In what ways does Vergil play with and utilise epic genre conventions?

“Something greater than the Iliad is coming to birth” is how Propertius described Vergil’s Aeneid in its infancy, so it is unsurprising how popular the poem remains.[footnoteRef:1] Written during a time of socio-political upheaval in Roman history and under the patronage of Maecenas, a close associate of Augustus, it is clear the Aeneid took a lot of influence from this. For centuries it was one of the most important pieces of literature written in Latin, the universal language of learning across the European continent and Vergil himself was revered as a poet that he appears as Dante’s guide through hell and purgatory in The Divine Comedy.[footnoteRef:2] The Aeneid follows the protagonist, Aeneas, on his journey to construct a city and establish the start of Roman lineage and civilisation, following the aftermath of the Trojan war. However, despite his popularity amongst the Roman people from at least the first century BCE onwards we know surprisingly little compared to his fellow contemporary authors.[footnoteRef:3] The Aeneid was published unfinished as Vergil died prior to its completion, nevertheless, the poem itself is complete. However, some scholars claim there is a distinct difference between the first and second half of the Aeneid with the first six books being relatively ‘finished’.[footnoteRef:4] One section of a passage in book 1 seems to be out of place “others were drawing up laws and electing magistrates and a senate whom they could revere”.[footnoteRef:5] This line is part of a passage describing the Tyrians in Carthage carrying out physical tasks but electing magistrates and a senate is very Roman-like and doesn’t fit the description, possibly a later edit help the city resonate with a contemporary audience. Vergil’s writing of epic will slightly differ from the Greek poets as the genre and how poets interpreted the myths evolved throughout the centuries [1:  Prop. Elegies 2.34.66.]  [2:  Alighieri, D. The Divine Comedy.]  [3:   Jenkyns, R. 2015: 190-1.]  [4:  Ganassi, I. 2016: 74.]  [5:  Vergil. Aen. 1.425-7.] 


When working with any ancient text it is important to consider what edition and translation is used but with the Aeneid there needs to be a greater consideration because of its unfinished origins. Furthermore, how the poem existed between Vergil’s composition to the technological advancement of the printing press roughly 1,500 years later must also be questioned and how true these translations are to the original. All the surviving manuscripts of the Aeneid that were recorded centuries later were transcribed onto parchment are either incomplete or damaged in some form and there are only very few of these copies remaining. Moreover, with each translation varying in small ways throughout it is impossible to look passed that each manuscript descended from one common copy, whether it was Vergil’s original or a copy.

The epic tradition has been built upon oral foundations that was transmitted from Homer to later Greek authors and then to Roman authors and as such Homer’s style has dictated some elements of the style that proceeding epic was written in.[footnoteRef:6] However, not all authors of epics conformed to the framework set out by Homer as each author wants to be unique and stand out in their own individual style. An example of this difference is when Homer uses a long simile digressing from the narrative at hand and then is formally recalled back to the narrative. O’Nolan uses the example of Homer comparing the combat between Agamemnon and Hector and Paris to a lion invading the lair of a doe – “As a lion, going into the lair, easily crushes the young fawns of a swift doe…So no one of the Trojans could help them; they themselves were in rout”.[footnoteRef:7] Not only was Vergil influenced by Homer in his writing of the Aeneid but also by other historians and poets as sources for the traditional accounts of the several myths. It is therefore unsurprising that Virgil used Euphorion as much as Hellanicus or Varro in his account of the fall of Troy; and he extends this practise to include Roman poets, if, as is most likely, he took the story of Dido from Naevius rather than the historians.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  O’Nolan, K. 1969: 123.]  [7:  O’Nolan, K. 1969: 123; Hom. Iliad. 11.113-21.]  [8:  Heinze, R. 1993: 197-8.] 


Vergil’s Aeneid contains many of the stereotypical genre conventions that are commonly found within the epic genre, these conventions are key markers that help distinguish the epic genre. The Aeneid has often been described as an emulation of ‘Homer’s’ two epics with books 1-6 following Aeneas around the Mediterranean similar to Odysseus and books 7-12 similar to the Iliad with the war in Italy but Vergil also heavily adapts and compresses these previous epics into a uniquely complex epic and of a shorter length than either of Homer’s works. These key markers being the heroic metre, in medias res, great achievements by the protagonist, a mixture of the mortal and immortal, the real and the fantastical, the vivid description set out using similes, and the invocation of the muse. The one key difference between the Aeneid and other Greek and Roman epics is how Vergil glorifies the foundation of the Roman empire from the loss of the Trojan war and turns the Aeneid into a national epic that also praises Augustus to a certain extent. 

Firstly, the metre of the Aeneid is dactylic hexameters which mirrors that of the Odyssey, Iliad, Apollonius of Rhodes’ Argonautica, and Statius’ Thebaid. Vergil’s metrical procedures, however, does slightly differ than that of other authors of epic but then each author’s differed in some regards. Duckworth undertook a study analysing the metrical procedures of Vergil’s Aeneid found that Vergil’s preference for the dsss metrical pattern followed the example of his Roman predecessors: Cicero, Catullus, and Lucretius.[footnoteRef:9] This prominent use of one specific metrical pattern is important to note as for most books of the Aeneid the dsss pattern appears roughly 16% of the time which is well above average with 16 different metre combinations available to Vergil. However, in different parts of the Aeneid this percentage drops to 4% but also rises to 28% in others as with Sinon’s two speeches in book 2 are more emotive and therefore have a lower dsss pattern in contrast to the Actium episode in book 3 with a higher proportion .[footnoteRef:10] Another important note that Duckworth makes apart the style of Vergil is that his “empathetic-sympathetic style” is new to the genre of epic and differs greatly from the more objective, narrative style of Homer and Apollonius and quotes Otis “Virgil not only reads the minds of his characters; he constantly communicates to us his own reactions to them and their behaviour”.[footnoteRef:11] In summary, the dsss metre pattern is a clear favourite of Vergil with it being used fewer times in passages that are emotional, dramatic, and psychological and where the style is subjective and especially in scenes featuring a death.[footnoteRef:12] The passages where the pattern is used in an abnormally higher frequency is written in a more objective style which features individual combat, mass fighting, and in scenes which divinities appear.[footnoteRef:13] [9:  Duckworth, G. E. 1966: 1.]  [10:  Duckworth, G. E. 1966: 1.]  [11:  Duckworth, G. E. 1966: 2; Otis, B. 1963: 41-96.]  [12:  Duckworth, G. E. 1966: 8.]  [13:  Duckworth, G. E. 1966: 8.] 


A key convention of the epic genre is the use of mythology, and the Aeneid is no different, with the entire lineage of the Roman people being dated back to Aeneas and Venus. However, most epics were just mythological or historical whereas the Aeneid is a combination of the two which also combines the historical context of the present into an epic of the distant past.

 Greek mythology and the use of Homeric mythological material is ever-present in the genre of epic, and it plays a fundamental role in the Aeneid and in wider Roman literary works as this as seen as a key component to any successful text. However, Vergil has been criticised for “using the outworn epic machinery of Homer” by using the Roman equivalent of the Olympians and other supernatural beings which is described as “anachronistic in a poem of Augustan Rome”.[footnoteRef:14] However, Vergil’s use of mythology is also vastly different is some respects with the interweaving of fiction and reality as Vergil likens mythological figures to real Roman people, mainly Julius Caesar and Augustus, although this is not without its problems.[footnoteRef:15] The majority of Vergil’s characters have their Homeric parallels; Aeneas and Achilles, Turnus and Hector, and Dido can be seen as a culmination of Circe, Calypso, Penelope, and Nausicaa. In book 1 of the Aeneid, Vergil mentions the labours Aeneas has to endure after the fall of Troy whilst also connecting to Aeneas and the Greek hero, Heracles. Furthermore, Vergil uses a story of Heracles defeating an Italian monster in book 8 which heavily foreshadows the end of the Aeneid.[footnoteRef:16] This connection between Aeneas and Heracles is important as Heracles is often referred to as the greatest Greek hero, deified upon his death, and founder of many cities throughout the Greek world. Therefore, we can also expect Aeneas to be described as a great hero throughout the Aeneid, deified upon his death, and most importantly the founder of the ‘greatest’ city in the world. [14:  Williams, R. D. 1965: 11.]  [15:  Verg. Aen. 1.287-95]  [16:  Verg. Aen. 1.10.] 


The major theme of books 5-8 is mythology with the mythological figures Aeneas meets on his journey which draws many parallels with the Odyssey and alludes to several Homeric motifs and several heroic tales from Greek mythology. Aeneas like Odysseus, journeys into the underworld which also bares a remarkable resemblance to Homer’s underworld but also several differences. One of the biggest differences is the topographical detail that Virgil describes Hades in whereas Homer’s underworld is portrayed as devoid of scenery and a barren wasteland. 

Divine intervention is one of the most important and prominent themes found in the genre of epic and Vergil utilises this similarly to Homer to both complicate but also advance the plot. Juno and Venus are the most prominent goddesses that actively intervene throughout the Aeneid each with their own personal motivations for helping and hindering Aeneas and the Trojans, however, neither one of them can ultimately change the fate of Aeneas. It is clear the design Vergil has for divine intervention in the Aeneid and as a result, the founding of Rome, it was no mere coincidence or human determination that founded Rome without the divine purpose and guidance of the gods.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Woodworth, D. C. 1930: 113.] 


On the other hand, there are several elements of the Aeneid that don’t follow epic conventions. For instance, how Vergil combines elements of tragedy and of a stage drama into the Aeneid with the story of Dido and Aeneas. In previous epics like the Odyssey and the Argonautica the protagonist is able to travel around the Mediterranean engaging in relationships with a queen or goddess with no negative recourse but with Aeneas’ burden of fate and Dido’s oath to her previous husband, Dido’s tragedy is inevitable, unlike previous epics. Furthermore, dissimilar to other previous epics and likely as a result of the historical and socio-political context a theme of a cities, both founding of and the destruction of, is prominent throughout the Aeneid, and this is clear. In book 1 one of the first things that Vergil writes about is the city “long since left the land of Troy… sufferings in war before he could found his city” and “There was an ancient city held by colonists from Tyre”.[footnoteRef:18] it is clear from the beginning of the Aeneid that through Aeneas we can see Vergil has an interest in cities, or perhaps the conquering of cities in order to eventually establish the city of Rome. [18:  Verg. Aen. 1.2-13.] 


Additionally, another key convention found in the genre of epic is in medias res which translates to “in the middle of things” and normally presumes that the reader or listener has prior knowledge to the epics context and what has come before. The convention for the opening of the epic narratives also allows the author to compact the action of many years into a time period of a few days or months with the poet himself separated from his work by centuries. The term was coined by Horace but this convention dates back much further than Horace to the Iliad and the Odyssey. In medias res is used as a literacy technique to create suspense and complicate the story further by causing the reader or listener to question what has come before, what will come next, and to question what they know about the characters. Vergil’s Aeneid is an example of this, it begins after Aeneas has left Troy after its destruction and hints at Aeneas’ destiny in founding Rome and the Roman lineage and Juno’s quarrel with Aeneas and his destiny because of Dido and Carthage.[footnoteRef:19] Furthermore, in medias res is also present in the Odyssey and Iliad and the literary technique probably originated from these works. The Odyssey begins 10 years after the fall of Troy with Odysseus being held captive by Calypso “filled with longing for his return and for his wife, did the queenly nymph Calypso, keep prisoner in her hollow caves”.[footnoteRef:20] The contemporary audience of Homer’s work  would have been able to identify and be aware of the mention of Troy and an epithet of Odysseys, “of the man of many devices” and is again a literary technique to keep the audience engaged in the epic.[footnoteRef:21] The Iliad is no different as in medias res can also be traced back to being present in this epic with the first few lines describing the quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon during the ninth year of the Trojan war and then goes backwards chronologically detailing the war prior to its ninth year – “of this sing from the time when first there parted in strife Atreus’ son, lord of men and noble Achilles”.[footnoteRef:22] The Argonautica [19:  Verg. Aen. 1.1-22.]  [20:  Hom. Odyssey. 1.10-12.]  [21:  Hom. Odyssey. 1.1.]  [22:  Hom. Iliad. 1.5-6.] 



Sphragis

The invocation of the muse is another convention of epic that would traditionally start the epic poem and would act as a prologue to the narrative of the poem. The authors of epic act as narrators in their poems and call upon the muses to gain creative inspiration to inspire their narratives and make them more fantastical. Once again, this convention began in the Iliad and the Odyssey and was then followed by every author of epic that came after and made it a staple element of the epic genre. Vergil’s use of invoking the muse slightly differs from that of Homer as he delays it by a dozen lines and signalling that his epic is different from those of Homer. This delay in the invocation could also be so Vergil is able to bring himself into the poem slightly more than Homer was and tell the story of Aeneas himself and allow the muse to aid Vergil in explaining the actions of the gods. Vergil’s invocation is also again slightly different by initially announcing Aeneas, his travels, and then the time period between Aeneas and the founding of Rome as this covers a period much larger chronologically than that of the invocation in either of the Iliad or of the Odyssey.[footnoteRef:23]  Additionally, invocation to the muses were not limited to just Homer and Vergil as they are also prominent throughout the Argonautica – “Come now, Erato, stand by my side, and tell me next how Jason brought back the fleece to Iolcus” this specific example is important because of the intertextual engagement Vergil creates in the Aeneid.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Verg. Aen. 1.1-7.]  [24:  Apol. Argo. 3.1-3.] 


Following on from this Vergil’s invocation also continues the discussion his themes of piety, rage, and the role of the gods in mankind’s suffering. “Musa”, is the muse and who is inspiring Vergil to write, he is most likely calling upon Calliope and Erato, the muse of epic poetry, although she is not directly mentioned.[footnoteRef:25] Vergil’s use of the muses in the Aeneid does appear to be just conventional with keeping in line with the epic genre as the muses play a lesser role in the Aeneid compared to other epics. It is worth noting that apart from the beginning of book 1 Vergil does not mention the muses again for the rest of the ‘Odyssean’ context of the epic. Invocations to the muses are far more prominent in the ‘Iliadic’ context of the Aeneid appearing 5 more times with the books more concerned with the topic of war, however, in these books Vergil invokes Erato, traditionally associated with erotic poetry. This has caused debate amongst scholars with Nisbet and Hubbard commenting on Horace, C.1.24.3, that the creative jurisdictions for each individual muse was not certain amongst Roman poets until the end of the Augustan period.[footnoteRef:26] In opposition, Williams’ argument is that Erato is the most fitting muse for the ‘Iliadic’ context of the Aeneid “the whole conflict about to be described arises from Turnus’ refusal to give up his bride Lavinia to the Trojan stranger”.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Verg. Aen. 1.8.]  [26:  Nisbet, R.G.M & Hubbard, M.1970: 283.]  [27:  Williams. 1973: 169.] 


In conclusion, the Aeneid contains all of the traditional conventions found within the epic genre such as the inclusion of mythological characters and monsters, divine intervention, in medias res, invocation of the muses, and the form in which it was written – dactylic hexameter. However, Vergil alters how he uses these conventions in comparison to previous epic authors as the Aeneid reads like a culmination of an epic, national propaganda, and a historical account combined into one narrative.
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