A myth is a traditional narrative that conveys cultural, religious, or ideological values, often explaining natural phenomena, origins, or moral codes. These stories shape collective identity and beliefs, often featuring gods, heroes, and supernatural elements. Virgil, a Roman poet, wrote The Aeneid in the late first century BC. This epic was commissioned by Augustus as a means to validate his family’s claim to power. The story follows Aeneas, a Trojan hero, on his journey to Italy; to ultimately begin the construction and birth of Rome as Roman citizens hearing/reading the epic during Augustus’ reign would know it as, highlighting the themes of duty (pietas), fate, and Rome’s destined supremacy. By drawing a connection between Augustus and Aeneas, Virgil strengthened the emperor’s legitimacy, portraying his rule as divinely ordained. Over time, The Aeneid became deeply embedded in Roman culture, serving as a foundational narrative that reinforced Augustus’ political authority. Supporting the idea that myths can be a product of a specific time and place.
The answer to whether myths are a product of a specific time and place is unclear, there are arguments to support that they are, and are not. It is also argued as to whether myths can be a suitable source for historians to piece together our past. “Myth and history are generally considered antithetical modes of explanation ... myth may be defined as any set of unexamined assumptions” (Heehs, 1994). This statement would suggest that myth has no correlation with any myth having any historical significance in their time. Though with myths such as the Aeneid, it is closely tied with the start of the Julio-Claudian dynasty; being Augustan propaganda.
The myth of The Aeneid is deeply rooted in the political and social climate of the late first century BCE, reflecting Rome’s transition from Republic to Empire under Augustus. Virgil was commissioned by Augustus to write the myth, and it served as propaganda to justify his rule by linking his lineage to Aeneas, a Trojan hero who, in the epic, is tasked with founding Rome. By connecting Aeneas to Romulus, the legendary founder of Rome, Augustus strengthened his claim to power. This portrayal of his reign as the fulfilment of divine will reinforced his legitimacy, demonstrating that The Aeneid is a product of its time, carefully crafted to solidify imperial authority.
Historical parallels between The Aeneid and contemporary Rome further highlight this connection. The civil wars between Mark Antony and Octavian (Augustus) are reflected in the poem through the conflict between Aeneas and Turnus. The struggle for power, the chaos of war, and the eventual triumph of Aeneas mirror Augustus’s consolidation of authority after years of internal strife. In addition to reinforcing his political position, The Aeneid also serves as a model of Roman virtues.
The epic emphasizes pietas (duty), virtus (courage), and fides (loyalty), essential qualities for Roman citizens and leaders alike. Aeneas embodies pietas by placing his mission above personal desires, dutifully following the will of the gods. His bravery in battle represents virtus, a crucial trait for a strong and disciplined leader. Likewise, his unwavering loyalty (fides) to his people and his destiny exemplifies the stability and commitment valued in Roman society. By presenting Aeneas as the ideal Roman, Virgil not only glorifies Augustus but also reinforces the values necessary for Rome’s continued success.
Beyond its role as propaganda, The Aeneid reflects the socio-political atmosphere of Augustan Rome, demonstrating how myths can be shaped to serve particular historical moments. It aligns with Augustus’s efforts to restore order, establish a clear national identity, and promote traditional values after the turmoil of civil war. The epic was not merely a poetic work but a carefully designed narrative that legitimized the new imperial order and provided Rome with a foundational myth that endured for centuries.
Myths such as the Aeneid do have universal themes that transcend their time and place, themes that are prevalent in almost every myth, especially from ancient times such as the heights of Roman or Greek civilisation. With a major one of these themes being called “the hero's journey”, Joseph Campbell talks greatly about this commonly used theme in myth and says, “A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won” (Campbell 1949). In the Aeneid, Aeneas follows this theme by being a reluctant hero, sacrificing his comfort greatly to travel far into a place of supernatural wonder; this being Italy and discovering new gods such as the Sibyl and Tiberinus.
Other reoccurring themes in myth is the idea of fate versus free will, often described as the conflict between duty and personal desire. In the Aeneid, this theme is shown with the relationship between Aeneas and Dido in an early part of the myth, where Aeneas has to begrudgingly make the decision to pursue his quest in his devotion to the gods. Other examples of this theme can be seen in many different myths, with the myth of Oedipus the king. Oedipus throughout the myth makes decisions in order to try and stop his destined fate from happening but incidentally makes decisions that would cause his fate to be fulfilled unknowingly. Another being in Shakespeare's Macbeth, where the central conflict between fate and free will in Macbeth is rooted in the prophecies given by the witches, which imply that Macbeth is destined for kingship. However, rather than fate alone dictating his rise and fall, it is Macbeth’s own decisions and actions that ultimately bring the prophecy to fruition. His ambition, influenced by external forces like Lady Macbeth and the supernatural, leads him to take control of his destiny through violent means.
Unlike traditional folk myths that may often develop over generations through oral tradition, The Aeneid is a carefully crafted literary epic, deeply influenced by the political and cultural landscape of Augustan Rome. Virgil was commissioned to write it with a clear purpose: to legitimize Augustus’s rule by linking his ancestry to Aeneas, reinforcing the idea that Rome’s dominance was divinely ordained. Rather than growing naturally from collective storytelling, The Aeneid was designed to serve a political agenda, shaping rome’s identity. Its poetic structure sets it apart from universal folk myths, showing how myths can be deliberately created to reflect specific historical moments. The Aeneid incorporates elements of earlier myths, such as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, some already established heroic traditions with Augustan ideology. This fusion of past and present highlights how myths are not just timeless stories but also tools used to shape national identity and reinforce political power. "Virgil fused the elements of the Homeric epic style and its mythos with the history and values of Rome to create a work of profound depth." (Dysert 1990)
 David Dysert’s quote highlights how the Aeneid merges Homeric tradition with Roman history and values. Virgil adapts Greek epic structures while emphasizing Roman ideals like duty and fate, crafting a narrative that legitimizes Augustus’s rule. This creates a timeless but politically significant myth, reinforcing Rome’s imperial destiny and identity.
When myths move across cultures, their original meanings often change to fit new values, beliefs, and historical moments. Stories get altered, characters take on new roles, and entire themes shift to match different societies. Greek myths, for instance, were reshaped by the Romans, their gods were renamed, and their traits adjusted to align with Roman ideals. Even within a single culture, myths evolve over time, reflecting shifts in politics, religion, and social normalities. This constant adaptation shows that myths aren’t fixed stories with universal meanings, instead, they are shaped by the specific times and places in which they are told. “All cultures … have grown out of myths. They are founded on myths. What these myths have given has been inspiration for aspiration. The economic interpretation of history is for the birds. Economics is itself a function of aspiration. It's what people aspire to that creates the field in which economics works.” (Campbell 1997) Joseph Campbell’s quote emphasizes the foundational role of myths in shaping culture. He argues that myths inspire human ambition, driving progress beyond material concerns. By stating that economics functions within aspiration, he suggests that cultural beliefs and stories influence societal structures, shaping how civilizations evolve and operate.
The construction of The Aeneid is deeply tied to the political and cultural landscape of Augustan Rome. Commissioned by Augustus, Virgil crafted the epic to reinforce the legitimacy of the emperor’s rule by connecting his lineage to Aeneas, a Trojan hero destined to found Rome. This myth served as political propaganda, promoting Roman values such as duty (pietas), fate, and sacrifice, aligning with Augustan ideology. Yet, The Aeneid is more than a political tool; its poetic brilliance and exploration of human struggle give it lasting significance. Themes of exile, perseverance, and divine will continue to resonate, shaping interpretations far beyond its original Roman audience. 
The Aeneid reinterprets Greek myths to align with Roman ideology, transforming familiar narratives to serve Augustan values. While Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey emphasize personal heroism and adventure, Virgil adapts these themes to highlight duty, collective destiny, and Rome’s imperial mission. Aeneas, unlike Achilles or Odysseus, is not driven by personal glory but by fate and responsibility, embodying Roman pietas. The gods, too, shift roles, with an example being thst Jupiter enforces Rome’s divine destiny, reinforcing Augustus’s rule. By reshaping Greek mythological traditions to support a Roman framework, Virgil ensures that The Aeneid remains both a tribute to the past and a declaration of Rome’s future greatness.


The Aeneid is not just a product of Augustan Rome but also a work with universal themes that transcend its original historical context. Its exploration of duty, sacrifice, and fate speaks to broader human experiences, allowing it to be reinterpreted across cultures and eras. These timeless themes make the epic adaptable to various social, political, and historical settings, whether as a symbol of national identity or as a commentary on leadership and moral responsibility. The poem’s emotional depth and moral dilemmas allow it to resonate with audiences far beyond its specific time, demonstrating its enduring relevance in different cultural contexts.
Myths are both products of their time and continually evolving narratives that retain significance across different historical periods. Myths often emerge and evolve in response to the cultural, social and political needs of specific periods as mentioned in this essay, the Aeneid legitimized Augustus's rule in Augustan Rome, reflecting the political climate and values of the empire. 
The Aeneid transcends its historical moment, exploring universal themes that continue to resonate across cultures and eras. This adaptability highlights the evolving nature of myths, allowing them to remain significant long after their original context has faded, reinforcing the idea that myths are both products of their time and dynamic narratives that endure through history.
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