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ABSTRACT: In this paper, I examine how Horace’s iambic Epodes employ body images to illustrate 
their speakers’ emotional states. While the body of the adversary often constitutes the target of 
invective in the iambic tradition, I demonstrate that the corporeal imagery throughout Horace’s 
collection implicitly also expresses the speakers’ emotions. My analysis of selected case studies 
(Epodes 5, 6, and 17) underscores the role of embodied metaphors in portraying the iambic anger 
topos, making the characters’ inner rage, triumph, desperation, and fear immediately palpable for 
readers. At the same time, I argue that these images highlight the inferior position of the iambic 
attackers who can only resort to words instead of actions to harm their opponents. 
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1. Introduction 

Composed roughly between 42 and 30 BCE and presumed to be among Horace’s 
earliest poetic productions together with his Sermones, the Epodes are a collection of 
seventeen poems of differing lengths, topics, and metres modelled on the ancient 
tradition of iambic poetry.1 In contrast to the Odes and Epistles, this book has seen less 
attention in research on Horace, with scholars regularly citing the poems’ coarse 
language and often vulgar themes as reasons for the relative silence until the very last 

 
* I would like to thank Vicente Flores Militello for reading and commenting on earlier drafts of this piece, as well 

as the editors of Archivi delle emozioni and the anonymous reviewer for their helpful suggestions in preparing the 
final version of the article. 

1 The collection’s dating is debated; most scholars assume a composition between Horace’s return after Philippi 
and his acquaintance with the victors of Actium, cf. Watson 2003, pp. 1-3; Watson 2007, p. 93; Mankin 2010, p. 
101; Bather-Stocks 2016b, p. 3; Syndikus-Harrison 2019; Zanker 2024, p. 3. The text of the Epodes is edited in 
Klingner 1959; Wickham-Garrod 1975; Borzsák 1984; Shackleton Bailey 2001. Cavarzere 1992, Mankin 1995, and 
Watson 2003 offer modern commentaries; for introductions, see Watson 2007, Bather-Stocks 2016b, and Zanker 
2024, pp. 38-60. On chronology and arrangement, cf. Carrubba 1969; Porter 1995; Mankin 2010; Zanker 2024, pp. 
44-45. On genre and the Archilochean tradition, cf. Cavarzere 1992, pp. 14-34; Barchiesi 2001; Harrison 2001; 
Morrison 2016; Zanker 2024, pp. 50-60. 
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decades of the last century.2 In this contribution, I aim to examine a specific aspect of 
Horace’s iambic collection: its use of corporeal imagery to express emotions, with 
particular attention to expressions of iambic rage or anger. This perspective 
contributes to a growing interest in Classics research in the study of emotions in 
ancient texts, such as feelings of affection, grief, sorrow, or fear in antiquity.3 Iambic 
poetry offers fertile ground for an affective approach, since the genre, which has also 
been described as ‘blame poetry’, primarily serves to express speakers’ hostile feelings 
of rage, disappointment, or resentment towards their opponents, either as direct 
attacks or part of certain “blame narratives”.4 As the earliest complete example of an 
iambic work in Latin, the Epodes’ use of emotional metaphors has not yet been the 
object of study.5 

My analysis of this work’s affective potential is informed by a strand of literary 
studies that focuses on the mental processes of how readers may be able to experience 
literary storyworlds when reading texts. Influenced by findings about the cognitive 
phenomena related to the neurological processing of text when we read, the field of 
cognitive narratology examines how readers parse the experiential landscapes of 
literary texts and construct meaning from them. 6  Here, the subfield of affective 
narratology offers insights into how the narrative structure of a text interacts with its 
potential to elicit emotions in a reader and how emotions can be a driver of story-
telling in literary texts.7 Some of the premisses derived from a cognitive approach to 
storytelling also have a bearing on the study of metaphor as a form of linguistic ex-
pression. In the following, my view on Horace’s affective images is fundamentally 
informed by the understanding of metaphor according to conceptual metaphor theory 
(CMT); this theory postulates a general tendency of human thought to represent 
abstract and ambiguous concepts, like emotions, through more concrete concepts 

 
2 Cf. Sullivan 2016, p. 85: “The trouble with Horace’s Epodes is that they are repugnant.” For an overview of 

scholarship on Horace, see Harrison 2007; Zanker 2024; on the Epodes in particular: Watson 2007; Mankin 2010; 
Bather-Stocks 2016a; Zanker 2024, pp. 38-60; for a bibliography on the Epodes: Mayer 2018. 

3 For recent overviews of emotion studies in Classics, see Cairns-Nelis 2017; Cairns 2019a; Cairns 2023; on anger 
in ancient literature, see e.g. Braund-Most 2003; Walsh 2005 (Homeric epic); Campeggianni 2013 (theory); De Poli 
2021 (drama). 

4  Cf. Mankin 2010, pp. 96-97. It has to be said, however, that we probably have a too narrow image of Archaic 
iambus due to the genre’s fragmentary transmission, which might have been more multiform than later adaptations 
would suggest; for the development of the concept of iambus, cf. Rotstein 2010; Hawkins 2014, pp. 1-4; and 
particularly Zanker 2024, pp. 41; 50-60, with a thorough and insightful discussion of the question. 

5  On iambic rage in Horace, cf. Johnson 2012, pp. 77-152; Nelson Hawkins 2014. 
6  Meineck-Short-Devereaux 2019 and Novokhatko 2025 give recent overviews of cognitive literary studies in 

Classics; on narrative immersion, see e.g. Allan 2019; Grethlein 2023, pp. 81-114; Graverini 2025. 
7 Hogan 2011 is a seminal work on affective narratology; for approaches in classics, cf. de Bakker-van den Berg-

Klooster 2022, pp. 11-13, and Huitink 2022, with further literature. 
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and images with clearer roots in our experience of reality.8 Cognitive studies highlight 
the close connection between metaphors, emotions, and embodiment – i.e. the 
appeal to a more or less universal sense of human corporeal experience. Through a 
process of mental simulation, reading a metaphorical scenario activates an embodied 
experience in readers in the sense that they recreate the bodily sensation implied by 
the metaphor in their imagination.9 

While we cannot fully reconstruct how an ancient audience would have reacted to 
certain textual stimuli, the cognitive perspective, on which the present study of 
Horace’s Epodes is based, assumes that the embodied affective cues in the text possess 
a certain intersubjective quality and might have similarly invited them to simulate the 
literary worlds, which, evoked through metaphors, illustrate the speakers’ emotional 
and mental states by motivating a process of empathical Nachfühlen.10 

 
2. Bodies, the Epistles, and the Iambic Tradition 

Physicality as a category of affective representation has been part of the iambic 
tradition since Archilochus of Paros, whose poetic production was believed to have 
sprung from his body’s bilious response to his adversary’s behaviour.11 In early Greek 
iambus, rage and anger constitute a direct physiological reaction – an insult can lead 
to an overflow of bile, which subsequently triggers an attack, channelled into tirades 
of verbal abuse. 12  Hellenistic poets adopt a similar perspective, as evidenced by 
various epigrams on Archilochus, whose invective is directly linked to a presence of 
bile and poison in his body.13 This highlights the role of the body as the source of 

 
8  Cf. Lakoff-Johnson 1980, p. 132; Rohrer 2007, p. 32; Kövecses 2020; Novokhatko 2025, p. 98; for conceptual 

metaphor theory and ancient literature in general, see Horn 2025; for the Homeric epics, see Horn 2018; Zanker 
2019; and for Homer and Euripides, see Kuhn-Treichel 2025. 

9  Cf. Novokhatko 2025, p. 104: “When people interpret embodied metaphors, they imagine what it means to 
carry out the physical actions that are described by the verbal metaphors.” 

10  For the phenomenological, intersubjective dimension of literary emotions in the context of metaphors and 
CMT, cf. Caracciolo 2013, p. 61; Cairns-Virág 2024, pp. 10-14; Kuhn-Treichel 2025, pp. 14-15. 

11  I follow Rotstein 2010 and Hawkins 2014 (p. 2, n. 1) in considering as ‘iambus’ all poems associated with the 
archaic Archilochean genre, including later authors such as Callimachus and Horace, as well as applying the related 
concepts of ‘iambic mode’ (compositional strategies of works engaging with iambus), ‘iambic poetics’ (typical 
features associated with iambus), and ‘iambic tradition’ (all material relating to iambus). 

12  This might be the context of a fragment of Archilochus addressed to his opponent Lycambes in which he 
claims that his opposite “has no bile in his liver” (χολὴν γὰρ οὐκ ἔχεις ἐφ’ ἥπατι, Archil. fr. 234 West); See also fr. 210 
West. For an overview of the role of Archilochus’ body in the iambic genre, cf. Nelson Hakwins 2016. A playful 
engagement with this topos can be seen in Horace’s Epode 3, where the speaker laments his digestive problems due to 
having ingested too much spicy garlic. On the reception of Archilochean iambic, particularly in the imperial period, 
cf. Hawkins 2014. 

13  In a fragment by Callimachus (fr. 380 Pf.), Archilochus consumes (εἵλκυσε, 1) the bile of dogs and wasps 
(χόλον, 1; ἰὸν, 2), and an anonymous epigram from the Anthologia Graeca (9.185) connects his poetry to the physical 
presence of poison in his thymos (θυμοῦ […] ἰὸς, 2); cf. Nelson Hawkins 2014, pp. 69-70; 2016, pp. 319-321. The 
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invective production in the iambic imagination – in contrast and as an alternative to 
the topical image of divine inspiration in the traditional metapoetic repertoire.14 

Corporeality, however, was not only seen as the origin of invective poetry. It also 
played a role for the content of verbal attacks. Iambic poets often threaten to physi-
cally assault their victims, as can be seen manifestly in the – more or less playfully – 
aggressive mode that Catullus adopts in some of his poems as an example of Repub-
lican invective.15 But more importantly for our discussion, physicality as conveyed 
through metaphorical images in an aggressor’s attack is also used to express their 
topical anger, their ira or ὀργή.16 Even though the ancient understanding of iambic 
rage or anger as a primarily social phenomenon and defence mechanism might 
somewhat differ from what we associate with these emotions today,17 it is still fruitful 
to apply an affective, cognitive lens to these texts in order to examine how invective 
poetry employs not only physical but also imagined bodies as a canvas to convey the 
image of the angry iambic poet. 

Horace comments on his indebtedness to the poetic tradition founded and repre-
sented by Archilochus in his Epistles (1.19.23-25), noting that he retained metre and 
spirit but changed the subject matter. While the author himself only uses the term 
iambi to refer to his collection, the work later became known as epodi, starting with 
Porphyrio’s third/fourth-century commentary.18 This name could also hint at the 
work’s special position in the iambic canon. While the use of ἐπῳδός denoting a song 
in alternating stanzas was associated with Archilochus, the term also establishes a 
connection to the magical tradition, as the feminine ἐπῳδή regularly means “en-

 
pseudo-Aristotelian Problemata define θυμός in physiological terms as “the boiling of hot things around the heart” 
(869a5-6), similarly to how ὀργή is described in De anima (403a31-b1), suggesting a fundamentally embodied 
conception of anger in ancient thought; cf. Cairns 2019b. 

14  Further examples of Hellenistic and Imperial epigrams on archaic iambus can be found in Anth. Gr. 7.35 
(anonymous or Meleager); 7.71 (Gaetulicus); 7.351 (Dioscorides); 7.674 (Hadrian); Mart. 7.12.5-8; Ov. Ib. 53-54; 
see Nelson Hakwins 2016. For a poem on Hipponax, cf. e.g. Anth. Gr. 7.405 (Philip of Thessalonike); on Hipponax’ 
connection to Horace’s Epodes, cf. Watson 2003, p. 8; Morrison 2016; Zanker 2024, p. 41. 

15  E.g. Catull. 16. On Catullus’ influence on the Epodes, cf. Harrison 2001, pp. 169-170; Putnam 2006; Tarrant 
2007, pp. 69-71; see also Paratore 1985, p. 65 (with literature); Zanker 2024, pp. 40-44. 

16  The Hellenistic reinvention of iambus in Callimachus’ Iambi seems to present an alternative to the early Greek 
tradition: In Ia. 1.1-4, Callimachus leads the iambograph Hipponax back from Hades who no longer sings about his 
fight with Bupalus. On this partial rejection of iambic poetics, cf. Hawkins 2014, p. 13. On the controversially 
discussed influence of Callimachus’ and Hellenistic iambus on Horace, see Cavarzere 1992, pp. 21-26; Mankin 1995; 
Watson 2003; Rotstein 2010; Morrison 2016; Zanker 2024, pp. 42-43. 

17  Iambic poetry mainly depicts anger as a reaction to a challenge to one’s status: When an insult contests or 
diminishes a victim’s honour or social position, they plot verbal revenge. This concept of ‘anger’ only broadens during 
the eighteenth century to include subjective emotions such as rage. On iambus’ social function against the 
transgression of communal norms, see Hawkins 2014, pp. 1-2; on the cultural history of anger, cf. Lehman 2019, pp. 
180-183. 

18  On the title of the collection, cf. e.g. Cavarzere 1992, pp. 9-14. 
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chantment”, “charm”, or “spell” in ancient literature.19 And Horace’s collection en-
gages with this tradition in both theme and subject matter, given that witches and 
magical incantations represent a prominent motif throughout. On the other hand, as 
far as personal invective in the spirit of Archilochus is concerned, not even half of the 
Epodes can be described as such.20 In the poems that one could deem ‘iambic’, bodies 
are used in two distinct ways: as the target of insult or as an illustration of how 
speakers feel or how they imagine their opponents to feel. Among the first category 
are Epodes 8 and 12, in which the ‘I’ insults women unable to provide sexual 
satisfaction as stinking old hags with black teeth, sagging breasts, and a shrivelled 
body and is himself mocked as an impotent weakling in comparison with other, more 
potent rivals.21 

Beyond this physical dimension, the following analyses of Epodes 5, 6, and 17 focus 
on bodies from a metaphorical vantage point. As these examples demonstrate, body 
metaphors in the Epodes illustrate iambic outbursts of emotion, such as angry rage, 
horror, fear, or ridicule. The affective images employed to convey this serve to engage 
and draw readers into the storyline, while expressing metaliterary ideas about the 
nature of iambus. 
 

3. Monstruous Assaults: Epode 5 

     Epode 5 has been called “one of the most mysterious poems in Latin”.22 It is a pe-
culiar text, refracting the perspective of Archilochean iambus by transferring the 
topical role of the accusing poet to characters distinct from the narrating ‘I’.23 To-
gether with Epode 17, this text focuses on the ploys of the Roman witch Canidia, a 
frequent adversary in the Epodes24 and a Horatian figure which appears to combine 
two objects of ancient mockery in the comic-satirical tradition, the ridiculous old 
woman on the one hand, and the charlatan practitioner of magic on the other.25 In 

 
19  Cf. LSJ s.v. ἐπῳδή. 
20  Mankin (2010, p. 96) notes that only Epodes 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, and 15 constitute direct attacks in the Archilochean 

tradition; on their iambic character, cf. Buchheit 1961, p. 521; Cavarzere 1992, pp. 30-34. 
21  On the motif of impotence and loss of control as a unifying theme in the Epodes, cf. Fitzgerald 1988; Watson 

2003, pp. 26-30; 2007, pp. 99-101; see also Holzberg 2009, pp. 96-113; Mankin 2010, p. 99; Zanker 2024, pp. 46-47. 
On questions of gendered power, see Oliensis 2009; Gowers 2016; Zanker 2024, pp. 47-48. 

22  Mankin 1995, p. 110. 
23  Hawkins (2016, p. 193) notes this tendency of Archilochean Verfremdung in that the most direct cases of 

invective are in all probability not to be identified with Horace’s iambic ‘I’. 
24  Watson (2003, p. 174) calls her a “kind of Neobule figure” in the Archilochean sense. The name could also 

suggest as such, if one understands it as derived from canis, an image frequently employed in misogynistic depictions 
of women in antiquity (see Oliensis 2009, pp. 163-164) which would make her resemble Horace’s dog-opponent in 
Epode 6; cf. Mankin 2010, p. 100. 

25  As a literary figure, Canidia only appears in Horace’s Epodes (3, 5, and 17) and Satires (1.8, 2.1; 2.8), where she 
is ridiculed as an ineffective old hag (Sat. 1.8). While the Epodes indirectly compare her to a venefica, motivating later 
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this iambic “blame narrative”26, the articulate ‘I’ appears as an unrelated bystander 
recording – instead of his own personal attack, as one would expect – an exchange 
between the head witch of the coven and one of her victims.27 Without much con-
text, the poem opens with the speech of a nameless puer captured by the witches who 
begs and implores Canidia to let him go and compares himself to a wild animal under 
attack (1-10). 

The following section then gives an account of the witches’ actions (11-46): They 
bury the young boy in a magic ritual to kill him and use his body to brew a love po-
tion; with only his head sticking out from under the earth, this makes for a rather 
bizarre, almost comical scene.28 At first glance, Canidia then appears to answer the 
boy – which we have to imagine as being buried in hearing range – in a lengthy speech 
(47-82); this expectation, however, is confounded when she instead addresses the 
goddesses Night and Diana, asking them to be her accomplices and to grant her their 
power and wrath (iram, 54) against her enemies, i.e. the mistresses of her love interest 
Varus.29 Canidia’s ira already establishes the emotional landscape of this poem and 
creates an atmosphere of anger and fear turned into rage, which will find a reflection 
and culmination in the boy’s reaction at the end. After this first round of non-
communication, Canidia continues her speech by evoking Medea and her power of 
witchcraft and again appears to address someone; but again, it is not the puer she is 
interested in, but rather Varus, the target of her love potion. Thus, the dialogue 
between the poem’s two protagonists suggested by the beginning turns out to be two 
separate monologues – of the witch and the boy, resulting in a failed attempt at 
communication by her immobile victim. 

In response to both Canidia and the gods ignoring his pleas for mercy, the puer 
breaks through the communicative silence (rumperet silentium)30 and concludes the 

 
commentators to paint her as a witch, Horace’s poems only explicitly refer to her as an “old woman” (anus, 5.98; 
17.47). In ancient comedy and satire, lascivious, repulsive, or drunk old women are frequently mocked (e.g. Ar. Eccl. 
877-1111; Nub. 553-559; Plut. 959-1094; 1197-1207; Plaut. Cist. 149; Curc. 76-81; 96-98), as are the scams of magical 
charlatans (e.g. Ar. Nub. 746-757; Luc. Philops. 13-15; Menander’s lost Deisidaimon and Theophoroumene); cf. 
Edmonds 2019; on Horace’s depiction of Canidia, see Paule 2017, who also draws parallels to the demonic, succubus-
like figure of the Empousa. On the connection between Old Comedy and Roman satire, see also Ferriss-Hill 2015. 

26  Cf. Mankin 2010, 97; while past scholarship has seen this as a sign for the ‘un-iambic’ character of the Epode, 
more recent studies on iambic poetry have shown that such a narrative set-up might have already been present in 
Archilochus and Hipponax; see Mankin 1995, 109. 

27  For discussions of this poem, see Kiessling-Heinze 1901, pp. 423-430; Viljamaa 1976 (on lines 87-88); Paratore 
1985; Cavarzere 1989 (on line 87); 1992, pp. 145-158; Mankin 1995, pp. 108-136; Watson 2003, pp. 174-250. A 
good deal of ancient scholarship on the Canidia-Epodes focused on determining which historical person this literary 
figure might represent; for an overview, see Cavarzere 1992, pp. 145-146; see also Hawkins 2016, p. 193 (with n. 32); 
on magic in the Canidia-Epodes, cf. Paulin 2008. 

28  These actions seem to parody purification rituals preceding Roman sacrifices; cf. Mankin 1995, p. 113. 
29  The poem depicts Varus as Canidia’s lover that she wants to turn away from his mistresses (73-74); cf. Mankin 

1995, p. 109; Watson 2003, p. 174. 
30  Such as in Lucr. 4.583; Verg. Aen. 10.63-64; cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 155; Mankin 1995, p. 133. 
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poem with a second speech. Refusing to assuage Canidia any longer, he launches an 
aggressive verbal attack full of vituperation, threats, and curses, which appears moti-
vated by a sense of angry helplessness, mirroring typical iambic power relations.31 In 
an emotional speech with a strong emphasis on the Roman context, the boy looks 
into the future and proclaims the wrath he will bring upon the witch after his death 
when he returns as a revengeful shadow:32 

 
‘[…] diris agam vos: dira detestatio 

   nulla expiatur victima.     90 

quin, ubi perire iussus exspiravero, 

   nocturnus occurram furor 

petamque voltus umbra curvis unguibus, 

   quae vis deorum est Manium, 

et inquietis adsidens praecordiis    95 

   pavore somnos auferam. 

vos turba vicatim hinc et hinc saxis petens 

   contundet obscaenas anus. 

post insepulta membra different lupi 

   et Esquilinae alites       100 

neque hoc parentes, heu mihi superstites, 

   effugerit spectaculum.’ 

                                                (Hor. Epod. 5.89-102) 

“[…] I shall pursue you with curses; [90] no sacrificial victim can bring release form a terrible 
malediction. More than that, when I have been forced to die and have breathed my last, I shall 
haunt you by night as a Fury; my ghost will attack your faces with its hooklike claws – such a 
power belongs to the spirits of the dead; [95] and I shall squat on your tormented heart, 
banishing sleep and bringing you terror. In every street, from every side, the crowd will pelt 
you with stones until they have battered you to death, you filthy hags. [100] Then the wolves 

 
31  As expressed in the Aesopic collectio Augustana, curses are “the only thing left for the weak and powerless” 

(Aesop. 1.11-12 P.[=Hsr.; 3 Ch.]); cf. Watson 2003, p. 242. The comparison with Thyestes addressing Atreus adds a 
tragically solemn and aggressive tone, given that the speech constitutes the puer’s final words; see Fedeli 1978, p. 85; 
Cavarzere 1992, p. 155; Mankin 1995, pp. 133-134; Watson 2003, pp. 187; 243. On the influence of ancient curse 
tablets and magical papyri, cf. Mankin 1995, p. 109; Watson 2003, p. 177; on the divine dimension of the speeches 
in Epode 5, cf. Cavarzere 1989. 

32  Similar curses (dirae or ἀραί) and ideas that the dead come back as revengeful spirits are frequent in ancient 
literature (e.g. Hom. Od. 11.72-73; Hor. Carm. 1.28.31-34; Epod. 7.19-20); cf. Mankin 1995, p. 133. 
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and vultures of the Esquiline will scatter your unburied limbs, and my parents, who will, alas, 
outlive me, will not fail to relish that sight.”33 

 
In this speech, the puer outlines what his revenge in the new form as a nocturnus furor 
(92), wrath personified, will entail.34 The threats voiced in lines 89 to 96 are expressed 
in the first person, underlining the personal perspective from which the actions are 
described. In this new form, the boy will assault the witches (occurram, 92) and attack 
their faces with bird- or harpy-like crooked claws (curvis unguibus, 93).35 He also 
evokes the power of the Manes, the Roman ancestral gods, here imagined as gods of 
the underworld and charged with executing the dead boy’s plan of revenge.36 In his 
final threat, he promises to sit on their restless hearts (inquietis adsidens praecordiis, 
95) and to rob them of their sleep through sheer terror and fear (pavore somnos 
auferam, 96). The boy’s self-description as a scavenging, harpy-like creature and the 
embodied depiction of him sitting on the witches’ chest might evoke associations 
with similarly corporeal images of eternal punishment in ancient myth such as that 
of the famous eagle feasting on Prometheus’ liver.37 The scene Horace paints here is 
realistic in the narrative’s fantastical frame – after all, in a world of witches and 
magical spells, a monstruous revenant from the underworld haunting the coven at 
night seems all but implausible.38 At the same time, the image also appears clearly 
metaphorical from the readers’ point of view; they do not actually need to see the 
boy’s curse to be fulfilled – in any case, the poem ends before such actions can come 
to pass – to be able to simulate the cold feeling of rage-induced, fear-provoking night 
terrors implied by this shadowy creature of revenge sitting on Canidia’s chest while 
she is asleep and vulnerable. 

 
33  Here and in the following, all texts of Horace follow Klingner 1959, while the translations are taken from Rudd 

2004 (with adaptations). 
34  Similar promises of revengeful haunting are found in ancient epic (Ap. Rhod. Argon 3.3.703-704; Verg. Aen. 

4.384-386) and invective (Ov. Ib. 141-144); cf. Mankin 1995, pp. 134-135. As a personified furor, the puer also attains 
characteristics of the Furies; cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 157; see Watson 2003, pp. 246-247. The motif that the boy poses 
a threat to his enemies after his death mirrors the depiction of iambic poets in Hellenistic epigrams (such as Hipponax 
in Anth. Gr. 7.408.5-6); cf. Morrison 2016, pp. 46-47. 

35  Cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 157; Mankin 1995, p. 135. Stocks (2016) argues for an identification of the puer with 
the owl (strix), a bird connected with death, funerary rites, and the underworld. As Paratore (1985, p. 80, n. 86) 
highlights, the embodied attack can be seen as a verbal reversal of power, given that the boy dreams up scenes of 
torture similar to the ones he is (or will be) subjected to. 

36  Cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 157. The Manes as the Roman spirits of the dead are believed to both help and harm 
the living, cf. Mankin 1995, p. 135; Watson 2003, p. 247. 

37  Cf. Mankin 1995, p. 135; the image might be derived from the image of the souls of the dead as birds or the 
connection between birds (e.g. owls) with funerary rites; cf. Sapph. fr. 55.3-4 L.-P.; Ov. Fast. 6.134-136; 147-148; 
Lucian. De mort. Peregr. 39; see Watson 2003, p. 247, with further literature. The term auferam might evoke military 
language (cf. Ciris 168; OLD s.v. aufero 4b; 8), further underscoring the hostile atmosphere in the boy’s words. 

38  Horace mentions similar creatures in the Ars poetica, e.g. the Lamiae, who are said to eat children (340). 
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The last lines of the boy’s speech deal with the public’s reaction to his death: Styl-
izing himself as a distanced onlooker, he describes how they will stone the witches to 
death (vos … vicatim hinc et hinc saxis petens / contundet, 97-98). But even then his 
‘rivals’ will not find rest, as they will remain unburied, with Rome’s wild animals 
picking their limbs apart (insepulta membra different, 99).39 The boy’s closing re-
marks introduce his own parents as proxy focalizers who will witness this “spectacle” 
(spectaculum, 102) in his stead as a sort of delegated personal satisfaction. This is 
particularly relevant as in ancient thought, curses of the dying were believed to in-
evitably come true; in the end, then, the immobile boy as the ultimate symbol of 
helplessness reverses the power dynamics of the poem – with his words signalling the 
witches’ eventual downfall.40 

Both the boy’s and the public’s reaction to the witches’ actions are described as 
deeply violent; however, while the public actually physically harms them, the boy, in 
his imagined role as a revengeful shadow, attacks them primarily on a psychological 
level and attempts to scare them in the narrative’s present. Although in this state, he 
is no longer and at the same time not yet able to exact revenge physically, the sense of 
ira he now displays towards Canidia is expressed purely by metaphors borrowed 
from a physical place. His prospective haunting and troubling the witches, described 
by acts of assault, of tearing their faces, and of physically besieging their chests, with 
language associated with the sphere of augury and battle,41 are easy to imagine in a 
visceral way – also underlined by a series of dark vowels in lines 92b and 93: His wrath 
is promised to be a physical burden to Canidia and her companions that will not let 
them find peace.42 These metaphorical codes implicitly evoke emotions of fear and 
distress with regard to the victims and, at the same time, express the speaker’s feelings 
of revenge – represented by the satisfaction felt by the boy’s surviving parents in a 
final distich which almost reads like a funerary epigram.43 They also underline the 

 
39  This is a common curse in ancient dirae (Catull. 108.4-6; Ov. Ib. 165-172, possibly modelled on Callimachus’ 

Ibis); see Cavarzere 1992, p. 157; Mankin 1995, pp. 135-136; Watson 2003, pp. 248-249. The lines convey a strong 
Roman undertone – the wolves and the Esquiline’s birds play an essential role in Rome’s foundational myth; 
mentions of the Manes and of Roman spectacula further underline this. 

40  Cf. Watson 2003, p. 187. This is also underlined by the future indicative used in the boy’s curses (agam, 89; 
occurram, 92; petam, 93; auferam, 96; etc.), illustrating his certainty that they will be fulfilled; for the prophetic 
qualities of the words, see Stocks 2016, p. 167. 

41  The terminus technicus in the context of augury would be sedere, while the composite adsidere is used with a 
military connotation in the context of malediction, such as in Ciris 268; 272; cf. Lyne 1969; Cavarzere 1992, p. 157; 
Mankin 1995, p. 135. Adding to this are references to wolves and birds mutilating the unburied body, an image that 
typically evokes the beginning of the Iliad (1.4-5) as a prototypical war narrative. 

42  The threat to not let someone find sleep is found on ancient curse tablets, e.g. Def. tab. 250.4 Audollent; it 
appears frequently in Horace (e.g. Carm. 1.25.3; Epist. 1.10.18; Sat. 1.5.14-15); cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 157; Mankin 
1995, p. 135; see also Watson 2003, p. 247. 

43  The final lines mirror the syntax of funerary inscriptions of young deceased survived by their parents; cf. 
Cavarzere 1992, p. 158; on the mors immatura, see Watson 2003, pp. 249-250. 
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overarching message of the poem, namely that the witches’ powers are laughably 
ineffective and will turn against them, resulting in both physical and mental 
consequences.44 
 

4. Horace Biting Back: Epode 6 

While Epode 5 presents iambus through an unusual narrative involving characters 
blaming each other, Epode 6 provides a seemingly traditional perspective of 
Archilochean iambic by having a speaking ‘I’ attack his opponent. On closer inspec-
tion, however, this programmatic poem again constitutes an interesting shift and 
transformation of the traditional narrative roles, given that it depicts an unprovoked 
– and thus unmotivated – personal attack:45 

Quid inmerentis hospites vexas canis, 

   ignavus adversum lupos? 

quin huc inanis, si potes, vertis minas 

   et me remorsurum petis? 

nam qualis aut Molossus aut fulvos Lacon,               5 

   amica vis pastoribus, 

agam per altas aure sublata nivis, 

   quaecumque praecedet fera; 

tu, cum timenda voce complesti nemus, 

   proiectum odoraris cibum.                   10 

cave, cave, namque in malos asperrimus 

   parata tollo cornua, 

qualis Lycambae spretus infido gener 

   aut acer hostis Bupalo. 

an si quis atro dente me petiverit,                                        15 

   inultus ut flebo puer? 

                                           (Hor. Epod. 6) 

 
44  In Epode 17, Canidia blames Horace that his iambus has raised vengeful spirits, possibly referring to Epode 5; 

cf. Mankin 2010, p. 100. Both Cavarzere (1992, p. 145) and Watson (2003, pp. 174; 177-178; 186-187) note that her 
ritualistic killing of the boy is preceded by failing magic love incantations, with the latter underlining the witch’s 
ridiculous depiction, possibly modelled on characters of ancient mime; for comic-satirical parallels to Canidia’s 
depiction in the Epodes, see n. 25 above. 

45  For discussions of this poem, see Kiessling-Heinze 1901, pp. 430-432; Buchheit 1961; Carruba 1967, pp. 71-
75; Cavarzere 1992, pp. 158-162; Mankin 1995, pp. 136-142; Watson 2003, pp. 251-265; Nelson Hawkins 2014, pp. 
75-79. 
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How dare you go for unoffending guests, you who are a cowardly cur when confronted with 
wolves? Why not turn your empty threats in this direction, if you have the guts, and attack 
me who will bite back? [5] Like a Molossian or tawny Spartan, the shepherd’s sturdy friend, I 
shall prick up my ears and hunt down through the deep snow any animal that runs away from 
me, whereas you fill the woods with ferocious barking [10] and then sniff at food thrown at 
your feet. Take care now, take care! For I am utterly ruthless against villains, and now toss my 
horns in readiness, like the son-in-law rejected by the treacherous Lycambes, or the fierce 
enemy of Bupalus. [15] Well, if someone attacks me with the tooth of malice, am I expected 
to weep like a child, without retaliating? 

Commentators have called this poem a personal attack in the style of Archilochus 
and attributed to it a programmatic character.46 It can be divided into two thematic 
blocks of eight lines structured by verbal repetitions. The first is dedicated to the 
speaker’s opponent (1-4; 9-10; 15-16) and the second to his own iambic programme 
(5-8; 11-14),47 with the set-up highlighting and reinforcing the aspect of conflict as 
the Epode’s central theme. 

In the poem’s opening (1-4), the speaker addresses an opponent who he provokes 
to confront him instead of weaker unnamed passers-by, focalizing the scene from the 
perspective of an unspecified ‘you’. The iambic reaction here is thus not born out of 
retaliation due to a personal attack but rather fuelled by the speaker’s societal role as 
a protector.48 To illustrate this, he uses a series of animal images that liken the two 
rivals to fighting dogs and bulls – a motif with established parallels in the iambic 
tradition.49 The opponent is here portrayed as a good-for-nothing sheepdog unable 
to defend his herd against attacking wolves and incapable of competing with the 
‘bites’ (i.e. iambic attacks) with which the speaker would respond to his hostile 
behaviour.50 Horace depicts both dogs in highly corporeal terms, such as when he 
describes the opponent’s behaviour of going after undeserving people with vexare 
(vexas, 1), a verb that can metaphorically mean “to annoy, distress” but whose most 

 
46  Cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 158; Mankin 1995, p. 137; see Buchheit 1961, pp. 525-526; Watson 2003, p. 256, 

describes the poem as pseudo-programmatic. Until the twentieth century, scholarship was mainly interested in 
identifying the real-life opponent behind Horace’s canis; for an overview cf. Buchheit 1961, p. 520 n. 1. 

47  Cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 15; for a different structural analysis, cf. e.g. Carruba 1967, pp. 71-75. 
48  Cf. Cavarzere 1992, pp. 158-159. 
49  The iambic poet is often compared to a dog, a bull, a snake, or a wasp, as in Anth. Gr. 7.408.2 (Leonidas of 

Tarentum); Callim. Ia. 13 (=203 Pf.).52-53; fr. 308 Pf.; cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 159; Mankin 1995, p. 138; Cucchiarelli 
2001, pp. 126-128; Watson 2003, p. 255; Morrison 2016, p. 48 (n. 67). In the Ars poetica (79), Horace describes 
Archilochus’ iambs as full of rabies, a typical disease associated with dogs. On connections to early Greek traditions, 
e.g. animal fables in Archilochus, cf. Watson 2003, p. 251; Sullivan 2016; see Van Dijk 1997, pp. 138-144. On animal 
imagery in the Epodes, cf. Watson 2003, pp. 27-28. 

50  On this point, see Watson 2003, p. 254: “Epode 6 is […] not really an iambus against any one person, but an 
exploration of the iambic ethos: the function of the canis ignavus is mainly to provide Horace with a reason to 
proclaim to the world that he will tolerate no aggression, and to serve as a foil to the noble sheepdog.” 
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basic significance is “to violently shake” or “to apply violent blows” to something.51 
This signals the transition to an embodied animal image from the very beginning. A 
focus on the dog’s corporeal parametres further becomes manifest when the speaker 
asks his opponent to “turn towards” him (vertis, 3), directly appealing to a reader’s 
sensori-motor system, which prompts them to imagine the dog consciously turning 
his body to direct threats towards the speaker as the centre of poetic deixis. These 
verbal threats (minas, 3) are further connected to the physical imagery of biting, 
when we hear that the speaker will be ready to “bite back” (me remorsurum petis, 4), 
an expression of the iambic poet’s stance of aggressive self-defence and illustration of 
the motif ‘an eye for an eye – a tooth for a tooth’ common in the iambic tradition 
since Archilochus.52 

In a contrastive image (5-8), the speaker then presents himself as a positive, canine 
counter-example, comparing himself with noble and reliable sheep dogs of ancient 
literature moving through a wintery landscape in pursuit of robbers or wolves trying 
to harm the flock. 53  The short hunting image evoking comparable epic similes 
becomes cognitively imaginable through a focus on how the dog’s vigilance manifests 
itself through its body (aure sublata, 7) as well as on its movement through a sparsely 
spatialized environment (agam per altas … nives, 7).54 The following line depicting 
the dog’s chasing (praecedet, 8) movement continues this impression, allowing 
readers to mentally imagine the short hunting vignette. 

In the next section, the perspective shifts from Horace back to the opponent (9-
10), focalizing the scene through the accentuated tu at the beginning of line 9. This 
‘you’ is again portrayed as an ineffective and all-but-vigilant protector who only barks 
(timenda voce complesti nemus, 9) but is easily deceived and distracted (proiectum 
odoraris cibum, 10). Introduced by the emphasized cave cave at the beginning of line 
11,55 the following section (11-14) features both a change of perspective and imagery: 
Remaining in the animal realm, we watch through the eyes of the speaker how he 
transforms from a dog to a bull ready to engage in combat. Commentators have often 

 
51  Cf. OLD s.v. uexo 1. 
52  Cf. Archil. fr. 23 West; Pind. P. 2.52-56; Anth. Gr. 5.107.2 (Philodemus); Ter. Eun. 445; Catull. 40; 78b; 116; 

Verg. Catal. 13; Ov. Ib. 53-66; Mart. 5.60; 6.64.22-32; see Cavarzere 1992, pp. 158-159. A connection with animal 
images is found only in Archilochus and Horace, cf. Watson 2003, p. 253. 

53  Cavarzere 1992, p. 160 (with reference to Verg. G. 3.405-407), and Watson 1983; 2003, p. 255, argue that this 
refers only to sheep dogs, while Mankin 1995, p. 139, also draws parallels to hunting depictions. The ambiguity of 
the image allows for both options to be evoked simultaneously. On the noble Molossan and Laconian as a contrasting 
foil to the ignavus canis, cf. Buchheit 1961, pp. 522-523; Watson 2003, p. 258. 

54  A similar hunter chasing through the snowy wilderness is found in Sat. 1.2.105-106; cf. Mankin 1995, p. 140. 
55  The expression employs an almost oracular diction, while containing a pun on the popular cave canem; cf. 

Cavarzere 1992, p. 161; Buchheit 1961, p. 523; Mankin 1995, pp. 140-141; Watson 2003, p. 262. The enactively 
repeated imperative also heightens awareness; the expression could allude to Callimachus’ first Iamb, in which a 
bystander warns of iambus by saying φεῦγε … φεῦγ’ (Ia. 1.79); cf. Morrison 2016, p. 60. 
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remarked on this sudden – and admittedly unexpected – motivic change.56 Here, the 
poem’s metaphorical mission statement of verbal as physical attack culminates in the 
speaker claiming to raise his horns ready for a fight (parata tollo cornua, 12). In 
keeping with iambic tradition, his depiction as asperrimus (11) conveys the 
impression of an animal with horns hard and unpleasant to the touch,57 which almost 
attains its own programmatic function as representing an avenger of the weak and 
punisher of evil-doers.58 While the image of the iambic bull itself might be traced back 
to Callimachus,59 the general hostile stance of the scene is underscored by an allusion 
to the iambic tradition in lines 13-14, which refer to Lycambes and Bupalus, the 
respective enemies against which Archilochus and Hipponax directed their iambs.60 
As speaking names (“wolf-rhythm” and “bull-fighter”), these characters further 
emphasize the image of the aggressive animal against which iambic poetry serves as a 
defence strategy.61 The nod to the iambic poets of old reinforces the impression that 
we should be witnessing an exchange of verbal imagined as physical blows between 
Horace and his opponent similar to how Archilochus and Hipponax might have 
presented the invective scenarios in their works. 

The poem’s last two lines (15-16) relate back to its beginning, when the speaker 
asks whether he should stand back without retaliation when someone attacks him. 
Even though readers have supposedly returned to a human frame of reference, par-
ticularly with the speaker comparing himself to a helpless child, the attacker’s “black 
tooth” (si quis atro dente me petiverit, 15) still evokes embodied language related to 
the animal realm – the opponent’s verbal invective is visualized as a wild animal 
physically attacking the speaker with its bite:62 While its characterization as “black” 
might be understood in a metaphorical sense as illustrating the abstract concept of 
malignity, the physical dimension of the image is notable, particularly its connection 
to black bile in the body, a frequent source of iambic outbursts in topical imagery.63 

 
56  Cf. Mankin 1995, p. 137: “strange shifts in […] animal imagery”; see also Watson 2003, pp. 253; 262: “abrupt 

change of metaphor”. Cavarzere (1992, pp. 160-161) emphasizes lexical and stylistic links between lines 4-8 and 11-
14 to counter the criticism of metaphorical incoherence in past scholarship (e.g. Fraenkel 1957, p. 57); see also Watson 
2003, p. 263. 

57  Similarly, the genre of iambus (or speech in general) is often depicted as a type of weapon; cf. Mankin 1995, p. 
141. 

58  Cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 162. 
59  Callim. Ia. 13 (=203 Pf.).52-53; cf. Watson 2003, p. 263; Zanker 2024, p. 42. 
60  Lycambes promised to wed his daughter Neobule to Archilochus but later broke that agreement, leading to 

the poet attacking both in his poems; Bupalus, a sculptor from Chios, was the famous opponent of Hipponax; on 
the background of both characters, see Watson 2003, pp. 263-264; Hawkins 2014, pp. 1-2. 

61  Cf. Mankin 1995, pp. 141-142; 2010, p. 94. 
62  Mankin (1995, p. 139) rightly asks whether we are back in the dog image or not; the text leaves this open. 
63  Besides the cases outlined above, a similar conception of black bile or teeth as representative of rage and anger 

appears in Sen. Phaedr. 492-493; cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 161; Mankin 1995, p. 142. See also Watson (2003, p. 265) 
who connects the meaning of ater to the blackness of snake venom in the ancient imagination. The black tooth also 
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Given the speaker’s dominance in his speech, the Epode ends on a paradoxical, almost 
ridiculous image, which leads readers back from the animal to the human sphere: The 
‘I’ adopts a typical stance when he compares himself with an inultus puer (16) who 
does not have the ability to exact revenge and sheds tears as an expression of emotion 
and a reaction to the pain inflicted by the bite.64 In this sense, the poet-turned-helpless 
boy appears remarkably similar to the defenceless puer of Epode 5, who falls victim to 
the ploys of Horace’s witch, who will herself appear as a failed character in Epode 17.65 
One may thus ask whether the contrast between the dominant attackers and the 
images of passivity in these poems can be seen as a motor of humour and ridicule. 

The explicit physical dimension in the language the speaker employs to express 
himself in this poem highlights how the Epodes’ depiction of the body is also con-
nected to the depiction of the mind. A focus on Horace’s affective iambic metaphors 
can even help explain the often-criticized, almost frantically alternating movement 
between different embodied images from the animal realm in this poem: As Mankin 
highlights, in these frequent changes in imagery between humans, dogs, and bulls, we 
are “perhaps meant to see the rage-induced changes in perception which can lead a 
group of people from recognizing their kinship as ‘friends’ to seeing each other as 
members of different and hostile ‘species’.”66 
 

5. Canidia Triumphant: Epode 17 

Another prominent example of Horace’s use of body metaphors to express emo-
tions can be found in the second Canidia-poem, Epode 17, which concludes his book 
of iambs and reads almost like a continuation of the events in Epode 5.67 Here, the ‘I’ 
addresses the witch in a long speech (1-52), which has been described as an iambic 
palinode;68 in contrast to the boy at the end of Epode 5, the speaker does not curse or 
insult her – at least not overtly. Instead, similarly to the boy’s first speech in that 
poem, he claims to surrender to her magic powers and begs her to let go of him. He 
appears but a shadow of his former self who will not find peace of mind because of 

 
displays parallels to the witch Canidia’s dens lividus in Epode 5.47 (as well as the dens ater in 8.3), connecting these 
poems lexically; cf. Oliensis 2009, p. 170; Nelson Hawkins 2014, p. 78. 

64  Cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 162; Mankin 2010, p. 99. As Watson (2003, p. 265) notes, the image of the child is often 
used to illustrate ineffectiveness in physical combat. 

65  Cf. Mankin 1995, p. 142; 2010, p. 99. 
66  Mankin 2010, p. 99. 
67  For discussions of this text, see Kiessling-Heinze 1901, pp. 458-464; Lindo 1969; Cavarzere 1992, pp. 233-244; 

Mankin 1995, pp. 272-293; Watson 2003, pp. 534-584; Barchiesi 2009. Scholars have read this poem as a refutation 
of the iambic genre, not least because Horace leaves epodic metres behind and writes in stichic iambic trimetres, cf. 
Cavarzere 1992, pp. 233-234; Morrison 2016, pp. 58-59. 

68  Cf. Cairns 1978; Cavarzere 1992, p. 233; as Mankin (1995, p. 273) notes, there might have been an iambic 
precedent to this dialogic set-up with first-person speeches, though influences from epic, tragedy, magical texts, or 
lyric palinodes (Stesichorus) are also notable; see Lindo 1969. 
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her and promises to atone for his misguided mockery. This display, however, turns 
out to be deeply unserious and full of irony when we witness Canidia’s victim falling 
over himself in praising her and, adopting the witch’s own voice, describing her as a 
chaste and respectable woman with a good heart – just to follow this up by confessing 
that this is a blatant lie and thus revealing a comic-iambic stance (39-49).69 

In her response (53-81), it is now Canidia who reacts aggressively. She lets the ‘I’ 
know that his pleas for mercy will not have any effect on her. Although scholars have 
emphasized the witch’s powerful attitude in the Epodes, 70  Epode 17 somewhat 
muddies this impression, portraying Canidia as ridiculed and, therefore, in a position 
of inferiority. This motivates her attack, in which she promises her enemy a long life 
of pain comparable to famous penitents of ancient myth such as Tantalus, 
Prometheus, or Sisyphus and in analogy to the threats voiced by the puer of Epode 5. 
Like in many iambic settings, anger and humiliation appear to be the motivation 
behind her violent outburst. She goes on to describe her opponent’s fate: 

 
‘[…] voles modo altis desilire turribus,                 70 

modo ense pectus Norico recludere, 

frustraque vincla gutturi nectes tuo 

fastidiosa tristis aegrimonia. 

vectabor umeris tunc ego inimicis eques 

meaeque terra cedet insolentiae.                    75 

an quae movere cereas imagines, 

ut ipse nosti curiosus, et polo 

deripere lunam vocibus possim meis, 

possim crematos excitare mortuos 

desiderique temperare pocula,                      80 

plorem artis in te nil agentis exitus?’ 

                                                          (Hor. Epod. 17.70-81) 

 

‘[…] [70] You will long now to jump from a high tower, now to lay open your breast with a 
Noric sword; all in vain will you weave a noose for your neck, sick at heart with loathing and 
distress. Then I shall be carried along, riding on the shoulders of my hated victim, [75] and 
the earth shall give way to my triumphant pride. I can make wax dolls feel, as you yourself are 
aware thanks to your curiosity; I can draw down the moon from the sky by my incantations, 

 
69   Scholars have also compared this to Catull. 42; see Barchiesi 2009, pp. 237-238; Oliensis 2009, pp. 168-169. 
70   Cf. e.g. Oliensis 2009, p. 174, who notes the impotent role of the male ‘I’ vis-à-vis the powerful witch. On the 

motif of impotentia, see n. 21 above. 
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rouse to life the dead who have been burnt on the pyre, [80] and brew potions that induce 
desire. So am I supposed to lament the failure of my art to have any effect on you?’ 

As Canidia’s opponent, the ‘I’ will want to jump from a high tower, open his chest 
(i.e. plunge a sword into his ribcage), and tie a noose around his neck. These images, 
three topical ways to commit suicide,71 illustrate the mental pain Canidia promises to 
inflict upon him. All three scenarios display a strongly embodied perspective 
threatening the person’s physical integrity and related to different parts of his sensori-
motor apparatus. In an imagined enactive account, we witness the witch’s opponent 
throwing his body down (desilire, 70) from great heights to certain destruction, 
fatally piercing himself with his sword (pectus … recludere, 71), and hanging himself 
with a self-tied noose (vincla gutturi nectes, 72).72 Canidia thus expresses her victim’s 
prospective emotional state through references to the person’s physical properties – 
the concrete imagery of killing oneself three times over thus comes to illustrate the 
abstract concept of mental distress and pain inflicted by the witch through her magic, 
which is fittingly imagined as a “sickness of the mind” (fastidiosa tristis aegrimonia, 
73). 

After Canidia’s focus on her opponent’s emotional state as a man wanting to die 
(voles, 70), the witch turns her gaze inward to illustrate her own feelings of angry, 
revengeful satisfaction. Switching to the first person and, thus focalizing the scene 
from her perspective, Canidia promises that once her enemy is in this state, she herself 
will, like a rider on a horse, dominate him by trampling round his shoulders (vectabor 
umeris ego inimicis eques, 74), while the earth will give way to her pride. 73  The 
embodied image one might have of Canidia physically riding on the shoulders of her 
distressed victim is enhanced by the symmetrical structure of the verse, with her 
opponent’s shoulders (umeris inimicis) enclosing the ego in the middle of line 74, 
which is framed again by her galloping motion (vectabor eques). This construction 
heightens the feeling of depression, narrowness, and restriction on the side of the 
victim as well as of triumph and power from Canidia’s perspective, with the witch 
also syntactically remaining right at the centre of the action. 

The image of the merciless rider unleashing her wrath upon her opponent like 
someone who may physically harm him in this passage serves as a means of charac-

 
71  The tripartite depiction is traditional, e.g. in Lucan. 9.106-107; cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 243, Mankin 1995, p. 

291, and Watson 2003, p. 578, with overviews. 
72  Ironically, Horace is denied this method most typically associated with iambus; it is said that Lycambes and his 

daughters hanged themselves as a reaction to Archilochus’ scathing invective; cf. Watson 2003, p. 579. 
73  The unusual image and juxtaposition of the rider and the earth imagery has puzzled scholars; the former 

regularly expresses dominance over a military opponent (parallel to the Greek καθιππάζομαι), a slave (Plaut. Asin. 699-
700), or a lover (Hor. Sat. 2.7.47-50); cf. Mankin 1995, p. 292; Watson 2003, p. 580. The reading developed here 
follows Riess 1893, p. 310, and Cavarzere 1992, p. 244, who interpret it as a variation of the haunting curse employed 
by the puer in Epode 5. For an erotic interpretation, cf. Paule 2017, p. 123. 
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terizing Canidia as a revengeful figure – similar to the personified nocturnus furor 
mutilating the witch’s body in Epode 5. As can be seen in line 75, her success in ex-
acting revenge on her opponent is a source of pride for her – a pride that feels so large 
and triumphant that even the earth seems to bow down and give way to her power.74 
Canidia not only actively aims to seek revenge, but also imagines how she will relish 
in it once her aim is achieved.75 In this way, the poem plots the implicit emotions of 
fear or depression from the perspective of the victim and of raging revengeful pride 
on the side of the attacker onto the image of the physical human (and animal) body 
through coded corporeal metaphors. 

In the end, besides the illustration of Canidia’s triumphant and confident pride,76 
the corporeal imagery in the witch’s speech, in which she puffs herself up and at-
tempts to scare her opponent, can also be read in the context of ancient iambic as a 
marker signifying an inversion of the power dynamic. Together with the helpless puer 
in Epode 5, who employs curses associated with corporeal images to threaten the 
witch’s physical and mental integrity, Canidia’s embodied threats in Epode 17 can 
similarly be understood as pointing towards her relative impotence; the vividly 
graphic body imagery in the passage might well suggest that the only way the witch is 
really able to harm Horace is through words instead of acts.77 This would pave the 
way for a satirical reading of the dialogue, in which the comically-exaggerated praise 
of the witch’s powers by the hands of the ‘I’ finds a referent in her apparent failure to 
effectively exact any revenge at the end of both the poem and the collection.78 This 
becomes especially salient if we consider Canidia’s final words in which she – rather 
unexpectedly – introduces the idea that her black magic could potentially fail,79 with 
her demoting her own position mirroring the self-comparison of the ‘I’ with a weak 
boy at the end of Epode 6. Thus, Epode 17 appears to oscillate between the grotesque 

 
74  The impression of power is also suggested by lines 76-80, with the culmination of adynata (voodoo dolls, 

movement of celestial bodies, necromancy, and love potions) as typical signs of witchcraft illustrating Canidia’s 
dominance; cf. Mankin 1995, pp. 292-293; Watson 2003, pp. 581-583. 

75  The question addressed to the speaker ending her speech shows parallels to the iambic stance taken by the ‘I’ 
at the end of Epode 6, where he asks his opponent in a similar way; cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 224; Mankin 1995, p. 292. 
The final word exitus (81) at once refers to the success of Canidia’s love potion, but it metapoetically also signals her 
leaving the iambic stage, thus concluding the book of Epodes; cf. Cavarzere 1992, p. 244; Mankin 1995, p. 293; 
Watson 2003, p. 584. 

76  Mankin’s reading of the poem supposes a serious tone, when he remarks that Canidia “could not be more 
disturbing and ominous” (1995, p. 273) and describes her as “cast[ing] a shadow over the end of the Epode book like 
those cast by the plague over De rerum natura and the killing of Turnus over the Aeneid” (p. 287). 

77  Cf. Oliensis 2009, p. 175: “invective originates as a compensation for impotence”. See also n. 21 above. 
78  For such a reading, cf. Watson 2003, pp. 540-541. 
79  Cf. Watson 2003, p. 584: “the mention of failure, surfacing unexpectedly after her various hybristic boasts of 

magical virtuosity, provokes in the reader a sardonic suspicion that the witch’s efforts to inflict endless torments upon 
Horace may after all amount to nothing.” The motif of Canidia’s failure has also been suggested for Epode 5, where 
the ritual sacrifice of the boy is a last resort after other love spells have failed. On the influence of the comic-satirical 
figure of the charlatan magician on Canidia’s depiction in the Epodes, see n. 25 above. 
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horror of a powerful, more-than-human (female) figure on the one hand and a 
defence against such as threat through ridicule and comic inversion on the other – a 
juxtaposition of fear and laughter that, to some degree, appears typical of the iambic 
tradition.80 

 
6. Conclusion 

As these examples have shown, Horace’s Epodes offer an intriguing perspective on 
the iambic genre as refracted through multiple complex characters – from a third-
party account of a boy’s invective in Epode 5 to an unprovoked attack by a speaking 
‘I’ in Epode 6 and Canidia’s tirade directed at the ‘I’ in Epode 17. In these 
constellations, power hierarchies are somewhat difficult to make out, with the roles 
of superiority and inferiority in the iambic-invective storyline shifting even within 
poems – to such a degree that sooner or later, every character appears as weak and 
laughable in some respect (e.g. the boy as an immobile victim in Epode 5, the ‘I’ as a 
child in Epode 6, and Canidia as a ridiculed, lousy witch in Epode 17). In these cases 
of insult and helplessness, the speakers redirect negative energy and project it back 
onto their opponent. 

The passages discussed here employ images related to the body to convey a range 
of emotions – from rage and anger to triumph, desperation, fear, or ridicule.81 Two 
functions of affective metaphors particularly stand out. First, an expressive function 
which communicates the speakers’ mental disposition: The puer’s imagined trans-
formation into a monstruous shadow assaulting the witches in Epode 5 illustrates his 
revengeful disposition as well as his Schadenfreude in seeing them get stoned to death. 
Similarly, when the ‘I’ of Epode 6 claims to “bite back” and raise his horns to fight, 
this conveys – even in a purely literary setting – the topical emotions of the hostile 
iambic poet. Finally, Canidia in Epode 17 turns into a revengeful persona, expressing 
her pride and satisfaction of victory through the image of a triumphant rider. 
Notably, all three invective settings are characterized by animal metaphors: In Epode 
5, the speaker turns into a bird-like creature of vengeance, in Epode 6, both rivals are 
depicted as fighting dogs and bulls, and in Epode 17, Canidia’s equestrian metaphor 
evokes the trampling iambic horse of superiority. 

Beyond an expressive, the discussed body images also display a certain persuasive 
character – in addition to telling readers something about the inner worlds of the 

 
80  In this context, see also Barchiesi’s (2009, pp. 242-246) interpretation of Epode 17 as a meta-literary text on the 

origins of iambic poetry as well as Pellizer 1981; Cavarzere 1992, p. 35. 
81  This use of body imagery in Horace does not seem to be restricted only to the Epodes; one might also look to 

the Odes (e.g. 1.25.13-16, where amor and libido rage around Lydia’s iecur) – a field for further research that, however, 
lies beyond the scope of this study. 
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speakers, corporeal metaphors also appear to conceptualize (and thus motivate) de-
sired emotions in an opponent – that is to (humorously) scare them through horrible 
or violent imagery. While the ‘I’ of Epode 6 depicts his enemy as a coward and employs 
embodied animal images to intimidate him, both speeches in Epodes 5 and 17 
illustrate the mental hardships that will befall the speakers’ victims – Canidia and the 
‘I’, respectively – with metaphors pertaining to the person’s body. They will feel on 
the inside as if they were assaulted on the outside – torn to pieces, sat on, or run over 
– resulting in a state in which they would rather jump from a tower, open their chest, 
or hang themselves. These images elicit a powerful display of emotions of both the 
aggressors and their rivals: They convey the victims’ imagined mental pain, their 
distress, and restlessness – either earnestly or humorously overdrawn –, while 
illustrating the iambic rage and satisfaction the attackers feel when exacting their re-
venge. 

In Horace’s mode of affective storytelling, instances of body focus seem to con-
stitute a particularly potent way to establish communication and exert influence. 
Given the persuasive dimension underlying the communicative situations in which 
they are employed – that is, in scenes in which the speakers aim to influence their 
opponents’ feelings – embodiment as a tool motivating a mental simulation can be a 
powerful strategy of negative iambic persuasion. Through these cognitive anchors in 
the text, readers, partly assuming the position of the opponents, have the opportunity 
to feel the effect of that affective persuasion. In this sense, the Epodes invite them to 
project themselves into the positions of different iambic characters across the poems 
and thus to experience their inner worlds from multiple perspectives. 
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