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A Bovine Minotaur in Flavian Rome: Statius’ Thebaid (12.665-676)    

 

1) 

2) 

                       … maesti cupiens solacia casus 
monstriferae Calydonis opes Acheloiaque arua 
deserui; uestris haec me ecce in finibus ingens 
nox operit. tecto caelum prohibere quis iste                          455    
arcuit? an quoniam prior haec ad limina forte 
molitus gressus? pariter stabulare bimembres 
Centauros unaque ferunt Cyclopas in Aetna 
compositos. sunt et rabidis iura insita monstris 
fasque suum: nobis sociare cubilia terrae—                           460 
sed quid ego?  (Theb. 1.452-61) 

                … sed non Siculis exorta sub antris  
monstra nec Ossaei bello cecidere bimembres. 
mitto genus clarosque patres: hominum, inclute Theseu,     555    
sanguis erant, homines, eademque in sidera, eosdem 
sortitus animarum alimentaque uestra creati …    
 (Theb. 12.553-7) 

 … desiring a respite from my pitiable 
downfall, I left off the opportunities of 
monster bearing Calydonia and the fields 
of Achelous. Witness! The middle of the 
night happened upon me in your lands. 
Who is he to stop me from finding shelter 
from the storm simply because he found 
on this stoop first? They say that bi-
formed Centaurs stable together and that 
Cyclopes dwell together in Etna. There are 
even laws among rabid monsters and they 
have their own custom: for us to dwell 
together on earth—but what can I say?* 

… but not monsters born in Sicilian caves 
or the bi-formed Centaurs it is that fell in 
this war. I set aside their lineage and 
renowned ancestors. Famed Theseus, they 
were men, of the blood of men, created 
under the very stars and same chance and 
same nurture as you … 

3) 

4) 

unus ut e siluis Pholoes habitator opacae 
inter et Aetnaeos aequus consurgere fratres,                       605 
(Theb. 3.604-5) 

Τυδεὺς δὲ µαργῶν καὶ µάχης λελιµµένος                           380 
µεσηµβριναῖς κλαγγαῖσιν ὡς δράκων βοᾷ·                
 (Aesch. Sept. 380-1)

just like a dweller in Pholoe’s woods 
and equal in stature to the brothers of 
Etna, 

Tydeus, in a rage and desirous for battle, 
bellowed like a snake at high noon. 
  

5)                        … maesti cupiens solacia casus 
monstriferae Calydonis opes Acheloiaque arua 
deserui; uestris haec me ecce in finibus ingens 
nox operit. tecto caelum prohibere quis iste                     455         
arcuit? an quoniam prior haec ad limina forte 
molitus gressus? pariter stabulare bimembres 
Centauros unaque ferunt Cyclopas in Aetna 
compositos. sunt et rabidis iura insita monstris 
fasque suum: nobis sociare cubilia terrae—                     460 
sed quid ego?  (Theb. 1.452-61) 

 … desiring a respite from my pitiable 
downfall, I left off the opportunities of 
monster bearing Calydonia and the 
fields of Achelous. Witness! The middle 
of the night happened upon me in your 
lands. Who is this guy to prevent me from 
finding shelter from the storm simply 
because he chanced on this stoop first? 
They say that bi-formed Centaurs stable 
together and that Cyclopes dwell together 
in Etna. There are even laws among rabid 
monsters and they have their own custom: 
for us to dwell together on earth—but 
what can I say? 

*All translations are my own.

mailto:froedge2@illinois.edu


Stephen Froedge, UIUC, froedge2@illinois.edu 
CAMWS 2019 Lincoln, NE, Section G: Statius’ Thebaid II 
4/5/2019

 

 

 

 

7) Daedalus ut clausit conceptum crimine matris 
     Semibovemque virum semivirumque bovem.  
(Ovid. Ars. 2.23-4) 

Daedalus as he hid the one conceived by its 
mother’s crime: the half-bull-man-half-man-
bull.

10. Dissecting the Classical Hybrid 107

can be identified as the cast of the ‘Cretan saga’. Theseus is 
represented in heroic semi-nudity, and appears twice on the 
front of the sarcophagus. On the left he converses with an 
older, bearded man (possibly King Minos or Aegeus, Theseus’ 
father); meanwhile on the right he is caught in the act of 
deserting Ariadne, who reclines semi-naked on the ground. 
To Ariadne’s left extends the body of the Minotaur, entangled 
between Theseus’ legs. Their physical closeness – Ariadne 
leans against the Minotaur’s feet – reminds the viewer of their 
familial bond, for despite her beauty and his monstrosity the 
two are ‘genetically’ related through their mother Pasiphae. 
The Minotaur has been wrapped around the corner of the 
sarcophagus’ surface: anyone looking at this object from the 
front would simply see the lower portion of a naked male body, 
would have to move around to the side of the sarcophagus to 
see the bull’s head and understand the figure’s true identity. The 
shape of the sarcophagus has been used to decapitate one of its 
central figures: this image of an essentially fragmented corpse 
is very unlike the beautiful whole bodies normally depicted 
on Roman sarcophagi, which disavow the process of bodily 
decomposition that was going on inside the stone container.

Animality and Fragmentation
So how might these partible hybrids reflect the world in which 
they were made? The classical hybrid poses an additional 
threat above and beyond its fusion of human and animal 
bodies by confronting the viewer with the spectre of bodily 
disintegration. As we have seen, the hybrids created by classical 
artists and authors were inherently unstable organisms whose 
bodies were taken apart as easily as they had been put together. 
The artefacts discussed in this chapter are particularly explicit 
about the fragmentary quality of the classical hybrid, but 

any image constructed according to what we have called the 
‘segmented’ model could be read in a similar light; and I 
would argue that as soon as viewers recognised themselves in 
the (perfectly) human part of the image, they admitted the 
possibility of their own bodily fragmentation. Such a reading 
has certain implications for how we perceive the hybrid to 
‘work’, since when we look sideways at other elements of the 
human-animal relationship in classical antiquity, we see bodily 
integrity being used to define the difference between human 
and animal bodies.

As John Heath has noted, Greek philosophers were 
obsessed with explaining what makes man unique amongst 
animals, “virtually inventing the familiar topos ‘man alone 
of the animals is/possesses x’” (Heath 2005: 6). Amongst the 
many answers offered to this conundrum was man’s ability to 
reason, speak, laugh and feel shame, as well as his possession 
of hands (Sorabji 1993: 89–93). As the long duration of this 
discourse and the shifting nature of its conclusions indicate, 
the boundary between human and animal bodies was far from 
self-evident, but was rather constructed and policed through 
a whole series of discourses and practices, amongst which 
the issue of bodily cutting and dismemberment was central. 
Animal bodies were routinely opened and/or fragmented in the 
hunt, on the dinner table and (perhaps most crucially) on the 
sacrificial altar; these same practices simultaneously produced 
human bodies that were whole and inviolable. Of course, it 
is not the case that human bodies were never fragmented, 
but any such cases generally occurred in deviant or at least 
unusual circumstances. For instance, Heinrich von Staden has 
shown how the cutting of the human body was ratified only in 
situations of crisis, like warfare, or ‘emergency’ surgery (Von 
Staden 1992; cf. Martin 1983). Von Staden suggests that the 
unwillingness of Greek anatomists to dissect the human body 
can be explained by the fact that scientific dissection lacked 
this ‘legitimating factor’ of crisis; significantly, the animal body 
could be dissected, and conclusions about the human body 
inferred from the results.

In visual representations, the cut animal body is often 
shown accompanied by the whole, impermeable bodies of 
humans. Numerous vase-paintings represent animal sacrifice, 
not simply as an extermination, but as a painstaking dissection 
of the animal body into a collection of internal and external 
pieces. One common scene depicts the act of divination from 
the sacrificial entrails; here, the animal innards are often 
shown in the hands of a Greek warrior, whose protective 
armour-cladding emphasises the impermeability of his body 
(Fig 10.7; Durand and Lissarrague 1979). Other texts and 
images do show the human body being (or about to be) cut or 
dismembered; however, in these cases the human is compared 
to or transformed into an animal, thus making a conceptual 
link between animality and fragmentation. The myth of the 
sacrifice of Iphigenia is a good example of this process. The 
playwright Euripides recounts how the body of the maiden 
Iphigenia was snatched away by the goddess Artemis, just as 

Fig. 10.6: Sarcophagus, Theseus and the Minotaur, c. 250 AD. Image 
courtesy of the Forschungsarchiv für Antike Plastik, Köln. 

Theseus and the 
Minotaur, sarcophagus, 
3rd Century C.E., 
Forschungsarchiv für 
Antike Plastik, Köln 

6) at procul ingenti Neptunius agmina Theseus                 665 
angustat clipeo, propriaeque exordia laudis 
centum urbes umbone gerit centenaque Cretae 
moenia, seque ipsum monstrosi ambagibus antri 
hispida torquentem luctantis colla iuuenci   
alternasque manus circum et nodosa ligantem               
bracchia et abducto uitantem cornua uultu. 
terror habet populos, cum saeptus imagine torua 
ingreditur pugnas, bis Thesea bisque cruentas 
caede uidere manus: ueteres reminiscitur actus 
ipse tuens sociumque gregem metuendaque quondam   675 
limina et absumpto pallentem Cnosida filo. (Theb. 
12.665-76)

From a distance Neptunian Theseus corralled 
the battle line with his grand shield—the 
beginnings of his unique glory. He carries a 
hundred cities on the boss and even himself, 
in the trappings of the monstrous cave, 
twisting the hairy neck of the struggling bull 
and alternating hands grasping about. He 
binds the knotty shoulders and avoids the 
horns by turning his face away. Terror grips 
the people when he goes into battle girded by 
this savage reproduction. They see Theseus 
twice and hands twice bloodied with 
slaughter. Theseus himself recollects the old 
deeds, gazing at the band of companions, the 
thresholds once feared and the pale lady of 
Knossos with her wasted thread.
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