
28 HIRUNDO 2014

Manipulating Rivalry: The Creation of a Roman Identity through 
Contrasts and Inclusion in Vergil’s Aeneid

The origins of Rome are shrouded in intrigue, mystery, and myth, despite the 
city’s long historical tradition. Artists have explored and elaborated on Rome’s glorious 
foundations in countless works from antiquity to the present. One such work is Vergil’s 
Aeneid – arguably the greatest poem ever written in Latin – which became the national epic 
of Rome. Grounded in a Greek historical tradition, Vergil tries to reclaim the city’s origins 
for Rome itself. As Polybius pointedly comments, “for who is so worthless or indolent as 
not to wish to know by what means… in less than 53 years”1 The nature of Rome’s origins 
are therefore of an enduring significance. Whoever lays claim to the origins of Rome also 
lays claim to Rome’s power, triumphs, and glory. Historians, poets, and modern scholars 
have all examined the various forms Rome’s origin story has taken, and as the foremost 
among these narratives, Vergil’s Aeneid requires close examination. 

Modern scholars have pieced together parts of these foundations by combining 
archaeological evidence and literary sources. Unfortunately, there are many problems with 
bridging the gap between the two.2 Archaeological data is often inconclusive and subject 
to cultural prejudice.  Most historical literary evidence for the foundations of Rome is 
dependent upon the heavily Hellenocentric annalistic tradition. Although the pre-Roman 
tribes of Italy are essential to Rome’s founding, they are often absent in the struggle 
between Greek and Roman claims to power. Cato harshly observed that the Italians 
“themselves have no memory of where they came from,” as they were constantly under the 
Hellenizing influence of Greek historians.3 Thus, literary accounts of pre-Roman history 
tell us more about the cultural climate in the time of its writing than of the actual history 
of Italy and Rome. Smothered by a Hellenistic influence, Vergil and other writers helped 
create a separate Roman literature to express a national identity.4 

In all accounts, the Trojan arrival in Italy sparks a conflict between the Latins, led 
by King Latinus, and the Rutulians, led by Prince Turnus. Aeneas is said to have founded 
a city of Laurentines and Trojans “on the coast… facing the Tyrrhenian sea, not far from 
the mouth of the Tiber”, and named it Lavinium after Lavinia, his wife and the daughter 
of King Latinus. 5 The Rutulians (also referred to as Rutuli) claimed as their center the city 

1 Polyb. 1.1.5.
2 T.J. Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome: Italy and Rome from the Bronze Age to the Punic Wars. (New York: 

Routledge, 1995), 34.
3 Cato Orig. 2.1.
4 Susanna Braund, Latin Literature (New York: Routledge, 2002), 1. 
5 Dion. Hal. 1.45.1.
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of Ardea, allegedly founded by Danae for settlers from Argos.6 Although both cities are 
in Latium, Vergil clearly differentiates between the characteristics and morality of these 
two tribes by depicting the Latins as having outstanding Roman virtues. These virtues, 
such as Pietas, Virtus, and Dignitas, are used to contrast the Latins with the bloodthirsty 
and egotistical Rutulians.7  But how well does the literary evidence correspond with the 
physical evidence, and how much do we really know about these urban centers and Italian 
peoples outside of literary sources?

Although the archaeology of Latium has revealed important fragments of pre-
Roman history, early occupations of cities such as Ardea remain mysterious. Fragments 
of Apennine pottery dating from the middle Bronze Age have been recorded in Ardea 
(along with the Forum Boarium). However, these finds are sporadic and do not verify the 
presence of permanent settlements at this early stage.8 The first definite traces of permanent 
habitation in Old Latium dating to 1000 BC mark the archaeological “Latial culture.” 
Latial material includes a local variant of the Protovillanovan culture and is defined mainly 
by tombs and the rite of cremation. This suggests a society based on relations of kinship.9 
The ages following this pre-settlement phase in both Ardea and Lavinium are characterized 
mostly by the building of the city-state, as evidenced by the increase in the construction of 
sanctuaries.10

The study of early Roman history has gained momentum in the past 50 years 
through the discovery of important archaeological sites in Latium, especially the site of 
Lavinium, modern Pratica di Mare.11 Lavinium was a major religious center and place of 
pilgrimage for both Latins and Romans.  Even during the Imperial Age,  the city claimed 
Aeneas as its founder. The cult of the Penates, the ancestral gods of the Roman people, was 
located there, but by 300 BC was also thought to house the Trojan Penates, the household 
gods that Aeneas rescued from burning Troy. An excavation of Lavinium by the University 
of Rome in the 1960s revealed a sanctuary dating to the archaic period (earliest c. 500 BC). 
This “sanctuary of the thirteen altars” was made of local tufa featuring prominent features 
of Greek design and religious ideology. Many scholars identify this as the altar of the 
Penates, which helps strengthen the argument that Lavinium and Aeneas were connected. 
This had already established by the poet Lycophron in 290 BC. Many argue this connection 

6 Virg. Aen. 7.436-440. 
7 Braund 10. 
8 Cornell 34.
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10 Ibid, 109. 
11 R.M. Ogilvie, Early Rome and the Etruscans. (Glasgow: William Collins & Sons, 1976), 10. 



30 HIRUNDO 2014

was built when Lavinium claimed Aeneas in an effort to compete directly with Rome’s 
glorified origins.12

Recent excavations have also uncovered a 7th century BC tumulus identified as the 
shrine of Aeneas (adapted as a form of the local god Indiges), as described by Dionysius 
of Halicarnasses in the first century BC. Additionally, an inscription was found near the 
river Numicus five miles from Lavinium at a site called Tor Tignosa. These two items serve 
as evidence that Aeneas himself was worshipped at Lavinium with the cult-name “Pater 
Indiges” or “Aeneas Indiges”. The inscription reads Lare Aienea D[ono or onum]. Both 
Lar and Indiges are interpreted as “deified ancestor,” and thus the inscription “confirms 
a literary tradition that Aeneas was worshipped in the locality as Aeneas Indiges.”13 

However, the evidence that this tumulus actually represents a hero shrine is still shaky 
since the excavated tumulus is not located on the banks of the river Numicus as described 
by Dionysius.14 Nevertheless, the literary tradition supports the Lavinian worship of 
Aeneas. Livy reconciles this bit of physical history with literary history by commenting, 
“was [Aeneas] man or god? However it may be, men call him Jupiter Indiges – the  local 
Jove.”15

The archaeological and literary evidence together evidence together reveal 
intriguing insights into the portrayal and role of the Italians in Roman literature. The 
archaeological record shows that many cultural traditions fused in the area that later 
evolved into Rome. The multiethnicity and integration of Italian tribes into the foundations 
of Rome are essential parts of Roman history and the creation of Roman identity. Since the 
development of a Roman identity, Roman authors have tried to forge their own literature to 
express it..16 They often used myths based in Greek epics and adapted them to glorify their 
own uniquely Roman past. In order to fully understand the origins of this literary identity, 
we must explore the origins of the historiography and the sources from which identifying 
Roman themes develop. 

The fascination with the origins of Rome began with Greek historians of the 
Annalistic tradition such as early third century author Timaeus of Tauromenium.17 With 
the growth of Roman power in Italy, historians suddenly became interested in Roman 
history and its origins of power. Scholars credit Timaeus with bringing Rome into Greek 

12 Ogilvie, 98.
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knowledge, because he was the first Greek historian to write in-depth accounts of Italian 
and Roman history, Although only fragments remain now, his writings set the stage for 
how the Italians would ultimately be represented in following works, and how they would 
view themselves.18

Amongst the early historiographers and following this tradition of writing history 
chronologically is Quintus Ennius (239-169 BC) and his work the Annales. This narrative 
poem in Latin hexameter was considered the Roman national epic before Vergil’s Aeneid 
and was thus “influential in shaping Romans’ view of their own past”.19 However, although 
the Annales was a history of the Roman people written by a Roman, it was still based on 
the Greek epic metre used by Homer. It still featured characters such as Aeneas who first 
appeared as minor roles in Homer’s works. Although few fragments remain, it is clear that 
Ennius connected Latium with Saturn, thus establishing a divine lineage.20 In the Augustan 
Age, Vergil drew heavily upon this work to help him build his new national epic. 

The Augustan historians – mainly Dionysius of Halicarnassus and Livy – drew 
upon the rich history of these early authors. Their works are very similar as they drew upon 
similar sources and use the hellenocentric ideas of the annalistic tradition. While Dionysius 
is known for incorporating vast amounts of evidence from earlier writers, Livy’s works 
contain a lot of new material invented by the author to hold the readers’ attention.21 Despite 
their similarities, these authors worked toward different goals. 

Because Dionysius was a Greek from Asia Minor, his background often colored 
his literary perspectives. In his Roman Antiquities, Dionysius seeks to prove that Romans 
are Greeks. He supports this hellenocentric idea by linking Roman traditions in the time 
of Augustus to ancient Greek traditions and customs. He also connects the origins of non-
Greek peoples such as the Latins, with the activities of Greek heroes.22  For example, 
Dionysius tells a story of an Italian people who were under the rule of tyrants until freed 
by the god-hero Heracles on his passage through Italy.23 He even suggests that the “king 
of the Aborigines was Latinus, who passed for the son of Faunus, but was actually the 
son of Hercules.”24 Aeneas and his alliance and marriage with the Latins were the origins 
of the foundations of Rome. Thus, by connecting the Italian lineage to a Greek god-hero, 

18 Ibid, 175. 
19 Cornell 5.
20 Ennius  fr 26.
21 Ogilvie 175.
22 Cornell 65.
23 Dion. Hal. 1.41-2.
24 Ibid. 1.44-3.
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Dionysius attributes the power of Rome to the superiority of the Greeks. He also asserts 
that the annual Roman festival of the Argei (which involved throwing straw effigies into 
the Tiber) was created by Heracles during his time in Rome as a substitute for human 
sacrifice.25 This assertion not only demonstrates his belief that early Italians were savages 
who resorted to human sacrifice and had to be “civilized” by a Greek hero, but also that the 
otherwise uniquely Roman traditions were based in Greek history. 

Livy on the other hand, was born in Padua, and wrote ab urbe condita, or The 
Early History of Rome. The historical embellishment in his work means that while he loses 
the accuracy of Roman history, he adds to the immense history of the historians. He saw 
history not in political terms, but in personal and moral terms as well. This preoccupation 
with morality defines the Augustan Age and Augustan propaganda itself. Livy is a true 
Augustan historian in that he looks to reveal the Roman morality evident in historical 
stories and figures. Although these stories, and thus their accompanying morals, were 
almost completely taken from Greek origins, he works to create a Roman identity based 
on these morals. 

“Native peoples of Italy themselves often accepted what the Greeks had to say 
about them and Hellenized their own traditions,” writes H.H. Scullard. This partly occurred 
because of the cultural prestige of the Greeks, but also because for centuries, only the 
Greeks were systematically reconstructing prehistory in their literature.26 However, the 
Roman authors embraced Greek legends and myths and made them their own for a variety 
of reasons. Rome is a city based on inclusion, and “absorbs contradiction” and has “only 
ever existed as a multiplicity.” This multiplicity required Rome to be “ceaselessly founded” 
and gave Rome its powerful “foundational position in European history.”27 In literature, 
Romans are founded from the best of all cultures: they absorbed Greek thought, descended 
from Trojans, are sons of Sabines, and lovers of Dido.28 But most of all, as expressed in 
Vergil’s Aeneid, Romans are the offspring of the most powerful, hospitable, and divinely 
inspired Italians: the Latins. 

In the Aeneid, Vergil aligns Aeneas and the Trojans with the Latins led by King 
Latinus, and actively contrasts their moral rectitude with the moral degradation of the 
Rutulians. By contrasting the noble Roman virtues and divine origins of the Latins with 
the animalistic and inhospitable characteristics of the Rutulians, Vergil claims for Rome 

25 H.H. Scullard, “Festivals and Ceremonies of the Roman Republic,” The Classical Journal 78, no. 2 (1982): 
171-173, 171. 

26 Cornell 65.
27 Michel Serres, Rome: The Book of Foundations, Translated by Felicia McCarren. (Stanford: Stanford UP, 
1991), 150. 
28 Ibid, 151.
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a uniquely Italian and divinely inspired heritage. Vergil sets the two groups in opposition 
right from the Trojan introduction by showing that the Latins uphold the law of hospitality 
while the Rutulians only uphold the law of hostility. According to his account, upon the 
arrival of the Trojans, the good King Latinus extends his hand in a sacred offering of 
hospitality. He not only offer them land on which to found their city Lavinium, but he also 
offers his daughter Lavinia’s hand in marriage to Aeneas.29 This law of hospitality is an 
ancient tradition honored by the Romans.30 While the Latins honor this archaic tradition, 
the enemies of the Latins, Trojans, and thus Rome, angrily reject the Trojan presence and 
live instead by the law of hostility. Turnus, king of the Rutulians, “will not suffer a stranger 
to be given preference over him. So he starts a war.”31 

Once the path to war is set, Vergil presents a parade of warriors from both sides. 
This array of characters is reminiscent of a Roman Triumph, lining up the heroes and 
victors of Roman conquest.32 Latium’s warriors represent the Roman male moral of 
Virtus, in which militarism, masculinity, and morality are intertwined.33 Not only are they 
all handsome, brave, and pious men, they are also founders of cities, descendants of the 
gods, and forerunners to noble Roman families. For example, Caeculus is the founder 
of Praeneste and son of Vulcan, the “handsome” and “ferocious” Aventinus is the son of 
Hercules and princess Rhea, and Clausus is descended from “ancient Sabine blood” and an 
ancestor of the powerful Claudian clan.34 These men are rooted in tradition, and contribute 
to the extension of the noble Roman line until Augustus. 

Contrastingly, Vergil presents the Rutulian warriors as fierce, greedy, and 
animalistic foreigners with unsightly family histories. For example, Oebalus complains 
about his inheritance. Ufens is “wild beyond all other men” and his people “live by pillage”. 
And Virbius is the son of a Hippolytus who has an unsavory ending with his murder by his 
step-mother.35 Vergil also mentions witches and women amongst the Rutulian troops. The 
priest Umbro was sent by the King Archippus to use “sleep-bringing charms and herbs.”36 
Camilla, a woman warrior and leader of the Volscians, cannot possibly possess the Roman 
male virtues that true warriors possess. Lastly, Vergil pointedly remarks that Turnus, the 

29 Virg. Aen. 7.260. 
30 Serres 141.
31 Ibid, 140. 
32 Braund 17.
33 Ibid, 15.
34 Virg. Aen. 7.700.
35 Virg. Aen. 7.770.
36 Virg. Aen. 7.640-93.
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leader himself, “led the manhood of Argos” and Sicanians, warriors from North Africa. 

37  While Latinus leads true Italian tribes founded in tradition and morality, Turnus leads 
immoral foreigners who could not have possibly provided the foundations for Augustus’ 
great city of Rome. 

Vergil also champions the piety of the Latins, and stresses not only their divine 
parentage, but also their sacred legacy. He does this by linking Latin customs to those that 
would continue to have a place in Roman society until the Augustan Age. These pious 
people of Latium are “Saturn’s kin who need no bond of law to keep them just, but are 
just by their own free will and hold to the way of their Ancient gods.”38 Unlike Dionysius 
of Halicarnasses (who claimed the Greek hero Hercules as the ancestor of King Latinus) 
Vergil stresses his (less-Greek) Saturnalian descent. Because King Latinus claims Saturn as 
his grandfather, and the Romans are descended from this line, the Romans can thus claim 
Saturn as part of their lineage. Not only are the Latins descended from Saturn, but they also 
honor and respect this divine heritage. In addition, Vergil describes the magnificent Palace 
of Laurentine Picus.39 This palace shows the powerful and well-established tradition present 
in the Latin culture and its commitment to the gods and customs. Livy’s observation that 
“Rome, supreme in all the world, observes today… sacred customs from Latium” shows 
the connection that Romans felt with their sacred Italian past.40 This piety and respect for 
the gods and tradition are Roman virtues. Although the myth of Aeneas and its written 
history comes from a long line of Greek influence, Vergil infuses Roman virtues and divine 
heritage into his foundation story in order to connect Rome with good and moral Italians. 

In the last part of the struggle between the Latins and Rutulians in the Aeneid, “the 
Rutuli were defeated, but the victors lost their leader Latinus.”41 When Latinus dies, Aeneas 
takes his place as leader of the Trojans and Latins. It falls on his shoulders to protect the 
Roman foundations and lineage by defeating “Turnus, the hot-headed Rutulian”42 Although 
the duel between Aeneas and Turnus – the  climax of the Aeneid – follows a Homeric 
format, the outcome ensures that Rome is founded from virtuous Italians and Trojans (not 
Greeks). In the duel, Aeneas represents the Homeric Achilles, protecting his close friend 
Pallas (in the role of Homeric Patroclus) against Turnus who represents Homeric Hector.43 

37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 7.180-3.
39 Ibid. 7.30.
40 Ibid. 7.595-625.
41 Livy, 1.2.
42 Virg. Aen. 7.406.
43 Braund 13.
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Like Hector, Turnus is working against fate to protect his homeland. Just as Troy was fated 
to fall, Aeneas was fated to marry Lavinia and found a great city in Italy. Turnus must die 
for a variety of reasons. Firstly, as a hot-headed warrior, he has no place in the new society 
founded out of the Latins and Trojans. Vergil’s character of Aeneas, since his departure 
from Troy, has moved away from the hostilities and heroism of Homer’s Greeks and 
Trojans. Thus Turnus would only act as a catalyst for hostility in a new world of Roman 
morality. Therefore, killing Turnus is an act of necessity to preserve the divinely inspired 
Roman line. In addition, it is also an act of duty. In book 8, Aeneas promises Evander that 
he will take care of Pallas as if he were his own son. However, when Turnus kills Pallas 
in book 10, Aeneas must fulfill an obligation to Evander, and therefore has a duty to kill 
Turnus.44 Thus the Aeneid ends with the firm avowal of the Latin morals and character that 
Vergil emphasized throughout his work. 

As soon as Rome started growing in power and interacting with foreign cultures, 
writers began to explore Rome’s foundations. While the historical record of Rome’s 
foundation is often infused with Greek characters and myths, the Roman writers reclaimed 
these Greek elements by repurposing them to fit Roman ideals. Vergil demonstrates this 
clearly in his Aeneid. According to Vergil, Romans are descended from the best, strongest, 
and most virtuous men in the world. He resists hellenocentric ideas by explaining that 
Romans are not descended from Greeks, but are instead descended from the mighty Trojans 
and pious Latins. He contrasts the two different Italian tribes in order to further champion 
the virtues of the Latins, but also exclude the Rutulians under Turnus as unworthy of Roman 
descent.  Instead of describing a totally Greek lineage as Dionysius of Halicarnassus does, 
Vergil understands that the power of Roman history comes from its multiplicities.

Giulietta Fiore

44 Ibid.
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