The Relationship of Dido and Aeneas: the meddling of gods and its implications 

The Aeneid is an important work written by Vergil published in 19BCE after his death[footnoteRef:2]. This work within the epic genre focusses around the story of Aeneas and his journey from Troy to the start of building Rome and became important for roman identity[footnoteRef:3]. Within the first book of the Aeneid, Aeneas meets Dido; the queen of Carthage and consequentially starts a relationship with her. Dido’s story is a tragic tale of love and lust gone wrong, with the meddling of the gods, communication issues, and the inevitable end of the affair all leading to her heart-breaking death at her own hands in book four, when issues become too much for her to bear. This essay will explore to what extent the relationship of Aeneas and Dido is influenced by the gods and also, if the feelings between the two would have naturally occurred or if it is purely down to the actions of the gods. The implications of the gods meddling with their relationship will also be discussed.   [2:  Nagy and JM, 2008 p.452]  [3:  Syed, 2005 p.1] 

When discussing the Aeneid, it must be noted that it is formed within the epic genre. This would allow Vergil to be able to write the gods as characters within his work, while not taking away from the credibility of the story for his audience[footnoteRef:4]. Within the epic genre gods are depicted in many ways, one being to embody the divine in the physical world as shown in book 4 of the Aeneid with the references to Aurora in the morning and the personification of Rumour in the spreading of gossip of the union of Dido and Aeneas. They are also used as a comparison to mortal characteristics and usually a small group of gods who are concerned with the hero and their actions. These gods are presented as characters themselves and have a large influence on the actions within the epic[footnoteRef:5]. This blending of gods and men is expected within the genre as we have seen within other works including the Odyssey by Homer, where Athene and Neptune are key players in the conflicts of the work[footnoteRef:6]. The gods are important characters within the story, much like in the Odyssey, having relationships, creating situations and causing problems for mortals, but also having complex relationships with each other. Although making sure mortals stay within the realms of normal human behaviour, but with otherwise well thought out actions being overlooked, causing devastating consequences[footnoteRef:7]. One of the main distinctions between Virgil and earlier stories of the epic genre, such as the Illiad and Odyssey, is that he doesn’t use the gods as characters in battle scenes, rather than interacting with other characters, but more as puppet masters from afar or set apart from the story as a whole[footnoteRef:8]. The times when they do directly interact with characters is often when the consequences of not doing so will affect them directly. For Vergil, the god’s actions are commonplace within the Aeneid, but are featured even more than usual within book 4, as mentioned before, from the quick references of Aurora and Rumour and the comparisons of Diana to Dido, to the more complex conversations between Juno and Venus and the tampering of Cupid in Dido and Aeneas’ relationship. The most notable of the gods within book 4 of the Aeneid are Juno; whose hate for the Trojans and Aeneas is a constant theme throughout the story, Venus; the mother of Aeneus, and the main instigator at the start of Dido and Aeneas’ relationship and Jupiter; who is the one to remind Aeneas (through the message delivered by Mercury) that he must continue on his mission to establish Rome. These gods are the deities who are most invested in the quest of Aeneas and the Aeneid; thus making them have the largest role in the story. The extent to which the gods’ meddling dictates this relationship is complex, in many ways how the mortal characters react to certain situations is because of the gods pushing them into decisions which they may have wanted to make and wouldn’t have done so without their input but ended up having little choice, this is especially prominent in the decisions of Dido. [4:   Bryce, 1974 p.259]  [5:  Nagy and JM, 2008 p.90 ]  [6:  Homer Od.  13.118-221]  [7:  Gildenhard, 2012 p. 244]  [8:  Coleman, 1982 p.145] 

The gods are a leading component in the relationship with Dido and Aeneas being both instigated by Venus and ended by Mercury. However, one of the more complicated questions to ask is whether the two lovers would have been in this relationship with one another without the meddling of the gods. It is clear that they are both attracted to each other when they first meet, sharing similar stories that would make them bond ‘I, too have known ill fortune like yours and been tossed from one wretchedness to another until at last I have been allowed to settle in this land’[footnoteRef:9] but there is always a shroud of question of what is caused by the gods and that of mortal feelings. Dido, when first introduced in book one of the Aeneid is shown as a complex character. She is depicted as similar to Aeneas in many ways, both trying to build a new city as their own were destroyed and having to face many enemies and is very caring and empathetic to Aeneas’ plight. The main difference between the two is that Dido is already established as the queen and ruler of Carthage. Aeneas is within her court as a guest, and she is queen of her people whereas Aeneas is a leader to a group of people still looking for a home and needing aid. Many times, Dido is compared with goddesses of the wild and untamed. Her introduction begins with her being pictured like Diana the goddess of the hunt[footnoteRef:10] a virgin goddess who symbolises the chase. There is a freeness that is associated with her, however this freedom that she may wish for and exude is not a reality which she can have, with threats on all sides and the burden of her people she can never be truly free to explore this side of herself and she laments of this fact before her death in book 4[footnoteRef:11]. Dido says to Anna that Aeneas causes ‘the return of old fires’[footnoteRef:12] and sexual desires that she reserves only for her late husband, the downfall of Dido is finalised by her giving into this lust within the cave scene and losing this Diana like part of her character.  [9:  Virg. Aen. 1. 628 ]  [10:  Virg. Aen. 1.498]  [11:  Hermes, 2007 p.302]  [12:  Virg. Aen. 4.25] 

In many ways Aeneas presents an opportunity for Dido, there are things that Dido wants but without a partner wouldn’t have. This is presented in the conversation with Anna who reminds her that Aeneas can provide her with a child, this is further shown as she laments at the end of her life that he couldn’t even give her this as he leaves. But Aeneas and the Trojans would help to bring security for her kingdom if he stays ‘what a pinnacle of glory will Carthage be raised if Trojans are marching at our side’[footnoteRef:13] thus negating the worries Dido had from the other leaders of Africa. Anna, as a character, acts similarly to the gods in pushing Dido to pursue this relationship. While it comes from a place of love and hope for Dido in living a more fulfilled life, it is not the best advice for Dido; who is now fixated on exploring this relationship. It must be noted that Dido was the only one who was influenced by the gods into this unio.  Aeneas did it all completely of his own free will and choice, until he’s reminded by Mercury of his duty it seems that Aeneas could be perfectly content with staying in Carthage, but the question is would he stay and abandon his destiny without the interference of the gods[footnoteRef:14]. It is mentioned that Aeneas was already thinking of leaving before being reminded by Mercury of his duty to his son and their legacy in Italy. Aeneas is described as a family man being well known for his dedication to them (not taking into account his previous wife who died in Troy). His male family members, specifically his father and son, are his main priorities throughout the story. So, while Aeneas may have been content in staying within Carthage, knowing that he needs to get his son to Italy (while the prophesy is talking about a second child being the legacy for Italy) he must continue his journey in order to fulfil the prophesy of his family, which has always come first in his eyes. Carthage is not his end location, and he will not be able to stay with Dido, even if that is what he wanted. [13:  Virg. Aen. 4.44]  [14:  Coleman, 1982 ] 

The relationship of Dido and Aeneas is problematic, full of communication issues and unequal consequences. Dido is much more ‘in’ the relationship, thinking of it as within a marriage type situation, unlike Aeneas who reveals his feelings when leaving Carthage that he doesn’t think that way at all. Aeneas at the end of their relationship, from all appearances is happy to leave Carthage and continue on his quest; ‘he longed to be away and leave behind this land he had found so sweet’[footnoteRef:15] and most concerned about Dido’s reaction to this new. This doesn’t speak of a man in love with his partner, unlike Dido who goes into a deep depression at the notion of him leaving (although this is likely due to the consequences of him leaving for her loss of security and problems within her kingdom). Many times, Dido’s fate is referred to as ‘doomed’[footnoteRef:16] revealing the problematic course her life will take after Aeneas is introduced to her. The consequences of this relationship are also unequal for both parties, for Aeneas this could be nothing but a dally or a bit of fun with a woman he admires and is attracted to, but in the end he can easily move on from. This is evidenced in how happy he was to leave for Rome. He was reaping the benefits of being a husband-like figure in all but name[footnoteRef:17] acting happily as consort. Whereas for Dido, this all-consuming relationship led to problems within her kingdom and riled up tensions with her ex-suitors and rulers of other kingdoms, including her brother, but also the breaking of a bond she shared with her dead husband; someone who reciprocated her love and would be the one she returned to in the underworld[footnoteRef:18]. From a passing glance the problems with this union are clear from the start, it would be foolish to think that Dido who would suffer the most if it went wrong, would willingly enter such a relationship without thinking it through from every angle. Her final submission to this tryst would be due to forces outside of her control namely Venus and Junos plan and not of her own volition. [15:  Virg. Aen. 4.282 ]  [16:  Virg. Aen. 1.713, ]  [17:  Thornton, 1976 p.96]  [18:  Virg. Aen. 6.474] 

The main meddling of the gods within the relationship of Dido and Aeneas comes from the hands of Venus through Cupid, and Juno ending with the advice of Jupiter through Mercury. Venus as the mother of Aeneas is presented as wanting the best for her son, although he does reproach her for her deception of him at times ‘Why do you so often mock your son by taking on these disguises. You too are cruel’[footnoteRef:19]. While Venus may want the best for Aeneas and does get him further in her journey, the way she does this can be detrimental to his own emotions and problems for those around him as evidenced in her interference in Dido and Aeneas’ life. This quote can also show how the workings of the gods can cause problems within mortal’s lives be that coming from a place of love or one of hate. The cruelty of the gods is not something to take lightly, it is something that is demonstrated time and time again. In the context of Dido, Junos cruelty is seen in forcing of her relationship with Aeneas without a care for Dido, just in wanting to cause problems for Aeneas and Venus in trying to keep her son from harm ultimately leads to difficulties within Carthage and the ending of Dido’s life.  [19:  Virg. Aen. 1.408] 

The first meeting of Aeneas and Dido in book one of the Aeneid is under the influence of Venus, as the goddess of love this is her territory, as on his first reveal from the shroud of mist surrounding him, Venus ‘breathed upon her son and given beauty to his hair and the sparkle of joy to his eyes, and the glow of youth shone all about him’[footnoteRef:20]. This first look of Dido toward Aeneas is influenced by the gods, while this initial attraction may have existed without this encouragement there is no chance to this being explored, from the start the gods are influencing their relationship making it hard to recognise where the natural feelings of the relationship lie and where the gods are the driving force. Not long after this, Venus starts her plan of making Dido fall in love with Aeneas, ‘turning over new schemes in her mind and devising new plans’ [footnoteRef:21] sending down a disguised Cupid as the son of Aeneas, Ascanius (a common theme for the gods in epic) in order to ‘inflame the heart of the queen’ and ‘breath fire and poison into her’[footnoteRef:22] this doesn’t seem to be for the detriment of Dido herself but with the aim of making sure that Aeneas won’t be threatened by the forces of Carthage under the whims of Juno (which although Juno was seen as the patron of Carthage with a temple being built to honour her it doesn’t stop her actions towards Dido[footnoteRef:23]). She is ‘resolved to act first, taking possession of the queen by stratagem and surrounding her with fire, so that no power in heaven may change her, but she will be held fast, as I am, in love for Aeneas’[footnoteRef:24] The concern that Venus has for the actions of Juno towards Aeneas are not unfounded. Juno is one of the main antagonists towards the Trojans, causing havoc in order to stop them from reaching their goal of founding Rome. Cupid erases some of the memories of her late husband, Sychaeus, meaning even at the start of their relationship Dido was enamoured with Aeneas, with her oath to her husband a great obstacle in the start of their relationship being broken down bit by bit. The theme of the gods meddling in these relationships largely comes down to breaking down the last of the barriers between people and problems, where there may have been something holding them back, the importance of that obstacle becomes less and less of a problem to the person afflicted with the gods’ encouragement. Thus, while an idea or a want in their own head, it becomes a reality, even if the action is out of character and detrimental to themselves.  [20:  Virg. Aen. 1.589]  [21:  Virg. Aen. 1.666]  [22:  Virg. Aen. 1.688]  [23:  Virg. Aen. 1.447]  [24:  Virg. Aen. 1.674-76 ] 

The other major influence of the gods within their relationship is seen the most in the cave scene in book four. This is the moment in their relationship that really spells the end for Dido. Described as ‘the beginning of her death, the first cause of all her sufferings’[footnoteRef:25] and where she starts to believe in this relationship as a marriage. This marriage, devised at the hands of Juno, was a way in which to keep Aeneas continuing his journey; the main theme of her character, with Venus agreeing but for different reasons, seeing through the deceptiveness of Juno. In this scene, her doom comes down to the start of her sexual relationship with Aeneas. She has been compared to virgin goddesses in the Aeneid, such as Diana and the reignition of this sexuality, which she has not engaged with since the death of her husband brings forth problems for her kingdom and her end[footnoteRef:26]. The presence of the gods is once again there in a key time of their relationship, using Dido as a puppet to their scheming, with no thought of the consequences that will come to her. Rumour, who is presented as a goddess within this scene, begins to spread the news of the ‘union’ of Dido and Aeneas, spreading it throughout the land. Containing both of fiction and fact, as rumour does, most notably to the suitors she had rejected, offers of marriage from including Iarbas who in the end prayed to Jupiter in his anger (leading to message for Aeneas to leave). While represented as a goddess, Rumour’s role in the story does not depend on this status and is one instance showing the divine in the ‘real’ world, much like the storms in the Odyssey that can be put to natural phenomenon rather than the workings of the gods but could also be referenced in divine terms. This gives an insight into the way in which Vergil and the epic genre would interact with its specifically roman audience at the time of writing, a large majority of the Aeneid’s readers. In Augustinian Rome the workings of the divine was a big part of the founding of their city but many would understand the distinctions between myth and human interaction.  [25:  Virg. Aen. 4.170]  [26:  Kunzel, 2017 p.37] 


For Dido, giving in to this love and lust for Aeneas is a hard road and one where she doesn’t take her decision lightly, knowing that the consequences would be dire for her and her kingdom. Dido is in a dangerous position when Aeneas is first welcomed into her home, she is the queen of a half-built city, having rejected marriage from other rulers who are vying for her kingdom? And her enemies including her brother are waiting for the opportune moment to strike as Anna reminds her ‘war being raised against you in Tyre and your brother’s threat’[footnoteRef:27]. This high-stake situation does not give merit to beginning any kind of romantic relationship with another, even if she wants that herself. There are many instances of Dido struggling with her indecision most notably that of her hesitation to meet with the lords of Carthage and it is likely that the relationship wouldn’t have gone past an abstract sort of longing without that final push of the gods. This pressure is shown in the scene where Aeneas is leaving, Dido in her rage says ‘I am hated because of you by the peoples of Libya and the Numidian kings. My own Tyrians are against me,’[footnoteRef:28] going on to say that her brother will burn down her city. While these dangers are not going to occur for definite, they are a very high probability, her city is in a state of disrepair due to her fixation of Aeneas ‘all the work that had been started now stood idle’[footnoteRef:29] and having the Trojans leave now would take away any security she has, especially as her men ‘gave up the exercise of war’[footnoteRef:30] making the Trojans her only defence.  While Aeneas was there, she could at least pretend that the relationship provided her with safety, as mentioned in her thinking that this union was a marriage, which she had rejected from many of the other suitors, in her mind this marriage signifies an agreement from Aeneas that he would stick around and help her and her kingdom. While she knows and is made aware of the fact that Aeneas is going to leave her the so called ‘marriage’ has blurred the lines of the relationship, if the communication was better between the two this problem would never have occurred, but with Dido not in sound state of mind due to the meddling of the gods, it is unknown if this reaction would have occurred if she was acting without Cupid and Venus’ push. [27:  Virg. Aen. 4.43]  [28:  Virg. Aen. 4.321-322  ]  [29:  Virg. Aen 4.89]  [30:  Virg. Aen 4.87] 

Dido’s story really encapsulates the detrimental effects the gods can cause innocents or ‘secondary’ characters to the hero within epic, these characters like Dido serve no purpose for the gods other than being used as pawns for the whims of the gods and the greater quest within their stories.
In conclusion, the gods are extremely influential in both the development and end of the relationship between Dido and Aeneas within the Aeneid. The extent to which Dido would have entered a union with Aeneas without the interference of Venus initially and furthered by Cupid is complicated, where there may have been attraction and a mutual respect, and a push by Anna.  For Dido, the benefits of entering this situation would have been outweighed by the negatives. which would be detrimental to both her and her kingdom of Carthage. Gods have a hand in every part of the relationship from the beginning, where Venus makes Aeneas attractive to Dido, to the ‘marriage’ between the two lovers by Juno and their parting after Jupiter’s message, the separation of the gods and their relationship is virtually impossible as it unfolds. While attraction and the god’s push allows the relationship to occur, it is filled with problems from communication problems to a lack of empathy on the side of Aeneas, and the fact that Dido is blind to her own sensibility and ideals, while Aeneas seems to be content as Dido’s consort he is able to leave unscathed only expressing real regret being faced with Dido in the underworld scene, whereas for Dido, death is the only end to the torment she feels and faces as his ship sails away. 
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