Response to Akbar Khan

Central to Akbar Khan's learned and stimulating paper is an examination of two passages of Aeneid 4 : Dido's last words to Aeneas, which he rightly sees as a curse (381-7), and the famous simile which compares Dido with Pentheus and Orestes in Greek tragedy (469-73). It is on these two passages that I will concentrate in this response.

1 : Dido's Curse
4.381-7 :


i, sequere Italiam ventis, pete regna per undas.


spero equidem mediis, si quid pia numina possunt,


supplicia hausurum scopulis et nomine Dido


saepe vocaturum. sequar atris ignibus absens


et, cum frigida mors anima seduxerit artus,


omnibus umbra locis adero. dabis, improbe, poenas,


audiam et haec Manis veniet mihi fama sub imos.

K.'s view that this is a curse or a set of predictions analogous to one is attractive, and his argument that it reverses a topos of romantic love, that the image of the beloved is always with the lover, is an excellent one with good parallels. But there are two other aspects of his argument with which I should like to take issue : first, that the passage expresses Dido's wish that Aeneas will suffer the fate of drowning, and second, that the main purpose of the curse from the writer's point of view is to rebound on Dido herself.


Both these points are perhaps best considered by juxtaposing this passage with the great final curse of Dido on Aeneas at 4.614-21 :


at bello audacis populi vexatus et armis,


finibus extorris, complexu avulsus Iuli,


auxilium imploret videatque indigna suorum


funera : nec, cum se sub leges pacis iniquae


tradiderit, regno aut optata luce fruatur,


sed cadat ante diem mediaque inhumatus harena.


haec precor, hanc vocem extremam cum sanguine fundo.

The two passages are evidently linked. but are very different in situation; the first is spoken to Aeneas' face and constitutes the last words directly addressed to him by Dido, while the second forms part of the final sequence of Dido's life before her suicide, and is addressed to the gods who bear witness and will ensure its fulfilment (the Sun, Juno, Hecate and the Furies - 4.607-12). The final curse is clearly marked with the accurate vision of the future with which dying characters in literature are commonly endowed; 1  though Dido naturally presents the future in a way hostile to Aeneas, all the detailed prophecies in these lines come true, those in the first three lines in the poem itself, the remainder in its legendary sequel : Aeneas is to leave mortal life soon and without burial, since he is to be transformed into a god. 2

I would like to stress that the earlier curse at 381ff enjoys the same kind of detailed fulfilment within the poem; this is not to deny that one of its purposes is to rebound on Dido's own head, for this is surely true of the idea of haunting, as K. has proved. I want to argue that we are to think of the fulfilment for Aeneas as primary, and that for Dido as secondary. Here I would want to separate out two parts of the passage; on the one hand, the wish that Aeneas is wrecked on the rocks and will call upon the name of Dido, and on the other,  the promise to pursue him when she is dead. The first of these, as Mr Khan rightly argues, is a restitutio in integrum : Dido wishes to return Aeneas to the condition of maritime danger from which he emerged in landing at Carthage in Book 1, with the added point that he will now call upon her by name in his trouble. 3  He is to pay for his lack of gratitude to her for helping him after his troubles on the sea, an ingratitude which she has already forcefully castigated at 4.373-75 :






eiectum litore, egentem



excepi et regni demens in parte locavi.



amissam classem, socios a morte reduxi ...

But she does not here go as far as wishing for drowning, in my view, despite K.'s arguments; she wishes only that Aeneas suffer on the voyage, and, if he is to be returned to the same position as in Book 1, it is one of peril rather than certain death (Aeneas did after all make it to the shore of Carthage). Even in the context of her final curse she allows the possibility that he may escape safe from the dangers of the sea on the way to Italy (4. 612-13) :



                                   si tangere portus



in fandum caput ac terris adnare necesse est ...

In fact, in order to suffer the haunting Dido goes on to promise, Aeneas needs still to be alive : the world of the living is to receive unwelcome visitations from the world of the dead. Thus the wish for his shipwreck at 4.382-3 seems to be a rhetorical hope (note spero at 4.382), rather than a fully operative curse; it does call upon the gods for its accomplishment, but we feel that it is unlikely to be fulfilled. 4  In this it appears to differ from the definite future tenses of Dido's assertion which follows (384-7) : sequar, 'I shall follow', adero, 'I shall be present', dabis ... poenas, 'you will pay the penalty', veniet, 'will come'. We feel that here an inevitable sequence of events is being set up in the form of a curse, backed up by the daemonic power of Dido's hatred; she will be sure to haunt Aeneas.


As several scholars have pointed out, Dido's  predictions are fulfilled by her reappearances, direct and indirect, in the poem. 5 Dido of course encounters Aeneas in the Underworld after her death in a famous scene of Book 6, and articles connected with her occur at significant points in the subsequent narrative - a horse of hers is ridden by Ascanius at Anchises' funeral games in Book 5, a mixing-bowl of hers is offered to Nisus and Euryalus as a potential reward for crossing enemy lines in Book 9, and a cloak that she has made is laid on the funeral pyre of Pallas in Book 11. In that sense she will never be absent from Aeneas and his story; note that he and the reader are especially reminded of the dead Dido in the contexts of the deaths of Anchises and Pallas, father and son-figure respectively to Aeneas, and that she recurs in the context of the disastrous night-expedition of Nisus and Euryalus, which like the Dido-episode ends in the tragic loss of life in the cause of Aeneas. 


But we may move beyond this in seeing detailed fulfilment of Dido's curse here at other crucial points in the poem. The reference to atris ignibus, dark fires, at 4.384 clearly looks ahead to the glimpse of Dido's pyre from the retreating Trojan ships at the beginning of Book 5, as K. argues, but also (I think) to other events in the future which brings trouble to Aeneas. At 7.456-7 the disguised Allecto arouses Turnus to battle-madness against the Trojans :



sic effata facem iuveni coniecit et atro



lumine fumantis fixit sub pectore taedas.
Here the same paradox of dark fire is repeated, in a context where Juno is operating through her minion Allecto to bring about war in Italy; Juno, the patron goddess of Carthage and part-time protectress of Dido, 6 may be seen as ensuring the fulfilment of Dido's curse, continuing Dido's ill-will by implanting it in Turnus in his turn.  Turnus, like Dido, is manipulated by Juno into a state  of irrationality which is intended to impede Aeneas' purpose of settling in Italy, and like Dido pays for this with his life. K. has rightly emphasised that the motif of the Fury is common both to the curse at 381ff and the simile of 469ff. Allecto's attack on Turnus is of course an appearance by a real Fury, continuing this motif and stressing that it has consequences later in the poem; although Allecto does not attack Aeneas himself, the dark fires of Dido' hatred for Aeneas, suggesting the role of the Furies, re-emerge in another hatred for Aeneas manufactured by a real Fury in another tragic figure of the poem.


This reappearance of Dido-themes in the poem may be linked with the previous scene in Book 7, where Allecto attacks Amata. Lyne has well noted how the language used by Vergil of Amata's daemonic possession by Allecto, injecting madness, specifically recalls the imagery previously employed for the extreme erotic passion of Dido; 7 most striking is 7.355, ossibus implicat ignem, of Allecto's dramatic effect on Amata, which echoes almost exactly 1.660, ossibus implicet ignem, of Venus' dramatic effect on Dido in making her fall in love. Lyne argues that this indicates that Amata's passion is at least partly derived from her own love for Turnus; I should prefer to see it as simply indicating affinities between two different types of irrational passion inspired by the gods - Amata's war-lust is furor, just like Dido's love, and the close similarity of all kinds of furor in the Aeneid seems to follow the Stoic view that all extreme emotional conditions are contrary to reason and in a sense mad. 8  Amata repeats Dido's role as a queen possessed by an extreme passion which turns her into an opponent of Aeneas' mission; 9 in this sense it is possible to say that Dido again returns in the poem to haunt Aeneas. Similar to this is the simile which begins Aeneid 12, in which Turnus is  compared to a wounded and angry lion in the region of Carthage (12.4-9, cf. esp. 12.4 Poenorum qualis in arvis ...). Lyne has rightly linked this with Dido, stressing that the Carthaginian location, the high passion and the language of wounds all recall  Aeneid 4. 10 Again, he argues that Turnus continues Dido's specific passion of love, here for Lavinia; I would want to argue (again) that Turnus continues Dido's passion by showing a similar but different extreme mental state, possession by extreme passion in general, a possession which makes him (like Dido) a dangerous enemy to Aeneas and his mission who must be removed. In either case, the evident link with Dido can again be said to represent another appearance for her in the narrative of the poem. Dido's curse at 4.384-6 is fulfilled in several striking ways; Aeneas is truly haunted by her at some of the most important places in the Aeneid. 11 

2 : Dido, Pentheus and Orestes
4.469-73 :


Eumenidum veluti demens videt agmina Pentheus


et solem geminum et duplices se ostendere Thebas,


aut Agamemnonius scaenis agitatus Orestes,


armatam facibus matrem et serpentibus atris


cum fugit ultricesque sedent in limine Dirae.

K. links this simile with the curse at 381ff, arguing that the haunting Dido promises for Aeneas, strongly recalling the role of the Furies, rebounds on her in this simile, where she seems to herself to be haunted by Furies in the manner of the tragic Orestes. Again, I would agree that the rebounding occurs and is a phenomenon well worth notice, but my reading of the simile has a different emphasis. First of all, I think it is worth questioning the assumption made by many critics that this simile is focalised through Dido, i.e. seen from her point of view. 12  Here the pointed scaenis agitatus seems important, picturing the characters actually on stage : would it be appropriate and probable for Dido in her own demented state to compare her situation with that of two characters from the tragic stage ?  This self-conscious allusion to actual performance is surely intended for the reader, or rather for the shared perspective of reader and writer who have both witnessed real tragic performances. Surely, then, what we have here is a comment from the outside rather than the inside, looking at Dido from an external perspective and coolly comparing her tragic madness, brought on by divine intervention, with two celebrated cases of tragic madness from stage-performance. This allusion also functions as a 'metaliterary' commentary by the poet on the Dido-episode as a whole, indicating that (as all scholars recognise) it draws many elements from well-known Greek tragedies; the poet is indicating the kind of source he is using, and that Aeneid 4, part of an epic poem, is substantially influenced by a non-epic genre. 13

The question of which particular plays Vergil is alluding to in this double simile is a difficult one, and has exercised a number of scholars. 14 On the one hand, Euripides' Bacchae and Orestes look like the obvious sources for the mad Pentheus and Orestes; on the other hand, Vergil includes details which belong to neither, and appears in scaenis agitatus to be appealing to performances which might have been witnessed by his original readers, i.e. of Roman versions of these Greek tragedies, of which there were a number. Perhaps he is using both the Greek and Roman versions, producing an amalgam which has elements of both.  In his analysis of this simile, K. has made some interesting comparisons between Dido in the Aeneid and Pentheus in the Bacchae. Madness and violent death they both share, I agree; but other points seem more questionable. It is difficult to see Dido as someone deliberately opposing the gods, a theomachos, since she has been manipulated into her position of opposing the divine plan for Aeneas by the gods themselves. It is also difficult to see her as dying unintentionally and because a trick goes wrong; her death is a deliberate suicide, while Pentheus' death is unintended, and Dido's trick of pretending to perform religious ceremonies to exorcise the memory of Aeneas, unlike Pentheus' trick of disguising himself as a Maenad, is intended not to save her life but to give her a better opportunity of taking it. But three further points of K.'s are highly illuminating : the fact that Dido and Pentheus are distantly related and may therefore be thought of belonging in the tragic manner to the kind of family where madness is inherited, the fact that Pentheus like Dido confuses gender-roles and pays for doing so, and the connection of Maenadism ; both Pentheus and Dido rush around in the manner of Bacchants, Pentheus literally (though a male), Dido in both metaphor and simile (cf. 4.301-303, a simile clearly closely related to Euripides' Bacchae and thus to Pentheus). 15


The comparison with Orestes seems less pointed, and it is difficult to establish such persuasive connections with Dido. K. is right to point out that both Dido and Orestes are involved with family disputes and murder, the opposite of the Roman idea of familial concordia, but this is true of most Greek tragic protagonists, not just of Orestes or Pentheus. Greek tragedy is full of candidates for family therapy. But there may be more one can say. Orestes' status as son of Agamemnon, which K. rightly argues is stressed in the highlighting of the patronymic Agamemnonius in line 471, perhaps suggests that Orestes resembles Dido as an enemy of the Trojans, being the son and heir of the commander of the Greek army at Troy. But more interesting is a difference between Dido and Orestes. In all versions of his myth Orestes was saved, even though attacked by the Furies, and saved because defended by Apollo, whose bidding he had followed in killing his mother. This is a major difference from both Dido and Pentheus, whose madness leads to their deaths. Why does Vergil then use for comparison a figure who is not comparable in the crucial element of surviving an episode of acute madness ? One answer might be that in this simile as a whole Vergil is offering us two different versions of divinely-inspired madness and hallucination - Pentheus, whose visions give warning of his impending doom, and Orestes, whose affliction by the Furies is purely temporary and will be resolved by positive divine intervention which ensures his safety. Orestes is saved for his obedience to Apollo, Pentheus dies for his defiance of Dionysus. Perhaps it is suggested that Dido could go down either of these routes: either she will die like Pentheus, or live like Orestes. This, if a possible reading, sets up some element of suspense: though Dido is demented and already resolved on suicide, it may be that a god such as her protectress Juno will save her, just as Juno later saves Turnus from several attempts at suicide at a moment of acute distress and despair at 10.680ff. This is only speculation; but the fact that the poet chooses Orestes, a figure who survives the onslaught of the Furies, as an analogy for the apparently doomed Dido, does need some explaining.
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Notes

1. So, just to give examples from Vergil and Homer, Patroclus foretells the  death of his killer Hector (Iliad 16.843ff), Hector that of his killer Patroclus (Iliad 22.337ff), and Orodes that of his killer Mezentius (Aeneid 10.739ff). These epic parallels seem to stress Dido's heroic status, and her view that Aeneas is her killer in the sense of being responsible for her forthcoming suicide.

2. For the deatiled fulfilment of these predictions cf. C.E.Murgia, CPh 82 (1987) 53-4, J.J.O'Hara, Death and the Optimistic Prophecy in Vergil's Aeneid (Princeton, 1990), 100-16.

3. These elements have specific verbal parallels in the scene which is alluded to. The rocks of 4.383 recall those of 1.108-10, while Aeneas's despairing invocation of Dido, by then dead (4.383-4), echoes his similar address to those who died at Troy at 1.94-6.

4. O'Hara, op.cit.(n.2), 104-6 ingeniously argues that Dido's hopes of shipwreck and drowning are in fact fulfilled in some accounts of Aeneas's death (one source, preserved by Servius on Aeneid 4.620, reports that he died after slipping into the river Numicus, another (Dion.Hal. 1.64.5) that he drowned in the same river after a battle), but these sstories have no element of shipwreck.

5. Cf. Murgia, loc.cit. (n.2), and O'Hara, op.cit. (n.2), 103 n.30.

6. For Juno's patronage of Carthage cf. Aeneid 1.12-18; for her all-too-late help to the dying Dido cf. Aeneid 4.693-5.

7. R.O.A.M.Lyne, Further Voices in Vergil's Aeneid (Oxford, 1987), 16-17.

8. For this use of furor in the Stoic manner cf. P.Schenk, Die Gestalt des Turnus in Vergils Aeneis (Königstein, 1984), 330-33; for Stoic doctrine on the irrationality of the passions cf. conveniently A.A.Long and D.N.Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers I   (Cambridge, 1987), 410-23.

9. For the functional parallels between Amata and Dido cf. A.La Penna, Maia 19 (1967) 309-18.

10. Lyne, op.cit. (n.7), 120-1.

11. The word 'places' suggests a possible reflexive play on Dido's omnibus ... locis adero (386), and another sense in which her words are fulfilled; given that locus can refer to a passage of a literary work (TLL 7.2.1592.40ff), Dido and her motifs will indeed haunt Aeneas and the Aeneid in many passages after Book 4.

12. On the issue of focalisation/point of view in the Aeneid, see the useful article by D.P.Fowler, PCPhS n.s. 36 (1990)42-63.

13. This point (and many others) are made in the useful account of this simile in M.Fernandelli, Tragico e tragedia nell'episodo cartaginese dell'Eneide (Diss. Turin, 1994), 361-90. I am most grateful to Marco Fernandelli for sending me an advance copy of his thesis.

14. The best treatments of this issue are in A.S.Pease's commentary ad loc. and Fernandelli, loc.cit. (n.13).

15. That Vergil knew and used Euripides' Bacchae seems to be confirmed by Aeneid 7.384ff (though it is of coure possible that the parallels there may derive from a Roman version); cf. C.J.Fordyce's commentary on 7.391, 394 and 396.

