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The Poetics of the Argonaut Voyage: 
Shamanism, Sorcery and Art

MARKO MARINČIČ

The title of this paper might appear confusing since it seems to promise 
a vague discussion on a very specific subject, which calls for some clari-
fication. I am not going to discuss either the ancient theories of epic1 or 
the preliterary origins of the Argonaut myth. Instead, I will focus on two 
archetypal thematic impulses that found expression in the long afterlife 
of the Argonaut myth in literature, music and art: the transcendent power 
of song personified in the character of Orpheus and the talismanic magic 
represented by the Golden Fleece and other magical objects associated 
with the story of Medea.2

Apollonius’s Argonautics, the earliest surviving literary work deal-
ing with the Argonauts (3rd century BC), is a work of a learned author who 
approached the archaic myth as an antiquarian and a literary gourmet, 
a typical representative of the cultural elite institutionally linked to the 
Ptolemaic court and to the Museion of Alexandria. As a highly self-con-
scious poet, Apollonius is almost obsessively concerned with metaliterary 
issues, constantly reflecting on the very act of writing a(n) (epic) poem.3 
The Argonautics is almost as much concerned with itself as with Jason’s 
journey; as a literary journey, it begins with the letter A and with the word 
ἀρχόμενος, “starting”, and it can be no coincidence that Orpheus is pre-
sented as the leading figure in the catalogue of the crew (1, 32). 

The very fact that Apollonius thematicizes the self-reflexive charac-
ter of the poem in the figure of Orpheus leads us to the archaic myth of 
Orpheus.4 Orpheus, who acts as the main protagonist of the expedition in 

1 See Severin Koster, Antike Epostheorien, Wiesbaden 1970; Denis C. Feeney, 
The Gods in Epic: Poets and Critics of the Classical Tradition, Oxford 1991. 

2 For recent discussions of the myth, see Fritz Graf, Medea, the Enchantress 
from Afar: Remarks on a Well-known Myth, in: Medea: Essays on Medea in 
Myth, Literature, Philosophy and Art, eds. James J. Clauss, Sarah Iles Johnston, 
Princeton 1997, 21–43, and other contributions in the same volume. 

3 For a narratological analysis of the poem, see Massimo Fusillo, Il tempo delle 
Argonautiche. Un’analisi del racconto in Apollonio Rodio, Roma 1985; Richard 
Hunter, The Argonautica of Apollonius: Literary Studies, Cambridge 1993. 

4 For general discussions of the myth, see Ernst Maass, Orpheus, München 1895; 
Konrat Ziegler, Orpheus, in: der Realencyclopädie classischen Altertumswis-
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the Orphic Argonautica, a poem written in the imperial age, was presum-
ably present among the Argonauts from the very beginning as a shamanic 
figure.5 He saved the Argonauts from the Sirens by overcoming their song 
with his own, and it is probably from the Argonautic Orpheus that the 
Homeric Odysseus borrowed his Sirens episode.6 In this, as in many other 
respects, the Argonauts’ journey was a crucial model for the journeys of 
Odysseus.7 Circe, who was later known as Medea’s aunt, was probably 
modelled on her “granddaughter”; as a “new” character striving for epic 
glory, she refers to Argo as a “worn out” subject (Hom. Od. 12, 69–72; the 
homoeoteleuton μέλουσα – πλέουσα can be taken as a playful allusion to 
the pleonastic character of the backward journey):

οἴη δὴ κείνῃ γε παρέπλω ποντοπόρος νηῦς 
Ἀργὼ πᾶσι μέλουσα͵ παρ΄ Αἰήταο πλέουσα· 
καί νύ κε τὴν ἔνθ΄ ὦκα βάλεν μεγάλας ποτὶ πέτρας͵ 
ἀλλ΄ ῞Ηρη παρέπεμψεν͵ ἐπεὶ φίλος ἦεν Ἰήσων.

One seafaring ship alone has passed thereby, that Argo famed of all, on 
her voyage from Aeetes, and even her the wave would speedily have 
dashed there against the great crags, had not Here sent her through, for 
that Jason was dear to her.

 
Aiaie, the island of Circe, corresponds to the original destination of 

the Argonauts, Aia, the Land of the Sun, the starting point of Helios’s 

senchaft 18/1, 1939, 1268–1281; Cecil M. Bowra, Orpheus and Eurydice, Clas-
sical Quarterly 2, 1952, 113–125; John Warden, Orpheus: The Metamorphosis 
of a Myth, Toronto 1982; Charles Segal, Orpheus: The Myth of the Poet, Balti-
more, London 1989; Elizabeth Henry, Orpheus With His Lute: Poetry and the 
Renewal of Life, Carbondale and Edwardsville, London 1992. 

5 For Orpheus as a mystical shaman-like figure, see Robert Böhme, Orpheus: Der 
Sänger und seine Zeit, Bern 1970 (to be used with caution). The earliest repre-
sentation of Orpheus as an Argonaut is the Metope from the Sicyonian treasury 
in Delphi, showing Argo with the Dioscuri, Orpheus and another lyre-player 
(575–550 BC); Orpheus may be playing in order to drown out the Sirens. 

6 Georg Danek, Epos und Zitat: Studien zu den Quellen der Odyssee, Wien 1998, 
250 ff., with further bibliography. 

7 The fundamental work of Karl Meuli, Odyssee und Argonautica. Untersu-
chungen zur griechischen Sagengeschichte und zum Epos, Berlin 1921, is out-
dated in many respects; for criticism, see Uwo Hölscher, Die Odyssee. Epos 
zwischen Märchen und Roman, München 31990, 175 ff. Hölscher goes so far 
as to deny the influence of the pre-Odyssean Argonaut myth on Odysseus’s 
journey; against this radical view, see Wolfgang Kullmann, Ergebnisse der mo-
tivgeschichtlichen Forschung zu Homer (Neoanalyse), in: Zweihundert Jahre 
Homer-Forschung. Rückblick und Ausblick, ed. Joachim Latacz, Stuttgart 1991 
(Colloquium Rauricum 2), 425–455: 449 ff. 
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daily journey (Mimn. fr. 5; 10 Gentili-Prato).8 Only much later, probably 
during the colonization of the Black Sea region, was Aia identified as 
Colchis (cf. Eumel. fr. 3 EpGF; Hdt. 1, 2, 2). 

The story of Jason and the Golden Fleece contains almost the whole 
set of elements characteristic of the hero-myth as defined by Vladimir 
Propp:9 a myth telling the story of a young warrior whom a father figure 
sends on a dangerous mission, expecting that he will not return. The es-
sential ingredients of the myth are these: the hero’s encounter, in the land 
of the mission, of the ruler’s daughter who falls in love with him and helps 
him; his success in the mission; his return and the desertion of the prin-
cess; the killing of the man who imposed the task on the hero; the hero’s 
commission of some transgression and his destruction. 

From an anthropological point of view, the myth of Jason the Ar-
gonaut is an initiation myth;10 Medea’s role is that of an initiatrix.11 Aia, 
the Land of the Sun, where the symbolic initiation of the warrior takes 
place, has a dual character: to Phrixus, who arrives there on the back of 
the golden ram, it represents the place of salvation; to Jason it potentially 
represents the place of his death. 

In the Odyssey, the island Aiaie is depicted as a place of transcendent 
beauty (Hom. Od. 12, 1–7):

Αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ ποταμοῖο λίπεν ῥόον Ὠκεανοῖο 
νηῦς͵ ἀπὸ δ΄ ἵκετο κῦμα θαλάσσης εὐρυπόροιο 
νῆσόν τ΄ Αἰαίην͵ ὅθι τ΄ Ἠοῦς ἠριγενείης 
οἰκία καὶ χοροί εἰσι καὶ ἀντολαὶ Ἠελίοιο͵ 
νῆα μὲν ἔνθ΄ ἐλθόντες ἐκέλσαμεν ἐν ψαμάθοισιν͵ 
ἐκ δὲ καὶ αὐτοὶ βῆμεν ἐπὶ ῥηγμῖνι θαλάσσης·
ἔνθα δ΄ ἀποβρίξαντες ἐμείναμεν Ἠῶ δῖαν. 

Now after our ship had left the stream of the river Oceanus and had come 
to the wave of the broad sea, and the Aeaean isle, where is the dwelling 
of early Dawn and her dancing-lawns, and the risings of the sun, there 
on our coming we beached our ship on the sands, and ourselves went 

8 Albin Lesky, Aia, Wiener Studien 63, 1948, 22–68 (=Gesammelte Schriften, 
Bern, München 1966, 26–62); on the Argonaut myth as a solar myth, see Charles 
R. Beye, Epic and Romance in the Argonautica of Apollonius, Carbondale and 
Edwardsville 1982, 43: “a story which tells of a trip to the east to procure a shin-
ing golden object which is then brought to the west may arouse the suspicion 
that we are dealing with some kind of solar story.”

9 Morphology of the Folktale, Austin 21968 [1927].
10 Richard Hunter, Short on Heroics: Jason and the Argonautica, Classical Quar-

terly n. s. 38, 1988, 436–453: 448 ff.; Fusillo, op. cit. (n. 3), 15–17. 
11 Fritz Graf, Orpheus: A Poet Among Men, in: Interpretations of Greek Mythol-

ogy, ed. J. Bremmer, London 1987, 80–106. 
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forth upon the shore of the sea, and there we fell asleep, and waited for 
the bright Dawn.

Yet at the same time, the island of Circe is located close to the en-
trance to the Underworld. A similar ambiguity is reflected in the character 
of Circe, who, as a daughter of the Sun-God and a sorceress, exercizes 
power over the realm of the dead: she is a benevolent (albeit tyrannical) 
protector of Odysseus, but she is also a dangerous witch who transforms 
Greek sailors into beasts. 

The voyage of Argo is often seen as symbolic of the passage to the 
nether world;12 it is a symbolic conquest of transcendent wisdom beyond 
death.13 This, not the quest for Eurydice, was the original motive for Or-
pheus’s descent to Hades;14 hence the presence of Orpheus among the Ar-
gonauts and his prominence in certain versions of the story also reflects 
the initiatory symbolism inherent in the Argonaut myth. 

In Apollonius’s poem, Orpheus the shaman is portrayed in the mod-
ern costume of a natural philosopher, as an Alexandrian poeta doctus. 
The song he performs at the beginning of the journey is an Empedoclean 
cosmology based on the cosmic principles of philotes and neikos, love and 
repulsion (Arg. 1, 494–515): 

                                            ἂν δὲ καὶ Ὀρφεύς͵ 
λαιῇ ἀνασχόμενος κίθαριν͵ πείραζεν ἀοιδῆς. 
῎Ηειδεν δ΄ ὡς γαῖα καὶ οὐρανὸς ἠδὲ θάλασσα͵ 
τὸ πρὶν ἔτ΄ ἀλλήλοισι μιῇ συναρηρότα μορφῇ͵ 
νείκεος ἐξ ὀλοοῖο διέκριθεν ἀμφὶς ἕκαστα· 
...
῏Η͵ καὶ ὁ μὲν φόρμιγγα σὺν ἀμβροσίῃ σχέθεν αὐδῇ· 
τοὶ δ΄ ἄμοτον λήξαντος ἔτι προύχοντο κάρηνα͵ 
πάντες ὁμῶς ὀρθοῖσιν ἐπ΄ οὔασιν ἠρεμέοντες 
κηληθμῷ· τοῖόν σφιν ἐνέλλιπε θέλκτρον ἀοιδῆς. 

Moreover Orpheus took up his lyre in his left hand and began to sing.
He sang of how the earth, the heavens, and the sea – once upon a time 
united with each other in a single form – were sundered apart by deadly 
strife ...
...
This was his song. He checked his lyre and his divine voice, but though 
he had finished, the others all still leaned forwards, ears straining under 

12 François Vian, Apollonios de Rhodes, Argonautiques, Tome I (Chants I–II), 
Paris 1974, 125; Malcolm Campbell, A Commentary on Apollonius Rhodius 
Argonautica III, 1–471, Leiden 1994, ad 3, 61–63. 

13 Böhme, op. cit (n. 5), 222 ff.
14 Bowra, op. cit. (n. 4), 122 ff.
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the peaceful spell; such was the bewitching power of the music which 
lingered amongst them.15

As Damien Nelis has demostrated, the song is a creative reworking of 
two Homeric scenes that were often interpreted allegorically: the adultery 
of Ares and Aphrodite described by the aoidos Deomodocus in his song (θ 
266 ff.), and the Homeric shield of Achilles representing two cities, a city 
at peace and a city at war (Σ 483 ff.).16 The two divine adulterers were most 
frequently identified with the two principles of Empedoclean cosmology, 
particularly since Empedocles himself illustrated the divine character of 
the four Elements by metaphorically identifying them with four divinities 
(B 6).

The cosmological speculation of the Apollonian Orpheus is not mere-
ly a decorative piece of learning, and it is certainly not an aim in itself. 
Orpheus sings his song in order to dissipate the quarrel that has broken 
out between Idmon the seer and Idas the impious slanderer. In its im-
mediate function, through its magical spell, the song of Orpheus recalls 
archaic shamanism. In its wider context, however, and with respect to its 
content, it can be regarded as a metaliterary representation of the poem 
itself. A number of interpreters claim that Orpheus and Medea are por-
trayed as two antagonistic characters representing, respectively, harmony 
and strife.17 According to Empedocles, the world was originally spherical 
in form and was ruled by Love; then the Strife cleaved the One into Many. 
This cosmic process is reflected in the later development of the narrative, 
which reveals that the quarrel Orpheus soothed by his music was really 
only a prelude to the tyrannical rule of Strife that unfolds in the last two 
books of the poem. In fact, Books 3 and 4 are dominated by Medea; they 
are introduced by an invocation of Erato, the Muse suggesting Eros by her 
name, while the actual subject of those books is “Deadly Strife”.18 

15 All translations of the Argonautics are from Richard Hunter, Apollonius of 
Rhodes: Jason and the Golden Fleece, Oxford 1995; for Catullus 64, I follow 
George P. Goold, Catullus, London 1983. 

16 Damien Nelis, Demodocus and the Song of Orpheus, Museum Helveticum 49, 
1992, 153–170.

17 Ray J. Clare, The Path of the Argo: Language, Imagery and Narrative in the 
Argonautica of Apollonius Rhodius, Cambridge 2002.

18 The duplicity of Erato becomes even more explicit in the Virgilian adaptation 
at the beginning of Aeneid 7 (37 ff.), which is a prelude to the “Iliadic” part 
of the poem; cf. Damien Nelis, Vergil’s Aeneid and the Argonautica of Apol-
lonius Rhodius, Cambridge 2001, 267 ff. The second model for the Virgilian 
invocation is Book 7 (!) of Ennius’s Annales, where an Empedoclean Discordia 
taetra opens the gates of war; see Philip Hardie, Virgil’s Aeneid: Cosmos and 
Imperium, Oxford 1986, 209 ff.; Nelis, op. cit., 289 and n. 99, with further bib-
liography. 
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Apollonius’s poem ends with the end of the journey; it closes with a 
hymnic address to the heroes of the past and does not go on to narrate the 
events of Euripides’ tragedy (Arg. 4, 1773–1781): 

Ἵλατ΄ ἀριστῆες͵ μακάρων γένος͵ αἵδε δ΄ ἀοιδαί 
εἰς ἔτος ἐξ ἔτεος γλυκερώτεραι εἶεν ἀείδειν 
ἀνθρώποις· ἤδη γὰρ ἐπὶ κλυτὰ πείραθ΄ ἱκάνω 
ὑμετέρων καμάτων ... 

Be gracious, heroes, children of the blessed gods, and may these songs be 
from year to year ever sweeter for men to sing. For now I have reached 
the glorious conclusion of your struggles ...19

Even a naïve reader unfamiliar with the artificialities of Alexandrian 
poetry would feel uneasy about this abrupt closure. Medea’s agony calls 
for a Euripidean tragic epilogue. To be sure, the Corinthian tragedy is 
not the subject of the poem, and it certainly goes beyond the main plot; 
nonetheless, the tragedy suppressed by the hymnic closure is ominously 
present in the anxious mind of Medea as well as in the literary memory 
of the reader. 

Perhaps the most notable case of tragic foreshadowing is the scene 
of the wedding of Jason and Medea in Book 4. The Argonauts arrive at 
Corcyra, in the land of the Phaeacians (982 ff.). At the court of King Alci-
nous they meet a group of Colchians who demand Medea and the Golden 
Fleece. Alcinous tells the Colchians that they can bring Medea to Colchis 
only if she is still a virgin, but if she is already married and bears a child 
she may stay with Jason. In the meantime, the queen secretly prepares 
everything for the wedding of Jason and Medea, and they celebrate the 
marriage on the same day. 

The ritual takes place in a cave in which the nymph Macris has nur-
tured the Child Dionysus (1128–1169). The nymphs who come from the 
nearby mountains to attend the wedding are struck with awe and wonder 
at the beauty of the Fleece, which is spread in the cave:

πάσας δὲ πυρὸς ὣς ἄμφεπεν αἴγλη͵ 
τοῖον ἀπὸ χρυσέων θυσάνων ἀμαρύσσετο φέγγος· 
δαῖε δ΄ ἐν ὀφθαλμοῖς γλυκερὸν πόθον͵ ἴσχε δ΄ ἑκάστην 
αἰδὼς ἱεμένην περ ὅμως ἐπὶ χεῖρα βαλέσθαι. 
αἱ μέν τ΄ Αἰγαίου ποταμοῦ καλέοντο θύγατρες͵ 
αἱ δ΄ ὄρεος κορυφὰς Μελιτηίου ἀμφενέμοντο͵ 
αἱ δ΄ ἔσαν ἐκ πεδίων ἀλσηίδες· ὦρσε γὰρ αὐτή 
῞Ηρη Ζηνὸς ἄκοιτις͵ Ἰήσονα κυδαίνουσα. 

19 The underlining is employed to highlight the intertextual dialogue between Ca-
tullus and Apollonius.
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All were surrounded by a radiance like that of fire – so bright was the 
sparkling glow from the tufts of golden wool. In their eyes the fleece 
lit a sweet longing; but despite their desire, all were too shy to place 
their hands upon the fleece. Some were called the daughters of the river 
Aigaios, others haunted the peaks of the mountain of Melite, others were 
wood-nymphs from the plains; Zeus’s wife, Hera herself, had roused 
them to come, to bring honour to Jason. 

This is a scene laden with symbolism and tragic irony. Orpheus (!) 
sings a wedding song (1159), and the couple consummate the marriage 
upon the fleece, as if the bond between Jason and Medea were sealed 
with the authority of the fleece, or as if Jason had finally subordinated his 
mercantile interests to his love for Medea. This is, at least, what Medea 
would like to believe, but the final authorial comment suggests a different 
view of the event:

οὐ μὲν ἐν Ἀλκινόοιο γάμον μενέαινε τελέσσαι 
ἥρως Αἰσονίδης͵ μεγάροις δ΄ ἐνὶ πατρὸς ἑοῖο 
νοστήσας ἐς Ἰωλκὸν ὑπότροπος͵ ὧς δὲ καὶ αὐτή 
Μήδεια φρονέεσκε· τότ΄ αὖ χρεὼ ἦγε μιγῆναι. 
ἀλλὰ γὰρ οὔποτε φῦλα δυηπαθέων ἀνθρώπων 
τερπωλῆς ἐπέβημεν ὅλῳ ποδί͵ σὺν δέ τις αἰεί 
πικρὴ παρμέμβλωκεν ἐυφροσύνῃσιν ἀνίη. 

It was not ιn the territory of Alkinoos that the heroic son of Aison had 
wished to marry, but in the house of his father after his safe return to 
lolkos; this too had been Medea’s intention, but necessity forced them to 
lie together at that time. It is a fact that we tribes of suffering men never 
plant our feet firmly upon the path of joy, but there is ever some bitter 
pain to keep company with our delight. 

There is an obvious connection between Medea’s role as a sorceress 
and the talismanic symbolism of the Golden Fleece: as a granddaughter 
of the Sun God, Medea uses various magical objects that recall the golden 
gleam of the Fleece; in Euripides’ drama she uses a poisoned robe and 
a golden crown as a weapon against Jason’s new bride, the anonymous 
Corinthian princess, who is literally consumed by fire (Eur. Med., 1156–
1162):

ἡ δ΄͵ ὡς ἐσεῖδε κόσμον͵ οὐκ ἠνέσχετο͵
ἀλλ΄ ἤινεσ΄ ἀνδρὶ πάντα͵ καὶ πρὶν ἐκ δόμων
μακρὰν ἀπεῖναι πατέρα καὶ παῖδας σέθεν
λαβοῦσα πέπλους ποικίλους ἠμπέσχετο͵
χρυσοῦν τε θεῖσα στέφανον ἀμφὶ βοστρύχοις
λαμπρῶι κατόπτρωι σχηματίζεται κόμην͵
ἄψυχον εἰκὼ προσγελῶσα σώματος
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When she had seen the raiment, she could not wait but consented to all 
her husband asked, and before your children and their father had gone 
far from the house, she took the many-colored gown and put it on, and 
setting the gold crown about her locks, she arranged her hair in a bright 
mirror, smiling at the lifeless image of her body. 

A further magical object of the same type is depicted in Argonautics 
4, where Jason and Medea lure Medea’s brother Apsyrtus into an ambush 
with the aid of a magical purple cloak. Jason received this cloak as a fare-
well gift from the queen of Lemnos Hypsipyle in Book 1; Hypsipyle had, 
in her turn, inherited the garment from her father Thoas, the son of Ari-
adne and Dionysus (4, 421–434.445–449): 

Ὧς τώγε ξυμβάντε μέγαν δόλον ἠρτύναντο 
Ἀψύρτῳ͵ καὶ πολλὰ πόρον ξεινήια δῶρα· 
οἷς μέτα καὶ πέπλον δόσαν ἱερὸν Ὑψιπυλείης
πορφύρεον. τὸν μέν ῥα Διωνύσῳ κάμον αὐταί 
Δίῃ ἐν ἀμφιάλῳ Χάριτες θεαί͵ αὐτὰρ ὁ παιδί 
δῶκε Θόαντι μεταῦτις͵ ὁ δ΄ αὖ λίπεν Ὑψιπυλείῃ͵ 
ἡ δ΄ ἔπορ΄ Αἰσονίδῃ πολέσιν μετὰ καὶ τὸ φέρεσθαι 
γλήνεσιν εὐεργὲς ξεινήιον. οὔ μιν ἀφάσσων 
οὔτε κεν εἰσορόων γλυκὺν ἵμερον ἐμπλήσειας· 
τοῦ δὲ καὶ ἀμβροσίη ὀδμὴ πέλεν ἐξέτι κείνου 
ἐξ οὗ ἄναξ αὐτὸς Νυσήιος ἐγκατέλεκτο 
ἀκροχάλιξ οἴνῳ καὶ νέκταρι͵ καλὰ μεμαρπώς 
στήθεα παρθενικῆς Μινωίδος͵ ἥν ποτε Θησεύς 
Κνωσσόθεν ἑσπομένην Δίῃ ἔνι κάλλιπε νήσῳ. 
...
Σχέτλι΄ Ἔρως͵ μέγα πῆμα͵ μέγα στύγος ἀνθρώποισιν͵ 
ἐκ σέθεν οὐλόμεναί τ΄ ἔριδες στοναχαί τε γόοι τε͵
ἄλγεά τ΄ ἄλλ΄ ἐπὶ τοῖσιν ἀπείρονα τετρήχασιν· 
δυσμενέων ἐπὶ παισὶ κορύσσεο δαῖμον ἀερθείς 
οἷος Μηδείῃ στυγερὴν φρεσὶν ἔμβαλες ἄτην.

So the two of them reached an agreement and prepared a terrible deceit 
against Apsyrtos. They sent many gifts of friendship, including the holy, 
purple robe of Hypsipyle. The divine Graces themselves had woven this 
for Dionysos on sea-girt Dia; he gave it to his son Thoas who in turn 
left it for Hypsipyle who offered it to the son of Aison to take away as 
a splendid friendship gift, together with many other wonderful things. 
You could never satisfy your sweet desire either by touching or gazing 
upon it. An ambrosial scent hovered over it ever since the time when 
the Nysaian lord himself, tipsy with wine and nectar, lay upon it as he 
pressed against himself the lovely breasts of the maiden daughter of 
Minos, whom Theseus once abandoned on the island of Dia after she 
had followed him from Knossos.
...
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Reckless Eros, great curse, greatly loathed by men, from you come 
deadly strifes and grieving and troubles, and countless other pains on top 
of these swirl up. Rear up, divine spirit, against my enemies’ children as 
you were when you threw hateful folly into Medea’s heart.

The cloak is a material witness of Ariadne’s bliss: she was loved by 
Dionysus and, after her death, the god transformed her golden wreath into 
a constellation. Yet the most obvious parallel between the two stories lies 
in the fact that both Theseus and Jason abandoned the foreign princess 
who helped them to overcome the monster. To be more precise, Jason will 
abandon Medea at a later stage of the story not narrated by Apollonius but 
suggested to the reader as the only possible outcome.20 Therefore, the pres-
ence of the cloak is to be taken as a bad omen, a material emblem of tragic 
irony. Ominous objects and works of art forecasting future events are a 
common narrative device in ancient epic, drama and novel;21 Massimo Fu-
sillo studied this aspect of Apollonius’s epic along the lines of modern nar-
ratology in terms of “retorica degli oggetti”.22 It should be added, however, 
that in the context of the myth of Medea, the symbolic powers attributed to 
those objects have a distinctly “material” basis: they are explicitly related 
to magic.

In fact, Apollonius has been preparing the reader for this scene 
through much of Book 3. In an extensive dialogue, Jason tries to secure 
the help of Medea by adducing the example of Ariadne, who was rewarded 
for her service to Theseus by the apotheosis of her golden wreath (3, 997–
1111). Jason, of course, passes over the desertion of Ariadne in silence, but 
as the reader knows only too well, the actual parallel lies in the fact that 
he will later abandon Medea in favour of the Corinthian princess. Me-
dea, who curiously ignores the story of her relative, refuses the flattering 
comparison with Ariadne; in her present state, her only wish is not to be 
surrendered to the Colchians. She does not know that Theseus abandoned 
Ariadne, but she does suspect something,23 and one is led to believe that 
Jason actually manipulates the myth to suit his selfish purposes.24 This 

20 François Vian, Apollonios de Rhodes, Argonautiques, Tome III (Chant IV), Pa-
ris 1981, 165; Fusillo, op. cit. (n. 3), 310. 

21 Paul Friedländer, Johannes von Gaza, Paulus Silentiarius und Prokopios von 
Gaza, Hildesheim, New York 1912 (repr. 1969), 49–50; George E. Duckworth, 
Foreshadowing and Suspense in the Epics of Homer, Apollonius and Vergil, 
Diss. Princeton 1933; Alessandro Perutelli, La narrazione commentata. Studi 
sull’epillio latino, Pisa 1979; Shadi Bartsch, Decoding the Ancient Novel, Prin-
ceton 1989.

22 Fusillo, op. cit. (n. 3), 307 ff.
23 François Vian, Apollonios de Rhodes, Argonautiques, Chant III, Édition, intro-

duction et commentaire, Paris 1961, ad 997–1004. 
24 Guido Paduano, Studi su Apollonio Rodio, Roma 1972, 183. 



92

Marko Marinčič

is an interiorized, psychological counterpart to the “rhetoric of objects”; 
here, the protagonists, too, are involved in creating and dechiphering the 
meaning of the myth. Still, the actual parallel lies beyond Jason’s manipu-
lative purposes: it is up to the reader who knows his Euripides to identify 
a tertium comparationis. And if one tries to trace an event analogous to 
the apotheosis of Ariadne’s crown in the later career of Medea, two rather 
gloomy events come to mind: 

– the final scene of Euripides’ tragedy, in which Medea escapes in a 
(serpent-drawn) chariot sent by her grandfather Helios,

– the death of the Corinthian princess, who is consumed by fire after 
having put on the purple robe and the golden crown brought to her by Me-
dea’s children. The fire that destroys the princess clearly suggests Medea’s 
divine ancestry, her gradfather Helios. 

Moreover, these two events are suggested by the use that Medea 
makes of Ariadne’s cloak in Book 4: she actually uses the cloak to lure her 
brother into a lethal trap. Again, one should recall that Ariadne, just like 
Medea, was a granddaughter of Helios. 

To summarize the argument, Apollonius adopted the theme of tal-
ismanic magic from the archaic Argonaut myth. The Golden Fleece has 
always been considered as a symbolic object; it represented the material 
goal of the expedition, and it comprised its deeper essence. The Hellenistic 
poet emphasized, on one hand, the aesthetic aspect of the Fleece and of 
other magical objects, and, on the other, he charged them with second-
ary symbolic meanings; he used them as effective vehicles of conveying 
meaning on the levels of narrative dramaturgy, psychology, and compo-
sition, as interpretative keys revealing the underlying ambiguities of the 
story, the tragic contrast between appearance and reality. 

Catullus’s poem 64, “The marriage of Peleus and Thetis”, which no-
toriously inspired Richard Strauss in his Ariadne auf Naxos, belongs to 
the tradition of short epic.25 The so-called Alexandrian epyllion is a pro-
grammatic alternative to the large-scale heroic epic; it counters the tradi-
tional mode of composing an epic by loosening its linear structure, and 
it systematically deceives the expectations of the reader accustomed to a 
continuous narration: after a solemn opening that seems to be promising 
“everything about the Argonauts” the narration may suddenly turn to a 
minor episode that is markedly unheroic and mostly erotic in character: 
in Theocritus’s Hylas Herakles leaves the Argo in the middle of the trip 
and misses its departure while searching for his beloved boy who has been 

25 On the epyllium, Perutelli, op. cit. (n. 21); Kathryn J. Gutzwiller, Studies in 
the Hellenistic Epyllion, Meisenheim am Glan 1981 (Beiträge zur klassischen 
Philologie 114).
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kidnapped by the nymphs; finally, he reaches Colchis on foot (Theocr. Id. 
13, 16–18.72–75): 

ἀλλ΄ ὅτε τὸ χρύσειον ἔπλει μετὰ κῶας Ἰάσων 
Αἰσονίδας͵ οἱ δ΄ αὐτῷ ἀριστῆες συνέποντο 
πασᾶν ἐκ πολίων προλελεγμένοι ὧν ὄφελός τι͵ 
...
οὕτω μὲν κάλλιστος Ὕλας μακάρων ἀριθμεῖται· 
Ἡρακλέην δ΄ ἥρεως ἐκερτόμεον λιποναύταν͵ 
οὕνεκεν ἠρώησε τριακοντάζυγον Ἀργώ͵ 
πεζᾷ δ΄ ἐς Κόλχους τε καὶ ἄξενον ἵκετο Φᾶσιν.

But when Iason, Aeson’s son, was sailing after the fleece of gold (and 
with him followed the champions, the first chosen out of all the cities, 
they that were of most avail) ...
...
Thus loveliest Hylas is numbered with the Blessed, but for a runaway 
they girded at Heracles, the heroes, because he roamed from Argo of the 
sixty oarsmen. But on foot he came to Colchis and inhospitable Phasis.

Following the same pattern, Catullus digresses from the expedition 
of the Argonauts in order to depict the scene of Peleus falling in love with 
the beautiful Nereid Thetis, who suddenly emerges from the depths of the 
sea (1–5.12–30): 

Peliaco quondam prognatae vertice pinus 
dicuntur liquidas Neptuni nasse per undas 
Phasidos ad fluctus et fines Aeeteos, 
cum lecti iuvenes, Argivae robora pubis, 
auratam optantes Colchis avertere pellem 
...
quae (sc. Argo) simul ac rostro ventosum proscidit aequor, 
tortaque remigio spumis incanuit unda, 
emersere freti candenti e gurgite vultus 
aequoreae monstrum Nereides admirantes. 
illa, haud ante alia, viderunt luce marinas 
mortales oculis nudato corpore Nymphas 
nutricum tenus exstantes e gurgite cano. 
tum Thetidis Peleus incensus fertur amore, 
tum Thetis humanos non despexit hymenaeos, 
tum Thetidi pater ipse iugandum Pelea sensit. 
o nimis optato saeclorum tempore nati 
heroes, salvete, deum genus! o bona matrum 
progenies, salvete iterum, salvete, bonarum! 
vos ego saepe mero, vos carmine compellabo.
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Pine trees that grew upon Pelion’s peak, men say, floated once long ago 
through Neptune’s watery waves to the stream of Phasis and Aeetes’ 
realms, when chosen warriors, the flower of the Argive youth, eager to 
carry off from the Colchians the fleece of gold ... As soon as it ploughed 
with its beak the windy plain, and, churned by oars, the waves grew 
white with foam, forth from the whitening waters of the deep the marine 
Nereids lifted their faces in wonder at the sight. On that and on no 
earlier dawn did mortal eyes behold the unclad bodies of ocean nymphs 
rising breast-high above the gleaming main. Then for Thetis was Peleus 
inflamed with love, ’tis told, then did Thetis not disdain marriage with 
a mortal, then to Thetis the Father perceived must Peleus be yoked. O 
born in that too, too happy age of time, hail, heroes, progeny of gods! 
O noble sons of mothers noble, hail and hail again! You shall I oft toast 
with wine, you toast with song. 

However, the poem indirectly satisfies the expectations aroused by 
the proem by depicting a wonderful purple tapestry spread over the bridal 
bed of Peleus and Thetis: the coverlet shows not Medea but her double, 
Ariadne abandoned by Theseus on the island of Naxos (47–54.61–67):26 

pulvinar vero divae geniale locatur 
sedibus in mediis, Indo quod dente politum 
tincta tegit roseo conchyli purpura fuco. 
haec vestis priscis hominum variata figuris 
heroum mira virtutes indicat arte. 
namque fluentisono prospectans litore Diae, 
Thesea cedentem celeri cum classe tuetur 
indomitos in corde gerens Ariadna furores 
...
saxea ut effigies bacchantis, prospicit, eheu, 
prospicit et magnis curarum fluctuat undis, 
non flavo retinens subtilem vertice mitram, 
non contecta levi velatum pectus amictu,  
non tereti strophio lactentes vincta papillas, 
omnia quae toto delapsa e corpore passim 
ipsius ante pedes fluctus salis alludebant.

But the sacred marriage-couch of the goddess is placed in the midst of 
the mansion, fashioned of smooth Indic tusk and covered with purple 

26 On Euripides’ Medea and Apollonius’s Argonautica as models for the mono-
logue of Ariadne, see: Leo Curran, Catullus 64 and the Heroic Age, Studies in 
Latin Poetry, Yale Classical Studies 21, 1969, 169–192: 185; Ernst A. Schmidt, 
Catull, Heidelberg 1985, 84; David Konstan, Neoteric Epic: Catullus 64, in: 
Roman Epic, ed. Anthony J. Boyle, London, New York 1993, 59–78: 66 ff.; 
Ray J. Clare, Catullus 64 and the Argonautica of Apollonius Rhodius: Allusion 
and Exemplarity, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society 42, 1996, 
60–68.



95

The Poetics of the Argonaut Voyage: Shamanism, Sorcery and Art

dyed with the shell’s rosy stain. This coverlet, embroidered with the 
figures of men of old, illustrates with wondrous art the brave deeds 
of heroes. For, looking forth from the wave-sounding shores of Dia, 
Ariadne sees Theseus departing with his swift craft, nursing in her heart 
uncontrollable fury ... Whom Minos’s daughter with sad eyes, afar from 
the weedy shore, like a Bacchant in marble, looks on, alas, looks on 
and is tossed upon great waves of emotion, not retaining on fair head 
her fine-spun snood, not leaving her bosom veiled by gossamer robe, 
not keeping her swelling breasts bound by the smooth band: all these 
garments, from all her body fallen here and there, before their mistress’s 
feet the salt waves lapped. 

The presence of Medea as a model is conjured up by a number of 
intertextual echoes. There is, for instance, something incongruous about 
the fact that Ariadne reproaches herself for having caused the death of her 
brother (150), the monstrous Minotaur, and this very incongruity calls to 
mind the model of Medea. Also, the apostrophe to Eros, which is closely 
modelled on Apollonius (see above), may remind the reader of the origi-
nal context: in Apollonius, the apostrophe to Eros immediately follows 
Medea’s decision to murder her brother. Compare the Catullan passage 
(94–98): 

heu misere exagitans immiti corde furores, 
sancte puer, curis hominum qui gaudia misces, 
quaeque regis Golgos quaeque Idalium frondosum, 
qualibus incensam iactastis mente puellam 
fluctibus, in flavo saepe hospite suspirantem!

Alas, you, who with cruel heart wretchedly excite passions, divine boy, 
who mix together human joys and sorrows, and you, queen, who rule 
Golgi and leafy Idalium, upon what billows ye tossed that soul-kindled 
maiden as she oft sighed for the golden-haired stranger! 

The inset narrative describing the story of Ariadne is far more than 
a mere description of a work of art.27 The sympathetic narrative voice lets 
Ariadne step out of the picture and become audible as a dramatic hero-
ine (or a miming actress) who performs a long dramatic aria. Catullus’s 

27 See in particular Andrew Laird, Sounding out Ecphrasis: Art and Text in Cat-
ullus 64, Journal of Roman Studies 83, 1993, 18–30; Julia Gaisser, Threads in 
the Labyrinth: Competing Views and Voices in Catullus 64, American Journal 
of Philology 116, 1995, 579–616. On the Roman Ecphrasis in general, Don P. 
Fowler, Narrate and Describe: The Problem of Ekphrasis, Journal of Roman 
Studies 81, 1991, 25–35; Andrew Laird, Ut figura poesis: Writing Art and the 
Art of Writing in Augustan Poetry, in: Art and Text in Roman Culture, ed. J. 
Elsner, Cambridge 1996, 75–102.
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description is inspired by the performative and visual arts,28 and it has 
inspired (alone or through Ovid’s Heroid) musical and visual artists from 
Monteverdi to De Chirico. It is characterized by a subtle interplay of the 
descriptive, dramatic (mimetic) and narrative modes, an interplay compel-
ling the reader to reflect on “the versatility of poetic as opposed to plastic 
media”.29

Perhaps the best example of this experimental mixture of expressive 
modes is the description of Ariadne as saxea effigies Bacchantis (61). Ari-
adne is “like a statue of a Bacchant made of stone”. It is not that the “picto-
rial” mode would prevent her from moving and speaking: only a few lines 
later she runs into the sea, her hair escapes from under her bonnet, her 
breasts emerge from the drapery, her clothes slip from her into the sea, and 
the waves play with them at her feet. After that she “freezes” again and 
delivers a long monologue. 

The immobile heroine whom the narrative voice places on the shore 
as a statue of a Bacchant is not static because she is depicted on a tapes-
try; Ariadne is not an image but a living being paralysed by distress. It 
is a pure coincidence (and a telling paradox) that she should resemble a 
static and silent work of art. In contrast to the outward immobility and 
numbness,30 she is possessed by an inner bacchic frenzy, an inner storm 
(curarum fluctuat undis, “she is tossed upon great waves of emotion”), 
which is in turn a metaphorical reflection of the scene that we are sup-
posed to see: a lonely island surrounded by the sea. But the most strik-
ing feature about the interchange between immobility and (physical or 
psychic) movement, between silence and (physical or imagined) voice is 
that this interchange is only metaphorically related to different expressive 
modes: being (or describing) a statue is only a metaphor for (describing) 
momentary immobility or a (momentary) psychic state of “immobility”. 
The interchange between different expressive media is only apparent; it is 
subordinated to the vicissitudes of the story taking place on the imaginary 
stage and to the oscillations taking place inside the protagonist. In other 
words, the very interchange between the verbal and the visual illustrates 
the power of poetry to verbalize what the plastic arts can only suggest; by 

28 Ariadne was the most popular mythological subject to be represented in Pom-
peian wall painting. Xenophon, Symp. 9,3–7, describes a pantomime on Ariadne 
and Dionysus; see Timothy Peter Wiseman, Catullus and His World, Cambridge 
1985, 127 f., on the possibility of theatrical performance of Carmen 64. 

29 Laird, op. cit. (n. 27), 21.
30 A further paradox emerges when taking bacchantis not as a noun but as a 

present participle. The verb bacchari means “to rave”, “to make a lot of noise”, 
“to cry Euhoe in the orgies” (cf. eheu at the end of the line). Cf. Laird, loc. cit.: 
“We are made to contemplate a plastic image of someone making a sound.”   
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its ability to produce immediate illusions of sound and explicit illusions of 
movement, verbal art comes a step closer to a perfect illusion of life. 

It is significant, nevertheless, that Catullus conceived his literary Ge-
samtkunstwerk as a “description” of a picture. As an extremely popular 
artistic subject, the story of Ariadne could evoke to the reader’s mind a 
whole gallery of mural paintings and sculptural artworks. After all, the 
most dangerous illusion produced by Catullus’s description is that such an 
illusion can actually be created by words.

It may have become obvious from the parallel passages quoted above 
that the purple tapestry on the bridal bed of Peleus and Thetis is intended 
to recall the Apollonian cloak of Dionysus. In fact, the last tableau of 
Catullus’s embroidery shows Bacchus accompanied by raving Maenads 
(251–260):

at parte ex alia florens volitabat Iacchus 
cum thiaso Satyrorum et Nysigenis Silenis, 
te quaerens, Ariadna, tuoque incensus amore. 
cui Thyades passim lymphata mente furebant 
euhoe bacchantes, euhoe capita inflectentes.
harum pars tecta quatiebant cuspide thyrsos, 
pars e divulso iactabant membra iuvenco, 
pars sese tortis serpentibus incingebant, 
pars obscura cavis celebrabant orgia cistis, 
orgia quae frustra cupiunt audire profani.

But elsewhere on the tapestry Iacchus in the bloom of youth was 
hastening with his troop of satyrs and Sileni Nysa-born, seeking you, 
Ariadne, and inflamed with love of you. At his bidding Maenads all about 
were raving frenziedly crying ‘Evoe’ in a tumult, ‘Evoe’ as they tossed 
their heads. Of them some were brandishing wands with ivy-covered 
tips, some were scattering the limbs of a heifer torn to pieces, some were 
girding themselves with writhing snakes, some were processing with 
mystic emblems in deep caskets, emblems which the uninitiated vainly 
long to learn.

Catullus’s poem is profoundly imbued with the tragic ambiguity of the 
Argonautic myth. The fact that the figure of Ariadne deserted on Naxos is 
embroidered on the marriage bed of a happy couple is disturbing: it casts 
some doubt on the sincerity of the initial address to the Heroes, especially 
since this passage is likewise modelled on Apollonius: it reproduces the 
formal hymnic address to the heroes that closes the poem. Furthermore, 
the theme of the immortalizing power of song, which evokes Apollonius’s 
Orpheus and the epilogue of the Argonautics, finds its tragic counterpoint 
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in the very content of the Song of the Parcae, who reveal the future atroci-
ties of the Trojan War and the death of its greatest hero (323–381).

There is a further Argonautic model for the marriage scene: the 
wedding of Jason and Medea in Dionysus’s cave on Corcyra. The scene 
involves the nymphs of Pelion gazing at the golden fleece in holy awe, 
Orpheus intoning the wedding song, and the voice of the narrator com-
menting upon the tragically ironic circumstances of the event.31 It has been 
observed that the Apollonian scene owes a debt to the poetic accounts of 
the wedding of Peleus and Thetis in the cave of Cheiron on Pelion:32 “The 
most famous thing about that wedding was the result, namely the birth 
of Achilles, and the implied contrast between Thetis’s glorious child and 
the fate of Medea’s children is bitterly ironical.”33 Catullus seems to be 
returning to Apollonius’ hidden model, to the ideal marriage of Peleus 
and Thetis. But the idyll is undermined by the very fact that the scene of 
the wedding has been transposed from Cheiron’s cave to the luxurious 
court of Pharsalus; the golden treasures exhibited there and the dazzling 
purple of the coverlet ominously recall the Golden Fleece and the Cloak of 
Dionysus; the purely aesthetic pleasure of the Thessalian peasants who ad-
mire the tapestry is challenged by the intertextual presence of two magical 
objects from Apollonius’s Argonautica. 

There is, however, an important point of difference between Catul-
lus and Apollonius. The ambiguity remains, but the objects have lost their 
original function and their pragmatic context. The proem promises an epic 
on the Argonauts, but Catullus concentrates on the love affair of Peleus, 
who is only a marginal member of the crew in the rest of the tradition. As 
the poem progresses, the expectations aroused by the proem are indirectly 
satisfied by the depiction of the coverlet; still, there is no causal connec-
tion whatsoever between this series of tableaux. It is, rather, a symbolic 
unity based on imagistic links and subtle mirrorings, a unity that has more 
in common with visual arts than with narrative texts. 

One final example: in the middle of her speech Ariadne offers The-
seus, who is already sailing back to Athens, her services as a maid in his 
new home: 

160–163
attamen in vestras potuisti ducere sedes,
quae tibi iucundo famularer serva labore,
candida permulcens liquidis vestigia lymphis,
purpureave tuum consternens veste cubile.

31 Domenico Braga, Catullo e i poeti greci, Messina, Firenze 1950, 160.
32 Vian, op. cit. (n. 20), 49 f. 
33 Hunter, op. cit. (n. 3), 73 f. 
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Yet at least you could have brought me to your house, to be your slave 
and serve you as a labour of love, bathing your bright feet with water 
from the spring or spreading the purple coverlet upon your bed. 

What Ariadne sees in her mind is an exact counterpart to the purple 
tapestry spread over the bed of the happy couple. The purpurea vestis 
clearly suggests the tragic ironies of Apollonius’s poem, the ambiguous 
Cloak of Dionysus and Jason’s manipulations of Ariadne’s story. Once 
again, though, the ominous magic object has been transformed into a men-
tal image. What Ariadne visualizes as a purple coverlet is only a symbolic 
representation of Theseus’s betrayal, and we should not forget that Thetis’s 
bridal coverlet, too, is only a medium for a narrative recounted by the 
sympathetic narrative voice through the eyes of the heroine.34 It is intro-
duced as a real object, but the story that it represents is causally unrelated 
to the story of Peleus the Argonaut, and the way it “tells” the story is very 
far from descriptive objectivity. It is not an aestheticized talisman but an 
illusory spectacle that strives to free itself from the bonds of textuality, a 
mental image conjured up by written text. As a focal point of the intertex-
tual dialogue with Apollonius, however, it derives a good part of its em-
blematic force from the archaic Argonautic myth, from the Golden Fleece 
and from Medea’s magic. 

34 On the relation between the narrator (the persona of Catullus as vir mollis) and 
Ariadne, see Niklas Holzberg, Catull: Der Dichter und sein erotisches Werk, 
München 2002, 132 ff.
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POVZETEK

Prispevek raziskuje literarno usodo dveh arhetipskih tem mita o argonav-
tih, ki sta najbrž tako stari kot sama zgodba: transcendentna moč pesmi, 
ki jo pooseblja Orfej kot argonavt, in magija talismanov, ki jo udejanjajo 
zlato runo in drugi magični predmeti, povezani z Medejino zgodbo. Orfiki 
so se pozneje sklicevali na Orfeja kot na voditelja odprave, toda Orfej je 
tudi izvorno povezan z eshatološko in iniciacijsko simboliko mita o Kir-
kinem otoku Aja v deželi jutranjega sonca, v bližini vhoda v podzemlje. 
Prav tako je očitna povezava med zgodbo o čarodejki Medeji in talisman-
sko simboliko zlatega runa; zastrupljeno oblačilo in zlati venec, s katerima 
Medeja povzroči ognjeno smrt Jazonove nove neveste, jasno spominjata 
na »najodličnejši« magični predmet, ki se ga je Jazon polastil s pomočjo 
kolhiške princese, vnukinje sončnega boga. 

Obe ključni temi argonavtskega mita, magija pesmi in magija tali-
smanov, ki ju kot antagonista poosebljata Orfej in Medeja, dobita v po-
znejših obdobjih izrazito literarno ovrednotenje. Kozmologija Orfejeve 
pesmi v Argonavtikah Apolonija Rodoškega ima močne metaliterarne 
poudarke. Poleg tega Apolonij tragično dvoličnost argonavtskega mita po-
nazarja tako, da bralčevo perspektivo neprestano širi proti tistemu delu 
zgodbe, ki ga njegova pesnitev sicer ne obsega več, a je posredno prisoten 
v Medejinih tesnobnih slutnjah in v bralčevem literarnem spominu. Ma-
gični predmeti imajo pri razkrivanju teh skritih dvoličnosti prav posebno 
vlogo: Jazon in Medeja s škrlatnim poročnim peplosom Ariadne in Dio-
niza zvabita v zasedo in umorita Medejinega brata Apsirta, in tudi sámo 
zlato runo kot provizorično poročno ležišče v votlini na Drepani ironično 
razodeva tragično nasprotje med videzom in resnico. 

Najstarejša ohranjena pripoved o potovanju ladje Argo v rimski knji-
ževnosti je Katulova Svatba Peleja in Tetide (c. 64). Katul po zgledu alek-
sandrinske kratke epike (Teokrit, Id. 13) razbije linearnost argonavtskega 
mita in nadomesti potovanje v Kolhido in nazaj z dvema komplementar-
nima erotičnima prizoroma, prizoroma srečne (Pelej in Tetida) in nesreč-
ne ljubezni (Ariadna), ki sta le od daleč povezana z argonavti. Vendar 
se bralčeva pričakovanja posredno izpolnijo v opisu umetnine, škrlatnega 
pregrinjala na poročni postelji Peleja in Tetide. Tkanina sicer ne prikazuje 
Medeje, prikazuje pa njeno dvojnico, Ariadno, ki jo je Tezej zapustil na 
otoku Naksos. Medbesedilna prisotnost obeh ominoznih magičnih pred-
metov iz Apolonijevega epa skali vtis estetskega zadovoljstva, ki ga ob 
podobi občutijo tesalski kmetje. Podobno tudi tema »ovekovečujoča moč 
pesmi«, ki jo Katul dolguje Apolonijevemu epilogu in deloma tudi Orfeje-
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vemu liku, najde tragični kontrapunkt v vsebini pesmi Park, ki pod krinko 
poročnega veselja razkriva prihodnje zločine trojanske vojne in smrt nje-
nega največjega junaka. Omenjeni temi, estetika magičnih predmetov in 
ovekovečujoča moč poezije, sta naposled izhodišči pesmi kot literarnega 
eksperimenta, posvečenega učinkom vizualne in zvočne percepcije v za-
pisanem besedilu. 


