior poet denied the access to greatness
exhibiting madness. In the meanwhile, a sharp contrast could be witnessed with ease be-
tween the poem’s exaggerating and humorous style and its strict, rational and often phil-
osophical connotations, thus a balance, with the author and his subjects both referred
to, and madness profusely revealed and simultaneously deconstructed, is subtly struck,
eventually contributing to the meaningful metaphor manifested as the poem’s core con-

cern about the relationship between thinking and madness.

Key words: Horace; Ars Poetica; Madness; thinking
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