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Vergilius 67 (2021) 239–273

DEXTRAE IUNGERE DEXTRAM:  
THE AFFECTIVE DYNAMICS OF TOUCH  

IN THE AENEID

Mairéad McAuley

Abstract: This article explores the tactile poetics of the Aeneid and their 
potential for feminist readings of the poem. From Amata, to Dido, and 
Venus, tactility is connected to volatile feminine bodies and irrational, 
pathologized emotions. But Vergil also uses touch as a device for the 
intimate transmission of affect between poem and a reader, a way of 
engaging our bodily senses and “touching” our minds (mentem tangere). Yet 
the postcritical focus on affect has often been critiqued as lacking feminist 
political bite. Does reading the Aeneid for sensual and affective intimacy 
preclude coolly detached critique of its power structures?1 

.,

In his prologue to The Unending Rose, Jorge Luis Borges draws on 
the most famous Vergilian use of tangere to exemplify the haptic element of 
all poetry:

All verse should have two obligations: to communicate a precise 
instance and to touch us physically, as the presence of the sea does. 
I have an example of Virgil: sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia 
tangunt.2

1. This article has been immeasurably improved by the perceptive and challenging 
comments of the special issue editors, the journal editor, and anonymous reviewers. I 
am particularly grateful to Victoria Rimell and Elena Giusti for the original invitation 
and for their patience through the article’s numerous delays due to Covid-19.

2. Cited in Jansen 2018, 94; in her discussion, Jansen (76–89) notes how the figure 
of Vergil becomes haptically troped for the Argentinean writer, associated with touch 
and bodily and emotional sensation.
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240 – Mairéad McAuley

What Borges elsewhere calls Vergil’s  lenta manus  reaches across time 
and space to create an imagined physical contact between poet and reader, 
a process encapsulated for him in this line from the Aeneid’s first book 
where Aeneas gazes on the images of the Trojan War on the temple walls at 
Carthage.3 It is interesting that Borges specifies here a literal understanding 
of touch, rather than a metaphorical, “affective” sense. What does he mean 
by poetry “touching us physically, as the presence of the sea does”? For 
Borges, it seems, Vergil’s authorial hand and the materiality of his writing 
are transmuted through a physical process into the tears of a reader many 
centuries later, far from Rome, and the phrase mortalia mentem tangunt 
(Aen. 1.462) both instantiates and describes (doubly “communicates” 
in Borges’s term) poetry’s affecting reach. In his famous late poem Elegy, 
Borges evokes the same “tears of things” connecting ancient poet and 
modern reader:

Virgil, made of marble and music, he
who sang the toils of the sword …
From the other side of the door a man
made of solitude, of love, of time,
has just wept in Buenos Aires
for all those things. 

(Trans. Jansen and Laird, in Jansen 2018, 95)

Yet despite this Borgesian sense of Vergil as  a poet  with an “intensely 
transcultural—and sensory—impact on our world” (Jansen 2018, 88) and 
recent scholarly interest in the sense of touch in antiquity, not least as a 
way of figuring our own feeling for the past, little scholarship has registered 
the significance of the haptic  in Vergil’s poem itself.4 Indeed the essays 
in a recent volume on Greco-Roman touch ignore Vergil almost entirely, 
turning instead to Ovid’s Midas and Pygmalion—myths in which touch has 
the power both to give life and to freeze its objects for eternity—as keys 
to understanding the tactile fantasies of antiquity and its afterlife (Purves 

3. On lenta manus for Borges as “slow” or “lingering” hand, see Jansen 2018, 90–
91. Cf. Vergil’s very different use of lenta manus as “pliant hand” in Camilla’s aristeia: 
Aen. 11.648.

4. On the senses in Roman culture, see Toner 2014; Betts 2017. The series The 
Senses in Antiquity (general eds. Mark Bradley and Shane Butler) has volumes on 
all five senses and synaesthesia. For touch in classical antiquity and its reception, 
see Purves 2018. Gramps (forthcoming) is an exploration of touch and embraces in 
Aeneid 8.
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The Affective Dynamics of Touch in the Aeneid – 241

2018, 7–14; Slaney 2018, 115–16; Platt and Squire 2018, 135–38).5 If Ovid is 
held up as the poet who fleshes and animates rhetorical metaphors of touch, 
in Vergilian studies vision has flourished as the privileged sense category. 
Recent studies argue for the triumph of the visual over the rhetorical in 
the poem, in the context of a new image-centric culture under Augustus, 
and develop the concept of Vergil’s “gaze”—the imposition of shifting 
perspectives and ethnic, political, and demographic identities on peoples 
and bodies through an eroticizing, objectifying gaze that assimilates 
poet, narrator, and reader (Smith 2005; Reed 2007, discussed by Gramps 
[forthcoming]).6

This essay is a preliminary attempt to sketch some of the interpretive 
possibilities of touch in the Aeneid. Taking its cue from Borges’s claim that 
poetry’s touch is literal and physical, it asks whether the touch of Vergil 
can be more than a dead metaphor for us, its twenty-first-century feminist 
readers. I’ll argue that the sense of touch operates, not in conflict with the 
importance of visual perception, but as vision’s enriching, complicating 
supplement and physical, material basis—and that becomes, moreover, a 
primary device for the transmission of affect and emotion between poem 
and reader, a way of bringing language (back) to life. At the heart of my 
analysis is the question of the feminine within this dynamic—the extent to 
which the poem’s explorations of vision and touch, and their sensory and 
affective entanglements, map onto traditional gendered dualisms of matter/
form, mind/body, and reason/emotion. For if the Aeneid can be read as a 
blueprint for patriarchy, political authoritarianism, and imperialism in 
the Western tradition (and its concomitant emotional traumas), what 
does it mean for us to be emotionally stirred and physically sensitized by 
its language here and now?7 Should we be wary of the sensual pleasures of 
Vergil’s touch or might it offer potential for different ways of engaging with 
the poem? Such questions have uncanny resonance for us midpandemic, 
when human touch is fraught with contagion yet we experience its absence 
as a form of torment (“skin hunger” [Moran 2021]) and dematerialized, 
digital communication as a thin substitute for physical intimacy. If our 

5. On the influence of Ovid’s Pygmalion on early modern configurations of 
touch and rhetoric, see Enterline 2003; on figures of touch as key to the Renaissance’s 
engagement with ancient authors, such as Vergil and Lucretius, see Moshenska 2014.

6. On the visuality of the Augustan age, see, e.g., Zanker 1988; Galinsky 1996; 
Barchiesi 2005. The scholarship on vision in Vergil is considerable, including Hardie 
1986, 2009; Reed 2007; Lovatt 2013; Feldherr 2014; Mac Góráin 2017. On the 
privileging of sight in antiquity, see also Squire 2016.

7. For a reading of the Aeneid as paradigmatic text for patriarchal political 
psychology and its cost to intimate life, see Gilligan and Richards 2009, 53–81.
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242 – Mairéad McAuley

online collectivity and invisibility has enabled women’s outrage against 
misogyny and sexual assault to take on seismic political power, an image-
centric social media, funneled through smartphone touchscreens, also 
alienates us from the unconforming fleshly reality of our own bodies.8 In 
setting the ambiguities of touching in the Aeneid—not least the idea of a 
tactile, material (meta)poetics that touches us here and now, yet whose origin 
remains distant in space, culture, and time—in dialogue with contemporary 
feminist thought, I will trace some of the affective ambivalences and critical 
problems inherent in feminist readings of classical texts.

TOUCH, FEMINIST THEORY, AND POETIC AFFECT

Poetry might be a medium more obviously experienced through sound and 
vision, but Borges’s curious imperative that poetry physically touches us 
resonates with modern theories of affect and cognition, of communication 
as embodied and sensory as well as abstract and coded, and of sensorimotor 
responses to art (Cave and Wilson 2018, 47–51, 230–61; Grethlein and 
Huitink 2017; Ryan 2015). This recent work has drawn productively on 
the overlapping relationship between touching and feeling, how tactility, 
texture, and affect are joined together phenomenologically—experienced 
not just as bodily sensation but also profound emotion.9 New interest in 
the senses across the humanities and social sciences has led to fruitful 
attempts to think about ancient literature and art in multisensorial terms. 
Drawing on concepts such as immersion, enactivism, and intermediality, 
this scholarship has begun to explore ways in which classical texts engage 
all the senses, including touch and taste, and how the vivid representation 
of bodily or sensory elements within the text and the material experience 
of reading can trigger equivalent quasi-bodily responses in the reader 
(Grethlein and Huitink 2017).10 Insofar as we have all touched things with 
our hands and bodies, an enactive account of perception suggests that 
describing something as, for example, soft can activate our sense of touch. 
Poetry engages the body by inviting us to feel a variety of sensorimotor 
responses that go beyond the words, triggering complex kinaesthetic as well 
as conceptual memories and associations. Moreover, the crafted, textured 
materiality of texts—a leather-bound book, a faded parchment, a smooth-
polished papyrus, even the screen of a smartphone—and the sensual 

8. See, e.g., Tolentino 2019 on the phenomenon of “Instagram face.”
9. On this aspect of touch, Paterson 2007 is a good philosophical introduction.
10. Cf. Ambühl 2019, 124: “The reader’s own body thus functions as the ‘inter’ of 

intermediality, the interface between the text and the senses.” On intermediality, see 
now Dinter and Reitz-Joose 2019.
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The Affective Dynamics of Touch in the Aeneid – 243

experience of handling these objects, mean they become invested with 
complex emotions, as the physical act of reading itself becomes intensely 
tactile as well as visual. Modern notions of art and literature as embodied 
have ancient analogues, not only in the stylistic ideal of “vividness” or 
enargeia and the much-discussed imperative that tragedy or rhetoric move 
(movere) the audience, but also in ancient notions of the elusive tactility 
of poetry.11 Poetry was understood as tangible both in its stirring effects 
on the listener and in its form: the rhythms of ancient meter were felt on 
the tongue, in the ear, and the body; a dactyl was named after the finger 
(cf. Hor. Ars P. 272–273); texere, weaving, was a well-worn metaphor for 
poetic composition; poetic style was thought of in tactile, textured terms—
rudis and hirsutus for primitive Ennius, smoothness for Catullus’s pumice-
polished libellus (1.1). Indeed, Horace stipulates that poetry should be “the 
labour of the file” (ArsP. 291 limae labor), refined to perfection or literally 
“filed down to the pared nail” (ArsP. 294 praesectam … ad unguem; Rudd 
1989; D’Angour 1999).12 As Elizabeth Young (2018, 135) argues, texture here 
is a way of talking about perceived aesthetic progress from rough, “shaggy” 
primitivism to polished and “depilated” Hellenism. But these ancient 
metaphors of poetic tactility are also more than metaphors, acknowledgment 
that poetry has material and sensual components that go far deeper than the 
distant senses of hearing and sight, senses that it can commandeer for its 
own tactile—chilling, arousing, penetrating, shuddering, spine-shivering, 
skin-crawling—ends. As yet however, little of this emerging work addresses 
the relationship of touch, affect, cognition, and embodiment in ancient 
poetry to gender.13 Touch may be a universal element of human society 
and experience, but how it is understood, experienced, and represented 
in individual embodied subjects and literary texts is subject to historical 
context and prevailing nexuses of social power.

11. Cf. Toner 2014, 3, who relates the multisensory experience of ancient 
literature to the fact that ancient societies were largely oral and aural; also Stevens 
2014 and Montiglio 2014. On enargeia, see Quint. Inst. 6.2.32; 8.3.66; Zanker 1981; in 
Hellenistic literature, Otto 2009; Webb 2009, 87–106 (on Greek rhetorical handbooks 
and Quintilian); and 2015; Grethlein and Huitink 2017. On the “stirring” or “moving” 
power of tragedy and rhetoric in Roman literature, see, e.g., Webb 1997; Enterline 
2003; Ziogas 2018.

12. Note also Horace’s suggestion of the material, “hands-on” work involved in 
writing itself (289–294): whereas, for Borges, poetry’s “slow hand” reaches out to the 
reader, for Horace this process starts with manual labor.

13. Young (2018) is an exception in her discussion of the Carmen Priapea; 
Grethlein and Huitink (2017) and Ambuhl (2019) focus on the tactile viscerality of 
battlefield and chariot scenes in epic.
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244 – Mairéad McAuley

Touch is the basis of our first natal encounter with the world and probably 
the first sense we develop in utero (Paterson 2007, 5; Kearney 2020, 306). 
Infant touch is inherently interpretive and emotional, involving evaluation, 
orientation, and response—a sense that “makes sense” of things (Kearney 
2020, 306–7: “The baby makes a world with his hands”). Yet touch has 
been, since Plato, opposed to the more distant, and supposedly intellectual, 
senses of sight and hearing, relegated to the sphere of the bestial and the 
carnal, categories that have also defined the feminine in philosophical 
thought.14 Touch was recovered for philosophical understanding by twenty-
first-century phenomenology, which turned its focus to the embodied 
dimensions of perception and lived experience. For phenomenologists such 
as Edmund Husserl, touch, the most immediate and reciprocal of the senses, 
is at the heart of our experience of the world in a lived-in, tangible-touching 
body, working across all the other senses and challenging conceptual 
distinctions between subject and world, self and other.15 Most influentially 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty draws on the “double sensation” of touching-being 
touched as a basis for all the other senses including vision, arguing there 
is no clear subject/object, self/world dichotomy: touch is constituted by a 
“chiasm,” a criss-crossing or mutual intertwining of my flesh and the flesh 
of the world.16 “Vision is palpation with the look” says Merleau-Ponty 
(1968, 131–33); it touches the world, because we are flesh and the world is 
flesh.17 Feminist philosophers such as Luce Irigaray (1985, 25–26) seized on 
phenomenology’s engagement with the materiality of the body and senses to 
assert the priority and fluidity of touch in opposition to the “theoretical”—
and masculine—realm of vision and abstraction, which reduces woman 
to passivity. Yet they also critiqued Merleau-Ponty and his philosophical 

14. Anderson (2003) discusses the development of abstraction in early modern 
philosophy against the denial of the body, touch, and the feminine. Cf. also Plato Cra. 
229c.

15. Kearney (2020) outlines this history through Husserl, Sartre, Heidegger, and 
Merleau-Ponty.

16. Merleau-Ponty 1968, 133: “my hand, while it is felt from within, is also 
accessible from without, itself tangible, for my other hand … if it takes its place 
among the things it touches, is in a sense one of them, opens finally upon a tangible 
being of which it is also a part. Through this criss-crossing within it of the touching 
and the tangible, its own movements incorporate themselves into the universe they 
interrogate, are recorded on the same map as it; the two systems are applied upon one 
another, as the two halves of an orange.” Cf. also Kearney 2020, 313.

17. See also 138: “We have to reject the age-old assumptions that put the body in 
the world and the seer in the body, or, conversely, the world and the body in the seer 
as in a box. Where are we to put the limit on the body and the world, since the world 
is flesh?”
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The Affective Dynamics of Touch in the Aeneid – 245

interlocutor Emmanuel Levinas for their solipsistic privileging of abstract, 
male, and white perspectives, forgetful of cultural and bodily difference 
(e.g., Beauvoir 1989 xxii n. 3; Young 2005; Irigaray 1993, 155–56). Against 
the image of one hand intentionally touching the other, Irigaray opposed 
the image of lips, both vaginal and oral, touching each other, to argue that 
the tactile cannot be reduced to the visible:

The visible and the tactile do not obey the same laws or rhythms of the 
flesh. And if I can no doubt unite their powers, I cannot reduce the one 
to the other. I cannot situate the visible and the tangible in a chiasmus. 
Perhaps the visible needs the tangible but this need is not reciprocal? … 
the tangible is, and remains, primary in its opening. (1993, 162, emphasis 
original)

Irigaray uses touch to connect modes of philosophical thought and bodily 
difference, and in her privileging of tactility over vision she reconceives the 
stereotypical associations of the feminine with mere bodies in order to resist 
Cartesian rationalism and its separation of subject and object, mind and 
body.18 In her subtle reconceptualization of vision as material and tactile, 
she formulates the idea of the loving look, of the look as “caress,” and of 
vision as light touching the eye—all theories that challenge the separation 
of sensible and intelligible, mind’s eye and body’s eye (Oliver 2007, 97–112).

I outline these philosophical interventions on touch less for their 
straightforward applicability to Vergil than for the suggestive possibilities 
they hold for thinking both tactically and sensually with literary texts, 
putting pressure on prevailing distinctions between substance and surface, 
inside and outside, body and flesh. For literary theorist Eve Sedgwick 
(2003,14, 21), the confusing simultaneity of texture and touch—when we 
touch something, we are also touched by it—offered a generative site for 
thinking about how affective and sensory responses to literature can bypass 
the default, hyperrational, and sceptical mode of literary critique and the 
calcified dualism of subject-object relations: “Even more than any other 
perceptual systems,… the sense of touch makes nonsense of any dualistic 
understanding of activity and passivity”; “to perceive texture is always, 
immediately, and de facto to be immersed in a field of active narrative 
hypothesizing, testing, and reunderstanding of how physical properties act 
and are acted upon over time.” Drawing on the ideas of psychologist Silvan 

18. Irigaray 1993, 151–84 and 185–217. See too Vasseleu 1998 on the “texture of 
light” and the materialism of vision in Irigaray’s thought. For an overview of Irigaray’s 
theories of vision and touch, see Oliver 2007.
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246 – Mairéad McAuley

Tomkins, she made a case for affect as unpredictable embodied intensity 
or visceral feeling, which attaches itself autonomously to subjects and 
objects, a vital pre- or extradiscursive force that had creative potential as 
a way of “accessing life that exceeds the social regulation of our existence” 
(Pedwell and Whitehead 2012, 117).19 Sedgwick’s intervention has been a 
major influence on the reading debates of the last twenty years, the drive to 
develop alternative methods to the predominant form of literary critique 
referred to as the hermeneutics of suspicion: scholars piled in to lambast 
the destructive and paranoid: tendencies of deconstruction, psychoanalysis, 
postmodernism, and Marxist feminist theory, in which the text was 
something to be unmasked and decoded, its deceptive surfaces penetrated 
to reveal hidden motives and repressed subtexts.20 It’s not hard to see the 
superficial appeal of this postcritical approach to Vergilian studies, as a 
liberation from traditional (if now ever-complexified) political and ethical 
binaries in which the poem is either an elegantly constructed ideological 
advertisement for the Augustan regime or code for a subtly subversive anti-
Augustanism to be deciphered by the astute critic, or both. As a supplement 
to the vigilant demand for critical mastery, Sedgwick draws from the ideas 
of psychoanalyst Melanie Klein and advocates an alternative, reparative 
impulse, which she calls “love”—sustaining, intimate, hopeful in the face 
of damage and suffering: “Love of a book, even a sinister book, love that 
generates out of concentrated meditation on its pieces a different and 
needed book; the transformative, frankly instrumental love of the artifacts 
of a culture, threatening though that culture itself may be: perhaps no 
impulse has less warrant than such love in the climate of a hermeneutic 
of suspicion” (Sedgwick 1996, 278; discussed in Wiegman 2014, 11). 
For feminists, postcritique’s claim that reading isn’t necessarily political 
collusion or resistance, that it can be restorative, intimate, and exploratory, 
and that the aesthetic pleasures of a text do not always mask its “deeper” 
participation in human oppression and suffering, is both liberating and 
unnerving. Certainly the literary turn to affect and embodiment, alongside 
Sedgwick’s call for a reparative mode to counter the paranoid, resonates with 
longstanding feminist calls to take into account everyday and individual 

19. On affect as a vital force “beneath, alongside or generally other than conscious 
knowing,” cf. Gregg and Siegworth, 2010, 1 and passim; Pedwell and Whitehead 2012; 
Ahmed 2004, 39.

20. Anker and Felski 2017 summarizes postcriticism’s range of methods, including 
“reparative reading” (discussed below), “surface reading” (as opposed to deep); close 
description, “reading with the grain,” and approaches that draw on actor-network 
theory, the “new materialism,” and phenomenology. See also discussions in Felski 
2009, 2015; Best and Marcus 2009; Serpeli 2017.
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The Affective Dynamics of Touch in the Aeneid – 247

experiences of attachment, affect, and embodiment and to bring serious 
philosophical and literary attention (back) to the substance and significance 
of matter, materiality, and the body.21 But feminist scholars have also been 
wary of affect, given the traditional gendering of the emotion/rationality 
divide, and questioned the idea that affect exists in an individual realm 
outside of social and political structure, creatively mobile and free-flowing.22 
The cultural theorist Sara Ahmed (2004, 2015), for example, has argued that 
affect often “sticks” to already existing identities and institutions; affect does 
not go “in,” or indeed come from “outside of ” the individual or the social; 
rather the very circulation of emotion creates boundaries between outside 
and inside, and allows different objects, structures, or bodies to take shape 
for us. Emotions may powerfully assert a resistant, “felt truth” or reality, 
but they can also “attach us to the very conditions of our subordination” 
(2015, 17). In addition, just as paranoid reading is accused of being self-
aggrandizing, elitist, and nontransformative, intimate reparative reading 
can also be seen as a narcissistic self-justification for the importance of 
literary interpretation itself, in the context of the declining significance and 
funding of literary studies and the humanities in the neo-liberal university 
(Wiegmann 2014).

These theoretical debates, even as they inspire us to take account of 
real bodies, emotions, and individual experiences, are frustratingly hard 
to accommodate within the conventional idiom of Vergilian studies. The 
disciplinary imperative to decode his infinitely complex intertextuality, 
manipulation of genre, and Augustan context still provides the primary 
legitimizing framework for interpretations of the poem. Operating within 
that frame, sceptical or symptomatic feminist critiques of the Aeneid’s 
reproduction of oppressive gender norms have proved revelatory for the 
field, usually through expert redeployment of the same analytic terms of 
intertextuality, generic interplay, and/or historical contextualization to 
show their gendered underpinnings, and often nodding to the ways in 
which the poem might subtly complicate, destabilize, or problematize those 
gender norms too.23 But our attachments to Vergil, as both Latinists and 
feminists, need to be thought through too, especially the extent to which 

21. See the useful summary in Pedwell and Whitehead 2012.
22. Hemmings (2005, 561) argues that the supposed “free flow” of affect is in fact 

along established structures of race, class, and gender: “only for certain subjects can 
affect be thought of as attaching in an open way; others are so over-associated with 
affect that they themselves are the object of affective transfer.” Similarly for Ahmed 
(2015, 15), emotions “create the very effect of the surfaces and boundaries that allow 
us to distinguish an inside and an outside in the first place.”

23. Nugent 1999; Keith 2000; Oliensis 2009; and Sharrock 2011 are rich examples 
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these two roles supplement or conflict with each other and other modes 
of engagement with the poem. Does reading for bodily intimacy and 
affective involvement with antiquity preclude coolly detached critique of 
its power structures? Can we admit to loving or being touched by Vergil’s 
poem, without sounding naïve, banal, or apologist for its more disturbing 
elements? What does it mean to be touched by and invest in an ancient text 
and what affective resources might it offer us for the present?24 The rest of 
this paper will engage with the double impulse mapped out here, of feminist 
reading as both attachment and critique, to select moments where touch as 
bodily contact blurs into or conflicts with a metaphorical, affective valence 
in Vergil’s epic, that is, touch as feeling. I will use this ambiguity—this 
embodied metaphor—to show how Vergil draws on the tactile associations 
of femininity to configure the sensual and affective dimensions of his own 
poetry, its power to move its readers, far away in space and time.

EMBRACES

The Aeneid is a poem that thematizes bodily relations, whether through 
genealogical transmission, bloody battle encounters, the intimacy of 
father-son bonds, or the seductive dangers of eroticism. The consequences 
of physical contact in the Aeneid are complex and shifting, mapping the 
ambivalent discourses concerning touch that suffused Roman culture more 
generally: touch could encompass possession, exchange, mutual connection, 
and desire, but also occasion violation, wounding, contamination, and 
death. Roman rituals of greeting, such as joining hands or kissing, show how 
touch could facilitate social bonds and reconciliation in the community and 
gestures of touch, implied or performed, were crucial elements in legal and 
religious rituals such as marriage, manumission, or supplication, a means of 
accessing the gods, or ratifying property rights. Boundaries and ownership 
of land or an object—including a slave or female body—were established 
through rules or limits on who might touch or possess that body, object, or 

of mode. See the introduction to this volume for further analysis of the history of 
feminist Vergilian scholarship.

24. In one sense we are simply responding to the ancient paradox at the heart of 
epic poetry, i.e., the audience’s pleasure in the narrative of the hero’s suffering, explored 
in Homeric episodes of embedded narration such as Odysseus’s tale to the Phaeacians. 
But it is rendered more complex by Vergil’s famous use of pathos and multiple voices/
viewpoints that switch from one epicenter of feeling to another: as the narrator’s point 
of view blends with the perspective of the characters, this results in a “subjective 
interpenetration between character and narrator” (Conte 2007, 50). Cf. also Otis 1995, 
41–96; Ziogas 2018. On readerly empathy as a consequence of this, see Whittington 
2014.
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land. Women, prepubescent boys, and slaves were defined (differentially) 
as objects by their (in)accessibility not only to the gaze, but also to different 
forms of touch.25 Physical contact was thus also viewed as potentially 
dangerous, invasive, and contaminating: the wrong kind of touch, or touch 
from an unclean source, could constitute a threat to the body, wider society, 
and relations with the divine.26 The restriction or exclusion of certain forms 
of physical contact, bodies, or body parts (such as the os impurum) thus 
reinforced social hierarchies and gender norms as much as did positive 
socially cohesive gestures in ritual and civic contexts.27

Some of these paradoxical social connotations of touch are juxtaposed 
in the famous scene where Aeneas brings his family and the Penates out of 
Troy:

“tu genitor cape sacra manu patriosque Penates;
me bello e tanto digressum et caede recenti,
attrectare nefas, donec me flumine vivo
abluero.”
haec fatus latos umeros subiectaque colla
veste super fulvique insternor pelle leonis,
succedoque oneri; dextrae se parvus Iulus
implicuit sequiturque patrem non passibus aequis;
pone subit coniunx.

25. Cf. Toner 2014, 4–7 on touch and social status: he notes branding and scarring 
as forms of touch that marked the skin of slaves, while elites were able to maintain 
physical distance between themselves and the masses. Langlands (2006, 41) discusses 
the insignia of the stola or the young male’s bulla (amulet): “in Roman society it 
should be instantly clear which people are untouchable and the visuality of status and 
sexual vulnerability is clear.” Meretrices represented the opposite: women who made 
themselves publicly available to the gaze and touch of any man. The physical aspect 
of pudicitia, as being sexually untouched and therefore morally pure, is evident in the 
rule recounted by Livy 10.23.1–10 that only a univira could sacrifice to (or in Festus’s 
account, touch) the statue of Pudicitia Plebeia, suggesting that sexual intercourse with 
more than one man physically defiles a woman and leads to ritual contamination 
through contact with her body (cf. Langlands 2006, 45–49). On the transmission of 
sexual contagion even by indirect contact with prostitutes, see Lennon 2018, 131.

26. On concepts of touch and pollution or purity, see Potter 2014, 25–26.
27. On the os impurum, see Lennon 2018, 130. Rape is one such category of 

touch that both determined and was determined by social status, as the Roman legal 
determination of rape depended on the social status of the individual (i.e., whether a 
woman was a slave, freeborn, married or unmarried, or a prostitute); see Dixon 2001, 
49–50.
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“Father, take the holy vessels and our gods.
I’ve come from lengthy battle and fresh slaughter.
I can’t touch them till I clean myself in flowing
water.” [ … ] I issued these commands, threw a tawny
lion pelt over my brawny shoulders then bent
to lift my burden. Small Iülus held
my hand keeping up with childish steps.
My wife follows behind.

Aen. 2.717–725 (OCT, trans. Bartsch 2021, modified)

The lacuna at line 720 enforces a physical cordon sanitaire within the text, 
separating polluting contact—handling the gods with bloody hands—from 
touch that secures and reinforces familial—and, indeed, national—bonds. 
In showing that he knows the difference between these kinds of touch, 
Aeneas demonstrates his pietas, both religious and filial. Yet elsewhere, as 
we shall see, the appropriate distance between contaminating touch and 
touch that binds people together is deliberately blurred, and the dangerous 
kind of touch—erotic, incestuous, penetrative—is repeatedly bound to the 
feminine and the maternal. This association between women and polluting 
touch is already implicit in the passage above: Anchises and Ascanius are 
connected to Aeneas physically, three generations conjoined (cf. implicuit) 
in one unit, but Aeneas denies this life-saving touch to Creusa whom he 
orders to follow “at a distance.” It is as if physical proximity with her will 
pollute the purity of the proto-Roman masculine triad, much the same as 
the Penates would be contaminated by unclean hands. Touch operates here 
as a technology of gender, as Vergil’s narrative strives to encapsulate Rome’s 
origins in the symbolic image of a seamless patrilineal unit. This is perfectly 
articulated by Aeneas’s command just beforehand:

“ergo age, care pater, cervici imponere nostrae;
ipse subibo umeris, nec me labor iste gravabit;
 … unum et commune periclum,
una salus ambobus erit. mihi parvus Iulus,
sit comes, et longe servet vestigia coniunx.”

“Come then dear father, hold my neck,’ I said.
‘I’ll take you on my back, you won’t weigh me
down … we’ll share one danger,
or one escape. Let small Iülus stay with me.
My wife will trail her passage at a distance.”
 Aen. 2.708–711
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In excluding Creusa from the generational chain of life-saving touch 
(una salus), the scene seems to encode a Roman version of what Irigaray 
has identified, in her reading of Clytemnestra’s matricide in the Oresteia, 
as the fantasized erasure of the mother’s body from the origin myths of 
western patriarchal culture.28 This mythical act of mother-killing becomes 
a socio-cultural and psychic trope for patriarchy’s erasure of the maternal 
contribution to selfhood: at this “turning point” in the history of Western 
culture, “the question of filiation swings,” “sons stop being sons of mothers 
and become sons of fathers” (Cixous and Clement 2001, 103) and paternal 
filiation becomes consolidated into law. And yet Vergil’s episode belabors 
the theme of touching, contact, and distance to an extent that seems 
necessary neither for the simple execution of plot, nor for an iconic vision 
of patrilineality; so much so that the label coniunx, derived from coniungo 
(“join together”) but placed just after pone subit (725), reads as a kind of 
etymological irony at the expense of the embedded narrator, Aeneas: “she-
who-is-joined-to-me follows at a distance.” The phrase itself repeats and 
fulfils Aeneas’s command to Creusa earlier (longe servet vestigia coniunx), 
raising questions for generations of commentators over what kind of wifely 
distance these emphatic terms longe and pone are supposed to mean (Grillo 
2010 summarizes the debate). It’s as if Vergil cannot help but remind us, 
even here as the woman is removed from the circle of touch, that genealogy 
is fundamentally a matter of tactility, a sequence of sensual touches 
extending through time, involving the sexual contact of two bodies and the 
emergence of a child’s body from the mother’s. Moreover, the multiple and 
contradictory valences of touching in this scene—as kinship and connection 
and as pollution and rupture—are invoked repeatedly in the second half 
of the poem, where the genealogy of the Roman gens advanced through 
the body of Lavinia is described explicitly in terms of a contact between 
peoples, Trojan and Italian, resulting in both a physical confrontation and 
a coming together with alterity, as marriage and (civil) war become blurred 
into each other.29

28. Irigaray (1993, 11; Green 2012) viewed the Oresteia as a collective myth, 
functioning on a psychic level as integral to the Oedipus complex and on a socio-
cultural level as the mythology underlying patriarchy, though she problematically 
draws on the discredited work of Bachofen for this idea.

29. Cf. Aen. 7.546: dic in amicitiam coeant et foedera iungant; 7.553–556: stant 
belli causae, pugnatu comminus armis … talia coniugia et talis celebrent hymenaeos 
/ egregrium Veneris genus et rex ipse Latinus. Cf. also Juno at 12.821–822: cum iam 
conubiis pacem felicibus (esto)/ component, cum iam leges et foedera iungent; and 
Aeneas at 12.889–890: aut quid iam, Turne, retractas? / non cursu, saevis certandum 
est comminus armis.
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Close/Distant

Touch, then, often plays out through gendered scenarios in the Aeneid, and 
these do not always map onto straightforward active/passive, masculine/
feminine binaries, ready to be revealed and excoriated by the suspicious 
feminist critic, but often trouble these very binaries in ever-ramifying 
ways, depending on the different questions readers ask of the text. Male 
commentators since Servius have worked hard to reframe Aeneas’s explicit 
emphasis that Creusa follows at a distance or apart as sensible or tactical, 
so as to shore up the ideal of Aeneas’s pietas encapsulated in this tableau 
of father-son-grandfather.30 But feminists and other so-called pessimistic 
readers of Vergil have long interpreted the leaving behind of Creusa as 
raising doubts about Aeneas’s morality and the costs of the Roman imperial 
enterprise and as emblematic of the poem’s larger, paradoxical tendency to 
marginalize the feminine in the service of a patrilineal master narrative of 
Roman origins, even as it draws on the associations of women with suffering 
and emotion for its moments of powerful pathos.31 Figures such as the grief-
addled Andromache or doomed Dido stand at one and the same time for 
the dangers a specifically feminine affect poses to the forward thrust of 
Aeneas’s journey and for the universalized experience of lacrimae rerum 
which infuses the poem and its reception.32 This is exemplified, soon after 
the episode when Aeneas leaves Creusa behind in the flight from Troy, in 
the scene where he encounters her ghost and attempts to embrace it (Aen. 
2.792–794). The flight scene’s interplay between touching/not touching is 
replayed here, but the agency is reversed and it is Creusa’s insubstantial shade 
that refuses contact, fleeing Aeneas’s manus and bracchia. Her simulacrum 
is ungraspable, but is both hyper-visible (Aen. 2.773 visa mihi ante oculos et 
nota maior imago) and visionary, as she predicts Aeneas’s future in Latium 
(Smith 2005, 97). The importance of this moment of pathos—of untouchable 

30. E.g., Conington 1963, ad Aen. 2.711; Austin 1964, ad Aen. 2.711; Horsfall 2008, 
ad 2.707–20 et passim. See the lucid discussion in Grillo 2010. For the pre-Vergilian 
tradition regarding Creusa and the flight from Troy, see Perkell 1981, 204; one version 
includes Aeneas’s escape by treachery: Casali 1999.

31. On longe and pone: Lyne 1987, 150. See Perkell 1981 on the exclusion of women 
from Aeneas’s pietas; Desmond 1994 on Dido as “eclipsing” the Aeneid. On the poetic 
energy the epic derives from the marginalized feminine, particularly the maternal, see 
McAuley 2016, 55–113. For further analysis of this dynamic in the critical tradition, 
see the introduction to this volume.

32. Nugent 1999, 253: “Thus Dido, who seems to present the greatest threat to the 
eventual founding of Rome that is the subject of the Aeneid, also emerges paradoxically 
as the most memorable creation of Vergil’s epic,” even though it casts “woman as what 
must be rejected—even destroyed—and as what remains most indelibly present” (252).
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vision—to Vergil’s poetics is shown by its duplication verbatim in book 6, 
when Aeneas attempts to embrace the shade of his father in the underworld:

 “da iungere dextram,
da, genitor, teque amplexu ne subtrahe nostro.”
sic memorans largo fletu simul ora rigabat.
ter conatus ibi collo dare bracchia circum;
ter frustra comprensa manus effugit imago,
par levibus ventis volucrique simillima somno.

 “Let me clasp
your hand, father, don’t pull back from my embrace.”
Tears soaked Aeneas’s face. Three times he tried
to wrap his arms around his father’s neck; three times
his hands passed through the insubstantial shade,
as if it were the merest breeze, a fleeting dream.
 Aen. 6.697–702

Some thirty years ago, Elizabeth Belfiore (1984, 24–25) powerfully 
analyzed the repeated motif of “futile embraces” in the first half of the 
poem (of Venus, Creusa, and Anchises), arguing that the encounter with 
Anchises marks Aeneas’s ultimate transition from a personal, intimate 
view of pietas excessively attached to individuals, toward a broader future-
oriented devotion to the Roman race. This progression culminates in a 
successful embrace with his goddess mother and his new arma in book 
8, after which Aeneas becomes, in a sense, untouchable, embodying the 
strong and impenetrable ideal of a Roman vir.33 Belfiore’s observations fit 
with influential twentieth-century interpretations of the poem such as that 
of Adam Parry (1963) and Michael Putnam (1966), which see Aeneas’s 
trajectory in terms of “the elimination of emotional attachment in favour of 
the broader perspective of history” (Putnam 1966, 48; cf. Belfiore 1984, 25). 
Most recently, Carol Gilligan and David Richards (2009, 71) have argued 
that the scenes are paradigmatic of men’s traumatizing detachment from 
intimate relationships under patriarchy: “Vergil’s poetry underscores how 
far the psychology of dominance and submission is from loving relationship 
based on mutual touch. As Aeneas reaches for love, it slips through his 

33. This is strongly symbolized in the last embrace of the poem (Aen. 12.433–439) 
when the fully armed Aeneas kisses Ascanius “through his helmet” (434 per galeam), 
a travesty of parental touch weirdly mediated though solid metal—then reenters the 
battlefield to kill Turnus. Contrast its model scene, Iliad 6.466–481, where Hector 
removes his helmet for his son.
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hands.” The language of distance over proximity, as applied by critics 
to Aeneas’s evolving perspective and played out in the scenes of elusive 
embrace, shows how naturalized this idea is for us, as readers and critics, 
of the necessity of Aeneas avoiding familial, intimate, and feminine touch 
in the service of the poem’s broader vision, even if we choose to lament this 
as a tragic rather than optimistic development, or as a patriarchal trope.34 
But the Aeneid uses tactile motifs repeatedly to raise questions about this 
priority of vision over touch and of distance over proximity, contiguity, 
and intimacy, along with its gendered implications, as much as it sets it 
up and reinforces it. In the scenes with Creusa’s and Anchises’s ghosts, the 
social function of touch to ratify relationships and confirm social bonds 
is emphatically thwarted, yet Vergil’s language lingers over the relationship 
between touching and feeling, gesture and texture, as the airy immateriality 
of the ghosts is juxtaposed with the repeated reaching of Aeneas’s flesh-
bound, too-solid hands, physical metonyms of his inner desire. The bodily 
vividness of the description stimulates in the reader a similar proprioceptive 
sensation of frustrated skin contact, like that of haptic virtual reality, which, 
in its uncanniness, falls short of real life.35 Moreover, Aeneas’s failure to 
touch is made more touching by its repetition, both within the narrative (ter 
frustra) and as intratextual loci joining books 2 and 6, generating a poetic 
form of contact whereby the language and figures of touching/not touching 
heap up throughout the epic, carrying indelible emotional traces of each 
other, contaminating or connecting disparate parts of the narrative.

Reading these scenes through touch doesn’t “rescue Creusa” from the 
ruthless structural logic the epic narrative shores up and feminist readers 
have critiqued—about how women and mothers are disposable and even 
dangerous elements for the masculine hero to transcend, “victims sacrificed 
on the altar of Rome” (Suzuki 1989, 11; Skinner 1987). But it does enrich 
our sense of the compelling and peculiar paradoxes in Vergil’s way of 

34. This also becomes a way of talking about the style of Vergil’s poetry itself. E.g., 
Conte (2007, 28) uses the language of distance and proximity to reflect on Vergil’s 
sentimental and personal overlaying of the “calm and objective” voice of his Homeric 
model: “the more the new text, suffused by a pathetic subjectivity, cleaves to the old 
model, impersonal, objective … the more the new voice makes itself felt, modern, 
sentimental, and reflective. The closeness is extraordinary, the distance vast.”

35. On the uncanny frustrations of haptic technology (or “tactile feedback”), 
Berger et al. 2018; Goswami 2020. Poetry is better than technology at reproducing the 
wondrousness of haptic sensations: “If you read articles on touch technology or watch 
science-fiction movies, the description of touch is really rich, really detailed, really 
poetic. But in the real world, even some of the most complex haptic apparatus offer 
little more than the sensation of vibration or electricity or air pockets on skin” (words 
of historian of haptic technology, David Parisi, in an interview in Goswami 2020).

This content downloaded from 
������������197.91.152.237 on Fri, 13 May 2022 14:09:31 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



The Affective Dynamics of Touch in the Aeneid – 255

representing and marginalizing the feminine. In an influential article, S. 
Georgia Nugent (1999, 269–70) described the process whereby the Aeneid’s 
women, despite the cultural associations of the female with bodies, are in 
fact decorporealized, their bodies erased from the text while traces of their 
resistance to its narrative linger through linguistic or imagistic echoes or 
through intertextual tropes and foreshadowing: women become a textual 
effect “transmuted from body to word … identified with poetic language 
itself.” More recently, Colin Burrows (2019, 129) notes Creusa’s association 
with footprints, imprints in the earth, and sees her vanishing shadow, whose 
vestigia Aeneas attempts to retrace, as a figure for the “turbulence” of epic 
imitatio itself, often linked to questions of gender—“an urgent attempt to 
disembody, enforce emptiness and vanity on the voice of female authority.” 
I’d argue, however, that these moments are more than patriarchal linguistic 
tropes in which Woman becomes dematerialized and entextualized, a figure 
for poetic ambiguity. Bringing together the conceptual elusiveness of touch 
and the sensory materiality of language, they also paradoxically provide the 
reader (female or otherwise) with powerfully embodied emotional points 
of contact with the text. Such connections, even in the case of an ancient 
poem mediated for us by commentary and scholarship, can be irreducibly 
individual, personal, and strange, inflected but not constrained by historical 
and political considerations. It’s hard, for example, not to read into Aeneas’s 
flailing arms the near-universal experience in the current pandemic of 
longing to touch or be touched by someone whose body isn’t there. And 
while Aeneas is the focalized viewing subject of these narratives and thus the 
obvious point of contact for the reader in this scene, a surplus ethical and 
affective charge generates potential subjective identification with Creusa 
too—her loss of self, family, and child (an identification further prepared for 
by her heartfelt plea to him before her death).36 The sense of being unreal, 
ghostlike, and disembodied in our interactions with others, inaccessible to 
them, or they to us, is one that resonates not only with recent constraints 
under Covid-19 but also with accounts of bodily and affective experiences 
under racist and patriarchal structures.37 How often have we been required 

36. Aen. 2.671–80, discussed in Perkell 1981, 206–8; Lyne 1987, 149–51; Hughes 
1997, 401 nn. 1–2, 422–23; Grillo 2010, 45. Such moments of affinity between reader and 
character can be described as recognition or identification. Felski  argues for recognition 
as less idealizing, promoting a heightened self-awareness, “a phenomenology of self-
scrutiny rather than self-loss.”

37. Young 2005 is an important phenomenological account of female body 
experience as constrained, discontinuous, and fragile, compared to masculine 
body norms. Creusa is depicted as the ideal Roman wife (Grillo 2010, 57–58): her 
dematerialization is the culmination of this. Compare Mrs Dalloway: “But often now 
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to explain away our own grief and alienation or to alleviate the guilt of the 
other, by speaking the language of transcendence, cause, obligation, duty?38 
The failure to touch the beloved object, repeated in a textured language and 
imagery resonant with longing, activates a strong sensory and emotional 
response from both standpoints—bringing us into contact with the other, 
breaking down our defences and attuning us in unexpected, intimate, and 
individual ways, supplementing rather than overriding the critical act of 
feminist interpretation. As Ahmed (2017, 36) argues in Living a Feminist 
Life, “becoming feminist puts us in touch with a world through alienation 
from a world” (emphasis added). Creusa’s ghost observes that through her 
death she has avoided another kind of violating touch—enslavement (Aen. 
2.785–786)—but the nature of her death is left noticeably unclear. Indeed, 
her ghost’s very fleshless untouchability in this scene both effaces and stands 
in for the physical violation that was the fate of most Trojan women.39 The 
intimacy of tactile, affective reading is both generated by and generates 
moral critique.

TOUCHING FEELING

Vergil’s poem uses touch as a device for generating readerly attunement, 
recognition, and sympathy. At the same time it also reflects on that dynamic 
and its relationship to gender, truth, and power. The ambiguous relation 
the poem establishes between touch and the feminine is also thematized in 
the depiction of Amata and the serpent, another strange contact that is not 

this body she wore … this body, with all its capacities, seemed nothing—nothing at 
all. She had the oddest sense of being herself invisible; unseen; unknown; there being 
no more marrying, no more having children now, but only this astonishing and rather 
solemn progress with the rest of them, up Bond Street, this being Mrs. Dalloway; not 
even Clarissa anymore; this being Mrs. Richard Dalloway” (Woolf 2000, 50–51). This 
extends beyond feminism: Fanon (1986, 87) drew on Sartrean phenomenology to 
theorize the bodily experience of a black person in a white person’s world: “I slip into 
corners, I remain silent, I strive for anonymity, invisibility. Look, I will accept the lot, 
as long as no one notices me!”

38. See Ashtor 2020 on a trend of affective alienation in women’s contemporary 
memoirs: “Present but ‘missing,’ self-reflective but with no access to ‘clarity,’ these 
narrators describe relationships that feel exhilarating but are nevertheless ‘happening 
without me.’”

39. The poem’s lack of clarity on how Creusa died is rarely remarked on, despite 
Aeneas repeatedly expressing uncertainty (nescio, Aen. 2.735, incertum, 2.740): cf. 
Grillo 2010, 58–60. A rare conjecture is to be found in a 1654 painting of Aeneas’s 
flight by Henry Gibbs (in the Tate), which depicts Creusa being grabbed by a Greek 
soldier—apparently unique in representations of this scene.
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quite physical. The Fury Allecto, the demonic embodiment of negative affect 
(Aen. 7.325–326: cui tristia bella / iraeque insidiaeque et crimina noxia cordi; 
“whose heart is set on gloomy wars, passions, plots and baneful crimes”) is 
sent by Juno to stir up an equivalent madness in queen Amata:

huic dea caeruleis unum de crinibus anguem
conicit, inque sinum praecordia ad intima subdit,
quo furibunda domum monstro permisceat omnem.
ille inter uestis et leuia pectora lapsus
volvitur attactu nullo, fallitque furentem
vipeream inspirans animam; fit tortile collo
aurum ingens coluber, fit longae taenia uittae
innectitque comas et membris lubricus errat.

Now Allecto flung a snake from her black hair.
It pierces Amata then plunged deep into her heart
to derange her into ruining her own home.
It slid between her clothing and smooth breasts with no touch, and 

deceives the frenzied woman with its viperous breath.
The giant snake became a golden chain
around her throat, then melded with her headband.
Unobserved, it wove into her hair and slid smoothly
over her limbs.
 Aen. 7.346–353

What kind of nontouching is meant by attactu nullo—that there is no 
physical contact between Amata and the snake, or only that she does not 
feel it? While commentators since La Cerda have allegorized the snake as 
purely psychological, as D. C. Feeney (1991, 165) has noted, there is “an 
irresolvable tension between the minutely particularized description of 
the event  and the impossibility of the event.” Feeney’s reading accounts 
wonderfully for how the “weird, intensely physicalized” snake blurs real and 
allegorical causation in the poem (Moshenska 2014, 88; see 88–90 for his 
rich expansion of Feeney’s reading). On the one hand it is a vivid imagining 
of a creeping internal madness; on the other it is a monstrum encountered 
phenomenologically within the narrative logic of the epic, forced on the 
queen by external, divine agents. Amata’s snake is thus both as unreal as a 
fantasy or nightmare and as real as a physical violation, a kind of rape. Yet 
Vergil’s emphasis on the language and forms of material, corporeal touch 
here is precisely what prevents us from opting for one sense over another, 
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for subsuming the physical under the allegorical or psychological.40 Amidst 
a series of violent and intimate touches of body parts (sinus, praecordia, 
pectora, collum, comae, membra), the phrase attactu nullo arrives in the 
middle like a sudden, jarring disavowal of the physical: it “nudges” us firmly 
toward the figurative (Moshenska 2014, 89).41 And yet this disavowal is 
immediately followed by a metamorphic, fantastical (and proto-Ovidian) 
account of the snake’s body, insinuating itself into the forms and texture of 
the objects touching Amata’s skin—her gold necklace, the fillet in her hair—
merging into her tactile, pliable flesh and taking on its surface properties. 
Just as her pectora are levia, so it too slides lubricus over her limbs, mingling 
with her hidden recesses so that she too might “mix up” (permisceat) the 
whole house.42

This libidinized language of tactile exchange between woman and 
snake, and between bodily interior and exterior, demonstrates the way 
in which eroticized touch and female psychology are yoked together and 
pathologized in Vergil’s poem. The quasi-medicalized account equates 
women’s emotional and corporeal penetrability with madness and infection, 
as the serpent, later called a “pestilence” (354 lues; cf. also 3.139) “breathes” 
(351 inspirans) its contagion into Amata who then spreads it to the other 
women.43 This is metaphor made flesh: Vergil vividly imagines the gendered 
origins of civil discord as a sexually transmitted disease passed from the 
demonic feminine forces of the underworld into the hypersensitized bodies 
and minds of women via the serpent’s lubricious penetration of the queen, 
seeding an uncontainable pandemic of total war.44 Yet if this is a penetration, 
it is a striking mixture of the sensual and the sterile. The queen’s body 
is depicted as fluid and porous, the boundaries between dermis, body, 
and raiment dissolving attactu nullo, as the phallic serpent accesses her 
praecordia (347), sensus, and ossa (355) without any messily material flesh 
to resist the progress of its “liquid poison” (354 udo … veneno). Looking at 

40. On the tendency to subsume physical under metaphorical touch, Platt and 
Squire 2018, 126.

41. Attactu nullo evokes the way in which the Furies are associated with trickery 
of the senses: elsewhere Allecto is referred to as invisum numen (7.571), both “hated” 
and “unseen”; see Nash 2017, 78.

42. Cf. Ovid’s similar account of how the serpent Cadmus triggers the 
metamorphosis of his wife Harmony by gliding into her sinus: ille suae lambebat 
coniugis ora / inque sinus caros (Met. 4.595–596)

43. On the gendering of emotions in antiquity, see now Allard and Montlahuc 
2018, who note variations between authors and contexts.

44. The language of infection, contagion, and bodily and psychic penetration 
continues throughout the episode: e.g., 7.354–355, 374–375.
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it phenomenologically, the transitions between surface and depth, where 
the snake moves between skimming the surface of her body and breaching 
its intimate interior, are disturbingly frictionless, conveyed through verbs 
of breathing, gliding, pervading, and intertwining (volvitur, inspirans, 
pertemptat, sublapsa, implicat). What, precisely, is the relation between 
bodily surface and psychic depth here? What constitutes the dynamic 
field of touch and what is beyond touch—is it skin, bones, praecordia, or 
sensus?45 And where does this touching-that-is-not-touching, this affective 
transmission, stop—individual body, psyche, or the bodies and psyches of 
the group?46

Such questions prompt us to read the episode’s evocation of intersubjective 
and intercorporeal touching as a different kind of allegory to that of 
psychosexual madness; that is, of the sensuality of the literary experience 
itself, according to which the text functions as a kind of “skin”—to be 
skimmed, caressed and penetrated, “shedding, exposing and dissolving its 
own limits” (Jackson 2015, 1). As Ahmed and Jacqueline Stacey (2001) show 
in their study of skin’s cultural meanings, there is an intimate relationship 
between writing and the skin: both need to be read, taking on new meanings 
and new interpretations in different contexts, in “processes that involve 
materiality and signification, limits and possibilities, thought and affect, 
difference and identity.”47 The notion that Vergil is using Amata’s openness 
to a kind of interior touch to think about the cognitive and sensory effects of 
literature is borne out by the complex Lucretian resonances here:

nunc age, quae moveant animum res accipe, et unde
quae veniunt veniant in mentem percipe paucis.
… quippe etenim multo magis haec sunt tenvia textu
quam quae percipiunt oculos visumque lacessunt,
corporis haec quoniam penetrant per rara cientque
tenuem animi naturam intus sensumque lacessunt.

45. And where does “skin” begin? The skin was not necessarily considered, in 
classical antiquity, to be a separate exterior envelope or surface covering the interior 
body; rather, as with the Homeric chros, it tended to be merged with the fleshy, soft 
tissue and was opposed to the bones. Gavrylenko (2012) argues that chros in Homer is 
the body, “a body without skin”; see also Holmes 2017.

46. The social phenomena of “emotional contagion,” “affective transmission” and 
“mental touch” (e.g., telepathy, hypnosis, and suggestion), are discussed by Brennan 
(2004) and Blackman (2012, 78 and passim).

47. Ahmed and Stacey 2001, 15: “rewriting the skin, and reskinning the writing.”
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Now listen, and hear what things stir the mind, and learn in a few 
words whence those things come into the mind that there do come…. 
In truth, these are much more thin in texture than those which take the 
eyes and assail the vision, since these penetrate through the interstices 
of the body, and awake the thin substance of mind within, and assail 
the sense.
 DRN 4.722–724; 728–731 (text and trans. Rouse)

In this passage Lucretius describes mental visions, such as of mythical 
monsters or dead people (also known as phenomenal vision), as thin-
textured simulacra that float about us in various forms, combine and, 
because of their fineness, penetrate our rara, through which they “easily 
move our mind with a single impression [ictu], for the mind is itself thin 
[tenuis] and marvellously easy to move [mire mobilis]” (746–747). While 
for most philosophers phenomenal vision is a purely internal, immaterial 
experience, that takes place all in the mind (cf. Cic. Nat. D. 1.105–106), 
for Lucretius, Calypso Nash (2017, 314) notes, “imagination is a physical 
process,” with these mental images arising from an external impingement 
or penetration of simulacra emitted from an object in the real world.48 Yet 
she notes the difficulty Lucretius’s materialist explanation has in accounting 
specifically for the mental images experienced while reading: Where do 
those poetic simulacra come from, if they are stimulated only by words? 
Here, Vergil would seem to be using Lucretian atomist language to explore 
the materiality of literary imagination and affect in an un-Lucretian way: 
his serpent is flagged as partly fictive and immaterial—attactu nullo—but its 
impact on the woman is horrifyingly real. At the same time though, attactu 
nullo raises the central Vergilian question of focalization; in this case, the 
question is not only whose point of view the narrative assumes, but also who, 
precisely, is touching (or rather, not touching) whom. Like Merleau-Ponty’s 
image of the chiasm or the criss-crossing of the left hand touching the right, 
Amata and the snake merge into each other, in a vivid figuration of the 
interweaving of touching and feeling.

A similar blurring of inner and outer is foregrounded when Cupid, 
disguised as Ascanius, sits on Dido’s lap to make her fall in love with Aeneas. 

48. She argues that Vergil uses intertextuality to challenge the Lucretian theory 
that all phenomenal seeing can be explained as material process stimulated by external 
cause, such as prior real-life experience (296–344). See also Schiesaro 2019 for a 
powerful reading of the underworld visions Aeneas sees in Aeneid 6 as Lucretian/
Freudian fantasy.
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Here Venus instructs her son to engage in an exchange of touch and breath 
that prefigures that of Amata and the snake:

“tu faciem illius noctem non amplius unam
falle dolo, et notos pueri puer indue vultus,
ut, cum te gremio accipiet laetissima Dido
regalis inter mensas laticemque Lyaeum,
cum dabit amplexus atque oscula dulcia figet,
occultum inspires ignem fallasque veneno.”

“Take the boy’s shape for a single night. Boy for boy,
craftily put on his well-known face, so that
when delighted Dido takes you on her lap,
while wine flows at the royal feast, while she holds you,
planting her sweet kisses on you,
you’ll breathe hidden flames and secret poison into her.”
 Aen. 1.683–688

Touch and interpenetration of surfaces and inner depths are crucial to 
this process of Venereal contamination: like a cuddly assassin, Cupid will 
penetrate Dido through her oscula, the open ‘o’ of her kissing mouth, 
breathing fire and poison into her without her conscious knowledge.49 And 
this is precisely how the plot plays out, in a sinister, unsettling economy of 
knowledge and tactility similar to the Amata episode. Dido is described as 
inscia as she caresses (719 fovet) the god, and her sensual, loving, ignorant 
touch is exchanged, surreptitiously, for Cupid’s death-dealing, poisoning, 
knowing one. This dynamic is reinforced later when Dido, now no longer 
inscia of Aeneas’s preparations to leave, laments her belated understanding 
of events (4.596): infelix Dido, nunc te facta impia tangunt? (“Poor Dido, do 
his [or “your”] impious deeds touch you now?”). Erotic and contaminating 
touch, the preconscious touch of skin to skin, has mutated—painfully—
into psychological, cognitive touch: the touch of knowledge, a kind of tragic 
recognition.

Amata is touched intimately by the snake “without feeling” it, attactu 
nullo; Dido is inscia, fondling the god’s boyish body while he, undetected, 
penetrates her interior psyche. The relationship between knowledge and 
touch in these episodes is unsettling, unclear: do they urge us to equate 
epistemic truth with depth and forms of intimate, probing, “inner” touch, 
and ignorance with deceptive surface sensation? Yet physical touch in 

49. Cf. inspires (1.688) to inspirans (7.351) and ignem (7.355).
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antiquity was connected with truth-finding, “a benchmark of cognitive 
reliability,” and touch, sight, and knowledge were intimately bound up 
together (Platt and Squire 2018, 139). For Aristotle and the Stoics, the 
process of sense perception was thought of haptically, as “impressions” 
or “imprints” upon the soul, like wax receiving the imprint of a seal-ring 
(Aristotle De an. 2.12.424a19; Steiner Goldner 2018; Platt and Squire 2018, 
150–52). There is much to say about this tradition, but here too I want to 
focus on Lucretius, as the primary intertext for Vergilian representations of 
the senses, especially vision (Hardie 2009, 153–79; Mac Góráin 2017). For 
Lucretius, touch seems to be the basis for the other senses, even the distant 
ones such as sight, smell, and hearing, which are the consequence of films 
of atomic particles streaming off an object and entering the viewer’s eyes or 
nose or ears. Lucretius not only understands all sense perception in terms 
of touch; he also propounds a “tangible materialism” (Moshenska 2014, 84, 
91–92)—the cosmos is made up of atoms and void, and this fundamental 
opposition is defined in terms of what can and cannot be touched, even if 
these things cannot be seen. Tangere enim et tangi, Lucretius claims, nisi 
corpus, nulla potest res (“for nothing can touch or be touched, except body” 
DRN 1.304), while void is locus… intactus inane vacansque (“intangible 
space, void, emptiness” 1.334)—untouched and untouchable. Although 
sight was for Lucretius the highest sense, touch and vision complement and 
reinforce one another in cognitive terms:50

praeterea quoniam manibus tractata figura 
in tenebris quaedam cognoscitur esse eadem quae
cernitur in luce et claro candore, necessest 
consimili causa tactum visumque moveri.

Moreover, since a shape handled in the dark is recognized in some 
sense to be the same as that seen in light, it must be that touch and 
sight are moved by a similar cause.
      DRN 4.230–233

Yet in these last two episodes discussed here, involving Dido and Amata, 
touching does not coincide with sense perception, understanding, or 
knowledge, but rather indicates the opposite: just as vision can deceive us 

50. On vision in Lucretius, see Hardie 2009. Are touch and vision complementary 
and collaborative in Lucretius (as Moshenska 2014, 86), or does vision supersede 
touch here (as Holmes 2005, 535–36)? Sedley (2018) disputes the interpretation that 
Epicureans reduce all senses to touch by reinterpreting the key passage for this in DRN 
2.434–435: tactus enim tactus, pro divum numina sancta / corporis est sensus.
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with optical illusion, the tactile in Vergil is slippery and confusing, both 
material and immaterial, like Allecto’s snake.

One of the key scenes in which this ambiguous relation between touch, 
femininity, and knowledge plays out is in book 1, where Venus appears to 
her son in disguise, only to reveal her true identity as she departs. In this 
moment of divine epiphany, Venus flees Aeneas’s touch while assailing his 
other senses with her intoxicating, radiant sensuality:

dixit et avertens rosea cervice refulsit,
ambrosiaeque comae divinum vertice odorem
spiravere; pedes vestis defluxit ad imos,
et vera incessu patuit dea. ille ubi matrem
agnovit, tali fugientem est voce secutus:
“quid natum totiens, crudelis tu quoque, falsis
ludis imaginibus? cur dextrae iungere dextram
non datur ac veras audire et reddere voces?”

As she turned away her neck gleamed rosily,
her ambrosial hair breathed out a divine scent;
and her robes grew longer, flowing down to her feet.
Her gait too revealed the goddess. But Aeneas,
when he recognized his mother, called her as she retreated:
“Why trick your son so often with disguises?
You’re as cruel as the other gods. Why can’t I ever
hold your hand in mine and hear and speak true words?”
      Aen. 1.402–409

Here the role of touch to ratify human bonds is thwarted through the 
hero’s marked failure to touch the mother, supposedly the most primal 
and intimate of haptic relations.51 For Aeneas, exchange of touch and voice 
is a direct proof of immediacy, presence, truth, and his lament that this 
has been denied him is also a proleptic reference to his own ignorance of 
his fatum in the poem. At the same time, the goddess’s serene refusal of 
touch has also been read as a pagan preiteration of Christ’s injunction, noli 
me tangere, a reference to the untouchability and unfathomability of the 
divine (Moshenska 2014, 81).52 But the very sensuality of this moment of 

51. “The hand-to-hand contact (dextrae iungere dextram) he desires with his 
mother—the joining of mortal and immortal—occurs only rarely in this poem, and 
then often with a damaging or disfiguring effect on the character” (Wofford 1992, 111).

52. On the inaccessibility and irrepresentability of the divine here, see Feeney 
1991, 106–7.

This content downloaded from 
������������197.91.152.237 on Fri, 13 May 2022 14:09:31 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



264 – Mairéad McAuley

recognition, its emphasis on smell, visuality, and bodily movement, also 
teases us with the prospect of the too-intimate, too-loving touch of Oedipal 
incest. The encounter between mother and son comes into close intertextual 
contact (“intercestual” in Gladhill’s coinage), but not fully merging, with the 
Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite, the primal scene of Aeneas’s own conception.53 
This thwarted physical/intertextual touch leaves Aeneas, in Fiachra Mac 
Góráin’s (2017, 394) words, “frustrated, craving intimate comforts, primed 
to meet Dido.” Mac Góráin (398) shows that Venus’s self-revelation here 
also has linguistic traces of Lucretius’s intromission theory of vision, which 
Vergil places in a radically un-Lucretian context of a divine epiphany: 
Venus’s radiant gleaming has Aeneas as its passive recipient, demonstrating 
the asymmetry of power in their relationship. But the episode is also 
shadowed by Lucretius’s description of how the gods’ tenua corpora (5.154) 
are inaccessible to touch (5.148–152):

tenuis enim natura deum longeque remota
sensibus ab nostris animi vix mente videtur;
quae quoniam manuum tactum suffugit et ictum,
tactile nil nobis quod sit contingere debet;
tangere enim non quit quod tangi non licet ipsum.

For the nature of the gods, being thin and far removed from our senses, 
is hardly seen by the mind’s intelligence; and since it eludes the touch 
and impact of the hands, it cannot possibly touch anything that we can 
touch; for that cannot touch which cannot be touched itself. 54

Gods cannot touch mortals and are untouchable by mortals—they flee 
the touch of human hands just as Venus flees Aeneas’s dextra manus. Yet 
as Joe Moshenska (2014, 86) notes, Lucretius emphasizes the essential 
untouchability of the divine in a poetry of touch that alliteratively repeats 
tangere and its cognates: his recurring “t” and “q” and “n” sounds evoke 
aurally—through the touch of tongue on teeth—the physical contact of 

53. On the incestuous resonances, see Reckford 1995; Oliensis 2009; Gladhill 
2012.

54. Compare DRN 5. 97–103, on the difficulty of understanding his poetic message 
that the world is mortal: ut fit ubi insolitam rem adportes auribus ante / nec tamen hanc 
possis oculorum subdere visu / nec iacere indu manus, via qua munita fidei / proxima 
fert humanum in pectus templaque mentis (“that is what happens when you bring to 
people’s ears something hitherto unfamiliar, which you cannot bring before the sight 
of the eyes, nor put into the hands, ways in which the path of belief leads straight to the 
heart of man and the precincts of his intelligence”).
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atoms on atoms that, according to his tactile materialist ontology, actually 
create these sounds.55 While for the Lucretian reader the untouchability 
of the gods is supposed to be a comforting revelation, leading to true 
understanding of the materiality of our mortal existences, for Aeneas, 
Venus’s withdrawal from intimate touch is upsetting and confusing, leaving 
him exposed to more destructive forms of erotic and violating touch, 
besides incest.

Of course, unlike in the touchless world of the dead, it is clearly not the 
case, in Vergil’s story-world, that Venus can’t touch her mortal son—rather, 
she decides not to at this point. Amids the flames of Troy, as Aeneas tells it to 
Dido, Venus, “never before so clear before my eyes, shining through the night 
in pure radiance” (589–590 non ante oculis tam clara … pura per noctem 
in luce refulsit), grabs him by the hand (591–592 dextraque prehensum / 
continuit) to reveal to him the terrifying truth of the destruction of Troy. 
This moment—with its juxtaposed motifs of sensory onslaught, radiant 
visuality, physical touch, and recognition—mirrors in reverse the mother-
son encounter in book 1, and it too undermines Lucretian doctrine: this 
time the Epicurean idea that the natura of the gods is constituted of special 
kinds of tenua corpora that by definition cannot be touched by our hands 
and cannot touch anything that we touch. In book 1 Venus is present in body, 
it seems, but is untouchable by Aeneas’s hands and her “true words” elude 
him, whereas in book 2 Venus grasps Aeneas’s dextra and reveals to him 
the terrifying truth of the gods’ physical destruction of Troy. Through these 
fluctuating manifestations of Venus’s maternal presence, as both physically 
tangible and confusingly untouchable, Vergil turns back on itself Lucretius’s 
theory of divine intangibility, and by extension his epistemological certainty 
about the material foundations of reality and truth in atoms touching 
atoms. In the process he seems to suggest that touch is a form of revelatory 
affective experience that operates on a plane beyond our understanding, 
beyond rational critique.56

Touch plays an unstable yet crucial role in Vergil’s epic, a poem that 
is constantly perturbed by physical intimacy (depicting it as and through 
violence), yet that uses touch as a way of exploring the boundaries of self 
and environment and as a paradigm for figuring its own relationship with its 

55. On this merging of Lucretian poetics and physics more generally, Schiesaro 
1994.

56. Moshenska’s (2014, 86–90) compelling argument is that Aeneas experiences, 
compressed into this scene, the whole trajectory of the De rerum natura in relation to 
the gods: from its initial invocation to alma Venus (“absurd” in an Epicurean context, 
Mac Góráin 2017, 395 notes), over the six books the gods and the supernatural are set 
further and further from human affairs.
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reader. In book 1, Venus’s elusive and captivating presence stands for what 
Charles Segal (1981, 74) has called the “fluctuation between distance and 
involvement in the poem’s first book”: Aeneas’s experience of his mother’s 
sensual mutability and physical inaccessibility mirrors the fluctuating 
experience of the reader’s affective engagement with the poem’s beginnings 
(Moshenska 2014, 90). If we set the thwarted encounter with Venus alongside 
the Creusa and Anchises passages mentioned earlier above, in which Aeneas 
similarly fails to embrace their intangible ghosts, it might seem ironic 
that such moments of frustrated or failed physical touch are also some of 
the most famously touching in the poem, charged with affect—just as the 
pictures on the Carthaginian temple’s walls depict horror and slaughter, yet 
nevertheless “touch the mind” (1.462 mentem tangunt) with an impression 
of shared humanity. Powerfully focalized through Aeneas himself, these 
moments of prohibited contact with loved ones paradoxically imbue the 
text with emotional power, and its otherwise symbolic, taciturn hero with 
some semblance of psychological depth—one way in which the poem 
seems to sacrifice surface contact for depth of feeling, and physical touch 
for figurative, cognitive, or aesthetic impact. Touch, then, is a crucial engine 
of Vergil’s famed pathos, his subjective style, and although the haptic has 
often been subsumed under optics in the critical tradition, touch reinforces 
and complements vision as a means of orienting the narrative through 
individual, embodied—and often unknowing—perspectives (as opposed to 
an all-seeing, all-knowing narrator and reader).57 Through the dynamics of 
touching and not touching, and the interplay of literal and figurative touch, 
Vergil transforms the poem’s descriptions of abandonment, grief, and self-
loss, and Aeneas’s tactile and physical frustration, into an experience, for 
the reader, of what Sedgwick (2003, 24) has called “affective and aesthetic 
plenitude.” And when the Aeneid also stages moments of cognitive, affective 
touching, stirring, or moving—such as when Aeneas is moved to tears by 
the images in the temple at Carthage, or when the hearts of Dido and Amata 
are stirred up by supernatural contact—these moments reflect on its own 
power as a poem to “touch” its readers. Vergil’s tactile poetics evince an 
attentiveness to the sensuous dimension of literary experiences, the notion 
that art and poetry might touch us physically, engaging our bodily senses as 
an inseparable part of their metaphorical power.

This article has used touch to recuperate, not so much the voices and 
subjectivities of female characters in the poem, but the right of feminist 

57. On Vergil’s subjective style, see, e.g., Otis 1995; and now Gramps (forthcoming), 
who argues that embraces and touching (e.g. Aeneas’s of the shield) constitute an 
alternative form of perspective and knowledge to vision.
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readers, qua feminists, to reconsider some of the affective and sensory 
pleasures of Vergil’s text, its gendered metapoetics of bodily and emotional 
touch. Yet as we luxuriate in the sensory labyrinth of the poem, teasing out its 
play with haptic forms and figures and its circulation of affective intensities 
across genders, characters, and readers, I am aware that the question 
remains unresolved as to whether this provides a resisting counterforce to 
the poem’s masterful abstraction of individual motivation and historical 
forces, or is rather a pleasurable deflection from the reflective, detached, 
critical knowledge we might need to read the poem against the grain of 
its patriarchal and Augustan frame. To some feminists, such a focus might 
constitute an ineffectual recourse to a touchy-feely phenomenology, lacking 
true political and transformative bite. Postcriticism, in questioning the value 
of critique, has been itself criticized as a form of quietism and aesthetic 
nostalgia, while the risks of over-valorizing affect as resistance have been an 
issue for feminist theory for some time. Michelle Lazar (2009, 396) warns 
of an alliance between postcritique and an empowerment—and fulfilment-
focused “postfeminism”: “In a culture of postcritique, the political force of 
feminism gets silenced, under the guise of postfeminism’s well-informed 
and even well-intended position.” From a historical perspective, Moshenska 
(2014, 328), in his study of touch in the Renaissance, has written about a 
“fluctuation between complacent ease and unsettled disturbance” that 
characterizes the experience of seeking to understand touch in a previous 
era; these past manifestations of touch can force us to oscillate between 
“the seeming immediacy and proximity of the past, and its untraversable 
distance from us.” Such fluctuations—between temporal proximity and 
distance, and between the detachment of the critical gaze and the intimacy 
of affective engagement—are even more acutely felt if one is seeking to read 
these far-removed texts through a contemporary feminist lens. Yet as Rita 
Felski (2009, 28) claims in The Uses of Literature, critical and postcritical 
readings can and should coexist: “In the long run,” she argues, “we should 
all … combine a willingness to suspect with an eagerness to listen; there is 
no reason why our readings cannot blend analysis and attachment, criticism 
and love.”58 Feminist literary criticism has long combined an opposition to 
particular institutions and social forces with an emphasis on “the affective 
dimensions of interpretation, … reading as embodied practice, … literature 
as a means of creative self-fashioning” (Felski 2015, 29).

58. See also her conclusion: “The enlargement of the reader’s understanding is 
steered not only by formal devices and literary techniques, but also by the magical 
illusions, imaginative associations and emotional susceptibilities that such techniques 
call into being” (139).
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Touch, then, can become more than a grasping at ghosts, a form of 
imaginative encounter with the past. It can also be a medium for thinking 
through our own entangled investments in ancient texts, for making sense 
of the way they have had and continue to have a political and material 
impact in the world. Within the longue durée of tradition, the Aeneid has 
taken on a kind of monumental presence, traditionally accessible only to 
those who possess the philological expertise to ascend its granitic façade—
with all the class, gender, and racial exclusions that implied. Yet despite its 
untouchable canonicity, it also has a present-day vulnerability, given the 
decline of Classics and of literary studies more generally; it is as much in 
need of a rejuvenating, nourishing contact with us as we might be of it. 
Like other ancient texts, Vergil’s is in danger of fading away entirely without 
the creative and affective misreadings of feminist readers and critics who 
read into it their own collective and individual emotions, ethical conflicts, 
and political investments, beyond the normalized forms of interpretation 
sanctioned by our discipline. Even as we seek to interrogate and critique its 
founding terms, terms such as mens, mortalia, and tangere, we also need to 
grasp—and indeed lay claim to—the ways that Vergil’s tactile poetry reaches 
across time and space to touch us.

University College London
mairead.mcauley@ucl.ac.uk
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