The Tragic Trojan Intertext: Allusions to Aeschylus and Euripides in Virgil’s Aeneid

The intertextual presence of Greek tragedy in the Aeneid has been accepted at least since Martial’s famous characterization of Virgil as Maro Cothurnatus. Commentaries abound with piecemeal comparisons between individual lines of Virgilian epic and similarly isolated verses of Greek and Roman tragedy; yet few scholars have attempted a coherent reading of these allusions or explained their impact on the interpretation of the epos as a whole. In my paper, I propose that Virgil’s allusions to the contexts of Greek tragedy (not just its lonely words and phrases) clarify significant aspects of the Aeneid’s take on the fall of Troy, the character of the gods, and other elements of the age-old debate between optimistic and pessimistic readings of the poem. Both Aeschylean and Euripidean drama had the Greek invaders suffer grave punishments for the “polluting” crimes they committed during the siege of Troy. By populating the Aeneid with characters who are recognizably taken from the Oresteia and Euripides’ Trojan plays, Virgil intimates to his readers that “his” Greeks will meet the same end as their “tragic” counterparts. Thus, even as we witness (e.g.) Virgil’s Greeks commit their worst atrocities in book two, we immediately recognize – by means of the mode of Greek tragic allusion that I posit – that divine justice remains intact.


These broad interpretative strokes are firmly grounded in a close scrutiny of the Greek and Latin texts in question. I will be adducing both well-known references to Greek tragedy and a number which I posit for the first time. An important example is provided by the two storm scenes at the beginning of book one (Aen. 1.39-43 and 1.118-119), which mirror language found in Euripides’ Troades (80-81) and Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (658-660). Aeneas’ first retrospective glance at the Trojan War on Dido’s temple doors then prefigures denser allusions in book two, where the death of Iphigenia (Aen. 2.116-119; cf. Ag. 214-216, Lucr. DRN 1.84-86), the Trojan Horse’s scaling of the city walls (Aen. 2.237-238; cf. Troad. 9-12), the rape of Cassandra (Aen. 2.404-405) and many other scenes are again closely modeled on passages in Aeschylus and Euripides. The climactic succession of allusions culminates in Aeneas’ encounters (amidst the ruins of his city) with Venus and (a possibly spurious) Helen. Here, allusion to Euripides and Aeschylus runs particularly thick, even in passages previously adduced by commentators to argue the absence of a tragic intertext (essentially Aen. 2.500-625; cf. Ag. 56-67, 374-384, Troad. 1277-1278 and elsewhere, with Horsfall (2008) 560-561). Wherever I discuss these and other allusions, the possible intermediary presence of Roman tragedy will also be taken into account.

As to my analysis of these passages, it is supported by more than mere surreptitious intertextuality. Orestes’ cameo in book three (Aen. 3.330-332), for example, supports the readers’ strong intuition, based on intertextual suggestion, that we were meant to expect a severe punishment to befall Agamemnon even as he ravaged Troy. After all, the avenger himself now appears in the epic. If any doubts remain, they are dispelled toward the end of the Aeneid, where another crossover character – Diomedes – makes our interpretation explicit, although he himself is a visitor from Homeric epic (Aen. 11.255-258): quicumque Iliacos ferro violavimus agros […] infanda per orbem supplicia et scelerum poenas expendimus omnes – “All of us who violated the Trojan fields with the sword are suffering unspeakable punishments throughout the world and we are all atoning for our crimes.” Our larger interpretation of the various allusions to Greek tragedy has thus been confirmed by the very text of the Aeneid.

As the last paragraph has shown – caveat lector – my argument for the presence of Greek tragedy in any given line never seeks to exclude a parallel Homeric presence. Also, my paper is neither concerned with Dido’s tragic fate nor with allusions to Sophocles or to “non-Trojan” plays by Aeschylus and Euripides. My focus here is solely on how allusion to the background tale of Greek tragedy supports the “Diomedean” reading of Virgil’s account of the fall of Troy. It is through this approach that we can arrive at the type of coherent reading of Virgilian allusion that today’s scholars of intertextuality consider valid (“If they can perform a coherent reading of intertextual phenomena, […] they have in effect discerned what they were intended to discern.” Farrell (2005) 10).
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