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Throughout Chariton’s Callirhoe, the vocabulary and imagery of sculpture and metals are
consistently hammered out.2 From the first paragraph, Chariton introduces his use of
statue imagery as a rhetorical device by referring to both Callirhoe and Chaereas in
sculptural terms.3 This is typical of Chariton’s use of such imagery for characterisation
throughout the novel, often relying on comparisons between Callirhoe, especially, and
famous statues of the gods to express her beauty and add intertextual colour to the
narrative.4 While some have claimed that Chariton’s characters appear two-dimensional,
we shall operate from the opposing standpoint that, on the contrary, Chariton employs
allusions and associations which subtly contribute to his characterisation, following
recent trends by scholars such as Richard Hunter. In this paper, I hope to demonstrate the
importance of the golden statue of Callirhoe constructed by Dionysius, her royal Miletian
lover; what significance this piece of art has for gold and silver in the context of the rest
of the novel; and how the depiction of the precious metals contributes to characterisation.

Of the artworks represented in the novel, Dionysius’ golden statue of Callirhoe may have
the greatest resonance for the novel as a whole, perhaps more so than has been
considered. Once Callirhoe is captured by pirates and sold to Dionysius, Dionysius falls
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in love and erects a golden statue of her in the shrine to Aphrodite on his estate.5 Golden
statues were clearly objects of great power for the Greeks and Romans, and normally
reserved for gods and cult statues. During the dramatic period of this "historical novel"
(late 5th century BCE) there were only isolated examples of gold statues of notable
(human) individuals, normally erected as rewards for excellence.6 In Hellenistic Greek
literature they are representative of wealth and accomplishment,7 but also great love; for
example, in Theocritus, Bucaeus says that if he had all Croesus’ money, he would erect
gold statues of himself and his lover.8 Whitehorne notes that the Romans of Chariton’s
(probable) own day (1st century BCE/1st century CE) saw such statues as epitomising
decadence.9 Steiner notes that the very act of raising a statue to a mortal connoted
“heroization and/or apotheosis”, while too close an association between the mortal and a
legendary, mythical or divine prototype “risks violating the unbreachable boundary
between gods, heroes and men.”10 This boundary certainly appears to be breached with
Callirhoe’s statue, since it is placed in Aphrodite’s shrine and goes a step further by being
made of gold. It seems clear that Chariton’s purpose in such a depiction is both to
emphasise Dionysius’ wealth and Callirhoe’s divine beauty, which had been compared to
Aphrodite’s at the beginning of the novel and the girl herself called an a1galma,
“ornament/cult statue”.11 The golden ei)kw/n erected by Dionysius as an offering to
Aphrodite is equivalent to a cult statue of the divine and is thus placed in an appropriately
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sacred place.12 The material from which this statue is made, however, perhaps deserves
some more attention in the context of the novel. Gold, for the Greeks, was “the finest of
all metals, associated with the gods, symbolic of moral excellence and of true and just
sovereignty”.13 Since Callirhoe is compared to a statue throughout the novel, when we
see a depiction of her as a gold statue, this suggests that gold may have some special
association with the girl within the novel.

Indeed, throughout the narrative we find gold closely associated with Callirhoe;14 of the
thirty occasions15 on which gold is mentioned in Chariton, all, I believe, can be shown to
be directly related to Callirhoe, whether by physical proximity or proximity of content;
that is, when the narrative is concerned with her. Let us examine these passages. After
Chaereas kicks his new wife Callirhoe into unconsciousness, she is mistakenly thought to
be dead and a funeral is held for her. At this funeral, Callirhoe lies on a golden bier (e0pi\
xrushla/tou kli/nhj).16 Gold and silver are also present at this funeral as the dowry,17
and it is this gold which the pirate Theron ogles.18 Callirhoe awakes in the tomb and
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clinks the gold and silver,19 which Theron and his merry band then mention in
discussions of the price of Callirhoe’s beauty in relation to the precious metals,20 and the
danger of her talking, something which the metals cannot do.21 Then something
particularly interesting: when Callirhoe is kidnapped by the tomb-robbing pirates and
sold, Leonas (the steward of Dionysius, king of Miletus) buys her with silver money
(a)rgu/rion) from Theron.22 While a)rgu/rion can just mean ‘money’,23 my argument is
that Chariton’s choice of word here (as opposed to xrusi/on later at 4.5.2, which can also
mean ‘money’) is significant.24 Now, up to this point Callirhoe, despite the fact that she is
thought to be dead, has still technically remained the free-born wife of Chaereas. Once
she is sold to Leonas, however, she essentially becomes a slave (at least until marrying
Dionysius).25 This is significant in relation to the metals referred to in the narrative. Back
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at the beginning of the novel, just before Chaereas and Callirhoe meet, Chaereas had the
flush of exercise on his face, w#sper a0rgu/rw| xruso/j “like gold on silver”.26 Thus
Chaereas is equated with silver in that passage. There is also an allusion here to the
Homeric Odysseus, as twice in the Odyssey Athena’s efforts to enhance Odysseus'
attractiveness are compared to a master craftsman overlaying gold on silver. Both
instances occur in contexts in which Odysseus is required to attract a woman, and
succeeds: in the first instance, Odysseus appears before the maiden Nausikaa, and after
Athena's "makeover" Nausikaa is persuaded to take him in;27 on the second occasion,
Odysseus has returned to Ithaka, killed the suitors, and is hoping to be recognised by his
wife Penelope.28 Such an epic allusion in Chariton adds to the attractiveness of Chaereas
and increases his heroic quality, having already been compared to Achilles, Nireus,
Hippolytus and Alcibiades in appearance.29 This also helps us understand his appeal to
Callirhoe when the two meet, moments later. From that point until Callirhoe is sold,
silver is usually referred to alongside gold.30 But once Callirhoe is bought (with "silver",
a)rgu/rion), silver is not heard of in relation to gold until after Chaereas has reappeared to
Callirhoe at the trial of the Great King in the novel's sixth book. Therefore, silver can
perhaps be loosely read as representing “Chaereas”, while Callirhoe, compared with gold
by means of her statue and continual association with that precious metal, represents
gold.31 Furthermore, Theron is compared to a money-changer, or "assayer of silver"
(a)rgurognw/mwn) prior to the sale of Callirhoe, when weighing up fellow robbers to
26
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join his band; it is possible to read this as an indicator of the significance of the
impending transaction, with Theron having control over the fates of the precious metals,
Chaereas and Callirhoe.

To continue tracing gold and silver in the novel, after selling Callirhoe, the robbers, now
on their own, come into some rough sailing and become short on provisions. Soon all die
of thirst except Theron, and when Chaereas, passing by on his search for Callirhoe, sees
the ship he sees nothing on board except “gold and corpses” (xruso\n kai\ nekrou/j).32 It
seems that the gold (Callirhoe’s funeral gold) represents here the fated opportunity for
Chaereas to find Callirhoe; if there had been no gold on that ship, then it is unlikely
Chaereas and his crew would have pursued the matter to the extent that they discover
Theron alive, as is suggested by their excitement at finding treasure (qhsauro/n) at sea.33
So here it seems gold stands in to represent Callirhoe.34 Soon after, Callirhoe’s mother
laments that the robbers have left the clothing and gold but taken her daughter; her
surprise that they did not take the gold along with her daughter again associates the two
things.35 After the mention of Callirhoe’s gold statue, which we have discussed above,36
we hear that in Dionysius’ home Callirhoe sleeps on a golden bed (e0pi\ xrushla/tou
kli/nhj).37 Interestingly, this is the exact same phrase used earlier for Callirhoe’s funeral
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bier at 1.6.2; it seems Chariton is here reflecting the Greek concept of marriage as a type
of death, which indeed Callirhoe recalls in this passage, saying to (the absent) Chaereas:
“we shall have each other in death” (a0poqano/ntej a0llh/louj e3comen).38 A little later, in
order to win Callirhoe’s favour, the governor of Caria, Mithridates, having witnessed her
beauty, sends slaves with gifts and money to her.39 The word used for money here,
xrusi/on, or ‘gold coin’, differs from that used when Leonas bought Callirhoe,
a)rgu/rion, ‘silver coin’.40 This may be a play on words, given Mithridates’ erotic intent,
since apparently xrusi/on was sometimes used as a term of endearment.41 In any case, the
mention of silver (as loosely representing Chaereas for Callirhoe) is avoided for now, just
as Chaereas is separated from Callirhoe, and again Callirhoe is associated with gold. This
association perhaps reaches its most significant when Callirhoe is compared, in the form
of a Homeric quote, to both Artemis and “golden Aphrodite” (xrusei/h| ’Afrodi/th|).42
This appears to allude most appropriately to her golden statue, which Dionysius had of
course set up in the shrine of Aphrodite. Since Callirhoe is constantly compared to
Aphrodite throughout the novel, and, as we have seen, associated with gold, this
comparison to “Aphrodite the golden” seems highly apt.
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It is perhaps significant that the next time we see silver in the text is once Chaereas has
shown himself to Callirhoe at the Great King’s trial. After this incident, the King, having
also fallen in love with Callirhoe, is asked by his eunuch why he is sad when he has all
the gold, silver, clothes, horses and women he could possibly want.43 If we follow our
present line of argument, then there is perhaps a hint of irony here because he does not
possess ‘golden’ Callirhoe, nor control over Chaereas, who has appeared at the trial as if
from nowhere. Soon after, when trying to impress Callirhoe with his manly hunting gear,
the King has his horse fitted all in gold44 and carries a golden dagger.45 Chariton also says
that, in war, it is customary for the king to bring along his wives, eunuchs, gold, silver
and so forth.46 The king issues commands for that to be done and then, casually in the
same breath, asks for Callirhoe to be brought too.47 It is surely significant that in such a
wealthy setting as Babylon, there are very few references to gold, and all have some
relation to Callirhoe. We next hear of gold in the eighth and final book, once Chaereas
and Callirhoe have been reunited and are returning home to Syracuse. Their bed chamber
on the ship contains a golden bed (kli/nh xrush/latoj); again, the same combination of
words which was used to refer to both Callirhoe’s funeral bed and her marriage bed with
Dionysius. It seems that now, at the end of the tale, Callirhoe is finally allowed to sleep
on the golden bed she desires.48 She is surrounded by Tyrian purple and Babylonian gold
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thread,49 a lavish display of wealth and status but also seeming to allude to the fact that
Tyre and Babylon were key settings in the recent past of the novel. Then, once the couple
are revealed to the Sicilians, the people are overjoyed: “never did anyone who had found
a treasure of gold shout so loudly” (ou1te qhsauro\n eu9rw/n tij xrusi/ou tosou=ton
e0cebo/hsen).50 Thus Callirhoe is again associated with gold by being explicitly equated
with that treasure of gold.51 The final reference to gold in the novel is when Chaereas
unloads the spoils of both gold and silver for Syracuse.52 If Chaereas represents silver, as
we have suggested, and Callirhoe gold, then this final scene would be quite appropriate,
since both Chaereas and Callirhoe, as well as the gold and silver, are being unloaded at
Syracuse, reunited after their long separation. While this identification of silver as
representing Chaereas is not necessarily fully realised, it may simply be a by-product of
Callirhoe’s identification with gold throughout the novel, as we have seen. While many
of the references to gold are perhaps insufficient per se to prove a direct connection to
Callirhoe, such “general details” appear to take on greater meaning when viewed in light
of all the other references to gold in the work. Taken together, it seems most logical to
conclude that there are rather too many associations to be coincidence. I suggest that
Chariton, whether consciously or unconsciously, associated Callirhoe with gold
throughout his novel.

It is only left for us to conclude. The powerful gold of Callirhoe’s statue in Aphrodite’s
shrine appears to have greater bearing on the text than has perhaps been considered, as
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we have seen by tracing references to gold and silver throughout the novel. Callirhoe is
associated with almost every reference to gold in the work, which contributes to her
characterisation by serving to enhance her moral excellence, power and divinity. A byproduct of this may see Chaereas as being silver to Callirhoe’s gold, which would only
serve to emphasise further Callirhoe’s pre-eminence in the novel. I hope that this close
association of precious metals and characters can contribute to our understanding of
Chariton’s subtle means of characterisation, given the noble status of these precious
metals among the Greeks. This focus on gold may also be a reflection of the economic
situation in the Roman East of Chariton's (supposed) own day, where gold coin was
becoming the preferred form of currency.53 Perhaps another, more meta-poetic, intention
behind the association between gold and Chariton’s leading lady is that the author hoped
that his written work would endure with the immortal, constant quality of gold;54 but this
of course cannot be proved. Nevertheless, with his use of precious metals, Chariton
carved out his own pioneering niche in the world of the romance novel, and by doing so
he has erected a monument more lasting than gold.
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