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From Epic to Novel : Apuleius' Metamorphoses and Vergil's Aeneid *
1 : Introduction

It is not surprising, and not a new assertion, that Apuleius in his Metamorphoses shows consistent and detailed knowledge and exploitation of the text of Vergil, and especially of the Aeneid 1. A learned writer in a a learned age, he would naturally be anxious to show his knowledge of what was by then the chief classic text of Roman education 2. And there seems little doubt that he had a Roman education; he was born in the middle 120's AD at Madauros, now in Algeria 3, a Roman colonia founded in the Flavian period and Latin in language and culture (it was the place at which St Augustine later went to school) 4. For higher education, he tells us, he moved to the more cosmopolitan surroundings of Carthage, the provincial capital and proconsular seat, where he acquired Greek, and later to Athens, where he studied Platonic philosophy 5. He may indeed have spent some time in some of the centres of Greek sophistic activity in the eastern Mediterranean ; we recall that he was on the way to Alexandria (Apologia 72) when he got caught up in the sequence of events which led to the law-suit in which he famously defended himself in the Apologia. But his career after the Apologia, delivered in the year 158/9 6, seems from his Florida of the 160's to have been firmly based in Carthage, performing before Roman governors and a Latin-speaking public in a provincial capital only a few days' sailing from Rome, and though he shows some knowledge of Greek and Greek texts, his chief literary allusions are to the writers of Rome.


My concern here will be largely with Apuleius' use of the Aeneid in his novel the Metamorphoses. This is not to say that he does not allude to Vergil in his other works, which contain a number of examples 7, or that he does not ever use the Eclogues and Georgics, which are certainly quarried at least for linguistic expressions; I hope to show later on that Apuleius uses  Georgics 4 in his account of the Underworld. But it is true to say that the relationship between the two longer works is the most sustained and the most interesting from a critical point of view. The Metamorphoses clearly bears some kind of overall relation to the epic in general, and  to the Aeneid in particular. This should be considered against the background of the Greek novel tradition, where the novel can similarly be compared with the epic 8; it is only natural that the only two major traditions of long fictional narrative from antiquity should be related to each other, though of course there are also many essential contrasts to be made, as Mikhail Bakhtin points out in his treatment of epic and novel 9. But let us consider the similarities. 


The Metamorphoses is a work in eleven books, only one short of Vergil's dozen, which contains an inserted tale of two books and a descent to the Underworld, and which concerns the adventures of a hero who battles through travel and adversity to an eventual safe haven; it is surely meant to be compared with the Aeneid as well as the Odyssey. The parallel emerges most clearly in Psyche's descent to the Underworld, where, as scholars have noted and as we shall see later on, Apuleius uses Vergilian quotation and allusion as an important effect 10. But the larger structural analogies between the Aeneid and the Metamorphoses are the most important. First of all, both works in some sense describe the hero's quest for something which may be viewed ambiguously either as a return or as a new departure. Aeneas seeks Italy, a new and unknown quantity, which turns out to be the ancestral homeland of the Trojans to which they are in effect returning 11. Lucius, after his metamorphosis into an ass, seeks a return to human form, which when it occurs turns out to be not a return to his old life but rather the prelude to a wholly new existence as an Isiac initiate; we should also note that for his encounter with Isis he returns to Corinth, the place of his birth, a return in another sense 12. And the object or means of the quest is apt to prove elusive : readers of the third book of the Aeneid are familiar with the false starts which the Trojans make in trying to found their new city on various wrong sites, especially those in Thrace (3.16ff) and Crete (3.135ff), and something of the same effect is achieved by Lucius' repeated failures, especially in the third book of the Metamorphoses (no coincidence ?), to find and consume roses, the antidote which will turn him back into human shape (3.25, 3.27, 3.29, 4.2, 7.15, 10.29). Lucius is either prevented by the intervention of events from eating roses, just as Juno's storm prevents Aeneas from sailing to Italy and diverts him to Carthage, or he identifies the wrong plant as the rose, just as the Trojans wrongly identify Crete as the place where they are to settle. Thus the same kind of suspense is generated in both narratives by the motif of missing or misidentifying an opportunity to complete the quest.


These very general resemblances are backed up by more specific echoes. This treatment cannot include all instances, and I have chosen three significant groups : scenes of entertainment and hospitality, including the Dido-episode, the descent into the Underworld, and a final group of miscellaneous but pointed imitations which support my view of the nature of Apuleius' mode of Vergilian imitation. In examining the examples which follow we must always consider not just the technique of imitation by which Apuleius' text alludes to that of Vergil, but also its purpose : is the text alluding to the Aeneid  to lend itself epic grandeur, to show its writer's learning, to provide a lower and comic version of an elevated epic scene or motif, or simply to re-use convenient literary material in the construction of a long fictional narrative ? All these are legitimate ways of looking at Apuleius as reader and imitator of Vergil, and we will often find that more than one of them is operating in a particular instance. Here we are clearly dealing with an active type of intertextuality which reflects on the author's intentions, or rather perhaps on what we can guess about the author's probable intentions in the context of his own literary culture (display of learning) and genre (novel).

2 : Entertainment and Hospitality

I begin with the theme of entertainment and hospitality. This is of course a classic epic convention going back to Homer, but we can see Apuleius adapting specifically Vergilian scenes for his own purposes. Consider the scene where Lucius is elaborately invited by Milo, a rich miser who lives in squalor, to enjoy his poor hospitality (Met. 1.23) : 


'ergo brevitatem gurgustioli nostri ne spernas peto. erit tibi adiacens et ecce illud cubiculum honestum receptaculum. fac libenter deverseris in nostro. nam et maiorem domum dignatione tua feceris et tibi specimen gloriosum adrogaris, si contentus lare parvulo Thesei illius cognominis patris tui virtutes aemulaveris, qui non est aspernatus Hecales anus hospitium tenue'

The mention of Hecale at the end of course recalls one of the most famous Hellenistic instances of the theme of humble hospitality, that offered by the aged Hecale to Theseus and narrated in Callimachus' Hecale; Hecale is also used as an example of humble hospitality in Petronius' Satyrica (135.15), and this is probably one of the few instances where Apuleius is alluding to Petronius 13. But the language of Milo's elaborate speech surely recalls that of Evander to Aeneas when the latter passes under the humble portals of Evander's modest house on the Palatine (Aeneid 8.362-5) :



ut ventum ad sedes, 'haec' inquit 'limina victor



Alcides subiit, haec illum regia cepit.



aude, hospes, contemnere opes et te quoque dignum



finge deo, rebusque veni non asper egenis.'

The request not to spurn such a humble lodging and the comparison with a previous hero who proved his virtue by enduring similar lowly hospitality are both elements specifically taken from Vergil.


Contrast is here more instructive than similarity, and the effect of the imitation here is surely one of wit and humour. The speaker of these words of welcome is Apuleius is Milo, who turns out to offer genuinely humble and stingy hospitality, though rich, rather different from Evander in the Aeneid,  who follows the usual tradition in offering the best that he has, though he is poor. The exaggerated politeness of Milo in welcoming Lucius is amusing and hypocritical; he is willing to expend words but not resources. This contrasts with the genuine moralising of Evander, who practices what he preaches. We should also note that Milo states that Lucius' father is actually called Theseus, a fact which we learn here for the first and only time, in order to bring in the Vergilian comparison with a great hero. This comparison is readily motivated in Vergil, since Hercules has actually enjoyed the same hospitality as Aeneas, having visited Evander on a previous occasion. In Apuleius more work is needed to introduce the comparison; we guess that the detail of the name of Lucius' father is simply invented in order to provide the clever variation on the Vergilian original. Finally, we should consider the possibility of double allusion; it is not impossible that Apuleius realised that Evander's welcome of Aeneas was clearly  a version of Hecale's entertainment of Theseus in Callimachus, and therefore included in his imitation of Vergil a further allusion to Vergil's own model. In any.case, there is clearly some witty reworking of Vergil going on, and at the same time a marking of Apuleius' text as less ponderous and more humorous than its epic counterpart.


Similar to this is the meeting of Byrrhaena and Lucius in Metamorphoses 2. Byrrhaena, a wealthy local matron and a family friend of Lucius, recognises him when she sees him in the street and invites him to her house. The manner of the recognition strongly recalls Helen's recognition of Telemachus in the Odyssey 14. But the manner of her appearance in the street recalls that of Dido  (Met.2.2.3-4) : 


et ecce mulierem quampiam frequenti stipatam famulitione ibidem gradientem accelerato vestigio comprehendo; aurum in gemmis et in tunicis, ibi inflexum, hic intextum, matronam profecto confitebatur.

Compare the Vergilian description of Dido when she appears for the hunt in Aeneid 4, 136-9 :



tandem progreditur magna stipante caterva



Sidoniam picto chlamydem circumdata limbo ;



cui pharetra ex auro, crines nodantur in aurum,



aurea purpuream subnectit fibula vestem.

The verbal and thematic parallels are clear. Both are surrounded by a large retinue, alluded to by the same verb stipare (indeed, the same verb has already been used of Dido's escort in a very similar phrase at Aeneid 1.497 incessit magna iuvenum stipante caterva), and both have gold accoutrements. This is more than a casual echo : the grande dame Byrrhaena, generously prepared to dispense hospitality, is a thematic reworking of Dido. This literary link may also raise interesting questions about the relationship between Byrrhaena and Lucius by paralleling it with that of Dido and Aeneas. Lucius treats Byrrhaena, his mother's friend, as a quasi-mother, calling her parens at 2.3, but the Dido-Aeneas parallel might suggest an erotic content. This is not wholly unrealistic: Byrrhaena like Dido seems to have no husband, has just said (2.2) how attractive and good-looking Lucius is, and soon afterwards (2.5) warns him against the potential sexual depredations of his host's wife Pamphile, depredations which simply do not occur. All this might suggest that Byrrhaena is aware of Lucius as a sexually attractive young man as well as a family friend, and this may be an extra motive in her instant attempt (2.3) to invite him to stay at her house and leave his lodging with Milo. The ambiguity between quasi-parental and sexual interest is itself Vergilian, though not taken from the Dido-episode; it recalls the similarly ambivalent feelings in the Aeneid of another tragic queen, Amata, for her potential son-in-law Turnus, well noted by Oliver Lyne 15. 


When Lucius accompanies Byrrhaena to her house (the next scene), there are further echoes of Aeneas at the court of Dido. In the atrium of Byrrhaena's splendid mansion there stands a sculpture of Diana with Actaeon staring at her, which is described at length (2.4) in the kind of extended ekphrasis of which sophistic and novelistic authors are particularly fond. At the end of this description there is particular emphasis on Actaeon :


Inter medias frondes lapidis Actaeon simulacrum curioso obtutu in deam versum proiectus, iam in cervum ferinus et in saxo simul et in fonte loturam Dianam opperiens visitur.

As has been noted by a number of scholars, this is clearly an anticipation of what is going to happen to Lucius 16; he too, like Actaeon, will be transformed into a beast as a consequence of low curiosity, the curiositas which forms such a central theme of the Metamorphoses 17. This point is stressed by what Byrrhaena says to him as he gazes (2.5):

Dum haec identidem rimabundus eximie delector, 'tua sunt', ait Byrrheaena, 'cuncta, quae vides'.

Byrrhaena simply means politely to offer Lucius all the facilities of her house, as a parallel passage later in the novel makes clear (5.2 tua sunt haec omnia), but for the second-time reader the remark is clearly ironic : everything that Lucius sees does indeed 'belong to him' as an analogy and foreshadowing of his future fate.


What we have here is a prophetic ekphrasis, which foretells the plot but is not understood as such by the hero. There is a clear parallel for this in the Aeneid, again associated with Dido. When Aeneas first arrives at Carthage, he sees the paintings of the Trojan War in the temple of Juno (1.453-93), and famously misinterprets them as expressing interest in and sympathy for the Trojans (1.459-63), whereas the most natural interpretation is that the paintings celebrate the Greek victory over the Trojans, glorifying the Trojans' enemies in a temple of Juno, Argive Hera, the greatest supporter of the Greeks in the Iliad 18 . In fact the representation of the Trojan War here also suggests the repetition of the Trojan War which Aeneas will face in due course when he gets to Italy19. Lucius, like Aeneas, has no idea that the artefact in which he is so interested actually foretells his own story; Lucius, like Aeneas, is interested in the artefact for the wrong reasons. Lucius' voyeuristic pleasure in gazing on the sculpted form of Diana mirrors and matches Actaeon's curious gaze, but also stresses that he is a lower character than Aeneas; Aeneas (mis)interprets his artefact in a dignified way as an indication of local sympathy for Trojan suffering, whereas Lucius is interested simply in the pleasure of the gaze. This re-use of the prophetic ekphrasis motif from Vergil also supports the link already noted between Byrrhaena and Dido. The temple of Juno in Carthage is in effect Dido's official residence, where she takes up her throne and dispenses justice (1.506-8); Byrrhaena's mansion is an obvious point of comparison - both spaces are grand, dominated by women, and contain artefacts which foretell the future.


Analogous in narratological terms to the prophetic ekphrasis is the type of inserted tale which itself parallels and foreshadows the plot of the main narrative, a technique often loosely referred to as mise en abyme, though that term strictly refers to identical repetition rather than analogy 20. This is a major feature of Apuleius' Metamorphoses, as James Tatum has argued in an important article 21; almost every tale which is told in the novel turns out like the sculpture of Diana and Actaeon to have direct relevance to the story of Lucius. One of these is actually told at Byrrhaena's house when she is entertaining Lucius, a later occasion than his first visit just described (2.21ff). Another guest called Thelyphron describes to the company how he lost his ears and nose to witches when acting as the hired guard of a human corpse. Like the other prominent witch-tale told to Lucius, that of Aristomenes in Book 1, this story clearly anticipates Lucius' own forthcoming entanglement with witchcraft, though with a comic twist 22: Lucius will become an ass through enchantment, just as Thelyphron has lost by the same means the dignity of a complete set of features, but will enlarge his nose and ears rather than losing them.


This tale which foreshadows Lucius' future, told in a context of hospitality offered to him, shows at least formal parallels with the tale of Hercules and Cacus told by Evander to Aeneas (Aeneid 8.185-275). As scholars have argued, the victory of Hercules over Cacus as narrated by Evander clearly anticipates the victory of Aeneas himself over Turnus 23; both Aeneas and Hercules, a comparison drawn several times elsewhere in the Aeneid 24, are virtuous foreign heroes who come to Italy and defeat not-so-virtuous local opponents to regain something of which the latter have unjustly deprived them. Evander's tale matches Thelyphron's story both in this anticipatory narrative function and in the context of its telling; it is told during a scene of post-prandial hospitality to a principal guest. Both stories are aetiological, though in very different ways; Thelyphron gives a comic and melodramatic explanation of why he has suffered a shameful mutilation, while Evander explains in a dignified and heroic tone the origin of a religious ceremony. This difference of tone reflects the generic difference between the two texts, the epic elevation of the Aeneid here contrasting with the low-life sensationalism of the comic novel, whose material here is very likely to be drawn from the colourful tradition of the Milesian Tales 25. The Vergilian allusion here is supported by the echo of Evander's entertainment of Aeneas in Milo's entertainment of Lucius noted at the beginning of this section; Apuleius clearly distributes his imitation of a well-known epic episode, dividing it between the hospitality-scene of Milo in Book 1 and that of Byrrhaena in Book 2. Having played the role of Dido, Byrrhaena now plays another Vergilian host; though she does not like Evander tell a tale herself, it is within the context of her hospitality that the anticipatory story is told. Thus Apuleius picks up from Vergil not only the theme of hospitality, but also two subtle and important narrative techniques : the prophetic ekphrasis and the anticipatory inserted tale.

3 : Dido and High Erotic Passion

As we have already seen, the Vergilian Dido is re-used by Apuleius in contexts of hospitality. But she is re-used with greater effect in the role which she attained in Ovid's Heroides (7) and later texts, as an exemplum of passionate love 26. This particular interest in Dido is perhaps a natural one (even by Ovid's time Aeneid 4 seems to have been the most popular part of the poem - Tristia 2.535-6), but we might also think that Dido would appeal especially to a writer who spent much of his life in Carthage, the city Dido traditionally founded. Three instances where the passionate Dido is echoed in the Metamorphoses will be mentioned here : this is certainly not an exhaustive list.


(i) Psyche as Dido 


At Metamorphoses 5.21 the character Psyche, like Dido in the middle of Aeneid 4, is in an irrational state because of doubts about a relationship with a son of Venus; in Psyche's case, of course, the son of Venus is not Aeneas but Cupid. The detailed terms in which Psyche is described reinforce the thematic parallel with verbal links :


At Psyche relicta sola, nisi quod infestis Furiis agitata sola non est, aestu pelagi simile maerendo fluctuat, et quamvis statuto consilio et obstinato animo, iam tamen facinori manus admovens adhuc incerta consilii titubat multisque calamitatis suae distrahitur affectibus.

In his recent commentary, Professor Kenney rightly argues that Ovid is an important source here, and assembles some good parallels describing the passion and irresolution of Ovidian heroines 27. But as for many Ovidian heroines, the ultimate source here is Vergil's Dido, at least at the beginning of the passage, though commentators have not pciked this up: Psyche's solitude (relicta sola) recalls Dido's nightmare of abandonment at Aeneid 4.466-7 semperque relinqui / sola sibi, her affliction by the Furies echoes the famous simile in which Dido is compared to the tragic Orestes, similarly beset (Aeneid 4.473 ultricesque sedent in limine Dirae), and the image which likens her wavering emotions to the sea is clearly taken from Aeneid 4.532 magnoque irarum fluctuat aestu. This set of echoes has two clear functions in its literary context. First, the character of Psyche is elevated at least to some degree through a genuine epic comparison,  and second, the text shows its own learning by the clever re-working of a well-known literary episode.


(ii) Charite as Dido

This second instance has been remarked by others 28, but there are a few further points to make. Another version of Dido is found in the character of Charite, the young woman who serves as the primary audience for the tale of Cupid and Psyche, and then ends her life in a tragic episode narrated in Book 8 of the Metamorphoses : her husband Tlepolemus is murdered by his jealous rival Thrasyllus, and Charite, having this revealed to her in a vision, blinds Thrasyllus and then kills herself . The Vergilian colour of this passage was noted long ago by Hildebrand : 'totum locum ex Vergilii Aeneidos libro quarto 196ff egregie imitatus est Apuleius' 29. Here once again Apuleius uses Dido to present a heroine in a high state of irrationality - take for instance the passage when Rumour reveals to Charite that her husband is dead (8.6):


necdum satis scelere transacto fama dilabitur et cursus primos ad domum Tlepolemi detorquet et aures infelicis nuptae percutit. quae quidem simul percepit tale nuntium, quale non audiet aliud, amens et vaecordia concita cursuque bacchata furibundo per plateas populosas et arva rurestria fertur.

The role of Fama in reporting a disastrous development of course mirrors Aeneid 4 where Dido hears by the same means of Aeneas' impending departure (4.298-9) and reacts in precisely the same way (4.300) :






eadem impia Fama furenti



detulit armari classem cursumque parari.



saevit inops animi totamque incensa per urbem



bacchatur.

Note how Apuleius expands Dido's bacchic raving through the city to the country as well. This undoes the clever Vergilian device of locating Bacchic raving in the city rather than in its natural landscape of the country by including both, but also perhaps alludes to the other Bacchic progress by an

impassioned queen in the Aeneid - that of Amata in Aeneid 7, where she takes to the woods and mountains familiar as a Bacchic location from Euripides'  Bacchae (7.385-91). The suicide of Charite is also very much on the lines of that of Dido, and their dying speeches are very similar, as has been noted 30. But perhaps the most central structural parallel between the stories is unnoticed by any commentator. The story of Charite is a tale of revenge taken by a woman on the murderer of her beloved husband, followed by her suicide to rejoin the latter in death . This is precisely the case of Dido, who takes appropriate revenge on her brother Pygmalion for the murder of her husband Sychaeus (Aeneid 1.343-364), and commits suicide, after which she is reunited with her husband in the Underworld, as we see in Aeneid 6 (473-4). In both cases the revenge is calculatedly appropriate to the individual : Pygmalion, who killed Sychaeus for money (Aeneid 1.348-9), has his gold taken away from him in Dido's ships (Aeneid 1.362-4), while Thrasyllus, who killed Tlepolemus to replace him in Charite's affections, is deprived of the eyesight through which he was attracted to Charite (8.13), using the common idea that sexual desire is expressed through the eyes 31. Though we are not shown Charite and Tlepolemus reunited in death, this is certainly the point of suicide for Charite, as her last words confirm (8.13) : iam tempus est ut isto gladio deorsum ad meum Tlepolemum viam quaeram. Of course, Dido's suicide is at a much later stage, and overtly for a different reason, one might even say the opposite reason: non servata fides cineri promissa Sychaeo, she says at 4.552, accusing herself of infidelity, though the fact that the name of Sychaeus and not that of Aeneas is the last on her lips might suggest that she is thinking of the prospect of rejoining Sychaeus in the Underworld. But the end result is the same as for Charite; both wives are reunited with their husbands in death after attempts on their widowed status by a lover (Aeneas is successful in wooing his widow, while Thrasyllus is not).


(iii) Dido and the Wicked Stepmother

The third version of Dido in the Metamorphoses occurs in Book 10. There Lucius relates the tale of a stepmother disastrously falling in love with her stepson. There is a self-conscious address to the reader at the beginning of the episode (10.2):


iam ergo, lector optime, scito te tragoediam, non fabulam legere et a socco ad coturnum ascendere.

This interestingly characterises the Metamorphoses in general as analogous to comedy 32, but primarily marks a switch to the tragic mode in this particular tale. The most obvious tragic source is the story of Phaedra and Hippolytus, and indeed Apuleius' story has been used to reconstruct the lost Phaedra of Sophocles by Otto Zwierlein, since it differs in some crucial details from its most obvious and exstant source, the Hippolytus of Euripides 33. But another source here is the tragic episode of Dido within the Aeneid. In giving the symptoms of the guilty love which overcome the stepmother, Apuleius once again uses the Vergilian account of Dido to describe an extreme passion (10.2):


sed mulier illa, quamdiu primis elementis Cupido parvulus nutriebatur, imbecillis adhuc eius viribus facile ruborem tenuem deprimens silentio resistebat. at ubi completis igne vaesano totis praecordiis immodice bacchatus Amor exaestuabat, saevienti deo iam succubuit, et languore simulato vulnus animi mentitur in corporis valetudine. iam cetera salutis vultusque detrimenta et aegris et amantibus examussim convenire nemo qui nesciat: pallor deformis, marcentes oculi, lassa genua, quies turbida et suspiritus cruciatus tarditate vehementior. crederes et illam fluctuare tantum vaporibus febrium, nisi quod et flebat. heu medicorum ignarae mentes, quid venae pulsus, quid coloris intemperantia, quid fatigatus anhelitus et utrimquesecus iactatae crebriter laterum mutuae vicissitudines ?


The key allusion here is that of  heu medicorum ignarae mentes, quid ... to the famous Vergilian lines heu vatum ignarae mentes, quid vota furentem, / quid delubra iuvant (Aen.4.65-6 ; Apuleius characteristically caps the double quid of his model with a triple quid in a tricolon ascendens). This immediately places any literate ancient reader in the context of the love-lorn Dido, and once this is noted there are many other details which point the same way. The symbolism of fire and wounds for love (igne, vulnus) is drawn from the description of Dido's passion at the beginning of Aeneid 4 (4.2) vulnus alit venis et caeco carpitur igni. Note too the verb bacchari which we have already seen used to compare Charite to Dido (3 (ii) above), and the phrase quies turbida ; this last recalls not only the unquiet rest of the lover Dido at Aeneid 4.5 nec placidam membris dat cura quietem, but by an ironic twist the adjective turbida in this context of lack of sleep actually comes from the disturbed rest of Aeneas in the same book, racked by guilt and seeing visions of Anchises (Aeneid 4.351-3) :



 me patris Anchisae, quotiens umentibus umbris



 nox operit ferras, quotiens astrea ignea surgunt,

                         admonet in somnis et turbida terret imago.

The transfer of the adjective from the insomnia of Aeneas to that of a Dido-figure looks like a witty reversal of the original; this particular epithet is relatively rare, and the echo looks like a conscious one. One further feature of the passage not at all epic in tone is a technical interest in the physiological symptoms of love (venae pulsus at least is a technical term) 34. This reminds us of the cultural conditions under which the Metamorphoses was written, and that its author was a sophistic writer of wide intellectual interests. Apuleius was a contemporary of Galen and himself wrote a work on medical botany in a century where medicine was closely associated with rhetoric and other branches of sophistic activity 35.

In looking at these imitations of the Dido-episode in Apuleius several features emerge. First and most obviously,  this was a striking and memorable episode of a school classic which was likely to be laid under contribution whenever high female erotic passion appeared. Second, its grand tone allows Apuleius  to lend grandeur and literary elevation to particular parts

of his narrative, whether sympathetically, as in the stories of Psyche and
~,~

Charite, or darkly, as in the story of the wicked stepmother. Third, and most interestingly, we see that although Apuleius re-uses the same passages on occasion, he is able to produce subtle variation through contaminatio with

other Vergilian passages, and that he adapts Vergilian material to the different

ethos of his own age and his own literary genre.

4: The Descent to the Underworld
This is perhaps the most fully discussed set of resemblances between the Metamorphoses and the Aeneid, dealt with most recently in an article by Ellen Finkelpearl 36. In the tale of Cupid and Psyche, Psyche is set a number of tasks by Venus, now her mistress, which she must fulfil (6.10ff); these are conceived as some kind of test, though precisely to what end is not immediately apparent. The last and most hazardous of these is a visit to the Underworld, to borrow a little of Proserpina's beauty to lend to Venus (6.16). This is clearly an amusing version of the final labour of Hercules in descending to Hades, just as another labour of Psyche's is a version of the quest for the Golden Fleece 37, but it also becomes clear that we are dealing with a rerun of Aeneid 6. Psyche is clearly playing the role of Aeneas, who descends to the Underworld after seeing a vision of his father Anchises, and in order to receive vital instructions about the future; Psyche does so after being ordered by Venus, Aeneas' mother, and for a trivial purpose (does the goddess of love really need the beauty of another ?). For success in his quest, Aeneas needs the mystical talisman of the Golden Branch, which he is to offer to Proserpina when he reaches the entrance to Elysium; for Psyche this aspect is clearly inverted, since she is not giving something to Proserpina but hoping to receive something from her; we shall return to this important difference in a moment.


Psyche does not know the way to the Underworld, and is given no guidance. She goes to the top of a high tower, meaning to throw herself off and follow one of the routes to Hades recommended when the same problem occurs in Aristophanes' Frogs 38 : the tower then speaks to her and gives her instructions. This is the role of the Sibyl in Vergil or of Circe in Homer, and as Kenney points out in his commentary this is a good joke; 'impressionable and communicative masonry', as he says, is a neat and amusing replacement for an authoritative prophetic figure 39. The tower tells her to go to Taenarus in Laconia. Now this was not the entrance to the Underworld employed by Aeneas, since he of course was in Italy and descended by the infernal lake of Avernus; but it was that used by Orpheus in the fourth Georgic.


This detail is I think an important hint that Apuleius is using elements from both the Vergilian descents to the Underworld, by Aeneas in Aeneid 6 and Orpheus in  Georgics 4. It is interesting to reflect that Apuleius' katabasis, by combining these two, is actually following Vergil's own method in the Aeneid, where a number of details in Aeneas' descent are echoed by close verbal correspondence from that of Orpheus 40. Indeed, Vergil himself seems to provide an intertextual hint at this at Aeneid 6.131, where the Sibyl says to Aeneas that only a few sons of gods have made it back to the world above; this could look back to Orpheus and the Georgics, since Orpheus was of divine descent 41, and did make it back at least in Vergil's version in the Georgics. Apuleius also shows in a brief phrase that he knows the third place, however brief, in  Vergil's poems where entrance to the Underworld is an issue : just as Taenarum at Met.6.18 points us towards Taenarias ... fauces at Georgics 4.472, so  spiraculum Ditis in the same passage points us towards Aeneid 7.568 spiracula Ditis, where the Fury Allecto exits to the Underworld by yet another route, the lake of Amsanctus in Samnium.

Again we see that Apuleius is using more than one Vergilian model, perhaps imitating Vergil's own common practice of combining more than one Homeric source in constructing episodes in the Aeneid 42. This is particularly important for the katabasis, since all readers would naturally turn towards Aeneid 6 as the obvious model, and need to be told that another model is also in operation 43. The use of Georgics 4 is in fact crucial to Apuleius' construction of Psyche's descent to the Underworld, for the most obvious difference between Psyche's and Aeneas' descents concems the ending, which may be connected with the story of Orpheus. Psyche, having negotiated all the obstacles and dangers of the world of the dead and emerging into the world above, decides with fatal curiosity that she will have a surreptitious look at the piece of Proserpina's beauty for which she has endured such perils (6.20). This is an action against which she has previously been warned in very specific terms (6.19), and when she opens the box, an infemal sleep from it engulfs her and she is only saved by the timely intervention of Cupid (6.21). In terms of the plot of the whole novel, this fatal curiosity of course parallels that of the narrator Lucius, who has been tumed into an ass for a similar fault 44, but it is also important for the aspect of  Vergilian imitation. For as well as echoing the story of Pandora's box 45, it imitates at least partly the fatal mistake made by Orpheus in Georgics 4, where Orpheus, specifically instructed by Proserpina not to look at Eurydice as he brings her up to the light, fails to obey the command and turns round, thereby occasioning Eurydice's return and the failure of his mission (4.498ff).


We can now see the point of Psyche being asked to bring something back from the Underworld, an evident contrast with Aeneas; it was in order to encourage a comparison with Orpheus. This structural echo is supported by a verbal one: for Orpheus at the fatal moment dementia cepit amantem (4.498), while for Psyche at the analogous point (6.20) mentem capitur temeraria curiositate. This parallel between Orpheus and Psyche, briefly noted by Kenney in his commentary, seems important for the whole mode of Vergilian imitation here; what Apuleius gives us is a katabasis that begins like that of Aeneas and seems to end like that of Orpheus; like Orpheus, Psyche at this point fails through natural mortal weakness to preserve safely what she has brought back from the Underworld. The motivations of the two in making their respective errors are instructively different, and must be meant to be compared. Orpheus looks back owing to an understandable and moving longing to see his dead bride again, but Psyche opens the box for reasons of purest vanity, in order to take some of the beauty for herself and please her lover (6.20). This difference of tone perhaps shows the difference between an essentially comic and entertaining novelistic episode and the high emotion of the Orpheus story in Vergil. Psyche's katabasis seems for a moment to be about to end like that of Orpheus, in failure and (ultimately) death; but the lighter nature of Apuleius' text does not permit such a tragic conclusion. Just as the reader thinks all is lost and that Psyche has failed through her own fault, Cupid flies in to rescue his beloved, dusts off the sleep from her and puts it back in the box and lets her take the box successfully to Venus. In fact, then, Psyche concludes her mission as Aeneas does, retuming successfully to the world above, rather than in failure like Orpheus; there is clearly an effect of suspense in the way that she seems for a time to imitate the unsuccessful Orpheus rather than the successful Aeneas. 


The larger question of the resemblance between Psyche and Aeneas now needs to be faced. What is Apuleius doing in comparing a great epic hero and a fictional princess ? Both are figures who descend heroically to the Underworld, pass dangers there and emerge successful, though in the case of Psyche a little divine help is needed to ensure this. For Aeneas it is clearly a test of his true heroic status; the Sibyl tells him that only the greatest heroes amongst men, sons of gods and those destined to become gods themselves, have accomplished a return from the Underworld (6.129-31):





pauci, quos aequus amavit



Iuppiter aut ardens evexit ad aethera virtus,



dis geniti potuere.

Through this, Aeneas has clearly underlined his status as son of a goddess and a potential candidate for apotheosis himself. Something of the same may be seen for Psyche. Until this point, the reasoning behind the tests set her by Venus, of which the descent to the Underworld is the last, has not been entirely clear, other than the fact that Venus, as the cruel mistress of a slave and opponent of her marriage to her son, means to cause her and her unborn child pain and labour and expose them both to the danger of death; the tests are severe ones which Psyche is meant to fail. But here we can use the Vergilian imitation to interpret Apuleius. After all, the net result of Psyche's retum to the world above is that, partly by Cupid's intervention (again), she is elevated by Jupiter to the status of a divinity and finally allowed to marry Cupid. This allows us to look back on the tests and especially the katabasis, and see them as testing her for her eventual divine status, matching the function of Aeneas' katabasis. Of course, Psyche is allowed crucial help both in meeting her tests and being accepted for divine status; in both cases Cupid uses undue influence. This once again stresses the difference between Apuleius and Vergil. Aeneas, the true epic hero, generally passes his tests through his own labours and will achieve divinity beyond the scope of the poem; Psyche, the princess in a novelistic episode with a happy ending, achieves that divinity swiftly and relatively undeservedly.

5 : Miscellaneous Examples and Conclusion
I conclude with some more miscellaneous instances, which make similar points about Apuleius' adaptation of epic models. 

(i) From tragic nostalgia to jealousy. 

 
When Psyche's jealous sisters visit her in her palace and enviously discuss her good luck afterwards, one of them says to the other that Psyche looks so happy because her husband is a god and will make her a god in tum (5.9): ... deam quoque illam deus maritus afficiet. sic est hercules, sic se gerebat ferebatque. Of course, this is ironically amusing because the sisters guess what they cannot know, that Cupid is indeed a god and will indeed ensure that Psyche is made one too at the end of the tale. But the main impact is one of Vergilian imitation, since (despite the silence of commentaries) this looks like an echo of Aeneid 3.490 sic oculos, sic ille manus, sic ora ferebat, where Andromache sadly reflects on how similar Ascanius is to her own dead son Astyanax. There a tragic female figure is commenting on the appearance of a relative in a wistful tone; in Apuleius the evil sisters are making snide remarks about the appearance of a relative in a carping and envious tone. A noble and elevated passage of some psychological depth is turned into a low-life and realistic passage which similarly shows psychological probablility, but in a world where relatives are a source of resentment and jealousy rather than wistful sadness and nostalgia.

(ii) From heroic love to black comedy

In Book 4  of the Metamorphoses the robbers who have stolen the ass Lucius and Charite exchange tales of bravado about the expeditions they have just returned from (4.8-21). These tales are highly amusing, an effect unintended by their speakers, for all of them tell not of  victories and successes (as one might expect) but of disasters and catastrophes in a style which derives much from epic parody 46; the robbers are in fact not very good at robbing, though they seem to take their profession very seriously. The climactic tale is that told about Thrasyleon, significantly named as 'bold as a lion', who for complicated reasons dresses up in a bearskin in order to accomplish a robbery (4.13-21). Inevitably things go wrong, and Thrasyleon ends up fighting with a pack of fierce dogs against impossible odds. Even in this dire situation, he keeps up the pretence that he is a bear. The narrator of the tale, one of his comrades who witnessed his end, comments on Thrasyleon's heroism  (4.20): non tamen sui nostrique vel pristinae virtutis oblitus. This is surely an echo of a notable moment in the Aeneid, where in the footrace of Book 5 Nisus deliberately trips an opponent in order to give an advantage to his beloved Euryalus: non tamen Euryali, non ille oblitus amorum (5.334) 47.  The situation is similarly one of self-sacrifice for a comrade; Nisus ruins his own chances in the race by committing the foul. But the Thrasyleon's pantomime disguise robs his end of any real pathos or dignity; his self-sacrifice here is a blackly comic parody of the self-sacrifice of the true epic hero.


(iii) From pietas to penetration

A final example is taken from Book 8. There Lucius as the ass, having been purchased by a group of charlatan priests of the Syrian Goddess, is taken back to their lodgings (8.24ff). There he is warmly welcomed by a slave who regards him as his salvation; the well-endowed ass, the slave hopes, will share with him the role of sexual servicer of the pathic priests. His words to Lucius are as follows (8.26):


venisti tandem miserrimi laboris vicarius. sed diu vivas et dominis placeas et meis defectis iam lateribus consulas.

The echo of Anchises' greeting of Aeneas as he arrives in Elysium seems clear - cf. Aeneid 6.687 :




venisti tandem, tuaque expectata parenti




vicit iter durum pietas.

Surely what we have here is a splendid transfer of a moving epic moment, the reunion of father and son, to a delightfully bawdy context, the joyous greeting of an exhausted toy-boy to a macrophallic ass who will share his duties. That the echo is not coincidental is confirmed by the fact that tandem is well motivated in Vergil (Anchises always expected that Aeneas would come) but not in Apuleius (there is no suggestion that the slave had any reason to expect Lucius' arrival).

This last example stresses that entertainment is one of Apuleius' prime priorities in the Metamorphoses; deployment of Vergilian imitation is not just for the sake of learning but also for humour, and for establishing the lower tone of the text in which Apuleius is engaged. This supports the basic arguments I have tried to put forward - that Apuleius is capable of detailed and subtle readings and imitations of Vergil, and of adapting such material to fit the purpose of the rather different work which he was writing in the Metamorphoses.
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