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1 WHEN DIDO READS VERGIL: GENDER AND
INTERTEXTUALITY IN OVID'S HEROIDES 7

Marilynn Desmond

illa tamen gravior, quae cum discumbere coepit,
Jaudat Vergilium, periturae ignoscit Elissae.

That womnn, however, is more oppressive, who, npon reclining at the table, praises Vergil, excises
Dido sbout to perish. (Juvenal, Sar. 6.44-35)!

In his satirical diatribe against the learned woman, Juvenal simply assumes
that the female reader of Vergil's Aeneid will show a special interest in Dido.
Such assumptions—laced with misogyny as they are—invite us to explore the
issues of gender and reading implicit in the text of Vergil’s Aeneid and the
literary reception of that text. Ovid’s Heroides 7—Dido’s epistle to Aeneas—
explicitly presents a reading of Vergil’s Aeneid rhetorically structured around
the “hypothesis of the female reader,”? in this case, Dido herself, one of the
female victims of imperial destiny in Vergil’s text.?

In the rhetorical display of pathos that constitutes Heroides 7, Ovid
dramatizes the thematics of reading as interpretation in order to locate his Dido
in direct relation to Vergil’s Dido. Heroides 7 evokes Vergil’s Aeneid in a series
of scattered allusions and paraphrases that allow Ovid's Dido to reconsider
Vergil's representation of her actions and understanding in Aeneid 4. Conse-
quently, Dido's epistle, ostensibly addressed to Aeneas, requires its audience
to read two texts: Vergil's and Ovid’s. The reader who follows the echoes of
Vergil's Aeneid in Heroides 7 not only recognizes the Vergilian text in the
Ovidian text but likewise reads Heroides 7 against the Aeneid. Ovid’s text
represents a de-contextualized Dido whorevises herunderstanding of the events
narrated in the Aeneid; consequently, Ovid’s Dido may be considered a possible
figure for the reader of Vergil's text who must negotiate the complexities of
Vergil's narrative.

That Ovid's Dido represents an impersonation—a male poet ventriloquizing
the reactions of a female reader—illustrates a particularly Ovidian concern with
the possibilities of gender as linguistic performance.* The female-voiced
Heroides provide Ovid with an opportunity to consider a female point of view,
a poetic effort representative of his concern throughout his poetry with shifting
identities, particularly in relation to gender as “the cultural meanings that the
sexed body assumes.” In addition, a consideration of Ovid’s Dido as a reader
of Vergil's Aeneid exemplifies a current theoretical premise, articulated by
Diana Fuss: “Readers, like texts, are constructed; they inhabit reading pracfices
rather than create them ex nihilo.”® The reading practices at issue in Heroides
7 are the result of a specific interpretive stance that depends on a particu]ar point
of view.

Through Dido’s reconsideration of the events of Aeneid 4—a particularly
self-interested interpretation on Dido’s part—Ovid explores the implications of
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a gender-based understanding of Vergil’s narrative. In fact, this exploration is
analogous to other well-known literary impersonations, such as the Wife of
Bath—who allowed Chaucer, in Carolyn Dinshaw’s terms, to foreground
gender ns a “set of assumptions, a catalog of postures.”” The rhetorical postures
examined in Heroides 7 cxploit the possibilities of gender and intertextuality
in Augustan poetry. As speaker of Heroides 7, Dido responds directly to many
of the textual invitations of Vergil’s narrative: Ovid portrays Dido as a character
who metaphorically reads between the lines and in the margins of the first four
books of Vergil’s Aeneid.

Like his Dido, Ovid himself is a perceptive and skeptical reader whose poetry
often demands that we see Ovid-the-poet as a reader of earlier texts; as he states
in Tristia 4.10.41-42, he honored the poets who lived in his youth. Whether he
composes in elegiacs or hexameters, he continually evokes and transforms
earlier poetry. Of all precursor poets, Vergil would have required a particularly
careful reading strategy on Ovid’s part. Ovid comments that he barely knew
Vergil before his death (Vergilium vidi tantum, Tristia 4.10.51), and the canoni-
cal status of Vergil’s poetry even in Ovid’s lifetime was likely to produce a
certain amount of “anxiety of influence” in a later narrative poet such as Ovid.
Indeed, Ovid’s relationship to Vergil has occasionally been represented in such
Bloomian terms, most notably in Brooks Otis’ characterization of the Metamor-
phoses as a literary assault on Vergil.* Though modern readers of Ovid might
resist the reductive implications of Harold Bloom’s family romance as a model
for understanding literary history, Ovid’s awareness of Vergil’s canonical
position in Augustan poetics has nonetheless left visible traces throughout his
poetry. In Metamorphoses 14.77-81, Ovid manages to summarize Aeneid 4 in
five lines:

Libycas vento refenmtur ad oras.

excipit Aenean illic animoque domoque

non bene discidivm Phrygii latura mariti

Sidonis inque pyra sacri sub imagine facta

incubuit ferro deceptaque decipit omnes.

They are carricd by the wind to the Libyan shores. There Dido weicomes Acncas into her heart and

home; unable dure the dep £ her Trojan husband, she fcll upon the sword, on a pyre fashioned

in the semblance of sacred rites. Deceived, she deceives everybody. J"

The simplicity of this summary of Aeneid 4— altogether different in purpose
and tone from the reading of this book in Heroides T—effectively reduces and
thus unravels the conflicting points of view in Aeneid 4. Its skeletal outline
presupposes a knowledge of the scenes and details that constitute Aeneid 4. The
bareness of its statement of plot (excipit Aenean illic animoque domoque) omits
both the divine explanation and the human motivation so carefully articulated
in the Aeneid to represent the conditions under which Aeneas and Dido come
together. The brief concluding remark (deceptaque decipit omnes) conflates
several incidents into a sort of epigrammatic summary.” The reader of the
Metamorphoses is called upon to fill in all such details from a prior knowledge
of the Aeneid; by reducing the plot of Aeneid 4 to a five-line summary, the
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Metamorphoses represents a purposcful contrast to the complex narrative of
Vergil’s text.

In contrast to the brevity and reductiveness of such summaries of the Aeneid
in the Metanorphoses, Dido’s lamemt in Heroides 7 rhetorically amplifies
Vergil's text. As an expansion rather than a reduction of the Aeneid, Ovid’s text
implicitly elucidates the narrative complexity of the prior text. That the
Heroides specifically refer to earlier texts is acommonplace of Ovid criticism.!°
But more than any other epistle in the collection, Heroides 7 engages in a
dialogue with a contemporary “master text.” By taking up Dido’s point of view,
Ovid directly addresses the most popular, most frequently read portion of
Vergil’s Aeneid, as he himself notes in the Tristia (2.533-36). In this regard, he
initiates a long tradition of reading Dido and detaching her situation and story
from the Aeneid, thereby decentering Aeneas as the thematic focus of the Aeneid
story and essentially disrupting the imperial theme that Acneas ostensibly
represents. In Heroides 7, as in many later versions of the Aeneid in medieval
and Renaissance literature, the figure of Aeneas is displaced to the margins."!

Dramatized as the writer of Ovid’s epistle and simultaneously represented
as the reader of Vergil’s Aeneid, Dido brings a gendered point of view to the
interpretive tasks of her suicide letter. Vergil’s Dido, to whom the narrator
assigns the label fati nescia (1.299) upon her entrance into the narrative, has a
much more limited point of view. Explicitly characterized by her ignorance,
Vergil’s Dido is fatally affected by the blind spots in her understanding of fate
as it is represented in Aeneas’ narrative in books 2 and 3. In this respect, Vergil’s
narrative dramatizes Dido’s limits as a reader: her responses to the narrative of
Aeneid 2 (the Fall of Troy) and Aeneid 3 (the Wanderings of the Trojans until
they reach Carthage)—the stories to which she listens with such rapt attention—
are neither penetrating nor astute. In fact, as Aeneid 4 opens, Dido is doomed
in part due to her inadequate interpretation of the long tale that has occupied
Aeneas for the two previous books. At the end of Aeneid 3, Aeneas brings to a
finish his narration, his rehearsal of divine fate (fata renarrabat diuum, 717),
an cffort that has given voice, shape, and arrangement to his experience. He has
concluded a narrative-—one that invites interpretation and onc that has a
powerful effect on his audiciice, especially Dido, who desires to hecar the story
repeated over and over (4.78-79).

Characterized as fati nescia, Vergil’s Dido cannot apprehend the historical
significance of the narrative she has heard; indeed, as he tells his story, Aeneas
himself does not fully understand the implications of the divine destiny he
chronicles in his narrative. The opening lines of Aeneid 4 represent Dido’s
responses to Aeneas’ story. Aeneas’ looks and words are impressed on herheart:
haerent infixi pectore uultus! uerbaque (“His looks./ His words remained pvith
her to haunt her mind,” 4-5). His words indeed have had a powerful e&vect,
leading Dido to a compassionate awareness of his sufferings: heu, quibus ille/
iactatus fatis! quae bella exhausta canebat! (“What scenes of war/ Fought to
the bitter end he pictured for us!/ What buffetings awaited him at sea,” 13-14).
As narrator of books 2 and 3, Aeneas is the subject of the same verb (canere)
used to authorize the inception of the Aeneid by the poet-narrator (arma
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uirumque cano). Dido validates Aeneas’ authorial stance by her assessment of
his heroic qualities as a character in his own narrative: quem sese ore ferens,
quam forti pectore et armis! (“How princely, how courageous, what a soldier,”
11).

in books 2 and 3, Aencas’ narrative of his escape from Troy and his
wanderings at sea has been punctuated throughout with revelations of his
destiny—fata—in quite specific detail. These two books represent Aeneas’
ever-growing awareness that he must seek a kingdom in Italy on the shores of
Hesperia. Although the exact location of this land poses some problems for
Aeneas, Dido’s kingdom clearly is not this Italy, and neither she nor Aeneas
ever thinks it is. Thus the cumulative effect of Aeneid 2 and 3 for the reader of
the epic—the thematic emphasis on destiny and fate—is lost on Dido. In-
fatuated, deluded, and misled, she ignores the significance of Aeneas’ narrative
and nourishes the destructive love that has already begun to undo her. Dido’s
ignorance of fate is thus compounded by her compassion for Aeneas and her
uncritical acceptance of his character. Her responses to Aeneas’ story are fatally
inadequate.1?

Ovid’s Dido has a much more privileged point of view than Vergil's.
Purportedly the text of a letter written immediately before Dido falls on Aeneas’
sword, Heroides 7 allows her an opportunity to engage in a long, self-indulgent
meditation on the causes of her death. Ovid’s text pretends to insert itself into
Vergil’s narrative just before the close of Aeneid 4 and thereby to amplify Dido’s
final speeches in that text. The fictionality of this pretense is transparent, since
Ovid’s text explicitly presents itself as an epistle composed later in time and
written in a different meter. It is, moreover, part of a collection of such patently
artificial “literary” epistles. Consequently, the references in Ovid’s text em-
phasize its retrospective awareness of Vergil's Aeneid as a prior text. For Dido,
the privileged narrator of Heroides 7, this retrospective position makes it
possible to read Aeneid 4 with extreme skepticism.

As a skeptical reader, Ovid's Dido often emphasizes the interpretation of
Vergil’s text at its most literal level. The ignorance of Vergil's Dido, represented
in terms of her ignorance of fate, is cynically characterized by Ovid’s Dido as
her inability to recognizc the gender bias of Aeneas’ narrative. To Ovid’s Dido,
Aeneas’ narrative in books 2 and 3 thematically asserts his priorities and politics
in terms of gender. In focusing on this aspect of Aeneas’ narrative, Ovid’s Dido
exposes the fatal inability of Vergil’s Dido to recognize the gendered implica-
tions of Aeneas’ narrative. Ovid’s Dido implicitly mocks Vergil’s Dido for her
inadequacies as a reader, and explicitly presents her tragedy as the result of her
limited interpretations of Aeneas’ story and behavior rather than of her ig-
norance of fate.'’ Consequently Ovid’s Dido strikes an entirely different tone
than Vergil’s. The anger expressed in the extreme and sometimes vicious
rhetoric of Vergil’s Dido (4.600-02) is erased from the lament of Ovid's Dido,
who says that she does not hate Aeneas (29). Given the rhetoric and structure
of elegy, Ovid’s Dido blames herself for her foolishness (stulta, 28) and her
shortsightedness which tempers her discourse. L
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Although Dido’s point of view in Heroides 7 is a distortion of that con-
structed for Dido in Aeneid 4, this distortion is due in part to the lack of narrative
context provided for Ovid's Dido. Asa l 98-linc declamation, Heroides 7 allows
Dido to indulge her passion to a much greater extent than is allowed Vergil's
Dido by either the narrative framework of Aeneid 4 or the centrality of the
character of Aeneas throughout Vergil's text. Although most of Aeneid 4 allows
Dido to express her point of view, sometimes quite eloquently and powerfully,
her version of the events in the narrative is not reinforced by the normative
values of the poem as a whole. By comparison to the Metamorphoses and the
Aeneid. the Heroides arc rhetorical rather than namrative poctry, since (he
Heroides represent, not the plots and scenes of narrative, but rhetorical com-
mentary on past events which have already been recorded and represented in
other texts." The rhetorical structure of the Heroides insures that we see only
Dido’s side of the story: we witness a representation of her last, somewhatdrawn
out moments as she acknowledges her desperation and loss before she falls on
Aeneas’ sword. In Heroides 7, Dido’s only action is her declamation, which
retrospectively interprets the causes of her downfall and her suicide.

The rhetorical structure and purpose of Heroides 7 emphasize issues of
causality and expressly seek to produce closure—to explain and interpret the
events narrated in Vergil’s text and under re-consideration in Ovid’s."’ Heroides
7 ends as an explicit attempt at closure. Dido requests that her story be inscribed
(inscribar) in a verse (carmen) as her epitaph:

Pracbuit Aeneas et causam mortis ¢t ensem.

Ipsa sua Dido concidit usa manu.

Aeneas supplied both the cause of death and the sword, Dido killed herself by her own hand. (197-98)

Ovid’s poem represents Dido's epitaph as the final, entirely unambiguous statement
that purportedly explains the events of Vergil's Aeneid 4. The Aeneid, however,
represents a complicated relationship between cause and effect; the causality nar-
rated in Vergil’s text resists any simple, linear, or narfow interpretation. Throughout
the Aeneid. the reader must mediate between the omniscient narrator who ostensibly,
yet unsuccessfully, asks for causes (mihi causas memora, 1.8) and the limited, often
ambivalent, points of view constructed for any one character. The single point of
view articulated in Heroides 7 and the resulting attempts to produce closure illustrate
the status of Ovid’s text as a reading of Vergil's Aeneid. Given the interpretive
authority that readers achieve in their attempts to produce closure, Dido's declama-
tion allows her to comment on the politics of gender and empire in Vergil's Aeneid.

Aeneas’ description of his escape from Troy and the events leading to the
death of Creusa illustrates the narrative ambiguity that is a standard feature of
Vergil’s text. In his narration of his family's departure from Troy, Aeneas
reviews his decision to have Creusa follow along behind him (et longe sen()et
uestigia coniunx, 2.711), while he takes his father on his back and his son’by
the hand to lead them out of the burning city. Creusa slips his mind until it is
too late: nee Prius amissan respexi aninnimie reflexi (“Never did 1 look back/
Or think to look for her, lost as she was,” 2.741); and although Aencas indulges
in a long rhetorical expression of his loss (2.745-70), he does not blame himself
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for the decisions which led to Creusa’s death. Instead, he blames everyone but
himself: quem non incusaui amens hominumque deorumque (*Out of my mind,
whom did I not accuse/ What man or god?,” 745). Nevertheless, to the reader
of Vergil's Aeneid, Creusa’s loss clearly results from Aeneas’ decision that his
father and son deserve protection before his wife.!* Even within the context of
a patriarchal culture, Creusa’s death—as Aeneas tells it—presents disturbing
contradictions. '

In Heroides7.79-85, Dido reacts, as have many readers,'” to the implications
in Aeneas’ account of the loss of his wife. In the context of Aeneas’ impending
departure from Carthage, Dido reconsiders the whole namative of Aeneas’
escape from Troy and his dutiful attention to the Penates and to his father:

Sed neque fer tecum nec quae mihi, perfide, inctas

P sacra p que tuos,

Omnia mentiris; neque enim tua fallere lingua

incipit a nobis primaque plector ego:

Si quaeras ubi xit formosi mater Juli—

occidit a duro sola relicta viro.
Haec mihi nmvarss . . .

Bulyoudonolunydnemwithym,nordidyan?amuorywhmerpmumnhmldas,uyw,
perfidious one, dectare to me. You tie about everything. Nor does your deception start with me, nor
am | the first to suffer: if you ask what has become of the mother of besutiful lulus—she perished,
abandoned alone by her harsh husband. This you had narrated tome . ...

Ovid’s Dido interprets Aeneas’ role in this episode to his disadvantage. For instance,
Ovid’s Dido appears to echo and question Dido’s assertion in Aeneid 4 about her
understanding of Aeneas’ character:

Quem secum patrios aiunt portare penatis,

quem subiisse umeris confi setate p

Of one they say bears with him everywhere

The hearthgods of his country! One who bore

His father, spent with age, upon his shoulders! (598-99)

She not only challenges Aeneas’ representation of his dutiful attention to his father
and his household gods, but also blames him specifically for Creusa’s loss, since by
not extending protection to Creusa, Aeneas in effect abandoned his wife to her fate
at the hands of the Greeks. In addition, Dido notes one further; irony of Aeneid 2.
Vergil's Dido listens to the account of Creusa’s death without reacting. Ovid's Dido
implies that Acneas® account of this scene might have proved a waming for Vergil's
Dido, had she heeded its implications. In this passage, Ovid's Dido adumbrates the
unstated implications of Aeneid 2: that Aencas himsclf tells Dido (haec mihi
narraras) of his behavior toward his wife, behavior which Dido might have read
more cynically, behavior which would have told her what Aencas’ actions in the
Aeneid confirn—that women are not a priority for this fate-driven hero. The queen
of Carthage has no reason to expect better treatment than Creusa had received.

In Heroides 7, Dido also reconsiders her understanding of the events in the
cave (4.165-68). the incident that represents the height of Dido’s deluded
interpretations, ‘The misunderstandings in Aeneid 4 all result from Dido's and
Aeneas’ conflicting interpretations of the significance of their affair, due to the
problematic hallucination in the cave.'® Pronubial Juno, Primal Earth, and the

’ t
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nymphs all participate in staging the wedding. In the Aeneid, the narrator
summarizes Dido's understanding of her experience when he tells us that she
calls the affair a marriage (172). Yet Aeneas later makes a persuasive statement
that he did not participate in any rituals that produce a marriage contract
(338-47). Furthermore, the cave scene is followed by an unusually authoritative
statement by the narrator:

speluncam Dido dux et Troianus eandem

deueniunt. prima et Teflus et pronuba funo

dant signum: fulsere ignes et conscius acther

conubii y uentice Nymphace.

ilte dies primwus leti primusque malorum
causa fult,

Now to the sell-same cave
Came Dido and the captain of the Trojans.
Primal Earth herself and Nuptial Juno
Opened the ritual, torches of lightning blazed,
High Heaven became witness to the marriage,
And nymphs cried out wild hymna from a mountain top.
That day was the first cause of death, and first
Of sorrow. (165-70)
Ovid’s Dido represents the scene in language that evokes and all but quotes the
passage from Vergil:
tila dies nocuit, qua nos declive sub antrum
caeruleus subitis compulit imber squis.
Audieram voces, nymphas ululasse putavi
Fumenides fatis signa dedere meis.

That day destroyed me, when a dark storm cloud followed by rain forced us under the steep cave. Thad
heard voices; ] thought the nymphs were shrieking: the Eumenides gave the signal for my fate. (93-96)
Having acquired the retrospective knowledge and understanding of areader, Ovid’s
Dido thus shares thé privileged point of view to which only the authoritative narrator
had access in Vergil’s text. In her comment illa dies nocuit, she echoes the
interpretive authority of Vergil’s narrator, whose own assertion emphasizes the
implications of the cave scene for the unknowing Dido (ille dies primus leti
prinmsque malorum! cansa fuin. T her allusion to the carlicr, onmiscient sintement,
and her newly acquired omniscicat point of view as speaker of Heroides 7., she
exposes the limited understanding of Vergil's Dido as a participant in the cave scene.
Likewise, she revises her understanding of the mock ritual in the cave and assigns
the Eumenides the role (Eumenides fatis signa dedere meis) which Tellus and Juno
had played in Vergil’s representation of the cave scene (prima et Tellus et pronuba
Iuno/ dant signum). By inserting the Eumenides into this scene, Ovid's Dido recalls
the Eumenides’ appearance in a simile (469-73) used by the Vergilian narrator to

describe Dido’s later, frenzied disintegration. !

In revising the cave scene to include reference to the Eumenides, Ovid’s Dido
conflates the textual details of Aeneid 4 and exhibits her point of view as a reader
of Vergil's text rather than a character in it. In presenting such an interprelation
of Vergil’s text, Dido implicitly questions whether Aencas’ presentation of
himself as pius Aeneas (1.378) provides a valid framework for understanding
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his character and motivations in the text as a whole. As one modern reader
characterizes Acneas’ treatment of Creusa and Dido:
To Creusa, Acneas is fatally inattentive. To Dido he is also irresponsible, even h Each of
the mpan&vuAmquh.Gmn‘suiﬁdmdeﬁhhHﬁndnﬂu
than Dido’s, is comparable in aubstance. Finally, there is in each case a connection between Aencas’
depmmeandhiupiems.muuchofﬂnewommhewnuinmmnwnmyonhenm
mission.

The reading of Aeneid 4 produced by Ovid’s Dido arrives at similar conclusions in
its emphasis on Aeneas’ treatment of these two women.

Heroides 7 echoes the language of Aeneid 4 throughout.?® Most significant,
however, are the passages that transform the implications of the passage alluded
to in the earlier text. In Aeneas’ final interview with Dido in Vergil's text, he
sets forth a series of justifications for his departure, none of which satisfy Dido.
He appeals, of course, to the divine plan that he found a new city in Italy,
summarizing his commitment to this plan to the exclusion of all else: hic amor,
haec patria est (4.347). As part of his explanation for his devotion to duty, he
states that a messenger from the gods (interpres diuum, 356) and his father's
ghost have stressed the urgency of his mission. By this point in Aeneid 4,
Vergil’s Dido is already beyond hearing Aeneas’ explanations with any degree
of understanding, and she rages wildly rather than responds directly to his
speech (4.365-87).

In the Aeneid, Dido’s tirade includes a brief comment about this divine
messenger: nunc et loue missus ab ipsol interpres diuum fert horrida iussa per
auras (“Now the gods® interpreter, if you please,/ Sent down by Jove himself,
brings through the air/ His formidable commands,” 377-78). Ovid's Dido
mimics this response and characteristically focuses on the significance of
Aeneas’ assertions in the context of his own narrative. She challenges the
adequacy of the divine plan as an explanation for human action by reference to
Aeneas’ own relationship to the gods:

Sed iubet ire deus! Vellem, vetuisset adire

Punica nec Teucris pressa fuisset humus.
Hoc duce nempe deo ventis agitaris iniquis
et Ierin in mpida tempom longa (reto, .

But a god orders you to go! | wish he had forbidden you to come, or thaf the Punc ground had not

been trodden by Teucrians. Certai ',,Iedbyﬂlil;odyoumblownondvenewindnndyw waste

a2 long time in swifi rapids. (141-44)

Dido comments on the irony inherent in Aeneas’ story—that Aeneas’ journcy is
certainly slow and difficult for a hero under divine protection. In this passage she
attempts not only to demystify the relationship between mortals and the divine, but
likewise to demythologize the sense of destiny and fatc that the Aeneid so
problematically represents. Ovid’s Dido punctuates her commentary ofn Aeneas’
sense of duty when she offers Carthage to Aeneas, not in abstract terms of amor and
patria, but in concrete terms that are more reptescntative of Aeneas’ needs as a
fugitive: hic pacis leges, hic locus arma capit (158). Such an offer slightly devalues
the category of patria as Aencas employs it. In questioning the absiract values to
which Aeneas appeals and in mocking his excuses that the gods have ordered his
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depagture from Carthage, Ovid's Dido ultimately exposes the imperial values to
which Aencas refers in his justification for his departure and his treatment of her.

Ovid’s Dido also subverts the predominantly tragic tone of Aeneid 4 by
emphasizing elements of pathos. In a moment of rhetorical embellishment, she
amplifies Vergil’s Dido’s wish that she were pregnant (4.328-29) by carefully
entertaining the possibility (forsitan, 135), and referring to this potential child
as Julus’ brother (139). Such rhetoric pointedly explores the possibility of this
hypothetical pregnancy from a female point of view—a purposefully gender-
specific interpretation of Aencid 4, expressed specifically in terms of maternal
longing. Compared to Vergil's Dido, whose concern for the future of Carthage
and the fate of the Carthaginians as a consequence of Aencas’ departure makes
possible the tragic scope of Aeneid 4, Ovid’s Dido emphatically foregrounds
her personal concerns and her responses as an individual woman, not a queen.

The pathos of Heroides 7 often depends on Dido’s literal interpretation of
the language of Aeneid 4. For instance, Dido exploits the presence of Aeneas’
sword, bathed with her tears and soon to be bathed in her blood (186-90). Such
emphasis on the poetic details of Vergil's narrative, however, works to expose
the textuality of the Aeneid—its manipulation of metaphor and symbol in its
depiction of Dido and her tragedy.

Ovid's Dido, likewise, acknowledges and simultaneously deflates the most
powerful symbol of Aeneid 4—the representation of Dido’s passion as nulnus
{67), which is metaphorically evoked at the beginning of book 4 and becomes
a literal wound at the end of the book when Dido has stabbed herself with
Aeneas’ sword (infixum stridit sub pectore uulnus, 689). Ovid's Dido quite
matter-of-factly acknowledges the reality of the metaphorical wound and the
symbolic value of the wound she is about to inflict upon herself:

Nec mea nunc primum feriuntur pectora telo:
ille locus saevi vulnus amoris habet.

Nor is my heart pierced first by the sword: that place has the wound of cruet love. (191-92)

Her assertion that her heart already has a wound betrays her awareness of this
metaphorin Aeneid 4. Her straightforward acknowledgement of this metaphor (saevi
vulius amoris), however, diminishes its force in comparison to the Aeneid, where
Dido's inability to think of her passion in metaphorical or abstract terms is
emblematic of her lack of vision and consequent vulnerability. By having Dido
herself express the connection between the metaphorical and literal wounds, Ovid
again allows Dido a point of view that only the narrator or reader of Vergil’s text
can possess. Yet by allowing Dido the position of a reader whose literal interpreta-
tions emphasize the pathos in the narrative, and by frequently making the implicit
explicit, Heroides 7 effectively deflates the metaphorical quality of Vergil's lan-
guage.

Ovid’s Dido. throngh her cynical interrogation of Aeneas and Verhil's
Aeneid. expresses that which remains unexpressed in the Aencid. Her attempts
to impose closure on Vergil's narrative, which culminate in her epitaph as a
statement of cause and blame, elucidate the complexity and ambivalence of
Vergil's representation of character and event in the Aeneid. Her point of view
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as female narrator/reader dramatizes the interpretive relationship between
gender and reading, since her skepticism specifically exposes contradictions
between Aeneas’ representation of himself as dutiful and heroic and his treat-
ment of Creusa and herself. Her exposure of the interpretive blindness of
Vergil's Dido implicitly represents the dangers of uncritical acceptance of
character and namrative, especially for a female character in epic and, perhaps
by implication, the female reader of epic.2!

At a critical moment in Vergil's Aeneid 4, when Mercury appears to Aencas
to command his departure, he authoritatively tells Aeneas: uarium et mutabile
semper! femina (4.569-70). Though such an antifeminist statement may not be
a normative assertion for the entire text of the Aeneid, this pithy construction
of a specific definition of femina casts a long shadow over the Aeneid: much of
the chaos and instability in the cosmos as well as in society is attributed to the
feminine. Ovid's Heroides 7 depends on a discemnibly different concept of
femina, a construction of woman that assumes her literal relationship to lan-
guage and meaning. For Dido, this results in a sort of practical skepticism in
the face of abstract imperial values and the poetic shape they take in Vergil’s
narrative.

The elegiac context of Heroides 7 emphasizes the pathos of Dido’s lament
detached from the narrative context of the Aeneid. Dido's skeptical questioning
of the imperial values represented by Vergil's text actually illustrates many of
thc problems of meaning, interpretation, and understanding shared by the
characters and readers of Vergil's Aeneid. When Dido reads Vergil she en-
counters a problematic representation of epic deeds and values never quite fully
understood by any of the characters within the text. From outside the text, as
reader rather than character, she is able to question both deeds and values,
though her questions themselves—in spite of her attempts to produce closure—
ultimately tend to emphasize rather than resolve the difficult issues of causality
and meaning in Vergil’s narrative. In this respect, Ovid’s Dido allows him to
construct a gender-specific vantage from which to explore the ambivalences of
Vergil's text.

Dido’s reading of Vergil, however, focuses attention on Vergil’s Dido rather
than on the central character of Vergil's text—Aeneas—and thereby distorts the
emphasis on Aeneas and destiny found in Vergil's text. Though this should
hardly be surprising in the Heroides—a collection of epistles which give voice
to female characters—the character of Dido has historically claimed consider-
ably more attention than her role in the Aeneid would appear to warrant. In this
respect, Ovid’s Heroides 7 appears to be representative of readers’ responses
to the Aeneid as well as being an influential reading of the Aeneid which has
encouraged such responses: the youthful Augustine, for instance, found himself
captivated by Dido when he read the Aeneid, describing himself flente Didonis
mortem, guae fiebat amando Aenean (Confessions 1.13).
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OVID'S LITTLE AENEID AND THE THEMATIC
INTEGRITY OF THE METAMORPHOSES

Garth Tissol

suphoons wig dvlpdovg od i gpdypara, dAAk vk zepl tiv spoypdrev Séypave.
*Things do not give people trouble, but ideas sbout things.™ (Epictetus, Enchiridion 5)

In all his works, and especially in the Metamorphoses, Ovid persistently
recalls the Aeneid to his readers’ minds. Sometimes he adapts specifically
Vergilian themes such as pietas and antiqua virtus, often in humorously
paradoxical contexts; sometimes he alludes to specific passages; very often, in
his basic diction and modes of expression, he produces less specifically local-
ized echoes of the Aeneid, which keep forcing it upon our notice.! Those features
of the writer’s craft, such as versification, in which the Aeneid’s influence could
scarcely have been avoided, do not account for its prominence in the Metamor-
phoses. Ovid goes well beyond the unavoidable; he even includes a remarkably
distorted version of Vergil s plot in books 13-14, reducing most of it to summary
as a frame for largely unrelated tales. Thus he invites comparison more explicit-
ly than do any of the later writers of Latin epic, who all wrote for audiences
steeped in the Aeneid, for none of them undertook to rework its specific
subject-matter. By an odd paradox, most critics of the Metamorphoses feel
called upon to compare it to the Aeneid, attributing significance of some sort to
the comparison, yet find little of interest in Ovid’s re-fabricated Aeneid. Friinkel
goes so far as to suggest that Ovid should have quit after book 11; for him, the
later books of the Metamorphoses show Ovid striving unsuccessfully to achieve
epic sublimity along the lines of Homer and Vergil2 Galinsky, in the most
extreme interpretation of these books, takes the opposite view of Ovid's
purposes. On the subject of Aeneas, Galinsky remarks, “Ovid simply tells this
story, as he tells all others, in other ways than did some of his predecessors.™
According to this view, Ovid aimed—here as elsewhere—at nothing more than
superficial innovation. This simple achievement, not surprisingly, appears
much diminished in comparison to the works of Ovid’s epic predecessors, which
by contrast possess meaningful content. In Vergil, for example, “it is the
meaning of events that matters, not the events themselves”; the “events them-
selves” are, according to Galinsky, all we get in Ovid, whose choice of
metamorphosis as a theme “intrinsically leads to a neglect of moral and
metaphysical questions.™ e

It is worth emphasizing that Ovid does empty the story of Aencas of its
Vergilian themes, but only to replace them with others. Ovid chooses to rework
the subject-matter of books 3 and 6 primarily, the prophetic books, in which the
Aeneid becomes most explicitly a providential history. In Ovid’s version, the
hand of providence is conspicuously lacking, as is any cqnnection between plot
and cosmic order, such as one comes to expect from Vergil. In its place Ovid
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