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			Epigraphs

			Others, no doubt, will better mould the bronze

			To the semblance of soft breathing, draw, from marble,

			The living countenance; and others pleased

			With greater eloquence, or learn to measure,

			Better than we, the pathways of the heaven,

			The risings of the stars: remember, Roman,

			To rule the people under law, to establish

			The way of peace, to battle down the haughty

			To spare the meek. Our fine arts, these, forever.

			Virgil, Aeneid

			There was a dream that was Rome. It shall be realised.

			Maximus Decimus Meridius, Gladiator

		

		
			
Introduction

			Rome has never fallen.

			The Roman Empire never really fell, nor will it ever fall. It has continued to live on in the minds, words and symbols of the empires that came after it.

			Most remarkably, the Anglo-Saxon empires are the direct heirs of the Roman Empire. It’s no coincidence that the British Empire lasted a long time, nor that nowadays we talk of an American Empire. The symbol of the United States of America is the same one that the Roman legions used: the eagle. The USA’s motto is E pluribus unum (out of many [states], one). The Capitol, meeting place of the United States Congress, is named after the Roman Capitolium, one of the legendary seven hills upon which Rome was born, regarded by ancient Romans as the symbol of Rome’s immortality and still the seat of the mayor of Rome. The American capital, Washington, DC, has many similarities with Rome: the Jefferson Memorial is a copy of the Pantheon and the White House is a neoclassical 
building. Most of all, the American Empire’s strategy is the same as that of the Roman Empire. For all these reasons, the USA doesn’t simply have three hundred years behind it. The country’s story – just like China’s – is three thousand years long.

			The peoples of the Western world are not the direct descendants of the ancient Romans. The great adventure of migration has mixed ethnicities, but we can claim the political, moral and cultural inheritance of the Romans. Rome lives on in our languages, in our buildings, in our minds. Something of ancient Rome has remained in our way of speaking, building, thinking. And if today we are Christians, it is because Rome became Christian.

			Rome inspired the novels, comics and films we watched as children, from Quo Vadis and Asterix to Ben Hur (long before Gladiator). No historical era has influenced subsequent generations quite so much, not least because the years of the foundation of the empire coincide with the birth and crucifixion of Jesus, which also changed the course of human history.

			The style of ancient Rome has never died out – it periodically resurfaces throughout history. From the Renaissance to Neoclassicism, from Palladio to Canova, from London to Washington, DC, some of the greatest artists of the Western world have drawn, painted and sculpted as (or as they thought) the ancient Romans did.

			Throughout history, every emperor considered himself the reincarnation of Caesar, while every revolutionary viewed himself as the new Spartacus. Every empire has perceived and 
portrayed itself as the successor to the Romans – Byzantium; Moscow: the ‘Third Rome’; the Holy Roman Empire of Charlemagne; the Austro-Hungarian and German empires, both of which claimed to be the successors of the Holy Roman Empire; Charles V, on whose empire the sun never set.

			And the British Empire too, which controlled India with a handful of soldiers, the majority of whom were Indian, just as Rome kept the barbarians at bay with armies composed of and commanded by barbarians, who often were permitted to retain their own particular war cries.

			Napoleon adored Caesar. He wrote a book about him and did not want to be crowned King of the French, but rather their emperor.

			The American Empire, just like the Roman Empire, was built by forging different alliances and pacts with different peoples, and by valuing military and cultural influence over the occupation of territories; because real power is not over land but over souls – not to mention the economy.

			Not surprisingly, today, even digital emperors – Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk avowedly, but others as well – look to the Roman emperors, as they were the first to rule immense communities of people who would never meet physically, who spoke different languages and prayed to different gods, but who were born, lived and died under the same emperor and therefore needed to identify with the same faces, the same stories, the same ideas.

			One could become a Roman whatever one’s origin, skin colour or god. And people could become Romans while remaining Spaniards, Gauls, Thracians, Syrians, Greeks, 
Egyptians or Nubians … The issues that Rome had to face – the migratory flows, the integration of foreigners, the permanent state of war – are the same as those we have to deal with today. And it must be remembered that the Romans, although deeply convinced of their own superiority, were not racist, save towards the Goths – nowadays we’d call them Germans – who were mocked for being too tall and too blond.

			*  *  *

			What is known today as the West is a construction built on the foundations of ancient Rome.

			Throughout the West, the language of politics and power is the same as was used in Rome two millennia ago. ‘Emperor’ and ‘people’ are Latin words, as are ‘dominion’ and ‘liberty’, ‘dictator’ and ‘citizen’, ‘hero’ and ‘traitor’, ‘client’ and ‘patron’, ‘candidate’ and ‘elected’, ‘authority’ and ‘dignity’, ‘patricians’ and ‘plebeians’, ‘praetor’ and ‘prince’, ‘justice’ and ‘clemency’, ‘infamy’ and ‘honour’, and ‘conspiracy’ and ‘sedition’.

			‘Colony’ is a Roman word, as are ‘treaty’, ‘society’ and ‘suffrage’ – hence the name given to the women who fought for the right to vote, the ‘suffragettes’. ‘Palace’ originates from Palatine, the hill in Rome upon which the imperial palace stood. ‘Fascism’ takes its name and symbol from the fasces carried by the lictor: a bundle of rods tied together to an axe head, symbolising the power of life and death – and a symbol of American democracy. ‘Socialism’ and ‘communism’ also stem from Latin words: societas and communio. The word 
‘president’ derives from the Latin praesidere, to preside. ‘Gladiator’ was the name given to the volunteers who, according to the CIA’s plans, were supposed to resist the Soviet invasion of Western Europe. Today, great films continue to be made about gladiators – the real ones.

			In order to secure consensus, many leaders spread propaganda and continue to distribute panem et circenses (bread and circuses), an expression coined by Juvenal, one of the fathers of satire.

			Today, the United States, Brazil, France, Italy and Spain all have a senate, just like ancient Rome. ‘Tsar’ and ‘Kaiser’ derive from Caesar, and thus every emperor has considered himself to be a descendant of the true founder of the Roman Empire. This also applies, to some extent, to many presidents of the United States of America. John F. Kennedy quoted ‘Civis Romanus sum’ – ‘I am a Roman citizen’ – in his speech to Berliners. Many American leaders felt they shared with the Romans a ‘manifest destiny’ to rule and govern the world. Furthermore, the symbol of American power is the same as that of Napoleon and Rome: the eagle.

			Naturally, not everyone is nostalgic for Roman rule. During the 19th century, the French, the Germans and the British erected statues, some of them gigantic, to the great enemies of Rome, making them national heroes. Vercingetorix is celebrated on the summit of Mont Auxois, where the fortress of Alesia, home to his last desperate resistance, used to stand. An iron and copper Arminius, almost thirty metres tall, watches over the Teutoburg Forest, where the real Arminius slaughtered Augustus’ legionaries, while the rebel queen, the heroic 
Boadicea, along with her daughters, blesses London from Westminster Bridge. And yet the French, the Germans and the British would not be what they are without Rome.

			The language of religion was also born in the Eternal City. ‘Faith’, ‘religion’ and ‘pontiff’ are Latin words, as are, in the language of war, ‘arms’, ‘army’, ‘military’, ‘general’ and ‘soldier’ (from solidarius: he who receives pay). ‘Concord’, ‘family’ and ‘matrimony’ are also Latin words, although Roman brides wore yellow, not white.

			Many cities all over the world have Roman names because they were founded by the Romans, or by colonists who felt they were successors to the Romans.

			Of course, it is not just a matter of words. Behind the words there are things. Those who, in different periods of history, came to rule vast territories and influence different peoples saw the Roman Empire as a model to follow – laws, roads, the calendar. In all the languages of the West, the names of the days (except for Saturday, which comes from Hebrew) and of the months, from January to December, are Latin; millions of people are born and die in the months named after Julius Caesar (July) and Octavian Augustus (August). And then there is the Roman dominion over military strategy – the art of dividing and ruling, as well as the art of including foreigners, welcoming immigrants and creating new citizens. The ability to respect local customs and divinities, but also to share an idea of justice and civilisation, even at the cost of much suffering, cruelty and the blood that paves the paths of history.

			*  *  *

			
Much of this blood was shed by the early Christians – martyrs, witnesses of a faith professed in silence, in the shadows, at the price of pain and death. The Roman emperors are thought of as cruel persecutors of the followers of Jesus; and some, from Nero to Diocletian, truly were. But today, Christianity is the religion of the West, the pope is in Rome, while many of us think of Jesus as the incarnation of our God, and we owe all of this to the empire; to Constantine and his mother Helena, who is said to have brought the true cross to Rome – the cross upon which, it is believed, Jesus was nailed. We owe it to that extraordinary political, if not messianic, choice to make the Roman Empire Christian.

			*  *  *

			Roman history is not only a story of military victories and the skilful exercise of power. It is also a history of moral and civic values, of women and men willing to die for their country, for their community, for something that transcended themselves. Today, we do not know whether Cloelia really did swim away from the camp of Porsena, the Etruscan king, leading her companions to safety, only to hand herself in again as a hostage, or whether Atilius Regulus really did return to Carthage to be murdered atrociously, just to keep his word. But the ancient Romans certainly believed so.

			‘Republic’ is a Latin word, as is ‘constitution’. And the embryo of what we now call democracy was also born in Rome. It’s true that assemblies of citizens used to gather in ancient Greece, but it was Rome that created a codified and 
lasting system of elections, with rallies, campaigns, candidates shaking hands, votes and proclamations. In Cicero’s time it was the people, not the senate, who elected the magistrates; it was the people, not the senate, who made the laws. The plebeians had their own representatives, rights and powers, including the power to veto, another Latin word that has entered the universal language of politics.

			Indeed, ‘republic’ means public thing, from res publica; the idea that the state belongs to everyone was born in Rome. And while for the Greeks the political dimension was the city, for the Romans it became the world; and so a man of another colour, another language and another religion could become a Roman.

			But Rome, of course, was never a democracy in the modern sense.

			Politics excluded women; although, compared with other ancient civilisations (including the Greeks), Roman women enjoyed greater freedom. They were not relegated to the home; they frequented the arenas and baths, and they dined with men. Wives did not take their husband’s name and could own, buy and sell things, all rights that were granted to women in the modern world relatively recently.

			Politics excluded slaves, whom the Romans called servants – another word that remains alive today. But slaves were sometimes freed, and they could become very powerful. Sometimes they rebelled. The revolt of Spartacus also inspired generations of revolutionaries: the German communists who rebelled at the end of the First World War were called Spartacists. Just like Spartacus, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl 
Liebknecht came to a bad end, but it is incredible that in Berlin, in 1918, there were rebels ready to fight and die in the name of a mysterious slave who had done just the same two thousand years earlier.

			*  *  *

			Such an immense story, spanning twelve centuries – from the legendary founding of Rome to what is known as the fall of the empire – cannot be recounted in detail. One would risk ending up like Borges’s character Funes the Memorious, who was gifted – or rather doomed – with a prodigious memory. Although he remembered everything, he actually knew nothing, distracted as he was by millions upon millions of trivial details, unable to sift out what was truly important. But there are stories that need to be told, starting with those of Julius Caesar – perhaps the greatest man to have ever lived – and his heir Augustus, their enemies Pompey and Mark Antony, their noble opponents Cicero and Cato, and powerful women like Cleopatra and Livia. Always bear in mind, however, that although populated by exceptional characters, Rome was first and foremost a system: a political culture, a military machine and a social construction marked by terrible realism and by an equally great mythical and literary power.

			Many vestiges remain of Rome, most of them just symbolic. The temples of the ancient capital were, for the most part, destroyed; the only one that has survived intact is the Pantheon, as it is dedicated to all the gods, including the one God that ultimately prevailed.

			
All that remains of what used to be the largest and most splendid square, the Forum, are crumbling columns, as well as three large arches (the menorah, the seven-branched candelabrum taken from the Temple of Jerusalem, perhaps ending up in Byzantium, is carved into the Arch of Titus). The Colosseum itself might leave you feeling somewhat disappointed; it is the most visited monument in Italy but there is nothing inside it, and it is surprising that nothing ever takes place there, apart from footballer Francesco Totti’s book launch. Some claimed that this would turn the Colosseum into an arena, but the Colosseum is already an arena! And it only makes sense for it to stay that way.

			How can one not understand that the difference between the Roman ruins and those of other great civilisations lies precisely in the fact that the Roman ones are still alive? The Pyramids are extraordinary, but they are dead monuments to a dead civilisation. Roman civilisation is not dead, and not only because the Pantheon has become a church in which the wonderful artist Raphael, as well as the king who unified Italy, are buried.

			The only way to narrate over a thousand years of history is to understand what it has left us, to describe the reasons, the things and the stories that have kept Roman civilisation alive. We Westerners, although very different, are its unworthy descendants, and we should be prouder and more aware of this.

			Rome also has a history of great artists, not only painters, sculptors and architects, but also poets, those who learnt a valuable lesson from the Greeks and made it their own, taking 
their verse to the edge of the known world and to the very boundaries of what lies within us.

			Therefore, to understand how Rome is still part of our lives and souls, we must start from its origins.

			As always, everything begins with a great journey. Ours starts with a burning city on the west coast of what we now call Turkey, with a hero fleeing with his father and son in search of a new homeland on the other side of the sea, and with a poet, Virgil, who concocted this story many centuries later, and by writing it down made it real.

		

		
			1

			AENEAS

			The Myth of the Foundation

			Some claimed that the Romans descended from Ulysses. Several myths linked the nostoi, the Returns of the Heroes of The Iliad, to the birth of Rome, while others pointed to the King of Ithaca as the city’s founder. But Virgil strongly disagreed, as did many others.

			The Romans did not want the hero who won the war through deceit, cowardice and cunning, not valour, as their founder. Indeed, Ulysses is treated with particular contempt in the Aeneid, more than any of the other Achaeans. Nor is Virgil fascinated by Achilles, the greatest warrior of all time; for the intent of the epic is not to celebrate war. On the contrary, after years of conflict, the real triumph that Virgil attributes to Augustus, his emperor, is restoring peace.

			The Romans choose Aeneas as their founder: a defeated hero, a man fleeing from the ruin of his homeland, who has endured immense suffering and is aware of the horrors of war. Amid a thousand travails Aeneas perseveres in his endeavour, 
reaches his goal and fights to give his family and his people a new homeland. He is the chosen hero, because the Romans recognise in him precisely the qualities they favour: loyalty, responsibility and a sense of duty.

			Aeneas does not decide his own fate. He never does what he wants. He would like to stay and fight for Troy, but he has to flee. He would like to take the woman he loves with him, but he must abandon her. He would like to stay next to his newfound love, but he is forced to leave her too. The hero does not choose. Fate has chosen him … to create Rome.

			Aeneas is not the cleverest, nor is he the strongest. He is the most compassionate. His epithet is, in fact, ‘pious’. And piety is the most Roman of virtues. It means moral strength. Devotion to the gods, ancestors, the homeland. The ability to recognise one’s duty and carry it out. ‘Responsibility’, which is another Latin word, from res pondus: knowing how to bear the weight of things.

			Indeed, the most famous image we have of Aeneas is not of his victory in the war against the Italics but of his flight from Troy, holding his son Iulus – also known as Ascanius – by the hand and carrying his father Anchises, who was rendered lame or blinded for bragging (he had revealed that Venus was Aeneas’ mother). Aeneas is the hero who cares for the elders and the descendants, who takes charge of the past and of the future, who preserves memory and trust, who looks both ahead and behind.

			*  *  *

			
Virgil, one of the greatest poets mankind has ever known, wrote the Aeneid at the end of the most tumultuous period in Roman history. The city had, of course, witnessed other dramatic moments, such as when it seemed to be at the mercy of the Gauls or Hannibal, but on those occasions the enemy came from outside. Virgil’s Rome had just emerged from twenty years of civil wars in which the enemy was the Romans’ own countrymen, and at times even their own brother. In the end, the civil wars had also shattered what the Romans held most precious: the Republic. A new government was born, a new era; but what that would be had yet to be discovered.

			Virgil interprets this need for rebirth. And he writes an epic poem on Roman identity, one that is supportive of the new leader, but more importantly, one that restores national pride and strengthens unity: being Roman is both fortune and destiny. That is why he reconstructs the mythical origin of the city – and of the gens Iulia, from which Augustus descended – narrating the arrival of Aeneas in Latium and grafting the history of Rome onto the greatest story ever told: the Trojan War.

			A woman lost and a woman rejected

			Virgil builds the Roman tradition, linking it with Greek culture, and he begins his story where Homer left off, even though he and Homer – or whoever the true author of the Iliad and the Odyssey is – are separated by some 700 years, the same time span that separates us from Dante, who, 
famously, worshipped Virgil and chose him as his guide on his journey into the underworld.

			Homer himself possibly never existed at all. The philologists of Alexandria, who lived two centuries before Virgil, had already suggested that his name might be a nom de plume, one attributed to various people who, at different times, had composed such extraordinary masterpieces as the Iliad and the Odyssey. Even the name ‘Homer’ seems made up. It means ‘he who does not see’; poets and seers are often blind in the Greek world, because they can see with their mind’s eye things that we cannot.

			Virgil, on the other hand, certainly is a historical figure. We know his date of birth – 15 October 70 BC – and the date of his death – 21 September 19 BC, just before turning fifty-one. His epitaph might not have been composed by him, but it certainly represents him: ‘Mantua me genuit, Calabri rapuere, tenet nunc Parthenope; cecini pascua, rura, duces’ – ‘I was born in Mantua, I died in Calabria [a land that at the time also included Brindisi, where Virgil actually died]; I rest in Naples; I sang of pastures, fields, kings.’ A simpler and more humble summary of one’s life is hard to imagine.

			Virgil was a shy man. He was not of noble birth, nor even a Roman citizen, though he eventually became one in adolescence when Caesar extended citizenship to his region. He studied to become a lawyer but gave up after the first plea because he could not speak in public. He suffered from a stammer, and his friend Horace would tease him about it. Augustus begged him to read the Aeneid in front of his courtiers, and this embarrassed him. Virgil must have been a lovely man.

			
The Romans had the kind of relationship with the Greeks that the Germans have with the Italians – and, to some extent, also with the French and the Spanish – and vice versa. The Romans loved the Greeks, their poetry and their art, even though they considered themselves incomparably superior in terms of military and political power. The Greeks admired the Romans but at the same time detested them for being fierce soldiers and tireless organisers. In literature, the Romans initially imitated the Greeks and then ended up emulating them: from copying and pasting to trying to outdo them.

			Virgil picks up Homer’s characters and verses. He plays with them. He contradicts Homer, not with arrogance but with a familiarity that is almost affectionate. Aeneas is an entirely different hero from those we find in Homer, an anguished hero who does not seek glory but salvation for his companions and is always at the mercy of higher forces. This is clear from the very beginning of the Aeniad.

			Juno, arch-enemy of the Trojans from the moment Paris gave Venus – and not her – the apple for being the most beautiful goddess, unleashes a storm to sink Aeneas’ ships. Neptune, the god of the sea, rescues the fleet and pushes it towards Carthage. Here, Aeneas tells Queen Dido his story, starting with the fall of Troy, just as Ulysses recounted his journey when he landed on the island of the Phaeacians and Nausicaa. The flashback has already been invented.

			*  *  *

			
Aeneas recalls the deception of the Trojan horse without hiding his contempt for the cowardly way in which Ulysses and the Achaeans finally manage, after ten years, to breach the walls of the besieged city. He reveals how the Trojans are betrayed by the comforting thought that the war is over and deceived by the spy left by the Greeks, Sinon, who convinces them that the horse is a propitiatory gift for Minerva. A few Trojans speak out against the idea of bringing the horse inside the walls. But one, Cassandra, daughter of King Priam, is endowed with the gift of prophecy, yet condemned not to be believed. Another, the priest Laocoön, is crushed – along with his sons – by two sea serpents. Everyone then thinks that this is the will of the gods.

			Virgil has left us a raw and evocative testimony of the violence of war. Aeneas remembers the trauma of waking up in a city already in flames, and the pain when faced with his murdered and humiliated people: Cassandra, Andromache, Priam and his wives. Innocent victims seek salvation in vain and are treated mercilessly; while Helen, a traitor, in pretending to dance with flaming torches sends signals to the lurking warriors.

			Faced with all this, the hero is powerless. He is not even allowed to fight and die for his country. While sleeping, Hector appears to him in a dream, still bleeding, covered in dust and disfigured by his fight with Achilles and the desecration of his corpse. Hector orders Aeneas to flee, to save the Trojan race, to take their gods to Latium. And so the fallen hero entrusts Aeneas with the command of his surviving compatriots. He cannot back down, not even when he realises that he has lost his wife, Creusa, in the flight.

			
He does not want to abandon her, so he tries to return to the city, cross the flames and save her life. But then the image of Creusa, dead of an unknown cause, appears to him, revealing that her fate was never to escape from Troy. A new bride and a new kingdom await Aeneas in Latium – not a promised land; almost a punishment. But first he is faced with another test.

			*  *  *

			Dido is a tragic heroine. From the beginning we know that her fate is to be abandoned as Aeneas cannot stay in Carthage. The queen, however, is surprised by the hero’s arrival and simply cannot help but fall in love with him, thanks again to the intercession of Venus, who is worried about the reception her son Aeneas will receive.

			Dido is a strong but unfortunate woman. Of Phoenician origin, she once reigned alongside her beloved husband Sichaeus, who unfortunately succumbed to a plot hatched by Dido’s brother Pygmalion. So she escaped, landing on the coast of Africa, where she cleverly managed to convince the local chiefs to grant her some land to settle in; she would only need the space that could be covered by the skin of an ox. But Dido proved her ingenuity when she cut the skin into wafer-thin strips; lined up one after the other, these outlined a vast perimeter, large enough to found a city.

			This formidable queen ruled alone from then on, turning down all proposals from neighbouring rulers, in order to remain faithful to the memory of Sichaeus. And yet the arrival 
of Aeneas persuades her to break her promise and welcome the Trojan as her new husband. But Aeneas is not destined to stay with her. Jupiter sends him his messenger, Mercury, to warn him to leave, and to remind him that his fate lies elsewhere.

			Aeneas loves Dido too. He will not leave her but he knows he cannot choose. He cannot give up his mission, so he arranges his departure in secret. Dido, however, has a premonition. She finds and confronts him. The final exchange between the two lovers is dramatic and is reminiscent of the one between Jason and Medea in Euripides’ tragedy. She, madly in love, first accuses Aeneas, then begs him. She accuses him of disregarding the promises he made, all she sacrificed for him and of condemning her to a cruel fate, by abandoning her. But Aeneas seems cold, distant. He explains that his decision is not down to him; it is divine will.

			At the climax of the tragedy, unable to bear the pain, Dido stabs herself with her sword and throws herself onto the pyre where the gifts she received from her beloved are burning. And as she dies, she casts a curse on the Trojan lineage, predicting that Carthage will be their greatest enemy. Aeneas’ ships sail away, and he watches the swirls of smoke rise, unaware of the atrocious end endured by the woman he loved and of the terrible wars against the Carthaginians that lay ahead for his descendants.

			*  *  *

			
The character of Dido was not invented by Virgil, but he manipulates the prevailing version of the myth, according to which Dido took her own life to avoid the advances of the Libyan kings and remain faithful to Sichaeus. Virgil is certainly interested in the premonition of the enmity between Rome and Carthage, and of the clash with Hannibal. But within Dido it is not hard to glimpse another character, another woman, who lived in Virgil’s time: Cleopatra, the foreign ruler who seduced and led the Roman commander astray.

			Unlike Mark Antony, who allowed himself to be misdirected and led to defeat by the queen of Egypt, Aeneas is aware of his responsibilities and sacrifices love and happiness for his duties.

			However, just as Cleopatra was, deep down, admired by the Latin poets – including Horace, who even drank a toast to her death – Virgil likewise feels respect and pity for Dido, placing her in the Underworld, where she refuses to speak to Aeneas. This way she seems to be the one to triumph; Dido is reunited with her husband, while Aeneas suffers, tries to apologise and despairs. He is no longer the cold man of the farewell. He speaks to her ‘with sweet love’, assuring her that it was the gods’ doing, and that he would much rather have stayed with her, but was not allowed to. Dido refuses to look at him. He cries; she remains impassive. Then she turns away and joins her husband Sichaeus, ‘who returns her affection’; he has forgiven her. And Dido has her own kind of happy ending.

			The destiny of Rome is much greater than that of Aeneas. That is why he is a hero who evokes compassion in us more 
than admiration, as we see him continually fleeing from place to place, never able to recover from the torment of losing his home because hardship and pain befall him every step of the way.

			When he arrives in Crete he plans to stay there, founding the city of Pergamum, but an outbreak of the plague forces him to leave. He then stops off in the Strofades to recover from a terrible storm; but the islands are inhabited by harpies – hideous half-woman, half-bird monsters – who torment the Trojans by fouling their food. Aeneas is denied even a pleasure as simple as sitting down to eat, because the harpies pop out from every corner to disturb him whenever he pauses. Then he finds somewhere more welcoming in Epirus; there he meets Helenus, Andromache’s new husband, who founded a new Troy. But even if this place is as close as he can get to his lost homeland, he cannot stay there either.

			Anchises dies. A year later, Aeneas stops off in Sicily to celebrate the games in honour of his father. The perfidious Juno sends her messenger Iris, the Rainbow, to persuade the women to set fire to the ships, which are saved by a providential rainfall, but almost all the older women will remain in Sicily. The Trojans are exhausted. They can no longer move. At each stage, the message is clear: this is not the place for you; you are not to stop here, not even to catch your breath.

			Not even in a safe place, among friends and allies, can Aeneas find peace. He must reach his final destination, the one chosen for him by fate: Italy, the homeland of Dardanus, whose descendants founded Troy; thus, a return to the native land of the Trojans. For Virgil, Latium is a territory that 
Aeneas conquers through struggle, hardship and suffering; but it is also about returning home to his ancestral land.

			*  *  *

			Rome must be founded; it cannot be otherwise. The oracles predicted it. The gods discuss this among themselves; Juno complains, because she knows that she cannot do anything about it, and even a deity of her stature has no power against fate; Jupiter meanwhile reassures Venus, who is worried about the fate of her son, by telling her that the Romans are destined for a glorious future, for an ‘imperium sine fine’: a neverending empire.

			Aeneas is told repeatedly that he must go to a new land, Italy, by the simulacra of his dearly departed – Hector, Creusa, Anchises, and also by the prophets and the gods – in a series of repetitions that seem almost redundant. So much so that it seems to suggest that this prophecy might be one of the points Virgil would have revised, had he not died. It is as if he had not yet decided who should be the right messenger, and which the revealing moment.

			The most powerful of the predictions is that of the harpies: the Trojans will know they have arrived when they are so hungry that they eat their tables, namely the dry flatbread used as a plate; this will be the sign that Aeneas’ endeavour has brought him nothing but suffering.

			The constant references to the future glory of Rome were certainly a source of pride for Virgil’s readers – a confirmation of their greatness – as so many superhuman forces were set in 
motion to bring their city into being. But for Aeneas, knowing that such a monumental future is in his hands is also an enormous burden. There are two key steps: the descent into the Underworld and the delivery of the shield.

			The burden of the Roman man

			Even in Hades, where he is accompanied by the Cumaean Sibyl, Aeneas proves he is a different hero. The feat links him to other celebrated characters: Hercules, Orpheus and Theseus. But they descended into the Underworld to perform extraordinary feats: Hercules to capture the three-headed dog Cerberus (one of his labours); Orpheus to take back his wife, Eurydice; and Theseus to whisk away Proserpine. Indeed, Charon, the ferryman of Hades, initially refuses to let Aeneas pass, saying that all the other heroes who had entered the Underworld alive had only caused trouble. But the Sibyl silences and reassures him (as Virgil does in the Divine Comedy): Aeneas is different; he will not cause problems. He just wants to be able to talk to his father. He is not driven by glory, but by pietas. And he carries with him a golden bough, which will become, in time, the symbol of magical power, and the title of James Frazer’s famous work The Golden Bough.

			In the Underworld, Aeneas sees many of those who died in the Trojan War. The Achaeans avoid him; the Trojans come to talk to him – they want to know the fate of the survivors. In the Elysian Fields he meets his father Anchises, who shows him the procession of souls descending to bathe in the Lethe to purify 
themselves, forget their past existence and return to new life on earth. Thus Aeneas discovers the Romans of the future, rulers and soldiers, culminating of course with the gens Iulia and, in particular, Augustus, who will lead Rome to its golden age.

			This is, of course, the most overtly propagandistic part in the Aeneid. Virgil exalts his emperor as a descendant of Aeneas and consoles him for the untimely death of the much-loved nephew he chose as his successor, Marcellus. But it is not just propaganda. And the parade not only serves to remind the Romans of their illustrious past, but also to show Aeneas the future outcome of his enterprise. Anchises describes what is expected of a Roman citizen – rigour, perseverance and moral integrity – and he argues that the Romans are entitled to ‘regere imperio populos’, the right to rule the people. He compares them with the Greeks, acknowledging that it is the latter who excel in the arts and sciences; the great talent and mission of the Romans, by contrast, is to govern, legislate and administer. These are the burdens of the Roman man.

			Anchises also prophesies the conquest of Greece; then, when the descendants of the Trojans subdue those of the Achaeans, Troy will be avenged.

			*  *  *

			A similar role is entrusted to Aeneas’ shield, forged by Vulcan and given to him by Venus, just as Thetis had given weapons to her son Achilles before his duel with Hector. The shield bears images of the myths of Rome, binding together legend and history: Romulus and Remus suckling the she-wolf, the 
rape of the Sabine women, and the seven kings and their wars to conquer Latium; Porsena, who tries to restore the Etruscan king, Tarquin the Proud, to his throne; Horatius Cocles, who stops the invaders in their tracks by defending, single-handedly, the bridge that leads into the city; and Cloelia, who manages to escape from Porsena with the other Roman girls who had been taken hostage. The shield also shows the invasions of the Gauls, and the Capitoline Hill geese, whose honking warns the sleeping citizens of the enemy approaching.

			We are familiar with these events – we studied them at school. We will discuss them in the next chapter, in order to understand what those heroes and stories meant to the Romans, who, reading about them in a great epic poem like the Aeneid, were no doubt proud of them. But Aeneas knows nothing of all this – he sees images he cannot understand. And yet he draws from them confirmation, reassurance and trust. He goes into battle protected by his future.

			A vision of the Underworld is engraved on the shield, with the image of Cato – author of just laws – being welcomed to the Elysian Fields; while the only Roman character mentioned in a negative light is Catiline, who undermined the solidity of the state and is therefore punished in Tartarus, where he hangs from a cliff and is tormented by the Furies. In contrast, the topmost peak of Rome’s triumph is still Augustus, depicted at the centre of the shield as the victor of the Battle of Actium.

			Virgil does not speak of it as a civil war, but as a conflict between Italics and foreigners. Mark Antony chose to head an army of barbarians. The shield depicts the gods of Rome fighting against Anubis the jackal, the Egyptian god protector of 
the world of the dead. The story ends with the triumph of Augustus and the parade of all the populations subjected to Rome; ruling them is an honour, but also a burden.

			The handing over of the shield is a sign that for Aeneas, too, a war is now inevitable; in fact, it is about to begin. The Trojans are again forced to fight. They fall back into the same tragedy from which they had escaped.

			Achilles will be defeated

			As in the Iliad, the casus belli is a woman – Lavinia, daughter of King Latinus. A prophecy foretold that she would have to marry a foreigner. Thus, she is betrothed to Aeneas, inciting the wrath of the other Italic commanders; in particular Turnus, leader of the Rutuli.

			The war in Latium is also caused by greater forces: it is Juno who embitters the spirits of the local people against the Trojans, not to hinder the founding of Rome – by now she has resigned herself; nothing and no one can prevent it – but to inflict as many losses and sufferings on the Trojans as possible. This knowledge makes war appear even more senseless; it has no purpose; it only serves to cause pain. For Virgil, war is humanity’s worst crime. ‘Bella horrida bella …’: ‘I see wars, horrible wars, and the Tiber foaming with blood.’

			After all, the highest praise he gives Augustus is not that he won, but that he restored peace. And his heroes are fugitives from a burning city.

			*  *  *

			
This time the Trojans know they are destined to win this new war. They heard it repeated often. But after having experienced so many horrors, they have no desire to celebrate a military triumph; and not only because they know that many among them will have to die, but also because they know that in war there are no true victors. Therefore, they take no joy in inflicting pain and are drained of strength when they find themselves besieged again, this time by Turnus’ troops.

			Proof of the desperation and, at the same time, the perseverance of the Trojans – and therefore of the Romans – is the story of Euryalus and Nisus, the two heroes who volunteer to cross the enemy lines and warn Aeneas of the siege, after he went to seek reinforcements from Evander, king of another Italic people, the Arcadians.

			Nisus proposes to cross the enemy camp at night. Euryalus, who is deeply attached to his friend, refuses to let him perform such a dangerous feat alone. Their friendship, their loyalty to each other and their sacrifice at the height of their youth will make them immortal in the memory of the Romans, because the two young men will not survive the mission.

			Euryalus is discovered and slaughtered ‘like a purple flower severed by the plough’; Nisus, unable to bear the thought of abandoning his companion, turns back and the two face death together. The two friends are the symbol of the Roman character, but at the same time they embody the pain inflicted by
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