
 

 

Protean Cleopatra: The Myth of Proteus and Horace’s Ode 1.37 

 Cleopatra’s infinite variety has captivated poetic imagination across the ages. Her 

mercurial qualities are central to Horace’s Ode 1.37, in which she dramatically transforms from 

villain to vates when shackled. In this paper, I argue that the myth of Proteus, a previously 

unnoticed intertext with Ode 1.37, grants insight into Cleopatra’s slippery sobriquet fatale 

monstrum (21) and helps to explain her fantastic metamorphosis from maniac to portent in the 

wake of Actium.  

 In order to advance this claim, I will outline the similarities between Cleopatra and 

Proteus. First, Proteus, like Cleopatra, is an Egyptian ruler, according to many sources. Although 

W. H. Roscher discusses the pharaoh Proteus and Proteus the sea-divinity separately (1909: 

3171-8), a compelling case can be made for treating the two as one (O’Nolan 1960: 9).  

 Furthermore, Cleopatra’s metamorphosis from drunkard to dove to rabbit parallels 

Proteus’ series of transformations prior to capture. Though Proteus usually embodies more 

fearsome forms — torrents of water, dragons, lions, boars, et al.— Horace also shows him 

transforming into a bird (Serm. 2.3.73). Moreover, chains cause both to change into their true 

forms. 

 Another striking example are Proteus’ and Cleopatra’s respective attendants. Proteus 

shepherds a flock of seals; Cleopatra rules a “herd” (grex) of eunuchs. Even more compelling, 

both Virgil and Horace describe these herds as turpes (Geo. 4.392-5; C. 1.37.9-10). Though the 

herds are repulsive for different reasons — presumably, the seals for their noisome stench, the 

eunuchs for their unmanly state— the verbal resonance between Proteus’s turpe armentum and 

Cleopatra’s grex turpis is persuasive. 



 

 

 Finally, I will consider how the Proteus intertext helps to explain the ode’s troublesome 

phrase fatale monstrum. Monstrum can simply denote “monster” (OLD s.v. monstrum 4), but the 

first definition listed is “omen, portent, or prodigy.” Paired with the modifier fatale, which can 

mean prophetic, monstrum takes on vatic resonances. Both Cleopatra and Proteus are monsters, 

but they also are auguries. Cleopatra is a seer, presaging the salvation to come through Augustus 

and his regime, yet at the same time she is a chastening reminder of the bloody aftermath of 

Actium, a victory mixed with pain as well as celebration.   
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