Augustan propaganda in the Aeneid

In this essay I will be analysing a passage from the Aeneid, book 8, lines 184-300. I will relate this to Augustus and how the theory that the emperor commissioned the epic as propaganda explains many features of the Aeneid as a whole but also the specific passage I’ll be analysing. Before that however, I shall cover a brief summary of what the Aeneid is about, who wrote it and some other background information of it.
The Aeneid is an epic that was written by the classical author Virgil around the years 30 to 19 BC (Britannica, 2022) and is about a hero called Aeneas. Aeneas is a Trojan son of Venus (or Aphrodite for the Greek name), the goddess of love, beauty and sex. He flees Troy as it’s being attacked from the inside, by the Greeks who got in through the deception of the Trojan Horse, at the end of the Trojan war along with his father, son and “7 ships” (Virgil & West, 2003) worth of fellow Trojans. The remaining Trojans, lead by Aeneas, go on a quest to begin the founding of Rome. We’ll cover the exact context of the passage later, next I’ll explain some context of Augustus and how he relates to the Aeneid.
Augustus, originally called Octavian, was born in around 63 BC, generally we use the name Octavian for before the date where he assumed the name Augustus around the year 27 BC. Caesar was his great-uncle and later Octavian was made his son and heir after Caesar adopted him which is why he took the name Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus, in honour of the dead Caesar. Octavian was part of the second Triumvirate along with Mark Antony, who would later become his enemy. “The second Triumvirate’s proscriptions were responsible for one of the most brutal periods in the entire history of Rome. More than 3000 members of the upper classes were summarily executed” (Potter, 2013) so Augustus used various methods of propaganda, including sponsoring Virgil to write an epic in his praise: the Aeneid. This reading of the Aeneid being propaganda is a common one in scholarly debate, with many believing the Aeneid is “a poem in imitation of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and in praise of Augustus” (Virgil & West, 2003), and it is this interpretation that I will be assuming throughout the essay even as I present evidence of it from across the epic. The first half of the epic is an “imitation” of the Odyssey while the second half is a parallel of the Iliad.
Virgil included many things in the Aeneid that help paint Augustus in a good light and to also parallel the emperor with Aeneas. One example of this is in book 1, right at the beginning of the epic where there is a prophecy from Jupiter foretelling the birth of a “Trojan Caesar to bound his empire by Oceanus at the limits of the world, and his fame by the stars” (Virgil & West, 2003) which is reference to Julius Caesar who as previously stated adopted Augustus. The emperor would want to highlight his relationship to Caesar as he had been a very popular leader, despite being assassinated, but also since it showcases Augustus’ claim to partial divinity, something that would be a desirable thing for an emperor to have. Caesar, as explained in the prophecy, could trace his ancestry back to Aeneas and therefore Venus, with Augustus being adopted into the family it means that he could claim that divine heritage too. Another example is in the scene when Vulcan is making Aeneas a shield after Venus persuades him to do so, where explicit reference to Augustus is hammered into the shield. It mentions specifically the battle of Actium which was a navel battle in which Augustus defeated Antony and Cleopatra, one of the last battles before the opposition died and Augustus was made emperor.
One parallel drawn between Augustus and Aeneas is that “both… have a father who becomes a god after his death” (Harrison, 2006). This furthers the similarities, making Augustus more a like to Aeneas which aids the propaganda in painting him to be a heroic and good figure, but it also adds attention to Augustus’ divine heritage and other links to divinity without making out that he himself was a god since that wasn’t something he wanted (artincontext, 2022). Much of Augustus’ propaganda made similar links to his ancestry with Venus, such as the ‘Augustus as Prima Porta’ statue which shows him wearing armour depicting various myths including that of Romulus and Remus who were also descendants of Venus along the same family line, as well was showing Cupid riding a dolphin at his feet which is an obvious link to Augustus’ relation to Venus (artincontext, 2022). 
Before exploring more of the parallels between Augustus and various things from the Aeneid we’ll move onto a closer analysis of the passage from book 8, lines 184 to 300. The passage comes as King Evander is performing a yearly ritual to commemorate Hercules, before this Ascanius had slain a favourite stag of one of king Latinus’ shepherds who after a skirmish with Ascanius and several others the shepherd and his friends go to Latinus and beg to start a conflict with the Trojans, a demand the king gives into after the whole palace join the demand. Aeneas then readies his troops and gathers support from nearby cities while Turnus gathers his army. After the passage Venus goes to Vulcan to get him to make Aeneas a shield, as previously mentioned it contained depictions of Augustus’ triumph at Actium. 
Three major figures are mentioned in the passage: Vulcan, Cacus and Hercules. Vulcan is the Roman god of fire, especially the destructive aspects of it. He was also given all of the skills and jobs of the Greek god Hephaestus, so also held dominion over the forge and blacksmiths (Britannica, Vulcan, Roman god, n.d.). Vulcan was also the father of the monster Cacus, the second important figure from the passage. Cacus was a large, half-human half-god monster that “belched his out dark fires”. He terrorised King Evander’s people until he was killed by Hercules after he tried but eventually failed to steal 4 bulls and 4 heifers from the demigod.
The last major figure from the passage is Hercules, son of Amphitryon. He appears in early antiquity and is first written about from Homer onwards and is often represented with a lionskin cloak which is from when he killed the Nemean lion, the first of the 12 labours which is the myth that Hercules is most well known for. The hero is known as Herakles in Greek mythology which had been an attempt by Zeus to pacify Hera since the demigod was the result of one of his affairs, but in Roman mythology he’s called Hercules and since the Aeneid tends to use Roman names that’s the one I’ll use for this essay.
Hercules is someone who many leaders have associated their image with since he is a well-known, highly skilled and very strong character. So it’s little wonder that Virgil gave Augustus an association with the hero in his propaganda. Aeneas has many parallels with Hercules which would give Augustus relation by proxy.
The first similarity is that both Hercules and Aeneas are hated by Juno. Hercules because, as I previously mentioned, he’s proof and a reminder of Zeus’ infidelity. Juno hates Aeneas because if he succeeds in his quest would start a sequence of events that would lead to her favourite city of Carthage being destroyed since Aeneas’ descendants would found Rome and later Rome would defeat the Carthaginians. Throughout the whole epic Juno is presented as a “soap opera bitch” (Harrison, Gods in the Aeneid, 2014), “she’s very powerful, has no moral standards and does exactly what she likes” making her an easy and logical antagonist for Aeneas.
A second similarity is that both heroes have been to the underworld and survived. The exploration of the afterlife is an attractive concept for an audience since it’s something that is so unknown and therefore scary, but stories of heroes coming back to tell the tale can give some comfort or hope, or at the very least make an interesting story. One of Hercules’ 12 labours was to go to the underworld and bring back Cerberus, Hades’ three-headed dog. It was a popular myth and Hercules’ cult had some practises that referenced the adventure. Meanwhile, Aeneas goes to the underworld in book 6 after the sibyl (a young woman who Apollo speaks prophecies through) tells him that he needs to go. Book 6 of the Aeneid is quite disjointed with the plot of the epic, it doesn’t quite fit with the story and could easily be removed and the plot still work perfectly, because of this it’s suspected by some scholars that the book’s entire purpose is to be part of the propaganda for Augustus. This theory comes from the disconnect with the rest of the epic, the similarity to Hercules and also the passage of the book where Anchises tells his son about the prophecy and shows him the future romans including “the man whose coming you so often hear prophesised,… Augustus Caesar, son of a god, the man who will bring back the golden years to the fields of Latium”. This is a blatant reference to Augustus and paints him to be the future saviour of Rome’s future which is a good image for him and something he’d want to portray.
There is also scholarly debate into the idea that Virgil wasn’t supportive of Augustus and wrote the Aeneid to glorify Rome and not the emperor as he was meant to. This would explain why Aeneas is described as being an epic hero and very pieas but doesn’t tend to do much to earn those titles. It would also explain some of the other similarities between Hercules and Aeneas such as how saving people or setting up the founding of Rome was a by-product of other things. Hercules only saved King Evander’s people by defeating Cacus because the monster had angered the demigod by stealing his cattle, not because it would help innocent people. Helping others was a side effect of Hercules killing the person who stole from him, which isn’t all that noble of a quality and not something you want to be portrayed to have in common with someone. Aeneas however only seems to be doing his quest to found Rome or help people or do anything when a god or goddess tells him to do so. There are so many times where someone has had to tell Aeneas to get on with his quest or to start fighting because the son of Venus wasn’t going to do anything otherwise, such as when Hermes had to go order him to leave Dido and Carthage. This is a parallel between the Augustan-like Aeneas and Hercules that the emperor probably wouldn’t be too happy with as it doesn’t paint him in a good light, but it does aid the scholarly theory that Virgil wasn’t supportive of Augustus despite writing what was supposed to be propaganda for him.
A last similarity between Hercules and Aeneas, as well as with Achilles, is that they all killed in anger. The passage from book 8 describes when Hercules “seized him (Cacus) in a knot-like clasp, and, clinging, choked him the eyes squeezed, and the throat drained of blood” (Virgil & West, 2003) which is quite a violent way to kill someone and it was done in furor. Achilles killed Hector in anger and furor after Hector was already defeated when Achilles saw the other wearing Patroclus’ armour in the Iliad. Achilles killing Hector was what sealed his fate of an early grave absolutely and wasn’t presented as a good thing to do at all. Furor is presented as malevolent, not something that should be the fuel of any action. The Aeneid ends after Aeneas kills Turnus, who had already been defeated, in a fit of furor. This isn’t a parallel that praises Augustus but criticises him.
In conclusion, there is quite a lot of evidence that Virgil wrote the Aeneid as propaganda for Augustus but also that Virgil may not have thought too highly of the emperor since some aspects of Aeneas, the character who Augustus is meant to be like, aren’t too flattering nor what someone would want to be likened to.
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