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The Aeneid was written by Vergil and is a poem about a man called Aeneas who escaped a burning Troy and went on to be the Ancestor of the Founder of Rome[footnoteRef:1]. He founded a town called Lavinium named after his wife Lavinia and is around 33 miles from the city of Rome[footnoteRef:2]. The Aeneid was written between 29 and 19 BCE making him a contemporary of the Emperor Augustus Caesar and as a result we can speculate that it was written to glorify Augustus without too many deliberate descriptions of him. This can be shown throughout the poem, but it is particularly emphasised in Book 8 in the description of the Shield of Aeneas which was created by Vulcan. This epic poem can be continually compared to the poetry of Homer, though it seems Homer’s work did not exist for glorification of individuals. In Book 8 of the Aeneid, which is the passage I will be referring to[footnoteRef:3], Vergil writes of the shield of Aeneas and is particularly descriptive of the Battle of Actium, a naval battle between Augustus and Mark Antony which ends in the death of Antony who was once an ally of Augustus[footnoteRef:4]. [1:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica]  [2:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica]  [3:  Verg. Aen. 8.689-717]  [4:  Gowing, 1997] 


Virgil begins this fragment of text by a vivid description of the sea and how the ship is sailing through it. The waves are described to be “torn” by the oars suggesting that the sailors are in a hurry to continue on their journey towards the battle. The idea of tearing refers to savagery and mutilation and so it is a great description to describe the navy at this sea battle. It leads to the ideology of the relentlessness of the Roman soldiers and their will to fight for the great Augustus who was then named Octavian. To emphasise this further, Vergil illustrates the battle as “mountains were clashing with mountains”. This shows the might of the navy and could be stressing the fact that this was one of the greatest battles that Octavian ever succeeded.

Virgil then goes on to describe the equipment that the soldiers are dressed in. “Winged steel are showered from their hands”, suggesting that the naval soldiers had lots of weaponry. This would explain how much of a ruthless battle Actium really was. Many lives would have been lost which is also heavily portrayed by “Neptune’s fields redden with slaughter”. This very morbid phrase helps to emphasise again just how much death there was at the battle as well as how the leaders would have commanded their sea troops. Not only does it show relentlessness and brutality of the soldiers, but also of the leaders Augustus and Mark Antony. They were pushing their troops so hard that the sea was filled with blood and death. This infers that not only was the Battle of Actium one of devastation, but one where too many lives were lost. 

It is also to be remembered that this passage is not only to enhance Vergil’s beautiful poetic piece, but also, and some could argue more importantly for the glorification of Caesar Augustus, who as mentioned before is thought to be a descendant of the infamous Aeneas. At the end of this passage, Vergil describes Caesar on the shield as “entering the walls of Rome in triple triumph”. This enhances Caesars powers as the triumph is awarding when a great military win takes place, and so when Augustus defeated Marc Antony and as a result Cleopatra, he was awarded with something which showed success. Vergil finishes the passage by suggesting that the streets were filled with “gladness and games and shouting”. This allows the deduction that with Caesars military expansion the Romans will continue to be in a state of happiness and live a life of fulfilment knowing that they are safe under Augustus Caesars rule. They are free to play games and enjoy their days knowing that they can shout and live carelessly as citizens of Rome. The use of the adjective “gladness” again helps to emphasise and elongate the feelings and the emotions that those with citizenship would have had. Caesar being granted the triple triumph was a massive deal in the Ancient World and so by Vergil glorifying and presenting this he is extending not only the knowledge that this is what Caesar was granted with but also it would allow those throughout the empire to relive what they had in 29 BCE. This reiteration through descriptive terminology would grant Augustus with success yet again as well as allowing the citizens to remember the time when Marc Antony was defeated at Actium.

To conclude, this passage uses great description and shows how epics were used to glorify individuals in the ancient world. Augustus is presented throughout on the shield of Aeneas and so it expressed what he meant to the people of Rome as well as being a beautiful piece of literature that has survived for many years. It is a source that can still be used as great evidence because although it is not of complete historical accuracy it allows the depiction of what contemporaries thought of the emperor as well as giving some kind of mythological background as to the foundations of Rome and it shows a clear linkage between Aeneas and Augustus and their parallels through their lives. Therefore, this passage as well as Book 8 specifically in the Aeneid is a great way for readers to find out about the emperor Augustus and his military successes as well as what his contemporaries would have thought about him.
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