Erato’s Iliad: Reading Desire in Aeneid 7-12

One of the classic problems of Aeneid criticism is the invocation of Erato, a muse associated with love poetry, at 7.37-45. The invocation’s model is obviously the opening lines of Apollonius’ Argonautica 3, where a Muse with erotic connotations makes perfect sense—yet Apollonius’ invocation highlights Erato’s erotic associations while Vergil’s would seem to ignore them, for he calls on the Muse to inspire him to sing of horrida bella, reges, and armies. Similarly, many moments in what appears to be an Iliad-inspired war story are tinged with a strange eroticism; these include the story of Nisus and Euryalus, Lavinia’s blush, and Amata’s perhaps exaggerated regard for her prospective son-in-law Turnus. Servius tried to explain that the name Erato was simply a non-specific reference to the muses in general, but his explanation has convinced few. Many have studied erotic aspects of the Aeneid (especially Gillis 1980, Pavlock 1990, and Putnam 1995; see also Wlosok 1967), but there has yet to be consensus on these lines.


The argument of this paper is that most of the attempts to solve these related problems approach the issues from the wrong direction: rather than reading the subsequent text as following from the invocation, they mine that text for an explanation for Vergil’s odd “mismatch” in lines 37 through 45. In other words, critics working on this question tend to read the second half of the poem as a pre-existing story that Vergil has chosen the wrong muse to inspire him to sing about. If we are to find a more satisfying explanation of the role of both Erato and eros in this half of the poem, we must reframe the question.

In particular, I suggest that we should consider the invocation not merely as a conventional piece of epic furniture inserted into the poem by its author but as a speech act performed by the poem’s first-person narrator. In other words, rather than asking what in Books 7-12 justifies the poet’s choice of Erato, we should instead ask what it means for the uates character within the poem to invoke this particular divinity in the way he does. Reading forward from the invocation, we should then read the wars and kings of the poem in an erotic light. The ego who invokes Erato should not be seen as choosing her in response to pre-existing erotic elements of the war in Italy. Rather, this uates has decided to eroticize this war story, to create an erotic Iliad to explain the pre-history of Rome. 

In order to do this, the nature of amor elsewhere in Vergil must be taken into account. It has been argued that Vergilian amor is a force that must be carefully controlled if it is not to become dangerous, but also one that is necessary for various human enterprises to succeed; while the passion represented by amor may be specifically erotic, in the end all passions are the same for Vergil (Nappa 2005). In the Georgics, amor is associated not only with husbandry and human relationships, but also with civil war and partisan strife. The war in Italy that Erato is asked to provide insipiration for is, as has long been recognized, a retrojection of the first-century civil wars into Roman pre-history. The narrator asks Erato’s help not because he is ignorant of these events in the “history” he is writing about, but because, in keeping with his understanding of amor elsewhere, he cannot sing of the passions of war without erotic elements coming to the surface; these private and personal aspects of the war in Italy, however, must be revealed to him by the muse of eros.
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