Ausonius’ Mosella Gobbet, lines 438-83

Ausonius was a prominent Roman poet within late antiquity, being a tutor to the emperor Valentinians’ son, Gratian. A teacher of rhetoric and gifted writer, he became known for his writing of the poem ‘Mosella’, written in admiration of the river Moselle and it’s natural surroundings, which is the piece I will be discussing within this essay. During the time the poem was predicted to be written, in 370/371 CE, Rome was under the ruling of Valentinian I whom had taken up a fortification program, most notably ordering one to be made across the Rhine. The poem perhaps discusses an accompanying Ausonius’ on one of Valentinians campaigns and has brought about much speculation of the political and critical undertones within the poems writing. Throughout this essay, I will discuss the ways in which we can interpret the purpose of the poem, as well as how it reflects upon the time in which it was written.
Whilst studying the passage of Ausonius’ Mosella, it is important to consider the potential Political backdrop and its influence upon the message of the poem, or lack thereof. The poem is based on Valentinians’ campaign, accompanied on by Ausonius, and their journey to the river Moselle. There is mention of different boundaries and civilisation, and the beauty of the Moselle is emphasised greatly throughout, perhaps intended as a message of peace. This could be to form a narrative within the poem that Valentinian’s fortification during his reign was an act of peace and cultural development, and furthermore, it can be seen as encouragement for settlements. There is an essence of praise for Valentinians fortification program within this passage, as he refers to them as ‘fortresses raised for defence in times of peril’, which speaks praise for the emperors’ choices, yet it is mentioned in the future tense, perhaps predicting the emperors potential in quelling conflict within Rome. However, the poems distinct lack of historical and geographical accuracy suggests it was not entirely meant to be a historical depiction of the campaign, and thus political events surrounding this, during the time it was written. Still, the debate of the poem’s intentions surrounding his depiction of the Moselle is frequently discussed when analysing the Mosella. The scholar Roberts discusses the debate amongst scholars surrounding the imagery that Ausonius depicts, and how it does not ‘correspond with the contemporary reality’. He suggests that this leaves the reader with the impression that Ausonius has written an unreliable account of the Moselle, his poem glorifying land that never truly recovered from conflict and invasion, particularly in 276 with the Frankish invasion. However, it can be argued whether we should view the poem through the lens of reality, or whether we should read it, not with the expectation of learning a historically accurate account of events, but as a poem that simply intends to display his poetic ability. He in fact draws attention to his own poeticism in this passage, prefacing his mention of the imperial family with ‘so far as the flow of my poetic vein shall serve’. The line itself is almost river-like, as one can imagine the parallels of the ‘flow’ of his ability to be comparable of the majestic flow of the Moselle itself. He briefly mentions the emperor within the works, however not in excess, only referring to the imperial family as ‘the emperor and his sons’ within this passage. Although, this can be taken as tactical wording, if we are to believe that it was written in 371. This is due to Valentinian having only one son during this time, and so it would be important to ensure within the poem that Valentinian had many legitimate successors to his title as emperor. Yet Roberts goes on to conclude that the insistence of finding political undertones within the poem is what leads modern readers to disregard the ‘greater conceptual unity’ that is rife throughout the whole of the poem. I would agree with this statement, as the whole theme of the poem itself strays far from a tactical metaphor for the emperor’s excellence, nor does it heighten the historical conflict of the time. The very idea that Ausonius has chosen to focus on the beauty of the Moselle and the surrounding boundaries, whilst neglecting to mention direct conflict within these boundaries, can thus inform the reader that it is simply a piece that strives to be acclaimed for Ausonius’ poetic ability, as opposed to anything else.
Furthermore, whilst reading the Mosella, we should also consider the possibility of the piece acting as either criticism or praise to the imperial family. There has been frequent deconstruction of the text in attempts to determine Ausonius’ thoughts on Valentinian within the poem, and whether we should consider this piece as a panegyrical poem meant to be devoted praise to the Rome and the emperor, or alternatively if the poem is meant to be a subtle critique on his ruling. I would argue that when deconstructing the purpose of the text, it is important to consider the intended audience for this peace. It is likely that he would have performed it to the imperial court, meaning that critiquing the emperor would only negatively impact Ausonius, thus he would have no reason to do so. Ausonius himself was a member of his court, and a tutor for his son Gratian. He also had motivations to become console. Thus, he would be unlikely to be subtly criticising the emperor during the text. However, it can also be said that the poem is not written as a panegyrical either. A panegyric would be written with the main purpose to highly praise its subject, often meant to be delivered publicly. When comparing it to other poems specifically categorised as panegyrical, such as Symmachus’ works, Ausonius’ Mosella strays from this structure, and while it’s appreciative of Rome’s beauty and his relationships to the imperial family, he does not use these two themes to entirely structure his poem, disallowing the poem to be considered panegyrical. He also makes frequent references to Bordeaux, where he lived and taught for many years, and where he mentions within this passage that wishes to return to in his old age. He does not use his affection for Bordeaux to criticise Rome, only simply to compare the two places he seemingly values highly. Rather than depicting Rome as a stand-alone beauty to praise it, he simply uses his fondness of Bordeaux to compliment it, thus we can consider that he holds no bias towards Rome. As well as this, we could also imagine that he would have hoped for a much wider audience, rather than limiting its reading to the imperial court. Perhaps we can consider that he would have hoped that a variety of his contemporaries would be audience to his poem, eventually being able to demonstrate his literary skills to many groups of people. With this in mind, I would relate back to my earlier point on the pieces lack of historical accuracy, as we can interpret the poem to perhaps be an example of Ausonius simply wanting to assert his literary excellence to Roman contemporaries. Considering his background of being a teacher in Bordeaux for many years and position within Valentinian’s court, we can assume that he would have written the poem only to show the ways in which he could convey poetic detail in depicting the natural scenery of the campaign without intentions to critique or praise anything beyond the river Moselle. 
Furthermore, the debate of the date in which the poem was written has become widely debated within modern scholarship, and how each proposed time significantly alters critical views of the Mosella. Most scholars argue that it was written within 370CE, soon after Valentinian order fortresses to be constructed on the rhine, however some argue that it was written much later, due to the addition of future tense within this passage. For example, he speaks of his future consulship in 379 being granted to him by the emperor as something that’s yet to come, inferring that he was already aware he would gain this. Yet it would be wrong to base the time in which the poem was written on his use of future tense, as we must consider that this was simply a poetic device, considering his experience in being a teacher of rhetoric. Another theory is that the Mosella was written in 368, but was then later revised to include his future of becoming a consul to Valentinian. The scholar Sivan argues this point of view within his ‘redating Ausonius’ Mosella’, they argue that the poem was written and performed to the imperial court within 368, however it only came out to be read amongst the public many years later after its revision, due to his change in position. However, I would again argue that his use of future tense, or rather rhetoric, is not necessarily to be taken as sole indication for when it was written. 
To conclude, whilst discussing the ways in which the poem has been critically analysed amongst scholars throughout time, I would argue that the topic of the poem, as well as the audience it was intended to be recited to, would suggest that the poem lacks critical undertones, specifically towards the emperor. As discussed, he had close relations to Valentinian and specified through rhetoric of his hopes to gain consulship, thus going against the idea that he used his writing to critique Valentinians fortification campaign. Furthermore, I would state that the poem’s intentions seem more evidently in favour of displaying his poetic ability, and admiration for both the beauty of Rome and Bordeaux, rather than a piece that intends to overly praise the empire and its emperor. Overall, the poem gives an insight into Ausonius’ skill as a poet, and should be seen as separate from contemporary pieces that mean to discuss the political climate of the time. 
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