Ovid’s Hercules and Cato’s Snakes
Few episodes from Lucan’s Bellum Civile have attracted as much attention from scholars and critics as his depiction of the Libyan serpents and their attack on Cato and his men as they march through the Libyan desert (B.C. 9.700-937ff). Lucan’s presentation of the encounter is (to even the most sympathetic of readers) bizarre: not only does he provide rather outlandish descriptions and classifications of the snakes themselves (9.708-733), but he narrates the wounds they inflict upon Cato’s men in grotesque and extensive detail (9.734-838). Particularly striking—and the main subject of inquiry in this paper—is the poet’s depiction of Sabellus, a man in Cato’s retinue who is bitten by a seps and whose body, bones and all, literally melts away as a result:

                   
 Nam plagae proxima circum

fugit rupta cutis pallentia ossa retexit;

Iamque sinu laxo nudum sine corpore vulnus.

Membra natant sanie, surae fluxere, sine ullo

tegmine poples erat, femorum quoque musculus omnis

liquitur, et nigra distillant inguina tabe.

Dissiluit stringens uterum membrana, fluuntque

viscera; nec quantus toto de corpore debet

effluit in terras, saevum sed membra venenum 

decoquit... 



...sed quis rogus abstulit ossa?

quoque discedunt, putrique secuta medullas

nulla manere sinunt rapidi vestigia fati (9.767-776, 784-6)
The purpose of this paper is two-fold: first, I argue that Sabellus’ death is especially noteworthy because it is modeled on Ovid’s description of Hercules’ death at Metamorphoses 9.166-75. The similarities between the two descriptions encompass both language (cf. cutem Met. 9.167; detegit ossa 9.169; coquiturque …veneno 9.171; medullis / tabe liquefactis 9.174-5) and tone. Given that Ovid presents the death of Hercules as a rather undignified, even un-heroic affair, Lucan’s incorporation of Ovidian language here heightens the absurdities inherent in his depiction of the serpents and the wounds they inflict. As has often been noted, the serpent scene as a whole may be read as parody—a mock-epic battle where the snakes are victors (Johnson 1987, Batinski 1992). Lucan’s nod to Ovid, whose Metamorphoses is full of mock-epic moments, bolsters his gestures toward parody and amounts to a statement of poetics. 

My second goal is to situate this Herculean moment within the larger context of Cato’s desert march and reflect on the implications of Lucan’s Ovidian allusion within the Cato narrative as a whole. Lucan’s presentation of the African landscape throughout B.C. 9 is full of mythic color (Leigh 2000, Ahl 1976), and his ‘Herculean’ Sabellus fits into a larger nexus of heroic imagery that underlies Lucan’s depiction of Cato and his operations in Africa (9.348-67, 381, 385, 402-3). While others (e.g., Shoaf 1978, Ahl 1976, Moretti 1999) have read these mythic elements as evidence that Cato is (to use Moretti’s term) a ‘Ercole spirituale’ whose desert march is a sort of apotheosis, I argue for a less positive reading of this imagery and suggest that the effect of the allusion to Ovid’s Hercules at 9.767ff. is to ultimately undermine Cato’s heroic status on his durum iter. Whereas even Ovid’s hero eventually gains heavenly reward for his suffering, we are left in doubt as to whether the same is true for Cato’s men, or even (as Lucan hints at 9.601-4) Cato himself.   
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