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Book eight of the Aeneid is interesting for several reasons, largely because of its representation of the battle of Actium. Fought in 31 BC, between Octavian and the collective forces of Mark Antony and Cleopatra, it resulted in a decisive victory for Octavian, since the other two committed suicide. As such, the remaining accounts of the battle of Actium are usually extremely biased, being from the Roman forces point of view. The Aeneid is no exception to this. Throughout Augustus’ reign, and his later descendants, they emphasize Actium as one of the most important battles of Roman history, since it was a “victory for the virtues and traditions of a united Italy supported by wholesome deities and led by the son of the divine Julius” (Goldsworthy, 2014).
The description of the enemy forces at the start of the passage are particularly dramatic towards Mark Antony and Cleopatra’s forces, due to the metaphor that begins it. Although Virgil usually minimizes the affect that Mark Antony and Cleopatra had upon Roman society (by refusing to mention their names, or referring to them as barbarians), here Virgil is clearly showing the deep threat that they posed. The image of the navy moving at speed towards the Romans as “the whole surface of the sea was churned to foam by the pull of their oars and the bow waves from their triple beaks” (Virg. Aen. 8.690-91) promotes the idea that Mark Antony’s forces are extremely intimidating. The fact that the whole sea churned, shows that there is a great power resting in the pairs troops, and in doing so makes Octavian’s, and the Roman army’s, victory even greater. The description later in the passage (of Cleopatra and Mark Antony’s army) is full of aggressive and gruesome language. The line “Anubis barked and all manner of monstrous gods levelled their weapons at Neptune and Venus and Minerva” (Virg. Aen. 8.700) particularly shows the harsh environment that surrounds their forces. In particular, that of the “monstrous gods” creates a good versus evil tone, since the evil gods are fighting three of the most popular in Roman mythology. The use of Neptune (god of the sea), Venus (Aeneas’ mother) and Athena (goddess of battle strategy) is certainly deliberate; It provides the perfect mix of divine heritage and battle logic, plus the additional control of the sea. Some of the biggest parts which made a Roman hero in the Ancient World were the need for divine heritage, the ability of battle leadership and the patronage of the gods all of which originate from the Homeric tradition and style of hero. Aeneas of course has all of these and as such is one of the main examples of a Roman hero. The “grim furies” and “Jubilant Discord” are also there wrecking havoc upon them all. The use of the epithets also emphasise the Homeric links, since it relates so closely to the Odyssey’s and Iliad’s language.   The way he lists the gods, in pitting them against each other, both allows for a subtle way for Virgil to list the other gods who support him, but also to allow for a passive response to the “monstrous gods” antics. 
Throughout the epic Virgil makes references to Augustus and emphasizes the links between him and the gods, and the descriptions in the passage (8.686-717) particularly show this. The fact that Augustus is depicted as being helped by Apollo, who “saw it all and was drawing his bow” (Virg. Aen. 8.705), is proof itself that Virgil was trying to promote the idea that he is favoured. The depiction  of the opposition’s horror, as they see the sight of Apollo aiming, also shows that between the forces of Augustus, the Roman army, and Apollo, the Egyptians knew they had no chance of survival, even though they had the God of War himself with them. This shows the great strength of the army and navy gathered by Augustus. Throughout  his reign and imperial image campaign, Augustus tried to promote the idea that he was personally favoured by Apollo. It is believed that he “claimed a special connection [with Apollo] and increased the gods importance in Roman religion” (Miller, 2009). Throughout much of his personal propaganda Augustus has Apollo depicted present, as is seen on the Prima Porta statue, or referenced in some way. Being so in accordance with Augustus’ own ideas and philosophy, it is easy to believe that Augustus did heavily commission the Aeneid’s composition. It is widely known that Augustus “patronized, and encouraged the patronage of, other writers” (Matyszak, 2006), however it is not known if he directly influenced the creation of the epic. It is certain however that he was interested in its creation, since he wrote to Virgil to question its progress. 

The description of Cleopatra is also interesting in the passage, since it depicts her going “pale with the pallor of approaching death” (Virg. Aen. 8.710) and Virgil states that “the Queen herself could be seen calling for winds and setting her sails by them” (Virg. Aen. 8.707). This description of her is quite humiliating, since he refers to her as “the queen” for the first time, whilst showing her trying to escape. The reference to the female ruler is likely an attempt to suggest that she tries to flee because she is an inadequate ruler, and that a male could have done better. It is similarly humiliating that the ruler is then seen to be setting the sails and helping the boat to flee, especially as both her rank and, more particularly, her gender dictates that she should be a modest, reserved sort of character. This is in stark contrast to the presented terrified woman attempting to steer a boat herself. This un-dignified view of Cleopatra, and by association Mark Antony, gives an impression of great victory and glory for Augustus.
 The passage is extremely glorifying towards Augustus and overall helps to contribute to his imperial image and that of the mythologies that he was trying to promote. To compare, it is extremely derogatory towards Cleopatra and Mark Antony, particularly towards their depart from the battle. 
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