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Image of hercules By draconTIus:  
on polITIcal InTerpreTaTIon of myThologIcal 

poems (romulea 2 & 4)
Аннотация. Речь в статье идет о проблеме политической ин-
терпретации сочинений Драконция, римского поэта из Карфа-
гена конца V в. Тезис о социально-политической подоплеке его 
поэм получает все большее распространение в последние годы. 
Основания для этого дают многочисленные отсылки к совре-
менным ему событиям: становлению вандальского королевства 
в Северной Африке, прежде римской, и сопутствовавшему кон-
фликту старой и новой элит. Тем не менее позиция автора по от-
ношению к этому конфликту, оценка им его сторон пока остает-
ся предметом дискуссий. Ключ к их разрешению во многом кро-
ется в правильном понимании авторских симпатий и антипатий 
по отношению к собственным персонажам, заимствованным из 
традиционных античных мифологических сюжетов, чье поведе-
ние оказывается проекцией на современные Драконцию собы-
тия. Один из таких персонажей — Геркулес. Он возникает сра-
зу в двух поэмах, Romulea 2 и 4. Его образ в них ломает многие 
стереотипные представления о героической и трагической при-
роде этого персонажа; в статье предпринимается попытка дать 
этому объяснение. В своей работе я стремлюсь доказать, что этот 
герой представлен как амбивалентная модель. С одной сторо-
ны — как воплощение римской стороны в римско-вандальском 
противостоянии — для римской аудитории, а с другой — как об-
разец правильного поведения в конфликте в принципе. В этом 
смысле связанный с ним дидактический пафос мог быть обра-
щен и к вандалам.

Ключевые слова: Рим, вандалы, Драконций, латинская поэ-
зия, Геркулес
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Abstract. This paper deals with the problem of political interpre-
tation of the works of Dracontius, a Roman poet of the late 5th 
century from Carthage. The thesis about the socio-political back-
ground of his poems has become increasingly widespread in recent 
years. The grounds for this are provided by numerous references 
in his works to contemporary events: the formation of the Vandal 
kingdom in North Africa, formerly Roman, and the parallel con-
flict between the old and the new elites. Nevertheless, the author’s 
view of this conflict and his assessment of its sides remain a mat-
ter of debate. The key to solving it largely lies in a proper under-
standing of the author’s sympathies and antipathies towards his 
own characters, borrowed from traditional ancient mythological 
plots, whose behaviour appears to be a projection onto contempo-
rary events. One such character is Hercules. He appears in two 
poems at once, Romulea 2 and 4. His image in them breaks many 
stereotypical ideas about the brutal and tragic nature of this hero; 
the present article is an attempt to provide an explanation for this.  
I aim to prove that Hercules is represented as an ambivalent mod-
el: on the one hand, he is the embodiment of the Roman side in 
the Roman-Vandal confrontation for a Roman audience, and on the 
other hand, he is the model of correct behaviour in conflict in prin-
ciple. In the latter sense the didactic pathos associated with him 
could also be addressed to Vandals.
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This paper deals with texts by Dracontius, a Carthaginian poet of the late 5th 
century. This period is sometimes called the “Vandal Renaissance”1: a 
paradoxical time when Latin literature, especially poetry, in the North 

African region experienced a dramatic rise despite the collapse of the Roman 
Empire. Besides Dracontius, the names of his contemporaries, Luxorius, Felix, 
Florentine, and other writers are widely known. But it is the legacy of Dracontius 
that appears the most extensive, being represented by over a dozen poems of 
various genres and subjects, the largest of which, De Laudibus Dei, consists of  
more than 2,300 hexameter verses. 

 It’s far from a secret that peaceful coexistence with the new Vandal regime 
proved to be a problem for the Roman aristocracy, and in the case of Dracontius 
this problem was reflected even in personal experience — as is easy to see if one 
looks at the poet’s biography, reproduced from his own writings. 

A key event in his life was the loss of favor of the Vandal King Gunthamund 
(484–496), leading to arrest and many years of imprisonment. This period is 
closely linked to the central, so to say the program work by Dracontius, Satisfac-
tio. In this work, close in genre to Ovid’s Tristia, the poet apologizes to his Van-
dalic reader for a eulogy dedicated to an unknown dominus ignotus (Sat. 93–94), 
asks for forgiveness and release from prison. Simultaneously, by referring the re-
cipient of his petition to examples from Holy Scripture and Roman history, the 
poet tries to imbue him with basic Christian virtues: mercy (Sat. 120–210) and 
fear of God, alien to pride (Sat. 31–38).

The claim to political didacticism in one work suggests its presence in others. 
Dracontius’ poems are conventionally divided into two parts according to subject 
matter, the Christian-theological (carmina Christiana) and the secular mytho-
logical (carmina profana)2. The first includes De Laudibus Dei and Satisfactio, the 
latter apparently because of the numerous appeals to God’s mercy. The second 
includes Romulea (hereafter — Rom.), a collection of ten poems that play on the 
plots of classical pre-Christian antiquity, as well as Orestis Tragoedia. 

Trying to date Dracontius’ work, researchers distinguish three periods: ear-
ly, mature and prison, attributing the entire Christian block to the prison part, 
and assigning the rest, the mythological poems, to the first and second periods3. 
Among the mature ones one usually includes the poems with the most tragic 
content: Medea (Rom. 10), Orestis Tragoedia, and De Raptu Helenae (Rom. 8); to 
the early — the first piece of Romulea, the dedication to Felicianus Grammaticus 
(Rom. 1), the Controversia de statua viri fortis (Rom. 5), and several other works,  
including those discussed below, Rom. 2 and 4. 

In any case, regardless of the chronological order, which can only be recon-
structed approximately on the basis of circumstantial evidence, internal links, 
common ideas and motifs are found throughout Dracontius’ works. The first 

1 On the term see: [Hays 2004; Hen 2007: 59–93]. 
2 E. g. see this division in Dracontius’ Zwierlein editions: [Zwierlein 2017; 2019]. 
3 It’s a question, if the second, ‘mature’ period was before prison or after. See the 

discussion on this subject in: [Romano 1959: 26–51; Bright 1987: 20; 1999: 193–206; 
Bouquet, Wolff 1995: 24–28].
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indication of an emblematic conflict for the poet can be marked in his earliest 
text, the dedication to his teacher, Felicianus Grammaticus (Rom. 1). In it the 
Romans are openly opposed to the barbarians, situationally to the Vandals, de-
spite being united under the mentor’s authority. The same opposition, this time 
personified, is also built up in Satisfactio, regardless of its apologetical tone. In 
my view, this is also the context in which the conflicts depicted in the author’s 
other works should be seen.

As a rule, the common line in them is the same: one side commits an act 
of treachery, usually adultery, and the opposite side retaliates disproportionately 
cruelly. This is the case in three of the major mythological poems: Medea, De 
Raptu Helenae, and Orestis Tragoedia, where Jason, Helen and Clytemnestra act 
in such a way. All three instances echo at least the rhetoric of Satisfactio, where 
the author complains about the excessive punishment for political treachery4. 

It turns out that greater sin in Dracontius’ system of coordinates is not 
treachery or even betrayal, but excessive (and often senseless) cruelty in re-
sponse5. This idea is also articulated in De Laudibus Dei, where the targets of 
the poet’s criticism are the ancient Greeks and Romans, who allowed unjus-
tified sacrifices “for their own glory, for another’s reign”; pro laude sua, pro 
alieno regno (LD 3.257–261)6. 

In this article, I’d like to focus on two poems in which Dracontius demon-
strates an alternative model of conflict resolution, i. e. without blood. These are 
the epyllion Hylas (Rom. 2) and the ethopoeia Verba Herculis cum videret Hydrae 
serpentis capita pullare post caedes (Rom. 4). The texts are united by the figure of 
Hercules, the protagonist. Even in Hylas he shows himself much more vividly 
than the character stated in the title. 

Hercules behaves the same way in both cases: in particular, he complains 
endlessly. According to the plot of Hylas, the main (formally main) hero, Her-
cules’ companion, is kidnapped by nymphs; so, Hercules is left without a squire. 
That is, he becomes in his own way a ‘cheated lover’, like Medea, Menelaus 
and Agamemnon from the mythological poems listed above. But unlike them, 
he does not arrange acts of vengeance, but only laments: no one else is there to 
“wipe away the sweat after the battle” (Rom. 2.157: Quis mihi sudorem lasso post 
proelia terget?); everything was in vain, all the exploits (Rom. 2.150–155). 

4 Sat. 120: Tempore tam longo non decet ira pium (It’s not so good for a pious person 
to be angry for so long); Ibid. 282–285: Ecce etiam insontes noxia poena petit. / Si ipse 
ego peccavi, quaenam est, rogo, culpa meorum, / quos simul exagitat frigus inopsque fames? 
(Even the innocents suffer from the severe punishment. If I myself have committed a 
crime, what my loved ones are guilty of? Why are they tormented by cold, hunger, pov-
erty?).

5 M. de Gaetano [De Gaetano 2009: 369–419] is of quite opposite opinion. From 
her point of view, Dracontius created a pamphlet against adultery, which in a broader 
sense can be understood as an allegory of usurpation of power. According to the Ital-
ian researcher, the main object of criticism in the mythological poems, including Hylas, 
considered here, were the Vandals, who first seized power in North Africa and then as-
similated Roman habits, including a passion for luxury, excess, and debauchery in the 
proper sense of the word. 

6 See the argumentation for this thesis in [Nikolsky 2019a; 2019b; 2021].
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The same pattern is followed by Hercules in the ethopoeia: the hero’s indig-
nation is caused by the endlessly growing heads of Hydra, directly proportional 
to his military activity, as if he was fighting against himself (Rom. 4.35–36: Vin-
cere peius erit: propriis nam viribus ipse / Impugnor. Saevos gladius mihi suggerit 
hostes…). 

There are different interpretations of this image among scholars. J. M. Díaz 
Bustamante evaluates it in terms of the ‘world upside down’ (mundo al revés) 
concept that he applied to Late Antiquity [Díaz de Bustamante 1978: 148–154]. 
According to D. F. Bright and A. M. Wasyl, Hercules was intentionally depicted 
as wretched: either to mock pagan mythology [Bright 1987: 42], or vice versa, 
in the tradition of classical antiquity, where he was partly assigned a comic role 
[Wasyl 2011: 52]. V. N. Yarkho suggests that Dracontius was confused by his own 
rhetoric and Hercules turned out this way accidentally, while he was conceived 
as a tragic character [Yarkho 2001: 11–14]. A. Stoehr-Monjou, on the contrary, 
considered the character positive, seeing Hercules himself as a symbol of Roman 
resistance7, and his fight against the Hydra as a motif of Roman-Vandal con-
frontation and an inspirational signal for the Roman audience [Stoehr-Monjou 
2016].

The rightness of A. Stoehr-Monjou in her “positive” view is confirmed at 
least by the fact that both poems conclude with a happy ending, not specific for 
Dracontius. Hercules is reconciled to the loss of Hylas and even rejoices that 
Hylas has gained immortality (Rom. 2.162–163: Exulta, genetrix, nimium laetare, 
beata / Ante parens hominis, pulchri modo numinis auctor). Then, he defeats the 
Hydra, thanks to Minerva’s advice to burn the monster’s neck (Rom. 4.50–53). 
On the other hand, veneration of Hercules in Roman tradition, from the legend 
of the founding of the City to ideological speculations of the emperors who used 
this image to legitimize their own power8, is an argument for such political in-
terpretation9. There is also the fact that a pro-Roman tone can be found in other 
works by Dracontius, and not only in the dedication to Felicianus, or in Con-
troversia de statua viri fortis, where A. Stoehr-Monjou also notes it in context of 
anti-Vandal rhetoric [Michel d’Annoville, Stoehr-Monjou 2008]. For example, 
one can see it in De Raptu Helenae, where the author holds the Greeks no less 

7 A similar idea was expressed earlier by B. Weber, in the context of the analysis of 
Hylas [Weber 1995: 248–257]. However, as a means of struggle of Roman provincial elite 
against the Vandal homines novi she calls not the concrete images and their possible pro-
jections, but the existence of high-intellectual literature, incomprehensible to barbarians, 
at that period as a fact. 

8 See, for example, [Hekster 2001]. It was used, among others, by Commodus, whom 
Dracontius sets as an example for the Vandal king to emulate, calling the odious emperor 
‘a man of great piety’ vir pietate bonus (Sat. 187–190). 

9 This is indirectly indicated by the sequence of Hercules’ opponents that include, 
besides the Hydra, the boar (Rom. 2.94–96; 2.153–155) and especially the Nemean lion 
(Rom. 4.28: Hostes deesse mihi dixi post bella leonis…). A lion appears practically in all 
the works of the Carthaginian poet in a negative light, and is directly compared with the 
Vandals in the dedication to Felicianus Grammaticus — among other predators (Rom. 
1.8: non lupum timebat agna, non leonem caprea). In this case, Hercules, fighting the wild 
beasts, is the embodiment of the Roman side of the conflict, fighting the barbarian preda-
tors. For more details see: [Nikolsky 2020].
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responsible for the outbreak of the Trojan War than the “pre-Roman” Trojans10. 
Or in De Laudibus Dei, where the Greek heroes are devoid of even a shadow of 
sympathy, unlike the characters of Roman history — and the latter stand out even 
against the black background of the pre-Christian world11. However, if we take 
a closer look at what was the key to the happy ending of the ‘Herculean’ poems, 
the picture is more complex, both in terms of the purpose of the image and the 
audience. 

The main qualities that Hercules possesses are forgiveness and the ability 
not to give in to provocations. That allows him to emerge from the story of Hy-
las’ abduction with dignity and in harmony with himself, and actually helps him 
defeat the Hydra. Moreover, the monster from Rom. 4 could be considered a 
double allegory altogether, the embodiment not only of the Vandals, enemies of 
the Romans, as Stoehr-Monjou thinks, but of violence itself: while it is fought 
by its own methods, it multiplies (the heads, of which Hercules so complained, 
are growing), but when turning to wisdom (Minerva) everything is immediately 
resolved safely. 

Appealing to the goddess for advice, i. e., trusting in the divine will, becomes 
the second component of victory. Here it is appropriate to recall that this very 
combination of qualities — mercy and piety — is what Dracontius tried to teach 
Gunthamund. Using the image of Hercules for the same purpose does not seem 
impossible also because since late Roman times his figure has been associated 
in political propaganda with the first persons of the state, as mentioned above, 
which Vandal kings tried to imitate. 

With the help of his character, the poet could send different signals to differ-
ent readers. On the one hand, for the Romans: to show in Rom. 4 that victory over 
the invaders was just around the corner, and in Rom. 2, meanwhile, to formulate 
its necessary condition — internal unity based on compromise, the absence of 
internecine strife, at least in the face of a common enemy. (It is noteworthy that 
Dracontius saw the main historical tragedy of Roman society as resolution of 
inner conflicts by blood, a point he particularly lamented in his poem De Lau-
dibus Dei12). On the other hand, if even while in prison he tried to “educate” 
the barbarian king — nothing prevented him from acting the same way in a less 
extreme setting, appealing to the peacefulness of the Vandal audience. The image 
of Hercules can also be seen in this context.

10 Rom. 8.45–52: Damnantur gentes, damnatur Graecia sollers / heu magnis viduanda 
viris; orbatur Eous / Memnone belligero, damnatur Thessalus heros / et Telamone satus, 
pereunt duo fulmina belli. / Pro matris thalamo poenas dependit Achilles / (unde haec cau-
sa fuit), forsan Telamonius Aiax / sternitur invictus, quod mater reddita non est / Hesione 
Priamo; sic est data causa rapinae (Tribes are condemned, condemned to lose her great 
men is cunning Greece. The East will be deprived of bellicose Memnon; condemned is 
the Thessalian hero, and Telamon’s children will die, two lightnings in battle! For the 
mother’s marriage Achilles bears punishment (it was the root cause of all), and, most 
likely, Ajax, Telamon’s son dies undefeated,  b e c a u s e  h i s  m o t h e r  h a d n ’ t  b e e n 
r e t u r n e d  t o  P r i a m.  H e r e  i s  t h e  c a u s e  o f  t h e  k i d n a p p i n g).

11 For more details see: [Nikolsky 2021]. 
12 See: [Diederich 2019: 268].



223

I. M. Nikolsky 
Image of Hercules by Dracontius: On political interpretation of mythological poems (Romulea 2 & 4) 

Civil peace in North Africa, the achievement of which can be considered the 
main political goal of Dracontius, the main intention in his work, was conceived 
by the poet in two ways. Ideally, the party dictating the terms of this peace would 
be the Romans, and in particular the Roman intellectual elite, to which he re-
ferred himself and his entourage. It was not without reason that his role model 
was Felicianus Grammaticus — a peacemaker who had united the barbarians 
with the descendants of Romulus in a classroom (Rom. 1.14: [tu], barbaris qui Ro-
mulidas iungis auditorio). Being a pragmatist, however, Dracontius did not count 
entirely on such a scenario. The minimum programme seems to have involved 
patient coexistence with the invading barbarians, under conditions of their loy-
alty in exchange for a semblance of his own — and waiting for changes.
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