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An Introduction to Aeneid 8

LINDSAY ZOCH

Book 8 is an unusual one. There is no 
fighting in it, or none in the real time 
of the narrative, which makes it unique 

among the last six books of the poem. It is 
also, with the same proviso, the only one of 
the twelve books in which no deaths occur. In 
these respects and others, it is a happy book, 
and R.D. Williams calls it ‘the most optimistic 
book in the poem’.1 We can begin with his 
brief overview:

The eighth book is a peaceful and 
serene interlude between the activity 
of the Furies and the outbreak of 
war in Book 7 and the long battle 
descriptions of Book 9.  Its setting is 
Pallanteum, Evander’s little town on 
the future site of Golden Rome, and 
in its central scene Evander shows to 
Aeneas the hills and valleys which 
were to become famous throughout 
the world.  The description of the 
places is balanced by the pictures of 
the people on the shield which Vulcan 
made for Aeneas.2 

1 Williams (1996), 229.

2 Williams (1996), 228. 

‘Thus,’ Williams continues, ‘the immortal 
city sees its beginning’ in Book 8, which  
‘corresponds in its position in the poem (as 
the second book of the second half) with Book 
2, in which Troy’s history came to its end…’. 
Altogether, there is a strong sense in Book 8 
of ‘destiny and achievement’—or so Williams 
argues.

I want to look at Book 8 in some detail, but let’s 
stick with the big picture for a moment.

Two initial points. First, Books 7-12 are 
inspired chiefly by the Iliad. We should not be 
surprised, therefore, to find a lengthy episode, 
or sequence of episodes, in which the hero is 
absent from the war; and this is just what we 
do find in Books 8 and 9. In Homer’s poem, 
Achilles withdraws from the fighting after his 
row with Agamemnon in Book 1 and only 
returns in Book 20 after the death of Patroclus. 
In Virgil’s poem, Aeneas withdraws at the start 
of Book 8 and only returns about a third of 
the way through Book 10, just before the death 
of Pallas. While Achilles is absent from the 
fighting, the Trojans have the best of it at Troy 
(Books 11-18). While Aeneas is absent from the 
fighting, Turnus and his men have the best of it 
in Latium, attacking the Trojan ships and then 
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Aeneid Iliad
Bk Bk

7 Catalogue of Italian troops (641ff) 2 Catalogue of Greek ships

8 Armour for Aeneas (608ff) 10 Night raid: Odysseus & Diomedes

9 Italians, led by Turnus, attack the Trojan ships (69ff) 12 Trojans, led by Hector, attack the Greek camp

9 Night raid: Nisus & Euryalus (176ff) 13-14 The Greeks rally

9 Italians attack Trojan camp (503ff) 15 Trojans attack the Greek ships

9 The Trojans rally (778ff) 16 Patroclus killed by Hector

10 Aeneas returns (260ff) 18 Armour for Achilles 

10 Pallas killed by Turnus (439ff) 20 Achilles returns

11 Funeral of Pallas (22-99, 139-81) 22 Achilles kills Hector

12 Aeneas kills Turnus 23 Funeral of Patroclus
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breaching the walls of their camp at the mouth 
of the Tiber (Book 9). The table above shows a 
few of the parallel episodes.

My second point concerns Williams’ suggestion 
that Troy’s history came to an end in Book 2. 
That is obviously true in one sense, because 
the city fell to the Greeks who sacked and 
burned it. In another sense, however, Troy 
lives on and its history continues, thanks to the 
actions of Aeneas who has preserved its gods 
and some of its citizens. As Mary Beard writes, 
the ‘destiny’ of Aeneas ‘was to refound his 
native city on Italian soil.’3 This is the central 
theme of Books 1-6, along with the idea that 
Troy’s history in Italy will be the pre-history of 
the Romans, and it is re-stated emphatically at 
the start of Book 8:

huic deus ipse loci fluvio Tiberinus amoeno
populeas inter senior se attollere frondes
visus (eum tenuis glauco velabat amictu
carbasus, et crinis umbrosa tegebat harundo),
tum sic adfari et curas his demere dictis:
‘o sate gente deum, Troianam ex hostibus urbem
qui revehis nobis aeternaque Pergama servas,
exspectate solo Laurenti arvisque Latinis, 
hic tibi certa domus, certi (ne absiste) penates.’

There on that lovely river he saw in 
his sleep the god of the place, old 
Tiber himself, rising amongthe leaves 
of the poplars.  He was veiled in a 
blue-green cloak of fine-spun flax 
and dark reeds shaded his hair.  He 
then spoke to Aeneas and lightened 
his sadness with these words: ‘O you 
who are born of the race of the gods, 
who are bringing back to us the city of Troy 
saved from its enemies, who are preserving its 
citadel Pergamum for all time, long have 
we waited for you in the land of the 
Laurentines and the fields of Latium.  
This is the home that is decreed for 
you.  This is the home that is decreed 
for the gods of your household.’4

3 Beard (2015), 75. 

4  8.31-39, translated by David West (Penguin 1990, revised 
2003) (my italics).

This is a very important passage and part of 
the first of the prescribed passages for this 
year (lines 26-65). It is important for the plot, 
since the rest of the book follows directly 
from the god’s suggestion that Aeneas should 
travel upstream and seek help from Evander 
(lines 49-58). It also contains a number of 
important themes and ideas. One is the idea 
of the household gods, the penates, in line 39.  
As Gransden notes, these objects have been 
mentioned already in line 11 and ‘symbolise 
the continuity of the city’.5 By saving them and 
bringing them to Italy, Aeneas is saving and 
bringing Troy to Italy. A second idea is that he 
is quite right to do so because Italy is the fated 
home of the Trojans, their promised land; and 
a third point is that their promised land is 
also their motherland, because Italy was the 
birthplace of Dardanus, Troy’s founder. This 
point was made cryptically in Book 3,6 but it 
is much more prominent in the second half of 
the poem, and for fairly obvious reasons. The 
Trojans are now in Italy and there are political 
implications. If the Trojans are coming home, 
albeit after a very long time away, then they 
are not really invading the place; arguably 
they have some right to the land.7

The point is made repeatedly in Books 7 and 
8. In Book 7, Latinus hails the Trojans as the 
‘sons of Dardanus’ (Dardanidae, line 195), and 
he recalls the story that Dardanus was born in 
Italy before he went away to Phrygia (206-7). 
This story is eagerly confirmed by the Trojan 
envoy Ilioneus (240-42); and Aeneas repeats it 
when he first meets Evander in Book 8. Aeneas 
notes that their fathers were kinsmen, that they 

5 Gransden (1976), 84.

6 See West 50-53, and especially lines 94-98.  The point 
seems to have been overlooked by Mary Beard overlooks 
this point when she writes (with King Evander in mind) that 
‘however far back you go, the inhabitants of Rome were 
always already from somewhere else.’

7 The point is overlooked by Mary Beard, who argues that 
the central claim of the story of Aeneas is that the Romans 
were originally foreigners. ‘The message is clear,’ she writes, 
having noted that King Evander is an exile from Arcadia, 
‘however far back you go, the inhabitants of Rome were 
always already from somewhere else’ (op. cit., 77-78).    
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have common ancestors, and that ‘Dardanus, 
the first founder and father of the city of Troy, 
sailed to our Teucrian land’ (134-36). In the 
passage cited above the key word is the verb 
revehis in line 37: Troianam ex hostibus urbem / 
qui revehis nobis – ‘you who from the enemy 
bring back to us the city of Troy’. The coming 
of Aeneas to Italy is thus, in one sense, a 
homecoming, a nostos or return, and the second 
half of the poem has an Odyssean as well as 
an Iliadic theme. Gransden traces lines 37 and 
38 to Book 13 of the Odyssey (specifically lines 
339-40), where Athene greets the hero after he 
finally returns to Ithaca.8

The style reinforces the substance in this first 
passage. For one thing, a dream is used to 
support the Trojan dream of a new homeland. 
This kind of narrative device has been used 
before, notably in Book 5 where Anchises 
appears to Aeneas and asks him to come to 
the Underworld.9 More importantly, though, 
the speaker in this instance is not Hector 
or Anchises but Tiberinus, the very god of 
the place, deus ipse loci (31). This is a strong 
and significant characterisation (or use of 
personification).  Quinn calls it ‘playful’ and 
suggests that Virgil is ‘exploiting the dual 
status of Tiber as a river-god and the river 
itself’.10 Richard Jenkyns agrees and makes a 
deeper point.  Certainly Tiberinus is the god 
of the river and almost the river itself, Jenkyns 
argues, ‘with his blue-grey clothing, the sedge 
upon his hair and his position among the 
poplar leaves’. But he is also, symbolically if 
not actually, the land itself. ‘The landscape 
itself welcomes Aeneas to his new home,’ 
Jenkyns writes, and ‘not only the river but the 
very earth, for Tiberinus hails the Trojans as 
‘long awaited by the soil of Laurentum and the 
fields of Latium’.’11 This is line 38, exspectate solo 
Laurenti arvisque Latinis. The point is reiterated 
in a later work, where Jenkyns calls this phrase 
‘suggestive and tantalizing’. It suggests, in Jenkyns’ 

8 Gransden (1976), 83. 

9 .731-33 (West 110). 

10 Quinn (1968), 192.

11 Jenkyns (1986), 4.

view, that ‘the earth of Italy does not merely 
receive Aeneas, it has been waiting for him...’.12

The characterisation continues at the end of 
the passage which R.D. Williams calls ‘very 
impressive’. Williams reminds us that Aeneas 
first heard about the Tiber from Creusa at the 
end of Book 2. Creusa spoke poetically there 
of the Tiber flowing ‘in a gentle line among the 
rich fields of men’ – arva / inter opima virum leni 
fluit agmine (781-82). The description here is at 
least as good; the Tiber says:

‘... ego sum pleno quem flumine cernis
stringentem ripas et pinguia culta secantem,
caeruleus Thybris, caelo gratissimus amnis.’

‘… I am he whom you see with full 
flood
Grazing the banks and cleaving 
the rich tilled soil,
The blue Tiber, the river most 
pleasing to heaven.’13

As usual, Virgil makes great use of adjectives 
and alliteration without overdoing it, and an 
impression of strength is created in the second 
line by the participles which frame it. There 
is chiasmus here as well, which gives a sense 
of movement as the participle-noun pattern is 
reversed or rolled over in the second half of 
the line. In English: ‘grazing the banks and the 
rich tilled soil cleaving’. The third line, 64, is 
especially memorable. Note the parallel phrases 
after the chiastic arrangement of 63; also the 
alliteration and assonance which strongly 
mark the two halves of the line, caeruleus…caelo. 
The parallelism extends to the word endings 
(caeruleus Thybris…gratissimus amnis), and the 
final effect is sonorous and harmonious in the 
extreme. These are certainly lines for students 
to scan and read aloud. Williams suggests that 
the previous lines, 59-61, are rapid, while 62 
and 63 are slow. 

12 Jenkyns (1998), 530.

13 8. 62-64, my translation.
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The first part of Book 8 contains other points 
of interest. War is the subject of the  opening 
lines (1-17), and the hero is mentally troubled 
as he has been many times before (18-25). He 
has every reason to be troubled: he is about 
to fight the war in question, and as things 
stand he is desperately outnumbered (a point 
heavily underscored by the catalogue at the 
end of Book 7). When we join the action he is 
trying to sleep on the riverbank, tristi turbatus 
pectora bello (line 29). He does not see himself 
as the likely victor, and it is significant that the 
river-god uses this word twice in his speech, in 
lines 50 and 61. The term laborum at the end of 
line 46 is also noteworthy: Book 8 is very much 
about the labours of Aeneas – the labours he has 
already completed, which I have mentioned, 
and the labours to come in Books 10-12. 

The book as a whole is smoothly plotted, as 
Quinn observes.

Aeneas needs assistance – so Tiber 
takes him to Evander.  He arrives in 
the middle of a festival, and cannot 
therefore transact his business with 
Evander – so Evander takes the 
opportunity to tell Aeneas the story 
of Cacus and then takes him for the 
evening stroll round what will one 
day be Rome.  Meanwhile the divine 
forces gather, and in the third section 
the two lines of narrative, divine and 
heroic, run side by side, till they meet 
when Venus hands the magic shield 
over to Aeneas.14 

There are different ways of dividing up the 
three sections, but geographically we have 
Aeneas at and on the Tiber initially (1-101); 
then with Evander at Pallanteum, the future 
site of Rome (102-584); and then at Caere, 
where he is visited by his divine mother (585-
731).  The major episodes are those described 
by Quinn, and these are dramatically unified 
by the positive effect they have on Aeneas.  
A key scene is the one at 520-540, where the 
dejected hero receives a sign from Venus and 

14 Quinn (1968), 191. 

looks up to see his new armour flashing in the 
sky.  P.T. Eden suggests that this passage ‘has 
all the force of a dramatic πεεεπεεεεε’ or ‘reversal 
of fortune’,15 and it is undoubtedly a forceful 
passage.  It shows Aeneas accepting, with due 
reluctance, the mission to defeat Turnus, and 
even imagining his victory. 

Alas! What slaughter waits upon 
the unhappy Laurentines! What a 
punishment Turnus will endure at my 
hands! How many shields and helmets 
and bodies of brave men will Father 
Thybris roll down beneath his waves.16

The major episodes in Book 8 are thematically 
unified as well.  The key idea is heroism which 
is effectively historicized and Romanized in 
the course of the book.  As Brooks Otis puts it, 

[Book 8] has one major theme: Aeneas 
is the divine man (theios aner) of Roman 
destiny whose mission is to defeat 
impious furor, the furor represented by 
Allecto and the Latin war.  He stands 
in a present that is framed by a past 
and a future: the Arcadian Rome 
whose theios aner was Hercules and the 
future Rome whose theios aner is to be 
Augustus.  All three symbolise the 
eternally Roman struggle of pietas and 
humanitas against savage and barbaric 
violence, against the force represented 
by Cacus, Mezentius and Antony.17

This seems to me to be a reasonable summary 
of what is going on in Book 8, of its underlying 
thematic framework, whether or not we want 
to say that Aeneas actually succeeds in the 
mission Otis describes. Does Aeneas in fact 
‘defeat impious furor’ and ‘savage and barbaric 
violence’ in the last quarter of the poem? Or is 
he perhaps himself defeated in this contest, led 
himself by circumstances or personal weakness 

15 Eden (1975), xxi.

16 8. 537-40, tr. West.

17 Otis (1964), 330.
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Hercules [Williams continues] was 
a prototype of the Roman hero, an 
important paradigm in the Stoic 
philosophy, and an example of a 
mortal deified (like Aeneas, Romulus, 
and – still in the future – Augustus) 
for his great achievements. His 
strength and his endurance furnished 
an example which Aeneas, less well-
endowed physically, was called upon 
to emulate in order to found Rome.20

In Book 6 of course, as readers will remember, 
Augustus and Hercules are compared 
explicitly by Aeneas’ father:

‘Now turn your two eyes in this 
direction and look at this family of 
yours, your own Romans.  Here is 
Caesar… here he is, Augustus Caesar, 
son of a god, the man who will bring 
back the golden years to the fields of 
Latium once ruled over by Saturn, 
and extend Rome’s empire beyond 
the Indians and the Garamantes to 
a land beyond the stars… Hercules 
himself did not make his way to so 
many lands, though his arrow pierced 
the hind with hooves of bronze, 
though he gave peace to the woods of 
Erymanthus and made Lerna tremble 
at his bow.’21

The date may also be significant. As James 
Morwood notes, ‘the festival of Hercules, 
the day on which Aeneas arrived at the site 
of Rome, was held on 12 August. Octavian 
began his triple triumph…on 13 August 29 BC 
and would have been outside the walls of the 
city on the day before.’22

20 Williams (1973), 240.  On whether Aeneas is meant to be a 
Stoic paradigm, see the essay by C.M. Bowra in Harrison (1990).

21 6. 788-803, tr. West.

22 Morwood (2008), 124.  On this point, see also Gransden 
and Williams on lines 714-16; both note that the triple 
triumph was to commemorate victories in Illyricum, at 

to behave barbarically and impiously? Otis 
takes the first view, reiterating on the next 
page that Aeneas is ‘the man ordained by 
fate and his own piety to conquer human 
violence and overcome demonic powers’. But 
others have begged to differ, disturbed by the 
hero’s own brand of violence in Book 10, and 
especially by his execution of Turnus in Book 
12. Readers can think about these questions 
for themselves. My own view, for what it’s 
worth, is that Aeneas comes through with his 
pietas (if not perhaps his humanitas) completely 
intact, because in the world of the poem piety 
is not compromised by violence, however 
savage, only by violence that is uncontrolled or 
unsanctioned, and the actions of Aeneas, even 
at the end, are controlled and sanctioned. When 
he kills Turnus, his anger is terrible, to be sure, 
but he is not out of control or out of order; he is 
not amens, out of his mind, as he was in Book 
2, or as Turnus is seen to be in Book 7 after the 
attack by Allecto.18 As Gransden suggests, the 
hero’s wrath can be seen as ‘controlled wrath, 
with a plan behind it’, like the wrath of Hercules 
when he destroys Cacus.19

A few comments now on each of the three 
major episodes identified above: the story of 
Hercules and Cacus (184-305), the stroll around 
the city (306-369), and the magic shield (608-
731). None of the lines from the first episode 
are being read in Latin this year, but students 
would be well advised to study it carefully in 
translation. It explains the worship of Hercules 
in Latium and firmly links the great man with 
this location, a link that is explored more 
fully in the next section. As Williams notes 
(following Otis), the story also ‘has immediate 
relevance to the chief themes of the poem’, 
most obviously heroism. It serves, Williams 
writes, as ‘a mythological parallel to the task 
of Aeneas (and Augustus) of ridding the world 
of barbaric and archaic violence.’ 

18 See specifically 2.314-17 and 7.460-62. 

19 Gransden (1976), 122.  For contrary views, see Boyle 
(1999), especially 158-61, and Ross (2007), 24-31.  On 
Hercules in the the poem, see Galinsky (1961). 
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(lines 465-66), and another in Aeneid 7 which 
Adam Parry discusses in his essay ‘The 
Two Voices of Virgil’s Aeneid’ (lines 759-60).  
Ordinary anaphora appears very frequently in 
Book 8, and examples can be found in lines 
91-92, 349-50, 357, 362-63, 718, and elsewhere.  
There is a great example in a tricolon at 230-
32, though unfortunately these are not among 
the set lines this year. 

Before leaving this section, we might briefly 
mention line 292 which contains a reference 
to the cruelty of Juno.  It was Juno, the Greek 
goddess Hera, who made Hercules suffer, and 
this is an obvious point of similarity between 
the old-time hero and the new man Aeneas.

This brings us to the evening stroll around the 
city with Evander the local king, lines 309-369.  
This part of Book 8 can be regarded as another 
part of the hero’s training for the task ahead.  
Having worshipped the country’s saviour, 
Aeneas now learns more about the country 
that was saved. There are several important 
themes and ideas here. One is the idea that 
the country’s heroic past extends back well 
beyond Hercules and Evander. The key figure 
here is the god Saturn who supposedly came to 
Italy as an exile, like Aeneas, and brought laws 
and peace and some kind of golden age (319-
25). Another is the overarching idea of divine 
favour: Evander, who also entered the country 
as an exile, did so, he says, with the consent 
of the god Apollo (336). Then in the following 
lines (337-50) the future is superimposed on the 
present, as Virgil makes a series of remarks in 
his own voice (as noted by Williams). Perhaps 
the most striking of these is his remark about 
the Capitoline hill – aurea nunc, olim silvestribus 
horrida dumis, ‘now all gold, but in those distant 
days bristling with rough scrub’ (348).

The juxtaposition of nunc and olim is very 
effective in the context, and the mention 
of scrub leads me to other important ideas: 
rusticity and simplicity or plain living. These 
ideas, which imply moral and philosophical 
judgements, have been present all along – first 
with the journey up the Tiber, and then with 
Hercules and his cattle - but they are most 

The last part of the Hercules episode and the 
lines that follow, up to 369, are full of proper 
names and allusions. Some of the scansion is 
difficult and a good commentary or two will be 
essential. I would recommend both Williams 
and Gransden, both of which should be readily 
available, as well as the older edition by Gould 
and Whiteley. Eden is also good but probably 
harder to find. Williams observes: 

This is one of the most densely-packed 
passages in the Aeneid, thick with 
religious and national associations 
of a patriotic and emotional kind. In 
place, though not yet in time, Aeneas 
sees the city of his descendants. 
Following his usual aetiological 
method, Virgil quite often speaks in 
his own person, adding comments and 
information which Evander could not 
know, and linking the legendary past 
with the Rome of history and the age 
of Augustus.23

Dominating the end of the Hercules episode 
is the singing of the priests in lines 285-302.  
They enumerate and praise the hero’s various 
labours, and the poet combines direct and 
indirect speech. Williams notes that there is 
a similar passage in Book 2 of Apollonius of 
Rhodes,24 while Gransden remarks that ‘These 
lines conform, in content and style, to a well-
established hymnic tradition: an invocation 
followed by allusions to the god’s birth and 
deeds, including brief stories…and concluding 
with a prayer.’  He adds that the use of repetition 
here, tu…tu…te…te…te…te, ‘is characteristic and 
found in Callimachus and the opening lines of 
Lucretius.’25 It is of course a stunning example 
of anaphora, one of Virgil’s favourite figures 
which he employs regularly and not only in 
religious contexts. There is a famous example 
associated with Orpheus in the fourth Georgic 

Actium and in Egypt.  

23 Williams (1973), 245.

24 Williams (1973), 246.  The lines in Apollonius are 701-713.

25 Gransden (1976), 120-21. 
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of Thrace to kill Priam’s son Polydorus (auri 
sacra fames, 57). And in Book 6 we are told 
that the greedy make up the largest group of 
sinners in Tartarus (quae maxima turba est, 611). 
It is useful to compare the Aeneas we see here 
with the figure we saw earlier at Carthage. In 
Book 4, corrupted by sex and wealth, Aeneas 
spends the winter sleeping in Dido’s palace, 
carries a sword studded with jasper, and wears 
a fancy purple cloak with gold embroidery.  
Now by contrast, having made it to Italy, he 
sleeps alone in a small wooden hut on a bed 
of leaves.29

It remains to say something about the arms 
Aeneas receives from his mother; and I say 
‘arms’ here because the gifts include a helmet, 
a breastplate, greaves, and also (and most 
importantly) a sword, as well as a shield.30  
This is the climax of the book and one of 
the best known passages in the poem. Like 
the previous passage - and Jupiter’s speech to 
Venus in Book 1, and the last part of Anchises’ 
speech in Book 6 - it is a very Roman passage.  
But whereas the scenes in Pallanteum by and 
large concern the past and the present, this 
part of the book deals fairly and squarely - 
or squarely anyway - with the future. Roman 
history is vividly depicted in a series of scenes 
engraved on the new shield, all of which show 
Rome being threatened by enemies and saved 
by virtuous leaders – Romulus, Manlius, Cato, 
Cicero by implication, though he is not named, 
and Augustus. The message or connection with 
the previous part of the book is obvious.  Hercules 
saved the country. So did Evander in his own 
way, the founder of the Roman citadel (313). 
Now Aeneas must do so, with Evander’s help, by 
confronting and defeating Turnus and Mezentius.

29 4.193-94 and 259-64, and 8.366-68.  

30 None of these other items is mentioned again in Book 
8, but the helmet is mentioned when Aeneas returns to 
the Trojan camp in Book 10, and the sword is mentioned 
many times, as one would expect. It is used to kill Lausus, 
Mezentius and Turnus, among many others. Interestingly, 
Turnus himself has a sword made by Vulcan – the sword of 
his father Daunus - but in his haste on the final day he grabs 
another one which snaps when it clashes with the sword of 
Aeneas (see 12.87-91 and 728-41).         

prominent in this section. As Otis writes, ‘The 
theme of simplicity and noble paupertas (as 
opposed to a later and degenerate luxury) is 
a major motif of this part of the book.’26 Key 
lines are 314-18, which record the legend that 
the aboriginals of the country sprang from 
oak trees, and 327, where Evander suggests 
that the golden age of Saturn came to an end 
because men gradually became greedy and 
belligerent. The final lines are also relevant.  
Indeed, according to Otis, they sum up the 
whole scene. They have reached Evander’s 
house on the Palatine, and with cattle mooing 
in the forum below the king invites his guest to 
stay the night, as Hercules once did.

‘haec’ inquit ‘limina victor
Alcides subiit, haec illum regia cepit.
aude, hospes, contemnere opes et te quoque dignum
finge deo, rebusque veni non asper egenis.’ 

‘The victorious Hercules of the line 
of Alceus stooped to enter this door.  
This was a place large enough for him.  
You are my guest, and you too must 
have the courage to despise wealth.  
You must mould yourself to be worthy 
of the god.  Come into my poor home 
and do not judge it too harshly.’27   

As Otis suggests, Virgil was probably thinking 
of ‘the studied simplicity of Augustus’ “palace” 
at this time…but the essential purpose of the 
lines is to indicate the simplicity (the contempt 
for mere wealth) that the three divine men 
have in common.’28 

Such moral themes have arisen before.  In Book 
1, Dido’s brother Pygmalion is condemned as 
impious and ‘blind from love of gold’ (auri caecus 
amore, 349). In Book 3, the poet deprecates the 
sort of hunger for gold that drove the King 

26 Otis (1964), 336.  Luxury is a major theme in Robin 
Lane Fox’s recent volume, The Classical World: An Epic 
History from Homer to Hadrian (2006).  

27 8. 362-65, tr. West. 

28 Otis (1964), 337-38. 
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Whether this is a great piece of patriotic 
writing or blatant propaganda, or a bit of both, 
or something else again, readers will have to 
decide for themselves. Certainly the treatment 
of Roman history is partial and biased. It 
is massively - though we might want to say 
naturally - skewed in favour of Augustus, the 
writer’s patron. Of the roughly hundred lines 
in question (626-728), over fifty are devoted to 
Augustus, and if the princeps was disappointed 
with the Aeneid as a whole, as R.J. Tarrant has 
suggested,31 he must surely have been pleased 
with this part of it. Nor is it just a matter of 
quantity: the scenes involving Augustus are 
in the centre of the shield (in medio, 675), 
while the others are peripheral; and they 
are described last, and in this way too given 
greater prominence.32

Two final points.  First, the notion of pietas. 
This is a standard topic every year, and this 
year will be no different. There is a good deal 
of religious language in Book 8, and much 
about conscientiousness and proper conduct.  
The piety of Augustus is highlighted in the 
description of his triple triumph. There will, 
however, be opportunities to discuss other 
aspects of the ideal Roman character, as well 
as certain characteristics which the Romans 
(or some of them) evidently deplored. A 
variety of virtues and vices is exemplified on 
the shield, for example in the lines about Cato 
and Catiline (666-70), and especially in the 
lines describing Antony and Cleopatra (685-
88 and 696-700). The rustic theme reappears 
in the lines describing the hut of Romulus and 
the geese on the Capitol (654-55).

Secondly, a word about the technique employed 
here which is known as ecphrasis. The term 
means a description, but usually it refers to the 
description of a work of art, and specifically 
a work of visual art.  It is a very common 
device in classical poetry and there are famous 
examples that we can be sure Virgil knew well.  

31 Tarrant (1997), 186. 

32 West has a brief description of the scenes on the shield in 
Appendix II of his Penguin translation. For a more detailed and 
critical discussion, see his article in Harrison (1990), 295-304. 

The principal model is Achilles’ shield in Book 
18 of the Iliad, as noted earlier, but there is 
also the description of Jason’s cloak in Book 1 
of Apollonius, and the marriage bed of Peleus 
and Thetis, Achilles’ parents, in Catullus 64.33  
There are several examples in the Aeneid, for 
example the temple of Juno at Carthage in 
Book 1, the doors of the temple of Apollo at 
Cumae in Book 6, and the swordbelt of Pallas 
in Book 10.34 All of these and a couple of others 
are discussed by Michael Putnam in his 1998 
monograph Virgil’s Epic Designs. On the shield 
ecphrasis in particular, I would recommend 
West’s essay in the collection edited by S.J. 
Harrison, and Chapter 8 of Philip Hardie’s 
book Virgil’s Aeneid: Cosmos and Imperium.  
Williams and Gransden are indispensable, the 
latter especially. There is a recent discussion 
in David O. Ross, Virgil’s Aeneid: A Readers 
Guide (2007), and some useful notes in James 
Morwood’s book (based on West’s translation), 
Virgil: A Poet in Augustan Rome (2008).         

L.N. Zoch
Melbourne Grammar School
lnzoch@mgs.vic.edu.au

33 The focus of a new biography of the poet, Catullus’ 
Bedspread by Daisy Dunn (William Collins, 2016).

34 1.441-93; 6.14-33; 10.495-99.
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