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ABSTRACT 

This thesis presents an alternative reading of the character of Aeneas as an anti-

hero in Vergil’s Aeneid. Such an approach offers a reconciliation of the traditional poles 

of criticism on the work: between the “optimistic” (pro-Augustan) and the “pessimistic” 

(anti-imperialist) positions. The Aeneid may be seen to simultaneously celebrate 

Augustan Rome while appropriately acknowledging the hardships of its costs. Vergil’s 

paradoxical characterization of Aeneas, a means to achieve this dual purpose, is similar in 

design and purpose to the modern anti-heroic figure of postwar literature. The social 

trauma of World War II precipitated a fundamental questioning of accepted authorities 

and traditional values in general. The period of conflict leading up to Emperor Augustus’ 

consolidation of power, during which Vergil was writing, presents an analogous socio-

political condition for a literary innovation of this kind. 

 The study begins with a survey of Aeneas’ conduct in Book 2, which introduces 

all major aspects of his character. The destiny of Rome, and of Aeneas as its progenitor, 

is situated as the authority of the epic. This providence of the gods is given a voice 

through Vergil’s deployment of scenes of theophany and epiphany. An examination of 

these scenes throughout the epic reveals not a change in Aeneas’ character but an 

improvement of his relationship to providence. Aeneas’ perceived deficiencies of 

character derive from his disjunction from the Homeric archetype, on which he is 

modeled, and his early contravention of his divine directives. In contrast to the egoist 

motivations of Odysseus or Achilles, the success of Aeneas depends on his submission to 

providence and to his social responsibilities. The opposition suggests a program of 

simultaneous engagement and subversion of the traditional hero model of Homer. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 What makes a Roman hero? Some figures that come to mind are Mucius 

Scaevola, Horatius Cocles, or Cincinnatus. An Optimas partisan like Cicero might 

mention Cato the younger; the philosopher Seneca would agree1. A Popularis would 

hardly look past Caesar. These men, and other figures, were Romans first, divisive lines 

of self-interest notwithstanding. Their deeds and sacrifices were distinguished by their 

service to the state, which entails a suspension or deferment of self so that others may 

thrive. Although, admittedly, such a quality lies very much in the “eye of the beholder,” 

these men were distinguished by their pietas. Vergil’s hero, Aeneas, is undeniably 

possessed of this most Roman of virtues, and based simply on this criterion, he is the 

quintessential Roman hero. Mingling with his pietas, however, are reluctance, fear, and 

rage, which have given many modern readers cause to view Aeneas as a dark and tragic 

figure who betrays a certain regret on Vergil’s part for the state of Roman Empire, its 

citizens, and the many conquered people who have fallen for the sake of its “greatness.” 

Even in ancient circles, it would seem there were efforts to reconcile less than heroic 

aspects of Aeneas’ character with his larger social importance.2

                                                 
1 Seneca, De Providentia, 2.9.  

 

2 Richard F. Thomas, Virgil and the Augustan Reception (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), 102. Servius, according to Thomas, invokes certain heroic rules and axioms within his 
commentaries and goes to some effort to edit and reinterpret Aeneas’ manner and behavior to make him 
seem more heroic. 
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 A fresh reading of Vergil’s Aeneid can hardly escape the gravitational pull of 

previous criticism. The so-called optimistic and pessimistic schools of criticism loom like 

Scylla and Charybdis. Modern and early modern Vergilian scholarship has been divided 

between such generic headings as to potentially do a disservice to the work of the 

contributing authors, who, despite coming to nearly opposite conclusions, are united by 

universal respect and reverence for the craft of Vergil. This traditional division derives 

from varying interpretations as to Vergil’s ultimate purpose for the Aeneid. The optimists 

regard the epic as a pro-Augustan, honorific work. The pessimists see, on the other hand, 

beneath the overt praise of Augustus, a darker commentary on the costs of the new 

regime.3 Although more recent criticism has managed to shed the badges of the old feud, 

much of the contention remains, and the temptation to propose a definitive answer 

remains, perhaps, just as tantalizing as it ever was. Is the Aeneid a celebration of 

Augustan Rome, a lamentation of lost honor, or a commemoration of all human souls 

struggling to survive?4

 The figure of Aeneas stands at the center of the fundamental disagreement 

between these schools of thought. The fact that a single written character can stir 

diametrically opposed interpretations is a testament to his uniqueness. To more optimistic 

readers, of course, pius Aeneas is the ultimate Roman hero, obedient to the gods and 

 Cannot all these conclusions and interpretations simultaneously be 

true? 

                                                 
3 R. O. A. M. Lyne, Further Voices in Vergil's Aeneid (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1987), 217. Lyne’s views are familiar amongst other pessimistic or “dual voice” readers. 

4 For summaries on the traditional poles of interpretation, i.e. optimism vs. pessimism, see the 
editors’ introductions from Perkell ed., Reading Vergil’s Aeneid: An Interpretive Guide, and Harrison ed., 
Oxford Readings in Vergil’s Aeneid, respectively. 
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faithful to the service of his people. For the pessimistic readers, he is ultimately a failure 

in the hero’s role, a vicious, intemperate man, and the very embodiment of the tragic 

costs of power and corruption.5

 Aeneas’ surprising modernity suggests a kinship to a character type often thought 

to be confined to the 19th and 20th centuries—the anti-hero. Critics of the Aeneid, such as 

R. O. A. M. Lyne and Adam Parry, have recognized certain aspects of the narrative 

which are consistent with the anti-heroic mode, but these considerations have been left 

unaddressed with regard to the character of Aeneas himself.

 It seems impossible at first that these scholars are 

evaluating the same character. It does not seem that traits like vicious and heroic, as 

opposite as failure and triumph, could possibly be attributed to the same person. The 

short answer is yes. Aeneas is both vicious and morally principled. He ostensibly fails at 

certain heroic modes, which themselves need defining, yet he triumphs in the end. 

6

                                                 
5 Michael C. J. Putnam, Vergil's Aeneid: Interpretation & Influence (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1995), 166.  

 Despite a confessed affinity 

toward the optimistic Augustan stance, the position of this thesis is analogous to the ideas 

presented by Parry and those following his line of thinking who recognized paradoxical 

attitudes within the “public and private voices” of the Aeneid. The reading of Aeneas as 

an anti-hero allows a resolution of contrary appraisals of his character and presents a 

cohesive concept which gives due respect and accommodation to Vergil’s Augustan 

commission. 

6 Adam Parry, “The Two Voices of Virgil's Aeneid,” in Virgil: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. 
Steele Commager (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1966). See also Williams. These authors refer to a dual 
presentation of triumph and tragedy, a concept associated with a more pessimistic view of the Aeneid. 
Although these particular authors recognize a two-fold composition of the Aeneid, they bestow a certain 
premium on what they perceive to be darker aspects of the epic, issues they deem to be a matter of truer 
importance. 



Texas Tech University, Edward L. Yeomans, December, 2010 

 4 

 The anti-hero is variously defined depending on the source. This character type is, 

very generally, the opposite of the traditional hero. He may be “graceless, inept, 

sometimes stupid, sometimes dishonest.”7 One modern dictionary definition of the anti-

hero reads: “a main character in a dramatic or narrative work, who is characterized by a 

lack of traditional heroic qualities, such as idealism or courage.”8 The use of the term, 

when applied to Aeneas, focuses on a particular aspect of the anti-heroic program. The 

perceptible lack of heroic quality is created by the discontinuity of the character from the 

very tradition he recalls. The anti-hero engages and subverts the traditional literary 

model.9

 The origins of the modern anti-heroic figure are closely associated with postwar 

literature.

 Aeneas represents not a wholesale denial of heroic virtue but an adaptation. 

Vergil has reconfigured the heroic role and rendered a figure more appropriate for his 

times. The anti-hero affords a deeper, more complete and authentic representation of 

human experience within the framework of a literary tradition of superhuman 

proportions. Aeneas answers the question of how a man who often does not seem heroic 

can in fact still be a hero. 

10

                                                 
7 William Harmon, A Handbook to Literature, 10th ed. (New Jersey: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2006), 

33.  

 The social trauma inflicted by World War II precipitated a fundamental 

questioning of accepted authorities and traditional values in general. In the writing of the 

8 The American Heritage® College Dictionary, 4th ed., s.v. “anti-hero” (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 2004).  

9 Victor Brombert, “Unheroic Modes,” in In Praise of Antiheroes: Figures and Themes in Modern 
European Literature, 1830-1980 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 1.  

10 Ihab Hassan, “The Character of Postwar Fiction in America,” National Council of Teachers of 
English 51, no. 1 (January 1962): 3.  
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time, this manifested as a rejection of traditional models and styles including, in 

particular, the traditional hero. The peace that marked the Augustan Pax Romana owes its 

delineation to the near century of civil strife that preceded it. From the Social Wars 

through the rivalries of Marius and Sulla and Caesar and Pompey, respectively, Rome 

suffered a slow and violent metamorphosis culminating in the final conflict between 

Antony and Octavian, after which the city’s republican form of government was 

essentially swept away.11 The rule of Augustus brought a relative stability and allowed 

for a renewed vigor of literary production. The authors of the time were faced with 

circumstances rather similar to those of their modern postwar counterparts—the trauma 

of war coupled with a profound shift in social and political structures. What the ancient 

and modern anti-hero models have in common is a general shift towards a subjective 

stylization through which these characters’ attitudes and actions show the text’s disdain 

for the traditional heroic mode.12

 Aeneas’ paradoxical characterization helped to create the division between the 

optimistic and pessimistic readers, who rallied to the aspects of Aeneas’ character which 

most readily served their respective positions.

 

13

                                                 
11 Marcel Le Glay, Jean-Louis Voisin, and Yann Le Bohec, “Crisis of the Republic,” in A History 

of Rome, trans. Antonia Nevill, 2nd ed. (Massachusetts: Blackwell, 2001), 133-44.  

 Pessimistic readers focus on the negative 

aspects of Aeneas’ character, viewing him as non-heroic and immoral, and cite, most 

12 Mark Hawkins-Dady, Reader's Guide to Literature (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 
1996), 271. This description of postwar writing is similar to Conte’s description of Vergil’s subjective 
style. See Conte. 

13 Duncan F. Kennedy, “Modern Receptions and Their Interpretive Implications,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Virgil, ed. Charles Martindale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
50. Kennedy discusses the nature of the Aeneid’s reinterpretation through the ages. 
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vigorously, the violent ending of the Aeneid.14 They tend to gloss over Aeneas’ 

successes, viewing them as entirely sullied by his indulgence of rage in the killing of 

Turnus. Optimistic readers, on the other hand, focus on the pietas of Aeneas and the 

fulfillment of his destiny.15

 This study will investigate both the success and failure of Aeneas in an effort to 

demonstrate a character mode that is identifiable with the modern idea of an anti-hero. In 

the first discussion, the problems of Aeneas’ character will be enumerated and described 

within ancient Roman contexts, i.e. within the context of the literary tradition of epic and 

approximations of ancient Roman conceptions of moral virtue.

 They tend to gloss over Aeneas’ failures or assert that his 

character develops and improves. 

16

 In assembling and discussing episodes which may be seen to typify Aeneas’ non-

heroic nature, care must be given to properly qualify the opinion. Pro-Augustan critics

 If Aeneas is indeed 

found to appear deficient in character, heroic or otherwise, an important question must be 

asked—by what standard is Aeneas found to be deficient? 

17

                                                 
14 In addition to Parry et al. mentioned above, the work of Johnson, Clausen, and Putnam is meant 

to be recalled. 

 

have raised concerns in response to the negative appraisals of Aeneas’ character from the 

15 Heinze and Poschl, most notably, are associated with the Augustan, optimistic reading, but here, 
Galinsky and Williams are specifically intended to be included. 

16 Roman Stoicism is a frequent point of discussion on the character of Aeneas, including some of 
the most prominent scholars: Otis, Poschl, and Bowra to name a few. Some critics view him as a Stoic 
exemplar, but others, as will be the case here, find he fails egregiously in the restraint of the passions that is 
the hallmark of the discipline. Seneca’s moral essays on anger, clemency, and providence will be enlisted 
to provide a philosophical authority on morality. 

17 This term is interchangeable with “optimistic” critics, those who believe the Aeneid supports 
imperialist attitudes and bolsters the Augustan regime. Scott McGill, for example, in the 2001 Byrn Mawr 
Classical Review of Richard Thomas’ book Virgil and the Augustan Reception, refers to an “Augustan 
reading” of the poem as specifically an optimistic view. 
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pessimistic schools, namely, that such appraisals are formulated from predominantly 

Christian attitudes which are essentially anachronistic.18

 Vergil goes to great lengths to establish and maintain the importance of Aeneas’ 

destiny and the destiny of Rome, the providence of the gods, which is situated as the 

authority of the epic as a whole. This study traces the relationship of Aeneas to his 

destiny, which proves to be the proper measure of the success or failure of Aeneas within 

the narrative. The state of that relationship is revealed, progressively, through Aeneas’ 

literal interactions with destiny, which are portrayed as visions of a god or a shade in 

scenes of theophany or epiphany. Spread throughout the epic, these scenes allow for the 

evaluation of Aeneas’ character along a continuum. Ghostly and divine visions come to 

Aeneas and serve as the voices of providence. They show their estimation of Aeneas’ 

character, whether positive, negative, or neutral. Collectively, these scenes provide 

important insight, from the narrative point of view, not only on Aeneas’ pietas and 

perseverance, but also his hesitation, anxiety, and rage. As the epic progresses, Aeneas’ 

innovative heroic mode becomes clear. He must continue to submit to a higher power and 

to the decrees of providence.  

 This study, therefore, will 

investigate any perceived flaws through the text itself and its place within the epic genre. 

Aeneas’ failures of character, properly speaking, will show themselves to fall primarily 

within two categories: 1) failure by the standard established by the literary tradition of 

Homer, which Vergil clearly engages, or 2) failure as defined by the narrative itself. In 

other words, where does the Aeneid confess the flaws of Aeneas? 

                                                 
18 Karl Galinsky, “The Anger of Aeneas,” The American Journal of Philology 109, no. 3 (Autumn 

1988): 321.  
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 His trepidation and anger, the traits some critics believe give cause for negative 

appraisals, are of marginal concern to the gods and shades with whom Aeneas converses. 

The second discussion focuses on the epiphanic scenes of the second half of the Aeneid, 

which present Aeneas in a more positive light as he grows nearer his ultimate end. What 

some have seen as negative traits, although not absent in the latter books, escape any 

reproach from the voices of providence. The gods seem satisfied that Aeneas is 

advancing his destiny. The Aeneid, in effect, accepts Aeneas as he is, even endorses him. 

What this represents is a suppression of the traditional heroic ethos, as established by the 

Homeric tradition, in favor of a new model, one that has room for Aeneas’ particular 

personality. This is, at its very essence, the function of the anti-hero. The specifics of that 

function and how the figure of Aeneas executes it comprise the subject of the third 

discussion.  

 One final matter remains to be discussed before proceeding into this investigation, 

which specifically concerns Aeneas’ anger. The structure of this study, i.e. the 

examination of Aeneas’ epiphanic scenes, will necessarily exclude the battle scenes of 

the closing books, most notably, the climactic scene between Aeneas and Turnus, in 

which Aeneas briefly hesitates but gives way to rage and kills Turnus in cold blood. As 

mentioned above, this scene, in particular, is the most heavily cited and disputed among 

optimistic and pessimistic readers. Critics on both sides recognize that Vergil’s focus is 

on Turnus rather than Aeneas. Regardless of whether the reader sees Turnus’ death as 

necessary or tragic, he or she is made to feel sympathy for Turnus.19

                                                 
19 R. Deryck Williams, Aeneas and the Roman Hero, ed. Michael Gunningham, Inside the Ancient 

World (London: Bristol Classical Press, 2003), 59.  

 A simple omission 
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or off-handed dismissal of such a focus of traditional argument would seem almost 

irresponsible. Following a discussion of the function of an anti-hero, and its applications 

to the character of Aeneas, the conclusions of this thesis may be illustrated in a revised 

look at the killing of Turnus. 

 This survey will offer a different understanding of the Aeneas the reader sees in 

the closing books and the final scene of the epic, a man who is much the same as he was 

when he killed so many Greeks during the fall of Troy. The argument as to the 

appropriateness of Aeneas’ anger becomes essentially moot. The reading of Aeneas as 

anti-hero calls for an embrace of everything he is. His anger is an integral part of a given 

set of traits, and the Aeneid presents the application of those traits in the service of a 

greater cause. The man who killed Turnus does not demonstrate a failure of character, as 

the pessimistic critics suggest. To the contrary, in that final act, Aeneas succeeds in being 

faithful to every important aspect of his character. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE PROBLEMS OF AENEAS’ CHARACTER 

 
 What exactly is wrong with Aeneas? Much of the criticism on the epic involves 

its allegorical commentary on a broader political atmosphere rather than on Aeneas as a 

literary figure. Pessimistic readings see him as non-heroic and immoral, a character 

whose purpose is to cast a cynical eye on the new Augustan peace in Rome. The 

optimistic schools, on the other hand, hold that Aeneas develops from uncertainty to 

excellence and that, by the epic’s close, he is focused and exact, a worthy ancestral 

endorsement for the principate of Augustus. The persistence of the debate shows that 

there are aspects of Aeneas’ character that are difficult to resolve within the narrative 

itself.20

 The first troubles most certainly arise from the use of the term hero. Immediately 

one asks what sort of hero. This is especially true for the modern reader, who, 

consciously or unconsciously, upon the very mention of the word, has already brought 

certain measures and presumptions to bear. Here, the requisite concerns against reading 

Aeneas in a modern context must be raised, but only in regards to invoking modern 

morality. Indeed, before one calls Aeneas immoral, great effort should be taken to place 

 The purpose here is to present Aeneas simply as a literary character and a means 

to navigate the strait between the critical poles. To that purpose the question is asked: 

what might a new reader, ancient or modern, find unsatisfactory about this hero named 

Aeneas? 

                                                 
20 Williams, Aeneas and the Roman Hero, 60.  
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his character in its proper context. Rather than set a study of Aeneas amidst a political 

polemic, one should, at the outset, simply call him what he is.  

 First and foremost, Aeneas is the main character of an epic. This also stirs 

presumptions for the reader. An essential difference is that this set of parameters must be 

accepted as deliberate on Vergil’s part from the moment he invoked the muse and 

mentioned the name Troy. Comparisons with Homer’s heroes are therefore not only 

unavoidable, but intended.21 Whatever the word “hero” actually means to the reader, on 

the very surface of Vergil’s epic, he or she is meant to measure Aeneas against the rage 

of warlike Achilles and the guile of wily Odysseus. The Iliad and the Odyssey, therefore, 

would seem to be the most obvious forum in which to discuss Aeneas’ heroism and 

morality. Moreover, Aeneas is the main character of a Roman epic, so some care must be 

given to what Vergil’s contemporaries22

 In Book 2 of the Aeneid, Aeneas recounts his view of the fall of Troy. This 

retelling draws the reader back to the intersection of the Homeric tradition and Vergil’s 

revision. As every major issue regarding Aeneas’ character is introduced here, it is a 

favorable focus for the first discussion. Within a Homeric construct, certain questions as 

to what Aeneas is not are answered quickly at Troy. Homer’s heroes either meet their end 

 might have thought typified a character’s 

courage and morality.  

                                                 
21 Gian Biagio Conte, The Poetry of Pathos: Studies in Virgilian Epic, ed. S. J. Harrison (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 28-32.  

22 Here, as mentioned above, attitudes contemporary to Vergil will be approximated with the 
writings of Seneca, who discussed in depth virtues that may, for the sake of argument, be reasonably 
assumed to have been applicable in Augustan Rome. Stoicism frequently appears as a discussion point in 
Vergilian scholarship in works such as Bowra’s Aeneas and the Stoic Ideal, but it must be conceded that 
Seneca is separated from the writing of the Aeneid by nearly a century. 
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in valor, or they survive and struggle to return home. Achilles was the consummate 

warrior, deadly, and motivated by the attainment of glory. Odysseus was a clever leader 

of men, crafty, and motivated by his love of home and family. Aeneas’ motives and his 

reactions to his situations, particularly at Troy, the one place that unites these epic poems 

and their heroes in both time and space, are under review. The shade of Hector appears to 

Aeneas in a dream (Aen. 2.270), inaugurating the trial. 

 This vision, chronologically his first, sets the tone for the paradoxical situation in 

which he will often find himself. What commandment does the apparition have for the 

new hero whilst Troy falls in ruin? It is a strange directive for a hero to receive, 

especially an epic hero (“heu! fuge, nate dea, teque his,” ait, “eripe flammis.”, “Alas! 

Flee, goddess-born,” he says, “and save yourself from the flames.” 2.289). Prophecy is an 

immutable and inexorable force in mythological traditions, whether part of a tragedy or 

epic. Aeneas, at his first exposure to prophecy, already finds himself in something of a 

“catch-22.” It is folly not to heed the words of such a vision, but this vision’s command 

flies in the face of the traditional manliness perhaps best typified by Achilles. Hector 

goes on to instruct Aeneas that he is to found a new city for Troy’s household gods, the 

“friends of his fate” (hos cape fatorum comites, his moenia quaere, 2.294), giving him his 

first knowledge of his larger responsibility. Aeneas must choose to follow either this 

social responsibility or the traditionally heroic concerns of valor. In his current state of 

mind, he chooses the latter and engages in battle. 

 During the fall of Troy the reader learns early that while Aeneas is modeled on 

both Achilles and Odysseus simultaneously, he fails to be either. In that limbo, the 

character of Aeneas suffers indictments under the disparate standards set by the 
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characters of his epic predecessors. As he mindlessly rushes into battle (amens, Aen. 

2.314), he seems to abandon his home, his family, and his greater responsibilities, to say 

nothing of the exercises of higher intelligence which give Odysseus his epithets. As he 

hesitates, on the other hand, albeit with concern for his family, he seems listless and even 

cowardly. At Troy, Aeneas is barred from the traditional valor that would suit an Achilles 

by the gods themselves. Despite hurling himself into battle to find a worthy death, despite 

a fierce and manly display of fighting prowess, Aeneas can find nothing of the glory it 

would mean to die defending his city (…si fata fuissent / ut caderem, meruisse, 2.433-

34). His divine mother will see to his safety (nusquam abero et tutum patrio te limine 

sistam, 2.620). 

 Concerns for Aeneas’ anger are also introduced during the fall of Troy. It is 

becoming for a warrior like Achilles to be ferocious in battle. Yet to modern critics, 

Aeneas’ rage and frenzy in battle are deemed inappropriate, particularly in the latter 

books. Why? Would a Roman audience have been given the same pause hearing these 

verses? It is uncertain at best. It could be said such rage, in battle, is even called for. The 

Peripatetics, followers of Aristotelian ethics, considered it practical to release such a 

passion in order to dispatch the enemy. Stoics like Seneca, on the other hand, believed 

that will and reason form the basis of true courage, defining it as calmness in the face of 

danger and adversity.23

                                                 
23 Seneca, De Providentia, 2.2. 

 Before entering the battle, Aeneas is referred to as amens (2.314). 

According to Stoic reasoning, without a rational choice to engage in battle and the 

capacity to direct oneself during the fray, it seems there is little that can be called brave. 
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A man without his faculties is a beast, and beasts cannot have virtue, neither courage nor 

valor.24

 It may be argued here that there is nothing compelling the reader to rebuke 

Aeneas’ furor militaris on the grounds that he is not behaving rationally.

 Aeneas even refers to his men and himself as “ravenous wolves” (lupi raptores, 

Aen. 2.355-56). 

25 The complaint 

need not resort to an appeal to a modern sensibility. Vergil’s simultaneous allusion to 

Achilles and Odysseus may well be to blame once again, as their respective heroic modes 

are recalled in comparison to Aeneas. Odysseus, above all, is remembered for his 

craftiness, his calculated and deliberate action in the face of adversity (which, 

incidentally, is precisely what a Stoic would prescribe). Aeneas’ situation does not permit 

him to be an Achilles in terms of his aims and responsibilities.26 Perhaps there comes an 

expectation for Aeneas to show the thoughtful craftiness of Odysseus. Instead, the man 

on the page is greatly perturbed and forgetful of his family and his destiny. Through 

dramatic irony,27 the reader knows that Aeneas has erred, and the impression is worsened 

by Aeneas’ lack of control and forethought.28

                                                 
24 Seneca, De Ira, 1.3.7. 

 Having been immersed in the narrative, 

regardless of his or her knowledge that the rise of the Roman state is simply a matter of 

25 C. J. Mackie, The Characterisation of Aeneas, Scottish Classical Studies 4 (Edinburgh: Scottish 
Academic Press, 1988), 213-14.  

26 Although not at this particular juncture, Aeneas’ social responsibilities and ultimate motives of 
submission to providence are not Homeric. 

27 Kennedy, The Cambridge Companion to Virgil. Kennedy explains Vergil’s technique of 
manufactured prophecy and its ramifications. 
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history, here, and for the remainder of the first half of the epic, the reader feels as though 

Aeneas may very well thwart his own great destiny. The scene at the fall of Troy is 

chaotic, and at no time does Aeneas take deliberate action. He simply gives himself to the 

frenzy of battle. 

 Aeneas’ rage is eventually turned in the direction of Helen of Troy. He very 

nearly takes her life in cold blood, as payment for the loss of his king and country.29

                                                                                                                                                 
28 Agnes Michels, “The Many Faces of Aeneas,” The Classical Journal 92, no. 4 (May 1997): 

401. The study is an honest catalog of adjectival ideas associated with Aeneas; wisdom and forethought are 
not among them. Anger and distress are much more common. 

 

While the killing of an unarmed woman may seem starkly non-heroic to the modern 

reader, it is Aeneas himself who acknowledges the questionable nature of the act of 

vengeance he is now seriously contemplating (namque etsi nullum memorabile nomen / 

feminea in poena est, nec habet victoria laudem, “For although there is no memorable 

name in the punishment of a woman, and the victory has no glory…” Aen. 2.583-84). He 

confesses himself, yet again, to be out of his mind with rage (furiata mente ferebar, 

2.588). There may be, perhaps certainly in the modern sensibility, an expectation for a 

heroic figure to take the higher moral ground, when he has a fallen enemy under his 

sword. Although it is quite less certain whether this moral compunction was universal in 

the conscience of Ancient Rome as well, this remains a sticking point. Helen is no fallen 

enemy but a blameless bystander according to Venus (non tibi Tyndaridis facies invisa 

29 Aen. 2.567-88. There are serious concerns as to the authorship of these lines, and the dominant 
consensus is they are not Vergil’s. See Goold and Conte for opposing views. As the issue here, however, is 
Aeneas’ intemperance in general, and these lines continue to be printed and read with some confidence, and 
likely criticized as if they were Vergil’s own, the example will stand.  



Texas Tech University, Edward L. Yeomans, December, 2010 

 16 

Lacaenae, Aen. 2.601). His visceral monologue shows that, for a time, his mind is bent 

on unmanly bloodshed. 

 Clemency ultimately figures as a major issue in the Aeneid, either by Vergil’s 

own design or simply by the fact that the closing books of the epic, leading up to, and 

most especially including the climactic scene with Turnus, give pessimistic critics the 

most forceful arguments against the redemption of Aeneas’ character. Although these 

lines, in which Aeneas considers killing Helen, remain of questionable authorship,30

 Seneca describes the virtue of clemency as a mark of grace and nobility,

 the 

Helen episode represents, at least possibly, the first instance in which Aeneas faces this 

particular, and highly relevant, moral quandary. There is little in the text to suggest that 

he is inclined to spare Helen. 

31 which 

is not to say that punishment and retribution, even to so serious an extent as execution, is 

never appropriate. On the contrary, Seneca provides specific circumstances32

                                                 
30 See note 29 above. 

 where such 

punishment is called for: 1) the offending person is unredeemable, and 2) this judgment is 

arrived upon with a cool and rational mind as befits an act of justice. Helen’s 

involvement in the fall of Troy is circumstantial, no matter what version of the myth one 

consults on the events leading to up to the Trojan War. She is hardly culpable, and 

31 Seneca, De Clementia 1.1.2. 

32 Ibid. 1.22.1-3. Always for the Stoics a calmness of mind is required. These criteria were pieced 
together from throughout De Clementia. The broad view is that the punishment should fit the crime, the 
penalty weighed and executed calmly and rationally. 
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therefore, should not be held as unredeemable for the offense. In any case, Aeneas is 

certainly not considering the case with a rational mind. 

 It is possible that a reader, ancient or modern, would see the thought of killing 

Helen of Troy as a dishonorable act, if not despicable. Aeneas is stopped only by the 

appearance and intervention of his goddess-mother, Venus, who rebukes his “untamed 

wrath” (indomitas iras, Aen. 2.594).33

 Still other problems for Aeneas’ character are introduced in Book 2, and they too 

are recalled later in the epic. The hero is expected to advance his quest and to exhibit 

some agency, perhaps even enthusiasm, in his heroic role. Odysseus’ craftiness allowed 

him to outmaneuver all manner of divine and supernatural challenges. Aeneas, with his 

trials abroad yet even to begin, is noticeably oblivious to his great destiny, or at least 

reluctant to engage in it. The revelation of Venus following the Helen episode is already 

Aeneas’ second “other-worldly” directive to leave the city. As his mother promised him, 

 She seems less concerned with his anger at this 

point than its lack of government. Aeneas’ error, for Venus, is his perception of the 

situation. She then proceeds to show Aeneas the truth behind the fall of Troy. Fate has 

allotted Troy’s end, and the gods themselves are carrying out the destruction of the great 

city (2.602-18). In the end, Helen is spared, and Aeneas begins to accept the fate of Troy. 

This instance of clemency, from one point of view, doesn’t seem to belong to Aeneas, 

and the reader is left to question Aeneas’ true attitudes and whether he would have 

carried out the deed without his mother’s intervention.  

                                                 
33 Whatever the critic ultimately accepts regarding the authorship of the Helen episode, Venus’s 

subsequent comments, coming from uncontested lines, point clearly to a lapse of reason, of an unknown 
severity, on the part of Aeneas. 
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Aeneas returns safely to his home so that he may lead his family out of the city. When his 

father, Anchises, stubbornly refuses to leave, Aeneas immediately reverts and prepares 

his arms, ready again to give himself to death (arma, viri, ferte arma; vocat lux ultima 

victos. / reddite me Danais, “Arms, men, bring arms; the last light of day calls the 

conquered. Give me back to the Greeks.” Aen. 2.668-69). Just as Aeneas is prepared to 

return to the fighting, a third omen appears. Flames appear on the head of Iulus and 

quickly disappear, leaving the boy unharmed (2.683-84). The older, wiser Anchises is 

quickly convinced by the omen and is at last ready to accompany his son. Aeneas finally 

begins his flight, that is, until his wife, Creusa, is lost in the confusion. His destiny has 

been duly ratified by no fewer than three omens, but he is now faced with an impossible 

choice. 

 Upon the loss of Creusa, Aeneas again loses his mind and curses even the gods 

for this latest misfortune (quem non incusavi amens hominumque deorumque…? 

“Mindlessly, whom, of both the gods and men did I not condemn…?” 2.745). Leaving 

behind all he has been charged to protect, his son, the household gods of Troy, he decides 

to renew the risk to his life in the dangers of the city (casus renovare, 2.750-51). Aeneas’ 

state of mind is unstable, as in previous occasions when he had resolved to enter the fray 

(amens, 2.745). He faces another crisis, where he must choose to follow the gods’ will 

and his social responsibility, or to follow a path more typical of a Homeric hero. On the 

one hand, he has a responsibility not only to his son, his father, and to his fellows; let 

alone his progeny. On the other hand, how could he not search for his lost wife? Aeneas 

will be condemned by one party of critics or another for choosing either course of action, 

a fact which seems to give credence to the position that Vergil deliberately intended this 
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opposition. Aeneas’ pietas is in conflict with itself, and again he makes the “wrong” 

choice and contravenes his divine purpose. 

 An epic figure in Aeneas’ situation here would not easily be able to weigh the 

gods’ heavy responsibility against the fate of his own wife, but therein lies a recurring 

problem for Aeneas’ character as a hero. He doesn’t deliberate at all. He doesn’t have the 

capacity under his own admission. This is one of many lines where Aeneas is not “swift-

footed” or “resourceful,” but amens, “frantic”—literally “mindless.” Rarely, if at all, has 

Aeneas paused for a moment of rational thought. He seems only to be able to react with 

anger, frenzy and violence. As a result, he appears somewhat a brute.  

 Critics complain of Aeneas’ tendency to surrender himself to his passions, 

especially anger, which is variously rendered in the text: amens, ira, furor, etc. Seneca 

describes anger as the “most foul and frenzied of all” emotions (De Ira, 1.1). It consumes 

a person, most often to his or her own detriment, when thoughtful reason has been 

supplanted by rage. Seneca’s description of anger has a starkly familiar look when one 

considers Aeneas’ behavior in Book 2: 

 

hic totus concitatus et in impetu doloris est, armorum sanguinis suppliciorum 

minime humana furens cupiditate, dum alteri noceat sui neglegens, in ipsa irruens 

tela et ultionis secum ultorem tracturae avidus.  (Seneca, De Ira, 1.1) 

This (emotion) is wholly disturbed and consumed within an assault of grief, 

raging with a scarcely human desire for arms, blood, and punishment, forgetful of 

itself so long as it may injure another, rushing upon those very weapons, eager for 

a vengeance that will drag the avenger with it. 
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 During the fall of Troy, Aeneas is at a crossroads, and very much neither here nor 

there in regards to his heroic character. He is neither the Homeric hero the reader expects 

nor is he yet a clear picture of a Roman ideal. The reader has only a sense of what he is 

supposed to do and what he wants to do, the latter seeming of greater importance to 

Aeneas himself. What he is supposed to do is heed the commands of the gods, to save his 

family and sew the seeds of his progeny. What he wants to do is take up arms in anger 

and frenzy, perhaps to face certain death, in vain acts contrary to his fate. 

 When Aeneas first learned the enemy had gained the city, he rushed forth into 

battle despite Hector’s instructions (furor iraque mentem / praecipitant, “Fury and anger 

drive my mind headlong.” Aen. 2.316-17). In the Helen episode, when he encounters the 

person whom he considers the cause of all his grief, he is filled with an uncontrollable 

desire to punish her (exarsere ignes animo; subit ira cadentem / ulcisci patriam et 

sceleritas sumere poenas, “Fires blazed in my soul; a rage arises to avenge my falling 

city and exact punishment.” 2.575-76). Aeneas displays a wrath that seems certain to 

mean the death of Helen until Venus appears. All these episodes lead to the climax of 

Book 2, when he learns of the loss of his wife. 

 Time and time again, in Book 2 of the Aeneid, his passions disrupt his ability to 

function according to his responsibilities, i.e. the advancement of his divine directive. 

Ignorance and error are two traits one does not expect to be attributed to a supposed hero. 

Nor does one expect the hero to interfere frequently with his own success. It is one thing 

to be ignorant of the grand design, to have no knowledge of one’s role in that fulfillment. 

Such is often the case with most mere mortals. Odysseus is given only the prophecy that 
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he will die at home as an old man. Aeneas, however, is given knowledge of his divine 

design by Hector, and the futility of fighting for the defense of Troy is detailed by Venus. 

The reader, moreover, is fully aware that Aeneas’ engagement of his quest bears a larger 

social responsibility, yet during the fall of Troy, Aeneas repeatedly rushes into the 

fighting. His reluctance to engage his heroic journey seems markedly non-heroic. 

 At the close of Book 2, Aeneas receives another vision indicating that he is to 

leave the city, this time from his lost wife, Creusa. The scene is a near mirror image of 

his encounter with his mother, a bit of reproach dressed with sweet affection (quid tantum 

insano iuvat indulgere dolori, / O dulcis coniunx? “O sweet husband, why does it please 

you so to give way to frenzied grief?” Aen. 2.776-77). She, like Venus, reminds Aeneas 

that it is “not without the will of the gods” (non sine numine divum, 2.777) that this fate 

has come, and she proceeds to give Aeneas a rendition of his prophecy in the greatest 

detail thus far. Aeneas finally engages his heroic quest, but he does so with a clear 

expression of resignation. He “yields” (cessi, 2.804), an image which fosters the reader’s 

recurring sense that Aeneas does not want the responsibility allotted to him.   

 The positioning of this sentiment in the last line places emphasis not on Aeneas’ 

anger, nor his grief, but on his plaintive reluctance, revealing the purpose of Book 2. It is 

an intensive characterization of Aeneas, showing him to be a man of passion, whose 

sense of duty, albeit confused, is his primary motivation. Beyond defining the man he is, 

Book 2 shows the reader the sort of man he is to become. As if he were an initiate in a 

mystery ritual, he had to be cleansed. After his numerous attempts to be a hero of the 

Trojan War, he finally engages his inexorable role. Although it came at a horrible cost to 

him, his yielding was his first act of submission to his fate and to the gods’ providence. 
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CHAPTER III 

PROVIDENCE: INTERACTIONS WITH DESTINY 

 
 The problems of Aeneas’ character, his wrathful temerity and fitful vacillations, 

which are candidly introduced in the Book 2 of the Aeneid, are highlighted, or rather 

“lowlighted,” by a contrast with his great destiny. His flaws owe their magnification, 

indeed their very existence on the page, to this disjunction. At the inception of his quest, 

the reader finds Aeneas, his attitudes and his actions, in marked disharmony with his 

greater purpose. Contrary to the interpretation that Aeneas grows through the course of 

the epic, it is his relationship to his destiny, practically and spiritually, that determines his 

overall effectiveness.34

 The fall of Troy brings Aeneas from scattered early motives to undertaking his 

quest in earnest. He begins, aptly, at his most Homeric. At first, Aeneas is driven by a 

sense of valor, which, although disguised by a love of Troy, is oriented on the self. This 

first motivation is at odds with his devotion to his family. As his frenzied desire to 

avenge his fallen city, or die trying, finally gives way to protecting his family, this too 

turns against him when Creusa is lost. His desperate search for her sets him at odds with 

his responsibility to his men and duty to the penates of Troy. This man who is insignis 

 By the end of the second book, Aeneas begins his quest, having 

largely achieved what change his character will undergo. That change entails Aeneas’ 

separation from the Homeric archetype.  

                                                 
34 Williams, Bowra, Dudley, and others feel that Aeneas is a developing character. Opposing this 

view, several other scholars insist that, strictly according to the text of the Aeneid, there is no demonstrable 
change or development in Aeneas’ character or demeanor. See Fuhrer, Michels, Mackie, and Camps. 
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pietate must first have that most honorable of traits properly aligned to his fate. When he 

finally “gives way” at the end of Book 2, he emerges as more than a leader of men. He is 

a protector, having shed his motivation of personal honor and broadened his devotion 

from his family to his band of refugees. Upon reaching Italy, that devotion will expand 

even further. 

 The fate of Aeneas and that of the Roman people constitute the dominant theme 

throughout the Aeneid. Seneca calls destiny or fate providence, and it is through the 

fulfillment of providence, his continuing deferment of self, and his devotion to his band 

of fugitives that Aeneas is redeemed in the hero’s role. Providence, in Stoic philosophy, 

has to do with the belief that worldly outcomes have been seen to by the gods. The gods’ 

plan and its immanence in Aeneas’ circumstances are introduced early and reinforced 

often. The birth of the Roman race has been decreed, and Aeneas is the man who is to 

achieve this.35

 Providence, this plan of the gods, is positioned as the governor of the narrative,

 From this larger point of view, divorced from the previous discussions of 

morality and heroic quality, through the course of the epic as a whole, Aeneas succeeds 

in his heroic quest.  

36

                                                 
35 W. A. Camps, An Introduction to Virgil's Aeneid (London: Oxford University Press, 1969), 21.  

 

and its prominence is given to the reader in Book 1 by Jupiter (Aen. 1.257-96). However, 

Jupiter, is not the only voice through which the awareness and knowledge is given to 

Aeneas about his destiny, to which the future of Rome is inextricably linked. Providence 

manifests as various characters in the story, being simultaneously many and one, through 

36 Gian Biagio Conte, The Poetry of Pathos: Studies in Virgilian Epic, 49.  
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Vergil’s deployment of theophany and epiphany. Both shades and the gods themselves 

appear to Aeneas and direct him along his journey. In the discussion of Book 2 above, 

this interaction was seen when Aeneas was visited by Hector, Venus, and Creusa 

respectively. These visions come to give him knowledge, and sometimes, a stern 

reminder of what fate has in store for him. In effect, they allow the reader to witness 

Aeneas’ interaction with the true and proper measure of his character within the narrative. 

 The awareness of one’s place in the universe, and his or her role in its unfolding, 

has a strong stoic correlation. It is the core tenet of the philosophy from which varied 

concepts such as virtus and clementia draw their respective rationales.37 The simple 

awareness of providence, that the world is unfolding for the individual exactly as it 

should, is merely knowledge, a precept that Stoics such as Seneca hope their followers 

recognize. The capacity then to act accordingly on that knowledge, i.e. to live according 

to nature38

                                                 
37 Mentioned above, Seneca believes that knowledge of the order of the universe is the singular 

good. True wisdom, prudentia, is directing one’s will according to this principle. 

, is considered to be wisdom or prudentia. From this viewpoint, Aeneas’ 

reluctance to engage his quest in Book 2, seeming non-heroic at a glance, could also now 

seem unwise. Again, Aeneas’ greater error, for all his displays of furor and ira, is 

actually the initial disparity between his actions and his destiny, particularly when he has 

learned that destiny. 

38 Seneca, De Providentia, 5.8. 
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 A key point of argument in the position of this thesis, which is analogous to Adam 

Parry’s “two voices”39

 Vergil’s persistent use of the epiphanic scene, allows Aeneas to be evaluated 

against a continuum. Epiphany or theophany,

 in the Aeneid, is that Aeneas’ apparent hesitation is largely 

private. Although Aeneas, in the first half of the epic, is slow to advance his destiny, it is 

in all cases his will to act that ultimately allows him to advance toward fulfillment. 

Publicly, he does not fail to take the lead for his men. In many instances, where Aeneas is 

seen to waver and require redirection, the scene culminates in an epiphany, very much a 

private dialogue with what amounts to the voice of providence. Whereas the majority of 

epiphanic episodes of Book 2 show Aeneas directly contravening his first revelations, 

once he has engaged his quest, whenever he receives prophetic knowledge, he acts 

decisively.  

40 more readily associated with scripture, is 

a unique way in which the author may portray the interaction of the mortal and divine 

realms. Far from the physical interactions seen in the Iliad, where the gods themselves 

are seen diverting arrows, the fruition of divine will depends wholly on the mortal 

subjected to the vision and his willingness to carry out the directive.41

                                                 
39 Parry discusses the “public” versus “private” voice of the epic as a whole, rather differently than 

it is being applied here. He contends that behind the overt and public themes of destiny and empire, there is 
a concurrent, private voice of profound regret, which expresses itself through the tragic figures Dido and 
Turnus for example. The idea of the private nature of Aeneas’ difficulties was inspired by this study. 

 These epiphanies 

usually proceed as follows: 1) Aeneas is in a situation of distress, confusion, or delay; 2) 

40 For the purposes this discussion, the terms “epiphany” and “theophany” are essentially 
interchangeable. “Theophany” is intended to refer to Aeneas’ interaction with an actual deity, and 
“epiphany” when he converses with a shade. 

41 Brooks Otis, Virgil: A Study in Civilized Poetry, ed. Susan Wiltshire, Oklahoma Series in 
Classical Literature (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1995), 226-27.  
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he becomes isolated in the narrative;42 3) he receives a vision, in the form of epiphany or 

theophany, which provides reaffirmation and/or further knowledge of how he is to 

proceed in his quest; and finally 4) he emerges from the vision with the will to act.43

 Aeneas’ time in Carthage accounts for nearly three of the first six books. The 

actual duration of his stay is a bit vague, but including his extended flashback of the 

second and third books, it occupies a significant amount of text. Living in Dido’s 

hospitality is arguably his greatest temptation to abandon Italy. Chronologically, it is the 

first time he is not beset by some catastrophe. Rather, he finds himself in princely 

comfort, a situation which may seem to compound Aeneas’ earlier faults of inertia with 

luxury. The reader hears the gods’ reproach of Aeneas’ delay twice, once during Jupiter’s 

charge to Mercury (Aen. 4.223-37), and once again when the latter delivers the message.  

 Two 

examples of this phenomenon can be seen when Aeneas is, many would agree, nearest to 

thwarting his quest. 

 Mercury finds Aeneas decked in royal accoutrements and busy with the queen’s 

work, building strongholds and houses (4.259-63). It is difficult to imagine someone at 

this task alone, but no bystander is acknowledged, which is in keeping with the program 

of the “type scene.” Mercury’s reproach is harsh and to the point. He addresses Aeneas as 

oblite, forgetful of his promised kingdom and his heir (4.267-74). Although the reader is 

                                                 
42 A distinction must be made between epiphany and the appearance of gods disguised as mortals, 

who act in the mortal realm. For example, Venus appears to both Aeneas and Achates in the guise of a 
mortal with instructions to seek out Dido (Aen. 1.325-401). Although this scene resembles an epiphany 
both in form and function, it is quite a different portrayal of divine intervention. Note that when Aeneas 
recognizes his mother, he is indeed isolated, but the conversation has already taken place (1.405-09). 

43 George Savran, “Theophany as Type Scene,” Prooftexts 23, no. 2 (September 2003).  



Texas Tech University, Edward L. Yeomans, December, 2010 

 27 

invited to eavesdrop, this character condemning tirade occurs privately between Aeneas 

and Mercury. Aeneas springs into action publicly, i.e. in front of his men. He now burns 

to leave the comfort of Carthage (ardet abire fuga dulcisque relinquere terras, Aen. 

4.281) and orders his men to make the fleet ready for departure (4.288-89) regardless of 

his hesitation in leaving Dido. The scene allows for exceptionally intimate 

characterization, a look into the Aeneas’ weakness. Despite the god’s unreserved 

scolding of the hero, Aeneas’ continuing efficacy remains undamaged. The scene’s 

supernatural quality causes its content to be lifted out of the narrative, having no practical 

effect on mortal goings-on. When Aeneas resumes his affairs within the mortal realm, his 

immediate action emphasizes his will, and the scene, beginning as a stern reprimand, 

becomes instead a success.  

 Another such example comes in Book 5, when the crazed Trojan women set fire 

to Aeneas’ fleet in Sicily. Aeneas prays to Jupiter to spare the ships, and although his 

prayer is answered, and rains douse the flames, he is utterly distraught (casu concussus 

acerbo, 5.700). He ponders to himself whether just to settle in Sicily, forgetful of the 

fates (oblitus fatorum, 5.703), or continue to Italy. His elderly companion, Nautes, who is 

a seer, reassures him (his Aenean solatus vocibus infit, 5.708), but it is not the old man’s 

words that move him. After nightfall, the ghost of Anchises comes to Aeneas in a dream, 

again in a private exchange. Anchises instructs his son to journey to the underworld, 

where, of course, Aeneas will receive his most famous revelation. Upon emerging from 

the vision of his father, he gathers his men together immediately (extemplo, 5.746) and 

sets to the work that will finally bring him to Italy. 
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 These visions, these voices of providence, intervene when Aeneas needs them 

most, but beyond receiving the knowledge they impart, his pietas and prudentia are 

displayed in his immediate action and adherence to their guidance. The fact that these 

dialogues occur privately is significant. Whether the epiphany or theophany is read as 

literal or not, the effect remains the same. Epiphany presents, in dialogue form, a 

conversation that is essentially deliberative. In a typical epiphanic scene, the character 

himself is revealed in a more intimate way (sometimes, intensely so, complete with 

insecurities and doubts) and is abruptly changed, presumably to the better.44 The 

character becomes a nexus of the divine world and the mortal realm, whereby 

emphasizing the importance of will, much to the approval of a Stoic critique. Ironically, 

in Book 4, when Aeneas declares to Dido that he does not leave her by his own will 

(Italiam non sponte sequor, Aen. 4.361), it is precisely his will that allows him to advance 

his greater purpose.45

 It is important to note that during the course of his trials, where a Stoic would call 

for cool and calm reserve, the best Aeneas can muster is perseverance. Despite the fact 

that he comes through his difficult situations, he is consistently agitated and obviously 

disturbed by his circumstances, whether in despair or anger. The position here, again, is 

not to call Aeneas a Stoic exemplar. Much to the contrary, while the Aeneid seems to 

speak to Stoic precepts, the demeanor of Aeneas himself is quite opposite to the Stoic 

 As he alone is privy to these epiphanies, he alone is responsible for 

carrying out the instructions of the god or shade. 

                                                 
44 Savran, “Theophany as type scene,” 1.  

45 Camps, An Introduction to Virgil's Aeneid, 23.  
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ideal. He succeeds in heeding the voices of providence, but he often does so in noticeable 

distress.  

 The voice of providence assumes a significantly different role in the second half 

of the Aeneid. Some critics suppose that Aeneas’ character changes over time; others 

recognize that it is Aeneas’ situation rather than his character that changes.46 It is more 

easily verifiable to say that Aeneas requires less direction and no redirection. In other 

words, his attitudes and actions are in greater alignment to providence. Having firmly 

established the omnipresence of destiny in the first half of the epic, which culminates in 

the extended vision given in the underworld in Book 6, Vergil deploys the epiphanic 

dialogue significantly less once Aeneas arrives in Latium in Book 7. The relative silence 

of the gods and shades, where they were formally so involved, seems to endorse Aeneas 

in his current state of affairs. In the whole of the second half of the Aeneid, Aeneas has 

only two significant theophanies,47

 At the beginning of Book 8, faced with the ever growing number of the enemy 

following a calamitous outbreak of fighting, Aeneas is shown in a state of agitation 

(fluctuat, Aen. 8.19) over the coming war. Then, in the usual fashion, he has a vision of 

Tiberinus, the Tiber River god, who instructs him to seek an alliance with Evander, a 

king whose city lies upriver. While this theophany renders extremely important direction 

 both of which have a markedly different tenor than 

previous visions. 

                                                 
46 See Camps, Michels, and Fuhrer. 

47 Omitted from the discussion below is the appearance of the nymph, Cymodocea, to Aeneas 
(10.228-45). This is actually the final epiphany in the text, but it is a comparatively minor scene. Its 
inclusion neither bears significance to the current argument, nor does its omission detract from it. 
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from a strategic point of view, it contains no redirection. In fact, the subsequent journey 

to Evander brings Aeneas serendipitously to the site of future Rome, which seems more 

likely a narrative opportunity for Vergil’s patented verisimilitude. Rather than appearing 

to say that Aeneas has committed an error, such as during his fighting at Troy or his delay 

with Queen Dido, this epiphany is more of a checkpoint. Having reached Latium, Aeneas 

acquires from this vision important information necessary to continue. His relationship to 

providence has noticeably changed. 

 Aeneas’ final theophany with his mother is perhaps the most intriguing of all his 

visions. It stands unique among his many interactions with the other realm. Aeneas is 

prepared for battle and set to receive from his mother the armor crafted by Vulcan. He is 

clearly isolated in the narrative, as is the program (in valle reducta, Aen. 8.609-10). The 

prelude, however, is not Aeneas’ usual frantic48 characterization. There is no frenzy, fury, 

or grief.49

                                                 
48 Cf. Aen. 5.701 and the previously discussed scene, 8.20, where the anaphoric formula nunc 

huc…nunc illuc shows a state of agitation just prior to receiving a vision. 

 In the heat of the fighting in Books 10 and 12, he will revert to his more 

familiar idiom of ira and furor, but no such instability, as has been featured earlier, is 

confessed by Aeneas in this scene. Finally, as if to declare that Aeneas is ready to set out 

alone in the fulfillment of his destiny, she seeks her son’s embrace (amplexus nati, 

8.615), where in so many other epiphanic scenes this moment of closure is often 

49 Venus advises Aeneas not to hesitate to do battle (ne…dubites, 8.613-14), but this hardly 
constitutes a wavering that may be directly attributed to Aeneas himself. 
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denied.50

 Neither of the two episodes above betrays any deficiency in Aeneas’ character in 

the way that may be said of the reproaches from Venus and Creusa in the Book 2, or 

those of Mercury in Book 4. He is no longer an obstruction to providence, he is its 

follower.

 With much of the opus maior still needing to be done, this is the final time 

Aeneas’ divine mother will speak to him. 

51 His most dominant traits, however, particularly those about which critics 

complain, e.g. his penchant toward rage, clearly and demonstrably remain. A most 

important question to be posed is what indeed has changed. There seems to be some 

sense that Aeneas has changed, but again, it is not so much his character as it is his 

situation, his relationship to his destiny.52 The voices of providence have harsh words for 

Aeneas only when he threatens to derail himself from his purpose. The purpose of 

epiphanies and theophanies of the first half of the epic is not to condemn his behavior but 

to correct his position.53

 During the bloody fighting of the closing books, culminating in Aeneas’ 

execution of Turnus, a favorite of critics who would point to Aeneas’ questionable 

morality, Aeneas is not corrected at all. Nothing stops Aeneas from killing Magus. In the 

final scene, no god or goddess appears to stay his hand once the final judgment of Jupiter 

 For all his supposed less than heroic morality, Aeneas’ character 

remains largely unchanged, even after he reaches Italian soil. 

                                                 
50 Cf. Aen. 1.408-9, 2.793, and 6.701, where Aeneas seeks the embrace of his mother Venus, 

Creusa, and his father Anchises respectively. 

51 Cf. Seneca, De Providentia: 5.6, nec servio deo sed assentior. 

52 Camps, An Introduction to Virgil's Aeneid, 25.  

53 Mackie, The Characterisation of Aeneas, 55.  
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is given. The war with the Laurentines and Rutulians is textually situated as a near mirror 

image of the Fall of Troy in Book 2. It should be remembered that, there, Venus 

intervened to stop Aeneas’ rage. If one allows only the Aeneid as the guide of what 

actions are appropriate for Aeneas, beyond any rationales one pleases for the death he 

deals, the voices of providence have no word of disapproval. His deeds, however bloody 

they may be, and whether they are the just desserts of his foes or not,54

 The continual sticking point for many critics is the rage of Aeneas. Vergil even 

gave them the words. One recalls the words of Venus, “quid furis?” (Aen. 2.595). What, 

however, is to be said of the fulfillment of Aeneas? At the close of the Aeneid, what is 

Aeneas? He occupies the narrative space that has the name “hero,” and, in the end, pius 

Aeneas comes through for his people. Not once, even as he killed Turnus, did he act for 

his own interests. In his own words, it was Pallas

 they are in the 

service of his company and his promised destiny. 

55 who dispatched the foe (12.948). It 

may even be said that his rage, from this point of view, is transcendent and not properly 

attributed to Aeneas himself. For now, it does little harm to allow that some readers may 

find Aeneas’ anger to be a non-heroic despite sound arguments that the Romans 

themselves would have valued rage in war and punishment.56

                                                 
54 Galinsky, “The Anger of Aeneas.” This article features an extensive argument that Turnus and 

Aeneas’ other foes very much deserved their fates, and that Vergil gives ample justification which would 
have been well understood by his Roman audience. 

 It is not his anger per se 

55 It is a matter of great importance that Pallas is an Italian, representing Aeneas’ ultimate phase of 
pietas. He moves from devotion to Troy, to his family, to his comrades, to his people, Italians included. Per 
Jupiter’s decree the Trojans and Latins are to become one people. 

56 See Galinsky, “The Anger of Aeneas;” Bowra, “Aeneas and the Stoic Exemplar,” 18; Mackie, 
The Characterisation of Aeneas, 213-14. 
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that is non-heroic compared to the traditional mode, it is his lack of ego, the sort of self 

aggrandizement that typified the mythological heroes of old. 

 Without fully reducing the Aeneid into determinations of whether Vergil approved 

or disapproved of the Augustan regime, it may be said that he simply found the 

traditional heroic type either insufficient or inappropriate for his times.57 The heroes of 

Homer, after all, are sackers of cities, not founders. The new peace, the promise of 

Augustus and the hope of Vergil, is antithetical to what Homeric traditions hold as the 

“great man.” It seems almost necessary that, when Vergil first sat down to compose a 

panegyric Roman epic, he had to dismantle the traditional epic hero and replace it with a 

character who suffers under his passions, and who is an instrument of a greater purpose. 

The heroes of old in many ways represent defiance of the individual: a son against a 

father, a soldier against a king, or a mortal against the gods. Always, in the end, these 

heroes achieve their arete largely for their own gain rather than for a people at large.58

 The darker voice of the Aeneid does not assign blame to Augustan Rome, as only 

the harshest pessimistic critics might say. It does, on the other hand, convey an 

acknowledgement of the unfortunately heavy cost of the peace of Augustus, as so often is 

the case, throughout history. This point, where readers of the “dual voice” stop, is where 

 

What the Roman epic calls for is not defiance, but submission. Aeneas is a man, and not a 

weak man, who suffers and does so for the good of others, proleptically, for the good of 

Rome.  

                                                 
57 Williams, Aeneas and the Roman Hero, 28.  

58 Ibid., 29-30.  
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a reading of “Stoic providence” with a non-heroic and patently “un-Stoic” protagonist 

would go further. Rome is worth the cost; its excellence is ordained by the gods. Vergil 

re-imagines the central conscience of his city, Jupiter’s city, as an idea worthy of service, 

even if that service entails suffering and loss. An epic, which acknowledges this sacrifice, 

and a character in Aeneas, who is its embodiment, would carry appeal for a disillusioned 

and disenfranchised audience.
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CHAPTER IV 

AENEAS AND THE FUNCTIONS OF THE ANTI-HERO 

 

If one speaks of the Aeneid in terms of the socio-political climate during the time 

it was written, as does much of the prominent work of pessimistic critics, much care 

should also be taken to consider the Aeneid within the context of contemporary literary 

production. An important rationale for reading Aeneas as an anti-hero derives from a 

perceptible trend among other authors’ works. The Augustan Age is marked in Roman 

History for its literary proliferation, and the atmosphere is one of experimentation and 

innovation.59 Roman authors began to reassess and reinterpret traditional themes and 

forms. It is in this climate that Vergil begins sewing the “seeds of the anti-hero” in the 

epic form.60 An innovative character like Aeneas fits within the context of uniquely 

Roman production of various genres such as elegy and satire.61

The Roman elegists experimented with the traditional form of love poetry and 

produced work which, in its own way, reflects Rome’s changing values. Ovid’s Amores, 

for example, according to Ellen Greene, represents a critique of the Roman public world 

and its private consciousness.

  

62

                                                 
59 Karl Galinsky, Augustan Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 225.  

 Other critics see elegy and its reversals of gender roles as 

60 Rosett Lamont, “From Hero to Anti-Hero,” Studies in the Literary Imagination 9, no. 1 (Spring 
1976): 34.  

61 Quintilian is popularly quoted satura tota nostra est. 

62 Ellen Greene, The Erotics of Domination: Male Desire and the Mistress in Latin Love Poetry 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 94-95.  
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analogous challenges to traditional power structures.63 Ovid and Propertius, who were 

contemporaries of Vergil, were willing to push the boundaries of not only what was 

expected, but what was appropriate. One easily assumes that there must have been a 

considerable amount of shared influence.64

The elegists, moreover, showing an esteem for Alexandrian poetic styles,

 The more ironical style of writing from 

genres other than epic finds a reflection in Vergil. Dido, for example, seems to be styled 

as an elegiac puella. Indeed, the very presence of Book 4 seems to rebut Vergil’s peers’ 

recusationes of epic style and may be read as a warning against the dangers of bending 

too willingly to the object of one’s affections. 

65 may 

also lend a clue to Vergil’s own Alexandrian inspirations.66 Apollonius’ Argonautica, 

“whose impact on the Aeneid has sometimes been underrated,”67 features its own anti-

hero in Jason. The Hellenistic epic systematically destroys the practical effectiveness of 

mythological figures such as Heracles. One by one, it portrays the inadequacies of 

typically heroic modes of dealing with the world’s adversity, modes such as brawn, skill, 

and valor.68

                                                 
63 Maria Wyke, “Mistress and Metaphor in Augustan Elegy,” in Latin Erotic Elegy: An Anthology 

and Reader, ed. Paul Allen Miller (London: Routledge, 2002), 397-99.  

 Instead Apollonius presents in opposition his successful anti-hero, Jason, an 

64 J. P. Sullivan, “The Politics of Elegy,” in Latin Erotic Elegy: An Anthology and Reader, ed. 
Paul Allen Miller (London: Routledge, 2002), 312-13. 

65 A. M. Keith, “Corpus Eroticum: Elegiac Poetics and Elegiac Puellae in Ovid's Amores,” The 
Classical World 88, no. 1 (Sep.-Oct., 1994): 28. 

66 W. W. DeGrummond, “Aeneas Despairing,” Hermes 105, no. 2 (1977): 228. 

67  Perkell, Reading Vergil's Aeneid, 9. See also Damien Nelis, Vergil’s Aeneid and the 
Argonautica of Apollonius Rhodius (Leeds: Francis Cairns, 2001). 

68 Gilbert Lawall, “Apollonius' Argonautica: Jason as Anti-Hero,” Yale Classical Studies 19 
(1966): 147.  
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opportunist who merely survives, who is “circumventive, pious, and reliant on the aid of 

others, both humans and gods.”69

The anti-hero, once again, is characterized by a lack of traditional heroic qualities. 

This, of course, is a modern definition, an attempt to formalize an idea that has any 

number of various incarnations in literature and popular culture, so much so that users of 

the term often have contrary understandings. The anti-hero, as conceived here, is not 

merely the contradiction of hero, i.e. in simple terms, a failure. The simple opposite of a 

hero is akin to the concept of a tragic hero, which specifically refers to a character whose 

tragic flaw brings about his own downfall or destruction.

 Although there are significant differences between the 

characters of Jason and Aeneas, both demonstrate a movement away from tradition, but 

the former establishes a historical point of departure from which, it may be hypothesized, 

Vergil proceeded. 

70

A key aspect of the characters, Jason and Aeneas, is their success. In a narrower 

view, these characters succeed as heroes, vis-à-vis their respective quests, but they do so 

in a non-traditional mode. Rather than a wholesale dismissal of the heroic ethos, which 

does exist in modern popular culture

 It is precisely the break from 

tradition that best characterizes the anti-hero, properly conceived. It is the notion of 

purposeful divergence that holds relevance to the characters Jason and Aeneas. In terms 

of the simple definition of anti-hero, Jason and Aeneas fit the model, but this study asks 

for a further clarification, or rather, a refinement. 

71

                                                 
69 Ibid., 166.  

, and which has its own implications in terms of 

70 Harmon, A Handbook to Literature, 526.  

71 A figure that comes to mind here might be an outlaw type, a celebrated villain, who is devoid of 
any moral code and/or achieves no quest. 
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social commentary, what characters such as Jason and Aeneas entail is controlled and 

precise. The typical hero of a given set of traits, of whatever tradition one pleases, 

achieves the end of his quest, and in so doing, elevates the value of those traits.72

The effect is the suppression and marginalization of a rather specific set of traits, 

and by extension, the author’s implication as to either the obsolescence of positive traits 

that are absent or the practical irrelevance of more negative traits that are present. 

Simultaneously, still other traits, those that allow the character to succeed, become 

elevated. For example, Jason’s inexperience and lack of leadership, indeed the lack of 

each of the traits his foils possess, are marginalized in favor of this opportunistic 

practicality and subterfuge.

 What 

Vergil and Apollonius present is that same end, but showing their “heroes” achieving that 

end by other means. The engagement of the traditional character mode creates an 

expectation in the reader, which is then set in opposition to the character on the page. 

73 In the case of Aeneas, his respect and obedience to the gods 

and the fulfillment of providence are elevated. Even his anger, which Putnam and 

Johnson found reproachable, when it is properly aligned with the decrees of providence 

becomes elevated as part of Aeneas’ virtue while his frustration or despair is 

marginalized.74

                                                 
72 It is interesting to note that a tragic hero, in his failure, elevates the very traits he lacks, which 

makes the two concepts essentially two sides of the same coin. 

  

73 Gilbert Lawall, “Apollonius' Argonautica: Jason as Anti-Hero,” 147. Throughout the discussion, 
Jason’s indiscriminate deployment of whatever tactic is emphasized repeatedly. Lawall calls Jason a 
“willing opportunist,” who is largely unconcerned with the manner of his “success and survival.” The 
Argonauts themselves, aside from Jason, portray various heroic traits one-dimensionally, traits which 
eventually fail their respective characters, whereas Jason succeeds. 

74 Anger, ira, seen as a vice by the Stoics and by Seneca in particular, was admitted as a flaw in 
the discussion of Chapter 1. That the aforementioned voices of providence give no condemnation in the 
second half of the Aeneid seems to show that, strictly according to the narrative, the anger of Aeneas, if 
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For example, in Book 10, Aeneas, having wounded Mezentius, moves in for the 

killing blow (Aen. 10.788). Suddenly, Lausus, the son of Mezentius intercedes. Vergil 

heightens the scene with an apostrophe dedicated to the brave youth, who is “worthy of 

remembrance” (nec te, iuvenis memorande, silebo, 10.793). What is to be remembered 

from the scene, however, is the stern lesson of providence. Vergil presents a familiar 

looking quandary from another point of view, and Aeneas recognizes it. Aeneas 

reproaches the rash young man for engaging him (quo moriture ruis maioraque viribus 

audes? / fallit te incautum pietas tua, “Why do you rush to die and dare things greater 

than your strength? Your devotion deceives you into recklessness.” 10.811-12). This 

young man is a reflection of the same recklessness seen in Aeneas during the fall of Troy, 

where his behavior, motivated by his pietas, was understandable, even laudable. That 

motive, however, was pushing him toward a path contrary to fate, which made it 

erroneous. Lausus “leaps about mindlessly” (exsultat demens, 10.813; recalling Aeneas in 

Book 2, amens), and Aeneas’ rage rises “higher” (altius is a curious word choice for 

magnitude; altus sometimes means “lofty” or “noble,” cf. Cicero, Phil. 1.6.14). This 

scene pits rage against rage, in a sense, Aeneas versus another version of himself. Lausus 

represents misdirected rage. Aeneas, of course, is not only the better warrior; his cause is 

divine in origin. The moment he kills Lausus, he is at once filled with pity (miserans, 

10.823). He allows the young man to keep his arms, quite unlike Achilles and quite 

unlike Turnus. 

                                                                                                                                                 
aligned to his destiny, is not presented as a detractor. Aeneas’ anger is appropriately punitive according to 
Galinsky. 
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This scene shows certain traits of Aeneas favored and others suppressed. When 

Aeneas cites the pietas of Lausus, it is drawn in direct comparison to his own. Aeneas 

later says, in what some see as a boast, “You fall by the hand of great Aeneas” (Aeneae 

magni dextra cadis, Aen. 10.830), it is not a declaration of his prowess. He had already 

acknowledge the youth was outmatched. The consolation was meant to say he fell 

according to providence. Aeneas’ devotion was directed correctly where Lausus’ was lost 

in blind passion. Aeneas’ rage and pietas are elevated while his lament for the fate of the 

boy seems to be mentioned only for the purpose of a direct contrast to Turnus’ killing of 

Pallas.  

Aeneas has been shown simultaneously to evoke the image of the Homeric hero 

and to subvert the tradition, yet he clearly completes his role as the hero and achieves 

fulfillment. It may be asked, if his passions are marginalized, why include them? A 

concise answer would be realism with a dramatic flair—and with broad appeal. The 

Roman audience had become more sophisticated, and by extension, authors had become 

more aware “of the complexities of ethical choice, a disenchantment with simple 

solutions.”75

                                                 
75  Lamont, “From Hero to Anti-Hero,” 20-21. 

 Allowing the reader to experience Aeneas’ pain, fear, and frustration, makes 

him a more real and believable character. That he nevertheless continues to advance his 

quest emphasizes the discipline and sacrifice which, in the end, gives pietas its mark of 

distinction. Indeed, what is discipline without temptation, sacrifice without the feeling of 

loss? Aeneas is defined by his suffering and endurance more so than his deeds, not 

because he has passion, but because that passion does not derail his final achievement. 

Rather, with the guidance of his many visions and the providence of the gods, he is able 
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to lay aside those emotions that would keep him from completing his mission. The result 

is a final transformation of Aeneas into the ultimate Roman citizen, a man defined by his 

role in a greater whole.76

What triumphs in the Aeneid, in fact, is providence. The success of Aeneas is 

determined by whether he yields to, follows, and ultimately embraces his role in its 

fulfillment, which requires only his continued assent. The person that Aeneas is, 

passionate, easily disturbed and agitated, remains consistent throughout the epic. In the 

second half of the epic, however, the man and the mission become less distinct. His 

character stands very much to the side of the narrative which is driven entirely by 

providence, his destiny and the destiny of his progeny. In the killing of Magus, for 

example, Aeneas assigns the responsibility to the shade of Anchises and to Iulus (hoc 

patris Anchisae manes, hoc sentit Iulus, “This, deems the shade of my father Anchises, 

this Iulus.” Aen. 10.534). This is a clear acknowledgement of his complete investment in 

the decrees of providence. Quite unlike his Homeric counterparts, he is depicted not as an 

agent but as an instrument, a paradigm of submission. He has all the ferocity of Achilles, 

but none of what Agnes Michels termed a warrior’s “joy of battle.”

 

77

The appeal of the anti-hero, while it may only be hypothesized for the Aeneid’s 

Roman audience, seems to coincide with certain social phenomena characterized by 

disturbance and disruption. Victor Brombert, in an attempt to extrapolate anti-heroic 

modes in modern European literature, studied characters from works spanning the 19th 

  

                                                 
76 Williams, Aeneas and the Roman Hero, 28.  

77 Michels, “The Many Faces of Aeneas,” 402.  
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and early 20th centuries.78

The use of the neatly packaged terms like “Augustan Rome” and “Augustan Age” 

belies the complexity of the socio-political landscape when Vergil was writing. Before 

his death in 19 B.C.E., Vergil knew the name Augustus only eight years.

 This was the age of the Industrial Revolution and its aftermath, 

and an era that saw not one but two world wars. It was a time when traditions and power 

structures across the world changed utterly. The Augustan Age was situated within a 

similar social climate.  

79

It is in this same sort of social condition that the modern incarnation of the anti-

hero is said to have appeared. Given the recurrent nature of such social change, it stands 

to reason its reflection in literature should also be a recurring phenomenon. Consciously 

or unconsciously writers “have fashioned literary protagonists who reflect their creators’ 

deeply imbedded unrest in society...who are indecisive, alienated, passive, self-

condemning, psychotic.”

 Augustus is a 

name associated with the peace, a relative peace that came at the height of a revolutionary 

period in Rome’s history. The establishment of the principate was the net result of a 

violent civil war between Octavian and Antony that mirrored the conflict between Caesar 

and Pompey less than two decades earlier. It is as if Rome had waged a world war upon 

itself, and in the process, eviscerated its republican spirit. The structures of power in 

Rome had been tossed into complete disarray. Rome itself lost its identity and was, at its 

very best, during the most vigorous period of literary production, in a state of flux. 

80

                                                 
78  Brombert, In Praise of Antiheroes. 

 Patricia Jones quotes post-World War II writer, Hemingway, 

79 Octavian received the title Augustus in 27 B.C.E..  

80 Percy G. Adams, “The Anti-Hero in Eighteenth-Century Fiction,” Studies in the Literary 
Imagination 9, no. 1 (Spring 1976): 50.  
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“that no writer composes characters and situations totally from imagination” and 

continues that “most of what is deemed ‘fiction’…can be traced to actual events or 

characters in the writer’s life.”81

Some degree of each hardship can be found in the time surrounding the rise of 

Augustus and the life of Vergil. Their own generation’s history, not their far-removed 

ancestors’ but their own living memory saw a number of great men fall at the hands of 

other great men, culminating in a fundamental shift in constitutional power structures and 

long-standing social values. Brombert writes of anti-heroes, “Such characters do not 

conform to traditional models of heroic figures; they even stand in opposition to them. 

But there can be great strength in that opposition. Implicitly or explicitly, they cast doubt 

on values that have been taken for granted, or were assumed to be unshakeable.”

 Vergil witnessed much less of Augustan Rome than the 

conflict and uncertainty that preceded it. Aeneas is a character who addresses a desire to 

understand one’s role in a universe that was violent and ambivalent. The rise and 

resurgence of the anti-hero in the modern age correlates to revolution, war, economic 

recession, and shifting social structures. The same can be said of Vergil’s day. 

82

To eagerly assume that Vergil in some way disapproved of the changes he 

witnessed in his life, may be an overly bold conclusion. Not only is it impossible to 

prove, if Aeneas is admitted as an anti-hero, such a conclusion is largely irrelevant. 

Vergil was responding to the needs of a culture in transition. As his times changed, the 

 The 

newly styled heroic figure is an expression of this change. 

                                                 
81 Patricia K. Jones, The Role of the Antihero in the Postwar Novels of Hemingway and Fitzgerald 

(n.p.: M.A. Thesis, The University of Houston at Clear Lake City, 1981), 13.  

82  Brombert, In Praise of Antiheroes, 2. 
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traditions familiar to him, literary or otherwise, quite naturally would have to be adapted. 

The idea of the anti-hero depends upon the memory of tradition.83

Brombert states, “(The) deliberate subversion of the heroic tradition may betray 

an urge to salvage or reinvent meaning. The negative assessment does not prove 

resignation or assent. An absence can be a form of presence.”

 The divergence from 

that tradition, however, need not be categorized specifically as a lament. In a peculiar 

way, the anti-hero reflects an attitude of preservation rather than condemnation. Perhaps 

as a part of the human condition, it represents a continuing need for the heroic figure and 

certain aspects of the tradition from which it came.  

84 The void created by the 

obsolescence of the Homeric, egoist hero stands as both a foil and a complement to the 

character of Aeneas. The completion of Aeneas’ task is a confirmation of his character’s 

plaintive, wrathful, but socially responsible mode. This shift in the value and definition of 

the heroic role is a reflection of Vergil’s changing times. Vergil transforms the Homeric 

tradition into a more contemporary epic and thereby achieves a degree of relevance,85

                                                 
83  Ibid., 5. 

 

much the same way that modern literature and cinema appropriate certain archetypal 

themes from masterworks, or even such works in their entirety, and reinterpret them for a 

newer audience.  

84 Ibid., 6.  

85 Conte, The Poetry of Pathos, 37. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 
 The conclusion of the epic itself offers an illustration of the anti-heroic figure 

compared to the traditional type. As stated previously, much of the debate surrounding 

the character of Aeneas centers on his final confrontation with Turnus.86 Although 

Aeneas is briefly moved by an appeal from the suppliant Turnus, he kills him in a fit of 

anger upon the sight of Pallas’ despoiled sword belt. The scene evokes high emotion 

from the pessimistic critics, which in turn causes equally vehement apologies and 

defenses from the optimistic point of view. Perhaps the harshest criticisms of the final 

scene come from Michael C. J. Putnam and W. R. Johnson. The former wrote, “In the 

end Aeneas is possessed of the wrath (ira) that Juno exemplified early in the epic. 

Aeneas’ final deed reminds us of the essential perversity of power even in the hands of 

those who could with some truth lay claim to have established the most orderly society 

that the world had yet known.”87 Johnson states, “Aeneas gives way to an anger which, 

however perfectly justified, is directed against a man who is no longer, in any way, a 

match for him…and when that anger has been unleashed, both men become victims of a 

kind of mechanical malevolence that negates the dignity and courage of both men.”88

                                                 
86 Aen. 12.930-52. 

 

87 Putnam, Vergil's Aeneid: Interpretation & Influence, 165-66.  

88 W. R. Johnson, Darkness Visible (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 133.  
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 A number of modern critics cite certain similarities between Aeneas and Turnus, 

especially in each man’s manner,89

 In the second half of the Aeneid, Turnus, with the exception of the final 

confrontation, is bombastic and hyper-violent in comparison to Aeneas who, aside from 

his mode in battle, is decidedly diplomatic.

 a fact which those critics have concluded ultimately 

shows Aeneas in a poor light in the final scene. Each man is depicted as frenzied, each of 

equal ferocity (Aeneas Turnusque ruunt per proelia; nunc, nunc / fluctuat ira intus, 

“Aeneas and Turnus rush through the battle; now, now anger swells within,” Aen. 

12.526-27). This similarity that Vergil writes into Book 12 is not necessarily proof that he 

wanted to lower Aeneas’ stature. Firstly, these men are meant to be a match for one 

another, which stands to reason, leading up to a duel between archenemies. Both men, in 

fact, become larger in stature, equally fierce. Alternatively, one sees the same mechanism 

Vergil used in the episode of Aeneas versus Lausus discussed above. Vergil intends a 

contrast between the two heroes.  

90

                                                 
89 Michels, “The Many Faces of Aeneas,” 415. 

 These roles become reversed in the closing 

verses after Jupiter has weighed the heroes’ fates and sent the Dirae down to Turnus 

(harum unam celerem demisit ab aethere summo / Iuppiter inque omen Iuturnae 

occurrere iussit, “Jupiter sends one of these (Dread Ones) swiftly down from the highest 

heavens and ordered her to appear before Juturna as an omen.” 12.853-54). When Turnus 

sees the Dira, all his heroic prowess disappears. He doesn’t recognize himself (se nec 

cognoscit, 12.903). His strength and speed have left him. Aeneas becomes the more 
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violent figure, stalking and tauting (Aen. 12.888-95), so much so that Turnus, according 

to some, becomes a victim rather than a defeated foe. Bringing the anti-heroic figure into 

the discussion of the final scene brings a new point of view to the entire episode.  

 If indeed the two heroes are so similar, where they differ becomes of the utmost 

importance. That difference is precisely what defines the character of Aeneas. Turnus is 

in every way stylized as the Homeric hero type, a great and fierce man with 

individualistic motives. He is deeply concerned with manly and heroic honor. Aeneas, on 

the other hand, is no less brave or fierce, but his motives are anything but individualistic. 

His primary concerns throughout the epic are for others. Although he drives a fate which 

will be his undoing in the end, Turnus plays an active role in his destiny, like the heroes 

of old. Aeneas defers himself. He is a passive and submissive subject of fate. Their 

manner, at various points in the narrative, may be called similar, but their motivations are 

entirely different. 

 If one considers the final scene in reverse, the point is illustrated even more 

clearly. If Jupiter’s scales had fallen in favor or Turnus, and Turnus had gained victory, 

the reader knows exactly how the scene would have proceeded. Turnus would not have 

hesitated to dispatch his foe as Aeneas did, not even for a moment, nor indeed would he 

have been condemned for indulging his rage. He would have been a Homeric hero 

achieving his arete, and as “there are no pacts between lions and men,”91

                                                                                                                                                 
90 Prior to being injured by an anonymous arrow, Aeneas tried to calm his men and protect the 

treaty with Latinus (Aen. 12.313-14). 

 it would have 

91 Homer, Iliad, 22.260. 
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been futile for Aeneas to ask for mercy and kindness,92

 The conflict between Aeneas and Turnus becomes the literal manifestation of the 

opposed motives of the traditional hero and Vergil’s anti-hero. The mode of the anti-hero 

suggests on its own a certain disjunction between traditional values and popular attitudes, 

but what emerges in the final battle is a rather emphatic punctuation of this sentiment. 

Among the many reasons that have been cited for the killing of Turnus, from a literary 

point of view, his character type is no longer relevant. The values he represents are 

outdated, perhaps even dangerous. In the end the traditional hero is literally destroyed, 

and the everyman characterization of Aeneas’ character is hailed as the new exemplar. 

The way is now clear for Aeneas to begin building his new race of men. 

 as Turnus did. The reason, it 

seems, that certain critics have difficulty with the final scene, is the complexity of 

Aeneas’ character. This possibly arises from reading Aeneas as a developing character, 

which causes the expectation of moral growth or deterioration. Aeneas, however, is very 

much still the same man in the final lines of the poem as he has been all along: hesitant, 

faltering, more concerned for those in his charge than for himself, and of course “terrible 

in his wrath” (Aen. 12.946-47). Vergil shows Aeneas in the last lines of the epic to be 

absolutely faithful to his well-established character mode.  

 Reading Aeneas as an anti-hero is a recognition of a shift in values. With regard 

to the framework of the established modern criticism of the Aeneid, it asks for a shift in 

                                                 
92 Turnus’ appeal for “mercy” appears often in discussions of this scene, but in the Latin it is given 

as me redde (Aen. 12.935-36), which gives no clear request to have is life spared per se. It seems equally 
plausible that Turnus asks only for respectful treatment of his body. As so many critics have concluded that 
this scene evokes the image of Hector and Achilles, it should also stand to reason that Achilles subsequent 
treatment of Hector’s corpse and eventual remittance of his body to Priam is at issue here. 
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terms: from “optimism” to “realism” and from “pessimism” to “pragmatism.” It is the 

realization that the world that Vergil presents in the Aeneid is much like the world in 

which he lived, not black and white, but altogether gray—not unlike the postwar era. The 

reader is meant to appreciate every difficulty. By allowing for Aeneas’ flaws and vices to 

be read beside the achievement of his end, Vergil shows the reader that the passions and 

fulfillment of destiny are not mutually exclusive. One’s flaws and individual pain need 

not interfere with one’s duty. Out of a tradition of great heroes and individualists, Vergil 

presents a man whose greatness is defined by the deferment of self, service to others, and 

service in the larger picture of human history. He does not ask that a man be immune to 

the pain entailed with that sacrifice. He only asks that suffering be understood in the 

context of the good it may achieve. 

 Following Aeneas’ example, which is closely aligned to the Stoic point of view, 

one’s suffering is assuaged by the knowledge or faith that this lot is given by the gods to 

a purpose that is good, that there is a Providence that rules the world.93

 This quality of the anti-hero is perhaps the most universal. In Aeneas, the heroic 

figure has become grounded in the human condition as Vergil likely saw it—a condition 

 Vergil’s Aeneas, 

although “un-Stoic” in his attitudes, is able to teach this principle through his submission 

to his destiny. His passions then prove superfluous to his end, yet they complement and 

emphasize his willingness to press that end. He exemplifies the sort of courage every man 

can possess. Not everyone could put out the eye of a cyclops, but perhaps every man is 

capable of persevering in the manner of Aeneas. 

                                                 
93 Seneca, De Providentia, 1.1.1. 
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of powerlessness. Like the absurdities represented in postwar novels like Joseph Heller’s 

Catch-22, the power that traditional heroes exerted over their destiny is revealed as 

utterly false. The only power left to Aeneas was to surrender it. It was not his divinity 

that allowed him to succeed but his willingness to allow those powers to operate through 

him. Aeneas’ farewell to his son before his final confrontation summarizes this sentiment 

(disce, puer, virtutem ex me verumque laborem, / fortunam ex aliis. “Learn from me, boy, 

courage and true toil, fortune from others.” Aen. 12.435-36). Aeneas suffers his success 

for the sake of a greater good. 

 The “greater good,” in the rhetoric of the Aeneid, becomes a conflation of divine 

will and the realization of the Roman state. It is to this point that the optimistic readers 

consistently rally. The prominence of Aeneas’ destiny, and the destiny of the nation that 

will arise from his fulfillment, remains a governor of the narrative from its early 

establishment by Jupiter, through its consistent reinforcement in Aeneas’ many epiphanic 

scenes, to when Aeneas himself drives that destiny. Augustan Rome, in Vergil’s time was 

relatively unproven, and it certainly did have its costs, which the more pessimistic readers 

of the Aeneid rightly recognize is given due treatment. 

 Epic, like any other piece of literature, is a form of entertainment. As such, it will 

necessarily cultivate the values and appetites of its readership, and the needs of the 

Roman populace had changed. The anti-hero may be considered a modern concept, but 

the social circumstances that enabled the figure to come into prominence are not modern. 

Human history is cyclical. Conflict, hardship, and social change are part of the human 

condition. The need to find meaning amidst uncertainty, the need for heroes, the need to 

reinvent them as necessary, these are, perhaps, also part of the human condition, and 
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independent of time. The anti-heroic figure, by this reasoning, is likely much older than 

literary theorists suggest. Scholarly criticism has long recognized the modernity of the 

Aeneid, but has given little credit to character of Aeneas himself. The Aeneid owes much 

of its continuing relevance to the complexity of its central figure.
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