Venus, Apollo, and Augustus: 

The Politics of Diagnosis and Cure in the Iapyx Scene of Aeneid 12


In the final book of the Aeneid, Aeneas is wounded by an anonymous archer, and Apollo will not help the doctor Iapyx heal the wound (nihil auctor Apollo / subvenit), so Venus Genetrix steps in at the last minute and provides the necessary herbs (12.383-440). Because Apollo is so strongly associated with Augustus’ victory at Actium depicted in book 8, Miller (2009) has found the failure of Apollo’s doctor at this late point in the narrative puzzling. Recent scholarship (Hawkins, 2004) has appealed to Venus’ cult associations and ancient medical practices to help explain Venus’ success in this scene, but Miller argues that “there is in the final analysis no convincing motive for Apollo to forsake his doctor at the critical moment of Aeneas’ grievous injury” (179). This paper will argue that the Iapyx scene is part of Virgil’s strategy of representing two sources of Augustus’ power: his military conquest at Actium and his role as heir of the Julian clan. By focusing on how familial bonds are necessary within the medical and the political spheres, this paper offers a reading that is not anti-Augustan but rather makes a distinction between the two sources of Augustus’ power and argues for the efficacy of each in its proper sphere. Furthermore, the inscrutability of this passage is fitting for a medical scene that forces the reader to “diagnose” the cure that Virgil suggests.


I will argue that the associations between Apollo/violence and Venus/healing are strengthened by the two types of cures attempted: Iapyx’s original treatment plan involves the use of forceps, the same tools the Cyclopes use to forge Aeneas’ shield (8.451-453), while Venus’s cure is effected through natural herbs and allows the weapon head to fall out with no force (nullo cogente). Additionally, Venus’ epithet here, Venus Genetrix, marks her as the patron goddess of the Julian line and the goddess to whom Julius Caesar dedicated a temple after his victory at Pharsalus. Furthermore, the Iapyx scene is depicted in a Pompeiian fresco that is the earliest extant painting which clearly shows a reading of Virgil rather than a general understanding of the Aeneas story (Wallace-Hadrill, 1997). This fresco is in dialogue with the statue of Venus Genetrix dedicated by Julius Caesar, so there is evidence for contemporary reception of the Iapyx passage as a scene that depicts healing as based on familial bonds and as one that represents a connection with Julius Caesar’s Venus Genetrix. Throughout the passage, Virgil employs the Roman tradition of practicing medicine through familial apprenticeship to reinforce the familial connections between Venus and Aeneas and suggest that the relationship between Julius Caesar and Augustus will be more efficacious for long-term stability than military conquest alone.


Miller has struggled to find an Augustan reading that satisfactorily explains Apollo’s failure in this passage, arguing that “what the poet gives to Augustan ideology with one hand he takes away with the other” (179). But the difficulty of the passage is actually one of the “symptoms” that invites the reader to cast a diagnostic eye on the medical dilemma highlighted in the scene by depicting not simply a success by Venus, but a success preceded by Apollo’s failure. The strategy of presenting difficult details—such as specific herbs and tools and Apollo’s failure—for the reader to synthesize mirrors contemporary medical pedagogy, in which medical students observed cases of disease and death in order to practice diagnostics. The medical details included and the critical placement of the scene near the end of the final book point to the significance of the scene and suggest that the reader look at the Aeneid as a whole to come up with a compelling diagnosis for the roles of Venus and Apollo and their relationship to Augustus. 
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