“Myths are a product of a specific time and place”. Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid in relation to your own reading of one of the texts you have studied on this module.

The statement that “Myths are a product of a specific time and place” is a highly valid statement that is heavily substantiated by many myths from all across the world and in every time period.
This is very well demonstrated by Virgil’s “The Aeneid”, the Ancient Roman myth of Aeneas, a trojan who fled Troy after its destruction, arriving in the region of Italy that would later become Rome. The context of The Aeneid is incredibly important, as the conditions under which it was written, such as the civil war in the Roman empire that ended with the 31 B.C. battle of Actium, the conquest of Egypt in the wake of Cleopatra and Mark Anthony’s defeat, and the rise of Augustus and the Julio-Claudian emperors during the late first century B.C. and the first century A.D., and the wider context of the Greek and Roman culture and pre-existing mythology, have heavily impacted the contents of the myth.
The Aeneid was written by Virgil, likely somewhere between 30 B.C. and 19 B.C.[footnoteRef:1], under the reign of the emperor Augustus. This is very important because Vergil was patronised by Maecenas,[footnoteRef:2] one of Augustus’ most important allies, who was heavily involved in much of the propaganda effort to legitimise Augustus’ seizure of absolute power in Rome, because the previous attempt by Julius Caesar to become dictator had ended poorly, with Caesar being stabbed to death by a significant portion of the senate. Because of this, Augustus went to great lengths to justify his rule, both to the senate and to the people. One of the easiest of observe methods of which was through his patronage of the arts, primarily through Maecenas’ efforts. This produced some of the most famous works of art of the time period, such as those made by Ovid, Horace and Virgil. [1:  The Information Architects of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Aeneid”, Britannica, Feb 20, 2024]  [2:  The Information Architects of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Gaius Maecenas”, Britannica] 

Much of the art produced after Augustus’ victory at the battle of Actium in 31 B.C. was patronised by his court and were created to emphasise the importance of the “pax Romana”, the time of relative internal peace after the strife caused by the civil war in the wake of Julius Caesar’s death. Vergil himself was influenced by his fear of the civil war, similarly to contemporary poet Horace, and this heavily influenced his writing.[footnoteRef:3] One of the most common tropes that is found in poems of the period, including the Aeneid is the comparison between legendary heroes, such as Aeneas, with the new emperor Augustus, writing a character who brings peace or “civilisation”. A common narrative of Augustan propaganda is that Augustus was “re-founding” or “re-building” Rome, as such Vergil’s myth of the founding of Rome through battle with other Italians creates a mythical precedent for the actions of Augustus, and through this creates justification for Augustus’ actions in the civil war and his use of military dictatorship to “unite Rome”. [3:  The Information Architects of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Virgil” Britannica, Feb 19, 2024] 

In addition to this, In chapter 1 of the Aeneid there is a significant prophesy made by Jupiter, the king of the Gods, that Augustus would one day be born from “the Trojan line”[footnoteRef:4], linking Augustus to Aeneas in not just a metaphorical but also a literal sense. This legitimises the rule of Augustus further, by linking him to a mythical figure who was involved in the founding of Rome, along with giving him a divine ancestry in Aeneas’ mother, Venus, the Roman goddess of love. This is a strategy of propaganda that’s used quite extensively throughout the Greek world, with examples such as the Spartan kings claiming descent from Heracles. It also gives support to the idea that Rome is favoured by the gods, as having both its founder and modern Ruler be the kin of one of the major gods of the pantheon would imply the support and favour of the gods, something that was incredibly important to the propaganda effort, and keeping the populace happy with the government. An effort is also made to link Rome to older, more important myths, notably utilising Heracles (Hercules to the Romans) and the myth of Cacus. This is another incredibly common strategy used by the Greeks in their mythology, often actually utilising the same demigod Heracles (Hercules to the Romans), such as the Spartan kings, who were said to be descended from Heracles, and as such Zeus. Additionally, in book 8 of the Aeneid, the Tiber takes form and talks to Aeneas, saying that in times to come the Tiber’s “waves shall wash the walls of mighty Rome”[footnoteRef:5]. This is another prophesy of the several that are given to Aeneas over the course of the myth, all of which prophesise the Power and dominance of Imperial Rome in the time around when Virgil is writing (circa. 19 B.C.).  [4:  John Dryden and Virgil, The Aeneid, The Internet Classics Archive]  [5:  John Dryden and Virgil, The Aeneid, The Internet Classics Archive] 

The importance of Legitimacy to the Roman imperial dynasty was paramount, especially in the early days of Augustus, before the emperor had absolute power and was a position composed of several other scattered powers, they relied on support from all areas of Roman society. There were several ways that this was accomplished, one of the most effective ones was the arts that Augustus patronised. The Aeneid was one such work, It was styled after the Iliad, and as such was intended to be performed orally, to a crowd. As such it was likely aimed at the wider audience of the plebians.
Virgil’s Aeneid is also representative of Roman imperial ambition of the period, During this time Rome was still expanding dramatically, with Egypt being incorporated into the empire after the victory at Actium in 31 B.C., and over the course of the Julio-Claudian imperial dynasty the empire would expand dramatically, incorporating large volumes of Germany, Britain, and the near east.[footnoteRef:6] This is reflected in the actions of Aeneas, his conquest of Italy and subjugation of the Latins, along with the solution of problems through violence, invasion and conquest. This was also likely also influenced by the highly militaristic culture of the Romans, which relied on invasion and incorporation of foreign peoples into the empire to keep it running, and which Virgil is likely being influenced by while writing. [6:  The Information Architects of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Expansion of the empire of Augustus”, Britannica, Feb 13, 2024] 

Virgil is also writing with the background of Roman ideology, with Roman heritage and popular Roman ideals. This leads to the Aeneid being written to emphasise the “glory of Rome”. One of the most visible instances of this is in chapter 8 when King Evander points to otherwise innocuous and unremarkable landmarks[footnoteRef:7], such as the temple of Divus Iulius[footnoteRef:8], and the narration of the poem remarks on how they will one day become important pieces of Rome. It is very possible that it was written with the intention of highlighting the “glory of Rome”, and perhaps to show how Rome in its current form (at the time of writing in 19 B.C. was inevitable due to the superiority of Rome and the Roman people (an attitude similar to, and possibly culturally inherited from the Greek city states). It may also be that the text is intending to highlight the importance of modern Rome, especially parts built or rebuilt by Augustus. It is likely some of this ideology is leaking through and affecting Virgil’s choices in the writing without him intending to do so, further evidence that the Myth is influenced by its specific situation in culture and geopolitics that was prevalent in the Roman empire shortly after Augustus’ victory at Actium. It is possible that the use of older famous myths such as Heracles/Hercules is in an attempt to use a more well known myth to give grounding to his new myth, and possibly to help the common Romans have something to recognise in the text. [7:  John Dryden and Virgil, The Aeneid, The Internet Classics Archive]  [8:  Harrison, Stephen, 'The Epic and the Monuments: Interactions between Virgil’s Aeneid and the Augustan Building Programme'] 

The message of these sections is clear: Augustus is “returning to the old ways” and through that he is bringing glory to Rome, just as Aeneas did before its founding. It was an effective message, building on much of the propaganda and dogma taught by many of the earlier scholars, writers and politicians of the Roman empire and republic, such as Ovid. This meant that much of the belief of the Roman people already lined up with the Roman public opinion of the time. Such alignment was vital to make sure that the populace believed and accepted the intentions of the writings, though how much of the message was intended by Virgil was unclear. 
It is impossible to know the exact extent to which the Aeneid was influenced by the Augustan propaganda effort, and how much of its content was caused by the cultural background of the late Roman Republic and early Roman Empire. While the glowing emphasis on Agustus’ power and success is focal to the myth, large amounts of it was created with emphasis on the importance of the Greek/Roman gods, and a lot of older mythology is invoked, especially around that of the Iliad (the fall of Troy), and certain older more famous tales, such as that of Heracles (known to the Romans as Hercules). The exact specifics of the influences on the Aeneid are uncertain, but the presence of a huge number of influences is incredibly evident and proves extensively that myths are a products of the specific time and place that they are produced. It is also impossible for anyone to know how much of the Aeneid’s influences were written with political intent (such as the references to modern Rome) or were simply accidental cultural artefacts coming through in the text due to the influence the Ancient Roman culture of the time had on Virgil himself. 
It is incredibly evident that the myths are a product of the specific time and place that they’re written in. the Aeneid proves this extensively, including huge elements from the geopolitical situation of Rome at the time in the aftermath of Augustus’ victory at the battle of Actium in 31 B.C., the older Greek and Roman cultural influences such as the Iliad and the Myth of Heracles, and the political machinations of Augustus to control and influence the Roman populace in the wake of his grasping of dictatorial power, especially through his patronage of the arts. As such, the statement set out that “Myths are a product of a specific time and place” is completely valid, with myths relying very heavily on their cultural and socio-political backgrounds to take shape.
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