Apuleius’s Cupid as a (Male) Lamia (Met. 5.17-18)

Why is Apuleius’s Psyche so willing to believe that her unseen but apparently very loving husband is a monstrous serpent fattening her up to devour her? She has touched him frequently and often heard him speak. Even Apollo’s oracle, which foretold Psyche’s marriage to a vipereum malum, was intentionally ambiguous (4.33). Psyche’s credulity upon hearing her sisters’ falsehoods goes well beyond the simplicitas usually attributed to her character, and KENNEY (162) points out that Apuleius greatly compounds the improbabilities in this section of the story. But Psyche’s terror is more understandable if we interpret her reaction not simply via the general folkloric motif of the “mysterious bridegroom” or the “Beauty and the Beast” tale type but more specifically in light of the Lamia legend.

Lamiae figure in Apuleius’s Metamorphoses in several ways. Many common characteristics link the story’s witches—Meroe, Panthia, and Pamphile—with the Lamia (LEINWEBER; SWAHN). Also, Aristomenes specifically calls Meroe and Panthia lamiae, though intending the term mainly as an insult rather than as a literal label (Met. 1.17). Later, Psyche’s sisters are referred to as lamiae, again insultingly rather than literally (Met. 5.11). In these cases the term bears not only the sense of a malice-bearing “hag” but also indicates that these are characters who prey on other, weaker characters and do so by initially appearing to be what they are not. 

This lamia imagery also applies to the character of Cupid as invented by Psyche’s sisters. The amount of detail in the sisters’ false story seems specifically intended to evoke the seductive, deceptive, serpentine Lamia, a creature who appears to be a beautiful mortal but whose true form is mainly that of a venomous snake. Moreover, various aspects of Apuleius’s story appear in a lamia tale connected with Apollonius of Tyana as told by Philostratus (Vita Apollonii 4.25). Although the lamia in the Apollonius story does not have a snaky form, in both stories the “spouses”—the unseen Cupid in Apuleius, the unrecognized lamia in Philostratus—are extraordinarily rich, owning palatial homes full of gold, silver, and other fabulous decorative items. Both homes are full of innumerable servants: invisible handmaidens in Apuleius, a huge number of cooks, wine-stewards, and various other servants in the lamia’s suburban mansion. The feasts and particularly the wine in both places are unusually exquisite and plentiful. More disturbingly, the lamia in Philostratus’s story admits that she has been feasting her lover in order to fatten him up before eating him. Psyche’s sisters say exactly the same thing about her unseen husband: the monstrous serpent is really fattening her up and, as soon as her pregnancy is at its peak, the creature will devour her (5.18)—a similarity noticed by PURSER (48). 

Philostratus’s version of the Apollonius story (early third century C.E.) was written several decades later than Apuleius’s Metamorphoses (second half of the second century C.E.), but Apollonius himself lived sometime during the first century C.E. The story of Apollonius unmasking the lamia may thus have been circulating before Apuleius’s time, possibly influencing his Cupid story. Alternatively, if Philostratus wrote the details of the Apollonius story himself, he might have been drawing on Apuleius, which still suggests that he recognized characteristics of the lamia in Apuleius’s Cupid. Yet another possibility is that both authors were independently drawing on a traditional lamia tale. In any case, even if Psyche’s sisters are applying aspects of a female monster to a male character, a masculine (or at least hermaphroditic) lamia is not unprecedented (cf. Aristophanes Wasps 1035, Peace 758; RESNICK and KITCHELL, 81), and such a gender role reversal would also not necessarily be unusual in Apuleius given that Psyche herself soon takes on the traditionally male role of questing hero.
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