A Silent Dido in Apuleius’ Apology

In this paper I argue that in chapters 67 - 73 of his Apology Apuleius employs resonances between Pudentilla’s story and that of Virgil’s Dido to create a context which underscores and unifies the facts he marshals in his defense. Apuleius has already refuted charges against his own character (excessive attractiveness, poetry writing) and his involvement with magic (fish, statues, smoky late-night sacrifices) before he turns to the issue at the heart of his trial: the accusation that he bewitched Pudentilla into marrying him for the sake of her dowry. While the first two sections teem with references, not only to poetry, but even more notably to philosophy, including Aristotle’s undertakings in the natural sciences, these overt references are lacking in the passage under discussion. Perhaps this dearth partially explains the fact that little scholarly work seems to focus on Pudentilla’s biography. May reads the adjacent Rufinus passage (74ff) through her chosen lens of comedic language, convincingly arguing for the role that the context of comedy plays in carrying out the purpose of the defense. Yet she specifically points out that the roles which might have been assigned to Pudentilla and to Apuleius, the mulier dotata and the adulescens respectively, have been carefully avoided as they would run counter to the thrust of the speech, and that “the language used to describe her [Pudentilla] is not taken from comedy” (May-2006, 100). 


I read the narratio of Pudentilla’s story as an inset piece - quite separate in tone and purpose from the preceding and following abuse of Rufinus - which first establishes the correspondences between the stories of Dido and of Pudentilla, then emphasizes the dissimilarities in their experiences in such a way as to illustrate the lawfulness and purity of Apuleius’ actions. I do not read Virgil’s Dido as the model for the Apology passage but as a useful and widely-known partial parallel which Apuleius employs as a silent foil. This relationship occurs not at the level of the word but at the level of the plot: the resonances exist primarily between elements of each woman’s story, though single words occasionally strengthen the connections. The Pudentilla constructed by the defense, as outlined in the five points which Apuleius sets up for refutation, is a Dido-like figure in her alleged decision not to re-marry after the death of her first husband; the alleged lust that drove her to a second marriage and the creation of that marriage in a country house instead of respectably in town further bear out the parallels. In his refutation Apuleius maintains the resonances, but in such a way as to sharply distinguish the situations of the two women. An example: after extended periods of widowhood the effects of celibacy, represented as a sort of wound, contribute to each woman’s decision to remarry. Dido suffers from the agony of Cupid’s arrow, Pudentilla on a purely physical level from a disease caused by the disuse of her sexual organs.  Dido’s suffering is part of the immense supernatural trap into which she has fallen; Pudentilla’s is the natural and medically explicated result of her unmarried status. This is one of many instances in which Pudentilla’s free choice to marry whom she chooses is distinguished from Dido’s ‘enchanted’ love. To a lesser degree, parallels between the men in the story, Aeneas and Apuleius himself, also bear out this pattern. The proof of Pudentilla’s autonomous decision, and accordingly Apuleius’ innocence, are strengthened by Apuleius’ inclusion of the Virgilian intertext.
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