“A celebration of adult male heroism.” How applicable is this description of epic to Thebaid Book 4? (3750)

From Homer onward the defining attributes of the heroes of epic poetry are their ‘‘virtue and strength’’ (Clarke, 2004, p.79) and there can be little doubt that Statius intends for the adult male warriors of Thebaid 4 to meet this standard of heroism. The strength of several members of the Argive army is conveyed via their imposing physical stature: Hippomedon is introduced as ‘lofty’ (arduus Hippomedon, Theb. 4.129), the attribute emphasised by its position as the first word in its line; colossal Capaneus marches ‘looking down on the war by a whole head’ (pedes et toto despectans vertice bellum, Theb. 4.165); even the venerable Adrastus is depicted with a simile generating imagery of majestic height: he strides among his subordinates ‘as a lofty bull passes through the pastures he has held for a long time’ (ut possessa diu taurus meat arduus inter/ pascua, Theb. 4.69-70). Tydeus, proudly displaying his scars from the ambush in Thebaid 2, ‘cheerful for war and noble with the night’s wounds’ (hilarem bello noctisque decorum/vulneribus, Theb. 4.113-4) exemplifies the prodigious strength and physicality prominent in the catalogue.
     These physically heroic credentials are bolstered by Statius’ focus on the warriors’ virtus, a characteristic which may sometimes be translated as ‘virtue’ but ‘‘does not necessarily carry ethical connotations […] and in the Thebaid […] usually indicates valour’’ (Parkes, 2012, p.53). While this non-moral meaning predominates, the catalogue of troops in Thebaid 4 engages with both senses of virtus: virtus as courage is seen in Amphiaraus’ contingent, divinely inspired with ‘the ways of naked valour’ (nudaeque modos virtutis, Theb. 4.229), and in Hippomedon as he ‘stirs up’ the men under his command ‘teaching them love of beautiful valour’ (hos agitat pulchraeque docet virtutis amorem/arduus Hippomedon, Theb. 4.128-9) and providing a striking instantiation of the idea that ‘‘the epic hero is a model of virtue to be imitated’’ (Hardie, 1993, p.100). We are even given a glimpse of virtus in its moral sense through the hint of righteousness given to the ‘better cause’ (melior quos causa querenti/conciliat, Theb. 4.79-80) of Polynices which motivates sections of his support.
     From these obvious heroic attributes, the troops of the catalogue in Thebaid 4 might initially seem a celebration of adult male heroism, as they not only correspond to canonical (Homeric) models of heroism, but also appear to embody a standard of excellence that Statius’ original audience would immediately recognise, a standard Masterson (2005, p.288) clarifies when he notes that ‘‘the heroic man under arms constituted an ideal of Roman manhood at all times.’’
     However, even the briefest consultation of the narrative which precedes the catalogue of troops swiftly debunks any notion that the Argive warriors of Thebaid 4 are being celebrated or held up for acclaim. Prior to the events of Thebaid 4, Jupiter repeatedly stresses that he intends the war to be a mechanism of punishment (punire, Theb. 1.224, 3.245; poenis, Theb.1.245; poenas, Theb. 3.244) for the ‘guilty kingdoms’ (sontibus regnis, Theb. 1.241-3) of Argos and Thebes, both of which he considers morally bankrupt, ‘terrible descendants’ (diros nepotes, Theb. 3.245) of perverse bloodlines and the tainted inheritors of the ‘ancient evils’ (veterum malorum, Theb. 3.244) enacted by their ancestors. Jupiter is also explicit that the only punishment fitting for such wickedness is extirpation: the war will ‘pull out the whole deadly race by the roots’ (totumque a stirpe revellam/exitiale genus, Theb. 1.242-3). The conflict the heroes of Thebaid 4 are marching towards is therefore nothing less than ‘‘the supernaturally engineered annihilation of humanity’’ (Dominik, 2015, p.270), designed solely to ‘punish both houses’ (geminas punire domos, Theb. 1.224) via the destruction of their fighting men. Even if we were to baulk at this notion of inherited guilt and attempt to extricate most of the heroes in the catalogue from the charge of immorality by noting that only Adrastus’ contingent and the individual Polynices (as the only proper Argives and Theban present) are the real targets of Jupiter’s condemnation, this would still not be enough to negate the impression that ‘‘this roster of men setting out to war is on one level a list of obituaries.’’ (Parkes, 2012, p.62). Such a mournful atmosphere is not the stuff of celebration, and instead depicts the heroes of Thebaid 4 in a gloomy and commemorative manner.
     Vessey (1972, p.66) views the Thebaid’s key characters as being ‘‘embodiments of various fundamental emotions or qualities’’, and a close analysis of these qualities and emotions compromises even a commemorative interpretation of the heroism paraded in Thebaid 4. The qualities embodied by Tydeus become more distinct when we recall that ‘‘intertextuality and allusion are among the most important tools for the interpretation of classical texts’’ (Cowan, 2021, p.193). The image of Tydeus as a ‘slippery snake’ (lubricus anguis, Theb. 4.95-6) ‘raised up toward the sweet breath of the spring sun’ (verni blanda ad spiramina solis/erigitur, Theb. 4.96-7) so strongly echoes the serpentine imagery Virgil attaches to Pyrrhus in Aeneid 2 that an intertextual reference seems undeniable. By modelling Tydeus’ simile on Pyrrhus’, Statius encourages the reader to connect the warriors in a variety of ways, all of which raise serious issues concerning the form of heroism Tydeus represents.
     Pyrrhus’ simile depicts a snake emerging into sunlight after a hibernation spent ‘feeding on noxious grasses’ (mala gramine pastus, Aen. 2.471), an unsettling paradox which suggests that both snake and warrior are nourished by toxins. Impiety, rage and slaughter are the poisons which nourish Pyrrhus, something made clear by the series of outrageous violations which mark his brutal cameo in the Aeneid: he is the warrior ‘who slaughters the son before the father’s face, the father at the altar’ (natum ante ora patris, patrem qui obtruncat ad aras, Aen. 2.663) and a monster callous enough to crow to his victims about his ‘dismal deeds and degeneracy’ (mea tristia facta/degeneremque, Aen. 2.548-9) even as he performs them. The simile of Thebaid 4 therefore serves to associate Tydeus with a figure as shocking as he is transgressive, foreshadowing the Aetolian’s own outrageous violation of Melannipus’ head, and supporting the view that ‘‘the main heroes of the Thebaid […] embody the perversion of Roman piety’’ (Pollmann, 2001, p.16). Statius’ engagement with Virgil effectively amounts to a criticism of Tydeus’ heroic standing, and the fact that both similes connote regeneration reveals that this intertextual criticism is multi-faceted: Pyrrhus’ serpent is ‘new and with sloughed skin bright with youth’ (positis novus exuviis nitidusque iuventa, Aen.2.473), and Tydeus’ snake is similarly ‘free from the weakness of age and stripped from the stiffening years’ (liber senior et squalentibus annis/exutus, Theb. 4.97-8). The imagery of sloughed skin is readily associated with rebirth and eternal life, an idea germane to both warriors who each harbour ‘‘immortal desires’’ (Parkes, 2012, p.93) of securing everlasting reputations through their battle prowess.  However, both warriors’ desires for immortality are ultimately frustrated. Priam rebukes his killer as a sham heroic figure who is shabbily ‘imitating’ (mentiris, Aen. 2.540) the genuine heroic credentials of his father. Tydeus however, is tantalisingly close to satisfying his desire for an everlasting heroic reputation, with Statius going so far as to have Minerva ‘bearing immortal glory to the wretched man’ (misero decus immortale ferebat, Theb. 8.759) only to turn away in disgust at his transgressive cannibalism. The intertextual use of Virgil’s simile therefore suggests that Tydeus, like Pyrrhus, is a tarnished hero more ‘‘characterised by frenzy and rage (furor) than anything else’’ (Pollman, 2001 p.13), and so unworthy in the end of celebration.
     Considering that intertextual references may consist of no more than a ‘‘a tiny two-word phrase’’ (Cowan, 2021, p.193), Statius can even be seen to depict Tydeus as a more troubling figure than Virgil’s Pyrrhus. It may be surprising considering his abhorrent actions, but no hint of divine disapproval is attached to Pyrrhus’ actions in Virgil’s text. Minerva’s horror at Theb. 8.759 is not the only way that Statius deviates from Virgil’s scene, as in the Thebaid Mars himself is described in terms which echo that of Virgil’s depiction of Achilles’ son; where Virgil’s Pyrrhus is ‘raging in murder’ (furentem caede, Aen. 2.499-500), Statius’ Mars ‘rages murder’s special workmanship’ (praecipuum tunc caedis opus, Gradive/furebas, Theb. 9.5-6). The varied forms of furo and caedes serve to forge a parallel between the behaviour of Pyrrhus and Mars, an alignment which is devastating for Tydeus’ heroic standing when Mars (and by extension, perhaps even the monster Pyrrhus) is ‘displeased by the heroism’ (offensum virtute, Theb. 9.6) Tydeus shows in his treatment of Melannipus’ head.
     Vessey’s analysis is also usefully applied to Polynices, who, despite enjoying the ‘better cause’ (melior causa, Theb. 4.79-80) of the warring siblings, also embodies problematic traits. Polynices’ ‘better cause’ serves as a conduit for dark forces as ‘the whole company lends its anger’ (cui commodat iras/cuncta cohors, Theb. 4.75-6) to his frustrated bid for power. The poem’s theme of fraternal enmity would assume an extra dimension to its original audience, as to the Roman mind ‘‘kin-killing is a key metaphor […] for the killing of brother-citizens in civil war’ (Cowan, 2021, p.197). Statius takes pains to emphasise this link between fraternal and civil warfare, and in doing so casts Polynices (and indeed, all the participants in the Theban Argive war) in a thoroughly negative light. The raving Bacchant who appears in Thebes unequivocally states that Eteocles’ thirst for sole power is immoral and that he should avoid fraternal war: ‘you are worse, you withdraw’ (tu peior, tu cede, Theb. 4.401). The Bacchant’s words (the first in their respective lines, consisting of pronoun, comparative adjective, pronoun, imperative) are closely modelled on the line in Virgil’s katabasis where Anchises begs Caesar’s soul not to initiate civil war: ‘you first, you stop’ (tuque prior, tu parce, Aen. 6.834). However, where Eteocles is condemned by the Bacchant as ‘criminal’ (nocens, Theb. 4.401), Caesar is praised in Virgil for having ‘descent from Olympus’ (genus Olympo, Aen. 6.834). The parallels of linguistic structure and the contrast between condemnation and praise is telling, as through this Statius implies that the pedigree and motivations of the warring agents is of no real importance; just like the flattery of Caesar and the criticism of Eteocles, melior Polynices and peior Eteocles are meaningless distinctions, ultimately inconsequential compared to what should be the prime concern: avoidance of the horror that is civil (and fraternal) war. Statius’ strong nod to Virgil here also focuses the reader’s attention on the Aeneid’s immediately preceding line, Anchises’ passionate remonstration that one ought not ‘turn the fatherland’s strong forces into its organs’ (patriae validas in viscera vertite viris, Aen. 6.833). Fletcher (1972, p.94) interprets the line’s alliteration as ‘‘an expression of the intensity of the feeling’’ with which Virgil condemns the evils of civil war, an intensity which Statius’ intertextual reference co-opts, encouraging his readers to feel the same revulsion for the fraternal war and its participants. This condemnation serves to compromise Polynices’ heroism as the aggrieved figurehead and instigator whose only concern is to gain the throne.
     Rebeggiani (2020, p.102) also observes that in the Roman mind ‘‘fratricide and civil war are typically associated’’, an association that Statius explores further via another intertextual reference to the Aeneid. At 4.383 as the Thebans panic about the war, the frenzied Bacchant foreshadows Polynices and Eteocles’ book 11 duel via a prophetic simile of two clashing bulls (Theb. 4.397-400). The Bacchant’s simile clearly echoes Virgil’s description (Aen. 12.715-17) of the duel between Aeneas and Turnus: not only are both fights conveyed through taurine imagery; both are also final, climactic clashes which stress the parity of the combatants: in the Aeneid’s simile ‘‘the combat […] is pictured as an even contest’’ (Mackie, 1988, p.205), and in the Thebaid’s the bulls are ‘similar’, enjoying ‘the same esteem’ and ‘descent from the same blood’ (similes video concurrere tauros;/idem ambobus honos unusque ab origine sanguis, Theb. 4.397-8). However, the intertextual link also encourages an appreciation of the stark contrasts between the similes; as the Aeneid’s bulls battle for supremacy ‘the heifers murmur over who may rule in the wood, who the whole herd will follow’ (mussantque iuvencae/quis nemori imperitet, quem tota armenta sequantur, Aen. 12.718-19), highlighting the ideas of succession and extinction via the continuity of the victorious bull’s bloodline and the extinction of its rival’s. Such ideas are readily associated with the contrasting models of heroism offered by Turnus and Aeneas: one of these heroic models will flourish and establish dynastic continuity, the other will face annihilation. In Statius’ simile both bulls ‘die in mutual anger’ (alternaque truces moriuntur in ira, Theb. 4.400); the internecine conflict of the simile in Thebaid 4 does not offer competing versions of alternate heroic models and instead presents no future but death. Statius’ simile therefore produces a grim vision where there can be no prevailing hero, and Thebaid 4 focuses on the futile destruction of heroic individuals rather than the celebration of the triumph of any heroic ideal.
     Vessey’s (1973, p.115) observation that ‘‘Herculean symbolism is important in all the Flavian epics’’ proves central to an analysis of heroism in Thebaid 4. Here, the Greek hero is repeatedly contrasted with figures in the Argive army and is in effect ‘‘used as a standard by which to assess other figures in the poem’’ (Parkes, 2009, p.476). The heroes’ failure to meet the exacting standard of Herculean heroism produces a strong condemnation of both their conduct and characters. The contingent from Tiryns (traditionally the birthplace of Hercules’ parents) occupies the central section of the catalogue of heroes and is noticeably disconnected from the wider army as it ‘‘is the only one that is not under the direction of one of the Seven’’ (McNelis, 2007, p.83), and although ‘‘there was ambivalence in antiquity […] about the nature of Hercules’ heroism’’ (Fitch, 2004, p.328), this ambivalence is notably absent from Book 4 of the Thebaid. The men from Tiryns ‘sing the paean of Hercules and the universe denuded of monsters’ (Herculeum paeana canunt vastataque monstris omnia, 4.157-8) as they march, unequivocally celebrating his positive heroic traits, and although we would do well to remember that virtus’ ‘‘primary meaning in the Thebaid is warlike accomplishment’’ (Masterson, 2005, p.293), the song’s depiction of a Hercules ridding the world of chaotic beasts for the benefit of all humanity nonetheless conveys the idea of ‘‘virtus as a purifying, constructive and moral force’’ (Vessey, 1973, p.199). Virtus in this moral Herculean sense is conspicuous by its absence in Thebaid 4, whose heroes, for all their valour, represent the opposite of the heroism celebrated in the Tirynthian song. So, where Hercules’ heroism is purifying the Argive army’s is corrupting, tainted by Polynices’ incestuous origins and the contamination of Argive blood with the depravities of ‘deceitful Tantalus’ (fallax Tantalus, Theb. 1.246-7). Likewise, where Hercules’ exertions are constructive, the Argives are destructive, bent on an internecine conflict whose only achievement will be the deaths of nearly all those involved. Finally, where Hercules’ heroism is moral, the Argives are immoral, and so ultimately deserving of the punishment Jupiter has in store for them. The Argives therefore do not simply fall far short of the Herculean ideal celebrated in the Tirynthian song, they invert it and represent a perversion of true heroism which is condemned and not celebrated.
     Statius encourages us to note this contrast in heroic morality with reference to several individuals in the catalogue; Polynices perverts the purifying moral ideal but is nonetheless seen to be ‘‘aping the appearance of Hercules’’ (Parkes, 2012, p.90) by adopting his lionskin garb. Tydeus also ‘‘fails to follow Hercules’’ (Parkes, 2012, p.100) in as much as the hints of immortality attached to him via the snake simile will not be realised and his apotheosis (unlike Hercules’) will be rescinded. Other warriors are cast in more direct opposition to Hercules and the heroic standard he embodies, ensuring that ‘‘they are closer to the monstra from which Hercules freed the world than to the hero himself’’ (Vessey, 1973, p.204). Although Capaneus is ‘‘indirectly likened to Hercules’’ (McNelis, 2007, p.82) through his shield’s hydra emblem, the reference to the transgressive Thamyris in the description of Capaneus’ troops at 4.183 anticipates the transgressive madness which will goad the Olenian king to challenge the deified Hercules directly and insult the god as one of the ‘sluggish foster-children of the accursed land’ (ubi infandae segnes telluris alumni,/Bacchus et Alcides, Theb.10. 900-01) he is attacking; in similar vein, Hippomedon’s comparison to the centaur Hylaeus at 4.139 directly equates him with one of the ‘‘prototypical hubristic and uncivilised monsters’’ of mythology (Rebegianni, 2020, p.112) Hercules was famed for suppressing. These contrasts between members of the catalogue and Hercules’ heroic ideal shows that Statius is interested in condemning rather than celebrating their heroism. Indeed, in the case of Polynices, Tydeus, Capaneus and Hippomedon ‘‘Statius seems more concerned to call to mind improbitas than manhood when he uses virtus’’ (Masterson, 2005, p.293).
     Although the men of Tiryns strongly associate themselves with Hercules’ celebrated standard of heroism, and their connection to the hero entitles them to wear lionskins as ‘hereditary honour’ (gentilis honos, Theb. 4.155) and homage, Statius makes it very clear that they also fall far short of their ancestor’s exalted standard. ‘Fortune has slipped from the site’ (lapsa situ fortuna, Theb. 4.149) of Tiryns, and the shabbiness of its contemporary state and abject failure to live up to the achievements of its past is vividly conveyed by the ‘rare tenant in empty fields pointing out bulwarks made by Cyclopes’ exertions’ (Theb. 4.150-151). The Tirynthians are therefore a poor approximation of heroism and represent a lamentation for lost heroic standards rather than anything truly celebratory. This sad facsimile of genuine heroism is made more desperate by the spectral presence of Hercules which lingers over Tiryns and its environs: there are ‘representations’ of Hercules’ weapons carved onto wooden doors (foribus simulata salignis/hospitis arma dei, Theb. 4.161-2), and the place of Hercules’ repose ‘where traces of the elbow sit on the earth’ (qua cubiti sedeant vestigial terra, Theb. 4.164) ‘‘is sufficient to draw tourists’’ (Parkes, 2012, p.122) to the now benighted area.
     Of all the warriors in Thebaid 4, the seer Amphiaraus seems most likely to be the one celebrated for heroism. He is portrayed as a ‘‘just and pious’’ (Rebegianni 2018, p.111) character and is distanced from his more obviously problematic comrades in several ways: he not only warns against a war that has been started by the infernal source of the ‘Furies’ lash’ (Furiarum verbera, Theb. 3.630), but also recognises that god ‘opposes the frenzy’ (deus ecce furentibus obstat, Theb. 3.643) displayed by his peers’ insistent clamouring for war. Statius’ ‘‘sympathetic approach’’ (Parkes, 2012, p.152) is also shown through contrast between less bellicose characters. The seer’s powers of augury have allowed him to perceive ‘the fortunes and dire signs’ (casus et dira videbat/signa, Theb. 4.188-9) relating to the war’s outcome, which includes his own death. Amphiaraus’ response to this knowledge is juxtaposed with the dissembling priest who ‘pales and feigns hope to the armed men’ (pallet et armatis simulat sperare sacerdos, Theb. 4.15) as he reads the entrails before the men march to their deaths.
     If we are to adopt an ‘‘optimistic and stoicizing reading of the Thebaid’’ (Rebegianni, 2018, p.13) along with Vessey’s analysis of character, Amphiaraus’ morality and resignation to the dictates of fate could combine to produce a celebratory depiction of a dignified, philosophical form of heroism which would serve to separate the seer from his more problematic and compromised comrades. However, the depiction of Amphiaraus in Thebaid 4 is not quite that of the celebrated stoic hero. When his ‘mind is overcome’ (fatidici mens expugnata, Theb. 4.187) and he resigns himself to marching against Thebes, it is significant that Statius ascribes responsibility for this decision to Fate rather than Amphiaraus. There can be no doubt that Fate, in the form of Atropos, is the agent here as she ‘herself had put arms in the hesitating hand’ (ipsa manu cunctanti iniecerat arma Theb. 4.189) of the prophet. Amphiaraus’ stoic credentials are thereby diminished: he more resembles the unenlightened and reluctant man of Seneca’s dictum that ‘Fate guides the man who’s willing, drags the unwilling’ (Sen, Ep.107.11), a resemblance which ensures he cannot be celebrated as a heroic ideal.  
     Although Statius has been noted for giving ‘‘sympathetic treatment to the roles of women as wives and mothers’’ (Fantham, 1999, p.170), this is not extended to Amphiaraus’ wife Eriphyle. Eriphyle’s apostrophised ‘wickedness’ (nefas! Theb. 4.193) in acquiring the gold which will secure her husband’s death generates sympathy for Amphiaraus, but sympathy does not entail celebration.  Tisiphone’s approval of Eriphyle’s betrayal is important in assessing Statius’ treatment of the seer: she ‘smiled grimly, rejoicing in the future’ (grave Tisiphone risit gavisa futuris, Theb. 4.213), and it is this future, hinted at in Thebaid 4, which prevents the portrayal of Amphiaraus from being truly celebratory. Tisiphone’s joy is not just for the sealing of the prophet’s doom, but for the rage which will consume him as he fights. By the time of the seer’s aresteia in Book 7 the ‘hesitating hand’ of Thebaid 4 will be utterly transformed, and as the prophet dispatches enemies he ‘revels in his right hand’ and ‘burns with insatiable love of savage war’ (ardet inexpleto saevi Mavortis amore/et fruitur dextra, Theb. 7.703-4). Amphiaraus’ appearance in the catalogue captures the precise moment when he is dedicated to rage in an immoral war, as he becomes in effect another of the sons Oedipus has borne for the fury Tisiphone (tuli natosque tibi, Theb. 1.70). Moreover, the seer even ensures that this rage will last beyond his own life through his wish that Apollo guarantee that his son’s ‘beautiful madness’ (pulchrum nati commendo furorem, Theb. 7.788) will punish his wife’s treachery. This commitment to anger and violence not only aligns the seer with the problematic actions of his comrades, but it also ensures that he outdoes them in as much as the violence and rage will not end with his own death. 
     To conclude, Thebaid 4 does not provide us with a celebration of adult male heroism and although Statius ‘‘provides us with many a leading character, none of them is fully heroic’’ (Joyce, 2008, p.xii). The defects in each of the catalogue’s warriors serve to highlight and anticipate ‘‘the mechanisms and consequences of egoistic frenzy, unforgiving rage and a madness which does not care about any human or divine boundaries.’ (Pollman, 2001, p.25). Therefore, despite their impressive heroic attributes, the problematisation of each figure makes it impossible to hold them up as standards to be acclaimed or emulated. 
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