Virgil [70-19 B.C.E.]                                                 The Æneid    [The classic epic—in 12 books--of the Roman origins]
BACKGROUND: The Æneid is an epic poem, written in Latin, about the founding of the city of Rome by a group of Trojan survivors, lead by Æneas—son of the goddesses Venus and the mortal, Anchises. The Trojan quest to found a new city is thwarted by Juno [queen of the gods] who hated Trojans because of the slight she had received from Paris. The first six books of The Æneid deliberately invoke Homer’s Odyssey; the second six books deliberately invoke The Iliad.    

Based on notations taken from The Harvard Classics, the following are synopses of Books 1, 2, 3, and 4:

The First Book [A Fateful Heaven: The Landing Near Carthage] of The Æneid: 

The Trojans, after seven years of voyages, set sail for Italy, but are overtaken by a dreadful storm, which Æolus [the wind god who lived on the island of Aeolia, where he kept the winds in a cave] raises at Juno’s [queen of the gods] request. The tempest sinks one ship, and scatters the rest.  Neptune [god of sea /water] drives off the Winds, and calms the sea.  Æneas [leader of the Trojan remnant], with his own ship and six more, arrives safe at an African port.  Venus [the mother of Æneas, goddess of beauty and bringer of good fortune--among her other roles] complains to Jupiter [king of the gods] of her son’s misfortunes.  Jupiter comforts her, and sends Mercury [messenger of the gods] to ensure Æneas gets a courteous reception by the Carthaginians. Æneas, going out to discover the country, meets his mother in the shape of an huntress, who conveys him in a cloud to Carthage [city located on the northern African coast], where he sees his friends whom he thought lost, and receives hospitality from the queen.  Dido [Queen of Carthage], by a device of Venus, begins to lust after Æneas, and--after chatting with Æneas--desires the history of his adventures since the siege of Troy, subject of Books 2 and 3:

Time out!   Before returning to The Æneid, here is some background on the Trojan War:
in Greek mythology, war between the Greeks and the people of Troy. The strife began after the Trojan prince Paris abducted Helen, wife of Menelaus of Sparta.  When Menelaus demanded her return, the Trojans refused. Menelaus then persuaded his brother Agamemnon to lead an army against Troy. At Aulis, troopships gathered, led by the greatest Greek heroes—Achilles, Patroclus, Diomede, Odysseus, Nestor, and the two warriors named Ajax.  In order to win favorable winds for the journey, Agamemnon sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia to Artemis.  The winds came and the fleet set sail for Troy.  For nine years the Greeks ravaged Troy’s surrounding cities and countryside, but the city itself, well fortified and commanded by Hector and other sons of the royal household, held out. 

Finally, the Greeks built a large hollow wooden horse in which a small group of warriors were concealed. The other Greeks appeared to sail for home, leaving behind only the wooden horse and pitiable Sinon, who deceitfully persuades the Trojans, despite the warnings of Cassandra [Trojan princess, daughter of Priam] and Laocoön [a Trojan priest of Apollo], to take the horse within the city walls.  At night the Greeks returned; their companions crept out of the horse and opened the city gates, and Troy was destroyed.  The gods took great interest in the war:  Poseidon, Hera, and Athena aided the Greeks, while Aphrodite and Ares [god of war] favored the Trojans.  Zeus and Apollo, although frequently involved in the action of the war, remained impartial.  The events of the final year of the war constitute the main part of the Iliad of Homer.  The Trojan War probably reflected a real war (c.1200 B.C.E.) between the invading Greeks and the people of Troas, possibly over control of trade through the Dardanelles [the strategic strait separating Europe from Asia]. 

The Second Book [How The Greeks Took the City of Troy] of The Æneid: 

Æneas relates how the city of Troy was taken, after a ten years’ siege, by the treachery of Sinon [the one Greek soldier who stayed behind with The Wooden Horse to trick the Trojans into rolling it —as a parting gift of peace--into their city].  Æneas declares the fixed resolution he had taken not to survive the ruins of his country, and the various adventures he met with in the defense of it.  At last, having been before advised by the ghost of Hector [leader and greatest hero of the Trojan troops], and now by the appearance of his mother, Venus, Æneas is prevailed upon to leave the town, and settle his household gods in another country.  In order to do this, Æneas carries off his father [i.e., Anchises] on his shoulders, and leads his little son [i.e., Iulus/also called Ascanius] by the hand, his wife [i.e., Creusa, who is also daughter of Troy’s beloved King Priam] following them behind. When he comes to the place appointed for the general rendezvous, he finds many people, but misses Creusa [his vanished wife] whose ghost soon afterwards appears to Æneas, and tells him of the land [Italy] which was designed for him. 

The Third Book [Sea Wanderings and Strange Meetings] of The Æneid: 

Æneas continues his commentary: Æneas gives an account of the fleet with which he sailed, and the success of his first voyage to Thrace [NE Greece].  From Thrace Æneas directs his course to Delos [small Greek island in Aegean Sea] to ask the Oracle [they’re still consulting those oracles!] what place the gods had chosen for his habitation.  Mistaking the oracle’s answer, Æneas temporarily settles in Crete [a small isle in the eastern Mediterranean Sea, 66 miles from Greece].   Before long, though, his household gods reveal in a dream to Æneas the true sense of the Oracle.  Æneas follows their advice, and unsteadily makes his way for Italy.  Æneas is cast on several shores, and meets with surprising adventures [such as reuniting with Helenus and his good wife Andromache—widow of the Trojan prince Hector, contending with the grotesque foul-smelling flying Harpies, discovering the abandoned terrified Greek soldier Achaemenides, and fleeing from the one-eyed Cyclopes], till at length Æneas lands on Sicily [surrounded by the Ionian Sea, this small island is off mainland Italy], where his father Anchises dies.  Note: Sicily is the place from which Æneas was sailing when the storm initially arose [shortly after Book 1 opens], and threw Æneas upon the Carthaginian coast! 

The Fourth Book [The Passion of the Queen ] of The Æneid:
Dido is overcome by love madness.  Queen Dido confides in Anna [i.e., her sister] her passion for Æneas, as well as her thoughts of marrying him.  Queen Dido prepares a hunting match for his entertainment.  Juno [Queen of the gods], with Venus’s consent, conspire to promote a love affair; Juno raises a thunderstorm--which separates the hunters, and drives Æneas and Dido into the same cave where their marriage is supposed to be completed.  Forgetting his mission, Æneas spends his days with Queen Dido.  Their affair becomes a public scandal, as Dido neglects her royal duties and Æneas loses sight of his noble mission.   Jupiter [king of the gods] dispatches Mercury [messenger of the gods] to tell Æneas that he must leave Carthage to resume his quest to found a new Troy in Italy.  Æneas secretly prepares for his departure voyage.  Dido finds out about his secret plan, and—in desperation--tries to put a stop to it.  Dido makes use of her own--and her sister’s—entrancing pleas, only to suffer those passions that taunt a neglected lover.  Unable to sway Æneas, Queen Dido plans her own suicide and constructs a funeral pyre.  Upon seeing Æneas departing Carthage’s harbor with his Trojan fleet, Dido next takes the sword belonging to Aeneas and impales herself upon it; the funeral pyre is lit [in this somber way, Book 4 is concluded].

