Aeetes’ Kakoi:  Decadence and Degeneration in Valerius Flaccus’ Argonautica
In Book 5 of Valerius Flaccus’ Argonautica, King Aeetes holds a banquet for his barbarian allies and the newly-arrived Argonauts. Jason inquires after the identities of the strange men, and a catalogue of barbarian warriors follows (5.576-617). Scholars (e.g., Avery, Romm and Rosivach) have long been concerned with Greek and Roman perceptions and characterizations of the Eastern other.  This paper examines how the Latin Argonautica relates and conforms to such perceptions.  Wijsman (1996), in his commentary of Book 5, has drawn out such motifs as wine, weaponry, and adornment. Taylor (1994) has observed that five of the barbarians, to whom Valerius gives the names Carmeius, Aron, Campesus, Odrussa, Iaxartes, form the acrostic cacoi (kakoi). Drawing on Wijsman’s analysis and Taylor’s suggestion that we are dealing with a meaningful ordering of characters, I argue that the barbarians’ character sketches embody a stage in a process of cultural decline from tough and battle-hardened to slothful and luxurious—a paradigm which goes back as far as Herodotus.  Furthermore, I submit that the poet uses (and withholds) the designation of vir to express a link between the catalogue of barbarians in Book 5 and the deterioration of Jason’s behavior later in the poem.  Jason himself, like Aeetes’ allies, becomes part of a process of cultural contact and decay.   Finally, I suggest that Valerius is expressing via his characterizations of Jason and the barbarians anxieties of Rome’s own contact with the East and its resultant vulnerability to moral turpitude.

Valerius expresses the moral erosion that occurs during the course of the catalogue through each barbarian’s virility, his fondness for wine, and his martial value—or lack thereof.  For instance, Carmeius, the embodiment of the hardened barbarian, stands apart from the festivities fully armed, looking as if he were about to destroy the wine-tables (5.580). Aeetes explains that Carmeius’ commitment to warfare is untiring (mos comminus arma / semper habere viro, semper meminisse pharetrae, 5.582-83).  It is significant that both Aeetes and Jason identify Carmeius as a vir: his martial attitude and aversion to the luxuries of court (here represented by wine) cannot be doubted.  Carmeius’ total sobriety recalls Herodotus’ battle-hardened barbarians: the Lydian Sandanis warns Croesus that “[the Persians] drink no wine, just water” (1.71); similarly the Massagetae, we are told, drink milk rather than wine (1.216). Unlike the extreme Carmeius, Aron represents transitional attitudes toward luxury, wherein the notions of manliness (vir) and living luxuriously coexist. Jason sees that Aron’s cloak is embroidered and that his hair is perfumed and styled (5.587-88). But Aeetes assures Jason of Aron’s masculinity in spite of his appearance (sed ne sperne virum et comptis diffide capillis, 5.592). Odrussa, on the other hand, has given himself over entirely to vice. He sits hunched over his cup, his broad, hairy chest wet with wine (5.594-95).  Although his big frame might suggest masculinity, neither Jason nor Aeetes, the arbiters of manhood in this catalogue, consider him a vir.  Odrussa, therefore, embodies the barbarian who has been seduced and corrupted by civilization’s comforts. Similarly Herodotus’ Massagetae do not remain milk-drinkers forever: Cyrus lures them into a trap with decadent food and wine and defeats them (1.207, 211). 
Significantly for the epic as a whole, the portrayal of these barbarians colors how we ought to understand Jason’s valor and masculinity. Not long before the extant poem breaks off, Styrus taunts the fleeing Jason by calling him a “half man” (semiviri) and implying that he too has become decadent (murra) in appearance (8.347-48).  Styrus’ insult suggests that Jason, and by extension the Greeks, are no more immune to degeneration than Aetes’ barbarians. And Jason certainly does not help his case when Medea fights his battles for him at the end of the extant work (e.g. 8.351-54).  Thus, the catalogue of barbarian warriors in Book 5 has far-reaching significance inasmuch as it places Jason’s later degeneration, which Valerius only foreshadows but the Greek tragedians recount in detail, within a framework of moral decline. Just as Aeetes’ allies succumb to the comforts of an easier life, so does Jason show signs that his most valiant days are behind him. 
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