Myths As A Product of Time and Place: Gods, Politics and Relationships

When evaluating a myth as a product of time and place, it is key to have a contextual understanding of the society it is being influenced by, so that we might understand what is out of place. But also, Myths can provide some of this contextual knowledge themselves: they can help a reader to divine what is important to the society they belong to; what they value, what they might believe and how they view the world around them. In this essay, I will evaluate how the Aeneid: presents ideas of relationship and kinship, shows how romans viewed the gods’ involvement with earth, and acts as a platform for political propaganda. 
In his article, ‘The Evander-Anchises Connection: Fathers, Sons, and Homoerotic Desire in Vergil's "Aeneid"’, Charles Lloyd evaluates Virgil’s use of Homoeroticism in The Aeneid, elaborating on an essential part of Roman life; relationships. According to Lloyd, “The Aeneid contains at least two important instances in which the poet represents homoeroticism as an ordinary phenomenon and posits it as a given in the male culture of his literary genre” (Lloyd, 1999). He expatiates upon the theme by drawing upon specific examples of what he believes to be an “understated narrative” within the myth: Evander’s relationship with Anchises – Aeneas’ father: 
“So spoke Aeneas. All the time he was speaking, Evander had been gazing at his face and his eyes and his whole body. He then replied in these few words: ‘Bravest of the Trojans, I welcome you with great joy, and with great joy I recognise who you are. Oh how well do I recall the words of your father, the very voice and features of the great Anchises!’” (Vergil)
According to Lloyd’s analysis of this passage, it is in Evander’s recognition of Aeneas’ shared similarities with his father that we see a hint of his relationship with Anchises. His joy at meeting the hero is supposedly due to how much he resembles his father, and how that stimulates a fond memory for Evander who had met Anchises prior, and who, it is implied, he had a relationship with. Lloyd draws on a similarity between Evander and Queen Dido – who is explicitly Aeneas’ love interest in the epic – in their interactions with the hero; direct comparisons can be made in the language used in the original Latin, and even translated, it is clear that there is a purposeful likeness between the two scenes:
“Turning aside she watched him for some time as he spoke, running her eyes this way and that, and with silent vision she wandered over him entirely…” (Vergil)
This suggestion of homosexuality being present and unopposed in the ancient world shows it to be a product of it’s time and place, as this is a theme that has been controversial throughout history. We would not, for example, see this theme present in any popular work from an era that posed strong opposition to sexual minorities. Even in published retellings of Greek and Roman works, this theme is often censored. One example of this is from the myth of Hyacinthus and Apollo, written in Bullfinch’s Mythology, which describes Apollo as being “passionately fond of a youth” (Bulfinch, 1867) called Hyacinthus, when it is widely accepted that they were lovers. This small change is enough to show the difference between the societal norms surrounding the original in comparison to the revision, and just highlights how a myth can be a product of its time.
When discussing myths as a product of time and place, the Aeneid is a perfect example, as the very basis of the epic relies upon the ancient Roman (and Greek) idea that the gods were ever-present, and ever-involved with the lives of men. Not only gods, but prophecy too, is explored as a theme in the Aeneid. The epic was written somewhere between 29 and 19 BC but set as an origin story for Rome, and as such Vergil was able to use his knowledge of Roman history to create accurate prophecy within the tale that seem to validate it’s claims. Queen Dido’s dying curse upon her lover, Aeneas, is a prime example of this:
“As for you, my Tyrians, you must pursue with hatred the whole line of his descendants in time to come. Make that your offering to my shade. Let there be no love between our peoples and no treaties. Arise from my dead bones, O my unknown avenger, and harry the race of Dardanus with fire and sword wherever they may settle, now and in the future, whenever our strength allows it. I pray that we may stand opposed, shore against shore, sea against sea and sword against sword. Let there be war between the nations and between their sons forever.” (Vergil)
Being that “Tyrians” is used here to describe the people of early Carthage, and “race of Dardanus” refers to Aeneas’ people (Dardanus being the first king of Troy, and Aeneas himself being a rare survivor from the Trojan war), this prophetic declaration from Dido is confirmed to be true when, in 264 BC the first Punic war breaks out. There would be 2 more such wars to come between Carthage and Rome, and by Vergil using this truth to his advantage, he creates an origin story for the enmity between the states.  
Throughout the story, Aeneas is seen to receive help from Juno, Jove, Neptune, Hermes and Vulcan, creating this perception that a hero with a good cause will always be aided by the gods, or by powers out of their control. Vulcan’s gift to Aeneas act as more than a sign he is favoured by the gods, but also as a chance for Vergil to glorify some of Rome’s history: 
“…the shield beyond all words to describe. There the God of Fire, with his knowledge of the prophets and of the time that was to be, had laid out the story of Italy and the triumphs of the Romans, and there in the order were all the generations that would spring from Ascanius and all the wars they would fight.” (Vergil)
Homer employed this tactic much before Vergil, in both the Iliad and Odyssey, which take place around the same time as the Aeneid, and the use of gods as active characters in these myths is not uncommon. “Divine interventions were a traditional staple of epic, conferring status upon the human events portrayed and evoking a world where gods and men were closer to one another.” (Coleman, 1982) This shows the myth to be a product of the Ancient world, where Gods were understood to play a huge role in any persons daily life rather than distant and omniscient as the later Christian god would appear to be. 
The Aeneid plays a vital role in politics of it’s day too, acting as propaganda for the Emperor Augustus, who commissioned the epic from Vergil. The myth not-so-subtly pushes Augustus’ godly attributes, writing prophecy about how great a leader he will be, and how his rule will bring about with it a ‘golden age’:
“Here is the man whose coming you so often hear prophesised, here he is, Augustus Caesar, son of a god, the man who will bring back the golden years to the fields of Latium once ruled over by Saturn, and extended Rome’s empire beyond the Indians and the Garamantes to a land beyond the stars, beyond the yearly path of the sun, where Atlas holds on his shoulder the sky all studded with burning stars and turns it on its axis.” (Vergil)
Whether or not readers or audiences (being that most stories were shared orally) believed this prophecy to hold any truth is somewhat irrelevant as the fact that it has been written into their stories shows that the Emperor believed this to be his best source of propaganda; this gives us an idea as to how popular epics such as the Aeneid were, and how influential they were believed to be. It is not only Augustus’ supposed connection with the gods that is used in the epic, but also his real history: the shield gifted to him by Vulcan bore engravings of Rome’s future, and “In the middle were the bronze-armoured fleets at the battle of Actium” (Vergil) signifying a heightened importance of this event. The event in question, the battle of Actium, was Augustus’ most famous success; in the civil war against Anthony for control of Rome, this was the turning point in his favour, allowing him to take singular command as the Emperor 4 years later: “the second Triumverate’s proscriptions were responsible for one of the most brutal periods in the entire history of Rome. More than 3000 members of the upper class were summarily executed.” (Potter, 2013)
The Aeneid is a perfect example to draw upon when discussing the matter of Myths as a product of a time and place; it is clear from Vergil’s writing, what was valued by the society he was writing for – glory in war, respect and favour of the gods, forging alliances – and also what was accepted at the time that might have changed throughout history, such as an outlook on homosexuality, a belief in gods that took an interest in the affairs of mankind. 
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