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Aeneas Fights With Turnus -- A Closer Look.





	In the Aeneid, Virgil describes many human qualities, problems and characteristics. Some examples which I wish to illustrate can be found in the end of epic, in the scene of the final duel between Aeneas and Turnus. Virgil also introduces a novel idea in his work. Both sides, the Trojans and the Latins, are portrayed as noble people. Even though Aeneas is fated to win, and he is the hero of the work, the opposing force, Turnus, is not portrayed as evil, but rather like a noble person in a very hard situation. Virgil deals as much with physical and psychological problems Turnus faces, being an honest and noble man, as he does with Aeneas’s problems.


	By the time the battle begins, Turnus knows that he will lose. His sister, who was given some divine powers by Jupiter earlier, helped him during the battle before the final duel, but then she is called off by Jupiter. Turnus knew even before the battle started that he will lose, because it was fated for Aeneas to receive the land and marry Lavinia. He was urged by King Latinus and Lavinia herself not to fight but as the poet says, “Words cannot check the violence of  Turnus” (Book XII, 62). Who was Turnus’s “violence”, or anger against? I do not think that it was Aeneas. Turnus was angry at the fate that forced him to give up the woman he loved to some newcomer. He could not accept that. Virgil is showing that anger can drive a person to the most irrational decisions. Turnus went, knowingly, to die because he was angry at fate, which cannot be changed. Aeneas faces a similar problem when he has to leave Dido -- fate is against his desires, but Aeneas, chooses fate’s way, while Turnus chooses his desires.


	This quality is not only portrayed in the human characters in the work, but gods seem to exhibit the same type of behavior as well. The perfect example is the goddess Juno. She tried to deter Aeneas from his course to Italy while she perfectly knew that the “decision” of the Fates was otherwise. Virgil makes it clear that humans and gods alike have the same irrational and purely emotional desire to achieve that which they know cannot be achieved. This desire is present in many episodes in the book. I think that Virgil is trying to tell his readers that this desire is a very fundamental part of people. The drive to achieve the impossible is what always drove science and human advancement. Virgil is making a comment on a very integral part of the human psyche. Both Turnus and Aeneas, Venus and Juno have this characteristic. Virgil assigns the same feeling and emotions to the heroes of both sides of the story.


	During the duel of Aeneas and Turnus, Virgil takes another opportunity to describe the desire to oppose fate. Turnus calls out to Aeneas : “Your burning words, ferocious Trojan, do not frighten me; it is the gods alone who terrify me, and Jupiter, my enemy” (Book XII, 1189). The challenge Turnus saw coming to him was not from Aeneas, but from the gods themselves. Still, by the next line, Turnus can be observed trying to hurl a stone at Aeneas to continue the luckless fight. How eager Turnus seems to prove his honor, and die for his belief. If Turnus knew that Jupiter was against him, he did not have any doubt as to his own defeat. His death is near, and he is not afraid. A few paragraphs later however, Turnus pinned down by Aeneas’s lance begs for mercy. Notice the sudden change of attitude toward his own life. He was so ready to give it away honorably in the beginning of the duel, and he is ready to beg for his life at the end. A point that could possibly be seen from this is that a close encounter with death can refresh a person’s views, and make him reconsider his actions. Just like sometimes a drunk man can be sobered by some dangerous situation, a man in danger of losing his life begins to see the attractiveness of it. Turnus realizes that the peaceful solution might not be that bad after all at the end of the battle. The anger is checked, but only by the most dreadful circumstances. Sadly, it is too late. The attitude of Turnus throughout the battle, and all of Book XII is of that irrational anger, defiance, and longing for unattainable goals. At the end however, Turnus is forced to succumb to fate. Aeneas is forced to follow fate all throughout the epic, starting with his escape from Troy, until his final duel with Turnus. He too tries to resist in some cases, like going back to search for his wife through the burning city, or marrying Dido. At the end, he too, must face his fate and follow it.


	Both of the opposing heroes are not only equal in their position against fate. Even the physical strength of Aeneas and Turnus is nearly equal, even though both of them are sure of the outcome of their duel, as assigned by their fates. Virgil makes it so apparent that the physical virtues of both men are equal, that  “... Jupiter himself holds up two scales in equal balance, then he adds two different fates, one on each hand: whom this trial dooms, what weight sinks down to death” (Book XII, 961). 


	Turnus is the embodiment of the opposition to the hero in the last part of the book. He is the counter-weight to the hero, the resistance a hero must have in every epic. But even though Turnus is not on Aeneas’s side, but furthermore, against him, Virgil still makes a point that “... such giant men ... come together for this trial by steel” (Book XII, 941). Again Virgil emphasizes that both Aeneas and Turnus were great men. It is rare to see such good characteristics not on the side of the hero. The opposing side might be described as powerful, terrifying, and just plain evil, but here the opposition of Aeneas is a very worthy man. This could be Virgil’s way of showing that the battle here was between gods, or fates rather than between men. Both men were good in the beginning, but were forced by the gods to fight against each other. Again Virgil describes a basic human quality -- men do not always do what they want. Rather many times the actions of men are forced upon them by other conditions such as their social, political or even racial status. That could be compared to fates, or gods.


	In the end of the battle the hero wins, and his enemy is defeated. But Virgil puts a new idea in this episode. Turnus repents. He asks Aeneas for mercy. Since Aeneas is good, “pious Aeneas”, as Virgil calls him, he is almost ready to forgive Turnus, but then the issue of justice comes up. Aeneas cannot ignore the fact that this person has killed many of his friends, and specifically Pallas, his close friend and one he was entrusted with by his father -- King Evander. Aeneas cannot stand the sight of Pallas’s belt upon his murderer. He decides to avenge h
