Myths are a product of a specific time and place.” Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid in relation to your own reading of one of the texts you have studied on this module.

The statement regarding myths as a product of a specific time and place holds a great deal of weight when applied to the Roman epic the Aeneid, perhaps Virgil’s most famous poem work, is a cornerstone to the vast Roman mythology by offering a mythical foundation prior to Romulus and Remus. It also can be seen as a parallel of the Rome that was contemporary to Virgil with themes of propaganda, the effects of war, and pietas running throughout the epic poem to promote, or at times criticise, the views and actions of Augustus Caesar, the first Roman emperor. Therefore, it can be seen that though the Aeneid was set centuries before the collapse of the centuries old Roman Republic and Augustus’ reign, it has been heavily influenced by these events in a time of conflict and unrest as well as a proposed peace. Therefore, the Aeneid acts as a prominent example of the relationship between myths and contemporary political ideas. 
Context: Virgil’s Time and the Rise of Emperor Augustus
In order to understand the Aeneid as a product of the collapse of the Republic and rise of the Empire, it is vital that the context in which Virgil was writing under is fully understood. Composed between approximately 30 and 19 B.C.[footnoteRef:2], a time of prominence for Roman history as there was a great deal of political change, by famous ancient Roman poet, Publius Vergilius Maro, although he is typically referred to as just Virgil, the Aeneid was written with the backdrop of Augustus, then known as Octavian, and Mark Antony’s civil war, however, it was cleverly disguised as a foreign war against Cleopatra VII; as well as Augustus consolidation of power formed from the chaos of the falling Republic. Likewise, the earlier years of Virgil were defined by the governance of the First Triumvirate – comprised of Julius Caesar, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus and Marcus Licinius Crassus – and later the civil unrest which broke out between the “Big Three[footnoteRef:3]” and continued on after the deaths of both Pompey and Caesar. This, therefore, shows that much of Virgil’s life occurred alongside a time in Rome’s history of great unrest and change. The Aeneid is crucial to Augustus as a form of propaganda for the creation of the Roman Empire, which was characterised by profound social, political and cultural developments. In addition, a new imperial style was established to bring about stability and order following the chaos. [2:  Britannica, Aeneid, (2011), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Aeneid [accessed 3rd March 2025]]  [3:  Harriet I. Flower, Roman Republics, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), p. 31] 

[bookmark: _Int_mlXj0UEg]As was custom for the time period, the Aeneid was a commissioned piece, by Gaius Maecenas, who famously was a close friend to Augustus and would have wanted Augustus to be perceived in a positive manner for his own gain. Also, it glorified both Rome’s past and present by aligning the mythology of Aeneas with Augustus ideas for Rome. Therefore, the contemporaries of Virgil would be able to view the epic in regards to their own reality. The myth being surrounded by the backdrop of civil war, political change and the rise of the empire undeniably ensures the Aeneid is a product of a specific time and place, which reflects the moment in Roman history that it was created. 
Propaganda and Imperial Image
At the centre of the Aeneid is the story of the hero, Aeneas, a Trojan fated to found Rome. Although set in a distant and mythical past, Virgil draws parallels between Aeneas and Augustus in order to reinforce the legitimacy of Augustus’ reign. The notion of linking Aeneas to Augustus is perhaps the poem’s central purpose as propaganda.
Virgil creates links within the poem between Aeneas and Augustus. For example, Aeneas is considered one of the founders of the city of Rome whilst Augustus, according to Cassius Dio, said “I found Rome of clay; I leave it to you of marble[footnoteRef:4]”; this would draw a parallel between the two men as founders of Rome and thus its greatness. Aeneas is portrayed as a fierce and powerful leader, which Augustus would be keen to align himself with in the minds of the people of ancient Rome. Additionally, Virgil goes further by forming an ancestral connection from Aeneas to Augustus by making Rhea Silvia, the mother of Romulus and Remus according to historians Livy[footnoteRef:5] and Cassius Dio[footnoteRef:6], a descendant of Aeneas, this would provide a clear familial link from Aeneas to Romulus and then to Augustus himself, furthering the notion of Augustus as a founder of Rome. Also, this would have strengthened the claims of divine ancestry made by Julius Caesar, who adopted Augustus and left him two-thirds of his estate[footnoteRef:7], and therefore was his heir, citing Cicero, historian Mireille Corbier said that adoption in ancient Rome was widely accepted as a way of ensuring the family name, religious rites and wealth were passed onwards[footnoteRef:8]. [4:  Cassius Dio, Roman History, Volume LVI, p. 69 https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/e/roman/texts/cassius_dio/56*.html [accessed 5th March 2025] ]  [5:   Livy, The History of Early Rome, (translated by de Selincourt, Aubrey; Scorzelli, Raffaele. New York: Heritage Press 1960), p. 9–11.]  [6:  Cassius Dio, Dio's Roman History, (translated by Cary, Earnest; Foster, Herbert. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914). p. 13]  [7:  Henry Thompson Rowell, Rome in the Augustan Age, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1962), p. 16]  [8:  Mireille Corbier, Divorce and Adoption as Familial Strategies, In Rawson, Beryl (ed.). Marriage, Divorce, and Children in Ancient Rome (1996 pb ed.), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), p.63] 

War and Peace:
War is how the Aeneid and Aeneas’ journey both begins and ends. Troy has been sacked by the Greek forces even prior to the epic beginning; and this theme of violence follows Aeneas and the Trojans to Latium, the name given to an area in central Italy by Romans[footnoteRef:9], where the poem ends on a note of violence with Aeneas, in a moment of furor – defined by Merriam-Webster as “an angry or maniacal fit[footnoteRef:10]” – brutally kills his Turnus, despite considering giving him clemency. Virgil’s decision to include this specific element – especially as the final act, the moment the audience would be left with – is a contrast to Augustus, who adopted a policy of clemency in order to create and maintain peace[footnoteRef:11],  [9:  Perseus Digital Library, Dictionary of Greek and Roman Geography, https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0064:entry=latium-geo, [accessed 7th March 2025]]  [10:  Merriam-Webster, Furor, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/furor [accessed 7th March 2025]]  [11:  Jessica Vahl, Imperial Representations of Clemency: From Augustus to Marcus Aurelius, (Unpublished MA thesis, McMaster University, 2007), p. 2] 

On the other hand, peace is also portrayed in the Aeneid – a necessary opposite to the heavy violence and conflict found within war. But this does not mean peace is merely the absence of war but rather a state of order, stability and harmony that is acquired through sacrifice and discipline of all. This aligns with Augustus’ ideas for Rome as both militarily powerful and a state with restored traditional Roman values. The juxtaposition between the brutality of war and the calmness of peace highlights Virgil’s message as complex; though war, and all the bloodshed that entails, Rome can be founded, but peace is the primary aim of Aeneas and Augustus.
Pietas:
Defined by Collins Dictionary as “the ancient Roman personification of familial affection, patriotism, and piety[footnoteRef:12]”, pietas, an essential Roman virtue, can be seen consistently throughout Virgil’s Aeneid as a pivotal theme, thus promoting to the contemporary Roman audience. One of Augustus’ main pushes during his rise to power was for an elevation of morality as well as to increase the population through an encouragement of marriage and children, he was able to achieve this through the passing of the leges Juliae of 18—17 B.C., which made adultery a crime both privately and publicly, and placed restrictions upon those who refused to marry. This message of family can heavily be seen in the Aeneid via the protagonist Aeneas as the embodiment of pietas, his father Anchises and his son Ascanius (also referred to as Iulus) – a prominent example of this pietas between the three generations is during the Sack of Troy, which Aeneas is retelling to Dido, the Queen of Carthage; in Book 2, Aeneas says “Come then, dear father, up on my back[footnoteRef:13]” this emphasises the importance of family but most especially the pater familias, the head of a Roman family[footnoteRef:14], which Anchises would have been considered, an idea which Augustus was keen to encourage. Furthermore, he had his son Ascanius “walk by my side[footnoteRef:15]” as well as “twined his fingers in my right hand[footnoteRef:16]”. This description highlights the importance of family to Aeneas, which would have reinforced Augustus’ ideas where family is of the greatest importance. Additionally, it shows the rank of significance within the family dynamic where fathers and sons are of the highest value, followed by the women of the household; a fact which is reflected in the Aeneid by Aeneas decision to ensure Anchises and Ascanius safely fled a falling Troy, whilst his wife, Creusa, had no such protection, which could be argued led to her death. The importance of this moment – and therefore what it symbolises – to contemporary Romans can be seen at Pompeii, where a wall painting depicts the scene of Aeneas, Anchises and Ascanius fleeing from Troy[footnoteRef:17]. By depicting this on walls, a very visible place it highlights how Romans took the messaging of the Aeneid and embraced it.  [12:  Collins Dictionary, Pietas, (2005, 1997, 1991),  https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/pietas [accessed 3rd March 2025]]  [13:  Virgil, The Aeneid, (translated by David West, London: Penguin Publishers, 1990), p. 45]  [14:  Bruce W. Frier, McGinn, Thomas A. McGuinn, A Casebook on Roman Family Law, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 486]  [15:  Virgil, The Aeneid, p. 45]  [16:  Virgil, The Aeneid, p. 45]  [17:  https://pompeiiinpictures.com/pompeiiinpictures/R9/9%2013%2005.htm [accessed 5th March 2025]] 

In addition, the epithet of pious Aeneas is used often as a reinforcement of this pietas to the audience. However, his extends beyond merely to his family; Aeneas is consistently shown as pious in regard to the gods. Frequently he consults the gods and follows their guidance, even if it means personal hardship; for example, leaving Dido in Book 4. 
Audience and Reception
It is important to understand that the Aeneid is a tool for propaganda but perhaps more of greater importance is the question of who it is aimed at. As opposed to other epic counterparts like Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, the Aeneid was written down by its composer with the intention of being read; this places restrictions upon who could access it so therefore who Virgil could have aimed it towards. In his work Ancient Literature, classicist William V. Harris claims “the likely overall illiteracy level…is almost certain to have been above 90%[footnoteRef:18]”, which would mean only the most elite and educated of Romans would have been able to actually read the Aeneid. Thus, the presentation of myth as grand, Virgil would have inspired a sense of pride for the Roman identity and loyalty to Augustus. [18:  William V. Harris, Ancient Literature, (Cambridge, Massachusetts & London, England: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 22] 

Additionally, the contemporary elite audience would not have simply interpreted the Aeneid as a piece of literature but also as a political tool with the promotion of Roman values and legitimisation of Augustus reign tailored to address possible concerns and ambitions of the ruling class. Furthermore, the Aeneid is a product of its time because it was created to serve political purposes for the Roman Empire as a formation from the Republic. 
Conclusion
Undeniably, Virgil’s Aeneid is a product of its time and place as it was written in a time of political, social and cultural transformation and reform in the late first century B.C. Through propaganda, war and peace, and pietas, the poem acts as a mythical foundation for Rome and a political tool for Augustus. Virgil creates a narrative that reflects the values of his time and seeks to shape the forming Empire by creating a legendary myth of Rome.  
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