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No Sympathy for the Devil (or Herod): Sedulius’ Use of Dido in the Characterization of Herod and Satan (Paschale carmen 2.73-133, 175-219)
In this paper, I argue that Sedulius, in Book 2 of his epic on the miracles of Christ written sometime between 425 and 450, uses a Dido stripped of tragic ambiguity as part of a complex allusive program to characterize Herod the Great in his account of the Slaughter of the Innocents; to connect Herod, in turn, to that most wicked of all monarchs, Satan; and thus to give a vivid picture of the nature of evil in his worldview.  Sedulius inaugurates his allusive program on a small scale with the line-ending fronte serena (PC 2.80) to describe Herod’s concealment of his true purpose in seeking the location of the Christ-child from the Magi.  These words direct the reader to Aeneid 4.477, where Dido conceals her plan for suicide beneath a calm face (consilium vultu tegit ac spem fronte serenat).  In Sedulius’ refashioning, however, the violence concealed is now directed outward at children, including one who is God incarnate, and thus the reader is not induced to feel sympathy for its perpetrator.  Sedulius then describes Herod’s crime itself by way of a lion-simile (2.110-17, discussed briefly in Green 2006 and Springer 1988) that draws inspiration from the simile Vergil uses to describe Euryalus in his massacre of the slumbering Rutulians in A. 9.339-42.  But Sedulius magnifies the helplessness of the victims and makes the significance of the crime cosmic.  Furthermore, to depict the lamentation of the bereaved Jewish mothers, Sedulius recalls the mourning both of Euryalus’ mother after his nocturnal expedition had resulted in his own death and of Anna over Dido: the poet transforms grief for victims who were responsible for their own deaths into grief for victims who were not.  These relatively minor uses of Vergilian tragedy crescendo to the apostrophe to Herod in 2.127-30, borrowed almost wholesale from A. 4.408-11 (treated in Green 2006 and Van der Laan 1993, whose views I hope to modify; also in Grillo 1978, Scheps 1938).  Sedulius changes only six words from his model, the most significant of which is his substitution of lanio, “butcher,” for Dido (quis tibi tunc, lanio, cernenti talia sensus?, 2.127), but in so doing he changes Vergil’s apostrophe from tragic exclamation to damning question and allows no pity for the addressee.  
Later in the book, Sedulius uses Dido as the middle term to connect Herod to Satan.  After Christ has survived Herod’s plot, has come of age, and has been baptized, he goes into the desert to fast and to be tempted by Satan.  When, in 2.198-200, Satan learns that he has failed (deficiens) to convince Christ to worship him, he rises up (ter sese adtolens) and then rolls on the ground (terque volutus) in distress.  Sedulius here echoes the death-scene of Dido (deficit, 4.689; ter sese attolens, 4.690; ter revoluta, 4.691), but eliminates the tragic tone from the scene and applies the description to a character who represents wickedness and temptation simpliciter.

In conclusion, I show how Sedulius’ allusive practice illuminates his theological program in the poem more broadly.  As Sedulius incorporates his model texts in such a way that they cohere with their new contexts, he purges Vergilian ambiguity.  In the Aeneid, Dido’s suicide is tragic and the reader is led to pity her, even though Vergil is clear that Aeneas must leave her to fulfill his fate-driven destiny.  In the Paschale carmen, in contrast, the lines of good and evil are much more sharply drawn: this is of a piece with his presentation of the hero Christ who, all-powerful and without sin, can have no part in tragic ambiguity, while those who oppose him are guilty of cosmic treason.  Sedulius’ moral reorientation of the Vergilian epic worldview is emphasized by his allusive use of a tragic and ambiguous figure to describe players in the biblical story who are neither tragic nor ambiguous, but only evil.
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