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Vergil Aeneid 8.184-300: 1st C BCE, Rome. In this scene, King Evander is showing Aeneas’ the sights of Rome and explaining the background to the cattle market and altars of the Forum Boarium south of the Palatine hill.

The provided extract of Vergil’s Aeneid 8 is a key example of Augustan propaganda, as well as 1st century Roman myth building of the foundation of Rome with the scene of the tour of pre-city Rome in its archaic past. It also builds of Aeneas and King Evander, and Hercules and Cacus. In this source Vergil connects Rome’s past and future through the characters and allusions to Augustus and comparisons such as the physical location of the city and how much it has changed. 
The myth of Hercules defeating Cacus in Aeneid 8 has a symbolic function with Hercules’ victory acting as an aetiological myth for the city of Rome and as a building block for both Aeneas and Augustus (Galinsky, 1966). The mythical character of Hercules predates written sources and would’ve been already well established and popular before Vergil, being the subject of hero worship and many cults. In the Aeneid he represents a civilising figure, conquering Cacus and making the area safe to live. Hercules is described as “the greatest of avengers” and Cacus as a “monster” is a foil to this, and it is his defeat of Cacus which brings stability to the land. This is the same model used for both Aeneas and Augustus who both bring about prosperity through the defeat of their enemy. 
In the text, Cacus is a monster in appearance and attitude with the terror he puts on the local people where the ground is “always warm with fresh blood”. He’s set up by Evander as a threat to his people and by extension civilisation, as well as creating the impression of Cacus being a powerful enemy for Hercules to overcome and imbuing Hercules actions with the Roman virtue of iustia, through avenging these people. Cacus is heavily associated with darkness throughout, with his cave being “untouched” by sunlight and “shadowy” and his “thick smoke”, there are also allusions to the underworld with the cave being compared to the “infernal regions” and how he breathes “dark fires” which associates him with death and make him seem even more evil (dhwty, n.d.). His actions of “wickedness and cunning” through stealing the cattle also set him up as a threat to civilisation with the cattle representing order and society, with ancient societies depending heavily on livestock and ownership of it to create hierarchy. They also represent Hercules’ power in obtaining them, with the theft of his newly acquired cattle being a challenge to the hero’s authority and dominance which is what leads to the battle between the two. 
Hercules is shaped in contrast to Cacus, bringing light to his darkness when he breaks into his cave and bringing light to the land when he kills Cacus and he is “revealed to the heavens”. There is also metaphorical light in the idea of prosperity and time of peace created by Hercules actions, however while he does heroically defeat the monster, he is motivated by “indignation” and a “venomous dark rage” which aren’t heroic and his actions are incredibly violent. This is a theme throughout the Aeneid, where violence and destructive actions are necessary to create something stable and that this doesn’t diminish the victory of whoever did it, with this applying to Hercules, Aeneas and Augustus whose deeds (such as killing Cleopatra and Mark Antony) help the past or present Rome prosper (GREBE, 2004). Hercules, Aeneas and Augustus are all linked together by Vergil as each serving to help Rome prosper in the current age when he was writing and they are all presented as heroic and divine.
While analysing the text it is important to consider that the Aeneid is propaganda, written while Vergil was under Augustus’ patronage and containing many references to him (Kamalananthan, 2021). Within this source there are several elements of this including the symbolic connection of Augustus with mythic heroes such as Aeneas and Hercules. The foundation of Rome by Aeneas and his descendants connects Augustus, to the very start and foundation of Rome since Aeneas is his ancestor and the story connects them through shared themes and comparison. The similar connection between Augustus and Hercules is also deliberate by Augustus with his triumph over Cleopatra and Marc Antony taking place the day after Hercules’ in the myth and in religious celebrations at the Ara Maxima (Feeney, 2007). These are things the Roman people would’ve lived through and absorbed, connecting their current leader with ancient heroes and supernatural beings which was then cemented by the poem. Augustus’ influence over the text seems to have come with control over even little details with the name “Potitius” being that of an important figure in Augustan times, showing that Augustus could choose to have other people referenced in the poem as well. Where the story takes place is also an important detail from a propaganda point of view, since it’s set in the city’s ancient past and contrasts it throughout Aeneid 8. Heracles and Cacus fight in the Forum Boarium and “the river” is the Tiber, both prominent parts of Rome that the audience at the time would’ve been familiar with and have seen if they were from the city. The comparison of the old Rome which is described by Vergil to be underdeveloped and natural as Evander and Aeneas go through it with the current city and it’s magnificent buildings, such as the Ara Maxima (“the mightiest”), would’ve been very clear to Roman readers and could highlight to them how high Augustus has brought the city, “to the heights of the sky” as Vergil says just earlier in Aeneid 97-100. Therefore, Vergil promotes the idea of an Augustan golden age through the city’s humble past under Evander making it serve as effective propaganda with Roman audiences who knew the city.
An interesting element of this source as a piece of propaganda is that it contains examples of Vergil’s myth making, with the story of Hercules and Cacus being a product of the Augustan period mentioned as well by Livy and Ovid but by no earlier sources. Therefore, it is possible to analyse the myth as a reshaping of previous ones to match Vergil’s agenda of creating an aetiological myth in line with presenting Augustus as a central figure of good. This can be seen in the similarities between Cacus and Hercules and the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, where Vergil has potentially taken inspiration from the writings of Callimachus and Apollonius to create his own myth within his poem (Faulkner, Athanassios Vergados and Schwab, 2016). Cacus’ actions and personality in the story are very similar to that of Hermes in the Hymn, who steals cattle from the god Apollo. Like Hermes, Cacus cleverly moves the cattle backwards into a cave so they can’t be found but unlike Apollo, Hercules is successfully tricked. Cacus and Hermes both live in a cave and they both use cunning to steal cows. These similarities would’ve also strengthened the reception of the myth with audiences who’d recognise the structure of it from older texts and give it more authority and legitimacy. Vergil references his myth building in the story through King Evander, who tells Aeneas the story of Hercules and Cacus (Antonio, 2013). Evander links himself heavily to the rites being performed to Hercules “these solemn rites of ours” and legitimises them through telling Aeneas the story of Hercules and Cacus which explains that the rites are happening “because we were saved”, giving his own actions and religious practises more importance through linking them to the mythic hero. This is the same thing Vergil is doing through the connections between Aeneas and Augustus but also by creating the story of Hercules and Cacus. By looking at Evander’s actions as a mirror to Vergil’s written in by the author himself, then it seems as though he is referencing his own efforts to reshape a myth to promote Augustus. However, since Vergil has been dead for two thousand years, it is impossible to confirm whether or not these are his actual intentions and this can only be looked at speculatively. Despite this it is still useful to see how myths were made during the Augustan period, such as through referencing Hellenistic texts and heroes and borrowing aspects from much older myths and changing them to serve a new function within the Aeneid’s narrative- promoting Augustus and the city of Rome.
Structuralist study of myth can also be used to further analyse this source by looking at the different elements that come together to create the contents of Aeneid 8. One structuralist idea already briefly looked at is the idea of binary opposites in myth, conflict that happens between two opposites in order to create a story with meaning (Sociology Institute, 2023). This features in the source the most with the oppositions of Nature vs Culture and Good vs Evil which applies heavily to Hercules and Cacus, but also to the more natural past of Rome compared to its future. Hercules represents the binary opposite of Good, with his connection to the light and as a symbol of civilisation whereas Cacus represents Evil with his connection to darkness and destruction. It is the clash of these two oppositions which creates their myth and if they didn’t represent good and civilisation triumphing over evil, the story wouldn’t have any meaning or usefulness as propaganda because it is Hercules’ representation of Good that leads Augustus to want to be affiliated with him. 
Structuralists also look at mythemes, a concept by the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, that means breaking down a story into its smallest units to see how its meaning is structurally created (Lévi-Strauss, 1955). In this source there are several key mythemes, King Evander’s religious rites (establishing the roman virtue pietas), Cacus stealing the cattle (the natural world challenging the civilised one) and Hercules killing Cacus (The triumph of the civilised world and goodness) and showing the Ara Maxima (creation of a new order of goodness and piety). All of these work together to create a narrative beneficial to Augustus with the promotion of piety and civilisation creating figures, as well as giving the story aetiological importance with the origins of civilisation in Rome. All of the binary oppositions and mythemes used to promote Heracles as a civilising force also apply to Aeneas and Augustus as symbols of Good and their victories in establishing and improving Rome. Therefore, through structuralist analysis it is possible to see the key themes and elements of the story that would’ve served as building blocks to create the myth as aetiological with civilisation and goodness overcoming obstacles through Heracles and later Augustus. 
In conclusion, Vergil’s Aeneid 8.184-300 is a myth of the Early Roman Empire period, made as a political tool to further the emperor Augustus by linking him to the past of the City of Rome and its founding. In this extract of the source, an aetiological myth of the city is established by Vergil as having Hercules as a symbol of good and victory destroy the evil monster Cacus and create a place for the civilisation of Rome to thrive. There are many aspects of the story that link it to much older myths, giving it more authority while also showing how Vergil reshaped them in order to get his message across and establish a new mythos involving Augustus in the minds of the Roman people. The characters of Hercules and Cacus serve symbolic roles rather than literal ones in the story whereas Evander exists to serve as a tour guide and narrator of the events to Aeneas and the audience, guiding readers through the story and the ancient city in order to establish its origins. Hercules is linked to Augustus in order to make him seem more heroic and supernatural, as well as comparing the mythical past of the city to the present of it to create the idea of the Augustan Golden Age. It is clear from the text that Augustus took on the patronage of authors like Vergil to cement his image as a good and divinely destined leader in order to make his rule more accepted by the people.
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