The Echo of Chariots:  the Competing Narratives of Virbius in Ovid and Virgil


Literary tradition gives us three versions of Virbius, two by Ovid (Fasti 6.737-762 and Metamorphoses 15.497f.).  In both of Ovid’s narratives, Virbius is the revivification of Hippolytus, Artemis/Diana’s favorite, who has been made into a semi-god, cloaked and hidden away in the goddess’ Italic grove, Aricia.  The other rendition of the story, by Virgil (Aeneid 7.761-782), is shockingly different in numerous ways.  Virbius alights in Virgil’s Homeric-style catalogue of warriors as both flesh and blood, and very visible, ready to fight for Italy’s sovereignty over the foreign invaders led by Aeneas.  Not only is Virbius mortal in the Aeneid, but he is also the ancestor (proles 7.761, filius 7.781) of Hippolytus rather than his reincarnation. In this paper, I will suggest not only that Hellenistic-style religious syncretism may be at play with Diana and the eponymous nymph Aricia, but also that a basic mythical structure – decomposition of the hero – is key in understanding the Virbius myth.  By looking at the philology of the passages and rendering an anthropological reading of the Virbius/Diana cult at Aricia, I will suggest a new reconciliation of these otherwise competing narratives.


Modern scholarship has not been silent on the figure of Virbius, and though much of his work is out-dated now, Sir James Frazer (1922) wrote The Golden Bough with the cult of Diana at Aricia in mind throughout; subsequently many scholars attacked Frazer’s methods and conclusions, though there is a great deal of merit to some of his observations.  More recently, C.M.C. Green’s Roman Religion and the Cult of Diana at Aricia (2007), examines the archaeological and literary sources for the cult, but she does not discuss the possible ramifications for the disparate aetiologies for the Virbius figure in Ovid and Virgil.  This is primarily what this paper will treat.


The idea of Egyptian-style religious syncretism (e.g., Zeus Amun) was prevalent in Augustan Rome, and the learned Ovid and Virgil would certainly be savvy to this idea.  Ovid expends a fair amount of ink on foreign deities coming to Rome in the Fasti (e.g., the Claudia Quinta-Cybele episode in Book 4), and in the Metamorphoses, Ovid mentions that Crete and Delos were alternate sites for Virbius’ cult, which ended up in Southern Italy at Aricia.  If we take this information and consider it in light of Virgil’s passage, Aricia may not just be the name of the grove which Virbius-Hippolytus inhabits, but also the name of the location’s eponymous nymph.  Given Hellenistic religious tendencies, I suggest that Virgil (and Ovid, to some extent) might have read “Aricia” as “Aricia-Diana,” an embodiment of the immortal goddess with her [semi-]mortal consort, Virbius, participating in some form of hieros gamos, as Frazer proposed.

In addition to religious syncretism, another aspect of all three Virbius narratives is a clear connection to heroic paradigms, especially in the decomposition of the hero in which the mortal part dies off and the numinous divinity of the character remains.  Ovid’s Virbius narrative seems to play with this motif, undermining it by actually having Aesculapius revivify the corpse of Hippolytus, which Diana then conceals (Fasti 6.755-6; Metamorphoses 15.537-40 & 545-6) and re-names (Fasti 6.756; Metamorphoses 15.543-4).  In both cases, Virbius seems to slip between the mortal body hidden by Diana’s clouds and the spirit of the Arician grove.  Virgil, however, makes Virbius completely mortal and ready to fight and die for the Latin cause.  Virgil, like Aesculapius, makes Virbius flesh and blood, but instead of hiding him away in a grove, Virgil makes him a patriot, fighting against the foreign invader, Aeneas’ Trojan band.  Perhaps Virgil’s narrative could be seen as encapsulating the transfer of mythic archetypes from Greece, to Magna Graecia, to Rome itself, manipulating the heroic pattern to fit his patriotic context.

Why would these two basically contemporary, learned poets choose such different renditions of this story?  I do not aim for a definitive answer to this question, but I seek to engender a fruitful discussion regarding this fascinating and mostly overlooked character of both epic and elegy.
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