A New Way to Present Aeneid Book IV to Students

Book IV of the Aeneid is known for dramatic scenes involving Aeneas and Mercury, when Mercury delivers his terse and thunderous message to Aeneas; between Aeneas and Dido, when she knows and he informs that he is departing from Carthage, and the tragic death of Dido.  The heaviness of these passages can make difficult going for students.  There may be a different approach which will allow students to acquire a better grip of the drama and power of Book IV. This paper contends that humor is essential to display and intensify the heavy and deep drama in Aeneid, Bk IV.  With grim joy Book IV begins.  Darkness and doom loom large.  A heavy tone is set from the beginning. The reader's emotions must be relaxed in order to handle the tension which comes later in Book IV.  Lines 90-128 provide humorous release from this tension.  In these lines Juno unwittingly falls victim to Venus’ perceived acquiescence.  Virgil skillfully has Venus play the clueless dimwit.  However, Juno actually fulfills that part.  It is humorous to see Juno first play up to Venus for help while gulping and almost choking and then gleefully act triumphant when she herself, completely unaware, has been duped.    Later, Jupiter’s address to Mercury contains brief wisps of humor beginning in line 223.  However, overt humorous release arrives with Mercury’s cocky and winsome flight around Mt. Atlas while on his way to drop a heavy load on Aeneas.  This occurs in lines 245-255.  In brief exchanges Virgil uses humor to allow our emotions to unwind.  This relaxes tension.  Hearts and intellect are primed to experience the full range of emotions.  Without humor, the book would be overbearing and tedious.  Humor allows Virgil to convey meaning and power. 

