A Paradoxical Epithet?  Vergil's Iuno Omnipotens
Vergil’s Juno, famously incapable of preventing Aeneas from reaching Italy, fails to circumvent the dictates of Jupiter and fate repeatedly.  It is clear that Juno’s divine power is an insufficient means for enacting her will and challenging Jupiter.  Nevertheless, she is described as omnipotens twice in the Aeneid, once at 4.693 and again at 7.428.  Vergil refers to Juno as omnipotens, even though this seems to undermine and confuse his portrayal of Juno as the epic’s unsuccessful antagonist.  He is the first Latin author known to link this epithet with Juno, and we can assume that he chooses the label deliberately.  

This paper will explore Vergil’s paradoxical description of Juno as omnipotens, by searching for its underlying meaning within the larger framework of the epic.  It will begin with a brief survey of different uses of the epithet omnipotens in conjunction with other entities in the Aeneid, later comparing them to the two occurrences of omnipotens associated with Juno.  In the past, the two occurrences of the epithet in connection with Juno have either been ignored, or dismissed as purely ironic (Amerasinghe 1953; Pease 1967) because of their contextual location within the epic – at those moments when Juno seems most powerless.  In book 4, the epithet appears subsequent to Dido’s death, and in book 7 Juno’s messenger Allecto uses the epithet ineffectively as she attempts to rouse Turnus to action against Aeneas and the Trojans.  Surprisingly, the contradictory nature of the epithet in these two particular cases has not been subjected to further, sustained investigation.  
While these two occurrences do magnify some of Juno’s failures, I will suggest that the appearance of the epithet, especially at 7.428, where Juno is referred to as ‘omnipotens Saturnia’, may also serve as a subtle reminder of Juno’s relationship to her husband and brother, Jupiter, foreshadowing her eventual reconciliation with him at the end of the epic.  The name Saturnia recalls not only the unique sibling-spouse relationship of Juno and Jupiter, but also reminds us that both deities are descended from Saturn, described as a civilizing, law-giving force at 8.314-329.  At the epic’s conclusion Juno ‘omnipotens’ becomes an important and powerful patron of Rome, and like Saturn in the previous age, a force for order and stability in Italy.  She willingly reconciles herself to Jupiter, accepts Aeneas, and adopts a more supportive role in her relationship with Rome.
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