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The Fury of Aeneas 

llhe story Homer tells in the Iliad begins with the eruption of the 
anger o.f Achilles. As the twenty-fourth book of the poem opens, 

that anger has reached its greatest intensity. Achilles "let fall th~ swelling 
tears, lying sometimes along his side, sometimes on his back, and now 
again prone on his face; then he would stand upright, and pace turning in 
distraction along the beach of the sea ... (At dawn,) when he had yoked 
running horses under the chariot he would fasten Hektor behind the char
iot; so as to drag him, and draw him three times around the tomb of 
Menoitios' fallen son, then rest again in his shelter, and throw down the 
dead man and leave him to lie sprawled on his face in the dust . . . So 
Achilleus in his standing fury outraged great Hektor." (24. 9-22) The 
wrath which has withstood the events of twenty-three books has swollen 
into a rage which denies Achilles sleep, food, or the cessation of his tears, 
a rage which breaks forth in monotonous acts of revenge which do not 
relieve but frustrate and provoke. Achilles now walks the circular path at 
the center of anger in which it is quenchless, infinite. 

But the Iliad is not finally the story of the victory of anger over Achil
les, because Zeus has one last scheme. He arranges for Priam to visit 
Achilles, to stand before him risking his wrath, to ask in person for pity. 
Priam kills the anger of Achilles by displacing it with the grief of Achilles, 
which can meet and merge with the grief of Priam and come to rest in 
mutual comforting. Here is Homer's description of that last and least
expected turning point in the Iliad: as Priam ends his words to Achilles, 
saying, " 'I put my lips to the hands of the man who has killed my chil
dren."' Homer continues, "So he spoke, and stirred in the other a passion 
of grieving for his own father. He took the old man's hand and pushed 
him gently away, and the two remembered, as Priam sat huddled at the 
feet of Achilleus and wept close for manslaughtering Hektor and Achilleus 
wept now for his own father, now again for Patroklos. The sound of their 
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mourning moved in the house. Then when great Achilleus had taken full 
satisfaction in sorrow and the passion for it had gone from his mind and 
body, thereafter he rose from his chair, and took the old man by the hand, 
and set him on his feet again, in pity for the grey head and the grey beard, 
and spoke to him and addressed him in winged words ." (24 . 506-17) 

Book twenty-four ends with one last Homeric dawn, in which the 
doomed people of Troy celebrate the burial of their beloved Hector with 
fitting ceremonies and a glorious feast. Such was the burial of Hector, 
breaker of horses, only because, between his wrath and his own imminent 
death, Achilles rejoined the human community. The climax of the Iliad, 
then, is the moment when Achilles remembers his father. That moment, 
which pierces his heart and lets the anger drain from it, will not add a day 
to his life or to the survival of Troy, but it does make supportable the 
enormous weight of grief which was built in Achilles, in Priam, in the 
Trojans, and in the hearer or reader of the poem. 

Virgil's Aeneid is, above all else, a reply to the Iliad and Odyssey and a 
rejection of the kind of comfort Homer offers . I have set before you at 
length the moment into which Homer puts a power which counter
balances all the horror and pain of the Iliad because · Virgil frames the 
Aeneid with two echoes of that moment. Twice in the Aeneid, in scenes of 
battle, the image of Aeneas' father comes into his mind . On the first occa
sion, Aeneas is looking at Priam, and the memory of his father stirs him to 
action . The scene is in Book two, but it is a flashback to the beginning of 
Aeneas' story, and the memory of his father marks the beginning of his 
undertaking of the deeds to which he has been called. On the second occa
sion, Aeneas has just watched a young man die whom he killed, and 
whose father he is about to confront . The two characters, Lausus and 
Mezentius, evoke memories of Hector and Priam for the reader, and in 
Aeneas a memory of his father which occasions a moment of understand
ing. This scene is in Book ten, but it is a direct preparation for the under
standing of the concluding lines and action of the Aeneid. Thus the cli
mactic moment of the Iliad is present in the first and last events in Virgil's 
story, and in both cases it is put in a perspective in which its power is 
acknowledged but its weight is lessened. 

In Book two of the Aeneid we watch alongside a helpless Aeneas while 
Achilles' one deed of comfort and kindness is desecrated by Achilles· son. 
Listen as this third generation speaks to the first: "'Carry off these tidings; 
go and bring this message to my father, son of Peleus; and remember, let 
him know my sorry doings, how degenerate is Neoptolemus. Now die.' 
This said, he dragged him to the very altar stone, with Priam shuddering 
and slipping in the blood that streamed from his own son. And Pyrrhus 
with his left hand clutched tight the hair of Priam; his right hand drew his 
glistening blade, and then he buried it hilt-high in the king's side. This 
was the end of Priam's destinies . . . Now he lies along the shore, a giant 
trunk, his head torn from his shoulders, as a corpse without a name." (2. 
547-58) As Neoptolemus sinks back into the horror from which his father 
had emerged, the words "This was the end of Priam" overtake and destroy 
the calm of the words "Such was the burial of Hector." 
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Aeneas can do nothing for Priam, since he watches trapped on a roof
beam of the wrecked and burning palace. But as he watches Priam die, he 
remembers his own father, and all his helpless loved ones whom he has 
left at home while he fights a useless battle to vent his rage at the conquer
ing Greeks. It seems that the memory of his father will recall Aeneas to the 
deeds the ghost of Hector has asked of him: to let Troy fall, and carry 
himself and Troy's holy things across the sea. Like Achilles, Aeneas has 
been wasting himself in the effort to exact the satisfaction of revenge from 
his enemies, and like Achilles he is restored to himself in remembering his 
father. But just as we begin to expect Aeneas to return to save his father, 
wife, and son, and leave revenge behind, his eye lights on Helen. In that 
sight his father's need of him is forgotten, and a blind fury to destroy the 
cause of so much evil overwhelms even his capacity to keep that evil from 
reaching those dearest to him . As Aeneas' sword is about to fall on Helen, 
his goddess-mother grabs his arm. Venus sends him to save his family, 
after showing him that not Helen but the gods are responsible for the 
destruction of Troy. But the violent arresting of Aeneas' arm when it has 
been set in motion by the strongest longing in his heart leaves behind a 
feeling of frustration which is not released until the last lines of the poem. 
That is the beginning of the story of Aeneas' journey . Let us try to under
stand how it speaks to Homer. 

The healing of Achilles' anger is the last event in his story, and nearly 
the last in his life. It is enshrined forever by the structure of Homer's story, 
which makes it the resolution of twenty-three books of tension. Achilles' 
story moves out of anger, through pity, to a peace in the midst of war . But 
does Homer's framing of that story reveal or distort? Does his emphasis 
convey the true weights of things? Virgil carries Homer's story beyond 
Homer's ending, to submerge Achilles' humanity in the brutality of his son 
and Hector's glorious funeral in the hideous, headless, nameless corpse of 
his father. But more important, Virgil appropriates the climactic moment 
of the Iliad to make it a fleeting mood which has no lasting effect, none in 
the world and none in the heart of Aeneas . The Iliad ends with a frozen 
picture of a pendulum at the top of its swing: the picture is beautiful but 
that of which it is a picture is unstable. If only the dualities in our lives 
could be laid to rest by our embracing of their wholesome sides, if only the 
death of anger could be an overcoming, once and for all, of its power over 
us, then the world might be a turbulent but finally a simple good place, 
and evil our own fault. But dead anger rises again; the self-destructive 
passions can be seen for what they are and still reassert their power over 
us. The poet Homer can show us things that make us glad, but is that see
ing what we need? The anger of Aeneas recurs throughout the Aeneid, 
and both its ebb and its flow are destructive. · One of the principal 
teachings of the Aeneid is that rage is ineradicable from the human heart, 
because its cure is worse than the disease. Let us watch as Aeneas' eyes are 
opened to this ugliest of truths, in Virgil's second echo of the climax of the 
Iliad. . . 

The worst man in the Aeneid is undoubtedly Mezentius, a tyrant who 
tortured his subjects for sport until they rebelled and he escaped. Thou-
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sands of those subjects unite with Aeneas in his Italian war, solely for the 
chance to kill Mezentius . Without any good reason, as Virgil puts it, 
another thousand remain loyal to Mezentius, among them his son Lausus, 
called breaker of horses. When Aeneas wounds Mezentius with a spear
cast, Lausus, his valor awakened by his love for his father, prevents 
Aeneas' sword from falling, giving his companions the chance to save 
Mezentius and drive back Aeneas . Fury rises in Aeneas as he is once again 
thwarted on the point of killing a thing of evil, but as he waits in shelter 
for all his enemies' javelins to.-be thrown he calms down, and shouts at 
Lausus to be sensible and withdraw. When Lausus insists on fighting him, 
a greater anger surges in Aeneas, and in that rage he kills Lausus. 

At whom is Aeneas angry? Can it be at Lausus, whom he has no desire 
to fight and for whom he has nothing but admiration? As Aeneas looks at 
Lausus' dying face he sees the image of his own love for his own father, 
and gives the dead Lausus to his companions for honorable burial. It is at 
this moment that the transformation in the heart of Achilles resonates 
most strongly in the Aeneid, but Aeneas felt his pity before Lausus was 
dead, and would have spared him had he not been driven to a resurgence 
of his dead anger. To uhderstand the killing of Lausus is, I think, to be 
halfway to understanding the killing of Turnus, which would be equiva
lent to understanding the whole Aeneid. Let us keep trying. 

Lausus loves a father whom no one could respect. His motive is there
fore pure, irrational love, with no other support . By painting Mezentius 
as unrelievedly, monstrously evil, Virgil makes the central choice of 
Lausus' life be between love and everything that makes sense. Even fur
ther, the circumstances of the battle force Lausus to measure the strength 
of that love, since after he has saved his father's life he could retreat 
honorably, and must decide whether to do so or to throw away his life. 
Unrestrained love and loyalty are, for Lausus, consistent only with what 
is wild and reckless: to attack Aeneas and die. Both Lausus and Aeneas 
have a long time to think about this before it happens. There is an irra
tional and inescapable logic at work in the scene: the better a man Lausus 
is, the more is it necessary that he die in a bad cause, and the more fully 
Aeneas recognizes his goodness the more necessary is it that he kill him, 

· and not do him the insult of refusing his self-sacrifice. The rage which 
supplies the motive power for the killing Aeneas has no heart to commit is 
a rage brought about by his recognition of the way in which both Lausus 
and he are trapped . 

Achilles and Priam, suffering the worst private grief, could draw 
together in mutual recognition and give each other what each needed 
most. Priam gave Achilles deliverance from his anger, and Achilles gave 
Priam the means and the time to unite with his city and his dead son in 
one last civic festival. In the corresponding Virgilian recognition scene, it 
seems that Lausus can give Aeneas nothing, and Aeneas can give Lausus 
only death. With the image of his own father in mind, Aeneas asks the 
dead Lausus, "Miserable boy, what can I give you now? What honor is 
worthy of your character?" (10. 825-6) He gives to the corpse the weapons 
in which it found its only happiness, and gives the corpse itself back to its 
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own people, to be mingled with the ashes and shades of its ancestors, 
wondering aloud if that will matter to anyone. Finally, he dedicates to 
Lausus the only gift in his power which can solace such a miserably 
unhappy death: the resolve to make his own greatness such that there will 
be no shame in having fallen beneath it. Thus Lausus has given something 
to Aeneas-the burden of another obligation to the dead. The Homeric 
comfort of the sharing in human community is not available either to 
Lausus or to Aeneas. Lausus, whom Virgil introduces in Book seven as a 
young man worthy to be happy, had the wrong father, and he cannot but 
be the son of his father. Aeneas likewise cannot escape being the man on 
whom Trojans, Italians, and gods depend to stand divided in war from 
Lausus, and be his killer. The Homeric world, whatever divisions may be 
within it, makes a whole; the Virgilian world is too full of purposes too 
deeply crossed to be composed, ever. 

Arn I going too far in reading in an intensely painful but small tragic 
event a vision of a tragic world? Is not Virgil's theme the bringing of law 
to the world? Are not the tragedies of Lausus and Turnus and Camilla 
and Nisus and Euryalus and Pallas and Evander and Amata and Dido and 
Palinurus the events which Virgil shapes into the transformation of the 
world into a place in which such things will no longer happen? It is true 
that the bringing of the world to peace under law is the theme of the 
Aeneid, but we must not let anyone but Virgil tell us what Virgil thinks 
about that subject. 

We hear of it first, early in Book one, from Jupiter . He tells Venus that 
Aeneas' Roman descendents will be the lords of all things, without limits 
in time or place, that one of them, meaning Augustus, will carry his em
pire to the Ocean and his fame to the stars, and in doing so allow the 
rough ages of the world to become gentle under law. And here are 
Jupiter's last words: "The gruesome gates of war, with tightly welded iron 
plates, shall be shut fast. Within, unholy Rage shall sit on his ferocious 
weapons, bound behind his back by a hundred knots of brass; he shall 
groan horribly with bloody lips. " (293-6) Forty lines devoted to triumph 
and glory seem to dissolve in four lines of ugliness. One's gaze is turned 
not outward, to a world finally free of the source of war, but to the strug
gling caged being confined within . The last words of this first picture of 
Rome are not of victory or victors but of a victim, Furor , and of the sights 
and sounds of his pain. Why is rage presented as a person? Why is a reader 
who is incapable of enjoying a description of torture made to sympathize 
with the cause of war? 

Three lines after this ghastly and troubling portrait we hear for the 
first time in the poem the name of Dido. One third of the poem of the 
founding of Rome is the story of Dido, and more than a third of its impact 
is carried by Virgil's presentation of her . One famous commentator has 
said that Virgil was "no master of the epic art" because he allowed such 
things as the sufferings of Dido to overwhelm his efforts to glorify Rome. 
Another has said that the Aeneid is the first wholly successful epic ever 
written, because it is the first to have the unity attained previously only in 
dramas, a unity evident primarily in · the complete merging of the Dido 
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story into that of the triumph of Rome. Each commentator is half-right. 
The Aeneid is unified, but not around the figure of Augustus; Dido is the 
most powerful figure in Virgil's composition, but not by accident . The 
theme of Rome's bringing of a new age of law to the world enters the 
poem, modulates to a strange sadness, and passes over into the story of 
Dido. Dido's story is deeper than Rome's, and illuminates it. 

Dido is, to begin with, in the same situation as Aeneas, and she has 
handled that situation so well that everything about her gives hope to 
Aeneas at a time when he has none. She too has been driven out of her 
own country and been responsible for the lives of a band of fellow
refugees. She too has had to find a new life in the strange and unknown 
lands of the West. She has won a place for her people by winning the 
respect of neighboring rulers, and under her leadership, her subjects are 
building the conditions of a healthy communal life: fortifications , houses, 
a harbor, a theater, a senate. Already built, in the center of the city, is a 
temple to Juno, filled with scenes of the Trojan War. The work under 
way is to Aeneas a vision of happiness, and the completed work feeds his 
soul. One of the other Trojans sees in Carthage a city with the power to 
impose justice on the proud and a ruler with the goodness to spare the 
defeated . We will hear almost the same words spoken in Book six as an ex
hortation to Rome. The story of Dido, smaller only in geographical scale, 
begins where the story of Rome aims . 

Dido's Phoenician Carthage, where Aeneas tells the tale of his long 
wanderings, is, like the Phaiakian Scheria of Alkinous and Arete, a city 
ruled by virtue and strong intellect . Dido herself, like Penelope, is a 
woman with the dignity to keep arrogant suitors at a distance. And the 
hospitality, the capacity to permit another to be at home in a place that is 
not his own, that is so beautifully depicted in the Odyssey , is enjoyed by 
Aeneas nowhere but in the home of Dido. In Virgil's re-casting of Homer's 
story of Odysseus, almost all its places and people are condensed into the 
story of Dido. Like the Iliad, Homer's Odyssey is a story of the recovery of 
human community. Its culmination is the restoration of political order to 
Ithaca . But Dido's story reverses the Odyssean motion from anarchy to 
order, from savagery to serenity. In the midst of his journey Odysseus is 
cursed by a one-eyed monster , a non-human being who lives outside all 
law. At the end of his stay in Carthage, Aeneas too is cursed by a being 
who is outside all law and community, and that monster is Dido herself. 

Why was Dido so successful as a ruler? I think Virgil's briefest answer 
can be found near the end of Book one: because her soul was in repose, 
because in turn her heart was out of use (resides animos desuetaque corda, 
l. 722). Since the death of her first husband, she tells her sister, Aeneas 
alone has caused her judgment to bend and her soul to totter. (4. 20-3) 
The empty pathways which the flame of love once burned through her 
have not closed or healed. The ancient flame is still within Dido, just as 
the living rage is still behind the gates of war which Augustus closes with 
force and with law. In Latin, the name of Augustus' victim and that of 
Dido's conqueror are the same, juror. Virgil's one brief portrait of a 
happy city is of Carthage under the rule of Dido for only so long as the 
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furious love within her is out of use. In the Odyssey , political community 
is displayed as the natural and the only life which realizes what it is to be 
a human being. In the Aeneid, political life is presented as depending 
upon the inhuman constraint that Dido practices upon herself and 
Augustus exerts on the world. Carthage thrives on Dido's serene control, 
and collapses into disarray when she falls in love. 

Many readers have seen in the fate of Dido a dangerous example 
which Aeneas must see and learn to avoid. Such readers see the founda
tions of the political life in Aeneas' rejection of her. Like an oak tree in the 
Alps shaken by the North wind, Aeneas suffers from love and care for 
Dido, but he withstands their fury. Reason holds firm against passion and 
duty vanquishes desire. One pities Dido, but rejoices that Aeneas does not 
let his own pity become a morass in which the hopes of his son and of the 
world would be lost. But Aeneas is bound to Dido not just by his love for 
her, which is his to control if he can, but by the fact that he has allowed 
her to love him . That is not passion but choice, and to reverse it is not duty 
but betrayal. In the simile of the oak tree, it is Aeneas' mind which over
comes the care in his breast , but that is merely the overcoming of the last 
obstacle to a choice he has already made. The widespread interpretation 
according to which Aeneas' rejection of Dido is a victory of the rational 
and political over the passionate and personal does not stand up to a mo
ment's scrutiny. He has already told Dido that he loves her less than he 
loves the remnants of Troy which he had been bidden to carry to Italy. 
(4 .340-7) His choice is personal through-and-through . And in setting out 
for the city he will build in Italy, Aeneas knows that he is leaving Carth
age in wreckage. (4. 86-9) His choice is political through-and-through as 
well . Aeneas cannot choose otherwise than he does. He has gotten himself 
into a fix from which there is only one way out . But he cannot pretend 
that what he does is not a betrayal. Aeneas does not understand his de
struction of Dido as he will later understand his destruction of Lausus, but 
we need not be fooled . 

But if Aeneas' abandonment of Dido cannot be praised as an act of 
Stoic virtue, must it not be given its due as an act of piety? Twice Aeneas 
tells Dido that his leaving her for a bride and kingdom in Italy is not by his 
own will but in accordance with what is fated, and we have known from 
the second line of the poem that Virgil is writing of a man whose deeds are 
compelled by fate . But what is the nature of that compulsion? What does 
Virgil understand fate to be? He tells us that Dido's death was not only 
undeserved but unfated (4. 696), and, narrating a battle in Book nine, he 
tells us that if Turnus had hesitated a moment to break the bolts on one 
gate, Rome would never have come to be (9. 757-9) . In order to under
stand what Virgil has written, we must conceive a fate that is both limited 
and fallible. 

The Latinfatitm contains all the meanings of our word fate, but in it 
they are derivative meanings. Never absent from the Latin word is its 
primary sense of a thing spoken or uttered. And Virgil does not present 
the speech which is fate as an irrevocable decree, but uses the word with 
verbs meaning to call or to ask. The source of fate is a mystery in the 
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Aeneid, but the nature of its action is evident. Fated outcomes are known 
to some among the gods and the shades of the dead, but are brought about 
only by human beings who must be lured , persuaded, or tricked. Every 
device of rhetoric must be used, because fate in the Aeneid remains 
always and altogether subordinate to human choice. 

The fall of Troy in Book two, for example, is a fated event. The de
struction of the city is completed by Neptune, who shakes the walls and 
uproots the foundations from the earth, but neither he nor any other god 
acts so directly until the conquest of the Trojans by the Greeks is an ac
complished fact. First, an indecisive war has been carried on for ten 
years. Second, the Greeks have concealed their best fighters in a counter
feit religious offering left on the beach of Troy. Third, a lying story told 
by a Greek has aroused the pity of the Trojans and inclined them to bring 
the fatal horse into their city. But beyond all the strength, cleverness, and 
rhetorical skill of the Greeks, one more element was necessary, without 
which, Aeneas says years later, Troy would still be standing: The minds of 
the Trojans had to be made left-handed (2.54-6) ; they had to be brought 
confidently to trust that the divine purpose was opposite to what it truly 
was. One respected Trojan leader, Laocoon, priest of Neptune, would 
have held Troy against all the resources of Greeks and gods, had he not 
been made to seem to be profaning a sacred offering . Laocoon had 
pierced the horse with a spear, before Sinon had told the Trojans that 
their prosperity would depend on treating the horse with reverence. At 
that moment a pair of gigantic snakes came across the sea and the land, 
making straight for the small sons of Laocoon, and killing them and him. 
That horrible supernatural spectacle was the call of fate which the Tro
jans answered to their own ruin . 

That which is fated must be recognized, interpreted, assented to, and 
carried out by human beings, who may be mistaken or may have been 
deliberately deceived. Aeneas is responsible not only for his choice to 
answer his fate, but also for the judgment that what fate calls him to is 
good. The half-understood future that could be brought about by Aeneas' 
deeds does make a powerful claim upon him, but so does the life of Dido, 
which he has allowed to become dependent upon him . No one but he can 
make the final decision that the former claim is more worthy of respect 
than the latter. That Aeneas is not comfortable with his choice is obvious 
when he begs Dido's ghost for understanding and absolution . Her stony 
refusal and undying hatred make it forever impossible for anyone to say 
that his choice was right . And the unforgettable example of Laocoon 
makes it equally impossible to take any comfort in the reflection that 
Aeneas' choice was fated. 

There is a powerful presence in the Aeneid of the inescapable, but it is 
not the same as nor even entirely compatible with the fated . The divine 
call which pulls one toward the future may be refused or defeated, but the 
human entanglements which grasp one from out of the past cannot be 
escaped . Aeneas can abandon Dido, but he can never be free of the pain 
of the knowledge that he has betrayed the love and trust he had once ac
cepted from her. The true fatalism of the Aeneid is not a sense of the inevi-
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table triumph of what is to be, of a healing and elevating future, but a 
sense of the sad burden of all that has been , of past choices and rejections 
that one has not gotten beyond. 

Readers are sometimes puzzled by a character in the Aeneid who is 
mentioned repeatedly but to whom Virgil seems deliberately to have 
given no human features or qualities. He is the closest companion of 
Aeneas, but we never hear either speak to the other. He is the true or 
trusty Achates, whose name has become an idiomatic label for a devoted 
friend, but he seems to be nothing more than a label; we do not know who 
Aeneas' friend is or what he is like. But Virgil often gives his characters 
names which are descriptive in Greek. A Greek soldier whom Aeneas en
counters on Sicily and whose story he trusts is called Achaemenides, "still 
a Greek." An aging boxer who rouses himself to win one last fight is called 
Entellus, "mature" or "at an end." A monster who seems to delight in evil 
itself is called Cacus, "the evil one. " As a Greek word, Achates would 
name "one who grieves," one whose special or characteristic business is to 
grieve. Never absent from the side of Aeneas in anything he does is the 
true or trusty grieving one; never, in the Aeneid, does hope overcome 
grief. 

The burden of grief which one feels through the last two-thirds of the 
poem is thus explicitly figured in the person of Achates as Aeneas' second 
self. The inescapability of the past is also figured by Virgil in one of the 
great central images of the poem , that of the labyrinth . We hear of it first 
in Book five, in connection with an intricate display of horsemanship by 
the Trojan children, but the words are too strong for their immediate oc
casion. The sons of Troy are said to be entangled in "an undiscovered and 
irretraceable wandering" (5 .591) as in the dark and ambiguous Labyrinth 
of ancient Crete. Aeneas soon sees a carved image of that Labyrinth on 
the walls of the Sibyl's cave, when be begins his journey in Book six to the 
land of the dead . The Sibyl tells him that it will be easy to enter that land, 
but to retrace his way to the upper air, "this," she says, "is work; this is 
labor." (6.126-9) We are made to think of the Trojans' journey to Italy as 
labyrinthine, and to expect Aeneas' return from Hell to be especially so. 
We are startled, then, at the end of Book six, when Aeneas' return to the 
upper world is no trouble at all. Notoriously, that return is through the 
gate of false dreams. Great ingenuity has been expended by many inter
preters to remove the taint of falsity from Aeneas' mission , but it cannot 
be done. Aeneas returns to earth with his soul burning with the love of 
coming fame, and that is a false exit from the land of the dead, the place 
of Dido. The Labyrinth image is still with us, the sense of betrayal of 
Dido's love has not been left behind, and the Sibyl is right: what lies 
before Aeneas is the true labor. He has not left the place of the dead; he 
will carry it with him wherever he goes. 

The war in Italy which occupies the last third of the Aeneid has a 
labyrinthine structure . When Turnus enters the Trojan camp in Book 
nine, he is pressed back to the walls and carried back to his comrades by 
the Tiber before there is any decisive outcome. In Book ten, when Turnus 
has killed Pallas, he and Aeneas fight toward each other, but Juno lures 
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Turnus away from the battlefield with a phantom-Aeneas made of wind. 
In Book eleven, when there is a truce, Aeneas and Turnus are both eager 
to submit to single combat when a double misunderstanding makes the 
war resume; the two men finally catch sight of each other across a plain, 
just as night falls. In the last book, Turnus' goddess-sister, disguised as his 
charioteer, keeps carrying him away when Aeneas catches sight of him. It 
is only in the last lines of the poem that Aeneas reaches the center of the 
maze. The monster he finds there is not Turnus, now humble, resigned to 
death, and gracious in defeat. What is the meaning of Aeneas' last furious 
act of violence? What does the maze of war and frustration that stands 
between Aeneas and his final confrontation with Turnus have to do with 
the false exit from the land of the dead by which Aeneas seems to have 
entered his labyrinth? 

The strange and abrupt ending of the Aeneid collects into itself all that 
has gone before it. It is a vivid culmination of the theme of the labyrinth, 
but that image in turn takes its meaning from a chain of connected images 
of which it is part. The first of these images is Aeolia, the vast cave of the 
winds in which, we are told, angry tempests rage in indignation at the 
mountain which confines them (l.53-6). Unrestrained, those winds 
would destroy the seas, the lands, and heaven itself. Therefore Jupiter, 
here called the omnipotent father, confined them and gave them a king 
skilled to know when to loosen, when to draw in, their reins. Can the 
word omnipotens be intended seriously in this context? It seems that it 
cannot mean more than "stronger than anything else" so that even the 
winds can be brought under the control of the strongest one. If Jupiter 
were truly able to do anything, he could change the nature of the winds, 
or destroy them and replace them with others just as useful and not as 
dangerous. Could it be that one with the power to choose otherwise 
would judge it good to design a world in which hurricanes must some
times be unleashed? The single word omnipotens leaves that question 
hanging over the poem . 

The second image in the poem which picks up the theme of caged fury 
is one we examined earlier: Furor, rage itself, removed from the world 
and imprisoned behind the iron gates of war. What we found strange in 
that picture was the presentation of rage personified as an object of pity. 
We saw then that the image of Furor led directly into the story of Dido, 
and that her story was of the unleashing of juror within her . It is in the 
story of Dido that the two earlier images begin to make sense. Dido is 
ruined because she is capable of loving without restraint. The years of her 
self-denial make possible the existence of Carthage, because the chiefs of 
the surrounding countries respect her fidelity to her dead husband, and 
because it gives her reign a dignity and stability under which her subjects 
thrive. But her sister, who loves her·, does not want Dido to continue that 
life. Royalty does not fulfill the longings caged within Dido. 

When Venus wants to bind Dido to Aeneas by means of lust, she 
begins by arousing in Dido tenderness for a small child. Once Dido falls in 
love with Aeneas, her ruin is assured, but she only becomes vulnerable to 
falling in love by first feeling a loving response to a child. Would· Dido 
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have been better off if a child sitting in her lap could arouse no irrational 
longing in her childless heart? - if intimate contact with a child left her 
feeling no more than the general benevolence she had for all her subjects? 
If not, if a cold, loveless life is never choiceworthy, then the omnipotent 
father was right to leave the furious and destructive things in the world, 
and Virgil was right to grieve over the imposition of law on the earth. For 
even a mother's love is potentially furious, as we see it in the mothers of 
Euryalus and Lavinia. And the loving, irrational desire to have a child of 
one's own is inseparable from all the raging loves and hates within us. It is 
not the political life which fulfills us, if Virgil is right, but the loving at
tachments to particular other people, which also make us vulnerable to 
frenzy, madness, and war. 

Virgil uses the cave of the winds and the gates of war as images of the 
human soul, which always encloses irrational longings and loyalties 
capable of furious emergence into the world. Madness, as of Lausus, 
anger , as of Aeneas, rage of battle, as of Turnus, passionate love, as of 
Dido, prophetic frenzy, as of the Sybil, and poetic inspiration, as of Virgil 
himself: these are the meanings my small Latin dictionary gives for the 
word juror, the name Virgil gives to the being at the center. And what is 
the labyrinth which surrounds the center? It is , I think, Virgil's picture of 
any life which ignores or denies the furious things at the center. Aeneas 
leaves the land of the dead glorying in his vision of the Roman future, only 
to find in Italy the same intractable opposition he has left behind in Dido, 
and finally to yield to it in himself. And Augustus subdues the proud of all 
the world, only to become a monster of pride himself. 

In Book eight a fourth image joins the winds, the gates and the laby
rinth. In the land of King Evander Aeneas sees the rock on which the 
Senate of Rome will one day stand, and learns that it once enclosed the 
home of a murderous, fire-breathing, half-human monster named Cacus. 
From the "proud doorposts" of this senseless killer there had always hung 
rotting, severed heads of his human victims . (8.195-7) Evander tells how 
Hercules killed the monster and exposed his dark cavern to the light of the 
sun. Commentators routinely take the triumphant Hercules as a "symbol" 
for Aeneas, who overcomes the monsters of unreason, Dido and Turnus, 
and for Augustus, who will overcome war itself. One who reads Evander's 
account not as a symbol but as a story, though, must feel some unease as 
Hercules, before he can kill Cacus, must become a thing of fury and 
frenzy himself. Hercules' triumph is not an example with which one can 
be quite comfortable. Book eight ends with a hundred lines describing the 
future glories of Rome depicted on Aeneas' shield, culminating with Au: 
gustus sitting in triumph over conquered peoples from all the nations of 
the earth. In a characteristic stroke, Virgil says that Aeneas rejoiced in the 
images, ignorant of the things, so that once again a portrait of Rome just 
fails to come into focus as a sight at which one could be glad. The atten
tive reader will have seen that Augustus on the shield hangs the spoils of 
all the world on his "proud doorposts," a phrase used only of him and of 
Cacus. The same spot is still the home of a monster, but the new one 
ravages the whole world. 
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There are two kinds of motion in a labyrinth. The outward motion is 
an illusion of progress away from something. It is the more pitiable, 
because the more ignorant, of the two kinds. It characterizes the march of 
imperial Rome outward over the world. It is seen in what Virgil calls in 
Book six the. "proud soul of Brutus the punisher," expeller of the Tarquins, 
the first to rule as consul, who, for the sake of beautiful freedom" put love 
of country and praise ahead of everything else and killed his own sons. 
Virgil calls him "unhappy father, no matter what posterity may say of his 
deed." (6.817-23) And Augustus cannot escape the same human vulner
ability that Brutus tried to deny. A few lines later in Book six, the entire 
spectacle of the shades of the heroes of Rome is immersed in grief over 
Marcellus, the young man Augustus adopted and named as his heir, but 
who died when he was twenty. No political order holds any answer for or 
relief from human troubles. It is after Aeneas hears the infinity of grief 
over Marcellus in his father's voice, that he looks back over the soul of his 
triumphant offspring, recovers his own love of fame, and returns to the 
world through the gate of false dreams. 

But Aeneas is no Augustus. He is too aware of the losses and pains of 
others for his own proud illusions ever to last for long. Aeneas for the most 
part moves in the other direction, inward in the labyrinth. This is the 
direction of "if only". If only Helen were dead; if only Dido could be 
made to understand; if only Lausus would see reason; if only Turnus 
would surrender. Aeneas never used his quest for political glory as an ex
cuse to turn his back on a human being in distress, but he cannot relin
quish that quest, on which so many others depend, and he can never quite 
find his way to the center of the source of distress to remove its cause. At 
the beginning of Book eight, the last in a long succession of divine appari
tions comes to Aeneas. The old god of the Tiber tells him that his troubles 
are near an end, and that home and rest await him. He must fight and 
win a war with the Latins, but for once help will be available. Inland 
along the Tiber live Arcadian Greeks ruled by King Evander. They will 
happily join Aeneas in his fight and he can put an end once and for all to 
the troubles he has carried with him for so long and in which he has in
volved so many others. 

Aeneas does find welcome and help in Evander's city, Pallanteum. As 
in Carthage, he finds too much welcome and too much help. It turns out 
that Evander once met Aeneas' father, and adored him with youthful 
love. The gifts Anchises gave him seem to be the only signs of wealth 
Evander has allowed to remain in his city. (8.155-69) History repeats 
itself in Pallanteum, in a double sense. As with their fathers, Pallas is fired 
with a loving admiration for Aeneas. As he joins with him, we see in one 
brief, lovely scene, a greater closeness between the two than we ever see 
between Aeneas and his own son. (10.159-62) But Aeneas' recent Car
thaginian history repeats itself at the same time: from Evander and from 
Pallas, Aeneas has again accepted the loving gift of a human life, en
trusted to his care. Pallas seems to think Aeneas can answer the deepest 
questions of his life, but the two men know each other only for a day. 
When Pallas arrives in Latium he begins to fight, and two hundred lines 
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later he is dead. Like every young man in the Aeneid, excepting only 
Iulus, who is deliberately kept out of the fighting, Pallas dies at the mo
ment of his greatest valor. That is the theme of Book nine, in which, in 
Aeneas' absence, only young men are fighting. It is embodied in the figure 
of Euryalus, whose longing for glory leads him to put on the shining 
helmet of one of his victims, immediately to become a victim because'that 
shining makes him an easy target. (9. 359-66, 373-4) It is embodied, too, 
in the similes of Book nine, which liken the young warriors to beasts of 
prey which, if they are daring and successful predators, become a danger 
to men and an easy prey. Pallas cannot escape the Virgilian logic of glory 
and death. 

The saddest words of this saddest of poems are spoken by Aeneas to the 
corpse of Pallas: "The same horrible fate of war calls me from here to 
other tears; hail from me eternally, dearest Pallas, and eternally 
farewell." ( 11. 96-8) In the last lines of the poem, Aeneas recognizes that 
there is no such thing as an eternal farewell. The dead live as sources of 
obligation, and neither death nor any ceremony can cancel such debts. If 
Dido can be assimilated to a larger purpose, then she did not live. If 
Lausus' decision to throw away his life were not acknowledged as binding 
his adversary, then Lausus would not be recognized as the source of his 
own choices. And if Pallas can be forgotten for the sake of the living, and 
the greater number, then Pallas himself is accorded no worth at all. 
Human worth does not fit in any scales. Its claims are unconditional. 

We admire Aeneas in the war books of the last third of the poem 
because he always seeks the sanest and most sensible solutions for his 
enemies as well as for his own people. We rage along with him when 
trivial, irrational causes produce and prolong the slaughter . Aeneas longs 
for peace and for harmony with all the tribes in Italy. And what does Tur
nus fight for? For wholly selfish reasons and for the joy of fighting . Must 
he not be cut down like the Irrational thing he is, so decent citizens might 
get on with the business of living in co-operation? To see that this is not 
how Virgil regards Turnus, listen to this simile with which Turnus goes 
out to fight: "He is delirious with courage, his hope already tears the 
enemy: just as a stallion when he snaps his tether and flies off from the 
stables, free at last to lord the open plains, will either make for meadows 
and the herds of mares or else leap from the stream where he is used to 
bathing and, wanton, happy, neigh, his head raised high, while his mane 
sweeps across his neck and shoulders." (11.491-7) Turnus is young, 
strong, brave, and handsome. He is not made for submission to a 
foreigner who arrives saying he is destined to marry his fiancee and be his 
king. In the line following the simile of the stallion, Virgil brings Camilla 
into the poem, to fight beside Turnus. She is an instant and complete com
munion with Turnus. The freedom and the lordship of Italy is theirs by 
birth and by nature. Each of them is crushed by what Aeneas has brought 
to Italy, but each dies with the sentiment that something unworthy has 
happened. 

At the end, when Turnus lies wounded at Aeneas' feet, we begin to 
hear again the familiar echoes of the end of the Iliad , but this time they 
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are like a deceptive cadence in a piece of music. Turnus asks Aeneas to 
remember his own father and to return him, alive or dead as he prefers, to 
his father. But as Aeneas begins to relax, and we expect the gesture of 
reconciliation that Aeneas has tried so hard and so often to make to come 
finally as a healing ending to the poem, Aeneas instead remembers Pallas, 
and kills Turnus in fury. Why? It is his seeing the belt of Pallas, which 
Turnus is wearing as spoil, that precipitates the deed. What does Aeneas 
see when he looks at the belt? I think it is not too much to say that he sees 
in it everything that has happened to him through the eight years and 
twelve books that have gone before. 

The belt is carved with a legendary scene of fifty bridegrooms killed 
on their wedding night. It recalls the spectacle Aeneas watched from the 
roof of Priam's ruined palace, with its fifty bridal chambers for his sons. 
(2.503-4; 10. 497-9) It must, too, re-open the wound of the memory of 
the bridal chamber he himself shared so briefly with Dido. And as show
ing men cut down in their youth, it must remind him of much that has 
happened around· him in the war just fought. But more than anything 
else, it brings back to him Pallas, to whom he could not succeed in saying 
good-bye. As he kills Turnus, Aeneas calls Pallas "my own." His accep
tance of the call of fate prevented Aeneas from dying alongside his own 
people in his own city of Troy. It prevented him from remaining loyal to 
his own lover, Dido. But the gods have now left Aeneas alone. The last act 
of the poem is the first one that is unequivocally Aeneas' own, and on his 
own, though inclined toward a characteristic and politically sound act of 
kindness, Aeneas commits a furious and painful murder out of love. Tur
nus dies rightly feeling that his death is unworthy of him. But Aeneas, 
finally at the center of the labyrinth of his own life, could not let Turnus 
live and be worthy of the gift of Pallas' life and death. In the inevitable 
conflict of unconditional claims, one can only cling to one's own. 
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