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Horace’s Ars Poetica: An Insightful Guide for Creating a Perfect Literature  

If art is lacking the avoidance of a petty fault may lead to a serious 

imperfection.” (Horace’s Ars Poetica) 

 How to create literature and what is the aim behind such creation are two essential issues that 

captured the critical and philosophical works of Roman philosophers.  This essay highlights Horace’s Ars 

Poetica which is based on the argument that literature should be both pleasing and useful. Offering a list 

of advice to beginning poets, Horace shares many of the notions that continue to frame modern approach 

to poetry.  

 Living in the Augustan Age, Roman poet Quintus Horatius Flaccus is best known for his satires, 

epistles, and odes. He wrote his most influential critical work, Ars Poetica, around the year 15 BC, towards 

the end of his long career as a poet. Horace’s Ars Poetica is an epistle presented as a versified letter to 

members of the Piso family. Originally written in dactylic hexameter, Horace lists the rules for creating a 

perfect literary work. His epistle follows an argumentative and illustrative approach in a sense that he 

explores his arguments and defends them by means of metaphorical images as well as the usage of mythical 

and historical figures. As such,  the recipients are enabled to comprehend the full idea and accept it.    

 The poem starts with a metaphorical image that stands for a literary work which lacks internal 

cohesion: “Supposing a painter chose to put a human head on a horse’s neck, or to spread feathers 

of various colours over the limbs of several different creatures, or to make what in the upper part is 

a beautiful woman tail off into a hideous fish….” The picture Horace describes is that one of human 

head attached to a horse’s neck; then limbs sourced from all over and decorated with multicolored feathers; 

and finally a black fish tail, after which Horace circles back to the head that belongs to a beautiful woman. 

The appropriate response to such picture is laughter. Such literary work is nothing but a jumble of pieces 

or, quoting Horace, “all variety and no unity.” He, through such image, handles the concept of propriety 

as well as what Aristotle describes as “whole and of certain magnitude.”  This is enhanced by the following: 

“Works that begin impressively and with the promise of carrying on the heroic strain often have one 

or two purples passage tacked on to catch the eye….in short, whatever you set your hand to, you 

must be single-minded about it and keep to the point.” As such, a perfect literary work would create a 

satisfied response when it is established on a harmonious ground and thus a complete framework.  



 Horace confirms, furthermore, that one must not write a literary work that does not suit his linguistic 

and artistic abilities. He justifies this as follows: “A man who chooses a subject within his powers will 

never be at a loss for words, and his thoughts will be clear and orderly.” A poet, in this regard, should 

pay attention to what the literary piece requires, namely linguistic creativity, and thus what would be 

admirably understood. Horace confirms that “excellent impression” would be achieved by means of “the 

skillful choice of setting, giving fresh meaning to a familiar word, invent new terms for the discussion 

of abstruse topics.” The poet can use new terms when he deals new topic and he can even use new 

vocabularies and reduce the old ones.  This is supported by the following metaphorical image: “As leaves 

in the woods are changed with the fleeting years; the earliest fall off first: in this manner words perish 

with old age, and those lately invented flourish and thrive, like men in the time of youth.” Horace 

confirms that vocabularies change with time. He compares this with autumn as it sweeps the grove’s green 

pride away and new leaves bud as the old decay. So are words which flaunt their time in vernal bloom then 

fall and fresh ones flourish in their room they shed their transient glories and decline. 

 Horace believes that poets should adhere to the well-defined functions and styles of poetic forms: 

“A comic subject will not be handled in tragic verse, in like manner the banquet of Thyestes will not 

bear to be held in familiar verses, or in those that approach the tone of comedy. Let each of these 

styles be kept for the role properly allotted to.” Horace’s argument can be seen as an antithetical 

assumption to modern writers’ radical path. The Avant-garde radical and unorthodox notion tends to 

using fresh meanings by means of new techniques.   This seeps into Ezra Pound’s famous slogan that is 

“make it new.”  Another modern unorthodox tendency can be traced in the concept of defamiliarization 

which is the artistic technique of presenting common things in unfamiliar or strange way so they could gain 

new perspectives and see the world differently.  

 Sympathy is among other instructions presented by Horace in Ars Poetica: “Sympathy shown 

with those who weep. If you want to move me to tears, you must first feel grief yourself.” This is 

echoed by a modern theatrical system elaborated by Stanislavski. The Stanislavski method or system is a 

set of techniques used by actors to portray emotions on stage by putting themselves in the place of the 

character. According to Horace, it is not only a matter of absorbing the character’s feelings that would 

make the audience believe in what they see on the stage, it is also “the sportive diction.” By supportive, 

Horace means the kind of language and tone that support the mood of the character:  

it will make a great difference whether a god or a hero is speaking, a man of ripe years or a 

hot-headed youngster in the pride of youth, a woman of standing or an officious nurse....For 

nature forms us first within to every modification of circumstances; she delights or impels us 

to anger, or depresses us to the earth and afflicts us with heavy sorrow: then expresses those 

emotions of the mind by the tongue, its interpreter. If the words be discordant to the station 

of the speaker, the Roman knights and plebeians will raise an immoderate laugh. 

Horace highlights the eloquent style that employs no unfamiliar diction and thus any writer can achieve. 

However, such style should be marked by a powerful language used in the right context:  



If you are going to bring woodland fauns on to the stage, I do not think you should ever allow 

them to speak as though they had been brought up in the heart of the city; do not let them 

be too youthfully indiscreet in the lines you give them, or crack any filthy or obscene jokes. 

 Like Aristotle in his Poetic, Horace confirms consistency as one of the most important rules related 

to portrayal of characters and treatment of any subject on stage. He gives many example regarding the 

consistence depiction of characters such as: “Let Medea be fierce and intractable, Ino an object of pity, 

Ixion perfidious, Io wandering, Orestes in distress…. If you offer to the stage anything unattempted, 

and venture to form a new character; let it be preserved to the last such as it set out at the beginning, 

and be consistent with itself.” 

 Beauty and sweetness are required in literature especially when they are united in appealing to the 

senses: beautiful things are seen with the eyes, while sweet ones are evocatively tasted with the tongue. 

However, the contrast of beauty and sweetness develops into the tension between providing pleasure and 

being useful. These two can be tackled with reference to what Horace says about dramatizing credible 

scenes on stage:   

You must not, however, bring upon the stage things fit only to be acted behind the scenes: 

and you must take away from view many actions, which elegant description may soon 

after deliver in presence [of the spectators]. Let not Medea murder her sons before the 

people; nor the execrable Atreus openly dress human entrails: nor let Progne be 

metamorphosed into a bird, Cadmus into a serpent. Whatever you show to me in this 

manner, not able to give credit to, I detest.” 

 Horace confirms that it is such a difficult task to get originality in treating subjects of general 

interests. He also confirms that it is better to tackle a well-known theme instead of tackling others with 

which the audience are unfamiliar. Treatment of a well-known theme must not be in such a vulgar, or a 

pure and shameful imitation of another one. The appreciative recipient will not respond to well-known or 

new theme if it does not put in consideration “the behavior of people of different ages, and give the 

right kind of manners to characters of varying dispositions and years….thus, in order not to give a 

young man the characteristic of old age, or the child those of a grown man, we shall always dwell 

upon the qualities that are appropriate  to a particular time and life.”  

Horace believes that poetry has settled kinds with a meter appropriate to each. The Epic celebrates 

the exploits of princes and leaders and the sad story of war. The right meter is the one employed by 

Homer—the dactylic hexameter. For the mournful elegy and songs of thanksgiving, the elegiac measure—

or a couplet of which the first line is a dactylic hexameter and the second a dactylic pentameter. For tragedy, 

comedy and satirical verse which dealt with familiar themes, the iambic meter which has a conversational 

ease, so necessary to all these three forms, and for the lyric that sang hymns to the gods and godly men, or 

songs of victory or love or wine the various lyrical measures 

 About the dramatic structure of a play, Horace believes it should not exceed the limits of five acts 

acted by no more than three speaking characters on the stage at the same time. He lays down two conditions 



for the chorus. It should form an integral part of the plot so as not to disturb the unity of action by hanging 

like a loose thread and that its comments should be directed to a noble end. Horace believes that the chorus 

should sustain the role and function of an actor. The chorus should not sing anything between the acts that 

do not contribute to the plot and fit appropriately into it. The chorus, furthermore, should stand with good 

characters and give them friendly advice. In addition, the chorus should let prosperity return to the wretched 

and desert the proud. Music is a tool that accompanies the chorus to  

  assist the chorus, and with its tone was sufficient to fill the rows that were not as yet too 

crowded…  the musician added new movements and a luxuriance to the ancient art, and 

strutting backward and forward, drew a length of train over the stage; thus likewise new notes 

were added to the severity of the lyre, and precipitate eloquence produced an unusual language 

[in the theater]: and the sentiments [of the chorus, then] expert in teaching useful things and 

prescient of futurity 

 Horace employs Ars Poetica as platform to announce that he aims at teaching the poet his duties 

and obligations, where to find his sources, what will nourish his poetic gift, what he may, and may not, do 

with propriety, where the right course will take him, and where the wrong. The Socratic writings are 

outstanding sources and they represent “the foundation and fountain-head of good composition.” 

Interestingly enough, Socratic writings provide the poet with materials that highlights his multiple 

experiences and thus projected through the characters he portrays. Furthermore, Horace believes that a poet 

should rely upon life and derive from it what would be appropriate to any of his characters. Such source 

will enable the imitative artist to be true to life. The model of life and morals that philosophy offers gives 

the imitator the insights needed so as to imitate life truthfully. As such, Horace alludes to plays that have 

pleased the audience despite their unserious ideas, they are attractive because of their moral purposes. 

Clearly this is not to recommend such limited scope to a writer, but rather to underscore the importance of 

this aspects of art in the total effect of a play. 

 In short, art for Horace is that one which aims at teaching and delighting the audience. Art for 

Horace conveys three ideas: the practiced mastery of craft, the systematic knowledge of theory and 

technique, and the capacity for objective self-criticism. The poet, in other words, must master the poet’s 

craft and accept proper criticism, otherwise he will “face the disaster to his hopes of being a poet and the 

bleak prospect of becoming a laughing-stock.” Furthermore, Horace believes that it is his duty and 

obligations to teach the poet where his materials come from and what will foster and shape his 

craftsmanship.   Horace asserts that a good work of art is not fashionable in its form or content but universal 

and timeless.  


