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Abstract 

 

Iliadic and Odyssean Heroics: Apollonius’  

Argonautica and the Epic Tradition 

 

Rebecca Anne Richards, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

SUPERVISOR: Deborah Beck 

 

This report examines heroism in Apollonius’ Argonautica and argues that a 

different heroic model predominates in each of the first three books. Unlike Homer’s 

epics where Achilles with his superhuman might and Odysseus with his unparalleled 

cunning serve as the unifying forces for their respective poems, there is no single guiding 

influence in the Argonautica. Rather, each book establishes its own heroic type, distinct 

from the others. In Book 1, Heracles is the central figure, demonstrating his heroic worth 

through feats of strength and martial excellence. In Book 2, Polydeuces, the helmsmen, 

and—what I have called—the “Odyssean” Heracles use their mētis to guide and 

safeguard the expedition. And in Book 3, Jason takes center stage, a human character 

with human limitations tasked with an epic, impossible mission. This movement from 

Book 1 (Heracles and biē) to Book 2 (Polydeuces/helmsmen and mētis) to Book 3 (Jason 

and human realism) reflects the epic tradition: the Iliad (Achilles and biē) to the Odyssey 

(Odysseus and mētis) to the Argonautica (Apollonius’ epic and the Hellenistic age). 

Thus, the Argonautica is an epic about epic and its evolving classification of what it 



 vi 

entails to be a hero.  

The final stage in this grand metaphor comes in Book 3 which mirrors the literary 

environment in Apollonius’ own day and age, a time invested in realism where epic had 

been deemed obsolete. Jason, as the representative of that Hellenistic world, is unable to 

successively use Iliadic or Odyssean heroics because he is as human and ordinary as 

Apollonius’ audience. Jason, like his readers, cannot connect to the archaic past. Medea, 

however, changes this when she saves Jason’s life by effectively rewriting him to become 

a superhuman, epic hero. She is a metaphor for Apollonius himself, a poet who wrote an 

epic in an unepic world. The final message of Book 3, therefore, is an affirmation not of 

the death of epic but its survival in the Hellenistic age.  
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Chapter 1:  

Introduction 

The majority of scholarship completed on the Argonautica of Apollonius 

discusses, in one way or another, its relationship to Homer. Textual allusions have been 

meticulously catalogued, epic technique compared, and the nature of heroism dissected 

and debated.1 Yet despite all of this scholarly interest in Apollonius’ use of Homer, no 

one has attempted to divide the Argonautica into distinct Iliadic and Odyssean portions. 

In The Renewal of Epic: Responses to Homer in the Argonautica of Apollonius—perhaps 

the most comprehensive survey of Homeric allusions assembled thus far—Virginia 

Knight even explicitly states that “[i]t is not possible to separate the Argonautica into 

‘Odyssean’ and ‘Iliadic’ halves as has been done with the Aeneid.”2 If anything, she 

continues, the poem, treated as a whole, would be “entirely Odyssean,” based on the large 

number of similarities between the Argonauts’ and Odysseus’ nautical journeys and 

encounters. On the whole, however, the Argonautica consistently draws from both 

Homeric epics. Knight observes, “Apollonius feels free to move from the Iliad to the 

Odyssey or to combine the two as models at any point.”3 The events of one book in the 

Argonautica do not exclusively privilege one Homeric epic over the other. Thus, on the 

one hand, Knight’s conclusion that the Argonautica cannot, like the Aeneid, be split into 

Homeric halves is appropriate.  

On the other hand, when the poem is viewed in terms of characterization, a clear 

                                                 
1 See Glei (2001) 1-27 for a summary of Apollonian scholarship in the last fifty years. He notes that the 

conception of heroism in the Argonautica has been the “main issue” during that time (6). 
2 Knight (1995) 30. 
3 Ibid. 



 

2 

division exists. In each of the first three books, a different character type predominates, 

acting as the star and savior of the expedition. Heracles, a man of violence and strength, 

is the central figure of Book 1. After his expulsion, Book 2 turns its attention to 

Polydeuces and the helmsmen, heroes who exercise mētis. And, in Book 3, Jason shines, 

more ordinary man than epic hero, who depends upon human powers and, eventually, 

magic to succeed. Each of these characters (or character groups, as applies to Polydeuces 

and the helmsmen) in his designated book uses his own brand of heroics to lead and 

protect the crew. To take this one step further, the progression from Book 1 (Heracles and 

biē) to Book 2 (Polydeuces/helmsmen and mētis) to Book 3 (Jason and human realism) 

follows the course of the epic tradition: the Iliad (Achilles and biē) to the Odyssey 

(Odysseus and mētis) to the Argonautica (Apollonius’ epic and the Hellenistic age). To 

make it sufficiently clear, I am not claiming that Apollonius is equating the first book 

with the Iliad and the second with the Odyssey. Rather, I will demonstrate how the 

character type that dominates in each book of the Argonautica is more reminiscent of one 

Homeric epic than the other: Heracles aligns more closely with Achilles and the central 

figures of Book 2 are closer to Odysseus. In essence, the Argonautica is an epic about 

epic and its evolving classification of what it entails to be a hero. At the end of Book 3, 

Apollonius shows how the traditional Homeric hero can no longer exist in the Hellenistic 

world, thereby uncovering the epic ideal for what it truly is: a fantasy.4 

                                                 
4 Book 4 complicates this picture by mixing all three heroic models. As a result, it would be beyond the 

scope of this report to include an analysis of the final book since it is my intention here simply to uncover 

the way in which Apollonius structures each of the first three books around a single heroic model. A 

second, fuller study would be required to untangle the strands of Book 4 dealing with the heroic (and 

predominately unheroic) behavior found there and to make conclusions about how that relates to the 

organization of Books 1-3. 
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For the remainder of this chapter, I will first discuss two background features of 

Homer’s epics which relate to arguments I make in later chapters (namely, the 

significance of the word aristos and the conflict between biē and mētis in his poems). I 

will then, prior to discussing Heracles in the second chapter, analyze how Apollonius’ 

untraditional invocation sets up the framework I have noted above. Chapter 2 will turn to 

Book 1 of the Argonautica and show how Heracles exemplifies Iliadic heroism. Chapter 

3 will deal with the Odyssean heroes of Book 2, Polydeuces and the helmsmen. And, 

finally, Chapter 4 will look at the ways in which both Iliadic and Odyssean heroics fail 

Jason which forces him to turn to a new source of aid: magic. This offers a metapoetic 

statement on the impossibility of traditional epic in the Hellenistic world and on the 

illusion of literature, which is the only means whereby a human hero like Jason can 

participate in an epic like the Argonautica.  

“Best of the Achaeans”: Achilles (biē) and Odysseus (mētis) 

When Heracles in Book 1 (1.338) and Polydeuces in Book 2 (2.15) are designated 

τὸν ἄριστον of the expedition, Apollonius is using a word charged with meaning for 

Homer. In both the Iliad and the Odysey, the adjective aristos indicates the superiority of 

a character’s distinctive heroic worth. This is discussed in great length in Nagy’s The 

Best of the Achaeans: Concepts of the Hero in Archaic Greek Poetry where he provides 

an analysis of the word in Homeric epic.5 In the Iliad, the title ἄριστος Ἀχαιῶν is 

reserved for Achilles (1.244, 1.412, 16.271-72). There are other Greeks to whom the 

phrase is applied, but in each situation, as Nagy shows, their superiority is in some way 

                                                 
5 Nagy (1999) ch. 2, 26-41. 
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undercut. For example, Agamemnon can only “boast” (εὔχεται) to hold the distinction 

(1.91, 2.82), Ajax is “best” only when Achilles is absent (2.768-69), and when the phrase 

is applied to Patroclus (17.689), he has taken upon himself the identity of Achilles. As 

Nagy says, the Iliad “belongs to Achilles.”6 Similarly, though less explicit than in the 

Iliad, Odysseus wins this special title in the Odyssey when he defeats the suitors and 

reclaims Penelope (16.76, 18.289, 19.528; cf. 20.335). In both epics, the right of the 

primary protagonist to claim the name ἄριστος Ἀχαιῶν is so pervasive that it amounts to 

a theme. Nagy concludes that aristos “serves as a formal measure of a given hero’s 

supremacy in his own epic tradition…[T]he Iliad and the Odyssey each appropriate this 

epithet to fit the central figures of Achilles and Odysseus, respectively.”7 Given that this 

adjective certifies the heroic worth of a character in a given text, it is fitting that 

Apollonius uses the word at the beginning of Books 1 (1.338) and 2 (2.15) to signal the 

dominance of, first, Heracles’ Iliadic and, second, Polydeuces’ Odyssean heroics.8 Thus, 

just as the title ἄριστος Ἀχαιῶν marks Achilles as the supreme hero in the Iliad and 

Odysseus in the Odyssey, the adjective elevates members of the crew in the Argonautica 

to the status of an Achilles or an Odysseus as the central figure for their respective books. 

As Nagy would say, Book 1 “belongs” to Heracles and Book 2 “belongs” to 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 29. 
7 Ibid. 13. 
8 I will be discussing these two events in greater detail in Chapters 2 and 3. But for now, note how this 

adjective is only used eleven times in the Argonautica, and in Books 1-3, the only times it is applied to 

individuals is for Heracles (1.338, 1.1285) and Polydeuces (2.15). It therefore has special significance when 

used on an individual basis. Here is the breakdown of the remaining eight uses: it is used three times for the 

Argonauts as a whole (1.231, 1.548, 4.1307), various other groups (the best boys of the Mysians 1.1351, 

Colchian nobles 4.6, Phaeacian troops 4.1181), once to describe Alcinous’ judgment (4.1105, the only time 

the word is used for something not living), and once for Peleus (Thetis married the “best of mortals” 

4.805).  
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Polydeuces/the helmsmen on account of the fact that, for the space of their designated 

sections, they lay claim to the Homeric title of “best.”9 

But the significance of aristos is not the only thing Apollonius appropriates here. 

He also borrows the most basic tension that exists between Achilles and Odysseus in 

terms of heroic worth: biē versus mētis. There will be other paired qualities that contrast 

Achilles with Odysseus that I will discuss in later chapters—for example, Achilles as the 

“man of action” and Odysseus as “the fluent speaker,”10 the former’s “heroic anger” and 

the latter’s emotional control,11 or the glory of death in the Iliad versus Odysseus’ 

suffering and enduring12—but, for now, it is only important to establish the biē-mētis 

distinction that has been made since antiquity.13  

It would be beyond the scope of this report to catalogue each moment in the Iliad 

and the Odyssey where Achilles demonstrates his superhuman strength or Odysseus his 

intelligence and artifice. Suffice it to say, Achilles is clearly based on the archetype of a 

strongman. His spear is so heavy that none of the Greeks except for Achilles can use it 

(19.387-389), and his great strength is often cited, including one notable image where 

Apollo says that Achilles has given in to his biē like a savage lion (Il. 24.39-45). 

Similarly, Odysseus is repeatedly associated with the word mētis. The epithet πολύμητις, 

                                                 
9 Clauss (1993) explores this topic in The Best of the Argonauts: The Redefinition of the Epic Hero in Book 

1 of  Apollonius’ Argonautica, following Jason’s journey through Book 1 to becoming “the best.” Clauss 

says, “in focusing on what sets Jason apart from the other men on the expedition, what makes him ‘the best 

of the Argonauts,’ Apollonius can be seen as entering into a discourse on the hero that is a traditional 

feature of epic poetry” (3).  
10 Fantuzzi-Hunter (2004) 108. 
11 Ibid. 104-117. 
12 Finkelberg (1995) 1-14. Cf. Hunter (1993) 8-9. 
13 Nagy (1999) ch. 3, 42-58, explores this conflict between biē and mētis. The next paragraph is based on 

this discussion. 
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for example, appearing 87 times in the Homeric corpus, is reserved solely for Odysseus 

except for the one time it is used for the god of skill Hephaestus (Il. 21.355). His mētis is 

also said to equal that of Zeus (Διὶ μῆτιν ἀτάλαντος: Il. 2.169, 2.636, 2.407, 10.137), and 

it cannot go unnoticed that he is the favorite of Athena, the very embodiment of mētis. 

Admittedly, reducing these two characters’ heroic worth to a contrast between biē and 

mētis is a gross oversimplification. Odysseus, for instance, is also well-known for his 

superior strength, best demonstrated by his ability to string the bow in Book 21 of the 

Odyssey. All the same, the chief manner in which these two characters demonstrate their 

aretē time and again falls into the categories of biē (for Achilles) and mētis (for 

Odysseus). In fact, this opposition was so famous and accepted that the scholiastic 

tradition pitted the two heroes against each other specifically in terms of these two traits, 

something which Nagy studies extensively in his book.14 Thus, it is fitting that the chief 

heroic quality the Iliadic Heracles exhibits in Book 1 is biē, and, in Book 2, the Odyssean 

Polydeuces and helmsmen display feats of mētis. Apollonius is, in effect, repackaging 

and restaging the heroic conflict that thrives between the leading protagonists of the Iliad 

and the Odyssey.  

Before I proceed to the final section of this Introduction, it is necessary to explain 

what is meant by “Iliadic” and “Odyssean.” I use these terms not because they are 

necessarily accurate (the Iliad is, after all, filled with many different kinds of heroes) but 

because they are useful and refer back to Knight’s assertion, quoted above, that “[i]t is 

                                                 
14 Pp. 45-47. He looks at the scholia for Od. 8.75, 77 and Il. 9.346-52, 423-26, and concludes that there was 

a myth to which the scholiasts are alluding, not now extant, where the two heroes had a debate over 

whether Troy would be taken through mētis or biē.  
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not possible to separate the Argonautica into ‘Odyssean’ and ‘Iliadic’ halves.” For this 

report, I use the term “Iliadic” to refer to the kind of heroism demonstrated by Achilles, 

namely, one which is centered on biē and other martial attributes I will discuss in Chapter 

2. “Odyssean” refers to a system of heroism that is founded on mētis, much like 

Odysseus’. These terms, therefore, do not suggest a one-to-one relationship between a 

portion of the Argonautica and the Iliad or Odyssey. I am not saying, for example, that 

Apollonius’ Iliadic Book 1 equates to the Iliad. Rather, these terms are firmly grounded 

in the nature of heroism that a scenario or individual reflects. I am aware that this is an 

oversimplification of both Homer’s epics and his portrayal of heroism, but I believe that 

Apollonius intended for the structure I am noting here in this report to be an 

oversimplification. He did not set out to rewrite the Iliad or the Odyssey. This is the 

Argonautica, and he mirrors the qualities of Homer’s leading protagonists only insofar as 

it helps him distinguish Jason’s new heroic identity from the heroic past. 

“The Famous Deeds of Men Born Long Ago”: The Invocation of Book 1  

To reflect Apollonius’ unusual structure—where there is not one overarching hero 

of the Argonautica but one for each book—the invocation introduces the poem by means 

of the group, not an individual.15 This is noticeably different from Homer where both 

Achilles and Odysseus are mentioned in the first line of their respective epics. And while 

these heroes are not the sole centers of attention in every book of the Iliad and the 

Odyssey (Odysseus famously does not even show up until Book 5), their presence 

pervades the events occurring. Richard Hunter describes, for example, Achilles’ function 

                                                 
15 This is one reason why some scholars, most notably Carspecken (1953), consider the collective group of 

Argonauts, not Jason, as the hero of the poem. 
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aptly: “[His] ‘absence’ hangs over the action with determinative force; it is a crucial 

organising and unifying poetic stratagem, as Homer exploits our knowledge and desire 

that Achilles must return.”16 That is the epic tradition in which Apollonius is working, in 

which a single hero serves as the chief unifying and driving force of the poem—

regardless of whether or not he is present—and is introduced as such in the invocation. 

Apollonius, however, has no such figure; thus, the first line of the Argonautica cites as its 

topic παλαιγενέων κλέα φωτῶν (1.1). Such a vague theme could lead to a myriad of 

different story types on Jason and the Argonauts. There is not one principal premise on 

which to build, no “wrath of Achilles” or “the cunning man” to home in on. But that is 

the point: by leaving his topic open, Apollonius leaves the stage bare. He has the freedom 

to use both “the biē of Heracles” and “the mētis of Polydeuces and the helmsmen” as, to 

borrow Hunter’s words, “crucial organising and unifying poetic stratagem[s]” for Books 

1 and 2, respectively.  

There is also a singular lack of purpose expressed at the beginning of the 

Argonautica. In the Iliad and the Odyssey, the invocations preview themes or events 

which will take place, focusing the audience’s attention. The invocation of the 

Argonautica, however, provides no such focusing beam. We learn, only, that this poem 

will recount the famous deeds of men born long ago as they travel far to retrieve the 

golden fleece (1.1-4). There is no explanation of how, exactly, Apollonius plans to tell 

this famous myth; there is no overriding theme like mēnis or nostos through which to 

approach the poem. There is only a subject announced: recovering the golden fleece. 

                                                 
16 Hunter (1993) 12. 
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When Apollonius proceeds in lines 5-17 to provide more details, he still refuses to give 

us a clear picture of what the telos of this quest and epic will be. He introduces Jason to 

us, but there is no hint of his personality nor that he will be the leader of the expedition. If 

anything, Jason appears more as a blank slate upon whom Pelias inscribes his anxiety and 

commands. He is the οἰοπέδιλον (1.7) about whom the oracle has warned Pelias, he loses 

one of his sandals to a deluge in fulfillment of that prophecy (κατὰ βάξιν 1.8), and he 

arrives at the feast where the king immediately recognizes him and assigns the fatal quest 

in hopes of averting the prophecy (1.12-17). That is all we hear of and learn about Jason 

before the Catalogue. He is simply an object of Pelias’ fear.17 There is also no clear 

reason expressed, beyond Jason’s oblique death sentence, for this quest. As Clare notes, 

the “retrieval of the fleece is an irrelevance” for Pelias.18 It is not until much later that we 

learn the religious benefits for bringing the fleece to Greece (2.1192-99 and 3.336-39) 

and the reasons why Hera is supporting Jason and wants to punish Pelias (3.61-75). Here, 

at this moment, Apollonius keeps his readers in the dark.  

To sum up, at the beginning of the Argonautica, there is a vacuum. Deliberately 

defying his audience’s expectations, Apollonius does not introduce a unifying figure and 

chooses not to specify what the exact nature of the quest will be. In fact, we will not learn 

exactly what the telos of this quest will be until the beginning of Book 3 when Apollonius 

offers the first authorial and divine statements of intention in the Argonautica (see 

Chapter 4). Until then, Books 1 and 2 see various heroes with different heroic 

                                                 
17 Cf. Clauss (1993) 24: “Jason will lead the expedition not because of any discernible qualities or ambition 

on his part, but because he happened to have crossed the Anaurus when he did, thereby losing a sandal.”   
18 Clare (2002) 25. 
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conceptions express their own ideas of what the quest should entail. The first of these 

heroes is Heracles, the subject of Chapter 2.  
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Chapter 2:  

Heracles and Iliadic Heroism in Book 1 

Heracles’ role in the Argonautica has been a popular topic of discussion. As the 

majority of scholars agree, his primary function in the poem is to work as a foil for Jason, 

to demonstrate heroic behavior that is indicative of old epic in marked contrast to the new 

heroic identity Jason is fashioning for himself.1 Heracles is the “star…who upstages 

everyone” of Book 1 and a “leitmotif” in the rest of the poem.2 Even though he leaves the 

expedition at the end of the first book, he is a constant presence for the Argonauts, a 

lodestone of sorts through whom the heroic behavior of a character can be compared and 

contrasted to the old epic tradition that Heracles embodies. The further any member of 

the crew strays from Heracles’ center, the further that character is leaving behind 

traditional heroic models established by Homer.3  

In this chapter, I propose to narrow this traditional reading of the character even 

further: while Heracles is indeed a representative of old epic, he is, more specifically, 

exemplifying Iliadic heroics in Book 1. As a result, he serves as a foil not only for Jason 

but also for the Odyssean characters of Book 2. To argue this point, I will first describe in 

                                                 
1 Heracles as a foil for Jason and the Argonauts is the most common basis for interpreting this character. 

See, e.g., Lawall (1966); Galinsky (1972) 101-16; Beye (1982) esp. 53-57; Clauss (1993); DeForest (1994) 

esp. ch 4; Papadimitriopoulos (2006) 42-52. For a discussion of how Heracles threatens the homonoia of 

the crew, see especially Hunter (1993) 20-41 and Mori (2005) 209-36. For other specific differences 

between Heracles and the Argonauts, see Clauss (1993) who presents Heracles as the representative of 

strength and Jason of skill; Beye (1969) 40-47 and (1982) 93-99 who views Heracles as a representative for 

the homoerotic relationships of the Iliad while Jason pursues heterosexual ones; and Thalmann (2011) 47-

50 who analyzes the different ways that the Argonauts and Heracles move through space, the former 

transforming space while the latter simply passes through it. 
2 Beye (1982) 53 and 37, respectively. 
3 Many scholars have equated the character of Heracles to the entrenched tradition of Homeric epic by the 

time of the Hellenistic Age; see, esp., DeForest (1994) ch. 4 who interprets the Argonauts’ preference and 

admiration for Heracles as a desire to be in a Homeric, not a Callimachean, epic.  



 

12 

this chapter other adaptations of Heracles present in the Hellenistic Age, showing how 

the version of Heracles Apollonius chooses to write brings him closer to Homer’s 

Achilles. Second, I will demonstrate how the people of Iolcus, the crew, and Heracles all 

think that they are embarking on an expedition that will be like the Iliad, setting up a 

foundation for the Iliadic quality of Book 1. And third, I will analyze specific instances 

where Heracles displays the Iliadic values of biē, martial excellence, eris, and mēnis. 

Thus, his presence is not only an echo of archaic epic in general; rather, Heracles brings 

with him the Iliad, and his dismissal from the poem at the end of Book 1 amounts to an 

assertion by Apollonius that his Argonautica will not be an Iliad in telos or heroic 

identity.  

Apollonius’ Heracles and Achilles 

By the time Apollonius was writing the Argonautica and choosing how to depict 

the legendary Heracles in his poem, the tradition of the hero had radically evolved from a 

figure known chiefly for his strength and physical achievements to one praised for his 

morality and intellectual acumen.4 Most of our sources before the sixth century BCE, 

including Homer (see, e.g., Il. 5.392-404, Od. 8.223-25, Od. 21.24-30), place Heracles 

under the traditional archetype of the strongman, someone known for his remarkable 

                                                 
4 Galinksy (1972) tracks the varying adaptations of Heracles from Homer to modernity. For the hero’s 

transformation from the archaic age to Apollonius, see chapters 1-5 (pp. 9-125). My discussion here 

especially draws from chapters 1 (“The Archaic Hero”), 2 (“Herakles in Transition: Pindar and 

Bacchylides”), and 5 (“Herakles among the Philosophers and Alexandrians”), and, specifically, on his 

analysis of the following authors’ use of Heracles: Pisander of Rhodes (pg. 24), Bacchylides (pp. 25-30), 

Pindar (30-38), Prodicus (101-103), and Isocrates (103-106). For more scholars who have also analyzed 

how Apollonius’ Heracles is more similar to an archaic version than contemporary, see Beye (1982) 53-56 

and Feeney (1986) 51-66. 
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strength and violence.5 As early as the sixth century BCE, however, the Greeks felt 

uncomfortable that one of their most prominent mythical heroes was noted for such 

violent acts, many of which deeds—as in the Homeric passages cited above—were 

unprovoked or even directed against the gods. To remedy this, Pisander of Rhodes and 

other lyricists sought to justify Heracles’ actions, rewriting him as a hero cleansing the 

world of evil.6 This makeover found even greater traction with Bacchylides and Pindar. 

Bacchylides developed Heracles’ human and emotional side, such as when the hero 

meets Meleager in the Underworld, feels pity for him, weeps, and laments the 

inevitability of death (5.56-175)—a more compassionate illustration of the hero than that 

painted by previous authors. Galinsky labels Pindar Heracles’ “ardent prophet,” a poet 

who elevates the hero to the role of “divine agent who metes out punishment for crimes 

committed against gods and men.” Heracles’ actions are defensible, Pindar says, because 

they are just and divinely legitimized.7 Fourth-century philosophers added to this portrait 

by endowing Heracles with moral and intellectual assets. Prodicus, for example, depicts 

Heracles as a paradigm of morality in the “Choice of Heracles” where the hero meets 

Virtue and Vice embodied and chooses to follow the path of Virtue (Xen. Mem. 2.1.21-

34). A half century or so later in his speech to Philip, Isocrates lauded the mind of 

Heracles, not his body. He mentions how poets and historians have praised Heracles’ 

courage and labors but not those virtues pertaining to the “spirit” (ψυχῇ), concluding that 

                                                 
5 For a description of some of these sources, including Homer, see Galinsky (1972) ch. 1, pp. 9-22. 
6 See, e.g., the fragment from Pisander’s Heracleia where Heracles is called a “most just murderer” 

(δικαιοτάτου φονῆος) because his murders were for the purification of evils (Kinkel [1877], Fr. 10).  
7 Galinsky (1972) 30 and 35. See, e.g., Fr. 169 on nomos and the justness of Heracles’ actions; also Ol. 

9.30-39 where Pindar seems to assert that it is blasphemous to say that Heracles attacked the gods.  
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he thinks it would be “easy” (ῥᾳδίως) for him to show that it was more on account of 

Heracles’ phronēsis, philotimia, and dikaiosynē that he surpassed those of his generation 

than on account of his bodily strength (5.109). A little later in the speech, Isocrates also 

praises Heracles for being a model of philanthropia (5.114).8 To sum up, by the time 

Apollonius wrote the Argonautica, Heracles had become associated with more than the 

brute strength and violence of archaic representations. He had become a moral exemplar, 

an agent of divine justice, and a man of wisdom, excelling just as much (if not more) by 

the virtue of his mind as his body. 

Apollonius, however, clearly ignored these later traditions and chose, instead, to 

model his Heracles on old epic so that he could operate as a foil for Jason. Heracles in the 

Argonautica is much more archaic in nature, almost solely defined—as I will show 

throughout this chapter—by his strength and not exhibiting the moralizing and 

intellectualizing traits described above.9 Apollonius even explicitly disregards the 

justifying tendencies of these earlier writers when he describes Heracles’ murder of 

Hylas’ father at the end of Book 1 (1.1211-19). Needing an excuse to attack the unjust 

Dryopians, Heracles asks Theiodamas for an ox and then kills the man when he refuses. 

Apollonius adds the adverb νηλειῶς (1.1214) in line-initial position to stress the 

ruthlessness of Heracles’ behavior. In contrast, Callimachus gives a very different picture 

of this same event. In the Aetia, Theiodamas’ son Hylas, driven mad with hunger, grasps 

Heracles’ chest and pulls at his hair (fr. 24.1-3). To feed the boy, Heracles kindly asks 

                                                 
8 Cf. Xen. Symp. 8.29. See, also, Feeney (1986) 52-53 who cites a fragment of Herodorus, an important 

source for Apollonius, which mentions—among other things—Heracles’ “patient spirit” (καρτερικῆς 

ψυχῆς) and “most bold, wise reasoning” (θρασυτάτου σώφρονος λογισμοῦ); FGH 1.218, fr. 14. 
9 Pace Feeney (1986) 52-56. For Apollonius’ Heracles as an archaic figure different from the more 

contemporary versions of the hero outlined above, see, esp., Galinsky (1972) 108-116. 
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Theiodamas for food who, instead of complying, laughs at Heracles “uncivilly” (ἀγρεῖον 

24.13). The rest of the passage is very fragmented, but it is implied that Heracles kills 

Theiodamas for his cruel treatment of his son—a much more sympathetic portrait 

consistent with Pindar and the other authors cited above where Heracles pursues divine 

justice. Thus, Apollonius is consciously giving us a more archaic picture of the hero than 

that which existed in his own time. He did not simply cut Heracles from the crew 

manifest as several traditions had done before him,10 but at the same time, he could not 

let the philosophers’ Heracles on the ship. If he had, Jason’s new heroism would have 

been obscured.11 Heracles would have been as untraditional an epic hero as Jason is, and, 

as a result, the Argonautica would have lost much of the tension between old epic and 

new that lies just beneath the surface. But, as it is, the Heracles of the Argonautica is 

archaic and thus serves as a fitting foil for Jason and the new, unusual hero he represents.  

To take this one step further—and this is where my interpretation diverts from 

mainstream scholarship—Apollonius’ Heracles is more than a general representative of 

the whole of archaic epic; this version of the hero is, in fact, distinctly Iliadic, and 

Apollonius shapes his Heracles after the heroic model of Achilles in three ways: (1) by 

means of the intrinsic similarities between the two characters Heracles and Achilles as 

witnessed in the mythic tradition, (2) by deliberately ignoring traditional traits of 

Heracles to make his version seem closer to the character of Achilles, and (3) by stressing 

and forging similarities between the two heroes in Book 1 of the Argonautica.  

                                                 
10 See, e.g., Clauss (1993) 176 n. 1 who lists Heracles’ involvement or lack thereof in the other traditions of 

Jason and the golden fleece. 
11 Cf. Galinsky (1972) 116: “Without [Heracles] as a backdrop, Jason’s new kind of ‘heroism’ would be 

pointless.” 
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To begin with traditional parallels, while Heracles and Achilles are from different 

eras, they share many striking similarities.12 Both exhibit a superhuman biē that sets them 

apart from other heroes. They have one divine parent, both have attacked Troy,13 and, as 

with Achilles’ quarrel with Agamemnon, Heracles razed the city because Laomedon 

refused to give him compensation he rightly deserved (Il. 5.650-51). In the Iliad, Achilles 

even compares himself to Heracles (Il. 18.115-21), and both heroes challenge the 

communal values that are indicative of the warriors in the Iliad: Heracles is famously 

independent,14 and Achilles, after being slighted by Agamemnon, keeps himself distant 

from the community of Greeks. Traditional myth, therefore, has already linked these two 

characters together on several fronts purely based on their intrinsic similarities.  

But even so, Apollonius forges an even closer bond between the two by ignoring 

traditional qualities of Heracles that make him less like Achilles. Several scholars, for 

example, have mentioned how Heracles’ notorious lust and gluttony are absent in the 

Argonautica, best observed when Heracles turns down sex at Lemnos. Hunter suggests—

as do others—that this could be evidence of Apollonius being influenced by Prodicus’ 

virtuous Heracles but adds as a second interpretation, “Nevertheless, it is the delay to the 

expedition, not the fact of casual love-making, which upsets Heracles.”15 Indeed, the 

immorality of the situation is not on Heracles’ radar at all; he simply wants to get the 

                                                 
12 Many of these similarities are noted in Galinsky (1972) 14-15. 
13 For Heracles’ siege of Troy, see, e.g., Apollodorus II.6.4 and various passages in the Iliad: 5.640-2, 

5.650-1, 20.145. 
14 The scene in Book 1 where Heracles declines the honor of being leader and, instead, backs Jason seems 

antithetical to his nature. It reveals a participation in and a respect for community values. (See, e.g., Clauss 

[1993] 65-66.) One reason Apollonius seems to do this is to make Heracles more Homeric and less pre-

Homeric. Thus, Heracles is better able to reflect Iliadic heroism. 
15 Hunter (1993) 33-34. Cf. Feeney (1986) 54-55. 
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quest moving. And since the Argonauts were at Lemnos for days before he spoke up, 

there would have been plenty of time for Heracles to visit the city for a brief few hours to 

bed a woman or two. Instead, Apollonius gives us a Heracles who appears to be 

uninterested in sex. This is clearly not the same man who impregnated the fifty daughters 

of King Thespius in one night. Yet it is a man who is freed from baggage Apollonius 

wanted to exclude: Achilles is not known, as Heracles is, for lust and gluttony, so by 

removing those traits, Heracles is one step closer to reflecting the hero of the Iliad. In 

fact, the one romantic relationship which Heracles does seem interested in pursuing is 

with Hylas, and as I will discuss later in this paper, that relationship is based on Achilles’ 

friendship with Patroclus. 

Finally, the third way that Apollonius makes Heracles comparable to Achilles is 

by giving to Heracles many of Achilles’ distinctive traits: strength, martial excellence, 

eris, and mēnis. I will be analyzing each of these features in the second half of this 

chapter, but it is sufficient enough to say for now that while the first two apply to 

Heracles without denoting Iliadic heroics per se, the second two—eris and mēnis—speak 

directly to the events of the Iliad.  

In short, by first choosing an archaic, not contemporary, depiction of Heracles and 

then molding the character to mirror the behavior and qualities of Achilles, Apollonius 

shapes Heracles in such a way that he channels the heroism of old epic and, more 

specifically, brings to mind Iliadic heroism.16 As a result, Jason is not only welcoming on 

                                                 
16 Cf. Beye (1969) 40: “He [i.e., Heracles] is on one level a counterpart to the heroic values of Achilles; he 

is still more perhaps analogous to Ajax or Diomedes as a man of considerable physical strength, animal 

daring and courage—all exemplified by his labors.” 
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board the famed Heracles. He is also bringing onto the Argo what Heracles stands for: the 

Achilles of the Iliad, the first leg of the epic tradition. 

Iliadic Expectations  

To turn, now, to the text, the people of Iolcus are the first in the Argonautica to 

attempt to define the nature of Jason’s quest, and they anticipate a distinctly Iliadic telos. 

In the first dialogue spoken in the poem (1.242-46), drawing attention to the significance 

of this passage as a whole,17 Apollonius describes the citizens’ uncertainty about what 

Pelias’ intention is: ὧδε δ’ ἕκαστος / ἔννεπεν εἰσορόων σὺν τεύχεσιν ἀίσσοντας· / Ζεῦ 

ἄνα, τίς Πελίαο νόος; (1.240-42), and they follow this question up with a second asking 

where Pelias is sending the crew (1.242-43). The all-inclusive ἕκαστος, as opposed to a 

more restricted τις (“someone”), and the word’s placement in line-end position stress that 

every person is collectively experiencing this confusion over the rationale behind and the 

nature of the heroes’ journey.18 From a metapoetic viewpoint, the people of Iolcus are 

like Apollonius’ own readers: we, too, observing the departing heroes, are wondering 

what the νόος of our poet is. As I discussed in the Introduction, unlike Homer, 

Apollonius has not given us in the invocation a central figure through whom to read this 

poem. While we have been introduced to Jason, we have learned nothing of his 

personality, and we have no clue on how he intends on retrieving the fleece. But in the 

absence of authorial clarity on the matter, we naturally reach for Homeric precedents, and 

this is exactly what the people of Iolcus do. They assert that if Aeetes refuses to give 

                                                 
17 Compare to how the first speeches of the Iliad (Chryses’ request for his daughter) and the Odyssey 

(Zeus’ protest against Aegisthus’ murder of Agamemnon) set up important plot or thematic details. 
18 Cf. Feeney (1991) 58-59 who, while coming to a different conclusion than my own, also notes that this 

speech is important to the meaning of the Argonautica as a whole: “Even this early the problem is raised of 

what the τέλος of the poem will be” (59). 
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them the fleece, the heroes would destroy his palace with destructive fire (ὀλοῷ πυρὶ) in 

one day (1.244-45). In the people’s minds, then, the quest is associated with brute force 

and, specifically, that kind of destructive force caused by fire which is epitomized in the 

Greeks’ destruction of Troy. In effect, while the events of this epic precede the Iliad, the 

people are expecting an Iliadic type of outcome: Jason is going to the far East to reclaim 

something which originated in Greece (cf. Helen), and he will raze the place if Aeetes 

does not hand it over (cf. the sack of Troy).  

The young men who make up the expedition seem to have comparable 

expectations, conceiving of their journey as one demanding force rather than negotiation 

and collaboration. After they have all gathered at the ships, Jason stands up and asks 

them to choose τὸν ἄριστον (1.338) for their commander, but he attaches his own 

definition of who he thinks is needed for this journey. He requests someone who can both 

settle quarrels and forge treaties with strangers (1.340), and implies by his repeated use of 

ξυνὸς (1.336, 337) that the leader should also be interested in the whole. The men, 

however, ignoring Jason’s qualifications, turn to θρασὺν Ἡρακλῆα (1.341), and μιῇ δέ ἑ 

πάντες ἀυτῇ / σημαίνειν ἐπέτελλον (1.342-43). The way in which Apollonius enfolds ἑ 

πάντες inside μιῇ…ἀυτῇ, separating the ἑ from its verb in order to put Heracles and “all 

the men” next to each other in the center, physically shows how the Argonauts have 

aligned themselves with the great Greek hero.19 Jason, incidentally, is not included. This 

is ironic. While Jason stresses the unity of the group in his speech and is trusting them to 

choose a good leader in a sort of democratic election, the first show of group cohesion is 

                                                 
19 See DeForest (1994) ch. 4 for how the crew chooses Heracles “[i]n their zeal for a proper epic 

adventure” (48).  
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to oust Jason and unanimously choose Heracles who is wholly unsuitable for the job 

Jason has described. Heracles is not a diplomat nor a team player. He is a man of might 

and violence, independent and, at times, dangerous. The word θρασὺν to describe him in 

this scene is particularly fitting and defining since it can denote both “bold” and “over-

bold, rash,” a proper description for the sort of man who drops the Erymanthian boar to 

join the expedition but not the sort of strategic and diplomatic man Jason is expecting.20 

As a result, the Argonauts’ first choice for Heracles to be leader implies that they 

anticipate a quest demanding force, not compromise and collaboration.21  

Heracles, too, thinks that violence will be the chief characteristic of the quest and 

therefore equates the identity of the crew with a fighting force. After turning down the 

men’s request that he be leader, Heracles says that he will allow no one but Jason to 

direct their ὅμαδος (1.347). The use of this word is striking. In the LSJ, its basic meaning 

is “noise, din, esp. of the confused voices of a number of men” (A). Branching out from 

there, it can also mean a “noisy throng or mob of warriors” (A.II)—the definition being 

used here—or the “din of battle” (A.III). It therefore often denotes martial activity, and of 

the four other times Apollonius uses the word, one is referring to its root meaning 

(“noise, din”, 3.270) while the other three are explicitly connected to the heat of battle.22 

For Heracles to choose this word to describe the Argonauts suggests that he views the 

                                                 
20 LSJ, s.v. θρασύς. There are Homeric precedents for both connotations: “bold” (e.g., Il. 8.89) and “over-

bold” (e.g., Od. 10.436). 
21 For further analysis of this passage, see esp. Clauss (1993) 61-66. He says, “It is obvious that [the young 

men] understand the ‘best’ among the group to be a man of strength.” See also Fantuzzi-Hunter (2004) 

128-29. When Heracles proposes that Jason, not he, become leader, Fantuzzi-Hunter note how Heracles 

fills the archetypal role of the “king maker” (128), the true leader behind the leader; cf. Beye (1982) 31.  
22 It is used to describe the “din” while attacking the Doliones (1.1051), the sound of the birds of Ares as 

being similar to the “din of battle” (2.1077), and the threat of Aeetes coming “with the din of armored men” 

(4.198). (Note: the translation for 4.198 was suggested by Mooney [1912] 313.) 
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crew, at its root, as comprising a militia. Fighting is and will be their fundamental 

purpose. But that does not appear to be Jason’s conception. While Jason acknowledges 

that there will be νείκεα (1.340) to settle with strangers, he also believes there will be 

συνθεσίας (1.340). In his eyes, this is a mission of combat and contact with foreigners. 

For Heracles, the purpose of the quest is firmly rooted in the former. Before the 

Argonauts even leave, then, there is tension over what type of epic the Argonautica will 

be, what sort of telos there will be, and everyone but Jason seems to be under the 

impression that their story will be an Iliad of sorts.  

These two characters’ contrasting objectives come to a head at Lemnos where 

Heracles, by ending the Argonauts’ lengthy delay, effectively stops Jason from turning 

Book 1 of the Argonautica into an Odyssey and thus allows an Iliadic mindset to continue 

thriving. Scholars have long noted how Hypsipyle is a blend of Calypso, Nausicaa, and 

Circe, the three women because of whom Odysseus, like Jason, was diverted from his 

chief mission.23 With the last of these ladies, Odysseus ended up staying for a year, and it 

was only because of his men that he finally left. In the first line of their complaint, they 

say, δαιμόνι’, ἤδη νῦν μιμνῄσκεο πατρίδος αἴης (Od. 10.472). This has clear verbal and 

contextual parallels with the situation at Lemnos. While Jason and the Argonauts have 

not been there for as long as a year when Heracles steps up, it is clear that they have no 

intentions of leaving any time soon. Apollonius says, Ἀμβολίη δ’ εἰς ἦμαρ ἀεὶ ἐξ ἤματος 

ἦεν / ναυτιλίης. δηρὸν δ’ ἂν ἐλίνυον αὖθι μένοντες… (1.861-62). The words ἀμβολίη 

                                                 
23 For a full list of the similarities with pertinent passages from both Homer and Apollonius, see Clauss 

(1993) 130-37. The following example I relate of the relationship between Lemnos and Circe is based on 

Clauss’ work. 
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(“delay”) and δηρὸν (“long” or even “too long”) take line-initial position in their 

sentences, emphasizing the excessive time they have spent there. Nestling the 

unnecessary but emphatic ἀεὶ between εἰς ἦμαρ and ἐξ ἤματος further brings attention to 

the crew’s protracted loitering. Annoyed by this interruption to their mission, Heracles 

finally speaks up and, like Odysseus’ men, begins, Δαιμόνιοι, πάτρης ἐμφύλιον αἷμ’ 

ἀποέργει / ἡμέας; (1.865-66). Both start with the critical δαιμόνιος (Od. 10.472 and Arg. 

1.865), and within the first line mention the similar words πατρίς / πάτρη (10.472 and 

1.865). One final textual similarity to solidify the connection between these two episodes 

is how Eurylochus had originally wanted to remain near the ship—παρὰ νηὶ λέλειπτο 

(10.447)—instead of joining Odysseus’ crew to go see Circe, while Heracles, too, in the 

same line position, παρὰ νηὶ λέλειπτο (1.855). It is unclear how long the Argonauts 

would have stayed if Heracles had not intervened, but it is possible that he saved them a 

year of delay by speaking out sooner than Odysseus’ men. Regardless, what is clear is 

that Heracles pushes the men forward by persuading them to reject the sort of interaction 

with women that both Jason and Odysseus seem to favor. In effect, Heracles stops Book 

1 of the Argonautica from turning into an Odyssey. 

Thus, before the crew even leaves Iolcus, there are three separate suggestions that 

the quest will have an Iliadic telos, entailing violence and force. And when the expedition 

gets quickly derailed at their first stop on Lemnos, taking on a tinge of the Odyssean, 

Heracles pushes the plot back on course. The message is becoming clear: Book 1 of the 

Argonautica is part of the Iliadic world, and its star is the Iliadic Heracles.  

In fact, Apollonius stresses Heracles’ dominance in Book 1 by positioning him in 



 

23 

the center of the Argonauts on several occasions. It is a deliberate, emphatic choice by 

Apollonius to stress that Heracles’ significance is greater than any other character’s in the 

first book. For example, there are fifty-four heroes introduced in the Catalogue, and 

Heracles’ name is the twenty-eighth, the very middle of the list.24 The lines describing 

him also come at the dead center: the heroes are first mentioned at line 20, Heracles is 

introduced from 122-131,25 and the Catalogue ends at line 233. There are 102 lines 

between the start of the Catalogue and the beginning of Heracles’ segment, and there are, 

again, 102 lines between the end of Heracles’ introduction and the end of the Catalogue. 

Such accuracy reveals a careful and conscientious choice to put Heracles at the center. 

Moreover, Apollonius also physically places Heracles in the middle of the crew. When 

Jason asks the crew to choose a leader, the men turn to Heracles ἥμενον ἐν μέσσοισι 

(1.342). Later, it is decided that Heracles and Ancaeus will take the middle rowing bench 

while everyone else’s place on the ship was decided by lot, and Apollonius mentions this 

location three separate times (μέσσην 1.396, 399; μέσσῳ 1.531). Thus, throughout all of 

their sailing, just like in the Catalogue, Heracles is at the center of the crew—or, more 

accurately put, throughout all of the sailing up until he leaves at the end of Book 1. He is, 

in the first fourth of the Argonautica, central. 

                                                 
24 See Carspecken (1953) 48. See also the discussion on the Catalogue found in Clauss (1993) 26-36. He 

finds that only the entries for Orpheus and Heracles have a first person verb (29), and observes, in 

particular, how Apollonius sets up an opposition between skill (such as Orpheus, the first name in the 

Catalogue, who makes things move with his music) and strength (such as Heracles, the middle of the 

Catalogue, who moves things with his bodily might). The final two entries in the Catalogue—Acastus and 

Argus—further set up a contrast between strength and skill (32-34). See also 59-61 (Acastus v. Argus) and 

66-69, 79-83 (Idas v. Idmon) for further examples of the strength-skill conflict that is established early on 

in the Argonautica.   
25 This is not including the brief introduction to Hylas which is attached to Heracles’ entry and runs up to 

line 132.  
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Iliadic Hero: Strength and Martial Excellence 

Having thus described how the beginning of Book 1 launches the epic onto an 

Iliadic path and establishes Heracles as its central, dominant figure, I will now survey the 

passages in Book 1 which substantiate my thesis that Heracles exhibits qualities of Iliadic 

heroism, namely, strength and martial excellence. Starting with the Argonauts’ ill-fated 

skirmish against the Doliones, however, Apollonius begins to let bleed into the poem the 

negative aspects of Iliadic heroics, culminating in the mēnis of Heracles at the end of 

Book 1.  

Before line 519 where the expedition leaves Iolcus, Apollonius repeatedly 

associates Heracles with strength, unambiguously indicating that his heroic worth and his 

worth for the expedition as well will emanate from biē. We get our first picture of 

Heracles in the middle of the Catalogue (1.122-32) which begins, rather emphatically, 

Οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδὲ βίην κρατερόφρονος Ἡρακλῆος / πευθόμεθ’ Αἰσονίδαο λιλαιομένου 

ἀθερίξαι (1.122-23). The οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδὲ is insistent, as though the thought of the 

legendary Heracles joining the crew is so spectacular some might doubt it.26 But what is 

more relevant is how Apollonius stacks two different words denoting “might” (βίην and 

κρατερ/όφρονος) right on top of each other, stressing Heracles’ strength.27 Apollonius 

also chooses to refer to Heracles for the first time by a conventional periphrastic formula: 

βίη Ἡρακλῆος. This or a similar form (such as the more common adjectival Ἡράκλειος 

βία) shows up frequently in the Iliad (2.658, 2.666, 5.638, 11.690, 15.640, 19.98), once in 

                                                 
26 See Denniston (1978) s.v. οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδὲ for its potentially emphatic quality. 
27 Feeney (1986) 53 notes, too, how his position in the Catalogue comes directly after the sons of Bias 

(1.118). 
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the Odyssey (11.601), and several other times in archaic literature.28 In the Argonautica, 

however, though Apollonius mentions Heracles by name thirty-two times, this is the only 

time he uses this common formula, and the only other instance where he uses a 

periphrastic construction for Heracles is at 1.531 to describe the μέγα τε σθένος 

Ἡρακλῆος sitting in the boat when the Argonauts disembark. As has long been observed, 

Apollonius does not like to repeat epithets over and over like Homer does, explaining, 

perhaps, why Apollonius does not follow tradition by continuing to use a periphrastic 

construction to refer to Heracles. Regardless of why, however, it is noteworthy that the 

only two uses of this construction—a construction which approaches Heracles through 

his strength instead of directly by name—appear in the beginning of the poem before the 

Argonauts have left, revealing just how insistently Apollonius wants to accentuate 

Heracles’ strength at the start. As part of this agenda, Apollonius gives us two images of 

Heracles displaying great biē before line 519. The first is in the Catalogue where he has 

been carrying on his back the Erymanthian boar—still “living” (ζωὸν 1.126) and thus 

most certainly harder to hold—from Arcadia to Argos (1.125-31), a task that requires 

superhuman, bodily force.29 The second image is of Heracles slaughtering the sacrificial 

bulls in preparation for the journey. He and Ancaeus are in charge of this task, and 

                                                 
28 Such as Hesiod Theogony 289, 315, 332, 943, and 982. See Nagy (1999) 318 for a discussion of the 

phrase and how it indicates that “the Heracles figure and bíē are traditionally linked on the level of theme.” 

See also Feeney (1986) 52-53 who discusses the phrase in this passage. 
29 Note, also, how Heracles dumps the boar at the edge of the Mycenaean agora (1.128) instead of taking it 

in directly to Eurystheus. This goes against the traditional story where the king hides in a vase when 

Heracles brings in the wild beast. See Brommer (1986) 19-20 for the literary and artistic representations of 

this event Apollonius is ignoring. Cf. Papadimitriopoulos (2006) 43 n. 7 who observes that this “enhances 

[the] disjunction to the chain of his labours.” Heracles is supposed to be finishing his Labors, not joining 

this expedition, and Glaucus says as much at the end of Book 1. This is the first foreshadow, then, that 

Heracles does not belong with the Argonauts.  
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Apollonius indicates the strength of each by nestling the adjective ὑπέρβιος between their 

names: Ἀγκαῖος ὑπέρβιος Ἡρακλέης τε (1.426). While grammatically the adjective 

belongs to Ancaeus, the placement links the quality of ὑπέρ/βιος (“über-might”) to both. 

Once again, then, attention is directed to Heracles’ muscle. To sum up, as Apollonius 

introduces us to Heracles in the first five hundred lines or so, he underscores Heracles’ 

biē, showing how it is the embodiment of the hero (cf. βίη Ἡρακλῆος) and, in the case of 

the sacrifice, prefiguring how it is through strength and violence that Heracles will be of 

use to the Argonauts, much like Achilles.  

After the Argonauts leave Iolcus, there are two scenes where Heracles exhibits his 

martial prowess on behalf of the crew, and the first of these is a positive display of his 

significance as a protector of the men. In the first episode of combat in the Argonautica, 

Jason and the other crewmembers leave “the younger men” (ὁπλοτέροισιν 1.992) behind 

with Heracles on the ship where they are attacked by the Earthborn men. What follows is 

an exemplary scene of Heracles’ excellence in battle. He reacts promptly (αὖθι 1.992) 

and with deadly accuracy, shooting them down “one after another” (ἐπασσυτέρους 1.994) 

with his arrows until the rest of the crew returns to help (1.998-1002). At no point in this 

episode does Apollonius note that the ὁπλότεροι also assist Heracles. Rather, Heracles 

holds off the Earthborn men by himself until Jason and the others come. The implication 

is present, then, that if Heracles had not been with these younger, presumably less 

experienced men, they would have died in the encounter, unable to defend themselves 

against such a formidable enemy. This episode reveals just how crucial Heracles’ 
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presence is for the crew.30  

The second scene where the Argonauts engage in battle is far less positive, giving 

us the first foreshadowing in the epic that warfare will not be the key to Jason’s success. 

When adverse winds drive the Argonauts off course, they end up back with the Doliones 

(who, in a twist of dramatic irony, are here called εὔξεινος 1.1018 before the slaughter 

ensues). In the dark, unable to recognize one another, they fight and the Argonauts kill 

thirteen of their “hospitable” hosts, including the leader Cyzicus (1.1026-52). Apollonius 

depicts the ill-fated encounter as an ἀνδροκτασία, a common element in the Iliad.31 There 

is a list of who kills whom, and among them, Heracles displays his superior prowess by 

killing two of the thirteen Doliones. He is only one of three to slay two men, the others 

being Peleus (notably the father of Achilles) and Meleager (a “mini-Heracles;” cf. 1.196-

98). But this skirmish was a mistake, and it is not until the morning that the Argonauts 

realize they had been killing friends. What follows is abject misery, days of lamenting, 

and the suicide of Cleite, the new wife of Cyzicus whom Jason had killed and in many 

ways doubled (1.1053-77).32 As a result, the first combat of the Argonautica is decidedly 

negative. The people of Iolcus and the Argonauts had expected and wanted war, but when 

it finally arrives, it is nothing like the battles of the Iliad. Concerning this encounter, 

                                                 
30 Apollonius goes on to note that this attack by the Earthborn men was yet another Labor designed by 

Hera for Heracles to complete (1.996-97). We do not have a record anywhere else that this was ever 

considered one of the Labors. To add this detail, then, either means that Apollonius is referring to a 

tradition we do not have (thereby displaying, as Alexandrian poets love to do, his vast familiarity with 

obscure myth; see Zanker [1987] ch. 4) or is making it up. If the latter, it is a curious addition. Clare (2002) 

90 observes in relation to this passage, “even before his eventual loss to the mission, it is clear that Heracles 

is subject to demands and constraints extraneous to the other heroes engaged on the quest for the fleece. In 

this incident, none the less, is to be found his finest hour as an Argonaut.” Heracles is not supposed to be on 

this quest; he is supposed to be pursuing his Labors as the fierce individualist he is. This scene, then, yet 

again highlights that Heracles does not actually belong on this quest.   
31 See Beye (1969) 42-43 who calls it a perversion of an ἀνδροκτασία. 
32 See Beye (1982) 98 for a discussion of how Cyzicus is Jason’s double. 
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Beye says, “In Homer killing on the battlefield is shown to be self-affirmation, power, 

and triumph; but here the importance of the victims makes it very simply a brutal 

nullification of life.”33 Thus, this is the first explicit hint of many that Iliadic heroics are 

not right for this quest.   

It is fitting, then, that the next time Heracles—our Iliadic man—takes center 

stage, his awesome might begins to be a threat for the crew. Regardless of how much he 

has helped the quest through its dangers and delays, the rowing scene at the end of Book 

1 demonstrates how this Iliadic hero does not really belong here in the world of the 

Argonautica. The men are leaving the island of the Doliones when ἔρις (1.1153) spurs 

them on to have a contest. After wasting all their energy competing with one another, a 

swell suddenly arises, and the entire crew is now too tired to row except for Heracles who 

proceeds to intrepidly propel the ship forward on his own (1.1161-63):  

    αὐτὰρ ὁ τούσγε 

πασσυδίῃ μογέοντας ἐφέλκετο κάρτεϊ χειρῶν  

 Ἡρακλέης, ἐτίνασσε δ’ ἀρηρότα δούρατα νηός. 

Holding off his name until the beginning of 1163 is very effective, suggesting the 

magnitude of Heracles’ deed. It holds a sense of astonishment and awe over what has 

happened: “He dragged them along with the strength of his hands—Heracles did!” 

Indeed, this is a remarkable thing he is doing. But it is also ambiguous. On the one hand, 

Heracles is saving them, especially considering that if he does not keep the ship moving, 

they might be pushed back to the unlucky Doliones for a second time. On the other hand, 

Heracles is so strong—too strong—that he is shaking (ἐτίνασσε) the well- and god-built 

                                                 
33 Beye (1982) 99; cf. (1969) 42-43. Also Lawall (1966) 151-53: “The episode at Cyzicus teaches Jason to 

hate war” (153). 
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Argo (cf. ἀρηρότα). In his very act of rescuing the ship, he is threatening its integrity. 

And this is not the first nor last time that Heracles has been a dangerous presence for the 

ship. Back in Iolcus when he first boards the Argo, the keel of the ship ὑπεκλύσθη 

(1.533), and shortly after the rowing incident, when he uproots a tree with only a club and 

his bare hands “trusting in his manliness” (ἠνορέῃ πίσυνος 1.1198), Heracles is compared 

to a blast of wind that rips a ship’s mast away (1.1201-4). The enormous strength in 

which he trusts and that defines him has become a threat to the expedition. He is simply 

too much for the Argo.  

But this threat goes beyond Heracles’ excessive and thus potentially hazardous 

strength; it also juxtaposes the incompatibility of his Iliadic ideals with Jason’s desire for 

unity. As mentioned above, the Argonauts get into this problem because ἔρις incites them 

to row against one another, making them too fatigued and ill-prepared to deal with the 

storm. Their competitive spirit nearly destroys them and would have done so if Heracles 

had not saved them, indisputably winning their rowing match. Indeed, ἔρις does not align 

well with Jason’s objectives for the crew.34 He seeks concord and unity, the “common” 

good (cf. ξυνὸς 1.335, 336). Instead of usurping control, he holds what amounts to a 

democratic election back at Iolcus. When, later, Atalanta asks to come on the voyage, 

Jason refuses because he fears the ἔριδας (1.773) that might break out amongst the men 

with a woman on board. This is a man who wants to avoid ἔρις from the outset. And for 

                                                 
34 Cf. Hunter (1993) 36-37: “it [ἔρις] is not consonant with central themes of the epic that the heroes should 

compete with each other, and when they do so it leads to disaster. Heracles, however, lived a life devoted to 

eris, to struggle and competition...” 
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good reason. In the Iliad, the word ἔρις is used 45 times.35 Twenty-six of those describe 

the “strife” of war, both in a general sense (e.g., the “strife” between the Trojans and 

Greeks) and personal (e.g., that expressed between two individual soldiers),36 and five 

times ἔρις is described as being “soul-eating” (θυμοβόρος), a particularly bleak 

description.37 The word, in fact, is never portrayed in a positive light; it is wholly 

negative, destructive, and, even, despised (cf. 1.177 and 5.891). More importantly, 

Homer uses ἔρις nine times (a fifth of the total number of times it shows up in the Iliad) 

specifically to describe the devastating quarrel between Agamemnon and Achilles.38 It 

first shows up in the invocation when it is asked who of the gods has led the two to their 

ἔριδι (1.8). After Patroclus’ death, Achilles uses the word three more times to lament how 

his quarrel with Agamemnon has led to so much pain and suffering for his own people. 

To his mother, Achilles wishes for the universal demise of the vice (ὡς ἔρις ἔκ τε θεῶν ἔκ 

τ’ ἀνθρώπων ἀπόλοιτο 18.107), and when he addresses the Greeks, he discusses, among 

other things, the pointlessness of what his strife with Agamemnon has brought (19.58, 

19.64). Their ἔρις and Achilles’ attendant μῆνις are to blame for the ruin and agony of the 

Iliad. As a result, even though Jason’s quest comes before the Trojan War, it is almost as 

though he is aware of the potential threat of ἔρις in epic when he stresses harmony before 

                                                 
35 There are ten uses of ἔρις in the Iliad that I do not discuss. Seven of those are where Eris embodied is on 

the field or described on Athena’s aegis (4.440, 5.518, 5.740, 11.3, 11.73, 18.535, 20.48) and the last three 

include the following: Zeus says that he hates Ares because he loves strife and war (5.891), the word is 

used to describe the contention between Menelaus and Paris (3.100), and it is used in a simile comparing 

Aeneas and Achilles’ words to women’s quarrels (20.251). Notably, the word ἔρις only appears in the 

Odyssey eleven times, a quarter of the number in the Iliad.  
36 See 3.7, 5.732, 5.861, 7.111, 7.210, 7.301, 11.529, 13.358, 14.149, 14.389, 16.476, 16.662, 17.253, 

17.384, 20.55, 20.66, 20.134, 20.253, 21.359, 21.360, 21.385, 21. 390, 21.394, 21.513, 22.129, 23.490.  
37 See 7.210, 7.301, 16.476, 19.58, 20.253. 
38 See 1.8, 1.177, 1.210, 1.319, 2.376, 9.257, 18.107, 19.58, 19.64. 
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the crew even disembarks and when he refuses to let Atalanta join in an attempt to lessen 

any potential for quarrel. Such a proactive response is much like the warning Peleus gave 

to Achilles before he ever left for war: ληγέμεναι δ’ ἔριδος κακομηχάνου (9.257). If 

Achilles had heeded his father’s words, the Iliad may have been a very different story. 

In short, the word ἔρις—with its Iliadic antecedent—does not sit well in the 

Argonautica. That kind of behavior is unsuited to the Argonauts’ identity.  As soon as the 

men fall into its jaws, they face imminent destruction and only their Achilles-like hero 

can save them. Only Heracles, their Iliadic representative, can win the trophy of an Iliadic 

contest. For the rest of the crew, they are supposed to be the sort of heroes who work 

together to carry the Argo across the desert for twelve days (4.1381-92), a moment 

where, if Heracles had still been with them, he would have opted to carry it for them 

himself. Consequently, when Heracles begins to row the ship alone, his oar breaks 

(1.1167-68), almost as if signaling that the Argonautica has had enough of Heracles and 

his particular vein of heroic code, both of which are incompatible with this story. As 

Lawall says, the oar breaking is symbolic that “[h]eroic will and strength are defeated.”39 

The people of Iolcus may have thought that this would be an Iliad, and the young men of 

the expedition may have believed that bold, mighty Heracles was the one to lead them, 

but Apollonius is indicating both here and with the distorted Iliadic skirmish against the 

Doliones that he is not writing an Iliad. It is time, rather, for the Iliadic to end. And what 

better way exists to end Heracles’ central role and the heroics he embodies than to 

introduce into the Argonautica mēnis, the emotion that stands at the very beginning of the 

                                                 
39 Lawall (1966) 125. Cf. Galinsky (1972) 109. See also Papadimitropoulos (2006) 43-44 for further 

discussion of how Heracles does not belong in the Argonautica.  
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Iliad?  

Heroic Anger: End of Book 1, Beginning of the Iliad 

To bring to a close the role of Heracles in Book 1, Apollonius draws on yet one 

more negative attribute of Iliadic values: mēnis, an emotion which burns at the core of the 

Iliad but is applied to neither Odysseus nor Jason.40 In the quotation cited above where 

Achilles wishes eris would be erased from the earth, he adds one other emotion to the 

mix: ὡς ἔρις ἔκ τε θεῶν ἔκ τ’ ἀνθρώπων ἀπόλοιτο / καὶ χόλος (18.107-8). He goes on to 

explain how “wrath” grows in the hearts of men like smoke and that that was the way in 

which Agamemnon made Achilles angry, concluding with the desire that they should all 

“tame” (δαμάσαντες) such emotions (18.108-13). Referring to this passage, Hunter says, 

“In wishing for the disappearance of ἔρις and χόλος, Achilles wishes away not merely the 

terrible narrative in which he finds himself trapped, but the whole world of martial epic 

constructed out of ‘strife and anger’.”41 These are the two passions which bring us the 

tale of the Iliad. In contrast, neither Odysseus in the Odyssey nor Jason in the 

Argonautica are associated with the second of these emotions (i.e., anger). Hunter 

observes that Homer never explicitly states that Odysseus is angry, instead developing 

the hero’s control over his impulsivity. Similarly, while anger is attributed to several 

characters of the Argonautica (notably Idas, Heracles, and Telamon), the only time that 

Jason is connected to wrath is in a simile (3.1348-53).42 To put it simply, mēnis is an 

                                                 
40 Two scholars in particular have written excellent studies of mēnis in the last part of Book 1: Fantuzzi-

Hunter (2004) 104-17 and Mori (2005) 209-36. See the former, esp., for the epic tradition of Heroic Anger, 

and the latter for the Aristotelian and Alexandrian opinion of anger and its opposite, homonoia.  
41 Funtuzzi-Hunter (2004) 107.  
42 Ibid. 107-9. 
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Iliadic emotion, and one way in which both Odysseus and Jason are distinguished from 

their Iliadic counterparts is through the absence of anger in their heroic makeup. 

Accordingly, at the end of Book 1, there is a showdown between Iliadic mēnis and 

Jason’s homonoia, and the victory of the latter signals the end of Iliadic heroics in the 

Argonautica.  

Therefore, the presence of mēnis at the end of Book 1 begins, appropriately, with 

the Iliadic Heracles, and his introduction of this ominous emotion to the Argonautica 

comes hand in hand with his exit from the text, a clear sign that Iliadic wrath is not 

welcome in Jason’s world. When Heracles learns about Hylas’ disappearance, his 

reaction is remarkably physical. Sweat “gushes” (κήκιεν 1.1262) from his forehead “in 

abundance” (ἅλις 1.1261) and dark blood boils in his “gut” or “heart” (σπλάγχνοις 

1.1262). This is similar to the symptoms Aristotle gives for the physical manifestation of 

anger,43 and Apollonius even explicitly next says—in line-initial position—that Heracles 

is χωόμενος (1.1263). He throws down the pine tree he had just uprooted and runs every 

which way his feet carry him, like a bull stung by a gadfly who disregards herd and 

herdsman as it rages about (1.1263-72). The image of Heracles in this passage is 

particularly wild and beastly, ending with the hero bellowing in a great voice (1.1272). 

He has completely succumbed to his untamed passions—not thinking, just running 

wherever his legs take him (1.1264). Like the bull who pays no attention to the herd, both 

Heracles and Achilles in their wrath separate themselves from the group—Heracles by 

accident, Achilles on purpose. And for both heroes, the loss of their beloveds—Hylas and 

                                                 
43 De An. 403a26-b2. See Mori (2005) 216. 
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Patroclus—is what initiates this emotion of mēnis.44 As a result, the ultimate reason 

Heracles leaves the Argonautica is because mēnis takes him out of it. He introduces the 

emotion, like Achilles does for the Iliad, but Apollonius cannot let an Iliad begin in the 

middle of his Argonautica. Thus, Heracles is removed.45  

Even once Heracles is gone, however, the Iliad continues to loom ever closer as 

wrath spreads to the crew, threatening to bring with it the same destructive eris that 

plagues Achilles’ world. When the men learn that they have unintentionally left 

Heracles—τὸν ἄριστον (1.1285; cf. 1.338)—behind, a “mighty quarrel” (κρατερὸν νεῖκος 

1.1284) and “unspeakable brawling” (κολῳός / ἄσπετος 1.1284-85) break out. Telamon, 

seized by χόλος (1.1289), accuses Jason of having purposefully abandoned Heracles so 

that the mighty hero would not eclipse his own glory (1.1290-95).46 The two vices that 

bring ruin to the Iliad—mēnis and eris—are creeping into the hearts of the Argonauts, 

and dissension immediately follows. Mori says, “The overall parallel with the major 

conflict of the Iliad is clear: Telamon is seized by an Achilles-like wrath (cholos) and 

accuses Jason of a petty, Agamemnon-like jealousy.”47 Thus, while Heracles is gone, the 

crew—Telamon chief among them—is continuing on an Iliadic path, thereby threatening 

the integrity of the expedition.  

But this is the Argonautica, where the Iliad can never reign supreme. As such, 

                                                 
44 Several scholars have observed similarities between Patroclus and Hylas; see, e.g., Papadimitropoulos 

(2006) 46, DeForest (1994) 65, and Hunter (1993) 39. Achilles’ mēnis is also aroused, of course, by 

Agamemnon, but the death of Patroclus throws him into the sort of frenzied rage we see with Heracles.  
45 See DeForest (1994) 65 who calls Heracles a “caricature of Achilles” at the end of Book 1. 
46 Fantuzzi-Hunter (2004) 114-16 demonstrate that there are both textual and thematic similarities between 

Telamon and Achilles (who are both associated with the emotion of cholos), and, on the flip side, Jason and 

Odysseus (who are not).  
47 Mori (2005) 228. 
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Glaucus arrives like a deus ex machina to save the day, indicating that Heracles and his 

Iliadic values are incompatible with Jason’s quest. Just as Telamon and the Boreads are 

contending on whether or not to turn back, Glaucus suddenly appears from the waters to 

announce that it was against Zeus’ will for Heracles to have ever been on the ship. The 

hero has a different fate: to complete the Labors and become a god (1.1315-25). It is 

unclear what would have happened if Glaucus had not arrived. The Argonauts may have 

resolved the problem themselves or may have returned to get Heracles back. It is also 

possible that the crew may have continued even further down the road of Iliadic mēnis 

and eris, thereby ending the Argonautica altogether and beginning an Iliad. Regardless, 

what is clear is that Glaucus represents a divine manifestation that Heracles does not 

belong on this quest.48 While an actual reason is provided—namely, that Heracles needs 

to continue his own mission—this can be read as an authorial statement on the text as 

well. It is just as much against the will of Apollonius as it is of Zeus that Heracles be on 

this expedition beyond Book 1. He has been allowed to assist and guide and fight as the 

representative of Iliadic heroism for the first book of the poem, but not any further. He is, 

by divine and authorial order, being removed from the roster of the Argo, along with his 

Iliadic character that has been shown to be incompatible with and hazardous for the 

Argonauts since the ill-fated battle with the Doliones.49 The boat cannot hold both 

Heracles with all his old, traditional heroics and Jason with his new-fangled heroic 

conduct, so the former is expelled, leaving the latter to continue to grow. 

                                                 
48 Cf. Mori (2005) 215: 215: “The loss of Heracles sets the stage for a quarrel of Homeric proportions, but 

the unexpected appearance of the divine Glaucus sanctions a philosophical alternative to harmful strife.” 
49 Cf. DeForest (1994) ch. 4, esp. pp. 68-69. 
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There is one last showdown between mēnis and the homonoia of the Argonautica 

before Book 1 ends: Jason must overcome the emotion of wrath in himself for the 

collapse of the Iliadic to be complete. Having heard Glaucus’ prophetic statements, 

Telamon immediately embraces Jason and begs for pardon, requesting that Jason not “be 

angry” (χολώσεαι 1.1332) at him for what he had said. There is, then, still the potential 

for an Iliadic resolution. Jason can still become an Achilles. He has every right to feel 

angry for the way in which Telamon unjustly attacked him. But even so, Jason instead 

accepts the apology and says he will not let his “bitter wrath” grow (οὐ θήν τοι ἀδευκέα 

μῆνιν ἀέξω 1.1339). As Mori says, “With this word [i.e., mēnis] Apollonius takes direct 

aim at the wrath of Achilles.”50 Jason, unlike the angry hero of the Iliad, rejects the 

emotion outright, stopping it from swelling and festering.51 In effect, Apollonius is saying 

that Homer’s poem—at the very moment in which it was threatening to begin—has also 

stopped. Mēnis and, in turn, the Iliad will not be born this day.  

And the reason Jason gives for his easy forgiveness is homonoia. After intimating 

that Telamon’s behavior was, indeed, inappropriate and uncalled for (1.1337-39), Jason 

expresses his respect that Telamon’s anger was roused on the behalf of one of their 

comrades (ἑτάρου περὶ φωτός 1.1342), not over something paltry like sheep or personal 

possessions. He then concludes with the hope that Telamon would extend the same 

loyalty to himself if ever the situation demanded it. (1.1339-43) As a result, Jason 

explicitly turns away from the emotion of mēnis in favor of encouraging the camaraderie 

                                                 
50 Mori (2005) 231. 
51 Cf. Il. 18.107-10 where Achilles mentions that cholos “grows” (ἀέξεται; cf. Arg. 1.1339, ἀέξω) like 

smoke.  
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of his men. He is proving to them that he truly does believe, as he said in his first speech 

to the group, that their journey is ξυνὸς (1.336, 337) for them all. This will be an 

expedition not of mēnis and eris but homonoia, and in the midst of their travels in Book 

2, the Argonauts will even set up a shrine to this virtue Homonoia, swearing an oath to 

support one another ὁμοφροσύνῃσι νόοιο (1.716). In the end, then, Jason is beginning to 

show us what kind of person he is. He will not be an Odysseus whose disregard for his 

crew has been a topic of discussion for millennia. Nor will he be an Achilles who nurses 

his bitter wrath at the expense of his comrades. Jason builds relationships, and this comes 

into its full potential when he meets the princess of Colchis.  

 

In essence, Heracles is the Iliadic. He demonstrates the same heroic qualities as 

Achilles does and thereby represents the first stage in the epic tradition: the Iliad. In fact, 

Apollonius even gives baby Achilles a cameo in Book 1 right when the expedition sets 

out from Iolcus (1.557-58). But this world and its dependence on biē and martial prowess 

are only set to star for the first scene. As the curtain closes on Book 1, so, too, does 

Heracles and his Iliadic mindset fade from view. Concord triumphs. Now, scene 2—Book 

2—is opening where the next stage of epic will find its place: the Odyssean. 
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Chapter 3:  

Polydeuces, the Helmsmen, and the Odyssean Heracles in Book 2 

Of the four books in the Argonautica, the least amount of scholarship has been 

devoted to Book 2. Polydeuces’ fight has garnered notice, chiefly because of its 

similarities to the boxing matches of Homer (Il. 23.664-69) and Vergil (Aen. 5.375-77 

and Georg. 3.209-41),1 and there has been some discussion about Heracles’ ghostly 

presence.2 The crew is constantly reminded of their former companion as they pass 

through an area that he had extensively traveled in the past. They are, in essence, 

following in his footsteps, and they catch vestiges of him at various points in their travels. 

Beyond this, the two most fertile topics of discussion on Book 2 have centered on the 

general geography and voyaging of this section,3 and on the presence of the divine with 

Phineus’ prophecies and the appearances of Athena and Apollo.4 Yet even with this 

spread of subjects, Book 2 still pales in comparison to the amount and range of 

scholarship discussed for Books 1, 3, and 4.  

What is most surprising about this scarcity, however, is the nearly complete 

dearth of scholarship studying heroism in Book 2, especially for an epic where the topic 

of heroes and heroic status has been studied and restudied time and again in the past fifty 

                                                 
1 See, e.g., Poliakoff (1985), Hunter (1989), Knight (1995) 62-73. Also, see Fränkel (1952) for a discussion 

on the style of narration in this scene. 
2 See, e.g., Levin (1971b) and Feeney (1986) 51-66, both of whom note—as I discuss later in this chapter—

how the character of Heracles seems different in Book 2 than in the rest of the Argonautica. 
3 See esp. Thalmann (2011) who looks at “space” in the Argonautica. He frequently mentions scenes in 

Book 2 (mostly on account of the extent of space traveled and places seen in this section), and also 

discusses the etiologies of the book. See also Paskiewicz (1988) for a description of the aitia in Book 2. 
4 See, e.g., Feeney (1991) 57-98 who talks about gods and divine spokesmen in the Argonautica. Also 

Beye (1982) ch. 4 who says that Phineus is the most important character in Book 2. And Lawall (1966)162: 

“The [second] book is a vast homily on the nature of the relationship between the gods and men.” It is also 

significant that Phineus’ speech is the first to reveal that love will be the telos of the quest (2.423-25).  
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years or so.5 Jason, Heracles, and Medea have figured prominently in these debates. The 

major characters of Book 2, less so. And in some ways, this disinterest in the displays of 

heroism in the second book is understandable. As Beye says, “The second book of the 

Argonautica is the one least accessible to the casual modern reader. There is little action, 

the hero seems at first glance inconsequential to what action there is.” Book 2, he 

concludes, “lacks a unifying hero figure.”6 Of the entire Argonautica, Book 2 most lacks 

the driving force that a central character can provide. We do not have the dominant 

Heracles or an exciting Medea, and what little we see of Jason is usually mired in heavy 

doom and gloom. More so than the rest of the poem, it feels like Apollonius is checking 

off an itinerary, punctuating the monotony of journeying by moments of danger (e.g., 

Amycus), despair (e.g., Tiphys’ death), or awe (e.g., Apollo passing by). Thus, while 

Beye points specifically to the difficulties Book 2 poses for the “casual modern reader,” it 

appears that the majority of scholars, too, have been affected by the absence of a unifying 

character. They certainly mention scenes and characters in passing, but the second book 

has not joined in any significant way the conversation on heroism in the Argonautica. 

The one scholar of note who has attempted to dissect the heroic nature of Book 2’s 

various characters with any degree of thoroughness or comprehensiveness is Lawall clear 

back in 1966, and he did so only as part of his larger discussion on the four heroic types 

of the Argonautica. As a result, while nearly every passage he cites to define the 

categorization of “men of skill” comes from Book 2, Lawall notably never makes that 

                                                 
5 Cf. Glei (2001) 6: “The main issue in the Argonautica scholarship of the last 50 years is the conception of 

the peic hero.”  
6 Beye (1982) 100 and 101. See these pp. and ch. 4 more generally for some of the difficulties with Book 2. 
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observation.7 He was so concerned with classifying the Argonauts’ different brands of 

heroism that he failed to see how his research offered the one thing scholars and readers 

alike have sorely missed in Book 2: a unifying hero figure.  

That is what I propose to offer in this chapter. If one combines the most 

influential crew members from Book 2 into a single character, Apollonius’ “crucial 

organising and unifying poetic stratagem,” to borrow Hunter’s words from the 

Introduction, is revealed.8 There are five events that threaten the safety of the crew or the 

progress of the quest: Amycus and the Bebrycians (2.1-144), a nearly fatal wave (2.169-

77), the legendary Clashing Rocks (2.549-647), the Argonauts’ overpowering depression 

after Tiphys’ death (2.851-98), and the birds of Ares (2.1030-89). In each of these 

situations, as Lawall inadvertently demonstrates, the savior of the Argonauts is a man 

who is associated with the quality of skill or mētis: Polydeuces (the boxer), Tiphys and 

Ancaeus (the helmsmen), and—oddly enough, both in terms of his absence and his 

association with biē—Heracles. While there is indeed not one unifying character per se, 

the four of these crewmen combined are the key to understanding the unity and heroic 

identity of Book 2. Biē is no longer the guiding force of the Argo. Mētis is. Having left 

behind the Iliadic in Book 1, we are, in effect, entering the Odyssean. 

Polydeuces: Man of Might, Man of Skill 

At the very beginning of Book 2, Apollonius signals that a new dominant heroic 

identity is emerging when Polydeuces, the son of Zeus and Leda, takes over Heracles’ 

position as “the best” of the Argonauts. The expedition arrives at the island of the 

                                                 
7 See pp. 131-36. 
8 Hunter (1993) 12. 
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Bebrycians, and King Amycus demands that the Argonauts choose τὸν ἄριστον (2.15) to 

box with him. His ultimatum echoes Jason’s request at the beginning of Book 1 where he, 

too, asks that the crew select τὸν ἄριστον (1.338) for their leader. To further strengthen 

the connection between these two passages, the adjective in each comes in the same 

metrical position at the end of the second foot.9 But this time, Heracles is gone. The 

Argonauts cannot turn to him to be “the best” against Amycus’ challenge and save the 

crew. Instead, a new man rises to take the distinction, Polydeuces, who, as Apollonius 

says, stands up to be the πρόμος (1.21) of his companions. This word is telling. He is not 

offering himself merely as a “representative” or “champion,” but as the “foremost man” 

of the group. By assuming the title of τὸν ἄριστον, he is also adopting the leadership that 

Heracles represented. It would follow, then, that if Apollonius abides by the same 

progression as Book 1—where Heracles was elected “the best” then became the guiding 

force of the book—the same thing will occur here: Polydeuces, as the new best man, will 

become the πρόμος of Book 2. Even more importantly, his heroic worth will become 

central as well. Returning to Nagy, the adjective aristos “serves as a formal measure of a 

given hero’s supremacy in his own epic tradition.”10 In Book 1, Heracles’ Iliadic heroics 

were the chief form. Now in Book 2, with the distinction of aristos passing to 

Polydeuces, his form of heroism will be dominant. 

And we quickly learn exactly what kind of heroic worth Polydeuces will exhibit: 

                                                 
9 The phrase τὸν ἄριστον only shows up twice more, also in the same metrical position. The first refers to 

Heracles at the end of Book 1 (1.1284) and the second to Thetis’ husband, Peleus, who is called by Hera 

τὸν ἄριστον ἐπιχθονίων (4.805). Concerning the latter, this title has nothing to do with the Argonauts. Only 

Polydeuces and Heracles are given the distinction of being “the best” of the group. See, also, Chapter 1 of 

this report, n. 8. 
10 Nagy (1990) 13. See Chapter 1. 
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when he steps up to fight Amycus, he demonstrates a keen sense of mētis like Odysseus 

instead of depending on Heraclean biē.11 Similar to Heracles and even Odysseus, 

Polydeuces is very strong and displays martial prowess. He is able to stand up to the 

formidable Amycus without giving ground (cf. ἄμοτον 2.78), and his final blow is so 

powerful and swift (μεταΐγδην 2.95) that it shatters (ῥῆξεν 2.96) the king’s skull, killing 

him. Yet while Polydeuces’ strength is indeed impressive, the focus of this passage is on 

his strategy and caution. Before they start boxing, Polydeuces does not rush into battle, 

trusting in his strength to achieve victory. Instead, he “tests” (πειράζων 2.46) his arms, 

swinging them about, while Amycus does not (οὐ…πειρήσατο 2.48). At the beginning of 

their match, the king charges Polydeuces who repeatedly evades him διὰ μῆτιν (2.75), 

holding back from fighting while he assesses his opponent’s strengths and weaknesses (ᾗ 

κάρτος ἀάατος, ᾗ τε χερείων 2.76-77). It is only once he understands his enemy that 

Polydeuces finally engages Amycus (2.78), and he eventually kills him in a multi-step, 

calculated maneuver (2.90-96). When Amycus rises up on his toes to deliver a 

particularly fatal strike, Polydeuces ducks to the side but receives the blow on the 

shoulder (2.90-94), presumably putting Amycus off balance after he had exerted so much 

force unsuccessfully. Then Polydeuces takes advantage of that moment to put into play 

the final stage of his assault: he steps close, shifts his knee behind his opponent’s knee, 

and delivers the killing blow (2.94-96). Such deliberate attention paid by Apollonius to 

each move mirrors the precision Polydeuces is demonstrating. He displays a sense of 

refinement and strategy wholly unlike Amycus’ “rough” style of fighting (ἀπηνέα 

                                                 
11 See, also, Lawall (1966) 132-34 who describes Polydeuces as a “man of skill” and analyzes this scene 

accordingly.  
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πυγμαχίην 2.76-77).12  

Even the death blow—the act indicating the strength of our hero—points to 

Polydeuces’ mētis. The thinnest and weakest part of the skull is the pterion which is a 

region slightly above and to the side of the ear where four separate bones (the frontal, 

parietal, temporal, and sphenoid) merge. If struck, the area could fracture and cause the 

middle meningeal—a big artery running beneath the pterion—to rupture, potentially 

leading to death. This area of the skull poses such a risk on account of its thinness and the 

artery underneath that it is even referred to by some doctors as “God’s little joke.”13 

Thus, if Polydeuces were looking for the quickest and most effective way to disable or 

even kill Amycus, this would be a very logical location to strike. And it seems as though 

this is, indeed, the very place where Polydeuces aims. Apollonius describes him slipping 

to the side of Amycus and striking the king “above” (ὑπὲρ) the ear—where the pterion is 

located—and breaking the bones (ὀστέα) inside (2.95-96). The use of the plural “bones” 

could be referring to the four skull bones that combine at the pterion. As a result, it 

appears that Polydeuces was not simply throwing a haphazard—however strong—punch. 

It was a calculated swing aiming for this particularly weak and hazardous area of the 

skull. In short, the message of this entire passage which repeatedly mentions Polydeuces’ 

caution and strategy is clear: he won the fight primarily through skill, not strength.14 

Thus, Polydeuces, our new “best man,” is not a new Heracles. He is, however, 

                                                 
12 Another distinction between Amycus and Polydeuces that scholars frequently note is of the former’s 

barbarianism and the latter’s civilization. See Beye (1982) 109-110. 
13 Special thanks to Tiffany Montgomery for her medical expertise. 
14 Polydeuces’ boxing match with Amycus is partly modeled on the one in the Iliad (23.664-69) between 

Epeius and Euryalus; see Knight (1995) 62-73. See Dunkle (1987) 1-17 for how the games of Book 23 in 

the Iliad can be viewed as one big conflict between biē and mētis.  
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replacing the famous man of strength, and Apollonius stresses this transition by 

connecting Polydeuces’ boxing match to Heracles’ encounter with the Earthborn men in 

Book 1 (1.985-1014) and with other chthonic creatures in the mythic tradition. At the 

start of the boxing match in Book 2, Amycus is compared to a chthonic being, the πέλωρ 

τέκος of Typhoeus or Earth (2.39). This word πέλωρ is used only one other time in the 

Argonautica when Apollonius calls the Earthborn men whom Heracles kills αἰνὰ πέλωρα 

(1.996). Thus, in both situations the “best men” of the Argonauts are stepping up to fight 

chthonic πέλωρα. The connection between these two heroes is strengthened even further 

by Hunter’s observation that Heracles also fought with Typhoeus (Eur. HF 1271-72) and 

Giants (Pind. Nem. 1.67). Hunter’s conclusion is that “Polydeuces therefore here replays 

the struggles of the hero whom the Argonauts have just lost.”15 But that is not quite 

accurate. Heracles fought with Typhoeus; Polydeuces is fighting Typhoeus’ “son.” 

Apollonius has deliberately left a generation gap between the two. Indeed, while both 

Heracles and Polydeuces kill chthonic beings and while Polydeuces has taken upon 

himself Heracles’ role of savior and giant-killer, the two heroes are fundamentally 

different characters with different approaches. This is not a one-to-one replacement; this 

is a transition to something new. 

In fact, Apollonius captures the distinction between the two when he compares 

Heracles to woodcutters (1.1003-5) but Polydeuces to carpenters (2.79-82)—professions 

which exhibit contrary qualities of biē and skill, respectively: 

ὡς δ’ ὅτε δούρατα μακρὰ νέον πελέκεσσι τυπέντα  

ὑλοτόμοι στοιχηδὸν ἐπὶ ῥηγμῖνι βάλωσιν,  

                                                 
15 Hunter (1993) 28-29. 
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ὄφρα νοτισθέντα κρατεροὺς ἀνεχοίατο γόμφους. (1.1003-1005) 

 

ὡς δ’ ὅτε νήια δοῦρα θοοῖς ἀντίξοα γόμφοις  

ἀνέρες ὑληουργοὶ ἐπιβλήδην ἐλάοντες   

θείνωσι σφύρῃσιν, ἐπ’ ἄλλῳ δ’ ἄλλος ἄηται 

δοῦπος ἄδην (2.79-82) 

In the first, the Argonauts lay out the Earthborn men’s bodies on the beach and are 

compared to loggers. In the second, Polydeuces punches Amycus and is compared to a 

group of carpenters. While the simile in Book 1 comes after the battle and refers not to 

Heracles’ style of fighting but to the way in which the Argonauts treat the bodies of the 

dead monsters, the similarities in vocabulary and context between the two passages 

cannot be overlooked. In 1.1003-5, woodcutters have recently struck down trees 

(δούρατα 1.1003) with axes and are preparing the wood for the bolts (γόμφους 1.1005). 

In 2.79-82, carpenters, already supplied with prepped wood (δοῦρα 2.79), are striking the 

bolts (γόμφοις 2.79) with hammers. Thus, not only, similar to the generation gap between 

Typhoeus and Typhoeus’ son, is there a chronological aspect to this—namely, that the 

woodcutters must cut the trees before the carpenters can work—there is also a contrast set 

up in the type of work being described.16 Woodcutters depend on their strength, cutting 

down “great” (μακρὰ 1.1003) trees and throwing the timber into water, whereas 

carpenters are associated with skill. Thus, these two similes bring into focus the 

differences between the first book’s mighty Iliadic Heracles and the second book’s 

skillful Odyssean Polydeuces. It is fitting, then, that in one of our final scenes of 

Heracles, he is forcefully uprooting a tree but never has a chance to fashion the oar. He is, 

                                                 
16 Cf. Lawall (1966) 131-32 who discusses an “evolutionary view of history” where men of strength came 

before men of skill.  
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in essence, only an “uprooter,” not also a “carpenter” like Polydeuces.  

Apollonius even associates Amycus and the Bebrycians with Heracles, thereby 

virtually illustrating the transition from the Iliadic to the Odyssean and suggesting that 

the latter is now superior.17 Where Amycus is a πέλωρ (2.39), Heracles is πελώριον 

(1.1242). Right before the former is killed, he is compared to a βουτύπος (2.91), a “slayer 

of oxen,” and thus far in the Argonautica, only Heracles and Ancaeus have been literal 

slayers of oxen (1.427-28). Like Heracles (1.427, 1.532, 1.1196, 1.1206), the Bebrycians 

use clubs while the Argonauts, as Apollonius explicitly mentions, use swords (2.99-102). 

Both Amycus and Heracles are compared to natural forces destroying ships: the former is 

a rough wave threatening a ship (2.70-73), the latter a swift blast of wind ripping a ship’s 

mast off (1.1201-4). And finally, by this point it should be obvious that they both are 

noted for biē. Amycus has declared that it is the law (θεσμός 2.5, 23, 150; θέσμιος 2.12; 

θέμις 2.17) for every stranger to meet with him in a contest of physical prowess, and he 

lives his life demonstrating his brute strength and violence to everyone who passes by. In 

short, as Levin notes, Polydeuces is fighting against specifically “Heraclean brute 

force.”18 And he conquers it. He kills the Heraclean Amycus. Admittedly, as one of the 

crewmen mourns later, Heracles has a level of muscle that is even higher than Amycus’ 

and thus would have been able to stop the boxing match before it even began because of 

his awesome presence (2.145-53). But even taking that into account, it cannot be 

overlooked that Book 2 begins with the death of a character similar to Heracles. In a way, 

it symbolizes the death of the Iliadic at the hands of the now emerging Odyssean.  

                                                 
17 Cf. DeForest (1994) 72-73. 
18 Levin (1971b) 26. 
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The Helmsmen: Tiphys and Ancaeus 

After having introduced Odyssean heroics, however, Polydeuces never appears 

again in Book 2. Instead, the mantle passes to the helmsmen, and while they may not 

seem particularly like Odysseus with his artifice and strategy, Apollonius draws attention 

to their mētis and intellect, both aspects of Odysseus’ heroic worth. In 1.105-8 (the 

Catalogue entry for Tiphys) and 1.559-62 (the description of Tiphys leading the Argo out 

of the harbor), Tiphys’ skill as a helmsman, as Lawall observes, is described by words 

denoting the mind: προδαῆναι (“know beforehand” 1.106), τεκμήρασθαι (“to judge from 

signs and tokens” 1.108), φραδμοσύνῃ (“shrewdness, cunning” 1.560), τεχνηέντως 

(“skillfully” 1.561), and δαΐφρονος (“wise of mind” 1.560)—the last, of course, being 

one of the epithets for Odysseus in the Odyssey.19 Tiphys is also explicitly connected 

with the asset mētis. When the Argonauts are leaving Iolcus, Apollonius notes that they 

make it out of the harbor safely because of the φραδμοσύνῃ μήτι τε of Tiphys (1.560).20 

Being a helmsman is not an exercise in muscle, therefore, but in the sort of mental ability 

and skill Odysseus famously exemplifies, and this association between helmsmen and 

mētis finds voice in other literature as well. For example, in Book 23 of the Iliad, Nestor 

praises the benefits of skill and notes, as a model, that the helmsman guides his ship μήτι 

(23.316).21 Thus, while Tiphys and Ancaeus may not devise great tricks or display 

                                                 
19 Lawall (1966) 132. The part of  his article where he describes the “men of skill” in the Argonautica 

(including the helmsmen: 131-32 and 134-36) has been a very important source for this section of my 

chapter.  
20 Clauss (1993) 91-93 brings attention to the ring structure in ll. 519-608 which equates the description of 

Heracles getting on the boat (1.531-33) with this passage describing Tiphys’ mētis (1.559-62). This is one 

of many examples Clauss notes where Apollonius makes a contrast between strength and skill.  
21 See Dunkell (1987) 2-3 for how this simile in the Iliad is part of the conflict between skill and strength 

that predominates in Book 23. 
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cunning, Apollonius classifies their skill as one denoting mental acumen and mētis. They 

are, after a fashion, quite Odyssean.  

Before continuing to Tiphys’ involvement in Book 2, it is important to note that 

Tiphys does not play a significant role in the Argonautica until this moment in the poem, 

making plain Apollonius’ strict demarcation between the Iliadic heroism of the first book 

and the Odyssean of the second. In Book 1, Tiphys is mentioned on eight separate 

occasions—a relatively high number of references, and I even quoted a few of those 

passages above—but in none of these scenes are his actions of lasting importance nor do 

we ever witness Tiphys’ skill displayed in any sort of feat.22 In fact, the only person to 

have displayed heroic behavior on the sea thus far is Heracles when he intrepidly rowed 

the ship alone through the storm (1.1161-63), a moment of danger where Tiphys, the 

person actually in charge of that ship, was never mentioned. There is a sense, therefore, 

that Apollonius has consciously held Tiphys in reserve until Book 2. He has refrained 

from giving Tiphys the opportunity to exercise his heroic merit until now, and when 

combined with the other examples I will discuss in this chapter where Apollonius 

confines Odyssean heroics to Book 2, it becomes clear that Apollonius is drawing a fine 

distinction: Book 1 is for Iliadic heroics, Book 2 is for Odyssean. 

In view of this, the first demonstration of Tiphys’ Odyssean tactics comes directly 

after Polydeuces’ fight with the Bebrycians, thereby solidifying the Odyssean’s new 

prominent role in Book 2 by giving the reader two examples of mētis’ success back to 

back. When the Argonauts are leaving the Bebrycians, a wave taller than the clouds rises 

                                                 
22 Tiphys’ involvement in Book 1 includes the following lines: 105-10, 381-86, 400-401, 522-23, 560-62, 

956, 1274-75, 1296. 
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to overwhelm them (2.171). Apollonius says that we, as readers, would think that escape 

is impossible (2.171-73) but then assures us that it is a situation that can be resolved by a 

“good” (ἐσθλοῖο 2.174) helmsman. Thus, “by means of Tiphys’ skills” 

(Τίφυος…δαημοσύνῃσι 2.175), the men survived what would have been certain doom 

without him. This is, in fact, the second time in Book 2—even though it has just started—

where we have had an image of a skilled helmsman defeating a wave. In the boxing 

match between Amycus and Polydeuces, the king is compared to a “rough wave of the 

sea” (κῦμα θαλάσσης / τρηχὺ 2.70-71) which can only be escaped ἰδρείῃ πυκινοῖο 

κυβερνητῆρος (2.72). The adjective πυκινός denotes a shrewd or even cunning mind, 

again underlining the helmsman’s intellect.23 More importantly, this simile draws a close 

connection between the metaphorical wave that Polydeuces defeats through mētis and the 

physical wave that Tiphys skillfully manages. Twice then, back to back and only ninety-

nine lines apart, the Argonauts are conquering gigantic terrors of nature through skill. 

And similar to the way Heracles was not present to save the Argonauts from the 

Bebrycians, he is not here to manfully row the ship alone through the wave like he did 

through the swell in Book 1. Now, the Argo’s savior is its helmsman utilizing skill, not its 

rowers who depend solely on their strength. Thus, at the beginning of Book 2, Apollonius 

underscores the move from Iliadic might to Odyssean mētis in the events surrounding 

Polydeuces and Tiphys.24 

As the Argonauts struggle through the Clashing Rocks, their next major crisis, the 

                                                 
23 See LSJ s.v. πυκνός (A5). 
24 Cf. Lawall (1966) 134: “Book 2 thus opens, after the departure of Heracles, with two unambiguous 

statements of the possibilities of specialized skill.” 
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passage repeatedly returns to Tiphys and his guidance, although Phineus’ prophetic help 

and Athena’s push also play a key role in helping them. This is an obstacle that is 

foreshadowed in the invocation to the poem (1.2-3), marking it as an especially crucial 

moment, and for good reason.25 Phineus tells Jason and his men that no one has ever 

successfully gotten through (2.319). This is a barrier that marks the limit of human 

achievement. And it is Tiphys who helps the men surmount this significant task. When 

they first reach the Rocks, he orders the men to conserve their strength (2.556-59), 

revealing the same kind of foresight and self-control as Polydeuces did when he hung 

back to study his enemy. Later, after the dove passes through the entrance successfully, 

the men rejoice (2.572) and Tiphys is again the one to issue orders: ἔβραχε δ’ αὐτός / 

Τῖφυς ἐρεσσέμεναι κρατερῶς (2.573-74). The enjambment here might be significant. By 

ending 573 with an emphatic αὐτός (“himself”) then hitting Tiphys’ name right at the 

start of the next line, there seems to be a forceful element in what Apollonius is saying 

(“he himself shouted, Tiphys did!”). If so, it would suggest that Tiphys was vigorously 

keeping the men’s celebrating in check. Regardless, twice, he is the one leading them 

through this ordeal. When, before they even reach the Clashing Rocks, a huge wave 

suddenly appears as tall as a mountain (2.580-81), the men think that it will overwhelm 

the entire ship (2.582-83).26 But, like the first time in Book 2 they are threatened by a 

                                                 
25 Knight (1995) 41-42 also notes how the invocation’s mention of the Clashing Rocks gives the event 

special importance and further observes that it is the “only incident on the voyage to be mentioned in the 

proem (1.2-3).” See also Vian (1974) 123 who gives two other indicators of its importance: (1) the episode 

occurs halfway between the nineteen days the Argonauts are at sea, and (2) it happens in the very middle of 

Book 2. For the Clashing Rocks as a “gateway” into the more barbaric, fantastic world beyond, see Clare 

(2002) 76. 
26 Beye (1982) 110: “The scene [i.e., the entire episode at the Clashing Rocks] has the quality of a Disney 

fantasy, and is frightening because of that same surreal, exaggerated quality.”  
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wave (2.171-75), Tiphys saves them (2.584-87). While, admittedly, it is at this point that 

things get even worse and Athena eventually comes down to propel the ship to safety, 

Apollonius pays special attention to the admirable job Tiphys has done in getting the 

Argonauts that far. In this deadliest of challenges, he is the voice and the guide of the 

men. Thus, like Heracles who saved the Argonauts at vital points in Book 1 with his biē, 

Tiphys and his mētis have now guided the Argo and her crew through two major crises. 

While Polydeuces is the only character of Book 2 to officially receive the title of τὸν 

ἄριστον on behalf of the men of mētis, Tiphys, too, has certainly deserved it.  

So when Tiphys dies in the middle of the second book, the expedition grinds to a 

halt in much the same way it did when Heracles was left behind in Book 1. After 

Heracles’ absence, Jason is struck by ἀμηχανίῃσιν (1.1286), and after Tiphys’ sudden 

death, the whole group also collapses ἀμηχανίῃσιν (2.860; cf. 2.885). In the first instance, 

Jason “ate his heart” in sorrow (θυμὸν ἔδων 1.1289) while in this scene the crew ignores 

both food and water altogether (2.861-62). And in both situations, the Argonauts express 

their fears of facing great ἄτη (Heracles 2.151-53; Tiphys 2.889; cf. 2.863). Essentially, 

without their champions Heracles (Book 1) and Tiphys (Book 2), “the best” among them, 

the Argonauts break down. It amounts not only to a contextual crisis (i.e., the Argonauts 

are losing a leading crewmember) but also to a metapoetic crisis. Who will be the next 

unifying heroic figure? And what brand of heroism will he display? 

In this case, the Odyssean is not yet finished. A new man of mētis—the third 

incarnation thus far—emerges to keep the quest going, and Apollonius marks this 

transition by comparing Ancaeus to Heracles. At Lemnos, Heracles’ angry speech to the 
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Argonauts runs from lines 865-74. Here in Book 2, Ancaeus’ speech goes from lines 869-

77. Both speeches are nearly the same length and they come at almost identical points in 

their respective books. Moreover, the background and content of their speeches are also 

alike. In Book 1 (as I have already discussed), Apollonius notes that the crew would have 

delayed longer at Lemnos if Heracles had not spoken up (1.861-64), and here in Book 2 

the men would have kept grieving longer (ἔτι προτέρω 2.864) if Hera had not spurred 

Ancaeus to step up. In both speeches, the men question the “nobleness” (καλὸν 2.869; cf. 

ἐυκλειεῖς 1.869) of postponing the quest while delaying “in a foreign land” (γαίῃ ἐν 

ἀλλοδαπῇ 2.870; cf. σὺν ὀθνείῃσι γυναιξίν 1.869). Note once again how very close these 

line numbers are matching up. And finally, at the end of Ancaeus’ speech, after 

proposing himself and others as potential replacements for Tiphys, he closes by asking 

Peleus to encourage the men to remember the quest (2.877), the very crux of Heracles’ 

speech. It would be a very strange coincidence indeed if Apollonius had not been aware 

of these striking parallels. As a result, similar to how we saw Polydeuces take on the 

Heraclean role of giant-killer to signal that he has assumed the title of “best of the 

Argonauts,” now Ancaeus is copying Heracles as he becomes the new figurehead for 

Odyssean heroics.  

But like Polydeuces, Ancaeus’ brand of heroism is different from Heracles’, and 

this becomes evident when the focus of Ancaeus’ speech as he proposes various 

crewmen, including himself, who can fill Tiphys’ place is on the saving grace of skill, not 

biē. He notes that he joined the expedition not because of his ἄρηος / ἴδριν (2.870-71) but 

his ἐπιίστορα νηῶν (2.872). He is not, in essence, a Heracles. He is here as one of the 
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carpenters, not woodcutters.27 Continuing his speech, he observes that there are others 

who are equally δαήμονες (2.874) who could steer the ship safely. By this point, then, 

Ancaeus has used three different adjectives in this passage which all have the same 

meaning of “experienced” or “skilled” (ἴδριν 2.871, ἐπιίστορα 2.872, δαήμονες 2.874), 

stressing that the answer to their current plight is the kind of mētis that helmsmen like 

Tiphys and he characterize.  

Thus, to sum up, Ancaeus—as the third representative of the Odyssean—keeps 

the quest going by offering his heroic worth as a man of skill. In fact, he becomes an 

influential enough figure that he is even the first—not Jason—to suggest that the crew 

should “plan” (μητιάασθαι 2.1278) how to approach Aeetes once the Argo reaches 

Colchis. While Ancaeus is never mentioned in Book 1 outside of the Catalogue, when he 

picks up the role of the Odyssean figurehead in Book 2, he becomes a leader, becomes 

“the best.” This is the book where the Odyssean, not the Iliadic nor even Jason, holds the 

reins by right.  

The Odyssean Heracles 

There is one more Odyssean representative in Book 2, and the choice is rather 

surprising: Heracles. While he is a man of might and violence in Book 1 as I have 

repeatedly discussed, here in Book 2 he is a man of mētis. There are, in effect, two 

                                                 
27 There are actually two Ancaeus’s on board. The first, as I mentioned in Chapter 2, is a man of great 

biē—so great, in fact, that he shares the central rowing bench on the ship with Heracles (1.396-98, 531-32) 

and is right next to him slaughtering his own bull (1.426-31). This Ancaeus is Iliadic; the one in Book 2 

that I have been discussing above is Odyssean. It is therefore noteworthy that Apollonius sets up their 

identical names in opposition with one another in the Catalogue. After Heracles and Hylas are listed, there 

are nine names of various crewmen before Ancaeus-biē is introduced as the 39
th

 crewmember. Ancaeus-

mētis is listed as the 45
th

, and after him, another nine names finish off the list of participating Argonauts. 

Thus, in the second half of the Catalogue and discounting Heracles/Hylas, the two Ancaeus names come in 

mirrored positions with nine names on either side of them.  
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different Heracles’s in the Argonautica: the Iliadic Heracles of Books 1, 3, and 4, and the 

Odyssean Heracles of Book 2. 

In fact, Apollonius even adapts traditional myth to make this transformation 

possible. As the Argonauts approach the land of the Amazonian women, Apollonius 

briefly retells the story of Heracles acquiring Hippolyte’s belt, one of the Twelve Labors. 

The version he tells, however, is unusual. Heracles “ambushes” Melanippe (ἐλοχήσατο 

2.967), Hippolyte’s sister, and demands the belt for ransom (2.966-69). When Hippolyte 

hands it over, he returns Melanippe “unharmed” (ἀπήμονα 2.969). This is Heracles using 

trickery, cunning, and negotiation, not might. In Apollodorus, Heracles kills Hippolyte 

and steals the belt (2.5.9), and Diodorus Siculus goes into great detail about all the 

Amazonian women that Heracles slays (4.16). The visual art depicting the scene is 

similarly martial in topic, often illustrating the war between Heracles’ company and the 

Amazons or the one-on-one fight between Heracles and an Amazonian woman.28 While 

there is brief mention of a ransom in Diodorus Siculus—one given by Melanippe herself 

who was taken captive at some point during the war (4.16.4)—it appears that the most 

popular version of this Labor involves bloodshed and, often, the murder of Hippolyte or 

an equivalent female chief. In Apollonius, however, there is no hint of war. Heracles 

captures Melanippe through trickery, not in a full-frontal battle.  

The second example of Heracles exhibiting strategy involves the birds of Ares 

where Heracles is explicitly connected with the quality of mētis. Amphidamus, a former 

companion of Heracles, describes how the hero made loud noises to scare the birds off 

                                                 
28 See Brommer (1986) 37-40. 
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instead of shooting them down the way he took care of the Earthborn men (2.1052-57).29 

Three times in this passage, such a strategy is referred to as a mētis (2.1050, 1058, 1068; 

cf. 2.383), and the Argonauts use Heracles’ example to get through safely. In effect, 

while Heracles is absent, his presence still looms near as he helps the expedition along 

like he did in Book 1, but now it is through the guise of a man of mētis.  

Thus, it is almost as though Heracles is being rewritten to fit into the Odyssean 

framework of Book 2. While several scholars have noted these two episodes for their 

irregularity, no one has attempted to explain why these two examples of Heracles 

favoring mētis are only in Book 2.30 Nor has anyone given a very good explanation for 

Heracles’ changed persona. Writing about the Hippolyte episode, Papadimitropoulos is 

right to note that the combination of ἥρως and ἐλοχήσατο (2.967) seems “contradictory 

and incompatible to Heracles’ predominant image as an archaic hero,” but he then 

concludes that the “phrase as it stands sounds ironic and undermines Heracles’ heroic 

status.”31 What would be the purpose of undercutting Heracles’ heroism at this point? 

There are, certainly, moments in Apollonius where Heracles is portrayed as a savage 

beast (see, especially, 4.1436-49), but never does Apollonius undermine Heracles’ heroic 

status. And even if Papadimitropoulos were correct, that would still leave the episode 

with the birds of Ares unexplained. Other scholars—Levin foremost of them—have 

concluded that these scenes suggest that Heracles is less of a brute than he first appears. 

                                                 
29 The versions related in Diodorus Siculus (4.13.2) and Apollodorus (2.5.6) are the same as Apollonius’, 

though Apollodorus adds that after scaring the birds away with bronze castanets, Heracles shoots them 

down. In contrast, while the visual tradition is quite rare, the few surviving examples we have show 

Heracles shooting the birds or carrying birds that have already been killed, not using loud sounds; see 

Brommer (1986) 26-28. 
30 See, e.g., Levin (1971a) 198-201; Levin (1971b) 25-28; Feeney (1986) 60; Papadimitropoulos (2006) 50.  
31 Papadimitropoulos (2006) 50. 
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He is capable of strategy and careful reasoning, not just force.32 However, this is not 

wholly accurate. In Books 1, 3, and 4, Heracles is the man who bashes, not strategizes. 

He is the clear and present representative of Iliadic heroics. But in Book 2—and, again, 

only there—he displays mētis. This modification must be a deliberate attempt by 

Apollonius to emphasize the Odyssean character type that is prevalent in the second book 

of the Argonautica. If Heracles is to play a part on the Odyssean stage of Book 2, he must 

also become Odyssean, and that is exactly what we see. And once the curtain closes on 

that Odyssean world, Heracles can again return to his Iliadic counterpart for his most 

brutal, violent, and even beastly cameo in Book 4. To put it simply, there are two 

versions of Heracles in the Argonautica: the Iliadic and the Odyssean. This is the only 

way to explain it and thus serves as hard evidence of my argument that Apollonius has 

modeled each of the first three books on a different kind of heroic interpretation. This 

was so important to Apollonius, in fact, that he even sacrificed the integrity of Heracles’ 

character by lending him two different, conflicting masks to wear as he participates in the 

Argonautica.  

 

To conclude, there is a dramatic shift from Book 1 to Book 2 in the type of heroic 

character that dominates, a move from using a force-centered modus operandi (like 

Achilles) to one that utilizes mētis (like Odysseus). And this shift cannot only be 

connected to the fact that Heracles is not physically present anymore because he, too, 

                                                 
32 See, esp., Levin (1971a) and (1971b) above. Someone could argue—though I have not read anyone 

doing this—that the mētis Heracles is showing in Book 2 is influenced by Prodicus’ and Isocrates’ 

intellectualizing of the character (see Chapter 2). But that would still not explain why the examples are only 

found in Book 2. 
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undergoes this changes, temporarily shedding his similarities to Achilles and donning the 

costume of an Odysseus. In effect, Apollonius has moved us through an Iliadic world and 

into an Odyssean, from the Iliad to the Odyssey. Having thus staged these two epics, he 

now moves to Book 3, his own portion of the Argonautica that introduces a hero that is 

neither Achilles nor Odysseus. We are finally going to witness Jason’s new brand of 

heroics, the third and final stage of the epic tradition.  
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Chapter 4:  

The Human Hero and the Fiction of Epic Heroism in Book 3 

After presenting Homeric conceptions of heroic behavior in Book 1 (the Iliad) 

and Book 2 (the Odyssey), Apollonius now rejects them. Book 3 is a different world, a 

place where our Argonauts are the most human they have ever been. In the Catalogue of 

Book 1, we learn of the supernatural qualities various members of the crew have: 

Orpheus’ music can make wild oaks walk (1.28-31), Lynceus has x-ray vision (1.153-55), 

Euphemus can run on water (1.182-84), and the Boreads have wings on their temples and 

feet (1.219-23). In the remainder of the first book, we see Heracles complete many 

phenomenal feats with his god-like strength, and later, in the second book, our Argonauts 

exhibit equally marvelous achievements. Polydeuces shatters the bones in Amycus’ head 

with one blow (2.94-97), Tiphys twice saves the ship from a colossal wave fantastically 

higher than the clouds (2.169-76, 2.575-87), and the Boreads display their superhuman 

speed by catching up to the Harpies who can run faster than the west wind (2.273-81). To 

sum up, in the first two books—and also, in fact, in Book 4—the Argonauts display deeds 

of humanly impossible ability. They reveal, time and again, their divine heritage.  

It is only in Book 3 (setting aside for now Jason’s magically enhanced contest in 

the last two hundred lines) where not one member of the crew does something beyond 

normal human potential. At Colchis, they do not constitute a remarkable generation of 

heroes with remarkable skills. They do not, as the people of Iolcus expected before the 

expedition set out (1.244-45; see Chapter 2), prove their superiority by razing the place 

when Aeetes refuses them the fleece. Instead, it is at Colchis that the Argonauts come to 
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terms with their human limitations. Jason will try to be an Odysseus, but he simply does 

not have Odysseus’ consummate mind. Various Argonauts will try to be an Achilles, but 

their human strength is insufficient and thereby fruitless. In other words, we are no longer 

in the Homeric sphere of Books 1 and 2 which represented old epic and the extreme 

heroics witnessed there. We are now, instead, in what amounts to the Hellenistic World, 

Apollonius’ age, a place populated by common men with realistic abilities. 

Thus—as I will discuss in this chapter—Book 3 is a metaphor for the epic 

tradition by the time of and in the Hellenistic Age, and there are three stages in 

Apollonius’ development of this metaphor: [1] rejecting Iliadic and Odyssean heroics at 

the very start of the book (which I discuss in the section “New Beginning, New Epic”), 

[2] showing how the Argonauts are inadequate to fulfill the extraordinary heroic models 

in Homer (“The Failure of the Iliadic and Odyssean”), and [3] revealing the fiction and 

illusion of epic heroism (“The Fiction of Jason’s Aristeia” and “The Fiction of Epic 

Heroism”). This is the story of how a human hero is faced with an epic quest and is only 

able to find success when he is, in effect, rewritten by Medea to become a superhero. On 

a metapoetic level, this is what an author like Apollonius does: to create fiction and 

illusion. And in the realism of the Hellenistic World in which Apollonius lives, the only 

place where epic heroes can thrive is in literature. This becomes, then, both a statement 

on the death of epic for his contemporary world and the affirmation of its survival 

through literature. 

Apollonian Scholarship: Jason as a Human, Hellenistic Hero 

It would be negligent on my part, writing a thesis on the heroic identities of the 
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Argonautica, to proceed to my first section (“New Beginning, New Epic”) without first 

summarizing the major strands of scholarship dealing with the question of Jason’s 

heroism. This topic has been a hub for scholarly conversation most likely since the 

poem’s inception, and in the past half century alone, significant work has advanced our 

understanding of the character.1 Early on, the general consensus was negative, with 

scholars such as Carspecken outright refusing Jason heroic status on account of his many 

faults, weaknesses, and vices. Jason does not act like a traditional hero and thus cannot be 

a hero at all.2 In 1966, Gilbert Lawall challenged this thesis and welcomed in a new era 

of scholarship on the subject of heroism in this epic. He labeled Jason an “anti-hero,” a 

figure who does not pursue traditional Homeric ideals of heroism but, instead, depends 

on “unheroic, circumventive arts of success,” such as his reliance on Medea.3 Lawall 

shows how, throughout the Argonautica, Apollonius discredits other out-dated modes of 

heroism (such as Heracles’ dependence on supernatural strength) and in this manner 

elevates Jason’s approach as the only successful means of accomplishing the quest. Since 

the publication of this article, scholars have tended to be even kinder to Jason, granting 

him heroic status typically based on three categories: (1) as a “love hero” or “sexual 

hero,”4 (2) as a man of skill adept at, among other things, diplomacy and forming 

                                                 
1 See Glei (2001) 6-13 for a survey of scholarship on Jason’s heroic status. Also Jackson (1992) 155 and 

Hunter (1993) 11-15.  
2 Carspecken (1953), esp. 99-125. He concludes that it is not Jason but the entire group of Argonauts who 

is the hero of the Argonautica. For a summary of the negative interpretations on Jason’s character prior to 

the 1950’s, see pp. 99-100 and Jackson (1992) 155.  
3 Lawall (1966) 166. See 148-69 for Lawall’s entire discussion on Jason’s heroic identity. 
4 Beye (1969) and (1982). Also Zanker (1979), Zanker (1987) 195-201, and Clauss (1993), the last of 

whom names Jason’s ability to woo women as his “most potent skill” (122-23). 
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relationships,5 and (3) as a human, Hellenistic hero.6 Each of these interpretations has 

merit, and, in fact, most scholars tend to discuss in some way or shape all three 

categories, differing only in how much weight or importance they place on each.  

It is the last of these in particular, however (i.e., Jason’s humanity and consequent 

realism), which is not only pivotal to my discussion here in this chapter but has also 

woven its way into the majority of scholarship assessing his character. Not once in the 

Argonautica (setting aside, yet again, the contest at the end of Book 3) does Jason do 

something of extraordinary potential. He is surrounded by incredible circumstances and 

superhuman colleagues—Heracles being the chief among these7—yet he, himself, never 

exceeds human capabilities. In effect, Jason is an ordinary man from the real world 

thrown into an epic past,8 and without the supernatural assets of Homer’s archaic heroes, 

Jason must depend on talents intrinsic in common man. Thus, as a hero of love, he is 

actually revealing his humanness: “The keynote of the new heroism is not traditional 

individualistic prowess but the willingness to admit to and exploit the power of a more 

                                                 
5 See esp. Clauss (1993) who argues that Book 1 redefines what it means to be an epic hero and ultimately 

shows that it is Jason, not Heracles, who is the “best of the Argonauts” because of his “ability to attract 

women, to take care of the quotidian details of running an expedition, and to make the best of bad situations 

through skillful crisis management” (210).  
6 This was first most clearly defined by Zanker (1979) and later developed to a greater extent by Jackson 

(1992). As I discuss below, however, Jason’s humanity is a subject that a very large number of scholars 

single out as being one of his primary traits. So, too, his identification with the Hellenistic Age. For the 

latter, see esp. Mori (2005) for how Jason’s ideas of homonoia and friendship correspond with Alexandrian 

ideals. Also DeForest (1994) who interprets the Argonautica as a virtual war between traditional epic 

poetry and Callimachean, the character of Jason being one of the deciding factors of that conflict. 
7 Many scholars have addressed Jason’s character specifically by means of highlighting the stark difference 

between the supernatural, unrealistic Heracles and the ordinary, realistic Jason; see, e.g., Galkinsky (1972) 

esp. 109 and DeForest (1994) ch. 4.  
8 Cf, e.g., Galinsky (1972) 109. 
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human force, love.”9 And as a hero of diplomatic skill, that same humanness again 

reveals itself: “In an age so absorbed with realism, the real-life hero does not single-

handedly row ships, but rather must know how to navigate seas of conflicting interests, 

foreign and internal squabbles, and the many obstacles—foreign customs, places, and 

peoples—that beset his quest for success.”10 To put it simply, the common denominator 

of interpreting Jason either as a hero of love or of skill is his dependence on human 

powers. He is just a normal human being. As a result, his very presence infuses into the 

Argonautica a shot of realism. 

In turn, this realism at the core of Jason’s identity shapes him into a hero with 

whom the Hellenistic world can identify. This was an era—to quote Clauss once more—

that was “absorbed with realism,” where the audience was “cosmopolitan and 

sophisticated,” disconnected from the extraordinary and inconceivable events and heroes 

of the mythic past.11 And in such an environment, artists and authors of the period 

endeavored to make their work realistic. Zanker was one of the first to survey and 

analyze this topic fully from a literary perspective in his book Realism in Alexandrian 

Poetry. He observes that even though poets like Apollonius, Callimachus, and Theocritus 

continued to use stories that were mythological in nature and thus alluded to or included 

incredible events, they anchored their poems to reality by including elements from three 

categories: (1) pictorial realism,12 (2) the appeal to science,13 and (3) the inclusion of 

                                                 
9 Zanker (1979) 74. He also says that it appeals to a “more modern and more recognizably human code” 

(72). See also Zanker (1987) 195-201. 
10 Clauss (1993) 205. 
11 Ibid.  
12 E.g., passages filled with minute details intended to make the scene as realistic as possible. See pp. 67-79 

for examples of Apollonius’ pictorial realism.  
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everyday or low material in poetry.14 For example, Callimachus’ epyllion Hecale 

immortalizes not the heroic feats of Theseus but the old woman offering to him xenia 

before he departs to capture the Marathonian bull, creating a domestic, lowly scene that 

would be credible to its Alexandrian audience. In contrast, Apollonius in the Argonautica 

keeps an epic subject (i.e., the quest for the golden fleece), writes in the epic genre 

Callimachus had famously condemned,15 but still infuses realism into the poem through 

Jason. Apollonius’ hero has not been molded from the stuff of the great epics of old but 

from contemporary reality, a credible character thrown into an incredible story about 

quests, dragons, magic, and demigods. He acts, then, as an anchor from the unreal epic 

plane to the real Hellenistic world. He is a Hellenistic man, a Hellenistic representative, 

in Apollonius’ extraordinary epic.16 In sum, this is, perhaps, the most fundamental and 

fascinating difference between the ways in which Callimachus and Apollonius addressed 

the problem of how to write epic in an unepic age: where Callimachus chooses to epicize 

an inherently unheroic figure like Hecale in an unepic situation, Apollonius picks a hero 

of old, leaves him in an epic situation, but binds to that protagonist a human, not 

superhuman, persona. Jason, therefore, is a portal through whom Apollonius’ Hellenistic 

audience, so invested in realism, can participate in an epic, unreal world.  

                                                                                                                                                 
13 E.g., Apollonius’ inclusion of geographical landmarks (116-18), aetiologies (122-23), and medicine 

(125-26). 
14 See pp. 203-209 for a survey of everyday scenes or subjects in the Argonautica. Also see 195-201 for 

love as an everyday theme.  
15 There has been a significant amount of scholarship completed on the relationship between Callimachus 

and Apollonius, especially given the fact that Apollonius chose to write an epic at a time when Callimachus 

had decried such a form (see, esp., Aetia fragment 1). See, e.g., DeForest (1994) ch. 1 and 2. See, also, the 

end of this chapter for more. 
16 For the common interpretation of Jason as a Hellenistic man/representative, see esp. Galinsky (1972) 

109; Jackson (1992); Clauss (1993) 210-211.  
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I will be returning to this idea of Jason as portal at the end of this chapter. For 

now, the final item to address as a cap to this survey on Apollonian scholarship is how 

Jason’s Hellenistic identity explains why he does not become a central, driving force until 

Book 3, a feature of the Argonautica which has puzzled many scholars:17 Books 1 and 

2—as I have already demonstrated—showcase Homeric heroic behavior (which is 

inconsistent with Alexandrian realism), while Book 3 moves into the realistic Hellenistic 

sphere Jason reflects. In the same way that the Odyssean Ancaeus takes a leading role in 

Odyssean Book 2 but only shows up in the catalogue in Book 1 and never in Book 3, 

Jason’s true moment of glory has been reserved for the third book, the third rung of the 

epic tradition, Apollonius’ sphere. Here in Book 3—as I will now proceed to show—

Homeric heroism with all its epic extraordinary grandeur is rejected to be replaced by a 

focus on human limitations. 

Stage 1: New Beginning, New Epic 

The subject of this section is to demonstrate how Book 3 begins by having the 

two most authoritative sources in epic—the gods and the narrator—introduce for the first 

time in the Argonautica what the true telos of the quest will be. Against the expectations 

of the Argonauts as established in Books 1 and 2, we learn, finally, that Apollonius is not 

going to give us an Iliadic or Odyssean conclusion to this expedition. Rather, there will 

be an untraditional resolution based on the power of love.  

To begin with the divine, Apollonius delays the gods’ introduction and thus 

                                                 
17 See, e.g., Beye (1982) 114: “Jason is curiously inactive in [Book 2].” For one explanation for Jason’s 

absence that is similar to my own interpretation, see Lawall (1966) 123 and passim who explores how 

Apollonius first focuses attention on the other members of the crew and their different heroic models before 

turning to Jason so as to establish a series of foils for Jason’s new heroic identity. 
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deprives Books 1 and 2 of a divinely sanctioned, explicitly stated telos. In his chapter on 

the Argonautica in The Gods in Epic: Poets and Critics of the Classical Tradition, 

Feeney discusses how Apollonius’ gods are markedly different from Homer’s. In the 

Iliad and the Odyssey, divine intention and motivation are made clear from the very 

beginning. In Books 1 and 2 of the Argonautica, however, it is never made explicit what 

the gods’ will is for this crew, and the characters themselves never have more than a 

vague notion of what the gods expect of them.18 There are only two exceptions: Glaucus 

(1.1310-28) and Phineus (2.178-497), both of whom, serving as the gods’ spokesmen, 

foreshadow that Olympus does not intend for the Argonautica to have a Homeric 

resolution.19 But at no point in the first two books do we receive a first-hand, clear, and 

comprehensive statement of the gods’ designs.  

Similarly—as I explored in full at the end of Chapter 1—Apollonius has not yet 

given us an authorial statement on what the telos of the myth will be either. The 

invocation to this poem does not select one heroic model or character as the central focus. 

Instead, it is the people of Iolcus who first articulate what the nature of the expedition 

will be, and they erroneously assume that there will be an Iliadic conclusion (1.244-45), 

giving rise to Heracles as the key figure for Book 1. Essentially, up to this point in Book 

3, Apollonius has withheld the two most traditionally authoritative sources in epic, 

keeping the gods’ intentions in the shadows and not clearly defining for his audience how 

he himself intends to treat the myth of Jason and the golden fleece. There has been a 

curious lack of direction. 

                                                 
18 See, esp., Feeney (1991) 58-61. 
19 See the end of Chapter 1 and n. 4 in Chapter 2. 
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The beginning of Book 3, however, changes this. Apollonius opens with the gods, 

and when he has Hera unequivocally reject an Iliadic resolution to the quest and deprives 

Athena of the Odyssean mētis she embodies, he signals that he is now breaking from 

Book 1’s Iliadic and Book 2’s Odyssean impulses. In marked contrast to the Iliadic 

assertion by the people of Iolcus in Book 1 that the Argonauts will burn Aeetes’ palace, 

Hera does not consider force a possibility for retrieving the fleece. Instead, when Hera 

asks Aphrodite to enlist her son’s help in enchanting Medea with love (3.85-89), she 

prefaces the request by saying that there is no need for strength or bodily might (οὔ τι 

βίης χατέουσαι ἱκάνομεν οὐδέ τι χειρῶν 3.84). In this brief speech, therefore, 

enchantment and force are put in opposition to one another, and the message of the queen 

of the gods is very clear: strength will not be the instrument of success.20 And the 

Odyssean is equally disregarded, though not as explicitly. When we see Athena—the 

very personification of mētis—she confesses to be at a loss on how to help the Argonauts 

succeed: ἀλλά τοι οὔ πω / φράσσασθαι νοέω τοῦτον δόλον (3.19-20). The verb used here 

(φράζομαι) is frequently associated with mētis,21 and because of her inability to wield 

that skill, she leaves all the plotting and, even more surprisingly, all the speaking to Hera 

(3.35). These are the two traits from which Odysseus, her clear favorite, derives his 

heroic worth. The thought that Athena is experiencing this ἀμηχανία and aphasia is 

almost absurd and, at the least, highly abnormal.22 It flies in the face of her very divinity. 

                                                 
20 Cf. Clauss (1997) 152: “The implication of the consultation [i.e., between Hera and Athena] is clear: 

military action is not feasible for Jason against the likes of Aeëtes (15).” 
21 See Nagy (1999) 46 n.4. 
22 Cf. Holmberg (1998) 143 who remarks on the “certainly…unique position” Athena shows here as she is 

unable to think of a mētis to help.  
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We find then, at the start of Book 3, that biē is labeled unnecessary and the incarnation of 

Odyssean mētis (Athena) has proven inadequate and incompetent. Apollonius, to put it 

simply, is using the divine authority held by Athena and Hera to broadcast that the Iliadic 

and the Odyssean will not be thriving at Colchis.23  

Instead, love will be the solution, and Apollonius legitimizes this new telos 

through both divine sanction and through his first explicit statement of authorial intention 

in the Argonautica. As briefly mentioned above, Hera discards force as a resolution for 

the quest in favor of enchanting Medea with love to compel her to help Jason (3.25-29, 

85-89). This is a statement of divine intention, and just as the gods’ plans in the Iliad and 

the Odyssey always come to fruition regardless of what the humans expect, we as the 

audience know that Hera’s plan will be actualized. It has been endorsed and instigated by 

divine right.24  

While revealing the gods’ plans is enough to authenticate this new telos, 

Apollonius makes it even more authoritative by giving us a new invocation that explicitly 

sets up, as he has not done before, what this quest is all about (3.1-5): 

Εἰ δ’ ἄγε νῦν, Ἐρατώ, παρά θ’ ἵστασο, καί μοι ἔνισπε, 

ἔνθεν ὅπως ἐς Ἰωλκὸν ἀνήγαγε κῶας Ἰήσων 

Μηδείης ὑπ’ ἔρωτι. σὺ γὰρ καὶ Κύπριδος αἶσαν 

ἔμμορες, ἀδμῆτας δὲ τεοῖς μελεδήμασι θέλγεις 

παρθενικάς· τῶ καί τοι ἐπήρατον οὔνομ’ ἀνῆπται. 

 

Where the first book’s invocation ambiguously names the “men born long ago” as its 

protagonists (1.1), opening the doors to allow anyone to take the reins, now Apollonius 

                                                 
23 Scholars have observed how the goddesses in this scene seem, to quote Zanker (1987) 205, like “women 

scheming at a modern court, like that of the Ptolemies.” These are Hellenistic goddesses. See also Clauss 

(1997) 152 and Feeney (1991) 77-78.  
24 Cf. Zanker (1987) 196: “the love plot is given divine legitimation.” 
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singles out the two characters around whom the plot will circle, and he draws special 

attention to each by means of their line positions: Jason comes in line-end (3.2), Medea in 

line-initial (3.3). Concerning Medea, Apollonius also hints at her especially crucial 

involvement by placing her name at the beginning of the third line, the middle of the five-

line invocation. Such physical centrality on the page mirrors what is to come: it is only 

through her that Jason will be able to accomplish the quest.25 Equally highlighted in the 

invocation is Love, and the root word ἔρως shows up in lines 1, 3, and 5. Where in Book 

1 mention of the Muses is postponed until line 22, here Apollonius summons Erato at the 

very start in what Campbell calls “an elaborate and arresting fanfare to highlight a facet 

of the story that will dominate the third book.”26 To further bring Love into the limelight, 

Albis notes that the oblique case of ἔρωτι in line 3 makes the word look more similar to 

Ἐρατώ,27 and both words are also part of the second foot in their respective lines, thereby 

making the words stand out.28 In the last line, Apollonius includes the root ἔρως a third 

and final time: a “lovely name” (ἐπήρατον οὔνομ’) has been fixed (ἀνῆπται) to Erato. 

This is a sort of pun, since, quite literally, ἔρως (the root of ἐπήρατον) has been stamped 

upon (the ἐπί from ἐπήρατον) the name of the muse (Ἐρατώ).29 Love—like the mēnis of 

the Iliad—will clearly be our theme, an explicit statement of authorial intention the likes 

of which was wholly lacking in our first invocation. It is clear, now, exactly in what 

direction Apollonius will be taking this myth. 

                                                 
25 Campbell (1983) 1 also notes Medea’s centrality. 
26 Campbell (1983) 1. 
27 Albis (1996) 67. 
28 Hunter (1993) 59 n. 59 says that the word ἔρως does not show up in the first two books. Thus, “Medea 

and eros enter the poem together.” 
29 Special thanks to Dr. Tom Palaima for bringing this to my attention. 
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Thus, Book 3 is blazing with a purpose and direction that Books 1 and 2 lacked, 

and by giving us at this midpoint two features that traditionally come near the beginning 

of epics (i.e., a fully developed invocation and a depiction of the gods on Olympus), there 

is an overriding sense that things are starting anew. And this is very fitting because things 

are, indeed, entering new territory. Where in Books 1 and 2 Homeric heroic models 

prevailed, now it is love, a topic that before Apollonius—as several scholars observe—

never fused with the genre of epic. Zanker notes, “The invocation to the Muse of love 

poetry would have been considered by Apollonius’ contemporaries to be a remarkable 

innovation in an epic about ‘the famous deeds of men of old’ and would have signalised 

[sic] his departure from traditional epic procedure.”30 The beginning of Book 3 is a 

turning point. Instead of proving his heroic worth on the basis of his own internal 

excellence like Achilles does with exceptional strength or Odysseus with matchless 

cunning, Jason will be depending on external sources, on love and a woman’s power.31 

And while this is new and strange, the first 166 lines of Book 3 use the two most 

omnipotent sources of information—the gods and the author—to confirm that Jason’s 

quest will not be resolved by Homeric means. The telos of this quest has finally been 

revealed and set in stone. 

But the Argonauts, unlike the audience, are not aware that the poem has left the 

well-worn tracks of Homeric epic. Accordingly, between lines 167 and 575, they trust 

that the Iliadic and Odyssean solutions already modeled in the first two books will again 

                                                 
30 Zanker (1987) 196. The other most notable scholar who argues that Apollonius was doing something 

new is Beye; see (1969) esp. 44 and, more generally, (1982). 
31 Cf. Clauss (1997) 160: “As it turns out, Jason’s ability to arouse passion will prove to be as successful as 

Achillean strength or Odyssean cunning.” 
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be used at Colchis, a faulty assumption that reflects the authority of Homeric precedent in 

the course of Greek literature.32 As I discussed in Chapter 3, Apollonius begins Book 2 

with two episodes that abruptly dismiss strength and introduce mētis. It is an explicit sign 

to the audience that the poem is leaving an Iliadic world and entering an Odyssean. Here 

in Book 3, however, the crew does not immediately depart from what has come before. 

Up to line 575, the Argonauts attempt to solve their problems through Iliadic and 

Odyssean means. The first sign of this dependence on the past comes in Jason’s speech in 

Book 3 where he discusses with the men what they should do next. If they are unable to 

persuade Aeetes to hand over the fleece, he says, φρασσόμεθ’ εἴτ’ ἄρηι συνοισόμεθ’ εἴτε 

τις ἄλλη / μῆτις ἐπίρροθος ἔσται (3.183-84). There are, in Jason’s mind, only two options 

if Aeetes does not agree to help them: to respond as the Iliadic Heracles would (that is, 

through force and war; cf. ἄρηι) or the Odyssean Heracles (through mētis). In fact, the 

phrase μῆτις ἐπίρροθος is used only three other times in the Argonautica, twice—and 

most recently—to refer to Heracles’ strategy against the birds of Ares (2.1050, 2.1068).
33

 

Thus, like the people of Iolcus who assume that the quest will have a Homeric 

(specifically Iliadic) resolution, Jason’s speech reveals that the Argonauts still believe 

that their quest may have a Homeric resolution.34 It corresponds to the way in which 

Greek authors for centuries viewed Homer as the fount of all literature, the basis from 

which to shape and evaluate epic. The Argonauts, like authors before Callimachus, are 

                                                 
32 Cf. DeForest (1994) who similarly views the Argonautica as a “contest” that is “waged on a grand scale 

between the narrator and the heroes over the issue of poetry” (70). The narrator is constantly pulling the 

Argonauts in the direction of the Callimachean while the men keep gravitating toward the past.  
33 The third is 2.225 where Phineus says that he has no μῆτις ἐπίρροθος for his problems. 
34 Regarding Jason’s mistaken conclusions, cf. Clauss (1997) 155: “As it happens, Jason himself neither 

faces Aeëtes in battle nor himself devises a clever ruse.” 
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stuck in a Homeric mindset, unaware that Apollonius has very different plans for them. 

Stage 2: The Failure of the Odyssean and Iliadic 

Therefore, as this section will discuss, when the Argonauts attempt to enact 

Homeric precedent at Colchis against, so to speak, the will of Apollonius and the gods of 

the Argonautica, they invariably fail. Like Athena who is mētis embodied but in the 

world of Book 3 becomes completely disabled, Jason and the Argonauts can no longer—

as they did in Books 1 and 2—use Homeric precedents to succeed. 

I will begin with Jason who approaches Aeetes in a manner that is most 

reminiscent of Odysseus and the Cyclops. The relationship between these two episodes 

and heroes is something that many scholars have noted.
35

 While it would be beyond the 

scope of this paper to enumerate all the parallels, I will mention a few of the more 

striking similarities, especially those between Jason’s (Arg. 3.171-93) and Odysseus’ 

(Od. 9.172-76) speeches to their men prior to meeting their antagonists (i.e., Aeetes and 

the Cyclops). For example, Jason does not, like Heracles does in Book 4 with the golden 

apples (4.1432-38), depend only on force to get the job done. Rather, like Odysseus who 

sets out to “test” (πειρήσομαι 9.174) the inhabitants of the island of the Cyclopes, Jason 

plans to first “test” Aeetes (πειρήσω 3.179, πειρηθῆναι 3.185). Both heroes also expect 

others to obey the laws of xenia, no matter how barbaric they may be. At the end of his 

speech, Jason trusts that the king will assist the Argonauts “because everyone, 

everywhere, even the absolute most shameless of men, honors and obeys the law of 

Zeus” (πάντες ἐπεὶ πάντῃ καὶ ὅτις μάλα κύντατος ἀνδρῶν, / Ξεινίου αἰδεῖται Ζηνὸς θέμιν 

                                                 
35 See, esp., Hunter (1989) 117-19 and Knight (1995) 133-38 for a fuller survey of the similarities than I 

include here. 
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ἠδ’ ἀλεγίζει 3.192-93). The emphatic quality of this sentence—note the repetition in 

πάντες and πάντῃ, the insistent μάλα, and the overstatement that even the worst adhere to 

this principle—is rather extreme. Jason’s faith in the universality of xenia is optimistic 

and foolish, yet it is a notion that Odysseus shares.36 When he talks with the Cyclops, for 

instance, he expects this monster—someone who could fully warrant the title μάλα 

κύντατος—to adhere to the civil laws of xenia. He invokes the ξείνων θέμις (9.268; cf. 

Arg. 3.193) and cites Zeus’ protection over strangers (9.270-71) in an attempt to win 

Polyphemus over. Both heroes also trust in the persuasive power of words. This is one of 

Odysseus’ most notable traits, the most famous example being his victory over Ajax for 

the arms of Achilles. Jason, too, however, expresses his preference for words over might. 

After he announces his intentions to test Aeetes instead of forcefully seizing the fleece, 

he observes that speech can “often” (πολλάκι) find success where “prowess” (ἠνορέη) 

cannot (3.185-90). As Hunter notes, this “[p]raise of muthos marks Jason as a leader with 

some Odyssean characteristics.”
37

 To sum up, while the beginning of Jason’s speech 

encouraging democratic participation and commonality (3.171-75) is not very 

Odyssean,
38

 the remainder of the speech outlining Jason’s plan of approach and his trust 

in words is quite like the hero of the Odyssey.  

But we, the audience, already know that Apollonius does not intend for Jason to 

succeed as an Odysseus. Indeed, when Aeetes demands an impossibly difficult Iliadic 

contest instead of accepting Jason’s negotiations, Jason is unable to think himself out of 

                                                 
36 See Knight (1995) 135.  
37 Hunter (1989) 118. 
38 See Hunter (1993) 24 who says that lines 171-75 are “virtually a programmatic rejection of Odyssean 

behaviour.” Also Hunter (1988) 441 and Jackson (1992) 156. 
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his trouble and thereby reveals his inadequacy as an Odyssean hero. After listening to 

Argus’ and Jason’s pleasing words, Aeetes gets very angry—a trait of Iliadic warriors, as 

I discuss in Chapter 2
39

—and determines that their conflict will not be decided on the 

grounds of reciprocal exchange as Jason had hoped (cf. ἀμοιβήν 3.393; also 3.351-52). 

Rather, in Aeetes’ words, πεῖρα δέ τοι μένεός τε καὶ ἀλκῆς ἔσσετ’ ἄεθλος (3.407; cf. 

3.399). The μένεός τε καὶ ἀλκῆς is sandwiched between the πεῖρα and ἄεθλος, thereby 

syntactically making “strength and strength” the center of the line and denoting Aeetes’ 

emphatic insistence that a test of brawn is the only thing he will accept. After the king 

describes his challenge, Jason is ἀμήχανος (3.423), speechless (3.423), and accepts the 

contest only because he could not “contrive” (φράσσασθαι 3.501, a verb that is often, as I 

mentioned above, associated with the action of mētis)
40

 any better plan (3.500-1). In sum, 

Jason does not have a very Odyssean reaction. He is, like Athena at the beginning of 

Book 3, completely unable to come up with a mētis that can save him. Confronted by the 

Cyclops, Odysseus—who is often described by the opposite epithet πολυμήχανος—finds 

a way out of his situation. But Jason cannot. He is, himself, insufficient, unable to fill the 

shoes of Odysseus because he is, quite simply, not an Odysseus.  

But while Jason cannot confront Aeetes in an Odyssean guise, the Iliadic is 

equally out of reach for both him and the crew’s men of strength, thereby revealing the 

futility of attempting either of the two Homeric models in Book 3. After Aeetes assigns 

his challenge, multiple Argonauts assert several times that it would be fatal to accept (cf. 

                                                 
39 Hunter (1993) 109 n. 75 mentions the following places where Aeetes exhibits anger: 3.367-68, 449, 493, 

607, 614, 632; 4.9, 235, 512, 740, 1083, 1205. He is, therefore, of all the characters in the Argonautica, 

most associated with the emotion of wrath, the next closest being Idas (1.492; 3.566, 1170, 1252).  
40 See n. 21. Compare this to how Athena, also, was unable to φράσσασθαι a plan (3.20).   
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ὀλοός 3.408, 906, 1028). When Jason agrees to the contest in the king’s presence, he adds 

in the same breath, εἰ καί μοι θανέειν μόρος (3.429), and Medea constantly frets that 

Jason will die (3.459-60, 465, 468-70, 753-54, 778). To accept the challenge, therefore, 

according to these individuals, would be a suicide mission. Regardless of such danger, 

however, a handful of men respond in a particularly Iliadic fashion. Peleus 

“courageously” (θαρσαλέως 3.505; cf. θρασὺν Ἡρακλῆα 1.341 and 1316) stands up, 

states his reliance on the strength of his hands (3.507), and declares that he would be 

willing to take Jason’s spot in the competition ἐπεὶ θάνατός γε τὸ κύντατον ἔσσεται 

ἄλγος (3.514).
41

 Peleus’ use of the future indicative as opposed to a less sure optative 

once again indicates the Argonauts’ conviction that death will be the end result, yet even 

so, Peleus is willing to accept that fate, as are five more men known for their feats of 

strength on the journey thus far (3.515-20).
42

 Their great θυμὸς (3.515, 520) stirs them to 

action, a quality which Hunter links to other impulsive heroes like Achilles,
43

 and their 

willingness to die on the battlefield is a heroic trait that is commonly attributed 

specifically to Iliadic warriors.44 To put it succinctly, this is the Iliadic’s response to 

Aeetes. But just as Jason’s Odyssean response to the contest fell short, these six men’s 

                                                 
41 Note, also, how Peleus says that he will step up if Jason does not fully trust in his ἠνορέῃ (3.512), the 

same word that Jason used in 3.189 to praise how speech can accomplish what ἠνορέη cannot. While that 

may be true for the incomparably eloquent Odysseus, Jason’s words have failed, and his prowess is equally 

limited. Jason, then, has been completely immobilized. 
42 The five men and the moments in the Argonautica wherein they have done something that displays 

either strength, wrath, or martial excellence up to this point include the following: Telamon (1.1045, 

1.1289, 2.121-22), Idas (1.466-92, 1.1044, 2.830-31), Polydeuces (1.1045, 2.19-97), Castor (1.1045), and 

Meleager (1.196-98, 1.1046). 
43 Fantuzzi-Hunter (2004) 110. 
44 See, esp., Finkelberg (1995) 1: “The Iliad proceeds from an idea of hero which is pure and simple: a 

hero is one who prizes honour and glory above life itself and dies on the battlefield in the prime of life.” Cf. 

Lawall (1966) 139 who says that Peleus’ acceptance of death before disgrace is an “affirmation of the 

Achillean heroic code.” Also Hunter (1993) 8-9. 
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strength (cf. 3.507 and 3.520) and courage, while admirable, are futile. To face Aeetes’ 

contest would be, as the narrative emphasizes in the various ways I have noted, suicidal, 

not successful, and Argus notes as much when he says that doing so would be “reckless” 

(ἀφειδήσαντας 3.527) and would end only in a “terrible doom” (3.527) for them.
45

 It 

would take a demigod the likes of Heracles, as Apollonius later notes (3.1233), to 

withstand the preternaturally strong son of Helios. But, just as Jason is not an Odysseus, 

these men are not Heracles. They are unable to succeed as Iliadic warriors because they 

do not possess the same level of supernatural might as the son of Zeus or Achilles. 

Thus, up to this point in Book 3, the Argonauts have attempted to follow Homeric 

models, but while pursuing the Odyssean and Iliadic, the crew proves inadequate. As I 

mentioned in the introduction, they perform remarkable deeds in Books 1, 2, and 4, but 

here in Colchis, no one is able to complete any feat that goes beyond human ability. Here, 

the quality which all the Argonauts share is their human status with all the weaknesses 

and limitations that accompany it; they are, at Colchis, the most human they have ever 

been in the Argonautica. This is a signal that Book 3 mirrors Apollonius’ world, the 

Hellenistic Age populated by common men who are not freakishly great like Achilles and 

Odysseus. Thus, while Jason has the qualities of an Odysseus, he lacks the matchless 

cunning to get himself out of his problem. While the six men of strength are Iliadic in 

their actions throughout the Argonautica and in their response here, their own human 

                                                 
45 Jackson (1992) 157-59 compares Jason’s reasoned response to Aeetes’ challenge with these six men’s 

impulsive reaction, and concludes, “Apollonius’ point here is once again to decry the attitude of the 

traditional epic hero” (159). See, also, Lawall (1966) 136-43 who analyzes this scene and these characters 

(whom he calls “men of valor”) in great detail, concluding that “there is no use in Colchis for the Achilles-

style warrior” (136). He continues, “reliance on purely human powers is insufficient; the aid of supernatural 

forces is prerequisite to success…” 
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strength is insufficient to match Aeetes’ demands. The Argonauts cannot take a Homeric 

model and use it to become victorious because the Homeric intrinsically signifies the 

superhuman or, at the least in the case of Odysseus, the far superior. And here at Colchis, 

the Argonauts are, in and of themselves, neither.  

This can be read, then, as a metaphor for the death of epic poetry in the 

Hellenistic world.46 Loud was Callimachus’ call for a new era of literature, one that 

rejected the well-worn tracks of old epic with its great length and serious matter, and 

elevated in its stead the “slender Muse” (Μοῦσαν...λεπταλέην, Ait. frag. 1.24).47 In such a 

literary environment, the Argonautica must have seemed like a fish out of water, an epic 

written in an age where epic was obsolete. But in that same way, Jason, too, stands out, a 

real human amidst unreal characters and situations. He is, effectively, just like 

Apollonius’ audience. Both have been thrust into the distant past from a very different 

present. And all of this comes to a head in Book 3 when the present comes directly face 

to face with that past: Colchis with all of Aeetes’ epic expectations symbolizes the 

archaic age, while Jason and the Argonauts symbolize the human, realistic Hellenistic 

world. They cannot be Homeric, even though they try, because in the day and age they 

represent, the Homeric no longer existed. To quote Beye, “the Argonautica can be called 

an allegory of the obsolescence of the hero in the Alexandrian age as well as a symbolic 

statement about the end of conventional epic poetry.”48 In Book 3, this statement finds its 

                                                 
46 This is a subject discussed by many scholars, chiefly DeForest (1994). 
47 A helpful overview of Callimachus’ literary program (as proclaimed in the fragmentary prologue of the 

Aetia) and how it applies to the Argonautica can be found in the first two chapters of DeForest (1994), pp. 

1-36. 
48 Beye (1982) 84.  
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sharpest image in Idas, the stout and outspoken representative of old epic who is alone of 

the Argonauts to contemptuously condemn the plan to seek Medea’s aid (3.558-63).49 

After Jason has made himself and his weapons invulnerable through Medea’s magic (an 

event I will be discussing in full in the next section), Idas angrily strikes the bottom of 

Jason’s spear with his sword yet is unable to make a mark. His sword simply rebounds 

“like a hammer on an anvil” (3.1252-55). And after this moment, Idas never again shows 

up in the Argonautica.50 He and his ancient epic credo have been vanquished and erased, 

the Homeric silenced once and for all. To sum up, Book 3 enacts the incompatibility, the 

obsolescence, and the figurative death of epic in the Hellenistic world.  

Stage 3: The Fiction of Jason’s Aristeia 

But Apollonius does not stop there. Jason is not left forever unable to participate 

in epic because of his human limitations. Instead, he pursues a new mētis, Medea’s, 

which is so far different from Odysseus’ brand of mētis that the narrative is further 

distinguished from traditional epic. In Book 3, there are eight uses of the word mētis, and 

all but one refer in some way to Medea. Hera and Argus use the word to describe their 

plan to use the princess (3.30, 475), Mopsus says that they should use every kind of mētis 

to gain her help (3.548), an oracle warns Aeetes of treachery from his own family but he 

mistakenly does not fear a μῆτιν…στυγερήν from his daughters (3.603), and three times 

the word is explicitly tied to Medea’s scheming (3.720, 781, 912). None of these uses of 

mētis hold the Odyssean flavor it did in Book 2, and the only time that it does is at 3.184 

when Jason, as I have already discussed, says that the Argonauts may need to acquire the 

                                                 
49 See Lawall (1966) 139-43. 
50 See Beye (1982) 86. 
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fleece through war or an ἐπίρροθος μῆτις, a phrase that deliberately points to the kind of 

strategy the Odyssean Heracles enacted against the birds of Ares. Now, however, instead 

of ἐπίρροθος, mētis has become ἐπίκλοπος (3.781, 912), “thievish” and “wily.”
51

 In 

Ingrid Holmberg’s article “Mῆτις and Gender in Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica,” she 

completes a thorough survey of the word and concludes that the mētis exhibited by 

women in the poem—such as Hypsipyle, Hera, Aphrodite, and, especially, Medea—is 

deceptive and potentially destructive. In fact, this is a similar gendered definition of the 

word that we find in the Odyssey where “[b]oth the text of the Odyssey and its hero 

succeed in marginalizing and controlling the ambiguous, dangerous qualities of μῆτις that 

arise in the female.”
52

 Odysseus uses his superior form of masculine mētis to overcome 

the lesser, more deceptive and threatening mētis of such females as Circe. In the 

Argonautica, however, Jason is unable to control the feminine mētis of Medea, and 

Holmberg tracks how her mētis becomes increasingly problematic and amoral in Book 4. 

To reiterate what of this applies to my argument here, Jason is turning to and cultivating a 

form of deceptive and dangerous mētis that previous Homeric heroes like Odysseus had 

studiously attempted to contain. The Argonautica, then, has fully left the rut of Homer’s 

literary wagon. It is striking out afresh.  

But while Medea’s magic is dangerous (and Book 4 certainly provides ample 

evidence), she is the only one who can give Jason the one thing he needs: the ability to 

transcend his human status. She can allow him to pretend to be epic, and Apollonius 

undercuts the realism of what is happening by stressing the fabrication of this new heroic 

                                                 
51 See Holmberg (1998) 152. 
52 Ibid. 136. 
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identity. Holmberg says that Medea’s drug “enables the mortal hero to defy the mortal 

condition by granting him the means to combat a magical foe and to transcend his mortal 

limits in a fantastic environment in a way that is unavailable to Homeric heroes.”
53

 

Medea’s dolos gives Jason the ability to meet Aeetes’ demands. But at the same time, it is 

all, as Apollonius frequently insinuates, a deception.
54

 Jason is not entering the field 

depending upon his own resources like Achilles or Odysseus do, but is, instead, 

practically cheating in Aeetes’ contest. It is very fitting, then, that when Jason leaves at 

night to fulfill Medea’s instructions, Apollonius compares him to a κλωπήιος…φώρ 

(3.1197; cf. Medea’s ἐπίκλοπος μῆτις 3.781, 912). That is, in essence, what he has 

become: a sneaky thief, stealing the means whereby he can be an epic hero equal to the 

likes of Heracles.55 Instead of depending upon his internal heroic qualities—as, it must be 

noted, Aeetes intended—Jason is relying upon Medea’s magical suit of counterfeit 

heroism, and Apollonius brings attention to the forgery in his description of the drug. 

Twice, Apollonius says that it will make Jason invulnerable and unnaturally strong 

(3.846-50, 1042-50), but in each of these passages, the ephemeral quality of the drug is 

also noted: Jason’s superhero status will only last for “one day” (τοῖός γε μὲν οὐκ ἐπὶ 

δηρόν / ἔσσεαι, ἀλλ’ αὐτῆμαρ 3.1049-50; cf. ἦμαρ 3.850). After that, he will yet again 

become the man who had been struck with helplessness at the very thought of facing 

Aeetes’ contest. After all, as Medea notes in the second passage, ἐν δέ οἱ ἀλκὴ ἔσσετ' 

                                                 
53 Ibid. 147-48. 
54 Repeatedly in Book 3, mētis is linked to the word dolos. See, e.g., 3.12-21and 3.720; also Holmberg 

(1998) passim. 
55 See Beye (1982) 141: “The reference to the thief acts as some kind of judgment upon the 

proceedings…It is as though the nighttime preparations were that moment when Jason sells his soul to the 

Devil to gain the victory he so desperately needs.” 
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ἀπειρεσίη μέγα τε σθένος (3.1043). The promised great strength will be “in the oil,” not 

in Jason. He, in and of himself, is deficient for this contest.  

Accordingly, when Jason enters the field of contest, brimming with magical 

prowess, Apollonius describes the episode with Homeric language but exaggerates 

Jason’s new status to put him far above the human warriors of Troy, thereby stressing 

once again that it is the magic, not Jason’s human self, that is the cause for success. The 

Homeric allusions in the final two hundred lines of Book 3 are so extensive it would be 

beyond the scope of this chapter to outline each one as Hunter and others have done.
56

 

Suffice it to say, Apollonius draws on multiple Homeric epithets, formulas, similes, and 

textual allusions in order to “epicise,” to borrow Hunter’s term, Jason’s contest. It thereby 

firmly establishes Jason’s aristeia on the same grounds as the great skirmishes at Troy. 

But at the same time, Hunter notes that Apollonius exaggerates Jason’s ability, making 

him seem even more superhuman than the heroes of the Iliad. The simile comparing 

Jason to a shooting star (3.1377-80) only finds a parallel in Homer in a description of 

Athena shooting through the sky (Il. 4.75-78), thereby figuratively elevating Jason to the 

level of the divine. And when Jason throws the stone in 3.1366-67, Apollonius says that 

not even four men would be able to lift it, while in Homer, he always sets the bar at only 

two men (e.g., Il. 5.303-34 and 20.286-87). Therefore, Apollonius paints a Homeric 

landscape but makes his hero far stronger than any of the warriors at Troy. Knight notes 

how Achilles (the “best of the Achaeans”) and Jason are similar in their moments of 

aristeia on the field, except that Jason is facing even more enemies and difficult tasks 

                                                 
56 See, esp., Fantuzzi-Hunter (2004) 270-82 and Knight (1995) 99-114. 
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than Achilles did.57 He has surpassed the greatest Homeric, incredible hero of old. Such 

exaggeration, therefore, highlights the fact that it is the magic—not Jason, a mere human 

as we have seen—that is dominating the field.  

Apollonius also brings deliberate attention to authorial hand by filling this 

passage with similes, suggesting that Jason’s heroic feat is just as much grounded in 

fiction as the very poem Apollonius is writing. Between lines 1259-1407, there are over 

twenty similes, ten of which are packed into the last fifty lines of Book 3. Sometimes, in 

fact, the similes are stacked one on top of another. For example, between lines 1370-80, 

Apollonius inserts four separate similes: lines 1370-71 compare the sound of the 

earthborn men to the roaring sea, 1373 compares them to dogs, 1374-76 compare their 

falling to trees, and 1377-80 compare Jason to a star. With the last two, there is not even 

a break between the tree simile and the star. One flows directly into the next, bridging the 

first simile with the second without surfacing back into reality. Such a high concentration 

of similes is unusual for Apollonius. In fact, as Knight notes, this passage has the most 

highly concentrated number of similes in the entire epic.58 Compared to previous battle 

scenes, there are only two similes in Heracles’ encounter with the earthborn men (1.985-

1011), two with the Doliones (1.1026-52), and six in the Argonauts’ encounter with the 

Bebrycians (2.67-142). While the last comes closest, it is still a far cry from the 

concentration of ten similes in fifty lines we find in Book 3.
59

 As a result, the almost 

                                                 
57 Knight (1995) 101. 
58 Knight (1995) 107. See, also, Carspecken (1953) 62 who includes a chart that lists the distribution of 

extended similes in each of the four books: Book 1 (1 simile out of every 24 lines), Book 2 (1:23), Book 3 

(1:17), and Book 4 (1:20). Book 3 has the highest ratio of similes per line, and this is made even more 

impressive since, as Carspecken notes (90), there are no extended similes between 3.299-655. 
59 Cf. Carspecken (1953) 91-92.  
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crushing barrage of similes to describe Jason’s contest draws blatant attention to authorial 

hand.
60

 We can sense the fabrication of the story. We are constantly reminded that we are 

reading a text, a creation, and such an awareness lends the scene a sense of unreality that 

mirrors Jason’s fake prowess. Like the similes, his suddenly superhuman strength is an 

illusion. He is—to continue Apollonius’ string of similes—only like an Iliadic Heracles 

or Achilles, not truly one of them. As Knight says, “The density of similes, along with 

other similarities to Homer, constructs Jason’s aristeia as a perverse kind of battle 

scene.”61 His aristeia is spoiled in a way—too great, too superhuman, too fake. 

In essence, the only way that an ordinary human character like Jason can meet a 

Homeric contest is if he is made—or, to put it another way, rewritten—to become 

adequate. It is not in Jason to succeed at Colchis; he does not have the excellence 

necessary in and of himself. Instead, he must be changed and charged by magic. Only 

then can he be successful, and it is important to observe that the two segments of the 

contest—that is, the bulls and the Earthborn men—fall into two very familiar categories: 

the Iliadic (mastering the bulls and plowing the fields take a remarkable amount of 

strength) and the Odyssean (Jason uses strategy to defeat the Earthborn men when he 

                                                 
60 Carspecken (1953) 91-95 discusses the higher concentration of similes in this episode but comes to a 

different conclusion: Apollonius adds more similes when he wants to mark a greater passage of time. When 

the Argonauts fight the Doliones, there are very few similes because Apollonius wants the sense of time to 

be quick and sudden. With Jason’s contest, however, Apollonius draws it out and thus reflects the day-long 

length of the activity. While this is an engaging argument, it does not explain why Apollonius—as I discuss 

in the conclusion to this chapter—includes far fewer similes in Book 3 prior to the contest and why the 

inclusion of similes are nearly always connected to Medea. See below. 
61 Knight (1995) 112. 
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tricks them by throwing the stone).
62

 Thus, before magic, we saw that the Argonauts were 

inadequate to enact Homeric solutions. They were subject to human limitation. After 

magic, however, Jason can be both Iliadic and Odyssean par excellence. To put it simply, 

it takes a fabrication to match the fantastical demands of Colchis’ epic world.  

Conclusion: The Fiction of Epic Heroism 

To conclude, the Argonautica is an epic about epic where each of the first three 

books represents a different stage in the epic tradition. The first two books memorialize 

the Iliad and the Odyssey respectively, the two foundational poems of Homer. In Book 1, 

Heracles is our Achillean warrior, a figure whose heroic merit is forged by displays of 

strength and martial prowess but also carries with it—as in the Iliad—the threats of eris 

and mēnis. In Book 2, Polydeuces, the helmsmen, and the Odyssean Heracles hold sway, 

demonstrating their heroism through mētis and intellectual acumen. And in Book 3, we 

enter Apollonius’ world, a place where epic and epic heroes like Idas are obsolete, 

replaced by ordinary human beings with human limitations.  

But how does Medea’s magic and Jason’s transformation figure into this extended 

metaphor of the epic tradition? The key to answering this question is Medea herself: her 

magic holds the same power as poetry.63 The verb θέλγω and its derivatives are 

commonly used to describe the effect of song or poetry (e.g., Od. 12.40, Pind. Nem. 4.3) 

or the power of love (e.g., Od. 18.212, Eur. Bacch. 404-405). We find a similar 

application of the root in the Argonautica. Of the twenty-one uses of some form of 

                                                 
62 See Hunter (1998) 450 who, in particular, highlights the word λάθρῃ (3.1057 and 1369). Also, Hunter 

(1993) 16: “the first requires heroic strength, aided by Medea’s drugs, the second relies on mētis and 

cunning (3.1057, 1369).” 
63 This paragraph is based on Albis (1996) ch. 4. 
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θέλγω, four are for the enchanting power of Erato or Eros (3.4, 3.28, 3.86, 3.143). Three 

more uses are applied to Orpheus (1.27, 1.31, 1.515). In fact, his power of enchantment is 

emphasized by Apollonius in the Catalogue when he puts both θέλξαι (1.27) and 

θελγομένας (1.31) in line-initial position in close succession. As Clare says, Apollonius 

“initially, immediately and unambiguously associate[s] the theme of thelxis with the 

figure of Orpheus.”64 It is a poet’s power. But in the Argonautica, there is one more 

individual who is consistently connected with θέλγω: Medea. Moreover, of the twenty-

one uses, eight are connected with her, nearly half of the total amount and far more than 

is used for either Orpheus or Love. Her songs have the power to enchant beasts (4.147, 

4.150, 4.1665) and her drugs hold magical charm (3.738, 3.766, 3.820, 4.442, 4.1080).65 

In Albis’ book Poet and Audience in the Argonautica of Apollonius, he notes how this 

connection between θέλγω and Medea relates her power to that of a poet. There is, for 

example, the way in which her drugs hold the same “care-banishing power” as poetry 

does,66 and she also holds the ability to control people and creatures with her magic. One 

such example which directly connects her charms with poetry is when she sings to 

“enchant” (θέλξαι 4.148) the dragon guarding the fleece, and Apollonius describes how 

the dragon has been “charmed by her song” (οἴμῃ θελγόμενος 4.150). The word οἴμη, as 

Albis notes, is often used as a word for poetry in epic which thereby “underscores the 

                                                 
64 Clare (2002) 240. 
65 The remaining six uses of θέλγω include the following, two of which are indirectly related to Medea: 

1.777 (a star enchants a maiden), 2.772 (Lycus is enchanted by Jason’s account of their travels), 3.33 

(Athena knows of no enchantment), 4.436 (Medea’s messengers enchant Apsyrtus), 4.667 (Circe enchants 

men), 4.894 (the Sirens’ song enchants). 
66 Albis (1996) 81-82. See, more broadly, pp. 81-89 for Medea’s connection to poetry. 
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poetic aspect of Medea’s magic.”67 There is a clear connection, therefore, between a 

poet’s work and Medea’s. 

In fact, throughout Book 3, nearly every single simile—a poetic device which 

draws attention to authorial hand, as I have already discussed—is in some way connected 

with Medea. Before the barrage of similes beginning at line 1259 to describe Jason’s 

contest, there are only nineteen similes. There are three near the beginning before Medea 

is introduced which do not concern her (the subject of 141 is Eros’ ball; 225-27 a spring; 

275-77 the turmoil of Aeetes’ courtyard), but after that, the next seven similes in the 

poem directly relate to her, often describing the symptoms of her passionate love.68 No 

simile, therefore, is used in the first 900 lines or so of Book 3 to describe any of the 

Argonauts, including Jason, and such lack seems to bring “greater psychological realism” 

to these characters.69 But this ends the moment Jason meets Medea. As soon as she sees 

him, Jason is compared to the Sirius star (957-59) and the realism surrounding Jason 

begins to waver. He and Medea are soon thereafter compared to trees (3.968-71), Jason to 

a thief (3.1197), and then there is the contest where the similes go rampant, chipping 

away at realism and drawing blatant attention to authorial hand. In a way, actually, this is 

not “authorial hand” at all. It is Medea’s. It is because of her magic, because of her ability 

to transform Jason into an epic hero of extraordinary competence, that he succeeds. She is 

the power behind those similes, the source of the fabrication. She has, in effect, rewritten 

Jason. 

                                                 
67 Ibid. 87. 
68 3.287, 291-95, 446, 656-63, 756-59, 814, 876-84. 
69 Carspecken (1952) 90. 
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Thus, Medea is a metaphor for Apollonius himself. When Jason comes to Colchis, 

he is an ordinary human being trying to connect with the epic past, and it is Medea’s 

power that allows him to reach that past. Similarly, Apollonius and his audience are 

ordinary human beings living in a realistic world, but they can still connect with Homer 

and with the archaic age of heroes through literature. Both Medea and Apollonius, 

therefore, can create bridges from the real to the unreal. They both demonstrate the power 

of the Author to rise above reality and enter the world of illusion and wonders.  

The final message of the Argonautica, then, is not only the death of epic. That 

metaphor is still present and perhaps even becomes dominant in Book 4 (a topic that I 

leave for future study), but there is an equally vital message that Apollonius is leaving at 

the end of Book 3, one on the survival of epic in the Hellenistic world. Medea saved 

Jason’s life by rewriting him into an epic hero. It was a positive transformation. The 

same, therefore, can be said for Apollonius. While Callimachus may have decried the 

archaic form of epic and while the Hellenistic world may have been absorbed in realism, 

there was and is still one avenue for epic and epic heroes to survive: literature. It is a 

place that transcends reality, that brings the most common of men into the most 

uncommon and spectacular of situations. The Argonautica, therefore, is a curious epic 

indeed. Perhaps its mixed message both of the obsolescence and of the survival of the 

epic genre mirrors the uncertainty in the Hellenistic world, where Apollonius’ audience 

may have found itself both rejecting epic under Callimachus’ program but still, like 

Jason, needing to connect to that past. After all, even today where we are even more 

absorbed with realism than the Hellenistic world was, it is often stories with great flights 
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of fancy and impossible things that stir our emotions and creativity. Sometimes it is nice 

to be like a Jason, to rise above our human limitations and become as heroic and epic as 

Heracles of the past—even if it only lasts, like Medea’s oil, for a single day. 
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