 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Vergil’s Dying Deer: heroic criticism in the Aeneid
Throughout the Aeneid, Vergil includes various images of deer as hunted, wounded, dying or dead. These images (the deer Aeneas slays in Book 1, the Dido simile in Book 4, Sylvia’s pet stag in Book 7, the Mezentius simile in Book 10, the Turnus simile in Book 12) serve as symbols for violence against the other, whether that be women, nature, or foreign cultures. This paper will examine how Vergil establishes, with the first image, the proper use of violence for sustenance and survival, and employs it as an image against which later scenes involving hunted deer are measured. As Staley noted some years ago, Aeneas’ first act assimilates him to Odysseus, revealing his prowess as behavior appropriate to an epic hero. The presentation of Aeneas here in the motif of the civilizing hunter also likens him to Apollo (the poet directly assimilates Aeneas to Apollo at 4.143-49) and Hercules (book 8);  in this way, Vergil places Aeneas squarely within the realm of mythical beast-slayers who make the world safe through their slaughter or domination of the animal world. 

In subsequent similes of deer to humans (Dido, Acron and Turnus) and humans to deer (Silvia’s stag), Vergil portrays the hunters as less than heroic, and thus undercuts--or at least sets up a contrast with--the initial portrait of Aeneas as hunter in book 1; via the prominence of Silvia’s pet (7.483-510) he also suggests that the deer in these episodes are not completely wild animals but are rather tame and capable of living in harmony with human beings. After Vergil establishes the initial deer-hunter as a victor (1.192) and heros (1.196), he presents a devolving image of the hunter through the subsequent scenes involving deer:  the hunter is depicted as unaware (Aeneas, nescius 4.72), inflamed with a passion for excessive glory (Ascanius, eximiae laudis succensus amore), 7.496, wild, hungry, and driven by a frenzied craving (Mezentius, likened to a boar and a lion: ferox, 10.711, impastus, 723, suadet enim vesana fames, 7. 724), and seething and gaping, like a hound on the hunt, as he pursues his prey and threatens destruction (Aeneas, likened to a hunting dog: fervidus, 12.748,  insequitur...urget...instat...haeret hians...mortem contra praesensque minatur / exitium....minitans...instat, 12.748-762).  

An important feature of Vergil’s treatment of this material is that, in each instance, the behavior or character of the hunter is challenged by the poet inasmuch as the prey is depicted sympathetically: the deer (infelix Dido, 4.68) is unwary, incautam (4.70), and ranges in flight as the death-bringing arrow clings to her side (fuga...peragrat / haeret lateri letalis harundo, 4.72-73); Silvia’s pet stag is not only tame (adsuetum imperiis...manum patiens mensaeque adsuetus erili, 7.487, 490) but also humanized (gemens...questuque cruentus / atque imploranti similis tectum omne replebat, 7.501-502); Mezentius’ prey (infelix Acron, 10.730) was about to be married (infectos linquens profugus hymenaeos, 10.720) and  even on the battlefield is still dressed for that occasion (purpureum pennis et pactae coniugis ostro, 10.722) when he is likened to a stag (surgentem in cornua cervum, 10.725).  Finally, the terrified Turnus is hemmed in by fear (12.750-2) and flees frantically (mille fugit refugit vias, 12.753) as the poet reveals the ultimate battle to be no mere contest (neque enim levia aut ludicra petuntur / praemia, sed Turni de vita et sanguine certant, 12.764-765), but rather a struggle for survival.  

Through these depictions, Vergil creates a steady line of commentary on the behavior of heroic figure, de-humanizing him through various means and creating sympathy for his victim. Whereas in mythical tales the hunter figure makes the world safe, in the Aeneid he comes to represent a critique of the violence of the hunt, thus suggesting that such violence may actually be unjustifiable, even bordering on savage: a Punic woman, a humanized animal, a Greek and a Rutulian -- all of whom play the role of the “other” to the Trojan, proto-Roman male -- are thus destroyed through inhumane, excessively violent, even cruel means.
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