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Although critics have begun to question the politics of periodization 

within the study of Latin epic, Valerius Flaccus’ Argonautica has remained largely 

neglected.  With some important exceptions, criticism of his poem is dominated by 

formalism that is often predicated on a teleological and aestheticizing literary history in 

which temporal distance from the Vergilian ideal marks a given work’s level of poetic 

inferiority.  Consequently, scholars have failed to appreciate the important position 

occupied by Valerius in the history of Latin epic poetry.  Situated within the era of 

political reconstruction that followed the civil war of AD 69, Valerius’ Argonautica is, 

uniquely, a product of this time of renewed hope.  The poem is structured by a desire for 

refoundation and the return of order out of chaos.  It is immediately apparent why 

Valerius’ poetics of reconstruction have not appealed to the postmodern, 

‘deconstructionist’ mind.
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My work on Valerius’ epic strikes a balance between formalism and historicism.  

By reading the Argonautica as an artifact of Vespasia nic Rome (AD 70-9), I propose a 

somewhat unorthodox date for the work.  When read as a product of the 70’s, a number 

of Valerius’ formal gestures take on new significance.  I argue that Valerius attempts to 

refound the epic genre in the wake of Lucan’s iconoclastic Pharsalia.  I suggest that 

Valerius construes the refoundation of the imperial project and the reconstruction of the 

epic genre as mutually reinforcing acts of renewal and rebirth.  In response to Lucan, 

Valerius refashions a divinely controlled teleology for human history, recuperates the 

category of the epic hero, and contains the Lucanian mode by various acts of poetic 

emulation.  Whereas Lucan depicts a world that is coming to an end, Valerius takes us 

back to a new beginning, to an emergent ‘first time’ (the sailing of the first ship, Argo), a 

moment characterized by the possibility of expansion into a new world of political and 

poetic possibilities. The first ship, headlining the first epic to follow in the wake of civil 

war and Lucan’s indelible presentation of its effects, constitutes a new poetic beginning 

within a new political era.
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Introduction

Although critics have begun recently to question the politics of periodization 

within the study of Latin epic and have produced important reevaluations of the work of 

Lucan and Statius, the Argonautica of Valerius Flaccus has remained largely neglected.1

With some important exceptions,2 what work there is on the poem is dominated by 

formalism that is often still predicated on an out-dated, teleological, and aestheticizing 

literary history in which temporal distance from the Vergilian ideal marks a given work’s 

level of poetic inferiority.  Still confined by the biases implicit in the concept of the 

‘Silver Age’ of Latin literature, a time shrouded in post-lapsarian darkness and defined by 

terms used for degraded metals, Valerius has been oddly excluded from attempts to 

expand the canon.  Consequently, scholars have failed to appreciate, on both the formal 

and historical levels, the important position occupied by Valerius in the history of Latin 

epic poetry.  Situated within the early years of the political reconstruction following the 

civil war of AD 69 that toppled the Julio-Claudian dynasty, Valerius’ Argonautica is, 

uniquely, a product of this time of renewed hope.  The poem is structured by the desire 

for refoundation and for the return of order out of chaos.  It is immediately apparent why 

Valerius’ poetics of reconstruction have not appealed to the post-modern, 

‘deconstructionist’ mind.

1 While this is true of critical studies of the epic, there has recently been a surge in the production of 
commentaries on the poem (Spaltenstein 2002, Dräger 2003, Spaltenstein 2004, Kleywegt 2005).
2 One thinks especially of the work of Denis Feeney, Philip Hardie, Debra Hershkowitz, P. Ruth Taylor, 
and Andrew Zissos.
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My work acts as a corrective to the formalism and neglect that presently dominate 

Valerian studies by striking a careful balance between formalism and historicism.  By 

reading the Argonautica as pervasively ‘Vespasianic’, i.e. as having been produce d 

within the reign of Vespasian (AD 70-79), I propose a somewhat unorthodox, yet wholly 

sustainable, date for the work.  When read as a product of the 70’s, a number of Valerius’ 

formal gestures take on new significance.  I argue that Valerius attempts to refound the 

epic genre in the wake of Lucan’s violently iconoclastic Pharsalia.  In fact, I suggest that 

Valerius construes the refoundation of the imperial project and the reconstruction of the 

epic genre as mutually reinforcing acts of renewal and rebirth.  As such, my reading 

stresses for the first time the importance of the relationship between Lucan and Valerius, 

especially in regard to the problems posed by the politics and poetics of civil war.  In 

contrast to Lucan, Valerius refashions a positive, divinely controlled, Vergilian teleology 

for human history, creates a space in which heroism is possible again, and ultimately 

contains and neutralizes the Lucanian mode by various acts of poetic emulation.  

Whereas Lucan’s poem depicts a world that is coming to an end, in which Rome falls in 

on itself under its own bloated weight, Valerius’ epic takes us back to a new beginning

(the sailing of the first ship, Argo), a moment characterized by the possibility of 

expansion into a new world of political and poetic possibilities. The first ship, headlining 

the first epic to follow in the wake of civil war and Lucan’s indelible presentation of its 

effects, constitutes a new poetic beginning within a new political era.

In Chapter One I analyze the important theme of political refoundation in 

Valerius’ Argonautica and the crucial role played by poetry and poet figures in this 
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process of political renewal, aspects of his epic that respond to Lucan’s poetics of 

deconstruction and political collapse.  For each author, politics and poetics are intimately 

connected.  Lucan’s godless, end-centered, monomaniacal focus on the horror and 

destructiveness caused by bellum civile and the suffocating tyranny of Caesarism that was 

its outcome creates a narrative present devoid of hope for the future and places great 

constraints on the conditions of possibility for the production of poetry.  Lucan’s poem of 

cosmic dissolution, of the summa dies of the world, an ending beyond which there is no 

new beginning but rather only the continued enslavement of the world at the hands of 

tyrants, produces the effect that bellum civile is the only song left to sing, the only story 

that Nero, Lucan’s tyrant-Muse, can inspire one to tell, as hated and as painful as this 

story is.  The paradoxical result for Lucan is that he and the poet figures in his narrative 

detest the very subject matter of the song and attempt in vain to obstruct the progress of 

the epic action by remaining silent, since to sing of civil war is to verbalize a nefas, to 

become implicated in the triumph of evil and political collapse that is the inevitable, 

hopeless future envisioned within the text.  The closed and claustrophobic world of 

Lucan’s Pharsalia thus effects a stifling and silencing of vatic utterances and a 

foreclosure of narrative possibilities.  

In contrast, Valerius’ narrative is fundamentally concerned with depicting a world 

in transition, a world that is moving beyond the destructive effects of bellum civile into a 

new and better era, into a moment of political refoundation that has an ameliorative 

impact on the status of vatic activity, which in fact plays a crucial role in aiding the 

progress of this political refoundation.  Valerius configures the inauguration of Jupiter’s 
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regime and the establishment of the Flavian dynasty as events that bring renewed hope 

for the future and expand the horizons of human potential by opening up a whole new 

world of possibilities for present and future human endeavors.  The expanding world of 

Valerius’ Argonautica offers new avenu es for the accomplishment of great deeds and 

new narrative possibilities for the poetry that records them, as the vessel of epic poetry 

sets sail under the benign, imperial gazes of Jupiter and Vespasian.  In contrast to the 

ambivalent, obstructed and obstructionist poet figures in Lucan’s Pharsalia, the narrative 

present of Valerius’ poem is a time of renewed vatic authority and freedom of poetic 

speech.  Valerius envisions a reconciliation between political power and poetic 

production, such that his vates are once again free to sing out, and in fact do so precisely 

in order to assist the advancement of the epic undertaking, which is nothing short of the 

consolidation of Jupiter’s new regime.  The process of political refoundation envisioned 

within the Argonautica thus involves vatic inspiration as a key component in moving 

beyond the paralyzing psychological trauma caused by bellum civile.

In the second chapter, I examine the presentation of civil war in Valerius’ poem.  

The extent to which civil war figures in Valerius’ narrative is indeed surprising, 

especially if one compares the Roman Argonautica with its Hellenistic predecessor, for in 

this regard, as in many others, the Roman epic differs greatly from its Greek model.  It is 

hardly an exaggeration to say that Valerius was obsessed with the idea of civil war: 

instances of bellum civile appear throughout his epic, forming a narrative thread of some 

importance within the broader themes of the poem.  But for Valerius, I suggest, civil war 

is not the historical ‘dead end’ (summa dies, BC 7.195) that it is in Lucan’s Pharsalia; it 
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does not mark a total breakdown of order and it does not constitute a descent into a chaos 

from which there is no escape.  Rather, I show that for Valerius civil war can have a 

positive function, that it can mark a new beginning and can lead to the establishment of a 

new and better era of world history.  In Valerius, civil war can be an enabling vehicle for 

the progress of history, whereas in Lucan bellum civile brings nothing in its wake but 

destruction, death, and tyranny.  

One of the primary ways in which Valerius accomplishes this revision of Lucan’s 

presentation of civil war is by giving his accounts of civil strife a particularly strong 

moral dimension, such that even in the midst of bellum civile , there is a clearly defined 

‘right side’ and an equally clearly defined ‘wrong side’.  In Valerius’ civil war narratives, 

the distinction between good and evil does not collapse, as is the case in Lucan’s 

Pharsalia.  For in Valerius, civil war is consistently imagined in terms of Gigantomachy, 

a particularly moralized type of civil war in which the forces of order square off against 

the forces of chaos, in which strong lines of demarcation obtain between adherents of 

good and agents of evil.  And in Valerius, the forces of order/good consistently prevail 

over the forces of chaos/evil, which represents a return to the traditional thrust of the 

Gigantomachy myth.  For the myth had been perverted and undermined by Lucan, in 

whose poem the gigantomachic Caesar, the supreme and most monstrous force of 

disorder in the narrative, emerges as the victor: in Lucan, the impious Giant wins, evil 

wins.  In addition to reversing the myth, Lucan was not averse to confusing the 

Gigantomachy model beyond recognition, making it impossible to determine just who, 

within this scheme, ought to be seen as the Giants and who the Olympians.  
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In Valerius, by contrast, Gigantomachy appears in a relatively disambiguated 

guise, as a myth concerned not with the confusion of right and wrong, the collapse of 

order into chaos, and the triumph of evil, but rather as a myth whose controlling principle 

is precisely the establishment and maintenance of Jovian order (which is consistently 

valorized) against the forces of chaos (which are consistently vilified) that seek to disrupt 

and undo it.  Civil war, in the form of Gigantomachy, is thus intimately associated in 

Valerius’ epic with the establishment and maintenance of the Jovian regime, which marks 

the dawning of a better era for the world.

In Chapter Three, I analyze the intersection of genre and gender in the Jason-

Medea episode in order to show how Valerius reinvigorates the category of the epic hero, 

the very concept of which had been called into question in Lucan’s Pharsalia.  My 

primary focus is on the issue of Jason’s virtus and the lengths to which Valerius goes in 

order to put his hero’s ‘manliness’ on display.   For Valerius initially problematizes 

Jason’s manliness by confronting his hero with the potentially enervating figure of 

Medea, only to offer his audience an unambiguous and conspicuous exhibition of Jason’s 

virtus during his aristeia in Book 6, a passage that renders Valerius’ Jason both un-

Apollonian and un-Lucanian.  Valerius reverts to a more normative depiction of epic 

combat, namely the ‘heroic’ man-to-man combat traditionally featured in an epic hero’s 

aristeia, a feature of the genre that had been completely subverted in Lucan’s Pharsalia.  

I suggest that, whereas in Lucan’s poem virtus is vitiated when it is displayed in bellum 

civile, Valerius has restored to the epic form a space for truly heroic epic combat, even in 

the midst of bellum civile.  Consequently, Valerius’ vigorous presentation of Jason’s 
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virtus by way of a truly heroic aristeia within the context of civil war emerges as an act 

of poetic recuperation both in relation to Apollonius’ treatment of Jason and in relation to 

Lucan’s subversive poetic technique in the Pharsalia.

Finally, in an appendix I set out the evidence for the date of Valerius’ unfinished 

poem.  Analysis of this evidence, of which there is not much, reveals that there is 

absolutely no compelling reason to assign Valerius a ‘late date’, and that in fact the 

evidence suggests that Valerius worked on his poem between 70 and 79, a period 

concurrent with the reign of Vespasian (70-79).
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Chapter One: Poetry and Political Refoundation

Introduction

In this chapter I analyze the important theme of political refoundation in Valerius’ 

Argonautica and the crucial role played by poetry and poet figures in this process of 

political renewal, aspects of his epic that respond to Lucan’s poetics of deconstruction 

and political collapse.  For each author, politics and poetics are intimately connected.  

Lucan’s godless, end-centered, monomaniacal focus on the horror and destructiveness 

wrought by bellum civile and the suffocating tyranny of Caesarism that was its outcome 

creates a narrative present devoid of hope for the future and places great constraints on 

the conditions of possibility for the production of poetry.  Lucan’s poem of cosmic 

dissolution, of the summa dies of the world, an ending beyond which there is no new 

beginning but rather only the continued enslavement of the world at the hands of tyrants, 

produces the effect that bellum civile is the only song left to sing, the only story that 

Nero, Lucan’s tyrant-Muse, can inspire one to tell, as hated and as painful as this story is.  

The paradoxical result for Lucan is that he and the poet figures in his narrative detest the 
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very subject matter of the song and attempt in vain to obstruct the progress of the epic 

action by remaining silent, since to sing of civil war is to verbalize a nefas, to become 

implicated in the triumph of evil and political collapse that is the inevitable, hopeless 

future envisioned within the text.  The closed and claustrophobic world of Lucan’s 

Pharsalia thus effects a stifling and silencing of vatic utterances and a foreclosure of 

narrative possibilities.  

In contrast, Valerius’ narrative is fundamentally concerned with depicting a world 

in transition, a world that is moving beyond the destructive effects of bellum civile into a 

new and better era, into a moment of political refoundation that has an ameliorative 

impact on the status of vatic activity, which in fact plays a crucial role in aiding the 

progress of this political refoundation.  Valerius configures the inauguration of Jupiter’s 

regime and the establishment of the Flavian dynasty as events that bring renewed hope 

for the future and expand the horizons of human potential by opening up a whole new 

world of possibilities for present and future human endeavors.3  The expanding world of 

Valerius’ Argonautica offers new avenues for the accomplishment of great deeds and 

new narrative possibilities for the poetry that records them, as the vessel of epic poetry 

sets sail under the benign, imperial gazes of Jupiter and Vespasian.  In contrast to the 

ambivalent, obstructed and obstructionist poet figures in Lucan’s Pharsalia, the narrative 

present of Valerius’ poem is a time of renewed vatic authority and freedom of poetic 

speech.  Valerius envisions a reconciliation between political power and poetic 

production, such that his vates are once again free to sing out, and in fact do so precisely 
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in order to assist the advancement of the epic undertaking, which is nothing short of the 

consolidation of Jupiter’s new regime.  The process of political refoundation envisioned 

within the Argonautica thus involves vatic inspiration as a key component in movin g 

beyond the paralyzing psychological trauma caused by bellum civile.

Jovian Programmatics

Of all the episodes in Valerius’ Argonautica perhaps none does more to establish 

the fundamental features of the poem’s thematic economy than the prophecy of Jupiter in 

Book I (531-67).4  For present purposes, the point to be stressed is that Jupiter’s prophecy 

is programmatic for the poetics of rehabilitation that Valerius adopted in response to 

Lucan’s violently iconoclastic Pharsalia.  For in place of Lucan’s godless, chance-

governed universe Valerius’ narrative enacts a strong reassertion of a divinely authorized 

and providential teleology for human history, which entails a decidedly Vergilian 

conception of futurity.  Moreover, Jupiter’s prophecy establishes the importance of the 

theme of political refoundation, an aspect of the narrative that resonates with the 

imagined political situation in which Valerius composed his epic (1.5-21).  Jupiter’s 

prophecy presents the poem’s narrative present as the inauguration of a newer and better 

imperial dispensation, a formulation that recalls the poet’s own configuration of the 

political landscape at the time of the poem’s composition.  Both Jupiter and Vespasian 

are imagined to be presiding over the establishment of a new political era, an era that will 

3 Valerius’ presentation of Vespasian’s regime as a time of renewed hope reminds one of Tacitus’ 
description of the senate as laetus et spei certus in December of 69 when Vespasian’s victory offered the 
hope of an end to the civil wars (civilia arma…cepisse finem videbantur, Hist. 4.3).
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inspire and enable men to accomplish heroic deeds, a state of affairs that has a positive 

influence on the conditions of possibility for the production of epic poetry.

The summa dies in Vergil and Valerius

In a radical departure from the poetic practice of both Apollonius and Lucan, 

Valerius has Jupiter enter the narrative as a character early in the epic and deliver a 

prophecy that is clearly modeled on the prophecy given by Vergil’s Jupiter in Aeneid 1.5

Valerius’ engagement with the theme of poetic and political renewal comes to the fore in 

a statement made by Jupiter during this sweeping prophecy, which has as its basic 

element the gradual movement of political power on earth from east to west, as the 

empires of man rise and fall in an ebb and flow of collapse and refoundation.6  As he is 

describing the shift in hegemony on earth from Asia to Greece that he is currently 

engineering, Jupiter says (1.542-5): accelerat sed summa dies Asiamque labantem / 

linquimus et poscunt iam me sua tempora Grai. / Inde meae quercus tripodesque 

animaeque parentum / hanc pelago misere manum (‘But Asia’s final day is hastening 

onward and as she falls apart I am leaving her behind, and now the Greeks demand from 

me their time in power.  Thus my oaks, the tripods, and the souls of their ancestors have 

4 On this episode and Jupiter’s prophecy in general see Adamietz 1976, 21-4; Schubert 1984, 22-44; Wacht 
1991.
5 This is a departure from Apollonius in two fundamental respects.  Apollonius’ Zeus never enters the 
narrative in person as a character nor does he speak any words at all (on which see Feeney 1991, 65-9).  
This is in keeping with the distanced nature of the Olympian gods in Apollonius’ epic more generally.  On 
this point see Knight 1995, 267-305, who notes the particularly surprising marginalization of Apollonius’ 
Zeus (272).  Cf. also Hunter 1993, 75-100.  In Lucan, of course, none of the gods enter the narrative as 
characters, on which see Feeney 1991, 270-83.
6 Barnes 1981 contains a good discussion of the historiographical tradition that Valerius appropriated in 
adopting a view of world history characterized by a series of hegemonic shifts from east to west.
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sent this band of men to the sea’).7  There are a number of important issues involved in 

this statement, not least of which is the notion that the sailing of Argo, the ‘now’ (iam) of 

the narrative present, is a critical first step in Jupiter’s design to gradually shift dominion 

on earth from east to west, a process that will culminate in the establishment of the 

Roman empire.8  This emphasis on the universal importance of Argo’s voyage goes far 

beyond anything we find in Apollonius’ version.9  For Valerius presents the Argonautic 

expedition as a watershed event, the sailing of the first ship, that is crucial for setting in 

motion Jupiter’s designs for world history.10  As such, the sailing of Argo is configured 

by Valerius as coinciding with, and indeed in many ways inaugurating, the transition 

from the Saturnian age to the reign of Jupiter.11  I will have more to say about these 

points later on.  For the moment I want to focus on the ramifications of Jupiter’s use of 

the phrase summa dies (542), a collocation that subtly reflects Valerius’ attempt to 

reintroduce to epic a Vergilian notion of refoundation in the wake of political collapse, a 

notion that had been deconstructed by Lucan.  

In the Aeneid, as Troy is engulfed in flames, Panthus, a priest of Apollo, speaks 

these words to Aeneas (2.324-6): venit summa dies et ineluctabile tempus / Dardaniae. 

7 Citations of Valerius are based on the text of Courtney 1970.  All translations are my own.
8 Such is the meaning, in my opinion, of Jupiter’s words at 1.555-60: hinc Danaum de fine sedet gentesque 
fovebo / mox alias…ipse locos terrenaque summa movendo / experiar quaenam populis longissima cunctis 
/ regna velim linquamque datas ubi certus habenas (‘After this, a settlement has been reached concerning 
the end of the Greeks and soon I will favor other nations…By shifting the seat of hegemony on earth, I 
myself will test which kingdom I desire to be the longest-lasting for all peoples and where I may with 
certainty leave the reins of power thus given’).  However, whether or not Jupiter is referring to Roman 
dominion here has been the source of much debate.  See Burck 1979, 232, Barnes 1981, 361, Schubert 
1984, 38-9, Feeney 1991, 319, and Taylor 1994, 220.
9 On this see Hardie 1993, 83 and Hershkowitz 1998, 241.
10 Here too Valerius departs significantly from his Hellenistic predecessor, since Apollonius does not 
represent Argo as the first ship, on which see Jackson 1997.
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Fuimus Troes, fuit Ilium et ingens / gloria Teucrorum; ferus omnia Iuppiter Argos 

transtulit; incensa Danai dominantur in urbe.  As Barnes has pointed out, in using the 

phrase summa dies Valerius’ Jupiter ‘quotes’ the words of Vergil’s Panthus.12  And it is 

readily apparent that Vergil’s Panthus and Valerius’ Jupiter each employ the phrase 

summa dies in contexts that are quite similar to each other.  In each case the phrase refers 

to the ‘final day’ of Troy, although in Valerius we must wait until lines 552-4 in order for 

the reference to Troy to be made absolutely explicit.13  Moreover, each passage concerns 

not only the fall of Troy but also the transference of power by Jupiter from Troy to 

Greece.  Vergil’s Panthus, being a Trojan and not having had the luxury of hearing 

Jupiter’s prophecy in Book 1, sees Jupiter as ferus for overseeing the destruction of Troy

and the transference of hegemony to Greece.  But the readers of Vergil’s Aeneid know 

that the end of Troy, this summa dies, is a necessary prerequisite for a new beginning, for 

the refoundation of the Trojan state in the west.  For with this westward movement will 

come the eventual establishment of the gens Romana who, precisely by defeating the 

Greeks, will subsequently rise to world dominion, a historical process that for Vergil, of 

course, culminates in the reign of Augustus, as Jupiter’s prophecy makes clear (Aen. 

1.279-88).  

In fact, as Conte has observed, Panthus’ usage of venit summa dies is picked up 

and softened later in the narrative with the realization made by the Trojans at Aen. 7.145 

11 On the world of Valerius’ Argonautica as a time of historical and cosmic transition, see Feeney 1991,
330 and Zissos 2004, 332.
12 Barnes 1981, 360.  Barnes also noted the intervention between Vergil and Valerius of Lucan’s 
appropriation of the phrase summa dies at BC 7.195 (Barnes 1981, 360 n.7), although he does not discuss 
the thematic implications created by this intertextual nexus.
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that advenisse diem quo debita moenia condant, a realization that is ratified by pater 

omnipotens himself (7.141-3).14  By appropriating the Vergilian notion of the summa dies

of Troy and placing this phrase in a context that at once recalls the fall of the city in 

Aeneid 2 and Jupiter’s prophecy in Aeneid 1, Valerius endorses a Vergilian view of 

history whereby something as seemingly awful as the collapse of Troy is divinely 

sanctioned and will lead to a new beginning and a better future.  That is, the end of Troy 

is not really an ending at all, but the necessary precondition for a new start, for the 

movement into a new and better era of human history.15  As such, Valerius subtly 

reinforces here the notion, evident throughout Jupiter’s prophecy, that there is divine 

providence at work even in moments of human suffering and loss.  Valerius’ allusive 

gesture thus functions to underscore Jupiter’s plan for humankind as a process that 

involves contention, collapse, and refoundation.  As we shall see, this process is 

important to the thematic economy of the poem as a whole and resonates symbolically 

with the imagined political situation in which Valerius composed his epic.  With his 

prophecy of Jupiter, Valerius adopts a Vergilian teleology for human history, one that 

finds its telos, in fact, in the establishment of the Roman empire.16  Valerius’ 

13 That is, with lines 552-4 (…quot ad Troiam flentes hiberna Mycenas, / quot proceres natosque deum, 
quae robora cernes / oppetere et magnis Asiam concedere fatis!) it becomes perfectly clear that Jupiter 
envisions the fall of Troy as the final blow to Asian hegemony.
14 Conte 1988, 34.
15 Valerius in fact refers to Rome elsewhere as a “better Troy” (Troiae melioris, 2.573).
16 For the idea that such a teleology, such “epic linearity”, is a feature of epic poetry in general and of 
Vergil’s Aeneid in particular, see Quint 1989, 14-5.  However, I do not agree with Quint that a romance 
narrative paradigm, under which heading many would place the Argonautic legend, is necessarily resistant 
to the “teleological scheme of epic” (15).  For it is apparent that in Valerius the outward voyage of Argo, a 
symbol par excellence of the ‘romance’ nature of his narrative, is intimately involved in Jupiter’s 
implementation of an ‘epic’, imperialist, end-directed teleology for human history, on which see 
Hershkowitz 1998, 241.  For the notion that a ship wandering on the sea is emblematic of a romance 
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appropriation of a Vergilian teleology, of a view of history characterized by the 

providential restoration of order out of chaos and collapse, can be read as an act of 

restoration itself.

The summa dies in Lucan

Valerius’ reversion to a Vergilian teleology takes on added significance when one 

examines the very different ring that Vergil’s summa dies has in Lucan’s Pharsalia

(7.195).  As Lucan is building up to describing the horror of the battle of Pharsalus, he 

offers a number of indications to suggest that that fateful day was an ending for the 

Roman state, and indeed even for the world in general, beyond which no new beginning 

could be envisioned.  One of the more striking moments in this crescendo of horror is the 

brief, yet pointed, prophecy of the augur Cornelius.17  As he sits on the Euganean hills in 

Patavium, far from the site of the battle, Cornelius makes a bold prediction: venit summa 

dies, geritur res maxima…/ impia concurrunt Pompei et Caesaris arma (7.195-6).  

Cornelius’ prediction here is in keeping with the troubled nature of prophetic and vatic 

activity found elsewhere in the epic, for Lucan’s is a poem in which visions of the future 

all point to loss, collapse, destruction, and death, a feature of his text to which I shall 

return.18  Lucan’s typically hyperbolic commentary following this prophetic 

pronouncement suggests that Pharsalus brought not only destruction to the Roman nation, 

narrative paradigm, see Frye 1976, 15.  For a discussion of the romance nature of the Argonautic legend 
more generally, see Beye 1982, 71-3.  
17 On the identification of this figure, who is not named by Lucan, as the historical Cornelius and for the 
evidence concerning his prediction, see Leigh 1997, 6-15.
18 On the problems associated with vatic activity in Lucan, about which I shall have more to say below, see 
Dick 1963, O’Higgins 1988, Feeney 1991, 286-301, and Masters 1992, 91-149.
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but in fact to the world at large, since nearly the whole world was under Roman 

dominion.19

Cornelius’ ‘quotation’ of the words of Vergil’s Panthus thus effects a radical 

deconstruction of the Vergilian model, largely because Lucan denies his readers the 

comfort that comes from a teleology underwritten by Jupiter himself in which collapse 

leads to refoundation and renewal.20  In the aftermath of Pharsalus, in the ages to come 

following this summa dies, there will be no refoundation, only ruins of Rome’s past glory 

and traces of her defunct institutions.21  In the chaotic world of Lucan’s Pharsalia, not 

only is the normative divine machinery of epic conspicuously absent, but Jove himself is 

19 “The destruction of Rome (urbs) is tantamount to the destruction of the world (orbis)” (Lapidge 1979, 
359).  For Pharsalus and the destruction of Rome, see for example 7.389-92: Gentes Mars iste futuras / 
obruet et populos aevi venientis in orbem / erepto natale feret.  Tunc omne Latinum / fabula nomen erit 
(‘That war will bury future nations and, having deprived them of their birth, will remove from history the 
peoples of the generation to come.  Then the whole of Roman dominion will be a legend’).  On the world as 
essentially coextensive with Roman rule see 7.421-7 and for the notion that the battle of Pharsalus brought 
destruction to the whole world see 3.296-7.  Nor was Lucan alone in hyperbolically portraying the horror of 
Pharsalus as destructive for the whole world.  Rather it was part of the historiographical tradition that the 
poet inherited.  See, for example, Florus (2.13.43-4): Sic praecipitantibus fatis, proelio sumpta Thessalia 
est, et Philippicis campis, urbis, imperii, generis humani fata commissa sunt.  For further representations of 
Pharsalus along these lines in the Roman historians, see Jal 1963, 273-4.
20 Lucan’s denial of any sense of recovery and reconstruction in the wake of the cosmic catastrophe 
produced by the outcome of Pharsalus also deconstructs the Stoic model of ecpyrosis in which world-wide 
destruction leads to a period of renewal and rebirth.  In this regard, one can also compare his incessantly 
gloomy focus on the summa dies as an end beyond which there is no new beginning with the very different 
(and traditionally Stoic) use to which the theme of the ‘final day’ is put in [Seneca’s] Octavia.  There, the 
character Seneca suggests that the Neronian age represents the height of human criminality and vice, and 
that consequently the time is right for the cosmic revolution that will bring a return to a newer and better 
era of world history (391-5): qui si senescit, tantus in caecum chaos / casurus iterum, nunc adest mundo 
dies / supremus ille, qui premat genus impium / caeli ruina, rursus ut stirpem novam / generet renascens 
melior… (‘If the heavens are growing old, on the verge of falling again into blind chaos despite their great 
size, now approaches that final day for the world, which will crush this impius race beneath the collapsing 
sky, so that once again a reborn and better world may bring forth a new progeny…’).  On the importance of 
these lines within the thematic economy of Octavia see Williams 1994, 189-91.
21 See for example 7.392-96: …Gabios Veiosque Coramque / pulvere vix tectae poterunt monstrare ruinae 
/ Albanosque lares Laurentinosque penates, / rus vacuum, quod non habitet nisi nocte coacta / invitus 
questusque Numam iussisse senator (‘…the ruins covered with dust will scarcely be able to reveal Gabii 
and Veii and Cora and the Alban homes and the houses of Laurentum; it is an empty countryside, 
uninhabited except for the senators who unwillingly spend the required night there and complain that Numa 
has ordered them to do so’).
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explicitly said by Lucan to have no part in human affairs and the vicissitudes of human 

destiny.  For on the eve of the battle of Pharsalus, the horrific climax to which his 

narrative has been leading, Lucan baldly claims: sunt nobis nulla profecto / numina: cum 

caeco rapiantur saecula casu, / mentimur regnare Iovem (BC 7.445-7).22  And as Feeney 

has shown, this assertion seems to settle a fundamental ambivalence discernible in 

Lucan’s knowledge of the workings of the cosmos.  For Lucan often seems unable or 

unwilling to decide between a worldview in which there are gods in control of human 

destiny and one in which the world of man is of no concern to any deities, but rather is 

the product of randomness.23  Lucan’s ambivalent stance on these issues is seen most 

clearly at BC 2.7-13, where, addressing Jupiter himself, he asks:

Sive parens rerum, cum primum informia regna
materiamque rudem flamma cedente recepit,
fixit in aeternum causas, qua cuncta coercet
se quoque lege tenens, et saecula iussa ferentem
fatorum inmoto divisit limite mundum;
sive nihil positum est sed fors incerta vagatur
fertque refertque vices, et habet mortalia casus…

Whether the creator of the universe, when he first took hold of the 
shapeless realms and raw matter as the fire withdrew, established causes 
for all time, holding even himself accountable to the law by which he 
controls all things, and divided up the world, which endures the ages as 
ordered, by an unalterable passage of the fates; or whether nothing has 
been fixed but rather chance wanders uncertainly bringing things forth and 
taking them back in turn and randomness governs mortal affairs…

It is this sort of questioning of divine providence in human affairs and Lucan’s apparent 

choice in Book 7 once and for all to declare that neither Jupiter nor any other god has 

concern for humanity that Valerius’ prophecy of Jupiter implicitly seeks to answer and 

22 As Zetzel 1980 has noted, Lucan’s formulation here specifically deconstructs Horace’s affirmation of 
belief in the rule of Jupiter: caelo tonantem credidimus Iovem / regnare (Carm. 3.5.1-2).
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correct.  In his prophecy, Valerius allows Jupiter himself to answer definitively the 

question that Lucan had put to him in the earlier epic (Arg. 1.531- 6):

Tum genitor, “vetera haec nobis et condita pergunt
ordine cuncta suo rerumque a principe cursu
fixa manent; neque enim terris tum sanguis in ullis
noster erat cum fata darem, iustique facultas
hinc mihi cum varios struerem per saecula reges.
Atque ego curarum repetam decreta mearum.”

Then the father said, “All these things were established by me long ago 
and are moving forward each in its own order and remain fixed in their 
course from the beginning of things; nor in fact was there any offspring of 
mine on the earth at the time when I issued the fates, and so I had the 
ability to be just when I arranged for there to be various kings throughout 
the ages.  And I will repeat the decrees that were made under my 
guardianship.”

The either/or structuring of Lucan’s ambivalent question to Jupiter and his subsequent 

‘conclusion’ in Book 7 that the world of man is driven by blind chance give way to an 

unambiguous, and rather Stoic, certitude concerning divine providence.  Valerius’ Jupiter 

has clearly authored the destiny of mankind, and in fact has done so with care 

(curarum…decreta mearum).24

The Future Is Not What It Used To Be

23 Feeney 1991, 279-85.
24 In making Jupiter the actual author of the fata Valerius goes beyond Vergil’s configuration in the 
Aeneid.  On Vergil’s more nuanced presentation of the relations between Jupiter and the Fates, see Wlosok 
1983.  Valerius’ Jupiter rather recalls Seneca’s description of the “founder of all things”, for although he is 
the auctor of the Fates, he must nevertheless obey his own decrees (De prov. 5.8): Ille ipse omnium 
conditor et rector scripsit quidem fata, sed sequitur; semper paret, semel iussit (‘The founder and ruler of 
all things indeed wrote the decrees of Fate himself, yet he follows them; he obeys for all time what he 
ordered but once’).  Cf. Baier 1998, 333-4.  For a discussion of some of the fundamentally Stoic 
characteristics evident in Valerius’ depiction of Jupiter see Billerbeck 1986, 3129-30.  On the relations 
between Valerius’ Jupiter and the Fates, see Schubert 1984, 154-9.
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One effect of Valerius’ reintroduction to epic of a divinely authorized teleology 

for human history is to reposition the very concept of the future on a much more solid 

foundation than what we find in Lucan’s poem.  Lucan’s sustained focus on the 

destructive and lasting effects of the civil war, on end times and the summa dies of 

Roman history, effectively obliterates any hint that a better tomorrow may emerge from 

the wreckage, a feature of his narrative that condemns his contemporary and future 

readers to a disturbing and hopeless situation.  In contrast, Vergil and Valerius offer their 

readers the reassurance that comes from visions of a better future as seen from the point 

of view of the distant past.  These visions of a better future yet to come both offset and 

soften the often harsh realities of life that the unfolding of human destiny entails and 

situate the Roman reader in a privileged position within the history of the world.25  Lucan 

offers no such comfort.  For, as Leigh has demonstrated, the pronouncement made by 

Lucan shortly after Cornelius’ prophecy functions to undercut an important element of 

the Vergilian worldview: the healing power of time.26  In a moment of self-reflection, 

Lucan says (BC 7.207-13):

Haec et apud seras gentes populosque nepotum,
sive sua tantum venient in saecula fama,
sive aliquid magnis nostri quoque cura laboris
nominibus prodesse potest, cum bella legentur,
spesque metusque simul perituraque vota movebunt,
attonitique omnes veluti venientia fata,
non transmissa, legent et adhuc tibi, Magne, favebunt.

25 The potential comfort offered by visions of the future, especially when seen from the point of view of a 
troubled present, is perhaps most succinctly formulated by Statius (Th. 10.589-91): Tiresian alii…/ orant, 
quodque unum rebus solamen in artis, / nosse futura rogant (‘Others implore Tiresias…and they ask to 
know the future, which is the only source of consolation in times of trouble’).
26 Leigh 1997, 19-21.
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Even among future generations and the multitude of our descendants, 
these events, whether they last for ages on the strength of their own fame 
alone, or whether attention to my work is also able to do some service to 
their great names, these wars, when read about, will arouse hopes and 
fears together with wishes that will come to nothing; everyone in their 
shock will read these events as if they were destinies yet to come rather 
than past history, and still they will side with you, Magnus.

Here we see that, among other things, Lucan manipulates the temporal sequence of 

events.  This manipulation of time and Lucan’s assertion that the reception of his text will 

always result in the frustration of his reader’s desire has a disorienting and distressing 

effect on the reader, especially in regard to hope for the future beyond Pharsalus.  By 

presenting the battle of Pharsalus, an episode that witnessed the triumph of evil over 

good, as an event that is, as it were, ‘forever’ still to come, as frozen in a kind of eternal 

return the hated outcome of which has always already been determined, Lucan places his 

audience in a rather hopeless situation.27  Lucan’s technique here is the antithesis of 

Vergil’s practice of offering his readers glimpses of the future glory of Rome to come, a 

practice that in fact privileges the historical present of his Roman audience by presenting 

it as the culmination of a providential, teleological unfolding of human history in which 

good triumphs over evil.28  Lucan, on the other hand, situates his readers in a moment of 

historical stasis, a recurring present that must always look forward to the tragedy of 

Pharsalus, the victory of evil, as the fated telos of Roman history, the outcome of which 

the reader will time and again vainly wish had gone differently.

27 For a good discussion of how Lucan’s narrative technique here “implicates us [i.e. his audience] 
disturbingly in the narrative”, see Ormand 1994, 40-3.
28 In this regard, one thinks of the scene of the battle of Actium inscribed by Vulcan on the shield of 
Aeneas (Aen. 8.675-723).  For the symbolism of the triumph of good over evil in this passage and a 
discussion of how Augustus’ victory is configured by Vergil as the triumph of Roman history itself, see 
Quint 1989, 1-13.
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As a result, the Roman reader of Lucan’s Pharsalia hardly occupies a privileged 

position as the subject of history.  Rather, that position is occupied by Caesar(ism).  For 

in a remarkable passage later in the epic (BC 9.950-99) Caesar, amid the ruins of Troy, is 

configured as the heir of Roman history, the subject of the Roman myth of origins and 

the epic project that had recorded it since the days of Homer.  For Lucan Caesar’s victory 

at Pharsalus reduces the Roman foundation legend to a pile of rubble once and for all, the 

effects of which will be felt for all time to come.29  In the wake of this destruction, there 

appears to be only one, sad song left to sing: Pharsalia nostra, bellum civile, the victory 

of Caesar, the triumph of evil.30  And if, as Lucan says, all the readers of future 

generations will continually side with Pompey, then all will be history’s losers, hoping 

against hope and praying against fate and the ‘facts’ of history that the outcome might be 

different, might lead to something other than loss, destruction, and tyranny.31  Lucan’s 

configuration of a hopeless future for his readers, with its concomitant implication of a 

hopeless present, effects a complete reversal of the Vergilian model.  For in Vergil, the 

various proleptic gestures that connect the temporally distant narrative to the reader’s 

own day, to the Augustan restoration of order out of chaos, which is configured as 

nothing short of the triumph of Roman history, of good over evil, offer the audience a 

29 “…to Lucan the battle of Pharsalus is the very telos of Roman history, not to be outgrown or atoned for” 
(Feeney 1986b, 18).
30 For discussions of the symbolism produced when Lucan weaves together images of Rome destroyed in 
the civil war with Caesar’s viewing of the ruins of Troy, see Thompson and Bruère 1968, 16-20, Ahl 1976, 
212-22, Zwierlein 1986, 470-6, and Rossi 2003, 321-5.
31 For this kind of vain desire see also 5.203-5, where Lucan asks, an nondum numina tantum / decrevere 
nefas et adhuc dubitantibus astris / Pompei damnare caput tot fata tenentur? (‘Or have the gods not yet 
decided on so great a crime and, since the stars hesitate to condemn Pompey to death, are so many fates 
being held in check?’).
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means of making sense of the often harsh vicissitudes of that very history, of detecting in 

the difficulties of the past a better future still to come, and thus, a better present. 

It is the Vergilian view of human history and the Vergilian conception of futurity 

that Valerius’ prophecy of Jupiter attempts to restore to the genre after its deconstruction 

by Lucan.  In fact, Valerius has his Jupiter make another rather pointed allusion to the 

passage in Lucan’s poem that we have been discussing (i.e. BC 7.195-213).  Near the end 

of his prophecy, as he is describing the history of the world as a series of hegemonic 

moments that will see dominion on earth shift ever westward, starting in Asia and ending 

with the Roman empire, Jupiter makes this pronouncement (1.557-8): spes et metus 

omnibus esto.  The reference to spes and metus looks back to Lucan’s spesque metusque

(BC 7.211) and functions to reverse, or ‘correct’, Lucan’s undermining of the Vergilian 

construction of Roman history and teleology.32  For in place of the disorienting and 

distressing effect produced by Lucan’s contention that contemporary and future readers 

of his narrative will cling to a hopeless hope that Pompey can still prevail, Valerius’ 

Jupiter offers two legitimate guiding emotions for all of mankind to possess as they look 

toward the future.  Some will have hope at certain times, others fear, depending, 

presumably, on one’s temporal and geographical location at any given point in the long 

march of time.  That is, history once again has its winners and its losers.  Indeed, 

Jupiter’s long-term designs for human history are based on the presumption that an 

32 Although it is true, as Leigh 1997, 15 n.12, has noted, that the collocation of spes and metus was a 
common one in Latin literature, given the close proximity of these words in both Lucan and Valerius to the 
phrase summa dies in each author (15 lines apart in Lucan, 14 in Valerius), I think it is only natural to read 
Valerius’ usage of these terms as engaging with Lucan’s.
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inextricable bond obtains between victory and loss, a point worth pausing over for a 

moment.

It is crucial to bear in mind that the rape of Medea and even the ‘tragedy’ that will 

befall her upon Argo’s return to Greece, narrative threads that undoubtedly come to 

dominate the poem once the heroes arrive in Colchis in Book 5, are critical elements in 

Jupiter’s designs to shift hegemony on earth gradually westward.  I emphasize this point 

because too often the admittedly bifurcated nature of Valerius’ epic, with its two 

ostensibly distinct halves, is seen to be somewhat at odds with itself, with the first half 

depicting the unfolding of a positive, Jovian ‘Weltenplan’ and the second devolving into 

tragedy and the depiction of horror and impiety.33  I do not dispute this general 

characterization of the dualistic nature of Valerius’ poem, but I wish to stress that the 

personal and local tragedy which centers around Medea is in fact intimately connected to 

Jupiter’s plans for human history.  For the Colchians are representatives of Asia, 

precisely the region whose hegemony on earth Jupiter claims is falling apart as Argo sets 

sail (1.542-3).  And Jupiter makes it explicit that the rape of Medea is the event that will 

lead to Asia’s ultimate downfall, since the sack of Troy by the Greeks will avenge the 

retaliatory rape of Helen by Paris (546-54).  In this regard, although modern discussions 

tend to focus on Valerius’ ‘belatedness’ within the epic tradition, many scholars fail to 

perceive the extent to which his narrative strives, rather paradoxically, to achieve a sense 

of its own epic priority (the first word of the poem is, after all, prima).34  For Valerius 

33 See Zissos 2004 for a recent and rather vigorous reading of the epic along these lines.
34 On Valerian ‘belatedness’ see Hershkowitz 1998, 35-104.
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attempts to present the action of his narrative as a ‘pre-text’ for the poems of Homer and 

Vergil, which of course treat the chronologically later Trojan legend.35

As it is, Valerius’ Jupiter appropriates a Herodotean ‘philosophy of history’ in 

which the rapes of Europa, Medea, and Helen lead to great struggles between east and 

west (Histories 1.1-4).  In fact, Jason’s rape of Medea is explicitly likened to Jupiter’s 

rape of Europa by Absyrtus as he pursues the Greeks westward (8.265-6).  This reference 

functions via ring-composition to bring full circle the theme of retaliatory rapes and the 

struggles between east and west produced by them that looms so large in Jupiter’s 

prophecy in Book 1.  The close connection between the rape of Medea and the ensuing 

struggle this will cause between east and west is alluded to again when Absyrtus declares 

his intentions in pursuing Argo: he wishes neither to retrieve the fleece nor Medea 

(8.270-1), but rather envisions a full-scale assault on Greece (8.275-6): Te, Graecia 

fallax, / persequor atque tuis hunc quasso moenibus ignem.36  Absyrtus’ bellicose 

ambition further reinforces the ring-composition that unites Books 1 and 8, since it recalls 

Aeson’s curse of Pelias and the desire expressed therein that Argo’s return to Greece 

bring in its wake the armies of the east (1.799-803): nec sola mei gravia adfore nati / 

arma ratemque putet; classes et Pontica signa / atque indignatos temerato litore reges / 

mente agitet semperque metu decurrat ad undas / arma ciens… (‘And may [Pelias] not 

think that the ship and the stern weapons of my son will be the only things to come; let 

his mind be harassed by fleets and the armies of Pontus and angered kings from a 

35 This aspect of Valerius’ epic technique is well discussed by Zissos 2002, 80-7.  See also my discussion 
of the Cyzicus episode as a ‘pre-text’ for earlier epic treatments of the fall of Troy in Chapter Two.
36 Absyrtus expresses no such ‘imperialist’ intentions in Apollonius’ narrative.  There, his only goal in 
pursuing Medea is to retrieve her for her father, to bring her back to Colchis (4.228-35, 398-400).
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dishonored shore and let him constantly run down to the coast in fear, calling out to his 

soldiers…’).  Moreover, the theme of conflict between east and west as a direct result of 

Argo’s voyage is picked up again in Book 8 shortly after we hear of Absyrtus’ desire to 

invade Greece.  As the Argonauts attempt to convince Jason to abandon Medea, she is 

imagined as a Fury who will incite war between Europe and Asia (8.395-6): Quemque 

suas sinat ire domos, nec Marte cruento / Europam atque Asiam prima haec committat 

Erinys (‘Let each person go to his own home and do not let this Fury be the first to 

entangle Europe and Asia in bloody war’).  Valerius’ language and imagery here reflect 

his desire to endow the rape of Medea with universal historical importance, largely by 

establishing it as the action that will lead directly to Asia’s downfall in the Trojan War.  

Valerius does this by appropriating Vergil’s ‘universalizing’ language in connection with 

the war in Troy, which is construed in the Aeneid as an inter- continental clash between 

Europe and Asia, the two main geographical divisions operative on the terrestrial level, 

and thus as something akin to a world war.37  In fact, Valerius’ language at 8.396 echoes 

both Ilioneus’ and Juno’s descriptions of the global significance of the ‘local’ war in Troy 

(Europae atque Asiae…, Aen. 7.224; Europamque Asiamque…, 10.91), while his 

contention that Medea is the first Fury (prima…Erinys) to incite war between the 

continents recalls Vergil’s description of Helen as Troiae et patriae communis Erinys

(Aen. 2.573).  In so doing, Valerius establishes Medea as a direct precursor to Helen and 

posits a causal connection between the action of his narrative and the subsequent collapse 

of Asian hegemony that will occur in the Trojan War.  Indeed, the subtle symbolic 

connection between Medea and Helen produced by Valerius’ allusions to Vergil in 8.396 

37 On this aspect of Vergil’s presentation of the Trojan War see Hardie 1986, 311-3.
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is immediately made explicit: Jason as raptor of Medea is likened to Paris as raptor of 

Helen (8.397-9).  

So while the more private and local story of the love affair between Jason and 

Medea, with all the psychological turmoil and impiety that this entails, does come to 

dominate the second half of Valerius’ epic, the poet clearly integrates Medea’s personal 

fate within the cosmic designs that Jupiter has for world history.  Consequently, as the 

action moves westward toward the close of the poem, we are reminded of the global 

significance of the rape of Medea, reminded that it is a catalyst for great clashes between 

east and west, reminded that history has its winners and its losers.

Whereas the readers of Lucan’s poem, construed as lost and forever doomed to 

suffer defeat along with Pompey, can really only ever experience fear, in Valerius hope 

for the future is once again restored to mankind, and specifically to Valerius’ original 

audience.  For those who ought to possess the most hope are Valerius’ own Roman 

readers, since the Roman people constitute the telos of Jupiter’s plans for human history.  

This is indeed a reassuring act of restoration for Valerius’ readers, who are once again, as 

in Vergil, configured as the ultimate beneficiaries of a providential teleology, as 

possessors of imperial dominion rather than possessors of slavery, as in Lucan.38  In place 

of Lucan’s godless, hopeless, futureless portrayal of the destruction and lasting 

disenfranchisement wrought by bellum civile, Valerius presents his audience with a 

providential, teleological philosophy of history that offers pride of place to the gens 

38 Of course, within the thematic economy of Lucan’s poem the outcome of the civil war was the 
enslavement of the Roman people, a state of affairs that Lucan clearly envisioned as enduring down to his 
own day. See for example BC 5.385-6 (Namque omnes voces, per quas iam tempore tanto / mentimur 
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Romana as the ultimate historical benefactors of the establishment of Jupiter’s cosmic 

new world order.  It is the nature of this new world order and the importance of Argo’s 

voyage to its success that I want to focus on more specifically now.

The Jovian Dispensation

I have noted that the acts of restoration and reassurance evident in Valerius’ 

prophecy of Jupiter help his audience to place the difficult realities of human existence in 

a cosmic perspective and offer a mechanism whereby the reader can see order and 

progress even in moments of loss and suffering.  And it is quite clear that the 

establishment and consolidation of Jove’s new cosmic regime and the advancement of his 

plans for human history necessarily involve humanity in conflict and bloodshed.39  This 

feature of Valerius’ narrative should be understood at least partly in terms of the formal 

literary conventions of the poet’s day.  Valerius did, after all, compose an epic poem.  

And although warfare need not be valorized, nevertheless the “genre of epic makes 

violence unavoidable, and so does the establishment of empire.”40  In Valerius, as in 

dominis, haec primum repperit aetas) and 7.444-5 (Ex populis qui regna ferunt sors ultima nostra est, / 
quos servire pudet).  And cf. also, 1.670, 2.262, and 7.640-6 (with Zwierlein 1986, 478).
39 That is, the hegemonic struggles between east and west that are inscribed in Jupiter’s design for human 
history are founded on the reality of warfare, as is also the case in Vergil’s prophecy of Jupiter (Aen. 1.261-
6, 283-5, 289-91; cf. Rudd 1983, 48-9).  Valerius’ Jupiter makes it quite clear that his desire to open up the 
world of man, to expand his horizons, will involve conflict.  For he addresses Bellona herself, saying 
(1.545-5): via facta per undas / perque hiemes, Bellona, tibi.  Of course, that the transition from the 
Saturnian period to the Jovian era witnessed, among other things, a transition from a time of peace to one 
characterized by war, conflict, and bloodshed is a traditional aspect of this myth of cultural change.  For a 
discussion of this see now Thomas 2004-5, which contains further bibliography on this issue.
40 Feeney 1999, 182.
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Vergil before him, form (epic) and content (establishment of empire) coalesce: Jupiter’s 

imperialist ‘script’ is decidedly epic, and Valerius’ epic is decidedly imperialist.41

In fact, it is precisely the epic dimensions of Jupiter’s imperial designs that open 

up a space for heroic action and human greatness, for it is Jupiter himself who supplies 

the paradigm for mankind to follow.  This theme is established shortly before Jupiter’s 

prophecy.  As the king of the gods looks down favorably from heaven as Argo sets sail 

(1.498-500), Valerius immediately provides an explanation for Jupiter’s happiness 

concerning the voyage.  Jupiter, we are told, does not approve of the otium that 

characterized the previous regime (patrii neque enim probat otia regni, 1.500).  Firstly, it 

is important to recognize that this statement establishes a fundamental, and traditional, 

distinction between the earlier Saturnian age and the reign of Jupiter, namely, that the 

former was a time of human inactivity, whereas the latter witnessed a number of 

technological advances in human civilization, not least of which was the ‘invention’ of 

seafaring.42  And while the myth of ‘The Ages of Man’ can never be completely devoid 

of the traditional tussle between progress and primitivism inscribed within it from Hesiod 

onward (Works and Days 109-201), Valerius shares with Vergil (Georgics 1.125-46) a 

valorization of the newly found potential for human achievement that opened up with the 

movement into the Jovian era.  For as Feeney has observed, although the complex and 

saturated traditions concerning the establishment of Jupiter’s Iron Age inevitably produce 

a certain amount of ambivalence and anxiety, it is clear that “…Valerius’ entire treatment 

41 For a good discussion of the imperialist nature of the Argonautic legend in general see Braund 1993, 14-
6.
42 On seafaring as a mark of the Jovian age, see Vergil Ecl. 4.32-3, Georg. 1.136-8, Tibullus 1.3.35-50, and 
Ovid Met. 1.132-4.
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of this range of ideas tends powerfully towards the ameliorative.”43  Moreover, Valerius’ 

reference to the foundation of Jupiter’s regime as an era that witnesses a movement 

beyond the inactivity of the Saturnian age subtly reminds the audience that, in fact, 

Jupiter came to power in the aftermath of a cosmic bellum civile, the Titanomachy, a 

theme that is made even more explicit by reference to the Gigantomachy shortly after 

Jupiter’s prophecy, as we shall see.  For the moment, let me simply note that in Valerius 

civil war can lead to progress and the inauguration of a new imperial moment that is 

beneficial to mankind,44 a feature of his narrative that has great symbolic resonance given 

the recent historical events that produced regime change in Rome with the establishment 

of the Flavian dynasty.  For Valerius’ narrative unfolds at a transitional moment in the 

government of the universe, not long after Jupiter has established supremacy and is trying 

to consolidate his regime, for which purpose the voyage of Argo is a critical operation.45

In fact, as Hardie has shown, the voyage of Argo can be read as an expedition designed 

by Jupiter to eradicate those forces, largely figured as chthonic (e.g. Titans and Giants), 

which still oppose his newly established celestial regime.46  Broadly speaking therefore, 

Valerius’ epic concerns the triumph of good over evil, order over chaos, which is a 

reversal of Lucan’s nightmarish vision of the total collapse of order that is produced by 

the victory of the forces of evil.  

Jupiter’s ‘Weltenplan’ and the Establishment of Exempla Virtutis

43 Feeney 1991, 335.
44 Cf. Wijsman 2000b, 82: “The gigantomachia can be considered a step forward in the world’s progress.”
45 Feeney 1991, 330 and Zissos 2004, 332.
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In addition, it is clear that the opposition and difficulties faced by Jupiter in 

establishing his regime offer a paradigm of achievement in the face of adversity for the 

human realm as well.  For immediately after delivering his prophecy, Jupiter turns to the 

Dioscuri and Hercules and tells them (1.563-7): tendite in astra, viri:  me primum regia 

mundo / Iapeti post bella trucis Phlegraeque labores / imposuit.  Durum vobis iter et 

grave caeli / institui.  Sic ecce meus, sic, orbe peracto / Liber et expertus terras remeavit 

Apollo (‘Reach for the stars, men.  It was after the wars with savage Iapetus and the toils 

of Phlegra that the royal palace placed me in charge of the world.  I have established for 

you a pathway to heaven, difficult and arduous.  You see, in this way did my Bacchus 

return, when he had traveled the globe, and so too did Apollo, when he had experienced 

the earth’).  Here Jupiter explicitly refers to his triumph over the forces of the lower 

order, the earthborn Giants (563-4), thus offering his own success in war, and again 

specifically in civil war, as an example to be followed by his sons.47  The notion that 

Jupiter has deliberately placed obstacles in the way of those who would achieve greatness 

contrasts sharply with the otia of the Saturnian era mentioned previously (1.500).  For it 

is only through epic and heroic labor, such as Jupiter’s victory over the Giants, that one 

46 Hardie 1993, 83.  This important aspect of Valerius’ epic is discussed in much more detail in Chapter 
Two.
47 The Gigantomachy was frequently employed in Latin epic as an analogy for bellum civile, and in this 
regard Valerius’ narrative is no exception.  The din of the gathering forces in the civil war between Perses 
and Aeetes is likened to the thunderous concussions of the earth that characterized the battle between 
Jupiter and Typhon (6.168-70).  See also Lucan BC 3.315-20, where the Massilians explicitly assimilate 
civil war on earth with the battle between the gods and Giants, and especially 7.144-50, where the poet 
likens the battle of Pharsalus to the Gigantomachy.  And see Henderson 1988, 145 and Feeney 1991, 297 
for the idea that in Lucan’s poem Caesar’s victory is configured as a reversal of the normative trajectory of 
the Gigantomachy myth whereby the Giant, the symbol of disorder and chaos, triumphs over the forces of 
good.  Lucan’s treatment of gigantomachic imagery thus implicitly effects a reversal of Vergil’s 
presentation of the battle of Actium on the shield of Aeneas in Aeneid 8, where Antony and Cleopatra are 
assimilated with the Giants, the forces of evil (cf. Horace Carm. 3.4.41-64 for the same configuration).  For 
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can win his way to the stars, as the examples of Apollo and Bacchus are used to 

demonstrate.48 Jupiter’s words here once again recall Vergil’s description of the essential 

character of the Jovian age at Georg. 1.125-46, mentioned above, especially his emphasis 

on labor as an enabling factor in human achievement (labor omnia vicit, 145).49  In fact, 

Valerius alludes to this Vergilian phrase earlier in his poem, as he has the prophet Idmon 

make the reassuring pronouncement ratis omnia vincet (1.236), an allusion that subtly 

signifies that the ship itself is conceived of as an emblem for epic labor, a vehicle for 

heroic achievement that inaugurates the reign of Jupiter.  Indeed, Jason registers his 

understanding of the Jovian imperative to engage in epic labor and thereby to open up the 

world of man that underlies Idmon’s Vergilian phraseology.50  For directly after Idmon 

tells the crew ratis omnia vincet, Jason says (1.245-7): Deus haec, deus, omine dextro / 

imperat; ipse suo voluit commercia mundo / Iuppiter et tantos hominum miscere labores

(‘It is a god, a god who with good omen gives these orders; Jupiter himself wanted there 

to be interaction in his world and to unite mortals in the carrying out of great tasks’).51

the Vergilian imagery see Hardie 1986, 97-110.  For other instances of gigantomachic imagery in Lucan’s 
epic, see Mayer 1981, 149.
48 For the idea that the Gigantomachy is treated in Latin poetry as exemplary of high epic heroism, see 
Innes 1979, 165-8.
49 On the importance of labor for Vergil’s conception of the transition from the age of Saturn to the reign 
of Jupiter, see Galinsky 1996, 93-100.  Cf. also Smolenaars 1987.
50 For the notion that the advent of Jupiter’s regime coincided with the ‘opening up of the world’ by way of 
seafaring, albeit with an exclusive emphasis on the negative aspects of this time of momentous cultural 
change that contrasts sharply with Valerius’ presentation, see Tibullus 1.3.35-7: Quam bene Saturno 
vivebant rege, priusquam / tellus in longas est patefacta vias! / Nondum caeruleas pinus contempserat 
undas…(‘How well did mankind used to live when Saturn was king, before the earth was opened up for 
long journeys!  Not yet had the ship of pine disdained the dark blue waters…’).  In fact, as Putnam 1973, 
79 points out, Tibullus is most likely thinking here of the Argo’s voyage, which was often construed as the 
symbol par excellence of the invention of seafaring and consequently became emblematic of the movement 
from the golden age of Saturn to the Jovian age of iron.
51 Here again Valerius has, by means of allusion, effected a subtle yet significant alteration of a passage in 
Lucan.  Valerius’ commercia mundo is taken over from BC 9.443, where the phrase appears in the same 
metrical position.  In Lucan the phrase is used to describe the means by which the Nasamonians of Libya 
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As such, Jupiter’s victory over the forces of the lower world is, not surprisingly, 

configured as a triumph of good over evil, as inaugurating a new era in which mankind 

can follow his example and, by persevering in the face of difficulties, may even be able to 

attain to the status of divinity.  Jupiter’s triumph over the Giants sets an example of 

heroic achievement that is empowering for mankind since the new era that his victory 

ushers in offers the world opportunities for human greatness that were absent in the 

slothful days of Saturn’s regime.  These considerations have important thematic and 

political ramifications, as we shall see.  For this nexus of ideas relates to and reinforces 

Valerius’ dedication to Vespasian, who like Jupiter is presented as the founder of a new 

and better imperial dynasty.  Valerius’ choice to sing an Argonautica in which the voy age 

of Argo is construed as humanity’s first heroic, epic undertaking and his decision to link 

this undertaking to the political refoundation that takes place under Jupiter combine to 

produce a narrative the overriding theme of which is a progressive movement beyond the 

previous historical era, a narrative strategy that enables the poet to engage with the 

problems posed by Lucan’s Neronian poetics of deconstruction.52  The establishment of 

Jupiter’s new regime enables, in fact requires, the vehicle of epic poetry (once again) to 

conduct trade with rest of the world: they wait patiently to gather up the goods that wash ashore from ships 
wrecked by the Syrtes (naufragiis, 444).  This practice creates a rather bizarre type of ‘commerce’, for it 
entails no human interaction at all (441-2).  What is more, Lucan includes this detail in a brief catalog 
designed to illustrate the god-forsaken nature of this part of the world (…et nulla sub illa / cura Iovis terra 
est, 435-6).  In Valerius, the phrase has been appropriated and repositioned in a context that excludes 
shipwreck as a possibility and rather stresses the importance of the successful voyage of Argo for Jupiter’s 
providential design to create genuine commerce among men and interaction between previously isolated 
regions of the world.
52 For the idea that the voyage of Argo is presented by Valerius as mankind’s first heroic, epic endeavor, 
see Feeney 1991, 319.
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be set in motion.53  By taking us back to an emergent ‘first time’, to a moment 

characterized by the possibility of expansion into a new world of political and poetic 

possibilities, Valerius symbolically configures the refoundation of the imperial project 

and the reconstitution of the epic genre as mutually reinforcing acts of renewal and 

rebirth.

It is clear from the preceding discussion that Valerius’ Jupiter is intimately 

concerned with setting an example for mankind to follow, and that his purpose in making 

human life difficult is construed as a means of creating opportunities for heroic action 

and human achievement.54  This theme takes on added significance, in fact, in the 

passage that follows Jupiter’s words to the Dioscuri and Hercules quoted above (i.e. 

1.563-67).  Directly following Jupiter’s exhortation to his sons “to reach for the stars” by 

overcoming the hardships he has placed in their way, we read (1.568-73): 

Dixit et ingenti flammantem nubila sulco
derexit per inane facem, quae puppe propinqua
in bifidum discessit iter fratresque petivit
Tyndareos, placida et mediis in frontibus haesit
protinus amborum lumenque innoxia fundit
purpureum, miseris olim implorabile nautis.

He spoke and through the void directed a lightning bolt that burned the 
clouds with its long tail of flame, which split in two near the ship and 
sought the brothers, the sons of Tyndareus; at once it came to rest 
peacefully on their foreheads and harmlessly shed a brilliant light that one 
day sailors in distress would pray to for help.

53 On Valerius’ appropriation of the topos of a sea voyage as a metaphor for the process of poetic 
composition, see Davis 1990, 48 and Feeney 1991, 318-9.
54 Of course, heroism (virtus) is a most problematic category within the world of Lucan’s Pharsalia
(e.g.,…scelerique nefando / nomen erit virtus…, BC 1.667-8).  Virtus, in fact, is offered by Lucan as a 
principle cause of the civil war (1.120-6).  And cf. the problem of Scaeva’s virtus, which is vitiated because 
it was employed in bellum civile (6.147-8) and used in the service of acquiring a dominus, i.e. Caesar 
(6.262).  For good discussions of Scaeva’s troubled virtus, see Marti 1966 and Leigh 1997, 158-84.  On 
virtus in Lucan’s epic more generally, see Ahl 1976, 274-9 and Sklenár 2003.  See also Chapter Three 
below.
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Here we learn that Jupiter is sending his sons forth on this first voyage, this first epic 

task, not only so that they can win personal glory, but also so that they may blaze a trail 

for future generations to follow.55  This is made explicit by the fact that the Dioscuri will 

function, quite literally, as beacon lights which future voyagers will use to guide their 

vessels through the seas (573).  Jupiter’s providential concern for future human 

endeavors is once again in the fore here, and is in fact reinforced by an intriguing verbal 

echo of Lucan’s Pharsalia.  Valerius’ per inane facem (569) recalls Lucan’s per inane

faces (BC 1.528), where the phrase is however employed in a very different context.  It 

appears during Lucan’s catalog of the various celestial signs that foreshadowed Rome’s 

impending doom.  Valerius uses the phrase in reference to a divine and providential sign 

that will serve as a boon to future generations to come, whereas in Lucan the phrase is 

used to describe a sign of coming horror, a celestial indicator of a hopeless future.56  For 

Valerius, the guiding lights shed upon the Dioscuri by Jupiter underscore the extent to 

which the voyage of Argo and its crew’s perseverance in the face of difficulty have a 

precedent-setting and paradigmatic function for future generations to follow.  Perhaps 

Jason’s words to his companions prior to their departure sum up this aspect of the 

Valerian ethos most succinctly (1.248-9): ite, viri, mecum dubiisque evincite rebus, / quae 

55 For the importance of personal glory in inspiring the Argonauts with excitement for the voyage, see 
1.76-8: Tu sola animos mentesque peruris, / Gloria; te viridem [Iason] videt immunemque senectae / 
Phasidis in ripa stantem iuvenesque vocantem (‘You alone, Gloria, fire their hearts and minds; it is you 
whom Jason sees youthful and immune to old age, standing on the bank of the Phasis and calling out to the 
young men’).  And cf. also Jason’s words to Acastus at 1.170-3.  In this, Valerius departs from Apollonius, 
who does not ascribe the voyage to the pursuit of kudos.  On this see Hull 1979, 382, who notes that 
Valerius’ emphasis on the glory that comes from heroic achievement brings his poem more in line with a 
Homeric ethos of heroism.
56 And a godless present, for the gods, like Pompey, have abandoned Rome in this hour of crisis (O faciles 
dare summa deos eademque tueri / difficiles!, BC 1.510-1).
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meminisse iuvet nostrisque nepotibus instent (‘Go on, men, and although the 

circumstances are doubtful succeed with me in accomplishing the kinds of things that 

will be pleasing to recall and that will urge our grandsons forward’).57

Vespasian’s Argonautic Achievements

These important themes recall some of the more striking aspects of the poem’s 

dedicatory proem, a situation that makes Jupiter’s words and actions even more 

significantly programmatic.  Valerius’ dedication to Vespasian is important enough to be 

cited in full.58  There we read (1.7-21):

…Tuque o pelagi cui maior aperti
fama, Caledonius postquam tua carbasa vexit
Oceanus, Phrygios prius indignatus Iulos,
eripe me populis et habenti nubila terrae,
namque potes, veterumque fave, venerande, canenti
facta virum: versam proles tua pandit Idumen,
sancte pater, Solymo nigrantem et pulvere fratrem
spargentemque faces et in omni turre furentem.
Ille tibi cultusque deum delubraque genti
instituet cum tu, genitor, lucebis ab omni
parte poli; neque enim Tyriae Cynosura carinae
certior aut Grais Helice servanda magistris
tu si signa dabis, sed te duce Graecia mittet
et Sidon Nilusque rates.  Nunc nostra serenus
orsa iuves, haec ut Latias vox impleat urbes.

And you, whose glory is greater for opening up the sea, ever since the 
Caledonian ocean carried your sails, an ocean that previously disdained 
the Phrygian Julii, raise me above the throngs of people and the earth that 
possesses clouds, for you can, and as I sing of the deeds of ancient men, 
look with favor upon me, venerable one.  Your son is telling the story of 

57 Jason’s words here strike a rather Vergilian note as well, for they recall thematically the words of 
encouragement spoken by Aeneas to his comrades following the sea storm at Aeneid 1.198-207.  And there 
is a verbal echo to reinforce the thematic affinities between the two passages, as Valerius’ meminisse iuvet 
recalls Vergil’s meminisse iuvabit (Aen. 1.203). 
58 On the nature of Valerius’ proem in general see Lefèvre 1971.
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how Idume was overthrown, holy father, and of his brother, blackened 
with the dust of Jerusalem, hurling torches and raging in every tower.  He 
will establish divine honors for you and a temple for your family, father, at 
the time when you radiate light from every quarter of the heaven; for if 
your star gives the signals, Cynosura will not be a surer beacon for Tyrian 
ships nor Helice for Greek helmsmen, but under your guidance Greece and 
Sidon and Egypt will send forth their fleets.  For the moment, calmly aid 
my undertaking so that this voice of mine may fill the cities of Latium.

This passage shares a number of thematic similarities with the prophecy of Jupiter and 

the address he delivers to his sons directly thereafter.  To begin with, Valerius explicitly 

relates Vespasian’s historical accomplishments to the central theme of the epic: the 

opening up of the seas and the expansion outward into previously unknown regions of the 

earth (pelagi…aperti, 7), which echoes the essential function of Argo’s mission in 

Jupiter’s designs for the world (pateant…/ cunctaque claustra maris, 1.556-7).59  This is 

achieved by a hyperbolic reference to the emperor’s military activity in Britain during the 

reign of Claudius.  The poet credits Vespasian with having been the first to spread his 

sails upon the Caledonian Ocean (8-9).60  Valerius highlights the unprecedented nature of 

Vespasian’s naval achievement by alleging that the attempts of the Julio-Claudians to do 

the same were unsuccessful (9).61  Now this is obviously a moment of outright flattery, 

59 Feeney 1991, 334 and Taylor 1994, 217.
60 Vespasian’s ‘unprecedented’ success in Britain became something of a topos in Flavian poetry (on 
which see Momigliano 1950, 41-2), despite the fact that some earlier sources present Julius Caesar as the 
first to ‘subdue’ the island (e.g. Diodorus Siculus 5.21.2) while others ascribe this accomplishment to 
Claudius (e.g. [Seneca] Oct. 27-30, 41).  Cf. for example the even more adulatory remarks of Silius’ Jupiter 
at Pun. 3.597-8: hinc pater ignotam donabit vincere Thylen / inque Caledonios primus trahet agmina lucos 
(‘Afterwards the father [i.e. Vespasian] will give Rome conquest over unknown Thule and will be the first 
to lead an army into the Caledonian forests’).  Note that whereas Silius envisions Vespasian’s success in 
Britain as an assault by land (Caledonios…lucos), Valerius emphasizes the naval accomplishments of the 
emperor (Caledonius…Oceanus), which is clearly intended to produce a symbolic relation between the 
deeds of Vespasian and those of the Argonauts.
61 There is more than a bit of revisionism in Valerius’ presentation here.  For Valerius credits the great 
achievement of opening up the world via the conquest of Britain to Vespasian, not Claudius or Julius 
Caesar (on which see the previous note above).  At the time, however, it was Claudius, not Vespasian, who 
claimed the glory by celebrating victory in Britain with a triumph and commemorating his naval successes 
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but one that nevertheless functions to bring the emperor’s military activity in line with the 

thematic economy of the narrative.  Vespasian is imagined as an epigonal mariner who 

followed in the wake of the first ship of all, Argo, winning glory like its heroic crew.62  In 

fact, Valerius suggests that so epic was the task undertaken and successfully 

accomplished by Vespasian that he has won an even greater glory than that achieved by 

the members of the Julio-Claudian dynasty (maior…fama, 7), a point that further 

assimilates Vespasian to the Argonauts, whose fame is largely based on the fact that they 

outstripped the deeds of earlier generations (see for example 1.40-1 and 5.312-5).63  And 

lines 15-21 strengthen the implication that Vespasian is to be compared favorably with 

the “sons of the gods” (1) who sailed on Argo, and in fact with the ship itself, the vessel 

that enabled the sons of the gods to attain to epic greatness.  For here, in the poem’s first 

moment of vatic prolepsis, Valerius predicts the apotheosis by catasterism of the 

emperor, claiming that Vespasian will one day reside among the stars (16-7), a reference 

by setting up a corona navalis on the gable of his Palatine house as a symbol that he had conquered the 
ocean (domiti Oceani, Suet. Claud. 17.3).  In Valerius, Claudius is omitted from the picture and is 
implicitly grouped among the ‘Phrygian Julii’ who in fact are said to have failed to accomplish what 
Vespasian is credited with having done.  Feeney 1991, 334 plausibly suggests that the failures of the Julii 
mentioned here primarily apply to Julius Caesar’s problematic expeditions of 55 and 54 BC, and possibly 
even to “the farcical campaigns of Caligula”.
62 The Argonautic legend was particularly well suited to this type of imperial(ist) application, since the 
“Argonautic myth was very much a myth of world-conquest” (Braund 1993, 15).  Braund’s formulation, 
although it appears in a discussion of Varro Atacinus’ Argonautica, is no less valid for an examination of 
the Flavian poem and its ideological investments.
63 It is worth noting here that Caledonia is represented by Diodorus Siculus as the one region of the world 
never invaded by Greek heroes (5.21.2): “In ancient times this place [sc. Britain] was not visited by foreign 
armies; for tradition tells us that neither Dionysus nor Heracles nor any other hero made a campaign against 
it.”  On Roman representations of Caledonia’s ‘remoteness’ and its importance as an arena for the 
attainment of personal glory during the Flavian era, see Evans 2003, 255-7 and Levick 1999, 157-60.
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that brings his ultimate destination in line with that of Argo (flammifero tandem consedit 

Olympo, 1.4).64

Moreover, Valerius claims that Vespasian, once he has taken up residence among 

the stars, will outshine other, more traditional heavenly bodies and thus will provide an 

even more certain guiding light for sailors on the sea (17-8).  In forecasting the emperor’s 

future heavenly brilliance, Valerius here in fact ‘corrects’ a passage in Lucan, who says 

that Cynosura is the ‘more certain’ guiding light for Phoenician ships (certior haud ullis 

duxit Cynosura carinis , BC 3.219).  Valerius replaces Lucan’s Cynosura with Vespasian 

and echoes his words in order to carry out this celestial replacement (1.17-9): neque enim 

Tyriis Cynosura carinis / certior aut Grais Helice servanda magistris, / si tu signa dabis.  

The poet then asks Vespasian to provide assistance for the successful navigation of his 

poetic task (nunc nostra serenus / orsa iuves, 20-1), such that the emperor is figured 

simultaneously as a guide for the accomplishment of great achievements and an assistant 

to those who herald such achievements in song.65  By appropriating the time-honored 

topos of equating poetry with a sea voyage, which is a particularly effective move given 

that his poetic opus is an Argonautica, Valerius is able to present Vespasian not only as 

an inspiration and exemplum virtutis in the realm of human achievement, but also as a 

beacon light whose radiance will enable Valerius and future poets to successfully sing of 

such achievements, such facta virum (12).  The heroic, epic deeds of mankind and the 

64 Valerius here departs from Apollonius who does not mention the eventual catasterism of Argo in his 
proem.
65 The theme of singing the praises of those who accomplish great tasks is mentioned explicitly at lines 12-
14, where Valerius makes a reference to Domitian’s poem concerning his older brother’s military victories 
in Judea.  On the status of Domitian as a poet, especially with reference to whether or not such a poem was 
ever actually written by him, see Penwill 2000.  
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poetry that records and heralds them are equally conducted under the serene, benign, 

heavenly, and enabling gaze of the emperor.

In this way, Vespasian is portrayed as a figure very much akin to the sons of 

Jupiter, especially the Dioscuri, whose great accomplishments will earn them a place in 

heaven from which they will act as guides for future generations.  Like Jupiter’s sons 

Vespasian, by the force of his heroic accomplishments in opening up the world of man 

and expanding the horizons of potential for human greatness, is himself “reaching for the 

stars” (1.563).  Once there he too, like Hercules and the Tyndaridae, will function as a 

guide and inspiration for future human achievement and its celebration in poetry.  As 

such, the Argonauts in general, and Hercules and the Dioscuri in particular, provide a 

frame of reference for registering the epic greatness of Vespasian’s military achievements 

and a model for imagining the immortality that his heroism will win him, just as Apollo 

and Bacchus are set forth by Jupiter as examples for his sons to follow if they too wish to 

achieve immortality (566-7).  There is nothing particularly new or original in Valerius’ 

formulation here.  Roman poets frequently resorted to comparing the emperor (often 

favorably) with the famous demigods of Greco-Roman mythology in order to provide 

conceptual models with which to think and understand his superhuman greatness and the 

immortality that this would win him.66  In this way, Valerius makes use of a pervasive 

and time-honored conception of the paradigmatic status of these figures.  For as Burkert 

66 Cf. Scott 1936, 141: “The poets of the Roman Empire were, in general, accustomed to compare the 
emperor with the demigods of mythology, with Bacchus, Hercules and the Dioscuri.”  And Scott 
demonstrates that Flavian Rome was no exception in this regard.
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explains, “The Dioskouroi, like Heracles,…were seen as guiding lights for those hoping 

to break out of the mortal sphere into the realm of the gods.”67

A Tale of Two Emperors: Lucan’s Nero and Valerius’ Vespasian

Valerius’ flattering remarks about the eventual divine status of Vespasian can be 

read as yet another act of political and poetic restoration aimed at responding to the 

presentation of Nero in Lucan’s Pharsalia.  For in his dedication to Nero, Lucan subtly 

mocks68 the notion of the eventual catasterism of the emperor (BC 1.45-50).69  As Hinds 

has shown, Lucan presents Nero’s future arrival among the stars as a cosmic disturbance 

that will bring the world harm rather than good.  Far from appearing as a serene star that 

will act as a guide for mankind like Valerius’ Vespasian, Nero is cast as an Ovidian 

67 Burkert 1985, 213.  Valerius’ rather subtle analogy in fact recalls Horace’s explicit use of these same 
mythological characters to provide a model for the future divinity of Augustus, another emperor whose 
heroic determination in the face of hardship is said to have won him a place among the stars.  For at Carm. 
3.3.9-12 we read: Hac arte Pollux et vagus Hercules / enisus arces attigit igneas, / quos inter Augustus 
recumbens / purpureo bibet ore nectar.  Valerius’ presentation of Vespasian’s catasterism is also 
thematically indebted to the opening of Vergil’s Georgics (1.24-42), where the possibility that Augustus 
will become a novum sidus (32) is aired.  However, Valerius conflates two separate possibilities for the 
future divinity of Augustus that we find in the Vergilian passage.  Vergil says that Augustus may be either
a sea god and as such a deity cultivated by sailors (29-30) or that he may be a “new star” (32).  Valerius’ 
Vespasian will be precisely a “new star” that will offer guidance to mariners, a combination of ideas that 
allows Vespasian to be presented as a guiding light for the successful accomplishment of human endeavors 
as well as a beacon to aid the successful navigation of Valerius’ poetic craft.
68 In my opinion Lucan’s dedication to Nero is an anti-panegyric, laden with irony and sarcasm, although 
there is far from scholarly consensus on this point.  Many find Lucan’s dedication to be perfectly sincere, 
with Dewar 1994 being the most recent proponent of this view known to me.  A good bibliography of 
works on either side of this issue can be found at Masters 1992, 137 n. 101.
69 The deification of the Caesars in general is mocked later in the poem as well.  In a passage that should be 
read as integrally related to the themes found in the dedication to Nero (on which see Hinds 1998, 87-8, 
Feeney 1991, 297-301, and Johnson 1987, 118-23), Lucan suggests that humans can get some revenge on 
the gods for allowing civil war to happen by creating divi with whom the gods must now share their 
temples (BC 7.455-9): Cladis tamen huius habemus / vindictam, quantam terris dare numina fas est: / bella 
pares superis facient civilia divos; / fulminibus manes radiisque ornabit et astris / inque deum templis 
iurabit Roma per umbras (‘Yet we have revenge for this destruction, however much it is right for the gods 
to give mankind: the civil wars will make deified men the equals of the gods, and Rome will adorn the dead 
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Phaethon, whose inability to control the chariot of the sun is associated with cosmic 

destruction, a feature of Lucan’s text that makes Nero a far more fitting Muse than 

Apollo himself for his poem of disorder and dissolution.70  And I think the contrast here 

between Lucan and Valerius can be pressed a bit further.  As I noted earlier, the 

Gigantomachy is cited by Valerius’ Jupiter as a crucial factor in the establishment of his 

new regime and the implementation of his providential designs for human history and is, 

not surprisingly, presented throughout the epic as a moment that witnessed the triumph of 

good over evil.  In the Argonautica, the Gigantomachy is portrayed as a positive step 

forward that enabled the inauguration of the civilizing era of Jupiter, whose governance 

of the universe has decidedly positive effects on the world of man.  Valerius’ Jupiter is 

presented as a benign monarch rather than as a tyrant, a point to which we shall return.71

But in Lucan, the Gigantomachy is configured as a paradigm for the foundation not of a 

providential and benign monarchy, but rather of tyranny, and it is this latter form of 

flawed kingship that Lucan employs to model the accession to power of Nero (BC 1.33-

7): Quod si non aliam venturo fata Neroni / invenere viam magnoque aeterna parantur / 

regna deis caelumque suo servire Tonanti / non nisi saevorum potuit post bella gigantum, 

/ iam nihil, o superi, querimur (‘But if the fates found no other way for Nero to come to 

power and if eternal kingdoms are procured by the gods at a great cost and if heaven 

could only be enslaved to its Thunderer after the wars with the savage Giants, now we 

make no complaints, gods’).  With the phrase caelumque suo servire Tonanti (35), 

with thunderbolts and haloes and stars and in the temples of the gods will swear by the souls of dead men’).  
On the mocking and sarcastic tone of these lines see Gagliardi 1975, 67 and Ahl 1976, 48.
70 Hinds 1988, 26-9.  On the theme of cosmic dissolution in Lucan’s epic more generally see Lapidge 
1979.



42

Jupiter’s rule over the heavens is explicitly imagined as the rule of a master over his 

slaves, a position he acquired as the result of his cosmic bellum civile against the Giants 

(post bella gigantum).72

As Leigh has noted, the context in which Lucan expresses this idea implies that 

Nero is in essence an earthly version of Jupiter, a ruler who, as a successor to Julius 

Caesar, came to power in the aftermath of civil war and who acts like a dominus, 

enslaving the world to himself.73  This image of Jupiter as a tyrant and Lucan’s usage of 

it as a model by which to configure the rule of Nero, taken together with the presentation 

of Nero’s reign as the telos of Roman history (1.33-44), sarcastically undercuts the 

Vergilian ideal of the divinely sanctioned inexorable march of time that will one day lead 

to peace and benign government under the princeps Augustus.  For Lucan, the peace that 

follows civil war comes at a very high price indeed (cum domino pax ista venit, 1.670).  

In Lucan’s Pharsalia, Jupiter’s conquest over the Giants is presented as an event that led 

to tyranny in heaven, and to the extent that this mythological episode is held forth as a 

paradigm for human action, it is clearly a negative example.  Far from presenting the 

Gigantomachy as an event that saw the triumph of good over evil, as a positive and 

enabling example of heroic achievement for mankind to follow in order to “reach for the 

stars” as in Valerius, Lucan presents Jupiter’s victory over the Giants as an episode that 

brought about the debasement and enslavement of the world in general.  The implications 

for Lucan’s portrait of Nero and Caesarism are clear: the victory of Caesarism in bellum 

civile, like Jupiter’s victory over the Giants, is a victory for tyranny.  And while such a 

71 On this point see Zissos 2004, 332 n. 62 and 338 n. 73.
72 For Gigantomachy as a model for civil war, see n. 47 above. 
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victory may ensure that the Caesars themselves reach the heavens, the suffocating 

tyranny inflicted upon the world by them effectively closes the road to glory for everyone 

else.  For Lucan the Gigantomachy is a model by which to configure the foreclosure of 

mankind’s potential for achievement, whereas in Valerius it is presented as ushering in a 

new era that sees the opening up of the world of man, an era that expands the horizons of 

human potential.

Lucan’s presentation of Jupiter and Nero as tyrants who enslave the heavens and 

earth respectively contrasts very strongly with the portraits of Jupiter and Vespasian 

drawn by Valerius.74  Whereas Lucan presents the king of the gods and the Roman 

emperor as domini, Valerius casts Jupiter and Vespasian in the role of caring patres. 75

When we first meet Jupiter in Valerius’ narrative, he is described in terms that emphasize 

his paternal role over his regal persona (pater, 1.498; sator, 505; genitor, 531).  The 

scene in which Jupiter addresses Hercules and the Dioscuri following his prophecy 

(1.561-73) underscores this paternal image even further, as Jupiter is depicted expressing 

concern for the achievements of his sons.76  Similarly, in his dedication to Vespasian, 

73 Leigh 1997, 25.
74 It is worth noting here that for his part Vespasian presented himself as the emancipator of a world that 
prior to his accession was being held in slavery.  For on coinage issued in AD 71, Vespasian proclaimed 
that he was the adsertor libertatis publicae, an “inscription [that] implies two things.  First, that Rome was 
previously being wrongfully held in slavery (and that he brought about her freedom). Secondly, that he had 
a legal right to act as he did to recover Rome’s freedom” (Watson 1973, 127).  Cf. also Baldwin 1975.
75 As such, we see represented in the two epics two pervasive and competing models by which imperial 
subjects tended to configure their relationship with the emperor.  The emperor/subject relationship was 
often imagined either in terms appropriate to describe the relations that obtained between a dominus and a 
servus, obviously a negative model, or conversely, those between a pater and a filius.  On this see Roller 
2001, 233-264.
76 The caring and benevolent attitude adopted by Jupiter towards his sons stands in stark contrast to the 
disregard shown by Boreas for Calais and Zetes in the episode that follows immediately after Jupiter 
addresses his progeny (1.574-607).  As Boreas attempts to persuade Aeolus to destroy Argo in a sea storm 
he disavows any concern for his sons, saying (1.604-5): da mergere Graios / …nil me mea pignora tangunt.  
The initial, and decidedly Vergilian, entry of Valerius’ Jupiter into the narrative, with his positive and 
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Valerius addresses the emperor as sancte pater (1.13) and as genitor (16).77  Moreover, 

these appellations are reinforced by Valerius’ references to Vespasian’s two sons, Titus 

and Domitian (12-15), the former mentioned in conjunction with the war in Judea and the 

latter in connection with his abilities as a poet.  From a political standpoint, the emphasis 

placed on Vespasian’s paternal role indicates that Valerius was keenly aware of the 

potential problems surrounding dynastic succession, a feature of his text that responds to 

a general anxiety over the status of the principate following the collapse of the Julio-

Claudian line and the power struggles that arose with the death of the childless Nero.  For 

a prevailing sentiment at the time was that a reversion to civil war could be avoided and 

an enduring peace secured only if an emperor should come to power who could be 

succeeded peacefully by his son(s), and thus that the establishment of a new imperial 

constructive plans for humankind, as well as the concern he shows for his offspring, also contrasts very 
sharply with the first appearance of Jupiter in Statius’ Thebaid.  Not only does Statius emphasize Jupiter’s 
regal persona and the awesome fear he inspires in his subjects (Th. 1.197-205), his (rather Ovidian) plan is 
to punish mankind for their wickedness, and in so doing, to destroy his own descendants (Nunc geminas 
punire domos, quis sanguinis auctor / ipse ego, descendo, 1.224-5; …totumque a stripe revellam / exitiale 
genus, 242-3).  On the fundamentally tyrannical nature of Statius’ Jupiter, see Schubert 1984, 297.
77 The phrase sancte pater has a particularly Augustan ring.  These words recall this same phraseology, in 
the same metrical position within the line, employed by Ovid to describe the paternal relationship that 
Augustus cultivated with respect to the Roman state (sancte pater patriae, Fasti 2.127; cf. RG 35).  
Moreover, in this passage Ovid explicitly likens Augustus’ paternal role on earth with Jupiter’s role as the 
father of the gods (132) and contrasts Augustus’ appropriation of the term princeps with Romulus’ usage of 
the term dominus (142).  Of course, Vespasian was also granted, and accepted, the title pater patriae (Suet. 
Vesp. 12).  It is worth noting that within the moral and thematic economy of Lucan’s poem, neither Nero 
nor any of the other Caesars are deserving of the title ‘father of the country’.  Lucan reserves this 
appellation for Cato Uticensis and does so in a passage which implies that the deified Caesars are unworthy 
of this title since they have treated their subjects more like slaves than sons (BC 9.601-4): Ecce parens 
verus patriae, dignissimus aris, / Roma, tuis, per quem numquam iurare pudebit, / et quem, si steteris 
umquam cervice soluta, / nunc, olim, factura deum es (‘Behold the true father of his country, a man most 
worthy to be worshipped at your altars, Rome, by whose name it will never be a source of shame to swear, 
and whom, if you ever, now or in the future, free your neck from the yoke of slavery and stand upright, you 
will make a god’).
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dynasty was a prerequisite for true political stability.78  As such, Valerius’ presentation of 

Vespasian as the father of his country and as a father of two sons functions both to place 

the emperor in as favorable a light as possible with respect to his subjects and to stress 

the fact that Vespasian is the progenitor, the founder, of a new imperial dynasty, the 

future of which must have seemed bright indeed, given that the emperor had two sons 

who could succeed him to the throne (although some may have found it more reassuring 

if Vespasian had had only one son).79

Regime Change and Progress

Valerius explicitly contrasts this new imperial dynasty with the preceding, and 

now defunct, Julio-Claudians.  As I noted previously, he suggests in fact that the Flavian 

regime is superior, since its founder has already gone beyond the limitations of the 

former ruling house (1.8-9).  There may even be more than a hint of sarcasm in Valerius’ 

choice of words in describing the Julio-Claudians and their deficiencies.  He refers to 

them as “Phrygian Julii” (Phrygios…Iulos, 9), although he asks Vespasian to assist him 

in filling “the cities of Latium” with his songs (21).80  At the very least, the reference here 

to the “Phrygian Julii” assumes the logic of Jupiter’s vision of refoundation in the wake 

of political collapse, whereby the fall of one imperial power (in the east) is replaced by a 

78 On which see Scott 1936, 22-5.  For his part, Vespasian took great care to allay such anxieties.  He made 
his dynastic intentions explicit from the very beginning by promoting his sons as his eventual successors, to 
the exclusion of any other possible heirs (Suet. Vesp. 25).  On this see Waters 1963, 215.
79 On the importance of the theme of dynastic succession in Valerius’ dedication to Vespasian, see Taylor 
1994, 219-22.  For the theme of succession in post-Vergilian epic more generally, see Hardie 1993, 88-119.
80 The term Phryx / Phryges is used in a pejorative sense by various characters in the Aeneid to rebuke the 
Trojans as oriental and effeminate (one thinks especially of Turnus’ stinging semivir Phryx to refer to 
Aeneas at Aen. 12.99).  On this term’s potential to carry negative connotations in Vergil’s epic see Hardie 
1994, 189 (on Aen. 9.599) and Fordyce 1977, 117 (on Aen. 7.294).
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new and better one (in the west), a theme for which the fall of Troy is as important a 

symbol in Valerius as it had been for Vergil.81  Again, it is important to stress that 

Valerius here configures the establishment of Vespasian’s rule as a transitional moment, 

a moment of refoundation and a new beginning, in as much as his dedication glances 

backward to the previous ruling family even as it looks forward to the eventual 

succession of Vespasian’s son(s).  This focus on dynastic succession in Rome, with its 

emphasis on the transition to a new ruling family, finds its thematic counterpart in the 

cosmic succession of Jupiter and the transition to the new era that his succession 

inaugurates.  For as we have seen, Jupiter’s reign, established in the wake of the 

Gigantomachy, is also imagined as ushering in a new and better era of world history, one 

in which the potential for great achievement has been expanded and increased.82

Valerius’ presentation of Vespasian’s regime as a new beginning and a transition 

to an age that offers the world hope of a more stable future contrasts sharply with Lucan’s 

end-centered depiction of Nero, about whose possible successors and the future of whose 

dynasty the poet, of course, says nothing.  Whereas Lucan’s Nero is a dead end and his 

Pharsalia offers no hope for the future, Valerius’ Vespasian offers the chance for a new 

beginning and a renewed hope for the future.  Valerius’ narrative symbolically reflects 

the attitude adopted by the poet toward the establishment of the Flavian dynasty by taking 

us back to an emergent first time, an originary event that establishes a new era, an era in 

81 As I have noted, Valerius in fact refers to Rome elsewhere as a “better Troy” (Troiae melioris, 2.573).  
For references to the Trojan War in Valerius see Barnes 1981.
82 In fact, the Gigantomachy was frequently used in imperial imagery as “an archetype for the imperial 
mission”, and its appearance in Valerius takes on added significance if we keep in mind that, “The 
Gigantomachia was, of course, not merely a struggle but rather a creative act, a new beginning for society, 
marking the dawn of a golden age” (Fears 1981, 817).
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which heroic action first becomes possible under the benign and providential gaze of 

Jupiter.  Indeed, the benignity that characterizes Jupiter’s spectatorship of the epic 

undertaking (1.498-500) reminds one of the serenitas that Valerius imparts to the 

catasterized Vespasian (1.20), whose guidance the poet seeks in order to navigate 

successfully his poetic craft.83  As it is then, Vespasian’s refoundation of the Roman 

state, his establishment of a new imperial dynasty, and Valerius’ return to poetic origins 

emerge as mutually reinforcing acts of political and poetic renewal and restoration.  It is 

time now to examine the important role played by Valerius’ poet figures within this new 

imperial dispensation.

Rehabilitating The Vates: Vatic Activity in Lucan and Valerius

Valerius’ reintroduction to epic of a providential teleology and of a future that, 

even in its moments of human loss and destruction, can be understood as the working out 

of a divine plan, renders vatic inspiration a far less problematic venture than it is in 

Lucan’s Pharsalia.  With its restoration to the genre of a divinely authorized teleology 

and its reaffirmation of hope for the future, Valerius’ narrative effects a concomitant 

rehabilitation of the conditions of possibility for vatic activity.  Valerius grants to vates a 

positive and prominent role in aiding the accomplishment of the voyage and thus in 

83 Serenitas is a particularly Jovian quality in Latin epic (see Pöschl 1962, 17-8 and Leigh 1997, 59-60), 
and Valerius’ Argonautica is no exception (see e.g. 3.251 and the reference there to Jupiter’s nutus 
serenus).  Incidentally, it is worth noting that serenitas became an important 'master term' in later 
historiographical accounts of Vespasian's reign (Orosius 7.9.1): tranquilla sub Vespasiano duce serenitas 
rediit.  As I pointed out earlier, Lucan’s Nero is denied any association with a Jovian (or Apolline) serenity 
and is rather likened to the destructive Phaethon.
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assisting the consolidation of Jupiter’s new regime.84  The new era of Jove with its 

expanding world in turn opens up a whole new range of narrative possibilities for 

Valerius himself, and this new freedom of poetic speech is reflected in the text’s 

presentation of vatic activity.  In addition, Valerius reaffirms a sacerdotal image for vates

by stressing their religiosity and the privileged position they occupy relative to the gods.  

All of these features of Valerius’ narrative stand in stark contrast to the presentation of 

vates in Lucan’s epic.  In the hopeless, futureless, and constricted world of Lucan’s 

Pharsalia, all vatic utterances point to death, destruction, and collapse, and the very 

concept of poetic and prophetic activity is called into question.85  For vatic activity is, 

like all else in Lucan’s poem, conducted under the sign of bellum civile and the silencing 

and suffocating tyranny of Caesarism that was its outcome.  Vates in Lucan’s poem, with 

the narrator included, are tainted by the very subject matter of the narrative and 

implicated in the infamy of the story it tells.86  Consequently they oscillate between 

speaking out and keeping silent, for to sing of civil war is to verbalize a nefas, to speak 

the unspeakable.87  And as Masters and Henderson have shown, the result of this is a 

fracturing of the narrator’s voice, evident both in meta-poetic moments of vatic activity 

and the narrator’s epic technique in general.  The vates within Lucan’s narrative, as well 

84 Emblematic of Valerius’ approach here is the fact that it is the songs of the vates Orpheus that keeps the 
men’s rowing in rhythm, allowing for smooth sailing (1.470-2): Nec vero Odrysius transtris impenditur 
Orpheus / aut pontum remo subigit, sed carmine tonsas / ire docet, summo passim ne gurgite pugnent (‘But 
Odrysian Orpheus does not apply himself to the benches nor does he churn up the sea with an oar, but with 
his songs he teaches the oars to move so that they do not clash together everywhere on the surface of the 
water’).  Cf. Apollonius 1.540-1.
85 “Unlike the prophecies in the Aeneid, those in the De bello civili are all concerned with death and 
underscore the poet’s thesis that knowledge of the future annihilates hope” (Dick 1963, 49).  See also the 
very good analysis of O’Higgins 1988.
86 Lucan was painfully aware that his own fama would be forever tied to the infamy (nefas) of Pharsalia 
and the tyranny of Caesarism (BC 9.980-6).  Cf. Williams 1978, 233-4.
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as the narrator himself, desire to obstruct the revelation of the future and thus the progress 

of the epic action, the horror of which renders the song too awful to sing.88

By reading vates figures as symbols of Lucan’s and Valerius’ own attitudes 

toward the status of poetry and poets in their societies, two very different visions of the 

conditions of possibility for poetic production emerge.  I suggest that these contrasting 

visions are tied ultimately to the very different views espoused by each author concerning 

the issue of futurity, which can in each case be read as an effect of the very different 

subject positions adopted by each author relative to the historical present in which they 

composed their works.  Lucan’s monomaniacal focus on the destructiveness of bellum 

civile, on civil war as an end beyond which there is no future save for misery, slavery, 

and tyranny, suggests that for him bellum civile was the only song left to sing, as hateful 

and as painful as this song was for the poet.  The poet who derives his inspiration from a 

tyrant-Muse (Nero) and whose very subject is a source of anguish and despair is in a 

difficult position indeed.  In contrast, Valerius returns to an emergent first time, to the 

narration of an event that marks a new beginning.  This not only effects a restoration of 

futurity, but also gives the impression that the paths which his poetic vessel may take are 

endless, that the world of poetic potential is opening up along with the outward 

movement of Argo, which is itself a symbol for the process of poetic production, as we 

87 On which see O’Higgins 1988, 217, Feeney 1991, 276, and Masters 1992, 147-9 and 205-15.
88 Henderson 1988, 133-4 and Masters 1992, 87-90.  Good examples of this tendency toward vatic 
obstruction in Lucan’s epic can be found at 1.631-2, where Nigidius Figulus says, Vix fas, superi, 
quaecumque movetis, / prodere me populis; at 5.128-9, where the Pythia Phemonoe wishes not to reveal the 
future to Appius (Limine terrifico metuens consistere Phoebas / absterrere ducem noscendi ardore futura / 
cassa fraude parat); and at 1.693-4, where, in a passage loaded with meta-poetic significance, the frenzied 
matrona expresses a desire not to see Pharsalia, which is picked up at 7.552-6, where Lucan himself, at the 
critical hour to which his entire narrative has been heading, wishes to remain silent about the horror of 
Pharsalus (Quidquid in hac acie gessisti, Roma, tacebo, 556).
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have seen.  That is, Valerius’ choice to sing an Argonautica, anything but an ‘original’ 

theme, paradoxically provided him with a fresh start, as it were, and the rich and varied 

traditions surrounding the Argonautic legend offered the poet a chance to navigate within 

this tradition with a great deal of freedom.89  The freedom of poetic speech that is evident 

in Valerius’ epic technique, a technique he developed partly in response to the saturated 

nature of the poetic tradition within which he chose to work, contrasts sharply with 

Lucan’s poetic practice.  For, as Feeney has observed, Lucan did not have a tradition to 

work with, no alternative routes nor alternative futures that his chosen narrative might 

have taken.  Lucan is fundamentally constrained by the facts of history and is therefore 

‘trapped’ by the very subject matter of his poem.90  This restriction of narrative potential, 

combined with the hated nature of the poem’s subject, creates a very closed environment 

that problematizes the status of vates by putting constraints on the conditions of 

possibility for the production of poetry.  The world of Valerius’ Argonautica, by  contrast, 

is an expanding world and vates play an important role, quite literally by opening up their 

mouths, in aiding the progress of this expansion and the implementation of Jupiter’s 

imperial designs.  Jupiter’s new political dispensation has an enabling effect on the status 

of poetic production and in turn poet figures use their powers to assist the establishment 

of the new imperial regime.

To begin with, it is important to recognize that, in regard to the image of the vates

and his poetic authority in general, Valerius enacts a “remarkably assured act of 

89 On Valerius’ sustained and very creative manipulation of the varied traditions surrounding the 
Argonautic legend, see Zissos 1999 and 2002.
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reassertion”, especially evident to a reader who comes to Valerius’ epic after 

experiencing Lucan’s Pharsalia.91  This reassertion forms an integral part of Valerius’ 

overall poetics of rehabilitation and renewal.  In fact, during a description of the Fields of 

the Blessed near the end of Book 1, Valerius suggests explicitly that poetry was in need 

of restoration and rehabilitation in his day.  For he describes the heavenly abode as a 

place …ubi sol totumque per annum / durat aprica dies thiasique chorique virorum / 

carminaque et quorum populis iam nulla cupido (‘…where throughout the whole year 

there is sun and clear days and revels and choruses of men and songs, things which

people have no desire for now’, 1.843-5).92  In the Valerian narrator’s historical present 

(iam), poetry was dead.  I suggest that the music died because Lucan had killed it.93

Rebirth was in order.

Valerius’ rehabilitation of poetic activity begins immediately with the poet’s own 

self-presentation as vates in his dedication to Vespasian.  Lucan, who like Valerius refers 

to himself as vates, eschews calling on Apollo and Bacchus for inspiration to sing his 

song, suggesting that the tyrannical Nero is a sufficient (and more appropriate) Muse for 

his poem of destruction and collapse.94  In contrast, Valerius’ proem gestures toward the 

90 Feeney 1991, 286-7.  This does not mean, of course, that Lucan was altogether unable or unwilling to 
alter, distort, or omit certain ‘facts’ concerning the civil war found in the various sources available to him.  
On Lucan’s manipulation of the historiographical tradition for his own thematic ends see Masters 1994. 
91 Feeney 1991, 317.
92 The notion that carmina are no longer desirable objects in the world of the living represents a significant 
addition to Valerius’ primary model at this point, namely Vergil’s description of the Fields of the Blessed 
at Aen. 6.640-65.  For specific verbal and thematic parallels between Valerius and Vergil here, see Langen 
1964, 126-7.
93 Cf. Masters 1992, 138: “…in the Bellum Civile epic is resurrected, and lives again a weird, grotesque 
afterlife, before it is allowed to die for good.”
94 Sed mihi iam numen; nec, si te pectore vates / accipio, Cirrhaea velim secreta moventem / sollicitare 
deum Bacchumque avertere Nysa: / tu satis ad vires Romana in carmina dandas (‘But to me you are a god 
already; and if I, as a poet, receive you into my heart, I would not wish to disturb the god who excites the 
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intimate relationship with Apollo that his position as vates has bestowed upon him.  

There we read (Arg. 1.5 -7): Phoebe, mone, si Cumaeae mihi conscia vatis / stat casta 

cortina domo, si laurea digna / fronte viret (‘Apollo, guide me, if in a chaste home stands 

the tripod that shares the knowledge of the Cumaean priestess, if the laurel flourishes on a 

worthy brow’).95  On the one hand, Valerius’ words clearly re-establish Apollo as an 

authorizing agent for poetry, an authorization that is explicitly rejected by Lucan.96  On 

the other hand, in addition to stressing the vates’ associations with poetry and prophecy, 

Valerius quite clearly emphasizes the sacerdotal aspect of his vatic activity, which is 

especially evident in his reference to the Apolline tripod (cortina, 6).  In fact, this 

reference has often been taken as evidence that Valerius was one of the quindecimviri 

sacris faciundis and that as such he had access to the Sibylline Books, a piece of 

biographical information I wish neither to uphold nor dispute.97  What is unmistakable 

here however, and what I wish to stress, is the emphasis that Valerius places on the 

religiosity that his status as vates bestows upon him by claiming for himself a close and 

holy relationship with Apollo, which is evident as well in his presentation of other vates

within the narrative.98  And because of this close relationship between vates and the 

secrets of Delphi nor to divert Bacchus from Nysa: you are sufficient for giving strength to Roman songs’, 
BC 1.63-6).  Cf. Ahl 1976, 48.
95 Valerius also refers to himself as vates at 2.217 and 3.217.  In addition to the passage cited above (n. 94), 
Lucan uses the term self-referentially at 7.553 and 9.980.
96 Valerius’ immediate re-assertion of Apollo as an authorizing agent for poetry is also a rather Apollonian 
gesture, as the Hellenistic Argonautica quite literally ‘begins with Apollo’ (1.1).
97 Apparently quindecimviri kept a model of the Apolline tripod in their homes.  On this see Boyancé 1972, 
348-9.  Valerius’ reference to possession of the Apolline cortina contrasts sharply with the defunct status of 
Apollo’s oracle in Delphi in Lucan’s poem, a status symbolized by the motionlessness of the Apolline 
tripods (immotos…tripodas, 5.121).
98 On the elevated status of sacerdotal vatic figures in Valerius’ epic in general, see Fuà 2003.  It is worth 
noting here as well that Valerius’ emphasis on the sacerdotal aspects of his own status as a vates has no 
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traditional gods of inspiration, especially Apollo, vatic figures in Valerius’ narrative 

speak with much more authority than those whom one encounters in Lucan’s Pharsalia.  

That is, just as Lucan is severed, or more accurately severs himself, from the normative 

sources of poetic inspiration, so too are the poet figures represented in his narrative.  And 

this separation of poet figures from traditional sources of divine inspiration has an effect 

on the level of understanding of the world that vates, including the narrator himself, can 

claim.99  Thus, in addition to the fact that all vatic utterances in Lucan’s Pharsalia point 

to death and collapse, the vates in Lucan’s narrative are uniquely helpless, as well as 

unwilling, to reveal much information about this troubled future.  In Lucan, therefore, 

vates occupy an awkward position.  They possess a strained relationship with the 

traditional gods of prophetic inspiration, which is in essence an effect of the troubled and 

problematic nature of the future, visions of which, even when vaguely glimpsed, are 

simply too awful for vates to wish to relate.  Brief analysis of Lucan’s depiction of 

Appius Claudius’ visit to the oracle of Apollo at Delphi will help illustrate these general 

points and will enable the contrast with Valerius’ text to emerge more sharply.

Lucan’s Pythia

Nowhere in Lucan’s epic does the theme of unwillingness to speak and the 

strained nature of the vates’ relationship with the gods of vatic inspiration receive more 

prominence than in the episode in Book 5 in which Appius Claudius visits Delphi to 

basis in Apollonius, who, as Newman 1967, 20 has observed, never uses sacerdotal language to describe 
himself, although he did in fact hold the official position of “the priest of the Muses” in Alexandria.
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inquire about his own personal destiny.100  For we are told that the oracle in Delphi, the 

single greatest symbol of Apollo’s function as a god of prophecy, has fallen silent and is 

basically closed for business, precisely as the result of tyranny and fear for the future (BC

5.111-4): Non ullo saecula dono / nostra carent maiore deum, quam Delphica sedes / 

quod siluit, postquam reges timuere futura / et superos vetuere loqui (‘Our age lacks no 

gift of the gods more than the fact that the Delphic oracle has fallen silent, ever since 

kings feared the future and forbade the gods to speak’).  The tyranny of kings who fear 

the future has silenced the gods and consequently has stifled the voice of the vates, the 

mouthpiece of the gods.  It is then made perfectly clear that the closure of the oracle is a 

welcome event for the vates herself, the Pythia Phemonoe, who is completely terrified 

(124) of being possessed by Apollo since her ‘reward’ (which is actually a punishment) 

for speaking out and revealing the future is sudden death when she is eventually released 

from, or better abandoned by, the god (BC 5.114-20):

…Nec voce negata
Cirrhaeae maerent vates, templique fruuntur
iustitio.  Nam si qua deus sub pectora venit,
numinis aut poena est mors immatura recepti
aut pretium; quippe stimulo fluctuque furoris
conpages humana labat, pulsusque deorum
concutiunt fragiles animas.

But the Delphic priestesses do not mourn because a voice has been denied 
them and they enjoy the cessation of the oracle.  For if the god enters 
anyone’s chest, the penalty, or reward, for having received the divinity is a 
premature death; indeed the human frame falls apart under the sting and 
surge of the frenzy, and the blows from the gods shatter their fragile souls.

99 On the ambivalence and indeterminacy of vatic utterances in Lucan’s poem, largely as a result of the 
absence of the divine machinery and the poet’s disavowal of the normal sources of vatic inspiration, see 
Feeney 1991, 274-85.
100 For good discussions of this important episode see Dick 1965, Ahl 1976, 121-30, O’Higgins 1988, 211-
7, Feeney 1991, 286-90, and Masters 1992, 91-149.
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This is a brutal and strained relationship indeed.  Understandably then, Phemonoe, under 

compulsion to enter the shrine, at first only pretends to relate the future, simulating 

possession by Apollo (5.145-57).  And when she is finally forced by Appius to submit to 

possession, Phemonoe’s frenzied inspiration yields basically nothing in the way of 

insightful revelation.101  This image of the oracle closed by kings for fear of the future, of 

the vates at odds with Apollo and unwilling to speak out, is emblematic for Lucan’s 

portrayal of vatic activity in general and contrasts sharply with the presentation of vates

in Valerius’ epic.

In accordance with the close, personal, and pious relationship with Apollo that 

Valerius appropriates for himself in his dedication to Vespasian, the vates figures in his 

narrative possess a privileged relationship with traditional sources of poetic/prophetic 

inspiration.  Mopsus and Idmon, for example, the two most conspicuous vates in 

Valerius’ Argonautica, are both closely a ssociated with Apollo and clearly derive their 

authority from him.102  And far from obstructing the progress of the narrative by refusing 

to speak and hesitating to reveal the future, as the vates in Lucan’s poem do, Valerius’ 

vates use their divinely underwritten authority to aid the progress of the epic action, 

101 On the “exquisite irrelevance” of Phemonoe’s prophecy see Masters 1992, 147.
102 Feeney 1991, 316.  In fact, Mopsus and Idmon, as Valerius is careful to point out, are both sons of 
Apollo, and Idmon is said to have learned the vatic arts from Apollo himself (Phoebeius Idmon / …plenus 
fatis Phoeboque quieto, / cui genitor tribuit monitu praenoscere divum / omina…, 1.228-232, and cf. 234-
5), a passage that recalls Apollonius’ words at 1.139-45.  As for Mopsus, during the catalog of Argonauts 
he is described as vates Phoebique fides non vana parentis (1.383).  It should also be noted that Valerius 
uses the term vates to refer to Apollo himself (4.445), which reinforces the closeness between the god and 
his spokesmen on earth.  In this Valerius was following the striking precedent of Vergil (Aen. 6.12), on 
which see Newman 1967, 33.  Lucan had also followed Vergil’s memorable description of Apollo as vates
at BC 5.85, a passage that, far from creating a positive connection between the god and his earthly 
spokesmen, rather functions to emphasize the ineptitude of vatic practices in general and the violent 
relationship that obtained between Apollo and the Pythia Phemonoe in particular, as we have seen.
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especially at times when the Argonauts need assistance the most.  A brief examination of 

Valerius’ presentation of the vates Phineus is particularly instructive in this regard and 

will set the stage for a more in depth analysis of the figure of Valerius’ Mopsus, who I 

suggest represents what we might call Valerius’ self-defining conception of the “ideal 

singer”.103

Valerius’ Phineus

As Feeney has pointed out, Valerius’ Phineus is clearly a figure who symbolizes 

the poet’s own strategy, evident throughout the poem, to reassert an epic voice that is 

knowledgeable, confident, and powerful, backed as it is by the knowledge he derives 

from Apollo and the Muses (and Jupiter himself).104  What I wish to stress here is the 

symbolic importance of Phineus’ newly found freedom to speak out, to use his vatic 

powers once again to assist mankind.  Phineus, of course, had been punished by Jupiter 

(ira Tonantis, 4.428) at an earlier and more restrictive stage of his reign for attempting to 

employ his knowledge of the future to bring aid to mortals.  The prophet himself explains 

this to the Argonauts (4.479-81): fata loquax mentemque Iovis quaeque abdita solus / 

consilia et terris subito ventura parabat / prodideram miserans hominum genus (‘I, 

talkative as I am, alone in pity for the human race disclosed the fates and the mind of 

Jupiter and the hidden designs that would come suddenly upon the earth that he was 

103 For the practice of the epic poet’s careful depiction of an ideal singer within his narrative as a means of 
calling attention to the ways in which he imagines his relations to his own poetic material, see Hardie 1986, 
52-66.
104 Feeney 1991, 316-8.  Phineus even claims that Apollo, as divine vates, resides in his heart (4.445-6): 
aut memorem mea quod vates insedit Apollo / pectora.  In regard to his prophetic authority, therefore, 
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preparing’).  In essence, Jupiter seems to have forbidden Phineus to reveal his cosmic 

designs for human history (consilia…terris subito ventura), that is, to reveal to mortals 

the type of information that the reader has heard from the mouth of Jupiter himself in 

Book 1.  And although Phineus is still not allowed to reveal to mankind the universal and 

long term plans of Jupiter, he has nonetheless been granted the ability, by Jupiter himself, 

to assist the Argonauts by forecasting what lies ahead for them on their voyage to 

Colchis.105  For he says (4.559-60): ipse etiam, qui me prohibet sua pandere terris / 

saecula, te propter fandi mihi Iuppiter auctor (‘Because of you Jupiter himself, who 

prohibits me from revealing to the world its entire future, is the author of my speech’).  

So while Jupiter is significantly the ultimate auctor of Phineus’ prophecy, he will not be 

allowed to be too Jovian by giving a forecast that covers the saecula of world history, for 

this is the authorial province of Jupiter alone.  

Nevertheless, despite this remaining restriction, Jupiter’s decision to release 

Phineus from his punishment at the hands of the Harpies and to remove his earlier 

injunction that the prophet remain silent has great symbolic importance within the 

thematic economy of the poem.  For the Harpies, although they harassed Phineus as the 

ministers of Jupiter’s anger (520), are themselves associated with Typhoeus and the 

Valerius’ Phineus contrasts sharply with Apollonius’, who has difficulty in revealing the mind of Zeus.  On 
this see Feeney 1991, 60-1.
105 And assistance and encouragement are just what the Argonauts, and especially Jason, need at this 
juncture, as they are quite concerned about the future of the mission  (4.544-6).  The Argonauts get exactly 
what they wish for from Phineus, both by means of his comprehensive and helpful prophecy and from his 
words of encouragement for the future (see especially 592-3: ne defice, casus / praedicti memor, atque 
animos accinge futuris).  Once again the theme of perseverance in the face of hardship is placed in the 
foreground here, for the casus praedictus refers to the deaths of Tiphys and Idmon, although these two are 
not named explicitly by Phineus.  It should also be noted that Phineus’ prophecy in Valerius is more helpful 
and wide ranging than that of his counterpart in Apollonius’ text.  On this see Feeney 1991, 316.
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chthonic forces of the lower order (Harpyiae Typhoides, 428; patrem Typhona, 516).106

The banishment of these monstrous, chthonic creatures from Phineus’ realm by Zetes and 

Calais and the prophet’s renewed ability to speak out in order to assist the progress of the 

epic action are inextricably linked, and each of these actions is conducted in accordance 

with the will of Jupiter.107  Phineus himself describes his prophecy as payback in return 

for the Argonauts’ ridding him of the Harpies (4.557) and we learn a bit later that the 

Harpies have been ordered by Jupiter to desist from troubling the vates (522-3).  As it is, 

the Argonauts’ victory over the chthonic Harpies reminds the reader of the importance of 

Argo’s voyage to the consolidation of Jupiter’s new, celestial regime, which is here 

configured as inaugurating an era of newly found freedom of speech, as the new regime 

of Jupiter grows increasingly more secure and stable.108  In turn, the reawakening of the 

vates’ voice is an important element in ensuring the success of the epic project, namely 

the opening up of the world of man under the divine providence of Jupiter.  The 

symbolism is rich here: Jupiter’s earlier, more restrictive form of kingship is giving way 

to a newer, more open, more benign monarchy.109

Valerius’ Phineus thus emerges as something of a Promethean figure, as he too 

symbolizes the new freedoms available as the narrative present witnesses a movement 

106 Cf. Hardie 1993, 85.
107 Phineus makes it explicit that Jupiter’s anger has ceased and that it is thus in accordance with his will, 
not blind chance, that the Argonauts have come to free him (483-4): Iam tandem cessere irae, nec casus ab 
alto, / ipse volens nostris sed vos deus appulit oris.  Of course, the Harpies are not banished from the upper 
world altogether (525-6). 
108 It is worth noting here that freedom of speech was a hallmark of Vespasian’s reign (Suetonius Vesp. 
13).
109 Perhaps it is worth noting here that Vespasian was credited by Tacitus with the unprecedented 
achievement of “changing for the better” in the course of his reign (Hist. 1.50): …solusque omnium ante se 
principum in melius mutatus est.  On this see Ceausescu 1989.
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into a kinder and gentler phase of Jupiter’s reign.110  In this regard it is crucial to bear in 

mind that Valerius’ Argonautica takes place at the time of Prometheus Unbound , not 

immediately after Jupiter’s succession to power, and that consequently he is not depicted 

as the cruel tyrant insecure in his new rule that we see in Aeschylus’ Prometheus 

Bound.111  In fact, Jupiter’s earlier, more restrictive regime is referred to explicitly at 

2.82-3 and a reason is given for his initial harshness: his regime was still new 

(regni…novitate) and consequently not nearly as secure as it is in the narrative present.  

In a radical, and apparently very original, departure from Apollonius, whose Argonauts 

hear Prometheus being tortured as they sail past Caucasus (2.1246-59), Valerius has 

Jupiter send Hercules to release Prometheus from his bondage (5.154-76).  The liberation 

of Prometheus as a direct result of the voyage of Argo is found nowhere else in extant 

ancient literature.112  The freeing of Prometheus is of course a powerful political symbol 

of emancipation and one that reinforces the theme of the opening up of the world of man 

through scientific and technological advancement with the movement into the Jovian 

era.113  Far from effecting a closure and constraining of vatic activity, as we saw with the 

unnamed ‘kings’ (reges) who shut down the Delphic oracle in Lucan’s Pharsalia, 

Valerius’ Phineus episode presents a reconciliation between king and singer, such that the 

110 “The liberation of Prometheus and the deliverance of Phineus suggest a movement away from an initial 
despotism towards an embrace of human advance” (Zissos 2004, 338 n. 73).
111 Although Valerius’ Jupiter is vastly different from the tyrannical Zeus of Aeschylus’ tragedy, it is clear 
that Valerius has appropriated an essentially ‘Aeschylean’ (and progressivist) view of the figure of 
Prometheus.  On this see Zissos 1997, 128.
112 On Valerius’ decision to depict the freeing of Prometheus and this episode’s importance to the thematic 
economy of his poem, see Tschiedel 1998 and Zissos 2004, 331.
113 As such, Valerius’ Phineus is even more Promethean than Apollonius’ because Prometheus is, like 
Phineus, liberated within Valerius’ epic.  For the notion that Apollonius’ Phineus is a Promethean figure, 
see Vian 1974, 146-7.  Zissos 1997, 122-3 has shown, in fact, that Valerius’ Phineus episode is part of a 
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voice of the vates is once again free to sing out, precisely in order to aid the completion 

of the heroic task and the accomplishment of Jupiter’s imperial designs.  The voice of the 

poet, his epic voice, released from the fetters of silence, indeed finds renewed strength.114

In fact, so therapeutic is the reconciliation between Phineus and Jupiter that the vates, 

once released from the torment of the Harpies, claims that his vision has been restored 

(4.632-3): …dulcesque iterum mihi surgere soles / nunc reor (‘…and now I think that 

once again the sweet light of the sun is rising up for me’).  The vates, as it were, has 

emerged from the darkness and can once again ‘see the light’.  With this reference to the 

restored sight of the vates, Valerius’ narrative effects yet another radical departure from 

Apollonius’ text and the divergence is underscored by an allusion to his Hellenistic 

predecessor.  Valerius’ dulces…soles echoes the phrase employed by Apollonius as he 

informs his audience that Zeus was the cause of Phineus’ blindness (2.184): “…and Zeus 

took from his eyes the sweet light” (glykeron phaon).  And later, after the Harpies have 

been dispelled, Apollonius’ Jason hopes that the god may also restore Phineus’ eyesight, 

a hope that is immediately dashed by the prophet himself, who makes it perfectly clear 

that a restoration of his vision is not a narrative possibility in the Apollonian version 

(2.441-5).  As it is then, in Valerius the emancipated voice and restored vision of the 

vates emerge as key components in assisting the establishment of a new, and better, 

political order.

Mopsus in Cyzicus: Valerius’ ‘Ideal Singer’

much larger “Promethean frame” discernible in the architecture of this section of Valerius’ narrative (i.e. 
4.58-5.176).
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The role of Mopsus in the aftermath of the bloodshed in Cyzicus offers a most 

instructive example of the themes I have been discussing and helps to reinforce the points 

made thus far about vatic activity in Valerius’ epic and its role in driving the heroic 

action forward to its goal.  In fact, Valerius’ Cyzicus episode focuses specifically on the 

role played by the vates Mopsus in helping the Argonauts move beyond the immobilizing 

psychological anguish caused by civil war.  As such, this episode bears great symbolic 

significance as it resonates with the historical context in which Valerius composed his 

epic, expressing a desire to move forward, to advance beyond the destructive effects of 

bellum civile.  

The events in Cyzicus, narrated by Valerius in Book 3 (1-459), pose one of the 

most serious threats to the progress of the epic task undertaken by the Argonauts.  It is 

therefore highly significant that it is a vates, Mopsus, who is called upon to set matters 

right and to assist the continuation of the heroic journey.  This is even more significant 

given that Valerius chose to present the battle between the Argonauts and the Doliones as 

a bellum civile, which is a significant departure from his Hellenistic model.115  Moreover, 

Valerius’ narrative focuses attention on the deep psychological trauma that participation 

in civil war produces.  It is the sacerdotal vates who must use his divinely inspired 

knowledge to heal this trauma and bring some sense of closure to those who are 

anguished by the horrific realities of civil war so that the voyage can continue.  And as I 

noted earlier, the continuation of the voyage within the thematic economy of the poem is 

114 Just before Phineus utters his prophecy we are told (4.552): vigor novus auxerat artus.
115 I shall analyze Valerius’ highly intriguing presentation of this battle as bellum civile in much more 
detail in Chapter Two.  For the moment it is enough to point out that many have noted this important aspect 
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tantamount to the forward progress of history itself and the epic tradition that records this 

history.  Valerius’ Cyzicus episode thus symbolizes that there can be progress in the 

wake of bellum civile and that the vates plays a vital role in enabling this movement 

forward.

Firstly, it is crucial to note that Valerius explicitly attributes the Argonauts’ 

inability to continue on their journey to an immobilizing anxiety produced by their role in 

the civil bloodshed at Cyzicus.  After recounting the mourning and sadness that results in 

the aftermath of the battle and the burial of those slain (3.274-331), Valerius offers us this 

reason for the Argonauts’ inability to leave Cyzicus (362-8):

At non inde dies nec quae magis aspera curis
nox Minyas tanta caesorum ab imagine solvit.
Bis zephyri iam vela vocant, fiducia maestis
nulla viris; aegra adsiduo mens carpitur aestu,
necdum omnes lacrimas atque omnia reddita caesis
iusta putant; patria ex oculis acerque laborum
pulsus amor segnique iuvat frigescere luctu.

But afterwards neither day nor night, a time that further embitters one’s 
anxieties, released the Argonauts from the great image of the slain.  Twice 
already do the zephyrs call the sails, the mourning men have no 
confidence.  Their sick hearts are wearied by a constant tide of woe, they 
do not yet think that they have shed all their tears or rendered all services 
to the dead; driven from view is their fatherland and their keen love of 
exploits and it pleases them to grow cold in motionless grief.

This reason for the heroes’ immobility has no basis in Apollonius’ narrative, where it is 

adverse winds that keep the Argonauts in Cyzicus (1.1078-80), not the psychological 

anxiety caused by the killing of their allies.116  In Valerius the weather is perfect for 

of Valerius’ Cyzicus episode.  See for example Hull 1979, 406, Burck 1981a, 456, Hardie 1993, 87, 
McGuire 1997, 108-13, and Manuwald 1999, 159.
116 The contrast here between Apollonius and Valerius is strengthened by the fact that the one time 
previous to this episode when the progress of the epic action is threatened by the heroes’ immobility it is 
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sailing (364) and yet the grief caused by the Argonauts’ participation in civil war makes 

them unable to move.  The successful completion of the whole mission is thus threatened 

and problematized (acerque laborum / pulsus amor, 367-8).  With a fine touch of 

symbolism in line 365 Valerius underscores the fact that the Argonauts’ mental anguish 

has left them stranded and off course.  The heroes are, as it were, psychologically 

shipwrecked, tossed on a tide of constant woe and mental anxiety (aegra adsiduo mens 

carpitur aestu).117  Argo’s mission of opening up the world, of inaugurating a new era of 

expansion outward, has been checked by the constraining knots of their great despair, as 

Jason’s words at 3.374-6 clearly show: …an sibi nectunt / corda moras? Cur immemores 

famaeque larisque / angimur?  The Argonauts have quite literally lost their way and their 

will, and something must be done in order for them to move beyond the psychological 

trauma of bellum civile so that they may once again move on and accomplish their epic 

goal.  It is in this atmosphere of constriction and despair that Jason calls upon the vates

Mopsus to intervene, to allow the Argonauts to put the awful past behind them and once 

again to open up a path by which they can move forward.  And opening up a path is 

precisely bad weather that causes the delay.  This is the reason that the Argonauts tarry on Lemnos in Book 
2 (2.361-69), an episode that we are in fact reminded of a few lines before we hear about the effect of the 
Argonauts’ mental anguish in Cyzicus.  For Jason places on king Cyzicus’ pyre a garment made for him by
Hypsipyle (3.340-2), a garment that had to be snatched quickly from her loom because the winds finally 
became favorable for the Argonauts’ departure from Lemnos (vocantibus austris, 341).  The contrast 
between the reasons for delay on Lemnos and in Cyzicus is reinforced by the verbal echo of vocantibus in 
line 363 (bis zephyri iam vela vocant), a phrase that in fact explicitly recalls the heroes’ departure from 
Lemnos in Book 2 (zephyrosque audire vocantes, 2.372).
117 The symbolism of mental shipwreck is supported by the fact that Jason is here described in terms that 
recall Aeneas in the aftermath of the storm that left him and the Trojans stranded in North Africa, an 
episode that in Vergil represents a challenge to the Trojans’ forward progress to Italy.  Valerius’ description 
of Jason’s attempt to suppress his great sadness and concern (…Aesonides, quamquam tristissima rerum / 
castiganda duci vultuque premenda sereno…, 3.369-70) recalls Vergil’s similar presentation of Aeneas 
following the shipwreck in Aeneid 1 (…curisque ingentibus aeger / spem vultu simulat, premit altum corde 
dolorem, 208-9). 
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precisely what Mopsus’ divinely inspired knowledge does, as he himself claims it will 

(nostra requiret / cura viam, 396-7).

The Apolline, Orphic, and Sacerdotal Nature of the Valerian Vates

I begin with a brief examination of the language used to describe Mopsus as he

takes center stage to set matters right, for it is in this episode perhaps more than any other 

that the sacerdotal nature of Valerius’ conception of the vates is most evident.  It emerges 

in fact that for Valerius, as for Vergil before him, the term vates and the word sacerdos

can function as synonyms.  For at 3.397, Mopsus refers to himself as vates,118 a term that 

has already been used twice prior to this passage to describe his status (1.210 and 383).119

Then, shortly thereafter, as he is performing the lustration of the Argonauts, an episode I 

shall return to in a moment, Mopsus is described thus (3.432): Delius hic longe candenti 

veste sacerdos.  It is obvious from this description that Valerius once again stresses here 

the vates’ close and pious relationship with Apollo, the source of his divine knowledge.  

It is also evident that for Valerius, as for Vergil, the terms vates and sacerdos can be used 

as synonyms, a correlation that is, perhaps not surprisingly, never made by Lucan.  

Vergil, who repeatedly refers to the Sibyl as vates in Book 6 of the Aeneid, also calls her 

sacerdos at 6.321, 544, and 628.  In contrast, not only does Lucan not use these terms 

interchangeably, he in fact pointedly distinguishes between his Phemonoe as vates and 

118 There is some textual difficulty here, but I agree with Mozley 1934, 156, Dräger 2003, 110, and 
Spaltenstein 2004, 121 that vati is the proper reading.  The MSS. read vate, which is grammatically 
unintelligible.  The easiest emendation is to alter this to vati, which makes sense of the line.  There is no 
reason to change the MSS. reading vate to mente, as Bentley did, which also requires altering cognita in the 
same line to condita.  Liberman’s objections to Mopsus’ referring to himself as vates are not convincing 
(Liberman 1997, 237).
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the sacerdos / antistes who compels her to enter the Delphic shrine (BC 5.124 and 145-

6).  So even on the surface, Valerius has reverted to a Vergilian conception that 

emphasizes the holiness and sacrosanct status of the vates figure.120

And the Vergilian color of Valerius’ description of the sacerdotal and Apolline 

vates Mopsus is further underscored here by an allusion to Book 6 of Vergil’s Aeneid

itself.  For the description of Mopsus as Delius…longe candenti veste sacerdos (3.432) 

alludes to Vergil’s description of another important vatic figure, Orpheus, who at Aeneid

6.645 is referred to as Threicius longa cum veste sacerdos.121  Moreover, Valerius’ 

phraseology, recalling as it does Vergil’s description of Orpheus, makes the reader think 

also of Valerius’ Orpheus. Indeed, those who have read Apollonius’ epic would likely be 

thinking of Orpheus anyway, wondering where he is at this point in Valerius’ narrative.  

For in Apollonius’ description of the rites performed in Cyzicus it is Orpheus, not 

Mopsus, who takes the leading role (1.1134). In essence, Valerius’ Mopsus has usurped 

the role of Apollonius’ Orpheus, and Valerius underscores this fact by recalling the figure 

of Vergil’s Orpheus in his description of Mopsus.  Valerius’ Orpheus himself emerges as 

a figure who reconfirms the interchangeable nature of the terms vates and sacerdos for 

our poet.  At 1.277, during the catalog of heroes who took part in the expedition, Valerius 

119 Mopsus is called vates again at 4.546.
120 On the image of the vates in Vergil generally see Newman 1967, 25-42.
121 In addition, the Apolline qualities of Valerius’ Mopsus are reinforced by verbal echoes of earlier 
descriptions of Apollo himself.  The phrase used to describe Mopsus’ clothing (longe candenti veste) 
recalls Propertius’ description of the statue of Apollo that adorned the portico of the temple complex on the 
Palatine dedicated to the god by Octavian (Pythius in longa carmina veste, 2.31.16).  Moreover, Valerius’ 
Delius…sacerdos also reminds one of Vergil’s surprising phrase Delius…vates (Aen. 6.12), which refers to 
Apollo himself.  On the astonishing originality of Vergil’s application of the term vates to a god, see 
Newman 1967, 33.  As I have already noted, Valerius follows Vergil in this usage as well.  At 4.445, 
Valerius’ Phineus calls Apollo a vates who resides in his chest.
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introduces Orpheus as Thracius…vates.122  And later, as Orpheus sings a song to comfort 

his companions, he is called Thracius…sacerdos (4.85), a phrase that itself echoes 

Vergil’s Threicius…sacerdos (Aen. 6.645) and brings the allusive gesture behind 

Valerius’ presentation of Mopsus in Book 3 full circle, making manifest in the process 

the semantic, and ideological, relations between vates and sacerdos in Valerius’ 

conception.123  It is to the priestly and sacred rites performed by the holy vates Mopsus 

that we shall now turn.

Poetry and Purification

The rites performed by Mopsus are intended to accomplish two primary goals: to 

purify the Argonauts, who have been tainted by their involvement in the killing of the 

Doliones, and to appease the shades of those slain.124  As such, the rituals carried out by 

Valerius’ Mopsus have a very different motivation and function than those performed by 

the Argonauts at the analogous moment in the Hellenistic Argonautica.  This is due to the 

fact that, as I noted earlier, Valerius’ Argonauts are unable to depart from Cyzicus 

because of their keen sense of guilt over their role in the civil bloodshed, whereas 

Apollonius’ heroes are stuck in Cyzicus because of unfavorable winds.  In Apollonius, 

therefore, the men must first diagnose the cause of the bad weather, which Mopsus does 

122 Valerius’ phraseology here is specifically Ovidian, as it recalls Ovid’s description of Orpheus as 
Threicius vates at Met. 11.2.
123 Plainly put, for Valerius the vates is clearly a holy, pious, and sacerdotal figure.  Indeed, Orpheus is 
called pius…vates at 4.348, just before he sings the story of Io.  By contrast, of the six characters in 
Lucan’s epic who warrant the adjective impius, two of them are, tellingly, vatic figures: the Pythia 
Phemonoe (5.158) and the witch Erichtho (6.604).  Within the thematic economy of Lucan’s poem this puts 
them in the ‘impious’ company of Achillas (8.679), Caesar (8.783), Cleopatra (10.357), and Cornelia (8.96 
and 9.71).



67

with the aid of a bird omen.  He determines that the Argonauts must propitiate Rhea in 

order for the unfavorable winds to cease (1.1078-1102).125  In fact, the rituals performed 

in order to appease Rhea are used by Apollonius to introduce an aetiology for the raucous 

manner in which the Phrygians worship the goddess (1.1138-9), and he seems to have 

followed a tradition whereby the Argonauts are credited with establishing Rhea’s cult as 

a whole, not just the manner in which she was worshipped.126  In Valerius, however, the 

rituals performed by Mopsus have nothing whatsoever to do with Cybele.  They concern 

neither her appeasement nor the establishment of her cult.  In fact, in Valerius’ version of 

events Cybele’s cult is already well established in Cyzicus, and it is precisely king 

Cyzicus’ violation of her cult that leads to his downfall (3.19-31), a narrative departure 

from Apollonius that I discuss in more detail in Chapter Two.  Nor does Cybele need to 

be propitiated in Valerius’ version since her anger has already been appeased by the death 

of the king (237-8), such that once the king is dead, Cybele ceases to be an important 

figure in the episode.  Rather, Valerius shifts the focus from the need to appease the 

angry goddess to the need to appease the angry shades of the slain Doliones and to purify 

124 On the nature of the rituals described by Valerius see Boyancé 1935, who identifies them as 
fundamentally Orphic.
125 It is worth emphasizing that this is the extent of Mopsus’ involvement in Apollonius’ episode, for 
although he determines what must be done, it is Jason who says the prayers (1.1132-4) and Orpheus who 
leads the rituals to appease the goddess (1134).  There is no such division of labor in Valerius’ version.  In 
Valerius, Mopsus both determines the reasons for the Argonauts’ immobility (dicam…ac penitus causas 
labemque docebo, 3.377) and presides over the ceremonies that will solve the problem (417-55).  As a 
result, Mopsus is a much more prominent figure in Valerius’ Cyzicus episode than he is in Apollonius’.  
Moreover, by granting to Mopsus alone control over the interpretation of the problem and knowledge of the 
means by which it can be solved, Valerius emphasizes two distinct, yet related, aspects of the vates, who is 
at once a seer and a priest, a figure who can both divine the causes of the Argonauts’ problems and who 
possesses knowledge of the ritual required to solve them.
126 On which see Williams 1997, 18.
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the Argonauts of the bloodguilt that they have attracted for killing them.  This change in 

focus by Valerius is most clearly seen at 3.441-51:

Ter tacitos egere gradus, ter tristia tangens
arma simul vestesque virum lustramina ponto
pone iacit; rapidis adolentur cetera flammis.
Quin etiam truncas nemorum effigiesque virorum
rite locat quercus simulataque subligat arma.
Huc Stygias transire minas iramque severi
agminis, his orat vigiles incumbere curas
atque ita lustrifico cantu vocat, “Ite, perempti,
ac memores abolete animos; sint otia vobis,
sit Stygiae iam sedis amor; procul agmine nostro
et procul este mari cunctisque absistite bellis.”

Three times the Argonauts marched by in silence; touching the sad 
weapons and the clothing of the men three times, Mopsus throws the 
lustral offerings behind himself into the sea; the rest is burned by the swift 
flames.  Indeed, he even duly sets up effigies of the Colchians made from 
oak trees stripped of their branches and ties imitation weapons to them.  
He bids their hellish threats and their anger over the cruel bloodshed to 
pass to these images, and prays that their sleepless anxieties may weigh 
upon the effigies, and with a song of purification says, “Go, dead ones, 
and put an end to the anger you feel in your remembering minds; may you 
be at peace and may you now find love for the Stygian abode; stay far 
away from our group and far away from the sea and desist from all your
wars.”

Clearly, the rituals performed and the words spoken by Mopsus are directed 

simultaneously at cleansing the Argonauts (441-3) and appeasing the shades of the dead 

so that they do not, in their anger, haunt the heroes and cause them further anxiety (444-

51).  In fact, as Boyancé has observed, Mopsus’ order to the shades to leave the 

Argonauts in peace, as well as certain other elements of the rituals he performs, bear 

affinities with the description of the Lemuria that we find in Ovid’s Fasti (5.419-44), a 

festival that was designed, at least in part, to keep the spirits of the dead from returning to 
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wreak havoc on the lives of their surviving kinsfolk.127  To this end, Mopsus constructs 

wooden images of the Argonauts to which he orders the anger of the slain to be 

transferred, leaving the heroes free from the haunting of wandering ghosts.128

As it is then, Valerius’ Mopsus takes precautions in order to ward off precisely 

the kind of psychological anxiety caused by the haunting ghosts of the fallen Pompeians 

that affects Caesar and his troops in the aftermath of the battle of Pharsalus (BC 7.771-6):

Exigit a meritis tristes victoria poenas,
sibilaque et flammas infert sopor.  Umbra perempti
civis adest; sua quemque premit terroris imago:
ille senum voltus, iuvenum videt ille figuras,
hunc agitant totis fraterna cadavera somnis,
pectore in hoc pater est, omnes in Caesare manes.

Their victory demands cruel penalties from them as they deserved and 
sleep brings to them flames and the hissing of snakes.  The ghost of a slain 
citizen is present; each man is troubled by his own image of horror.  One 
sees the faces of old men, one is disturbed all night long by a brother’s 
corpse, another has his father on his mind, all the shades possess Caesar.

There will not be this type of lingering mental anguish produced by the visions of the 

slain for Valerius’ Argonauts.  This is made manifest immediately following Mopsus’ 

order to the shades of the dead to cease from tormenting the crew (3.456-8): [Mopsus] 

dixerat, et summas frondentibus intulit aris / libavitque dapes, placidi quas protinus 

angues, / umbrarum famuli, linguis rapuere coruscis (‘Mopsus had spoken, and he 

brought the final offerings of food to the leafy altar and poured a libation, which 

immediately snakes, the servants of the shades, calmly snatched up with their swiftly 

moving tongues’).  Here we see that Mopsus’ prayers and offerings are immediately 

127 Boyancé 1935, 131.  On the Lemuria see Latte 1960, 99.
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accepted by the shades of the dead Doliones, as placidi…angues (457) appear and seize 

the final meal offered to the dead by the vates.129  The hissing of the snakes (sibila) that 

so relentlessly disturbs the dreams of the Caesarians in Lucan’s epic will cease to trouble 

the Argonauts.  Placidi at 457 echoes the emphasis Valerius places throughout this 

episode on the placating function of Mopsus’ deeds  (placitis…coeptis, 416) and the 

healing power of his songs (carmina turbatos…placantia manes, 408) and thus reveals 

that his acts of appeasement have been successful.130

The immediate and peaceful acceptance of the offerings by the snakes, these 

servants of the shades (umbrarum famuli, 458), brings closure to the episode and clearly 

releases the Argonauts from the nightmarish visions that their participation in civil strife 

had been causing them.  The heroes board the ship immediately upon seeing the snakes 

accept Mopsus’ offerings (459).  They are now able to put the past behind them and once 

again to move forward with renewed determination for the success of the mission.  

Mopsus in fact bids the Argonauts not to look backward to the shore of Cyzicus and to 

forget the past (460-1): …imperat Ampycides nec visum vertere terrae; / exciderint quae 

gesta manu, quae debita fatis (‘Mopsus orders them not to turn their gaze toward the land 

and bids that they should let slip from their minds the things which have been done by 

their hands, the things which were owed to the Fates’).131  Mopsus’ instructions clearly 

128 This marks yet another significant departure from Valerius’ Hellenistic predecessor.  For a wooden 
image is constructed in Apollonius’ Cyzicus episode as well (by Argus, not Mopsus), but there it is a cult 
statue of Rhea that is fashioned (1.1117-22), not effigies of the Argonauts.
129Cf. Aen. 5.90-6 with Williams’ note, “The soul of the dead…was often represented as a snake” 
(Williams 1960, 63).
130 Note too that Mopsus sings carmina…placantia manes again at 5.98-100 to appease the shade of 
Sthenelus.
131 Langen 1964, 250 correctly explains the force of Valerius’ use of exciderint (sc. animo or mente) in line 
461, which is essentially synonymous with oblivisci or the like.
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indicate that it is once again time for the Argonauts to look ahead, to focus on the future, 

to forget the past.  With his reference to the need to forget the past, Valerius’ Mopsus 

touches upon a basic anthropological ‘truth’: memory and forgetting play critical roles in 

regard to a community’s ability to move beyond the crippling effects of civil war.132  For 

example, in his poem on the fraternas acies between Eteocles and Polynices, Statius, 

using language reminiscent of Valerius’ Mopsus, hopes that this bellum civile may be 

forgotten by future generations (monstrumque infame futuris / excidat, Th. 11.578-9).  

Lucan, for his part, intimates that no length of time will be sufficient to erase the memory 

of Pharsalia (quod sufficit aevum, / immemor ut donet belli tibi [sc. Thessalia] damna 

vetustas?, BC 7.849-50).  Indeed, his text functions to ensure that this is in fact the case.  

For at 9.980-6 Lucan claims that the civil wars will live on forever in the memory of 

future generations, and will do so partly because Lucan, as vates, has immortalized them 

in verse.  For Lucan there can be no question of moving beyond the unforgettable horrors 

of bellum civile, since the destruction, tyranny, and slavery produced by it are construed 

as indelible and ineradicable features, not only of his own time, but also of the 

generations to come (…in totum mundi prosternimur aevum, BC 7.640).  

What a difference a few years make.  For in Valerius, the men are able to forget 

and move on.  The heroes respond very well indeed to Mopsus’ orders.  The Argonauts’ 

renewed determination to continue the journey is made clear at 3.468 (animi rediere 

viris) and in fact their newly found will to forge ahead leads them to engage in a rowing 

contest to see who can propel the ship forward with the most force (468-80).  And the 

language Valerius employs in describing this rowing contest is itself suggestive of 

132 Loraux 2002.
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renewal (instaurant…certamina, 470).133 Dwelling on and reliving, as it were, the awful 

events of the civil bloodshed in Cyzicus had gotten the Argonauts nowhere and had 

brought them nothing but a paralyzing despair.  Mopsus’ vatic powers have managed to 

replace this despair with a new and enabling sense of joy (laetae concordia vocis, 464) 

and have brought an end to the immobilizing mental shipwreck that had stranded the 

heroes in Cyzicus.134  For now the ‘storm’ is over and the men can once again set sail 

(465-9): Iuppiter urgentem ceu summa Ceraunia nubem / cum pepulit movitque iugis, 

fulsere repente / et nemora et scopuli nitidusque reducitur aether, / sic animi rediere viris

(‘Just as when Jupiter has driven away a cloud that is oppressing the Ceraunian heights 

and moves it from the ridges, suddenly the woods and rocks shine forth and the bright 

sky returns, thus did courage return to the men’).  

Mopsus’ vatic powers are here configured as instrumental to the success of the 

epic undertaking and are thus crucial in enabling the consolidation of Jupiter’s new 

regime.  For the vates provides a means of healing the psychological anguish of civil war 

that had been impeding the Argonauts’ forward movement.  As such, this episode 

emphasizes the vates’ ability to bring a sense of calm and closure to the traumatized 

participants of civil war, enabling them to move beyond the constraining and paralyzing 

horror of the recent past and once again to look ahead to a better future.  I suggest that 

this episode represents the critical role envisioned by Valerius for vates living in the 

133 The notion of a rowing contest at this point in the narrative is developed from Apollonius 1.1153-71, 
although there is nothing in his text to suggest renewal, starting over, or a movement beyond the past with 
the resumption of the voyage.
134 Valerius’ reference to a joyful conclusion to this episode shows that he has essentially reversed the 
basic thrust of Apollonius’ version of events in Cyzicus.  For Apollonius uses the initially happy reception 
of the Argonauts at Cyzicus as a foil against which the sad events that follow appear all the more dark and 
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aftermath of the civil wars that brought down the Julio-Claudian dynasty and led to the 

establishment of the Flavian regime.  In this, the vates Valerius shows the way.  As for 

the Argonauts, so too for Valerius’ Roman readers, it is time for amnesty, time to forget;

the time has come to leave the past behind, to be cleansed of the awful events of the 

recent civil wars and once again to advance forward with a renewed sense of purpose and 

hope in the promise of a new political era.  Valerius’ depiction of this process in his 

Cyzicus episode, as well as his text’s poetics of reconstruction and renewal in general, 

reveal that in many ways his poem functions as a lustrificus cantus, like the song sung by 

Mopsus in Book 3 (3.448).  Valerius’ epic, his ‘song of purification’, was offered to the 

world in response to the miasma caused by Lucan’s iconclastic challenge to epic and the 

recent civil war’s impious challenge to empire.  Just as Vespasian restored political order 

out of the chaos of civil war, Valerius restored poetic order out of the chaos of Lucan’s 

Civil War.  In this way, Valerius’ Argonautica is more than just a ‘song of purification’; 

it is also a poetic instauratio, an attempt to start over from a new beginning, a socially 

symbolic act carried out in the context of the new political era ushered in by Vespasian’s 

refoundation of the imperial project.

horrific, and he offers no sense of consolation in the wake of these awful events.  On this see Levin 1971, 
93.
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Chapter Two: Gigantomachy and Civil War

Introduction

In this chapter I examine the presentation of civil war in Valerius’ poem.  The 

extent to which civil war figures in Valerius’ narrative is at first surprising, especially if 

one compares the Roman Argonautica with its Hellenistic predecessor, for in this regard, 

as in many others, the Roman epic differs greatly from its Greek model.  This point is 

most easily illustrated by Valerius’ decision to compose an entire book of civil war 

narrative (i.e. Book 6) devoted to the civil war fought between Aeetes and Perses in 

Colchis.  This war is omitted by Apollonius, although he does appear to refer obliquely to 

a tradition in which the civil discord between the Colchian brothers was given fuller 

treatment (3.392-5).  It is hardly an exaggeration to say that Valerius was obsessed with 

the ‘idea’ of civil war:135 instances of bellum civile appear throughout his epic, producing 

a leitmotif of some importance within the broader themes of the poem.136  In this regard 

we see once again the extent to which Valerius’ narrative engages with themes central to 

Lucan’s Pharsalia, as well as with the recent history of the Roman state, namely the civil 

135 Cf. McGuire 1997, 103-13 and Zissos 2003, 677 n. 63.
136 Instances of civil discord: the civil strife between Aeson / Jason and Pelias (1.22-32, 700-826); Jupiter’s 
victories over the Titans and Giants (1.563-5, 2.16-33); the insurrection of the storm winds (1.574-640); the 
civil strife at Lemnos (2.107-310); the battle in Cyzicus (3.15-361); the war in Colchis (6.1-760).  Although 
civil war occurs with surprising frequency, it should be noted that bellum civile is rejected as the central 
theme of the epic in favor of the voyage to Colchis.  When Jason is trying to figure out how to handle
Aeetes’ treachery, raising an insurrection against the king is aired as a narrative possibility, only to be 
rejected in favor of complying with the tyrant’s cruel orders and setting out to obtain the fleece (1.71-4): 
Heu quid agat?  Populumne levem veterique tyranno / infensum atque olim miserantes Aesona patres / 
advocet?  An socia Iunone et Pallade fretus / armisona speret magis et freta iussa capessat…(‘Alas! What 
is Jason to do?  Should he call to his aid the fickle people who are hostile to the old tyrant and the senators 
who once pitied Aeson?  Or relying on the aid of Juno as an ally and Pallas of the ringing armor should he 
rather take to the seas as ordered…’).  Thus from one perspective the Argonauts’ mission is undertaken in 
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wars that toppled the Julio-Claudian dynasty in 69 leading to the refoundation of the 

imperial project with the accession of Vespasian to the throne (on which more in a 

moment).  But for Valerius, I suggest, civil war is not the historical ‘dead end’ (summa 

dies, BC 7.195) that it is in Lucan’s Pharsalia; it does not mark a total breakdown of 

order and it does not constitute a descent into a chaos from which there is no escape.  

Rather, I hope to show that for Valerius civil war can have a positive function, that it can 

mark a new beginning and can lead to the establishment of a new and better era of world 

history.  In Valerius, civil war can be an enabling vehicle for the progress of history, 

whereas in Lucan bellum civile brings nothing in its wake but destruction, death, and 

tyranny.  

One of the primary ways in which Valerius accomplishes this revision of Lucan’s 

presentation of civil war is by giving his accounts of civil strife a particularly strong 

moral dimension, such that even in the midst of bellum civile, there is a clearly defined 

‘right side’ and an equally clearly defined ‘wrong side’.  In Valerius’ civil war narratives, 

the distinction between good and evil does not collapse, as is the case in Lucan’s 

Pharsalia.  For in Valerius, civil war is consistently imagined in terms of Gigantomachy 

in its more traditional form, a particularly ‘moralized’ type of civil war in which the 

forces of order square off against the forces of chaos, in which strong lines of 

demarcation obtain between adherents of good and agents of evil.  And in Valerius, the 

forces of order/good consistently prevail over the forces of chaos/evil, which represents a 

return to the normative thrust of the Gigantomachy myth.  For the myth had been 

an attempt to avoid civil war in Thessaly, as it provides a series of ‘foreign’ obstacles / challenges that the 
Greek heroes must overcome.
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perverted and undermined by Lucan, in whose poem the gigantomachic Caesar, the

supreme and most monstrous force of disorder in the narrative, emerges as the victor: in 

Lucan, the impious Giant wins, evil wins.137  In addition to reversing the myth, Lucan 

was not averse to confusing the Gigantomachy model beyond recognition, making it 

impossible to determine just who, within this scheme, ought to be seen as the Giants and 

who the Olympians.138

Valerius, for his part, appears to have been very keen to clear up the confusions 

and collapses inherent in Lucan’s gigantomachic dualisms.  In his deployment of the 

Gigantomachy model, Valerius in fact is so zealous to tidy up the (mis)use of the myth as 

it appears in Lucan’s Pharsalia that he ultimately succeeds in disambiguating the 

somewhat ambivalent usage of image-complexes drawn from Gigantomachy that we find 

in Vergil’s Aeneid.139  That is, in his desire to ‘correct’ Lucan’s use of gigantomachic 

imagery, largely by attempting to re-establish a presumably Vergilian orderliness to this 

mythological paradigm, Valerius in fact achieves what we might call a hyper-Vergilian 

orderliness.  For his deployment of gigantomachic imagery is much more stable and 

consistent than Vergil’s, in whose poem the Gigantomachy model is not used in any 

simplified way to distinguish unambiguously or consistently the heroes from the villains, 

137 On this aspect of Lucan’s portrayal of Caesar see Henderson 1988, 145 and Feeney 1991, 297-8.  
Generally speaking, Lucan’s reversal of the Gigantomachy model can be seen as an effect of the fact that 
for him “…victory in civil war qualifies the conqueror for damnation rather than for glory” (Ahl 1976, 
145).
138 For an analysis of such confusion, especially as it relates to Lucan’s depiction of the naval battle at 
Massilia in Book 3, see Masters 1992, 39-40.
139 On the pervasive importance of gigantomachic imagery in the Aeneid see Hardie 1986, 85-156.
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good from evil, as I suggest is the case in Valerius’ epic.140  In essence, the reversals and 

collapses evident in Lucan’s use of gigantomachic imagery are a feature of the model that 

he inherited from Vergil’s ambivalent deployment of it.  Of course, Valerius’ 

appropriation of the Gigantomachy model also relies heavily on Vergil’s usage of 

gigantomachic imagery in the Aeneid, as we shall see.  But whereas Lucan uses the 

model to suggest the confusion of hero and villain, good and evil, and the collapse of 

order, Valerius extracts meanings from the paradigm that are diametrically opposed to 

those drawn from it by Lucan.  Whereas Lucan’s use of the Gigantomachy model is 

wholly negative and deconstructive, Valerius’ is positive and reconstructive, the one 

using it to suggest the collapse of order into chaos, the other the creation of order out of 

chaos.  As such, both Lucan and Valerius engage in a tendentious process of ‘selective 

appropriation’ of Vergilian gigantomachic image-complexes, thereby obliterating 

Vergil’s more balanced and ambivalent deployment of the Gigantomachy model in the 

Aeneid.  Both Lucan and Valerius, pulling in opposite directions, as it were, attempt to 

delimit the meaning and importance of gigantomachic imagery more explicitly and more 

single-mindedly than Vergil had.141

What this means for Valerius is that Gigantomachy appears as a wholly positive 

paradigm, as a myth concerned not with the confusion of right and wrong, the collapse of 

order into chaos, and the triumph of evil, but rather as a myth whose controlling principle 

140 On the instability and ambivalence of gigantomachic imagery in the Aeneid see Hardie 1986, 154-6, 
Griffin 1988, 230-1, Feeney 1991, 159, Hardie 1993, 74-6, O’Hara 1994, 217-26, and Kronenberg 2005, 
408.
141 On this type of tendentious literary appropriation by ‘secondary’ poets more generally, see the elegant 
formulation of Hunter 1993, 103: “The ‘literary criticism’ which poets in their poems practise upon their 
predecessors is not necessarily intended to display truths about those predecessors.  Rather, a particular 
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is precisely the establishment and maintenance of Jovian order (which is explicitly 

identified and consistently valorized) against the forces of chaos (which are explicitly 

identified and consistently vilified) that seek to disrupt and undo it.  As a result, Valerius’ 

disambiguation of Vergilian gigantomachic imagery on the one hand and his correction 

of Lucan’s wholly negative appropriation of the Gigantomachy model on the other, 

coupled with the fact that his civil war narratives are consistently cast in terms of this 

more simplified gigantomachic paradigm, allow him to distinguish clearly between the 

heroes and the villains, between good and evil, between the forces of order and chaos.  

And Valerius maintains these distinctions even in the midst of bellum civile, precisely the 

type of struggle in which the lines of demarcation between such categories are most apt

to dissolve, as they do in Lucan’s Pharsalia.142  Civil war, in the form of Gigantomachy, 

is thus intimately and positively associated in Valerius’ epic with the establishment and 

maintenance of the Jovian regime, which (pace Lucan) unambiguously marks the 

dawning of a better and more orderly era for the world.143

It is worth emphasizing the extent to which the Gigantomachy model was 

particularly well suited to the theme of momentous historical change and the transition to 

a new and better age of world history.  For the Gigantomachy, especially when it is 

viewed as a corollary to the Titanomachy, is in essence a myth of political succession and 

regime change on the cosmic level, aspects of the myth that Valerius in fact emphasizes 

image of previous poetry is constructed in accordance with the needs of the later poem, and such 
constructions may not be true to the contours and nuances of the original.”  Cf also Hinds 1998, 52-83.
142 Cf Quint 1989, 3: “…a civil war…where distinctions between contending factions were liable to 
collapse.”
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at 1.563-5, where Jupiter explains that he rose to power as the result of his victories over 

the Titans and Giants: me primum regia mundo / Iapeti post bella trucis Phlegraeque 

labores / imposuit.144  And Valerius, in a rather traditional manner, envisions Jupiter’s 

succession via the Gigantomachy as a positive step forward for world history, since for 

him, as for others before and after him, it is represented “not merely as a struggle but 

rather a creative act, a new beginning for society, marking the dawn of a golden age.”145

It is precisely this aspect of the Gigantomachy model that Valerius’ poem celebrates, and 

it is this aspect that enables the myth to function as a political allegory for the recent 

history of the Roman state and the contemporary political landscape in which Valerius’

epic was composed.  

For not only was the Gigantomachy frequently employed in Latin epic as a model

for civil war on earth,146 it was also a myth that took on an increasingly important role in 

imperial ideology as an “archetype for the imperial mission”, such that “the 

Gigantomachia had a political significance as well; in these terms it represented the 

consolidation of the human political order and with it the triumph of law over the forces 

which would destroy the very foundations of social order.”147  In fact, the importance of 

Jupiter’s victory over the forces of chaos as a symbol of imperial order and the notion 

143 Lucan, of course, also closely associates the Gigantomachy and the establishment of Jupiter’s regime, 
but for him this marks the enslavement of the world, not the dawning of a better era (BC 1.33-7).  On this 
see my discussion in Chapter One, p. 39-44.
144 I tend to use the term ‘Gigantomachy’ in a generalized sense, letting it cover Jupiter’s battles against the 
Titans, Giants, Typhoeus / Typhon, and various other monstrously large enemies of the Olympian order.  In 
this I follow Hardie 1986, 85, who notes the “ancient indifference to the distinctions” between such myths.  
Of course, sometimes the distinctions may be useful to maintain, as O’Hara 1994, 222 points out.
145 Fears 1981b, 817.  And cf. Wijsman 2000b, 82: “The gigantomachia can be considered a step forward 
in the world’s progress.” 
146 See Chapter One, p. 30 n. 47.
147 Fears 1981b, 816-7.  Cf. also Hardie 1986, 85-90 on the ‘tradition of political gigantomachic imagery’.
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that the emperor was the god’s terrestrial equivalent as viceregent of the oikoumene

underwent major developments under Vespasian.148  In various ways (e.g. building 

projects, coin issues, etc.) Vespasian proclaimed that Jupiter had “bestowed world rule 

upon [himself] and his son Titus.”149  It is with Vespasian that many modern historians 

mark “the beginnings of the ‘Jovian theology’ of imperial power” that became so 

prominent a part of imperial ideology thereafter.150  I suggest that Valerius’ deployment 

of gigantomachic imagery should be understood in terms of this growing ideological 

construct, this ‘Jovian theology of imperial power’.151  I have already demonstrated that 

Valerius draws an implicit thematic connection between the foundation of the Flavian 

dynasty and the establishment of the Jovian regime, casting each as a moment of renewed 

hope for the progress of human history, the dawning of a new age that expands the 

horizons of human potential.152  With its pervasive use of gigantomachic imagery, 

Valerius’ Argonautica time and again signifies, albeit symbolically, that through bellum 

civile the forces of order triumph over the forces of chaos.  This process brings about the 

establishment of a new and better imperial dynasty that opens a new and better chapter in 

world history.  Valerius’ formal gestures thus have a contemporary historical resonance 

that can not be ignored: civil war can lead to positive historical change, for civil war 

placed Jupiter in control of the cosmos, Vespasian in control of the imperium.

148 Of course, one can trace this symbolism back to the Augustan age, where already in Horace’s ‘Roman 
Odes’ Augustus is presented as “the viceregent of Jupiter on earth” (Zetzel 1996, 310).
149 Fears 1981a, 77 (for the quotation), and in general 74-80.
150 Wardle 1996, 222.
151 In fact, Valerius’ disambiguation and simplification of gigantomachic imagery can be regarded as 
intensely ‘ideological’, since the “advantage of ideology…is its capacity to simplify, to make hard and fast 
distinctions and draw up sides” (Quint 1989, 3).
152 Chapter One, p. 26-46.
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The first section of this chapter examines the programmatic importance of the 

Gigantomachy model in Book 1 for configuring the Argonauts as enforcers of Jovian 

order and eradicators of various Giant-like and rebellious dissidents who threaten this 

order.  The second section of the chapter analyzes in detail the means by which Valerius 

presents the civil strife between the Doliones and Argonauts in Cyzicus as a terrestrial 

Gigantomachy.  I conclude the chapter with an examination of the manner in which, in 

addition to Gigantomachy, Valerius presents his Cyzicus episode as a prototype of the 

Trojan War, and I suggest that these two features (i.e. Gigantomachy and Iliupersis) are 

the keys to understanding how Valerius integrates the events in Cyzicus with some of the 

most fundamental themes of his epic: the establishment of Jupiter’s new regime and the 

beginning of armed conflict between east and west, a principal feature of Jupiter’s new 

vision for the world (1.545-60).  Finally, an appendix to the chapter sets out in short 

order, for the sake of brevity, the evidence for reading the civil war between Perses and 

Aeetes as an earthly Gigantomachy.

Boreas, Aeolus, and the Gigantomachic Storm in Book 1

In an episode charged with programmatic significance, Valerius establishes the 

fundamental importance of Gigantomachy to the overall moral and political designs of 

his epic.153  In Book 1, as the audience is still digesting Jupiter’s authoritative prophetic 

proclamation, with its sweeping chronological scope and grand designs for human history 

(1.531-60, a variation on Jupiter’s prophecy in the Aeneid), the new king’s imperial 

153 Zissos 1997, 97-105 is fundamental on the gigantomachic aspects of Valerius’ storm scene.  My 
discussion is greatly indebted to his analysis.
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agenda is challenged by forces that oppose Jupiter’s plan to set men in motion and 

expand the horizons of human potential.  In yet another reshuffling of a motif from 

Vergil’s Aeneid, this opposition to the Jovian order takes the form of a sea storm caused 

by rebellious and chaotic storm winds that threatens to sink Argo, the very emblem of 

Jupiter’s new world order.  For ultimately the voyage of Argo is intended by Jupiter to 

have consequences and effects reaching far beyond its own ‘chronological moment’: this 

unprecedented epic voyage is to inspire an increase in human mobility and interaction 

(commercia mundo, 1.246), thus ushering in a new era of world history that will put an 

end to the otium of the Saturnian age (1.500).154  Given the great importance of Argo’s 

success for Jupiter’s imperial agenda, opposition to Argo has a particularly political 

significance in Valerius’ epic, such that obstructing the progress of the voyage is 

tantamount to an act of political subversion.

Not that there is a great deal of such obstruction in Valerius’ narrative, a fact that 

renders Boreas’ subversive activity in Book 1 all the more uniquely revolutionary.  For 

one of the more remarkable features of Valerius’ epic is that there is very little divine 

opposition to the voyage and the quest for the fleece, especially among the Olympians.  

Perhaps this is an effect of Jupiter’s particularly strong investment in the success of the 

epic action.  Even before Jupiter utters his prophecy, we are told that “all the gods rejoice 

along with him” (una omnes gaudent superi, 1.501) as he gazes down joyously (laetatur, 

154 For this theme Valerius is particularly indebted to Vergil’s anti-primitivist formulation of the movement 
from the Saturnian era to the Jovian regime found at Georgics 1.121-46 (on which see Gatz 1967, 162-5 
and Galinsky 1996, 93-6 and 121-3).  For Valerius, the Saturnia regna was not a time of human 
advancement through technological innovation, nor was it a time that witnessed the increasing civilization 
of the human race.  For Valerus, Saturn is not the culture-hero Vergil’s Evander claims him to be at Aen. 
8.319-25 (on which see Taylor 1955, 262-6 and Thomas 1982, 87).  For discussions of the various 
traditions concerning the Saturnia regna see Baldry 1952 and Johnston 1977.
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500) from heaven when Argo takes to the seas, a passage that is modeled on Apollonius 

1.547-9, although there is no mention made there either of Zeus’ happiness or of the 

unanimously joyful response to the ship’s departure from Iolcos.155  The only gods who 

do not rejoice are Sol, about whose reasons for opposition I shall say more below (see n. 

172), and Mars, who is saddened that the fleece will be removed from a grove sacred to 

him in Colchis (1.503-29).  Mars will in fact, after some deliberation, fight on the side of 

the ‘Scythians’ (i.e. against the Argonauts) in the civil war at Colchis in Book 6 (6.1-32).  

But beyond that, divine opposition to the Argonauts’ mission is hard to find.  For her 

part, Juno makes a great show of the fact that she can not be her usual (i.e. Vergilian) 

epic self, can not be the chief representative of divine antipathy toward the hero of the 

story.156  Juno has no problem with the Argonauts as a whole or their mission.  Rather she 

has only a personal hatred of Hercules alone (1.111-9).  In fact, Juno’s aid is sought and 

received by Jason very early in the poem (1.79-92), and although she will successfully 

separate Hercules from the Argonauts later on (3.481-4.57), both she and Minerva are a 

constant source of assistance to the Argonauts throughout the narrative.

So in Valerius’ epic, divine/Olympian opponents are rare indeed.  With the 

notable exception of Boreas and Aeolus, opposition to the success of the voyage more 

normally comes from the human level, from Giant-like figures such as Amycus, whose 

anti-Jovian political views are stated in no uncertain terms (aliis rex Iuppiter oris, 4.219).  

And Amycus’ political opposition to Jupiter all but requires him, like Boreas, to oppose 

the voyage of Argo as well, since in Valerius’ epic the voyage is consistently construed 

155 On the symbolic connection between the benignity that characterizes Jupiter’s gaze here and the Jovian 
serenitas that Valerius ascribes to Vespasian’s view from heaven at 1.20-1 see Chapter One, p. 46.
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as a Jovian operation (4.220-1): faxo Bebrycium nequeat transcendere puppis / ulla 

fretum et ponto volitet Symplegas inani (‘I shall make it that not a single ship traverses 

Bebrycian waters and that the Symplegades move swiftly on an empty sea’).157  As such, 

Boreas’ opposition to the voyage of Argo is a rather unique act of defiance within the 

thematic economy of Valerius’ narrative.  But the challenge he poses for Jupiter’s 

imperial agenda is no less serious for the singularity of his opposition.

That Valerius’ sea storm is modeled closely on the storm that wrecks the Trojans’ 

ships in Book 1 of the Aeneid is obvious, and Valerius clearly appropriates many of the 

themes and much of the imagery of this famous Vergilian episode.158  Especially crucial 

is the recognition that, as with Vergil, Valerius’ storm takes the form of a naturalized 

Gigantomachy whereby the storm winds are allegorically associated with Titans and 

Giants, mythological forces of disorder that threaten “not only the hegemony of the 

Olympian gods but also the structure of the cosmos itself”.159  Taking this aspect of 

Valerius’ storm scene as a given, I want to explore the political and moral implications of 

this Gigantomachic uprising against Jupiter’s newly established hegemony.  I suggest that 

the episode as a whole stages a debate concerning the legitimacy of Argo’s mission and, 

consequently, of Jupiter’s imperial agenda.  To sink the ship would be to render Jupiter’s 

grand imperial designs (and Valerius’ epic project) dead in the water.

156 On this aspect of Valerius’ presentation of Juno see Zissos 2002, 76-7.
157 Apollonius’ Amycus, although he is clearly a monstrous and uncivilized figure (2.1-4, 38- 40), expresses 
no such anti-Jovian or anti-Argonautic sentiments.
158 On Valerius’ storm in general see Shelton 1974-5 and Adamietz 1976, 24-6.  The description of a storm 
at sea was, of course, a favorite epic topos (on which see Morford 1967, 20-36), but Valerius’ storm is 
decidedly Vergilian (cf. Zissos 2002, 78).
159 Hardie 1986, 95.  For Valerius’ storm as naturalized Gigantomachy see Hardie 1993, 83-4 and Zissos 
1997, 97-108.  
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A Political Storm

To begin with, it is important to note the effect produced by Valerius’ placement 

of the storm immediately following Jupiter’s imperialist proclamation of the Fates and his 

exhortation to his sons to follow in his footsteps.  For Jupiter has just offered his new 

vision of the world (1.531-60), including as well a brief history of how he recently came 

to power (563-5): me primum regia mundo / Iapeti post bella trucis Phlegraeque labores 

/ imposuit (‘It was only after my wars with savage Iapetus and the toils of Phlegra that the 

palace placed me in charge of the world’).  Appropriating a rather traditional 

mythological chronology, Jupiter claims to have risen to power as the result of his 

victories in two wars: the Titanomachy and Gigantomachy.160  When we are then 

confronted with the gigantomachic forces of the storm winds unleashed by Boreas and 

Aeolus only nine lines later (574ff.), we are keenly aware of the great importance for 

Jupiter’s new regime of keeping such forces under control.  And as we shall see, under 

Jupiter’s control is precisely where Boreas and Aeolus do not wish to be.  By juxtaposing 

the declaration of Jupiter’s new imperial vision, which has been made possible by his 

victories over the Titans and Giants, with the ‘gigantomachic perspective’ of Boreas and 

Aeolus Valerius creates the atmosphere of a debate, granting the opposition time for a 

rebuttal and allowing a dissident voice to be heard.  Valerius’ arrangement thus gives to 

the entire episode a particularly strong political charge: the actions of Boreas and Aeolus 

are not simply anti-Olympian; they are explicitly anti-Jovian, subversive of the new 
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king’s political agenda.  Boreas’ appeal to Aeolus to unleash the storm winds is nothing 

short of a call for political revolution.161

And I mean ‘revolution’ quite literally.  For what Boreas desires with the storm is 

not to carry out a personal vendetta against the Argonauts, since he has no personal 

history of antagonism against them as Vergil’s Juno does with the Trojans (or as 

Valerius’ Juno has with Hercules).  Rather he seeks to turn things back to the way they 

were in the days before Jupiter came to power.  In essence, Boreas envisions a return to 

the Saturnian era, when he and the other storm winds had free rein to keep mortals from 

sailing the high seas (1.598-607):162

“Pangaea quod ab arce nefas”, ait “Aeole, vidi!
Graia novam ferro molem commenta iuventus
pergit et ingenti gaudens domat aequora velo,
nec mihi libertas imis freta tollere harenis
qualis eram nondum vinclis et carcere clausus.
Hinc animi structaeque viris fiducia puppis
quod Borean sub rege vident. Da mergere Graios
insanamque ratem; nil me mea pignora tangunt.
Tantum hominum compesce minas dum litora iuxta
Thessala necdum aliae viderunt carbasa terrae.”

He said, “Aeolus, what an outrage I have seen from the citadel of Pangaeus! The
Greek youths advance, having fashioned a new structure with the axe, and
joyously they are subduing the sea with an enormous ship. I do not have the

160 Valerius’ chronology is ‘traditional’ in that it is Hesiodic (Theogony 617-735, 820-868).  Hesiod’s 
version of the sequence of events leading to Jupiter’s rule over the cosmos became the standard (see for 
example Apollodorus 1.2.1 and 1.6).
161 The intensely political nature of Valerius’ storm scene invites us to see in the episode something akin to 
the time-honored metaphor of the ‘ship of state’, whereby political turmoil is assimilated to a storm that 
ravages sailors on the high seas.  For some contemporaries, Vespasian had quelled the ‘storms of civil war’, 
coming to the aid of a world that was iactatum procellis rei publicae (Pliny NH 3.30).  For an analysis of 
the entire voyage as symbolic of the ‘ship of state’ see Davis 1980.
162 Although Boreas, like Vergil in Eclogue 4, envisions a return to the Saturnian era (redeunt Saturnia 
regna, Ecl. 4.6), this earlier age in Valerius’ narrative bears no resemblance to the earthly paradise 
associated with the Saturnian era in Vergil’s poem, as we shall see.  On the striking originality of Vergil’s 
formulation of a return to the Saturnian age, see Gatz 1967, 25 and Nisbet 1978, 61.  On the frequent 
appearance of this topos in imperial panegyric, see Gatz 1967, 138-43.
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freedom to raise up the sea from its sandy depths, such as I used to when I was
not yet confined by chains and a prison. And it is because they see Boreas under
the control of a king that the men have courage and confidence in the ship they
have built. Allow me to sink the Greeks and their insane ship; the fate of my
children does not affect me at all. Only close off the mortals’ threats while the
Thessalian shores near by and no other lands have yet seen their sails.

Clearly Boreas resents the restraints that have been placed on him as a result of Jupiter’s 

rise to power: he no longer has the ‘freedom’ (libertas) to roam about wreaking havoc on 

the seas (imis freta tollere harenis, 601), ever since Jupiter placed him in a subterranean 

prison house (vinclis et carcere clausus, 602), under the guardianship of Aeolus (sub 

rege, 604).  In this way, Valerius has Boreas give voice to the unexplained indignation 

felt by the imprisoned winds in Vergil’s Aeneid (indignantes, Aen. 1.55), supplying him 

in fact with a specific motivation for his resentment.  For Boreas claims that the new 

restraints placed on him and the other winds have given mortals the courage to take to the 

seas (hinc animi structaeque viris fiducia puppis, 603), a state of affairs that he finds 

personally insulting (nefas, 598), given that mankind’s awe for his power has ostensibly 

been diminished due to his imprisonment.  To Boreas, Argo’s mission represents a threat 

(minas, 606), a hybristic assault on his sphere of influence, the successful completion of 

which will set a powerful example for others to follow (606-7).163  In Boreas’ eyes, the 

Argonauts are the ‘Giants’, reaching beyond their own sphere, upsetting the established 

balance of things.  To him, the Jovian imperative for the Argonauts to “reach for the 

stars” (1.563) by taking to the seas is understood in negative terms, as an arrogant assault 

on the integrity of the sea and the divine forces that govern it.  This is an explicitly 

163 For the Argonautic mission as a powerful exemplum virtutis in Valerius’ poem see Chapter One, p. 29-
39.
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dissident perspective on the action of Valerius’ epic and, given the prominence accorded 

to it in the poem’s opening book, it is one that is impossible to ignore.  

The sailing of Argo could, of course, be made to suit a somewhat primitivist 

vision of historical change in which human technology is vilified as gigantomachic, as an 

attempt by man to (hybristically) overstep his ‘natural’ bounds.164  Valerius is keenly 

aware of the potential for a negative interpretation of this famous first, the sailing of the 

first ship; he is keenly aware that it can be construed as the nautical equivalent of the sky-

reaching flight of Daedalus and Icarus (1.702-8), another famous first fraught with 

anxiety over the propriety of man’s progress into previously unknown realms of 

nature.165  It is this ‘negative reading’ of the essential meaning of Argo’s voyage that 

Boreas espouses.  This bestows on the passage a great deal of temporary or provisional 

(and ‘Lucanesque’) ambivalence concerning exactly who, the Argonauts or the storm 

winds, ought to be viewed as the more Giant-like.  Valerius’ narrative thus stages a 

debate over the fundamental meaning and relative merits of Jupiter’s new cosmic 

dispensation and calls into question the morality of Jupiter’s recently declared vision of 

the future (1.531-60).  Examining the terms of this debate is instructive.

To begin, it is worth analyzing precisely what is at stake in a return to the pre-

Jovian “freedom” (libertas, 601) of which Boreas speaks.  Just before Boreas addresses 

Aeolus, in a passage loaded with the symbolism and imagery of a naturalized 

164 A locus classicus for this reading of Argo’s voyage is Lucan BC 6.400-12, on which more below.  On 
the negative significance accorded to Argo’s voyage in the primitivist tradition and its relations to Valerius’ 
epic more generally, see Feeney 1991, 332-5 and Zissos 1997, 79-93.
165 In Ovid’s version, the flight of Daedalus and Icarus is not just an assault on nature; the unprecedented 
flight of man actually “changes the laws of nature” (ignotas animum dimittit in artes / naturamque novat, 
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Gigantomachy, Valerius describes the state of affairs in the cosmos when the winds 

roamed free, before describing what actions Jupiter took when he came to power.  It is an 

image of order being imposed on chaos (1.586-94):166

…hinc olim soliti miscere polumque
infelixque fretum (neque enim tunc Aeolus illis
rector erat Libya cum rumperet advena Calpen
Oceanus, cum flens Siculos Oenotria fines
perderet et mediis intrarent montibus undae),
intonuit donec pavidis ex aethere ventis
omnipotens regemque dedit, quem iussa vereri
saeva cohors; tum monte chalybs iterataque muris
saxa domant Euros.

From this place in former days the winds were accustomed to confuse the heavens
and the calamitous sea (for at that time Aeolus was not in control of them, when
the invading ocean created a rupture between Calpe and Libya, when Oenotria
sorrowfully lost its border with Sicily and the water entered the middle of the
mountains), until the All-powerful thundered from heaven and the winds were
terrified and he gave them a king, whom the savage throng was ordered to revere.
From then on, iron and rocks doubled to form a wall quell the winds within the
mountain.

This passage, which is clearly indebted to Vergil’s description of Jupiter’s imprisonment 

of the Giant-like winds in Aeneid 1167, emerges as a naturalized counterpart to the 

mythological victories over the Titans and Giants mentioned only twenty lines prior to 

this brief portrait of Jovian order being imposed on a hitherto disruptive element of the 

Met. 8.188-9, with Anderson 1972, 350).  For a discussion of Valerius’ assimilation of Argo’s voyage to 
the flight of Daedalus, see Feeney 1991, 332.
166 Like Valerius’ Jupiter, Vespasian was also imagined as a bringer of order and stability to a troubled and 
chaotic world (Suetonius Vesp. 8.1): per totum imperii tempus nihil habuit antiquius quam prope afflictam 
nutantemque rem publicam stabilire (‘During the whole time he ruled Vespasian considered nothing more 
important than to stabilize the State, which had nearly been overthrown and was tottering’).  Cf. also Suet. 
Vesp. 1.1, where the gens Flavia (a term that presumably refers mainly to Vespasian and Titus), is said to 
have “secured the empire” (imperium…firmavit), which was “adrift” (quasi vagum).  With the accession of 
Vespasian serenitas once again returned to the world (Orosius 7.9.1): tranquilla sub Vespasiano duce 
serenitas rediit.
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natural world (1.563-5).  Valerius thus draws out the implicit gigantomachic aspects of 

the Vergilian storm winds and places them in a more explicit relationship with Jupiter’s 

‘actual’ Titanic and Gigantic enemies.  In Valerius, Jupiter’s victory over the Titans and 

Giants and his ‘domination’ (domant, 594) of the chaotic storm winds are configured as 

distinct yet intimately related stages in his early struggles to establish his celestial regime.  

The establishment of Jupiter’s new regime thus appears to be regarded as the gradual 

establishment of order, which results from Jupiter’s successes in a series of struggles 

aimed at ridding the world of various monstrous forces of disorder (Titans, Giants, storm 

winds).  As such, the quelling of the storm winds emerges as a crucial defining feature of 

the new Jovian dispensation, as definitive, in fact, as the wars waged by Jupiter against 

the Titans and Giants.  Consequently, a return to the libertas of the storm winds to roam 

free, which Boreas desires, is a call for a return to the ‘political realities’ that obtained 

before Jupiter came to power, a return, that is, to the Saturnian era.168

In this regard, it is worth emphasizing the effect created by having one of the 

storm winds himself (Boreas) act as the instigator of the rebellion.  By begging Aeolus to 

unleash the imprisoned winds Boreas, of course, assumes the role of Vergil’s Juno (Aen. 

1.65-75).  But Boreas makes his appeal to Aeolus ‘from the inside’, as it were, as if he is 

standing at the bars of his prison cell pleading with Aeolus and portraying himself and 

the other winds as innocent political casualties of Jupiter’s new regime.  By allowing 

167 The thematic similarities between the two passages are obvious, and in line 592 Valerius even quotes 
Vergil’s omnipotens…regemque dedit (Aen. 1.60-2), which makes it perfectly clear that he had Vergil’s 
text in mind.
168 As such, the libertas that forms the basis of Boreas’ rallying cry is from a Jovian perspective more akin 
to licentia, the exercise of ‘freedom’ without any regard for moderation or restraint.  Of course, libertas and 
licentia were somewhat elastic terms in Roman political discourse, as Brunt 1988, 320-1 points out: 
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Boreas to speak for himself, to voice his (subjective) opposition to Jupiter’s policies, 

Valerius bestows on his storm scene a more overtly political significance than what we 

find in Vergil’s Aeneid.169  Again, whereas Vergil implies that the storm winds would 

like to get out of their prison (they are indignantes, 1.55), they are not ascribed a ‘will to 

action’ or any particular agenda.  Valerius, in contrast, supplies a specific and subjective 

reason for the winds’ indignation, and this indignation is of an overtly political nature.  

For the winds, with Boreas as their spokesperson, appeal to Aeolus not with a sexual 

bribe, like Vergil’s Juno, but with decidedly anti-Jovian political arguments about lost 

‘freedom’ (libertas).  In Valerius, the winds have a political agenda to match the 

awesome ‘historical’ agenda of Vergil’s Juno.170  But whereas Juno’s ‘historical 

motivation’ is forward-looking, is concerned with the future relations between Carthage 

and Rome (future relations, that is, in terms of the narrative’s chronology), Boreas is 

motivated by a desire to return to the past, to a pre-Jovian way of life.  Moreover, the 

storm in Vergil’s Aeneid is the result of a struggle within the Olympian order, whereas in 

Valerius the storm has its source in forces outside (and ‘below’) the Olympian order.  

That is, in Valerius the storm results not from a dispute among the Olympians concerning 

the course of history, as in Vergil’s Aeneid (Juno vs. Venus, to put it crudely), but rather 

results from an explicit desire to overthrow or undo the Olympian (and specifically 

“…what was true liberty and what was license depended on a man’s point of view…What some classed as 
license, others claimed as indispensable liberty.”
169 It is not my intention to deny a political dimension to Vergil’s storm scene.  In fact, the political 
significance of the episode is at least retrospectively emphasized by the simile of the statesman at Aen. 
1.148-56 (cf. Pöschl 1962, 19-20).  My point is simply that Valerius’ storm scene is more overtly political 
in nature and is so right from the start.
170 On the ‘historical motivation’ of Vergil’s Juno as a pro-Carthaginian figure see Feeney 1984, 183.
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Jovian) order altogether.  Valerius’ storm winds are thus much more explicitly anti-

Jovian, more explicitly gigantomachic than Vergil’s.  

They are also much more ‘Saturnian’.  The generational divide that exists 

between the opposing sides (Jupiter and the storm winds) is for Valerius a crucial 

corollary to the spatial differentiation of the combatants that is so prominent a feature of 

the Gigantomachy model (celestial vs. chthonic).171  Valerius’ storm winds rumble from 

their lower level not as the champions or opponents of any group of mortals, eager to 

shape coming events from within the Olympian order, but as ‘pure’ political 

revolutionaries, intent on overthrowing Jupiter’s new regime and turning things back to 

the way they were before his rule.  Boreas’ appeal to Aeolus is so utterly political, in fact, 

that his myopic focus on regaining the libertas he enjoyed before Jupiter came to power 

leads him to disregard utterly the survival of his own sons, the Argonauts Calais and 

Zetes: Boreas does not care if his sons die in the storm (nil me mea pignora tangunt, 

1.605).  The political cause of libertas, of anti-Jovian insurrection, is more important to 

Boreas than familial bonds.172  Moreover, the reference here to the apathy, if not 

171 On the importance of observing the generational aspects of the Gigantomachy model, specifically in 
regard to its usage by Vergil in the Aeneid, see O’Hara 1994, 222.  Valerius clearly mobilizes the 
opposition between celestial and chthonic that features so prominently in accounts of Gigantomachy: the 
winds live in subterranean caves (antra, 576, 582), whereas Jupiter, in the ‘battle’ to quell the winds, 
“thundered from heaven” (intonuit…ex aethere, 591).  The celestial / chthonic distinction is nicely 
underscored by Valerius with an internal verbal echo found in his description of Boreas’ journey to the 
cave of Aeolus.  Boreas “makes his way to the caves” (tendit ad antra, 576), which puts a subterranean 
spin on Jupiter’s exhortation to his sons to “reach for the stars” (tendite in astra, 563) if they wish to arrive 
at the abode of their father.
172 Boreas’ disregard for the fate of his own sons, which reveals his motives to be impersonal and almost 
purely political, contrasts sharply with the reason that Sol objects to Argo’s voyage at 1.503-27.  Sol’s only 
concern is for the fate of his “Scythian son” (503), Aeetes.  Sol’s rhetoric is worth noting: he claims, 
ostensibly in accordance with one of the fundamental principles of Jupiter’s imperial agenda, that Aeetes 
(and he) have acted as ‘uniters’ not ‘dividers’ (coniugio, 523; iunctas…sanguine terras, 524).  
Unfortunately for Sol, the type of ‘union’ that Aeetes has avoided in the past, namely warfare (agmina 
iungere, 520), is precisely what Jupiter has in mind, i.e. warfare among the nations of east and west (537-
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antipathy, of the father for his sons gives the episode a generational or chronological 

component: Boreas and the storm winds are ‘out of touch’ with the narrative present, and 

they emerge as overly ‘conservative’ creatures of an older generation who resent the 

youthful exuberance of the Argonauts.173  Boreas’ ‘regressive agenda’, with its anti-

Jovian rhetoric and nostalgia for a pre-Jovian way of life, implicitly aligns the storm 

winds with the older Saturnian order.  The winds’ day has come and gone, but they are 

determined to bring it back.  As such, these distinctions between the old and the new, 

between regress and progress, between chthonic and celestial, between Saturnian and 

Jovian are quite important to the overall design of this Valerian episode and are the keys 

to understanding how Valerius uses this moment of political rebellion to advance the 

broader themes of his poem as a whole.174

The Saturnian Alternative

I suggest that Valerius’ storm scene, by staging a debate over the legitimacy of 

Jupiter’s cosmic dispensation, and thus over the legitimacy of Argo’s mission, functions 

ultimately to validate the essential goodness of this new era of world history and the epic 

56).  Sol’s vision of peaceful relations between the Argonauts and Colchians is thus out of sync with 
Jupiter’s long-term imperial goals.
173 In his appeal to Aeolus, Boreas in fact refers to the Argonauts as Graia…iuventus (599).
174 Such moralized binary oppositions are a central feature of a ‘romance’ narrative paradigm, which, as 
Northrop Frye has shown, ultimately turns on the axis of good and evil: “The hero of romance is analogous 
to the mythical Messiah or deliverer who comes from an upper world, and his enemy is analogous to the 
demonic powers of a lower world.  The conflict however takes place in, or at any rate primarily concerns 
our world, which is in the middle, and which is characterized by the cyclical movements of nature.  Hence 
the opposite poles of the cycles of nature are assimilated to the opposition of the hero and his enemy.  The 
enemy is associated with winter, darkness, confusion, sterility, moribund life, and old age, and the hero 
with spring, dawn, order, fertility, vigor, and youth” (Frye 1957, 187-8).  For a good discussion of Frye’s 
analysis see Jameson 1981, 110-9.  For a discussion of the romance nature of the Argonautic legend see 
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adventure designed to usher it in.  Valerius’ storm scene provides a ‘Saturnian 

alternative’ to the regime of Jupiter, thereby offering us a glimpse of what life was like in 

the reign of Saturn.  What we are given is a description of meteorological and geological 

disorder and dislocation, a chaotic state of affairs that separated lands and isolated 

mortals from each other (1.586-90, translated above):175

…hinc olim soliti miscere polumque
infelixque fretum (neque enim tunc Aeolus illis
rector erat Libya cum rumperet advena Calpen
Oceanus, cum flens Siculos Oenotria fines
perderet et mediis intrarent montibus undae),…

The winds, unchecked, caused cosmic confusion and disturbance, mixing up sea and sky, 

which rendered the latter impassably ‘calamitous’ (infelix, 587).  Not surprisingly then, 

Valerius’ storm winds are agents of confusion, like Vergil’s before him.176  What is 

unique in Valerius is the extent to which the storm winds function as agents of 

separation.  For the winds are credited with having caused continental drift, separating 

lands and peoples (587-90).177  And the separation of lands and peoples is precisely what 

Boreas desires: he wants to sink Argo with a sea storm so that lands previously separated 

from each other may not come into contact (tantum hominum compesce minas, dum litora 

iuxta / Thessala necdum aliae viderunt carbasa terrae, 606-7).  What Boreas wants is the 

Beye 1982, 71-3.  Of course, distinguishing between good and evil is also one of the primary ‘obsessions’ 
of Roman epic poetry, as Hardie 1993, xi-xii points out.
175 It is worth noting here that at 2.82-6, where we hear of an earlier time when some Olympians tried to 
rise up against Jupiter’s newly established regnum, Jupiter shows Juno the alternative to his well ordered 
imperium, and this alternative is quite literally horrendum chaos (86).  On this passage see Feeney 1991, 
328-30.
176 Cf. especially Aeneid 1.58-9 for the cosmic confusion that would be wrought by Vergil’s storm winds if 
Aeolus did not hold them in check.
177 When Vergil speaks of the separation of Sicily from Italy, he ascribes this momentous event not to the 
effect of the winds, but rather to the passage of time (tantum aevi longinqua valet mutare vetustas, Aen. 
3.415). 
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isolation of lands from each other by restricting the mobility of human beings on the 

seas.178  Nothing could be more Saturnian, more antithetical to Jupiter’s grand designs to 

expand the horizons of human potential by opening up the seas and bringing previously 

unknown regions of the world into contact with each other (1.556-7): pateant montes 

silvaeque lacusque / cunctaque claustra maris (‘Let the mountains and the woods and the 

lakes and all the barriers of the sea lie open for them’).  It is immediately apparent that 

for “all the barriers of the sea (claustra maris) to lie open”, the chaotic storm winds must 

be closed off, placed within barriers (claustra, 595; clausus, 602).  Jupiter’s great vision 

of expansion outward, of increased human mobility, requires the incarceration (vinclis et 

carcere, 602) of the restrictive, barrier-forming storm winds who wish quite literally to 

“close off the threats” (compesce minas, 606) posed by man’s newly found courage to 

sail the seas.  Plainly put, by restraining the winds Jupiter opens up the world of man.  

The imprisonment of the storm winds and the voyage of Argo are thus correlative 

features of Jupiter’s imperial agenda and his designs for human history.  Mankind’s 

freedom of movement requires a restriction of movement for the storm winds, a 

restriction of their freedom (libertas).  And the point can be generalized even further:  

mankind’s progress, his technological advancement, for which the voyage of Argo is 

178 Valerius’ winds, unlike Vergil’s, are specifically associated with “shipwrecking storms” 
(naufraga…tempestas, 584-5), and Valerius even gives us a ‘sneak preview’ of how the winds wreak havoc 
on the seas.  In his flight to the cave of Aeolus, Boreas sweeps over the sea’s surface, churning up the water 
(578): motuque niger sub praepete pontus.  Like Vergil’s storm winds (e.g. Aen. 1.60, 88-9), Valerius’ 
gigantomachic winds are thus associated with darkness and night (cf. 1.617: piceoque premit nox omnia 
caelo).  When the winds are quelled and the oppressive darkness of their night-bringing rebellion has 
ended, the light of day once again shines out (655): emicuit reserata dies.  Valerius has modeled this 
description on Vergil’s solemque reducit (Aen. 1.143), but note how Valerius’ use of reserata fits perfectly 
with the theme of imprisonment that plays so central a role in the episode as a whole.  The term suggests 
that the winds’ momentary escape from the claustra of their prison (595) entails the momentary 
imprisonment of the light of day, such that it needs to be ‘unlocked’ and ‘ let back out’ (reserata).
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emblematic, requires that certain controls, certain restraints be placed on various aspects 

of raw nature.  Again, in this regard Valerius’ storm scene is implicated in the traditional 

ambivalence aroused over mankind’s attempts to ‘control’ or ‘dominate’ nature with 

various technologies, since technological progress can be seen as hybris, an aspect of 

mankind’s Giant-like desire to reach too far.179  Boreas himself uses the language of 

domination, claiming that the Argonauts are “subduing the seas” (domat aequora, 600).  

Boreas’ words here echo Valerius’ description of the prison house of the winds only six 

lines earlier (saxa domant Euros, 594).  Valerius thus reinforces the notion that Jupiter’s 

‘domination’ of the winds and the Argonauts’ ‘domination’ of the sea are inextricably 

linked as mutually reinforcing acts of subjugation.  The Argonauts begin to emerge as 

agents of Jupiter’s imperial agenda, and the whole venture is couched in terms of the 

great benefits for mankind that will come in the wake of Argo’s epic voyage.  As a result, 

Jupiter, not Prometheus, emerges as the great champion of human progress through 

technological advances.180  But from Boreas’ conservative perspective, human 

advancement is threatening (minas, 606), since his zero-sum logic leads him to construe 

mankind’s ‘victory’ as nature’s ‘loss’.  We must ask what, if anything, Valerius’ text 

does to mitigate the potentially troubling aspects of Argo’s voyage raised by Boreas’ 

anti-Jovian stance.

179 On this traditional ambivalence in general see Gatz 1967.
180 That the poem’s narrative present is envisioned as a time ripe for human advancement, as a veritable 
renaissance of human potential, is reinforced later on as well when Jupiter agrees to set Prometheus free 
(4.75-9), an episode that has no basis in Apollonius’ version.  The freeing of Prometheus, of course, is a 
powerful symbol of the emancipation of the human spirit, and it reveals the extent to which Jupiter is 
committed to promoting mankind’s technological and scientific progress.
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The Issue of the Argonauts’ Gigantomachic Impiety

At first glance, in fact, it appears that the Argonauts’ reaction to the violent chaos 

of the storm only exacerbates the ‘gigantomachic anxieties’ surrounding Argo’s 

voyage.181  For as the storm rages, Valerius ascribes the following reaction to the 

Argonauts as a whole (1.626-32):

Tum murmure maesto
“hoc erat inlicitas temerare rudentibus undas
quod nostri timuere patres.  Vix litore puppem
solvimus, et quanto fremitu se sustulit Aegon!
Hocine Cyaneae concurrunt aequore cautes
tristius an miseris superest mare?  Linquite, terrae,
spem pelagi sacrosque iterum seponite fluctus.”

Then with sad muttering they said, “This is the reason that our fathers were
afraid to violate the unlawful waters on ships. Scarcely have we launched the
ship from shore and already the Aegean has raised itself up with a great roar!
Is it in this sea that the Cyanean rocks crash together or is there a more perilous
sea awaiting us wretched men? People of the land, leave behind hope of the sea
and once again set aside the holy waters.”

I will have more to say below about the humility evident in the awe shown by the 

Argonauts for the powerful divine forces that threaten them here.  But first we must 

examine the troubling implications of the phrase inlicitas temerare…undas (627).  This is 

strong language.  The phrase suggests not only that Argo’s voyage is ‘illegal’ (inlicitas), 

but that it is ‘illegal’ in a religious sense, that it is an impious ‘violation’ (temerare) of 

sacred space (cf. sacros…fluctus, 632).182  This is an interesting perspective for the 

181 I borrow this phrase from Zissos 1997, 10.
182 Temerare is very frequently associated with the violation of sacred space and/or the slighting of a god’s 
power, for which see OLD, s.v., 1.  For the notion that mankind violates the sacred space of the sea by 
sailing, cf. Albinovanus Pedo’s words concerning Germanicus’ North Sea expeditions, quoted by Seneca 
(Suas. 1.15): aliena quid aequora remis / et sacras violamus aquas divumque quietas / turbamus sedes? 
(‘Why do we violate with our oars seas that are foreign to us and waters that are holy and why do we 
disturb the peaceful homes of the gods?’).  On this fragment see Courtney 1993, 315-9.
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Argonauts to take.  They focus not on how they are going to die, like Vergil’s storm-

tossed Aeneas (Aen. 1.94-101), but rather on why they are going to die: they have 

violated the sea and have thereby offended the gods who govern this part of the natural 

order.183  Aeneas’ ‘self-centered’ reaction to the thought of ingloriously dying at sea 

contrasts sharply with the Argonauts’ view of their situation.184  Valerius’ Argonauts do, 

of course, implicitly focus on themselves by evoking their role in causing the sea storm, 

but the semantic richness of their collective response reveals that they view the action 

from the perspective of the offended and indignant gods.  The heroes momentarily 

interpret their actions in the same way Boreas had earlier, as an unholy and 

gigantomachic assault on the integrity of nature and the divine forces that govern it.  

However, although the Argonauts are able to sympathize with the position adopted by 

Boreas and although they are sensitive to the ‘egos’ of the offended gods, it is clear that 

they in no way intend their epic voyage to be a sky-reaching venture akin to the Giants’ 

assault on the heavens.  The issue of the Argonauts’ motives thus becomes important in 

determining the nature of their guilt, and as we shall see Valerius goes out of his way to 

absolve the Argonauts from any unlawful intentions.  In so doing, the poet supplies 

mitigating circumstances, thus making it very difficult to maintain the view that the 

Argonautic expedition is a full-scale, Giant-like aggravated assault on the gods.

In fact, the suggestion of sacrilege (inlicitas temerare…undas) found in the 

Argonauts’ reaction to the storm is largely offset and softened by an episode earlier in 

183 Of course, there is nothing inherently impious in regard to the Trojans’ voyage from Troy to Italy in the 
Aeneid, since they are using the sea as an escape route and the domination of the seas is not at issue.
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Book 1, an episode that is specifically called to mind by the appearance there too of the 

adjective inlicitus, the only other occurrence of this rare word in Valerius’ poem.185  As 

the Argonauts prepare to set sail, Jason makes a solemn prayer to Neptune, the content of 

which is directly related to the issue of the gigantomachic implications of Argo’s voyage 

(1.194-203):186

…sic ait Aesonides: “o qui spumantia nutu
regna quatis terrasque salo complecteris omnes,
da veniam.  Scio me cunctis e gentibus unum
inlicitas temptare vias hiememque mereri:
sed non sponte feror, nec nunc mihi iungere montes
mens tamen aut summo deposcere fulmen Olympo.
Ne Peliae te vota trahant; ille aspera iussa
repperit et Colchos in me luctumque meorum.
[Illumetu] tantum non indignantibus undis
hoc caput accipias et pressam regibus alnum.”

Thus Jason spoke, “You who shake the foaming regions with the nod of your 
head and who encircle all the lands with ocean, grant me your favor. I know
that I alone from all the nations am testing the unlawful paths and that I deserve a
storm. But I am being carried against my will, and I do not now intend to join
mountains together nor to call down the thunderbolt from highest Olympus. Do
not let Pelias’ prayers move you. He devised the cruel orders, the voyage to
Colchis, in order to bring grief to me and my family. Only with unresentful 
waters may you receive this life of mine and the ship laden with kings.”

This is the most explicit reference anywhere in Valerius’ poem to the potential 

similarities between the Argonauts and the sky-reaching Giants.  Jason, as the Argonauts 

184 However, although the Argonauts themselves do not, the narrator does mention the fact that death at sea 
is no heroic way to go (1.633): haec iterant segni flentes occumbere leto (‘Weeping like this, they repeat 
again and again that they are succumbing to an inglorious death’).
185 Inlicitus is not a common word in Latin epic, and is especially uncommon in the sense in which 
Valerius employs it.  The adjective is not found at all in the poems of Lucretius, Vergil, or Ovid.  It is used 
twice by Lucan (BC 6.454 and 10.76), each time, however, in reference to forbidden love, not in regard to 
sacrilegious behavior / the violation of sacred space as in Valerius.  Of the three uses found in Statius’ epic 
poetry, the term refers twice to forbidden love (Th. 8.96 and Ach. 2.68) and once to the violation of terra 
firma caused by the great flood unleashed on the world by Neptune (Th. 1.223).  This latter passage, along 
with Silius’ one and only deployment of the adjective in his massive Punica (i.e. at 14.244, of Pluto’s 
violation of the upper world by his presence there), come closest to Valerius’ usage.
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as a whole are later during the storm, is sensitive to the ‘negative reading’ some may 

have of the epic voyage (inlicitas temptare vias), and he even admits that his ‘illegal’ 

actions make him a prime target for a storm (hiememque mereri, 197).187  But Jason sets 

forth the Gigantomachy model, as his reference to the piling up of mountains makes 

explicitly clear (198-9), in order to distance himself from that very model.  And Jason’s 

argument, that he and his men are not Giants, is based precisely on the issue of his 

intention, his will (sed non sponte feror, 198).  With his disavowal of any gigantomachic 

intentions, Jason tries to forestall in Neptune exactly the type of indignation that, as we 

have seen, characterizes Boreas’ attitude toward the Argonautic expedition (non 

indignantibus undis / hoc caput accipias, 202-3).188  In fact, Jason not only claims that he 

does not wish to mount an assault on the heavens, he says that he does not want to make 

the voyage at all (sed non sponte feror), a phrase that is a veritable quotation of Vergil’s 

186 Cf. Feeney 1991, 333.
187 Of course, Jason’s words can also be read as a self-conscious meta-poetic commentary on the poem 
itself: Jason, like all great heroes by this point in the epic tradition, claims that he too ‘deserves a storm’, 
that his story merits an engagement with the time-honored epic topos of the hero tossed on the tides of a 
cataclysmic storm at sea.  On the sea storm as a traditional set piece in epic poetry, and especially in Latin 
epic, see Morford 1967, 20-36.
188 Perhaps Jason should have offered the same prayer to Boreas and the storm winds that he offered to 
Neptune, for it is evident that his words are effective in negotiating a truce with the sea gods.  Immediately 
after Jason’s prayer to Neptune, we are told that the sea gods, who had previously been opposed to the 
voyage and had been clamoring for Neptune to “defend the law” (legem defendere, 213), “relent and accept 
the ship on the sea” (cessere ratemque / accepere mari, 216-7; cf. hoc caput accipias at 203).  For his part, 
Neptune seems indifferent to the Argonauts’ mission, like Vergil’s Neptune in regard to Aeneas’ (on which 
see Hardie 1986, 110).  He never explicitly challenges the legitimacy of the voyage nor does he ever act to 
undermine the progress of the epic action, as Boreas does.  His consent for the voyage is already implied at 
216-7 (cited above), and is implied again when he puts an end to the storm: future ships may be wrecked, 
Neptune says, implying that this one can not and must not be sunk (644-6).  Neptune may not be entirely 
thrilled that his power takes a back seat to Jupiter’s, but he is well aware of his ‘secondary’ status and his 
inability to alter Jupiter’s grand designs.  For later, as he ponders the impending death of his son Amycus, 
Neptune is saddened by his powerlessness to save him and voices his recognition of the ultimately 
unassailable nature of the Jovian dispensation (4.126-7): iam iam aliae vires maioraque sanguine nostro / 
vincunt fata Iovis (‘Now other powers and the Fates of Jupiter, which are greater than my offspring, are in 
control’).
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reluctant hero Aeneas (Italiam non sponte sequor, Aen. 4.361).189  Jason’s rhetoric here is 

rather effective.  He claims that he and his men are not willing assailants, a ‘fact’ that 

distinguishes them completely from the Giants.  In fact, Jason claims that he and his men 

are not aggressors in any sense.  Rather, they are victims of Pelias’ “cruel commands” 

(aspera iussa, 200).  

Jason’s Prayer as a ‘Correction’ of Lucan

Jason’s prayer to Neptune thus attempts to address and correct the charges leveled 

against Argo by Lucan.  In the Pharsalia, Lucan explicitly presents the Argonautic 

voyage as tantamount to Gigantomachy, including it as a noteworthy episode in 

Thessaly’s long ‘gigantomachic history’ (BC 6.400-12):

Prima fretum scindens Pagasaeo litore pinus
terrenum ignotas hominem proiecit in undas.
Primus Thessalicae rector telluris Ionos
in formam calidae percussit pondera massae,
fudit et argentum flammis aurumque moneta
fregit et inmensis coxit fornacibus aera.
Illic, quod populos scelerata inpegit in arma,
divitias numerare datum est…
Inpius hinc prolem superis inmisit Aloeus,
inseruit celsis prope se cum Pelion astris
sideribusque vias incurrens abstulit Ossa.

From the shore of Pagasae came the first ship that, cutting through the sea, hurled
mankind, a creature of land, into the unknown waters. Ionos, ruler of the
Thessalian land, was the first to hammer into shape lumps of molten metal and
to melt silver in fire and to break up gold with a stamp and to cook bronze in
large furnaces. There it became possible to count wealth, which drove people

189 Jason will use this Aeneas-like language again later, portraying himself as the ‘reluctant hero’ when he 
first addresses Aeetes upon arrival in Colchis (5.480-1).  In this latter passage, Valerius has modeled his 
episode on the initial meeting between Jason and Aeetes in Apollonius (3.388-90): “For who would 
willingly dare to cross so wide a sea for the possessions of a stranger?  But fate and the ruthless order of a 
presumptuous king compelled me.”
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into wicked war…From this place impius Aloeus sent his offspring against the
gods, when Pelion nearly mingled with the lofty stars and Ossa, encroaching on
the planets, put a stop to their courses.

For Lucan, who here adopts a rather primitivist subject-position, Argo’s voyage appears 

to be an overly bold infamous first.  In this passage Lucan subscribes to the negative 

tradition surrounding Argo’s voyage according to which the ship became a symbol of 

decadence, since it contributed significantly to the moral decline of the human race 

brought about by mankind’s advances in various areas of technology.  Moreover, Lucan 

clearly draws out the gigantomachic implications of mankind’s first bold attempt to leave 

behind his natural sphere of activity and strike out on the high seas (401) by juxtaposing 

Argo’s voyage with a brief description of Gigantomachy, which is here said to have been 

initiated by the impius Giant Aloeus (410-2).  Valerius’ Jason is apparently well aware of 

this negative, ‘Lucanian’ tradition, for in his prayer to Neptune he tries to sever any 

relation whatsoever between the voyage of Argo and Gigantomachy, as we have seen.  

For Valerius’ Jason, any comparison of the Argonautic expedition with the behavior of 

figures such as inpius Aloeus is simply unfair and invalid.  If anything, Jason’s prayer to 

Neptune and the Argonauts’ reaction to the storm, far from showing signs of disrespect 

for the gods or a cavalier attitude, are characterized by reverence for the gods and a 

sensitivity to their concerns.  Although the specter of Gigantomachy is raised in Valerius’ 

narrative, there is absolutely nothing that the Argonauts either say or do that would lead 

one to conclude that his Argonauts are Giant-like in any meaningful sense.  In fact, just 

how un-Giant-like Valerius’ Argonauts are in word and deed emerges clearly from a 

comparison of them with that truly ‘gigantomachic mariner’, Lucan’s Caesar.
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Lucan’s Caesar, the ‘Gigantomachic Mariner’  

In trying to determine the extent to which Valerius’ Argonauts are Giant-like in 

any legitimate way, we should compare their actions and intentions with the indelible 

image of a truly ‘gigantomachic mariner’: Lucan’s presentation of Caesar during his ill-

fated voyage to Italy in the Pharsalia (5.504-677).190  In fact, Jason’s prayer to Neptune 

invites comparison with a passage of Lucan’s Pharsalia in which the narrator describes 

Caesar’s contemptuous attitude toward the power of the sea and the divine forces that 

control this region of the world (BC 5.497-503):

            His terque quaterque
vocibus excitum postquam cessare videbat,
dum se desse deis ac non sibi numina credit,
sponte per incautas audet temptare tenebras
quod iussi timuere fretum, temeraria prono
expertus cessisse deo, fluctusque verendos
classibus exigua sperat superare carina.

After Caesar saw that Antony was still delaying, although he had been summoned
by these appeals three times and four times, since he believes that he is absent
from the gods, not that the gods are absent from him, of his own accord he dares
to make trial of the sea through the uncertain darkness, a thing which others fear
to do when ordered. He knew by experience that boldness succeeds when the god
is favorable, and he expects to conquer in a small boat the waters which ought to
be feared by fleets.

Unlike Valerius’ Jason (and Vergil’s Aeneas), Lucan’s Caesar willfully (sponte) “makes 

trial of the sea” (temptare…fretum).191  Jason, as we have seen, is an unwilling ‘victim’ 

190 For the notion that Lucan’s Caesar is portrayed at various points in the Pharsalia as a sky-reaching 
Giant figure whose victory represents a perversion of the myth as it was traditionally known, see 
Henderson 1988, 145 and Feeney 1991, 297-8.
191 For the Vergilian note struck here by Lucan’s use of sponte see Barratt 1979, 163.  The connection is, in 
fact, reinforced by Lucan’s terque quaterque (497), which echoes Aeneas’ words during the storm in Book 
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(non sponte feror, 1.198) who, in “making trial of the unlawful paths” (inlicitas temptare 

vias, 197), is following the “harsh commands” (aspera iussa, 200) of the tyrant Pelias.  

Valerius’ Jason thus emerges as that other, ‘un-Caesarian’ type of person who fearfully 

and against his will crosses the ocean only when ordered (iussi timuere fretum, BC

5.502), whereas Lucan’s Caesar fearlessly undertakes such a frightful task of his own 

accord.  Moreover, the humble and reverential tone adopted by Valerius’ Jason as he 

prays to Neptune for mercy (da veniam, 1.196) contrasts very sharply with Caesar’s 

audacious and supercilious self-confidence.  Lucan stresses Caesar’s audacity and 

heedlessness (audet, 5.500; temeraria, 501).192  There is no hint of audacity in Jason’s 

prayer to Neptune.193  Caesar’s audacity and megalomaniacal self-confidence lead him to 

adopt a contemptuous attitude in regard to the divine powers at work in the world (se 

desse deis ac non sibi numina credit, BC 5.499).  Lucan’s Caesar makes no prayer to 

Neptune (or any other god) before setting out on the high seas, because he apparently 

does not think this is necessary in his case.  Whereas Valerius dramatizes Jason’s 

reverence for the gods, as he asks Neptune to receive him and his men kindly on the seas 

(hoc caput accipias et pressam regibus alnum, 1.203), a request that is then followed by a 

rich libation (204), Lucan’s Caesar, relying solely on his own super-human powers,194

fully “expects to conquer” the sea (sperat superare, 5.503), to emerge as superior to the 

1 of the Aeneid (Aen. 1.94).  On the great contrast between Lucan’s Caesar and Vergil’s Aeneas during 
their respective storm scenes, see Thompson and Bruère 1968, 11.
192 And cf. 5.509 (vix famulis audenda [Caesar] parat).  On Caesar’s audacia and hubris at this point in the 
narrative, see Morford 1967, 40; Ahl 1976, 205-9; Johnson 1987, 104-7; Sklenár 2003, 132-5.
193 However, ‘boldness’ is a term associated with the voyage of Argo elsewhere in Valerius (ausa, 1.3).  In 
fact, Argo’s voyage is the bold new venture that Jupiter uses to inaugurate a bold new era of world history 
(Jupiter implies that the Argonauts are an ausa manus who will change the course of history at 1.541).  On 
the theme of Argo’s ‘audacity’ in general, see Davis 1990.
194 Cf. Ahl 1976, 208: “[Caesar] thinks of himself as a cosmic power.”
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“sea which he should have shown respect for” (fluctusque verendos, 502).  No humility 

here, only the desire to humiliate the sea, to challenge the very notion that it should be 

respected.  To this end, Caesar will pointedly make his voyage in a “small boat” 

(exigua…carina, 503), showing utter disregard for the sea’s awesome power.195  Caesar’s 

attitude and behavior help to clarify just how un-Giant-like Valerius’ Jason is in word and 

deed (and intent).196  Jason’s prayer to Neptune, with its explicit disavowal of any Giant-

like intentions, implicitly asserts that Lucan’s portrait of the truly gigantomachic, 

‘Caesarian mariner’ is simply not applicable to him and his companions.

The Argonauts’ Un-Caesarian Humility

The piety and humility that characterize Jason’s prayer to Neptune accord well 

with the reaction of the Argonauts as a whole to the awesome power of the storm at 

1.627-32.  There, as we have seen, the sailors emphasize the sacrosanctity of the sea 

(inlicitas…undas, 627; sacros…fluctus, 632), as they are humbled by the wind’s 

onslaught.  Valerius, in fact, emphasizes the humbling effect that the storm has on the 

Argonauts with his description of Hercules, the greatest hero on board Argo, whose 

incredible strength and weaponry are completely useless in the face of the raging gale 

195 Later in Lucan’s narrative of Caesar’s voyage to Italy, Caesar himself claims that the smallness of his 
ship only increases the grandeur of his undertaking.  He delights in the fact that even in a small ship he 
poses a serious threat to the gods, since they have raised the ‘most epic’ of epic storms against his tiny 
vessel (5.653-6): credit iam digna pericula Caesar / fatis esse suis.  “Quantusne evertere” dixit / “me 
superis labor est, parva quem puppe sedentem / tam magno petiere mari?  (‘Caesar finally thinks that the 
dangers are worthy of his destiny.  He said, “How great a task is it for the gods to overthrow me, when they 
attack me with so great a sea storm as I sit on my little boat?”’).  Note that Caesar represents the sea storm 
not just as a struggle between himself and the sea, but as a struggle between himself and the gods (superis).  
On the ‘epic storm’ in Book 5 of the Pharsalia, see Morford 1967, 37-44.  For the smallness of the vessel 
in which Caesar made this voyage, cf. Suetonius Div. Jul. 58.2, who speaks of Caesar’s parvulum 
navigium.  Cf. also Dio 41.46.2 and Florus Epit. 2.13.37.
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(1.634-5): magnanimus spectat pharetras et inutile robur / Amphitryoniades.197  The 

Argonauts are no match for the storm winds: they quite simply lack the firepower to 

defend themselves against this type of attack.  Valerius’ Argonauts realize immediately 

that they are overmatched and defenseless: they abandon hope (linquite /…spem pelagi, 

1.631-2) and fearfully prepare for certain death (635-7): miscent suprema paventes / 

verba alii iunguntque manus atque ora fatigant / aspectu in misero toti (‘Fearfully some 

exchange their final words and join hands and in piteous aspect all of them wear out their 

lips’).  This is hardly the reaction of an overbearing and haughty group of sky-reaching 

Giants, as further comparison of Valerius’ Argonauts with Lucan’s Caesar makes clear.  

In fact, Valerius once again invites his audience to make just such a comparison: 

his description of the wind’s effect on Argo (vela super tremulum subitus volitantia 

malum / turbo rapit, 1.620-1) echoes Lucan’s description of the wind’s assault on 

Caesar’s ship (turbo rapax fragilemque super volitantia malum / vela tulit, BC 5.595-6).  

The wind’s effect on the ships in each case is similar, but the reactions of the human 

actors in each poem could hardly be more dissimilar.  Lucan’s Caesar once again 

assumes the role of the truly ‘gigantomachic mariner’.  As the storm builds in intensity 

(BC 5.560-7), Amyclas, the poor fellow whom Caesar has forced to pilot the boat to Italy, 

expresses the rather Argonaut-like desire to cut the voyage short, since there is no hope 

(spes) of successfully navigating through the stormy sea (574-5): desperare viam et 

vetitos convertere cursus / sola salus.  Amyclas’ humble reaction to the storm acts as a 

foil and sets the stage for Caesar’s arrogant outburst: it provides a sensible alternative that 

196 Cf. Zissos 1997, 107: “The charge of hybris made against the Argonauts is not borne out.”
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brings the perversity of Caesar’s uniquely defiant stance into even sharper focus (577-

86):

Fisus cuncta sibi cessura pericula Caesar
“Sperne minas” inquit “pelagi ventoque furenti
trade sinum.  Italiam si caelo auctore recusas,
me pete.  Sola tibi causa est haec iusta timoris,
vectorem non nosse tuum, quem numina numquam
destituunt, de quo male tunc fortuna meretur,
cum post vota venit.  Medias perrumpe procellas
tutela secure mea.  Caeli iste fretique,
non puppis nostrae, labor est: hanc Caesare pressam
a fluctu defendet onus.

Caesar, confident that all dangers would yield to him, said, “Reject the threats of
the sea and give the sails over to the raging wind. If you refuse to go to Italy
when heaven is in control, seek it when I am. The only just cause for your fear is 
that you do not know your passenger, whom the gods never desert, whom Fortune
treats badly when she comes only after his prayers. Break through the middle of
the tempest, safe under my protection. That trouble concerns the heaven and the
sea, not our boat. The cargo will defend this boat, for it is Caesar whom it
carries.”

Whereas the Argonauts (and Amyclas) yield to the storm and lose hope in a successful 

voyage when confronted by its violence, Lucan’s Caesar is supremely “confident” (fisus) 

that any dangers he may face “will yield to him” (cuncta sibi cessura pericula, 577).

The order issued by the Argonauts amid the chaos of the storm, namely that they 

(and everyone else) should “abandon hope of the sea and once again set aside the holy 

waters” (linquite…/ spem pelagi sacrosque iterum seponite fluctus, 1.631-2), contrasts 

sharply with the order Caesar issues to the frightened Amyclas (BC 5.578-80): sperne 

minas…pelagi ventoque furenti / trade sinum.  Italiam si caelo auctore recusas, / me 

pete.  Caesar’s utter contempt for the powers of nature that oppose him is once again on 

197 For a more detailed discussion of Valerius’ description of Hercules amid the storm see Polleichtner 
2005.
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display here.  He speaks not of the invincibility of the stormy sea, as Valerius’ Argonauts 

do, but rather of its vulnerability despite the storm: he orders Amyclas to “give the sails 

over to the wind, even as it rages”, or perhaps, “despite the fact that it is raging” 

(ventoque furenti / trade sinum, 578-9).198  In response to Amyclas’ suggestion that the 

only hope of safety is to abandon hope of making the voyage (574-5), Caesar claims that 

their safety is guaranteed by his very presence on board, that the storm is ‘defenseless’ 

against him, not the other way around (583-6).199  Whereas the Argonauts, humbled by 

the fierce storm, adopt a reverential and defensive posture, Lucan’s Caesar is aggressive 

in his arrogance, ordering Amyclas to go on the offensive, as it were, like a general 

ordering his troops to charge through the ranks of the enemy (medias perrumpe procellas, 

583).200  Far from ordering a retreat from the seas back to terra firma, as Valerius’ 

Argonauts do (1.631-2), Caesar orders a flight from land (ne flecte manum, fuge proxima 

velis / litora, 588-9).

 Caesar’s defiant order strikes a rather un-Aeneas-like tone as well.  As Barratt 

points out, Caesar’s words, along with the context in which he speaks them (i.e. while 

deliberating what to do as a storm threatens his voyage to Italy), recall Aeneas’ command 

to Palinurus to change their course, to turn away from Italy and “shift the sails to a new 

198 Caesar’s obstinance in the face of the storm that hindered his voyage to Italy is also a prominent feature 
of the historiographical tradition concerning this event.  See for example Suetonius Div. Jul. 58.2, Dio 
41.46.3-4, Plutarch Caes. 38, Appian BC 2.57, and Florus Epit. 2.13.38.
199 In fact, Caesar is such an egomaniac that he thinks his presence on board will actually stop the storm 
and ‘save’ the seas from the ravages of the storm winds (586-8): nec longa furori / ventorum saevo dabitur 
mora: proderit undis / ista ratis (‘No long delay will be granted to the cruel madness of the winds.  That 
ship of yours will be a benefit to the sea’).
200 Perrumpere, of course, is regularly used in the sense of ‘breaking through the enemy’s ranks’ (OLD, 
s.v., 3).  In fact, Lucan’s Caesar here employs language that has an authentically ‘Caesarian’ ring to it (see 
for example per medios hostes perrumpunt, BG 6.40 and per medios…perruperunt, BG 5.15).
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course” (flecte viam velis, Aen. 5.28).201  Aeneas respects the power of the storm winds 

and realizes that struggling against them is useless (5.26-8).  Lucan’s Caesar totally 

ignores his pilot’s advice to turn away from Italy (BC 5.572-5) and arrogantly asserts that 

even if the heavens do not ‘authorize’ the voyage, he himself does, on the gigantomachic 

assumption that his auctoritas alone is enough to trump the ‘will of heaven’ (5.579-80): 

Italiam si caelo auctore recusas, / me pete.  In contrast, Aeneas, so far from asserting the 

overwhelming power of his own auctoritas, listens to the sage advice of his pilot.  

Palinurus, in fact, suggests that the signs of the coming storm are such that the Trojans 

could not successfully reach Italy even if Jupiter was the authorizing agent of the venture 

(non, si mihi Iuppiter auctor / spondeat, hoc sperem Italiam contingere caelo, Aen. 5.17-

8).  Lucan’s Caesar recognizes no other authority figure but himself: in his mind he is the 

one and only auctor of his own destiny.

Jason’s Post-Storm Prayer

The impiety, arrogance, and Giant-like characteristics evident in Lucan’s 

portrayal of Caesar in Book 5 of the Pharsalia contrast sharply with the piety and 

humility exhibited by Jason and the Argonauts in Valerius’ storm scene.  In fact, 

Valerius’ narrative of the storm’s aftermath places great emphasis on Jason’s humility 

and piety, characteristics that render him explicitly un-gigantomachic.  As the storm 

subsides, Jason takes up a goblet in order to pour a libation in honor of the gods of the sea 

(1.666).  But before Jason’s prayer, Valerius lingers briefly over the goblet, providing a 

201 Barratt 1979, 190-3.
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short history of the object, a history that is loaded with symbolic significance.  For

Valerius’ description of the cup places the issue of Gigantomachy once again in the 

foreground (1.659-65):

Ergo umeros ductor sacro velatur amictu
Aesoniamque capit pateram, quam munere gaudens
liquerat hospitio pharetrasque rependerat auro
Salmoneus, nondum ille furens, cum fingeret alti
quadrifida trabe tela Iovis contraque ruenti
aut Athon aut Rhodopen maestae nemora ardua Pisae
aemulus et miseros ipse ureret Elidis agros.

Therefore the leader covers his shoulders with a sacred robe and takes up a
goblet he got from his father, Aeson. This goblet Salmoneus, in joy for his
hospitality, had left for Aeson, repaying his quivers with its gold, when 
Salmoneus was not yet the madman he was when he tried to fashion the
weapons of Jupiter from a four-forked beam and in imitation of Jupiter’s
assault on either Athos or Rhodope himself burned the lofty groves of Pisa
and the wretched fields of Elis.

So the cup once belonged to the sky-reaching, Giant-like Salmoneus, whose impious 

imitation of Jupiter’s thunderbolt earned him a prominent spot in Vergil’s Underworld 

along side the other gigantomachic enemies of the Jovian order (Aen. 6.585-94).202  With 

this description of the cup’s former owner, Valerius once again raises the specter of 

Gigantomachy.203  But again, I suggest, he does so in order to distance Jason and his men 

from the Gigantomachy model.204

The description of the impious deeds of the cup’s former owner clashes strongly 

with the narrative that frames it, thus creating a strong contrast between past and present, 

Salmoneus and Jason.  For at this moment in the narrative Jason is engaged in holy 

202 On the gigantomachic figure cut by Vergil’s Salmoneus see Hardie 1986, 183-5.
203 Cf. Feeney 1991, 333.
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actions (i.e. saying a prayer and pouring a libation), and he makes sure to dress the part 

(sacro velatur amictu, 659).  In using the cup to honor the gods, Jason’s behavior 

contrasts very sharply with the total disregard for the gods exhibited by Salmoneus’ 

impious and insane (furens, 662) attempt to claim for himself equality with the divine 

power of Jupiter.  Jason’s prayer shows humble deference for the gods who govern the 

“empire of the waves and the resounding storm” (di, quibus undarum tempestatisque 

sonorae / imperium…,1.667-8).  Jason recognizes that without the aid of the gods he and 

his men are powerless against the forces of nature.  In this way, Jason is most un-

Salmoneus-like, since Salmoneus’ actions represent not only “an attempt to control the 

weather, but one which totally rejects the aid of the gods” in doing so.205  To the extent 

that Valerius’ Jason attempts to ‘control the weather’, he does so through prayer to the 

gods who govern this province of the world.

The humility and piety with which Jason addresses the gods thus distinguishes 

him from the arrogantly impious behavior of the gigantomachic Salmoneus.  As such, 

Jason exhibits precisely the type of piety toward the gods that Vergil advises one to have 

when confronted by the forces of a storm (Georgics 1.338): in primis venerare deos.  

Valerius, in fact, alludes to the passage in which Vergil offers this advice to the storm-

battered: his description of Salmoneus’ “imitation of Jupiter’s assault against either Athos 

or Rhodope” (contraque ruenti / aut Athon aut Rhodopen…aemulus, 1.663-4) itself 

imitates Vergil’s description of Jupiter assaulting these very same mountains during the 

204 For the same conclusion reached by means of a different strategy, see Shelton 1974-5, 18, who 
emphasizes the distancing effect created by the fact that Salmoneus gave the goblet to Aeson before
engaging in his criminal behavior.
205 Hardie 1986, 207.
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storm described at Georgics 1.322-34 (ille flagranti / aut Atho aut Rhodopen aut alta 

Ceraunia telo / deiecit, G. 1.331-3).  Valerius’ allusion to Vergil, itself an act of 

imitation, subtly underscores the description of Salmoneus’ impious mimicry of Jupiter’s 

thunderbolt.  Moreover, given the context of the Vergilian line echoed by Valerius, Jason 

can be said to be ‘doing the right thing’ by showing pious reverence for the gods who 

control the natural elements.  The contrast between Jason and Salmoneus could hardly be 

drawn more sharply: the latter is arrogant and impious, the former humble and 

reverential.  

In fact, Jason’s piety is so strong at this moment in the narrative that he assumes a 

truly sacerdotal presence.  Immediately following Jason’s prayer, Valerius likens the hero 

to a priest who offers “pious vows” on behalf of a people ravaged by drought (1.681-5):

Dixerat haec.  Oritur clamor dextraeque sequentum
verba ducis.  Sic cum stabulis et messibus ingens
ira deum et Calabri populator Sirius206 arvi
incubuit, coit agrestum manus anxia priscum
in nemus et miseris dictat pia vota sacerdos.

Jason had spoken these words. A shout arose, and so too did the right hands of the
men who were following their leader’s words. Just as when the enormous anger
of the gods and Sirius, destroyer of Calabrian fields, press down upon the stables 
and crops, a frightened group of farmers gathers in an ancient grove and the
priest dictates pious vows for the wretched people.

This simile clearly functions to emphasize Jason’s pietas and religio, two characteristics 

that render the dux / sacerdos decidedly un-Salmoneus-like, and thus decidedly un-Giant-

like.

206 On the importance of imagery connected with the Dog Star for the characterization of Jason later in the 
narrative see Stover 2003, 133-46.
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Finally, Valerius brings his storm scene to an end with a passage that seems 

designed to offer some closure on the issue of the Argonauts’ potential to be cast as anti-

Jovian, sky-reaching Giants.  Immediately following the simile that likens Jason to a 

priest whose prayers end a drought, we are told that the formerly rebellious winds once 

again become favorable for smooth sailing, which allows Argo to resume its voyage 

eastward (1.686-8): ecce autem molli zephyros descendere lapsu / aspiciunt; volat 

immissis cava pinus habenis / infinditque salum et spumas vomit aere tridenti (‘But 

behold!  They see the zephyrs descend with a gentle gliding; the hollow ship flies onward 

with loosened reins and it cleaves the sea and tosses up foam with its three-forked prow’).  

Valerius then produces a simile that likens Tiphys’ piloting of the ship to Jupiter’s 

governance of the various elements in the natural world (689-92):

Tiphys agit tacitique sedent ad iussa ministri;
qualiter ad summi solium Iovis omnia circum
prona parata deo, ventique imbresque nivesque
fulguraque et tonitrus et adhuc in fontibus amnes.

Tiphys navigates the ship and his helpers sit silently, ready to do what he orders,
just as at the throne of Jupiter most high all things are on hand and prepared for
the god, the winds and the rain and snow and lightning and thunder and rivers
still in their springs.

This simile, as Zissos has pointed out, gives a strong Jovian authorization for the voyage 

of Argo by creating a symbolic connection between Jupiter’s imposition of order on the 

natural world and Argo’s ability to carry out its mission (note especially the reference 

here to Jupiter’s control of the winds).207  That is, the establishment of the Jovian regime 

(summi solium Iovis, 690), the creation of Jupiter’s new world order, goes hand-in-hand 

with, and indeed makes possible, mankind’s technological progress, as is the case in 
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Vergil’s conception of the Jovian era at Georgics 1.121-46.  Jupiter’s control of nature 

makes Tiphys’ control of Argo possible.  Again, human progress, human advancement 

into realms that were impassable in the days of Saturn’s regime, is sanctioned by Jupiter 

himself, the traditional target of titanic and gigantomachic rebellion.  Tiphys, and by 

extension Argo itself, is indeed Jovian, but in a way that is wholly distinct from 

Salmoneus’ impious attempt to claim for himself equality with Jupiter.  Rather, the Argo 

emerges as a representative, an ‘agent’ on the human level, of Jupiter’s newly established 

celestial power, not as a threat to that power launched from the human realm.  The 

relation that obtains between Argo’s voyage and Jupiter’s regime is thus cooperative, not 

oppositional, as is the case with Salmoneus.  

What threatens the Jovian order is not the crew of Argo, who in fact play an 

integral part in establishing this very order, but rather a return to the chaotic and 

disorderly days of the Saturnian era, symbolized by the actions of the rebellious and 

gigantomachic storm winds.  The paralyzing and destructive nature of the Saturnian 

alternative, together with the winds’ questioning of the legitimacy of Jupiter’s cosmic 

dispensation, function to reveal the superiority of the narrative present.  It is a time of 

great change, and some resent this change, especially those whose chaos-producing 

libertas has been restrained by the imposition of order.  But the change is construed as 

overwhelmingly positive, as decidedly ‘for the better’, not least because the primary 

opponents of the new world order are the storm winds, anti-Jovian agents of disorder and 

confusion who oppose the forward progress of the human race.  Argo’s voyage is indeed 

ultimately a sky-reaching mission (1.4, 563), but Valerius does all he can to ‘correct’ the 

207 Zissos 1997, 102 and 120-1.
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tradition in which the crew’s daring actions render this mission a Giant-like venture.208

And as we shall see, Valerius’ Argonauts, far from being cast as gigantomachic enemies 

of Jupiter, are consistently represented in the narrative as pro-Jovian Giant-slayers.

Having shown the extent to which Gigantomachy is a central feature of Valerius’ 

narrative and having examined the means by which the poet locates the Argonauts on 

Jupiter’s side within the scheme of this succession myth, I want to shift gears a bit and 

examine the intersection of Gigantomachy and civil war in Valerius’ Cyzicus episode 

(2.635-3.361).  I begin by analyzing the manner in which Valerius depicts the battle 

between the Argonauts and Doliones as bellum civile before going on to show that he 

presents this civil war under the sign of Gigantomachy. 

The Battle in Cyzicus as Civil War

Commentators have not failed to note the fact that Valerius presents the battle 

between the Doliones and Argonauts as a civil war.209  However, to my knowledge no 

one has yet subjected the evidence for this feature of Valerius’ text to systematic analysis 

nor examined the thematic and historical implications of Valerius’ formal literary 

gestures in this regard.210  That Valerius goes out of his way to compose a civil war 

narrative here, a feature of his text that has no basis in Apollonius’ version (1.936-1077), 

208 That Valerius goes out of his way to distance the Argonauts from charges of hybris and impiety may 
also be seen as a 'reflex' of his desire to link symbolically Vespasian's naval accomplishments in Britain 
with the Argonauts' epic undertaking (on which see Chapter One, p. 34-9).   For as Strand notes, "This 
comparison [sc. between Vespasian and the Argonauts] would be inadequate and impossible if in any 
respect the great model could be associated with presumptuousness and hybris" (Strand 1972, 9).
209 See for example Hull 1979, 406, Burck 1981a, 456, Hardie 1993, 87, McGuire 1997, 108-13, and 
Manuwald 1999, 159. 



116

is itself an interesting fact, given the political convulsions that had recently rocked the 

Roman state.  Why invent a civil war at Cyzicus when, as far as we know, one did not 

exist at this juncture in earlier accounts of the Argonautic legend?  Examination of the 

precise nature of the civil war Valerius offers us is thus instructive.  For in this bellum 

civile the ‘right side’ and the ‘wrong side’ are clearly distinguished from each other, and 

the (victorious) ‘right side’ is intimately associated with consolidating Jupiter’s new 

cosmic regime, which as I have shown has a thematic counterpart in the recent 

establishment of the Flavian dynasty at Rome.211  Again, Valerius’ formal gestures reveal 

an engagement with the poem’s historical conditions of production that is difficult to 

explain away or ignore.  I begin by laying out the means by which Valerius presents his 

Cyzicus episode as a bellum civile before going on to analyze this civil war as a 

manifestation of a particularly moralized type of bellum civile, namely Gigantomachy.

The Sameness of the Greeks and Phrygians

To begin with, it should be noted that Valerius goes to great lengths to establish a 

strong bond of friendship between the Argonauts and the Doliones.  In so doing Valerius 

greatly expands upon the friendly relations between the two sides in Apollonius’ account.  

In fact, in this regard, as in nearly every aspect of Valerius’ Cyzicus episode, the 

differences between the Roman and Hellenistic accounts far outweigh the similarities.212

The point I wish to stress here is that the great increase in the friendliness between the 

210 A partial exception is Hardie 1993, 87, whose few sentences on this episode have greatly influenced my 
understanding of this portion of Valerius’ narrative.  Readers of Hardie will recognize where my 
conclusions differ from his.
211 See Chapter One, p. 44-6.
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two sides in Valerius’ version is largely carried out by the emphasis the poet initially 

places on their cultural sameness.  And it this initial emphasis on the cultural sameness of 

the Doliones and Argonauts that sets the stage for Valerius’ subsequent presentation of 

the battle between them as a civil war.

Throughout the scene in which the Doliones hospitably welcome the Argonauts, 

Valerius goes out of his way to introduce to his narrative the notion that the Greeks and 

Phrygians are culturally indistinguishable.  This comes as quite a surprise, especially if 

we consider how this narrative feature squares with the thematic economy of the poem as 

a whole.  For until the sailing of Argo the two peoples inhabited regions of the world that 

had previously been separated from each other due to the great distance that stood 

between them.  We recall, of course, that men did not make such epic quests as the 

Argonautic expedition in the ‘slothful days’ of Saturn’s regime (1.500), a theme that 

Valerius appropriated from Vergil’s Georgics 1.121-46, as I have noted.  The Greeks and 

Phrygians have never met face-to-face.  So how do we account for the apparent cultural 

proximity of the two people in light of the great geographical distance that had heretofore 

kept them apart?  The cultural closeness between the Doliones and Argonauts, in fact, 

creates a strong contrast with the theme of the great geographical distance that had 

previously separated them.  Valerius draws attention to this contrast with the words he 

puts into Cyzicus’ mouth as the king welcomes the Argonauts to his city (2.639-48):

incipit, “o terris nunc primum cognita nostris
Emathiae manus et fama mihi maior imago,
non tamen haec adeo semota neque ardua tellus
longaqe iam populis inter via lucis eoae
cum tales intrasse duces, tot robora cerno.

212 On this see Garson 1964, 267.
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Nam licet hinc saevas tellus alat horrida gentes
meque fremens tumido circumfluat ore Propontis,
vestra fides ritusque pares et mitia cultu
his etiam mihi corda locis; procul effera virtus
Bebrycis et Scythici procul inclementia sacri.”

Cyzicus begins, “Group from Emathia, now known for the first time to our lands,
and to me a sight greater than the rumor about you; yet this land is not so 
removed nor so difficult to reach, nor now is the journey to eastern realms so 
long for people to make, when I see such leaders, such strength, arrive here. For
although on this side the rugged land nourishes savage nations and roaring
Propontis with its swollen entrance flows around me, in these places we have your
type of honesty and the same religious rituals and my heart has been softened 
through culture. Far away is the barbaric courage of the Bebrycian and far away
the hostility of the Scythian rite.”

Here Cyzicus tries to bridge the physical separation that until now had obtained between 

his people and the Greeks (639-43) by claiming that they share certain cultural and 

religious practices in common.  This allows the king to describe the Doliones as kindred 

spirits of the Argonauts (646-8).  And yet, Cyzicus’ words about the great geographical 

gulf that had separated the Argonauts from the Doliones picks up Valerius’ earlier 

indication that the city of Cyzicus is located very near the great divide between Europe 

and Asia.  Before arriving in Cyzicus the heroes have just traversed the Dardanelles, 

which Valerius describes as the point where “Europe flees from Asia” (Asiam…/ 

effugit…Europa, 2.614-5), the locus of an ancient fissure in the earth caused by what 

amounts to a mythologized version of continental drift (616-20).  And because this 

geological upheaval had long ago separated the people of Europe from those of Asia 

(616), Valerius is able to describe the Argonauts’ movement across the boundary 

between the two continents as the entry into “another world” (alium…in orbem, 628). 213

213 On the topos of voyaging into ‘another world’, i.e. into a realm beyond one’s own, especially in regard 
to the purported desire of Alexander the Great to sail ‘beyond the Ocean’, see Seneca Suas. 1.  Of particular 
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So how is it that Cyzicus can claim that his people and the Argonauts are culturally 

similar, and what purpose does this serve in Valerius’ narrative?

Cyzicus’ assertion concerning the cultural similarities between the Doliones and 

the Greeks is facilitated by the rather curious (and un-Apollonian) fact that he apparently 

knows, by way of rumor (fama, 640), a good deal about his new guests. Not only does 

Cyzicus know that the Argonauts come from Greece, he knows what part of the Greek 

world they have traveled from, since he refers to them as Emathiae manus (640).  

Presumably, it is precisely because of his knowledge of the Greek way of life in general, 

coupled with the fact that Cyzicus knows the Argonauts are Greek, that he is able to 

make his claims for cultural parity between them and his own people.  The detailed 

knowledge that Valerius’ Cyzicus seems to possess about the Argonauts, together with 

his desire to convince his guests that they and he are culturally indistinguishable, has no 

basis in Valerius’ Hellenistic predecessor.  Apollonius’ Cyzicus shows no concern 

whatsoever to express any cultural affinities between his people and the Argonauts.  In 

fact, in Apollonius’ epic Cyzicus does not express himself at all: the king speaks not a 

single word in direct speech.  Moreover, it is clear that the relatively small amount of 

information that Cyzicus knows about his guests in the Apollonian account would 

preclude his making any generalizations about the cultural similarities between the 

interest here is the passage Seneca quotes from Albinovanus Pedo’s epic poem on Germanicus’ North Sea 
expeditions (Suas. 1.15): anne alio positas ultra sub cardine gentes / atque alium bellis intactum quaerimus 
orbem? (‘Or are we looking for nations located beyond, in another realm, another world untouched by 
wars?’).  For more examples of the ‘other world’ theme, see Courtney 1993, 316.  The cultural differences 
that existed between inhabitants of Europe and Asia was a standard feature of ancient ethnographical 
writing.  See for example the long discussion of the differences between these two ‘separate worlds’ in the 
Hippocratic treatise Airs, Waters, Places 12-24, where the vastly different cultural practices on the two 
continents are ascribed to the very different climatic features that exist in them.  For the importance of this 
treatise in the ethnographic tradition see Thomas 1982, 1-2, 16.
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Doliones and Argonauts, even if he were given the opportunity to express himself in 

direct discourse at the moment he first meets the Greek sailors.  For although Apollonius’ 

Cyzicus, like Valerius’, has heard about the Argonauts by way of rumor (phatis, 1.969), 

neither he nor any of the other Doliones recognize them as such at first sight, since they 

only welcome the Greeks with hospitality after they have learned from the Argonauts 

themselves what their quest is and who they are (1.961-3).  In fact, even after the 

Argonauts initially divulge information about their identity and their goal, Apollonius’ 

Doliones still seem to know rather little about the causes and purpose of the voyage.  For 

it is only later, during the banquet, that Cyzicus learns from the Argonauts about the 

purpose of the voyage and the commands of Pelias (1.980-1). 

The Doliones’ inability immediately to recognize their new guests in Apollonius 

can be seen as a touch of narrative realism following from the fact that the Argo is not the 

first ship ever to sail the high seas in the Hellenistic version.214  As such, the simple sight 

of any ship drawing near their city would not be enough to make manifest the identities 

of those on board, as is the case in Valerius’ narrative.  There, as Argo approaches, 

Cyzicus sees something quite new, and the ship is thus described as nova signa carinae

(2.636).  However, the novelty of a ship entering the Doliones’ harbor only complicates 

the issue of Cyzicus’ detailed knowledge of the Argonauts’ way of life and the stress he 

places on the cultural affinities between his people and the Greeks.  If no one has yet 

sailed to Cyzicus from Greece, exactly how did the ‘rumor’ (fama)  of the Argonauts’ 

expedition and information concerning the Greeks’ cultural institutions reach the king’s 

ears?
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As it is, Valerius’ Cyzicus, in contrast to Apollonius’, is nowhere said to learn 

anything about the voyage of Argo and its heroic crew, for he already seems to know the 

whole story, in a manner reminiscent of Vergil’s Dido in regard to the story of the 

Trojans (Aen. 1.453-93, 561-8).  Rather than needing to learn anything about the Greeks, 

Valerius’ Cyzicus plays the role of teacher, instructing his guests about the Doliones’ 

cultured ways, which he claims set them apart from their cruder neighbors (2.644-8).  In 

this way, he tries to convince the Argonauts that his people share their values.  In 

contrast, the Argonauts in Apollonius learn nothing specific to the city of Cyzicus that 

would distinguish it from the surrounding area.  Rather the Greek heroes hear about the 

“cities of those who live around there and the entire gulf of wide Propontis” (1.982-3).  

And whereas Valerius’ Cyzicus knows enough about the world beyond his own region to 

compare his people to the Greeks and contrast them with the Bebrycian Amycus and the 

Scythians (2.647-8), Apollonius’ Cyzicus is entirely ignorant of the world beyond his 

immediate vicinity (1.983-4).  

It thus emerges that the rumor about the Argonauts that Apollonius’ Cyzicus has 

heard contained very little information about them and their purpose in making the 

voyage, to say nothing of information concerning their way of life back in Greece.  In 

fact, it seems that the only real detail about the Argonauts contained in the rumor that has 

reached Cyzicus in Apollonius’ narrative is that one day a “godlike band of heroic men” 

would arrive and that, when they did, Cyzicus should receive them kindly (1.969-71).  

We are not told by Apollonius why Cyzicus should behave in this manner, but what is 

214 On this aspect of Apollonius’ epic see Jackson 1997.



122

certain is that his altruistic actions do not in any way arise from a belief in a shared 

cultural heritage with the Greeks, as is the case in Valerius’ version.

To generalize the discussion thus far, we can say that the situations in Cyzicus in 

the two epics are almost the exact opposite of what we may reasonably be expected to 

find.  Given the great (and un-Apollonian) importance Valerius places on the disjunction 

of lands and the geographical separation of people in the Saturnian era (1.585-90), a 

separation that the voyage of Argo, the first ship ever to set sail, is supposed to bring to 

an end, we might expect to find in Valerius’ narrative the type of isolation and ignorance 

that characterize the Doliones in Apollonius’ poem.  For Apollonius’ epic describes a 

world in which one would assume that information had traveled more freely, since 

seafaring was not invented with the sailing of Argo.  And yet, it is Valerius’ Doliones 

who appear to be the more ‘cosmopolitan’, whereas Apollonius’ are decidedly 

‘parochial’.  I suggest that if, as seems to be the case in Valerius’ poem, the Greeks and 

Doliones are somehow configured as members of the same oikoumene, as culturally 

indistinguishable, then war between them becomes more easily assimilated to civil war.

The Strength of the Greek and Phrygian Alliance

In addition to having Cyzicus claim that his people are culturally 

indistinguishable from the Greeks, Valerius stresses the close bonds of friendship and 

alliance established between the Doliones and the Argonauts.  In this regard Valerius’ 

narrative once again differs greatly from his model text.  Characteristically, Valerius 

employs allusion in order to emphasize the strength of the bonds that unite the Argonauts 
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and Doliones.  Just before Cyzicus addresses the Greek heroes upon their arrival, we read 

(2.638): [Cyzicus] miraturque viros dextramque amplexus et haerens / incipit.  The 

friendliness with which Cyzicus greets the Argonauts here is reinforced by an echo of 

Vergil’s Aeneid.  Valerius’ dextramque amplexus et haerens recalls Vergil’s description 

of the manner in which Pallas welcomes Aeneas upon his arrival in Pallanteum at Aen. 

8.124 (excepitque manu dextramque amplexus inhaesit).215  The image of the Trojans 

joining in harmony with the Greek Arcadians apparently appealed to Valerius as he 

imagined this (‘chronologically’ earlier) scene of the proto-Trojan Phrygians joining in 

alliance with the Greek Argonauts.  For this is not the only instance in which the 

friendship and alliance between the Trojans and Arcadians in Vergil’s Aeneid functions 

as a subtext in Valerius’ depiction of the relations between the Argonauts and the 

Doliones.  The Vergilian intertext is operative again a bit later, when Valerius implores 

the Muse Clio to explain why Jupiter allowed these allies to clash in war (3.16-8): cur 

talia passus / arma, quod hospitiis iunctas concurrere dextras / Iuppiter? (‘Why did 

Jupiter allow such battles, why did he allow right hands joined in friendship to clash in 

war?’).  Here Valerius’ reference to the allies’ “right hands joined in friendship” not only 

picks up the earlier reference to the scene of hand-clasping at 2.638, but also makes 

another allusion to the important alliance between Vergil’s Trojans and Arcadians.  

Valerius’ iunctas…dextras echoes, both verbally and metrically, the words that Evander 

215 Cf. Garson 1964, 271.  It is quite clear that Valerius’ desire to echo this Vergilian passage outweighed 
the slight uncertainty his diction causes in the text.  For it is not clear just whose hand it is that Cyzicus 
grasps in his as he begins to speak, whereas it is perfectly obvious in the Aeneid passage that Pallas takes 
hold of Aeneas’ hand, since he has been speaking to Aeneas alone.  Valerius’ Cyzicus, on the other hand, 
addresses all the Argonauts together, and while we may assume that he takes hold of Jason’s hand alone, 
this is not made explicit in the text.  On this see Poortvliet 1991b, 315.
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speaks as he offers his full support to Aeneas and his men (Aen. 8.169): ergo et quam 

petitis, iuncta est mihi foedere dextra.216

As it is then, the bond that is established between Vergil’s Trojans and Arcadians, 

two groups of people who, like Valerius’ Doliones and Argonauts, come from rather 

different worlds but turn out to share a much more common heritage than one may first 

expect (e.g. Aen. 8.142), operates as an important model in Valerius’ depiction of the 

more-than-close relationship that obtains between the Argonauts and Doliones.  Valerius 

has thus employed Vergilian reminiscences in order to paint a very different picture of 

the friendship between the two sides than that which we find in Apollonius’ account.  

Through the Vergilian intertext Valerius presents the alliance between the Argonauts and 

Doliones in ‘familial’ terms, as nothing short of the coalescence of their respective 

houses (iunxere penates, 3.13), a feature of his narrative that enables him to portray the 

ensuing battle between them as more than just an unfortunate episode of mistaken 

identities.217  By giving voice to the notion that the Greeks and Phrygians are culturally 

indistinguishable and by stressing the closeness of their alliance, Valerius sets the stage in 

such a way that, when the two sides clash, the battle has all the trappings of a bellum 

216 Clearly, Valerius was very keen to stress the ‘joined’ and ‘allied’ nature of the relationship between the 
Argonauts and the Doliones, especially just before the Greeks set sail in departure.  His use of iunctas at 
3.17 marks the third occurrence of the verb iungere to appear in very quick succession at the opening of 
Book 3.  As such, the phrase iunctas…dextras picks up the wording of 3.8 (iunctos…gressus), where the 
two leaders, Jason and Cyzicus, walk in step together to the shore.  It also echoes the phraseology 
employed at 3.13, where after yet another scene of hand-clasping (manibusque datis), we are told that the 
two peoples “have bound their homes in alliance” (iunxere penates).  There is nothing in Apollonius’ text 
that is even remotely similar to the Valerian notion that the two houses have ‘joined into one’.  Moreover, 
the entire departure scene that we find in Valerius, with its tearful exchange of gifts (3.8-12), is wholly 
absent from Apollonius’ narrative.  There, after having defeated the Earthborn Giants, a passage to which I 
shall return, the Argonauts simply set sail.  There is no mention of an emotional farewell or gift exchange 
(1.1012-14).
217 In regard to the ‘familial’ nuances of the phrase iunxere penates, note that in Valerius the past participal 
of the verb iungere can also be used unqualified to mean simply ‘kinsmen’ (e.g. 2.561).
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civile.  And the terminology that our poet employs in describing this battle only 

reinforces the sense that we are dealing here with civil war.

The Terminology of Civil War

As Valerius invokes the Muse Clio, calling on her to provide assistance in singing 

of the battle between the Doliones and Argonauts, the poet uses an evocative phrase to 

describe the bloody encounter (3.14-5): Tu mihi nunc causas infandaque proelia, Clio, / 

pande virum.  The key term here is infanda proelia.  These words indicate rather clearly 

that the epic’s narrator classifies the nature of the ensuing battle in terms appropriate for 

describing a bellum civile.  For by Valerius’ day, to sing of “unspeakable battles” 

(infanda proelia) in Latin epic is to engage with the rhetoric of civil war, and especially 

with the rhetoric of civil war operative in Lucan’s Pharsalia, where the ineffable nature 

of bellum civile plays a very prominent role.  For example, in a programmatic passage 

early in Book 1, Lucan refers to the civil war between Caesar and Pompey as a bellum 

nefandum (1.21).  Later in Book 1, it is made perfectly clear that bellum nefandum is 

synonymous with civilia arma, “civil war” (1.325): bella nefanda [Pompeius] parat 

suetus civilibus armis.  Valerius’ description of the events in Cyzicus as “unspeakable 

battles” (infanda proelia) thus colors the entire episode, recalling as it does Lucan’s 

emphasis on the unspeakable nature of civil war narrative.218

218 Vergil employs the phrase infandum bellum twice in the Aeneid (at 7.583 and 12.804), but each time it 
refers not to civil war per se, but rather to the war between the Trojans and Italians.  However, this is not to 
say that this Vergilian war lacks elements of bellum civile, on which see Pöschl 1962, 30 and Ahl 1976, 66-
7.
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And Valerius does not stop there.  In a related vein, once again ascribing to the 

battle between the Argonauts and Doliones the Lucanian motif of the ‘unspeakability’ of 

civil war, Valerius refers to the affair as a nefas, a term whose semantic relations with 

words like nefandus and infandus is obvious (3.284).219  The word nefas alone is enough 

to recall Lucan’s poetics of civil war.  O’Higgins, Feeney, and Masters have shown that 

nefas is a most significant tag for civil war throughout Lucan’s epic.220

In addition to terms for the unspeakable nature of civil war, Valerius also 

appropriates another Lucanian phrase when discussing the nature of his battle narrative.  

At 3.30, the poet refers to the clash between the Doliones and Argonauts as impia bella, 

wording that recalls Lucan’s usage of this very phrase as a gloss for bellum civile at BC

1.691 and 7.171.221  Finally, that Valerius here couches his narrative not just in terms of 

civil war, but specifically in terms of Lucanian civil war, is also evident from a passage 

early in his account of the battle.  As he is describing the panic-inducing effect that the 

god Pan has on the unsuspecting Doliones when they first believe they are under siege by 

the Pelasgians, he describes the god’s actions thus (3.46): deus ancipitem lymphaverat 

urbem.  This line combines two separate passages of Lucan into a new unity that well 

219 Valerius also employs the term nefas in reference to the battle between the Doliones and Argonauts 
later in the narrative (3.258 and 301).  Nefas is found as a tag for civil war elsewhere in Valerius as well: at 
1.747 Cretheus describes the civil strife between Aeson and Pelias as a triste nefas, a phrase that is 
immediately glossed as fraterna arma.
220 O’Higgins 1988, 217, Feeney, 1991, 276-7, Masters 1992, 212-5.  Cf. also Rowland 1969, 206-7.
221 It is worth noting in this regard that Duff in his Loeb edition of Lucan translates impia bella at 1.691 
quite naturally as “civil war”.  Cf. also Statius’ use of the phrase impia bella to describe the civil strife 
between Polynices and Eteocles at Th. 11.348-9.  Lucan also employs the related phrase impia arma in 
reference to bellum civile at BC 6.781 and 7.196, a term that he appropriated from Vergil’s Aeneid 6.612-3, 
where the words arma…impia clearly refer to civil war, as Austin 1977, 195 points out.  Valerius’ poem 
contains a variation on this Lucanian/Vergilian civil war terminology as well.  Later in his narrative, when 
Valerius describes the rather strange form of civil war that will take place among the Earthborn Men in 
Colchis, he glosses the struggle as impia proelia (5.221).
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captures both the confusion and distraction caused by bellum civile.  At BC  1.266 Lucan 

describes Rome in the early stages of civil war as an anceps urbs, a “distracted city”, a 

city being ripped apart by civil discord.  And later, at 1.495-6, as panic fear of Caesar’s 

impending invasion sweeps through the city of Rome, we read: turba per urbem  / 

praecipiti lymphata gradu.  

So Valerius’ choice of words in describing the battle between the Doliones and 

Argonauts (infanda proelia, nefas, impia bella, etc.) signals the appropriation of a 

‘semantic code’ developed by Lucan to describe the horror, not of war in a general sense, 

but of civil war in particular.  As such, Valerius goes to great lengths in his Cyzicus 

episode to confront his audience with a sustained account of such horror, to speak the 

unspeakable, to confront his readers with images of civil war.  But as we shall see, 

Valerius evokes Lucan’s terminology of civil war mainly to establish that his battle 

narrative is in fact a bellum civile, for what he offers us in the end is a rather un-Lucanian 

civil war.222  It is a civil war in which the forces of good and evil are clearly demarcated, 

in which one side clearly possesses a moral superiority over the other and from which the 

‘good guys’ emerge as victorious.

Gigantomachy and Contempt for the Gods at Cyzicus

In the preceding section we saw that Valerius appropriates a decidedly Lucanian 

phraseology in order to configure the battle in Cyzicus as a civil war. Now I turn to an 

examination of precisely what type of civil war narrative Valerius actually offers his 
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audience.  I suggest that Valerius presents the battle between the Doliones and Argonauts 

as a specific type of civil war indeed, but one that is not specifically Lucanian, and in 

some ways, is anti-Lucanian.  That is, Valerius’ battle narrative plays out under the sign 

of Gigantomachy in its traditional guise, a particularly moralized form of civil war, in 

which strong lines of demarcation exist between the forces of good and evil.223  The 

perennial problem concerning who, if anybody, is the ‘hero’ of Lucan’s epic is perhaps 

the strongest evidence that there are no such hard and fast boundaries between the right 

side and the wrong side in Lucan’s poem.224  I have already mentioned Lucan’s 

perversion and confusion of the Gigantomachy model, such that Valerius’ reversion to 

the normative trajectory of the myth can be understood as a reaction to the violence done 

to it in the Pharsalia.225  Valerius’ usage of Gigantomachy distinguishes rather clearly 

between the forces of order and those of chaos, and in so doing he brings his Cyzicus 

episode in line with the broader themes of the epic as a whole. 

Interestingly enough, in presenting the Doliones as savage Giants, Valerius’ 

narrative undercuts and ‘corrects’ Cyzicus’ initial claims that his people are as civilized 

and cultured as the Greeks themselves (2.646-7), precisely the type of rhetoric that 

222 In regard to the ‘unspeakability’ of the battle, although Valerius appropriates this Lucanian trope, he 
never once abjures his vatic responsibility, never refuses to continue singing the song, as Lucan does at BC
7.552-6.
223 In this regard, one thinks of Vergil’s usage of gigantomachic imagery to give a strong moral (and 
political) dimension to his depiction of the civil war between Antony and Octavian (Aen. 8.675-706).  On 
this see Hardie 1986, 97-110 and Quint 1989, 1-8.  However, see my discussion of Vergil’s ambivalent 
deployment of gigantomachic imagery in the Aeneid earlier in this chapter. As I have noted elsewhere 
(Chapter One, p. 30 n. 47), Gigantomachy is frequently employed in Latin epic as a model for civil war on 
earth.
224 For a good discussion of the problems involved in discovering a hero in Lucan’s Pharsalia, see Ahl 
1976, 150-6, who argues that the poem does not have a single hero, but rather offers “three paradigms of 
heroism” (based on the characters of Pompey, Caesar, and Cato).  Cf. also Feeney 1986a, 140-1 and 
Johnson 1987, 1: “The Pharsalia has no hero, or too many.”
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enables Valerius to portray the battle between them as a civil war in the first place.  In 

fact, Cyzicus’ claims give way to a rather different image in which the Doliones appear, 

‘in reality’, far closer in temperament to precisely the type of savage and barbaric races 

whom Cyzicus cites as the very antitheses of his fellow countrymen (2.644-8).  

Throughout Valerius’ depiction of events in Cyzicus, the Doliones are repeatedly cast as 

gigantomachic monsters who are aligned with the old Saturnian regime and the chthonic 

and chaotic forces of the lower order, and who as such represent a threat to the new 

Jovian dispensation.

It has long been noted that one of the most striking ways that Valerius departs 

from Apollonius’ version of events in Cyzicus is his omission of the battle between the 

Argonauts and the Earthborn Giants, a battle that plays a prominent role in the Hellenistic 

Argonautica (1.989-1011).226  And while it is true that Valerius omits the account of the 

battle against the Gegeneis and has removed any direct reference to such a race of Giants 

dwelling in the vicinity of Cyzicus, what he has done in regard to his Hellenistic 

predecessor is far more subtle than a simple narrative omission.  I suggest that Valerius 

has transferred the chthonic, chaotic, gigantic, and gigantomachic aspects of Apollonius’ 

Earthborn Men to the Doliones.  In so doing, Valerius has produced an entirely new 

narrative structure that has an entirely different narrative effect than anything we find in 

his model text.

‘Correcting’ Cyzicus

225 See p. 74-80 above.
226 Poortvliet 1991b, 310.
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The undercutting of Cyzicus’ claims that he and his people are mild-mannered, 

cultured, and sophisticated begins immediately in Book 3 with Valerius’ description of 

the causes of the civil bloodshed between the Doliones and Argonauts.  In a passage that 

has no basis in Apollonius’ poem and that bestows on the Roman poet’s entire episode a 

moral dimension that is wholly lacking in the earlier epic, Valerius tells his audience that 

the cause of the battle was not simply a sad case of mistaken identity, but rather an act 

purposefully carried out by a vengeful goddess (3.19-31):227

Dindyma sanguineis famulum bacchata lacertis
dum volucri quatit asper equo silvasque fatigat
Cyzicus, ingenti praedae deceptus amore
adsuetum Phrygias dominam vectare per urbes
oppressit iaculo redeuntem ad frena leonem.
Et nunc ille iubas captivaque postibus ora
imposuit, spolium infelix divaeque pudendum.
Quae postquam Haemoniam tantae non immemor irae
aerisono de monte ratem praefixaque regum
scuta videt, nova monstra viro, nova funera volvit,
ut socias in nocte manus utque impia bella
conserat et saevis erroribus implicet urbem.

While Cyzicus, cruel on his swift horse, shakes Dindymus, a place wild with
the bloody arms of Cybele’s servants, and wears out the woods, seized by an
enormous love of spoils, he killed with his javelin a lion that was accustomed to
carry its mistress through the cities of Phrygia as it was returning to the bridle.
And now Cyzicus placed the mane and captured head of the lion on his doorpost,
an ill-omened trophy and a source of shame for the goddess. Later, when Cybele,
unforgetting of her great anger, sees from the cymbal-clashing mountain the
Haemonian ship with the kings’ shields affixed to it, she ponders new misfortunes
for the man, new deaths, and how she can make allied hands contend against each
other in the night and sow an impious war and entangle the city in cruel error.

As Hershkowitz has shown, Cyzicus’ killing of Cybele’s lion and his subsequent 

contemptuous display of its head on his doorpost are acts that align him with that paragon 

227 On the innovations made by Valerius in this regard see Garson 1964, Adamietz 1976, 43-5, Fucecchi 
1996, 119-22, and Hershkowitz 1998, 172-4.
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of disregard for the gods in Latin epic, the contemptor divum par excellence, Vergil’s 

Mezentius.228  And of course, Vergil’s Mezentius is not only a “hater of the gods”, he is 

also a gigantomachic figure.229  Thus, Cyzicus’ actions make him appear perilously close 

in nature to the monstrous and anti-Jovian figure of Valerius’ Amycus, king of Bebrycia, 

precisely the type of person whom Cyzicus had claimed not to be (2.647-8).230

In addition to evoking the figure of Vergil’s Mezentius, Valerius’ description of 

Cyzicus’ actions also recalls, both verbally and thematically, the figure of Vergil’s 

Camilla, a gesture that reinforces Cybele’s antipathy toward the king.  Valerius’ 

description of Cyzicus as praedae deceptus amore (3.23) recalls a phrase that Vergil uses 

to describe Camilla at Aen. 11.782 (praedae et spolium ardebat amore).231  Valerius calls 

the lion’s head spolium at 3.26 and echoes Vergil’s captivo…auro (11.779) with his 

captiva…ora at 3.25.  The thematic similarities between Camilla and Cyzicus are 

obvious, and ominous for the latter: obvious in that, like Camilla, who is described by 

Vergil as a huntress (venatrix, Aen. 11.780), Cyzicus too is carried away while hunting by 

a heedless desire for spoils/plunder; ominous in that, as for Camilla, Cyzicus’ heedless 

pursuit of spoils leads directly to his death, although he is not cut down in the act of 

228 Hershkowitz 1998, 173.  Such contemptuous display also recalls the inhuman and barbaric figure of 
Vergil’s semihomo Cacus, who exhibited the heads of his victims on the entrance to his cave (Aen. 8.195-
7).
229 Hardie 1986, 97.
230 Valerius’ Amycus is clearly presented as an anti-Jovian, uncivilized Giant figure, who, like Cyzicus and 
Mezentius, displays the heads of his victims on the entrance to his home (4.183).  On the depiction of 
Valerius’ Amycus as a brutish Cyclopean Giant see Shelton 1984, Hardie 1993, 84, Zissos 1997, 149-77, 
Zissos 2002, 89-92, and Bettenworth 2003.  Of course, Apollonius’ Amycus already cuts a rather 
gigantomachic figure, as has been shown by Hunter 1993, 28-9.
231 Valerius’ praedae deceptus amore (3.23) also recalls Vergil’s description of Ascanius’ ill-fated killing 
of Silvia’s pet stag at Aen. 7.496 (eximiae laudis succensus amore), which, as with Cyzicus’ killing of 
Cybele’s lion, is the ultimate cause of war (Aen. 7.481-2).  On this verbal echo as a commentary on the 
Vergilian passage see Connors 1992, 6.
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seeking what he covets, as is the case with Camilla.  These verbal and thematic parallels 

with Vergil’s text subtly reinforce the hatred that Cybele feels for Cyzicus in Valerius’ 

narrative.  For Vergil’s Camilla is carried away by her desire to hunt down and capture 

the spoils of one Chloreus, a former priest of Cybele (Aen. 11.768)!232

The Question of Phrygian Refinement

Another verbal echo of Vergil’s Aeneid reinforces the image of Cyzicus as a 

contemptor divum, and further problematizes the king’s initial claims to culture and 

sophistication.  As before, Valerius is here continuing to lay the groundwork for his 

subsequent portrayal of the king as a bona fide Giant figure who is ranged on the side of 

the forces that oppose Jove’s new regime.  The phrase Valerius uses to describe Cyzicus 

hunting, silvasque fatigat (3.21), recalls the words of Vergil’s Numanus Remulus, a 

Rutulian who famously contrasts the hardy, primitivist ways of his people with what he 

believes to be the soft lifestyle of the Trojans (Aen. 9.598-620).233  When it comes to 

hunting (venatu), Numanus claims that the Rutulian youth silvasque fatigant (9.605).  

Valerius’ allusive gesture here suggests that Cyzicus, by his actions, is more like the 

rough and rugged Numanus than the sophisticated Phrygian he had led the Argonauts to 

believe he was originally (2.644-8).  Consequently, the term asper is particularly 

appropriate to describe the king as he “wears out the woods” (3.21).  Cyzicus is, of 

232 I do not intend to suggest that Vergil’s Camilla is a vilified or unsympathetic character in the Aeneid.  I 
simply contend that Valerius’ references to this Vergilian figure function further to vilify Cyzicus within 
the thematic economy of the Argonautica by adding additional strain to the relations between the king and 
Cybele.
233 On this Vergilian episode see Taylor 1955, 271-3, Horsfall 1971, Winnington-Ingram 1971-2, Thomas 
1982, 93-107, and Dickie 1985.  Valerius, in fact, appropriates Numanus’ speech again later (at 6.323-39) 
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course, a Phrygian, a designation that in Vergil’s Aeneid often has pejorative 

connotations, as it does in Valerius’ proem where the poet contrasts the new Flavian 

dynasty favorably with the now defunct “Phrygian Julii” (Phrygios…Iulos, 1.9).234  But 

the reference to Vergil’s Numanus only serves to emphasize the disconnect between the 

king’s behavior and the stereotype of the soft-living, orgiastic oriental that forms the 

basis of Numanus’ ethnographical invective, a stereotype that presumably also lies 

behind Cyzicus’ words about his people’s mitia cultu at 2.646.  

In fact, to his detriment, Cyzicus seems to be a stranger to the stereotypically 

Phrygian way of life.  For not only does Cyzicus, like Numanus’ young Rutulian (and 

thus pointedly not like a Phrygian), “wear out the woods” with his hunting, he does so in 

a most remarkable place.  Cyzicus hunts down and kills Cybele’s lion on the ground most 

sacred to the goddess’ worship, Mt. Dindymus, the site of the orgiastic revels held by the 

Phrygians in her honor, a point emphasized by Valerius (Dindyma sanguineis famulum 

bacchata lacertis, 3.20).  Clearly, this feature of Valerius’ narrative only sharpens the 

image of Cyzicus as an impious contemptor divum, since he knowingly hunts lions on 

ground sacred to Cybele.  But the reference to Mt. Dindymus, the most important site of 

Phrygian ritual, as the backdrop to Cyzicus’ hunting adventure has other implications as 

well.  For Mt. Dindymus is precisely the place where Vergil’s Numanus says that the 

‘womanly’ Phrygians should spend all their time, engaging in song and dance and 

orgiastic celebrations, leaving the more ‘manly’ pursuits of hunting and warfare to ‘real 

men’ (Aen. 9.617-20).  That is, Cyzicus engages in Rutulian, and thus un-Phrygian, 

to characterize one ferus Gesander (6.303), leader of the Iazyges, as he valorizes the primitive ways of his 
people over the ‘soft’ lifestyle of the Greeks.  On this latter passage see Wijsman 2000a, 64.
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‘manly’ behavior (i.e. silvas fatigare) on the very spot that was, stereotypically, 

associated with the Phrygians’ excessively refined, overly soft, and thus ‘womanly’ way 

of life.  Cyzicus begins to appear as a fish out of water, something of a Numanus trapped 

in Phrygia, a feature of Valerius’ narrative that, among other things, does little for the 

king’s claims of cultural parity with the Greeks.235  His actions in hunting on the sacred 

mountain belie his initial attempt to employ the stereotype of Phrygian cultural 

refinement (2.646-7), features of Valerius’ text that are deftly underscored by some well 

chosen allusions to Vergil’s Aeneid. 

In fact, in order to follow this particular narrative thread through to its 

completion, it is important to recognize that this whole complex of ideas is picked up 

again later in the narrative, during the battle proper.  As the battle rages on, Cyzicus 

attempts to rally his troops, and does so by delivering a decidedly Numanus-like reproach 

(3.230-4):

Increpitat, “nunquamne dolor virtusve subibit
nil ausas sine rege manus? At barbara buxus
si vocet et motis ululantia Dindyma sacris,
tunc ensis placeatque furor, modo tela sacerdos
porrigat et iussa sanguis exuberet ulna.”

He rebukes them, “Will grief or courage never inspire your hands, hands that
dare nothing without your king? But if the barbaric boxwood pipe and
Dindymus howling as the rites are performed should call you, then would the
sword and madness please you, so long as the priest offers you the weapons
and the blood pours out of your arms at his command.”

234 On this see my discussion in Chapter One, p. 44.
235 Of course, Vergil’s Numanus makes a point of contrasting the Rutulians not only with the Phrygians, 
but also with the Greeks (Aen. 9.601-2): Quis deus Italiam, quae vos dementia adegit? / Non hic Atridae 
nec fandi fictor Ulixes.
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In order to shame his troops into action, Cyzicus explicitly employs the stereotype of 

Phrygian softness, which is here, as in the words of Vergil’s Numanus, found in 

conjunction with the notion that the Phrygians are overly zealous in their mode of 

worship.  The link between Phrygian ‘unmanliness’ and their reputed religious zealotry is 

not, of course, difficult to find.  It was precisely the Phrygian’s religious behavior that led 

to outsiders’ accusations of Phrygian effeminacy.  The Phrygians’ means of worshipping 

Cybele was a scary thing to outsiders and open to associations of emasculation, especially 

in the west, given that “the frenzy and the sword” (ensis…furor, 233) of which Valerius’ 

Cyzicus speaks alludes to the practice of the Galli, devotees of Cybele who worked 

themselves into a frenzy with wild music and then performed self-castration.236  This is 

precisely the Phrygius furor that Valerius mentions as the Argonauts sail toward Cyzicus 

at 2.624, a reference that, indeed, goes some way toward undercutting in advance the 

king’s claims that the Doliones and Argonauts engage in “the same religious rituals” 

(ritus pares, 2.646).  By the time we reach Cyzicus’ rebuke to his troops at 3.230-4, it has 

become clear that the king’s initial claim of ‘ritual parity’ with the Greeks turns out to be 

untrue.  

But Cyzicus’ rebuke at 3.230-4 does more than simply make explicit the gulf that, 

‘in reality’, separates the cultural mores of his Doliones from those of the Greeks.  It also 

reveals that the king wishes his Doliones weren’t quite so Phrygian, in the stereotypical 

sense, and this opens up a gap between Cyzicus’ implicitly favorable view of himself and 

236 The Romans, of course, were particularly put off by this Phrygian ritual behavior (see Wiseman 1984, 
119) and attempted to place controls on Cybele’s cult (on which see Beard, North, and Price 1998, 96-8).  
For a rather vivid poetic portrait of the Phrygians’ ‘horrible’ religious activity, with lots of space devoted to 
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the rather contemptuous view he takes of his subjects.  This has the effect of isolating 

Cyzicus from his subjects, once again exposing the king as a fish out of water, a stranger 

among his own people.  For in mocking the Doliones as servile (they can’t do anything 

sine rege, 231) and as excessively devoted to the orgiastic rites of Cybele, which renders 

them unmanly, Cyzicus speaks as if, like Vergil’s Numanus, he were a stranger to such 

practices, as if he were himself immune to the criticisms he levels at these ostensibly 

alien and reprehensible customs.  In fact, Cyzicus describes the cultural practices of his 

own people from the vantage point of an outsider to such an extent that he even refers to 

the typically Phrygian boxwood pipe as “the barbaric boxwood pipe” (barbara buxus, 

231).

The reference here to the boxwood pipe, often associated with the Phrygians’ 

worship of Cybele, gains in point if we keep in mind that Valerius had earlier contrasted 

the “Idaean boxwood pipe” (Idaeam…buxum) with the “trumpet of war” (tuba Martia), 

suggesting that the former is no match for the latter (1.318-9).  The boxwood pipe alone 

is thus implicitly a symbol of unwarlike behavior.  So the symbolism of Cyzicus’ 

reproach is rich indeed: he wants his men to heed the clarion call to war as eagerly as 

they do the sounds that call them to worship Cybele, which is tantamount to saying that 

he wants his men to be as furiously ‘manly’ in war as they are violently  ‘unmanly’ when 

they worship the goddess.  

The appearance of the term barbara at once reveals Cyzicus’ contempt for his 

subjects’ religious practices and distances him from these very practices.  In addition to 

issues of manliness and emasculation, see Catullus 63 (with the discussions of Rubino 1974 and Skinner 
1993).
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reinforcing the image of Cyzicus as a contemptor divum, since his words represent a 

stinging and sarcastic attack on the Doliones’ worship of Cybele, Cyzicus’ reproach also 

reveals him to be a tyrannical contemptor populi (again like Vergil’s Mezentius, Aen. 

8.481-8), and it is precisely the king’s apparent disregard for normative Phrygian 

behavior that ultimately brings about his downfall.  That is, Cyzicus feels superior to his 

subjects, and since so much of the Phrygian way of life concerns the worship of Cybele, 

his disdain for his people leads him to hold the object of their religious devotion in 

contempt, and for this he will pay.  

And Valerius leaves no doubt that it is the king’s contempt for res Phrygiae that 

causes his death.  As soon as Cyzicus is finished rebuking his subjects (talibus insultans, 

235), the goddess makes sure that these are the last words he will ever speak (3.236-8): 

infracti languescunt frigore cursus, / corda pavent, audit fremitus irasque leonum / 

cornuaque et motas videt inter nubila turres (‘His movement, broken by a chill, grows 

feeble, his heart trembles, he hears the roars and anger of lions and horns and he sees 

towers set in motion through the clouds’).  Cyzicus is then immediately struck down by 

Jason’s spear.  That Valerius has Cyzicus hear the sound of angry lions just before his 

death clearly reminds the audience of the king’s guilt in the eyes of Cybele and indicates 

that the theme of divine retribution for this contemptor divum has played itself out.237  It 

is the means by which Valerius reinforces the image of Cyzicus as a contemptor divum

by ascribing to him and his people the characteristics of sky-reaching Giants that is the 

focus of the next section.
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Might They Be Giants? Part I: Cyzicus

The characterization of Cyzicus as a gigantomachic figure, aligned with the forces 

of chaos, begins very early in Valerius’ narrative of the night battle.  Having been roused 

from sleep by the shouts of his panic-stricken subjects (3.58-60), Cyzicus is taken by 

Bellona herself through the city.  As the king follows the goddess Valerius employs two 

damning similes, rich with symbolism, that function further to vilify Cyzicus, whose 

crimes against Cybele have just been related at 3.19-31 (3.63-9):

                    Sequitur per moenia demens
ille deam et fatis extrema in proelia tendit,
qualis in Alciden et Thesea Rhoetus iniqui
nube meri geminam Pholoen maioraque cernens
antra ruit, qualisve redit venatibus actis
lustra pater Triviamque canens umeroque Learchum
advehit, at miserae declinant lumina Thebae.

In his madness he follows the goddess along the walls and advances into the battle
that was fated to be his last, just like Rhoetus when he rushed against Hercules
and Theseus, seeing Pholoe doubled and the caves larger than usual in his cloud
of excessive wine, or like the father who, his hunting finished, returned singing of
the forests and of Diana as he carried Learchus on his shoulder, but wretched
Thebes averted its gaze.

Firstly, Cyzicus, in his madness (demens, 63), is closely aligned with a force of chaos and 

destruction, the Centaur Rhoetus.  Valerius also specifically mentions that Rhoetus was 

an enemy of Hercules in particular (65), who is not only an Argonaut, which adds a layer 

of irony to the simile, but is also the Jovian hero par excellence (and Hercules will in fact 

play a significant role as a Jovian Giant-slayer later in this very battle, as we shall see).238

Of course, Centaurs, generally speaking, are associated in ancient literature and art with 

237 Cf. Garson 1964, 269 and Hershkowitz 1998, 173-4. 
238 Valerius does not mention Hercules in connection with Rhoetus in his earlier description of the 
Centauromachy at 1.141-8, although Rhoetus does figure prominently there.
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inhumanity and disorder.  Pindar succinctly sums up the pervasive notion that Centaurs 

stand outside the realm of the civilized world when he refers to their disregard for all 

things human and divine, saying that Centaurus, the founder of the race, was an 

“overbearing creature” (hyperphialon), “who wins honor neither among men nor in the 

laws of the gods” (Pythian 2.43-4).  As an overbearing and hubristic contemptor populi

and contemptor divum, Cyzicus appears rather Centaur-like indeed.

But what have Centaurs to do with Giants?  As enemies of civilization, Centaurs 

are often imagined by the ancients in terms that align them with those paragons of anti-

Olympian behavior, the Giants.239  An association between Centaurs and Giants can be 

made rather explicit in Latin literature.240  In Valerius’ case, the slide between Centaurs 

and Giants is particularly easy to make, given the fact that in Latin poetry Rhoetus is the 

name for both a Centaur and a Giant.241  At any rate, Centaurs are already found in 

Vergil’s description of the monstra who inhabit the Underworld (Aen. 6.285-6).  The 

implication that this subterranean prison house aligns the Centaurs not only with other 

anti-Olympian figures in general but specifically with the Giants is made explicit by 

Statius (Th. 4.533-5): quid tibi monstra Erebi, Scyllas et inane furentes / Centauros 

solidoque intorta adamante Gigantum / vincula et angustam centeni Aegaeonis umbram? 

(‘Why should I tell you about the monsters of Erebus, of the Scyllas and the Centaurs 

raging in vain and of the twisted chains of the Giants made of solid iron and the feeble 

239 Already in Xenophanes fr. 1.21-2 we see a symbolic connection made between Giants and Centaurs 
(and Titans) and the two are explicitly linked at Batrachomyomachia 171 (for which see Hardie 1986, 249).  
For the association of Centaurs and Giants in early Greek literature more generally, see Vian 1952, 10-2, 
23-5, 191, and 239.  Cf. also Sanford 1941, 52-3.
240 See for example Horace Carm. 2.12.5-9 (with Nisbet-Hubbard 1978, 189-90 for further references).
241 On which see Vian 1952, 230.
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shade of hundred-handed Aegaeon?’).242  The Centaurs, no less than the Giants (or for 

that matter the Titans), in order to ensure the success of the civilized and orderly regime 

of Jupiter, were removed from the upper world and imprisoned in Hell, a place from 

which they could no longer threaten the (new) Olympian order.  

And threaten the new order they might.  For Centaurs, like Giants, can also be 

imagined as sky-reaching figures, as desirous of making an assault on the heavens.  In 

this way, Centaurs emerge as gigantomachic figures, if we understand that phrase in a 

generalized way.  An ideological link between Centaurs and Giants in this regard is made 

most explicitly in Seneca’s Hercules Furens.  Hercules, in his madness (dementem, 975), 

considers making an assault on Olympus, saying (965-73):

                           Vincla Saturno exuam
contraque patris impii regnum impotens
avum resolvam; bella Titanes parent,
me duce furentes; saxa cum silvis feram
rapiamque dextra plena Centauris iuga.
Iam monte gemino limitem ad superos agam;
videat sub Ossa Pelion Chiron suum,
in caelum Olympus tertio positus gradu
perveniet aut mittetur.

I will throw off Saturn’s chains and loose my grandfather against the helpless
kingdom of my impious father. Let the Titans prepare wars, raging with me as 
their leader. I will carry rocks along with forests and with my right hand I will
seize ridges full of Centaurs. Now with mountain piled on mountain I will make a
path to the gods; let Chiron see his Pelion beneath Ossa, and set down as the third
step Olympus will reach to the heavens, or it will be thrown there.

242 Note also that Statius elsewhere associates the inhuman and uncivilized ways of the Centaurs with yet 
another chief exemplum of anti-Jovian disorder, the Cyclopes, at Th. 1.457-60.  With respect to the 
concatenation of imagery in the depiction of Centaurs, Giants, and Cyclopes, it is worth noting that Statius’ 
portrait of Capaneus, a Mezentius-like superum contemptor (Th. 3.602), makes use of all three models for 
this hybristic criminal.  Capaneus is likened to both a Centaur and a Cyclops (Th. 3.604-5) and later we 
learn that he wears an image of a Giant on his helmet (Th. 4.175-6).
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Here Hercules includes Centaurs in a list of figures whose help he might naturally seek in 

making his assault on Heaven, as the reference to piling up mountains in order to reach 

the skies makes clear.243  Moreover, since Centaurs are construed as appropriate allies for 

a gigantomachic assault on heaven, they are implicitly associated with the Titans and the 

old regime of Saturn (freeing Saturn is the goal of the assault), a theme that assumes 

prominence in Valerius’ later descriptions of the Doliones, as we shall see.  So Valerius’ 

simile likening Cyzicus to the Centaur Rhoetus has alarming implications indeed, 

implications that will be picked up in a more explicit fashion later in the narrative.

To conclude my discussion of this passage, I offer a brief examination of the 

second simile Valerius employs to characterize Cyzicus at 3.67-9, where the poet likens 

the king to Athamas, king of Thebes.  To begin with, it is obvious that the likening of 

Cyzicus to Athamas picks up the reference at line 63 to the king’s divinely orchestrated 

dementia (demens).  For the portion of the Athamas myth to which Valerius here alludes 

is the episode in which the father, driven mad by Juno, mistakenly kills his own son 

Learchus.  The simile, generally speaking, adds to the tragic note that Valerius strikes 

throughout his narrative of events at Cyzicus.244  In addition, the simile engages with the 

theme, most important for the entire episode, of mistaken identity, since Athamas 

243 The piling up of mountains is, of course, a common motif in descriptions of Gigantomachy in Latin 
literature (on which see Fitch 1987, 370).  The reference to Hercules’ intention to use rocks and trees and 
whole ridges as missiles is also a common feature of gigantomachic warfare.  This is precisely the mode of 
fighting frequently ascribed to the Giants when they made their assault on Olympus (see e.g. Horace Carm. 
3.4.55-6, Apollodorus 1.6.1, and in general Hardie 1986, 100-2).  It should also be noted that Centaurs too 
could be depicted as Giant-like in their mode of fighting: in Apollonius (1.60-4), Caeneus is said to have 
been overwhelmed by Centaurs who hurled large pine trees at him.
244 The allusion to the myth of Athamas is, in fact, quite literally ‘tragic’, since we know, for example, that 
Athamas’ murder of Learchus formed part of Euripides’ now fragmentary tragedy Ino (Hyginus Fab. 4.5).  
On the tragic aspects of Valerius’ Cyzicus episode in general see Garson 1964, 267-70 and Garson 1970, 
181-2.
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believed that he was killing a wild animal when in reality he killed his own child.  The 

fact that Athamas traditionally killed his son while out hunting is also significant and 

adds yet another layer of symbolism to the comparison of Cyzicus with the Theban king.  

For one of the elements common to nearly all of the known versions of Athamas’ killing 

of Learchus is that he believed he was hunting wild game when in fact he hunted down 

his own son, a detail of the story that Valerius pointedly includes (venatibus actis, 67).  

Taken together, the imagery of Valerius’ simile is rather suggestive.  On the one 

hand, like Athamas, Cyzicus is a crazed hunter who, in his divinely inspired madness, 

mistakenly attacks those whom he would otherwise profess to love and whom he 

considers to be as close to him as family (iunxere penates, 3.13).  On the other hand, the 

reference to Athamas’ tragic ‘hunting expedition’ reminds us of the very reason why 

Cyzicus has become the object of divine retribution and is thus being driven madly to 

attack his close friends and allies.  For Athamas’ hunting adventure recalls Cyzicus’ own 

ill-fated hunt (spolium infelix, 3.26), during which he killed one of Cybele’s lions (24).  

In this way, Valerius reinforces the connection between Cyzicus’ earlier ‘deranged’ 

hunting expedition and the tragedy that results from it.  Valerius thus strengthens the 

moral dimension of the episode by reminding his audience that Cyzicus’ present 

Athamas-like madness was caused by the king’s impious and arrogant attitude toward the 

cult of Cybele (25-6).245  In Valerius, unlike in Apollonius, there is a reason for the 

245 The symbolic relations set up by Valerius between Cyzicus’ present madness, which recalls the 
demented actions of Athamas, and his earlier hunting of Cybele’s lion may be reinforced even further if we 
keep in mind that in Ovid’s version of the Athamas story at Met. 4.512-9 the kind of animals that Athamas 
believes he is hunting are, in fact, lions (514), rather than the deer we hear about at Apollodorus 3.4.3.  And 
although Valerius does not specify what kind of animal Athamas thinks he is hunting, there is perhaps a 
verbal echo of the Ovidian version in our passage that makes one think that he had Ovid in mind.  Just 
before the similes that liken Cyzicus to Rhoetus and Athamas, the king’s movement through the city is 
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mayhem of the night battle between the Doliones and Argonauts.  The whole episode is 

caused by Cyzicus’ impious actions.  And although it seems tragic at first that the entire 

city must suffer for the actions of a single man, Valerius goes out of his way during the 

narration of the battle proper to vilify the Doliones as a whole by presenting them, like 

their king, as opponents of Jupiter’s newly established regime.

Might They Be Giants? Part II: The Doliones

As the narrative of the night battle between the Doliones and Argonauts moves 

away from its focus on Cyzicus, the anti-Jovian and gigantomachic associations operative 

in the initial presentation of the king are expanded and transferred to the Doliones in 

general.  A rather subtle example of this occurs at 3.90-93, which lays the groundwork 

for a more explicit treatment of the theme later in the narrative: Sic contextis umbonibus

[Minyae] urgent / caeruleo veluti cum Iuppiter agmine nubem / constituit; certant 

Zephyri frustraque rigentem / pulsat utrimque Notus (‘Thus with their shields knit 

together the Argonauts press forward, just like when Jupiter draws up a cloud with dark 

columns; the west winds do battle with it and from all sides the south wind beats in vain 

on the cloud, which does not yield’).  Here the Doliones, in their hopeless attempt to 

disrupt the tightly massed ranks of the Argonauts, are assimilated to storm winds (certant 

Zephyri, 92; pulsat…Notus, 93), which are engaged in a vain ‘battle’ (agmine) against a 

described thus: sequitur per moenia demens (3.63).  Perhaps there is a trace here of Ovid’s sequitur vestigia 
coniugis amens (Met. 4.515), a phrase which describes Athamas as he hunts down his wife and children.  
Note too Ovid’s use of gemina at 4.514 and Valerius’ geminam at 3.66, although in Ovid the word qualifies 
prole and refers to Learchus and Melicertes, whereas in Valerius it modifies Pholoe and signifies Cyzicus’ 
Rhoetus-like and deranged double-vision.
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Jovian cloud (90-1).246  This simile effectively creates a vivid contrast between the 

organized battle lines of the Argonauts (contextis umbonibus, 90) and the disorganized 

and frenzied Doliones, as they rush around the city in a panic.  The simile distinguishes 

the Argonauts from the Doliones based on the relative orderliness of the two sides.  Thus 

with this simile Valerius ascribes something of a Jovian, cosmic orderliness to the 

Argonauts’ formation over against the symbolism of cosmic confusion inherent in the 

assimilation of the Doliones to chaotic storm winds.  The simile’s symbolism of a 

struggle between a Jovian order (cosmos), represented by the ordered cloud, and an anti-

Jovian disorder (chaos), represented by the disruptive forces of the storm winds, prompts 

the reader to recognize in this passage the basic elements of a naturalized or 

‘demythologized’ Gigantomachy.  For, as we have seen, Philip Hardie has shown how 

mythical accounts of Gigantomachy and Titanomachy were rationalized and allegorized 

by the ancients in terms of meteorological upheavals in which the Giants and/or Titans 

were thought to symbolize the chaotic storm winds that threaten to disrupt the fabric of 

the ordered, Jovian cosmos.247  By assimilating the Doliones to frenzied storm winds that 

batter against the well organized Jovian ‘cloud’ of Argonauts, Valerius engages with the 

imagery of Gigantomachy, aligning the Doliones with the disruptive forces of chaos 

which, as enemies of Jupiter and agents of destruction, must by necessity be quelled in 

order to insure the orderly continuation of his new cosmic dispensation.  The cosmic 

246 Valerius’ mixture of storm imagery with military terminology recalls Vergil’s phraseology during the 
gigantomachic storm at Aen. 1.82 (velut agmine facto).  The references to the west and south winds 
(Zephyri, Notus) recall Valerius’ own gigantomachic storm in Book 1, since these are the principal forces 
of anti-Jovian destruction there as well (1.611-2, 640, 646, 652).  Of course, the Notus plays a prominent 
role in the storm in Aeneid 1 also (Aen. 1.85, 108).
247 Hardie 1986, 95-7.
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grandeur of Valerius’ simile should not go unnoticed.  In Valerius’ poem the battle 

between the Doliones and Argonauts, which is a senseless act of slaughter in Apollonius’ 

epic, begins to assume a moral dimension far greater than the personal impiety of the 

king; one, in fact, of cosmic proportions.  The battle begins to emerge as a struggle 

between the forces of order and chaos, of good and evil.

Immediately following the simile that likens the Doliones to storm winds, the 

gigantomachic undertones inherent in the simile are picked up and reinforced.  The 

Doliones try to disrupt the Argonauts’ battle lines by engaging in the gigantomachic 

mode of warfare par excellence: they hurl rocks at their opponents (impellere…saxa, 95-

6).  Not only is rock-throwing a standard feature of how Giants do battle in accounts of 

Gigantomachy in general (on which see n. 243 above), it is precisely what the gigantic 

Earthborn Men do in Apollonius’ account of the fight between the Argonauts and 

Gegeneis in Cyzicus (1.994-5).  In Valerius’ narrative there are no giant Gegeneis living 

in the vicinity of Cyzicus in comparison to whom the Doliones appear to be so much 

more civilized, as in Apollonius; but there are ‘Giants’: the Doliones themselves.

The Bigger They Are…

As is often the case when dealing with Giant-like figures, size matters.  With the 

mention of one Corythus at 3.98-9, we see the first instance of a theme operative 

throughout Valerius’ description of the night battle, namely, an emphasis on the 

enormous, gigantic stature of the Doliones.  Here is how Valerius describes the action as 

the Argonaut Eurytus first catches sight of Corythus (3.99): ingentem Corythi notat 
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Eurytus umbram.  The enormous size of Corythus’ body is such that it casts a “huge 

shadow” (ingentem…umbram), even in the dark!  Valerius’ use of hyperbole here 

functions to stress Corythus’ gigantic stature, even at the expense of producing the rather 

paradoxical notion that it is Corythus’ shadow that is visible, especially since we hear 

elsewhere that this night was particularly dark and murky, so dark that Valerius refers to 

it as a “hellish night” (Tartareae…noctis, 3.212).  Moreover, the term ingens itself has by 

this stage in the history of Latin epic acquired gigantomachic overtones.  Hardie has 

demonstrated this in his analysis of Vergil’s Cacus, a figure who is cast in the role of an 

anti-Jovian Giant and for whom ingens is something of an epithet.248  Nor is Corythus the 

only member of the Doliones to merit the term ingens during the battle.  The adjective is 

also applied to one Echeclus as he is brought down by Ancaeus (ingentem Ancaeus 

Echeclum / sternit, 3.138-9).  

The enormous size of the Doliones is on display again later as well, as the 

gigantic stature of one Opheltes is implied by Valerius’ choice of words in describing his 

huge shield.  When Telamon strikes him through his shield, the phrase Valerius uses is 

per clipei…opus (199).  As Langen notes, this usage of opus functions to emphasize the 

“magnitudo et moles clipei”.249  Mozley’s translation (“piercing his huge shield”) well 

captures the nuances of Valerius’ phraseology here.250  Incidentally then, the attentive 

reader realizes that, in a rather ironic way, Telamon’s subsequent hope to have slain a 

“great man” (magnus, 202), is absolutely true.  True, that is, in regard to Opheltes’ 

248 Hardie 1986, 117; cf. O’Hara 1994, 220.  On the imagery of Vergil’s Hercules-Cacus episode along 
these lines more generally see Galinsky 1966.
249 Langen 1964, 224.
250 Mozley 1934, 141.
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physical stature, but not in regard to his ‘nobility’ or ‘importance’, which is clearly the 

sense of magnus that Telamon has in mind.251

Phlegyas

In addition to the various references Valerius makes to the gigantic size of the 

Doliones, he can be quite explicit in ascribing to them gigantomachic and anti-Jovian 

affiliations.  An example of this occurs at 3.124-37, where a certain Phlegyas squares off 

against Hercules.  To begin with, in light of Valerius’ subsequent portrayal of Phlegyas 

(on which more below), it is worth noting that his name alone might be sufficient to call 

to mind anti-Olympian associations.  For Phlegyas happens to be the name of a well 

known contemptor divum, whose infamy rests on the fact that he made an assault on 

Delphi, angered by that oracle’s support for the divine parentage of his grandson 

Asclepius.  Vergil famously places this enemy of Olympus in his Underworld along with 

the other opponents of the Jovian order (Aen. 6.618-20), and even gives him a speaking 

part.  Vergil’s Phlegyas warns all who will listen not to act as he did, and his words make 

clear that he advises men not to be, precisely, contemptores divum, as he himself was 

(Aen. 6.620): discite iustitiam moniti et non temnere divos.  The slippage between 

Vergil’s infamous Phlegyas and Valerius’ Cyzicene is facilitated by the fact that 

Valerius, following Vergil, had earlier in his narrative already mentioned Phlegyas, the 

251 That is, given that Telamon’s desire to have killed a “great man” (magnus) appears in connection with 
his wish to have slain a king (regem, 201) or a man of ancient stock (alta / …gente satum, 201-2), a man 
whose death will be lamented by his city (flebilis urbi, 202), he is clearly thinking in terms of his 
opponent’s potential ‘greatness’ in a moral or ethical sense, not in terms of his physical appearance.  The 
irony, which produces something of a joke for the careful reader, is that Opheltes was ‘great’ (magnus), but 
in size, not in importance.
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contemptor divum, as an inhabitant of Hell, where he is constantly tortured by the Fury 

Tisiphone (2.192-5).  So when we encounter the name Phlegyas in Valerius’ Cyzicus 

episode, it is natural to think immediately of the Vergilian figure, the more (in)famous 

possessor of this name.  Valerius has thus chosen a most evocative name for this citizen 

of Cyzicus, and one that is significantly not found in Apollonius’ account of the episode.  

There we do find the name of one Phlogius mentioned among the Doliones who were 

slain.  However, Apollonius’ Phlogius is not killed by Heracles, but rather by the 

Tyndaridae (1.1045).  It seems, therefore, that in using the name Phlegyas for one of the 

Doliones Valerius has gone out of his way to evoke the negative connotations inherent in 

this nomenclature.  And the negative connotations at play in the man’s name are only 

reinforced by the description of him that follows.

After briefly describing that Phlegyas believes he is once again, as in the past, 

doing battle against the Pelasgians (3.126-8)252, Valerius offers his audience this 

characterization of the man (129-32):

Arduus et late fumanti nube coruscus:
quantus ubi immenso prospexit ab aethere Typhon
igne simul ventisque rubens, quem Iuppiter alte
crine tenet; trepidant diro sub lumine puppes.

He stands tall and flashes far and wide amid the smoking cloud, as huge as
Typhon when he looked out from the measureless sky, red with fire and winds,
whom Jupiter holds on high by the hair; ships shake beneath the ominous light.

To begin with, we should note that, even before the simile begins, Valerius both ascribes 

to Phlegyas the characteristics of a violent storm cloud (late fumanti nube coruscus) and 

252 Phlegyas’ words are, of course, highly ironic, since the Argonauts themselves are referred to elsewhere 
by Valerius as Pelasgians (e.g. 5.116, 474, 682).  On the use of irony in Valerius’ Cyzicus episode more 
generally see Burck 1981b, 541.
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also emphasizes Phlegyas’ physical size (arduus).  The connotations of the word arduus

are rather interesting.  On the one hand, this word is frequently employed by Valerius to 

describe the enormity of inanimate objects in the physical world: thus it is used to 

characterize the forest of Pisa (1.664), the Symplegades (4.671), and Mt. Parnassus 

(6.392).  On the other hand, the word is also associated by Valerius with rather monstrous 

creatures, such as the sea monster at 2.502 and the fire-breathing bulls at 7.572.  So in 

Valerius to be arduus is to be simultaneously ‘mountainous’ and ‘monstrous’.  In this 

regard it is significant that Vergil employs the term arduus in reference to Typhoeus at 

Aen. 8.298-9, especially given the appearance of the simile likening Phlegyas to Typhon 

that follows Valerius’ usage of this same word in reference to Phlegyas’ mountainous 

stature.253

Now besides the description of Phlegyas as arduus, the term is used by Valerius 

to describe the physical stature of a human warrior only one other time in the entire 

poem, Hercules (3.476 and 5.160).  This is intriguing since it is actually Hercules, not 

some Pelasgian (as Phlegyas understands that term), whom Phlegyas has squared off 

against in the Valerian passage.  As such, the moment the two allied soldiers meet in 

combat is initially characterized by something akin to the Lucanian motif of ‘parity in 

conflict’, a feature of Lucan’s battle narratives whereby the combatants’ sameness is 

often stressed during moments of armed struggle as a means to drive home the horror of 

253 The association of the term arduus with monstrous creatures is quite common in Vergil’s Aeneid.  
Vergil uses it to describe the Cyclops (3.619), a snake lifting up its scales (5.278; cf. 10.755), Typhoeus 
(8.299), and a ‘monstrous’ ship (called Centaurus, 10.197).
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civil war.254  In fact, given that the term arduus is also used by Valerius to refer to Jupiter 

at 5.163, in a simile explicitly ascribing Jovian characteristics to Hercules no less (163-4), 

it is fair to say that at this moment Phlegyas is not only dangerously Herculean, but is 

also dangerously Jovian.255  In this regard, it is worth noting again that ‘parity in conflict’ 

is a theme not unknown to accounts of Gigantomachy, whereby a “similarity between 

hero and villain may extend to the interchangeability of attributes or roles”.256  The 

potential Jovian undertones of the word arduus are reinforced by the description of 

Phlegyas as a smoking thundercloud (late fumanti nube coruscus, 129), an image that in 

fact recalls the Jovian cloud of Argonauts (nubem, 91) against whom the Doliones had 

chaotically rushed in vain.  But the key term here is coruscus.  Not only is this adjective 

associated in Valerius’ epic with Jupiter in general (e.g. 7.567), it is more often than not 

found in connection with the Jovian thunderbolt in particular (1.622, 4.670, 5.304, 6.55), 

precisely the weapon with which Jupiter is traditionally said to have overcome his 

various titanic and gigantic opponents (e.g. Hesiod Th. 689-93, 844-6, 853-5; Hyginus 

Fab. 152.2; Apollodorus 1.6.2-3).257

However, the ostensibly Jovian qualities contained in the phraseology of line 129 

(arduus and coruscus) prove to be fleeting, to be a false lead.  Implications of sameness 

and ‘parity in conflict’ quickly yield to a more simplified, disambiguated version of the 

254 On this aspect of Lucan’s epic see Masters 1992, 49.  In contrast, Vergil often stresses the 
dissimilarities between his combatants, normally by suggesting that one warrior is not the equal of his 
opponent (e.g. viribus imparibus, Aen. 10.459; non viribus aequis, 12.218; impar congressus, 1.475).
255 Once again Valerius has followed Vergilian diction.  Vergil describes Jupiter as arduus at Aen. 10.3.
256 Hardie 1986, 155-6.  Cf. also Feeney 1991, 159 and O’Hara 1994, 219.
257 Vergil, of course, also uses coruscus in reference to the thunderbolt (e.g. G. 1.328 and Aen. 8.391).  For 
the importance of the thunderbolt in representations of Gigantomachy, especially in the visual arts, see 
Fears 1981b, 767, 817.
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Gigantomachy model in which the two sides are clearly distinguished.  For any attempt to 

extend further the latent Herculean and Jovian characteristics contained in the description 

of Phlegyas as arduus and coruscus quickly falls apart.  The momentary or provisional 

ambiguity caused by the diction of line 129 is immediately cleared up by the simile that 

follows in line 130.  For as soon as the potential Jovian implications inherent in the final 

word of line 129 have been registered, Valerius launches into a simile that unequivocally 

undoes the subtle complications produced by the poet’s choice of words in 129: Phlegyas 

is neither Herculean nor Jovian. Rather, he is like the horrible Giant Typhon, whose 

association with violent storm winds is emphasized (ventisque rubens), at the very 

moment the monster was engaged in his cosmic struggle with Jupiter (130-2).  The hero 

and the villain are thus emphatically distinguished from each other.

Once again Valerius bestows a cosmic grandeur on his account of the localized 

battle in Cyzicus.  Moreover, by invoking the struggle between Jupiter and Typhon, 

Valerius reinforces the moral dimension of his narrative: Phlegyas assumes the role of the 

monstrous, chthonic enemy of Jupiter’s celestial regime, which must be defended by 

Hercules-as-Jupiter.  The combatants, although they can not see each other in the 

darkness, are clearly distinguished (and distinguishable) for the audience.  Although his 

text hints at the potential for hero and villain to be confused within the Gigantomachy 

model, Valerius ultimately extracts a rather simplified, uncomplicated logic of ‘good 

versus evil’ from the myth, and he clearly arranges his combatants on either side of this 

binary opposition.
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The simile, in fact, presents the clash between Hercules and Phlegyas as a 

microcosmic Gigantomachy, a Gigantomachy on the human level that resembles and 

evokes the cosmic clash between the forces of order and chaos inherent in the myth of 

Typhonomachy.  In this localized, microcosmic Gigantomachy, Hercules plays the role of 

Jupiter, Phlegyas the role of Typhon.  And the manner in which Hercules overcomes 

Phlegyas further evokes both a generalized account of Gigantomachy as well as the 

Hesiodic version of the Typhonomachy in particular.  For Hercules brings Phlegyas down 

with his bow (133), the very weapon used by the hero to such advantage in accounts of 

Gigantomachy.258  Significantly, Heracles also uses his bow to slay the Earthborn Giants 

at Cyzicus in Apollonius’ epic (1.992-4).  

In addition, the effect that Hercules’ arrow shot has on Phlegyas evokes images of 

Hesiod’s version of the battle between Zeus and Typhoeus.  In Valerius, Hercules’ arrow 

passes through a torch that Phlegyas is carrying and catches fire before striking him 

through the chest (per piceos accensa globos et pectus harundo / per medium contenta 

fugit, 3.135-6).  When the flaming arrow pierces Phlegyas’ chest, he bursts into flames 

(136-7), in a manner very reminiscent of the effect that Zeus’ thunderbolt has on 

Typhoeus in the Hesiodic account of the Typhonomachy (Th. 859-61).259  And although 

Valerius’ Hercules clearly plays Jupiter to Phlegyas’ Typhon, the slippage between 

Hercules and Jupiter, as well as between Phlegyas and Typhon, is aided by the fact that 

some authors record a relatively rare, un-Hesiodic, variant in which Hercules actually 

258 See for example Pindar Nem. 1.67-9 and Apollodorus 1.6.2.
259 And with Valerius’ description of Hercules’ flaming arrow piercing Phlegyas in the chest, compare 
Hyginus’ account of Jupiter striking down Typhon (Fab. 152.2): Iovis fulmine ardenti pectus eius [sc. 
Typhonis] percussit.
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assists Jupiter in his struggle with the monster.  Most notably, this variant is found in 

Vergil’s Aeneid, where the conquest over Typhoeus is listed among the labors of 

Hercules praised by the Arcadians (Aen. 8.298-9).260  Whether Valerius had this rather 

rare ‘Vergilian’ variant of the Typhonomachy in mind or not is impossible to tell.  What 

is clear is that the simile likening the clash between Hercules and Phlegyas to the war 

between Jupiter and Typhoeus imparts a divine and cosmic dimension to this human, 

local battle and endows this localized combat with themes appropriate to a universal 

struggle between the forces of order and chaos, good and evil.

Hercules the Giant-Slayer

Some thirty lines after the clash between Hercules and Phlegyas, Valerius once 

again focuses on Hercules and once again the Greek hero is portrayed as a Giant-killer 

(161-7):

Nec pharetram aut acres ultra Tirynthius arcus
exercet, socia sed disicit agmina clava.
Ac veluti magna iuvenum cum densa securi
silva labat cuneisque gemit grave robur adactis
iamque abies piceaeque ruunt, sic dura sub ictu
ossa virum malaeque sonant sparsusque cerebro
albet ager.

No longer does the Tirynthian use his quiver or fierce bow, but he scatters the
battle lines with the club that was his ally. Just like when a thick forest falls
under the many blows of the axe delivered by young men and the heavy oak
groans when the wedges are driven against it, and now the firs and pines come
crashing down, thus do the hard bones and jaws of the men resound under the
blows and the field, scattered with brain matter, turns white.

260 On this Vergilian passage see Gransden 1976, 123.  For a reference to this rare variant in earlier Greek 
poetry, see Euripides HF 1271-2 with Bond 1981, 384-5.  On the tradition concerning Hercules’ 
participation in the Typhonomachy in general, see Loyen 1940 and Hardie 1986, 111-3.
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Now that the microcosmic Typhonomachy waged between Hercules and Phlegyas is 

over, the Greek hero can set aside his bow in favor of “the club that was his ally” 

(socia…clava, 162), a weapon he uses to great effect here.261  Hercules brings down so 

many Doliones that they fall like so many trees being cut down by the repeated blows of 

a group of young men (magna iuvenum…securi, 163).  Hercules clearly takes the starring 

role at this point in the narrative, just as he does in the battle with the Gegeneis at 

Cyzicus in Apollonius’ epic (1.992-3).  In fact, that Hercules’ assault on the Doliones is 

likened to the felling of a great forest (densa…silva) is evocative of Gigantomachy in 

general (on which see n. 264 below).  Giants, like trees, are tall, to state the obvious.  So 

in likening the Doliones to large, sturdy trees Valerius once again reinforces the theme of 

the Doliones’ enormous physical stature.262  Moreover, the simile’s latent gigantomachic 

imagery is reinforced by the fact that Valerius has appropriated this simile from a specific 

account of Gigantomachy, namely Apollonius’ description of the battle between the 

Argonauts and the Earthborn Giants in Cyzicus.263  For it is precisely the image of 

woodcutters chopping down trees that Apollonius uses to describe the Argonauts’ 

overwhelming defeat of the Gegeneis in Cyzicus (1.1003-5).264  Thus, Valerius has here 

261 The rather odd description of Hercules’ club as socia…clava subtly reminds the audience that he and 
the Argonauts are, in fact, engaged in a civil war, that this is a battle between socii.
262 Being likened to a tree also activates undertones of brutishness.  Vergil, for example, uses a tree simile 
to describe the enormous size of the brutish Cyclopes at Aen. 3.677-81.  On Vergil’s use of a tree simile in 
order to ascribe gigantic size to human agents, see Hardie 1986, 143-4.
263 On Valerius’ appropriation of this Apollonian simile see Levin 1971, 100-1, Fucecchi 1996, 121, and 
Manuwald 1999, 68.
264 Nor is this the only Apollonian passage in which a Giant’s crashing to the earth is likened to a tree 
being felled.  At 4.1682-8 the fall of the Giant Talos is also likened to trees being cut down.  This latter 
passage was most likely the inspiration for the simile that likens Theseus’ defeat of the monstrous Minotaur 
to trees being chopped down that we find at Catullus 64.105-11 (on which see Godwin 1995, 149).  So it 
appears that there was something of a tradition of assimilating the defeat of gigantic, monstrous creatures to 
the felling of trees, and Valerius clearly engages with this tradition in general.  However, because Valerius 
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appropriated a simile employed by Apollonius to describe the Argonauts’ collective 

defeat of the Earthborn Giants and has transferred it to his account of a single Argonaut’s 

battle with one of the Doliones.  The move is perhaps a subtle one, but its effects should 

not go unnoticed.  Once again, in Valerius’ version of events in Cyzicus the Doliones 

assume the role of brutish, monstrous, Giants.  Hercules, however, plays a decidedly 

Jovian role as a Giant-slayer.  Valerius, in fact, underscores Hercules’ Jovian qualities at 

this moment in the epic.  Immediately after the tree-felling simile, Hercules “delivers a 

thunderous blow of his club from above” (clavamque superne / intonat, 3.168-9).265

Hercules’ favorite weapon, the club (clava), is here described in terms more appropriate 

for the thunderbolt of Jupiter (intonat), the weapon with which Jove traditionally defeated 

his titanic and gigantic enemies.266

Jason Versus Cyzicus, Olympian Versus Saturnian

Valerius’ narrative strategy of portraying the Doliones as gigantomachic enemies 

of the Jovian order reaches a climax with the description of Cyzicus as he advances 

against Jason (3.224-8):

            Fundo veluti cum Coeus in imo
vincla Iovis fractoque trahens adamante catenas
Saturnum Tityumque vocat spemque aetheris amens
concipit, ast illum fluviis et nocte remensa
Eumenidum canis et sparsae iuba reppulit Hydrae.

uses the tree-felling simile in his account of the battle fought in Cyzicus, I think it is most likely that it was 
the simile in Apollonius’ depiction of the battle between the Argonauts and Gegeneis that he had 
specifically in his mind.
265 For a defense of the manuscripts’ reading intonat, as opposed to Courtney’s alteration to inrotat, which 
has no manuscript authority, see Liberman 1997, 224 and Spaltenstein 2004, 58-9.
266 For the association of the verb intonare with the fulmen of Jupiter in Vergil’s Aeneid see Hardie 1986, 
143-9.  For the association in Valerius see 1.591, 3.252, and 4.414.
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Just as when Coeus in the lowest pit of Hell drags Jupiter’s fetters and chains,
having broken the iron, and calls upon Saturn and Tityus and in his madness
conceives a hope of Heaven; but although he has traversed the rivers and the 
gloom, the hound of the Furies and the Hydras with disheveled hair drive him
back.

The simile does little for the king’s already negative image.  Coeus, of course, was a 

Titan who had been banished to the Underworld by Jupiter.  In fact, in describing the 

hellish abode occupied by this enemy of Jupiter, Valerius reinforces Coeus’ ‘sinful’ 

nature by echoing a phrase from Vergil’s description of the place inhabited by the various 

anti-Jovian ‘sinners’ whom the king of the gods had hurled into Tartarus (fundo…in imo, 

Aen. 6.581).267  But Valerius goes beyond simply assimilating Cyzicus to a past enemy of 

Jupiter.  Rather, he likens Cyzicus to an enemy who, even from his prison house in Hell, 

poses a threat to the maintenance of Jupiter’s regime.  For Valerius describes Coeus as 

mounting an assault on the heavens from the Underworld (spemque aetheris…/ concipit, 

226-7), calling for assistance in this gigantomachic venture on the infamous ‘sinner’ 

Tityus and the former ruler of the cosmos, Saturn (226).268  As such, the simile not only 

likens Cyzicus to a present enemy of Jupiter (Coeus), but the specific reference to Saturn 

also explicitly associates him with the older, now defunct, Saturnian regime, precisely the 

regime that Jupiter has recently overthrown in order to establish his celestial imperium

and bring an end to the shameful otium that characterized the Saturnian era (1.500).269  In

267 Valerius’ usage here of hellish imagery, and especially of imagery derived from Aeneas’ catabasis in 
the Aeneid, picks up the reference at 212 to the “hellish night” (Tartareae…noctis) on which the battle took 
place.  On Valerius’ usage of Vergilian Underworld imagery in this passage, see Burck 1981b, 548.
268 For the theme of Saturn and the Titans breaking out of Hell to assault the heavens, cf. Seneca Herc. 
Fur. 965-8 (with Fitch 1987, 369-70).  Cf. also Seneca’s Thyestes 804-12 where both the Giants and Titans 
are imagined as having escaped from their Underworld prison.
269 In this regard, it is worth noting that Valerius, unlike Apollonius (1.950-2), does not mention that the 
Doliones were descended from Neptune/Poseidon.  This omission removes any obstacle to regarding the 
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this way, Valerius’ Cyzicus is portrayed as a representative of the Saturnian age and a 

clear and present danger to the maintenance of Jupiter’s new world order.  And for this he 

must perish.  

Valerius’ depiction of the Doliones as contemptuous, sky-reaching, and 

gigantomachic enemies of the Jovian dispensation imparts a moral (and political) 

dimension to the episode that is entirely lacking in Apollonius’ version.  The Doliones 

emerge as human representatives of the titanic and gigantic forces of celestial disorder 

that opposed the foundation of Jupiter’s new cosmic regime, a mythological accession to 

power that has as its historical counterpart the establishment of the Flavian dynasty at 

Rome.  It becomes clear that the “gate of death” (porta…leti, 3.253) had to be opened on 

this hellish night in Cyzicus, not to let the Titans and Giants out of Hell, but rather to let 

the gigantomachic Doliones enter.

Cyzicus and the Fall of Troy

In addition to being cast as a Gigantomachy, the battle in Cyzicus and its

immediate aftermath time and again exhibit a great debt to Vergil’s portrayal of the fall 

of Troy.270  Valerius supplements the Vergilian material with details reminiscent of 

events in Homer’s depiction of the war in Troy, all of which invites us to ask the

questions, to what extent is the battle between the Doliones and Argonauts configured as 

an Iliupersis, and what is the relationship, if any, between this feature of the episode and 

the thematic economy of the poem as a whole?  The next section of this chapter will 

Doliones’ as ‘Saturnian’ and thereby enables Valerius to associate them more logically with the older, pre-
Olympian age.
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address the first part of my question.  In response to the second part of my question, I 

suggest that Valerius’ narrative strategy was in fact to offer his audience a ‘proto-Trojan 

War’, an epic precursor to the eventual fall of Ilium, a ‘pre-Vergilian’ (and ‘pre-

Homeric’) Iliupersis.271  In so doing, Valerius’ Cyzicus episode emerges as the very first 

armed struggle between east and west, and does so by constantly evoking the 

‘historically’ more important clash between east and west represented by the later war in 

Troy.  That is, the battle in Cyzicus represents the beginning of the armed conflict 

between east and west that will culminate in the Trojan War, an event that will see 

hegemony on earth shift westward to the Greeks (and after them to the Romans) in 

accordance with the divine will of Jupiter (1.546-54).  As a result, Valerius’ allusions to 

Vergil and Homer allow the poet to connect events in Cyzicus to the broader themes of 

the epic as a whole.  By creating a symbolic connection between the battle in Cyzicus and 

the fall of Troy, Valerius constructs a ‘historical’ relation between them as well: the 

Cyzicus episode is the beginning of the end for eastern hegemony, an end that will come 

with the Greek victory in Troy.  In this way, the events in Cyzicus represent an important 

moment within the newly prescribed vision for the world established by Jupiter’s decree 

of the fata.  As with the theme of Gigantomachy, the motif of Iliupersis acts as a vehicle 

for advancing the most fundamental themes of the poem as a whole: the establishment 

270 Cf. Garson 1964, 271 and Manuwald 1999, 60-1.
271 Valerius’ penchant for setting up his narrative as a pre-text for ‘subsequent’ epic material by making 
allusions to his epic predecessors is well known (see Zissos 2002).  This is especially true in regard to 
material concerning the war in Troy, on which see Barnes 1981.  On this kind of ‘allusion in the future 
tense’ in Latin poetry more generally, see Barchiesi 1993.
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and maintenance of Jupiter’s cosmic regime and the setting in motion of his grand 

designs for human history.272

To begin with, it is important to note that Valerius’ allusions to the Trojan legend 

are always already reinforced by the fact that the battle between the Doliones and 

Argonauts is a battle between Greeks and Phrygians that takes place very near the site of 

Troy.  The geography and ethnicity of the actors thus evoke the Trojan War, albeit in a 

rather oblique fashion.  In this regard, it is worth noting the evocative patronymic that 

Valerius uses to describe the Doliones at 3.4: he calls them Aenidae (from Aeneus, father 

of Cyzicus).  This term has a distinctly ‘Trojan’ feel to it, since it recalls the patronymic 

commonly applied to the Trojans in Vergil’s Aeneid (i.e. Aeneadae).  Indeed, an 

association between Vergil’s Aeneadae and Valerius’ Aenidae is strengthened by the fact 

that Vergil himself once uses the term Aenides (as if from Aeneus, not Aeneas) to refer to 

a Trojan hero, namely Ascanius (Aen. 9.653).273

Specific references to Vergil’s treatment of the fall of Troy are not hard to find.  

They begin early in Valerius’ account of the night battle.  As the Argonauts unknowingly 

sail back to Cyzicus, the Doliones, who had been asleep, raise the alarm.  A voice rings 

out in the night (3.45): hostis habet portus, soliti rediere Pelasgi.  On the surface, this 

warning highlights the fact that the Doliones believe an assault on their city is being 

272 The theme of Iliupersis in Valerius’ Cyzicus episode thus functions in accordance with Barnes’ 
formulation, which he applies to the epic as a whole: “…[Valerius’] allusions to the war in Troy…keep in 
view the perspective of Jupiter’s plan” (Barnes 1981, 364).
273 On this see Hardie 1994, 209.  In fact, Vergil’s ‘confusion’ of the terms Aeneades and Aenides
produced some confusion in certain Valerian manuscripts, since some read Aeneadae instead of the more 
‘appropriate’ Aenidae (on which see Liberman 1997, 81).
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carried out by their usual enemies, the Pelasgians.274  But with the phrase hostis habet 

portus we are reminded of a line in a famous scene from Vergil’s description of the fall 

of Troy, as Garson pointed out long ago.275  During a dream on the night of Troy’s 

destruction, Aeneas sees an image of Hector, who tells him (Aen. 2.290): hostis habet 

muros; ruit alto a culmine Troia.  Surprised from sleep by the sound of the alarm (rupta 

quies, 3.46), Valerius’ Doliones assume the role of Vergil’s bleary-eyed Trojans, and the 

Argonauts play the part of the invading Greek soldiers.  This reference to the surprise 

attack carried out by the Greeks on the night of Troy’s fall early in Valerius’ battle 

narrative prepares the way for a sustained treatment of the episode as an early precursor 

of this subsequent ‘historical’ moment.

Allusions, both verbal and thematic, to Vergil’s account of the fall of Troy are 

found again at lines 113-4, where we get a description of the effect of the alarm shouted 

at line 45: at magis interea diverso turbida motu / urbs agitur.  Genyso coniunx amoverat 

arma.  The first sentence, as Bardon recognized many years ago, is an echo of Aeneid

2.298-9 (diverso interea miscetur moenia luctu, / magis atque magis…).276  Valerius has 

thus modeled the general confusion in the city of Cyzicus on the panic-stricken state of 

affairs in Troy when that city awoke to the horror of the Greek invaders.  

The detail contained in line 114, that one of the Doliones named Genysus had his 

weapons removed from his house by his wife (Genyso coniunx amoverat arma), only 

274 We have already heard about battles between the Doliones and Pelasgians taking place at night (sub 
nocte, 2.657), which makes their assumption on this night seem perfectly justified.  In fact, with the words 
hostis habet portus (3.45) we hear an echo of Cyzicus’ earlier description of a night battle between the 
Doliones and Pelasgians engraved on a goblet he had offered to Jason the day before (Cyzicus “hic portus” 
inquit “mihi territat hostis”, 2.656).
275 Garson 1964, 271.
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strengthens the relations between Valerius’ narrative and the Vergilian version of the 

sack of Troy.  For at Aen. 6.523-4, Deiphobus tells Aeneas that Helen, on the night of 

Troy’s fall, had removed all the weapons from his home while he slept (…interea 

coniunx arma omnia tectis / emovet…).277  Now in Vergil this narrative detail makes 

perfectly good sense, given that Helen, by now aiding the Greeks in their assault on Troy, 

wished to be forgiven by Menelaus for deserting him (Aen. 6.525-7).  In Valerius, by 

contrast, the notion that Genysus’ wife, who has not been mentioned at all in the previous 

narrative, should have wished to remove her husband’s weapons is very odd indeed.  

There is no introductory material to prepare the reader for this apparently senseless act of 

treachery/trickery by Genysus’ wife, and no subsequent explanation of her actions such 

as we get from Vergil’s Deiphobus regarding Helen’s treacherous motives.  In fact, it is 

difficult to surmise a plausible explanation for the behavior of Genysus’ wife.  We are 

given no indication whatsoever as to why she would want her husband to be separated 

from his armor throughout the night.  And an explanation would be helpful, especially 

given the fact that night raids by the Pelasgians were not unheard of in Cyzicus (2.657).  

We can thus only speculate about her motivation.  Perhaps she thought that her actions 

would keep her husband out of the fray and safely within his home if such a raid were to 

take place, but we are told nothing that would point us in this direction.  And since the 

model for the Valerian passage is clearly Deiphobus’ description of Helen’s treachery at 

276 Bardon 1962, 735.  Bardon cites this allusion as an example of Valerius’ “desire to modify his model 
through greater simplicity”.
277Although I accept Mynors’ reading here (emovet), it should be noted that amovet is a well-attested 
variant, which would obviously bring the Valerian and Vergilian passages into even greater verbal 
harmony.  On the variant reading see Austin 1977, 176, who, however, does not note the Valerian passage 
in his discussion of Vergil’s text.
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Aen. 6.525-7, one more naturally inclines toward treachery rather than altruism as the 

motivating force behind the actions of Genysus’ wife.  This only brings us back to where 

we started: why in the world would Genysus’ wife be aiding the Pelasgians?  

Given the aporia that results from trying to explain this detail of Valerius’ 

narrative from a strictly ‘logical’ perspective, I suggest that what we have here is a 

moment in which the poet’s desire to establish an intertextual relationship with Vergil’s 

text has taken precedence over any desire to work out fully the meaning of this narrative 

detail within his own poem.  Meaning at the surface level of the Valerian text yields to 

the meaning generated by the sub-text.  That is, Valerius’ desire to achieve an 

‘intertextual continuity’ with Vergil’s epic is carried out at the expense of maintaining 

strict internal continuity or coherence.278  It is the thematic link created between his poem 

and Vergil’s account of the fall of Troy that appears to have motivated Valerius’ allusive 

gesture here, for he seems not to have been concerned at all with the difficulty produced 

by ascribing these actions to Genysus’ wife.  What is important is the allusion qua 

allusion, the identifiable nature of the verbal and thematic echo itself, whereby Valerius 

is able to create a symbolic relation between his text and Vergil’s Aeneid, and thus 

between his narrative of the siege of Cyzicus and the (‘historically’) subsequent fall of 

Troy.  

Valerius’ desire to create a link between his Cyzicus episode and Vergil’s account 

of the sack of Troy can be seen again at 3.125.  As Phlegyas hurries to defend Cyzicus, 

“he runs down from the city” (decurrit ab urbe).  This phrase, found in the same metrical 

278 Nor is this the only place in Valerius’ narrative where intertextual or allusive continuity wins out over 
internal narrative continuity.  On this aspect of Valerius’ epic technique see Zissos 2002.
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position as the Vergilian model, recalls Vergil’s decurrit ab arce (Aen. 2.41), which 

describes the actions of Laocoon as he rushes down from Troy in an attempt to keep the 

wooden horse outside the city walls.279  And just as Laocoon attempts in vain to protect 

Troy from destruction, so too does Phlegyas attempt in vain to defend his city from 

disaster.  The vanity of Phlegyas’ actions, which is already implied through the 

reminiscence of Vergil’s Laocoon, is in fact highlighted well before he meets his end, as 

we are told that he shouts “empty threats” (vano…clamore, 128) at his enemies.  Like 

Laocoon ‘before’ him, Phlegyas’ ill-fated actions come to nothing, and we are made to 

realize that this battle, like the ‘later’ Trojan War, has been pre-determined: it must be a 

victory for the west over the east.  Like Troy ‘in the future’, Cyzicus too must fall.  It is 

all part of the divine script, as Valerius emphasizes later in the narrative (352-3): Scilicet 

haec illo iuvenem populosque manebant / tempore, Peliacis caderet cum montibus arbor 

(‘Surely these things have been awaiting the young man and his people since the time 

when the trees fell on the Pelian mountains’).  

To summarize the discussion thus far, we can say that in Valerius, unlike in 

Apollonius, there is a method to the madness that takes place at Cyzicus.  Valerius 

mobilizes images of the Trojan War in order to place the battle in Cyzicus within the 

scope of Jupiter’s grand designs for world history.  As such, Valerius’ Cyzicus episode, 

as tragic as it is, is nothing at all like the senseless tragedy we are confronted with in 

279 It is worth noting that at least one very good Valerian manuscript (C, the codex Carrionis) in fact reads 
arce rather than urbe, which is the preferred reading of modern editors.  The reading of C is usually 
explained as an attempted (but unnecessary) ‘correction’ of Valerius’ text based on the phraseology of the 
obvious model text, i.e. Aen. 2.41 (on which see Liberman 1997, 221).  I point this out simply to note that 
the similarities between the Valerian and Vergilian passages have been recognized since at least the 16th

century, and possibly the 12th, depending on how one dates the codex Carrionis.  For good discussions of 
the date and nature of the codex Carrionis see Coulson 1986, 59 and Taylor 1989.
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Apollonius’ poem.  Rather the episode is given (new) meaning because it is incorporated 

into a broader, more universal historical process.  Valerius’ Cyzicus episode, unlike 

Apollonius’, which is something of a narrative ‘dead end’, thus advances the plot of his 

epic poem.  For it is configured as a recognizable and important moment within the 

divinely ordained history of the world: the events in Cyzicus initiate armed conflict 

between east and west, which is one of the most fundamental features of Jupiter’s new 

vision for the world.

Valerius’ allusions to the Trojan legend are not restricted to echoes of Vergil’s 

Aeneid.  At 3.143-4 we find yet another reference to the Trojan War, this time to a detail 

found in Homer’s Iliad.  As the fighting becomes fierce, Valerius has Nestor advise the 

Argonauts not to stop to despoil their slain opponents, but to continue pursuing the 

enemy (143-5).  This moment in Valerius’ narrative recalls a similar moment in Homer’s 

Iliad, where Nestor offers the exact same advice to the Greeks (Il. 6.66-71).280  And 

although Nestor’s advice in Valerius’ narrative can be said to serve a practical narrative 

function,281 I suggest that, once again, Valerius here strives to recall a detail from a 

previous epic account of the war in Troy in order to create the impression that the battle 

in Cyzicus is, in essence, a direct precursor to the later, more historically important clash 

between east and west represented by the Trojan War. 

280 Cf. Barnes 1981, 366.
281 Practical, because if the Argonauts had paused at this point in the battle to despoil their opponents, they 
might have recognized the armor and gear of their ‘enemies’ as the possessions of their allies, the Doliones.  
Indeed, the Argonauts might even have recognized on their opponents the weapons that they themselves 
had given to the Doliones, since we hear more than once of earlier exchanges of arms between the two 
sides (e.g. 3.12-3 and 175-7).
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Even after the battle has ended, Valerius continues to evoke themes and images 

culled from earlier epic treatments of the war in Troy.  For example, when Jason comes 

to look upon Cyzicus, slain and lying on the beach, the king’s befouled appearance 

(concretos…sanguine crines, 286) recalls the changed and hideous appearance of 

Vergil’s Hector (concretos sanguine crinis, Aen. 2.277), when he appears to Aeneas in a 

dream on the night of Troy’s destruction.282  There is, of course, great irony at play in 

Valerius’ narrative: so changed is Cyzicus’ appearance now that he is dead that Jason still

does not recognize his friend (neque hesternos agnovit in hospite vultus, 288), only now 

the misrecognition is not caused by darkness, as it was ‘yesterday’ (hesternos), but rather 

by the blood and dust that obscure the king’s face.  But beyond the irony inherent in the 

theme of mistaken identity operative here, Valerius’ Cyzicus is implicitly cast as a 

prototype of Vergil’s Hector, a feature of Valerius’ portrait of the king that is picked up a 

bit later in the narrative.283

As Cyzicus’ wife Clite mourns over the body of her slain husband, she says 

(3.323-5): tu, mihi qui coniunx pariter fraterque parensque / solus et a prima fueras spes 

una iuventa, / deseris heu totamque deus simul impulit urbem (‘ You, who were equally a 

husband and a brother and a father to me, you alone were my one hope from my earliest 

youth; alas you desert me, and the god has at one and the same time destroyed the entire 

city’).  The notion that with the death of her husband Clite has lost a husband, brother, 

and father once again places Cyzicus in a rather Hector-like position, with Clite herself 

282 Cf. Garson 1964, 271.
283 Valerius’ allusion to Vergil’s Hector also imports a great deal of pathos to this scene.  For Jason, as he 
gazes on the mangled face of his friend, must confront the realization that it was he, not any foreign foe, as 
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adopting the role of Hector’s wife, Andromache.  For Clite’s words here recall the words 

of Homer’s Andromache as she sees her husband off to battle at Troy (Il. 6.429-30): 

“Hector, thus you are father to me, and my honored mother, you are my brother, and you 

it is who are my young husband.”284  Although this Iliadic passage is not specifically 

concerned with the fall of the city, much of the pathos of the scene arises from the fact 

that we, as readers, know that Hector will not return to Troy alive, that Andromache is in 

fact going to lose ‘her everything’.  We also know that Andromache’s personal loss has 

catastrophic implications for the entire city.  Thus, at this moment in the Iliad, the death 

of Hector is imminent and his death will spell doom for the city of Troy.  

Valerius, for one, was keenly aware of the implications of the Iliadic passage and 

he draws them out in a much more explicit fashion than what we find in Iliad 6.  The 

connection between Clite’s personal loss and the destruction of the entire city is 

emphasized: not only has Cyzicus’ death shattered the family unit (323-4), she claims 

that it has brought about the destruction of the whole city (totamque deus simul impulit 

urbem, 325).  Nor is Clite simply engaging in hyperbole here, for there is a sense in 

which her words ring true, albeit not in regard to the physical destruction of the city, 

which was, in point of fact, never “overthrown” (impulit), since all the fighting took place 

on the beach, outside the city walls.  That is, in addition to highlighting Clite’s private 

loss, Valerius emphasizes the very public problem that Cyzicus’ death causes for the city 

is the case with Hector, who was responsible for the horrific appearance of the slain king.  This realization 
affects Jason so deeply that he will later wish that he had been the one killed in the combat (3.296-8).
284 Cf. Garson 1964, 271, Barnes 1981, 367, Burck 1981b, 554, and Hershkowitz 1998, 94.  The notion 
that Cyzicus is like a father who has deserted Clite is reinforced by the words deseris heu (325), which 
echo Vergil’s deseris heu (Aen. 3.711), words spoken by Aeneas as he laments the loss of his father 
Anchises.
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as a whole.  For Valerius follows a version in which Cyzicus had no offspring to succeed 

him to the throne (317-8, 345), such that his death represents the end of the family line 

and leaves the question of royal succession in serious doubt.285  However, we know of a 

variant in which Cyzicus did have sons, to whom Jason granted power before his 

departure (Hyginus Fab. 16.2).  In this way, Valerius creates a situation in which, as with 

Hector and Troy, the death of Cyzicus is tantamount to the destruction of the city as a 

whole.  His death represents the end of the Doliones’ way of life and ‘alludes in the 

future tense’ to the eventual fall of Troy, which will mark the end of eastern hegemony in 

accordance with the will of Jupiter.

Conclusion

The battle in Cyzicus thus emerges as a prototype of the Trojan War, as the first 

instance of the clash between east and west that will ultimately result in the war in Troy, 

an event that will once and for all see hegemony on earth shift westward, in accordance 

with Jupiter’s plans for human history.  By vilifying Cyzicus as a contemptor divum and 

presenting the Doliones as gigantomachic enemies of the Jovian order, Valerius endows 

his Cyzicus episode with a moral and political dimension that is wholly lacking in 

Apollonius’ account.  Moreover, by presenting the battle between the Doliones and 

Argonauts as a Gigantomachy on the human level, Valerius brings the episode in line 

with the overarching theme of his epic as a whole: the establishment and orderly working 

of Jupiter’s cosmic regime.  This feature of Valerius’ narrative is further aided by the 

285 Cf. Apollonius 1.972-5, who also mentions that Cyzicus was without children.
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decidedly Trojan War feel that Valerius’ episode evinces.  In Valerius, the battle between 

the Argonauts and Doliones is a ‘pre-Trojan War’, as it were, an early manifestation of 

the larger conflict between east and west yet to come, a conflict that lies at the heart of 

Jupiter’s vision of human history.  Through his use of gigantomachic imagery, Valerius 

offers his audience a civil war in which strong lines of demarcation obtain between the 

heroes and the villains, between good and evil, between the forces of order and chaos.  In 

so doing, Valerius’ Cyzicus episode effects a radical reversal of Lucanian civil war 

narrative and a ‘correction’ of Lucan’s deployment of the Gigantomachy model in the 

Pharsalia.  And through its engagement with Lucan’s epic technique, I suggest that 

Valerius’ text also functions as a symbolic and ideological commentary on the recent 

history of the Roman state: civil war need not trigger the collapse of order into a chaos 

from which there can be no new beginning. For Valerius, civil war is not a historical (or 

narrative) ‘dead end’ (summa dies, BC 7.195), as Lucan would have it.  On the contrary, 

bellum civile can be a vehicle for the triumph of good over evil, can lead to positive 

historical change, as had recently happened in the aftermath of the civil wars of AD 69 

that toppled the degenerate, ‘Phrygian’ Julio-Claudian dynasty (Phrygios…Iulos, 1.9), 

bringing in its wake the refoundation of the imperial project with the accession of 

Vespasian to the throne.  As with Jupiter and his terrestrial agents, the Argonauts, so with 

Vespasian, Jupiter’s viceregent on earth, civil war can have a positive effect on both 

cosmos and imperium.

Appendix: Gigantomachy and Civil War in Colchis
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For the sake of brevity, I simply list here, with very little comment, the passages 

in Valerius’ account of the civil war between Perses and Aeetes in Book 6 that make use 

of gigantomachic imagery, such that the (western) Argonauts once again play the role of 

Jovian Giant-killers and the (eastern) ‘Scythians’ play the part of rebellious, anti- Jovian 

Giants.

1) 48-59: Colaxes, a chief warrior on the Scythian side, is said to have for a mother a 

nymph who is half-human, half-serpent (her lower half is made up of two snakes: 

geminos...angues, 52).  Note that the term geminos...angues recalls Cleopatra’s oriental, 

monstrous, and gigantomachic forces at Aen. 8.697 (geminos...anguis, with Quint 1989, 

1-8), as well as the monstrous serpents killed by Hercules mentioned at Aen. 8.288-9 

(monstra...geminosque...anguis, 289, with Galinsky 1966, 45).  As a result of this 

serpentine lineage, Colaxes and his followers, the Bisaltae, wear images of serpents on 

their gear (auratos...dracones, 57; serpens, 59).  All of this seems designed to portray 

Colaxes and his people as chthonic and Giant-like creatures (cf. the portrait of the 

gigantomachic contemptor divum Capaneus in Statius’ Thebaid [Th. 4.165-86], who 

wears an image of the Hydra and a Giant on his gear, and who carries a spear that is 

basically a tree trunk stripped of foliage.  Note too that Capaneus is also likened to a 

Centaur and a Cyclops [Th. 3.604-5]).  For a discussion of how an epic warrior’s outward 

appearance can “afford a valuable insight into [his] character and motivation”, see Small 

1959.  On Colaxes’ lineage see Wijsman 2000b, 37-8.
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2) 79-85: one Cyris, called Titanius, leads his people to war from “the Hyrcanian caves” 

(ab Hyrcanis...antris, 79), a dwelling that is evocative of the subterranean abode of the 

Giants and Titans (and gigantomachic storm winds).  The reference to Hyrcania also 

underscores the brutish nature of this group of warriors, since the region is frequently 

associated in Latin epic with barbarism and ferocity (e.g. Aen. 4.367, 7.605; Lucan BC

1.328; Statius Th. 5.204, 8.572, 9.15-6).  The epithet Titanius , which presumably means 

here “of the sun” (cf. 4.91 and 5.463, with Wijsman 2000b, 49), can also mean ‘Titan-

like’; the adjective is used by Valerius in this latter sense of Prometheus at 5.156 (cf. 

5.169 and 4.79).  In this regard, cf. the phrase Titania pubes at Aen. 6.580, used to 

describe the Earthborn Giants in Hell.

3) 103-5: Ariasmenus is called ingens (103) and a moles belli (104).  Moles is often used 

to describe the enormous size of a Giant-like creature, such as Cacus (Aen. 8.199) and 

Polyphemus (Aen. 3.656).  For a discussion of the gigantomachic nuances of the term 

ingens see p. 144-5 above.

4) 106-13: the Caspians fight with dogs whose howling is likened to the roars of 

Cerberus.  This detail associates the Caspians with a monstrous, subterranean creature, 

such that the forces of Hell appear to be ranged on the side of the Scythians.  Cf. 

Galinsky 1966, 26-39 for a discussion of the hellish imagery at play in Vergil’s depiction 

of the gigantomachic figures of Cacus and Turnus.286

286 This is not to say that a hellish figure is ipso facto a gigantomachic one.  Rather I base the determination 
of the latter category on an accumulation of imagery and motifs, an association with the Underworld and/or 
subterranean locations being only one element in the matrix.
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5) 151: the Centorae come from the north to aid Perses, a people unknown from other 

sources.  Wijsman 2000b, 75 suggests that Valerius may have invented the name from the 

race of Centaurs, who are traditionally said to inhabit northern, Thracian areas.

6) 163-70: the size of the huge Scythian army as they advance is first likened to the 

number of waves driven on the sea by Boreas during a storm (163-4).  Boreas is, of 

course, a gigantomachic figure, and is the agent of a gigantomachic insurrection in Book 

1, as we have seen.  The gigantomachic implications of this first simile are then 

immediately picked up at 168-70, where the advancing Scythians create such a din that 

Valerius likens the sound they make on the march to the rumbling of the earth that 

occurred when Jupiter struck down Typhon with his thunderbolt at Phlegra.  Valerius has 

taken this simile, which brings an end to his catalog of Scythian forces, from Homer 

(Iliad 2.780ff.), where the same simile concludes the catalog of Greek heroes who fought 

at Troy.  But note that Valerius’ phraseology at 168 (gemit ictus ager) also recalls 

Lucan’s words at BC 6.137 (gemit agger ad ictus), which reinforces the connection here 

between Gigantomachy and (Lucanian) civil war.  In this regard, note the similes likening 

the Scythians to birds clamoring around rivers (165) and the number of leaves and 

flowers in springtime (167).  These similes are modelled on Apollonius 4.214ff. and 

4.236ff. respectively, where they are used to describe Aeetes’ fleet.  Thus the theme of 

civil war in Valerius’ text is further reinforced, since the forces on Perses’ side are 

described in terms applied to Aeetes’ side in the earlier text.
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7) 211: Valerius may have based the name of one Medores, who is said to be furens, on 

the name of the Centaur mentioned by Ovid at Met. 12.303 (so Wijsman 2000b, 99).

8) 228-42: Castor versus the Sarmatians.  The Argonaut wields a fulmineum...ensem

(230), a phrase that in fact picks up Jupiter’s proud spectatorship of Castor’s deeds at 

209-10.  Just as Castor is decidedly Jovian, the Sarmatians are decidedly Giant-like 

(saevior...iuventus, 231; fremitusque virorum / semiferi, 232-3).  Fremitus has clear 

gigantomachic associations (cf. 1.594 and 608), as does the word saevus (cf. 1.574 and 

593), and the adjective semiferus has already been used at 6.51 in connection with 

Colaxes’ serpentine mother.  Moreover, the Sarmatians wield spears that are so big they 

are like tree trunks (abies, 236) that cast a shadow over the battlefield (ingentem campis 

hostilibus umbram, 235).  The hyperbole here implicitly associates the Sarmatians with 

tree-wielding Giants (and note also the ease with which they handle these huge tree-like 

spears, 237). Even the Sarmatians’ horses are larger than Castor’s (239-40).  Cf. Syme 

1929, 129-33 for the ‘actual’ mode of fighting described by Valerius in this passage.  

9) 279-385: the entire portrait of Gesander is modelled on Vergil’s portrait of the 

gigantomachic contemptor divum Mezentius in Aeneid 10, as Wijsman 2000a has shown.  

Note especially that Gesander is driven to war in a magno...turbine (279-80), that he is 

called ferus at 286 and 303, and is turbidus et furiis ardens at 293.  Gesander’s speech at 

323-39 is modelled on the speech of Vergil’s Numanus at Aen. 9.590-620.  The speech 
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paints Gesander (like Numanus and his Rutulians before him) as a pre-Jovian relic of the 

Saturnian era (cf. Thomas 2004-5, 126 for an interpretation of Vergil’s Rutulians along 

these lines).  Note too that Gesander boasts of being ignorant of sailing (326-7), a point 

not mentioned by Vergil’s Numanus and one that renders Gesander explicitly ‘anti-

Argonautic’, and thus anti-Jovian.  When Gesander finally falls under the weight of the 

Argonauts’ spears, he comes crashing down like the side of a mountain (ruit ut montis 

latus, 383), an image that ascribes to the warrior a super-human, gigantic stature.

10) 648-51: as Colaxes squares off against Jason, he hurls a huge rock at his opponent 

(648-9), a fact that renders him both Turnus-like (Aen. 12.896-902) and Giant-like (with 

Hardie 1986, 100-2), since rock-throwing is a common mode of warfare adopted by 

Giants in particular, as well as gigantomachic figures more generally (see my discussion 

of this at p. 139 n. 243 above).
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Chapter Three: Recuperating the Hero: the
Issue of Jason’s Virtus

Introduction

In this chapter I analyze the manner in which Valerius, through the character of 

Jason, reinvigorates the category of the epic hero, largely by reintroducing to epic poetry 

a truly heroic form of martial virtus.  For the very notion of epic heroism, of heroic virtus, 

had been undermined in Lucan’s Pharsalia.287  Valerius’ recuperation of Jason as a bona 

fide epic hero, a well known feature of his text,288 can thus be read not only as a response 

to the ‘problem of Jason’ caused by Apollonius’ somewhat frivolous depiction of his 

main character,289 but also as a response to Lucan’s assault on the very idea of epic virtus, 

a concept that, like so much else in the imagined world of Lucan’s Pharsalia, is tainted 

and vitiated by its appearance in civil war.  For Lucan, in whose poem one is hard 

pressed to find any heroes at all,290 to display ‘manly courage’ in bellum civile is to 

engage in criminal behavior (BC 1.667-8): …scelerique nefando / nomen erit 

virtus…(‘…and virtus will be the name given to unspeakable crime…’).  

Along with destabilizing the very meaning of martial virtus, Lucan also

undermines the poetic vehicle par excellence by which an epic warrior displays his manly 

valor, namely the aristeia, a scene in which a given hero squares off against named foes 

in a series of single combats.  This topos is therefore designed to highlight a particular 

287 On the problem of virtus in Lucan’s poem in general see Sklenár 2003.
288 See for example Adamietz 1967, Hull 1979, and Hershkowitz 1998, 105-98.
289 Lawall 1966 went so far as to dub Apollonius’ Jason an ‘anti-hero’, an overstatement that was answered 
by Hunter 1988.
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warrior’s martial brilliance.  But in Lucan, battles are usually clashes between unnamed 

masses of men, and the one and only aristeia in his poem, that of Scaeva at BC 6.140-

262, is presented as more of an ‘anti-aristeia’ than a display of Scaeva’s martial prowess, 

not least because, again, the context of civil war in which it takes place negates any sense 

of ‘excellence’ (aristeia) that might otherwise have attended this display of virtus (BC

147-8): pronus ad omne nefas et qui nesciret, in armis / quam magnum virtus crimen 

civilibus esset (‘Scaeva was ready for every act of wickedness and he was the kind of 

person who did not know how great a crime virtus was in the midst of civil war’).291  And 

there are other problems with Scaeva’s aristeia, as we shall see later on.

Given the problem of virtus and the subversion of the topos of the aristeia in 

Lucan’s poetics of civil war, it is highly significant that Valerius goes to such great 

lengths to recover a space for truly heroic/epic virtus, and that he does so by granting to 

Jason a full-blown and ‘traditional’ epic aristeia precisely in the context of bellum civile

(6.575-760), a passage that has no basis in Apollonius’ poem.  And Valerius is quite self-

conscious about what he is doing in this regard.  In fact, much of my discussion in this 

chapter focuses on the extent to which Valerius draws our attention to his recuperative 

efforts in his presentation of Jason’s martial prowess.  For I contend that Valerius initially 

problematizes Jason’s manliness in Book 5 only to offer his audience an unambiguous 

and conspicuous display of Jason’s virtus during his aristeia in Book 6.  The figure of 

Medea is crucial for Valerius in carrying out both of these operations.  For Medea’s entry 

290 Johnson 1987, 1: “The Pharsalia has no hero, or too many.”  Cf. also Ahl 1976, 150-6 and Feeney 
1986a, 140-1.
291 On Scaeva’s aristeia see Marti 1966, Johnson 1987, 57-60, Henderson 1988, 125-9, Leigh 1997, 158-
84, and Sklenár 2003, 45-58.
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into the narrative in Book 5 threatens to undermine the viri virtus (1.30), and it is through 

her unblinking eyes that we gaze down from the walls of Colchis upon Jason’s 

impressive display of his martial skill in Book 6.  So it is with the problems posed by 

Medea that I shall begin before moving on to an examination of Jason’s grand epic 

aristeia.  But first, some words on the critical method I have adopted in order to analyze 

Valerius’ poetics of recuperation vis-à-vis the issue of epic virtus and the topos of the 

aristeia.  For what is needed is a model that can account for Valerius’ revitalization of a 

traditional generic feature of epic poetry (aristeia) that is sensitive to the importance for 

this act of revitalization of emphatically (re)asserting the category of heroic ‘manliness’ 

(virtus) itself.

The tendency for Roman poets to reconstruct traditional generic boundaries by 

testing the confines of a given literary genre is widely recognized as a fundamental 

feature of Latin poetry.292  In this regard, it has proven particularly fruitful to examine the 

tension produced in Latin poetry when themes most appropriate to heroic epic, defined 

tendentiously as reges et proelia, are juxtaposed with amor, the subject matter most 

characteristic of elegiac poetry at Rome.293  Such studies—and especially the work of 

Stephen Hinds—have revealed that in Latin poetry, generic theory and generic practice 

are often self-consciously opposed to one another.  While the former functions to restrict 

the mass of material ‘appropriate’ to a given poetic form, the latter constantly devises 

ways to sneak ‘illicit’ content across the borders thus drawn.  Consequently, subjects 

292 See for example Conte 1986, 69-129, 141-50, Hinds 1987, 99-134, Hinds 1989, 269-71, and Conte 
1994, 35-65, 105-128.
293 See Nicoll 1980, Feeney 1991, 320-28, Conte 1992, Hinds 1992, Boyle 1993, 1-6, Sullivan 1993, and 
Hinds 2000.
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(such as amor) that fall outside the narrowly defined, tendentiously prescribed boundaries 

of ‘proper’ heroic epic are frequently introduced into epic narratives precisely as ‘unepic’ 

incursions.  And this despite the fact that heroic epic already with Homer had clearly 

been willing and able to accommodate a vast array of subject matter, amatory themes 

included.294

In light of these considerations, it is not surprising to discover in Valerius’ 

Argonautica a particularly intense interaction between the poem’s erotic and martial 

themes, given the unavoidable importance for the epic’s plot of Jason’s love affair with 

Medea.  In fact, Denis Feeney has demonstrated the importance of this aspect of the 

Roman Argonautica and has identified some of the ways that Valerius handles the arrival 

of Medea in his heroic epic narrative.  In general, Feeney finds that “the poem’s generic 

self-consciousness is expressed not just in the observance but also in the creative 

transgression of the expected bounds of epic.”295  Taking this observation as a starting 

point, I will explore further the generic and thematic tension created by Medea’s entrance 

into Valerius’ narrative.  For the critical moment when Jason and Medea meet for the first 

time (5.329-398) is characterized by a great deal of tension and ambiguity, largely due to 

a fundamental uncertainty concerning the trajectory of the narrative itself and its hero’s 

role in it now that Medea is in the picture.  This uncertainty is reinforced by a dense 

network of allusion and imagery that presents Medea’s entry as an erotic transgression 

294 Professor Hinds has recently reiterated the essential features of this dynamic model of Latin poetry’s 
engagement with aspects of literary genre.  As he puts it: “‘Unepic’ elements, no matter how frequently 
they feature in actual epics, continue to be regarded as unepic; as if oblivious to elements of vitality and 
change within the genre (for which he himself may be in part responsible), each new Roman writer 
reasserts a stereotype of epic whose endurance is as remarkable as is its ultimate incompatibility with the 
actual plot of any actual epic in the Greek or Latin canon” (Hinds 2000, 223).
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which threatens to undermine Jason’s heroic status by calling into question his manliness.  

The initial confrontation between Jason and Medea highlights the potential enervation of 

the epic’s hero and, in short, the potential for Medea, as elegiac-style domina, to reduce 

Jason to an elegiac servitium amoris.296

My analysis thus seeks to elucidate how the generic destabilization produced by 

Medea’s entrance is formulated in terms of an instability in Jason’s masculinity.  In so 

doing, I hope to reiterate the extent to which questions of genre are very closely tied to 

questions of gender, an ideological conjunction that is, of course, not unique to Valerius.  

Rather, Valerius here engages in a dynamic and enduring epic practice.   Women, 

excluded from the definition of epic as a poetic form concerned with arms and men, are 

often treated in Latin epic as ‘outsiders’ who threaten its purity by threatening to 

undermine the (ideally) bellicose virility of the genre’s heroes.297  However, as an 

examination of Jason’s aristeia at 6.575-760 will demonstrate, Jason’s potential 

emasculation, hinted at in Book 5, is not realized in the subsequent narrative.  Moreover, 

because the poem moves from a questioning of Jason’s manliness (Book 5) to an 

emphatic display of his virility (Book 6), the two episodes examined here allow us to 

observe the nature of Valerius’ attempt to recuperate Jason as an epic hero from his 

Hellenistic predecessor’s (mis)treatment of him, as well as his endeavor to recover a 

295 Feeney 1991, 321.  For the importance of Feeney’s reading of Valerius’ generic preoccupations, which 
has greatly influenced my understanding of the poem, see Zissos 1996.
296 On this topos in Latin elegy see Lyne 1979.
297 Cf. Hinds 2000, 227: “…references to epic’s actual female and erotic forces, where they do occur, tend 
to present those female and erotic forces as subversive of, rather than constitutive of, the epic plot” (Hinds’ 
emphasis).  See also Keith 1999, 214-16 who, appropriating the findings of Teresa de Lauretis’ work on the 
subjectivity of women in film, describes the presentation of the female in classical epic as an “element of 
resistance”.  Though beyond the scope of the present chapter, such formal gestures need to be subjected to 
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space for truly heroic virtus in epic, even in the context of civil war, which I read as a 

direct response to the problem of virtus in Lucan’s Pharsalia.  In this regard, I shall focus 

particularly on the imagery of the Dog Star in Books 5 and 6 and its important role in 

underscoring Valerius’ recuperative efforts.  For it is this imagery that most explicitly 

reveals the dialectical relationship between Valerius’ generic technique and his program 

of rehabilitating Jason.  The arrival of Medea functions to destabilize the foundations of 

the tendentiously defined Roman epic in order to assert the possibility (and superiority) 

of a more balanced approach, which is reflected in the figure of the Dog Star.  The rigid 

definition of proper epic, with its preconceived incommensurability between amor and 

arma, is mobilized precisely so that its limits can be transgressed, tested, and ultimately 

made to yield to a more inclusive epic vision.298

Jason and Medea: The Staging of the Encounter

Early in Book 5, the Minyae finally reach their much anticipated destination, as 

they land at the mouth of the Phasis and disembark from the Argo to spend a somber and 

fearful first night (5.176-328).  The mood at this critical turning point in the story, 

marked by the poet as “other songs” (cantus alios, 5.217), is dark and ominous, the future 

fate of the heroes and the trajectory of the plot most uncertain (5.300-303):

cunctaque adhuc, magni veniant dum regis ad urbem,
          ambigua et dubia rerum pendentia summa.
          praecipue Aesoniden varios incerta per aestus

radical historicizing, in order to reveal the full extent of their ideological ramifications.  On some of the 
social and political dimensions of the genre’s androcentrism see Keith 2000.  
298 This is a restatement of Feeney’s elegant formulation: “Valerius [engineers] the wreckage of his 
grandiose epic gestures in order to show that the collapse reveals a more humane and comprehensive epic 
tradition still standing behind the rubble” (Feeney 1991, 328).
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          mens rapit undantem curis ac multa novantem.

          Everything as yet, until they come to the great king’s city,
          is uncertain and the outcome of events hangs suspended in
          doubt.  The sense of uncertainty especially seizes Jason, as
          he rolls on the inconstant tides of anxiety, changing his mind
          many times.

Nor are the fearful uncertainties that afflict the Minyae on their first night in Colchis 

restricted to the human realm and its actors.  The conversation on Olympus between Juno 

and Minerva adds to the feeling of confusion concerning how events in Colchis, and in 

the second half of the epic in general, will develop (5.278-295).  In particular, it is most 

unclear whether Valerius will be granted the opportunity to sing “the wars of the 

Thessalian leader”, which he had asked the Muse to inspire in him when he ‘defined’ the 

subject matter of the second half of the poem (5.217-8): Incipe nunc cantus alios, 

dea,…Thessalici da bella ducis.  For when Minerva asks Juno which side they (and 

Jason) should support in the civil war between Perses and Aeetes, the queen of heaven, 

annoyed at the question, threatens to revoke and disallow the (potential) martial aspects 

of this political confusion (5.286-7): dimitte metus, ne proelia forte/hic tibi grata negem 

(‘Cast out your fears, or else I may at this point deny the battles you enjoy’).299  This 

uncertainty within the minds of the characters over how the narrative will unfold 

threatens to spill over into a meta-textual confusion.  That is, Juno’s threat and the 

political situation in Colchis that ultimately causes it make it unclear whether or not 

Valerius will be able to produce the martial song he desires to sing.  Will these wars and 

battles and Jason’s participation in them be (allowed to be) recounted by our poet?  If not 
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“the wars of the Thessalian leader”, what then?  What kind of story will be told and what 

will Jason’s role in it be?  It is in this atmosphere of narrative uncertainty that Jason and 

Medea first meet, a moment that is itself marked by an abundance of confusion, tension, 

and ambiguity.  In fact, I suggest that it is precisely because this encounter is about to 

take place that a mood of uncertainty has come to dominate the beginning of the second 

half of the epic, these “other songs”.

To begin with, the context in which Jason and Medea first meet generates its own 

type of tension, further setting the tone for the confrontation proper.  The setting is highly 

eroticized, being greatly indebted in the first instance to the context in which Odysseus 

encounters Nausicaa on Scheria in Odyssey 6.300  In fact, Valerius seems to have gone out 

of his way to invite comparison with this Homeric episode.  For Nausicaa had been urged 

by a vision of Athena in the night to go down to the river to wash clothes in preparation 

for marriage (Od. 6.25-40).  Similarly Medea, frightened by her dreams (variis per 

noctem territa monstris, 5.329), has gone to the banks of the Phasis in the early morning 

to “cleanse her soul”, as it were, of these terrible visions (ibat et horrendas lustrantia 

flumina noctes, 5.332).  Though unaware of it, Medea too (like Nausicaa) is making her 

trip in preparation for marriage.  Also at play in Valerius’ narrative is the episode at 

Aeneid 1.494-504 in which Aeneas sees Dido for the first time, a passage that, of course, 

owes not a little to the Homeric scene.  In fact, Valerius alludes quite explicitly to this 

Vergilian episode.  For Jason, as he gazes upon Medea for the first time, is described as 

299 I have tried to capture the self-reflexive force of hic here: not just ‘in this place’ (i.e. in Colchis), but 
also ‘at this point in the story’ (where because of the poet’s pronouncements at 5.218 we expect to have a 
battle narrative at some point in the second half of the epic).
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haeret in una/defixus (5.376-7).  These words recall a phrase employed by Vergil in the 

Aeneid when Aeneas first encounters Dido (obtutuque haeret defixus in uno, 1.495).301

Valerius thus sets the stage for the important meeting between Jason and Medea by 

alluding to the moment when Vergil’s epic and its hero are confronted and threatened by 

amatory themes.302  As it is, this setting for the first encounter between Jason and Medea 

is quite different than the analogous moment in Apollonius’ version (3.248-298).303

There, the future lovers initially see each other inside Aeetes’ palace.  Apollonius in fact 

emphasizes the domestic locale by explaining Medea’s presence in the house as 

anomalous, since she was detained inside on that day by Hera (3.250).304  At any rate, the 

connections between Valerius, Homer, and Vergil are further strengthened by Jason’s 

reaction to the sight of Medea (5.378-390).  Jason entertains the notion that Medea is 

Diana, at rest after the hunt.  This of course evokes the simile at Odyssey 6.102-109 that 

likens Nausicaa to Artemis as she towers above her band of maidens, and its 

reappearance in Vergil (Aen. 1.498-504), where this simile is employed to describe 

Dido’s physique as Aeneas catches first sight of her.  Consequently, the setting for the 

initial encounter between Jason and Medea in Valerius partakes of the sexual and 

300 For specific similarities (both verbal and thematic) beyond those added here, see Hershkowitz 1998, 95-
7.
301 Of course, Aeneas is here gazing not upon Dido, but rather on the images that depict episodes from the 
Trojan War. 
302 On the tension (generic and otherwise) caused by Dido in the Aeneid, see Hinds 1987, 133-4.  For a 
discussion of some of the ways that Aeneas is effeminized in Dido’s presence at Carthage see Starks 1999, 
273-4 and Hinds 2000, 230-1.
303 This is not to say that there are no Apollonian elements in Valerius’ passage.  For as we shall see, 
Valerius does appropriate some features of the early morning rendezvous between Jason and Medea that we 
find in the Hellenistic version (3.919-1145).  My point is simply that in Apollonius the early morning 
rendezvous is not the setting for the first meeting between Jason and Medea.
304 Similarly, Aeetes’ palace is the setting for the first meeting between Jason and Medea in Ovid’s 
Heroides (12.29-32).
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thematic tensions inherent in the confrontations that these earlier epic contexts depict.  

Yet upon closer inspection, one realizes that in Valerius the tensions evoked by these 

earlier contexts is brought into even sharper relief, largely because the setting and the 

episode that is dramatized there are tinged with some interesting and important echoes 

(both thematic and verbal) of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. 

The Confrontation, Part I: The Ovidian Element

Although the setting for the encounter between Jason and Medea is in the first 

instance modeled on the meeting between Odysseus and Nausicaa in Odyssey 6, for the 

post-Ovidian reader the landscape also recalls the motif of the peaceful pastoral retreat, 

the context in which acts of sexual violence often occur in the Metamorphoses.305

Moreover, the audience need not worry if it missed the potential for sexual violence 

signified implicitly by the Ovidian locus amoenus.  For this potential is further 

underscored by a simile at 5.343-349 that likens Medea to Proserpina as she leads a band 

of maidens in a dance just before being raped by Pluto.306  As it is then, the setting in 

which Jason and Medea first meet is a poetic space fraught with uncertainty and erotic 

tension.  Violence threatens to confuse and confound the serenity and peace of the locale. 

The beauty of this romantic locus amoenus threatens to yield to the ugly disorder of 

sexual assault.  Transgression seems imminent.

305 On the importance of this motif in the Metamorphoses, especially with respect to the tension between 
the peaceful settings and the sexual violence committed there, see Parry 1964 and Richlin 1992.  On 
landscapes in the Metamorphoses more generally see Segal 1969.
306 The potential for sexual assault to feature in the relationship between Jason and Medea had been set up 
earlier, since Medea’s (eventual) departure from Colchis is identified as rape by Jupiter (ex virgine rapta / 
ille dolor, 1.547-8), who equates this episode with the rape of Helen.  And later (8.264-269), while 
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In addition to evoking the type of setting in which sexual transgressions 

commonly take place in the Metamorphoses in general, I suggest that Valerius has in 

mind here a specific example of such an episode: the rape of Hermaphroditus by 

Salmacis.307  The correspondences between Valerius and Ovid are verbal, structural and 

thematic.  For as Jason approaches the Colchian maiden and begins to address her, his 

words echo the words of Salmacis when she approaches and speaks to Hermaphroditus at 

Metamorphoses 4.317-328, an exchange that, like our passage, plays off (and with) the 

conversation between Odysseus and Nausicaa in Odyssey 6, as is widely recognized.308

As Salmacis addresses the young boy, she begins by flattering him, saying that he could 

be Cupid.  She then goes on to praise the happiness of various members of his family, if 

he is in fact a mortal, reaching a climax with the mention of a possible wife (Met. 4.320-

326):

                   …puer o dignissime credi
esse deus, seu tu deus es, potes esse Cupido,
sive es mortalis, qui te genuere, beati,
et frater felix, et fortunata profecto,
si qua tibi soror est, et quae dedit ubera nutrix;
sed longe cunctis longeque beatior illa,
si qua tibi sponsa est, si quam dignabere taeda.

Boy, you who are most worthy to be considered a god,
if you are a god, you can be Cupid, or if you are a mortal,
happy are they who gave birth to you, and blessed is your
brother, and fortunate indeed is your sister, if you have one,

pursuing the Argonauts, Absyrtus compares the ‘abduction’ of Medea (and the fleece) to Jupiter’s rape of 
Europa.
307 Valerius seems to have been particularly fond of this Ovidian tale.  For a discussion of the importance 
of Ovid’s Salmacis-Hermaphroditus episode for Valerius’ presentation of Hylas in Book 3 see Malamud 
and McGuire 1993, 201-208.
308 Ovid’s reformulation of this Homeric episode suggests that he (like Vergil) read the encounter between 
Odysseus and Nausicaa as a (potentially and/or temporarily) enervating experience for the hero.  However, 
Ovid has, characteristically, taken the theme of emasculation to its most extreme limit in his revision of the 
Homeric episode.
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and so too the nurse who breast-fed you; but happier than
all of them is she, whoever has been betrothed to you, if you
will deem any woman worthy of marriage.

In Valerius, Jason’s first words to Medea are strikingly similar to those of Ovid’s 

Salmacis.  Jason begins by suggesting that she may be Diana before moving on to praise 

her parents and the happiness of her future husband, if she is a mortal.  Again, the echoes 

of the Ovidian passage are thematic, structural and verbal.  I have underlined the verbal 

correspondences in each passage (Arg. 5.378 -384):

Si dea, si magni decus huc ades, inquit, Olympi,
 has ego credo faces, haec virginis ora Dianae,
 teque renodatam pharetris ac pace fruentem
 ad sua Caucaseae producunt flumina Nymphae.
sin domus in terris atque hinc tibi gentis origo,
felix prole parens, olimque beatior ille,
 qui tulerit longis et te sibi iunxerit annis. 

 If you are a goddess, he said, if you come to this 
 place as a beauty from great Olympus, I believe that
 these are the torches, this the face of the virgin Diana;
 the nymphs of Caucasus are bringing you, your quiver
 taken off in enjoyment of peace, to the waters of their 
 river.  But if your home is on earth and your family has
 its origins here, blessed is your father in his offspring,
 and some day that man will be happier who will take you
 away and join you to himself for many years to come.

One result of this reference is a great increase in the irony of Jason’s words, which are 

already ironic since the audience knows that it is Jason to whom Medea will be joined 

(iunxerit), but neither happily (beatior) nor for many years to come (longis…annis).  The 

allusion to the episode in Ovid, however, gives a remarkable irony to Jason’s te sibi

iunxerit.  For the ultimate result of Salmacis’ love for Hermaphroditus is that the two 

become physically inseparable, dramatizing the grotesque realization of the elegiac ideal 
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of absolute union with the object of one’s affection.309  But in Valerius, it is precisely 

because Jason and Medea will eventually go their separate ways that their love will lead 

to the grotesque and unnatural.  And it is because their relationship ends in tragedy as a 

result of their violent separation that their names are forever bound to each other.310  We 

shall return to the theme of ‘conjugal enervation’ that this Ovidian echo imports to 

Valerius’ passage in a moment.  It is enough to recall for now that Ovid’s tale is told as 

an aetion for the emasculating powers of a particular spring. 

Before returning to Ovid, I want to consider how the beautification of Jason by 

Juno contributes to the themes under discussion.  Moments before Jason approaches 

Medea, Juno, in order to make him as attractive as possible, beautifies the hero, who has 

been worn down by the long and difficult journey to Colchis (5.363-65).  The result of 

this divine makeover is that Jason is now said to tower over his companions with his 

radiant countenance (5.366-7): iam Talaum iamque Ampyciden astroque

comantes/Tyndaridas ipse egregio supereminet ore (‘With his outstanding visage does 

Jason now surpass Talaus and now too Ampycides and the Tyndaridae with their starry 

locks’).  This beautification scene recalls the moment in Apollonius’ narrative that 

witnesses what is in essence Jason’s submission of the epic action to the Colchian 

maiden.  In Apollonius, just prior to Jason’s early morning rendezvous with Medea in 

Hecate’s grove, Hera beautifies Jason so that Medea will fall even more madly in love 

309 Robinson 1999, 221-222.
310 In fact, the audience is made to ponder the horror that will eventually result from the (dis)union of Jason 
and Medea just before they meet, as the details of Medea’s nightmare ‘remind’ us of their future woes 
(5.338-40): …mox stare paventes/viderat intenta pueros nece seque trementum/spargere caede manus et 
lumina rumpere fletu (‘…then she had seen children standing there shivering in fear, trembling at her 
murderous designs, and blood spattered on her hands and her eyes gushing with tears’).
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with him (3.919-26).  Consequently, the beautification of the hero just before his meeting 

with Medea in the Roman Argonautica, with its Apollonian undertones, sets up the 

(false) expectation that Jason is here too, as in the Hellenistic version, about to hand the 

direction of the narrative over to Medea.311  And lines such as 5.390 do little to diminish 

this impression, as Jason tells Medea: ‘it is to you that I am entrusting our purpose and 

our all’ (in te animos atque omnia nostra repono). 

  One of the more striking features of this beautification scene is the verb used to 

describe the appearance of Jason as he now surpasses his comrades with his heavenly 

brilliance: supereminet.  It is a relatively rare word.312  Vergil uses this verb only three 

times, all in the Aeneid.  His usage is instructive.  At Aeneid 10.765 it is employed to 

signify the awesome size of Mezentius, who is said to be as large as Orion as he strides 

through the water (umero supereminet undas).  At Aeneid 6.856 the verb describes 

Marcellus’ extraordinary size as he towers over those around him (viros supereminet 

omnis).  And finally, supereminet is found at Aeneid 1.501, where it describes the 

appearance of Dido, who is said to be like Diana amid her troupe of maidens (deas 

supereminet omnis).  It is clear then that in Vergil the verb supereminet is used to signify 

the conspicuous size of its subject, who is in each case a person occupying an important 

position of leadership over a group.  The subjects of this verb in Vergil stand out as 

exceptional, even in a crowd.  

311 And Valerius includes other details beyond the divine beautification to reinforce the closeness between 
his scene and the secret meeting between Jason and Medea in Apollonius.  For example, Valerius too has 
the future lovers meet at dawn (5.330-31).  He also mentions that poplar trees stand in the area where they 
meet (5.185), a detail that recalls the poplar in Hecate’s grove mentioned by Apollonius (3.927-9).
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These distinctions accord well with the verb’s appearance in our passage, and I 

shall have more to say in a moment about the importance of the language and imagery 

used by Valerius to underscore Jason’s role as the leader of his men just before his 

confrontation with Medea.  Now, given the thematic similarities between our passage and 

the scene in the Aeneid when Aeneas first meets Dido, as well as the verbal echoes of this 

Vergilian encounter that I mentioned earlier, it is perhaps natural that this is the episode 

that most immediately comes to mind when we meet supereminet in Valerius.  Be this as 

it may, for the usage in Valerius we should also allow for the intervention of Ovid, who 

employs supereminet only one time in the Metamorphoses.  It occurs during the 

encounter between Diana and Actaeon (3.182), a passage that itself can be seen, not least 

because of the rare verb, to echo the Vergilian usage at Aeneid 1.501.313  As Actaeon 

unwittingly gazes upon the naked body of Diana, Ovid notes the inability of her nymphs 

to act as ‘bodyguards’, since the goddess towers head and shoulders over them (colloque 

tenus supereminet omnis, Met. 3.182).  Valerius, however, uses this rare word not in 

reference to Medea’s height, although he certainly could have, since he does emphasize 

the fact that her height made her the most physically conspicuous member of the group of 

girls around her (altior ac nulla comitum certante, 5.346).  Rather, Valerius employs 

supereminet to describe Jason’s height.  Valerius has made Jason the subject of a verb 

that hitherto, at least in erotic encounter scenes such as this, had been employed in Latin 

312 For example, it is not found in Lucretius, Propertius, Tibullus, Horace, Lucan, Statius, or Silius.  
Valerius uses the word twice, in the passage under discussion and at 1.317, where it describes the sound of 
Alcimedes’ lamentation. 
313 On the relationship between the Ovidian and Vergilian scenes, see Anderson 1997, 356.  Ovid employs 
supereminet only one other time in his extant corpus, at Tristia 1.2.49, where it describes the height of a 
particularly large wave.
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epic to describe female subjects (Dido and Diana) caught in the erotic gazes of men 

(Aeneas and Actaeon).314  In Valerius, however, Medea’s gaze no less than Jason’s is 

eroticized, as the two strangers stand in mutual awe of each other’s physical beauty, each 

one simultaneously viewing subject and imaged object of the other’s examining eyes 

(5.373-77).  And if our interpretation of Valerius allows for the presence of and 

interaction with the Ovidian episode, it is Medea who, in gazing upon Jason, will be 

tormented because of what she has seen, like Actaeon before her.315  Moreover, it is 

Medea who, like Ovid’s Actaeon, assumes the role of the transgressive intruder and 

outsider, although it is Jason who, like Vergil’s Aeneas, has just arrived on foreign soil.  

Of course, Medea is no stranger to such a role.316  Yet the subtlety with which Valerius 

presents her as a transgressive outsider, somehow out of place even at home in Colchis, is 

nevertheless quite remarkable.

The details of Medea’s dream, which ‘snatch her from her bed’ (rapta toris, 

5.331), emphasize the extent to which her involvement with Jason renders her an 

alienated figure.  Woven among references to the acts of violence and betrayal that 

Medea will commit against her father, brother, children, and husband are some powerful 

images of this estrangement.  Medea dreams that she ‘leaves behind Hecate’s chaste 

grove’ (castis Hecates excedere lucis, 5.335), which symbolizes both her loss of virginity 

and the departure from her father’s home that this implies.  These themes are picked up 

314 That is, a male can be the subject of supereminet, but based on Vergil’s usage this would be more 
appropriate to a martial/heroic context.
315 Medea’s mental anguish as she gradually succumbs to her passion for Jason is a key element of 
Valerius’ presentation of the maiden (e.g. 7.1-25, 101-152, 193-253, 300-322).  Of course, the torment of 
Medea’s psychological fluctuations is Ovid’s primary concern at Met. 7.7-99.  We can only imagine how 
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and carried forward by the image of Medea unable to approach her father, since she is 

isolated, seemingly alone, cut off from her natal family by a vast expanse of sea on all 

sides (5.336-8): dumque pii petit ora patris, stetit arduus inter/pontus et ingenti circum 

stupefacta profundo,/fratre tamen conante sequi (‘And when she looked for the face of 

her pious father, a difficult sea stood between them and she was dazed by the vast deep 

all around, although her brother was trying to follow her’).  Caught in this liminal 

moment, between being her father’s daughter and her husband’s wife, Medea is alienated, 

symbolically homeless.  In a striking contrast, Jason, the foreigner in Colchis, seems 

quite at home there.  His arrival in Colchis is described as a sort of homecoming (5.190-

191): sistere tum socios iubet atque hinc prima ligari/vincula, ceu Pagasas patriumque 

intraverit amnem (‘Then Jason orders his companions to stop the boat and here first to tie 

the cables, as if he has entered Pagasae and his ancestral river’).

Based on the preceding discussion, I suggest that the Ovidian echoes found in 

Valerius’ version of the confrontation between Jason and Medea mark her appearance in 

the epic as an intrusion that problematizes Jason’s status and threatens to subvert the 

heroic epic narrative by enervating its hero.  Valerius’ allusion to and reformulation of 

the rape of Hermaphroditus casts Jason, who speaks the words of Ovid’s Salmacis, in an 

active, though female role.  At the same time, Valerius’ reference to and inversion of the 

relative subject positions of Ovid’s Diana and Actaeon (and for that matter of Vergil’s 

Dido and Aeneas) place Jason, as subject of supereminet, in an (also female) passive role, 

as object of Medea’s erotic gaze.  Valerius’ allusion to the story of Salmacis and 

this theme may have been handled by Ovid in his Medea, and can only speculate about the extent of this 
tragic version’s influence on Valerius’ presentation. 
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Hermaphroditus in and of itself imports to his poem a thematics of emasculation and the 

confusion of normative subject positions and gender hierarchies, all of which are 

essential aspects of this Ovidian episode.  For in this story Ovid presents the reader with 

an active female rapist, a passive male victim, a nymph in Diana’s troupe who is sexually 

active and doesn’t like to hunt (animals, at least), and a male who is objectified by the 

erotic gaze of a female.  The reversals and complications reach a crescendo with the 

physical union of the two bodies, whereby the distinctions between the sexes (and 

genders) completely collapse, though the transexual Hermaphroditus is clearly more 

‘womanly’ than ‘manly’ after the metamorphosis (e.g. he speaks non voce virili, Met. 

4.382).  This union leaves the boy less virile because the aetion concerns the enervating 

powers of the spring on men, as Hermaphroditus’ prayer makes clear (Met. 4.385-6): 

quisquis in hos fontes vir venerit, exeat inde/semivir (‘May whoever enters this spring as 

a man depart from it as a half-man’).  As transgressive of normative gender roles as 

Salmacis’ actions undoubtedly are, it is the status of the vir as a gendered subject that is 

really at issue here.317  That is, a male can be either a true vir or something not quite a vir, 

a semivir, and thus a half-woman (quite literally for Hermaphroditus).  The status of the 

category  ‘woman’ is thus underlyingly assumed to be constant, and constantly associated 

with ‘weakness’, ‘softness’, and ‘passivity’ (despite what we have just seen Salmacis 

do!).   Presumably Salmacis’ spring would have no effect on women, since they have 

always already been anointed by its waters.  It is the power of the spring, of the female 

principal in the union, to problematize the gendered subjectivity of the male that is 

316 “Euripides’ Colchian Medea is the paradigmatic ‘transgressive’ woman" (Hall 1989, 203).
317 On the difficulty of locating a female subjectivity in Ovid’s rapes more generally see Richlin 1992.
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dramatized in this Ovidian episode.  In this regard, it is helpful to remember that 

Salmacis is both a nymph and the emasculating spring itself.  The woman is the water, 

the agent of enervation.318  Will Jason’s confrontation with Medea be as unmanning for 

him as a dip in the emasculating waters of Salmacis’ spring?  Valerius’ allusive gestures 

suggest that the confrontation between Jason and Medea has (at least momentarily) 

destabilized Jason’s status by calling into question his virtus, his manliness, marking this 

encounter as potentially subversive of his role as epic hero.  Nor does it stop there, as 

further analysis of Jason’s divine makeover reveals.  For Valerius employs the imagery of 

the Dog Star to intensify further the sense of ambiguity and uncertainty produced by 

Medea’s entry into the narrative.

The Confrontation, Part II: The Astral Element

As soon as Juno has beautified Jason in order to make him appear as appealing as 

possible to Medea, the splendor of his visage is likened to the brilliance of the Dog Star 

(5.368-72):

non secus autumno quam cum magis asperat ignes
 Sirius et saevo cum nox accenditur auro
luciferas crinita faces, hebet Arcas et ingens
Iuppiter; ast illum tantum non gliscere caelo
vellet ager, vellent calidis iam fontibus amnes.

Just as when Sirius in autumn sharpens even more
his fires and the night, with its tresses of shining flame,
is set ablaze by the star’s cruel gold, while Arcas and
great Jupiter grow dim; but the fields would prefer that
he not shine so brightly in heaven, so too the rivers 
with their now heated springs.

318 Richlin 1992, 166 summarizes the ‘moral’ of this Ovidian episode nicely: “when a female acts male, the 
result is the unmanning of all men.”  For more on the remarkable play with role reversal and gender 
bending in the Salmacis-Hermaphroditus episode, see Robinson 1999 and Keith 1999, 216-221.
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Now as I mentioned earlier, this scene of beautification is modeled largely on the scene in 

Apollonius’ narrative in which Hera makes Jason more physically attractive just before 

his secret meeting with Medea (3.919-26).  The simile that likens Jason’s physical 

splendor to the awesome glow of Sirius is a further reminiscence of the Hellenistic 

version.  For at 3.956-9 Apollonius famously appropriates this simile, employed by 

Homer to refer to a hero’s martial ardor, and repositions it in an erotic context.  This 

Apollonian revision of Homer creates, in the Hellenistic version, a great deal of generic 

and typological tension, a fact not lost on Valerius.319  I suggest that a similar tension is 

felt in Valerius’ usage of the Dog Star simile in this amatory context, especially since the 

simile’s martial application in heroic epic had been reasserted by Vergil (Aeneid 10.270-

5), a reassertion that, as we shall see, Valerius himself follows in Book 6.  Again, these 

echoes of Apollonius have the effect of setting up the expectation that Valerius’ Jason, as 

Apollonius’ before him, is about to be subordinated to Medea, about to hand over to her 

the direction of the epic narrative.  And the stakes for Valerius’ Jason are higher than 

they had been for Apollonius’.  For it is clear that Valerius has, up to this point in the 

story, taken great care to recuperate Jason as an epic hero, which in many ways entails 

‘correcting’ various aspects of Apollonius’ playful and frivolous presentation of him.320

But I contend that Valerius’ Jason, through such correction and recuperation, stands out 

as all the more heroic and lofty (and even original) precisely because our poet hints at the 

depths to which his confrontation with Medea might take him, emphasizing the hero’s 

brilliance by gesturing toward the darkness visible around the edges.  The symbolism and 

319 On Apollonius’ use of this simile, see Hunter 1993, 48, Hunter 1989, 202-3, and Hutchinson 1988, 112.
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semantic richness of the Dog Star simile should be read with these considerations in 

mind.

The simile that likens Jason to the Dog Star in our passage not only refers to his 

surpassing good looks, it also enhances the grandeur of his status as the unquestioned 

leader of his men.  For starters, Valerius’ simile emphasizes the astronomical and cosmic 

significance of the Dog Star, certainly more than Apollonius’ had before him.  Valerius 

mentions that Sirius’ brilliance outshines other heavenly bodies, such as Arcas and 

Jupiter (5.370-1).  There is no mention of Sirius’ effects on other stars in Apollonius, who 

notes instead the harm its heat brings to flocks on earth (3.958-9).  Valerius, however, 

says that Jason’s physical appearance, like the splendor of Sirius, makes those around 

him seem less appealing and less powerful by comparison.  In fact, just three lines before 

he is likened to Sirius, Valerius tells us that Jason’s visage surpassed even the splendor of 

the Tyndaridae, who are described as having “starry locks” (astro…comantes, 5.366).  

The Dog Star simile in Valerius, therefore, reinforces a primary significance of the verb 

supereminet (5.367), which I noted earlier often refers to the leader of a group and/or an 

individual who stands out as conspicuous even in a crowd.  And Valerius’ emphasis on 

the astronomical significance of the Dog Star invites us to take this line of analysis 

further, into heaven itself.  

The close connection between Sirius, as the leading star of the constellation Canis 

Major on the one hand, and the connection between Canis Major as a whole and the 

constellation known as the Argo on the other, and the significance of these considerations 

for reading the imagery of the Dog Star in Valerius have apparently gone unnoticed by 

320 Hershkowitz 1998, 105-189 and Adamietz 1967.
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critics.  Aratus tells us that Sirius not only occupies a leading position within the 

constellation of Canis Major (i.e. the tip of the dog’s jaw), but that its brightness 

dominates the constellation, making it difficult for the viewer to discern the other stars 

that comprise the group (Phaenomena 326-337). The power of Sirius to outshine the 

other stars in its constellation is very similar to one of the primary ideas behind the star’s 

imagery in Valerius, as the splendor of Jason’s visage obscures the brilliance of those 

around him.  But what is more, Aratus later informs his audience that Canis Major draws 

forth, as if guiding it, the constellation of the Argo, placed in heaven by the gods as a 

reward for its great services (Phaenomena 603-4).321  Cicero’s translation of these lines 

clearly reveals that Canis Major was construed as the Argo’s heavenly guide (Aratea

388-389): inde pedes Canis ostendit iam posteriores,/et post ipse trahit claro cum lumine 

Puppim (‘Next, the Dog Star shows his hind feet and drags behind himself the Argo with 

its brilliant light’).  In fact, a glance at a visual representation of the heavens based on 

Aratus’ text immediately makes clear the leading position occupied by Sirius within 

Canis Major on the one hand and the spatial proximity between Canis Major and Argo on 

the other.322 When one sees the spatial relations between the two constellations it is 

immediately clear why the Dog Star is described as drawing Argo behind it through the 

heavens.  Consequently, the simile that likens Jason to Sirius functions to highlight 

321 On the theme of the catasterism of Argo (and some of its heroes) in Valerius, see Hardie 1993, 83-84.  
In fact, it would be an interesting study, outside the scope of this chapter, to examine how the Dog Star 
imagery interacts with the broader themes of deification and catasterism, which are prevalent throughout 
the narrative.  For example, just before we encounter the Dog Star imagery in Book 5 Juno reminds the 
audience of the Argo’s eventual celestial destination (puppem…nostro componere caelo, 5.294-5).  Cf. also 
Jupiter’s instruction to Hercules and the Dioscuri (whom Jason is now said to outshine) at 1.563: tendite in
astra, viri.
322 See, for example, the star chart found at the end of the Loeb volume containing Callimachus’ Hymns
and Epigrams, Lycophron (both by A.W. Mair), and Aratus (by G.R. Mair).  Cf. also Stover 2003, 136.
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further his position as the leader of his men.  While emphasizing the surpassing beauty of 

Jason’s (heavenly) body, as he outshines the lesser lights of his comrades, the simile 

gestures toward the cosmic position of importance occupied by Sirius relative to the other 

stars of Canis Major, as well as that constellation’s guidance of Argo through the seas of 

heaven.  At the very moment that Jason is to meet Medea, Valerius employs the imagery 

of the Dog Star to underscore his role as leader of the Argonauts, to stress the lofty 

heights he has attained in achieving this position.  The astral imagery implicitly 

highlights what is at stake for Jason, should he fail to remain (heroically) in control.  For 

lurking beneath the surface of this episode and its bold imagery, as I have shown, is a 

sense of uncertainty and ambiguity concerning the effect that Medea’s arrival in the 

narrative will have on Jason’s virtus.  And the questions still remain.  Will Jason’s 

manliness remain intact and will he retain his starring role in this heroic drama, or will 

his virtus be diminished and will he relinquish his position of leadership to Medea?  As 

we shall see, the imagery of the Dog Star is not only instrumental in raising this question, 

thereby reinforcing the uncertainty produced by Medea’s arrival in the story, but is also

instrumental for ultimately answering it.  

Sirius’ Ambivalent Poetic Effects

The Dog Star simile that signifies Jason’s physical beauty and the erotic heat that 

this generates, while highlighting his role as leader of the Argonauts, also produces its 

own type of ambiguity concerning the trajectory of the narrative and Jason’s role in it.323

323 In regard to the erotic heat generated by Jason’s appearance as Sirius, it is interesting to note how 
immediately the scene begins to warm up.  For at 5.350, we are told that the waters of the river where 
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By Valerius’ day the figure of Sirius, at once beautiful and baleful, had become an 

ambiguous poetic symbol characterized by a fundamental tension, which can be 

described in essence as a tension between martial and amatory themes, and in generic 

terms, between (heroic) epic and elegiac poetic modes.  In what follows, I shall analyze 

the imagery connected with the appearance of the Dog Star in earlier Latin poetry not in 

terms of any direct influence by this or that text on the Argonautica. 324   Rather, I want to 

examine the importance of this imagery for our text by reading the figure of Sirius as the 

central term in a semantic complex whose allusive richness and metaphorical potential 

are deeply reflective of the tension and uncertainty generated by Jason’s confrontation 

with Medea.  Valerius could hardly have chosen a more evocative symbol than Sirius to 

illustrate the tension of this crucial moment in his epic.325

Leaving aside for the moment its application in battle narratives, an analysis of 

the symbolism surrounding the appearance of Sirius in earlier Latin poetry, and 

particularly in elegy, reveals that it is often found in contexts that explicitly contrast 

martial and amatory themes.  The Dog Star is employed as an important signifier whose 

Medea has gone to ‘cleanse her mind’ were cool (gelidis a fluminis undis).  Then, during the simile that 
likens Jason to Sirius, Valerius mentions that the rivers would prefer that the star not glisten in the sky, 
rivers that are characterized as calidis iam fontibus amnes (5.372).  The iam here emphasizes the sudden 
change in temperature: “with their springs now heated”.  These now heated waters reinforce the unstable 
nature of this moment in Valerius, as they produce a sharp contrast with the coolness of the Phasis 
mentioned some twenty lines before.  And a hellish heat it is.  On the theme of the ‘Furies of love’ in 
Valerius, see Hardie 1989, 5-9.  And on the importance of the theme of the hellish energy of the Furies (and 
Juno) both in the Argonautica and Flavian epic more generally, see Hardie 1993, 57-87.
324 While I posit no direct influence in regard to Valerius’ use of the Dog Star imagery proper, I do suggest 
that a specific phrase from the end of Tibullus 1.1, a poem in which Sirius figures prominently, is 
specifically echoed by our poet (for which see below).
325 My reading of the Dog Star imagery also assumes something like David West’s notion of the “irrational 
correspondence simile” at work in Valerius.  In this way, I allow for the possibility that Jason is not only 
the subject of the simile, the possessor of a heavenly, Sirius-like brilliance, but is also potentially an object 
(like Medea) affected by his own good looks, by the erotic heat that his appearance generates.  For the 
concept of the “irrational correspondence simile”, see West 1969.
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appearance occasions two related yet distinct poetic reactions that are fundamentally 

rooted in a contrast between heroic epic and elegiac poetic modes.  For the appearance of 

Sirius is connected with a basic choice: either to avoid its heat and to indulge in peaceful 

inactivity and amor, or to endure its heat and to engage in difficult (martial) labors 

despite its debilitating effects.  A locus classicus for choosing inactivity when the Dog 

Star appears is Tibullus 1.1, a poem in which the elegist programmatically defines the 

essential nature of his lifestyle and literary pursuits.  As Tibullus is setting out the 

fundamental aspects of the vita iners (5), describing the lifestyle of the elegiac poet-lover, 

he uses the imagery of the Dog Star in order to valorize a retreat from martial exploits 

(and heroic epic verse) in favor of the peace and quiet of country life, amor, and the 

composition of love poetry.  He says (1.1.25-8):

iam modo, iam possim contentus vivere parvo
       nec semper longae deditus esse viae,
  sed Canis aestivos ortus vitare sub umbra
       arboris ad rivos praetereuntis aquae.

  Now may I be able to live content with a little
  and not always be given to the long march, but
  avoid the summer rising of the Dog Star beneath
  the shade of a tree near the streams of a passing
  river.

Here, avoiding the heat of the Dog Star is connected with avoiding martial exploits in 

favor of the cool seclusion of the inactive life of the elegiac poet/lover.326  As such, the 

image of the poet reposing in the coolness of a tree’s shade functions to reiterate the 

superiority of the sedentary life of the elegiac lover over the troubled motion of the 

326 For the via longa as a tag for military (and commercial) undertakings in Tibullus, see Putnam 1973, 54.  
Cf. Ovid Amores 1.9.9: militis officium longa est via.  I have tried to stress the military nuances of the 
phrase with my “long march”.
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soldier’s life, the theme with which the poem opens (1.1.1-6).  This theme is picked up 

again later in a passage that links this valorized inactivity directly to the poet’s desire for 

amor (1.1.53-6): te bellare decet terra, Messalla, marique,/ut domus hostiles praeferat 

exuvias:/me retinent vinctum formosae vincla puellae,/et sedeo duras ianitor ante foras

(‘It is fine for you, Messalla, to wage war on land and sea so that the front of your house 

may sport the enemies’ spoils: I am detained, shackled by the chains of my beautiful girl, 

and I sit as a door-keeper before her unyielding doors’).

Likewise, at Fasti 4.901-942, Ovid suggests a similar withdrawal from military 

exploits and indulgence in peacetime activities when Sirius appears.  During his 

discussion of the festivities connected with the Robigalia, which are celebrated when “the 

Dog Star rises” (exoritur Canis, 4.904), Ovid addresses the debilitating rust itself, saying 

(4.925-8): utilius gladios et tela nocentia carpes:/nil opus est illis, otia mundus 

agit/…inquinet arma situs (‘It will be more useful for you to gnaw on the swords and 

harmful spears: there is no need for them, the world is at rest…let rust defile the 

weapons’).327  And this passage can be read in terms of Ovid’s remarkable preoccupation 

with the dynamic interplay between amor and arma, elegy and epic, in the Fasti more 

327 Interestingly, Ovid here also connects the rise of Sirius with the inability to discover the “ram of Helle” 
(4.903): et frustra pecudem quaeres Athamantidos Helles (‘And in vain will you seek the ram of Helle, 
daughter of Athamas’).  Now Valerius does refer to the golden fleece as the “pelt of Helle” 
(vellere…Helles, 1.167), and only some one hundred lines prior to Jason’s appearance as Sirius in Book 5 
he mentions that the constellation of the Ram appeared in heaven on the day of Phrixus’ death (5.226-8).  
In fact, the close connection between this star group and the golden fleece is made explicit by the lines that 
follow (5.228-30).  As such, in (Ovid’s) astronomical terms, the appearance of the Dog Star and the 
discovery of the pelt of Helle (understood simultaneously as the constellation of the Ram and the golden 
fleece) are mutually exclusive.  And while Jason will, of course, ultimately discover the pelt of Helle, these 
considerations add yet another (cosmic) layer to the sense of tension and uncertainty that attend Jason’s 
initial encounter with Medea.
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generally.328  As a final example of the topos of valorizing the inactive life of peace and 

love by avoiding the heat of Sirius, consider Horace Carmen 1.17.  Here again, the theme 

of avoiding the heat of the Dog Star (17-18) goes hand in hand with the choice to remain 

at peace, sing of love, and avoid martial themes (19-28).329  So what will the appearance 

of the Dog Star in Valerius, triggered as it is by Medea’s arrival in the narrative, do to the 

hero and his story?  Will it occasion a withdrawal by Jason, an indulgence in the amatory 

and avoidance of the martial?  What type of dux will Jason become now that he is faced 

with Medea, who at the very moment the two first meet is described as both dux and 

domina (5.377)?  Will he be compelled to become a kind of elegiac general and soldier, 

like Tibullus in 1.1, eschewing actual battles in campo in order to exert himself in 

metaphorical battles in lecto?  In fact, Jason’s plea for help strikes the notes of Tibullus 

the erotic general and begins to suggest a partial answer to some of our questions.  As 

Jason implores Medea to help him and his men, he says: sed fer opem, regina, viris

(5.385).  This phrase echoes the words of Tibullus the elegiac soldier as he addresses the 

328 Hinds 1992.  After all, Ovid has it that the Dog Star rises (exoritur) in April, Venus’ month.  This is a 
serious distortion of ‘the facts’.  In Ovid’s day, the Dog Star most certainly did not rise in April, nor did it 
set then either.  Rather, it rose in August and set in May.  Now we might try to ‘save’ Ovid by suggesting 
that he must have been thinking of the setting of Sirius in May and miscalculated by only a few weeks 
(placing the setting in April) rather then erring by several months (by placing its rising in April, which is 
nowhere near August).  But it is quite difficult to see how exoritur could mean “sets”.  On the poet’s 
‘confusion’ here, see Frazer 1929, 404.  Better to assume that Ovid knew what he was doing.  If we do, we 
can see him going out of his way here to create a poetic environment in which to produce a confrontation 
between epic and elegiac modes.  That is, Ovid might have placed the rising of Sirius in April precisely in 
order to take full advantage of the topos of avoiding its heat and indulging in (elegiac, amatory) otium, 
which would be most appropriate and symbolically charged in Venus’ month.  Read in this way, the 
passage produces ring composition, tying the end of Fasti 4 closely to the book’s opening (1-16) and the 
generic tension between epic and elegy that is explicitly evoked there (on which, see Hinds 1992, 85-7).
329 For a discussion of this imagery in Carm. 1.17, as well as parallels from elsewhere in Horace, see 
Nisbet and Hubbard 1970, 215-17 and 223, who rightly stress its relations to idyllic pastoral.  To generalize 
the generic significance of avoiding the Dog Star’s heat, we might say that the topos was used to contrast 
the more ‘humble’ and ‘subjective’ poetic modes (e.g. elegy, bucolic, and lyric) with epic’s grand and 
national pretensions.  But again, what makes this a useful trope for such genres is a shared valorization of 
otium, pax, and amor.
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military standards and horns that call men to arms (1.1.75-7): hic ego dux milesque 

bonus: vos, signa tubaeque/ite procul, cupidis vulnera ferte viris,/ferte et opes (‘It is here 

that I am a good soldier and general: you, standards and trumpets, get out of here, bring 

wounds and wealth to men who desire them’).  This verbal echo is suggestive for an 

appreciation of Valerius’ Jason and his interaction with Medea.  At first glance, the 

reference to the Tibullan passage increases our uneasiness concerning the impact that 

Medea may have on the narrative, specifically in regard to Jason’s (potential) martial 

exploits announced at 5.218, which Juno threatens to revoke from the story at 5.286-7.  

For the words Jason speaks here echo those of the elegiac soldier precisely at the moment 

he orders the instruments of war to depart from his sight.  But upon closer inspection, 

some important differences between the two passages become discernible.  For example, 

the instruments that call men to arms in Tibullus’ poem (the signa and tubae), are 

replaced by Medea in Valerius’ text.  And as we shall see, there is a very real sense in 

which Valerius’ Medea inspires Jason to his greatest acts of martial excellence.  Further, 

the words of the Tibullan elegiac general, when spoken by Valerius’ Jason, do not 

distinguish him from the (truly) military men, as in Tibullus.  Rather, Jason is at once the 

elegiac soldier and a member of the group of fighting men (viris) for whom he seeks 

assistance.  That is, Jason is simultaneously an (elegiac) lover and an (epic) warrior.  And 

just as the soldiers in Tibullus must fight for the wealth they desire, Jason too will have to 

fight for the aid he wants.

This last consideration leads us to an examination of the second of the two basic 

choices occasioned by the appearance of Sirius in earlier poetic contexts.  For there are 

passages that indicate a different reaction to the arrival of the Dog Star, one in which an 



202

individual braves difficult labors, symbolized again by the heat of Sirius, in order to 

strengthen amor.  Tibullus supplies an important example of this topos (1.4.40-2):

cedas: obsequio plurima vincet amor.
      neu comes ire neges, quamvis via longa paretur
           et Canis arenti torreat arva siti.

     You should yield: love will conquer very many things
      by compliance.  Nor should you refuse to go along as
      a companion, although the march is long and the Dog 
      Star scorches the fields with its parching dryness.

Here Tibullus, in the guise of praeceptor amoris, advises the reader to endure hardships 

in order to strengthen amor and win over his beloved.  This theme is put succinctly a few 

lines later (47): nec te paeniteat duros subiisse labores (‘nor let it be offensive to you to 

submit to harsh tasks’).  And in order to signify the endurance of such difficult labors 

(including military exploits),330 Tibullus employs the image of braving the heat that 

emanates from the Dog Star in terms that recall his desire to avoid the star’s heat in 1.1.  

This image implies that the programmatic ideal of the elegiac poet’s vita iners can not 

always be strictly adhered to, if amor is to succeed.  

Likewise, part of Ovid’s course in the arts of love teaches the student to go to his 

lover whenever he is called and to endure hardships in order to win the heart of his 

beloved.  He too uses the heat of Sirius in order to suggest that this precept should be 

followed despite extreme conditions (AA 2.229-32):

rure erit et dicet venias; amor odit inertes:
        si rota defuerit, tu pede carpe viam.
     nec grave te tempus sitiensque Canicula tardet
        nec via per iactas candida facta nives.

     She will be in the country and will tell you to 

330 On the via longa and its connections to military undertakings see n. 326 above.
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     come; love hates the lazy: if the wheels fail,
     take to the road on foot.  Don’t let a difficult
     season and the parching Dog Star slow you
     down, nor a whitened route through the fallen
     snow.

As it is then, the imagery of the Dog Star receives much of its semantic richness because 

it is a figure intimately connected to questions concerning withdrawal from and/or 

endurance of difficult labors.  In generic terms, the Dog Star is a symbol tied directly to 

the contrast and interaction of elegiac and heroic epic modes, amatory and martial 

themes.  Since the appearance of Sirius forces a choice between withdrawal from 

physical exertion and martial undertakings on the one hand and engagement in them on 

the other, its symbolism produces an ambivalence perfectly suited to the narrative 

uncertainty of the moment in the Argonautica that dramatizes the initial confrontation 

between Jason and Medea.  Perhaps the fundamental ambiguities inherent in the 

symbolism of the Dog Star that I have been examining are nowhere more succinctly put 

than by Manilius.  For in discussing the star’s power, he ascribes to it the symbolic value 

of a unifier of opposites, as it is connected to motion and rest, hot and cold, disease and 

health, high and low (Astronomica 1.398-404).  He then sums up the essential 

ambiguities and tensions connected to Sirius’ symbolic richness by saying: bella facit 

pacemque refert (Astronomica 1.405).331  The basic question for us then as we read the 

331 This phrase also foregrounds the impact of Sirius on human actions, and specifically the actions of men, 
the normal agents of war and peace.  This is reinforced by Manilius with an intriguing reference to Vergil’s 
Turnus, who tells Allecto, disguised as an old priestess (Aen. 7.444): bella viri pacemque gerent quis bella 
gerenda (‘men will wage wars and make peace, for it is men who should wage wars’).
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initial encounter between Jason and Medea is which of these, war or peace, will the Dog 

Star bring to Valerius’ epic narrative?332

The Teichoscopia and Jason’s Aristeia

By Book 6 the questions concerning the Dog Star’s effect on Valerius’ narrative 

are answered.  Moreover, it is the imagery of the Dog Star itself that emphasizes and 

highlights the extent to which Jason’s virtus has not been compromised by Medea’s 

arrival in the narrative.  In Book 6 (6.575-760) Jason is given a grand epic aristeia, an 

episode that, as I noted earlier, has no parallel in the Hellenistic version.  Medea has been 

taken by Juno, disguised as Medea’s sister Chalciope, to the city walls so that she can 

watch the civil war taking place between the armies of her uncle Perses and her father 

Aeetes, who has contracted an alliance with Jason and his companions.  This episode is a 

most important moment in Valerius’ attempt to present Jason, even in the face of 

Medea’s presence and in the context of bellum civile, as a truly heroic epic warrior, to 

present both an un-Apollonian and an un-Lucanian hero.  Consequently, it is not 

surprising that Valerius goes out of his way here to recall similar moments in earlier epic 

poetry, particularly the teichoscopia at Iliad 3.121-394.333  For in the Homeric passage, 

Iris, disguised as Helen’s sister-in-law Laodice, takes Helen to the city walls to watch 

Menelaus and Paris fight in single combat.  Just as Helen’s position at this moment in the 

332 A question reinforced (more superficially) by the fact that Jason and his men, as they approach Medea, 
are described first as an armed gang, as if in battle array (5.353-4), and then seven lines later as a peaceful 
group of foreigners wearing imbellis oliva (5.361). 
333 Pace Hershkowitz 1998, 97 who sees the connections between Valerius and the Iliad here as “loose”.  
The thematic similarities are in fact quite strong, as we shall see.  My discussion therefore should be taken 
as a supplement to the fine study of Fucecchi 1996, 127-165 who identifies many of the Iliadic elements 
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Iliad is ambiguous, as she is at once friend and foe to the combatants, so too is Medea’s 

at the analogous moment in the Argonautica.  For Medea is compelled by Juno to feel for 

the foreigner Jason as he joins her father in battle against her uncle.  More importantly, 

the Iliadic episode that is here recalled by Valerius presents, like his own teichoscopia, a 

martial confrontation that has been arranged ultimately for amatory purposes.  After all, 

Menelaus and Paris are fighting for Helen’s love.334  In fact, Valerius emphasizes the 

(ultimately) amatory purpose of his teichoscopia and Jason’s aristeia.  For he has Juno 

use Venus’ magic girdle on Medea before taking her to the city walls to watch the 

fighting (6.460-79), so that the seduction of the maiden will be that much easier to 

accomplish.  This recalls the amorous affair in the Iliad where Hera uses this same magic 

girdle to seduce Zeus (Iliad 14.197-351).   And although Jason, unlike his Iliadic 

counterparts, does not simply engage a single enemy, the epic warfare witnessed by 

Medea in the Argonautica is used by Juno in order to arouse in the maiden a love for 

Jason.335  In this sense then, Jason is fighting for Medea’s love, as Paris and Menelaus 

fought for Helen’s, though Jason is unaware that he is doing so.  As a result, Valerius 

legitimizes the fact that he has constructed a scene in which (heroic) epic conventions are 

put to the service of amatory ends by basing his episode on a scene from Homer that can 

be interpreted in a similar way (albeit by a rather ‘elegiac’ revisionism that emphasizes 

(among others) at play in Valerius’ teichoscopia.   For a catalog of other influences, especially Vergil, on 
Valerius’ narrative in Book 6, see Wijsman 2000b, 5-13.
334 Iris says to Helen: “But Alexander and Menelaus, dear to Ares, will do battle with their long spears for 
you; and you will be called the dear wife of the one who wins” (Iliad 3.136-8).
335 See 6.602- 3: ac simul hanc dictis, illum dea Marte secundo/impulit atque novas egit sub pectora vires 
(‘And at one and the same time the goddess excites Medea with words, Jason with martial success, and she 
drives new strength into his heart’).
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the amatory nature of the primary cause and essential purpose of the warfare waged at 

Troy).336

There are other thematic links with the Iliad’s teichoscopia here as well.  As 

Medea watches the fighting from the walls, she asks Juno to tell her who Jason is 

(Argonautica 6.587-99).  This interchange recalls the conversation between Helen and 

Priam at Iliad 3.161-242 in which the king asks the Spartan queen about the identities of 

various Achaean heroes.  However, in Valerius Medea seeks information only about 

Jason.  Indeed, Priam’s general inquisitiveness in Iliad 3 contrasts sharply with Medea’s 

sole focus on Jason in the Argonautica (ibi miserae solusque occurit Iason, 6.586).  And 

the contrast can be pressed further.  In the Homeric passage, there is single combat for a 

single prize, and yet Priam is concerned with the identities of men who are not taking part 

in the fight.  Medea, on the other hand, tries to watch the combat in its entirety as it rages 

in many areas of the plain, but is able to focus on Jason alone (6.584-6, 657-8, 718-20).  

336 That is, Valerius’ teichoscopia seeks to remind his audience that Homer’s epic warfare too can, on 
some readings, be viewed as so much squabbling over a girl, and that the martial undertakings that form the 
subject of his song are put in the service of ultimately amatory ends.  An example of this revisionist 
emphasis on the Iliad’s amatory themes is found at Tristia 2.371-4 where Ovid tendentiously argues: Ilias 
ipsa quid est aliud nisi adultera, de qua/inter amatorem pugna virumque fuit?/quid prius est illic flamma 
Briseidos utque/fecerit iratos rapta puella duces? (‘What is the Iliad itself other than an adulteress over 
whom there was a fight between her lover and her husband?  In that poem, what comes before the passion 
for Briseis and the rape of the girl which angered the generals?’).  For a fuller discussion of this and similar 
Ovidian (and Vergilian) (mis)readings of the essential subject matter of epic see Hinds 2000, 227-33.  For a 
similar revisionism in Propertius see Sullivan 1993, 147-149.  Hence, Valerius recognizes the erotic aspects 
of Jason’s aristeia as a potential problem within the terms of the strictly defined Roman epic, and seeks to 
palliate this by going to the fountainhead of all heroic epic, the Iliad, as his inspiration and model.  
Valerius’ teichoscopia, then, reveals most explicitly the validity of Feeney’s suggestion that the “more 
comprehensive epic tradition” revealed by the collapse of the narrowly defined Roman epic, a collapse 
precipitated by Medea’s presence in the narrative, is a fundamentally Homeric tradition (Feeney 1991, 
328).  In this way, Valerius’ teichoscopia demonstrates that arma and amor can both be accommodated 
within epic, as the example of Homer shows.  Moreover, like the elegists, Valerius here implicitly reminds 
his audience that in fact amor is the prime mover of arma, that the latter serve the former.  This feature of 
Valerius’ narrative lends further support to the recuperation of Jason by associating him with the tradition 
of Homeric heroism.  On Valerius’ use of Homer to move beyond the limitations imposed on him by his 
primary models (i.e. Apollonius and Vergil), see Zissos 2002.



207

The reader, viewing the action through the eyes of the maiden (virginis ora, 718), is also 

blinded to the actions of the many other combatants, a narrative feature that turns the 

scene into a series of single combat episodes featuring Jason. 

As the sole object of Medea’s (and the audience’s) attention, Jason is most 

conspicuous during his aristeia, as he squares off in single combat against a series of 

named opponents (Hebrus, Prion, Auchus, Colaxes, and Lexanor).337  In fact, Valerius 

not only time and again draws our attention to Jason, he all but announces when Jason’s 

aristeia is about to begin, setting the scene for the series of single combats in which Jason 

displays his epic virtus.  For just before Jason’s aristeia starts, Juno prompts Medea to 

focus her gaze on Jason (6.595-601):

“aspicis ut Minyas inter proceresque Cytaeos
emicet effulgens quantisque insultet acervis?”...
Tantum effata magis campis intendere suadet
dum datur ardentesque viri percurrere pugnas.

“Do you see how Jason shines out and flashes amid the Minyae and
Colchian nobles and over what great piles of dead he leaps?”…
Having said this, Juno urges Medea to direct her attention even more
to the battlefield, while she can, and to scan the heated battles waged
by the hero.

Along with Medea, we too are being directed to focus on Jason alone as he takes center 

stage, the star of the show (emicet effulgens), and like Medea, we too (as readers) are 

about to “scan the heated battles waged by the hero” (ardentesque viri percurrere 

pugnas).  As such, we are being told to prepare to watch viri…pugnas, Jason’s individual 

battles, Jason’s aristeia.

337 In passing it should be noted that the episode that pits Jason against Colaxes (6.621-56) adds still 
further to the Iliadic flavor of Valerius’ teichoscopia, since it is a revision of the death of Sarpedon at Iliad
16.426-507.  On the intricate allusive gesture made by Valerius here, see Zissos 1998.
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In light of Lucan’s attempt to undermine this feature of the epic genre, Valerius’ 

engagement with the topos of the aristeia represents a return to a more normative and 

traditional element of epic poetry.  That Valerius grants Jason an aristeia at all, a most 

un-Apollonian move on his part, and that he goes to such great lengths to emphasize that 

he has done so, creates a situation in which Jason’s aristeia emerges, in contrast with 

Lucan’s epic technique, as an act of poetic recovery.  For in the Pharsalia, ‘heroic’ single 

combat is practically non-existent and the individual combatants are rarely ever named.  

As a result, warriors in Lucan’s battle narratives lack the type of conspicuity and 

individuation required for a bona fide epic aristeia.338  Moreover, the one character who 

receives from Lucan the closest thing to such individual treatment, namely Scaeva, is 

given what is best described as an anti-aristeia, as I noted earlier.  For Scaeva does not

fight a series of single combats against named foes and he is not from among the aristoi, 

since he was a common soldier who rose to the rank of centurion (BC 6.144-6).  Even 

Scaeva’s one named opponent, Aulus (6.236), has such a generic name that he hardly 

stands out as an individual.339  In addition, as I mentioned earlier, Scaeva’s aristeia, such 

as it is, is completely vitiated because he displays his virtus in the context of bellum civile

(6.147-8) and in the service of acquiring a dominus, namely Caesar (6.262).

For his part, Valerius seems to have been quite concerned indeed to remedy 

Lucan’s attempt to undercut the topos of the aristeia.  Whereas Lucan’s Scaeva is hardly 

a noble, Valerius has Juno-as-Chalciope claim that Jason is the crème de la crème even 

among the multitude of princes gathered on the battlefield (inter proceres…emicet, 

338 On these aspects of Lucan’s battle narratives see Sklenár 2003, 17-58.
339 Cf. Henderson 1988, 126, who ingeniously translates Lucan’s infelix…Aulus as ‘Unlucky Joe’.
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6.595-6), such that Jason is construed as the greatest figure amid a large number of 

aristoi.  Jason’s nobility is not in doubt.  Further, Valerius has Jason, who is clearly in the 

spotlight at this point in the narrative, fight against a series of named and worthy 

opponents (note especially his duel with Colaxes, a son of Jupiter, 6.621-55).  Valerius 

was keenly aware that a truly heroic aristeia demands the kind of eye-catching 

individuation lacking in Lucan’s battle narratives.  Indeed, Valerius explicitly 

acknowledges this, when at 6.200 he tells his audience mixta perit virtus (‘virtus that is 

confused in a general melee counts for nothing’).  With these words, Valerius echoes a 

sentiment expressed by Lucan’s Vulteius, who asserts (BC 4.490-1): conferta iacent cum 

corpora campo, / in medium mors omnis abit, perit obruta virtus (‘When bodies lie 

packed together on the field, each individual death is merged in a common account and 

virtus, thus overlaid, counts for nothing’).340  Vulteius’ words read like an accurate 

description of the anonymous and inglorious nature of Lucanian battle narrative in 

general.  Unfortunately for Vulteius, his attempt to remedy this situation fails: the raft on 

which he and his men desired to stand out as individuals for their daring act of suicide is 

reduced precisely to a nameless heap of corpses (strage cruenta…/ cumulata ratis, BC

4.570-571).341

Valerius thus acknowledges the Lucanian mode only to reject it in favor of the 

more traditional epic convention of the truly heroic aristeia, in which a single, noble 

warrior takes center stage against a series of named and worthy opponents in order to 

display his martial virtus.  And for Valerius, unlike for Lucan, Jason’s virtus is not 

340 Cf. Wijsman 2000b, 95.
341 Cf. Sklenár 2003, 33.
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perverted or undermined because it is employed in the context of civil war.  Rather, the 

martial prowess Jason exhibits during his aristeia in this bellum civile renders him “lofty 

in his virtus” (virtute superbum, 6.735).  This conspicuous display of Jason’s martial skill 

is clearly intended to impress the audience, who, like Medea, is simply unable to take its 

eyes off of the hero.

In fact, Jason’s martial lack of discrimination on the battlefield contrasts sharply 

with Medea’s erotic myopia.  Whereas Medea “scatters her roving gaze” (sparsit vaga 

lumina, 6.584) trying to watch the action in general, only to find that she cannot take her 

eyes off of Jason, the hero, like a lion delighting in the kill, “scatters his hunger” 

(spargitque famem, 6.614) all over the plain.  This verbal echo and the contrast it creates 

underscores the fact that Jason’s martial brilliance is required as a means of arousing 

Medea’s erotic passion and that in fact Valerius is employing heroic epic modes 

(aristeia) in the service of erotic and elegiac ends (amor).342  Consequently, while Jason 

performs his aristeia he is once again, as when the two first met, eroticized by the gaze of 

Medea, who watches intently from the walls.343  Yet this contrast also highlights the 

extent to which it is Medea, not Jason, who is caught in the throes of something 

approaching an elegiac servitium amoris.  Jason does not even know Medea is watching, 

and at this point in the narrative, it is not at all clear that, if he had known she was there, 

he would have cared much.  As it is, the teichoscopia is revealed as the perfect narrative 

vehicle for deconstructing the tendentious definition of the Roman epic, as it creates a 

poetic space in which amor and arma are not seen as incommensurable, but rather as 

342 Feeney 1991, 328.
343 On which see Hershkowitz 1998, 124.
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mutually reinforcing categories.  The one does not negate the other.  In fact, Valerius 

goes out of his way to emphasize Jason’s martial brilliance, his epic virtus.

There are a number of indications that Valerius took great care to give Jason as 

heroic an aristeia as he possibly could.  One important means of achieving this is the 

employment of imagery recalling earlier epic moments that record the martial excellence 

of the more glorious heroes.  An example of this occurs at 6.613-14.  As Jason is raging 

on the battlefield and delighting in the slaughter of his enemies, he is likened to a lion 

raging in a stable, delighting in the easy kill: tunc vero, stabulis qualis leo saevit 

opimis/luxurians spargitque famem mutatque cruores (‘Then indeed, like a lion that rages 

in the rich stables, reveling in the slaughter as he scatters his hunger and roams about 

amid the bloodshed…’).  This simile has an interesting epic history that offers Valerius 

an opportunity to describe his hero in grand epic fashion and to highlight the coexistence 

of the erotic and martial elements in this episode.  For this simile, on the one hand, is 

Iliadic, with a classic martial pedigree.  Homer uses it, for example, to describe the 

martial prowess of Sarpedon on the battlefield before Troy at Iliad 12.298-301.344

However, the lion-in-the-stable simile had been (re)appropriated by Homer himself and 

(re)written into an amatory context.  Thus at Odyssey 6.130-134, Homer compares 

Odysseus as he approaches Nausicaa to a lion that desires to get inside a pen full of 

344 Incidentally, it is worth noting that Valerius employs the lion-in-the-stable simile to describe Jason just 
before he kills Colaxes, who as we have seen (n. 337 above) is a reincarnation of Homer’s Sarpedon.  Thus, 
by transferring this simile from Colaxes/Sarpedon to Jason as Jason moves to kill Colaxes/Sarpedon, 
Valerius achieves a kind of ‘poetic justice’.  For now the Greek hero gives a taste of his own medicine to a 
character derived from an individual who did the Greeks such harm in the earlier epic.
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sheep, a gesture that generates a great deal of generic and typological tension in this 

episode.345

So Valerius has appropriated a simile that stood as a classic example of the poetic 

practice of creating generic tension within heroic epic by employing martial imagery in 

an erotic context, even as he is constructing an episode that witnesses epic conventions 

put to the service of amatory ends.  That is, Valerius has not simply reformulated the 

Odyssey’s revision of the Iliad by repositioning this simile in a martial context, though he 

does do this.  Rather it is the simile’s potential for generic ambiguity already in Homeric 

contexts that makes it so suitable for this moment in the Argonautica.  The tension and 

ambiguity that this simile produces, however, do not detract from the greatness of Jason’s 

aristeia.  Quite the contrary, the lion simile emphasizes the fact that Jason’s martial 

excellence is consonant with the military prowess of an Iliadic hero, even under the erotic 

gaze of Medea.  Again, Homer has been mobilized to effect this ‘reconciliation’ between 

the poem’s erotic and martial themes.  The appearance of this simile during Jason’s 

aristeia thus signifies the extent to which Medea’s arrival in the narrative has not

emasculated the hero by subverting the heroic action of the epic, and how unlike

Apollonius’ Jason Valerius’ hero is.  In fact, Medea’s presence offers Juno the 

opportunity to give Jason the great strength he needs in order to carry out the valorous 

deeds of his epic aristeia (6.602-3).  Medea, who in Book 5 was presented as a serious 

threat to the progress of the epic narrative and Jason’s role in it, has become the stimulus 

for the most heroic deeds performed by anyone in the whole poem.  It has become clear 

345 On which, see Cook 1999, 158 who notes: “[The lion simile] simultaneously locates Odysseus in 
multiple narrative environments, including those of epic warrior and erotic seducer”.  See also Watrous 
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by this point in the narrative that amor has not impeded arma.  Rather, as noted above, 

the one depends on the other.  For the logic of Valerius’ story is such that amor requires 

arma, since the success of the amor theme (and by extension the success of the mission 

in general) depends in no small measure on the success of Jason’s martial exploits.  As it 

is, Valerius emerges as a proponent of the elegiac precept ‘amor odit inertes’ (Ovid, AA

2.229), since Jason’s aristeia dramatizes the laborious, physically demanding, martial-

epic type of obsequium discussed earlier in connection with the Dog Star imagery.  And it 

is the imagery of the Dog Star that highlights most emphatically Valerius’ presentation of 

Jason as a bona fide epic hero.  

As Medea watches Jason on the battlefield, Juno gives him a boost in strength so 

that his military skill, now enhanced by the goddess, may impress the maiden all the 

more and increase her desire for him (6.602-3).  At this point the splendor (and 

destructive power) of Jason’s martial brilliance is so great that he is likened to Sirius 

(6.607-8): acer ut autumno Canis iratoque locati/ab Iove fatales ad regna iniusta 

cometae (‘Like the fierce Dog Star in autumn or death-bringing comets sent by angry 

Jupiter to unjust kingdoms…’).  Now likening a hero’s martial brilliance and destructive 

power to the heat and might of the Dog Star was nothing new.  Homer uses this imagery 

to describe the martial sheen of Diomedes (Iliad 5.4-8) as well as the awesome power of 

Achilles as he is about to wreak vengeance on Hector (Iliad 22.25-32).  Aeneas’ military 

splendor is also likened to Sirius by Vergil (Aeneid 10.270-5).346  So, on the one hand, 

this simile represents, like the lion-in-the-stable simile, yet another means by which 

1999.
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Valerius increases the greatness of Jason’s martial prowess at this moment by describing 

him in terms that recall the most glorious warriors of the epic tradition.  But the Dog Star 

imagery also takes us back to the moment in Book 5 when Jason and Medea first meet, an 

episode that, as I have shown, is fraught with uncertainty concerning Medea’s potential 

impact on Jason’s virtus and the trajectory of the epic narrative.347  Whereas the Dog Star 

imagery in Book 5 was used primarily to signify Jason’s physical appearance during his 

erotic encounter with Medea, in Book 6 it signifies Jason’s physical strength during his 

martial aristeia on the battlefield.348  The symbolism of Sirius in Book 6 highlights how 

far Jason has come from Apollonius’ presentation of him, and underscores Valerius’ 

recuperative effort to present him as a more balanced hero than we get in the Hellenistic 

version.349  His good looks do not outshine his martial prowess, the (unavoidable) erotic 

elements of the story do not subvert the martial, Medea’s presence does not enervate 

Jason.  The Dog Star imagery reveals that Jason, in Valerius’ presentation, is both a lover 

and a fighter, and that Valerius is indeed a proponent of what Feeney has called a more 

comprehensive epic vision.350

So while Jason’s first appearance as Sirius functions to highlight the potential 

threat posed by Medea’s arrival in the narrative by underscoring the possibility that the 

heroic action may be derailed by amatory themes, the second appearance of Jason as the 

Dog Star indicates emphatically that this has not happened.  Valerius, unlike Apollonius, 

346 In fact, Valerius alludes to this Vergilian episode by mentioning, along with Sirius, baneful comets.  His 
cometae (Arg. 5.608) stand in the same metrical position as the cometae in Vergil’s text (Aen. 10.272).
347 For a discussion (with further bibliography) of the connection between the Dog Star similes in Books 5 
and 6, see Wijsman 2000b, 232-3.
348 Hershkowitz 1998, 124.
349 Fucecchi 1996, 150-1.
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gives Jason an opportunity to display his virtus, and has made his physical strength as 

important for the seduction of Medea as his physical beauty.  The potential for the 

amatory subject matter of the story to predominate over more (tendentiously) 

‘appropriate’ epic themes is introduced in Book 5 only to be rejected in favor of a more 

balanced approach, a balance that is reflected in Valerius’ employment of the Dog Star 

similes.  Consequently, the similes function as important markers in Valerius’ general 

attempt to recuperate Jason as an epic hero, an act of poetic rehabilitation that should be 

read as a response both to the problem of Jason’s heroism that Valerius inherited from 

Apollonius’ poem and to the challenges posed for epic virtus more generally by Lucan’s 

Pharsalia.  In Valerius’ poem, Jason emerges as a hero of the first order, and his heroic 

virtus is compromised neither by the presence of Medea nor by his involvement in civil 

war.

350 Feeney 1991, 328.
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Appendix A: Dating the Argonautica

In this appendix, I examine the evidence for the date of composition of Valerius’ 

Argonautica, which is one of the more vexed and contested issues in modern criticism of 

the poem.  Generally speaking, I share the view of most commentators that, barring the 

appearance of new evidence concerning the date of Valerius’ text, a complete and 

incontestable solution to this troubling issue will remain elusive.351  However, a fresh 

look at the evidence is in order.  Ultimately, I hope to show that there is no compelling 

reason to assign to Valerius’ poem a period of composition that extends beyond the 70’s 

and that there is no conclusive evidence to contradict the view that his poem was 

composed almost entirely within the reign of Vespasian (70-79).

I begin with an analysis of the evidence that is external to the poem itself, such as 

it is.  Unfortunately, there is not much to go on here.  Scholars of ancient literature grow 

accustomed to the fact that their knowledge of ancient authors is often very limited due to 

the scarcity of evidence available to them.  Even still, the student of Valerius Flaccus is in 

a relatively desperate situation.  For in all of extant ancient literature, there is only one 

single certain reference made to our poet.352  This reference is in the form of a very brief 

obituary notice provided by Quintilian at I.O. 10.1.90: multum nuper in Valerio Flacco 

amisimus (‘We have recently lost much with the death of Valerius Flaccus’).  To begin 

with, most modern critics take Quintilian’s phrase as evidence that Valerius died 

351 Cf. Strand 1972, 34 and Liberman 1997, xviii.
352 I say one certain reference because it was long ago proposed by Dureau de Lamalle that the Flaccus to 
whom certain epigrams of Martial are addressed is none other than our poet.  This thesis, however, was 



217

prematurely,353 before completing his poem, a view I share and to which I shall return 

below.354  So then, presumably, if we can determine when Quintilian made this reference 

to Valerius’ premature death, we should be able to fix with some certainty when Valerius 

died, leaving his text in the unfinished state in which we now possess it.  But this is no 

easy task.

The first problem facing us is that there is no conclusive evidence as to exactly 

when Quintilian might have composed Book 10 of his Institutio Oratoria, nor for that 

matter when the text of the whole work was completed and/or published.  Consequently, 

most modern critics agree that the best we can do is to posit a date of ca. 93-6 for the 

publication of Quintilian’s work, regardless of when he might have begun the treatise and 

in what order he might have composed the various books that comprise it.355  So then, if 

the Institutio Oratoria was published/completed ca. 93-6, how does Quintilian’s use of 

the adverb nuper (‘recently’) help us to establish the date of Valerius’ death?

Many scholars interpret Quintilian’s reference to the ‘recent loss’ of Valerius as 

meaning ‘somewhere in the vicinity of 92-6’, granting to nuper a very limited 

chronological reach back into the past.356  But this interpretation of Quintilian’s use of 

nuper here is far from certain.  For as Schenkl pointed out long ago, nuper in Quintilian’s 

quickly dismantled by Caussin and has, rightly in my opinion, found almost no subsequent adherents.  For 
a discussion of this issue see most conveniently Cambier 1969, 198-9.
353 Cf. Strand 1972, 37.
354 On the issue of the unfinished status of Valerius’ epic see Poortvliet 1991a.  However, like most 
modern scholars, I am convinced by the analysis of Schetter 1959, who showed conclusively that Valerius’ 
poem is a structure built of double tetrads and that therefore it was only ever intended to occupy eight 
books.  As such, save for some relatively minor revisions that were never made, what we are missing from 
the text as we have it is a few hundred lines at most from the end of Book 8. 
355 For good discussions of the problems concerning the date of the Institutio Oratoria and summaries of 
various views on this issue see Cambier 1969, 223-8, Strand 1972, 34, Adamietz 1986, 2245-9, and 
Liberman 1997, xvii-xviii.
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phrase about Valerius’ death need not be taken in so limited a sense: “nuper wird 

bekanntlich nicht immer von einer ganz nahe liegenden Zeit, sondern auch von einer 

entfernteren, z.B. von drei, vier, auch zehn Jahren gesetzt.”357  And Schenkl’s general 

statement about the potential semantic vagueness of the adverb has since been reinforced 

by Ussani and others, who point to Institutio Oratoria 10.1.96 and the reference made 

there by Quintilian to the lyric poet Caesius Bassus: at lyricorum idem Horatius fere 

solus legi dignus…si quem adicere velis, is erit Caesius Bassus, quem nuper vidimus

(‘But indeed of the lyric poets Horace is basically the only one worth reading…If you 

wish to add someone to this list, he will be Caesius Bassus, whom I recently saw’).358

What is important about this note on Bassus’ poetic merits for our purposes here is that 

we happen to know from the scholia to Persius’ Sixth Satire exactly when this lyric poet 

met his demise: he died in 79 during the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius.359  Now given the 

proximity within Quintilian’s treatise of his reference to Bassus (10.1.96) and his 

obituary notice on Valerius (10.1.90), found only six sections apart from each other, it is 

natural to assume that these two statements were penned by the author at around the same 

time.  And if the best we can say about when these statements might have been written is 

ca. 93-6, then it is immediately apparent that Quintilian’s use of nuper to describe the 

‘recent loss’ of Valerius Flaccus need not mean ‘a few years ago’, since this term would 

mean something more like ‘about fifteen years ago’ in reference to Bassus.  So those who 

wish to restrict the amount of time potentially covered by Quintilian’s use of nuper in 

356 See for example Syme 1929, 137, Getty 1936, 60-1, and Liberman 1997, xviii-xxiv.
357 Schenkl 1871, 302-3.
358 Ussani 1955, 38.  Cf. also Strand 1972, 37.
359 On the evidence for Bassus’ life and work see Bardon 1956, 132-5.
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regard to Valerius’ death are on shaky ground to say the least.  Quintilian’s words 

concerning Valerius’ premature death are thus inconclusive at best.  But in light of 

Quintilian’s use of nuper with respect to Caesius Bassus’ poetic career, which ended in 

79, his reference to Valerius’ ‘recent death’ may more naturally be taken to refer to an 

event that occurred ‘around fifteen years ago’ as well, rather than ‘a few years ago’.  This 

would place Valerius’ death date at around 80, a date that, as we shall see, is significantly 

not contradicted by any of the datable material contained within the Argonautica itself.  It 

is to this material that I now turn.

In dealing with the datable material contained within Valerius’ epic, I shall work 

backward, beginning with two alleged references to contemporary/recent events in Book 

6.  I move from there to an unambiguous reference to the eruption of Vesuvius in Book 4, 

and then on to the poem’s dedication to Vespasian at the outset of Book 1, which, oddly 

enough, is far and away the most controversial passage in the entire debate over the date 

of Valerius’ text.

In an article that has exercised a great deal of influence in the debate over the date 

of Valerius’ Argonautica, Ronald Syme pointed out that two passages in Book 6 (162 and 

230-7) contain the earliest extant detailed description of the weaponry and fighting style 

of the Sarmatians, who fight on the side of Perses in his civil war against his brother 

Aeetes.360  Especially important for Syme is Valerius’ reference at 6.162 to the long lance 

(contus) employed by the Sarmatian cavalry and his subsequent description at 6.230-7 of 

how nimbly the Sarmatian horsemen used this huge weapon.  That Valerius is the first 

extant author to offer such a description is not at issue here; it is how Syme interpreted 
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this fact that is problematic.  For he contends that the only source from which such 

detailed information about the Sarmatians’ fighting style could have come to Valerius 

were two events, namely the wars fought between the Romans and Sarmatian Iazyges in 

89 and 92.361  As a result, Syme argues that Valerius must have still been working on his 

poem as late as ca. 90-2.  But in order for these particular clashes to be construed as the 

only possible episodes from which Valerius could have learned information about how 

the Sarmatians prefer to wage war, Syme completely ignores the long Roman-Sarmatian 

relationship, which in fact stretches back to at least the Augustan age, since the 

Sarmatians are prominently mentioned in the Res Gestae of Augustus (RG 31.2).362

Indeed, Erik Wistrand’s survey of the Romans’ long relationship with the Sarmatians 

goes some way toward undercutting Syme’s thesis that Roman knowledge of the 

Sarmatians was a recent phenomenon in Flavian Rome.363

Moreover, in order to make his thesis fit, Syme must also discount an incident that 

occurred in 69.  For we learn from Tacitus (Histories 1.79) that while the civil war was 

raging and occupying the Romans’ attention, the Sarmatian Rhoxolani made an incursion 

into Moesia.  In fact, this same Sarmatian tribe would have come to the attention of the 

Romans even before the episode in 69, since Tacitus makes a point of mentioning that in 

the previous winter they had cut down two Roman cohorts (Rhoxolani, Sarmatica gens, 

360 Syme 1929.
361 Syme 1929, 133-4.
362 Augustus claims that the Sarmatians sent an embassy to Rome seeking the ‘friendship’ of the Roman 
people, on which see Brunt and Moore 1967, 74.  It is worth noting here that Augustus does not claim that 
the Sarmatians were previously unknown at Rome, as he does when he mentions the kings who came from 
India in the previous sentence (31.1).
363 Wistrand 1956, 14-9.  Cf. also Strand 1972, 24 on the possible ethnographic and/or chorographic 
sources that may lie behind Valerius’ description of the Sarmatians’ fighting style.
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priore hieme caesis duabus cohortibus magna spe Moesiam inruperant).  And even this 

clash in the winter of 68 was not the first time that the Rhoxolani had engaged the 

attention of the Romans.  For in discussing the date of Seneca’s Thyestes, Nisbet notes 

that “about 62…the Rhoxolani were highly topical” due to raids they had made in and 

around that date.364

What is more, in his description of the Rhoxolani’s incursion into Moesia in 69, 

Tacitus introduces the Sarmatians’ penchant for waging war on horseback and wielding 

the large contus (Hist. 1.79).  Of course, this does not prove that the incursion of the 

Rhoxolani into Moesia in 69 brought fresh awareness to the Roman world of the 

Sarmatians’ equestrian tactics.  Nevertheless, one wonders what Tacitus’ source for this 

information was and how closely it was tied to a narrative of the events of 69 (or earlier), 

or whether this information was simply part of an older ethnographic tradition, inserted 

by the historian at this point in his text since this passage marks the first appearance of 

the Sarmatians in his Histories.365  At any rate, Syme offers no compelling reason why 

the trouble with the Rhoxolani in 68-9 should not have been sufficient to educate the 

Roman public about the manner in which the Sarmatians did battle, if such an education 

was still needed by this point in the history of Roman-Sarmatian relations at all.  Syme 

simply dismisses the Rhoxolani’s incursion into Moesia in 69 as “only an episode, on the 

fringe of a great civil war”, such that, apparently, it was not ‘important’ enough to have 

364 Nisbet 1995, 305.  Cf. also Wijsman 2000b, 106, who refers to the “several Rhoxolanic raids of 62-70”.
365 For what it is worth, the case for interpreting Tacitus’ reference to the Sarmatian contus as being tied 
fairly closely to the events of 69, rather than as so much ethnographic material inserted as a way to
introduce the audience to the Sarmatians’ style of fighting, is strengthened by the fact that the historian 
mentions the contus here as something that was ineffective on this particular occasion due to the wet 
conditions (sed tum umido die et soluto gelu neque conti neque gladii…usui).
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caught the attention of those living in Rome.366  One wonders, then, why Tacitus chose to 

record this ‘unimportant’ episode (and the episode from the previous winter) at all.  

Syme’s argument for the relative unimportance of these events is, quite simply, no 

argument at all.  

In short, I see no good reason as to why Valerius’ description of the Sarmatians’ 

style of fighting in Book 6 of the Argonautica must point to a date in and around 90 -2, 

since the events of 68-9 narrated by Tacitus at Histories 1.79 might very well have put 

the Sarmatians ‘in the news’ at Rome, perhaps even reminding the Romans rather than 

educating them for the first time about this people’s unique mode of warfare.  

If Syme’s thesis about the date of Valerius’ poem based on the poet’s description 

of the Sarmatians is at best inconclusive and at worst quite arbitrary, there can be no 

doubt as to the relative chronology of a passage in Book 4 of Valerius’ epic.  As Zetes 

and Calais chase the Harpies from Phineus’ abode, Valerius offers his audience a striking 

simile to describe the scene (4.507-11):

Sicut, prorupti tonuit cum forte Vesevi
Hesperiae letalis apex, vixdum ignea montem
torsit hiems, iamque eoas cinis induit urbes;
turbine sic rapido populos atque aequora longe
transabeunt, nullaque datur considere terra.

Just as when by chance the peak of Vesuvius has burst forth with a roar,
bringing death to Hesperia, scarcely yet has the firestorm hurled the
mountain through the air, and already ash covers the cities of the east;
thus in a swift whirlwind do the Harpies pass over nations and seas far
and wide, and they are not allowed to settle in any land.

This passage has been universally interpreted as a direct and unambiguous allusion to the 

devastating eruption of Mt. Vesuvius in 79, a reading with which I am in complete 

366 Syme 1929, 133.
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agreement.  In addition to being an incontrovertibly datable reference, this passage 

contains the latest conclusively datable material in Valerius’ poem.  For we know that 

Vesuvius erupted in August of 79, and that therefore this simile must have been penned 

some time after this date.  However, what scholars have done with this indisputable 

historical reference is not nearly as incontrovertible as the reference itself.

For two rather arbitrary and unwarranted assumptions often attend interpretations 

of Valerius’ allusion to the eruption of Vesuvius in Book 4.  The first is that Valerius 

composed the books of his epic in the order in which they appear in the poem, beginning 

with Book 1 and moving sequentially through to Book 8.  The second is that Valerius 

produced his poem at a rate of about one book per year, an assumption that is apparently 

intended to bring his rate of composition in line with the rate at which Vergil composed 

the Aeneid and Statius the Thebaid.367  Those who hold that Valerius composed his poem 

in sequential order and at a rate of about one book per year thus point to the reference to 

Vesuvius’ eruption in Book 4 as evidence that Valerius was still only working on Book 4 

in August of 79, that he had written nothing as yet beyond this point in the narrative.  

Therefore, so this line of analysis goes, Valerius must have begun his poem some time 

around 75, a thesis that allows exactly four years for the poet to have written the first four 

books of his epic.368  There is, of course, absolutely no evidence whatsoever concerning 

367 In the Suetonian Life of Vergil we are told that the poet spent eleven years working on the twelve books 
of the Aeneid (Vita Vergili 25) and Statius himself claims that it took him twelve years to compose the 
twelve books of the Thebaid (Th. 12.810-2).
368 The ‘classic’ formulation of this view is found in Strand 1972, 36-7.  Syme 1929, 136 already pointed 
to the arbitrariness inherent in the deduction that Valerius, like Statius and Vergil, would have written at a 
rate of about a book a year.  Indeed, it is clear that some poets worked at a much quicker pace.  See for 
example the discussion of Lucan’s lightning quick rate of composition with respect to the Pharsalia at Ahl 
1976, 352-3, where it is posited that Lucan took no more than two or three years to compose the nine plus 
books of his epic.  Cf. also Rose 1966.
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either Valerius’ rate of composition or the order in which he wrote the various books that 

comprise his narrative.  Yet with respect to the latter issue, we can at least complicate the 

rather simplistic notion that Valerius must have written his books in sequential order.  

For although scholars have not hesitated to adduce comparative material drawn 

from the compositional habits of Vergil and Statius in order to establish Valerius’ rate of 

composition, they have failed to do so with respect to the issue of the order in which he 

might have composed his books.  But in the very same Suetonian Life of Vergil in which 

we learn that the poet wrote the Aeneid over the course of eleven years, we are also 

informed that Vergil versified a prose ‘rough draft’ in no particular order at all (Vita 

Vergili 23): Aeneida prosa prius oratione formatam digestamque in XII libros 

particulatim componere instituit, prout liberet quidque, et nihil in ordinem arripiens (‘In 

the case of the Aeneid, after writing a first draft in prose and dividing it into twelve 

books, he proceeded to turn into verse one part after another, taking them up just as he 

pleased, in no particular order’).  Given that we have no evidence for the manner in 

which Valerius worked, it is, to be fair, certainly not out of the question that he, like 

Vergil, composed his poem in no particular order, after having first constructed some 

type of overall, general plan for the narrative.  Consequently, we need not (and perhaps 

can not) assume that Valerius worked on his poem in sequential order.  As such, the 

reference to the eruption of Vesuvius in Book 4 need not mean that Valerius had only 

gotten as far as 4.507 in August of 79, with everything else beyond this point as yet 

unwritten.  The only thing that the allusion to Vesuvius reveals conclusively is that it was 

written into the text at some point after August of 79.  Indeed, the nature of the allusion 
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itself is such that it quite easily could have been a relatively late insertion into what was 

an otherwise nearly completed portion of narrative.369  At any rate, it can not be used to 

indicate conclusively the furthest point which Valerius had reached in the compositional 

process by this point in time.  As a result, the reference to Vesuvius can not be used as a 

fixed point from which to work backwards in order to reveal when the poet began 

working on his poem, even if we allow that Valerius wrote at a rate of about one book per 

year.  All that the reference to Vesuvius in Book 4 shows is that the poet was still 

working on his poem in August of 79, nothing more and nothing less.  And there are 

good reasons to believe that he did not live to do much work on it after this date, as the 

nature of the poem’s dedication seems to suggest.

When it comes to interpretations of Valerius’ dedicatory proem (1.5-21), a 

passage that can help establish a date for at least the beginning portion of the poem, if not 

the text as a whole,370 there is what can only be described as a dizzying variety of 

viewpoints among modern critics.371  The proem itself alludes to all three members of the 

Flavian dynasty (Vespasian, Titus, and Domitian) and there is vigorous disagreement as 

to which of these three men occupied the principate when Valerius penned his dedication.  

369 That is, the allusion to the eruption of Vesuvius at 4.507-11 is in the form of a simile that likens the 
Harpies’ flight over land and sea to the swiftness with which the volcanic ash was scattered over the earth 
following the blast.  If one were to remove these five lines from the text, the sense of the narrative that 
frames the simile would in no way be altered or made problematic.
370 See Syme 1929, 135 for a sensible and cautionary warning against giving in to the tendency to allow a 
possible date for the poem’s dedication to supply a firm period of composition for the entire work.  The 
best we can do is to use it in conjunction with other indications of the text’s possible period of composition.  
Nor is it certain that a date for the proem, whatever this may be, would necessarily supply us with a secure 
starting point for work on the poem.  For as Syme notes, the dedication could have been an ‘insertion’ 
made at any stage during the compositional process (although I agree with Taylor 1994, 213-4 that the 
dedication to Vespasian is an integral part of Book 1).  As a result, we should not rule out the possibility 
that the dedication was written very late in the process indeed, once the work was nearing completion (on 
which see more below).
371 Cf. Strand 1972, 23.
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It is not my intention here to provide an exhaustive summary of the myriad of viewpoints 

that have been put forward.372  Rather I shall restrict my discussion to the most ‘basic’ 

and influential readings of the dedication, and I shall focus particularly on those that are 

in disagreement with my own.  My own view is not a new one: I contend that there is 

nothing in Valerius’ dedication that points to a date of composition outside the reign of 

Vespasian.373  As such, I am convinced, like others before me, that there is absolutely no 

indication in Valerius’ dedicatory proem that Vespasian was not still among the living 

when it was written.374  Those who have chosen to reject this basic ‘fact’ have based their 

claims either on erroneous and/or inconclusive interpretations of the words ille and 

delubra genti at 1.15 or on arguments that simply fail to persuade, often precisely 

because they seize on one or two terms in isolation from the rest of the proem as a whole.

First, the issue of ille and delubra genti at 1.15.  The basic problem is this: to 

whom does ille in line 15 refer and, depending on the identity of the referent, how do we 

interpret the reference to the delubra genti that this person (ille) is going to establish 

(instituet, 16)?  Concerning the issue of to whom ille refers, there are (mercifully) only 

two possibilities: ille must be either Titus or Domitian.  As for the delubra in question, 

are these, as the text seems to suggest with its use of the future instituet, unspecified 

shrines that are going to be established in the future, or is this an odd way of referring to a 

specific shrine already in existence at the time of the dedication’s composition, a shrine 

372 For useful summaries of the various views available see Cambier 1969, 196-223, Strand 1972, 23-34, 
Stern 1976, 502-5, Scaffai 1986, 2368-2373, Taylor 1994, 213-6, and Liberman 1997, xviii-xxiv.
373 For the relative ‘antiquity’ of this view see most conveniently Getty 1936, 58-60, whose attempt to 
overturn this ‘old belief’ was, I hope to show, seriously flawed.  
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whose construction would have been carried out under the auspices of one or the other of 

Vespasian’s sons (ille)?  And if so, can we determine with any certainty exactly which 

shrine Valerius may have had in mind here?

I shall deal first with what has been one of the more influential, although to me 

least persuasive, interpretations of ille and delubra genti at 1.15, namely that ille refers to 

Domitian and that delubra genti  is an allusion to the Templum Gentis Flaviae, a building 

that seems to have been completed by Domitian some time around 94-5.375  If this is so, 

then obviously Valerius’ proem must have been written during the reign of Domitian, and 

in fact during the later rather than earlier part of his principate.  Such is the view of Syme, 

whose reading of the poem’s dedication is inextricably linked to his attempt to date the 

references in Book 6 to the Sarmatians’ fighting style to ca. 90-3, a move I have already 

shown to be highly problematic.376

To begin with, Syme is hardly justified in claiming that the “ille of line 15 can 

surely be no other person than the subject of the previous clause—Domitian.”377

Grammatically speaking, the pronoun could refer to Domitian, but it certainly need not.  

For as Getty demonstrated long ago, “The nominative ille very frequently in verse 

represents not the principal subject, but, on the contrary, either the object, or a noun in an 

oblique case, or a subordinate subject in the preceding clause, and at the same time is 

clearly used for the express purpose of stressing the alteration of the subject of the 

374 Cf. Strand 1972, 34.  However, I do not share Strand’s thesis that the composition of the poem was still 
ongoing as late as 85 (Strand 1972, 35-7).  Cf. Taylor 1994, 215, who concludes, sensibly in my view, that 
the “prooemium…provides strong evidence of its composition during the principate of Vespasian”.
375 On the evidence for the date of the temple’s construction see Scott 1936, 66.
376 Syme 1929, 135-6.  Syme’s reading of the proem (and dating of the poem as a whole) was followed by 
Scott 1934 and Scott 1936, 70, and has more recently been adopted by Liberman 1997, xix-xx.
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preceding clause.”378  As such, there is no problem in regarding ille at 1.15 as a reference 

to Titus, the object (fratrem) in the preceding clause, not to Domitian, who is the subject 

(of pandit) in the previous clause.  Nevertheless, armed with the certainty that ille must 

refer to Domitian and that delubra genti must refer to an actual shrine/temple already in 

existence (which is far from certain), Syme went on to suggest that the phrase delubra 

genti is “an unmistakable reference to the Templum Gentis Flaviae.” 379  One wishes that 

Valerius’ reference was indeed as unmistakable as Syme claims.  Of course, if one simply 

rejects the notion that ille by grammatical necessity must refer to Domitian, choosing 

instead to see its referent as Titus, Syme’s thesis about the ‘unmistakable reference’ made 

in delubra genti simply falls apart.  But for the moment, let us assume that Syme’s 

reading of line 15 is correct.  How does the rest of the dedication square with his 

interpretation of this single line?

One of the most glaring problems with Syme’s view is that, on his reading, 

Vespasian must have been very much dead and gone when the poem’s dedication was 

composed.  Yet the proem overwhelmingly seems to suggest that Vespasian, who is 

clearly the principal object of the poet’s flattery, not Domitian, was still alive and well at 

the time of the proem’s composition.  That is, Valerius seems to construe Vespasian’s 

deification by way of catasterism and the cultic honors established for him and his gens

on earth as things which are yet to happen, as events that are yet to come.  Such, at least, 

377 Syme 1929, 135.
378 Getty 1936, 54.  Cf. also Strand 1972, 25-6.
379 Syme 1929, 136.  Actually, Syme, presumably in order to strengthen his case for the ‘unmistakable 
reference’ he wishes to see in delubra genti, adopts the reading gentis for genti, which is the reading of a 
late manuscript (Bononiensis Bibl. Univ. 2809).  Both Ehlers 1980 and Liberman 1997 also read gentis,  
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is the most ‘natural’ interpretation of the emphasis placed by Valerius throughout the 

dedication on the futurity of Vespasian’s deification: tibi cultusque deum delubraque 

genti / instituet (16); cum tu…lucebis ab omni / parte poli (16-7); tu si signa dabis…te 

duce Graecia mittet… / rates (19-20).  As many critics have noted, these lines seem to 

indicate rather clearly that Vespasian’s apotheosis has not yet occurred, and that, 

therefore, he was presumably still alive when they were penned.380

Another serious problem with Syme’s thesis is the fact that, as I noted a moment 

ago, Vespasian, not Domitian (or for that matter Titus), is the primary object of Valerius’ 

flattering remarks.  It is Vespasian who is said to have won glory for his Argonaut-like 

achievement in opening up the sea (pelagi…maior aperti / fama, 7-8); it is to Vespasian 

that the poet prays for assistance in carrying out his poetic task (eripe me populis, 10; 

fave…canenti, 11; nostra…/ orsa iuves, 20-1); and it is the deification of Vespasian, the 

reward for a glorious and virtuous life on earth, that is a future certainty (lucebis ab omni 

/ parte poli, 16-7).  In fact, what is striking about Valerius’ one unmistakable reference to 

Domitian, leaving aside for the moment the question of who is meant by ille in line 15, is 

that he is the least prominent figure in what Ehlers has dubbed a tripartite ‘Antiklimax’ 

(with Vespasian occupying the position of greatest prominence, Titus the second, and 

Domitian the third and last position in a descending scale of importance).381  For 

Domitian is presented as a mere ‘chronicler’ of his older brother’s greatest military 

but there is no grammatical or syntactical difficulty in retaining the much more widely attested genti (on 
which see Strand 1972, 17 and Dräger 2003, 317-8).
380 See for example Ehlers 1980, v, Taylor 1994, 215, and Spaltenstein 2002, 32.  Cf. also Stern 1976, 503: 
“…the divinity of Vespasian is mainly referred to as a thing of the future.”  In place of Stern’s overly 
cautious ‘mainly’ I would put ‘entirely’, since as I see it there is nothing in lines 15-20 that so much as 
hints that Vespasian is already dead and deified.
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achievement, namely the sack of Jerusalem in 70.  And although it is technically true that 

Domitian is mentioned before his brother, the sentence in which this reference occurs is 

overwhelmingly about Titus , with Domitian assuming the secondary role of the recorder 

of history, not the maker of it (12-4):382 versam proles tua pandit Idumen, / sancte pater, 

Solymo nigrantem et pulvere fratrem / spargentemque faces et in omni turre furentem

(‘Your son is telling the story of how Idume was overthrown, holy father, and of his 

brother, blackened with the dust of Jerusalem, hurling torches and raging in every 

tower’).  Here we see that Titus is presented as a great and heroic military figure, like his 

father (7-9), whereas Domitian is credited with as yet having done apparently nothing 

except sing about his brother’s martial greatness.  And although the nature and 

chronology of Domitian’s poetic career are far from clear, the evidence seems to suggest 

that Domitian primarily engaged in producing poetry before he became princeps, when 

ruling the world supplanted the writing of poetry as his primary ‘occupation’.383  At any 

rate, Valerius’ characterization of Domitian as a poet puts him in a relatively inglorious 

381 Ehlers 1971-2, 116.
382 One thinks here of the distinction Sallust makes between the levels of glory attainable by history’s 
makers and its recorders (BC 3.2): …haud quaquam par gloria sequitur scriptorem et actorem
rerum…(‘…by no means does an equal share of glory attend the writer of history and the doer of 
deeds…’).  Of course, it is certainly true that poets can praise their dedicatees by ascribing poetic talent to 
them, as Ovid’s praise for Germanicus’ literary talents makes clear (Fasti 1.19-26).  And yet, Ovid’s 
effusive glorification of Germanicus’ poetic genius makes Valerius’ reference to Domitian-as-poet, by 
comparison, appear all the more modest and lukewarm.  For Valerius does not include a single qualitative 
term in his description of Domitian’s poetic production.  He does not say that Domitian is carrying out his 
poetic task ‘well’ or ‘fluently’, but simply that he is carrying it out (pandit).  Needless to say, Valerius, 
unlike Silius (Punica 3.619-21), does not claim that Domitian is a better poet than Orpheus.
383 See for example Quintilian 10.1.91: …Germanicum Augustum ab institutis studiis deflexit cura 
terrarum, parumque dis visum est esse eum maximum poetarum (‘…caring for the world has turned 
Germanicus Augustus away from the studies which he had begun, and it seemed too insignificant to the 
gods that he be the greatest of poets’).  On the issue of Domitian’s poetic career see Penwill 2000.
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position vis-à-vis his gloriously heroic brother and father.384  One wonders how 

Domitian, whose jealousy and outright hatred of his brother are well known (Suet. Dom. 

2.1-3; Tit. 9.3), would have received such lukewarm ‘praise’.  Comparison with the 

effusive adulation for Domitian found in Statius’ Thebaid (1.16-33) and Silius’ Punica

(3.607-29), passages that were certainly written during his principate, makes Valerius’ 

‘praise’ of Domitian appear all the more lukewarm indeed, and, given what we see in 

Statius and Silius, very anomalous to say the least, if Valerius’ dedication was in fact 

composed during Domitian’s reign.385

Syme, for his part, seems to have been keenly aware of the challenges posed to 

his reading of Valerius’ dedication both by the presentation of Vespasian as one who is 

not yet a god, and thus still alive, and by the relatively modest flattery (if it is flattery at 

all) bestowed upon Domitian by the poet.  So how does Syme counter these challenges to 

his thesis?  His response is that Valerius, presumably unlike Statius and Silius, did not 

need to shower excessive flattery on Domitian, since the poet “was not begging for his 

bread”, and that Valerius chose a more indirect method by which to ingratiate himself 

with the emperor: “Valerius may well have preferred a more indirect method—to pretend 

that the proem was written under Vespasian, and, subtly foreshadowing future things, 

gain credit for having seen even then that it was Domitian who was to be the true 

384 Cf. Stern 1976, 502: “…whereas the military glory of Titus is painted in glowing colours by Valerius 
Flaccus, Domitian is relegated to the rather subordinate position of a poet who sings of his elder brother’s 
greatness.”
385 Note especially Punica 3.607, where Silius makes a point of flattering Domitian precisely by claiming 
that he will outdo the deeds of both his father and brother (at tu transcendes, Germanice, facta tuorum).  
Silius’ attention is clearly focused first and foremost on Domitian’s facta (607-17) and secondarily on his 
poetic talent (618-21).  In Valerius, by contrast, it is as if there are no facta yet associated with Domitian 
worth mentioning.
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successor.”386  Syme cites no parallels for such a vaticinium post eventum in dedicatory 

passages of Latin poetry (or anywhere else for that matter).387  In my opinion, Syme’s 

interpretation of Valerius’ proem quite simply fails to persuade, and this even if we grant 

to him that ille in line 15 refers to Domitian, a view with which I do not agree.  So if the 

case for a Domitianic date for the proem of the Argonautica falls short, what of 

arguments in favor of a date in the reign of Titus?

The case for dating the Argonautica’s proem to the reign of Titus was put forth 

most vigorously by Robert Getty.388  As with Syme’s thesis, Getty bases his view of the 

proem’s date of composition on an interpretation of the terms ille and delubra genti in 

line 15.  As we have already seen, Getty shows that there is no grammatical difficulty in 

reading ille as a reference not to Domitian, as Syme would have it, but rather to Titus, a 

view with which I am in agreement.389  However, it is what Getty does with this 

information that I find problematic.  Like Syme, Getty can not resist the urge to see the 

phrase delubra genti as a reference to a specific temple already in existence (or at least 

already under construction) at the time of the proem’s composition.  For him, the delubra

in question is not the Templum Gentis Flaviae, but rather the Templum Divi Vespasiani, 

begun by Titus probably in 80 but completed by Domitian, who renamed the structure the 

Templum Vespasiani et Titi.390  To begin with, I simply disagree with Getty’s assessment 

that the “mention of the delubra or Templum Vespasiani is so explicit that we cannot 

386 Syme 1929, 136.
387 Scott’s alleged parallels (Scott 1936, 70) are not parallels at all, on which see Strand 1972, 26.  
However, it should be noted that Scott’s parallels, and Syme’s thesis for the date of the proem in general, 
have been accepted by one of Valerius’ most recent editors (Liberman 1997, xx-xxiv).
388 Getty 1936.  Getty’s views were subsequently accepted by Ussani 1955, 32-82 and Smallwood 1962.
389 This interpretation of ille has most recently been adopted by Spaltenstein 2002, 32.
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admit the poet to have been thus extraordinarily prescient of an event which did not take 

place until A.D. 80.”391  For the phrase delubra genti is certainly not as explicit as Getty 

makes it out to be, and, as Wistrand pointed out, it therefore need not contain a specific 

reference at all: “Es gibt keinen Anlass, zu verzuchen, delubra genti mit einem schon 

existierenden Tempel zu identifizieren.”392

But what of Getty’s claim that it would have taken an unbelievable act of 

prophetic inspiration for Valerius to make the assertion that Titus, as Vespasian’s 

successor, would one day confer divine honors upon his father?  Firstly, Vespasian made 

absolutely no secret of his dynastic plans right from the beginning of his principate.393

Therefore, it would have been clear to Valerius, as it was to Pliny the Elder, whose 

Natural History was in fact dedicated to Titus while Vespasian was still alive, that Titus 

was in line to succeed his father, since although “Titus was not yet ruler…everyone knew 

he was going to be.”394  So Valerius would have needed no special prescience in regard to 

the issue of dynastic succession, a point which Getty himself is perfectly aware of.395

Secondly, Valerius’ reference to Titus’ future establishment of divine honors for his 

father and family (ille tibi cultusque deum delubraque genti / instituet, 15-6) would not 

have required any special prophetic powers either.  For as Strand has demonstrated, “this 

is exactly what was to be expected, what anybody could tell, something quite normal with 

390 Getty 1936, 56.
391 Getty 1936, 57.
392 Wistrand 1973, 488.  Cf. also Wistrand 1956, 26.  In this regard, it is worth noting that the phrase 
delubra genti is already sufficiently vague as not to require Haupt’s suggestion to replace the manuscripts’ 
genti with centum.  This reading is nevertheless adopted by Courtney, who (rightly in my view) regards the 
proem as having been written while Vespasian was still alive: vivo adhuc Vespasiano haec scripta esse 
omnia pro certo habeo (Courtney 1970, 1).
393 Cf. Scott 1936, 22-5.
394 Baldwin 1995, 76.
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clear traditions from the Julio-Claudian period.”396  Moreover, the very vagueness of 

Valerius’ phraseology, coupled with the poet’s overt conviction that Vespasian and the 

gens Flavia will one day receive divine honors, allows Valerius to flatter both the ruling 

princeps and his obvious successors, Titus and Domitian.  For as Taylor has noted, 

“Valerius’ reference to unspecified, unnumbered delubra genti as a future certainty was a 

calculated and no doubt effective means of ingratiating himself with Vespasian.  With the 

phrase delubra genti…Valerius is in effect making a complimentary, qualitative 

statement about the character of Vespasian and future Flavian emperors, for the phrase 

assumes the apotheosis of the successive emperors, a concept that at this period was 

commonly viewed as the reward of a virtuous life.”397  As such, in my view Getty’s 

assertion about the specificity of the phrase delubra genti, and his concomitant 

suggestion that Valerius could not have made his claims for the future deification of 

Vespasian by Titus, his obvious successor, without an unbelievable degree of foresight, 

fail to persuade.

But how does Getty, whose reading of delubra genti requires, of course, that 

Vespasian was already dead and deified at the time of the proem’s composition, deal with 

the fact that Valerius’ words seem to indicate rather clearly that Vespasian’s apotheosis is 

something yet to come, and that therefore he was still alive when the poet penned the 

dedication?  Following Meerum Terwogt, Getty makes the rather surprising claim that 

“the language of the whole passage is more fitting for a dead emperor who is about to be 

enrolled among the gods than for a living one, for whom these expectations are still to be 

395 Getty 1936, 56.
396 Strand 1972, 29.
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realized.”398  But Getty does not discuss “the language of the whole passage”.  For he 

simply ignores Valerius’ overt emphasis on the futurity of Vespasian’s apotheosis in lines 

16-9 (instituet, lucebis, dabis, mittet), and focuses instead on Valerius’ use of the epithet 

serenus in reference to Vespasian in line 20 and the prayer to the princeps at line 10 

(eripe me populis et habenti nubila terrae).  With respect to serenus, Getty contends that 

this term, given its undeniably Jovian connotations, “is more apt for a god than for a 

mortal.”399  But Getty himself notes that Martial uses the adjective in reference to a living

Domitian (Ep. 2.24, 5.6, and 9.24).  And Strand, who supplies other examples, most 

notably the use of serenus by Valerius himself to describe the mortal Jason at 3.370, 

points out that Valerius is engaged here precisely in “extolling the emperor to divine 

levels”, so that his use of a term commonly associated with Jupiter is perfectly 

appropriate in such a context.400

As for the prayer at line 10 (eripe me populis et habenti nubila terrae), Getty, 

without citing any parallels, claims that this “is a petition obviously made to a god and 

not to a mortal.”401  This is far from ‘obvious’ (and even if it were, Strand’s point about 

Valerius’ desire to present Vespasian in explicitly divine terms would still hold good).  

For while it is true that the ‘formula’ eripe (me) + the dative is employed once by 

Valerius in a petition made by a mortal to a god (1.88, Jason to Pallas), this formula is 

more often used by a mortal who is seeking the aid of another mortal (7.241, Medea to 

397 Taylor 1994, 215-6.
398 Getty 1936, 57.
399 Getty 1936, 57.
400 Strand 1972, 27.
401 Getty 1936, 58.
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Venus-as-Circe; 4.538-9, Jason to Phineus; 2.489-90, Hesione to Hercules).402  So 

Getty’s case for the ‘obviousness’ of Vespasian’s already well established divinity is 

overstated to say the least.  In this regard, Valerius’ words about the future apotheosis of 

the princeps and his petition for assistance in carrying out his poetic task successfully do 

not imply that Vespasian was already dead and deified any more than Vergil’s dedication 

of the Georgics implies that Augustus was already enrolled among the gods (Georgics

1.24-42).  In fact, in comparison with this Vergilian passage, Valerius’ flattering 

dedication and prayer to Vespasian seem rather modest indeed.

Finally, one other argument for dating Valerius’ proem to the reign of Titus must 

be considered briefly.  Mary Smallwood, in an attempt to bolster Getty’s interpretation of 

Valerius’ dedication, argued that the reference to Caledonia (Caledonius…Oceanus, 1.8-

9) would only have made sense at a time when Caledonia was ‘in the news’.  Since, 

technically speaking, Caledonia proper (the area north of the Forth-Clyde line) was 

apparently only penetrated by Agricola in 80, Valerius’ words indicate that he wished to 

“allude indirectly to the latest achievement of Roman arms by attributing success in the 

far north many years earlier to the Emperor who is the object of the invocation”, which 

“would have been a more natural and understandable form of flattery c. 80 than it would 

have been in the latter part of Domitian’s principate.”403  Apparently it is more ‘natural’ 

to flatter a dead man than a living one, since Smallwood does not even entertain the 

notion that Valerius is here addressing a living Vespasian.  At any rate, the use of the 

adjective Caledonius proves nothing, since it is clearly an exaggeration intended to flatter 

402 This last passage is especially interesting since Hercules, like Vespasian, is destined to become a god at 
a future time.
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Vespasian by attributing to him the conquest of all of Britain.404  As a result, it need not 

be taken in a literal sense.  Indeed, as Momigliano demonstrated long ago, this term was 

regularly employed rather loosely in imperial panegyric, such that it by no means 

necessarily implies a specific reference to the territiory north of the Forth-Clyde line.405

Consequently, searching for an event whereby Caledonia proper may have been ‘in the 

news’ and using this event to date Valerius’ hyperbolic praise of the emperor is 

misguided.

In sum, there is no compelling reason to date the proem of the Argonautica to a 

time beyond the reign of Vespasian.  For despite the best efforts of critics to read against 

the grain, as it were, the proem leaves one with the overwhelming impression that the 

poem was dedicated to a living Vespasian, and to him alone.  And as Strand has noted, 

for Valerius to have penned such a dedication, clearly aimed at Vespasian, at a time when 

either Titus or Domitian held the principate would stand out as an “enigmatic and 

unnatural act…unique in Roman literature.”406  And why would Valerius, if he did in fact 

compose his dedication under Vespasian but continued working on the Argonautica well 

into the reigns of Titus and Domitian,407 not go back and alter the poem’s ‘original’ 

dedication in order to bring the work in line with the new political situation caused by the 

deaths of Vespasian and Titus?  We know, in fact, of at least one prominent example of 

such a change of dedicatee: Ovid, upon the death of Augustus in 14, altered the 

403 Smallwood 1962, 171.
404 Cf. Mozley 1934, 2 n. 1.
405 Momigliano 1950, 42.  Cf. also Stern 1976, 505.
406 Strand 1972, 31.  Cf. Taylor 1994, 215.
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dedication of the Fasti, replacing the dead princeps with Germanicus.408  In my view, 

Valerius did not make such an alteration because he did not have time to, because he did 

not continue working on his poem well into the reigns of Titus and Domitian.  At the very 

least, there is absolutely no conclusive evidence that he did so.  In this regard, the proem 

is no exception.  All we can say with certainty is that Valerius composed the poem’s 

dedication some time between 70 and 79, between the sack of Jerusalem and the death of 

Vespasian, which occurred on June 23, 79 (Suet. Vesp. 24).  And while it is tempting to 

see the reference to the sack of Jerusalem at 1.12-4 as an indicator of a date of 

composition for the proem in the early 70’s, when Titus’ military achievement was 

particularly topical at Rome, such a supposition is by no means unproblematic.  For as 

Smallwood has shown, the sack of Jerusalem was “kept green” for many years, and in 

fact we see a revival of the Judaea Capta coin type, first struck by Vespasian from 70-72, 

in the years 77-78, so that Valerius’ reference to the war in Judaea could equally well 

point to a date either in the early or late 70’s, to either the beginning or end of 

Vespasian’s principate.409

Nor does the date of the proem, whatever one takes this to be, necessarily point to 

a time early in the period of the poem’s composition, as Taylor and others would have 

it.410  What of the possibility that the dedication was penned relatively late in the 

407 Such is the view espoused by Strand 1972, 35, who suggests that the epic was written ca. 75-85.  Cf. 
most recently Kleywegt 2005, xi-xv, who believes the poem was begun under Vespasian but that work was 
still ongoing well into the reign of Domitian (i.e. down to about 90).
408 On this see Herbert-Brown 1994, 173-6.
409 Smallwood 1962, 172.
410 Taylor 1994, 213-4.  However, I do share Taylor’s view that the dedication to Vespasian forms an 
“integral part of the first book” (214).  The problem is that it is simply impossible to know for sure if 
Valerius composed Book 1 first, and whether he worked on the individual books in sequential order at all, 
as I noted above.
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compositional process, at a time nearer the end of Vespasian’s reign, when work on the 

text was already well advanced, perhaps on the occasion of the publication/recitation of 

some portion of the poem, including but not limited to Book 1?  As far as I know, no one 

has ever advanced this hypothesis.  And yet, we have some reason to believe that 

prefatory dedications were, in the ancient world as in the modern world, frequently 

written after a given work was already or substantially finished, especially in the case of 

prose texts.411  Of course, there is nothing in Valerius’ dedication that can prove such a 

hypothesis, but it is at least a possibility and ought to be registered as such. 

So again, all we can say for certain is that Valerius wrote his poem’s dedication 

some time between 70 (the sack of Jerusalem) and June 23, 79 (the death of Vespasian).  

As such, the dedication must have been written at least two months before the reference 

to the eruption of Vesuvius, which occurred on August 24, 79.  Since the earliest 

conclusively datable reference in Valerius’ poem is to the sack of Jerusalem and the latest 

conclusively datable reference in the work is to the eruption of Vesuvius, the evidence 

allows us to say no more for certain than that Valerius composed the Argonautica in the 

70’s.412  One other thing is also clear: Valerius’ death prevented him from putting the 

final touches to his nearly completed epic.  For as I noted above, we are only missing a 

few hundred lines at most from the end of Book 8, and there is evidence elsewhere in the 

text to indicate that Valerius had not yet applied the final polish to his narrative.413  Given 

all the evidence at our disposal, I propose that Valerius, who presumably began working 

411 On this see Janson 1964, 74, who, in discussing the proems of Quintilian, the Rhetorica ad Herrenium, 
Ovid’s Fasti, Horace Odes 1.1, Columella, and Ausonius, notes, “Examples of the reverse case, the preface 
being written first, are difficult to find.”  
412 This is also the view put forth by Ehlers 1985 and Wijsman 2000b, 1.
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on the Argonautica at some point after 70, was still putting the finishing touches to his 

nearly completed poem as late as August of 79.  Since we can not conclusively account 

for the poet’s existence beyond this date, I suggest that Valerius died not long after the 

eruption of Vesuvius, leaving a few hundred lines at the end of his poem and some 

relatively minor revisions unwritten.  One of the things his death prevented him from 

doing was to revise his poem’s dedication in order to reflect the death of Vespasian and 

the accession of Titus to the principate, events that occurred only two months before the 

eruption of Vesuvius.  For surely he would have made such a change had he lived well 

into Titus’ reign, which began in June of 79 and ended in September of 81.  This 

hypothesis has the advantage of accounting both for the nature of Valerius’ dedication, 

which is addressed to a living Vespasian, and for the one and only certain post-

Vespasianic reference in the work, the allusion to the eruption of Vesuvius only two 

months after Titus assumed power.  I contend that Valerius did not live very long after 

Titus’ accession and Vesuvius’ eruption, dying near the end of 79 or the beginning of 80.  

As such, to Quintilian Valerius’ death was as ‘recent’ (nuper) an event as the death of 

Caesius Bassus, who in fact perished in the volcanic disaster of 79.

413 On these issues see Schetter 1959 and Poortvliet 1991a.
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