Vergil Aeneid 8 189-300 – product of specific time and place

The mythology of Herakles or Hercules has been seen throughout many literacy works over a period of three thousand years, each with similarities, differences and varying opinions. These works include the twelve labours and separate encounters, of which depict this figure in various perspectives. The provenances of such writings suggest the opinions of importance for the mythological figure are based upon those across a larger geographical zone consisting of different beliefs and cultures. 
This passage depicts King Evander showing Aeneas parts of Rome and explaining the background of the cattle market in the surrounding area of the Forum Boarium, which is located south of the Palatine hill. While conversing after their feast to honour Hercules, King Evander tells of the situation of missing cattle, of which Hercules defeats Cacus to return them to their rightful owner. This tale may have been added to describe this Romanised Greek mythological character who protects the inhabitants of the future site of Rome. This brings the idea of a god into Roman land and is a sign of mixed culture mythology; this could have been written this way due to hybridity being used in the Mediterranean area, as culture and knowledge would be exchanged during this time period[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Prior knowledge ] 


The origins of this passage from Aeneid’s eighth book[footnoteRef:2], out of twelve in a series defining the journey of Aeneas after the fall of Troy and stems from the first century BCE when Augustus was emperor of Rome (27BCE-14CE[footnoteRef:3]). Augustus may have used this writing as evidence towards his superiority and importance to Rome, as this book adds to the foundation myth of Rome[footnoteRef:4]. The writing of Aeneid book eight has influences from Homer’s two epic poems The Odessey and The Iliad, including places, stories and figures, to create validity in his writing of facts about real places and the journey of varying mythological figures; in which Virgil has combined both.   [2:  Virgil]  [3:  Britannica]  [4:  In class] 

The character that Hercules is to defeat is a ‘half-human’[footnoteRef:5] who breathes fire and lives inside Aventine hill, Cacus grew afraid of Hercules and hid inside his cave in the hill and tried to stop Hercules with his fire but was defeated by being choked[footnoteRef:6]. This ideology in this retelling to Aeneas is that it doesn’t matter how strong either side is the righteous figure will win the battle of strength to protect against these evil, villainous figures that mean harm. This may have been a way that King Evander inspires Aeneas on how to continue his journey in protecting what he believes in, and to also give courage to others that people like Aeneas and Hercules may be brave enough to fight for them, or their cattle.   [5:  Virgil ]  [6:  Virgil ] 

This passage and surrounding lines present Rome as a place that has protected peace due to having someone that will fight for the citizens so they can live serenely in this country that is expanding and continues to during and after this time frame[footnoteRef:7]. This could represent the giving of something to believe in for the people of Rome, both the other characters in this book and the readers, to allow them to have some pride in the place they live and the protection they have; whether being heroic, God characters such as Hercules or their emperor Augustus to have faith in.  [7:  Prior knowledge ] 

This book was published during Augustans reign in Rome and was circulated around parts of the Mediterranean. This further spread the myth of Hercules to foreign lands, and the Greek mythological figure was portrayed in a Roman way in which displayed the metaphorical strength coming from this country. 
This mythological figure was revered in ancient Rome to almost the same standard as the emperor, due to the celebrations of Hercules being a day after a celebration of Augustus, of which infers that the celebrations were similar and could have been to the same level of appreciation of the citizens and therefore held in similar regards.  This can be seen a few years before Virgil’s eighth book is released, as on August twelfth the people of Rome celebrate Hercules triumph and return, whereas, a day later on August thirteenth Augustus’ Actium triumph is celebrated. This shows the importance that having Hercules as a part of Roman culture has on the citizens, in which can be compared to the same level of respect as the emperor due to celebrating both a day apart from each other. 

Other literacy works during this time period depict Herakles/ Hercules differently to how Virgil does, this could be due to personal reasons, oral depictions being heard or the location of where they are written. In this passage by Virgil Hercules is depicted as a heroic figure that saves cattle from this barbaric character called Cacus, as a testimony of his strength to inspire others to be as brave as Hercules. However, other literacy works write of Hercules in different ways, such as the twelve labours of Hercules which is said to be first written by Peisander, but it is thought that the epic poem is lost and dates from the seventh-sixth centuries BCE. Ovid’s depiction of Hercules in Metamorphoses 9 focuses on his character itself and his personal suffering and transformation in his life, during his completion of the twelve labours and his death symbolising a sense of morality[footnoteRef:8]. In Seneca’s works Hercules Furens and Hercules Oetaeus the focus is similarly on his suffering and journey while depicting his death as a form of acceptance [footnoteRef:9], seemingly the opposite personality that is presented in Virgil’s writing.  [8:  Ovid ]  [9:  Seneca ] 

Most that is known or written about Hercules can be traced back to oral depictions of this mythological character, therefore, the reason that all depictions vary in details and personality is due to being a character of oral tradition. This makes it is hard to pinpoint what is originally written about Hercules and what is written by word of mouth and the details that are told to other people. Which leads to question the origins as the claims to the mythological character is vast across the mediterranean. Due to there being no definite origin or first author as epic poems and books mention Hercules, but all differently, possibly due to the oral depictions being told and spread across the mediterranean. So many depictions has caused a seemingly hybrid mythology of Hercules and has been claimed by many cultures and has become one of the most popular mythological figures across the land. This passage by Virgil can be classed as evidence of the Romans claiming that Hercules is a Roman mythology character and apart of their culture as he has been written and depicted as a Roman interpretation of himself. 
Having differing views on this mythological character makes it difficult to see the difference of the multiple writings in which have Greek or Roman depictions of Hercules. Therefore, later on in time when other versions are written it is almost impossible to distinguish between a Greek and a roman god.[footnoteRef:10] These writings of Hercules being written during and around Augustus’ reign highlights the importance of divinity in the mythology of early Rome.[footnoteRef:11] [10: Augoustakis, pg. 192.]  [11:  Hekster, pg.6.] 


This critical analysis of Virgil’s Aeneid 8.184-300 portrays the different interpretations of the passage through the writings of other authors and academic works. Virgil’s version of Hercules in this passage differs from other literary writings due to being separated from the twelve labours[footnoteRef:12], defining the significance of this mythological figure within Augustan Rome and surrounding countries. Examining this passage alongside other literacy depictions, it becomes clear that the figure of Herakles/Hercules was never written about in just one way but continually written as a part of different cultures and time periods. Virgil’s portrayal of Hercules as a heroic protector of Rome aligns the myth with Augustan ideals of strength and order, reinforcing the emperor’s authority and the Roman culture. By contrast, earlier Greek traditions and later Roman authors emphasised other aspects of the hero, his suffering, mortality, or his moral struggles which demonstrate the flexibility of mythology in expressing various values. Ultimately, Hercules served as both a universal hero and a culturally specific symbol: a figure whose labours and triumphs could be reinterpreted to inspire courage, power, or embody protection of those unable to defend themselves. This adaptability explains why Hercules has been depicted as essentially being a hybrid mythological figure instead of being definitely of one culture.  [12:  Ovid ] 

Virgil’s Aeneid presents Hercules as a heroic defender of Rome, a narrative that aligns with Augustan ideology by reinforcing themes of protection and strength. This Romanised portrayal contrasts with earlier Greek traditions, where Homer and other authors emphasised Hercules’ heroic lineage and labours, of which later writers such as Ovid and Seneca, who wrote about his suffering and mortality. The multiplicity of depictions solidifies the hybrid nature of Hercules’ mythology, shaped by oral tradition and appropriated by different societies to serve their religion and culture. In Augustan Rome, Hercules became not merely a mythological hero but a symbolic counterpart to the emperor, embodying the values of resilience, power and cultural identity. Thus, the enduring significance of Hercules lies in his capacity to function simultaneously as a hero and a culturally specific figure, reflecting the evolving needs and ideologies of the communities that celebrated him across the Mediterranean. Thus, showing that the Hercules/ Herakles mythology can be classed as a product of a specific time and place due to being a part of so many different cultures and religions across a vast geographic location. 
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