Whatever Happened to Thoas? Hypsipyle’s Rituals in Valerius Flaccus and Statius

Hypsipyle, the Lemnian woman who manages to rescue her father Thoas from slaughter at the hands of her frenzied compatriots is a fascinating character in Valerius’ Argonautica (2. 1-427) and Statius’ Thebaid (5. 1-498). Her portrayal in both epics has been analyzed in terms of her intertextual debt to Vergil’s Dido (Nugent, Vessey), as a carefully constructed ‘other’ (in Statius: Keith, Augoustakis), and as a Romanized exemplum of heroic female behavior (in Valerius: Hershkowitz). While all of these approaches have yielded valuable insights, I argue that an examination of Hypsipyle’s ritual actions can further our understanding of her representation as an agent whose power can shed light on Roman ideas vis-à-vis the construction of gender, male and female, in the Flavian period.

Valerius and Statius dwell on the Lemnian massacre as a means to re-write Vergil’s Dido. In their portrayal of Hypsipyle’s fortunes, both authors employ bacchic imagery, which actually originates with Apollonius (1.636-37) and fits neatly with Vergil’s casting of Dido as a bacchant (Aen. 4.300-304). Yet I argue that the ritual context in both cases has been significantly altered from its intertextual counterpart. Valerius’ bacchic ritual involves the ‘cross-dressing’ of Thoas, whereas Statius disturbingly conflates magic and burial rites. In both cases, the rituals belong to the women’s domain, and as such allow Hypsipyle to carry out her purpose successfully. But both also raise big questions regarding the agency that Hypsipyle assumes. On the one hand, Hypsipyle’s use and abuse of ritual point to her excessive power, a power that both authors appear to condemn. On the other, the characterization of her power as excessive is complicated by her portrayal as a female exemplum of pietas (in Valerius) and as a victimized ‘other’ (in Statius).

More specifically, in Valerius, Hypsipyle’s disguise of Thoas into a statue of Bacchus suggests a certain amount of highly problematic gender-bending: Thoas appears to wear a wig with long hair and the robes of Dionysos (2.265-66, serta patri iuvenisque comam vestesque Lyaei / induit), as well as a nivea ... mitra (2.271) a cap that both the god and his followers are known to wear. Meanwhile, Hypsipyle’s bacchic attire includes the brandishing of the bacchic wand, a symbol of the aggressive nature of dionysian behavior (2.269, pampineamque quatit ventosis ictibus hastam) and the danger it poses for young men (e.g. Pentheus in Euripides Bacchae, Itys and Tereus in Ovid Metamorphoses 6). Valerius’ portrait of Hypsipyle’s empowerment through her (ab)use of bacchic ritual and the subsequent feminization of Thoas undercuts her portrayal as a feminine equivalent of Aeneas’ rescue of Anchises in Aeneid 2 and, by extension, a symbol of pietas.

Similarly in Statius, Hypsipyle’s fake burial of Thoas perverts ritual practice by including elements found in magic ritual. Hypsipyle builds a funeral pyre into the innermost part of the house, the symbolic center of her father’s power (5.313, arcanis tecti in pentralibus). Having removed Thoas, Hypsipyle now occupies this male center, thus prefiguring her eventual status as queen. The burning of her father’s clothes and armor (5.314-15, sceptrum super armaque patris / inicio et notas regum velamina vestes) recall Dido’s similar fake rite, which ostensibly aims at winning Aeneas back through the use of magic but which eventually becomes the locus of her death. Hypsipyle is further described in a state of mourning (5.316-8, ac prope maesta rogum confusis crinibus asto / ense cruentato fraudemque et inania busta / plango metu, si forte premam); yet her messy hair and her holding of a bloody sword point to images of bacchants and specifically to the same aggressive female behavior that has hitherto dominated the narrative. Statius casts Hypsipyle’s agency as negative by showing her corrupting proper burial ritual and as transgressive of traditional gender boundaries. This aspect of Hypsipyle’s character exists side by side with her depiction as a victimized ‘other’ and needs to be reckoned with.

In both Valerius and Statius, ritual appears to bestow Hypsipyle with the power to assume a role that bends traditional gender boundaries, female and male. What is more, Hypsipyle’s rituals constitute a space where gender is rendered malleable and defies stable categorization. As a result, a close examination of these ritual representations complicates our readings of Hypsipyle as disempowered and invites us to reconsider established notions regarding the construction of gender in Flavian epic. 
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