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AENEAS AND GUAN YU: A STUDY OF HEROISM IN TWO PARTS

Lissa Silver

New College 2009

ABSTRACT

This thesis is an analysis of Aeneas from Virgil’s first-century epic, the Aeneid, and 

Guan Yu from the sixteenth-century Chinese historical novel, the Romance of the 

Three Kingdoms, respectively.  For each hero I discuss his martial skill, compare him 

to another character in his story, examine his virtues and flaws, and analyze a 

particular episode that highlights these qualities.  By looking at these two different 

heroes from such disparate cultures and examining what they have in common and 

what makes them different, we can learn much about the larger concept of the hero.

Professor David Rohrbacher Professor Zhang Jing
Division of Humanities (Classics) Division of Humanities (Chinese

Language and Culture)
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INTRODUCTION

The question at the heart of this thesis is “how do heroes work?”  How does 

this concept function, and what, really, is a hero?  This thesis will not provide an 

answer to that mammoth question, but will be a first step in thinking about heroes and 

what they are.  I will compare heroes, not from the same culture, but across cultural 

boundaries, because comparing these heroes illuminates our understanding of the 

concept.  In this thesis, I will explore the essential characteristics of Aeneas, as he 

appears in Virgil’s first-century Roman epic the Aeneid, and Guan Yu, as he appears 

in the sixteenth-century Chinese novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms.  

The stories of these two warriors are closely tied to elements of cultural 

identity and nation-founding, and they both have a virtue for which they are 

particularly known.  After an introduction to the works in which these heroes appear, 

I will examine Aeneas’ and Guan Yu’s martial qualities, their particular virtues 

(pietas for Aeneas and yi for Guan Yu), and their flaws. Briefly, pietas, 

“responsibility,” can be applied to many areas of life, but especially emphasizes duty 

toward family, the gods, and one’s nation.  Yi at its simplest is “righteousness,” but is 

deeply entwined with loyalty.

Martial prowess is an identifying characteristic of both Aeneas and Guan Yu. 

Their unique and characteristic virtues, however, and their associated flaws, 

distinguish Aeneas and Guan Yu, in their respective stories, from the merely great 

warriors, and are key components to making them heroic.
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The Literary Works

Virgil’s Aeneid

The story of the Aeneid begins after the Trojan War described in Homer’s 

Iliad.  In the Iliad, the Greeks and Trojans are engaged in a protracted war 

precipitated when the Trojan prince, Paris, ran away with Helen of Sparta, the wife of 

Menelaus.  Achilles, the most talented Greek warrior, following a dispute with Greek 

leader Agamemnon about a captured Trojan woman, refuses to fight.  Achilles’ close 

friend Patroclus dons Achilles’ armor to lead the Greeks in battle and is killed by 

Trojan prince Hector, who loots Achilles’ armor from Patroclus’ body.  Achilles, 

enraged, challenges Hector to combat, and slays Hector.  Achilles drags Hector’s 

corpse around the walls of Troy and refuses to return the body to the Trojans so they 

may hold funeral rites for their beloved prince.  Priam, king of the Trojans and 

Hector’s father, secretly visits Achilles and pleads for the return of his son’s corpse, 

in order to bury him properly.  Achilles acquiesces, and the Iliad ends with the 

funeral rites for Hector.

The Odyssey, the Homeric epic and sequel to the Iliad, follows the Greek hero 

Odysseus on his long journey home after the Trojan war.  Over the course of his 

journey, Odysseus offends Poseidon, who resolves to keep him from his home in 

Ithaca as long as possible.  By the time Odysseus finally reaches his home, he has lost 

all of his men and had many adventures.  He returns home to find his wife harassed 

by many suitors.  Odysseus and his son, Telemachus, kill all of them, after which the 

gods intervene to help the suitors’ families make peace with Odysseus, so that he may 

once again reign as king of Ithaca.
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Virgil’s Aeneid emulates Homer’s epics in style as well as theme.  The 

Aeneid’s story describes the mythical founding of the Roman state by Aeneas and a 

group of Trojan refugees.  Aeneas and his followers fled Troy as it was being sacked 

by the Greeks.  After many years of wandering, including a stay in Carthage and a 

visit to the Underworld, they find themselves at last in Italy, where they are destined 

to establish a new home for themselves which will eventually become Rome. 

Unfortunately, peace seems ever elusive for the Trojans, and shortly after Aeneas and 

his refugees finally reach Italy, war erupts between the newly-arrived Trojans and the 

native peoples, the Latins and Rutulians.  Both war and epic are concluded when 

Aeneas slays Turnus in single combat.

An important figure in the Aeneid is the queen of the gods, Juno.  Like 

Poseidon in the Odyssey, Juno is the source of most of the Trojans’ wandering and 

misfortune.  Juno knows that the Trojans will conquer her chosen people, the 

Carthaginians, and she does everything she can to prevent and forestall their arrival in 

Italy.  It is Juno, through the Fury Allecto, who sparks the war in Italy.

Virgil and Homer

The Aeneid deals with themes from the Homeric epics: war, the hero, family, 

rage, the homeland, wandering.  The style and themes of the Odyssey have a strong 

influence on the first half of the Aeneid.  The hero and his companions encounter 

storms and monsters, and visit the Underworld.  Unlike Odysseus, however, Aeneas 

is not arduously making his way homeward to his wife, son, and father.  Aeneas is 

fleeing his destroyed home, where his wife died, to an unknown destination.  His 
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father will not see the end of the journey, though he will show Aeneas a glimpse of 

the future in the Underworld.  The first half of the Aeneid is, thus, in some ways the 

Odyssey inverted.

The second half of the Aeneid deals with Iliadic themes: war and wrath.  In 

the Iliad, the wrath of Achilles when Patroclus dies is resolved with Hector’s death 

and the return of his body to his father, King Priam.  There is no such resolution in 

the Aeneid.  The epic ends with the death of Turnus, whom Aeneas kills in anger.

Virgil and Rome

Virgil’s life began as the Republic was ending.  In his lifetime he witnessed its 

supposed “restoration” by Augustus, but he never saw Rome in a time of peace, only 

in war, and the tension between wars.  Virgil was born during the consulship of 

Pompey and Crassus in 70 BC, ten years before the First Triumvirate (Pompey, 

Crassus, and Caesar) was established (Ross 122).  In the next few years, the 

Triumvirate fell apart and anarchy ruled Rome (Ross 122).  In 49 BC, when Virgil 

was 21, Caesar crossed the Rubicon to seize control of Rome, and civil war broke out. 

Five years later (44 BC) Caesar was assassinated, which caused turmoil as various 

leaders struggled for power.  A second Triumvirate was formed by Augustus, Antony, 

and Lepidus in 43 BC.  To maintain their power and armies, used in part to punish 

Caesar’s assassins, this Triumvirate resorted to confiscating property and to 

“proscriptions”—lists of people condemned to death without trial.  Supposedly 300 

senators and 2,000 equites (cavalry men, minor nobles) were murdered or exiled 

(Boatwright 171).  Cicero, the famous orator, was one of these; he underestimated 
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Augustus and Antony, and chose to speak out against them.  In 42 BC, Brutus and 

Cassius killed themselves after being soundly defeated by Augustus and Antony 

(Boatwright 173).  In the autumn of 36 BC, Rome was ruled by two men: Antony in 

the East and Augustus in the West.  Augustus began hostile propaganda regarding 

Antony’s relationship with Cleopatra.  Augustus, in 30 BC, defeated Antony and 

Cleopatra, both of whom killed themselves (Boatwright 179).  

In the summer of 23, Augustus resigned the consulship in title, though he 

retained all the power of its position.  In addition, Augustus took the power of tribune, 

which he kept until his death (Boatwright 183).  The senate now recognized his 

power and authority to be greater than that of any other official in all of Rome. 

Augustus’ apparent withdrawal from the consulship alarmed many citizens, and in the 

year of Virgil’s death (19 BC), he was permitted by the senate to wear the official 

insignia of a consul when out in public so as to calm the fears of the people 

(Boatwright 184).  Virgil, thus, witnessed the demise of the Republic and Augustus’ 

capture of supreme power in Rome.

When Virgil died in 19 BC, the Aeneid was not quite finished (Fagles 11). 

What he meant to change, refine, or add cannot be known.  Readers should keep in 

mind, however, that the Aeneid was not published while its author lived.  Some 

reports say that he ordered the manuscript to be destroyed after his death, but that 

Augustus cancelled the order (Fagles 11-2).  Before Virgil’s death, he did read to 

Augustus and Octavia from certain books of the Aeneid (2, 4, and 6) (Fagles 11), so it 

is possible that he felt those books, at least, were complete.  

As one would expect from a story about nation-founding, the Aeneid is full of 
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references to Roman history.  When Dido curses Aeneas and foretells eternal war 

between Carthage and Rome, for example, Virgil is referring to the Punic Wars.  In 

the Underworld, Anchises shows Aeneas a parade of Romans-to-come—great figures 

of both Rome’s past and Virgil’s contemporaries.  Aeneas’ shield, modeled on the 

shield of Achilles from the Iliad, also provides a tableau of Roman history. For a 

Roman reader, historical references such as these not only enrich the story and 

setting, but add a level of realism that roots the mythology of the Aeneid in the 

tangible world of the reader.  The character of Aeneas, thus, serves as an important 

model for some of the most ideal Roman attributes.

The   Romance of the Three Kingdoms  

The Story

Romance of the Three Kingdoms is a historical epic chronicling the decline of 

the Han dynasty (206 BC – 220 AD), through the Three Kingdoms (220 – 280 AD) 

period of China, until the establishment of the Jin (265 – 420 AD) dynasty.  The Han 

dynasty was seen in later times as the nostalgic height of Chinese civilization.  Many 

achievements were made during the Han dynasty including the consolidation of 

government, currency reform, and great strides in medicine.  Trade flourished, 

Buddhism came to China, paper-making was improved, a device was invented which 

observed earthquakes, and Sima Qian wrote his famous Records of the Grand 

Historian (Su 77). Confucianism rose to the status of official ideology.  Even today, 

the majority of Chinese people refer to themselves as “Han” people.  The Han fell 

largely due to court corruption, depicted in the novel primarily through the control by 

a faction of eunuchs of the Han emperor.
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The novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms was written in the Ming dynasty 

(1368-1645), looking back on this “golden age” of China.  The main plot describes 

the struggle among various factions fighting for control of all China and the Imperial 

throne.  The two central factions are represented, on the one hand, by the villain and 

historical legitimized victor, Cao Cao (155-220 AD), who establishes the kingdom of 

Wei (220-280 AD), and on the other hand, by the scion of the Han dynasty Liu Bei 

(161-223 AD), and his two brothers, Zhang Fei (?-221 AD) and Guan Yu (?-219 

AD), and the seemingly omniscient Taoist advisor, Zhuge Liang (181-234 AD).  Liu 

Bei establishes the kingdom of Shu-Han (221-263 AD) in an attempt to preserve the 

Han regime from Cao Cao’s usurpation.  The third kingdom, Wu (229-280 AD), is 

established and ruled by the Sun family, most notably Sun Quan (182-252 AD). 

Guan Yu dies a little more than halfway through the novel.  Many of the central 

characters die before the end of the novel, and in fact the novel ends after the next 

generation has assumed the mantle of Chinese leadership.  It is interesting that none 

of the main players introduced at the beginning of the book establish the Jin dynasty 

which emerges as the victorious and unifying power at the end of the novel; instead it 

is founded by a duplicitous advisor to the Cao family after Cao Cao, Liu Bei, and Sun 

Quan have all died.

The brotherhood that is central to the novel—Liu Bei, Guan Yu, and Zhang 

Fei—meet in the first chapter, and swear their brotherhood oath that they will die on 

the same day.  They meet while answering the call to arms sent out by the Han court 

in order to fend off a rebellion by the Yellow Turbans.  Liu Bei is a scion of the Han 

whose ambition is established in the first chapter.  As a child, he climbs into a 
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mulberry tree and proclaims he is the emperor entering his chariot.  He meets Zhang 

Fei and Guan Yu as they arrive to enlist in the army.  The three men discover their 

strong affinities for one another and their collective devotion to the Han regime.  This 

leads them to hold a feast in Zhang Fei’s peach garden and swear that since they 

could not be born on the same day, that they would die on the same day and devote 

their lives to upholding the Han dynasty.  The three heroes’ loyalty to their 

brotherhood has a central role in the failure of their cause to restore the Han.

Cao Cao is also introduced in the first chapter.  He is the adopted son of a 

eunuch, and described as being clever, ambitious, and manipulative from childhood. 

Cao Cao “grew up licentious and uncontrolled” (1.1, 11) and eventually becomes the 

prime minister of the Han court, and maintains his power until his death.  He stops 

short of naming himself emperor, contenting himself with the title “Prince of Wei.” 

Although he never takes the title of emperor, he soon becomes the true power behind 

the imperial throne in the novel.  Cao Cao is characterized as a man easily tempted by 

women, which is one sign of a weak or villainous character, but nevertheless he has 

an eye for vassals of quality, which is a sign of a good character, especially in a ruler.

Understanding the complex relationship between Guan Yu and Cao Cao is 

vital to our examination of Guan Yu’s virtue.  Cao Cao is the first person outside of 

the brotherhood to recognize Guan Yu’s quality as a warrior and vassal, after Guan 

Yu kills Hua Xiong.  When Cao Cao later has Guan Yu in his custody, he attempts to 

buy Guan Yu’s loyalty with gifts and special treatment.  When he realizes these gifts 

cannot break Guan Yu’s oath of loyalty to Liu Bei, Cao Cao’s respect grows (1.25, 

288; 1.27, 303), but so does his fear of and bitterness toward Guan Yu.  From then on, 
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undertones throughout the novel reveal Cao Cao’s bitterness.  Guan Yu’s famous 

subsequent release of Cao Cao at Huarong Pass discharges any lingering debt that 

Guan Yu may have owed Cao Cao.  Cao Cao’s ambivalent emotions regarding Guan 

Yu become more apparent after Guan Yu’s execution, when Cao Cao is presented 

with Guan Yu’s head in a political maneuver by the kingdom of Wu.  Cao Cao fully 

vents the bitterness he feels toward Guan Yu, mockingly greets Guan Yu’s severed 

head with the same greeting he used at Huarong Pass, the critical encounter when 

Guan Yu allowed him to go free.  In response to the greeting, Guan Yu’s mouth 

opens and his eyes roll around in his head as his angry spirit reacts to Cao Cao’s 

mockery.  Guan Yu’s spirit then possesses the messenger who bore the gruesome gift. 

Cao Cao, always easily influenced by supernatural forces, soon dies, harassed by 

Guan Yu and several other spirits.  Although Liu Bei is Cao Cao’s chief rival for 

political power, it is Guan Yu with whom Cao Cao has a subtle and complex 

connection throughout the novel, and their encounters reveal much about both 

characters.  It is through their interactions that the novelist demonstrates the 

complexity in Guan Yu as a paragon of yi.

Throughout the novel, Wu is frequently pushed to the periphery while Shu 

and Wei dominate the reader’s attention.  This is in part because of all three 

kingdoms’ claims to the throne, Wu’s is the least legitimate.  Sun Quan takes over 

Wu after his brother’s death, and remains in power for the majority of the novel.  The 

tenuous alliance between Wu and Shu is established under Sun Quan’s rule and it is 

Sun Quan and his advisors whom Guan Yu must appease as governor of their coveted 

territory of Jingzhou. 
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Texts and Authorship

Andrew Plaks, in his book The Four Masterworks of the Ming Novel, goes 

into great detail about the problems of date and authorship for the Romance of the 

Three Kingdoms, both of which are highly disputed among scholars.  The earliest 

extant text of the Romance of the Three Kingdoms  (Sanguo zhi yanyi) is referred to 

as the Sanguozhi tongsu yanyi, or “Tongsu” edition.  The Tongsu edition has two 

prefaces, signed by Yongyu zi and Xiuran zi, and dated approximately 1494 and 

1522.  The Tongsu edition was published in 1522, but the preface from 1494 forces 

us to acknowledge that there must have been earlier editions (Plaks 362). 

Luo Guanzhong, a fourteenth century writer, is most often attributed 

authorship of Romance of the Three Kingdoms.  Luo is credited with the “editorial 

arranging” of the novel at the head of the 1522 text, and so the extent of his 

involvement is uncertain.  Commentaries by later scholars in the form of citations, 

poems, and notes to the reader have been incorporated into some editions.  This 

further complicates attempts to assign an accurate date to Romance of the Three 

Kingdoms.  Some notes identify place-names in Yuan-period (1271-1368) terms, 

suggesting that when the text was assembled these were terms familiar to the intended 

audience (Plaks 363).  To complicate matters, many scholars over the years have 

commented on and added to the original texts.  Examples of these additions are the 

eulogy for Zhuge Liang in chapter 104, which has been identified as a poem written 

by the fifteenth-century writer Yin Zhi, and the famous opening sentence added by 

Mao Zonggang (Shen 154): “Empires wax and wane; states cleave asunder and 
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coalesce” (Luo 1.1, 1).  These additions by other scholars further obscure the original 

composition and authorship of the novel.  For the purpose of this thesis, however, it is 

enough to understand that while the Romance of the Three Kingdoms is mired in a 

number of historical uncertainties, the depiction of Guan Yu as a compelling heroic 

character is consistent throughout the novel.

The Romance of the Three Kingdoms draws its material from a variety of 

sources.  These include the dynastic historical records, the Sanguo Zhi (Chronicle of  

Three Kingdoms), and Chinese theater and popular stories in the form of Sanguo Zhi  

Pinghua (Plain Speech on Chronicle of the Three Kingdoms) (Besio xxi).  The 

Pinghua is a vernacular popular narrative that draws on the folk tradition of the Three 

Kingdoms era.  Another influence is Sima Guang’s (1019-1086) Zizhi tongjian 

(Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Government).  Although the novel draws on both 

the Pinghua and the Chronicle, the intricacy of themes and its “pretension to high wit 

and deep seriousness” (Plaks 25) make it clear that it is written for an intellectual 

audience.  Also, the original editions of the four Ming novels, the first of which is 

Romance of the Three Kingdoms, were of too fine a quality to be meant for general 

circulation (Plaks 23).

The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, like the Aeneid, is part of a larger 

literary tradition, not only in terms of its use of other forms of Three Kingdoms 

stories but in the formation of the Chinese “literati” novel.  Of this genre, the 

Romance of the Three Kingdoms is considered to be the first of the four great Ming 

novels.1  It strongly influenced the Marshes of Mount Liang (Shuihu zhuan) as well as 

1 The other three are The Plum in the Golden Vase (Jin Ping Mei), Journey to the West (Xiyu Chi), and 
the Marshes of Mount Liang (Shuihu zhuan).
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the genre of Chinese historical fiction more broadly, which was the major fictional 

genre of the sixteenth century.

Structure and Method

I devote a full chapter of discussion to each of the two heroes in the main 

body of my thesis.  I have tried to create a parallel structure across these chapters, for 

ease of understanding.  In order to avoid creating a false impression that these works 

(Aeneid and Romance of the Three Kingdoms) are more parallel than they are, I have 

not forced parallels that cannot be supported.  The differences between these texts are 

important, and to mask their differences by over-emphasizing their parallels would 

defeat the purpose of this thesis.  Each chapter is its own analysis, but comparisons 

will serve to guide readers familiar with only one culture, while study of each hero 

informs consideration of the other.

The first chapter is focused on Aeneas.  I open the chapter with an exploration 

of Aeneas’ martial skill as established both by his own actions and how other 

characters in the Aeneid perceive him.  Although martial power is important, it is not 

Aeneas’ defining aspect, and so in the second section, I will compare Aeneas to three 

other characters, Turnus, Mezentius, and Lausus, in order to provide context for 

Aeneas’ heroism.  Turnus and Mezentius are two of the leaders of the forces opposing 

the Trojans in Italy, and Lausus is Mezentius’ son.  Each of these characters clarifies 

different aspects of Aeneas’ pious nature.  Turnus functions in many ways as Aeneas’ 

counterpart, but lacks the virtue of Aeneas’ pietas, especially national piety. 

Mezentius, also a powerful leader, flagrantly disrespects the gods, and fails to match 
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Aeneas’ reverence for his gods.  Lausus’ filial piety when he intercedes in the fight 

between Aeneas and Mezentius resonates with Aeneas’ filial piety for his own father. 

The fourth section addresses Aeneas’ particular virtue, pietas.  First I will define 

pietas in more depth than earlier, and then I will explore how Aeneas demonstrates 

this virtue.  I will focus particularly on the pivotal scene in which pietas is central, 

when Aeneas flees Troy with his father, son, and household gods.  Following this, I 

will look at the way pietas leads directly to Aeneas’ flaw of indecisive leadership.  In 

this section I will look again at the fall of Troy and how Aeneas is unable to choose to 

fight or flee at his mother’s command.  I also will look at later instances of Aeneas’ 

obedience to divine command as indicative of his own lack of initiative.  Further, I 

will discuss the scene when Aeneas leaves Dido in Carthage and how this is 

problematic for pietas.  The final section will analyze the ending scene of the Aeneid, 

when Aeneas slays the unarmed Turnus, and apply the themes of pietas and 

indecision established in the previous sections to this scene.

The second chapter, naturally, is focused on Guan Yu, also sometimes 

referred to as Guan Gong (Lord Guan).  As in the “Aeneas” chapter, first I will 

discuss Guan Yu as a martial hero.  He is both physically intimidating and highly 

skilled, to the extent that the style of weapon he wields was named after him and he 

was dubbed “the God of War.”  Martial prowess alone, however, is not enough to 

make a hero in The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, as I will discuss in the second 

section.  I will contrast Guan Yu with Lu Bu, an indomitable warrior, but one clearly 

lacking Guan Yu’s other virtues.  The third section defines and analyzes Guan Yu’s 

particular virtue, yi.  Following the definition, I will analyze the way in which Guan 
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Yu’s relationship with Cao Cao sets up conflicts in yi, focusing especially on the 

confrontation between Guan Yu and Cao Cao at Huarong Pass when Guan Yu allows 

Cao Cao to pass freely instead of capturing or killing him.  The fourth section in this 

chapter establishes Guan Yu’s flaw, arrogance.  I will describe the way Guan Yu’s 

arrogance develops over the course of the novel until his execution by Sun Quan of 

Wu.  Closely linked to this is the last section of the chapter, in which I examine Guan 

Yu’s actions as a spirit and his eventual ascendance to godhood through the lens of 

both his arrogance and his commitment to yi.
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AENEAS

Martial Power

The Aeneid is a story about Roman identity as much as it is about the 

founding of Rome.  Consequently, it highlights the martial aspect of Roman 

character.  In the underworld Anchises, Aeneas’ father, expounds, “But you, Roman, 

remember, rule with all your power / the peoples of the earth—these will be your arts: 

/ to put your stamp on the works and ways of peace, / to spare the defeated, break the 

proud in war” (6.981-4).2  Throughout the Aeneid, characters speaking of Rome-to-

come speak of her “Empire without end” (1.334)3 as does Jupiter, the king of the 

gods, emphasizing Rome’s military achievement and dominion “wherever the 

wheeling Sun / looks down on the Ocean, rising or setting, East or West, / the whole 

earth turn beneath their feet, their rule!” (7.110-112).4  Courage in war and valor on 

the battlefield are important aspects of Roman character, as we might expect of a 

nation that would conquer so much of the known world.  It is imperative that Aeneas 

be a leader and a warrior of notable ability if he is going to be the founding father of 

Rome.  Aeneas’ martial prowess is established through his ability to command his 

men in the chaos of war, his physical martial power, and the reputation he has 

throughout his world as fighter and captain. 

In the second book, Aeneas describes the final battle of the Trojan War to 

Dido, the Queen of Carthage, but this narrative focuses more on the horrors and chaos 

of that night than on Aeneas’ specific exploits.  There is a moment in this book, 

2 tu regere imperio populos, Romane, memento / hae tibi erunt artes, pacique imponere morem, /  
parcere subiectis et debellare superbos. (6.851-3).
3 imperium sine fine dedi. (1.279).
4 omnia sub pedibus, qua Sol utrumque recurrens / aspicit Oceanum, vertique regique videbunt 
(7.100-1).
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however, when Aeneas shines as a martial leader.  A number of Trojan men find each 

other in the chaos, apparently losing heart, and Aeneas fires their spirits, reminding 

them that, although there is no hope for Troy, “One hope saves the defeated: they 

know they can’t be saved!” (2.444).5  The Trojans leap into battle, spurred on by 

Aeneas’ words.  It is a sign of Aeneas’ ability to lead, not only in the chaos of a siege 

but in the face of utter hopelessness, that he can inspire these men to fight.

When Aeneas leaves the main Trojan camp to parley with Evander, he 

instructs his followers staying behind that if a battle should start they should not leave 

the camp to fight in the open, but defend the camp from the ramparts.  When Turnus 

and his Rutulians attack the camp, the Trojans obey Aeneas’ parting instructions 

“though shame and anger spur them to all-out war, / still they bar the gates, they 

follow their order […]” (9.50-1).6  Even absent, Aeneas has the respect and trust of 

his followers to the extent that they go against their desires and instincts, and endure 

the taunts and derision of Turnus’ forces to obey him.  

In true epic style, the Aeneid features several instances of people smashed 

with rocks.  One of these is Murranus, whom Aeneas crushes with a rock: “a whirling 

boulder’s power that splays him on the ground” (12.622).7  Aeneas is one of the few 

characters with enough raw physical power to use a boulder as a weapon on the 

battlefield.  Turnus and the Trojan captain Ilioneus have similar moments which 

illustrates their fighting strength, almost comparable to that of Aeneas.  Using a 

5 una salus victus nullam sperare salutem (2.354).
6 ergo etsi conferre manum pudor iraque monstrat, / obiciunt portas tamen et praecepta facessunt,  
(9.44-6).
7 praecipitem scopulo atque ingentis turbine saxi / excutit effunditque solo (12.531-2).  In the interest 
of complete accuracy, the boulder does not in fact kill Murranus.  He is crushed to the ground and 
trampled to death by his chariot horses.
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boulder as a weapon on the battlefield is not merely a sign of physical strength.  It 

harkens back to the Iliad and connects Aeneas to the heroes of the Homeric tradition, 

of which the duel between Ajax and Hector in Book 7 of the Iliad is one example 

(Iliad 7.304-15).

Later, upon landing back at the Trojan camp after making his alliance with 

Evander and the Etruscans, Aeneas is the first off the ship to attack Turnus’ force.  In 

swift succession he kills Theron, Lichas, Cisseus, Guas, Pharus, and Maeon (10.366-

97).  Aeneas’ efficient movement on the battlefield causes one of Turnus’ men to 

report later that “Aeneas strikes like lightning” (12.758).8  Comparison to elemental 

forces impressively denotes Aeneas’ swiftness and accuracy. 

On the battlefield in Italy, after Pallas’ death, Aeneas goes into a berserk rage, 

killing everyone in his path.  Pallas is a young warrior entrusted to Aeneas by his new 

ally Evander.  As soon as Aeneas realizes that Pallas has died, Aeneas decimates the 

closest group of enemy fighters, “reaping a good wide swath through the Latian front, 

/ blazing with rage as his sword-blade hacks that path” (10.608-9).9 He cuts down 

with uncharacteristic harshness Magus, a priest, Caeculus, Umbro, Anxur, Tarquitus, 

Antaeus, Lucas, Numa, Camers, Lucagus, and Liger.  Next, Aeneas confronts 

Mezentius and his son Lausus.  Aeneas’ rage and grief for Pallas has not been entirely 

vented.  It takes Lausus’ death to return him fully to himself.  Aeneas defeats twelve 

Latin captains in what feels, because of the pace of the writing, to be a matter of 

moments with lethal efficiency.

Aeneas is even part of the great mural of Troy in Carthage, which depicts him 

8 Fulminat Aeneas armis (12.654).
9 Proxima quaeque metit gladio latumque per agmen / ardens limitem agit ferro (10.5.13-4).
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“swept up in the melee, clashing with Greek captains” (1.589).10  The Trojans’ story 

has spread all over the world, and Aeneas’ martial fame is such that he is specifically 

pictured on Carthage’s mural of the Trojan war.  

Before the final clash with Turnus, Aeneas is wounded by an arrow, but no 

one dares boast the he was the archer who wounded the Trojan captain (12.387).11  It 

is also possible that the archer who had wounded the Trojan captain, knew that he 

was no match for Aeneas and dared not make himself known.  Indeed, Aeneas’ 

reputation is so formidable that upon arriving in the Underworld, the Greeks who 

fought at Troy flee at the sight of him (6.567-72).12  Even though they are dead, their 

fear of the Trojan warrior causes them to retreat from his presence.  

Aeneas’ reputation is such that Diomedes, a Greek warrior from the Iliad, 

tells a delegation from King Latinus, “Trust me, I know just how / fiercely the fighter 

rises up behind his shield, / what a whirlwind rides on that man’s spear!” (11.342-4).13 

This is a remarkable statement coming from Diomedes, who fought the gods and 

wounded Aeneas’ mother, Venus (Iliad 5.374-9).  He urges the Latin delegation to 

give the gifts they offer him to Aeneas instead.  Diomedes adds that if there had been 

two more Trojans of Aeneas’ quality, Greece would have been conquered by Troy, 

and attributes the fact that Troy held out against Greek forces for ten years to Aeneas 

and Hector, “Both men shone in courage, both men blazed in combat, / Aeneas the 

10 Se quoque principibus permixtum adgnovit Achivis (1.488).
11 has inter uoces, media inter talia uerba / ecce uiro stridens alis adlapsa sagitta est, / incertum qua 
pulsa manu, quo turbine adacta, / quis tantam Rutulis laudem, casusne deusne, / attulerit; pressa est  
insignis gloria facti, / nec sese Aeneae iactauit uulnere quisquam. (12.318-23).
12 at Danaum proceres Agamemnoniaeque phalanges /ut uidere uirum fulgentiaque arma per umbras,  
/ingenti trepidare metu; pars uertere terga, / ceu quondam petiere rates, pars tollere uocem / exiguam: 
inceptus clamor frustratur hiantis. (6.489-93).
13 experto credite quantus / in clipeum adsurgat, quo turbine torqueat hastam (11.283-4).
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more devout (pietate)” (11.351-2).14  Diomedes clearly has great respect for Aeneas, 

and his refusal to take arms against the Trojan once more demonstrates Aeneas’ 

formidable reputation.

The Trojan captain Ilioneus, speaking once to Dido in Carthage and later to 

King Latinus in Italy, recounts both Aeneas’ martial strength and his devotion. 

Ilioneus, pleading to Dido for her aid, declares of Aeneas that there was “none more 

just, none more devoted to duty, none / more brave in arms” (1.655-6).15  When sent 

to King Latinus, Ilioneus declares, 

I swear by Aeneas’ fate, by his right hand 
proved staunch in loyalty, strong in feats of arms, 
that many nations, many—and don’t slight us now
because we come with an olive branch held out
and desperate pleas—that many people have 
urged us, strongly, to join them as allies. (7.270-5)16  

Ilioneus wishes King Latinus to understand that although the Trojans are approaching 

him with peaceful manner and intentions, they are skilled in war and many nations 

want them as allies.  

Evander, too, recognizes Aeneas’ courage and martial skill when they meet 

for the first time in Book 8.  Welcoming Aeneas’ delegation, Evander exclaims, 

“Bravest of the Trojans, how I welcome you, recognize you, with all my heart!” 

(8.176-7).17 

Heroes are frequently identified or distinguished by their weapons, and in the 

Iliad and Aeneid this is especially true of weapons with divine origin.  Aeneas, like 

14 Ambo animis, ambo insignes praestantibus armis, / hic pietate prior (11. 291-2).
15 Rex erat Aeneas nobis, quo iustior alter, / nec pietate fuit, nec bello maior et armis (1.544-5).
16 Fata per Aeneae iuro dextramque potentem, / siue fide seu quis bello est expertus et armis: / multi  
nos populi, mulae (ne temne, quod ultro / praeferimus minibus uittas ac uerba praecantia) / et petiere 
sibi et uoluere adiungere gentes (7.234-8).
17 Ut te, fortissime Teucrum, / accipio agnoscoque libens (8.154-5).
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Achilles, is given divine armor and weapons forged by Vulcan, the god of craftsmen. 

Venus pleads with her husband on Aeneas’ behalf, and in Book 8 she presents the 

arms to Aeneas.  The entire set comprises greaves, a helmet, breastplate, sword, 

spear, and shield.  All of these items are wondrous, the helmet “plumed and shooting 

fire” (8.732),18 and the breastplate “blood-red and immense, like a dark blue cloud 

enflamed / by the sun’s rays and gleaming through the heavens” (8.734-5).19  The 

shield is described in the most detail and shows “the story of Italy” (8.738).20  In the 

final confrontation between Aeneas and Turnus in Book 12, Turnus’ sword shatters 

when he attempts to strike Aeneas, utterly unequal to divine armor.  That Aeneas is 

worthy of bearing armor forged by the gods tells us that he is a warrior who can wield 

these arms in the manner they deserve, with consummate skill.

From Aeneas’ own exploits and the respect others have for him, we know that 

he is an impressive warrior.  He is a skilled warrior and martial leader who has earned 

the respect of both his followers and his former opponents, as we see from Diomedes’ 

words.  This martial skill is vital to the ancestor of Rome and to Aeneas’ status as 

hero, but Aeneas’ heroic qualities are not limited to his fighting prowess.  Aeneas is a 

pious leader, a man who strives to do his duty and bear his responsibilities with 

integrity.  In the next section, we will look at aspects of pietas in other characters in 

the Aeneid and how unique Aeneas’ piety is.

18 terribilem cristis galeam flammasque uomentem (8.620).
19 sanguineam, ingentem, qualis cum caerula nubes / solis inardescit radiis longeque refulgent  
(8.622-3).
20 res Italas (8.626).
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Turnus, Mezentius, Lausus, and Aeneas: Facets of   Pietas  

Among the Latin, more specifically the Rutulian, forces opposing Aeneas in 

Italy are three men whose attributes highlight aspects of Aeneas’ piety.  Turnus’ 

desire for Lavinia, and the manner in which he acts on this desire, diminish his 

character.  This is not the behavior of a pious leader.  Mezentius, one of Turnus’ 

captains and the former king of the Etruscans, was deposed by his people for his 

tyrannical and torturous practices.  Finally, Mezentius’ young son, Lausus, provides a 

parallel to Aeneas’ protégé Pallas in many ways, but his demonstrated filial piety 

towards his father helps one think about Aeneas’ filial piety in a new light.

Turnus is the Rutulian king and Aeneas’ rival in his courtship of Lavinia, 

daughter of King Latinus.  Through Juno’s machinations, and more directly because 

of Allecto’s power, Turnus is consumed with furor (madness, frenzy, rage) and serves 

as the central villain to oppose Aeneas in the second half of the Aeneid.  Turnus’ furor 

is fueled by his love for Lavinia.  As we will see, one aspect of pietas is the duty 

owed to one’s country or homeland.  Turnus neglects to do what is best for his 

country and people by repeatedly refusing to making peace with the Trojans.  One 

might excuse him because he is not fully responsible for his furor: Allecto has 

infected him.  But one should not forget that prior to this point Aeneas denied himself 

love with Dido for the sake of meeting the duties of his pietas.  Pious Aeneas abruptly 

abandoned the woman he loved against his will in order to carry out his mission.

Mezentius is one of Turnus’ most fearsome captains and former king of the 

Etruscans, whom they deposed for being tyrannical and blasphemous. He revels in 

fighting, claiming that “killing is no crime” (10.1068).21  Mezentius is portrayed as a 

21 nullum in caede nefas (10.901).
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godless tyrant who committed unspeakable crimes against his people.  When he faces 

Aeneas, Mezentius shouts, “Let this right arm—my only god—and the spear I hurl / 

be with me now!” (10.914-915).22  Mezentius’ scorn for the gods and cruel treatment 

of his people is in clear contrast with Aeneas’ deep devotion to the gods.

Lausus, Mezentius’ son, is the character besides Aeneas who most strongly 

demonstrates filial piety, and serves as an interesting parallel in many ways to Pallas. 

Pallas’ death triggers Aeneas’ rampage in Book 10, and Lausus’ death ends it. 

Lausus and Aeneas might not have fought each other at all, except that Lausus’ pietas 

prompts him to interpose himself between his father Mezentius and Aeneas.  Lausus 

holds off Aeneas so that his father can escape, whereupon Aeneas taunts him for the 

virtue he himself epitomizes.  “Why hurry your death?  Daring beyond your powers! / 

Your love for your father [pietas] leads you into folly” (10.959-60).23  Considering 

Aeneas’ devotion to his own father Anchises, his lack of compassion for Lausus’ 

similar devotion is quite striking.  Perhaps Aeneas knows that such a young man 

cannot defeat him and warns Lausus against trying.  Whether threat or warning, 

Lausus does not heed Aeneas’ words.

Michael Putnam suggests that this is an ironic moment in which Aeneas 

represents “an incorporation of a pietas that destroys in a particularly vicious manner 

because it kills the embodiment of a pietas that saves” (Putnam 135).  He argues that 

Aeneas is shifting the blame for Lausus’ death to pietas itself: “If Lausus had been 

cautus (cautious), the hero implies, he would not have practiced pietas and would 

have escaped death” (Putnam 136). Putnam states that our respect for Aeneas is 

22 dextra mihi deus et telum, quod missile libro, / nunc adsint! (10.773-4).
23 quo moriture ruis maioraque viribus audes / fallit te incautum pietas tua. (10.811-2).
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undermined when he kills Lausus because he kills both the pius son and his wounded 

father, Mezentius.  It is preferable to understand that, in this scene, Aeneas knows 

personally how much one can suffer by being pius.  It would be ideal for Aeneas and 

Lausus to come to an understanding because of their mutual pietas, as Homeric 

heroes establish an individual truce because of a personal understanding or 

relationship.  Putnam’s interpretation also sidesteps Virgil’s portrayal of war as brutal 

and hellish, so much so that even the most pius of men, like Aeneas, can be 

transformed by it.  The world Virgil has created for his hero has no room for such 

gallant exchanges in war. 

In Turnus and Mezentius we clearly see impious characters, men who 

disregard the gods and their responsibilities as rulers for personal reasons.  When 

Lausus and Aeneas confront each other, we see two pious figures attack each other. 

Aeneas’ treatment of the less-experienced young warrior is unpleasant, and it may 

tarnish our image of Aeneas, but it is an example of what war does to good men: it 

drags them down to the level of men like Turnus and Mezentius, so that even they 

will commit acts they regret.  And Aeneas does indeed regret Lausus’ death: 

Forlorn young soldier, what can Aeneas, 
in all honor, give you to match your glory now? 
What gifts are worthy of such a noble spirit? 
Keep your armor that gave you so much joy. 
I give you back to your fathers’ ash and shades 
if it offers any solace.  And this, at least, 
 may comfort you for a death so cruel, unlucky boy: 
 you went down under the hand of great Aeneas. (10.975-82)24 

Aeneas, restored to his pius self, leaves Lausus’ armor and allows him to be taken 

24 quid tibi nunc, miserande puer, pro laudibus istis, / quid pius Aeneas tanta dabit indole dignum? /  
arma quibus laetatus, habe tua; teque parentum / minibus et cineri, si qua est ea cura, remitto. / hoc 
tamen infelix miseram solabere mortem: / Aeneae magni dextra cadis (10.825-30).
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home for proper burial.  In his heart, though, Aeneas knows that neither his words to 

Lausus’ corpse or the gesture of respect are enough to assuage his regret or properly 

honor Lausus.

Virtue:   Pietas  

The Latin word pietas is the root of the English word piety.  Unlike in 

English, in which piety is almost exclusively a devotion to religion or spirituality, the 

Latin value is more wide-ranging.  Pietas encompasses not only devotion to the gods 

but also devotion to the family, especially the father, and to the state.  Pietas is a word 

deeply connected with Aeneas.

David Ross writes of pietas, “We must keep in mind, as we encounter the 

‘pious’ hero, that there is nothing in the Roman concept that suggests religious or 

spiritual devotion, no sense of moral or ethical rightness.  Pietas means ‘duty,’ plain 

and simple” (Ross 79).  Ross goes on, and defines it succinctly as “the hero doing 

what he must do” (Ross 80), in this case Aeneas traveling to Italy and establishing 

Rome.  To be pius is to carry on the mission, even against one’s own personal desires, 

and to place great emphasis on the community as a whole and not favor one’s self.  In 

order to earn this epithet pious (pius), Aeneas must again and again push his identity 

to the periphery.  His own personal desires have no place in his fulfillment of his 

mission.  Like Cincinnatus, called from his fields to serve Rome in a time of crisis, 

Aeneas must put aside his own goals and wants in order to succeed in his mission.

The famous scene of Aeneas fleeing Troy, holding his son by the hand, with 

his father on his back and carrying all his household gods is, according to Ross, the 

defining image of pietas (Ross 79), an image which encompasses all the aspects of 
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pietas at once.  In this scene, Aeneas and his family are fleeing the siege of Troy. 

Aeneas holds his young son by the hand, and shoulders the weight of his father on his 

back—making the duty to his father a very literal burden—while his father holds their 

household gods, which Aeneas cannot touch until he has been cleansed of the blood 

he has shed in defense of his home.  Aeneas upholds his pietas to Troy by fleeing 

with his family and household gods in order to perpetuate the Trojan people as he is 

destined to.  In carrying his father and holding his son Ascanius’ hand, Aeneas fulfills 

the duty he owes to both generations by protecting and aiding them.  He also takes 

with him the Trojan gods, treating them with all the reverence and respect he is able 

to under the circumstances. 

When Mercury, god of messengers and travelers, appears to Aeneas in Book 4 

to recall the hero to his duty, Aeneas again demonstrates his piety.  He has begun to 

make Carthage his home, he is “married” to the city’s queen, at least as far as Dido 

and Juno are concerned, and is helping to build the walls.  Yet Mercury’s message 

instantly jolts Aeneas back to his duty, and he immediately begins making 

arrangements to depart Carthage.  Aeneas may not handle his departure in an ideal 

manner, on the contrary his failure to properly explain things to Dido is rather 

spectacular.  However, he does his duty to the gods: he returns to the sea and his 

journey to Italy.

Aeneas always observes the rites and rituals he owes the gods.  Even in the 

midst of battle rage he does not neglect to take captives for Pallas’ eventual funeral 

rites.  Once battle is over, he and the Trojans hold funeral rites for their comrades 

(11.220-41), and he sends Pallas back to Evander with all the trappings for a fallen 
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warrior.  After killing Mezentius, Aeneas offers his armor to Mars (11.1-21)25 thereby 

demonstrating that even in the chaos of war, he does not forget to honor the gods. 

In Italy, after the war between the Italians and Trojans has begun, a party of 

Latins approach Aeneas to request that he allow them to bury their dead.  Aeneas, of 

course, grants their request without a moment of his characteristic hesitation.  He 

treats them kindly and reminds them that he does not seek war with them.  

What unmerited stroke of fortune, men of Latium,
traps you so in war that you flee from us, your friends?
Peace for the dead, cut down by the lots of battle,
that’s your plea?  I’d grant that to the living too. 
I’d never have come if Fate had not ordained me here 
a house and home.  Nor do I make war with your people. (11.125-30)26

Aeneas recognizes the importance of religious rites, especially burial rites.  His words 

demonstrate to the Latin delegation that he has no interest in war, nor would he 

intrude on their land except on divine command that piety requires him to obey.

Passivity and the Consequences of   Pietas   

What makes Aeneas particularly interesting is that the very virtue that 

distinguishes him as a hero – his pietas – also causes him to behave in very flawed 

ways.  Aeneas’ pietas demands that he frequently subordinate his own opinions, 

inclinations, and modes of actions to the duty he owes others.  Because of this he is 

sometimes incommunicative and often indecisive; he seems to concede his role as 

25 ingentem quercum decisis undique ramis / constituit tumulo fulgentiaque induit arma, / Mezenti  
ducis exuuias, tibi magne tropaeum / bellipotens; aptat rorantis sanguine cristas / telaque trunca uiri,  
et bis sex thoraca petitum / perfossumque locis, clipeumque ex aere sinistrae / subligat atque ensem 
collo suspendit eburnum. / tum socios (namque omnis eum stipata tegebat / turba ducum) sic incipiens 
hortatur ouantis: / 'maxima res effecta, uiri; timor omnis abesto, / quod superest; haec sunt spolia et  
de rege superbo / primitiae manibusque meis Mezentius hic est.’ (11.5-16).
26 'quaenam uos tanto fortuna indigna, Latini, / implicuit bello, qui nos fugiatis amicos? / pacem me 
exanimis et Martis sorte peremptis / oratis? equidem et uiuis concedere uellem. / nec ueni, nisi fata 
locum sedemque dedissent, / nec bellum cum gente gero; […]’ (10.108-13).
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leader to others; he appears sometimes too easily influenced by others and at other 

times he seems unable to heed others’ advice.  The most spectacular example of 

Aeneas’ piety causing him to act horribly is when his actions cause his love, Dido, to 

throw herself on a funeral pyre and burn to death.  In part, this passivity throughout 

the epic ensures that the decisiveness of action when he kills Turnus stands out 

starkly for the reader, despite Aeneas’ moment of characteristic hesitation. 

During the fall of Troy, Aeneas vacillates between his own desire to fight and 

the commands from Hector, in a dream, and from Venus to flee.  Aeneas initially acts 

on his own, ignoring Hector’s warning.  He is unable to accomplish anything of 

import, however, and only witnesses the horrors of the fall of his beloved city such as 

Priam’s murder and Cassandra’s capture by Greeks.  The Aeneas fighting at Troy, 

while still our pius hero, is only just learning the limits of his powers as a mortal 

acting on his own.  This is in part why Venus shows Aeneas the gods themselves 

destroying Troy, so that he can grasp the futility of his actions and be better prepared 

to listen to Venus and others on his journey to Italy.  After witnessing the horrifying 

sight of the gods destroying his beloved Troy, Aeneas is prepared to obey Venus and 

flee with his family.  However, when his father Anchises refuses to leave, Aeneas is 

perfectly willing to bow to his father’s wishes until divine omens change his father’s 

mind.  By obeying the gods Aeneas is making the best choice, as a leader, that he can 

for the Trojans, entrusting their future to those who have more power and knowledge 

than he does himself.

Having learned about his own limits at Troy, the promptness with which 

Aeneas obeys Mercury when the divine messenger appears in Carthage is more 
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understandable.  Aeneas is personally content to stay in Carthage, and is happy there 

in “this land he loves” (4.348).27  However, rather than act on his own fallible 

initiative, Aeneas will follow the course charted by the gods, lest he lead his men 

astray and deny his son Ascanius his destiny, as Jupiter (via Mercury) accuses him of 

doing.  Yet the piety that Aeneas demonstrates to his family, his people, and the gods 

does not extend to Dido, even though he loves her.

In some instances, Aeneas seems incapable of making the clear decisions of a 

leader.  He finds the corpse of Polydorus, one of Priam’s many sons sent out of Troy 

to supposed safety, when the Trojans land in Thrace.  Upon finding Polydorus among 

vegetation when making a canopy for an altar, mistaking it for a plant, Aeneas leaves 

the matter of Polydorus’ burial for others to decide: “When dread has left my bones, I 

bring this omen / sent by the gods before our chosen Trojan captains, / my father first 

of all: I had to have their judgment” (3.68-70).28  No reason is offered as to why 

Aeneas, divinely designated leader, is unable to make the decision by himself to give 

Polydorus a proper burial before they sail away.  To some readers, this seems 

excessively lacking in leadership.  By consulting the other Trojan captains, however, 

he is treating them with respect and seeking a consensus among leaders.  This 

cooperative leadership ensures that the best decision is made, which is in keeping 

with the pietas Aeneas owes to the Trojans who are all that are left of his homeland. 

It is also pius for Aeneas and the Trojans to give a proper burial to a fellow Trojan, 

especially a prince.

Polydorus’ burial is not the only instance where Aeneas leaves the important 

27 ardet abire fuga dulcisque relinquere terras (4.281).
28 postquam pauor ossa reliquit, / delectos populi ad proceres primumque parentem / monstra deum 
refero, et quae sit sententia posco, (3.57-9).
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decisions to others, even though Aeneas is logically the leader of the Trojans.  When 

the Trojans establish Pergamum on Crete, believing that Crete is the land Apollo told 

them to seek, they are struck by a plague.  Anchises tells Aeneas to go to Delos to 

speak with Apollo’s oracle. Again, when the Trojans are preparing to leave Helenus’ 

and Andromache’s Chaonia, it is Anchises who gives the order to set sail instead of 

Aeneas, and Anchises continues to give orders while the Trojan fleet attempts to 

navigate between Scylla and Charybdis.  For Aeneas to obey Anchises even though 

he himself is the leader of the refugees is in accordance with pietas.  Anchises is a 

Trojan captain in his own right, favored by Venus.  Aeneas, as his son, owes him 

obedience and respect as dictated by his defining virtue pietas.  Only once Anchises 

has passed on can Aeneas properly occupy the role of the Trojan leader.  And yet 

even after Anchises’ death, Aeneas listens to his shade with all the respect and 

devotion he showed his father in life.  Anchises resolves Aeneas’ anxiety after the 

Trojan women have burned four of the Trojan’s ships, making it impossible for 

Aeneas to take all of them to Italy.  Although Nautes makes the natural suggestion to 

leave behind those who are tired of wandering, Aeneas is unable to fully accept it 

until Anchises appears and tells him to.  The inability to be decisive comes directly 

from his pietas, which encourages him not to act on his own, but to instead consult 

others and follow sage counsel.

Aeneas’ treatment of Dido demonstrates how his pietas can be a source of 

great pain and tragedy.  Dido considers herself married to Aeneas after the “wedding” 

that Venus and Juno hold for the two in a cave.  Aeneas arguably loves Dido, but still 

attempts to keep his preparations to depart Carthage secret from her.  Aeneas’ efforts 
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to explain himself are unsatisfactory to her when she confronts him.  Dido is being 

consumed by furor just as Turnus and Amata, King Latinus’ wife, will be later.  In 

her case furor is passionate love, but it drives her into the same wild frenzy, and 

nothing Aeneas says penetrates her madness.  Aeneas sets sail for Italy once again, 

adhering to his pius duty and bowing to the commands of the gods and fate.  In his 

haste to obey, he neglects further attempts to reassure or placate his queen.  In despair 

and madness, Dido kills herself and curses Aeneas and his descendants.  Some critics 

believe Virgil’s Dido is reminiscent of Cleopatra, the wealthy foreign queen whose 

charms distract the Roman hero from his true purpose (MacKay 159, Ross 18, 33). 

However, David Ross says, and I agree, that Dido is more of a tragic figure to be 

pitied (Ross 18, 33).  This does not have to negate the view of Dido-as-obstacle, but 

can cooperate with it.  It is entirely possible to see that Dido is an encumbrance to 

Aeneas’ mission and therefore he must leave her, but also that she is a victim of pius  

Aeneas’ mission.  Kenneth McLeish argues that Aeneas denies their marriage when 

Dido confronts him because it is “an alliance which would have involved the claims 

of pietas” (McLeish 133).  This adds another level to the complexity and difficulty of 

being a pius hero.  If Dido is legitimately Aeneas’ wife and such a relationship is 

subject to the demands of pietas, then Aeneas is caught in a divergence between duty 

to divine command and the duty he owes his wife.  By denying the marriage, Aeneas 

is negating any possible conflict of pietas. If we should pity and sympathize with 

Dido, then Aeneas is shirking the pietas which she demands from him as his wife.

What we see, now, is that to be a paragon of pietas comes with its own 

particular difficulties.  Aeneas’ commitment to pietas is so strong that it causes him to 

30



be indecisive and weak at crucial moments, such as with Dido, or to appear to others 

as a passive leader.

The Execution of Turnus

Pietas is a virtue focused on responsibility, which insists that the pious hero 

be able to ignore his own impulses as well as have the wisdom to listen to those wiser 

than himself.  The moment in which Aeneas kills Turnus is especially interesting 

because Aeneas is so consumed with rage and grief (12.1094-113) that all thought of 

mercy is driven from his mind.  Initially, when Turnus pleads for his life, Aeneas 

hesitates, but the reminder of Pallas overwhelms him.  This decisive action is greatly 

debated.  Was Aeneas right to kill Turnus or should he have been merciful?  Karl 

Galinksy argues that Aeneas is carrying out justice, and that Turnus is executed for 

his crime of breaking the treaty (Galinsky 323).  Galinsky explores the Roman 

concept of anger, and asserts that Aeneas’ anger is righteous and so is his action.  The 

reader knows from Jupiter’s words to Juno (12.734-43) that Turnus’ death is 

inescapable, and so might justify Aeneas’ action because he is an instrument of fate. 

But even if we view the manner of Turnus’ death as unjustifiable and impious, 

Aeneas’ behavior in this moment is nevertheless consistent with his previous rage 

upon hearing that Pallas was dead.  We cannot claim that it is entirely unexpected or 

unprecedented.  Confronted with both a reminder of this recent loss (Pallas’ sword-

belt) and the source of his grief (Turnus), Aeneas’ rage resurfaces.  The hero’s 

emotions, which he usually so carefully controls overpower him.  In a brief irrational 

moment, Aeneas strikes out at Turnus, the cause of his grief (doloris) and wrath (ira). 
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If we cannot justify Turnus’ death with Galinsky’s argument, at least we can 

understand Aeneas in the moment he slays Turnus.

Aeneas is a fierce fighter and trusted leader, not just of warriors but also of 

refugees.  Unlike other leaders in the Aeneid, namely Turnus and Mezentius, Aeneas 

is both a warrior and a man who does his duty at any cost to himself.  Aeneas exhibits 

his pietas both in revering the will of the gods and in deferring to their guidance. 

Aeneas’ leadership depends on his pious nature and his ability to bring about what the 

gods have destined for the Trojan people.  Aeneas, however, is not perfect, and 

throughout the epic there are instances where he appears to be weak, indecisive, 

uncomprehending, incommunicative, and heartless.  It is Aeneas, the great warrior, 

devoted to family and deferential to the gods, but still a flawed human being, who 

will successfully find a new home for his people, leading the weary Trojans to Italy’s 

shores.
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GUAN YU

Martial Ability

Guan Yu is one of the most outstanding warrior figures in the Romance of the 

Three Kingdoms.  Early in the novel, he demonstrates his ability to Cao Cao, Yuan 

Shu, and other leaders by killing the as yet undefeated Hua Xiong, and bringing his 

head back to them before the hot wine they had just poured has cooled.  After this, 

public perception of the brotherhood shifts.  That Guan Yu, who had been dismissed 

as a lowly mounted archer, could so quickly dispatch an opponent who had defeated 

the other leaders’ champions caused Yuan Shu and those around him to rethink their 

opinion of Guan Yu’s martial abilities.  

Guan Yu is terrifying to people, more so as his reputation becomes more 

widespread, but even early on his opponents cannot withstand the sight of him 

bearing down on them with his huge moon-curved blade, and they attempt to flee, as 

does Wang Zhong before Guan Yu captures him (1.22, 256).  Throughout the novel, 

adversaries who encounter Guan Yu are petrified by his appearance.  Lu Su, plotting 

to assassinate Guan Yu at a banquet, has underestimated the warrior’s intimidating 

presence and receives him at the banquet trembling.  After the meal is done Guan Yu 

prepares to depart:

Poor Lu Su’s soul almost left his body with fright as he was led down to the 
river bank in the grip of his guest.  The two friends he had placed in ambush 
dared not face the terrible Guan Yu and so made no move lest they should
bring about the evil they feared.  (2.66, 71)

In an assault on Wei’s forces, men are “panic-stricken at the sight of Guan Yu’s fierce 

countenance and ran away” (2.73, 159).  These incidents occur towards the end of 

Guan Yu’s life, and even though he has aged and is no longer in his prime as a 
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warrior, he still has such presence and is so physically imposing that he is safe from 

ambush even when his enemies have the advantage, as Lu Su does in this instance.

During Guan Yu’s stay with Cao Cao at the siege of Baima, 

when Guan Yu offers to bring the head of the as-yet undefeatable Yan 

Liang to Cao Cao, Zhang Liao scoffs and reprimands him for joking. 

At Zhang Liao’s comment, Guan Yu “dashed straight into the 

enemy’s array and the northmen opened like water before him, 

a wave spreading right and left” (2.86, 291).  In one mighty stroke, 

Guan Yu slays Yan Liang and returns to Cao Cao with the defeated 

man’s head.  After this incident, Guan Yu’s martial skill begins 

to be noted and acknowledged by other characters.

Guan Yu is so formidable a warrior that Cao Cao, as 

powerful as he is, fears him, and during Guan Yu’s final campaign, 

he even seriously considers moving his capital to put more distance 

between himself and the redoubtable warrior (2.75).  In the 

second half of the novel, one of Cao Cao’s captains, Pang De, offers to go capture 

Guan Yu. Pang De, like Guan Yu, is a warrior whose strength and quality Cao Cao 

admired and desired to win over to his own cause.  Unlike the much earlier attempt to 

co-opt Guan Yu, however, Cao Cao successfully has turned Pang De to fight for Wei. 

By this point, Guan Yu is an old man, almost sixty, but he is still terrifying and 

strong.  Although his own downfall follows shortly, he still manages to defeat Pang 

De.

As in the Aeneid, the weapons of heroes are significant.  In Romance of the 
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Three Kingdoms, all of the major characters, whether heroic or not, have distinctive 

weapons.  After swearing their oath of brotherhood, Liu Bei, Zhang Fei, and Guan Yu 

all have weapons made especially for them.  Guan Yu’s weapon is a large, moon-

curved blade called Black Dragon.  This distinctive style of blade is so strongly 

associated with Guan Gong, the Lord of the Beautiful Beard, that it now bears his 

name: guandao.  Dao is the Chinese word meaning “blade”, so guandao means very 

literally “Guan-blade”.  Guandao is frequently translated as “sword” or “blade,” 

which can be misleading.  A guandao is a large, curved blade on a long shaft, like a 

glaive.  Black Dragon weighs “a full hundredweight” (1.1, 9).  Black Dragon’s return 

to Guan Yu’s son after the father’s death additionally highlights its symbolic meaning 

as Guan Yu’s heroic legacy.  After Guan Yu is executed, one of the Wu generals 

takes Black Dragon, but later, one of Guan Yu’s surviving sons, Guan Xing, retrieves 

it after hunting down the general and uses it for the rest of the novel.  Not only is 

Black Dragon so distinctive that Guan Yu gave his name to this type of weapon, but 

heroes in subsequent stories have been incapable of wielding a weapon of the same 

weight.  In Marshes of Mount Liang, for example, general-turned-monk Lu Da 

commissions a staff weighing 100 catties staff and is told flatly that even Guan Yu’s 

was only eighty-one catties (Shi 4, 101).  In the end, Lu Da has to settle for a 62-catty 

staff instead. 

Apart from his incredible strength, an imposing physical presence, and his 

consummate skill in battle, qualities that make him an outstanding martial hero, Guan 

Yu also stands out as a moral hero in this novel.  In other words, Guan Yu is not 
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heroic for his warrior nature alone.  In fact, if this were all he had to recommend him, 

he would not be a hero at all.  It is worth examining Lu Bu in some detail as he is in 

many ways the opposite of Guan Yu, a warrior who is despicable and without merit, 

despite his awesome martial ability.

Lu Bu and Guan Yu: The Merits of the Martial Hero

The only person who can be said to be a more fearsome warrior than Guan Yu 

is Lu Bu, who withstands the onslaught of Guan Yu as well as his brothers, Zhang Fei 

and Liu Bei, without there being a clear winner.  Lu Bu is only defeated after he gets 

drunk and is tied up in his inebriated state by his mutinous captains.  No one ever 

defeats him with arms.  If Lu Bu is such a formidable warrior, why is it not he, but 

Guan Yu, who is known as the God of War?  The Chinese martial hero is valued not 

only for his martial ability, but also his virtue.  Lu Bu is disloyal to every master he 

serves.  He betrays almost every one of them, even assassinating his two adopted 

fathers.  He murders his first adopted father, Ding Yuan, in order to go into the 

service of Dong Zhuo, who has sent him lavish gifts, including the unique horse Red 

Hare.29  Lu Bu later turns on Dong Zhuo because of the machinations of the lovely 

Diao Chan and her adopted father.  

Almost from the first instance Lu Bu is introduced, his character flaws are 

advertised by others.  Li Su says of him, “I am a fellow villager of his and know him 

well, his bravery, his stupidity, his cupidity, and unscrupulousness” (1.3, 34).  Lu Bu 

is easily manipulated by Li Su, by Diaochan and her adopted father, by various 

29 Red Hare is the fastest horse in the novel, remarkable for both speed and endurance.  He will one 
day become Guan Yu’s, and loves Guan Yu to the extent that he dies shortly after his master.  Red 
Hare also enables Guan Yu to quickly return to Liu Bei after leaving Cao Cao.
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advisors, and by other major players in the novel, such as Cao Cao and Yuan Shao. 

Cao Cao even comments on Lu Bu that “[h]e has no sense of right” (1.16, 184).  Cao 

Cao, far from the most scrupulous character in the novel, is famous for commenting 

that he would “[r]ather betray the world before it betrays me” (1.4, 47), so his 

assessment of Lu Bu carries significant weight.  Later, Cao Cao describes Lu Bu to 

Cheng Deng as “a wolf with a savage heart, and it will be hard to feed him for long. 

If it had not been for you and your father I should not have known all the 

circumstances and you must help me get rid of him” (1.16, 189).  Because of Lu Bu’s 

terrifying skill in war, many lords initially want him as a vassal.  As his unsavory 

character becomes clear to them, however, he loses their respect and trust until no one 

wishes to be associated with him.  Guan Yu remains popular and respected, to the 

point that Sun Quan attempts to recruit him instead and only executes Guan Yu when 

he refuses the invitation.

Once his allies have deserted him, Lu Bu is betrayed by his own men in part 

because he lends too much weight to the words of his wife and concubine, instead of 

listening to his advisors.  This is another sign that Lu Bu is not heroic, because to 

allow a woman to influence one’s decisions in matters of politics or war shows a 

weak character.  Dominic Cheung points out that, in a patriarchal society like the 

Three Kingdoms, “[t]he straightforward heroes are those who observe virtues and 

show no interest in women as a general practice, while the treacherous heroes are 

those who seduce women whenever they wish to” (Cheung 21).  Cheung is actually 

speaking of Cao Cao, but this applies just as easily to Lu Bu.  Lu Bu is particularly 

enamored of the dancing girl, Diao Chan.  In contrast, Guan Yu acts as a loyal 
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guardian of Liu Bei’s wives: it is part of his responsibility and not because he has any 

illicit desire towards them.  Additionally, when Guan Yu has made his agreement 

with Cao Cao and is planning to surrender, he goes to speak to his sisters and tells 

them what has transpired.  They respond to him, “You must decide everything and 

need not ask us women-kind” (1.25, 285).  Even the character of these women is 

virtuous, unlike Lu Bu’s women who attempt to manipulate him and influence his 

decisions.

In contrast to the duplicitous Lu Bu, Guan Yu is heroic not only because of his 

martial ability, but because of his virtuous nature.  Lu Bu’s only positive trait is his 

skill on the battlefield, while Guan Yu also possesses intelligence, loyalty, and 

righteousness.  In fact, righteousness is Guan Yu’s fundamental virtue. Unlike Lu Bu, 

who has betrayed both of his adopted fathers, among others, Guan Yu and his 

brothers have sworn to do everything in their power to uphold the Han and to die 

together on the same day, demonstrating their loyalty not only to the dynasty but to 

each other. 

The importance of virtue for the martial hero is demonstrated in the chapter in 

which Guan Yu returns from Cao Cao’s custody to Liu Bei, bringing with him Liu 

Bei’s wives, who had also been surrendered to Cao Cao.  Guan Yu and Cao Cao had 

an agreement that Guan Yu could return to Liu Bei once he learned of his 

whereabouts, and Guan Yu has set off with his sisters to rejoin his lord.  Cao Cao 

attempted to keep Guan Yu from leaving by refusing to say farewell to him until the 

last minute, and, as a result, Cao Cao’s gate captains do not believe that Guan Yu has 

permission to leave, and thus they attack Guan Yu.  One by one, Guan Yu overcomes 
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all of them, successfully protecting Liu Bei’s wives until he safely delivers them to 

Liu Bei.  In doing this, Guan Yu shows his loyalty to his brother.  He also 

demonstrates his dedication to the task of protecting his sisters by refraining from 

doing anything improper around them and by staying up all night to guard them. 

Under similar circumstances, Lu Bu may certainly have succeeded in slaying the 

captains at each pass, but he would not have demonstrated such loyalty to a sworn 

brother or such chivalry to his sworn brother’s wives.  This is confirmed when Lu Bu 

turns on Liu Bei after they swear brotherhood to each other (1.13, 1.14).  Lu Bu 

immediately seizes the opportunity to seize Xuchou when Liu Bei is absent. 

Even in scenes leading up to Guan Yu’s death, when Guan Yu is arrogant and 

easily enraged, aspects of his virtues shine through – virtues that Lu Bu does not 

possess.  One example occurs after he is wounded in the arm by a poisoned arrow. 

The doctor explains that in order to save Guan Yu’s arm, he must scrape the poison 

from the bone.  Guan Yu consents to this surgery, and has the doctor perform this 

excruciating task while the great warrior calmly plays a game of chess.  He does not 

even flinch (2.75, 172-3).  This courage and ability to endure pain that is inflicted 

upon him helps remind the reader of Guan Yu’s greatness.  He is not just a killing 

machine; unlike Lu Bu, he is a man of inner strength as well as physical strength. 

This closer look has shown us elements of Guan Yu’s inner strength, 

uprightness, and loyalty to both the Han dynasty and his brothers more personally. 

Loyalty is an especially key value in the Three Kingdoms, a story in which power and 

victory shift in a matter of moments from one faction to another.  While these aspects 

of his character are important, Guan Yu epitomizes, in both the novel and Chinese 
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popular conception, the value of yi or righteousness.

Virtue:   Yi   (Righteousness)  

The Chinese word “yi” is related to the verb “to fit.”  Yi can mean either “the 

right thing to do” or the quality of righteousness.  Gu Hongming translates it as 

“sense of justice” (Confucius 102).  Yi can also be understood as responsibility, 

service, or honor (Roberts vii).  The traditional understanding interprets yi as the 

duties of a given role.  For Guan Yu this duty is in part his duties of his role as Liu 

Bei’s vassal.  The Confucian concept of the “gentleman” is deeply connected to yi; 

indeed, it is impossible to be a Confucian gentleman without yi.  “In dealing with the 

world the gentleman is not invariably for or against anything.  He is on the side of 

what is appropriate (yi)” (Yu 28).  This idea of “appropriateness” or righteousness is 

what should guide the ideal Confucian in life.  According to Jiyuan Yu, yi “cannot be 

overridden” (Yu 28), and that is how Guan Yu’s yi functions, transcending even 

issues of enmity or loyalty.  The transcendence of Guan Yu’s yi follows the 

Confucian idea of yi as “in opposition to personal advantage or profit” (Yu 37).  “The 

sense of justice (yi or propriety) is the recognition of what is right and proper.  To 

honor those who are worthier than ourselves is the highest expression of the sense of 

justice” (Confucius 116).  When social mores (li) and personal needs come into 

conflict with appropriateness, yi should take precedence.  This distinction between 

formalized accepted behavior or ritual and yi is essential to many themes in the 

Romance of the Three Kingdoms.  

The potential conflict that can arise from this divide is at the heart of many of 
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the most important scenes in the novel.  Conflicts do not occur simply because of the 

difference between yi and social norms, though.  Conflicts also occur because of the 

different demands of other equally important virtues.  Filial piety (xiao) is vital since 

it dictates inheritance, and the dynastic system of government relies heavily on it.  For 

Zhuge Liang, the prime minister of Shu, xiao is a central value which he prioritizes 

over yi.  Another important value is loyalty (zhong), which lies at the heart of many of 

the characters’ relationships.  The brotherhood of Liu Bei, Guan Yu, and Zhang Fei 

has two principles at its heart: loyalty (zhong) and appropriateness (yi).  Yi is not the 

only virtue in the Three Kingdoms, nor is it necessarily the most important, but it is 

the defining virtue for Guan Yu.

The existence of the brotherhood increases the potential for conflict between 

values because their oath divides their loyalty between each other and the Han 

dynasty.  This is especially true of the dual relationship between Liu Bei and his 

brothers.  They have a relationship of king to subject as well as brother to brother. 

When Guan Yu is murdered by the kingdom of Wu, his brother Liu Bei, king of Shu, 

faces the difficult choice: does he adhere to his oath to restore the Han dynasty, or 

does he adhere to the oath of their brotherhood and try to avenge Guan Yu?  Yu 

Jiyuan calls this a choice between great (public) and small (private) yi (Yu 34).  Liu 

Bei, like Guan Yu, is a character for whom yi is essential, but while Liu Bei may 

emphasize the importance of yi, he does not prioritize it.  He is not the embodiment of 

yi that Guan Yu is.  For Liu Bei it justifies and legitimizes his claim to the Han 

throne.  When faced with this conflict, Liu Bei initially hesitates, his own desire for 

revenge countered by Zhuge Liang’s insistence that he put the cause of Shu first. 
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Ultimately, though, Liu Bei’s loyalty to the brotherhood triumphs over his 

commitment to his cause, and he gives in to Zhang Fei’s urging and his own grief. 

Zhang Fei, the youngest brother, does not hesitate for even a moment between 

avenging his brother and the larger issues at play.  Yi is not an important value for 

Zhang Fei, and his reckless temper, enflamed by the need to revenge Guan Yu’s 

death, is not tempered by any consideration of public duty to the Han and Shu.

Guan Yu is characterized as the epitome of yi sometimes through specific 

scenes and other times through the way he is perceived by other characters.  The 

conflict between great (public) yi and small (private) yi emerges particularly in the 

interactions between Guan Yu and Cao Cao.  The relationships and encounters 

between Guan Yu and Cao Cao are complicated and interwoven throughout the 

novel, and the reader must become familiar with some of the history of this 

relationship in order to appreciate Cao Cao’s role in the defining test of Guan Yu’s yi.

In the very first chapter, the reader is introduced to the three brothers and Cao 

Cao.  In this chapter we learn about Liu Bei’s ambition as well as his humble 

background and virtuousness.  By contrast, we learn that even as a boy Cao Cao was 

cunning and manipulative.  A seer tells Cao Cao, “You are able enough to rule the 

world, but wicked enough to disturb it” (1.1, 11).  From the very beginning of the 

novel, therefore, Cao Cao is characterized as a villain.  However, despite his many 

flaws, Cao Cao does have an eye for men of quality, and so he becomes very 

interested in Guan Yu and very wary of Liu Bei, whom he soon identifies as his rival. 

In chapter 25, Guan Yu is holding the town of Xiapi, guarding it and Liu Bei’s 

family, when Cao Cao’s forces arrive.  The brothers have been separated from each 
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other and do not know what has befallen the others.  When told that Guan Yu will 

hold the city under any circumstances, Cao Cao remarks, “I have always loved Guan 

Yu, both for his warlike abilities and his intelligence.  I would engage him to enter 

my service.  I would rather send someone to talk him into surrender” (1.24, 279). 

One of Cao’s advisors counters that Guan Yu is unlikely to surrender because “his 

sense of right is too solid” (1.24, 279). This is one of the first places that Guan Yu’s 

righteous nature is commented on by another character.  Having entered into an 

agreement, even with a manipulative villain like Cao Cao, Guan Yu’s sense of yi is 

too strong for him to betray such an agreement, and Cao Cao appreciates this.

The interactions between Guan Yu and his archenemy, Cao Cao, depict Guan 

Yu’s righteous nature throughout the novel.  At Xiapi, Cao Cao and his generals 

implement a trap to force Guan Yu to surrender.  Once Guan Yu is isolated from the 

city he is protecting, Cao Cao sends Zhang Liao, an acquaintance of Guan Yu, to 

persuade the formidable warrior to surrender, counting on the mutual respect between 

the two men to influence Guan Yu.  Guan Yu is perfectly willing to keep fighting 

until he dies.  “I shall die of loyalty and righteousness.  Who will laugh?” (1.25, 282), 

Guan Yu asks Zhang Liao, who tells him that if he died in this way he would be 

guilty of three faults: breaking the oath to his brothers to die on the same day, 

deserting Liu Bei’s family whom he is supposed to protect, and wasting his martial 

ability instead of using it to restore the Han.  

Guan Yu eventually agrees to surrender to Cao Cao as long as Cao Cao meets 

three conditions.  The first condition is that Guan Yu surrenders to the Emperor and 

not Cao Cao; it is known but not acknowledged that Cao Cao is controlling the 
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throne.  Cao Cao accepts the condition on the grounds that because he is prime 

minister of the Han, “so am I Han” (1.25, 283).  But by making this stipulation, Guan 

Yu is drawing an important distinction between the Han and Cao Cao.  Since Guan 

Yu’s loyalty is to Liu Bei, a scion of the Han, by surrendering to the Han he is not 

dividing his loyalty by acknowledging Cao Cao as a figure of power, but instead 

subtly enforcing his loyalty to Liu Bei and the Han dynasty.  To surrender to Cao Cao 

“entails a serious betrayal of Liu Bei” (Yu 36), so Guan Yu makes the condition that 

he is surrendering to the Han emperor.  

Second, he demands that Liu Bei’s wives be suitably provided for and 

protected while in Cao Cao’s power, and that no one be allowed to approach them 

and risk their reputation.  Finally, he stipulates that when he learns of Liu Bei’s 

whereabouts, that he be allowed to rejoin him.  Cao Cao at first balks at this third 

condition, but is convinced by Zhang Liao that if he shows Guan Yu better treatment 

and generosity than Liu Bei, then Guan Yu will not wish to return to his master, but 

will instead switch his loyalty to Cao Cao himself.  Cao Cao underestimates Guan 

Yu’s character and loyalty to Liu Bei in thinking that this loyalty can be easily 

swayed.  This initial mistake, however, makes possible later conflicts in Guan Yu’s 

loyalty.  This is surprising, since Cao Cao clearly recognizes that Guan Yu is deeply 

committed to yi:  When Guan Yu asks to return to Xiapi in order to talk to his sisters, 

Xiahou Dun objects on the grounds that he might betray the newly-formed 

agreement, but Cao Cao responds “He will certainly not break faith.  …He is too 

high-principled” (1.25, 284).   

During Guan Yu’s stay with Cao Cao, Guan Yu shows his yi again and again. 
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He stands guard at his sisters’ door all night on one occasion, when Cao Cao, 

“anxious to compromise Guan by beguiling him into forgetfulness of his duty” (1.25, 

285), assigns Guan Yu to the same apartment as his sisters.  Cao Cao showers Guan 

Yu with marks of esteem, fine presents and frequent banquets in his honor, but Guan 

Yu’s loyalty is not shifted away from Liu Bei.  Although his loyalty to Liu Bei is 

steadfast, Guan Yu cannot lightly dismiss his generous treatment by Cao Cao.  This is 

in part why during this sequence he fights on Cao Cao’s behalf, and this growing debt 

will eventually lead Guan Yu to a conflict of public and private yi.

Guan Yu’s commitment to yi becomes a disappointment to Cao Cao when at 

last Guan Yu receives word that Liu Bei is with Yuan Shao.  He leaves Cao Cao’s 

service, abandoning all his gifts and wealth except for the steed Red Hare, formerly 

the horse of Lu Bu and renowned for its swiftness.  He takes his sisters and rides to 

meet his brother again.  This leads to the episode discussed previously in the section 

comparing Guan Yu and Lu Bu, in which Guan Gong slays six of Cao Cao’s captains 

at five passes.  Initially, Liu Bei and Zhang Fei are concerned that Guan Yu has 

betrayed them, since so few men could remain loyal when treated as generously as 

Cao Cao treats Guan Yu.  Once Liu Bei and Zhang Fei are satisfied that Guan Yu has 

not betrayed them, the brothers are reunited and together continue their quest to 

restore the Han dynasty.  It is some time before Guan Yu and Cao Cao encounter 

each other again.

Yi, therefore, can conflict with other values, such as loyalty (zhong), in 

addition to conflicting with itself in the form of great and small yi.  For both Liu Bei 

and Guan Yu yi is an important virtue, but it is not as important for other heroes.  Liu 
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Bei emphasizes yi less than Guan Yu.  Guan Yu’s yi is often demonstrated and 

emphasized in his relationship with Cao Cao.  Guan Yu’s yi is first highlighted when 

he stipulates his three conditions at Xiapi, which show his yi in the form of his loyalty 

to Liu Bei and his dedication to the Han emperor.  Guan Yu stipulates that he is 

surrendering to the Han emperor instead of Cao Cao.  This condition shows yi 

because to surrender to Cao Cao himself would be an act of disloyalty to both Liu Bei 

and the Han dynasty.  His third stipulation demonstrates his yi also in the form of 

loyalty to Liu Bei, because he demands that as soon as he knows where Liu Bei is he 

be allowed to rejoin him.  He has no intention of serving anyone other than Liu Bei. 

Cao Cao hopes to avoid meeting this condition by winning Guan Yu over, but Guan 

Yu’s loyalty to Liu Bei is too strong.  Although Guan Yu remains loyal, Cao Cao’s 

generous treatment and gifts will eventually create a debt of loyalty between Guan Yu 

and Cao Cao which will come into conflict with Guan Yu’s loyalty to Liu Bei.

The occasion for this conflict occurs after Cao Cao’s defeat at the battle of Chi 

Bi, at which Liu Bei and Sun Quan of Wu ally themselves in order to defeat Cao 

Cao’s larger navy.  Zhuge Liang anticipates the route of Cao Cao’s retreat and places 

generals at strategic points to harass Cao Cao and his soldiers as they flee.  As he 

finishes assigning men to this task, Guan Yu asks why he was not given a post. Zhuge 

Liang’s reply is that Guan Yu is understandably grateful for the kindness Cao Cao 

once showed him, and that Guan Yu would let Cao Cao and his defeated soldiers flee 

unhindered.  Guan Yu counters that he has already discharged his debt to Cao Cao 

when he slew some of his most formidable opponents during his stay, and agrees to 

write an oath that his life will be forfeit if he allows Cao Cao to go free.  Zhuge Liang 
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admonishes Guan Yu not to “let your kindness of heart rule your conduct” (1.49, 

560).  

Guan Yu is finally faced with a conflict between his yi, whether to act as 

Zhuge Liang has commanded him and in the best interests of his lord Liu Bei or 

whether to be ruled instead by his own honor.  When Cao Cao and his soldiers at last 

arrive at the ambush point where Guan Yu is waiting for them, they panic.  Cao Cao 

tells his soldiers that they must fight against Guan Yu and his men to the death, but 

Zheng Yu intercedes: 

I have always heard that Guan Yu is haughty to the proud but kindly to the 
humble; he despises the strong, but is gentle with the weak.  He discriminates 
between love and hate and is always righteous and true.  You, O Minister, 
have shown him kindness, and if you will remind him of that we shall escape
this evil. (1.50, 569)

Upon this advice, Cao Cao moves forward to greet Guan Yu, reminding the warrior 

of the good treatment Cao Cao bestowed upon him previously.  At first Guan Yu is 

unmoved, still intending to act in accordance with the demands of this public yi to Liu 

Bei and Shu.  To Cao Cao’s veiled hint that Guan Yu owes him for the kindness Cao 

Cao showed in the past, Guan Yu replies that he repaid the minister’s kindness when 

he relieved the siege at Baima, killing Yan Liang (among others): “As to the business 

of today, I cannot allow private feelings to outweigh public duty” (1.50, 569).  Cao 

Cao reminds Guan Yu of all the captains he killed on his return to Liu Bei, the six 

unfortunate captains at five passes.  “Guan Yu was indeed a very mountain of 

goodness” (1.50 569).30  Guan Yu had already discharged his debt to Cao Cao by 

killing Yan Liang.  Also, Cao Cao was only kind to him previously in hopes of 

winning his loyalty away from Liu Bei.  Despite knowing these two things, and 

30 yi zhong ru shan (Yu 38).
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knowing that he would have been equally in keeping with yi to do the task Zhuge 

Liang had assigned him, Guan Yu still turns his horse away from the fleeing men, 

close to tears.  Cao Cao and his men escape, and Guan Yu returns to Liu Bei, ready to 

accept death as the consequence for failing in his duty.  Ultimately, Liu Bei intercedes 

on his behalf and the hero is spared.

This scene is one of the most important of the entire novel and is especially 

vital to the characterization of Guan Yu as the epitome of yi.  Guan Yu has sworn to 

forfeit his life if he fails in his duty to capture or kill Cao Cao.  The readers know that 

Zhuge Liang has already seen in the stars that Cao Cao will not be captured or killed 

at this time.  His unsettling omniscience has created this opportunity for Guan Yu to 

act on his yi and resolve the conflict before it can cause further problems for their 

cause (1.49, 560).  The reader can therefore rest easy knowing that Guan Yu’s actions 

will neither endanger his life, nor have any real consequence on the outcome of the 

Three Kingdoms conflict.  Guan Yu, of course, is not privy to this information.  For 

Guan Yu, the problem facing him is very real.  On one level we can say that the 

author chooses to have Guan Yu release Cao Cao.31  The exploration of yi in 

Romance of the Three Kingdoms reveals the problem that Confucianism cannot 

provide practical guidance in the face of such moral conflict.  This scene is the 

centerpiece in the exploration of themes of personal and private yi throughout the 

novel.  Clearly the author wanted his reader to think about these problems, because 

the term yanyi in the title Sanguo zhi yanyi “probably signifies ‘elaborating on the 

moral significances of’” the Three Kingdoms (Roberts vii).  Guan Yu’s choice is a 

betrayal of Liu Bei and Shu.  The fact that Cao Cao has the mandate of heaven and 

31 A detail not supported by the historical sources or the popular tradition up to this point.

48



Zhuge Liang knows that he will not be defeated at this time does not make Guan Yu’s 

choice less of a betrayal, only a betrayal free from the consequences it should have 

carried.

Guan Yu’s yi in the scene at Huarong Pass is thrown into sharp relief when 

Wei officer Xu Huang chooses to reject his friendship with Guan Yu rather than fail 

in his duty.  Forces from both Wei (Cao Cao) and Wu (Sun Quan) have been harrying 

Guan Yu, and he finds himself on opposite sides of the battlefield from the Wei 

officer Xu Huang, with whom he was friends during his stay with Cao Cao.  Xu even 

greets him initially, saying 

Some years have passed since I met you, most excellent Marquis, but I had 
not expected to see you so grey.  I have not forgotten the old brave days, when 
we were together and you taught me so much, and I am very grateful.  Now 
your fame has spread throughout the whole of China, and your old friends 
cannot but praise you.  I am indeed glad that I have the happiness to see you.
(2.76, 183)

Guan Yu greets him warmly, asking why Xu Huang had harried Guan Ping, Guan 

Yu’s son, so badly.  Xu Huang calls out that he will give a reward for Guan Yu’s 

head.  Guan is shocked and asks Xu what he means.  Xu Huang replies, “Because 

today I am on state business, and I have no inclination to let private friendship over-

ride my public duty” (2.76, 183).  In Guan Yu’s comparable situation confronting 

Cao Cao, Guan Yu spared Cao Cao, thus demonstrating the extent of his yi.  For 

Guan Yu, yi transcends the issues of the struggle for supremacy in China.  Even 

though freeing Cao Cao should have cost him his life, he allowed Cao Cao to pass 

freely.  In both these cases, Guan Yu and Xu Huang are presented with two conflicts 

in which yi is central.  One conflict between loyalties, the yi they owe their lords and 

the yi of their personal relationships; the other between yi and the military law which 
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Xu Huang and Guan Yu should adhere to as generals and vassals.  Most characters 

are like Xu Huang, however, and are not the “mountain of goodness” (1.50, 569) that 

Guan Yu is.  As Xu Huang demonstrates, they cannot be counted upon to show the 

quality of yi that Guan Yu does.

Guan Yu is a man of deep loyalty and yi.  This sets him apart from other 

vassals in Three Kingdoms who do not have the commitment to yi that Guan Yu has. 

Faced with the conflict between his personal yi and the public yi he owes Liu Bei and 

Shu, he chooses to uphold his personal yi even if it means his life.  Nevertheless, even 

as loyal and dedicated a man as Guan Yu has his failings.  Guan Yu’s pride, in both 

his skills and his commitment to yi, become arrogance as he ages.  This arrogance is 

coupled with a harsh, easily-provoked temper which destroys Shu’s alliance with Wu 

and leads Guan Yu to death. 

Arrogance and Anger

Guan Yu’s flaw is his arrogance, especially in combination with anger.  Anger 

has been a characteristic of Guan Yu’s since the beginning of the novel, but later 

becomes linked closely with his flaw and evolves from a righteous anger into an 

unjust anger borne from haughtiness.  Guan Yu’s arrogance becomes more 

exaggerated in the second half of the novel, after he has been made governor of 

Jingzhou.  This arrogance manifests itself in his treatment of other warriors, both 

friends and enemies, and in Guan Yu’s clear belief that he is invincible in battle.  His 

arrogant treatment of Sun Quan and his envoys, with whom he is supposed to 

maintain an alliance, causes them to abandon Shu and form an alliance with Wei. 

50



Sun Quan hopes that this new alliance will allow him to retake Jingzhou, which Shu 

was “borrowing.”  Ultimately, this leads to Guan Yu’s defeat by Wu.

Guan Yu’s view of others around him as being beneath him is not limited to 

those of other kingdoms, but includes other generals serving Liu Bei as well.  After 

Liu Bei has been made the king of Shu, he names five of his generals “the five Tiger 

Generals,” a great honor in recognition of their service to him.  Naturally Guan Yu 

and his brother Zhang Fei are two of these, the others being Zhao Yun, Ma Chao, and 

Huang Zhong.  Guan Yu has been made chief of these five warriors, but instead of 

reacting modestly or feeling honored, he is offended that Huang Zhong has been 

included in the same ranks as himself, on the grounds that Huang is an old veteran 

soldier, and therefore not of the right quality.  “The really great man does not stand 

shoulder to shoulder with any old soldier that comes along” (2.73, 155), he tells the 

messenger.  Eventually he is convinced to accept the honor shown him despite Huang 

Zhong’s inclusion.  Guan Yu’s elitist desire to exclude Huang Zhong is one example 

of Guan Yu’s double-standard which would exclude veterans like Huang Zhong from 

fighting, while Guan Yu himself insists that he should lead on the battlefield despite 

the concerns of his son and retainers.

Guan Yu’s arrogance is even more pronounced in his interactions with Wu 

than with the other warriors of Shu. Over the course of Guan Yu’s governance of 

Jingzhou, his pattern of treating Wu with great contempt eventually causes Sun Quan 

to turn on him.  In order to regain control of Jingzhou, Sun Quan’s strategists play on 

Guan Yu’s arrogance to lull him into complacency, before taking advantage of his 

absence during a campaign to seize the city.  Wu corners Guan Yu at the small town 
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of Maicheng before capturing and executing him.

Guan Yu’s arrogance is particularly evident when dealing with Sun Quan and 

his envoys, because he so clearly considers Sun Quan beneath him.  He frequently 

refers to Sun Quan as a “red-bearded rat” or “green-eyed boy.”  Calling Sun Quan 

“green-eyed” is a way of calling him weak.  Green and blue eyes were sometimes 

considered signs of weakness and associated with blindness in Chinese culture at this 

time, since most people are brown-eyed.  This could also be an insulting reference to 

Sun’s family, since green eyes and red hair are also thought of as barbarian or 

demonic traits (Abramson 124-5).  

Guan Yu’s treatment of Sun Quan and his emissaries is in flagrant 

contradiction of all the ideas of courtesy.  He is arrogant in dealing with messengers 

from Wu on several occasions.  The first instance occurs when Wu, with Zhuge 

Liang’s permission, tries to reclaim three districts of Jingzhou, a strategic city where 

Guan Yu is currently in command.  When a messenger comes, explaining the 

situation, Guan Yu flatly refuses to return the three districts to Wu.  When Sun Quan 

tries to send clerks to take over the administration, Guan Yu chases them out of the 

city.

In another episode, Guan Yu shows both his belief that he is invincible and his 

contempt for the men of Wu.  An emissary from Wu, Lu Su has invited Guan Yu to a 

banquet, at which he actually intends to assassinate Guan Yu.  Before Guan Yu 

leaves, his adopted son Guan Ping expresses concern.  Guan Yu replies, “I have been 

in the midst of many imminent dangers all alone and have been careless of them; 

think you that I shall begin to show fear of a few rats such as those?” (2.66, 69). 
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Guan Yu has so much confidence in his martial prowess that he does not consider 

anyone else as a threat, especially the “rats” of Wu.  He is so assured of his ability 

that he callously dismisses his son’s concerns as if there is no man or weapon that 

could harm him.

Guan Yu’s continued refusal to yield Jingzhou to Wu, its rightful owners, 

prompts Lu Su’s unsuccessful assassination attempt.  In a final effort to maintain his 

alliance with Shu, Sun Quan sends Zhuge Jin in an attempt to arrange a marriage 

between the Sun and Guan families.  The suggestion ignites Guan Yu’s fury.  He 

roars at the unfortunate Zhuge Jin, “How can my tiger daughter marry with a dog’s 

whelp?” (2.73 154).   Zhuge Jin is sent back to Wu, where his lord decides it is time 

to take Jingzhou back by force, even if it means beating the indomitable Guan Yu. 

Sun Quan sends messengers to Cao Cao, and the two leaders agree to unite against 

Guan Yu.  Cao Cao sends a specially picked force to engage Guan Yu, and Sun 

Quan’s advisors Lu Meng and Lu Xun begin to enact a plan of their own.  

Lu Xun decides to lower Guan Yu’s guard by playing to the very arrogance 

which has estranged him from Wu, though he does not realize it.  Lu Meng feigns 

illness and Lu Xun is “given” his position.  Guan Yu immediately assumes that such a 

young scholar is incapable of filling the advisory position to Sun Quan, remarking 

“Friend Sun was not very prudent when he made a general out of a mere scholar” 

(2.75, 176).  Lu Xun plays to Guan Yu’s pride by sending him a flattering letter and 

fine gifts.  Guan Yu accepts the gifts and interprets the modestly-worded letter from 

Lu Xun as evidence that he has nothing to fear from the youthful strategist.

While Lu Xun is forming and implementing his plan, Guan Yu is occupied 
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fighting the detachment from Wei, not realizing that his allies in Wu have abandoned 

him.  When spies report to Guan Yu that Pang De is approaching his camp, Guan Yu 

roars “There is never a fighting man in all the world who has heard my name without 

trembling.  Does this fellow dare disdain me?” (2.74, 163).  Later, in their first 

confrontation, Guan Yu disparages the younger warrior: “What can you do?  It is a 

pity to stain my Black Dragon sword […] with the blood of such a rat” (2.74, 164). 

Pang De wounds Guan Yu in the arm, but is eventually defeated and executed by 

Guan Yu.

Following Pang De’s unit, the Wei general Xu Huang is sent to harry Guan 

Yu’s army.  This is in part to keep him from returning to Jingzhou, where Lu Meng 

and Lu Xun are smuggling in soldiers to take over the city.  It is also because of Cao 

Cao’s desire to defeat the general he most fears.  Guan Ping pleads with his father, 

still suffering from the wound inflicted by Pang De, not to go and fight Xu Huang. 

Guan Yu replies, “Xu Huang and I were once friends, and I know what he can do and 

not do.  I will give him the chance to retire, and if he does not take it then I shall just 

slay him as a warning to the others” (2.76, 183).  Despite this haughty 

pronouncement, Guan Yu is unable to defeat Xu Huang immediately and forced to 

temporarily retreat.

It is at this time that news of Jingzhou’s capture by Wu first reaches Guan Yu 

and his contingent.  When the news is confirmed, Guan Yu’s rage at Lu Meng (not Lu 

Xun, interestingly), prompts him to swear an oath of vengeance against Lu Meng. 

“The brigand!  If I cannot slay him while I live, I will after I am dead.  My hate shall 

not go unappeased” (2.76, 186).  As they march closer to Jingzhou, many of Guan 
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Yu’s soldiers desert him to be with their families.  Guan Yu and his remaining 

followers are forced to take refuge at Maicheng and send for aid.  Unfortunately, the 

men to whom Guan Yu sends for help were captains he had previously punished who 

felt humiliated and angry.  They betray him and ally themselves with Wu, and Guan 

Yu waits for aid in vain.

Surrounded by Sun Quan’s army, trapped in Maicheng, Guan Yu still refuses 

to negotiate with Wu.  Zhuge Jin is sent as an envoy once again, but to his attempt at 

alliance Guan Yu responds, 

I am the “hands and feet” of my lord, his brother.  How can I betray him?  The 
city may fall, and then I can but die. Jade may be shattered but its whiteness 
remains; bamboo may be burned, but its joints stand out.  My body may be 
broken, but my fame shall live in history.  Say no more, but leave the city, I
beg.  I will fight Sun Quan to the death.  (2.76, 189)

In this speech, we see both Guan Yu’s yi and his arrogance.  He will not betray Liu 

Bei, but his assurance of his own fame taints the moment.  Guan Yu makes a last 

attempt to escape to Liu Bei, but is captured along with Guan Ping.  Sun Quan 

attempts once again to recruit Guan Yu.  Despite all of Guan Yu’s harsh and haughty 

treatment of his people, Sun Quan still respects the redoubtable warrior.  Guan Yu 

only insults Sun Quan and reminds him of the oath of brotherhood that Guan Yu is so 

dedicated to.  Like Cao Cao, Sun Quan hopes that kind treatment will win Guan Yu’s 

loyalty, but his advisors point out that the scheme which did not work for Cao Cao is 

unlikely to work for Sun Quan.  Sun Quan gives the order for execution, and thus 

ends the life of Guan Yu.  

As we can see, Guan Yu’s haughtiness and anger result in his allies turning on 

him.  He refuses to show either Wu’s ruler, Sun Quan, or his emissaries proper 
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courtesy.  This contempt combines with Guan Yu’s sense of invincibility, so that he 

not only treats his allies as inferior, but blithely assumes that he is entirely safe from 

any attempt they might make at retaliation.  When Wu does, in fact, betray him, he is 

utterly surprised and incapable of overcoming the obstacle they represent.  Cornered, 

then captured, Guan Yu is executed by Sun Quan, whom he previously disdained.

It is important to keep in mind that this development is not entirely 

unreasonable.  In light of Guan Yu’s sheer physical strength and skill as a warrior, it 

should come as no surprise that he took pride in his capability.  In his late fifties, 

Guan Yu is still so impressive on the battlefield that younger champions are utterly 

incapable of beating him. When Guan Yu successfully captures and defeats Pang De, 

he not only demonstrates that he is a shrewd  strategist, but that his martial ability, 

even lessened by age, remains superior to most men’s.  Nevertheless, age has taken 

its toll on him, and for all his strength he has still lost some of the vigor from his 

youth.

Also, in his youth, Guan Yu, as much as if not more than his two sworn 

brothers, was known for his righteousness and virtuousness (yi).  At times, he could 

be utterly unbending and stubborn in his adherence to what he saw as right or proper. 

How he conducts himself in the time he is under Cao Cao’s control is a perfect 

example.  Guan Yu’s behavior goes beyond scrupulous adherence to right.  It is 

almost fanatical.  It is thus no surprise that, over time, this inflexible part of his nature 

expands in proportion to his age, as the strength and invincible might he once enjoyed 

slowly diminishes.  He retains all the pride that goes with his former ability, even as 

his ability lessens.  It is no wonder Guan Yu’s pride in his superhuman skills should 
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eventually develop into arrogance.  This flaw of arrogance develops slowly, only 

coming strongly into play at the end of Guan Yu’s life.  It leads him to his downfall, 

but as a spirit he rises above it and becomes a god.

Guan Yu After Death

Initially, Guan Yu’s arrogance-fueled anger persist in his spirit after his death. 

Guan Yu’s fury which prompted him to swear revenge on Lu Meng is sustained after 

death, and at a celebratory banquet hosted by Sun Quan, Guan Yu possesses Lu 

Meng.  Through Lu Meng, he reviles Sun Quan and reiterates his own greatness 

before killing Lu Meng.  Guan Yu’s spirit continues in this way, appearing to his 

brother Liu Bei in a dream and begging for vengeance, as well as briefly possessing a 

messenger from Wu and haunting Cao Cao.  Cao Cao, in an attempt to appease Guan 

Yu’s angry spirit, holds a grand funeral for him, burying the severed head (sent by 

Wu) with an elaborately-carved wooden body and full honors.  It seems as if Guan 

Yu will not be able to overcome the flaw which led him to death.

However, Guan Yu successfully rises above his arrogance after his death, 

helped by the words of a monk to enlightenment:

Thereupon Guan the Noble seemed suddenly to comprehend, bowed in token 
of assent and disappeared.  After this appearance to the recluse his spirit 
wandered hither and thither about the mountain, manifesting its sacred
character and guarding the people. (2.77 194)

Not only does Guan Yu “guard the people,” he ensures that his massive guandao, 

Black Dragon, and the responsibilities of his own position are passed to his son, Guan 

Xing.  Guan Yu appears as a spirit several times in order to protect and save his son. 

Over the course of the novel Guan Yu has developed from a prideful warrior to an 

57



arrogant veteran who, after death, became first a vengeful spirit before his final 

evolution into a god.  This final growth shows that regardless of the extent of Guan 

Yu’s flaw, his standing as a hero should not be diminished in the eyes of the 

audience.  In fact, by the time that Romance of the Three Kingdoms was written, 

worship of Guan Yu was not only popular but had been endorsed by the emperors of 

the Song dynasty in the twelfth century.
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Conclusion

The two chapters of this thesis are intended to each shed light on the other, 

without forcing insupportable parallels.  When read separately, the chapters provide 

an in-depth analysis of Aeneas and Guan Yu respectively.  Read together, they inform 

our understanding of the hero in a larger context.

Now that we have examined our two heroes, we can see that Aeneas and Guan 

Yu would not understand one another, although they have many themes in common. 

Both are impressive warriors, the elite of their peoples.  In addition, the two virtues 

pietas and yi are rife with conflict between public duty and private feeling or honor. 

Pius Aeneas, who subordinates his own honor and emotions to his larger duties, 

would most likely be disgusted by Guan Yu’s commitment to his personal yi, which 

places personal honor before public duty.  Guan Yu would see Aeneas’ instances of 

hesitant leadership and his relationship with Dido as signs of a weak character.  For 

Aeneas, Guan Yu’s hot-tempered arrogance would be reminiscent of Turnus’ proud 

furor.  

Clearly the cultural expectations for these heroes are different, but can we 

resolve them or take from them any broader understanding of heroes as a concept? 

Although pietas and yi can have opposite orientations (public vs. personal, at least in 

Guan Yu’s case), at their core they rely on the same thing: the hero’s integrity.  Guan 

Yu and Aeneas are each strongly committed to their ideas of honor and duty.  Guan 

Yu values these ideas on a personal level, while Aeneas’ honor is contingent upon his 

duty to others.

We can also say that, for these two heroes, their strong commitments to their 
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personal virtues is, in part, the source of their flaws.  These unwavering commitments 

to a particular idea or virtue cause their characters’ to develop corresponding faults. 

Aeneas constantly turns to others for the leadership he should provide, too aware of 

his own mortal limits.  On the other hand, Guan Yu becomes ever more enamored of 

his own skills, and fails to acknowledge his limits.

The fact that such similarly constructed heroes emerged from utterly different 

cultures surely tells us something about the hero.  That what makes a “hero” is not a 

constant or universal concept, but at least that through the heroes of literature a 

culture may explore important motifs ranging from moral dilemmas to cultural 

heritage.  Also, the tension between the heroic code (public duty) and the hero’s 

personal life is clearly a theme that needs constant examination in a culture and across 

time.

From here, we can hopefully proceed forward with a more conscious 

comprehension of how cultures construct their heroes, and some of the reasons why. 

Analyzing heroes from other cultures can often teach us a great deal about one’s own, 

and in realizations about one’s own culture there are often germs of understanding 

that can be applied more broadly.
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