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tam quod est vulgare, quam quod continet veritas et ratio naturalis.
(Need it be said that here figmenta is another word for ‘fictions’, founded
on the Greek plasmata?) He demonstrates this theory of the narrative
by explaining the sense of the phrase both secundum poetas and secundum
philosophos. He wants to show that the poet writes so as to satisfy our
appetite both for fiction and for truth. In the same way he can explain
6.16 enavit ad arctos both ad fabulam “so far as the mythical narrative
is concerned” and ad veritatem “in accordance with reality”. Likewise in
his note on 8.416 where Virgil locates Vulcan’s smithy near Sicily and
the island Lipare he sees an attempt to accommodate fiction to the truth
of natural history: physiologia [n.b.] est, cur Volcanus in his locis officinam
habere fingatur inter Aetnam et Liparen: scilicet propter ignem et ventos,
quae apta sunt fabris. Clearly he thinks that Virgil has so devised his
fictions that they should not lack all verisimilitude (a point he makes on
9.81, where he discusses the metamorphosis of Aeneas’ ships).

We have already seen with his use of ostendit in the note to 6.107
quoted above that Servius finds in Homer signals to warn the reader of
the fictional quality of the narrative. No different is his view of Virgil’s
art. In his note on 1.15 fertur he says: ingenti arte Vergilius, ne in rebus
fabulosis aperte utatur poetarum licentia, quasi opinionem sequitur et
per transitum poetico utitur more. In other words Virgil at the outset
does not present his narrative as if it were fact for which he could
personally vouch (as when he says vidi in the Georgics), but points to its
hearsay element. At 3.578, where the tale of Enceladus’ imprisonment
under Aetna is related, Servius approves of the opening phrase fama est:
bene se fabulosam rem dicturus excusat.® In line with this is his note on
ut perhibent at 4.179, where Virgil invents a nativity for Fama:
quotienscumque fabulosum aliquid dicit, solet inferre ‘fama est’. He goes
even further in his note on 6.14 ut fama est (the account of Daedalus’
arrival in Cumae) where he says that with these words Virgil ostendit
requirendam esse veritatem. Once again ostendit shows that Servius
reckons Virgil is deliberately alerting the reader to the fictionality of the
narrative beneath which he is to hunt for an historical or perhaps
philosophical reality.

Relevant too is his further note on the divine colloquy which paves the
way for the transformation of the ships into nymphs (he had touched
upon it in the note to 3.46). When he comes to the episode at 9.81 (=82
ipsa deum fertur genetrix) he is sure that Virgil has gone out of his way
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to stress in a long proem the fictionality of his narrative at this point, not
least because the tale to be told lacked all precedent (and for that reason
called down adverse criticism from certain quarters, as Servius ob-
serves). The additional note from the Daniel Servius focuses on fertur:
sane quidam ‘fertur’ reprehendunt, quod dicendo auctoritatem rei
detraxerit. alii laudant, quod dicendo fertur’ incredibili rei auctoritatem
dare noluerit. The poet has devices for distancing himself from particu-
lar details in the narrative; he will employ them whenever he wants to
signal that what he has to say should not command belief because it is a
fiction.

Now one of the most notorious fictions in all of ancient literature was
the Underworld (Ovid’s Pythagoras denounced it at Met. 15.155 as
materiem vatum, falsique pericula mundi). Servius does not fail to draw
attention to this at 9.104 (=105) pice torrentes, describing the rivers of
the Underword, where he says crisply figmentum poeticum. But his most
considered note on the subject is appropriately found at 6.127. He
defines the description as poetice and goes on to appeal to Lucretius and
others for the rational denial of the existence of the Underworld as
described by poets. After arguing the matter in some detail he concludes
by promising to offer lightly allegorised interpretations: ergo omnia quae
de inferis finguntur, suis locis hic esse comprobabimus (hic means ‘here
in life on earth’; Thilo refers to the note on 6.596 where Lucretius’
account is again drawn upon). He is however sure that Virgil is not
wholly given up to mere fiction. In the prefatory note to the whole book
he awards it the palm for scientia, and observes that much of its matter
is derived from history and philosophy, in other words, reality. He
furthers this view in his note on 136, just before the Sybil speaks of the
Golden Bough: sub imagine fabularum docet rectissimam vitam, per
quam animabus ad superos datur regressus. Now it is regrettable that
when Servius comes to the Golden Bough itself he fails to repeat his
observation made at 3.46 to the effect that the bough is a poetic inven-
tion. What he now offers is the story of Orestes as a possible precedent
for Virgil’s fiction: nunc ergo istum inde sumpsit colorem (similar phrases
to describe the use of a precedent will be found at 9.212 Statius, hinc
trahens colorem and 495 hinc traxit illum colorem Iuvenalis). This line of
reasoning is unexceptionable so far as it goes. Servius knows that
Aeneas’ Golden Bough is an invention, and he knows that its lack of
verisimilitude had occasioned adverse criticism. So when he has to
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comment fully he looks for some sort of precedent, as he did in the case of
Romulus’ wearing the wolf’s skin (1.275). In the same note, he makes it
clear that he regards the bough and the descent to the Underworld as a
poetic way of referring to performance of the rites of Proserpina: inferos
autem subire hoc dicit, sacra celebrare Proserpinae. Here again, he is
offering in addition an allegorical pointer to the religious foundation, as
he sees it, of what he knows to be a poetic fiction.

This line he pursues on 6.264 where Virgil, in the character of narra-
tor, prays to the gods for approval of his theme. Servius prepares us:
plenus locus alta sapientia. We will be instructed in profound wisdom.
But Virgil is a poet so the wisdom must be conveyed in the appropriate
images. Servius reckons the poet hints at this in 266 sit mihi fas audita
loqui, where he says that Virgil de alta dicturus prudentia miscet poeticam
licentiam. He is commenting on audita (Donatus too, it should be noted,
glosses the word in similar vein, incognita). Virgil has no ocular evi-
dence for anything that is to be narrated; it is all part of the poetic
tradition which we hear. Speech is the medium of fiction (a point he
returns to when discussing the Ivory Gate). So the appeal for permission
to utter what has been heard is the poet’s way, Servius believes, of
alerting the reader to the coming fictions.

At this point it is worth noting that modern Virgilian scholars who
observe this practice do not necessarily agree with Servius. Norden,
for instance, in his commentary on these lines regards the invocation
(which he amply illustrates) as the poet’s way of showing that he is
the Muses’ mouthpiece, ‘und daher alles, was er sagt, wahr ist’. This is
the complete opposite of the Servian line; Servius knows that not all is
true, that much is fiction. Heinze is more aware that the same devices
often noticed by Servius relieve the poet of responsibility, and he draws
attention to ferunt 284 and fertur 893, in both of which passages dreams
are referred to; he regards the device however as no more than a sign
of mythical interpolation.” But it was not always so. One of the ablest
of Virgil’s readers, La Cerda, has this to say on audita: quid vero vult?
loqui audite, quasi dicat, non cognita: innuit enim quae de inferis
narrantur, esse mera insomnia. Without naming Servius he clearly
develops his line of interpretation. To be sure, a Jesuit father writing
for a Christian readership, might well be eager to embrace so accom-
modating an exegesis, but, whatever La Cerda’s motive, he feels that
the language is chosen to manifest the fiction. More recently too the
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tide has turned unexpectedly in Servius’ favour. The late T.C.W. Stinton
reviewed many Greek and Latin forms of this expression in a justly
famed essay;® in discussing Virgil’s practice (but without reference to
Servius), he reckoned that on balance it is a story-teller’s device for
underlining the marvellous nature of an incident in the narrative. This
line of reasoning Professor West approves and utilises.? What needs to
be forcefully stated is that independently they have recovered a way of
reading Virgil’s text that was available to Servius long ago. As we
have seen, he fully employs it under various colours in expounding the
poem.

So much for the background. It is now time to turn to Servius’
treatment of the gates. We begin, not with 6.893, but with an unex-
pected note on 6.282. Aeneas has just entered the vestibulum of the
Underworld (273), where many personified miseries lurk. True to his
promise at 127 Servius identifies all of them allegorically as the miseries
of life on earth. He turns then to 282 in medio, and comments thus: aut
vestibulo aut absolutum est, et intellegimus hanc esse eburneam portam,
per quam exiturus Aeneas est. quae res haec omnia indicat esse simulata,
si et ingressus et exitus simulatus est et falsus. Whether we are still in
the entrance-way or have moved into the peristyle-court is immaterial to
my argument. What is remarkable is that Servius clearly reckons that
the palace of Orcus is like a Roman house and that you go out by the way
you came in. (Since we are looking at an unconscious revival of a Servian
view by Professor West, it is worth noting that the opinion that Aeneas
and the Sibyl make a roundtrip was in its turn unconsciously revived by
E.J. Highbarger).'® Now we do not have to accept that the vestibule is
the only means of entrance or withdrawal, if we feel that Virgil had no
very exact or consistent plan of the Underworld and its palaces in mind.
But we ought to feel that Servius is on to something of interest. What
tipped him off ought to have been the presence of the Dreams both at the
point where Aeneas enters and leaves, and the fact that Virgil calls them
first vana, and then falsa; moreover at both stages of the journey he uses
one of his words to signalise a fiction, ferunt at 284 and fertur at 893, a
point observed by Heinze.!! Servius can surely be excused for identifying
the two groups of Dreams as the same. We need not go so far but ought
to feel an imaginative link between the beginning and end of the epi-
sode. So the important detail of this note is that Servius believes that
Virgil signals the fictionality of the ensuing narrative by anticipating
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the Ivory Gate in its most significant detail, the insubstantial dreams.
(We are also given another word for fictional, simulata.) Attention must
here also be drawn to Servius’ use of falsus, for it reappears in his note
on the Ivory Gate. Servius’ feeling about this passage is shared in
essence by Tiberius Donatus, who says on ferunt: non debuit auctor esse
in incertis. Both see a clear warning for the reader that what we will
read henceforth is fictional in character. We should also note Servius’
expression, haec omnia; it must not be understood as applying to every
detail of the succeeding narrative, since Servius himself acknowledges
that the prophecy of Anchises touches on omnem Romanam historiam
(6.752), and to that extent it is plainly true.

When we reach the gates with Aeneas at 6.893 we find the following
note, which is here fully transcribed (except for an irrelevant alternative
explanation):

SUNT GEMINAE SOMNI PORTAE pro somniorum. est
autem in hoc loco Homerum secutus; hoc tantum differt,
quod ille per utramque portam somnia exire dicit, hic

umbras veras per corneam, per quas umbras somnia
indicat vera. et poetice apertus est sensus: vult autem
intellegi falsa esse omnia quae dixit. physiologia vero hoc
habet: per portam corneam oculi significantur, qui cornei
sunt coloris et duriores ceteris membris: nam frigus non
sentiunt, sicut et Cicero dicit in libris de deorum natura.
per eburneam vero portam os significatur a dentibus. et
scimus quia quae loquimur falsa esse possunt, ea vero
quae videmus sine dubio vera sunt. ideo Aeneas per
eburneam emittitur portam.

We are now in a position to understand the point that Servius is trying
to make. Unlike some modern readers (rightly faulted by Professor
West), he is not saying that the substance of the prophetic vision of
Aeneas is a lie. How could he, when in his introductory note to the book
and at 752 he acknowledged that much in it was history, and therefore
true? Austin in his commentary on Aeneid VI rightly regards his further
interpretative note on physiologia as allegorical but it is a mistake to
take it as an alternative to the previous sentence (La Cerda too errs in
this way). Servius is concerned with both gates; they must both be part
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of the poetic fiction since they are both furniture in an Underworld
invented by Homer and developed by later poets. But, as with many
other fictions found in Virgil, he delves below the surface to see if this
one too has, in addition to precedent, some verisimilitude. Now the
source of what he goes on to say lies in the Homeric scholia on Od.
19.562, 563, which offer similar accounts of the horn and ivory, the
substances of which Virgil reports (fertur) that the gates are made. Horn
makes us think of the eyes, which are the medium whereby we perceive
reality (‘seeing is believing’), ivory suggests the teeth in our mouth,
which may utter falsehoods or fictions. Since Aeneas comes through the
Ivory Gate, Servius reckons that Virgil, not for the first time, has come
up with a way of alerting the reader to the fictionality of the narrative at
this point. (This undeniably goes further than the Homeric scholia.) To
Servius’ way of thinking, to have the hero emerge through the Ivory
Gate is the poet’s way of exploiting the inherited material in such a way
as to hint, as he does elsewhere in the Aeneid, that fictions are abroad.
Very similar is the note on 6.295, where he gives an account of the rivers
of the underworld which he concludes thus: haec est mythologia: nam
physiologia hoc habet... There too he wants to show that the truth of our
world is fictionally, yet plausibly, represented in the poet’s Underworld
geography. The physiologia is not an alternative to the mythologia. (As
he says at 1.159 topothesia is fictum and topographia is rei verae
descriptio, but it is necessary that the fiction not stray too far from
reality.) As for omnia quae dixit, it is not to be overextended here any
more than at 282, where Servius first used it to disclose the fictionality
of the ensuing narrative at the point where Aeneas entered the Under-
world. As has been urged above, he cannot mean literally everything,
but only such matters as might reasonably be classed as figmenta. After
all, Servius and his readers knew that Aeneas was an historical, albeit
shadowy, figure; what was not possible for him was to visit a place that
never existed outside the imagination of poets and to talk to his de-
ceased father about Romans yet unborn. But given the tradition of such
visits, the poet can still include within one much that is factually true. It
is the commentator’s duty to distinguish fact from fiction, and to draw
attention to those places where he reckons that the poet himself under-
scores the fictional character of the narrative.

Once again, La Cerda, among modern annotators, agrees. In his note
on the gates he says: notarunt vero alii (he refers not to Servius, but to
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Muretus)...Virgilium tecta quadam urbanitate voluisse significare, aniles
esse fabulas, quae de inferis scribuntur...cum fingit Aeneam eadem
egressum porta qua exeunt falsa insomnia. (He goes on to offer numer-
ous citations from ancient authors who expose the Underworld as pure
poetic fiction.) As has already been noted, he only glances at the Servian
note on physiologia, which he regards as an alternative (hence perhaps
the beginning of the neglect of Servius’ overall view); he plainly does not
see that it is an attempt to find plausibility in the fiction. Yet he
acknowledges that Servius detects the fiction and concludes: utcumque
hoc sit, illud est certe verum, figmentum hoc de portis Somniorum...ab
Marone confictum esse. It is not after all the message that is an inven-
tion, but the medium, as the poet himself appears broadly to hint; to
that degree he is at one with Servius’ interpretation.

If the analysis of Servius’ note on 6.893 is correct, it becomes clear
that his explanation essentially anticipates some of Professor West's.
Both see the poet using the gate of Ivory as a way of reminding the
reader about the character of the narrative. As Servius insists, poeti-
cally considered, the sense is clear. What we need to grasp is the
meaning of falsum in a commentator like Servius. As some of the
passages cited above show, it is one of the many words available to him
that we should render with ‘fictional’. It was the mistaken belief that it
means ‘false’ or ‘lie’ that has misled. After all, Servius agrees with
Professor West, at least in his general understanding of the function of
the gates: they are a clear poetic fiction, and Virgil has a way of suggest-
ing this in order to underscore a fictional point in his basically historical
narrative.

There is a lesson here worth learning: the audience in antiquity had
notions about the nature of the narratives that were written to amuse or
instruct them. These notions are naturally shared by the scholiasts, who
have a technical language with which to express them. The scholiast is
not always just a gatherer of unusual learning; if we are patient with
him we may learn how he and his audience read their own literature.
The long tradition of Virgilian exegesis in modern times moreover can
show some sympathy with its ancient model. It was perhaps the roman-
tic age which broke with this tradition and aimed to set poetry up as an
alternative avenue to truth, even at the expense of plausibility. At any
rate, what Servius felt about the fictional character of some episodes in
the Aeneid may at last be in the process of recovery. What we need to do
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is enter sympathetically into his mode of comment to see if after all it
may not have something for us to make our own.

King’s College London ROLAND MAYER
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