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With reference to one text, discuss the ways in which an engagement with critical debate has shaped your understanding of that text.
Throughout this essay, I will be exploring a scene from Virgil’s ‘The Aeneid’ in order to investigate how engaging with critical debate makes the text somewhat easier to understand what is really being said, and bring it into the world of today whether this be through other mediums such as plays, songs or even other aspects of literature. The Aeneid was written in 30-19 BC and an impactful piece of literature in the ancient world, and is still considered key in the modern day for use in the Classical studies discipline even today, where it is still very relevant.
The Aeneid was written by Virgil and is a retelling of the sacking of Troy and the subsequent founding of the city of Rome by Aeneas in Italy. It is very similar to The Odyssey story-wise, but both have similar protagonists in the form of both Aeneas and Odysseus. However, Aeneas, being more skilled in battle and willing to fight the opponents he comes across contrasts with Odysseus who prefers to outwit his opponents rather than fight them head on. Another comparison is that both express emotions through the reader or main character of the myth which effects those reading or listening, and helps spread the main message of the story through a wider audience. The spread of the main message of the story throughout the general public and those who were deeply interested, such as scholars or people who were religious, helped to get many different viewpoints on the story itself and therefore spread it around much more and helped its influence with various aspects of cultures.
Scholars have considered works of literature such as The Odyssey and The Iliad, as significant in the Classical field. K. W. Gransden, a scholar who has edited a version of The Aeneid Book 8 and added his own thoughts in the preface talks about Virgil “ranging freely into and through history, mythology and topology.”[footnoteRef:1] The Aeneid does refer to a lot of myth and tries to explain it, with the addition of the adventures of Aeneas and his mission from the Gods to found the city of Rome for the future generations which will live there for many years afterwards. The reason why literature such as The Aeneid are considered so important is that they were seen to be full of prophecies about the future of Rome and the Carthaginian wars. It even had influence over much later writers and thinkers who were inspired by such works of art and used them as a basis for their own works in order to bring them into the modern age. It dealt with other things such as complex relations with other civilisations and sought to bring them together in a better way and therefore mend their relationship in a diplomatic way. [1:  K. W. Gransden, The Aeneid Book VIII (Cambridge Greek and Latin Classics, University of Warwick), Page VII] 

Virgil wrote The Aeneid and based it on very important events to better showcase and explore the themes and narrative of what something like the sacking of Troy and Aeneas’ travelling might have been like, possibly to show his own beliefs within the text and what he wanted the founding story of the city of Rome to be to himself and share this belief and his own opinions with other scholars and people high in society much like himself at the time. The audience that Virgil was trying to appeal to with this type of literature was mostly the general public and those who were interested in the mythology or wanted to learn more about what the founding of a great city was claimed to be like.
The Aeneid tells us many things throughout the text and in the imagery used, for example in the passage from Book 8, which is being used throughout this essay, in which King Evander is talking to Aeneas about the sights of Rome and is explaining the background to their cattle market and altars of the Roman Bovarium, which is south of the Palatine hill. The main purpose of this chosen passage is to explain to both the reader and Aeneas what the importance of passing down stories in generations about both places and people does, such as creating a reputation for the Palatine Hill as has been done by Hercules and Cacus. Evander does explain that the people there do not worship because they are being forced to, they do it because they want to pay respects to Hercules for freeing the people from the reign of Cacus which they had been trapped under before he arrived. King Evander is, throughout this scene, describing events as they happened with Hercules and Cacus, giving the reader and Aeneas another viewpoint of the event and therefore possibly being an allusion to Virgil being the storyteller here and inserting his own views in for the sake of the plot. As Matthew P. Loar says in his journal chapter which is titled ‘Hercules, Mummius and the Roman triumph in Aeneid 8’, he mentions that Hercules seems to be a proxy towards Augustus’ “ideological battle with Antony […] and the pre-Actian monumental landscape of Rome.”[footnoteRef:2] This depiction of Hercules as a hero being an allusion towards Augustus is done to expand both the story and add something that the readers at the time would be able to gravitate towards and understand because of the similarities with Augustus at the current time during the time The Aeneid was written and how it impacted people’s views and opinions. In addition, this could be a small help in how the Romans would see The Aeneid as a text of their own triumph and victories therefore putting themselves above other civilisations as the best and most civilised at the time that they lived. This, added into the fact that the Romans had presumably a very large military power – or claimed to have – around this time did help their outlook of being extremely powerful. What’s more, there are plenty of references to Augustus, who was the current Emperor of Rome and who had commissioned The Aeneid to be written in or around 30BC. Why this is seen as so important is because Augustus is portrayed as a direct descendant of Aeneas himself which gave The Aeneid that high status that it needed to be recognised as a significant text within the Roman world. The Aeneid is said to have been written specifically for Emperor Augustus by drawing parallels with him and the main protagonist, Aeneas. Most scholars do agree that The Aeneid should be read as the “literary embodiment of Augustus”[footnoteRef:3]. By this point, every other writer had used mythical characters in reference and to represent the emperor – whilst this is true, Aeneas still has the flaws of a very human character and man that he is shown to be over the course of The Aeneid, as he regularly breaks down and loses himself at certain points and even remains totally insensitive to things that should be moving him at moments but stays indifferent towards them. As he has come from a very dramatic and moving incident from the start of the book, the burning and sacking of his homeland of Troy, he sees plenty of other people just like him in distress and chooses to have his own kind of emotions, showing his human tendencies. [2:  Matthew P. Loar, HERCULES, MUMMIUS, AND THE ROMAN TRIUMPH IN AENEID 8; Classical Philology (The University of Chicago Press: The University of Chicago Press, January 2017), 45-60.]  [3:  Emma Lezberg, Politics and The Pen: A Subversive Reading of The Aeneid; November 15, 2016, https://shorturl.at/fvKV7 [Accessed on 20/4/24 at 2:21PM]] 

How both Matthew P. Loar and K. W. Gransden’s views on this scene from The Aeneid can be contrasted with each other is by comparing the way that the texts talk about and discuss the ways in which Hercules and Cacus are presented by Evander and how this contrasts with the main hero of the story, Aeneas. Hercules is shown to be a hero coming to rid the place of Cacus’ wrath, whereas Aeneas is coming to Rome in order to claim it for his future generations and the people of Rome. There are also further contrasts to both stories that make them seem much more like heroes than Aeneas is claimed to be, as he is just a man compared to Hercules who is much stronger than him and has vanquished Cacus who was a fire-breathing giant and the son of Vulcan the blacksmith God. Adding to this, the ways that both authors help the reader to further understand and deepen their knowledge of the text that both of them are writing about, which is The Aeneid, is by using descriptions of things that were well-known about worship of the Gods both at the time and now. For example, Hercules has already been talked about many times before, in both history and literature, but in this passage King Evander uses his defeat of Cacus to illustrate to Aeneas why they worship Hercules in a way that they are not forced to do and are totally willing to do by themselves. This sets the scene for Aeneas to understand that there are people within the city that he will be founding that are willing to worship the gods for what they are, therefore creating an image that people and their religion must be chosen by them and not forced upon them by a higher power, or something similar to that extent.
In the passage from The Aeneid book 8, religion is presented as something that is used in everyday life and not just for religious purposes, therefore not confined to just one space in a city; for example, the temples that were built specifically for the worship of one specific God in a city, which was then considered to be their own private and holy grounds. This could possibly be the basis for religious festivals and other things similar that encouraged people to go out of their way to worship the Gods and do things such as sports and revelry in their honour. For example, the most famous example of worshipping the Gods in Ancient Greece was the inclusion of the Olympic Games, which were a series of athletic games dedicated in honour of the Gods and were done to show appreciation for all that the Gods had done for them. The Olympics in Greece (and later, Rome) were dedicated to Zeus or Jupiter, but also the other Gods in thanks and showing them what they were capable of doing to give them a sort of entertainment in thanks, including giving offerings which was already done regularly.

In conclusion and summary, the way in which an engagement with critical debate has shaped my understanding of this text is firstly helping the reader to understand what history lies within the text that they are looking at, for example with The Aeneid, they are looking at the far-back history of Greece and what will become Rome through the eyes of King Evander and the story that he is telling Aeneas. This story of Hercules and Cacus helps to set the scene and highlight the fact that there is still history in this place that Aeneas shall use – and has been told to use by the Gods themselves - for the founding of his new city of Rome and build upon the already rich history of this place. In addition, this gets the reader to consider what is being carried over from the old traditions and into the new city of Rome.
