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     CHAPTER 3.  Virgil’s Invention of History as Prophecy 


        I.  The Secondariness of Virgilian Epic and its Unprecedented Originality

     Proceeding from Homer to Virgil means moving westward from Greece to Rome and advancing seven hundred years to just about three decades before the birth of Christ.  After having worked for three years on the pastoral poetry of the Eclogues and for seven years on the philosophical poetry of the Georgics, Virgil (born 70 B.C.) composed his epic, the Aeneid, during the last decade of his life, from 29 to 19 B.C.  These were times of transition from Republican to Imperial Rome, times still troubled by the civil war that broke out between Julius Caesar and his rivals, notably Pompey, with Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon in 49 B.C.  Caesar defeated Pompey at Pharsalus in 48 B.C. but in 44 B.C. was himself assassinated by Brutus and Cassius.  The war continued between his assassins and his avengers, with Brutus and certain senators being defeated by Caesar’s first lieutenant, Marc Antony, and Octavian, Caesar’s 19 year-old great-nephew and heir apparent, at Philippi in 42 B.C.  Further internecine strife erupted subsequently between Octavian, later to be called Augustus, and Marc Antony, leading to the rout of the latter together with his Egyptian consort, Cleopatra, at Actium in 31 B.C.  In such travail, the imperial age was born.  
      This historical background concerning Virgil’s own times proves crucial for understanding the prophetic purport of his work.  Although Virgil is writing about the same mythic-heroic age as Homer—specifically the aftermath of the Trojan War—the weight and role of history have become decisive in his epic, and the turbulences of his own contemporary historical period take on a new kind of significance for all his representations of the legendary past.  The tormented interpretation of his lived present can be seen to infiltrate all his representations of the purportedly heroic past and his prophetic projection of a destined future.

     The transition from Homer to Virgil also means moving from what can be called primary to secondary epic.
  For the first time, we are confronted with a highly self-conscious composition by an individual writer.  The formulaic, oral style of primary epic is largely conventional and relentlessly repetitious.  Recited extemporaneously at solemn occasions, it is designed to be taken in as a rapid succession of verses, with no one verse standing out from the rest.  Secondary epic, in contrast, is more intricate and eloquent.  As exemplified by Virgil and later in English tradition by Milton, secondary epic prefers a grand, elevated style.  This reflects its fundamentally different mode of composition as written rather than orally recited discourse:  it is produced by an individual author rather than by a collectivity of bards.  
      Primary epic, moreover, is unreflectively and uncritically heroic in content, as exemplified by Beowolf or the Chanson de Roland, as well as by Homer.  Secondary epic typically reinterprets raw heroic content from the point of view of a more sophisticated culture and civilization.  This allows also for bringing heroic action into different kinds of historical and literary contexts, making for more self-reflectiveness and complexity.  It creates novel possibilities for parody and irony. 

     The reflection on itself as secondary characterizes secondary epic’s own self-presentation in the case of Virgil.  The trope of secondariness resounds in usually regretful, plangent tones throughout the Aeneid.  At many turns, Virgil’s epic shows itself to be acutely conscious of being a reduction and diminution with respect to its Homeric model.  This systematic inferiority is betokened most grossly by the fact that the Aeneid consists in only twelve books—as against the twenty-four of each of the Homeric epics.
  The sense of being dwarfed by its unsurpassable predecessor becomes audible in frequent notes of futility and despair that mark a sharp contrast with the exuberantly unselfconscious tone of Homeric epic.  As if in compensation for the loss of Homer’s splendidly uncomplicated self-confidence, the greater narrative and emotional reflectiveness of Virgilian epic creates a distinctive kind of pathos that is, by comparison, interiorized and self-lacerating.    

      When Homer tells the story of Odysseus’s scar, the scene with the maternal grandfather, Autolycus, in Parnassos moves into center stage and all else is forgotten.
  Virgil’s narrative, in contrast, is layered, being structured by complex framings that impinge upon the narrative present and infuse it with meaning deriving from the past and future, tingeing it with subjective tonalities.  His scenes are almost invariably laden with emotion flowing from nostalgic reflection upon non-present realities rather than only upon what is actually being represented.  The different tenses in this way bleed into and color one another.

       While the Odyssey remains focused predominantly on the sensuous present, the Aeneid opens a reflective space of often melancholic reminiscence.  If the Odyssey is concerned chiefly with pain and its meaning, the Aeneid’s central concern is with meaning and its pain.
  Virgil can accordingly be considered the early inventor of a symbolic poetic trained upon expression of a private dimension of feeling.
  This faculty can be seen at its most powerful, for example, in the scene describing the fatal moment of rolling the horse into the city.  It depicts above all a mood.  How the narrator, Aeneas (and indirectly Virgil), feels about this event takes the foreground over against the event itself:  



“Rolling on, it cast a shadow



 Over the city’s heart.  O Fatherland,



 O Ilium, home of gods!  . . .



 Yet on we strove unmindful, deaf and blind . . . .”






(II. 321-28)

This interior space of the city’s heart opens in an interiorization of the general landscape, suffused with an atmosphere that is above all psychological, impregnated with subjective feeling:



 “. . . Night from the Ocean stream



Came on, profound in gloom on earth and sky . . . .”







(II. 336-37)

     Homer uses symbolism, of course, but as inherent in his world of objective realities rather than as the expression of any distinct personal point of view and inner, subjective sensibility.  Homer is the prototype of the impersonal poet, but Virgil imprints his own sentiments on his poem.  This is the crucial difference that formed the axis for Schiller’s theory of a fundamental polarity between “naive” and “sentimental” poetry.
  Macrobius in the fifth century had already emphasized the pathos characteristic of Virgil’s style (“pathos quo tenore orationis exprimitur”).
  This distinction, too, functions to separate both ancient and modern epic into primary and secondary phases.

       In Homer, the medium through which symbolism is conveyed is non-appearing:  “Homer” is just a name for the mouthpiece through which the world, “nature itself” in Goethe’s formulation of this commonplace, speaks.
  But in Virgil the individual sensibility of the poet is felt everywhere and entirely imbues the world that is represented.  Already Virgil’s fourth-century commentator, Servius, remarked the poet’s expression of his own emotion (“ex affectione sua posuit poeta”) through personal interjections (“interiectionem ex sua persona interposuit”).
  Little wonder, then, that the protagonist, too, should have a private viewpoint and express emotions irreconcilable with the march of events in the objective world that the poem represents.  This divergence opens the dimension in which the original poetic of the Aeneid unfolds.  

       The epic typically tells a story of national origins and the founding of a civilization.
  In the case of the Aeneid, this tale did not arise spontaneously from folk tradition, nor was it developed and passed down orally for generations.  Instead, Caesar Augustus commissioned Virgil to write a poem exalting the Roman state.  Virgil obliged, with all the grandiloquence that he alone could command.  Nevertheless, his own personal point of view is expressed poignantly, especially in the highly subjective style of the poem, which is often at variance sharply, even painfully, with the public program:  a private voice of regret and doubt whines irrepressibly through the official public rhetoric of the work.
  Thus Virgil is the poet of quavering melancholy emotion and elegiac wistfulness, as well as of triumphal marches and state propaganda.  The question of its real, human, and even acutely personal meaning keeps coming back to haunt the author of the official epic scenario.  The magnificence of this great Empire is weighed in the balance against the personal sacrifices that it exacts.  With all the pathos of nagging doubt that these sacrifices engender, the tormenting question—Is it worth it?—refuses to be laid to rest. 

     From the outset, Aeneas is presented as a man burdened with a destiny and overshadowed by his task.  As the conclusion of the proem has it, “so hard and huge / A task it was to found the Roman people” (I. 48-49).  Aeneas and his Trojan companions are not only mercilessly buffeted on the sea by higher powers—






For years



They wandered as their destiny drove them on



From one sea to the next . . .







(I. 46-47)

—they are also confronted with war, after reaching their destination.



And cruel losses were his lot in war,



Till he could found a city and bring home



His gods to Latium, land of the Latin race,



The Alban lords, and the high walls of Rome.






(I. 9-12)

Indeed the raising of the “high walls of Rome” (“altae moenia Romae”), for all their glory and majesty, at the same time entails the sacrifice of Aeneas’s individual will and personal happiness.  This tale of troubles by land and sea is reminiscent of the Odyssey, but whereas the Odyssey was about the assertion of personal identity, the Aeneid is about its effacement.  Unlike Odysseus, Aeneas must abnegate his own will in order to fulfill his historical mission.  Destiny, fatum, by which he came to Italy, as stated in the opening sentence, is for Aeneas a crushing burden of responsibility:  it altogether eclipses his own personality.  The whole destiny of the Western world is placed upon his shoulders, and the weight of the mission overwhelms the man.  Every individual act is voided as Aeneas’s own and is subsumed into a higher historical purpose of far-reaching, symbolic significance.    

      All this is what makes it difficult to refrain from understanding “pius Aeneas,” “duty-bound,” but more literally “pious” Aeneas, as the “prototype of a Christian hero.”
  His characteristic virtue of “pietas” in crucial ways seems a quintessentially Christian virtue of self-abnegation.  Indeed already in antiquity Tertullian had christened Virgil an anima naturaliter christiana (“soul by nature Christian”), and throughout the Middle Ages Virgil was seen as something of a pagan prophet of the coming of Christ.
  
      This claim was most obviously tied to the Fourth Eclogue’s announcement of a prodigious birth, a new progeny (“progenies nova”), under the sign of a Virgin (“virgo”), that would lead to a renewal of the golden age of peace on earth (“iam redit et uirgo, redeunt Saturnia regna”).
  These lines lent themselves to being interpreted as a prophecy of the birth of Christ.  This has seemed far-fetched from the perspective of modern philology, yet Virgil’s invention in the Aeneid of a new form of envisioning history as prophetic of a just and even utopian world-order, a sort of kingdom come, is an astonishing anticipation from within classical tradition of the sort of historical-prophetic hermeneutic that was shortly to develop in Christian interpretation of the Messianic expectations of what then became “the Old Testament.”

       Prophecy in this sense is connected with the poetics of reflective self-consciousness that turns back upon itself and dwells on its own history and searches there for meaning.  It constitutes another, yet deeper difference of Virgil from his predecessors—one that defines even more momentously the astonishing originality of the Aeneid.  The heroic and mythic epic narrative of Homer is transformed into an allegorical history structured as prophetic revelation of Virgil’s own time and its future prospects.  To fully appreciate this, it is necessary to consider very carefully what the claim to prophecy in Virgil entails.

       The question of whether Virgil foresaw the birth of Christ concerns prophecy only in the ordinary and relatively banal sense of being able to foretell the future.  In this, Virgil would be no different from myriad seers and divines and sorcerers with which the ancient world was rife.  But the originality of Virgil, his particular claim to being an authentic prophet rather than simply, like many other major Roman authors, to have incorporated prophetic topoi into his works, rests on his surpassing prophecy in precisely this sense.  It is Virgil’s single-handed invention, as if out of nowhere, of a genuinely prophetic mode of understanding history that is the seeming miracle on which his justly deserved fame as a prophetic poet has every right to rest.
  

       Whereas the certainly rather forced Christian interpretation of the Fourth Eclogue concerns “prophecy” only in a surface sense of factually foretelling the future, the profound meaning of prophecy as it develops in Virgil and in Dante and the whole lineage of prophetic poets they foster down through Tasso, Spenser, Milton, and Blake, concerns rather the interpretation of history from its endpoint and seen as a whole, so that every moment in that history receives new meaning in light of a synoptic vision.  In the biblical prophetic tradition, this perspective extends even beyond history and time altogether, and this marks a crucial difference from Virgil, whose end-vision is envisaged as primarily intra-historical rather than as eschatological or as beyond the end (eschaton) of history.  Still, in Virgil, just as in the Bible, the prophetic vantage point is granted supposedly by divine inspiration.  Whether this claim to inspiration is understood in purely human terms or as supernatural in character, Virgil discovers the purely poetic, interpretive means that make it humanly possible.  Failing an appropriate appreciation of this interpretive revolution, Virgil’s prophetic gift, power, and achievement, even as it becomes normative for Western tradition, thanks especially to Dante, remains quite obscure in its essential character and world-historical significance.  

      “Prophecy” in common parlance seems to us closely akin to a magical power and therefore something no longer to be believed in earnestly, or even perhaps honestly.  Virgil’s claim to prophesy may be tolerable to the extent that he is kept in his place as a writer of fiction, but this is a place made only by very modern consciousness and literary categories.  To do justice to this claim we need a more adequate interpretation of “prophecy” as it can be used to qualify Virgil’s poetry and, by consequence, also the tradition of “prophetic poetry” that follows in his wake.  Much of the burden of the following reading of the Aeneid, especially as it hinges from Book VI, will be to make its “invention” of this new poetic-prophetic mode emerge as a momentous and practically unprecedented revelation of imagination.



              II. A Man or a Destiny:  Book I

       Aeneas finds himself as but a token—and even a kind of allegory—in dramas reaching far beyond any personal concerns of his own.  When he is first seen in the throes of a storm at sea and threatened with shipwreck, wishing he had died at Troy like the other heroes thrice and four times blessed (“O terque quaterque beati . . .”), he is, of course, echoing Odysseus’s despairing lament in the Odyssey V. 306ff.  More typically, his speech holds back all genuine expression of himself.  He encourages his men with the promise that even these hardships will one day be remembered in pleasure.  But in articulating this perfunctory encouragement, he is secretly choking back all his own real sentiments: 



So ran the speech.  Burdened and sick at heart,



He feigned hope in his look, and inwardly



Contained his anguish.






(I. 284-296)

      With this sequestering of personal feeling from outward expression, an exclusively inner realm of experience opens up.  It is of a kind that we were rarely, if ever, allowed to glimpse in the Odyssey.  An inner space that can set itself up over against the public sphere of action by means of private refusal and regret begins to take shape.  This new self-reflexive dimension of the poem and its hero in the Aeneid becomes, from a certain point of view, primary.  Aeneas, in his first speech to his companions, says, “Some day, perhaps, remembering even this / Will be a pleasure” (“Forsan et haec olim meminisse iuvabit,” I. 277-78).  When Odysseus says the same thing in Odyssey XII. 205, he is urging comfort simply in the thought that it will all soon be over.  Aeneas, by contrast, suggests that pain may in the future be dwelt on for the pleasure it procures.  This is to value life for the sake of the art that can be made of it rather than vice versa.  

      The Odyssey was clear in its condemnation of making life into a song to be enjoyed, as the Phaeacians do, with the result that they lose touch with reality and are consigned to everlasting oblivion.  Odysseus emerges heroically in preferring life itself, even with all its pains, to any form of representation that is not instrumental to establishing himself in reality.  Odysseus’s tale is an overtly personal story.  It is one with the manifestation and achieving of his personal identity.  Aeneas’s personal story, in contrast, is submerged beneath the history and destiny of Rome, and there is a notable dissonance between the hero’s own personal unhappiness and the public success of his mission.  The quest for personal fulfillment can no longer be pursued in the outward events of the narrative, but appears as an indirectly expressed and often suppressed counterpoint to the public story.  

      This difference is bound up with a different mode of revelation of the divine in the human.  It is no longer the overwhelming prowess of individual human beings in particular situations of crisis acting beyond the ordinary limits of the human, so much as the whole structure of history, within which individuals take on strictly delimited roles, that reveals a higher dimension of existence, a divine power.  The Aeneid proposes, in unprecedented ways, history as revelation.  Not momentary, extraordinary, seemingly superhuman phenomena and ad hoc interventions, but the overall shape and design of events are revelatory of the divine hand at work in human affairs.

      This new form of divine prophecy is deeply implicated in human, historical interpretation; yet it can also be deeply in conflict with human and personal motives.  Whereas Odysseus refused immortality for the sake of his own mortal life, Aeneas’s personal life is suppressed in the interest of the immortal glory of Rome.  We see him learn to live not as a man expressing his own vital human passions and impulses, but as a functionary of fate and the state.  The program to which he must submit is laid out by the prophecy of the Roman Empire and its eternal greatness—“imperium sine fine” (279)—that is pronounced by Jupiter in reaction to the misfortunes induced by Juno’s jealousy.  This prophecy is, in effect, an anticipated recapitulation of Roman history, and as such it begins to set up a structure of history as prophecy that is the Aeneid’s most original contribution to Western culture.  
      The prophecy, given as a promise on Jupiter’s part to his daughter, Venus, Aeneas’s mother, describes the various phases of Roman history as a glorious road of triumph stretching from Aeneas’s own achievements all the way down to those of Julius Caesar.  This scion of Virgil’s own time, “Julius” from “Iulus,” the new name added to Aeneas’s son, Ascanius or “Ilus while Ilium stood” (“Ilus erat, dum res stetit Ilia regno,” 268), will be taken to heaven and immortalized and “invoked in prayer” like his forebear, great-souled Aeneas, borne on high by his mother to the stars of heaven (“sublimemque feres ad sidera caeli / magnanimum Aeneas,” 259-60).  Yet already deeply ominous in this prophecy is the way that the pax romana is to be built upon conquest and upon a coercive imposition of order.  The subjugated forces will hardly rest content: 



“Wars at an end, harsh centuries then will soften,



Ancient Fides and Vesta, Quirinus



With Brother Remus, will be lawgivers,



And grim with iron frames, the Gates of War



Will then be shut: inside, unholy Furor,



Squatting on cruel weapons, hands enchained



Behind him by a hundred links of bronze,



Will grind his teeth and howl with bloodied mouth.”






(I. 391-398)

One cannot but sense the violent repression upon which this imperial order sits and sense how the forces of rebellion and chaos are only biding their time before another savage outbreak, threatening to drag to destruction all that has been established by their suppression.

     Aeneas, “pius Aeneas,” “the dedicated man” (I. 411), as Fitzgerald translates, is made to serve the imperial purpose.  He is not so much a man as a destiny, even as he announces himself—“sum pius Aeneas”—in fittingly formal, impersonal terms:



I am Aeneas, duty-bound, and known



Above high air of heaven by my fame,



Carrying with me in my ships our gods 



Of hearth and home, saved from the enemy.



I look for Italy to be my fatherland,



And my descent is from all-highest Jove.






(I. 519-524)

Worlds apart from the wanderer Odysseus, even while retracing some of the same journey, Aeneas is led along by signs at every step on the path of his destiny (“viam . . . qua semita monstrat,” I. 418).  He is guided particularly by his goddess mother, who appears in the form of a Spartan huntress to inform him of the country where he has landed and of its queen.  He invariably conforms and simply does what destiny requires of him.

      Yet Aeneas’s own resistance to this regime is also signaled, especially in his nostalgic longing for his Trojan past, which is incomparably dearer to him than any future Roman glory.  Like an official ambassador, he pronounces a formal blessing on Carthage under construction—




“How fortunate these are



Whose city walls are rising here and now!”






(I. 505-506)

This people is certainly far ahead of his own in establishing their new civilization, and he envies their being closer to having finished with the burdensome task.  Even more tellingly, it is only in seeing the murals decorated with scenes from the Tojan war—his own personal past—that he is really moved inwardly:



Here in this grove new things that met his eyes



Calmed Aeneas’ fear for the first time.



Here for the first time he took heart to hope



For safety, and to trust his destiny more



Even in affliction.  It was while he walked 



From one to another wall of the great temple . . . .



He found before his eyes the Trojan battles



In the old war, now known throughout the world . . . .”







(I. 610-620)

       At this sight Aeneas gives way to tears, venting his personal feelings, and sententiously moralizes about life and mortality:  “they weep here / For how the world goes, and our life that passes / Touches their hearts” (“sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt,” I. 462).  Despite the sorrow of the tale of Troy’s defeat, he exults in the immortalization of this past, concluding:  “This fame / Insures some kind of refuge” (I. 630-31).  But immediately this nostalgic interlude of sentimental reminiscence is interrupted and undermined, as the official voice returns with an insinuated criticism:  “He broke off / To feast his eyes and mind on a mere image” (“Sic ait atque animum pictura pascit inani,” I. 464/632-33).  From the point of view of the man (Aeneas) and artist (Virgil), these human feelings are what matter most.  They are all that can redeem the tragic losses of history, in victory as well as in defeat, and compensate for the ultimate emptiness even of success.  But from the standpoint of his historical mission, this nostalgic indulgence is but blamable dalliance and procrastination. 

      It is at this point that Dido appears in the guise of Diana, just as had Nausicaa in Odyssey VI. 2, and Aeneas’s personal feelings are diverted from aesthetic to erotic enthrallment.  Dido has previously been described by Venus strictly in terms of family relations and religious duty, making conjugal love itself more religious than erotic:




“Her father had given her,



A virgin still, in marriage, her first rite.”






(I. 471-472)

Because of her wicked brother, Pygmalion, the murderer of her husband, she had to flee, and it is even suggested that her whole tragedy has been provoked by her exodus from the patriarchal sphere of authority.  A certain incongruousness, for example, attends her assuming of masculine roles herself:  ”And captaining the venture was a woman” (I. 498).  Her patriarchal background is highlighted again later when she celebrates and feasts Aeneas on plates “engraved with brave deeds of her fathers, / A sequence carried down through many captains / In a long line from the founding of the race” (I. 874-876).  Little does she know how this one fragile loyalty is going to be eaten away and devoured by her entertaining Aeneas.  Aeneas, too, is intensely mindful of family—”paternal love would not allow / Aeneas’ mind to rest” (I. 877-878)—at this stage.  The vertical lineage descending from ancestry to progeny has not yet been traversed by the horizontal forces of eros that will sweep him off course.  A hint of this threat in the offing comes with Aeneas’s gifts to Dido of a robe and a veil.  They were “both adornments / Worn by Argive Helen when she sailed / For Pergamum and her forbidden marriage . . .” (I. 885-887).  Helen’s transgressive and internationally disastrous love thereby insinuates its egregious example into what is about to take place.

      The dangerous power of eros is then personified in the form of Venus’s son called into action expressly to ensnare Dido, to “pin her down in passion,” by taking the shape of Ascanius, son of Aeneas, and then coming to her in order to




. . .  use his gifts to make the queen



Infatuated, inflaming her with lust



To the marrow of her bones.






(I. 899-901)

Venus’s address to him brings out both the obsessive character of eros and its propensity for subverting—its impulse to make sport of—paternal authority:





“My son,



My strength, my greatest power, my one and only,



Making light of our High Father’s bolt,



His giant-killer!”







(I. 907-910)

Venus summons Cupid to “breathe invisible fire into her / And dupe her with your sorcery” (I. 939-940).  Cupid comes as a substitute for Ascanius in order to dissemble erotic desire in the guise of child-love so as to snare Dido.  What looks like fondness for an infant and love of lineage will reveal itself really to be the violent force of eros that disrupts controlled genealogy and flies in the face of filial piety.

     Already, at this preliminary stage, sympathy for “luckless” (“infelix,” 712) Dido as victim can clearly be discerned beneath the narrative as a voice of protest against its implacable drive towards destiny and empire.  The little Cupid in disguise makes Sychaeus, her deceased husband, fade from Dido’s memory and awakes in her “a new love, a living love” (“vivo temptat . . . amore,” 721), which makes it sound irresistible, and so makes us, too, dissent from the overbearing regime of genealogical piety and public glory.

       The theme of Aeneas’s success in fulfilling his mission, for which he must first overcome the temptation posed by Dido, is paralleled and even superseded by the theme of Rome’s glory in achieving greatness and empire, principally through its struggle against Carthage, but also against Cleopatra, for whom Dido serves as a prefiguration.  At a yet higher level, cosmic order is vindicated, justifying the ways of God to men, by the victory of order over chaos and the demonic forces impersonated particularly by Juno.
  Of course, the victory is far from being free from ambiguities, and in some ways that have remained troubling ever since, Fury will be given the last word.  Nevertheless, from the first book of the epic, a piggybacking structure can be clearly discerned, whereby the causes of universal order must struggle to prevail by subduing the disorder arising from passion in the individual soul, rebellion in the political world of the state, and storm in nature, not to mention dissension in heaven.  There is, moreover, a clear gendering of this struggle, since it is always insubordinate females who threaten to obstruct the fulfillment of the mission of men to establish order:  Juno, at the cosmic level; Cleopatra in Roman history; Dido in Aeneas’s personal life and mind.  This construction of parallel spheres and plots creates a complex, layered structure that enables different levels of the narrative to reflect and comment on each other, often ironically.

     The first scene of the epic presents a hierarchy of authorities exercising rule over the elements and determined to subdue their violence.  Yet the epic places into relief how these authorities are themselves governed only by violence.  The goddess queen Juno’s violent passion flares into high dudgeon over her slighted divinity and takes her to Aeolia to summon elemental forces of chaos, the winds, against Aeneas’s fleet:



Here in a vast cavern King Aeolus



Rules the contending winds and moaning gales



As warden of their prison. Round the walls



They chafe and bluster underground. The din



Makes a great mountain murmur overhead.



High on a citadel enthroned,



Sceptor in hand, he mollifies their fury,



Else they might flay the sea and sweep away



Land masses and deep sky through empty air.



In fear of this, Jupiter hid them away



In caverns of black night. He set above them



Granite of high mountains—and a king



Empowered at command to rein them in



Or let them go.






(I. 76-89)

        Natural forces here are imagined in political terms of empire and prison (“imperio premit ac vinclis et carcere fremat,” I. 54).  This seems to suggest that, in nature and society alike, control over subordinates is maintained by the imposition of violent force.  Aeolus sends his winds “in ranks / As though drawn up for battle” (I. 116-17).  This complicates and even contradicts a certain will to place the violence on the side of disorder only.  When order among the natural elements is restored through a higher authority, that of Neptune, it takes on a political, specifically counter-revolutionary aspect.  This registers especially in the simile—the first in the epic—drawn from the political arena of the pacification of a civic revolt that is used to describe the allaying of the winds.  



When rioting breaks out in a great city,



And the rampaging rabble goes so far



That stones fly, and incendiary brands—



For anger can supply that kind of weapon—



If it so happens they look round and see



Some dedicated public man, a veteran



Whose record gives him weight, they quiet down,



Willing to stop and listen.



Then he prevails in speech over their fury 



By his authority, and placates them.






(I. 201-210)

     In civilization and in civilized epic, reason and speech prevail over elemental force.  This little political allegory, with its imagery drawn from history for phenomena of nature, is an index of the higher degree of self-conscious artifice that characterizes Virgil’s secondary invention of epic.  Notwithstanding the secondariness of society with respect to nature, here the social is really nearer to the poet and his readership, and the natural is figured in terms of it.  Throughout this epic, nature is no longer seen in its immediacy with anything like the naivety for which Homer was so famously praised.  Civilization is the framework from which even nature is perceived, and art, often rhetorically inflated art, is self-consciously infused into all that is represented, including nature itself.  Accordingly, in this epic, action will be revealed as being for the sake of art.  To this extent, all that is represented exists primarily as symbol.

      The song of Iopus, with which Book I closes, is an interesting reflection on Virgil’s own kind of song.  Iopus’s song is not a celebration of heroic action but rather a somber meditation on the causes of natural phenomena, a kind of philosophical wisdom literature:



He sang the straying moon and toiling sun,



The origin of mankind and the beasts,



Of rain and fire; the rainy Hyadës,



Arcturus, the Great Bear and Little Bear;



The reason winter suns are in such haste 



To dip in Ocean, or what holds the nights



Endless in winter.






(1013-1019)

      Iopas’s song, in some ways more akin to the Georgics than to the Aeneid, is a foil to epic.  By contrast with the knowledge peculiar to poetic epic, a knowledge that imaginatively interprets the gods and history, Iopas reasons in terms of natural causes.  He omits the gods altogether.  “Through these omissions, Virgil suggests the limitations of human knowledge, rationality, and good intentions.”
  In Virgil, epic singing takes on a new dimension of revelation, a revelation that makes historical, heroic epic become cosmic and providential in scope.  Didactic poetry, even Virgil’s own previous philosophical poetry, could never attain to this new and ultimately religious dimension of significance.

 III. Ashes of Ilium and Odyssean Wanderings:  Books II-III

      Aeneas’s sentimental attachment to and mourning of the past, expressing his personal regret over the events of destiny, expands into the whole of his account of the Fall of Troy and of his sea wanderings in Books II and III respectively.  Taken together, they form a miniature Iliad and Odyssey:  first the war, then the wandering.  This narrative is all an empty space of memory and elegy, where loss of love and glory in Troy are mourned.  The historical-allegorical significance of events and their mental-emotional rememoration supplants the immediate meaning they have in the sensuous present of Homeric narrative.

       Books II and III comprise a flashback told by Aeneas in his own voice charged with lament over all that has ensued upon Troy’s demise.  This voice distinguishes itself from the public voice of the epic devoted to recounting the earliest ante-facts building up to Rome’s glorious founding.  It tells a story not of Roman glory but of human catastrophe, hardship, suffering, and personal loss:  


“Sorrow too deep to tell, your majesty,



You order me to feel and tell once more. . . .”






(II. 3-5)

(“Infandum, regina, iubes renovare dolorem”)

      A similar grief is expressed by Odysseus as he begins his story in Odyssey IX. 12-13, on which these lines are modeled, but the elegiac mood is new.  For what triumphs in the Odyssey is the intensely sensuous present—even though it is fraught with pain—not the nostalgic, melancholy rumination that prevails in the Aeneid. 
  The whole epic of the origin of Rome, starting from Book II, is based upon Aeneas’s personal tale of sorrow; the public and the private tales, even though they contradict each other, are in fact the same story experienced from different emotional angulations.

       Beneath all its propaganda and pageantry told in a public voice celebrating Rome’s glorious establishment, this poem is more deeply and intimately about an inner realm of nothingness filled only by tormented memory and remorse.  The present of the poem is this interior space of lament.  We hear this not only as a tale of sorrow, but as a sorrowing tale, to echo Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde:  “This woful vers, that wepen as I write” (I. 8).  Placed before such a woeful task of narratively imitating his past woes, Aeneas himself shrinks back in horror:

“However I may shudder at the memory

And shrink again in grief, let me begin.”





(II. 16-17)

     

(“quamquam animus meminisse horret luctuque refugit / 

incipiam,” II. 12).

The sorrow is really suffered again just in the re-telling.  Borne through life with Aeneas and enshrined in his personal history, his pain is perhaps more humanly significant than the great abstract goal of Rome.  

     Aeneas recreates an image of himself as great but hollow because overshadowed by his mission.  He tells of his being wrenched from every impulse of his own in order to become entirely subservient to destiny.  Officially, he is a success, but not humanly.  We hear this as a tale of sorrow, and the sorrow, suffered again in the telling, is more humanly compelling than the putatively redeeming purpose of it all.  We hear, thanks especially to Adam Parry, the personal melancholy voice of regret whining through the official narrative of how Roman greatness was achieved.  

      There is in Aeneas’s voice a note also of protest against the violence of the gods—or of revolt against destiny and its price.  The protest is audible, for example, in the description of the destruction of Laocöon, carried off by the twin snakes with his sons, “Sending to heaven his appalling cries” (300), or again with respect to Cassandra, whose warning goes unheeded “by a god’s command” (331), as well as in Sinon’s lying tale’s being favored “by what the gods unjustly had decreed” (345).  Aeneas obsessively questions the justice of the gods (further hints of this protest can be detected in lines 361, 697, 792).  This is the private voice of regret decrying the unjust destruction of Troy that can never be made up for by Rome and its promises.  Nevertheless, in the public sphere, Aeneas submits wholly to the gods’ plan, renouncing his own self and will.   

 

     A Leitmotif of Aeneas’s account, or rather its argument, is that Troy was conquered not by superior valor but by the sneaking guile of Greeks like Ulysses and Sinon:  “Knowing their strength broken in warfare . . . .” (II. 18), “on the sly” they devised their treacherous deception.  Aeneas’s story of Troy’s fall implies that the Greeks triumphed unheroically, by fraud, signally by Sinon’s “tall tale and fake tears.”  Genuine Trojan (and thus proleptically Roman) virtue is portrayed as being more straightforward, as suggested, too, by Aeneas’s complaint against his mother’s disguises in Book I.  But then, we must ask, how does Aeneas himself measure up to the standards of heroism to which he appeals?  Together with his band of six dressed up like Greeks, Aeneas himself resorts to disguise and deception, “lying arms” (“mentitaque tela”), just like Sinon.  An inescapable question that hangs obscurely over the whole account is that of how to justify the fact that Aeneas stole away from Troy in its hour of crisis.  His historical mission, of course, is the official reason, but it seems to be carried out at the cost of his heroism and very self-respect.  His tale is, after all, a tale of yielding to the unheroic logic of “the end justifies the means.”  Even fleeing is justified in this manner.  Idealism becomes a calculation rather than an instinct such as characteristically beguiles Odysseus’s better judgment, notoriously in the conflicts with Polyphemos and Scylla.

      This suggests why Aeneas is on the defensive about having left Troy.  He seems to feel that it was a betrayal of his own heroic ideals.  Striking out for a new land is naturally justified by the imperial program, but he is perhaps never so proud again as he was in Troy.  He becomes “pious” instead.  The somewhat too strenuous justifications of his departure give an index of the discomfort of his conscience.  Aeneas’s defensiveness is felt in his impassioned swearing to Troy’s ashes that he did not spare himself but leapt into the flames to fight (II. 451):





“Ashes of Ilium!



Flames that consumed my people! Here I swear



That in your downfall I did not avoid 



One weapon, one exchange with the Danaans,



And if it had been fated, my own hand 



Had earned my death.”






 (II. 567-72)

Aeneas’s best impulses were all to stay and die fighting, as he himself underscores:  “To arm was my first impulse—not / That anyone had a fighting chance in arms” (II. 421-22).  Even after the apparition of Hector’s ghost to him in a dream, urging, “Give up and go, child of the goddess, / Save yourself, out of these flames” (II. 387-88), he still feels compelled to die in combat like a hero:  “So fury drove me, and it came to me / That meeting death was beautiful in arms” (II. 425-26).  That this was not, in fact, the outcome haunts him still. 

       Aeneas observes helplessly from a roof the violations within Priam’s palace, in particular Politës being slain before his father’s eyes.  The organic continuity of a line of descent is thus broken, just as an ash is felled (II. 1819-21), and for this no political propaganda about empire can compensate.  His personal rage against traitorous Helen, his impulse to kill her, is checked as Venus reveals the gods at work destroying the city, and he submits to their will.  In this manner, individual feeling cedes to the demands of destiny.  The gods no longer solicit and stimulate exceptional human intensities of thought and action, but rather enjoin passivity.  No longer an expression of inexplicable heights of human achievement, the gods now are external to human action and restrain it from the outside rather than motivating it from within.  In this more abstract conception of the gods, the logic of action is either/or:  either human or divine. 

       The secularization of divinity that could be seen nascent in the Odyssey has now become a freezing of the gods into fates that stand over against human wills and check and reign them in rather than enhancing and fulfilling them.  Thomas Greene is succinctly to the point:  “Virgil’s gods, tending as they do to embody abstract principles or forces, court the risk of transparency, and Homeric mystery starts to fade into Virgilian machinery.”
  The progressive objectification and solidification of divinities, their being represented as objective facts and no longer translucently as poetic figures for humans exceeding their own limits, has resulted in their severance from the human impulses and actions in and through which they were revealed in the Odyssey.  And where humans are no longer godlike, the gods become inhuman.  Hence the question of theodicy that subtends the epic from beginning to end:  How can “anger / black as this prey on the minds of heaven?” (I. 19).  This tendency will be further revealed in later epic, where the gods function more as abstract principles reified into personifications.
  

     Numerous portents from the gods foreshadow the imperial mission and, consequently, urge Aeneas to escape.  Hector’s specter reaffirms the world-historical program that has already been prophetically divulged to readers in Book I, through Jupiter’s promises to Venus.  And the portent of Iulus’s hair aflame, followed by a thunder clap and comet, convinces even Anchises of the necessity to follow fate and escape into exile.  The wrench from personal attachments that this entails for Aeneas is most acutely embodied in the loss of his wife Creusa, climaxing in the scene of the threefold failed embrace of her wraith modeled on Odysseus’s meeting with his mother in the underworld.  Aeneas suffers personal anguish at the loss of Creusa.  Her ghost, “larger than life,” prophesies the Roman future, including his destined Italian marriage, but that is no compensation for the human companion he desperately misses, and he remains inconsolable in his sorrowful lament.  This regret is expressed in poetry, where Aeneas’s human reality finds a voice—necessarily a voice of bereavement, emptiness, remorse, but at least it is something humanly real, charged with the painfulness of real loss.  
      Book II concludes, “So I resigned myself, picked up my father, / And turned my face toward the mountain range” (1045-46).  Still wracked by his attachment to Troy, Aeneas takes up his father on his back to bear him away, symbolically carrying his past into his future, for him a most anguished journey.  Book II, in effect, represents how Aeneas resigns himself to losing his identity, situated as this identity is in the particular historical and social context of Troy.  He learns not to assert himself after the manner of Odysseus, but rather to renounce personal identity in submission to forces greater than himself.  “Obstipui” (“I was dumbfounded”) becomes a constant confession.  All his attempts to assert himself and act like a hero fail.  Only in becoming a voice of sorrow does Aeneas manage to express a genuinely personal self, and it is one not of action but of reflection and lament.

     Book III is Aeneas’s book of odyssean adventures, but none is really for the sake of adventure, as were Odysseus’s.  All of Aeneas’s “adventures” serve to reveal the future or to elegize the past:  they are important as symbolic figures rather than as action and event.
  For Odysseus’s sensual present of pain, they substitute rather sorrow in an emptiness of nostalgic memory and longing:  “Weeping, I drew away from our old country” (14).  In fact, unlike Odysseus, Aeneas regularly avoids danger and adventure.  He takes the long way around Sicily rather than risking an encounter with Scylla or Charybdis.  He manifests no such spirit of daring as Odysseus evinces by contriving to hear the Sirens and so transgress with impunity the limits of ordinary mortal experience.  His making a poor comparison with Odysseus fits with a pervasive sense of inferiority of everything in this epic in comparison with its Homeric precedent.  

     It seems doubtful whether history is building up to the greatness of Rome or rather winding down from the great days of the Homeric heroes.  This comes through especially in Virgil’s sense of belatedness and secondariness with respect to all that comes after the Homeric age.  The secondariness of the epic finds its emblem in the references to “little Troy” (“parvam Troiam,” 350), a simulation (“simulata”):



I saw before me Troy in miniature,



A slender copy of our massive tower,



A dry brooklet named Xanthus . . .






(III. 477-479)

Helenus and Andromache have reiterated Troy in Epirus, but as scaled down to a meager replica, more word than reality, considering the way Hector’s name is invoked over an empty tomb:



And, as it happened, at that hour she,



Andromachë, in a grove outside the city



Beside a brook, thin replica of Simoïs,



Was making from a ceremonial meal



Her offerings and libation to the dust,



Calling the great shade at a tomb called Hector’s



Made by her—an empty mound of turf



Where she had blessed twin altars for her tears.





(III. 407-413)

Andromache, bereaved widow, embodies a condition of living death, of surviving her own world and reality, the state of mourning and melancholy that characterizes Aeneas himself and the poem’s own mood.  She is shocked and terrorized, when she actually finds herself in the presence of Aeneas and the Trojans.  In the habit of taking ghosts to be her daily companions, here she takes this flesh and blood reality rather for a ghost:  “gazing at this ghostliness in terror, / She stood there pale and rigid . . .” (416-417), and she stutters, 



“Your face,



 Can it be real? And you real, messenger, 



 Coming before me? Goddess-born? Alive?”






(III. 420-23)

       Aeneas, too, is overcome in the presence of this evocation of the past and the obsession with its ghosts that he shares very deeply with Andromache: 





I had difficulty



Forcing a few words out amid her passion,



So overcome I felt . . .”





(III. 426-428)

He affirms that he is “Alive, oh yes . . . Be sure that what you see is real” (419-21),  but these formal assurances ring somewhat forced and hollow when his condition is brought into contact with that of the living death of Andromache.

      Andromache’s husband, the prophet Helenus, prophesies “far distant lands” as the goal for Aeneas:



“That Italy you think so near, with ports



You think to enter, ignorant as you are, 



Lies far, past far lands, by untraveled ways.”






(III. 520-22)

This seems to hint that Rome might be a dream that will never be realized.  Aeneas is inconsolable as he leaves Helenus directed towards the Ausonian coasts, “always receding back” into the distance (“semper cedentia retro,” 658).  Aeneas dwells nostalgically on this episode in his tale; he would prefer this replica of Troy that is already built, even though it be a lifeless “effigy” (“Effigiem Xanthi Troiamque,” 497), to the seemingly impossible task of building Rome.  



“Here is your quiet rest: no sea to plow,



No quest for dim lands of Ausonia



Receding ever.  Here before your eyes



Are replicas of Xanthus and of Troy . . . .”







(III. 657-660)

      The motif of secondariness teasingly belittles the narrative of Rome’s greatness and thereby again betrays a voice of regret.  This may be heard as an indication of Virgil’s own participation in Aeneas’s experience of nostalgia and regret.  Rome may be just such a pipe dream for Virgil, too.  His epic, in any case, subtly bewails its own being inevitably imitative, a repetition:  more than a new incarnation, it is a memorial of a loss.  Even its high seriousness may be a compensation and so covertly express regret for Homeric spontaneity and visionary freshness.  Aeneas’s tale ends, in a way fitting its overall meaning, with grief over the loss of his father, his “final sorrow,” ironically and bitterly “the goal / Of all my seafaring” (945-47).

     Beyond this story of irremediable loss, Book III, like Book II, is a maze of oracles and portents.  It focuses entirely on a future that as yet has no substantial existence.  This is the counterpart of its nostalgia for the past.  Aeneas’s present is emptied out in these two directions, toward past and future, and consequently he cannot be fully present to anything.  But most remarkable about the prophecies and portents is, first of all, their ambiguousness.  They open up vast geographical and interpretive regions of error.  Prophecy remains generally at sea:  rather than a secure anchor for Aeneas and for narrative, it is an invitation to inconclusive, open-ended interpretation.  For example, when Aeneas sees four white horses (not exactly the snow-white sow promised in III. 529) and declares them “our first portent” (III. 711), Anchises’s interpretation of the portent points to its essential ambiguity:



“It is for war that horses are caparisoned. 



These herds mean war for us.  Yet the same beasts



Are sometimes trained to take the chariot pole



In harmony, to bear the yoke and bit.



There is, then, hope of peace.”







(III. 715-19)

Confirming this sort of confusion, Helenus’s words about Sibyl are a devastating statement concerning prophecy presumably at its most reliable and revered:



“. . . You’ll see a spellbound prophetess, who sings



In her deep cave of destinies, confiding



Symbols and words to leaves. Whatever verse



She writes, the virgin puts each leaf in order



Back in the cave; unshuffled they remain;



But when a faint breeze through a door ajar



Comes in to stir and scatter the light leaves,



She never cares to catch them as they flutter



Or to restore them, or to join the verses;



Visitors, unenlightened, turn away



And hate the Sibyl’s shrine.”






(III. 593-603)

     The first ambiguous prophecy followed by the Trojans misdirects them to Thrace.  In Thrace, Aeneas encounters Polydorus and learns that he cannot stay there, for “fate opposed it.”  The oracle at Delos then tells him to go back to his origin, which Anchises indicates as being Crete, where their ancestor Teucrus had settled.  On Crete, however, the Trojans are stricken with plague.  Returning to Delos for a reinterpretation, Aeneas has a vision of the sacred images of the Phrygian gods he has brought with him from Troy:  glowing on the hearth they speak of other forefathers, Dardanus and Iasius, who hailed from Hesperia (in the West, for the Greeks), or Ausonia, now called Italy.  Anchises now recognizes the ambiguity of the double Trojan ancestry.  On the Strophadës, whereto next the Trojans are blown off course, the harpies, too, prophesy, ominously, predicting famine due for slaughter in Italy.  

     Through event, as well as through prophecy, historical destiny shows itself to be very dire.  Nevertheless, Achaeminides, Odysseus’s one-time companion, demonstrates an absolute need to be part of history.  Abandoned by his shipmates, and desperate not simply to be abandoned to nature, he implores, “If I must die, / Death at the hands of men will be a favor!” (803-4).  This attitude reaffirms that the personal is conditioned by the public.  For our personal experience for good or ill takes on meaning only in the context of human history and its goals and movements.  Reality is for Virgil a historical reality, no longer the immediate personal reality of Odysseus.  

      This helps us to account for why the significant structures of this book are all stretched between past precedents serving as paradigms and future possibilities projected as ideals.  The entire epic is conceived in this historical dimension.  For example, the “legend” (the inscription) on the shield nailed to the temple columns at Actium by Aeneas (“Aeneas from victorious Greeks these arms,” III. 387) alludes proleptically to Augustus’s victory over Antony and Greek armies.  A few years before the writing of the Aeneid, Augustus had defeated Antony and Cleopatra at Actium and instituted games such as those in which Aeneas’s Trojans engage.  The episode is thus set up by Virgil as prefiguring the triumph of Augustus.  Virgil turns his story and its examples, in effect, into types that will be fulfilled by actual Roman history, as he knows it to have unfolded long after Aeneas’s time.  This involves a highly original understanding of prophecy that seems unprecedented in Greco-Roman tradition.  It finds plausible parallels rather in the biblical tradition and its typological references.  There the story of Abraham and Isaac is interpreted as a type for God’s sacrifice of his only begotten son, and the giving of the Law to Moses on Mount Sinai stands as a type for Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount.

     Prophecy, to the extent it is conceived merely as foretelling the future, is deceptive.  Much more than predicting the future, prophecy consists in interpreting history in a way that reveals its final meaning.  This, of course, also gives the key to telling the shape of things to come.  It means transcending the time dimension of an isolated present cut off from past and future and rather seeing time in its wholeness—what scripturally is termed “the fullness of time.”  Books II and III show us how limiting and misleading the conventional kind of prophesying as telling the future is.  The epic itself in its next book laments:  “Alas, what darkened minds have soothsayers!” (IV. 91).  This repudiation of popular soothsaying sets the epic’s historical-prophetic infrastructure into relief.  Against this widespread and notorious failure, prophecy in another sense is going to emerge as the very foundation of Virgil’s artistic originality.  This is a new form of secularized revelation in the prophetic interpretation of history that moves in to supplant the mythic revelation of gods present and acting within human deeds in the furthest reaches of human endeavor—the miracle that was apprehended by Homer.  This we will see particularly in Books VI and VIII.

     IV. Love Tragedy and Epic Destiny:  Books IV and V

     In Book IV the conflict between public and private becomes an explicit theme and comes to a major crisis, precipitating what emerges within the epic story of Aeneas’s success as the tragedy of Dido.  Ostensibly, this book represents the triumph of civilization, of public values—pietas, humanitas—over personal passion turning to furor and madness, expressed finally in Dido’s death and fateful curse.  In order to achieve this purported victory, Aeneas needs prompting from the outside in the form of his father reappearing in visions and, in a sense, as his conscience, together with the intervention of Mercury, sent from the “almighty father” (“Pater omnipotens”).  All this is necessary to prevail against the female forces representing obstacles to Aeneas’s civilizing mission.  Incarnated especially by Dido and Juno, insubordinate female passion must be sacrificed to the law of the father.  And yet it lingers conspicuously in the curse of the Queen imploring perpetual war between Rome and Carthage.

     The interference of the gods in the human sphere can be felt at first as intrusive.  It does not respect and highlight, but rather overrides human motivations.  Dido is herself fully resolved to chaste widowhood, until she is wrought upon from without by superior powers imaged as bewitching her and overpowering her own will.  A tragic vision emerges because the perception of an inner unity between divine and human life recedes and fades from view.  The gods are no longer perceived as mysteriously immanent in human acts; they are abstractly inferred and objectively represented alongside humans on the same plane of action.  Their activity is mechanically, externally connected with, or rather imposed upon, that of the human actors.  An emblematic example, Palinurus, the helmsman, is overwhelmed by the god of sleep in spite of his unwavering resolution to keep wakeful watch (V. 1091-1141).  Rather than being a miraculous force and energy seconding and heightening the human, divine power is manifest as a cold and abstract Fate rising against human will and prevailing over it.  

       Jupiter becomes principally Fate (literally, what is spoken).  Although he is depicted with lively anthropomorphic colors, Jupiter’s role is essentially defined by the destiny he speaks, starting with his first pronouncement outlining the course of events in store for Aeneas and his Roman successors.  The life of Olympus is reduced essentially to this “divine machinery,” and thus Gordon Williams stresses the gods’ “unreality” by comparison with the “real world” of humans.  But Denis Feeney disputes his inference that this undermines the authority of the epic fiction.  The gods still operate as an authenticating convention to illustrate something real in the experience of the reader, something negative.  The contrariness particularly of Juno stands for a malevolent power in the universe and as a “sign of a fundamental dislocation in the providential natural order.”
 

       A heavenly will and power now stand over against human agency, condemned to struggle in vain and not to fulfill itself, but to be forever at variance with the authority that controls the universe.  The separation of human and divine spheres, except for the mechanical laws of fate that now alone connect them, releases the human for the first time into a sphere of autonomous solitude in a hostile cosmos in which it can become truly tragic.  We see this in Dido, who as such is more akin to characters in tragedy than to anything in the Odyssey.  As such, she represents a later age in the evolution of ways of imagining the human relation to the gods.

     Not surprisingly, this book is also where Virgil’s subjective style comes into full swing.  The author’s participation in the stories of his characters is felt more intensely than ever in the tragedy of Dido.  The emotional backdrop of the tragedy is set up from the opening of Book IV:



The queen for her part, all that evening ached



With longing that her heart’s blood fed, a wound



Or inward fire eating her away.






(IV. 1-3)

Wounding and fire, these twin images of destruction, orchestrate everything that follows, starting with the dawn of the fatal day of the hunt on which Dido is going to become the wounded victim.  It flares up as the burning of “Phoebus’ torch.”  Even before the day dawns, its fatality is anticipated in a description that combines the wounding and the flame images:



Unlucky Dido, burning, in her madness



Roamed through all the city, like a doe



Hit by an arrow shot from far away



By a shepherd hunting in the Cretan woods—



Hit by surprise, nor could the hunter see



His flying steel had fixed itself in her . . . .






(IV. 95-100)

The hunter, of course, alludes to Aeneas, who shortly thereafter emerges dressed for the hunt (181ff).  The wounding and burning imagery is set up here from the beginning of this brilliantly staged tragic drama in order to flare up again as sword and flame in the climactic scene of Dido ablaze on her funeral pyre after she has committed suicide by Dardanus’s, the Trojan’s, blade.

      As a widow ignited to new love, Dido avows to her sister Anna that she recognizes “the signs of the old flame, of old desire” (“adnosco veteris vestigia flammae”).  This flame of desire, fanned by Anna’s encouraging counsel, provokes the ominous outbursts from the narrator about the tragedy that is in store and about Dido’s deliberate blindness to the fate to which she is delivering herself, as she seeks only reassurance, not warning, from augury: 



Alas, what darkened minds have soothsayers!



What good are shrines and vows to maddened lovers?



The inward fire eats the soft marrow away,



And the internal wound bleeds on in silence.






(IV. 91-94)

The empathetic involvement of the narrator is patent in myriad such exclamations and asides. 

      The narrator can be heard editorializing on Dido’s transgression in a number of different voices, both impassioned and moralizing.   He works silently, too, for instance in his arrangement of the scene of carnal union between Dido and Aeneas as a cosmic marriage, displacing all representation of physical passion into stormy weather in a symbolic landscape.  The coupling of the lovers is, in effect, equated with an act of nature dressed up as religious rite:



Primal Earth herself and Nuptial Juno



Opened the ritual, torches of lightning blazed,



High Heaven became witness to the marriage,



And nymphs cried out wild hymns from a mountain top.



That day was the first cause of death, and first



Of sorrow.






(IV. 229-232)

But having himself called this a “marriage” witnessed by heaven (“conscius aether / conubiis”), in the next lines the narrator takes up another point of view and says that Dido called it marriage, weaving pretexts:  “under that name, / She hid her fault” (“coniugium vocat, hoc praetexit nomine culpam,” 238-39).  This pronouncement speaks from the official public condemnation of Dido rather than from the personal sympathy expressed for her elsewhere in a more private voice.  In this vein, furthermore, the narrator shows that the effects are not only fatal for Dido:  the building of Carthage, too, grinds to a halt.  The public interest suffers and is even suspended on account of this private passion:  “Towers, half-built, rose / No farther . . . . Projects were broken off” (IV. 121-124).  

      Dido is later willing to back off from this claim and be called Aeneas’s mistress (“amanti”), pleading 



“Time is all I beg, 



Mere time, a respite and a breathing space  



For madness to subside in, while my fortune



Teaches me how to take defeat and grieve.”






(IV. 559-602)

She complains not of the inevitable—of what fate decrees—but rather of Aeneas’s total subjection of private emotion to public duty:



Sigh did he, while I wept?  Or look at me?



Or yield a tear, or pity her who loved him?






(IV. 509-510)

She realizes that she cannot compete with fate, but her personal drama is played out at a different level, in a wholly different sphere of meaning. 

       Aeneas is torn and indeed inwardly sighs, feeling the power of her words in his great heart, but he remains firm to his purpose and the gods’ commands, like an oak tree buffeted by gales, yet withstanding them.  Still, in spite of the powerful imagery used to describe his choice of duty, as an actor in this scene he cuts a sorry figure.  Aeneas pales against the tumultuous energy of Dido and the impassioned rhetoric of her speeches, pleading with him in the highest tragic style, but also deigning to accuse him frontally as “Liar and cheat,” 


Leaving him at a loss, alarmed, and mute



With all he meant to say.





(IV. 541-42)

      The sublime imagery of duty counterbalances Dido’s majestic passion, but it does not originate from within Aeneas.  It is rather necessary to prop him up against the quite overwhelming force of her wrath and rhetoric that buffets him from without.  In steadfastness to epic purpose, Aeneas is unbeatable, but in dealing with this human tragedy he is a catastrophe.  How we read the claims of these characters depends on whether we view the narrative in terms of epic teleology or tragic theatre.  The generic ambiguity becomes another way in which Virgil’s inner division and ambivalence about the whole purport of his work is expressed.  Divine purpose and human passion no longer seem to be naturally linked, as in Athena’s relation with Odysseus:  a more abstract interpretation of divine providence in history becomes necessary to reconcile them. 
     The sympathy of the narrator for Dido enlarges to a generalized sympathy for humanity and a cry of dismay over our pathetic vulnerability to love:




. . . Unconscionable Love [Improbe Amor]



To what extremes will you not drive our hearts!







(IV. 571-72)

As a final prompt for our sympathy, the book closes with heaven’s mercy upon Dido, pitied as a beautiful victim, when Iris, sent by Juno to deliver her soul to death, cuts the thread of her life with a lock of hair.

      Nonetheless, beyond these intensely empathetic feelings, there is the official judgment against Dido.  She represents the snare of female allurements that Aeneas must resist and combat in the interests of defending civilization against the likes of Dido and Juno:  both in their different spheres are dangerously disruptive of patriarchal order and destiny.  From this point of view, Dido is in error, however compellingly human she is and however apt to arouse sympathy.  We saw already in Book I how Dido chooses—or is destined to choose—the fury of passion over the devotion of pietas.  Her being thwarted in love actually likens Dido to Juno.  As Otis observes, “Dido and symbolically Juno choose the way of furor rather than that of pietas” (p. 229).  Juno’s love for Carthage is a vainglorious jealousy.  Similarly, Dido’s love is erotic in the sense defined by Plato’s myth in the Symposium concerning our androgynous ancestors split apart and ever after seeking their other half.  Such love aims to fill some lack in the lover rather than to sacrifice self for the sake of one’s own people in answer to the call of destiny.  

     Indeed Dido’s passion shows itself to be pathological.  She identifies with a priestess “of Massylian stock” who has powers to derange the universe,




“. . . to arrest



The flow of rivers, make the stars move backward,



Call up the spirits of deep Night.”






(IV. 675-77)

Her discourses reveal that she is at least lucid as to her own madness.

      The behest of Jupiter to Mercury to intervene upon the lovers who have become “Careless of their good name” (301) opened this act of the drama, pivoting on the condemnation and deliberate stifling of an illicit love.  The image of Atlas passed by Mercury in his descent depicts a model of Roman virtue and heroic self-denial:  exposed to and braving the elements, Atlas stands in sharp contrast to Aeneas’s present self-indulgence.  The freezing temperatures of this image—



Snow lay upon his shoulders, rills cascaded  



Down his ancient chin and beard a-bristle,



Caked with ice . . .  (IV. 341-343)

—feel like cold water thrown on the flames of love, even before Mercury verbalizes the reproach that he is going to deliver to Aeneas.

       What Aeneas is being called to is a different kind of love.  As Otis stresses, Aeneas must become a devout, a divine man, a theos aner.  He must become God-centered, not self-centered like Odysseus.  Aeneas’s pietas is exemplified in a devotion to his father and his people, and to that extent an alternative kind of love, ultimately a divine love, agapé. 

      And yet, the countercurrent to the official program is as strong here as anywhere in the epic.  Powerful mechanisms make us identify with Dido in her plight and draw back aghast at her human tragedy.  This dimension of participation is crucial to the workings of prophecy.  It is by participation in the future and reactivation of the past in the present that the poem is able to attain to prophetic vision.  This requires specifically poetic capabilities of empathetic participation that are especially acute in tragedy and even the sort of application to oneself that Aristotle analyzed in terms of “catharsis.”  
      This subjectively moving dimension of feeling is developed particularly in Book IV, thanks to Virgil’s staging it as a magnificent tragic drama contained within the overarching epic framework.  This part of the epic stands out.  It was typically taken to be the center of the work in numerous medieval adaptations.  Chaucer’s reading of the Aeneid, for example, in the House of Fame as well as in The Legend of Good Women, makes the whole of the epic revolve around questions of sex and ethics in Book IV.  He even anticipates certain future feminist perspectives.

     With Carthage behind him, Aeneas’s voyage is, nevertheless, diverted by the gods’ will (V. 75) from Italy to Sicily again.  He is not yet spiritually ready to go directly to Italy.  Sicily is where he lost his father, which loss he describes at the end of Book III as his “final sorrow” (938, 946), and it is only through a return to his father that he will be enabled to resume his mission to Italy.  For he has lost his relationship to his father, morally as well as physically, through his detour in Lybia and his involvement with Dido.  He must now return to his father, which means that he must confront his own conscience.
 

       This becomes yet more evident retrospectively at the outset of Book VI, when Aeneas becomes nostalgically absorbed in looking at the images of Daedalus on the doorpost of the temple at Cumae.  Faced with the images of Pasiphae and her monstrous passion for the bull, which is censured by the narrator as reprehensible lust (“Veneris monumenta nefandae,” VI. 26), Aeneas is forced to recall his own guilty erotic past.  The father-son pathos inhering in the story of Daedalus, the architect of this tragedy, and his son Icarus makes these images the more pertinent to Aeneas personally.  The encounter serves as the equivalent of a rite of contrition.  It entails Aeneas’s facing his guilt before acceding, cleansed, to the presence of his father, who in effect confers upon him his sacred mission.

       Aeneas arrives in Sicily just in time to celebrate the anniversary of Anchises’s death (V. 62-63) with elaborate funeral games.  This will actually result in a directive from his father to come to Hades in order to seek him in filial piety.  There his father will formally invest Aeneas with the task of building a new civilization.  For the rest, Book V represents an interlude between the action at Carthage and the arrival in Italy.  It is something of a divertissement, and it shows a rather unheroic, even slapstick and funny side of Aeneas’s cohorts.  Chance and luck come greatly into play (as noted explicitly in lines 418, 261, 296 in English) now that the link with the superior world has become mechanical and the translucency of the divine in the human has been extinguished.

      The narration of the games again evinces the intensely participatory style of Virgil’s poetry.  The psychological emphasis of the preceding Dido episode carries over naturally into a description of games that notably contrasts with Homer’s description of the funeral games in the Iliad XXIII, particularly in point of Homer’s poetic impersonality.  Virgil’s description is punctuated with editorial intrusions expressing the author’s own participation in the contests.  

      Virgil’s games, furthermore, are moral allegories of action in the world.
  The first, the boat race, is oriented, like Aeneas’s mission, towards a final goal and glory—a certain rock, a “happy sunning place for gulls”:  “Aeneas / Made a green goal here” (V. 171-172).  After many vicissitudes, including a nasty, cruel, unsportsmanlike turn, “chance” confounds all the best efforts.  Finally Cloanthes’s piety, his appealing to the gods, who give his boat an edge, clinches the race.  One of the prizes, moreover, is a cloak woven with a scene picturing the Trojan prince, Ganymede, “The royal boy amid the boughs of Ida.”  Ganymede ravished by Jove to heaven to be his beloved cup-bearer figured already in the poem’s prologue among the reasons why Juno hates the Trojans.  The depiction parallels the prophecy regarding Aeneas, who is to be escorted to heaven.  Here, however, stress falls on the violence of the rapture:  “Then Jove’s big bird, his weapon-carrier, / Whisked him aloft from Ida in his talons” (V. 324-33). 

     The foot race features apparently gay lovers, Nisus and Euryalus “whom Nisus dearly loved” (V. 380), “his beloved” (427).  It prefigures their fighting as a couple willing to sacrifice their lives for one another in Book IX.  In boxing, the brute strength, the massive bulk and berserk “fury” of Entellus is not allowed to prevail:  Aeneas breaks up the combat in the interests of defending a humane and civil code of conduct.  Out of the archery contest comes another kind of sign, “an omen of great import” (673):  the arrow shot by Alcestës catches fire and leaves a track of flame like shooting stars “Trailing their blown hair” (680).  This is an allusion to the previous omen of Iulus’s hair aflame (II. 904) and constitutes a confirmation of Anchises’s decision at that time to go onward.  It is a decision that Aeneas must now reconfirm, in spite of the women’s setting fire to the ships.  This last set-back, which is alluded to as well by the flaming “hair,” presents a final obstacle causing a division within Aeneas’s people—and within himself—between the part that chooses to remain nostalgically fixed on the past and the part that takes courage to venture into the future that has been promised in prophecy.

     As in the storm in Book I and the cave in IV, Juno has intervened, sending Iris to persuade the women against journeying any further.  This provokes counter-interventions by Mercury (as already in I & IV) and the shade of Anchises (V), all acting for Jupiter against his consort’s attempts to thwart his will.  Each time, Aeneas wavers and questions his mission.  Here he wonders, “Should he forget the destiny foretold / And make his home in Sicily?” (V. 911)  Each time Aeneas needs outside help to resist temptation and threats.  Some emissary from Jupiter intervenes, in the last case Anchises’s image (“I come by Jove’s command,” V.  943).  The image endorses Nautes’s encouragement—“Whatever comes, / All Fortune can be mastered by endurance” (V. 921-22)—and sound counsel (V. 945).  
      Anchises’s image then informs Aeneas that he must come to visit his father in the underworld (950-952).  To become fully autonomous in pietas, he must pass through the ordeal of Book VI—the descent to the underworld.  He must symbolically die to himself.  Here, at the end of Book V, Aeneas must put off his own weakness, together with the faint-hearted among his people.  The women only express outwardly the despair Aeneas himself harbors inwardly and had betrayed earlier in his terque quaterque speech.  Aeneas is not yet ready to face Juno’s most menacing intervention—her use of Allecto to ignite the Latin war (VII).  He still needs to be reborn and thus be enabled to exercise pietas from within.  This will be achieved only by his conversion to the future and to the destiny he has so far been only reluctantly following:  hence the necessity of his visit to the realm of the dead.

     Still, the death of Palinurus, his falling overboard by the violent stroke of the god who attempted to lull him to sleep, signals that with the arrival in Cumae Aeneas has no more need for a helmsman:  he can steer his own ship now (cf. Farrell, p. 104).  The references to Palinurus at the beginning and end of the book make an envelope structure out of this minor character who, nevertheless, assumes an important role as sacrificial victim:  “One life given for many” (V. 1066).  No psychological motive is adduced for his being seduced by sleep, which he resists.  It is just the heavy hand of fate that casts him down.  Described as “Duty-bound” (VI. 473), and fearing less for himself than for the ship (VI. 475-7), self-sacrificing and public-minded, he is a substitute for Aeneas.  Only less dramatic than Dido, he is another reminder to Aeneas of the personal costs of completing his mission.  Misenus, too, is sacrificed for the sake of the civilization that is to be built.  The elaborate description of the felling of trees for his funeral (VI. 252-330) stresses the severing of all connection with the living.  Such a burial ceremony and ritual reveals again the sacrifice on which civilization is founded.  This sacrifice of life to ideals is a central theme of the epic that finds its adequate emblem in the Golden Bough of the ensuing book.


V.  Descent to the Underworld and Conversion:  Books VI and VIII 

        Prophecy, as an institution in the world of the Aeneid, is generally portrayed in such a way as emphasizes its unreliability and ambiguity.  Sibyl’s prophecies, conveying the oracles of Apollo, are notorious for their obscurity (“obscuris vera involvens,” VI. 100):



. . . the Sibyl of Cumae from her shrine



Sang out her riddles, echoing in the cave,



Dark sayings muffling truths, the way Apollo



Pulled her up raging, or else whipped her on,



Digging the spurs beneath her breast.






(VI. 149-53)

This frenzied ecstasy (not unlike epilepsy) interprets the pronouncements of the god, which echo



In a cavern perforated a hundred times,



having a hundred mouths, with rushing voices



Carrying the responses of the Sibyl.






(VI. 67-69)

The oracles, furthermore, are written on leaves by the prophetess and scattered by the winds that blow through the cave, endowing it with divine voices, so that Aeneas pleads,



“But now commit no verses to the leaves



Or they may be confused, shuffled and whirled 



By playing winds: chant them aloud, I pray.”






(VI. 117-19)

This is evidently not an authoritative model of prophecy that Virgil would be interested in associating himself with, but a foil for the wholly new and different practice of prophecy that he wishes to inaugurate.

        The ambiguity endemic to prophecy as it is commonly known in this world is symbolized by the Golden Bough.  Everything about it is double, duplicitous, starting from the twin doves (“geminae”) that guide Aeneas to it, as it hangs on a “two-hued tree / Where glitter of gold filtered between green boughs” (VI. 290-91).  A life-preserving talisman against death, ironically it is itself a lifeless, inorganic object consisting in glitter rather than growth, parasitical rather than vital in its connection with the tree it is wrapped around, so opposite to Odysseus’s great-rooted olive tree embracing his most intimate life.  It even sounds deathly:



Like mistletoe that in the woods in winter



Thrives with yellowish berries and new leaves—



A parasite on the trunk it twines around—



So bright amid the dark green ilex shone



the golden leafage, rustling in light wind.






(VI. 292-296)

      The ghostly sound of the gold leaf in the wind provokes Adam Parry’s characterization of the bough as a symbol of “splendor and lifelessness” and Thomas Greene’s likening it to the “sounding brass” of I Corinthians 13 (“If I have not love . . .”).  By its golden gleam, it is also a symbol of the Golden Age of Augustan Rome, and as such it reflects the ambiguities of the Empire, a strangely exalted, glorious collective life “without end” (“sine fine”), yet built, nevertheless, on death and oppression for individuals and on the deathly abstractions of ideology that rings tinny and hollow.  Even the sound of the word “golden” (auri) rustles homonymously, but without organic, semantic connection with the word for air (aura) in the line describing the glittering of gold refulgent in the air between branches (“discolor unde auri per ramos aura refulsit,” 204).
      Sibyl had said to Aeneas:



“Pull away the bough. It will come willingly,



Easily, if you are called by fate.



If not, with all your strength you cannot conquer it . . . .”






(VI. 213-216)

But this is not the way it happens.  Rather,



Aeneas at once briskly took hold of it



And, though it clung [cunctantem], greedily broke it off,



Then carried it to the Sibyl’s cave.







(VI. 297-99; Latin: 211)

This hint of difficulty in breaking the branch seems deliberately calculated to render Aeneas’s fate ambiguous.  The ambiguities of the Golden Bough symbolize, after all, the ambiguities of the Golden Age such as it had supposedly been realized by the Augustan Empire.  Though it is supposed to be God-given, as presented in the epic and its prophecies, the Empire is in fact built upon what men have seized in greed.

       Like Odysseus, Aeneas goes to Hades to consult with the dead.  What the dead know that we do not is the end of life, its final meaning:  the end gives meaning to the whole of a life, gives a final shape to the story, even as history’s meaning is determined from its end or telos.
  The significance of Book VI within the program of the poem as a whole is that it opens directly to Aeneas’s view the goal of future glory that is the reason for all his labor and the compensation for his personal loss.  This vision has been anticipated to him by his dream of Hector, the phantom of Creusa, the oracle at Delos, the visions of the household gods on Crete, the words of the Harpies and Helenus, and the visitation of Mercury at Carthage.  But it has so far remained obscure and only goaded him to reluctant assent rather than inspiring him to resolute action.  Now that he sees the whole vision that had previously been vouchsafed from the mouth of Jove only to Venus and Mercury, he is able finally to make it his own and dedicate himself to it wholeheartedly.  

       From any point within history, this end is always only futural, but from a prophetic perspective, the end can be revealed and can even begin to be enacted now.  Such revelation inspires present acts aimed at realizing what has been seen as a future prospect.  The end of history is revealed not to seal it off as a fate to be passively awaited, but in order that it may be freely willed.  To be free is to freely will one’s fate—amor fati.  Aeneas needed a new structure of meaning in order to acquire a new kind of freedom.  The revelation to him of the final end of his struggles frees him to will the imperial Roman future as his own future.  

       Freedom for the future requires also freedom from the past:  Aeneas must overcome the bondage of his past, so as to gain freedom with respect to his fate—which is then perhaps best called rather his “destiny.”  His confrontation with his past climaxes here in Book VI in his visit to the underworld in order that he might learn his destiny.  In Book IV he sails for Italy “not of his free will” (“Italiam non sponte sequor”).  Not only does he leave Dido in this way, but he does virtually everything else against his own will.  We have been shown “pius Aeneas” dragged along by fate against all his personal feelings and desires from his very first speech, “O terque quaterque beati . . . ” (thrice and four times blessed those who died at Troy).  He finally manages to escape from this predicament in Book VI.  For here he gains a vision in which pietas will become his own possession and even passion; it is no longer imposed on him from without by external interventions.  He rises to a prophetic vantage point from which he will assume the whole fated unfolding of history as his own free achievement.  By seeing the end towards which it is all moving, he learns to embrace the purposes of providence, to make them his own, and to act freely, willingly, in accordance with them, rather than reluctantly and by compulsion.  Aeneas achieves freedom and transcendence of individual selfhood by fully and willingly identifying with the fate of his people and of history as a whole.  In this manner, fate and freedom come to coincide.

       The vision given Aeneas is not a matter of objective knowledge but of a conversion of will and even, more broadly, of faith.  He has to decide to make it happen.  That is why it is not accorded him without certain teasing ambiguities.  Besides being the place of prophecy, the underworld, the world of the dead, is also, of course, full of illusions, chimaeras, “False dreams,” “Dis’s homes all void, and empty realms” (371)  (“domos Ditis vacuas et inanias regna,” 269).  Aeneas cannot even challenge and fight them:



How faint these lives were—empty images



Hovering bodiless—he had attacked



And cut his way through phantoms, empty air.







(VI. 400-02)

As in the Christian theodicy that identifies evil with nothing, so this Hell is a region of unreality.  Yet this is also where Aeneas is given a dazzling prophetic revelation of the future.  In this flickering visionary reality, Aeneas has to face first of all the ambiguities of his past.  

     Aeneas’s previous life passes before him in review in the shapes of the characters he encounters here:  signally Palinurus, Dido, and Deiphobus.  Each is a figure out of his past, known to the reader from books V, IV, and II respectively.  They appear to Aeneas in reverse order with respect to his past experience, and each is totally fixated on a past of his or her own.  “They can therefore stand for the dead past that Aeneas leaves behind him.”
  In each case, Aeneas’s encounters are modeled on Odysseus’s in the eleventh book of the Odyssey:  Palinurus pleading for burial is reminiscent of Elpenor.  Dido’s skulking off, refusing to say a word to Aeneas, recalls Ajax’s smoldering unforgiveness and shunning of Odysseus.  Earless, noseless, mutilated Deiphobus’s story of being the victim of Helen’s treachery runs parallel to that of Agamemnon, slaughtered like an ox at the trough by his wife and her lover.   
      Similarly, the three-fold attempted embrace of Anchises, of course, repeats Odysseus’s vain attempt to embrace his mother, Anticlea.  But it is also charged with Aeneas’s peculiar nostalgia for his past.  The pessimism of Aeneas that makes him wish to turn away from the future altogether is poignantly expressed one last time in his question as to how the “poor souls” awaiting reincarnation “can crave our daylight so” (968-69) (“quae luci miseris tam dira cupido,” 721) before Anchises unrolls the vision of future glory that is finally going to convert Aeneas and bring him round from being a nostalgic defeatist and let him emerge as the man of the hour, pursuing (rather than being pursued by) the promise of his future.

       In the philosophical Hades that immediately follows—based on Plato’s myth of Er, with its belief in metempsychosis
—the souls have no ostensible past.  That is what has been erased from their minds by the waters of Lethe.  They are about to be reincarnated and are wholly oriented to the future.  In passing from the mythological to the philosophical Hades, Aeneas turns from the past to the future, from a backward- to a forward-looking orientation.  At this point, his futurity becomes his fate or destiny, which then no longer hangs around his neck like an albatross.  His embracing this revelation of the final order of history frees Aeneas to act.  For the end is the origin of all constructive, rationally willed action and grounds it in a vision of the whole.

       Anchises’s speech begins in a Stoic and Platonic mode with the inherence of all things in the Animus Mundi and explains how human souls, based on their conduct in the body, merit reward or punishment after death.  This discourse discloses to Aeneas the ends of human life in general before turning to the revelations of Roman history as futural.  These revelations embody the specific purposes for which Aeneas is to act, the purposes with respect to which his whole world of significance can be ordered.  This is where Anchises “teaches” Aeneas his “destiny” (1020), so that when he has been shown all future times up to the Roman Empire under Augustus, Aeneas’s soul is on fire with love of the glory to come (“incenditque animum famae venientis amore,” 889).
      This revelation of the future is axised on the line of kings to descend from Aeneas, together with Republican heroes and a repertoire of legends about Roman origins, including the story of Romulus and Remus.  At its center, Anchises indicates:


Caesar Augustus, son of the deified,



Who shall bring once again an Age of Gold



To Latium, to the land where Saturn reigned



In early times.






(VI. 1064-67)

But this preview is a goal that Aeneas himself must begin to make possible, and whether it is achieved in the Augustan Age or proves to be an illusory pipe dream depends entirely on what Augustus and Virgil’s own contemporaries themselves accomplish.  This opening of the future and of fate as a possibility to be realized—and indeed as an imperative not to be shirked—alone gives its full sense to Anchises’s exhortation:



Do we lag still in carrying our valor 



Into action?  Can our fear prevent



Our settling in Ausonia?






(VI. 1084-86)

      The exhortation to action at the climax of this revelation of a glorious goal applies not only to Aeneas but also to Augustus himself and to Virgil’s Roman contemporaries.  The Golden Age is equally a project for them to achieve.  In this way, the epic poem about national origins and imperial foundations, focused on the mythic image of Trojan Aeneas and his exploits, is a representation impinging also on Virgil’s own times in imperial Rome.  The vision of the Golden Age is a challenge to his own present, and likewise the idealized heroic past is implicitly a summons to action in the name of a yet to be realized future.  Prophecy issues, as in the Bible, in an imperative to be acted upon.  The depiction of a triumphant society begins with a warning against the horrors of civil war that had recently so ravaged Rome, especially in the strife between Caesar and Pompey.  Anchises apostrophizes and admonishes these “sons” of his, themselves related as father- and son-in-law, who marched against each other:



“Sons, refrain! You must not blind your hearts 



To that enormity of civil war,



Turning against your country’s very heart



Her own vigor of manhood. You above all



Who trace your line from the immortals, you



Be first to spare us. Child of my own blood,



Throw away your sword!”





(VI. 1120-26)

       On the positive side, Anchises’s prophecy contains a prescription for the future.  Romans are to excel in arts of government.  That is how their mission of civilizing the world, of bringing the whole globe to peace within one imperial order, is to be realized.  It is set into relief over against what we cannot but suspect that Virgil as a man prized most highly—the artistic talents which are handed over here to others (cf. Parry, p. 51):



“Others will cast more tenderly in bronze



Their breathing figures, I can well believe,



And bring more lifelike portraits out of marble;



Argue more eloquently, use the pointer



To trace the paths of heaven more accurately



And accurately foretell the rising stars.



Roman, remember by your strength to rule



Earth’s peoples—for your arts are to be these:



To pacify, to impose the rule of law,



To spare the conquered, battle down the proud.”






(VI. 1145-1154)

This image has a strongly prescriptive valence.  It delineates the Romans’ truly distinctive talent and Rome’s moral purpose, its world-historical significance. Aeneas is being summoned to lay the foundation stone for all this.  That is what those who continue in his tradition and mission are to aim to achieve.

     Aeneas in Book VI is turned around to the future as something he makes, something, therefore, with respect to which he is free, not by getting out from under fate and defying it, which would be an Odyssean gesture, but by fully identifying himself with it.  The burden of the past is no longer passively supported:  projected into the future, it becomes his very own motivation, the source of his eager activity.  The consequences of this conversion to the future are played out fully in Books VII-XII.  As these books show, obedience to freedom, just like obedience to fate, has its price.  It means renunciation:  to be free is to be disinterested.  Can Rome be willed even at the cost of the personal sacrifice that it is shown to exact?  
      To freely act in history requires assuming responsibility for tragedies such as war waged in the making of empire.  Regret towards the past and its tragedy, which Aeneas must overcome in order to become the model of an empire builder, the civilizer of the world, is not simply cast off like an old garment.  Tragedy overshadows, even at its very climax, the revelation of the Roman glory that is to come.  An acute tragic sense is intrinsic to, and fundamentally conditions, the meaning of the whole history in which it is to be transfigured.  Last in the long line of triumphant descendents who will sacrifice themselves for Rome is one who looks dejected, one whose temples are surrounded by black night.  Aeneas craves to know who this mysteriously compelling figure is.  This “immense sorrow” (“ingentum luctum”) of his people, as Anchises tells him, is Marcellus, whose funeral rites are invoked, lilies being heaped upon his grave, in futile gestures of inconsolable grief:





“For you



Will be Marcellus. Let me scatter lilies,



All I can hold, and scarlet flowers as well,



To heap these for my grandson’s shade at least,



Frail gifts and ritual of no avail.”







(VI. 1098-1202)

The hopelessness and vanity of it all is captured in the sense of this meaningless ritual for the too terrible sacrifice exacted.  It might be meaningful after all only if a truly just and peaceful Rome could be pointed to as making good this sacrifice. Then perhaps even the fated death of Marcellus might be willed as the price of peace.  However, that is not the sentiment that prevails at this climactic juncture.

      As already observed, this prophetic vision designed to fire Aeneas with love of future glory and thereby motivate his enthusiastic embrace of destiny has been undermined even from its outset:  it was framed by Aeneas’s disbelief that souls could wish to be reborn, that they could crave to return again to “bodies’ dead weight” (VI. 968).  Anchises’s answer to this incomprehension is that the souls’ memories have been erased by Lethe.  The souls come to Lethe stream,



“That there unmemoried they may see again



The heavens and wish re-entry into bodies.”






(VI. 1007-8)

Whereas the vision of history afforded Aeneas via prophecy is supposed to assure and confirm him in his courage to endure all trials, this amnesia implies that one can have heart to participate in life thanks only to ignorance and blindness towards what history holds in store.  Even in devising the narrative mechanism of reviewing history proleptically in order to engender motivation for history-making action, Virgil manages at the same time to hint that precisely the vision of the whole from the end-point—the vision enjoyed by purged souls with clear perceptions—can also be supremely demotivating.  At any rate, both perspectives—and their contradictoriness—are woven together into the pathos of the poem.

       Ambiguities aside, at the end of Book VI, the center of the epic, the Roman destiny which has structured Aeneas’s quest from Book I forward is fully revealed as not just an ideological but also a moral and religious goal.  What is revealed is not just the glory of the Roman state but the meaning of life itself as futural.  Aeneas is called to become a theios-aner, a divine man, and to enter upon a kind of transcendent life beyond mere singular selfhood.  This vision is fragile and perhaps will never again be so vividly glimpsed, given that the progress of hostilities stretches almost without relief across the following six books.  But here, momentously, the meaning of human life is revealed as historical—not as the one-dimensional, sensuous present of pain that was the reality so tenaciously and heroically lived out by Odysseus.  
      In the new historical perspective of the Aeneid, meaning in human experience accrues over an expanse of time.  It concerns not the moment alone, but the whole structure of a sequence of events, events that are themselves built up each one out of component moments that are moving towards a goal.  There is a faint anticipation of such a historical sense in Odysseus’s being allowed to foresee his death in sleek old age, but this is not the constitutive center of the Odyssey as a whole.  In the Aeneid, history is grounded in a purpose that transcends the present and gives it its significant structure.  History thereby becomes providential.  For the Greeks, when one dies as terribly as did Agamemnon, one cannot be considered to have been happy.
  Only the present moment fully exists, and if the last moment of a person’s life is calamitous, so also is the final significance of their life.  There is no redemption for Greeks in the meaning of a life as a whole, neither in the final goal and order of history.

     The Christian-theological language of “redemption” here hints not only at Aeneas’s death to self in order to acquire new life at a higher spiritual level but also at Virgil’s discovery of a narrative structure uncannily close to that of prophetic history (or “typology”) in revealed religion.  Roman destiny as Virgil interprets it is providential, a divine dispensation that calls human beings to their historical task, granting them grace, particularly in the form of prophetic revelation.  This conjunction, in turn, indicates why Virgil was enthusiastically embraced and assimilated by Christian writers, preparing the way for Dante.

  The Original Site of the Future:  Pallanteum-Arcadia (Book VIII)
      In Book VIII, the consequences of Aeneas’s conversion, brought about by the prophetic revelation at the end of VI, are outwardly dramatized.  Up to this point, Aeneas has proved reluctant and uncertain about his destiny.  He has needed encouragement from others in order not to give up at every difficult or daunting juncture.  Now he introduces himself to Evander, speaking confidently of his own valor (“me virtus”) and the sacred oracles of the gods (“sancta oracula divom,” VIII. 131) that “have brought me here by destiny, and gladly” (VIII. 177-80).  The next day, when the grim inevitability of war is contemplated and the general gloominess is pierced by a red glare and thunderous crashes in the heavens, it is Aeneas himself who spontaneously interprets these signs as omens of the destiny that he now lays claim to as his own:







The others



Sat still, mystified, but Troy’s great captain



recognized the sound, and knew the promise



Made by his goddess mother.  Then he said:



“My friend, you need not, truly need not ask



What new event’s portended.  I am the man



Whom heaven calls. . . .”






(VIII. 719-725)

      Aeneas’s resoluteness here demonstrates how the future becomes free.  For this revelation of “fate,” so far from being an onerous imposition, is empowering:  it reveals a purpose that is to be acted upon rather than inevitable facts to be just passively accepted.  Immediately following this speech, 




He rose from his high seat and first revived




The fires for Hercules on slumbering altars,




Gladly revisiting, as yesterday,




The guardian Lar and humble household gods.







(VIII. 735-49)

By this symbolic action, Aeneas identifies himself with a heroic past, reviving it and transmitting it into a future for which he himself becomes the heroic model.  It is in microcosm the same story of triumph of rational order over fury that lies at the heart of Virgil’s whole Aenean epic of the founding of Rome.  Hercules, the legendary liberator celebrated on this feast day, is exalted in the hymn sung to him for his victories over the Nemean lion, Cerberus, Typhoeus, and the Lernean hydra; he is praised as “not lacking in reason” (“non te rationis egentem,” 299).  Nevertheless, Hercules’s triumph over Cacus in his bestial, half-human form (260) and in the madness of his furious mind (“At furiis Caci mens effera,” 205) is achieved by the force of a “knotted massy club” (204).  Hercules himself is depicted raging “with black bile of anger” and grinding his teeth in fury and heaving mountain cliffs (291-326).  These are hints of the ambiguities attaching in Virgil’s eyes (and heart) to perhaps any civilizing mission.  All this violence is necessary for conquering monstrous forces and brute nature, even in the interests ultimately of civilized peace among meek fellows.  

     This builds ambiguity into the mythological origins of Rome, explored and pondered on this visit with “King Evander, founder unaware / Of Rome’s great citadel” (VIII. 413-414) to Pallanteum, the actual site of Rome with its seven hills.  This is the place to which Saturn fled from Jove’s rebellion to rule over unschooled men sprung from tree trunks, true rustics in a peaceful, archaic age offering an idyllic image of the past (424-433).  The Golden Age of Saturn, with its men hatched from tree trunks, is evoked.  Evander himself comes originally from Arcadia in Greece, enshrined by Virgil’s Eclogues as the paradigm of an idealized bucolic society of peace and amity.  Simplicity and naivety are its keynotes, and yet this mythic past, too, already has a violent history behind it, according to Evander’s account:



“In that first time, out of Olympian heaven,



Saturn came here in flight from Jove in arms,



An exile from a kingdom lost; he brought 



These unskilled men together from the hills



Where they were scattered, gave them laws, and chose



The name of Latium, from his latency



Or safe concealment in this countryside.



In his reign were the golden centuries



Men tell of still, so peacefully he ruled,



Till gradually a meaner, tarnished age



Came on with fever of war and lust of gain.”







(VIII. 423-433)

      The legendary past of Rome is gathered together for its evocation of   monumental vestiges still in evidence in Augustan times projected from this Arcadian perspective as futural.  Indeed the landscape alludes equally to the future, to the places that are to be great, the Carmental altar and gate, the Lupercal grotto, the Roman forum.  Evander is Aeneas’s tour guide around the settlement whose rustic sites foreshadow those one day to be famous in Rome, whose names (including also “Argiletum,” “Janiculum,” “Carinae”) for the reader are already anachronistically resonant:



He led to our Tarpeian site and Capitol,



All golden now, in those days tangled, wild



With underbrush—but awesome even then.








(VIII. 459-461)

       After these revisitations of the mythic, Arcadian past prefiguring the Roman future, Aeneas departs in arms with his new allies to Etruria to seek yet more allies, leaving “mothers with quaking breast” (802) watching from the walls behind.  Book VIII then climaxes by turning directly toward the future in another major rehearsal of Roman history cast in the form of prophecy (third after Jupiter’s prophecy in Book I and Anchises revelation in Book VI):  here the Roman past is narrated prophetically by the enormous epic ekphrasis engraved on the shield forged by Vulcan.  Like the apocalypse of Book VI, this prophetic revelation comes to Aeneas meeting with a parent in a secluded vale, but this time it is Venus who brings him history prophesied in pictorial form:






There the Lord of Fire,




Knowing the prophets, knowing the age to come,




Had wrought the future story of Italy,




The triumphs of the Romans . . . . 








(VIII. 845-52).

The shield is brought to Aeneas by Venus with an embrace (VIII. 834) that communicates his God-given mandate to set this whole preordained history of empire into motion.

       The focus on the Augustan future is patent in the shield’s design:  it centers on Caesar Augustus’s crucial military victory at Actium.  Each of the ekphrastic narratives revolving around this center in some way points to the triumph of rational order over savagery, which is, of course, the central meaning attributed to the Augustan imperial triumph:  the wolf suckling human twins, the rape of the Sabines atoned for by a pact and offerings ending the war, Roman soldiers patriotically sacrificing their lives to counter Porsenna’s menaces, Cato giving laws, etc.  The images also recall how perilously close the poles of the human and the bestial really are:  Mettus’s breaking faith with his Roman allies is punished by savage excoriation; Rome is saved from the Gauls by the warning of geese; religion is expressed by a leaping dance of naked priests; Catiline, an enemy of the state, is pinned to a cliff and made to tremble by the Furies’ glare.

     This history is the future destiny that Aeneas now shoulders in place of the burden of the past in the shape of his father, whom he had carried away from Troy literally on his shoulders.  Having borne the past of pain, he has now exchanged it for the future of promise, though he is not himself conscious of all that this implies:




All these images on Vulcan’s shield,




His mother’s gift, were wonders to Aeneas.




Knowing nothing of the events themselves,




He felt joy in their pictures, taking up




Upon his shoulder all the destined acts




And fame of his descendants.







(VIII. 987-92)

      Aeneas must enact or perform—and not only see—the future.  This prophetic future will become real only thanks to him and to the resoluteness with which he acts at this juncture.  He anticipates this projected future greatness by beginning to act in accordance with it.  He thus embodies resoluteness that lives out of the future and to that extent begins to realize it in the present.  As brought out especially by Brooks Otis, Books V through VIII as a group have all concerned Aeneas’s being turned around from the past towards the future.  By this point, his action is truly futural, in the sense of being geared to a revealed end that directs all his action in the present.  Aeneas must make himself worthy of God, and he does so in the manner of a poet’s making or fashioning, fingere:  “. . . “shape yourself, / You too, to merit godhead” (“te quoque dignum / finge deo,” VIII. 364-65; Latin: 483-85).
       Yet the ambiguities of the imperial mission are tellingly registered here, too:  the luminous revelation from the gods is in danger of darkening to a history of Realpolitik and so of becoming a prophetic dream-vision turned to an ideological nightmare.  Just as the revelation from Anchises in Book VI was at risk of being all a false dream, as suggested by Aeneas and Sibyl’s passing through the Gate of Ivory immediately afterward, so this vision of the future in which Aeneas takes such joy is presented as no more than a hair’s breadth from being confounded with the lies of political propaganda.  It is splendid, matchless as an artwork, but the images on the shield hint that their art may be mere ideology.  There is constant contamination of the triumphs by the terrors of empire:  for instance, Augustus’s helmet vomiting flames (“cui tempora flammas / laeta vomunt,” 680) recalls Cacus imaged as a fire-breathing dragon (“ore vomens igne,” 199).  The slaughtered bullocks (“caesi iuvenci,” 972) of the triumphal celebration are actually a sign of the end of the Golden Age (which was without killing) and of the onset of a post-lapsarian state of man, as in Georgics 2. 537. 
 

       The arts were deployed grandly by Augustus on behalf of his imperial program, but art is in fact an image and as such potentially false, a golden sheen or veneer that can obstruct accurate knowledge of historical truth.  The poem’s rhetoric stresses that Aeneas ignorantly pleases himself with an image (“miratur rerumque ignarus imagine gaudet,” VIII. 730).  Art absorbs the mind in glittering images that overlook the somber reality of things, notably the horrendous, unaesthetic consequences of war.  The shield is a paradigm of art, even of divine art, but its glorified representation of history is belied by the battle books that immediately ensue (IX-XII) and that show the price of empire in blood and tears and tragedy for the human beings involved.

      According to the Augustan ideology, which this and the other prophetic passages reflect, civilization was to be achieved through warfare.
  Aeneas’s shield represents the triumph of civilized virtues over monstrous barbarism, but the depictions are riddled with paradox.  Aeneas armed with this shield becomes, in effect, a new Achilles:  he regresses to all the fraud and violence characteristic of the old heroic code that was supposed to have been overcome and supplanted by his more civilized code.  Aeneas constantly slips back into the means of warfare judged as immoral by the new code.  The ambiguities, as we have seen, are inscribed on the shield itself.  It is modeled, moreover, on the shield of Achilles, which was likewise wheedled from Hephaistos (Vulcan) for him by his mother in Iliad XVIII.  Seduction and trickery are similarly among Venus’s means of persuasion in a scene reminiscent of Hera’s seduction of Zeus in Iliad XIV.  
      Roman civilization, together with its distinctive morality, creates the codes that it violates.  The deceptiveness that is accepted as natural and innocent behavior in Homer’s world is condemned as immoral by Aeneas.  He becomes thereby the quintessentially hesitant hero.  The emphasis on “hesitation” (“cunctatio”) overcome by subterfuge or force or other unworthy means is a Leitmotif that can be traced from the scene of Vulcan yielding reluctantly (conctantem, VIII. 388) to Venus, to the Golden Bough’s giving way only with resistance (cunctantem, VI. 211), to Dido’s lingering (cunctantem, IV. 133) in her halls before joining the hunt that will be fatal to her, to the final lapse into violence of Aeneas hesitating to kill Turnus against his better judgment, literally against the moderating influence of the word (“cunctantem flectere sermo,” XII. 940).
  
      In the end, it is impossible to decide between the optimistic and the pessimistic readings of the Aeneid as either pro- or anti-Augustan.  The sense of history as prophecy lies necessarily in and between such oppositions.  Duncan Kennedy has suggested how the two valences are inseparable, due to the nature of language as a social act in which both poles necessarily operate in any evocation of Augustus.
  I wish to add that it is also the nature of Virgilian prophecy, as oriented to action and thereby open to the future, which positions it between two alternatives:  that to be chosen and that to be avoided.  Both are necessary for its signifying this choice, and so Virgil’s vision must encompass both the positive and the negative aspects of empire.  This empire must still be made worthy of being chosen.
      Prophecy—as an interpretation of history in the light of its final significance as disclosed by divine revelation—leads to a resoluteness that makes things happen, that proactively shapes history.  Thus the knowledge of revelation and prophecy is not given simply as a fact; it is not merely a detached, theoretical knowing, but demands decision and a commitment of belief.  It arises in and is part of an act or praxis.  Accordingly, the knowledge involved in prophecy is inextricably engaged in its historical moment.  Prophecy opens a perspective in and for a humanity which it orients in practical, moral, historical endeavor.  It is this history-making activity that is the condition of possibility of the knowing bestowed by prophetic revelation.  The way Virgil has inserted the panoramic revelation of the shield into the crisis of the epic action suggests this.
                          
Prophecy and Poiesis in the Aeneid
     It has become clear, then, that prophecy reveals not what necessarily and automatically will happen to passive humans but a general order of significance to be freely appropriated and enacted.  At the crux of the prophetic revelations in Book VI and again in VIII, Aeneas is called upon to act with resoluteness on the basis of a vision revealing the significance of history as a whole.  Prophecy opens a dimension of freedom and meaning, a dimension that enables one to act not blindly subject to fate, but freely toward a future goal shaped by one’s own understanding of it.  Both history and the future need to be achieved, and prophecy opens a perspective that is instrumental to achieving them freely and meaningfully, that is, with the vision of an end and purpose in view.  

       It is to Virgil’s own time that the prophecies of the Aeneid most essentially and urgently speak, for they are meant to inspire present action, to incite labor to realize what they reveal as the true meaning and mission of Rome.  From the beginning of the work, in Book I, the prophecy of Rome as an eternal Empire (“imperium sine fine”) has been unfolded—not, at first, to Aeneas but to Venus by Jupiter, and thereby also to the Roman audience of the epic.  They are the ones to whom prophecy can effectively speak in the present tense and as envisioning real possibilities for action.  Only so does it speak as prophecy in the full sense—that is, as leveraged from presently pending decisions, which is what gives prophetic revelation its crucial relevance for human freedom.  

      The actual facts of a prophecy and their fulfillment can even be past because its essence is to interpret the significance of life and history for a people within their given circumstances at a certain decisive moment.  Indeed, from the point of view of Virgil’s audience, almost all the prophecies of this epic are after the fact:  the facts they prophesy have already occurred and are history.  To this extent, the prophecy in question is retrospective.  The same can generally be said of the historical prophecies of the Hebrew prophets.  For example, Second Isaiah (chapters 40-55) prophesies the campaigns of Cyrus the Persian after they had, to a large extent, already taken place, leading to the fall of Babylon in 539 B.C.  This may seem to make prophecy too easy.  With hindsight, anyone can “prophesy” events that have already become fact.  Yet prophecy, fundamentally, is concerned to reveal not a series of objective facts but rather an order of significance.  It thereby enables those who receive it to confront exigencies and difficulties in the present.  

      The fact that Virgil’s prophecy is retrospective does not make it spurious or sham.  In the order of significance, time is reversible:  the future remakes the past as it seeks to regain its possibilities, just as the past prefigures and informs and eventually makes the future.  Whether prophecy refers to past, future, or present (and the three actually come to coincide in prophetic perspective), its essential purpose is to reveal in each of these dimensions a way of living an authentically historical existence in the here and now.  It projects a horizon within which alone the truly pertinent facts can come to light.  In prophetic perspective, past, present, and future are no longer seen as successive and external to one another but rather as all simultaneously and eternally present.  Each of the tenses affords a perspective on the central meaning of the historical world as it appears in the crisis of the present.

      To this extent, prophecy is based on transcending one-dimensional time and on achieving a point of view sub specie aeternitatis.  Only from outside and beyond the sequence can the final goal of a series of events be apprehended.  Only from the standpoint of eternity is the meaning of time revealed.  Still, it is only within time, as situated within and among human actions and events, that any such disclosure can be concretely conferred.  It is not as if the Golden Age as such could ever actually arrive and be present as a fact.  That would be to mistake myth for reality.  The point of myth as employed within prophecy is to break open the present towards possibilities that it can never encompass but can nevertheless strive after in an effort of ecstatic self-transcendence.  Prophecy achieves this by its injunction to action breaking into the present and breaking it open towards a future already impinging upon it, riving it asunder.
  In this sense also in prophecy, even in the eschatological prophecy of apocalypse, the revelation of the other world, the eternal world, is generally, at the same time, a revelation of the essence or truth of this life.

      The fusion and flexibility of the tenses in poetic narrative with its potential for prophecy is incipient already in Homer, where ordinary, external time is suspended and dilated by song in the endlessly open, magic moment of poetic creation:  “This night is prodigiously long!” exults Alcinous on the night that he hears the narrative of Odysseus’s adventures (Odyssey, XI. 373).  The same point is made about Odysseus’s narration of his odyssey to Penelope:  the turning of night and the dawning of day are delayed by Athena, so that the time of narrative, with its suspending of outer, worldly time, might unfold free from external constraints (XXIII. 244-45).  The narrative of the Odyssey, furthermore, centers on a descent to the underworld, and this topos belongs thenceforth essentially to the prophetic enterprise in epic tradition.  As exemplified again by Dante’s journey to the Christian afterlife, it is from the other world, the eternal world, projected as transcending the universe of time, that our protagonists can gain an understanding of the true and final significance of their lives, past, present, and future.  
       So Homer, too, after all, demonstrates an awareness of how time can be contracted or dilated—and is in any case shaped—by the art of narrative.  But Virgil takes this germ of insight to another level of vision in his full-scale reconstruction of Roman history in prophetic perspective, inventing a new narrative art replete with allegorical types and their fulfillment.  In developing and exploiting this power of narrative to disclose history and make it interact with the future through the present of free action and interpretation, Virgil first fully discovers the constitution of human and historical time by prophetic poiesis.  The poetic construction of a whole narrative discloses possible purposes and trajectories for history.  Such narratives are revelatory and instrumental for the realization of historical projects by specific peoples.     
      Time, as it is humanly experienced, is to this extent poetically produced.  Virgil thus becomes a pioneer of prophetic poetry as an overarching structure of Western cultural tradition, where claims to an all-embracing vision of truth have been perhaps most strongly asserted.  This is a vision of truth for all time—yet just as much a disclosure of truth as inextricably rooted in time.  For this truth is itself radically temporal:  it happens only in the disclosure of future and past as transpiring in the present of action that decides fate freely.  Moreover, as poetic disclosure, it is truth as what is said:  literally “fatus.”
  Such saying is poetry and at the same time prophecy.  It is where the two meet in revealing the truth of history and history as truth.  This truth is for the present—in which we act and interpret our past in order to re-appropriate and actualize it and thereby open up the horizon of our future.

     The future is a vision:  it can be grasped in the form of prophecy, but it becomes true and real only through the resoluteness of those who act in the present and carry out the transition from past to future.  Aeneas’s example is one of carrying the past on his shoulders, in the shape of his father Anchises, toward a future that he takes up in the images of Roman history, starting from him and his descendents, on the shield made for him by Vulcan.  These images center on Augustus Caesar, who himself needs to strive towards achievement of the future peace that the Aeneid as a whole announces.  

      Criticism of Virgil has noticed the extraordinarily original conception of time underlying Virgil’s epic.  Otis, for example, comments, “It is his ultimate identification of himself with the future that constitutes the psychological meaning of his resurrection” (p. 290).  Aeneas’s struggles toward understanding the human condition through an understanding of its history are for the sake of enabling the past and its meaning to react on the future and vice versa.  Virgil recuperates from the past the Golden Age, in order that it may reach into and determine the future, just as that future vision reaches back to shape the present and past—revealing them in a perspective that transcends the limitations of linear time.  
      The narrative of the Aeneid, following that of the Odyssey, furthermore, centers on a descent to the underworld, and this topos belongs thenceforth essentially to the prophetic enterprise in epic tradition.  As exemplified again by Dante’s journey to the Christian afterlife, it is from the other world, the eternal world, projected as transcending the universe of time, that our protagonists can gain an understanding of the true and final significance of their lives, past, present, and future.  
       The revelation Aeneas receives from the dead enables him finally to be resolute in embracing his mission.  As such, he serves as a role model for Caesar Augustus.  For resoluteness anticipates the future and makes it possible to realize the possibilities of the past, particularly those of the Age of Gold.  Resoluteness is what transforms Fate into Freedom.  Resoluteness in the present reaches out and shapes the future, bringing into being the possibilities that have been revealed in the past, possibilities which have led up to and been gathered into this resoluteness..
  It is Virgil’s own resolute interpretation of the history of Rome that enables him to project its meaning into the future envisioned as a universal reign of peace.

      This historical perspective articulates a view of time as a human making, an ordering into universal significance and empire, a poiesis.  What is the history Virgil composes, if not his projection of an ideal future?  The reign of Saturn in Arcadia in Greece is maybe a myth that never really took place.  Nevertheless, it prefigures the future age of peace that Virgil ardently wished to be inaugurated by Augustus.  Towards the end of the epic, Aeneas enjoins his son Ascanius to recollect the past as a model for action looking towards the future:



‘Learn fortitude and toil from me, my son,



Ache of true toil. Good fortune learn from others.



My sword arm now will be your shield in battle



And introduce you to the boons of war.



When, before long, you come to man’s estate,



Be sure that you recall this. Harking back



For models in your family, let your father,



Aeneas, and uncle, Hector, stir your heart.”






(XII. 595-602)

All his personal virtues and resoluteness, together with those of his race, find their lasting value in being re-actualized by future generations.

       This valedictory address illustrates how prophecy, as a call for action in the present, opens a dimension of freedom towards the future.  It is not the declaration of an inevitable fate that operates externally to, and in spite of, human will and effort.  So far from belonging to a deterministic outlook, in which the future is foreseen as already present, prophecy is what first opens the way for a human freedom that forms the future and reforms the past, refusing to be confined to a time that can ever be merely present.  Prophetic temporality in this way reaches backwards and forwards, actually changing past and future through modifying the fundamental coordinates by which history can meaningfully happen—and have taken place.  Past, present, and future communicate freely and openly, impinging upon and revising one another in this uncanny temporal dimension of prophecy, where time is reversible.  This temporality exceeds objective analysis and calculated control.  It must do so because it is inextricably connected with and open to human freedom.  It is this connection of prophecy with freedom that has been realized so convincingly—and apparently without classical precedents—by Virgil in his epic.

      The prophetic revelation centered in Book VI engenders in Aeneas the resoluteness that enables the future to react upon the past and present, making them instrumental to his fulfilling his final destiny.  It all must pass through the crucible of the present and through the personal appropriation of the protagonist.  Indeed the attainment of a prophetic perspective takes place through personal appropriation which, however, exacts a disappropriation of the self.  In order to realize his prophetically revealed mission, Aeneas must renounce his own intensely felt personal desires—starting with the loss of his wife, Creusa, before his departure for Italy.  Duty before (erotic) love.  This creates a tension that threatens to upset the poem’s official imperial program and expose it as hollow propaganda.  The narrative of famous exploits that are instrumental to building a glorious empire can suddenly appear disfigured to a history of senseless sacrifice that shows through from just below the surface. 
      The ambiguity of everything revealed about the future belongs to the openness of what is not yet achieved fact but rather a destiny to be achieved:  its fulfillment is subject to contingency, to all the possible peripities of history—the many ways in which it may still go awry, however certain the rightness of the final goal may be.  Virgil, especially in his personal voice of frustration and regret, which insinuates itself whiningly from underneath the official Roman voice of public triumph and success, lets us feel all the burden of this ambiguity.  

       Nevertheless, the future can be anticipatively grasped as a vision in the form of prophecy, and to the extent that this vision can effectively motivate action, everything the past, present, or future can be really changes by being subject to the significances that prophecy projects.  Prophecy becomes true and real only through the resoluteness of those who act in the present, that is, in the transition from past to future.  Aeneas’s example is one of carrying the past on his shoulders, in the shape of Anchises, towards a future that he takes up symbolically in the images on the shield from Vulcan’s smithy depicting his descendents and the glories that are in store for Rome.  The present is the going-over from past to future, and on it falls the burden for shouldering both the past—symbolically one’s father, who is also one’s moral guide to future prospects—and that future itself emblematically chased on the shield.  On the shoulder of the present rest “all the destined acts / And fame of his descendents” (VIII. 991-92), for only the present can make possible the future that will in fact be possible and not be just an illusory figment.  Of course, the present in turn is inhabited by past and future intrinsically and cannot be isolated from them.  So the point here is not to privilege the present over the other tenses, but to call attention to their inextricable plaiting together in mutual dependence of precedent, projection, and event.  It is this point of intersection from which all three time dimensions are leveraged.  And it is from precisely this point of intersection and interaction that prophetic poetry such as that of the Aeneid springs and sets about its work of revelation. 
       The historical destiny revealed in the poem is an interpretation of history and, as such, a “making” or poiesis.  This very act and event of interpretation transcends all predetermination of facts by erecting the overarching structures of significance that enable facts to come to light as significant.
  Virgil’s poetic-prophetic vision gives a general form of meaning to the whole of history placed in a cosmic context:  every particular fact comes to light in its supposedly true and final meaning within this eschatological framework.  Whatever can meaningfully happen is circumscribed poetically by this projection of destiny.  Poetry makes possible the future that can be meaningfully experienced, and in this sense poetry is prophetic.  

     Numerous prophecies operate as particular instances within the poem, but latent in its very narrative structure is a stronger claim concerning the form of poetry, at least poetry of the order of Virgil’s epic, as being per se prophetic.  Such poetry’s shaping in language of possibilities of existence and of world is the enabling condition of any future that we are going to be able to meaningfully live.  Virgil’s original poetic technique brings fully into the open this prophetic character and capability intrinsic to poetry.  It highlights especially the way poetic narrative gives a dynamic order of temporality to events.  This enables a vision of time as revelation and as an unfolding of a transcendent meaning—that is, of a significance that transcends all actual happenings.  Indeed Virgil’s poem has created such an order of significance in which the future can meaningfully happen as the fulfillment of a destiny prefigured by a mythic-heroic past. 

      To this extent, history is prophecy, and the past is the future, for the order of significance that we project upon the one is structured by what we are actually bringing about in the present with reference to the other.  Virgil’s poem, of course, announces a prophecy of the future:  it features an ideal world government and postulates that the purpose of history and humanity is to achieve a universal order of peace—the pax Romana—at the same time as it foresees how fragile and costly that order is and how endemic the forces of fury are to the human heart.  The potential of human nature and therefore the design of things to come are revealed in history as interpreted by the vates.  Equally in the case of the Hebrew nabhi, prophecy, as interpretation of the essential meaning of history from the viewpoint of God, reveals the goal to which events should be made to conform via the active participation of free human beings.  To be a holy people unto the Lord, for example, in Exodus, is no mere sterile fact but a pregnant meaning to be realized ever anew in community life.  The prophet bases his interpretation of history on a transcendent view into the future, but conversely he prescribes the necessary means of living and realizing that future in the present.  

      Virgilian prophecy, while certainly not an unmediated speaking for God, presents itself as an interpretation of history inspired by the Muses.  Homer, too, is a seer, and all things are present to him through the assistance of the Muses.  Of course, what he sees is not so much a significant structure of history as the sensuous present.  Nevertheless, he, too, has his vision of the other world, eternity, particularly in the world of the gods, as well as of the dead represented in Odyssey XI (and again in XXIV).  In this respect, even his poem has a prophetic dimension.  Still, it remains fully in the present, which is what the dead lack, whereas Virgil’s historical vision sees the future mirrored in the past and actualized in the crisis of the present.  Time is grasped, and can be spoken, as a whole, particularly by the dead or the gods.

   VI.  War and Tragedy and the Fate of the Spoken (Books VII, IX-XII)
     The interpenetration of fate and freedom, which is the upshot of the Virgilian concept of prophecy as we have discovered it, is written into the narrative and made practically explicit by the Council in Heaven at the beginning of Book X:  





“The effort each man makes



Will bring him luck or trouble.  To them all



King Jupiter is the same king.  And the Fates 

 

Will find their way (fata viam invenient).” 






(X. 154-57)

What can be represented by being spoken, even before it comes into being, is indeed a “fate.”  It gives a definite significance to events, which per se are indefinable in their fluidity.  “What is spoken,” “fatum,” is the enabling condition of significant action, and, to this extent, it is equally the condition of free, consciously chosen action.  Without language, there is no free, rational action, but only a concatenation of material causes.  Virgil’s imagination of fate formulates mythically the presupposition of a secular understanding of history as a discursive construction, even without renouncing the dimension of divine revelation.  
      Throughout the war scenes, Virgil focuses especially on the paradoxical freedom in speech as an instrument for conscious decision and rational reflection, but also as a means of “fatalistic” determination that gives precedence to irrational powers:  indeed, rational human freedom always seems to be undermined and destroyed from within by the irrational, angry passions that storm in the human breast and blow the best intentions off course.  This ambiguity of human action—as rational and as determined by passion—is directly reflected in language as an artificial construction of discourse and at the same time a manifestation of power.  This is evident most immediately in the power of names.

       Virgil’s proper names are very often, if not always, charged with significance and laden with the fate of the individuals they name.  The proper name is itself the expression of the essence or nature of the individual and thereby the key and index to all that happens to them.  We saw how often this was so in Homer, and Virgil develops the technique in both implicit and explicit etymological glosses.
  “Iulus,” added as “cognomen” or nickname to Aeneas’s son Ascanius, is expressly a recall of “Ilium,” (I. 361-2; Latin, 267-68) and therewith inevitably also of its sinister fate.  Generally, the etymological histories of words contain roots and residues that are not easily governed by their rational concepts or definitions.  There is thus a dark side to the name buried in its history, a side that its etymology still remembers and reflects.  This etymological memory harbors half-forgotten, obscure meaning that can threaten to overwhelm or subvert the consciously-intended surface meaning. 

       It is the prophetic-historical vision and method of composition that allows for the extraordinary layering of meaning that distinguishes this peculiarly elegiac epic, in which the name often becomes an epitaph.  Programmatic examples are the cape named for Palinurus (VI. 512 [Latin, 377]; cf. 327 [235]) and the town named for “nurse Caieta” (VII. 1ff).  And, of course, the pact at the end, which preserves the historical language of the indigenous people (1131-36 [834-37]), highlights a stratum of meaning that the violence of war and the discipline of empire cannot erase or regulate.  It grows from the soil, autochthonous.  And even though Virgil’s whole epic gives a global meaning to history and makes a general system of all signs, such root meaning also indirectly acknowledges and signals a counter-meaning manifest as the tug from beneath it of what this system cannot subsume, what underlies and even undermines it.

       Aeneas’s own name derives from the Greek aineo (“I consent”) and indeed Aeneas becomes the epic’s hero by learning to consent to fate and renounce himself.  Language, Virgil is well aware, is a domestication of reality and even its doing to death.  Partly the elegiac tone of the whole epic derives from the fact that as a linguistic work it cannot but deal with the dead.  The marvelous discipline and order of epic and empire alike must kill their subjects to keep them in place.  At the least, a regime of strict control is required, which Virgil then counterpoints with his personal, elegiac strain of complaint.  The imperial ideal that undergirds the epic at all levels is realized first of all as an empire of signs.  Greene gives us some hints of this: 

Empire is the key idea—empire over the world, over nature and peoples, over language, and over the heart. The respective struggles for command over these various realms imitate and illustrate each other. In the end it is hard to say which imperium shows the strictest control—the government of Caesar Augustus, or the hexameters which celebrate it, or the terrible moral discipline which Caesar’s ancestor is brought to obey. 
(Descent from Heaven, p. 85)
       Revelation in Virgil comes within the framework of an ordered system—an “empire.”  Yet order and system also obliterate revelation, which bursts out rather through the eruptions of history.  It is in this tension between system and history that truth, as this epic understands and conveys it, especially in its second half, is revealed.  Language itself becomes revelatory, when opened to an etymological perspective on its own history, even though this may contradict its official, conceptual meaning.  An analogous structure of irony can be found in the work’s narrative logic.

      The Aeneid is based on a narrative logic that pivots on a grasp of the whole from the endpoint as the condition for rational action:  the reason for an act is the end at which it aims.  This type of action is what is made possible for Aeneas through the prophetic revelation of the goal of history in Book VI, and it is ratified in the ekphrastic revelation on Aeneas’s shield in Book VIII.  But we see how such rational action breaks down in the event of war, as well as of love.  Raging, whether marshal or erotic, is contrary to the rationality of the word.  The breakdown of the word condemns us to irrationally enact the dictates of fate to our own utter destruction.  And yet the word also can itself become a fatality that inhibits freedom.  We must question more deeply the relation between freedom and fate—fatus.  How is freedom in history found—or rather founded—and perhaps also undermined, by the inescapable fate of the spoken?
      The imagination—particularly in Virgil’s imagery of passion—reveals the inextricable interpenetration of pietas and furor in the work of conquest and civilization.  In Aeneas himself, as well as in Hercules and in other figures of his civilizing mission, the noble and rational purposes of universal order assert themselves and are eventually able to prevail only on the strength of intensely personal passion.  The imaginative fabric of the poem thus knits together a subtext that is curiously at odds with its official theses and imperial propaganda.  This is the revelation of imagination, and it is not capable of being controlled by any rigid or rational sort of ideology.  In the end, the imagination transcends the dichotomy between public and private and reveals a transcendent order of meaning that embraces both.
      In their main focus, Books VII-XII move from the private to the public sphere, from the personal to the social.  Featured is the struggle for pietas against furor.  A fundamental problem with the “Iliadic” half of the Aeneid is that for Virgil war is not heroic, not as in Homer an opportunity to exercise and display excellence (arête).  War is only an instrument of pacification, of imposing peace:  “pacisque imponere morem” (VI. 852).  Aeneas is upstaged when it comes to fighting because his pietas is fundamentally opposed to war:  war is seen as a terrible necessity that requires Aeneas to lust for conquest and plunder.                 
      The onset of war in Book VII indeed shows female passion breaking out again (after the episode of Dido, precursor of Cleopatra and favorite of Juno) in ways that endanger Aeneas’s historical mission.  The goddess Juno, who has obstructed this mission three times before, takes it upon herself to whip up fury in order to break the peace pact agreed upon by Latinus and Aeneas.  She uses the queen, Amata, for this purpose and uses yet another female divinity, Alecto, as instrument for rousing destructive passion in the breast of Amata.  The scene is sinister and infernal, evoking the darkest powers of the psyche from the underworld both of myth and emotion:




Without delay Allecto,



Dripping venom deadly as the Gorgon’s,



Passed into Latium first and the high hall



Of the Laurentine king. She took her place



On the still threshold of the queen, Amata.



Burning already at the Trojan’s coming,



The plans for Turnus’ marriage broken off,



Amata tossed and turned with womanly 



Anxiety and anger. Now the goddess



Plucked one of the snakes, her gloomy tresses,



And tossed it at the woman, sent it down



Her bosom to her midriff and her heart,



So that by this black reptile driven wild



She might disrupt her whole house.





(VII. 467-80)

        The assault works on Amata like an infectious poison, setting her very bones on fire.  The simile of a top depicts her passion spinning out of control.  This is the first in a series of similes, including also the boiling cauldron (536-40) and a crescendo of waves (725-28), which convey the escalating violence that leads to civil war.  The war is actually touched off by the pathetic slaying of Silvia’s stag.  This hints at how war logically begins from the least rational and most vulnerable elements of society.  Latinus, though he stood like a sea cliff (806), relinquishes the reins of state in a situation now beyond his control.  The internal upheaval and sedition that overwhelm his authority are expressed by natural imagery:  “I am breached by fate, / Wrecked, swept away by storm” (816-17).  This inverts the imagery of social strife used to depict the natural violence of the storm in Book I. 201, suggesting how civilized order is but a delicate artifice in the face of the overwhelming force and violence of nature.

       The last third of the epic, with its focus on fighting, is dominated to a considerable extent by Turnus.  Book IX features Turnus furious and raging, “As a wolf on the prowl,” “beside himself.”  The Rutulian “Flared up with helpless rage” and “he, himself enflamed, / Took up a blazing pine torch in his hand” (83-102), in the intent to burn Aeneas’s ships, which, however, are miraculously metamorphosed into nymphs by the goddess Cybele.  Turnus does not understand this:  he misinterprets it as an omen that Jove is helping him.  His thoughtlessness becomes increasingly evident as he makes strategic errors.  For example, he misses his chance to defeat the Trojans, when he is in their camp and fails to open its gates to his own men:  






But high rage and mindless




Lust for slaughter drove the passionate man




Against his enemies.








(IX. 1054-56)

      There is, of course, a more human side of war, with its costs and losses.  Virgil focuses on this in Book IX through the story of Euryalus and Nisus.  Here the friends (lovers) remain bonded unto death, as each one dies for the other.  And this elicits Virgil’s elegiac vein, lamenting youth that is doomed to be cut off like a beautiful and delicate flower that bows its head to the butchery of inclement weather (IX. 617-20).  The aestheticization of violence and death is not new, yet Virgil gives it a new dimension of subjective pathos and, furthermore, opens major questions about the reader’s relation to and enjoyment of the war narrative.  In particular, he makes us look up towards the perception of the gods.  The reader’s involvement and yet also detachment from the fiction is reflected in the attitude of the gods, who share a similarly sovereign perspective from outside and above the mêlée.
        

      This episode, featuring also the pathetic keening of Euryalus’s mother, occasions expression of regret about the whole tragedy of history.  The human story constantly counterpoints the history of public events and their official meaning.  Throughout Virgil’s epic, a civilized code vies with a heroic code and its warlike values.  Jupiter’s decrees signal governance not by blind fury but by conscious, deliberate, rational virtue—Aeneas’s conscia virtus.  Turnus’s rage and fury, on the other hand, subject him to deception and even cowardice.  In Turnus, all passions—his erotic passion for Lavinia and his warrior passion alike—merge into a kind of indistinct, undiscriminating violence:



Desire stung the young man as he gazed,



Rapt, at the girl.  He burned yet more for battle . . . .






(XII. 99-100)

     It is especially in his slaying of Pallas, son of Evander, that Turnus’s utter barbarity and disregard of morality are revealed.  In claiming his victim, he deliberately blasphemes against all filial piety:  






“I take Pallas,



Pallas falls to me.  I wish his father



Stood here to watch.”






(X. 613-15)

After achieving this perfidious deed, he boasts, 





“Arcadians, note well



And take back to Evander what I say:



In that state which his father merited



I send back Pallas.”






(X. 685-88)

     The other side of this coin by which the heroic code in the figure of Turnus is devalued, however, is the symmetrical devaluation of the supposedly civilized virtue of Aeneas.  Aeneas’s passionate involvement becomes the motivation for his valor in avenging the death of Pallas.  When Aeneas sees Turnus triumphing over the slain young prince,






Pallas, Evander, all



Their history rose before Aeneas’ eyes.







(X. 724)

It is at this point that Aeneas is personally stirred, cut to the quick, but the result is that he becomes a pitiless butcher himself.  His killing is no longer routine and mechanical, performed out of obedience to a command, as before the death of Pallas, when the weapons themselves seem to do the killing, but rather impassioned and excessive.  The unmeasured retributive violence unleashed here seems to be without law or limit.  Aeneas scornfully mocks the brothers Liger and Lucagus begging for pity as he slays them: 



And deaths like these all over the battlefield



The Dardan captain brought about, in fury



Wild as a torrent or a dark tornado.







(X. 846-848)

The fury and violence of nature are exactly what the civilizing mission of Aeneas, as symbol for Rome, has been defined against up to now, but here we see Aeneas completely overcome and contaminated by uncontrollable rage and brutal force and even repugnantly “heroic” haughtiness. 

     The noble, civilizing mission of Rome is accomplished, right from these supposedly heroic beginnings, by means of horrible war (horrida bella, VII. 41, cf. VI. 86).  The hypocrisy latent in civilized and indeed in human values surges insistently to the surface in the last segment of the poem detailing the ravages of war.  Aeneas himself is by no means exempt from bloody passions.  When he meets Lausus, “Now in the Dardan captain / Anger boiled up higher” (X. 1139-40), and Aeneas himself becomes the slayer of a noble son in the act of sacrificing himself for his father, Mezentius, who is shown to be stricken by mortal grief and to go to his own death directly as a consequence.  Aeneas shows himself to be sensitive to the contradiction:  





But seeing the look



On the young man’s face in death, a face so pale 



As to be awesome, then Anchises’ son



Groaned in profound pity.  He held out 



His hand as filial piety, mirrored here,



Wrung his own heart . . . .







(X. 1148-54)

       The personal rage and impassioned fury to which even Aeneas yields appear thus to be at the root of human attachments of love and commiseration.  This peculiar closeness of contradictory motives, their seemingly inextricable mix, makes for a certain continuity of motives from the most terribly destructive to the most tenderly fostering and preserving.  From the death of Pallas on, Aeneas is no longer a disinterested, detached commander but is viscerally involved.  His slayings become personally vindictive, expressive of his own animus.  He denies the plea of Magus, who appeals to filial piety, and retorts by running the suppliant through:



“Turnus has already done away



With all such war-trade, Pallas being lost.



My father Anchises’ ghost feels as I say,



And so does Iulus.”








(X. 745-50)

      This display of the contradictory nature of human motivations at their source-springs becomes itself a revelation, one that literature is peculiarly apt to capture, for its concrete representations can embody ambiguities and make them humanly believable, whereas an abstract statement would seem simply to court impossibility and incoherence.  The founding of order on fury, of empire on war, of peace on pitilessness is disclosed relentlessly.  These brutal truths concerning the bases of social power, which reason cannot guide or account for, become a crucial part of the secularized revelation of the imagination that Virgil’s epic pursues in connection with the unconscionable contradictions of war.

      In Book XI, the unheroic atrocity of war becomes most horrendously evident.  Aeneas expresses pathetically a wish to avoid loss of life:  in making a truce for burial of the dead, he sardonically remarks that this peace he would have wished to grant the living (XI. 153).  Pallas’s funeral at the beginning of Book XI is an occasion for dwelling on the tragedy of war and the nearly intolerable pain of loss of individual lives.  Aeneas presses for peace, and Turnus’s obstinacy in provoking war creates a clear polarity in which Aeneas is in the right, though the imagery has suggested that their motivations can also converge and become practically indistinguishable.  In Book XII, the “two assailants” turn out to be both like fire and then like flood-waters from mountain rivers (XII. 708ff).  In XII. 972, they are “two bulls” charging each other with lowered heads and horns.  Aeneas is also depicted as a hound pursuing Turnus as stag.  Aeneas is burning with rage and terrible fury (“furiis accensus et ira / terribilis”), violent, passionate, fervid and savagely raging (acer, arduus, fervidus, saevus).
  This is exactly the same sort of raging passion that is found in Turnus—



In that one heart great shame boiled up, and madness



Mixed with grief, and love goaded by fury,



Courage inwardly known.







(XII. 904-906)

Generally the symmetry between Aeneas and Turnus is stressed by the elemental and bestial behaviors into which they are sucked by the vortex of passion.

      Is history a moral chaos and consequently arête, valor, and heroism but misleading names for bestiality gone berserk?  Or is there some way to bring the apparently mad course of history into conformity with a rational and moral goal?  To make it do so is the hard and huge task laid on Aeneas’s shoulders from the beginning of the epic.  It involves renunciation and self-sacrifice and even morality in a virtually Christian sense of dying to self.  Such morality is far removed from the self-assertion of the strong or deviously clever that triumphs in Homeric heroes and even becomes instrumental to divine justice—notably at the end of the Odyssey.  
      Yet Aeneas himself proves susceptible in the highest degree to the sort of irrational, vengeful violence that his mission aims to stem and stomp out:





At this attack,



A tide of battle-fury swept the Trojan,



Overcome by Rutulian bad faith. . . .



Many times, then into the mêlée



He raced, most terrible to see, with Mars



Behind him, rousing blind and savage slaughter,



All restraints on wrath cast to the winds.






(XII. 670-79)

       The war is waged and in effect won by madness without morality even on the part of Aeneas.  The poet himself seems shocked by Aeneas’s utter lack of restraint and has to appeal to the gods for an explanation.  The symmetry in slaughter between Turnus and Aeneas provokes an invocation to the gods that harks back to the question of theodicy raised in the prologue, placing the whole epic within a theological framework.  We hear Virgil’s own agonized questioning of providence and of the war it seems inexorably to require by the divine Will:



What god can help me tell so dread a story?



Who could describe that carnage in a song—



The captains driven over the plain and killed



By Turnus or in turn by Troy’s great hero.



Was it thy pleasure, Jupiter, that peoples



Afterward to live in lasting peace



Should rend each other in so black a storm?







(XII. 680-86)

     Virgil has constantly emphasized the interpenetration of love and fury, good and evil, in his hero and his opponents, and even in the gods who function as counter-fates:  Juno, with her love of Carthage, and Allecto, with her demonic passion.  Turnus’s love of Lavinia and Amata’s love of Turnus are further examples of the destructive potential of love to upset order.  Eve Adler provocatively points out that “Jupiter himself is subject to the furor of the same eternal wound”—the love-wound that drives him to rape women like Juturnus, who denounces him for the immortality he gave her in exchange for her virginity (XII. 875-884), for she is condemned by it to eternal loss of her human attachment to her brother.
  Passion certainly has a vital place in human affairs, yet it must be tamed and civilized.  Only then can personal feeling be in harmony with public purpose.  Since this turns out to be always a costly struggle, tragedy is ineluctably inscribed into triumph.  And all of this has an obvious bearing on Virgil’s own war-torn times.  The war intended to end war had been waged by Octavian in order to unify the Empire, but this Empire was itself perhaps still primarily an engine of violence.

     The end of the epic demonstrates conclusively the inevitable relapse into fury that dominates even the civilizing hero, Aeneas himself.  The defeated Turnus on the ground before Aeneas spreading his hands beseeches Aeneas that he “go no further / Out of hatred” (XII. 1275-76).  And Aeneas is practically swayed to clemency until by chance he sees something—Pallas’s sword belt on Turnus—that arouses personal passions within him that cannot but be compared with Achilles’s passion for his lost comrade Patroclos.  And by this reference, the concluding scene harks back all the way to the beginnings of the martial epic tradition: 




For when the sight came home to him,



Aeneas raged at the relic of his anguish



Worn by this man as trophy.  Blazing up 



And terrible in his anger . . . 




He sank his blade in fury in Turnus’ chest.






(XII. 1287-96)

This is a frightening stroke on which to end, and as Turnus’s spirit slides down to the underworld “with a groan for that indignity,” the curtain falls on a very somber and disturbing scene, a tragedy indeed.  The voice of protest and of personal pain beyond indemnity seems to have been accorded the last word.
  
      The contradictions of Aeneas’s motivation in this last scene are patent:  love for another man betrays a protagonist into venting personal fury and thereby blemishing the war for universal peace with an intensely personal and arbitrary act of senseless violence.  This act inaugurates in a most ambiguous and unpropitious manner the Roman peace that is supposedly to last forever.

      This disturbing revelation is what raises once again the question of theodicy that was posed at the opening of the poem:



Was it thy pleasure, Jupiter, that peoples



Afterward to live in lasting peace



Should rend each other in so black a storm?








(XII. 684-86)



. . . tanton placuit concurrere motu, 



Iuppiter, eterna gentis in pace futuras?








(XII. 503-4)

Jupiter is accused at the end of the epic by this question echoing the question that was raised at its outset as a prelude to the storm scene:  “Tantaene animis caelestibus irae?” (I. 11; “Can anger / Black as this prey on the minds of heaven?” I. 18-19).  The reader, too, is split between comprehension of the whole, with the providential justification of war from the height of the divine vantage point (“aethere summo,” I. 223 = XII. 853) and passionate involvement in human tragedy and perhaps revulsion from the way of the world.
  For even Jupiter is susceptible of savagery.  His cruel will demands the death of Camilla (“et saeva Iouis sic numina poscunt,” XI. 901), and he recognizes Juno as his sister and as daughter of Saturn on account of the vast waves of anger in his own breast (“irarum tantos voluis sub pectore fluctus,” XII. 831).
  

       The rhetorical question of theodicy defies an answer.  But it is not as if we were left simply clueless in the dark.  There is a revelation:  it is history.  We observed in the Odyssey a strong sense of original unity between the acts of gods and mortals.  At a more advanced stage of reflection, Virgil is discovering a similar coincidence between the divine and the human in the rational structure of significance that confers meaning on history.  Material (or natural) causes and rational (or discursive) causes meet in history.  Each encounters its limit and spills over into the other.  Virgil is deeply interested in how this ambiguity enfolds a potential for regression.

       Virgil, of course, repeats Homer’s frequent questioning of the ambiguity of our action as to “whether a god stirred him, or his own spirit,” for example, concerning Telemachos’s decision to go to Pylos (Odyssey IV. 712-13).  Nisus puts just such a question to Euryalus:  



“This urge to action, do the gods instill it,



Or is each man’s desire a god to him . . . ?” 







(IX. 252-4)



“Dine hunc ardorem mentibus addunt, 

Euryale, an sua cuique deus fit dira cupido?” 

(IX. 184-84)

In this formulation by Virgil’s character, the use of “god” as metaphor for human emotion or impulse becomes deliberate and conscious.  The difference between the human and the divine has perhaps been altogether effaced.  In any case, it is not in the particular acts so much as in the overall design of the narrative of history that the question of divine guidance is most relevant for Virgil.

       Virgil’s epic thus constitutes another step towards the secularization of divine revelation in epic poetry.  What was represented by the ambiguous significance of things as portrayed in poetic language by Homer becomes a split into the two worlds in Virgil, the divine and the human, of which one is real and the other symbolic.  Divine revelation by the invocation of the Muses, a convention still honored at the outset of this poem and in certain of its key transitions (I. 13-19, VII. 47-59, IX. 223-26, XII. 680ff), is fairly completely transferred to the faculties of poetic language and imagination. 

       History’s purpose can be projected by the construction of narrative, and this has been shown to have prophetic force.  Poetic language becomes “fatum,” the “spoken” that scripts future possibilities.  Even the ambiguity of poetic language becomes part of its capability of becoming revelation to humans, who have to choose on their own responsibility the future that they will work to realize.
      Revelation of a providential purpose, as if heaven-sent, for human history remains.  But this revelation is disclosed as deeply implicated in Virgil’s poetic construction of narrative in a way that enables the tenses to interpenetrate one another.  Historical vision becomes theological revelation for Virgil, but history makes this revelation ambiguous and contradictory.  The ambiguities of poetic language and representation express the contradictoriness that Virgil finds deeply seated in the human heart.  For Virgil, revelation is immanent to human experience and therefore fraught with all the enigmatic ambivalence of everything human.  Revelation involves an orientation towards the future in the present of action which repeats the past.  But what is revealed, then, is no longer abstract and pure, but rather imbued with all the ambiguousness of the present, in which decisions are made on conflicting impulses and in constraining circumstances.  Virgil’s vision is not just a revelation of a utopian ideal but also an expression of present passion in all its murky viscosity.  And only this explosive emotion can motivate (or undermine) ideals. 
     Virgil has become painfully aware that revelation of a divine purpose in history is a product of the construction of narrative, and so of the art of poetic interpretation.  This makes prophecy not “true” so much as “fictive,” which he signals by having Sibyl and Aeneas pass through the gate of ivory, the gate of false prophecies, at the conclusion of the prophetic revelations in Book VI.  He is no less aware of how the visions of poetry as prophecy can motivate action and inspire valor, of how they become effective in shaping historical reality.  Yet they do so only immanently, on the basis of human power and emotion, not by some divine force from above or beyond.  This entails that prophecy and the history it reveals are fraught with all the ambiguity and contradictoriness of the human heart itself.  

       Virgil, in prophesying, looks deep into the heart of passion for civilization and its ideals and discovers this passion in its virtual identity with destructive passions of bloody vengeance and death-directed eros.  Revelation by the imagination is rooted in this ambiguous human reality, and Virgil’s evocations of glory, accordingly, are intoned elegiacally and with painful cognizance of the ultimate emptiness of death.  Even while revealing a divine purpose for history that transcends the foul human struggles out of which Roman glory emerges, building upwards, Virgil knows that his prophetic revelation is interpreting poetically a human tragedy that inevitably ends in death and destruction.  Revelation is imagination, splendid and alluring, but ultimately also a phantasmatic construction—out of the gate of ivory.

      At some level, precisely the construction of a vision of the whole as justifying acts of conquest and violence is what Virgil is putting into question.  That kind of calculated violence, where one has a total explanation in terms of the end that justifies the means, is what creates the tragic undertow that threatens to finally swamp the poem’s official ideology.  The theological framework becomes a political ideology and an instrument of violence precisely when it makes this claim to sufficiency and wholeness of vision.  
      Passionate acts of defense of others, though violent, may be morally and humanly inescapable.  And in the end this submission to blind necessity is where the authentically theological must be found—it occurs only in the transcendence and negation of all human calculations and justifications.  Because of its ambiguity and uncertainty the Aeneid does, after all, open a space of theological revelation—it opens upon the Unknown.  The attempt to unify history in the imagination and to bring it into one order is also necessary.  But in the end, the Aeneid decries the tragedy of war and discloses a situation in which humans are called upon to act in faith, in the face of mystery, with no sure legitimation for their acts.

      From the beginning, we have noted that Virgil not only celebrates events in a public voice, but also comments on and laments over them in a personal voice.  Prophecy becomes an organ for personal expression, and what the personal voice expresses is sorrow over the tragedy of human history.  This has long been felt by readers of the poem, notably by Tennyson in his moving salute to “Roman Virgil” written at the request of the Mantuans for the nineteenth centenary of 
the Poet's Death:  “Thou majestic in thy sadness / At the doubtful doom of humankind.”  The poet’s personal involvement in the form of editorial commentaries personalizes prophecy, makes it a moral rather than just a metaphysical revelation, and one that is read from the heart as much as from the heavens:



The minds of men are ignorant of fate



And of their future lot, unskilled to keep



Due measure when some triumph sets them high.






(X. 701-703)

This suggests that knowing the future is a moral knowledge of human fate that would constitute a defense against ruinous hubris.  Divine prophecy and human wisdom here merge.

     In the economy of Virgil’s writing, the revelations of divine purpose and providence are made for the sake of revealing the human passions that spring up as a result around them and give them their meaning and motivation.  The prophecies do not trump human agency and eclipse it, jumping to a higher level, at which human aspirations and feelings become secondary in importance.  Rome’s historical mission is divinely revealed, but what divine revelation really discloses to Virgil is the ultimacy of meaning of his own human endeavors as felt deeply in the heart prescinded from all abstract ideals.  This is the meaning, at one level, of Jupiter’s declaration that “The effort each man makes / Will bring him luck or trouble” (X. 154-55).  
      The meaning of prophecy registers in its purely human implications.  That is why prophecy must speak into the present of action; only there can it have its meaningfulness.  In order for this action-oriented emphasis of prophecy to be developed, it will be necessary to open explicitly a further dimension of transcendence from within individual consciousness.  This will be the revolutionary work of Augustine’s “confessions.”  Virgil has discovered through prophecy a private or personal dimension of freedom basically as opposition to (or identification with) a public destiny or fate.  There is still more to be discovered in the open, infinite freedom intrinsic to individual self-consciousness as a locus of prophetic revelation.
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