
Exstinctus pudor et . . . fama prior:  Dido’s Claim to Fame in Aeneid IV
In this paper, I will argue that Dido tries unsuccessfully to maintain her pudor in much the same way that Apollonius’ Medea tries to preserve her aidōs. Despite their best efforts, both Dido and Medea are forced to suppress their sense of shame when they fall in love and, for both women, this idea is directly connected to their desire for fame and remembrance (fama and kleos). The importance of Apollonius Rhodius’ Medea as a literary model for Vergil’s Dido has been commonly recognized, but the extent to which Vergil engages with this model has not been fully examined. Both heroines are forced to fall in love, are consequently abandoned by their ‘husband’, and are compared to Artemis/Diana in similes that invoke the Homeric model of Nausicaa (Od. 6). The simile is employed in both cases as the heroine is about to meet a strange man from far away, in the same way as Nausicaa is compared to Artemis prior to meeting Odysseus. 

 The comparison of Dido, a widow, to Diana has troubled some scholars, but when read in light of Apollonius’ adaptation of the Homeric model, the Diana simile gains new meaning because the figure of Medea serves as a link connecting Nausicaa and Dido. Like Nausicaa, who takes measures to ensure that her interaction with Odysseus does not tarnish her reputation, Medea and Dido struggle to keep their sense of shame intact, following traditional Homeric social values, but neither woman succeeds in doing so. While Medea’s sense of shame is inherent and associated with her virginity (aidōs partheniē, 3.681f.), Dido’s pudor is related to her conception of culpa (si non pertaesum thalami taedaeque fuisset / huic uni forsan potui succumbere culpae, 4.18f.). For this reason, her vow of fidelity to her dead husband is honorable, but not obligatory and in a way she sets herself up for failure by placing her moral standards too high.


For Dido, the struggle between keeping her vow to Sychaeus and falling in love with Aeneas reflects the idea that her public and private lives are at odds. Her pudor, closely connected to fama, is related to her public reputation and once it is dissolved, Dido ceases to govern the city effectively (…te propter eundem / exstinctus pudor et, qua sola sidere adibam / fama prior, 4.321-3). Furthermore, since Dido cannot properly marry Aeneas, her honor cannot be regained. However, Medea, who also equates her aidōs with her reputation, can recover her sense of honor by marrying Jason, who promises to make her name glorious throughout Greece (3.990-2). For these reasons, then, both women desire remembrance as consolation for their former honor: Medea wishes that Jason remember her as a way to praise what she has done for him (3.1069-70), while Dido seeks revenge, praying that Aeneas remember her name as he suffers (spero equidem mediis, si quid pia numina possunt / supplicia hausurum scopulis et nomine Dido / saepe vocaturum, 4.382-4).
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