


Heroes Cunctantes | Hesitant Heroes: Aeneas and Some Others 147

An ontological imperative informs the steadfastness of Adam and Odysseus. Each knows
his place, his obligation to his woman and, concomitantly, to himself.

Aeneas’ hesitancy and despondency stem from awareness of the self-sacrifice he
must make. He is conscious of his own human frailty, the meaning of love and separa-
tion. And, indeed, it is precisely the call to transcend his human nature that evokes his
heroism. To be a hero—in the terms set by Vergil—he must renounce his own identity.
Like Jesus in Gethsemane (Mk 14:36), he would prefer that the cup might pass, yet will
do the will of his father: “me patris Anchisae... / admonet in somnis et turbida terret
imago” / “in dreams the darkling image of father Anchises admonishes and frightens me”
(Aen. 4.351, 353). Aeneas must count his love for Dido well lost for the world of future
Rome. His heroism is predicated on a broader, if not deeper, responsibility than that
which impels Odysseus or Adam.

II

“Damn you guys. You drank the best booze, had the best-looking
women, flew the hottest airplanes—now you're gonna have to pay for
your reputation. If you have a bridge to knock out, that’s your job. I
know the ground fire is lethal. I know that if you really press home and
go down on the deck, you'll be lucky to come through it. But that’s war.
That's your mission, and you’ve got to start doing it.”

Gen. Chuck Yeager"

Though the instinct for self-preservation is passing strong, a hero can, by definition,
overcome it to achieve some feat of bravery. Indeed, he often actively seeks out situations
in which he may demonstrate this ability. Gilgamesh is eager to confront Humbaba, de-
spite Enkidu’s vivid warnings; Beowulf, himself a Geat, goes to the assistance of Danes
against the loathsome Grendel; Roland caught in the Saracen ambuscade, refuses (till too
late) to blow his horn to summon help. The prize for success is to cheat death by immor-
talizing oneself—to see, as Gilgamesh says, one’s name stamped in brick or, better, in
the memories of men and women in future ages; “0¢ kxoi Onricw / dvBpodnoict
neAdpued’ doidipor éocopévoror” / “so that we shall be sung of among men hereafter”
(Hom., II. 6.357-58: Helen to Hector).’

Many heroes so fully embrace the ethos of honor and fame that their actions in the
face of danger are virtually automatic. Homer’s Diomedes, for example, would go on
fighting the Trojans even if all the other Greeks returned home (Il. 9.42-49); while he
may, in a moment of tranquillity, listen to Glaucus’s resigned reflection on human mor-
tality (6.146-49), he himself never wavers, as Achilles (in)famously does in Iliad 9, in his
conviction that death is a fair price for renown.

Still, there are moments when even brave men falter. Leaders must often counteract
their men’s natural desire to avoid life-threatening situations. Thus, Wiglaf son of Weoh-
stan berates the men who deserted the mortally injured Beowulf:

8  (Then) Colonel Yeager addressing pilots of a U.S. Air Force Fighter Wing in Vietnam, ca. 1964:
Gen. C. Yeager and L. Janos, Yeager: An Autobiography (New York 1985), 288-89.

9  All quotations of the Iliad are from D.B. Munro and T.W. Allens, edd., Homeri Opera, vols. 1-2, 3d
ed. (Oxford 1920); unattributed translations are my own.
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Beow ulf 2884-91:"

“Now the receiving of treasure, the giving of swords, and enjoyment of home and hap-
piness must cease for you and your families. As soon as the princes of all nations hear
about your flight and your shameful conduct, each of your clan will go landless and
destitute. To any fighting-man death is better than a life of dishonour.”

The perquisites of nobility—land, material possessions, and prestige—must be earned
through fearless conduct in combat.

The best-known Homeric enunciation of the concept of noblesse oblige is put into the
mouth of Sarpedon:

Il 12.310-16:
“TAobke, tin &% vdi tetipipecbo pédhisto
£dpn e kpéaciv te 168 nheiowg Sendeoowy
év Avkiy, mévreg 8¢ Beodg G¢ eloopbuot,
wai Tépevog vepdpectao péyo Edvloro mop’ Sxog,
kaAov puralific kol dpoldpng rupogdpoto;
T® viv xph Avkiost pére npdroiowy édvrog
gotduev 11062 péyng xavorteipng dvnforioan...”.

“Glaukos, why is it you and I are honoured before others

with pride of place, the choice meats and the filled wine cups

in Lykia, and all men look on us as if we were immortals,
and we are appointed a great piece of land by the banks of the Xanthos,
good land, orchard and vineyard, and ploughland for the planting of wheat?
Therefore it is our duty in the forefront of the Lykians
To take our stand, and bear our part of the blazing of battle...”."

Glaucus, of course, well knows every point in this harangue. But even very good “fight-
ing-men” sometimes need to have their duties recalled to them.

Glaucus is, admittedly, a lesser hero in the Iliad. But more notable personalities also
have moments of hesitation in extreme situations, poised on the razor’s edge till one vec-
tor of responsibility overcomes another. Odysseus experiences just such a moment as, in
the thick of heavy fighting, he suddenly finds himself without companions. Typically (cf.
Achilles and Athena in J1. 1.188-218), Homer externalizes an inner conflict as a dialogue:

11 11.403-10 (trans. Lattimore):
oxBiicag & dpa eine npdg dv peyadritopa Qupdv:
“® pot &y, ti #G0w; péyo piv xoxdv of ke péfopon
ANV tapPiicog 1o 88 piyov ol xev dhdo
nodvog: todg & &AAoug Aavaode épéPnoe Kpovimv.
&AM tin por tobta pilog dredé€ato Bupdc;
oido yép 81T kool pév &motyovron ToAépoto,
0 ¢ k" aprotevnor pdyen Evy, tov 8¢ pdhe xped
sotdpevon kpatepds, 1 v EPANT § T EBok’ GAlov.”

And troubled, he spoke then to his own great-hearted spirit:
“Ah me, what will become of me? It will be a great evil
if I run, fearing their multitude, yet deadlier if I am caught

10 David Wright, trans., Beowulf (Baltimore 1957).
11 R. Lattimore, trans., The Iliad of Homer (Chicago 1951).
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alone; and Kronos’ son drove to flight the rest of the Danaans.

Yet still, why does the heart within me debate on these things?

Since I know that it is the cowards who walk out of the fighting,

But if one is to win honour in battle, he must by all means

Stand his ground strongly, whether he be struck or strike down another.”

For a few seconds of stop-action, Odysseus reflects on his predicament, allowing play to
an impulse that heroes must and do routinely suppress. We glimpse a conflict of impelling
forces: an inner voice says “save yourself!” but Odysseus’ heroic conditioning reasserts
itself, allowing him to regain his composure and hold his ground in the face of danger
(presently sustaining a serious wound). Odysseus, however, has faced only a very grave
danger, not certain death.

Hector in Iliad 22 places himself in dire straits by remaining outside the city walls
within which the Trojan army has sought safety from the onslaught of Achilles. Though
he now faces Achilles and the entire host of the Achaeans, Hector cannot well take refuge
from these overwhelming odds, because that would entail loss of face. For Hector has
confidently and publicly boasted (to Poulydamas) of his prowess and of Trojan chances
of defeating the Achaeans (12.230-250, 18.285-309). That is uppermost in his mind
now: “® pou éydv, el pév xe mdhag xai teiyxeo dvw, / MovAvdapog por mpdrog
#leyxeinv dvobiicer” / “ah me! Were I to enter the gates and the walls now, Poulydamas
would be first to reproach me” (22.99-100). Hence what he knows to be (22.103) his
foolhardy position and his imperviousness to the pleas of his parents (22.37-89).

In the event, Hector’s downfall as a hero is time—the time it takes Achilles to cross
the intervening plain and reach the gates of the city. These moments of inactivity give
Hector a chance to think and for the survival instinct to exert itself. As Achilles bears
down, Hector breaks and runs, till his conditioning at last takes hold again and, resolved
to face the danger, he meets his death. Had Hector had less time to reflect on his plight,
he might not have run from his enemy. He would still have died at Achilles’ hands, but
with his heroic persona more fully intact. The operation of his hero’s conditioning would
have been more automatic.

To illustrate this point, we may consider Tolstoy’s Prince Andrew. At the battle of
Borodino, an artillery shell lands “within two steps” of Andrew, but does not immediately
detonate. In the seconds before it does, Andrew hesitates, frozen in place as contrary
forces fatally collide.

War and Peace, bk. 10, ch. 36:"

“Lie down!” cried the adjutant, throwing himself flat on the ground.

Prince Andrew hesitated. The smoking shell spun like a top between him and the
prostrate adjutant near a wormwood plant between the field and the meadow.

“Can this be death?’ thought Prince Andrew, looking with a quite new, envious
glance at the grass, the wormwood, and the streamlet of smoke that curled up from the
rotating black ball. “I cannot, I do not wish to die. I love life—I love this grass, this
earth, this air...”. He thought this and at the same time remembered that people were
looking at him.

“It’s shameful, sir!” he said to the adjutant. “What...”.

12 All quotations of War and Peace are from L. and A. Maude, trans., War and Peace: A Novel by Leo
Tolstoy, rev. ed. (London 1933).
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He did not finish speaking. At one and the same moment came the sound of an
explosion... .

Tolstoy’s aristocratic characters evince many of the traits of Homeric heroes. They
are subject to all the same articles of battlefield decorum, the overriding concern with what
onlookers might say (/. 22.99-100, quoted above; cf. 6.441-43: Hector to Andromache;
12.317: Sarpedon to Glaucus). And they, too, have acquired such concerns from their
fathers. Hector was taught to win glory not only for himself, but also for his father
(6.444-46). Prince Andrew has gone to the same school.

War and Peace, bk. 1, ch. 28:

“Well, now, good-bye!” He gave his son his hand to kiss, and embraced him.
“Remember this, Prince Andrew, if they kill you it will hurt me, your old father ...”.
He paused unexpectedly, and then in a querulous voice suddenly shrieked: “but if I
hear that you have not behaved like the son of Nicholas Bolkénski, I shall be
ashamed!”

“You need not have said that to me, father”, said the son with a smile.

How well the son has learned his lessons, Andrew proves at Borodino, just as Hec-
tor had on the plains of Troy. In the moments before the shell discharges, as the men
around him leap for cover, Andrew weighs his life in the balance of shame and glory and
sustains the mortal wound that brings him a lingering death. His father will have no rea-
son to be ashamed.

m

“tu regere imperio populos, Romane, memento
(hae tibi erunt artes), pacique imponere morem,
parcere subiectis et debellare superbos.”

“You, Roman, remember: Govern! Rule the world!

These are your arts! Make peace man’s way of life;

Spare the humble but strike the defiant down.”
Aen. 6.851-53

At the end of the Vergil’s epic, Aeneas stands over the wounded Turnus. The Italian
champion publicly admits defeat: “ille humilis supplex oculos dextramque precantem /
protendens ‘equidem merui nec deprecor’ inquit; / ‘utere sorte tua’” / “Turnus spoke, with
the suppliant’s outstretched hand / and humble glance: ‘I have earned it. I have no plea.
Take what you’ve won’” (Aen. 12.930-32; trans. Copley). He concedes Lavinia, the
prize of victory, and then asks Aeneas to think of Anchises and spare Turnus’ elderly fa-
ther, Daunus, the grief of losing his son. The appeal affects Aeneas and makes him hesi-
tate, despite the ferocity of his present state of mind.

Aen. 12.938-41:
Stetit acer in armis
Aeneas volvens oculos dextramque repressit;
et iam iamque magis cunctantem flectere sermo
coeperat... .

13 F.O. Copley, trans., Vergil: The Aeneid, 2" ed. (Indianapolis 1975).
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Aeneas stood, eyes wild, fearsome in his armor, and held back the blow; gradually, the
words began to affect him as he hesitated. .. .

In the next instant, Aeneas catches sight of the baldric of dead Pallas, stripped off his
body by Turnus, who now wears this memento of victory. In a blaze of anger, Aeneas
stabs Turnus to death.

Vergil has a predilection for depicting young men cut off in their flower: in the Iliadic
half of the Aeneid, besides Pallas, one thinks of Euryalus in Book 9 and Lausus in Book
10. A common interpretation of Aeneas’ action in the present scene is that he is fired by
anger and a lust to avenge an attractive but pathetic young ally, for whom he feels an al-
most paternal responsibility. Aeneas is “furiis accensus et ira / terribilis” / “aflame with
fury and terrible in his rage” (12.946-47), and “fervidus” / “inflamed” (12.951) as he
plunges the sword into Turnus’s breast.

I believe that, by considering the intricate crosscutting of duties in Aeneid 12, we may
reach a more plausible explanation of both Aeneas’ hesitation and his ultimate decision to
kill Turnus. In the first place, Aeneas is actuated by a political motive: To resolve deci-
sively the military conflict. The war in Italy is fought to determine who will win Lavinia
in a dynastic marriage that will—since Latinus has no male heir—secure the political pre-
eminence of her husband in Latium. Much blood has been shed in the struggle, and the
assembled Trojan and Italian witnesses of the truce and the arranged monomachia right-
fully expect a fight to the death. Anything less would be unsatisfying because inconclu-
sive. Further, in the minds of Vergil’s readers, the precedent of Achilles and Hector in
Hiad 22 intensifies the anticipation of a deadly outcome, as indeed does the prophecy of
Jupiter at 1.263-64: “bellum ingens geret Italia populosque ferocis / contundet...” / *“he
will wage a great war in Italy and crush fearsome nations...”.

Aeneas is also conscious of a second, more personal duty: To live by the ethical in-
struction of his father Anchises. When Turnus appeals to Aeneas to pity the old age of
Daunus (“Dauni miserere senectae” Aen. 12.934), he invokes the figure of Anchises
(12.933-34). This, of course, strongly suggests a Homeric antecedent: in Iliad 24, Achil-
les is reminded of his own father, Peleus, by Priam grieving his lost son, Hector. But, it
also calls to the hero’s (and the reader’s) mind Anchises in the Underworld and the final
words of his memorable appraisal of the Roman genius: “[memento]...parcere subiectis et
debellare superbos” / “remember.. .spare the humble but strike the defiant down” (6.853).
This prescription had special resonance in the context of late Republican and Augustan
Rome. The vocabulary of leniency and magnanimity had often informed the speech and
the policies of Julius Caesar, who traced his nomen gentilicium back to Aeneas’ son Iulus
and thus to Anchises. During the Civil War, the dynast had even hoped to make the
“clementia Caesaris” a watchword of a new political strategy: “haec nova sit ratio vincendi
ut misericordia et liberalitate nos muniamus” / “let this be the new style of conquest, to
make mercy and generosity our shield.”" In late 45 B.C., the senate decreed that there
should be constructed a temple (announced on coins after the assassination) to honor
Divus lulius and Clementia. Suetonius remarks: “moderationem vero clementiamque cum
in administratione tum in victoria belli civilis admirabilem exhibuit” / “‘he [Caesar] indeed

14 Caesar ap. Cic., Azt. 9.7c; Latin and English from D.R. Shackleton Bailey, ed., Cicero’s Letters to
Atticus, vol. 4 (Cambridge 1968).
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showed commendable moderation and mercy both in his handling of the civil war and in
its victorious aftermath” (ful. 75.1)."

Augustus, too, sedulously publicized similar virtues of generosity and forbearance.
Clementia was one of the cardinal virtues trumpeted in 27 B.C. on the golden Shield of
Virtue (Clupeus virtutis) set up in the Curia in his honor. This tribute was further adverti-
sed on coins, both in image and legend (C! V), and in the Res Gestae Divi Augusti:

RG 34.2:%

clupeus virtutis in curia Iulia positus [est], quem mihi senatum populumque Romanum
dare virtutis clementiaeque et iustitiae et pietatis caussa testatum est per eius clupei
inscriptionem.

A golden shield was set in the Curia Julia, which, as attested by the inscription thereon,
was given me by the senate and people of Rome on account of my courage, clemency,
justice, and piety.

Gross propaganda, of course, but the poet of the Aeneid will have been acutely aware that
his hero should exhibit or at the least affirm the approved moral qualities of the Julian and
Augustan programs.

Aeneas hesitates, caught between obligations at cross purposes. His role as battlefield
victor and political leader dictates a coup de gréce; the entire impetus of the fighting in the
Aeneid—as in its Iliadic prototype—has been directed to this goal. But Aeneas’ opponent
exactly fits the condition Anchises designated by the adjective subiectus (6.853). Further,
the Trojan hero has himself had occasion to extend his hand in an appeal for compassion:
“cur dextrae iungere dextram / non datur” (1.408-9). Vergil tells us that the hesitant
Aeneas was inclining to clementia (12.940-41).

At precisely this moment, the sword-belt of Pallas forcefully reminds Aeneas of an-
other, specific responsibility that trumps his own personal preference, a diplomatic impe-
rative to exact vengeance for the death of Pallas. Evander, the father of Pallas, has char-
ged Aeneas with the avenging of this youthful ally. This is not a responsibility that emer-
ges from a strong attachment between Aeneas and Pallas. Vergil has not shown the great
leader and his young ally developing a close relationship, beyond one conversation during
the journey back to the Trojan camp in Latium (Aen. 10.160-62). The two have not
known each other long enough for that. Pallas is nothing like a substitute Ascanius. Had
it been his son that Turnus killed, then Aeneas’ burning rage in 12.951 would in fact be
personally motivated. Nor has Turnus committed an atrocity or behaved unfairly by kil-
ling Pallas. They met on the field of battle; to be sure, Pallas was overmatched by a more
experienced and stronger opponent, but such are the fortunes of war. Aeneas killed an
equally sympathetic but overmatched character in young Lausus, also in Book 10. We
must find elsewhere the source of his rage and justification for his brutal execution of
Turnus.

Aen. 11.176-80 (trans. Copley)
“vadite et haec memores regi mandata referte:
quod vitam moror invisam Pallante perempto
dextera causa tua est, Turnum gnatoque patrique

15 J.C. Rolfe, ed., Suetonius, rev. ed. (Cambridge 1951).
16 Latin and English from P.A. Brunt and J.M. Moore, edd., Res Gestae Divi Augusti (London 1967).
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quam debere vides. meritis vacat hic tibi solus
fortunaeque locus.”

“March on! Mark this and tell it to your king:
*With Pallas lost, I loathe my life; I live

solely for your right arm, that now owes Turnus
to father and son. This debt remains unpaid

by you and by fate.””

With these words, King Evander, having received the news of Pallas’ death, sends
(be it noted) orders (“mandata”) to Aeneas. Bereft of his son, his life is blighted. The rea-
son is his alliance with the Trojan leader—metonymically, the hand that Aeneas extended
(“dextera tua”) and Evander freely grasped in a solemn compact: “ergo et quam petitis
iuncta est mihi foedere dextra...” / “thus, as you sought, my right hand joins yours in this
pact” (8.169; cf. 8.467-68). Aeneas is beholden to both father and son: “gnatoque patri-
que”. So far as Evander is concerned, due recompense for the loss of Pallas must be the
sole itemn on the Trojan leader’s agenda.

Thus, still another father joins Daunus and Anchises in the final scene of the Aeneid.
Evander and his injunction break the deadlock of impulses in the mind of Aeneas hesitat-
ing over the suppliant Turnus. Pius Aeneas must act, one last time, non sua sponte: “Pal-
las te hoc vulnere, Pallas / immolat et poenam scelerato ex sanguine sumit...” / “Pallas
inflicts this wound on you, Pallas exacts the penalty of your wicked blood” (Aen.
12.948-49). The repetition of Pallas’ name conveys exasperation. Aeneas, prepared to
comply with Anchises’ advice (“memento...parcere subiectis”) and accept a non-lethal
victory over an enemy no longer superbus, cannot act on that impulse. Yet again, he must
fulfill an obligation to another claimant on his pietas. What would he tell Evander other-
wise? His alliance with the Arcadian leader has brought him crucial assistance on the bat-
tlefield but also encumbered him in a debt. After the loss of his city and the chance to die
gloriously in its defense, after the mandated abandonment of Dido, Aeneas must now re-
tire a diplomatic debt and suppress his true inclination. As the dutiful hero, aware of his
responsibilities, he does the deed, but (small wonder) with a burning (“fervidus”) anger.
His rage signifies not lust for vengeance or hatred of Turnus, but the appallingly recurrent
frustration of verifying his heroism by abjuring his humanity.



