
TWO VIRGILIAN SIMILES AND THE 'HPAKAEOT: KATABA2I' 

RAYMOND J. CLARK 

quam multa in silvis autumnifrigore primo 
lapsa caduntfolia, aut ad terram gurgite ab alto 

quam multae glomerantur aves, ubifrigidus annus 
trans pontumfugat et terris immittit apricis. [Aeneid 6.309-312] 

T HE 'HpaKXOVS KarlTpaais is the name given by Eduard Norden to an 

early epic account of the Descent of Heracles which is no longer extant. 
Its existence was conjectured by Norden, who explained certain remark- 
able similarities in some passages of Bacchylides, Sophocles, Aristophanes, 
Virgil, and Apollodorus in terms of an archetype which influenced the 
five authors mentioned.1 In particular the supposition that Virgil was 
influenced by the 'HpaKXwovu KarararLis enabled Norden to explain an 

alleged inconsistency in the Atveiov Kara&SaaIs and thereby answer an 
ancient T'r7Lua. Servius had alleged that the location of Cerberus in the 
Underworld as referred to by Charon 

Tartareum ille manu custodem in vincla petivit 
ipsius a solio regis traxitque trementem [Aen. 6.395 f] 

is inconsistent with Cerberus' appearance immediately across the Styx 
Cerberus haec ingens latratu regna trifauci 
personat adverso recubans immanis in antro. [Aen. 6.417 f.]' 

Since Heracles is said, however, by Apollodorus to have asked Pluto for 

permission to capture Cerberus and to have found the dog "at the gates 
of Acheron,"3 Norden infers that Heracles in the 'HpaKXCovs KCaLTaflava 

I wish to thank Mr H. W. Stubbs of the University of Exeter for reading a draft of 
this article and for so willingly answering my queries, and Mr John D. Christie of the 

University of Glasgow for offering helpful criticism on a later draft. Responsibility for 
the views presented is, of course, mine. 

1The catabatic features which Norden traces in these authors are discussed fully in 
the passages indicated in note 2 on page 5 of his commentary P. Vergilius Maro: Aeneis 
Buch kVP (Leipzig-Berlin 1926). Our knowledge of epic catabaseis generally is extremely 
fragmentary; see Ganschinietz in his monumental article "Katabasis" in Pauly 

Wissowa, RE 10, esp. 2401-2402. 
'Servius remarks on ipsius a solio regis: atqui Cerberus statim postflumina est, ut 

(417) .. .: nam illic quasi est aditus inferorum, solium autem Plutonis interius est. ergo 
aut ad naturam canum referendum est qui territi ad dominos confugiunt: aut solium pro 
imperio accipiendum est. 

sApollod. Bibl. 2.5.12: alrouvros Se aTrov HIXoOrwva TOv KIepoepov, c&irratev 
6 HIXovrwV atyetv Xwopls v EXev 6'irXwov Kparovvra. 6 8l evpov a)rTv ' irl rats 
irXaLs TOV 'AX'povTos, KTX. 
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must have walked to Pluto's palace in order to obtain permission and 
then back to the gates of Acheron to collect Cerberus. All who accept 
Servius' view that the dog in Virgil's Aeneid was taken by Hercules 
from Pluto's throne have wrongly taken ipsius a solio regis with traxitque 
instead of with petivit and have failed to see that the order of events as 
described by Apollodorus fits that in the Aeneid also.4 The supposition 
that Virgil drew on the Heracles catabasis also explains the apparent 
difficulty when the Sibyl commands Aeneas to draw his sword as he 
enters the Underworld 

tuque invade viam vaginaque eripe ferrum [Aen. 6.260] 

and subsequently commands that he should not use it 

corripit hic subita trepidus formidine ferrum 
Aeneas strictamque aciem venientibus offert, 
et ni docta comes tenuis sine corpore vitas 
admoneat volitare cava sub imagine formae, 
inruat etfrustra ferro diverberet umbras. [len. 6.290-294] 

For Apollodorus records how Hermes told Heracles not to use the sword 
against the ghost of the Gorgon Medusa: &rr7vlKa 85 etSov abrcv at ^,vxai, 
Xwcpls MeXe&ypov Kai M Eeopocras r7 s rpopybvos tgcvyov. p ri t 7trV ropy6va TO 
iebos Ws Us 'oaav IXKe, Kat 7rapd 'Epg,ovi avMOve& 67T Kevbv el6wX6v kTar (Bibl. 
2.5.12).5 And this passage, as pointed out in note 22 below, has close 
parallels in Bacchylides and Aristophanes and in Homer too. It is my 
main purpose, however, rather than re-examine the evidence for the 
existence of the 'HpaKX0ovs Kara#Baats as a whole, to limit the argument 
to the study of the two similes quoted at the head of this article in which 
Virgil likens the souls of the dead to migrating birds and falling leaves 
together with their prototypes and to make reference to Norden's 
hypothesis chiefly on the evidence of the similes alone. This inquiry is 
moreover called for by the discovery of new evidence presented by 
Edgar Lobel and Hugh Lloyd-Jones, and new light can also be thrown 
from a passage in Apollonius Rhodius' Argonautica. 

Implicit in Norden's reconstruction of the prototypes of the Virgilian 
similes is the assumption that poets derive their similes from earlier 
sources. Briefly Norden's view is that since Homer has one simile involv- 
ing leaves (Iliad 6.146 ff.) and so has Bacchylides (Epinician 5.63 ff.), 
and another involving birds (Iliad 3.2 ff.) and so has Sophocles (O.T. 

'Cf. E. Norden, op. cit. (above, n. 1) 238. However, the old view still lives on, as 
several modern translations of the Aeneid reveal. And H. E. Butler in his commentary 
The Sixth Book of the Aeneid (Oxford 1920) 168 simply quotes Servius (see n. 2) with 
the remark that Servius' first reason is correct, and thus ignores Norden's solution. 
Norden's views are ignored also by Sir Frank Fletcher and M. Delaunois in their more 
recent editions of the Sixth Book. 

6Cf. E. Norden op. cit. 206-207. 
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175 ff.), and since Virgil has both similes side by side (Aen. 6.309-312), 
Bacchylides, Sophocles and Virgil must have found both similes collected 
and equipped with Homeric characteristics in the 'HpaKXWovS KaITaqaaLs. 
Bacchylides borrowed the one; Sophocles borrowed the other; Virgil 
took both.6 It is well recognised that there is a common literary stock of 
similes,' but that is not to say that no poet ever invents or adapts. 
Norden's assumption about the mode of transmission in the case of 
Virgil's leaf- and bird-similes thus calls for close examination; for unless 
there is compelling evidence it would seem unlikely that Homer should 
have recorded two similes separately, that these were then collected by 
the author of the Heracles catabasis, that each of the two similes was then 
taken separately by Bacchylides and Sophocles, but both together by 
Virgil. We shall therefore examine each of Virgil's similes and their 

alleged prototypes in turn, and we take the leaf-simile first. 
Norden correctly remarked on the striking similarity between Virgil at 

Aeneid 6.309-310 and Bacchylides at Epinician 5.63-67, where Heracles 
in Hades sees on the banks of Cocytus the spirits of the dead, which are 
compared to rustling leaves on Mount Ida. We may note that Mount 
Ida has little to do with Heracles but it was reputed to be well-wooded 
and would be known to Bacchylides through Homer. 

dlbid. 223-224. The passages cited are: 
Iliad 6.146 if.: 

olf? irep 0AXXowp yepet', T0o7l 6 Kai &vvpiPv. 
4GXXa Ta ue' T' aVEeos xaAa66ts Xiet, &XXa 6b 0' ijXt7 
TnXe0b6woa 'et, 'apos 6' i7ryltyvPeTat Wpfl. 
Ws &v6pp'v -yevei) ,j pev 4dbet, i) 6' &iroXyyet. 

Bacchyl. Epin. 5.63 if.: 
ev0a .U vaTa'vcL' v3poTCj 

i/vXa's e6dta- irap' KWKvroiv pkOPOLt, 
otLa Te 4iAX' a'pe.os 

"I6as a'va' A.q17Xo36T0'V 
rpcwvas apyt)tTals 6oveZ. 

For the views of commentators on this leaf-simile see M. R. Lefkowitz, "Bacchylides' 
Ode 5," HSCP 73 (1969) 66. 
Iliad 3.2 if.: 

Tpi^es /EJ' KXayyp T' evo7r' l' Taav 6pz't0es &o, 
7VTE irep KXayyTA yepa'vwv 7reXXe obpav60t 7rpo, 

at 7I rEre O'vp XetuW.va cV'yO' KaIA MaUe'aTov O/4)pov, 

KXay)yV Tat -ye 7re'TovTaC e7r' 12KLEaVOLo pjo&wv 

&P6pai0Y lvTylaaotao t k6vov KaLL K?)pa 44povcram. 
t74p&at 6' a.pa rat 'yE KaK flV gpta 7rpo44poprat. 

Soph. O.T. 175 if.: 
aXXop 6' &av XX(p, 7rpoot6oos ai'rep Ei6rTEPOV 6pvw 
KpELO-ov cL/uLaLt/.aKkToV 7rvp6s 6plevov 
aKTaV 7rp05 ?S erepov Oeov. 

The Virgilian text is quoted at the head of this article. 
'For example by C. M. Bowra, Heroic Poetry (London 1952) 276 if. and T. B. L. 

Webster, From Mycenae to Homer (London 1960) esp. 42, 82, 216, 223 if., 280. 
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The supposition that Virgil's leaf-simile is indebted to the influence 
of a 'HpaKXkovs Kara&aaLs is substantially strengthened by the publication 
of a new fragment preserved in P.Oxy. 2622 which tells of Heracles' 
initiation at Eleusis by Eumolpus. By brilliant insight Hugh Lloyd-Jones 
in a recent article8 makes it highly probable on several counts that 
Pindar, almost certainly the author of the fragment, drew on the same 
'HpaKXEovs KarafaatLs as did Bacchylides, Aristophanes, Virgil, and 

Apollodorus. I transcribe a passage relevant for our purposes from the 
text as published by Lloyd-Jones in the aforementioned article: 

au]r'Ka vLv qtguevcwv [ 

]Trp)eTra Kail ia' ev rTOVTWL [ 

],evoao[ ] 

]a 4[e'ya]v Ails v6v [ 
..~. .~ .[a: 12-15] 

The word Me]X&aypov a few lines later led Edgar Lobel, the first editor 
of the papyrus, to suggest that Heracles saw Meleager and the countless 
ghosts in Hades in P.Oxy. 2622 as in Bacchylides' fifth Epinician. To 
this scene the description in Apollodorus' Bibliotheca 2.5.12 corresponds, 
but no similes are there recorded. Indeed no similes appear for certain in 
the Pindaric fragment but Lloyd-Jones infers from the word br6vrwo that 
"earth" stood in the preceding clause and conjectures from the parallel 
scene in Bacchylides that Pindar likewise compared the souls to leaves 
in the "earth" clause.9 Support may be found, if such is needed, for the 
contrast between earth and sea in the Hymn to Aphrodite 4-5: 

oltvovs Tr &ltrerkas Kac OrpLa 7ravTra, 

4110v Oaf' ti7rpoS 7oaXXa TrpEeEL 76' 6aa Trbvros' 

and one might almost infer that creatures nourished by land and sea 
could have formed part of Pindar's simile, but the striking resemblance 
between Bacchylides at 5.63 ff. and the Pindaric fragment remains a 
powerful reason for preferring Lloyd-Jones' conjecture that the ghosts 
were compared to leaves. It thus seems even more probable than when 
Norden wrote that Aeneas' meeting in the Underworld with the leaf-like 
souls of the dead owes much to a catabasis featuring Heracles. 

It remains to note that if the comparison of the generations of men to 
leaves by Glaucus in the sixth book of the Iliad influenced the author 

8Hugh Lloyd-Jones, "Heracles at Eleusis: P. Oxy. 2622 and P.S.I. 1391," Maia n.s. 19 
(1967) 206-229. The papyrus was first edited by E. Lobel, Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 32 
(London 1967) 63-65. 

9For rp&ketv of the earth see Lloyd-Jones, op. cit. (above, n. 8) 215, n. 17. Compare 
other leaf-similes at Iliad 2.468, 800 and Od. 9.51. 

101 am indebted to the late J. W. Fitton who so kindly drew my attention to this 
parallel and others which illustrate the point; see W. S. Barrett's recent commentary 
on Euripides' Hippolytus 1277-1280. 
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of the Heracles catabasis,n it has been completely transformed. For the 
Homeric poet was thinking of the whole cycle of birth, maturity, and 
death, while the poet of the catabasis thought only of the autumnal 
aspect of falling leaves as similar to fluttering souls. 

We turn now to the "bird-simile" where the mode of transmission is, 
as I believe, far less certain than Norden makes out. Virgil's simile might 
be translated thus: "as many as the birds which flock towards the shore 
from the deep when the freezing year routs them across the sea, sending 
them to sunny lands." These birds are compared to souls yearning to 
make their last crossing over the Styx. Have these birds assembled before 
or after migration? "Virgil compares the souls ... to birds assembling 
on the seashore before migrating" according to Lloyd-Jones.12 The words 
ad terram gurgite ab alto perhaps indicate, however, that the birds have 
already crossed seas, and one might deduce from trans pontumfugat... 
terris immittit apricis that they were arriving at their journey's end. 
There the analogy ends; though in accordance with the poetic situation 
we might expect the birds only to have reached a temporary resting-place 
before finally taking off for summer lands. In any case the essential point 
is that Virgil's birds are timid and bedraggled; they, like the souls, have 
been on a long journey and are nearing home. In Sophocles the birds 
are not viewed from the point of their destination, but from the point of 
their departure, and they are not mingling in a mass but are flying off 
one by one vigorously. The essential feature about the birds which are 
made to illustrate the onrush of the Trojans in Homer is that they are 

"Norden does not raise the possibility that the 'HpaKXiovs KaraftBars might have 
been a pre-Homeric poem. The passage in the Nekyia which includes Heracles (Od. 
11.601 ff.) may be indebted to a pre-Homeric poem which perhaps existed as a catabasis 
of Heracles; cf. P. Von der Mihll, "Zur Erfindung in der Nekyia der Odyssee," 
Philologus 93 (1938) 8-11 and R. Merkelbach, Untersuchungen zur Odyssee (Munich 
1951) 191. The suggestion is thought unlikely, however, by D. L. Page, The Homeric 

Odyssey (Oxford 1955) 49, n. 7 and Lloyd-Jones, op. cit. (above, n. 8) 227, and cf. G. S. 

Kirk, The Songs of Homer (Cambridge 1962) 236. Cf.also schol. H. Od. 11.568: voOeveraL 

IAXXP& rov " s eiTrv 6o p,av aMts O v bblu 61 ov 'Atov edaco'"(627). Whether this Odyssean 
passage is a post-Homeric insertion or was incorporated from a pre-Homeric poem by 
Homer or a later scribe calls for a separate enquiry. Certainly, however, Lloyd-Jones 
is mistaken to say that Heracles is not frightened in our Heracles catabasis, for Bacchy- 
lides at 5.84 makes Meleager stay Heracles' arrow with the words "oi roL 6os" (cf. 
Aen. 6.290 quoted on p. 245 above and see also E. Paratore, "Bacchilide e Virgilio," 
WS 69 [1956] 294). The argument that the author of our Heracles catabasis knew (and 
is therefore later than) the Nekyia because he wished his hero to improve on the per- 
formance of Odysseus who is frightened of the ghosts at the beginning (43) and is 

frightened at the prospect of seeing the Gorgonian head at the end (633) does not 
therefore bear examination. On this see further n. 22 below. 

120p. cit. (above, n. 8) 215. The same view is attributed to Long in J. Conington's 
note on Aen. 6.310. For further discussion see H. F. Macdonald, "Virgil's Migrating 
Birds," G. & R. 5 (1958) 185. 
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noisy and threatening. Nobody would assert that these Trojans are 
souls of the departed, nor are they at their journey's end. Thus Sophocles' 
bird-simile has little in common with Homer's, or Virgil's with Sophocles', 
while the only resemblance between Virgil's and Homer's is that the 
birds in both similes are migratory.13 There is thus no reason why 
Sophocles, who for this simile owed nothing to Homer, should not have 
invented it himself (if it was not already cliche). The notion that birds 
like souls flutter away beyond recall is natural enough. Norden himself 
cites references to Greek literature and art in which souls of the dead 
are depicted as birds.14 It is therefore unlikely that Sophocles drew on 
the Heracles catabasis,15 and since moreover neither Bacchylides nor 
Aristophanes nor Apollodorus records the simile there remains little 
from the evidence considered by Norden, as here re-assessed, to support 
the conjecture that Virgil's bird-simile, as distinct from the leaf-simile, 
can be traced back to the Heracles catabasis. 

The Pindaric fragment again enables us to carry our enquiry further. 
In the lines already quoted above the 6a' which begins the second clause 
implies a simile in which numerosity is the point of comparison. Lobel 
conjectured that the ghosts were likened to the waves of the sea, a 
comparison used elsewhere in classical antiquity to indicate an infinite 

"Homer's simile is in fact imitated elsewhere by Virgil, at Aen. 10.264 ff.: 
quales sub nubibus atris 

Strymoniae dant signa grues atque acthera tranant 
cum sonitu, fugiuntque Notos clamore secundo. 

A vestige is to be found also at G. 1.374-375: 
... aut illum (sc. imbrem) surgentem vallibus imis 

aeriaefugere grues, 
where aeriae ("flying in the air") echoes ijkpta& (usually translated "at early morning"); 
see Walter Leaf on Iliad 3.7. 

"Op. cit. 165. For a more fully documented account of the classical and non-classical 
folklore belief that souls are winged see Th. H. Gaster, Myth, Legend, and Custom in 
the Old Testament (New York 1969) 769, 850-851, and 881. To these instances one 
might add the observation that swallows are often shown on Greek tombstones; RE 
2.776, s.v. "Schwalben und Segler" (section l.g). The belief also appears in the oldest 
secular catabatic myth in Near Eastern literature and possibly the oldest in the world; 
for in Tablet 7, col. 4 of the Epic of Gilgamesh Enkidu dreamed that he was transformed 
so that his arms became wings like those of a bird and that he entered the house of 
dust where the dead are clothed like birds with wings (see A. E. Speiser's translation in 
Ancient Near Eastern Texts' [ed. J. B. Pritchard, Princeton 1955] 87). It would not 
therefore have been surprising if an ancient Heracles catabasis had contained the 
bird-simile of the ghosts since the Akkadian language was the lingua franca of practically 
the entire literary world in the second millennium B.C. (see S. N. Kramer, "Cuneiform 
Studies and the History of Literature," PAPS 107 [1963] 487), and Heracles himself 
in many ways resembles Gilgamesh. However, there is no confirmatory evidence. 

"This conclusion was also reached, but without detailed argument, by Lloyd-Jones, 
op. cit. 215, n. 16. 
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number.16 Lloyd-Jones considered the possibility of a comparison with 

grains of sand but rightly inclines to Lobel's suggestion as being poetically 
more satisfying.'7 It would be gratifying had Pindar, like Virgil, likened 
the ghosts to birds: but we would then need to conjecture something 
like 7roTaTra/6ppea and this in turn would require brl for bv Tr6vrcot SO that 
we are forced back to Lobel's original conjecture of a comparison to 
waves. We thus have still no firm ground for believing that Virgil took 
the bird-simile from the 'HpaKXouvs Kara&3anas, but the survival of P.Oxy. 
2622 at least suggests that in Pindar Virgil had a precedent for including 
a pair of similes in a ghost-passage. 

How could Virgil have known the Heracles catabasis? Norden believed 
that Virgil is likely to have derived his knowledge of this poem from a 

mythological handbook'8-presumably because such a work might con- 
tain more motifs than any version contained separately. Lloyd-Jones 
inclines to the view that a mythographical handbook, even if fuller than 
Apollodorus, would be unlikely to contain such details as the similes. 
He believes that Virgil was therefore unlikely to have relied exclusively 
on such a source, and suggests that he took the comparison of the ghosts 
to leaves or waves from Pindar.19 If so Virgil must consciously have 
replaced Pindar's comparison to waves by the comparison to birds: but 
Lloyd-Jones offers no explanation for this change. Since moreover he does 
not suggest that Virgil borrowed from Bacchylides, it behoves us to 
compare what can be gleaned from the Pindaric fragment with the scene 
as described by Bacchylides. 

The Pindaric fragment has been reconstructed largely from Bac- 

chylides, but lacks one detail common to both Bacchylides and Virgil. 
This detail demands attention. In his summary of the contents of the 
Aeneid Lloyd-Jones remarked: "Next Aeneas and the Sibyl are ferried 
across the lake of Acheron in the barque of Charon (245 f.). In Bac- 

chylides and, as we now see, in Pindar, the comparison of the countless 
souls to leaves came right at the start of the journey through Hades; 
but Virgil holds it back in order to apply it to the countless spirits 
waiting on the shores of Acheron to be ferried to the other shore (305 f.)."20 

"Lobel quotes ax7jaTra 6 O' pX7rats Tr6a #Lot 7rbpev 6aor' evl vr6vrc I Kv/ara 
rTOieLraL XeiUaTaLT vv 6X07 ap. Plutarch .uaest. symp. 932r. See further Lloyd-Jones, 
op. cit. 216, n. 18; and cf. Aesch. P.V. 89-90; Theocr. 16.60-61; Virg. G. 2.108; 
Martial 6.34.2-3. 

170p. cit. 216 and n. 19 for the citation of sand-similes at Pind. Pyth. 9.46-47 and 
Horn. II. 2.800 and 9.385. Cf. the oracle in Her. 1.47 and the later examples of Catull. 
7.3 and Virg. G. 2.106 for infinite number expressed by comparison to grains of sand. 
I notice a modern instance of a sand-simile used of ghosts in Ibsen's Ghosts where 
Mrs Alvings says: "I should think there must be ghosts all over the country-as count- 
less as grains of sand" (Act 2: Penguin trans. p. 61). 

'1Op. cit. 239 on Aen. 6.395 f. 
O90p. cit. 228-229. 
0Ibid. 222. 

PHOENIX 250 



TWO VIRGILIAN SIMILES 

This statement obscures an important clue since it implies the displace- 
ment of the simile by Virgil to a later part of the journey, whereas Virgil's 
location of it-and this is significant-corresponds very closely indeed to 
Bacchylides'. Heracles presumably sees the leaf-like souls on the inner 
bank of the Cocytus river, rapt KoWKVTOo keipors, whereas Aeneas sees 
them before crossing over. And the souls which Aeneas sees are as much 
on Cocytus' shore as on the shores of Acheron or Stygian marsh.21 Virgil 
has thus located the simile, if anything, earlier than its corresponding 
position in Bacchylides. 

The leaf-simile, with a remnant of the bird-simile, appears also in 
Dante's Inferno and, significantly, Dante, like Bacchylides and Virgil, 
locates the souls of the simile on the banks of the underworld river, 
called by Dante Acheron: 

Come d'autunno si levan Ie foglie 
Puna appresso dellaltra, infin ehe il ramo 
vede alla terra tutte Ic sue spoglie: 

similtmente il mal seme d'Adamo 
gittansi di quel lito ad una ad una, 
per cenni, come augel per suo richiamo. 

Cost sen vanno su per l'onda bruna, 
ed avanti che sian di 1h discese, 
anche di qua nova schiera s'aduna. [Canto 3.112-120] 

The simile is imitated in turn by Milton who describes Satan's evil 

spirits assembling on the beach 

Thick as autumnal leaves that strew the brooks 
In Vallombrosa, where the Etrurian shades 
High over-arched imbower. [Paradise Lost 1.302-3031 

If Virgil's simile seems to be located later than its Bacchylidean (or 
Pindaric?) prototype, that is partly because Bacchylides' underworld 

geography is less developed than Virgil's and partly because Aeneas had 

"Aeneas, unlike Dionysus in the Frogs, is not exactly ferried across the "lake of 
Acheron," nor are the souls exclusively on its shores. Sir Frank Fletcher is probably 
right to envisage the tenebrosa palus of Aen. 6.107 as part of the Cumaean topography 
as distinct from an underworld marsh, and in his Oxford commentary says on Aen. 
6.295 ff. that "in Virgil Acheron is a river which flows up from below into Lake Avernus 
(107)"-or, as is sometimes thought, it flows into Lago Fusaro, the Palus Acherusia of 
ancient tradition: cf. Strabo 5.4.4, p. 243 and Sil. Ital. 12.126-129; see A. G. McKay, 
Naples and Campania (Vergilian Soc. Amer. 1962) 4-5. Virgil may have conflated the 
Acherusian and Avernian lakes, for Aeneas mentions the entrance to the Underworld 
closely with tenebrosa palus Acheronte refuso at 107, but the entrance is on the shore 
of Avernus at 126, 201, 240 ff.; cf. L. S. Hitchcock, "Selective Topography," C7 28 
(1933) 509-510 and 513-514. At all events Charon crosses Stygiam paludem (323, 369, 
cf. 374, 385, 414) which can be identified with Stygios lacus (134). Charon crosses this 
underworld lake and yet he is also guardian of (servat) Acheron and Cocytus (295 ff.). 
His barque is therefore to be envisaged as somehow crossing the Stygian marsh at the 
confluence of the rivers Acheron and Cocytus; and the souls are associated with 
Cocytus at 318, 323, 327, 330, and 384. 
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several experiences to go through before he reached Cocytus-Styx- 
Acheron. Virgil's river was therefore pushed deeper into the Under- 
world. The impression that Virgil "held the simile back" actually arises 
from the displacement forward of the monsters which Aeneas meets 
vestibulum ante ipsum primisque in faucibus Orci (Aen. 6.273 ff.), for in 
other versions of the Heracles catabasis they are met after the crossing.22 
Since it is unknown whether Pindar also alludes to Cocytus in the lost 
part of the fragment, we must leave open the possibility that Virgil may 
have known the detail of the location through an author other than, or 
perhaps in addition to, Pindar. 

Virgil's use of Bacchylides is still an unexplored field. Bacchylides is 
hardly mentioned in any of the great commentaries like Conington's 
because he was little known before the great find at Al-Kussiyah in 1896. 
His importance to Virgil is still unassessed, and even Norden did not 

suggest that Virgil knew the Heracles catabasis through Bacchylides. 
E. Paratore, however, writing before the discovery of P.Oxy. 2622, 
believed that Bacchylides was well known in the Augustan age and that 

Virgil derived much from his fifth Epinician.2 It is not unlikely therefore 

aAristophanes indicates that Dionysus' Descent into the Underworld is modelled 
on Heracles', and Lloyd-Jones, op. cit. 219 and 221, rightly compares the monsters 
whom Aeneas meets to the snakes and beasts whom Dionysus and Xanthias expect to 
meet after crossing lake Acheron (Frogs 278 ff., cf. 143 ff.; and for a list of terrifying 
monsters see 465 ff. and cf. E. Rohde, Psyche,8 trans. by W. B. Hillis, 244, n. 6) and to 
the Gorgon Medusa whom Heracles meets in the Underworld in Apollodorus' version 

(Bibliotheca 2.5.12). The two female doorkeepers who in the Frogs tell how Heracles 
drew his sword and terrified them (564 ff.) should, as I believe, be regarded as comic 
doublets of the monsters whom Dionysus and Xanthias expect to meet. No ghostly 
monsters as such are encountered by Heracles in Bacchylides' version but the shade 
of Meleager who is presumably on the other side of Cocytus and who at Epinician 
5.76-84 warns Heracles not to shoot at him corresponds not only to the two females 
and the monsters in Aristophanes and to the ghost of the Gorgon in Apollodorus and 
to the ghostly horde of monsters including Gorgons in the Virgilian Underworld, but 
also to Hermes who in the Apollodoran version warns Heracles not to attack the ghost 
of the Gorgon with his sword. In Virgil's AlveLov Kara&/a3Ls, Hermes' role is given to 
the Sibyl who forbids Aeneas to strike at the shades (Aen. 6.290-294; see p. 245 above). 
At the end of Homer's Nekyia Odysseus contemplates attacking the ropyetilv Kef4aX7v, 
which, however, does not actually appear. The relation of this passage to Norden's 

'HpaK\iovs KaLTafaats deserves a special study (see also n. 11 above). The location 
of Dante's beasts at Inferno 1.31 ff. corresponds with Virgil's, that is at the beginning 
of the journey and before the river-crossing, but their function is slightly different. 

2See E. Paratore, "Bacchilide e Virgilio," WS 69 (1956) 289-296 and esp. 290 for 
mention of Bacchylides' popularity in the Augustan age. On these similes Paratore 

says (293 f.) that "I ritocchi che nei vv. 309-10 di Virgilio subisce la similitudine 
bacchilidea dei vv. 65-67 obbediscono al tipico bisogno della fantasia virgiliana di 
arricchire di piu precise determinazioni lo spunto mutuato da un precedente testo 

poetico: lo oa Te qV' XX' aveos ... .8oveZ di Bacchilide diventa il quam multa in silvis 
autumni frigore primo lapsa cadunt folia," but no reference to Cocytus is specifically 
made. 
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that Virgil was indebted to Bacchylides for the geographical allusion to 
Cocytus. 

Previous commentators on the 'IHpaKXCovs KarTaaLars have overlooked a 
relevant passage in Apollonius Rhodius' Argonautica which may throw 
fresh light on the possibilities of transmission of the Virgilian similes. 
Apollonius tells us that when Jason launched out on to the river Phasis 
when returning from Aea with the Golden Fleece, Aeetes and the Col- 
chians poured along the river bank countless as the waves of the sea 
when crested by the stormy wind or as the leaves that fall in Autumn: 

oaaca 6U 7rbTvr0 

KV'uLara XeLItcEptoo KopvaaTera&l et 'Yjuoo, 
77 6bra fivXXa xaLa'e TreppKXa6sos 7rvaev iSX)s 
4vvXXoXb6c EvL jrl,vi-'ris &v ra6e TeKtjLipaTro;- 
Ws ol aTreLp&aLoL 7roTralov 7rapecLerpeop 6XOas, 
KXayy' LaLLut&ovTes' [Argon. 4.214-219] 

Since the Argonautic voyage has clearly been fitted into a catabatic 
framework,24 could it be that Apollonius incorporated these similes from 
the Heracles catabasis? If so the Colchians would approximate to the 
^vxal and the river Phasis (almost certainly an otherworldly river in 
origin)25 becomes the counterpart of Bacchylides' underworld river 
Cocytus. Lobel's suggestions that Pindar's second simile was a com- 
parison to waves and that Pindar's ,i&vos refers to the "might" of the 
winds are also strengthened if we assume that Apollonius' knowledge of 
the Heracles catabasis is derived at least in part from the Pindaric frag- 
ment. We may note also that Apollonius has oaa.a . . . Kvcaa and b6aa 
fvbXXa where Bacchylides had ota... . Av\', and that one 6o' survives 
in the Pindaric fragment. 

UProfessor Joseph Fontenrose, for instance, remarks that the Argonautic voyage 
"belongs to the story type wherein a band of heroes, each possessed of remarkable 
powers, sails over the sea to the land of the dead, where they meet a demonic being, 
overcome obstacles, perform difficult tasks, finally defeat the forces of death, and achieve 
their object. And this is but a maritime variant of the story in which the heroes go 
underground or to the edges of the world on foot" (Python [Berkeley and Los Angeles 
1959] 485-486). 

25The Phasis in Argonautic legend was at the ends of the world, Ap.Rhod. Argon. 
2.1261 and cf. Hes. Cat. Women fr. 45 and 45a, ed. Evelyn-White; Mimn. fr. 11.5 ff. 
ed. Bergk; Hecat. ap. schol. Ap. Rhod. Argon. 4.259; Pind. Pyth. 4.211. It marks the 
bounds of the world in the east as the Pillars of Heracles mark its western limits, Plato 
Phaedo 109A-B and cf. Pind. Isth. 2.41. J. D. P. Bolton suggests that the Argonautic 
Phasis, which Herodotus identifies with the modern Rion, was once no other than the 
Tanais (= modern Don) and was believed originally to be straits leading from Palus 
Maeotis (= modern Sea of Azov) to Ocean; Ocean did not exist and the legendary 
"straits" turned out to be a river, the Tanais-Don (Aristeas of Proconnesus [Oxford 
1962] 55 ff.). In short Phasis must be regarded as a Pylos- or Avalon-type name 
denoting the Otherworld. 
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Apollonius goes on to describe how the pursuit of the Colchians 
resembled less a fleet of ships than countless flocks of birds: 

oO6/ KE faLlv 
T6fftov vqiLtr' aoTr6Xov Jttievat, &XX' olwvcuv 
lXaB6bv &lrerov tOvos &ri/poetyv wre\X?yeorav. 

[Argon. 4.238-240] 

And for this passage Apollonius may have borrowed from Iliad 2.459 ff.26 
Might it not have occurred to Virgil, reading both Argonautic passages 
together, that birds indicate the manner of ghosts as well as their 
numerosity and that they are more suitable than waves? He probably 
took the comparison to birds from the second of the two Argonautic 
passages and used it in place of the waves-simile. In that case Virgil, 
writing quam multa .. .folia and quam multae ... aves, was the first to 
compare the ghosts to leaves and birds.7 

Even if Virgil's immediate source is Apollonius,28 he must also have 
known the Heracles catabasis through a source other than Apollonius 
because he restored the similes (with the change noted) to their proper 
application, namely to ghosts on the banks of Cocytus. One may note 
also that the order of the Virgilian similes follows that in Pindar where, 
as in the Aeneid, the comparison to leaves comes first. We have therefore 
no reason to deny Virgil's additional use of Pindar and Bacchylides in the 
manner already indicated above. 

In sum, we have conducted an examinatio into Norden's thesis that 
Virgil derived two similes from the lost Heracles catabasis and have 
found supporting evidence for the one simile, but a somewhat different 
line of descent is suggested for the other. We have also found grounds 
for extending the range of influence of a Heracles catabasis to Pindar and 
Apollonius and also, possibly, to Homer (though no such claim is made 
for its alleged influence on Sophocles) and have shown the tenacity of 
certain other catabatic features. Whether Norden was right to postulate 
an archetype from which the extant versions derived their common 

26See G. W. Mooney on Ap.Rhod. Argon. 4.238. Virgil may have had Iliad 2.459 ff. 
in mind as well as the Argonautic passage, but the Homeric passage alone cannot 
account for Virgil's simile. 

"2H. E. Butler, op. cit. (above, n. 4) 155-156, has already asserted that the comparison 
of ghosts to birds is Virgil's own. His commentary often shows a healthy scepticism 
towards Norden's more daring reconstructions, but he shows himself to be too ready 
to refute Norden here (see also n. 4 above) and he states his opinion without argument. 

"In "The Subject Matter of Vergil's Similes," BICS 8 (1961) 63-75 esp. 71 M. Coffey 
makes the interesting point that "Vergil is nearer to Apollonius Rhodius than to Homer 
in the range of the subject matter of his similes, and even restricts the range of 
Apollonius." He does not, however, refer to Apollonius in connection with the two 
Virgilian similes in question. 
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features must still remain conjectural. But certain definite resemblances 
between versions point to a well-defined tradition which Virgil received 
and suo more altered. Bacchylides himself recognised the principle of 
poetic borrowings: 

rEpos kT erkpov ao44 rb 6re vr&XaX 76 re VV' 

ov y 7ylp .^aorov &ppTcrwOv krkwv rw CAas evpeiv. [fr. 8 Edmonds] 

Thus in putting forward these views I do not feel called upon, as one 
would have felt a few decades ago, to defend Virgil against the charge 
of plagiarism: instead I take them to be further confirmation of his 
method of writing poetry as stated by W. F. Jackson Knight: "He 

[Vergil] seems to try to neglect tradition as little as he can, but to take 
every chance to alter it and combine versions together."29 

Since Virgil was fond of repeating his own similes and phrases, often 
with slight modifications,3? it is worth noticing the subtle differences 
between the similes as they occur in the Aeneid and their earlier 
appearance as a compressed simile in the fourth Georgic: 

at cantu commotae Erebi de sedibus imis 
umbrae ibant tenues simulacraque luce carentum, 
quam multa infoliis avium se milia condunt, 
vesper ubi aut hibernus agit de montibus imber, 
matres atque viri defunctaque corpora vita 
magnanimum heroum, pueri innuptaeque puellae, 
impositique rogis iuvenes ante ora parentum, 
quos circum limus niger et deformis harundo 
Cocyti tardaque palus inamabilis unda 
alligat et novies Styx interfusa coercet. [G. 4.471-480] 

Virgil here describes the effect of Orpheus' music on the souls of the 
dead. The list of souls in 475-477 (which follows the simile) appears 
again at Aeneid 6.306-308 (preceding the similes) and corresponds 
almost verbatim to the list of souls which flock to the trench in Odyssey 
11.36-41. In the Aeneid the ghosts have not yet crossed over, and the 
similes refer to them still on the near shore. In the Georgics the ghosts 
are on the far side, as their ghostly prototypes in the Homeric Nekyia 
are on the other side in Erebos; the location of the simile here corre- 
sponds precisely with that in Bacchylides. Thus Virgil had it both ways. 

MEMORIAL UNIVERSITY OF NEWFOUNDLAND, 
ST. JOHN'S, NEWFOUNDLAND 

"gRoman VergiP (Harmondsworth 1966) 141. 
?"On recurrent similes see recent studies by D. West, "Multiple-Correspondence 

Similes in the Aeneid," 7RS 59 (1969) 40-49 and J. N. Grant, "Dido Melissa," Phoenix 
23 (1969) 380-391. 

255 


	Article Contents
	p.244
	p.245
	p.246
	p.247
	p.248
	p.249
	p.250
	p.251
	p.252
	p.253
	p.254
	p.255

	Issue Table of Contents
	Phoenix, Vol. 24, No. 3 (Autumn, 1970), pp. 189-282
	Front Matter
	Early Greek "Proxenoi" [pp.189-208]
	Sophocles among the Generals [pp.209-224]
	Xenophon and Diodorus on Aegospotami [pp.225-228]
	A New Menandrian Prototype for the "Servus Currens" of Roman Comedy [pp.229-236]
	Veteres Hostes, Novi Amici [pp.237-243]
	Two Virgilian Similes and the 'ΗΡΑΚΛΕΟΥΣ ΚΑΤΑΒΑΣΙΣ [pp.244-255]
	Book Reviews
	untitled [pp.256-260]
	untitled [pp.261-262]
	untitled [pp.262-263]
	untitled [pp.263-265]
	untitled [pp.265-267]
	untitled [pp.268-270]
	untitled [pp.270-272]
	untitled [pp.272-273]
	untitled [pp.274-275]

	Short Reviews
	untitled [pp.275-276]
	untitled [p.276]
	untitled [p.277]
	untitled [pp.277-278]
	untitled [pp.278-279]
	untitled [pp.279-280]
	untitled [p.280]
	untitled [pp.280-281]
	untitled [pp.281-282]

	Books Received [p.282]
	Back Matter





