Apuleius’ Charite and Virgil’s Dido as Women who Died on their Wedding Days


Apuleius employs the motif of the girl who died on her wedding day, common in both tragedy and Hellenistic epigram, (Loraux 1987, Seaford 1987, and Rehm 1994) in the tale of Cupid and Psyche (Szepessy 1972).  This instance of the motif, unlike its manifestations in tragedy and epigram, suggests that death is not final but a metamorphic process and that love can persist even after death.  I will argue, however, that this is not the only place where this motif appears in the Metamorphoses, because Charite, a maiden whom Lucius encounters on his journeys as an ass, is also fated to die on her wedding day.  In Book 8 of the Met. an anonymous slave narrates Charite’s tragic demise (8.1-14).  After Charite’s husband, Tlepolemus, had been killed by Thrasyllus, a jealous lover, she plotted and carried out her revenge by luring Thrasyllus into her home with the promise of marriage, performing a quasi-marriage ceremony (Frangoulidis 1999), and then gouging out Thrasyllus’ eyes.  In the end she takes her own life in the hope of being reunited with her deceased husband (Met. 8.13).  When we accept Frangoulidis’ observations that Charite’s seduction of Thrasyllus follows the pattern of a Roman marriage ceremony, we can conclude that when Charite takes her own life shortly after “seducing” Thrasyllus, she is in fact another girl who died on her wedding day.


This reading, however, is incomplete unless we take into consideration Virgil’s depiction of Dido.  Scholars of the Met. have long noted the influence of Virgil’s story of Dido on Apuleius’ “tragedy” of Charite (Forbes 1943, Frangoulidis 1992, Shumate 1996, Finkelpearl 1998, and May 2006).  In terms of the story, both women have lost their husbands through the violence of another man and must now deal with a new suitor.  Apuleius also alludes to the epic by using a similar description of Rumor (cf. Met. 8.6 and Aen. 4.196) and by likening Charite’s madness to that of a bacchant (cf. Met. 8.6 and Aen. 4.62-73 and 300-303). I will point out in this paper that one aspect that these two women share has gone unnoticed, namely, that they are both manifestations of the tragic motif of the girl who died on her wedding day.  Both women are essentially tragic heroines (Forbes 1943 and Austin 1966), and Virgil makes it clear that the night in the cave, the “marriage” of Dido and Aeneas, was the beginning of the end for Dido: “ille dies primus leti… causa fuit” (that day in the beginning was the cause of death, 4.166-67).  Yet neither author allowed for his heroine’s tale to end tragically.  Since both Charite and Dido are reunited with their first husbands, their true loves (cf. Met. 8.13 and Aen. 472-474), there is a tinge of romance to each work.  Although used for completely different reasons, both authors have used and altered the motif to suggest the possibility of life and love after death.  


Unlike in Attic tragedy, the motif of the girl who died on her wedding day in both Virgil and Apuleius, although remaining dark, holds the potential for a “happy” ending.  My paper will conclude with a reflection on this change as the motif moves from one genre to another, suggesting first that Apuleius’ novel is as much a piece of literary criticism as it is a piece of fiction and second that the metamorphic quality of literature is analogous to the rebirth that Lucius, Psyche, and even Charite experiences after death.
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