Facing the Minotaur:  Inception (2010) and Aeneid 6

Encounters with a fallen comrade trapped between the living and the dead, with a passionate woman whose suicide one has unintentionally caused, and with a father whose parting injunction will determine the shape of an empire:  these are familiar to all readers of Aeneid 6.  They also happen to be pivotal scenes in Christopher Nolan’s summer blockbuster Inception (2010).  Both works seamlessly interweave images of the underworld, the labyrinth, and the subconscious or dreaming mind, a shadow-realm from which the hero must emerge to reach his true home.  This paper explores how recognizing parallels between the modern film and the ancient epic can enrich our understanding of both—and of art, dreams, and the labyrinth of the soul.  


The successful resolution of certain conflicts in the film throws into relief their unsuccessful or troubling resolution in the poem.  The ostensible goal of both works’ catabases is a man’s meeting with the Shade of his father.  In the film, the corporate heir Fischer finds healing in discovering that his father loved him for himself and not merely as a scion of empire; the pinwheel, his Rosebud, represents the ascendance of personal affection over dynastic designs.  Aeneas finds precisely the opposite:  Anchises’ famous address to him (or his descendants?) as “You, Roman,” whose sole achievement will be the imposition of imperium on the nations (6.851-53), proclaims the dissolution of individual identity in the service of the State.  A comparison of another emotionally charged scene—the final confrontation with the suicidal wife/lover—reveals the dismal lack of “closure” in Aeneas’s relationship with Dido.  Cobb, the film’s protagonist, ultimately puts to rest the guilt that tortures and tempts him throughout the film:  after he tells Mal she is “just a Shade” and kisses her goodbye, she closes her eyes and allows him to go.  Aeneas, by contrast, finds Dido “burning and glaring fiercely” (467); she rejects him utterly and retreats into the dark wood, remaining his enemy forever (472-73).  Whereas Mal earlier in the film personifies Dido’s curse omnibus umbra locis adero (4.386), intruding dangerously on all Cobb’s enterprises, Dido never appears in person again—and yet her dark influence is felt throughout the poem and Roman history.


In other words, Cobb conquers his Minotaur and Aeneas, arguably, does not.  The Minotaur symbolizes, among other things, the terror and guilt locked deep inside each human soul, a monster that must slay or be slain.  Nolan and Virgil exploit this myth explicitly and implicitly.  Labyrinth imagery appears even in the film’s credit and title sequence, and the woman who both creates the dream maze and enables Cobb to escape is significantly named “Ariadne”; similarly, the story of the Cretan labyrinth adorns Apollo’s temple in the ecphrasis that precedes Aeneas’ catabasis (14-33), and allusions to the labyrinth (425), Minos (432), and Pasiphae (447) come right before Dido’s appearance at the perfect center of the book (450).  Though critics have recognized many aspects of Cretan myth in Dido—especially parallels with Ariadne and Pasiphae (see, e.g., Fitzgerald 1984: 55-56; Doob 1990: 230-34; Armstrong 2002: 330-31)—they have been reluctant to assign her the role of Minotaur (though Miller 1995: 232 comes close).  Yet such an allusion would also associate her with one of antiquity’s most heroic suicides:  in the Phaedo, another work that famously opens with the Cretan labyrinth story, Socrates both slays and is momentarily assimilated to the man-bull (see Burger 1984: 213).  

Like dreams, art makes such paradoxical unions possible.  As Cobb explains when Ariadne questions how his dream home could be simultaneously old-fashioned house and modern apartment, “In the real world, we’d have to choose, but not here”—a beautiful emblem of Virgil’s densely allusive technique.  Like dreams, art suspends the rules of time and space:  Mal appears instantaneously anywhere, as Dido is one moment the moon barely glimpsed through the trees (a simile used by Apollonius [4.1477-80] of Hercules left far behind:  see Tatum 1984: 438-40), the next moment face to face with her lover, glaring fiercely but also turned away (auersa, 469).  And like dreams, art sometimes raises the question symbolized in the works’ exasperating closing ambiguities, the spinning top and the Ivory Gate:  Do we wake or sleep?   

Armstrong, Rebecca.  2002.  “Crete in the Aeneid:  Recurring Trauma and Alternative Fate.”  CQ 52: 321-40.

Burger, Ronna.  1984.  The Phaedo:  A Platonic Labyrinth.  New Haven:  Yale University Press.

Doob, Penelope Reed.  1990.  The Idea of the Labyrinth from Classical Antiquity through the Middle Ages.  Ithaca:  Cornell University Press.

Fitzgerald, William.  1984.  “Aeneas, Daedalus, and the Labyrinth.”  Arethusa 17: 51-65.

Miller, Paul Allen.  1995.  “The Minotaur Within:  Fire, the Labyrinth, and Strategies of Containment in Aeneid 5 and 6.”  CP 90: 225-40.

Tatum, James.  1984.  “Allusion and Interpretation in Aeneid 6.440-76.”  AJP 105: 434-52.
