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Preface

have been reading Virgil for more than fifty years and for the last thirty

of them I preferred early Virgil. But I have never found it casy to make
up my mind about him until now. I had much help from standard editions,
which have altered beyond recognition since the 1940s, and from the innu-
merable forest of books about him that continue to appear. Anne Kuttner’s
Dynasty and Empire in the Age of Augustus, Nicholas Horsfall’s Companion to the
Study of Virgil, Jasper Griffin’s writings about the poet, and Colin Hardie’s,
have been important to me, and I am grateful to Anthony Hobson for the
loan of . B. Trapp’s lecture to the Society for Renaissance Studies (1980),
and to Thomas Clarke for the 1965 edition of W. F. Jackson Knight’s Roman
Virgil. I found Christopher Baswell’s Virgil in Medieval England (1995) fasci-
nating and deeply illuminating, and the New Horizons Search for Ancient Rome
taught me things I had not known: for example the fact that the goddess
Cybele was imported into Rome as a talisman against the Carthaginians be-
fore 200 BC in the form of a black, conical, aniconic stone. I learnt of sanc-
tuaries of the nomads and crossroads and chapels like those in the Eclogues
only on p. 603 of the Western Greeks, 1996. But readers can discover most
references in the new Oxford Classical Dictionary and in Horsfall. All I can add
is Bertha Tilley’s Antiquity article of September 1945, “Vergilian Cities of
the Roman Campagna’, which was to me a revelation. I have attempted
in this book not to repeat things treated in my Horace (1997) or in my
Introduction to the Folio Society’s Dryden’s Aeneid (1993). I have no se-
rious quarrel with the Latin text of Virgil’s Works established by Mynors,
but the translation of the Georgics by Robert Wells has given me constant
inspiration and personal pleasure, although I have not used it in this book.






Introduction

What do we owe to Virgil?

When I was a schoolboy Virgil was the Latin poet, in a sense that even chil-
dren would question today. He was the embodiment of that vast, ballooning
idea of Roman civilisation and its great power and impressive material cul-
ture. For better or worse, I have now lost that simple vision. But Virgil’s
stature as a poet has not in the least diminished for me. His poetry rises
high above Rome and its Caesars, and his victory lies in the supreme merit
of his work. It begins in the Eclogues, which must be the most astounding
first book of poetry ever published. Not even Spenser for all his brilliance
ever equalled them (if anyone ever did, in English, then Milton came close,
and his friend Andrew Marvell as close or closer). And it was this supreme
poet of the Eclogues who went on to write the Georgics, and in the end
the Aeneid. What may still be defended today is Virgil’s power as a poet
and the freshness of his verse. The history of European literature is real and
still an urgent subject. You cannot arrive at Ibsen or Pushkin without going
back through Byron to the ancient writers and Virgil; and without master-
ing those writers you will not advance to an understanding of the modern
world.

There is a pressing need to restore Virgil’s poetry to the true, unglam-
orised history of his own times and to the poet’s private life as far as we
can know it, and the process of analysis of Virgil against the background of
his own world is among the motives of this book. Horace was the principal
subject of his own poetry and took an ironic view of much contemporary
history, but Virgﬂ isa shy character, and his irony is subtler. His Aeneid in
particular has had a glamorous and to my mind unpredictable success, and
a majestic influence related to history and civilisation and all those mighty
themes. Every success of that kind is almost bound to be based on a misun-
derstanding,

The trouble is that Virgil is to us still a classic and the Aeneid has been
the classic of European poetry, as T.S. Eliot kept pointing out. We are (or
we used to be) so soaked in a tradition that stems from Virgil that we can
casily find in him all the qualities of a classic, because it is precisely from
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him that we learnt them. In the same way we were taught that Virgil was
a natural Christian: and we modified our idea of him and of Christianity to
believe that was true.

It is the word classic that needs to be re-examined, as Frank Kermode ar-
gued in The Classic (1975). As he said there, in the very idea of the classic the
central statement is terribly entangled with imperialism, with the Roman
Empire and its ghost the Catholic Church, sitting crowned upon the tomb
thereof, in Rome. Eliot’s idea of a mystical core of Europe fed by Virgil was
fully stated in What is a Classic? (1944) and more vehemently in Virgil and the
Christian World (1951); it was the time of the foundation of the London Virgil
Society with Eliot as the first President. Yet Gareth Reeves' showed more
than twenty years ago that Eliot’s idea about Virgil dated from 1935, when
he came across one of those heroes of anti-Nazism, Theodor Haecker, who
worked for a Munich publisher and had just written his remarkable book,
Virgil, Father of the West. Eliot published him in Criterion, and Haecker’s Virgil
book swiftly appeared in English. For Eliot and for Virgil scholars like
Wilson Knight, that book was of central irnportancc.2 Haecker died in the
last year of the war (he was twice imprisoned), he is not now much read.

If instead of a classic, or the classic, we speak of the classics and the clas-
sical languages, then we are at once discussing something much broader,
something essential to a thousand years and more of our history. We would
have to include not only Homer but also Aristophanes and Plato and the
great tragedians. We would then be speaking of the severest and most deeply
effective instrument of education the human race has so far come across. We
would embark on a course of reading of great interest and on unexpected
pleasures. Without wishing to turn back the clock, to ignore science or to
neglect modern languages, we would find that a vast and illuminating pro-
gramme awaited us. I cannot help adding, God help us if we neglect it.

What is a classic does not, in fact, depend on Virgil. He is not the central
figure. We are now loose of any tie to Rome or its nasty heroics. The agrar-
ian enthusiasm of the thirties that inspired Eliot and Haecker and Maurras
and Chesterton and Belloc is dated now. There are fashions even in reac-
tion, and that fashion is over. We do not find in the two or three famous
lines about amor in the tenth Eclogue a link that can bind together an entire
Roman society, still less an imperial one. The idea is gross, it is a bursted
balloon, because what about the slaves? Horace owned at least a dozen, and
Virgil probably more. In the Rome of the Caesars, slaves were terribly nu-
merous and not well treated.
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It is against this background that we must make a serious attempt to
assess Virgil, and to notice what his achievements were and were not. Virgil
was read all over the empire. But the form in which the Aeneid was then
known — for example in the mosaics from south Ham now at Taunton —
is that of the merest erotic romance, as if the Aeneid were by a Virgil just
as decadent as the great historian Mommsen thought he was. Aeneas with
a golden bough, the Aeneid quoted by Juno at the rape of Europa and the
quotation of the Book 9 of the Aeneid (473) from Vindolando on Hadrian’s
Wall may be thought equally frivolous. Even Virgil enthroned among muses
from Hadrumetarah in Africa does not dispel the romance in the Aeneid.

We will have to make up our mind where Virgil stands today. His influ-
ence in some ways works against him, because we see him through a haze
of derivative writers. I am writing for readers without Latin, but I am not
sure what are the best translations. I think the best is Dryden’s, yet in the
end Dryden said if he had the whole job to do again, he would try blank
verse: no doubt he was thinking enviously of the verse style of Milton, and
rightly.

The best complete modern translation of Virgil is by C. Day Lewis, done
during the Second World War, but the first Aeneid ever published in Britain,
which was in Scots dialect (1553), was better still. It was by Gavin Douglas,
Archbishop of St Andrew’s and he is reported to have finished his work in
cighteen months. Between Douglas and Dryden the attempts are too nu-
merous to catalogue here, but it is worth noticing that Dryden as a boy
thought he had been brought up on the large and finely illustrated folio
Virgil by John Ogilby, a self-educated adventurer who was later cartogra-
pher royal to Charles II. His Virgil is far better than you would think. I am
bound to admit that apart from Dryden the nearest approach to the plea-
sures Virgil’s Latin offers is what I have found in Salvatore Quasimodo.

He wrote the line e le parole nate fra le vigne, which is not Virgil. But,
that line does raise the problem of Virgilian style. For Quasimodo — as it is
for Dryden — it was mostly the same from the Eclogues to the end of the
Aeneid. Indeed, it is not obviously very different from the style in which
these poets translate Ovid.

Yet the differences ought to be enormous. At school we were taught
to write Latin verse of our own, and Virgil was the most admired model.
But he was impossible, since his linguistic resources, his playfulness and his
sheer eccentricities make his poems at least as different from normal Latin
as Milton is from normal modern English. Virgil has been so successful in
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his lifework that later Latin authors seem insipid to us, and many earlier
Latin poets ridiculous by comparison.

There is a special blossoming, a kind of fresh excellence in Virgil which
is a matter of his time — we have to say the same about the sonnets of
Shakespeare. We know little enough about early Latin, but Latin literature
and poetry represents a continuous attempt to follow the great achieve-
ments and even the circus tricks of the Greeks.

Itis open to a Latinist to prefer early Latin, which sounds as if it was hand-
carved on granite slabs, but in Virgil’s time Latin as supple as Greek was a
new invention. The narrative hexameters of Ennius (239169 BC) are of a
heaviness that is often comic. By the time of Ovid (43 Bc—17? AD) things had
gone almost too far, he was rhetorical and too fluid. In the poet philosopher
Lucretius (94?—55 BC), Latin poetry as a medium is still crude and needs
cultivation. In spite of his stunning talent one feels that he was born too
carly. It was the generations of Catullus (84—54 BC), who died young and of
Virgil (70—19 BC) and Horace (658 BC) in which poetry of original genius
most flourished in Latin. And Tibullus (50?—19 Bc) and Propertius (about
50—before 2 BC) are enough to show that Virgil and his friends did not have
a monopoly as poets.

After the death of Augustus, however, poetry hardly survived. All that
Latin contributed later was the choking snarls of Juvenal and the bitter
chronicles of Tacitus. Plutarch’s Lives of the Roman Emperors could not
have been written in Rome. We know, for example, from a most interest-
ing and lucid study of the strikingly regional accents of poets like Lucretius
and of Virgil, that he composed his poetry in a strong Northern accent,
and was among the last to do s0.> What went wrong with Roman poetry
was Roman politics. Without certain minimal conditions, there can be no
serious poetry, and after the satires of Juvenal there was none. The perfor-
mances of Statius and the rest were pitiful. They were ‘A song To keep a
drowsy Emperor awake’. How lucky it is for us therefore that we have to
deal with the spring season of Roman poetry, since it died in its first sum-
mer. Within that brief season there is about Virgil a kind of majesty.

In spite of attempts that have been made, we have no agreed image of Virgil’s
face. In the late Republic the Roman magistrates might put their faces on
the coinage, with symbols of their august lineage. Indeed, in Asia they might
accept divine honours. But from the time of Augustus on, it was the Emper-
ors and their families and favourites who were commemorated in sculpture
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at Rome, while the status of poets was so low that Suetonius wrote in praise
of an Emperor not how much he paid them but how much he paid for them.

Virgil is an intensely personal poet, yet he is anonymous. The lives that
we have of him were written in late antiquity and are full of fantasies. We
can learn more about him from Horace and the careers of Maecenas and
Augustus, and the few scraps of Augustus’s correspondence. We can notice
the problems that must have preoccupied him and pay attention to the el-
egance of his solutions. But in this endeavour we must pick our way most
carefully. We are like Aeneas in the woods at Cumae, but for us there will
be no golden bough.

It is scarcely surprising that our own time has seen a wish in America and
in England to shake off an influence so old, so pervasive, and so hard to un-
derstand. My aim is not so ambitious as to try and restore his prestige single-
handed. It has simply been to try to understand him in his original context.
Virgil’s influence must take care of itself and fight its own battles. But it is
curious how the large questions that arise from him (and cannot be ignored)
can be pinned down to smaller questions that do have answers: Virgil’s
dream of the Roman Empire, for example, compared with its reality, which
in the century and a half since Mommsen first snuffled his way through Cal-
abria for Roman remains we have become able to discuss with less prejudice.

There are comments we can make about Virgil’s famous humanity too.
Was the affair between Dido and Aeneas a myth or fiction? Did Virgil inherit
the story or think it up? Those old-fashioned scholars who believed most
devoutly in Virgil’s consummate artistry preferred on the whole to think
he did make it up.

R.G. Austin in the introduction to his edition of book one of the Aeneid
(1971) is a good example. He notices that the model appears to be Homer’s
nymph Calypso who detains Odysseus for years in a cave, ‘The parallel is
evident, but it is superficial’ .* Austin is almost as lordly with the possibility
that the episode was invented by Naevius in an epic poem about the Roman
war with Carthage. Naevius (about 260—201 Bc) did describe the wander-
ings of Aencas and the storm off Africa and the argument in heaven about
Aeneas. He may perfectly well have used the passionate affair he imagined
Aeneas had with Dido, and its result, to explain the feud between Carthage
and Rome. Also, earlier recorders of the legend than Virgil say Dido killed
herself on a bonfire to avoid rape by larbas King of Libya.

It is important to know how much Virgil freely invented, or to what
degree he is patching up an old legend. Dido had a sister Anna, who has a
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mysterious importance. Virgil uses her as a confidante or attendant out of
a scene in tragedy. But in Ovid she pops up later on to give Aeneas ritual
absolution in Italy, so that he can become the god Juppiter Indiges — the god
of the place. And the elderly antiquarian Varro, whom Virgil knew, declared
it was Anna who jumped onto the bonfire and not Dido.

What makes the truth so interesting is that if Virgil had his hands tied by
the myth, then his solution in the Aeneid, the reunion in the underworld, is
humanly acceptable. Virgil’s Aeneas fell for Dido, but the gods told him to
leave her and Aeneas obeyed. Dido’s furious behaviour in the underworld
after her suicide is a consequence — and one may be sorry for them both.

Scholars sternly announced that Aeneas had to behave as he did because
of religious duty to obey the gods (pietas). And Addison says he should never
have taken shelter from bad weather in a cave, at least not with a girl like
Dido. For many hundreds of years readers of the Aeneid took a view which
fitted Christian rules of marriage with no divorce, and saints have wept over
Dido and Aeneas.

But now his behaviour seems dire and his fate not worth having, If you are
in love with a nice, generous, beautiful lady in the desert, you do not give
it up and leave her to suicide, just to become the founder of Rome, do you?
So I prefer to think Virgil got his plot from Naevius: that is at least highly
probable. And I do not feel happy over Virgil inventing the divine touch on
the rudder and Dido’s suicide. In the underworld, I think the poet is on
Dido’s side. (This problem was given an airing by A.S. Pease in his edition
(1935) of Book IV and one is free to choose one’s point of view. )’

Protests against Virgil’s version of the story were written in his time.
One is a Greek epigram in the Palatine Anthology (16, 51)® which appears
also in a Latin version attributed to Ausonius (epig. 118) and in English in
Walter Ralegh’s History of the World. Ralegh says7

I am that Dido which thou here dost see,
Cunningly framed in beauteous Imagery.
Like this I was, but had not such a soul

As Maro feigned, incestuous and foul.
Aeneas never with his Trojan host

Beheld my face, or landed on this coast.
But flying proud larbas’ villainy,

Not mov’d by furious love or jealousy

I did with weapon chaste to save my fame,
Make way for death untimely, ere it came.



Introduction 7

This was my end; but first I built a Town,
Reveng’d my husband’s death, lived with renown.
Why didst thou stir up Virgil, envious Muse,
Falsely my name and honour to abuse?

Readers, believe Historians, and not those

Which to the world Jove’s thefts and vice expose.
Poets are liars, and for verse’s sake

Will make the Gods of human crimes partake.

The last four lines are free composition by Ralegh, but his case is well
argued. It is of course possible to accept Austin’s view, that “The tale of
Dido, in the form which has stirred the human heart to pity for nearly two
thousand years, was Virgil’s own creation in a moment of intense poetic
vision’, but it is probably a question of what view you take of intense poetic
vision. I must admit that I feel any critic who invokes it is about to attempt
a conjuring trick.

I recently had the enjoyable task of searching through Gow and Page’s
edition of the Garland of Philip, a collection of poems in the Palatine Anthol-
ogy, which contains many of those Greek epigrams written by poets Virgil
knew, like his tutor Philodemos, and poets who may have been influences
on him, among them Erucius, who is extremely hard to date precisely. The
name Erucius is Roman, and he was born in Kalavryta in the north-west cor-
ner of Arcadia. Kalavryta was a Roman colony, and the source of much in-
formation and misinformation about that wild inland province which served
as one of Virgil’s greatest settings.

Erucius seems to have been a poet of about Virgil’s own age, and he
writes a dedication to Pan from Glaucon and Corydon, ‘both Arcadians,
both in the flower of their youth’ (Eru.1, Anth. Pal. 6, 96), names and
phrases that recall Virgil’s seventh Eclogue. Erucius has them herding cattle
in the mountains, while Virgil has Daphnis in his scene sitting under an
ilex where Thyrsis has brought his sheep and Corydon his goats. Only the
fact that these two are both young, both Arcadians, ties Virgil and Erucius
together. Arcadians enter the scene in Erucius because Pan is Arcadian, but
in Virgil’s poem the Arcadian scene-setting is gratuitous. Daphnis after all
is usually a Sicilian in pastoral poetry, and the entry of Arcadia into the
Eclogues seems to be Virgil’s invention, borrowed from the Greek epigrams
about Pan. Also, Glaucon is not a shepherd’s name for Virgil.

So it does not look as if the greater poet is imitating the lesser one. This
problem is small and no doubt insoluble. Probably they had the same source,
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which we have now lost, which considering the disorganisation of the po-
ems of Theocritus, where genuine and spurious are jumbled together is not
surprising. Virgil imitates both. In Virgil the line about the two Arcadians
has more point, because they are going to sing antiphonally.

It is hard to put one’s finger on just what Virgil drew from this huge ram-
ification of small poems that have descended to us in the Palatine Anthology.
To me it appears to be that he derived his basic instrument from the poems:
the sharpest sensory contrast in words and the heaviest weight of implica-
tion in phrases. This is a matter of detail, and it is most obviously displayed
in the Eclogues. Of course there are particular poems in the Anthology that
remind one of Virgil, poems about the shade of a tree, the sweetness of
honey, or one by Myrinos where Eros herds the animals and Thyrsis sleeps.
But, even Cicero’s aged friend Scaevola writes in Greek verse about Pan
and his goats. Yet, it would be fair to say that most of what Virgil drew in
from earlier poetry as a young man he found in Theocritus. This does not
mean that Theocritus was the father of European pastoral poetry, but he
was certainly the kind of poet from whom other poets can learn.

Virgil’s own majestic influence came with the Aeneid and for reasons
outside poetry. When Dante took Virgil for a guide — as Aeneas takes the
Sibyl in the underworld — he followed the sixth book of the Aeneid in the
lowest parts of his Inferno. It was probably Dante and not the piety of
schoolmasters that bonded Virgil so closely to Christianity in the Italian Re-
naissance. But, once the bonding had set hard, Virgil really did become the
classic in Christian Europe as T.S. Eliot proclaimed him to be. This strange
transformation had been all the easier in a world where scholars were sel-
dom critics of any interest, and in which almost no one knew enough Greek.
The Eclogues were more or less ignored, except by poets, who delighted
in them from Spenser to Marvell.

The subsequent French controversy between the anciens and modernes
(which reverberates in the introductory material to Dryden’s Virgil ) sub-
sequently shook France rather than Europe. It left the English happily wor-
shipping the idols of their schoolroom. The controversy centred on that
curious anomaly, ‘Christian epic’, which those who wrote it felt to be far
better than ancient epics. (Milton might have agreed with them.) The com-
motion had started in 1670 about whether the inscription on a new tri-
umphal arch for Louis XIV should be in Latin or in French. Alas the author-
ities never finished building this monumental construction, so it never had
an inscription, but the battle on this ground or others went on for fifty years.
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Later the controversy shifted, in the inconsequent way it will, to trans-
lations of Homer, with the formidable and in my view admirable Madame
Dacier batting for the anciens with more style than Nicholas Boileau, an carly
captain, had ever shown. The last shot in the war was probably Diderot
on Homer or Iliad in the Encyclopaedia. He attacked the horrible cooking
described in the Iliad, but pointed out that the ancient leaders in war did
win battles, ‘something that ours regrettably fail to do, though they invent
sauces as fine as mayonnaise’.

It is hard to take the furious arguments seriously today, but a little can be
said. The novel has told us things about ourselves and, for example, about
women that Virgil did not consider. History itself looks very different now,
so that Virgil’s model for it, which was supreme until about 1670 and un-
marked by the ‘Christian epic’, is now smashed.

At the cost of a further few lines it is worth noticing that John Dryden
as a critic founded himself on Boileau, whom at times he gleefully robbed.
The idea of refinement in English verse — with the heroic couplet as Dryden
handled it the supreme achievement — comes from Boileau’s Art of Poetry.
Eliot puts it perfectly in a poem to Walter de la Mare (1958) as

those deceptive cadences
Wherewith the common measure is refined,

By conscious art practised with natural ease . ..

Refinement in Dryden’s Art of Poetry is a whole system of progressive
improvement in versification, through a list of names with himself as the
climax, corresponding to Boileau as the inheritor from Malherbe. (These
poets are not always exemplary characters, but it was in reviewing Mark
Van Doren’s book on Dryden that Eliot became a Dryden expert, making
use then and later of Van Doren’s quotations for The Sacred Wood. Small
wonder then that Eliot should one day stand up for Virgil, just as Dryden
did. He is not the only man of letters to have educated himself by anony-
mous reviewing, and although I have criticised his opinions I do not know
anyone else who has so clearly, strongly and elegantly attempted an answer
to that question.)

Yet it is essential to distinguish the history of a language from the pro-
gressive refinement of poetry. Civilisation is another matter, and most ob-
servers agree that it has its ups and downs — though whether the Roman
Empire was an up or a down is still a question that divides historians.
Today the idea of perpetual and almost unavoidable progress is pinned in
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place by science, though scientific progress began rather recently, scarcely
before Galileo. The basic fact that the world is round was forgotten for about
a thousand years until the Renaissance, and the speculation that it was com-
posed of atoms was not accepted until the seventeenth century, when it
opened the path to atomic physics.

As for languages and forms of poetry, it is only Latin literature that shows
such a progression and such a progressive refinement. In English Chaucer
is as good as Byron, and as smart, and Gawain and the Green Knight is as
talented and its language is as refined, as anything in modern English: and
Beowulf and the Finnsburh fragment are arguably superior. Nothing since
Shakespeare is fit to compare with him. And, as for the detail of Dryden’s
and of Boileau’s couplets, it is like the slow perfection of the elegiac couplet
in Latin: an illusion. Latin writers were so under the spell of the Greeks that
their determination to do whatever Greek verse could do was unanimous.

Latin as a language, however, was already mature and supple and full of
life in the days of Plautus (245?—180 BC) and maybe earlier. The literature
of Latin fell away and serious poetry came to an end, not because the poetry
of the Augustan age was unsurpassable but for political reasons: because of
the nature of the imperial government and the Roman state. If one looks
at the evidence from inscriptions one can see that the severe, archaic style
is in many ways preferable to the style adapted from Hellenistic epigrams
which followed.

We have lost so much of Latin literature that one may find it hard to
judge. Naevius is a marvellous poet, but lamentably fragmentary, and even
Ennius, who in a way all but overshadows Virgil in the Aeneid, does not exist
in great quantity. Certainly the crumbs that Edward Courtney has gathered
in The Fragmentary Latin Poets (1993) are on the whole light in weight, and
the few outstanding lines are those that are famous, like Porcius Licinus on
the second Carthaginian war, when

the Muse wingfooted made her attack on the wild people of Romulus.

Porcius Licinus is hard to date but he is talking of the age of Naevius, the
late third century Bc.® It may have been a hundred years later than Naevius
when he wrote a poem in Latin that perhaps holds its head up with anything
in the Garland of Philip:

Keepers of sheep and of the tender lambs
Do you seck fire? Here is a man of fire.
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With a touch my finger will burn down the woods,
And all your flocks, for all I see is fire.

Edward Courtney thinks this a clumsy poem, yet Ralegh or Wyatt might
have liked it, though undoubtedly it is less perfect than Virgil.

The ideal that poetry should be metrically or technically always more and
more refined, then, does not hold water even in Latin. Nothing analogous
holds true for any of the arts in this last century of course. Music after
Debussy and Ravel or Benjamin Britten and the Americans of his generation
has offered us a precipitous decline, and painting since Picasso and Hockney
no great improvement.

You can over-refine and whittle away poetry until nothing is left. You
will end up writing verses like those of the Emperor Hadrian, to inscribe
on a cherrystone. A tradition must be ploughed, opened up and altered if
it is to be fertile for long, The poetry of the French monarchy looks as if
by Voltaire’s time it has run into a dead end, though it was the monarchy
itself that was a dead end — and the revolution was perhaps another one.
It was only when modern French consciousness broke open that we were
given the dazzling poetry of Baudelaire, to which the English conservatism
and green gloom of Lord Tennyson could not aspire. The English clung to
the wreckage of Virgil, but the French did not. Eliot was under an illusion
in 1945,

What then has Virgil still to offer? First, he is extremely good. He is at least
the laureate of laureates. He is one of those few poets who have almost too
much to say, like Thomas Hardy and John Donne and unlike George Her-
bert. It is this pressure of serious thoughts that produces his abundance,
his generosity of themes. Then, he was a true master of his language, as
Racine was, and from that we can always learn however different our cir-
cumstances. Robert Lowell made an astounding attempt to translate Racine,
and the result was a vigorous, energetic wrestling match: something new.

But Virgil is not a monument, he must be stalked and crept up on and
studied sidelong as well as face to face. He is not a bland writer and must
not be treated blandly. He is passionate but his passions are in reserve, he is
an ironist but hardly in an obvious manner which scholarship can pin down,
and he is a humourist, a man of many resources, who delights to cover his
own tracks. What Dryden says in his dedication of the Georgics may very
likely be true, that they are ‘the best poem of the best poet’.
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The history of our education is curious, and when I was young I was
interested only in what he could do for me as a poet, being conscious of
that vocation long before I had the capability. Now it seems possible and
perhaps likely that European education from about 1500 to 1800 really was
an attempt to train poets, and that its old purpose lingered on, at least in the
sixth forms of old fashioned schools in England, until nearly our own times,
persisting like the echoes of a siren voice. No doubt something analogous is
true of America, where one of the first books ever translated, and perhaps
the first poem ever written in our language, was a translation of Virgil by
George Sandys, who published it on his return to England.

A time has come when so much stands between us and Virgil that we
need to take a new and a close look at him. Much of the historical foliation
that obscured him in the centuries after his death has now been cleared away,
or it can be, which is due to the efforts of historians, and their struggles and
controversies ever since Mommsen. One may notice that Mommsen was a
contemporary of Karl Marx, with whom he shares some of the excitements
of historical analysis: they are toxic and can still affect us in his history of the
Roman republic, which ends with Caesar, and the watch-fires of the legions
burning for the first time in the heart of the Roman capital.

At the end of the last war, English schoolteachers still believed as they
had done for three hundred years that Virgil taught the responsibilities of
empire. But it is the grave contributions of nearly two centuries of scholar-
ship that have hacked away the nationalism and the racism and the nonsense
from our ideas of Virgil and of Horace. They do not now appear distant or
ghostly, but as two friendly human beings, two well-disposed and intelligent
poets, such as one might meet.

I was also taught at school fifty years ago that Roman literature was no
more than a footnote to Greek, and I still do not dare to dismiss that as
an unfounded exaggeration. All the same we have much in Latin that we
lack in the Greek form, and I prefer to think of Virgil in particular as the
greatest writer of his time, though it happened that he wrote in Latin.
Eduard Fraenkel says somewhere of Virgil’s century that the deeper a
Roman was, the more deeply he was penetrated by Greek and by the
Greeks. T have certainly found that to be true of Virgil.

And then there is this too. In our time the planet appears to be shrinking,
withering and polluted, like an elderly apple on a windowsill. But in Virgil
it is still green and strong, and that is something we need. Distant as he is
in time, I can think of no poet we stand more in need of today: not for the
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contrivances of his ‘epic’, but for the texture and sap of all his verse: e le
parole nate fra le vigne.

Yet it may be that in this chapter the question of what we owe to Virgil
has not found an easy answer. That is because of a certain neglect of the
obvious that has overcome the entire debate, though the problem is real,
and as urgent as it has ever been. Few generations of genius have devoted
such prolonged and deep study to what poetry is and can be as Virgil’s did.
Today we must probe the walls of his world both as they were and as he
imagined them, in order to discover those of his art, who he was or what
he was like as a poet in his own time. Our task is to think that from the
mass of discarded furniture mostly in the imperial taste (first empire, third
empire, nth empire) and decayed papers that fill the lumber-rooms of our
minds, we inherit in some form the portrait of a poet who is unique. We
inherit Virgil.



I
The Youth of Virgi]

Virgil was born in 70 BC near Mantua, then Mantova, a Roman city which
is still buried ten feet under the Piazza dell’Erbe, the Renaissance veg-
etable market. No one knows how old it was then, but the town was once
Etruscan. By the time Virgil was born, it was part of the province called
Cisalpine Gaul, which extended to the Alps and covered the Po valley where
the god Silvanus, the Wood god, was very popular. The Alps were free and
independent, though they were quite thoroughly explored and well-known
to the Greeks as well as the Romans. Greek influence and Greek works of
art had penetrated beyond Ancona and Rimini and far into the Alps long
ago,1 but in the early second century BC the Romans took over the entire
region. Rimini (Ariminum) was founded in 268 BC as a Roman colony, a
strong garrison town where disbanded legions of old soldiers were settled
on the land, and in 225 BC the border had reached Milan, and in 219 the
Romans put colonies at Piacenza and Cremona. Bologna, Mutina, Parma
and Aquileia were colonised in the 80s Bc; both Parma and Bologna are on
the great military highway south of the Po, called the Via Aemilia, which
heads for Milan, and Aquileia is the north-east point of Italy.

Quiet Mantua was on the richest part of the plain, in one of the wriggles
of the river Mincio (Mincius), which runs down from Lake Garda to join
greater rivers, dove il Po discende per aver pace con seguaci sui: where the Po
runs down/Among his followers to find his peace. On the southernmost
tip of the vast Lake Garda lies Sirmio where Catullus lived, though the im-
pressive ruins still to be seen there are those of a grander and later building,
probably an imperial palace. Not far east of Sirmio lies Verona (whose name
is Celtic) which Catullus calls his town, but it appears to have been a dull
place. Mantua was never huge and is now all but encircled by small lakes
full of fish.

Beyond Mantua in the plain of the Po Virgil was born in a village called
Andes. No one knows now where that was, though tradition puts it at
Pictole (to the south-south-east), which Napoleon visited at midnight as
a young officer, in awe of Virgil. The poet was named Publius Vergilius
Maro — the English spelling Virgil is traditional. His middle name is not
uncommon and his last name is Greek or Etruscan; his first is a mere

Roman formality like ‘Quintus’ Horatius Flaccus and ‘Marcus’ Tullius
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Cicero (10643 Bc). He was a middle-class child and a Roman citizen by
birth. His mother’s and his father’s family held office as magistrates in Rome.

Virgil’s father may even have been an eques Romanus, a Roman knight or
squire;” but Miss Gordon (JRS, 1934) cleverly suggested he was the oft-
spring of an Etruscan pottery family from Ligurian Hasta, and perhaps he
dug clay from his muddy fields and made pots near Mantua. That would ex-
plain the story in Virgil’s biography, that his father was an itinerant potter
and a poor man who married his boss’s daughter. That story is probably ro-
mantic moonshine all the same, invented hundreds of years after the poet’s
death to fill a gap left by ignorance; and the connection with Hasta is a guess.

Before we plunge into the morass of such traditions, we had better set
out clearly what is known from history and from archacological evidence.
The name of a member of Virgil’s family crops up much later as a grand
priest whose office is recorded on stone, and when Virgil died he left money
to his younger half-brother. He is also credited with two full brothers who
died before him, but I do not believe they really existed at all. The money,
half his wealth, was a large amount, but the brother mentioned in Virgil’s
will was the son of his mother Magia, who must have been born by 86 Bc to
bear Virgil in 70 BC, so by the laws of nature Magia is unlikely to have had
another son after about 36 BC.

It happens that a poem in the Catalepton (the collection of short poems as-
cribed to Virgil) suggests that the poet’s father was alive in the later for-
ties BC, but this poem is a fantasy. It is the sentimental offering of some later
schoolmaster, imagining Virgil welcoming his exiled family to his friend
‘Siro’s little villa and his poor plot’ in the manner of Hellenistic epigrams.
It need not detain us. So we should assume that the poet’s father died at the
normal age around 52 BC when his son was about cighteen, and his widow
married again. Virgil looked after his half-brother, who was born about
50 BC, by leaving him money when he was thirty.

Yet we would like to know more about Virgil’s father and mother, and his
first youth, and to do so we must take a circuitous route. Mantua was Etr-
uscan, as Virgil tells us in verse in the course of his amazing catalogue of
the allies of Aeneas, in book ten of the Aeneid. Aeneas is at a meeting to
get Etruscan allies through Evander, the old original Arcadian colonist of
Rome. The allies set out in a half-magical fleet from the north of Italy and
after the Clusians and the Ligurians and their mighty ship Centaur comes
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the curiously named Ocnus, son of Prophetic Manto and a Tuscan:

He gave you walls and gave his mother’s name,

Mantua rich in blood, not one in race:

Three races, and four peoples under each

Head of the peoples, her strength Tuscan blood. (200-203)

Tuscan means Etruscan, and although commentaries suggest the names
of three races (or tribes) they have no authority. Mantua according to Virgil
was an ancient settlement of mixed race.

Mincius in a hat of the grey-green reeds of his father Benacus (Lake
Garda) leads in his furious pine (ship) five hundred men that the legendary
tyrant Mezentius armed against himself (204-206).

That does not tell us very much. Mincius was the river that snaked across
the plains emptying the oceanic Lake Garda into the Po. And Mezentius may
be fiction: in the Aeneid he fights on the wrong side and is killed. But the
atmosphere reveals a good deal about Virgil’s native place. Even the claim
to a mere five hundred men from the margins of the world says something,
and Ocnus is a Greek word for hesitancy, indolence or shrinking, that suits
the endless windings of the Mantuan river. It is plain that we are speaking
of the remotest of the Italian provinces.

This mixture of fantasy and mythology is confusing to modern readers,
but it is worth noticing that Virgil insists on creating a part in the Aeneid for
Mantua and the Ligurians. Furthermore, when Phaethon fell from heaven
and his sisters lamented him inconsolably, they were turned into the amber-
weeping poplar trees of the Po valley, and the crest-feathered Cunerus,
Phacthon’s brother, sang about him in their shadow to the stars until in
white old age he was turned into the constellation Cycnus, the Swan (Aen.
10, 187b-f). Cycnus and Ocnus are similar words, and perhaps for Virgil
Ocnus is the name of some fabulously beautiful and shy heron of the river
Mincius or the Po.> On consideration I do not believe it has anything to do
with the Oknos painted by Polygnotos, whose punishment in the under-
world (Paus. 10, 29, 2) was to plait a rope perpetually chewed to pieces by
a donkey.

Virgil loved Mantua passionately and mentioned it in all his books, but
the mention in the Aeneid is the most intrusive and suggestive. As for the
amber-weeping trees, amber is indeed the petrified gum of trees found in
sea-sand: like gold and honey it glitters and lasts a very long time.

And as for the great river Po, the Romans identified it with the Greek
mythical river Eridanos, where Phaethon fell and his sisters wept, as we
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have just seen. Virgil names a river in the happiest part of the underworld
where the poets sing for ever the Eridanus (Aen. 6, 659). And in the first
Georgic he is king of rivers, and the translator Ogilby (1649) likes him:

... Brasse in the Temples sweats: sad Ivorie weeps,
High woods Eridanus king of rivers sweeps

And on the plains with hostile billows falls,
Bearing with him the cattell and their stalls.

In the fourth Georgic, Ogilby says:

Golden Eridanus with a double horne,

Fac’d like a Bull, through fertile fields of corne:
Than whom none swifter of the Ocean’s sons
Down to the purple Adriatick runs.

Virgil says no river rushes more violent to the purple sea. To this day the
Po has an alarming and uncontrollable appearance, and near Mantua, where
the sea is still a hundred miles away, this great river is more untamed than
the Rhine or the Rhone or the Loire or the Danube. But Mantua huddles
in a bend of the Mincius on a small hill among lakes. It is almost hidden, a
defensive site.

The Romans came late to the vast region of the Po Valley which they
called Cisalpine Gaul (as opposed to Transalpine Gaul, Gaul on the other
side of the Alps) and when Virgil was born the Alps were still free and inde-
pendent. The Romans extended into northern Italy for strategic reasons as
well as economic greed, and the title of Cisalpine Gaul was used for polit-
ical convenience as in fact geographically the place and most of the people
were Italian by race. The Po valley was still a frontier region, and the Po
itself was a barrier to the Romans nearly as formidable as the Alps: both
kept out the Celts.

For much of the second century Bc the region was disputable ground, but
the Romans then swiftly advanced into the mining areas of the Alps. Little
by little they had become masters of the towns in the Po valley, including
small Mantua. Cremona lay fifty miles to the west and Parma on the Via
Aemilia fifty miles southeast: Verona the frontier town near Lake Garda
was about forty miles north. Mantua was about ten miles north of the Po,
but a day’s journey east or west from any crossing, and a hundred miles
from the formidable Po delta.

We first hear of Cisalpine Gaul as a Roman province with a governor
or military dictator appointed by Rome, not long before Virgil was born,
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though its government as a provincc seems to date from about 100 BC. In
89 BC the Roman consul was Pompey Strabo, or Pompey Squint-Eye, fa-
mous father of a famous (or rather infamous) son, Pompey the Great. He
made the place a Roman military province, refusing at the same time to
grant rights of Roman citizenship because he despised its Gaulish inhabi-
tants. Sallust and Tacitus bear witness to this prejudice — which was of a type
already causing trouble all over Italy. From 90 BC onwards all the Italians
who were not Romans had demanded the rights of citizens. By 87 Bc they
almost all had these rights, only the territory north of the Po was unprivi-
leged. The fighting was over by 89 Bc, but Pompey Squint-Eye strengthened
the northern frontier, colonising Comum and Verona and creating a society
tied to himself and his family interests.

That is only one among many aspects of his settlement, but it is one that
G.E.F. Chilver (1941) chose to emphasise, since as a result Caesar wooed
this northern province by promoting universal Roman citizenship there. It
finally happened towards the end of his life when he gave the citizenship
to every town in Cisalpine Gaul. This left only those Alpine tribes which
had already been ‘attributed’ to, or judged or deemed to come under their
nearest Roman settlement, by Pompey Squint-Eye.

Most of these mountain border-towns had Latin rights, that is the rights
of towns near Rome in Latium itself: only Cisalpine magistrates became cit-
izens in 89 BC under Pompey Squint-Eye. (The reader may wonder whether
a Roman colony might exist in foreign, tribal territory, beyond the bound-
aries of a Roman province. Certainly it might, since Eporedia was founded
in 100 BC in the Val d’Aosta, in the territory of the Alpine Salassi. Rome was
both extending her frontiers, sometimes with alarming speed, and consol-
idating her frontier territories.)

Virgil’s father was affected by all this disturbance of course, but we do
not know that he had any serious interest in politics. The vision of his gen-
eration was united Italy: an Italy of Roman citizens (although from the early
eighties until Virgil’s maturity the word ‘Ttaly’ was out of fashion). It is
interesting that Cicero could not stand the Celtic accent in Latin — which
seems to persist in Virgil’s north-Italian accent.

Cisalpine Gaul was in several ways unlike the south. There seem to have
been fewer slaves. And there were certainly fewer ex-slaves, except at
Bologna, where they were numerous and left rich tombs. Tacitus thought
the whole province full of ‘remote and severe towns that still kept to the
antique manners of old Italy’ (Ann. 16, 5), and Chilver shares this view.
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They had never liked being governed as a province, and an orator under
Augustus pleading a case at Milan might say with bitterness ‘as if Italy were
being reduced to the level of a province’ (Suet. De Rhet. 6). Scholars have
imagined that is what really happened for a time after the civil wars, but if it
did (and I do not quite believe it) the matter need not concern us, because
by then Virgil had left home and was settled in the south.

We know that the Po valley had many more woods or forests than it has
now, but that Mantua was marshy. Later in history it had worse mosquitoes
than anywhere else in Italy, and farming there is still a matter of clever drain-
ing. The farms were not extensive: the allotment of a Roman knight might
be forty acres, but an ordinary citizen’s (like an Elizabethan cottager’s) was
four acres if he was lucky. Knights were numerous, there were fifty in one
town allotment.

Much of the wealth was in wool and wool-combing, and the animals
climbed into the Alps in summer as they still do. In the ninth Eclogue
Virgil’s Moeris who has lost his farm cries out:

Varus, if our own Mantua shall survive,
Mantua too close to unhappy Cremona,

Singing swans will take your name to the stars.

What interests me about this obscurely bitter complaint is the swans, be-
cause for Virgil they are a recurring theme. We have already seen the crest-
feathers and Cycnus and Ocnus in the Aeneid. But in the second Georgic
(198—199) we have

Those meadows that unhappy Mantua lost

Grazing on grass-green rivers swans of snow ...
and again in the third Georgic (12—15) he says

I Mantua shall be the first with palms

To place a white temple in green meadows,
Beside the water where in his slow turns
The mighty Mincius wanders and covers
His bank with bending reeds . ..

It will be seen that whenever Virgil has a piece of musical phrasing, or
even an impression of colours that pleases him, he goes on working at it until
he has it right. In the Aeneid twelve swans take off together from the fields
and soar in circles; in the west of England, on the Severn near Berkeley Cas-
tle, one may still observe that, and Virgil learnt it and much else at Mantua.
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Somewhere near Andes, the hamlet where Virgil’s parents lived, a
Virgil’s ditch” and a ‘Virgil’s poplar’ gave rise to the kind of nonsense that
is often found in saints’ lives and apocryphal lives of the early Christian era.
The boldest is that of the Gonzaga family who decided that their renaissance
stables for the breeding of horses a mile or so from Pietole, a few miles from
Mantua, was the very spot the poet was born. The poplar begot a story of
its swift growth, and the ditch became the birthplace. The poet’s father
became a ‘merchant’s traveller’ to explain the ditch, and a potter of some
kind, like a tinker in the Irish countryside a hundred years ago, a travelling
man. Or was the potting to explain the boy’s interest in legends? All these
stories are charming and harmless enough, but quite worthless. (Suetonius,
of whose lost life of Virgil they were excretions, credited the child with a
sweet newborn smile and a most fortunate horoscope, genitura. Virgil’s fa-
ther is supposed to have been first a traveller then a son-in-law of Magius,
whose family did exist in the province, but the Virgils were not ‘modest
people’; the education of their son was conventional and expensive, and his
command of Latin and of Greek amounted to mastery.)

The poet’s boyhood is a blank to us. He observed the operations of
agriculture — to what degree we shall see in the Georgics — and he learnt
what there was to learn at Cremona, then at Milan, further and further
west, before going south to Rome. The disturbance of the times continued,
but Cremona was a bustling market town, visited by merchants from all
over Italy, and Milan was noticeable not only as a powerful provincial cap-
ital but also for a certain sturdy republicanism. Virgil was resorting to the
most Romanised centres of Cisalpine Gaul. This raises yet again the ques-
tion what his father was doing in the fields around the river at Mantua. It is
not impossible that he was sheep-farming or cattle-breeding. But, the idea
that he was an old beckeeper is nonsense, based on the beckeeping stories
in the fourth Georgic, which no real beekeeper’s son would have written.

Young Virgil headed for Rome when he was about seventeen. That would
be about a year after the early death of Catullus, who was born in 84 Bc and
died in 54 BC or so, and it is a great pity that they never met.

A number of poets who are marginal to our knowledge, to the life of
Virgil, and to the history of Latin literature at this time, came from the
north: Varro Atacinus from a village on the Aude in Provence, and Gallus
of Fréjus (Forum Iuli), in Narbonne, were both from older Roman ground
than Mantua. (Though in France, Provence and Narbonne were the two
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carliest Roman provinces.) Furius Bibaculus, who wrote humorous verse
against Julius Caesar like Catullus and later against Augustus, both of whom
ignored him, was born at Cremona (but we are not clear when, and the
story of his writings is so disjointed there may be two of him). Valerius
Cato was the most influential of these poets, the most honoured by the oth-
ers, and perhaps their teacher, but the shadows swallow him and the circle
has no centre. But he too was born and brought up in Cisalpine Gaul. So
was Cinna, who was writing by the time Virgil was fourteen, and was fa-
mous for his death, torn to pieces by the mob in Shakespeare’s Caesar, ‘for
his bad verses’.

There are a lot of these people, they are gleefully elegant followers of
Alexandrian Greek poetry, epigrammatists and wits like Catullus, and
‘chanters of Euphorion” whom Cicero thought boring, But as Yeats puts
it “That was no country for old men, the young / In one another’s arms,
birds in the trees’.

This raggle-taggle throng of mostly very minor poets, among whom
Catullus of Verona circulates like a shark among minnows, are to us frag-
mentary, and, with one possible exception, scholarly labour has never made
much of them or of other minor poets just before Virgil began to blossom:
Q. Lutatius Catulus for example, who adapted Callimachus so badly and
was personally acquainted with the awful Antipater of Sidon.

The possible exception lies in the Appendix Vergiliana, a thin collection of
poems listed by those depraved sources, Servius and Donatus in late antiq-
uity, and some of them known soon after Virgil’s death in 19 BC. They are a
bizarre collection, they all claim to be by Virgil or to be his youthful exer-
cises, and it is not absolutely impossible that one or two could be genuine.

What is far more interesting about these poems is that they provide us
with a museum of the inferior Latin poetry of the day. Robinson Ellis, a
Professor of Latin with a formidable umbrella of learning who taught in
Oxford a hundred years ago, thought the Dirae or Curses in the Appendix
were by Valerius Cato, probably because they went with a piece to Lydia,
one of the old grammarian’s subjects. With you my Lydia plays, he says,
vobis mea Lydia ludit. This pun is in bad taste, but there were tricks like it
played at the time. We must withdraw from any serious attention and a few
lines later, when the unhappy poet quotes the Georgics — ‘O truly fortunate
and happy fields / In which she plants her snowy feet. .. (Geo. 2, 458) —he
has become too bad, and cannot interest us. Vulgarities like these are not
necessarily ‘late antique’, they are the real efforts of the untalented.*
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The Culex, for a better example, is a poem 414-lines long of mind-
boggling silliness about a mosquito, yet it was known to Lucian and to
Statius. The mosquito saves a sleeping shepherd attacked by a snake, and
the shepherd writes the mosquito’s epitaph. It is no pleasure to me to sneer
at bad poems, though I do think it my duty to go through all of them, rub-
bing their nose one by one in the dust. The Ciris has 541 lines and it is about
Scylla and Nisus and metamorphosis (Ec. 6, 74), but the words hang heavy
on the pen.

Moretum or The Salad is far better, being a short and gloomy poem about
a farmer’s life one early morning. It could be by Crabbe or some unknown
English poet of the cighteenth century. But it is nowhere near Virgil alas.
The farmer has only one slave, an African called Scybale, whose physique
is described in detail (32—35). He owns a garden and a pair of oxen that he
inherited. This little piece has an attraction of its own, it is only 124 lines
long and we are lucky to have it, if only because it shows on how small a
scale life could be lived. The Copa Syrisca, the Dancing Girl, is the most
attractive of all. The poem is brief at 38 lines (19 elegiac couplets), but
Wilamowitz’s brilliant discovery that it is a versified advertisement for a
wine-shop or afternoon drinking place adds greatly to the amusement of it.
There is no reason at all to connect it with Virgil, so if the girl offers violet
garlands of crocus flowers, who cares? Could they be autumn crocus?

This brings us to the Catalepton, the special list of little poems like epi-
grams in the Appendix. Three are to Priapus, and have all been translated
by John Heath-Stubbs. One is so fresh it could almost be Virgil’s work at
twenty: it has that flicker of talent we must expect of him. Priapus was a god
who came from Lampsacus after the Greek classical age was over. He was
roughly cut out of any useless wood, fig or poplar, and he had a big phallus:
he protected gardens, and Horace wrote about him (Sat. 1, 8). This version
is the shortest of three ascribed here to Virgil, and the best.

In spring 'm decked with roses, in autumn with apples,
In the summer season with ears of corn:

Winter alone for me is a frightful pest.

I dread the cold — what’s more I shouldn’t wonder

If I, being only a wooden god,

End up furnishing firewood

For some uncaring bOOl"S.

Still T do not stand by the attraction of this piece. It is two neat elegiac
couplets, and they cannot be dated; it is only that they look like the work
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of an authentic poet, and the words ‘ligneus ignem” coming together suggest
the fashion of a year not far from about 50 Bc, when Virgil was twenty. All
three are like pretty country pictures of the kind to be found painted on
Roman walls.

Of'the further poems in this list, one is a boring epigram to Plotius Tucca,
who was a literary executor to Virgil, one a pedantic epigram about dialect,
one is political but late in date. There is a silly love-verse to the Muse, and
then quite suddenly comes number 5, the only one Eduard Fraenkel used
to allow could be really Virgil’s.

For a lifetime I have been seduced by it, and by him, though doubt of
these verses has never died, indeed it is stronger today than ever. The wine-
jars of rhetoric mean puffed checks, or they might refer to acoustics for
which the jars were used in the theatre.

Go, leave me empty pots of rhetoric

Words puffed up with a dew that is not Greek,
And you, Tarquitius, Varro, Selius,

Tribe of tutors all dripping with fat,

Go, leave me, empty cymbals of the young.
And O Sextus Sabinus care of my cares,
Goodbye to you, goodbye to the beautiful.

I am setting my sails to the happy harbours,

To find the learned words of great Siro,

And a life free of all care of all kinds.

Leave me Muses, you too, goodbye to you,
Sweet Muses, because I will confess the truth,
Sweet you have been, and yet you could sometimes
Revisit my papers: decently: not often.

It is a charming self-portrait of a boy or young man, taking seriously to
philosophy, precisely as Virgil did under Siro the Epicurean, just south of
Naples, whose house he was one day to inherit. Philosophy to the entire
Hellenistic world was a special and a dedicated subject, much as religion is
for us. It was not taught at school or mixed with other subjects. The names
of the people in this little poem do not matter, except Siro’s. The poet
is rather rude to Varro, though one may hope he did not mean Varro the
antiquary, but only someone like Varro of Aude.

In Latin the poem is more musical and more moving than I can make
it in translation, and it fits the metrical interest of the new poets of the
north. There is a freshness of Greek influence about them that has not passed
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through Rome, and I believe that Virgil, if this is Virgil, has at least sipped
from that. He is now fed up with schools, and giving up the tutors, the
rhetoric, the disgusting devices. He is setting out for Naples like a novice,
for a philosophy that he believes is a way of life and will make him happy. It
seems to me fair to say that it did make him happy — and saved Roman po-
etry. Naples was his equivalent of a Japanese monastery; Epicurus appealed
at this time particularly to aesthetes.

From this point alas the Appendix goes downhill until it lacks all credibil-
ity. There are quotations from and parodies of Catullus, there are allusions
to Virgil (Catalept. 9, 18—20) in a poem to the great war-lord Messalla, and
poems attached to other poems (which are also not genuine) by a word or
aname; there is an epode (13) and a prayer to Venus that mentions Aeneas.

After the tailing off of the Catalepton, we get longer but equally absurd
offerings: the poem Est et Non does not derive from the use of this odd phrase
by St Paul (2 Cor. 1,19). It is the work of some pedantic philosopher, long
before Abelard who wrote Sic et Non, and perhaps arguably earlier than Paul,
though quite worthless as poetry, and the same may be said of the Vir Bonus,
26 untalented lines. The last of these miserable treasures unhappily hoarded
through the centuries is a pair of elegies crammed together as one poem,
written to commemorate Virgil’s patron Maccenas, who survived the poet
by a number of years. They do have some interest in literary history, but
none for a biography of Virgil.

If Virgil left any early works at all, they are either schoolboy verses like
the epigram attributed to him in some ancient lives:

Under this mound of stones, this heavy load,
Cannon lies buried: go safe on your road.

Cannon (Ballista) was a schoolmaster and highwayman, or at least that is
the joke. This little verse is not in the Appendix. Anybody aged twelve might
have written it.

When the poet was born, Julius Caesar was thirty. Caesar had helped Pom-
pey restore the powers of tribunes and was intriguing actively north of
the Po by offering them Roman citizenship. When Virgil was a tiny boy,
Caesar’s wife died and he married Sulla the dictator’s grand-daughter. He
also restored the trophies of Sulla’s rival Marius at Rome. Marius and Sulla
were both dead, but the republic on her own delirious death-bed proved an
abundant mother of such violent and ruthless figures, of whom Caesar for
all his unusual virtues was the last and most effective.
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When Virgil was ten or eleven, Caesar had fought his way by tooth and
nail to the consulship. He colonised Novum Comum at this time and became
governor of the provinces of Cisalpine Gaul, Transalpine Gaul and Illyria,
with consequent command of their armies. From this time on he was in
serious business as an empire builder. For the nine years when Virgil grew
to be a teenager in a small town and then bigger towns in his province,
and when he moved to Rome, Caesar was conquering Gaul, frightening the
Germans and invading Britain for the fun of it. But the senate was ruffled
by Caesar and in January 49 BC, when Virgil was twenty (and a student
of rhetoric under the man who taught Augustus) and Caesar was fifty, the
senate withdrew his command, and civil war followed at once.

While Virgil let his twenties trickle slowly through his fingers among
the charming philosophers of the Campanian coast, Caesar was beating
Pompey and his successors out of Italy, then beating them in north Greece
and in Egypt where Pompey was assassinated and Caesar had a quick son
by Cleopatra, and then again beating them in Africa and in Pontus, and at
last in Spain. The idiotic vanity of his career at this time was an exemplary
lesson to any young man devoted to Epicurean philosophy.

Yet, from 48 Bc Caesar ruled Rome like a province. He was dictator to
oversee elections, consul, sole consul, dictator for life. He was king in all
but name, with his head on the coinage and Mark Antony as priest of his cult.
In 49 BC he gave Cisalpine Gaul universal Roman citizenship, as promised,
though the slaves remained slaves. Perhaps out of fear of another slave war —
Spartacus’s rising (73—72 BC) was still well remembered — Caesar insisted
that at least one out of every three herdsmen in Italy must be free. In early
spring 44 BC, six months after adopting his great-nephew Octavian (Au-
gustus) as heir, he was assassinated, and more appalling violence followed.
In the two years 42—41 BC, a hundred-and-fifty senators and two-thousand
equites died in the wars and purges.

Virgil took no part in all those wars, and no part that we know in politics
or in Roman society. He had no ambition as a lawyer or as a senator. The
Epicurean views about physics or cosmology or science that Lucretius so
carefully lays out in detail were possibly of secondary importance to Virgil
and to Siro. Their gods were a pleasing vision but they were deists, they did
not believe the gods were worried by this distant world. These philosophers
lived undisturbed and free from fear, at Pozzuoli (Puteoli) as they did in
Athens, and both women and slaves might belong to their circle as equal
members.
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Puteoli was a little way south from Naples, towards Pompeii and Hercu-
laneum where the house of Philodemos stood and some of his writings have
been excavated from what may be his or Piso’s house. Philodemos came
to Rome in the wars with Mithridates the Great (88—63 BC), probably as a
refugee and he had been lucky enough to be taken up by the Piso family,
one of whom, the consul of 58 B, gave him his fine house at Herculaneum.

Philodemos appears to have been an Epicurean as Siro was, and is said to
have influenced the Romans more widely than has ever seemed obvious to
me. After the assassination of Caesar he apparently took up a strong view
against Mark Antony, and Virgil and Horace have been cited among those
he influenced: but Horace was abroad and the evidence in Virgil’s case is
mostly in the Appendix, which is negligible. A papyrus has been found at
Piso’s house, which has Virgil’s name as one of the speakers in Philodemos’s
dialogue On Flattery (M. Gigante, SIFC, 1989). But, even without this lucky
find, the mere fact of the two Greek sages of withdrawal living close to one
another would suggest a way in which Virgil as he grew older may have
become known to a wider world. Still, we do not know for certain when
he first got to know those he addresses in his first book, his Eclogues.

They are a sign of something new in poetry, and it is only by hindsight
that we appreciate their lively originality. Valerius Cato was a faded force
in Roman poetry, his country house in Tuscany had been sold to pay debts,
and by 40 Bc when he was an old man he was dying in picturesque rustic
poverty, caught in a few verses by his disciple Furius Bibaculus as precisely
as a photographer from the Sunday papers. The old man had disciples but
no patron. It is hard to know how these things happen: it was not only
a change of fashion, yet it was also that. Its result was that a movement or
something too cloudy to be called a movement had dried up before the death
of Cicero, who identified them as these newfangled writers, the moderns,
the Neoterici.

We are lucky that they aroused enough interest in later and sillier critics
or theorists to furnish us with some idea of the literary culture in which
Virgil grew up, just as Philip Larkin grew up when the ground was thick
with late Georgians, and Yeats in the nineties had to fight his way out of the
shadow of dying Tennyson, and Tennyson in his day out of the oppressive
atmosphere of ladies’ annuals under George IV.

Another Greek whom the Romans owed to their wars with Mithridates
was Parthenius of Nicaea in Bithynia, who is said to have taught Virgil Greek.
But Virgil must have learnt the elements of the language at home, where
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there were many Greeks, and we should conjecture that the influence of
recent and obscure Greek poets like Euphorion (250?—175 BC) and the late
disciple of Theocritus, Moschos, and of epigram poets in their swarms was
particularly powerful in Cisalpine Gaul, where the local culture was more
Greek than Celtic. However that may be, Parthenius was sent to Italy in
73 BC and was there set free as a poet. Macrobius, a dignified and footling
but not wholly inglorious man of letters in the fifth century AD, reports that
Parthenius taught Virgil Greek in Naples.

Parthenius was a poet with a higher contemporary reputation than he
deserved. He wrote in Greek prose a kind of encyclopaedic narrative of
‘the passions of love’, which has not been edited for nearly a century. As a
very young student I used to read it hoping it would throw light on Virgil,
but I do not remember that it ever did. It was a collection of myths, or ‘just
another’ selection of them, on the way to being turned into novels.

Writers like him forty years ago were called Scriptores Erotici, and at Ox-
ford you needed a note from your senior tutor to read them in the Bodleian.
As the late Hellenistic writers, and to a lesser extent Virgil and Ovid, had
a passion for the most unlikely erotic variations, our studies of Hellenistic
Greek hardly got off the ground. Parthenius at least serves to fill out the
picture we have of Greek influence south of Rome.

By this time the Greeks from the war with Mithridates were ageing.
Philodemos had been a pupil of the Epicurean Zeno at Athens, but soon
after 40 he was dead, and most of his relics are vers de société, frivolous or
erotic or pathetic or playful epigrams. They are adroitly written but they
smell of dust. Cicero attacked him without naming him, as an evil Greek
influence on Piso against whom his onslaught was hell for leather (Pison,
68f.). Still, Philodemos was a romantic of a kind, and original by the rules
of his game. It is important not to make too much of him just because we
happen to know his name, and it is very doubtful whether he was an influ-
ence on Horace, though Horace was strongly influenced on literary matters
by Quintilius Varus who was Virgil’s friend and fellow-pupil in Naples.

These Greeks were a network: there is a poem inviting Philodemos to din-
ner (Gow and Page, 22) which he is supposed to have written himself,
and one of the other guests is Artemidorus, very likely the same son of
Theopompos of Cnidos who warned Caesar about the Ides of March in 44 Bc
on his way to his assassination. (Would Virgil have taken the same side? In
Caesar’s four years of power, it had been possible for all Italians to hope, and
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the new settlement of Cisalpine Gaul must have confirmed Virgil in hopes.)
At this self-invited dinner everyone is Greek, there are no Roman pupils.

Artemidorus gave us cabbage, Aristarchus salted fish,
Philodemos one small liver, Apollophanes some pork,
Let’s dine at four sharp: boy, I wish

For garlands, slippers, scent, and talk.

In an invitation poem to Piso for an Epicurean anniversary, Philodemos
mentions only luxuries not to expect, but we know at least that it was in
these circles that Virgil spent his youth, and no doubt ruined his digestion.

Naples and Puteoli and Herculaneum were old Greek market towns, and
had been so since Rome was a village. Naples was founded from Cumae
about 600 BC and it had been the centre of the Greek Campanian coast. The
Romans took it over in 327, but even though they finally colonised it, Naples
remained loyal to the Romans, and so Greek was allowed to be spoken there
and taught in the schools there until long after Virgil’s time. Herculaneum
was only five miles away: that was a small wealthy place, Hellenised by the
shadow of Naples, though in the wars over the franchise just before Vir-
gil was born the Romans had taken it over and Romanised it. Puteoli was
founded by Samians in the sixth century BC, and taken over by Rome in
the fourth. It was in Virgil’s day the greatest Roman port for the Eastern
trade, and second only to Delos as a market. Sulla had a house there, so had
Cicero, and so later had Hadrian.

All these towns are within the small circle of Virgil’s world as an
Epicurean, but perhaps the best surviving example of what kind of world it
was is Paestum, the Greek Poscidonia, where the temples are still standing
and the roses in Virgil’s day used to blossom twice in the year. That was
founded about 600 BC from Sybaris in the south of Ttaly, but the local peo-
ple, the Lucanians, took it in about 390 BC and held it until 273 Bc, when
it became a Roman colony. Since then the great pillars of the temples have
stood a thousand years in the sea, but the sea has now receded, and when
they were rediscovered in the eighteenth century they were sheds for wa-
ter buffaloes. By Virgil’s day Paestum must already have been plagued by
mosquitos, in spite of its roses. The houses of his rich contemporaries with
serious good taste were inland at places like Boscoreale.

The case of Cumae is the most extraordinary of all, since it was founded
by about 750 BC by Chalcis and became the mother of many colonies, in-
cluding Naples, Pozzuoli, and Messina (Messana) in Sicily. It was rich and
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powerful enough with Syracusan help to crush the Etruscans in Campania
in 474 BC. Alas only fifty-three years later the Oscans took it, but then the
Romans occupied it in their turn, and by 180 Bc the people of Cumae were
speaking Latin.

What excited Virgil at Cumae was the dramatic darkness of the Sibyl’s
cave. This prophetess had become entangled into Roman legend, and she
was in a curious way central to Virgil’s plan for the Aeneid, just as Cumae
itself must have influenced his thoughts on Roman Italy, Greek Italy, com-
plex and united Italy. Cumae is not very far from Naples, but of course
we do not know how far south he ventured. Northerners used to say Italy
ends at Rome and ends badly — though my own feeling is that it begins at
Rome and begins well. To Virgil Cumae was wonderfully impressive in its
antiquity and doubtless he climbed to its impregnable acropolis.

In the cave no doubt Virgil heard ‘the echoes bellowing in the hollow
rock’ (Aen. 6, 99, antroque remugit). As a decent Epicurean and a mod-
ern poet he did not believe in things like the Sibyl, though he was greatly
interested, as an Epicurean should be, in the nature of sense perception.
Virgil had certainly read Lucretius. He gives evidence of believing, as Lu-
cretius does, that perception is infallible but inference from it misleads us.
Lucretius’s On the Nature of Things was published posthumously and had
required editing. So the poem would first have been available when Virgil
was about eighteen, edited by Cicero it seems. Virgil was the right age for
it then, and old-fashioned, or even wonderfully carmudgeonly as the poem
was, it influenced him deeply. The study of Lucretius is alarmingly pitted
with elephant-traps, we do not know whether he was an aristocrat or an ex-
slave, whether he was poisoned by a love-philtre — it is a wonder that did
not happen more often — which may be a false inference from his inveighing
against passions.

Lucretius’s patron Memmius was in politics, and patron to Catullus and
to Cinna, and we are told to Parthenius. He took them all to Bithynia where
he was governor when Virgil was in his teens. Parthenius is a slippery figure
for literary historians. He made a disgusting attack on Homer, but as he is
said to have outlived Augustus there may well have been two of him: any-
way, his circumstances leave it open to us to hope another Parthenius was
to blame, not Virgil’s tutor. Memmius was a man of influence married to
Sulla’s daughter who stood as consul with Caesar’s support in 54 Bc, but a
scandal undid him and he died in exile in Athens before 46 Bc. He bought
the old house of Epicurus, and to Cicero’s alarm thought of redeveloping it.
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Neither Memmius’s patronage nor any other in that generation is to be
taken very seriously, except maybe Piso’s. Old Archias of Antioch used to
compose Greek verse impromptu and wrote entire epics in praise of Roman
leaders, and when his Roman citizenship was contested he attracted the pa-
tronage of Cicero, who successfully defended him in a speech as delicious
and light as a wine made of the elderflower, but they did not stay friends.
Archias was born in the second century, though he was still alive when Cae-
sar fell. In July 61 BC, a year after his speech, Cicero was already writing to
Atticus in Athens, “Thyillus has forsaken me, and Archias has written noth-
ing about me’ (Ad Att. 1, 15). No doubt Archias preferred the great family
of the Metelli, and may be they looked after him. Things were not as bad
for mediocre Greek poets as they were to become by Juvenal’s time, but
men like Archias had a sort of street wisdom that even Cicero lacked.

We are now to deal with a different atmosphere and another matter. What
emerges from all this tattered information and clouded judgement is that
alarming phenomenon, a great book of poetry that two thousand years have
not in any way lessened. Virgil’s Eclogues were Spenser’s and Milton’s
starting-point in poetry, and Shakespeare in his comedies constantly re-
turned to them. The problems of their date and the order of their compo-
sition are comparatively small, but much about Virgil’s life both now and
later hangs on a rigorously exact account of his patrons in these poems.

The Eclogues were presented to the world we are told in 37 or 36 BC and
they swiftly became an enormous popular success. Tacitus records (Dialog.
12) that they were performed in the public theatre at Rome and the Romans
stood to applaud Virgil. Nothing like it is remembered of any earlier
Roman poet. From the first words of the first Eclogue, ‘Tityre, tu ..." he
was victorious, or that lazy, self-echoing musical phrase was victorious.

Throughout these poems the musical phrases and tones of the verse do
deliberately echo themselves, and the first word, Tityre which he uses as a
name, is also a Greek word for a shepherd’s pipe: a tityrist is a piper, but
tityros can mean a bird and it comes from the word for the cheeping or the
warbling of young birds. As a name Tityros can mean a Satyr (but only in the
late writer Aelian), a he-goat, or a bell-wether, or just the reed. It appears
to be a Sicilian Doric word, though Theocritus who invented this kind of
poetry never uses it.

The noise of a self-echoing flute or self-echoing bird has been re-invented
many times in the half rhymes and internal rhymes of poetry, in Persian and
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in Welsh, and in English in William Barnes and his modern followers, but
in Virgil’s Latin sparingly and with a fastidious perfection in the Eclogues.
The fact that Latin metre was by long and short syllables and not by accent
(like English poems down to Kipling) slightly muffles the bird-twitter or
fluting effect, but does not abolish it. Virgil’s phrasing in the Eclogues has
a peculiar, dandified beauty which is vernacular. If it imitates Greek then it
imitates a dialect pronunciation of Theocritus which we cannot now imag-
ine. Such things alter, and we do not know what exact stage Italian Greek
had reached in Virgil’s lifetime.

Since this subject has interested me for so many years, perhaps the reader
will forgive me a short diversion on its later history. Virgil’s bird-noises
delighted the naive ears of medieval poets, and the imitated noises of lark-
song in particular are enshrined in fifteenth-century French and English:
‘Tirra Lirra by the river’ sang Lord Tennyson. The bird-noises, which are
to be found in the Oxford English Dictionary, survived into the age of so-
briety as nonsense verse, as I found in Herbert Read’s 1939 anthology
Knapsack: ‘Tirlery lorpin, the laverock sang, / And merrily pipes the
sparrow’.

The best example is one I scribbled once in an old notebook® from
Shepherds’” Gowns (1923) called The Singing of Birds. The lines turn out to
be by Charles d’Orléans, but T do not know whether he wrote then as a
prisoner in England, for twenty years after Agincourt, or in France.

La gentille alouette, avec son tire-a-lire

Et tire-lire-a-lire, tirelirant tire,

Vers la voute du ciel, puis s’en vol vers ce lieu
Vire et désir dire Adieu Dieu, Adieu Dieu

Virgil tells us that his patron’s commands led him to write his Eclogues,
which are a rather single-minded adaptation of the Idylls of Theocritus.
Virgil’s statement is in the dedication of the eighth Eclogue, where the pa-
tron is given the grandest praise but is not named. As a young man I de-
spaired of these lines, since it was commonly taught then that the patron
was G. Asinius Pollio, which made very little sense. But I now gratefully
accept Wendell Clausen’s clear account in his commentary (1994), which is
based on a suggestion by Bowersock (1971) that Virgil’s patron was
Augustus, no less. Augustus is not named in the first Eclogue either, but it is
obvious that he is referred to as the young man old Tityrus goes to Rome to
see, and that the star, Caesar’s comet or ‘hairy star’ (88) as Suetonius calls
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it, which had appeared on the coinage by 38 Bc, refers to Augustus as well
as Caesar (Ec. 9, 47).

When Caesar died in 44 Bc, Augustus was not yet twenty and a student on
the west coast of Greece. In November 43 Bc after some tough skirmishing
Augustus had himself made consul, and with Antony and Lepidus formed
the triumvirate for state. In the year 42 BC when Antony defeated Cassius
and Brutus at Philippi and they committed suicide, Agrippa (Augustus’s
fellow-student) Maecenas (his grey eminence) and Salvidienus Rufus (who
did not last) were Augustus’s friends and allies. That same year, in October,
the treaty of Brindisi (Brundisium) entailed the marriage of Antony with
Octavia, Augustus’s sister, which Virgil apparently celebrated in his fourth
Eclogue. The Eclogue is about Pollio’s consulship (which was at that time)
and about the birth of a son and the new golden age.

Either at Brindisi or at Taranto (Tarentum) three years later, Maecenas,
travelling south on a diplomatic errand to meet Antony, again took Virgil
and Horace with him (Hor. Sat. 1, 5). Maecenas was the literary patron
through whom Augustus worked. He was a Roman Knight, an Etruscan
nobleman, and like Julius Caesar the descendant of many kings. There is
much about the politics and the wars of these times T have no appetite to re-
enter here, since I wrote about them recently in my Horace (1997), Horace
being more enmeshed by the times than Virgil was: while Horace fought
and ran at Philippi, Virgil lived in retirement near Naples.

Virgil was not blind to Roman affairs, and he writes that he ‘sang of Kings
and battles, till the god / Tugged at my ear’ (Ec. 6, 3). The phrase is conven-
tional, almost proverbial among poets: the god said to him ‘Tityrus, graze
fat sheep, but sing thin song’. It is not inconceivable that Virgil was already
playing as a young man with myth and legend, before his patrons were star-
tled by his perfect adaptations of the true tone of Theocritus, by his truth of
tone. Maecenas became a close friend of Horace, and their friendship was
lifelong: he was already a friend of Virgil, and it must have been through
Maccenas that Virgil aimed his Eclogues at Augustus, whom it is perfectly
possible he had never actually met.

Pollio’s position, greatly as he was praised in the third and fourth Eclogue
— and he was not alone in exciting the praise of Virgil in the Eclogues —
was lesser and came later. It is only about Augustus that there hang such
claustrophobic veils of tact — and even there with striking exceptions in
the Emperor’s private letters, which Suetonius as an imperial secretary in
his own later day can quote. It seems possible Augustus would not want
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to be acknowledged as the patron of a war of such patent homosexual
sensibility.

Pollio was born in 76 BC or earlier, praetor in 45 BC and consul in 40 Bc,
he had a triumph in 39 Bc, and built a public library at Rome with his loot.
He retired from public life, became a historian and a man of letters, and
trod the maze of literature delicately enough to die aged eighty in 4 Ap.
After his praetorship in 45 BC, he went to Spain as a military governor, was
recruited there by Antony, and may have served as Mark Antony’s governor
of Cisalpine Gaul before he returned to Rome in 41 BC and became consul.

It has been said that Pollio was a supporter of Mark Antony who was
converted by Maecenas to be an Augustan, say in 42 BC. But this involves
us in unpalatable difficulties. He would have to be Virgil’s patron as a mere
practor in 45 BC before he went to Spain, and Augustus would not be the
young man Tityrus went to see in Rome, and Caesar’s star would burn with
only an ambivalent fire. The truth seems to be that Pollio was an Antonian
as Caesar’s follower, naturally and by chance, and became an Augustan on
the earliest opportunity. He then retired from politics and wrote modern
history down to Philippi, which he seems to have done severely and well.

Once we have removed Pollio from the dedication of the eighth Eclogue
(in which neither he nor any one else is named), he is only a person com-
plimented in the third and the fourth Eclogues.

The fourth is an astonishing performance which rings up the curtain on
the golden age (3 and 11-14), and Pollio is a consul under Augustus and the
third is in the same mood:

Our Muse is rustic, Pollio loves our Muse:
Heliconian Muses graze a calf for him.

Pollio makes his fresh songs: graze a bull,

Who tosses horns and his feet scatter dust.

Who loves you Pollio, let him come where you love,
Let honey run for him and thorn bear balm.

Who don’t hate Bavius, let him love Maevius’s songs,
Let him yoke foxes, let him milk he-goats. (84-91)

The reference is undoubtedly literary, and Horace (Epod. 10) follows
it. The first coincidence of Horace’s and Virgil’s works is thought to be the
sixteenth Epode with the fourth Eclogue, where they share a Sibylline
prophetic point of view but take quite different views of the future of Rome.
In the period 44—40 Bc different views were possible certainly, and one
might even like Pollio change one’s side. But the business of these hated
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literary men, Bavius and Maevius, clearly unites the two poets. Bavius died
in Cappadocia, where he was a supporter of Antony. There was a wicked
rhyme about this pair among the fragments of Suetonius:

Bavius’s brother possessed all things
In common, one lad with the other lad:
Lands, house and money as they say, what stings
Is one soul in twin bodies they had.
One had a wife with whom the other slept,
So friendship came to an end:
It all dissolved in anger and accusation
Of fraud, and new alliances in the end.

The rhyme is by a minor poet, but the peculiar venom of this clash, which
isin Virgil’s life rather unique, suggests (pleasantly to my mind) that if Virgil
was involved in a dispute, Horace weighed in.

We are told Pollio had governed Cisalpine Gaul, and the commentaries
on Virgil tell us that Virgil’s father’s land there was confiscated, as so much
land was, for the resettlement of troops after Philippi. Virgil became swiftly
so famous that history was built around him. Now we know (and I have
explained at great length in Horace) that land tenure in that age was essen-
tially fragile and mutable. It is therefore certain that the peasants, let alone
the shepherds, viewed these sudden alterations of ownership with extreme
alarm. It must surely have been an ordinary staple of their conversation, and
it appears to me that Virgil reflects this and little more. In the Eclogues, old
Tityrus is not young Virgil, and the antique commentaries which have built
up an entire fabric from the imagination that he was, have done a disser-
vice to history. Appian tells us that the redivision of land in Cisalpine Gaul
was kept by Augustus in his own hands. But from false inferences from what
Virgil himself tells us, the commentaries have built a construction that looks
as if it depended on separate evidence.

The famous tale of Virgil’s three friends, Pollio and Gallus and Alfenus
Varus, having been appointed commissioners for the redistribution of land,
and Virgil’s land being confiscated and then excepted and returned to him,
is just rubbish. The Appendix Epigram 8 is also nonsense. Pollio was gov-
ernor, and he was particularly tough on the Paduans, as Macrobius (1, 2,
22) tells us, late in the day but probably rightly. Gallus is supposed to have
collected money from towns that had not contributed land, but this mission
of his is attested only by the commentary on the sixth Eclogue (64) where
Gallus has suddenly appeared ‘wandering by the Permessus’, which is the
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river on Helicon where Hesiod’s Muses used to sing (Theog. 5). What
worries the commentator is how Gallus got into the Eclogues at all. Alfenus
Varus is praised in the sixth Eclogue (6—7), though he does not seem to have
had any hand in land deals in the Po valley. He was Augustus’s deputy as a
consul in 39 Bc, but not a heroic or a martial character (Horace mocks a
financial manipulator with a similar name, Alfino, who thinks he loves the
country (Epod. 2) but prefers money).

What did happen then? Virgil was living at the far end of Italy. He had already
left Mantua where, if his famﬂy were on the wrong side, they will surely
have lost their land. Virgil, like everybody else, knows plenty about the
misery that swept across the countryside, and he knows Mantua lost land to
Cremona. That is all.

We would like to know when Pollio and when Alfenus Varus were his
friends, and the answer appears to be 40 and 39 Bc when they were consuls.
Why not? Pollio had taste and retired after his triumph in 39 BC: that is when
he formed his circle of friends. But by then Virgil already belonged to the
circle of the friends of Maecenas. That is why Pollio appears so cheerily in
the eighth Eclogue just as a fellow-poet. Gallus appears near the end of the
book in the same way. As for the estate —if it was one —near Mantua, we had
better give up the chase. The loss of it, and a shared distaste for Antony and
his civil war, may well have influenced Siro in leaving his own villa to Virgil.

Gallus was perhaps a year younger than Virgil and was born at Fréjus
in Provence. When he was forty years old and a military engineer, he did
rather well in Egypt, but success went to his head, he was recalled and dis-
graced and killed himself in 26 Bc. The obelisk that stands in St Peter’s
Square in Rome carries some of his boasts, as nearly every ancient monu-
ment did that he came across.

We have very little evidence of his ability as a poet. That clown the com-
mentator Servius maintains that Virgil had intended to close the Georgics
with his elegy, but there is no evidence that he ever entertained so prepos-
terous an idea. In the Eclogues Virgil associates him with the passion of love,
and that is all we know of their relationship. His girl was called Lycoris, who
was a poule de luxe and later Antony’s mistress. The dullness of Gallus’s few
surviving lines is very sad:

Then Caesar will my fate be sweet

When you are the biggest thing in our history,
And many temples of the gods

Shall be the richer for spoils that all may see . ..



36 Virgil: A Life

The small literary tricks of this kind of verse, at which Gallus is adept,
make it somehow all the worse. Indeed it is true of this whole school except
Catullus that technique outruns sense, something one very seldom feels in
Virgil, though the ‘then ... when’ trick does occur in the dedication of the
cighth Eclogue.

But the worst is to come. Cinna the father of this flock wrote a poem
of good wishes for the young Asinius Pollio setting out on a journey to the
Grecek east, they say in 56 BC, a propemptikon, as such poems were called.

You shall not marvel so much at the mighty piles
That the unnumbered ages have heaped up,

Ever since Danaus and the year of birth

Of the city of Cecrops, and since Tyrian Cadmus.

This poem got attention from grammarians in the lifetime of Augustus,
and small wonder maybe. Cinna is talking about Argos, Athens and Thebes,
but it does not matter. Cinna is also supposed to have written a Moretum, The
Salad, in Greek, and we would rather see that (unless it is only a confusion).
At least he deserves to be remembered for his poem, Zmyrna, which he
took nine years to write; it was about incest. Of all the longer poems of
the Appendix, the only two Fraenkel singled out for real merit are the Salad,
Moretum, and the Curses, Dirae.

Yet it is undeniable that Virgil grew up under the influence of these peo-
ple, as he did under that of his river, the soft mud and the crown of reeds.
The boys who swam and net-fished in the lakes of Mantua forty years ago
were the same kind as the ones he knew in his brief childhood.

Virgil may have known Pollio before Pollio’s brief six years of politics.
Pollio came from Chieti and his rise under Augustus was at first through the
army and — being six years older than Virgil — he was a tribune of soldiers,
then a legate, under Caesar in 49 BC, under Curio in Sicily, and then in
Africa, and in 4645 BC legate in Africa and Spain. His foothold in politics
was secured as tribune of the people in 47 BC at the age of thirty-one.

We know that Pollio’s appetite for literature and truth eventually over-
came his taste for public life. But it may also have preceded it. Cinna’s idiotic
propemptikon must surely date from Pollio’s twenties, otherwise it would be
even more patronising than it is. By the year 50 Bc, when Virgil was twenty,
and Pollio was attracted to Caesar (with whom he crossed the Rubicon),
Pollio must have put aside poetry at the age of twenty-six. That is the right
age surely for adventure.
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If then, as it appears, he had been a poet and a friend of Cinna and of
Virgil in his twenties, they were friends in Rome, before Virgil withdrew
to Naples and Pollio to the army. Cinna by the way came from Brescia:
‘through the Celtic willow-groves, / Dwarf ponies hurry my French cart
along’ (fr. 9, Courtney). He must have been born in the eighties, and been
as much older than Pollio as Pollio was older than Virgil. No doubt it was
in Rome that all three of them encountered one another.

Virgil complained of a weak stomach on the journey to Brindisi he took
with Maecenas and Horace three years after the treaty, but he was a tall,
well built man with a healthy country countenance and a dark colour. And
yet even here one must hesitate, because this pleasing picture may come
from a painting, which may well reflect in turn the shepherds and goat-
herds of the bucolic world of the Eclogues. Let us settle for it that at least in
his youth he was a tall, big-built fellow with a dark face who lived in Naples.

The Po valley is not the landscape of the Eclogues, which contain only
small touches observed from nature. Though I grew up believing that The-
ocritus was vague about time — it was all misted into a golden age, like that
wonderful golden dust or ground-mist in the cattle paintings of Cuyp —1I
think now that he was quite clear about when he set his scenes. Yet with
Virgil both the when and the where are eccentric. We know exactly the
kind of landscape where Bianor’s tomb is (Ec. 9, 60): we have seen such
places in Sicily between Agrigento and the sea. But Virgil is inventing as he
goes along like a painter of stage scenery, or of those frescoes of just this
period that Vitruvius discusses.

I have maintained that Virgil took a long time over his Eclogues. The early
lives allow him only three years, but I have stretched it out even further than
Colin Hardie because I think it would take a long time, particularly for a
young poet under thirty, to attain such perfection of tone in adapting a line
of verse from another language. The Georgics are better still, but I cannot
think that they would take as long as these complex little poems. He never
refers again to the ‘Kings and battles’ (Ec. 6, 3) of his very first attempts
and they may not be real.

Virgil was clearly the master of those tiny, tinkling phrases that are so
charming and in the end so deadly in the Greek Anacreontics of his time
and their Latin offspring. He had paid a closer attention than any critic or
poet whose work has survived to the texture of verse, to what elements in a
line of verse make it work, give it an enchantment. If there is an exception
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then the other such master was Horace. Their old friend and critic was
Quintilius Varus, whom Horace commemorates with Virgil towards the
end of his Ars Poetica. But Quintilius has left us nothing in writing. What is
far worse, because it plunges us into a chasm of loss, is the fact that Augustan
Latin is no longer a spoken language, and there must be things about it in
the Eclogues that elude us, and lines where we blunder.

The Eclogue that is easiest to date is the fourth. It is in a style that is like
no other and can hardly be the style he used to sing of Kings and battles. The
earliest example of his style for Theocritean scenes is probably the song sung
by Alphesiboeus in the eighth Eclogue (64—109), which O.N. Nilsson first
noticed in 1960 is metrically close to the second and third, while the song
of Damon is not. The style seems carly but the matching of the dissimilar
pair in a single Eclogue would be among the latest of the whole collection,
and be close in time to the first Eclogue, which is late. That, as Clausen
points out with satisfaction gives us two and three and the song to bring
back Daphnis from the city as early, and one and eight, both in praise of
Augustus, both late.

The biographers and scholars of late Roman times say Virgil began his
book in 42 Bc at the age of twenty-eight and finished it in 39 Bc. But when I
was a student Hardie was already allowing the poems eight years from 45 to
37 BC. Their order was thought thirty years ago to have been 2, 7, 3,4, 9, 1,
4, 6,8, 10, in which list 7 could be put later. They had been re-arranged by
Virgil to give the effect of alternating poems of different kinds. Whatever
else is true, they have clearly been much revised and it is now impossible to
be certain of so precise a list. Servius already admitted this.

The model for the song at 64 in the eighth Eclogue is Theocritus (2,
1-63), where the faithless lover is Delphis not Daphnis, and the setting is
not at all rustic. It is Virgil who introduces lynxes stupefied (because they
loved music) and rivers quiet and their courses altered, as they were for
Orpheus. It was also Virgil who introduced the dew on the early pastures
(15) and the Arcadian theme (21), when this piece was finally put together
(in 35 BC but no carlier, if we are right in taking the dedication to refer to
Augustus himself).

When would Augustus have commanded Virgil to write Eclogues? It
is not probable before the war, before the siege of Modena (Mutina) in
Cisalpine Gaul in 43 Bc, the campaign of Philippi and the suicide of Brutus
in 42 BC,® or the siege of Perugia (Perusia) and the defeat of Antony’s
brother in 41 Bc. Yet the date of the fourth Eclogue, Pollio’s consulship
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in 40 BC, is extremely likely. That wonderful and wonderfully ambiguous
poem seems to me to mark an arrangement with Maecenas, who emerges
into our sight for the first time only at the siege of Perugia.

Whether Virgil had begun the second and third Eclogues a short or a long
time before we cannot know, or whether the song of Alphesiboeus was his
first attempt at Theocritus, we have no way of being certain.

Nor are the compliment to Gallus (Ec. 6, 64—73) and the loss of his girl
in the tenth Eclogue easy to date, since Gallus had lost the girl long ago to
Antony and his public career only begins in 30 BC. The extravagant com-
pliments Virgil pays in the Eclogues are not paid to the powerful, and they
are not a sign of weakness, only maybe a sign of youth. The same symptoms
are revealed in the lyric poetry of Horace, whose close friend he now be-
came and remained for life. They did not settle down to milk the republic
or the Roman state or the new aristocracy of the empire, but they had both
made their peace with life.

In Virgil one may notice a certain vehemence on the subject of Italy,
which did not cease. Maecenas built him at some time a house inside or
overlooking his own gardens on the Esquiline hill, not far from where the
Arch of Gallienus once marked the point in the Republican wall of Rome
where the Esquiline Gate used to stand. We have said whatever we could
about the great lakes that run down from the Alps, which of course are seri-
ously high mountains, and about the multitude of rivers that fall into the Po,
and make its plain and its huge delta the richest and wettest land in Italy. But
the one thing about Virgil we should make clearest is that he was a Roman.
He was born a Roman citizen, put on the toga at about fifteen, and records
in his first Eclogue (19-25) where white-haired Tityrus has been to Rome,

I thought the city called Rome, Meliboeus,

Was like this one of ours, fool that I am,

Where shepherds often take their sheep’s offsprings.
As puppies have the look of dogs and kids

The look of nannies, I compared small with great,
But she lifts up her head among cities

As the wild cypress does above the ditch-rose.

When the other shepherd asks him why he went there, Tityrus answers as
Horace’s father would have done, in a ringing word of three long syllables:
libertas, liberty. This may be a story about an invented character, but I find it
very moving, Virgil must have known many for whom it would have been
real.
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Virgﬂ’s Eclogues have no obvious plot, but they do offer sub-plots and
allusions, many of them lost to us because they involve us in dead or in
lost poetry, or in Greek poets who themselves offer quite equal difficulties.
The Muses and the gods are shadowy and still-footed. But the green woods
and the loud noises of birds and even the pipes of shepherds can arouse us
with an insistent freshness. The habit of alternate, impromptu song in the
countryside has been recorded in eastern Europe by A.L. Lloyd, and I have
heard it in Afghanistan. The songs are brief and competitive, maybe only a
line or two, and shepherds sing from hill to hill in the mountains: Have you
seen the bus go by? / No, but the shadows are lengthening.

The competition in remembered and repeated songs is longer, of course,
and these as it were folk-songs do not exist now in a recognisably Virgilian
form. But Virgil is intensely literary, and adapts his hero Theocritus, as
well as Bion and Moschos, and he pillages the brief poems of the Greek
Anthology unblushingly. In the Eclogues he is the poet of the phrase, of the
dying, melodious phrases of the Greek, and of the line or brief run of lines,
like his own shepherds.

What holds the Eclogues together then? Crispness, and variation, and the
subtext: the world that is never fully stated, only hinted at, the life-stories
that must be imagined. One can return to the Eclogues for a lifetime, and
they draw one in, they hook one’s curiosity: not just about their mysterious
feats of balance and near-balance as Wendell Clausen shows, but the sheer
ambivalence of shadows and of woods.

First Eclogue (Meliboeus, Tityrus)

The first Eclogue has two principal characters. There is no title and they
are not necessarily named. The poem is a conversation like the dialogues of
Plato, and we are told little at first about where it takes place. But we are
shown at once that Virgil will not continue unless he chooses with a single
model in Theocritus: although he begins with the natural music echoed in
self-echoing words that overwhelms readers of Theocritus’s first Idyll, he
shifts at once to the seventh (88—89) and to an undertone that may recall
Epicurean philosophy ‘at rest in its gardens, where it likes and, lying on the
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grass, softly and delicately calls us away from public life” (Cic. De Or. 3, 63).
The forest music is like the lonely country music of the cicada in a Greek
poem, and Clausen may be right to see a link between this line and one in
the sixth Eclogue, and also between Caesar here and in the fifth Eclogue and
Gallus in the sixth and the tenth. This division and the link (1 and 5, 6 and
10) are taken up by Horace in the first book of Satires.

But if we pursue these elaborate patterns too fervently they will infuriate
and bewilder us, nor do they add to meaning, so we shall on the whole
ignore them. They are a phenomenon of revision and of a kind of frantic
over-writing, Virgil is best read a phrase at a time and a poem at a time, while
the woods echo and re-echo with ‘Amaryllis’. The name is Theocritean
(Id. 3) like most of Virgil’s names, but the musical oat-straw (2, avena)
maybe means a reed (as it is in the sixth Eclogue) and like Amaryllis may be
here for euphony? Clausen takes the old British view that you cannot make
music out of an oat-straw, but I would not bet on his being right. What is
the scrannel-pipe in Lycidas (Theoc. Id. 7)?

In the opening of this Eclogue Dryden plays a full and rich music, but
re-orders the lines; Ogilby is thinner yet fine in his way.

Mel. Under the spreading beech, at ease from cares,
Thou (Tit’rus) playest on tender reeds soft airs . . .

The old man lies at his ease under the broad beech and on his thin oaten
pipe meditates the Muse. We leave our country and sweet fields, while you
Tityrus, lazy in the shade, teach the forest to re-echo Amaryllis (3—4).
The task of translating into prose or verse is laborious and unrewarding,
since this Eclogue is as subtly musical as the opening of Milton’s Lycidas. At
least the plot is simple. Meliboeus, whose name means cow-herd, has to
leave his dear native soil, while Tityrus lazes in the woods.

Tityrus replies at once. A god gave him this happy idleness (another word
with a strong Epicurean ring to it). He will be a god to me for ever, I will
sacrifice lambs to him, he has let my cattle wander and let me play what
music I choose on my rustic reed (6-10).

I am not envious, says Meliboeus, just amazed when there is such dis-
turbance in the countryside (11-12). It is already apparent that the ‘god’
might stand for someone with power. Meliboeus and his goats are suffering,
as he recalls the blasted oak trees prophesied. Who was the god? Tityrus has
been to Rome. Whatever for?

Freedom, which came at last, though slow to come. (27)
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Tityrus has saved up money (as a shepherd could) because he was al-
lowed to look after a few sheep of his own among the flock. John Aubrey
notices that in the seventeenth century that was still in southern England
the only way that shepherds were paid: Aubrey was delighted to discover
the same custom in Roman times, in Plautus’s Asinaria, which he quotes
(Green, 1993). The money a shepherd saved was called his peculium, which
derives from pecus, his herd. There is a problem here, stirred up by Sir
Ronald Syme in his Roman Revolution, where his remarks on the political
use of libertas (freedom) as a slogan of Caesar’s party confuse the issue of
slavery with lesser civil rights. Meliboeus had his own farm, he was a free
landholder whose land was confiscated. But old Tityrus had only his ruinous
place and his money, which he wasted on Galatea, until Amaryllis took him
over, white-haired as he was.

When Tityrus was set free he went to Rome to know how such landless
ex-slaves were to live. Augustus told them all to live as they had lived, which

of course was on common lands and in forests.

For thee the bubbling Springs appear’d to mourn,
And whisp’ring Pines made vows for thy return.

Tityrus first met the divine young man in Rome, to whom twelve times
a year his altars smoke (42—43). The god heard him. His grounds were
restored and he could feed his flocks. The Hellenistic ruler’s birthday was
once a month, and this must be worship of Augustus,] not of the family Lar,
since Tityrus had not got one. So we may be in autumn of 36 BC when the
worship of Augustus swept across all Italy: though an example does exist in
Theocritus on Ptolemy (17, 126—127).

Augustus assured the anxious crowd of petitioners, ‘Pasture your oxen
boys, and breed your bulls’ (45). To this Meliboeus replies:

Happy old man, your country will remain,
And big enough for you, though naked stone
And marsh and muddy reedbeds block the field. (46—48)

This surely is the borderland of town lands, the untamed wilderness or
common, where Tityrus is a squatter. Meliboeus had more to lose, and
he must go into exile who knows where? Flocks herded by slaves went a
little earlier all over the Mediterranean, but in Italy things were now more
organised and at least one herdsman in three must be free. The laments that
follow are gross exaggeration, like those in the tenth Eclogue.
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The speech of Meliboeus (46f.) introduces one of Virgil’s great themes
of the Georgics:

Happy old man, here among known waters

And holy springs you drink shady and cold. (51-52)

Here the bees will buzz for him and persuade sleep with their light
murmur, and under the high rock the pruner will sing to the breeze, the
throaty pigeons you look after and the wood-dove will lament high in the
elm (57-58). It is of course the imagery as well as the phrasing. It is the sud-
den hint of cold, the sudden heat in which the pruner sings to the breeze
and the mild, dangerous buzz of the bees that make the poem grip. It is
not a landscape or a vignette, whatever Tennyson made of it, but it is do-it-
yourself poetry, in which the reader is persuaded to imagine the sting of the
bee, the cold of the water and the pains of love, without their ever being
mentioned. Dryden’s

Stock-doves and Turtles tell their Am’rous pain,
And from the lofty Elms of Love complain.

But in Virgil the turtle just moans ceaselessly from the airy tree (58):
‘Nor Turtles cease to groan from elmy bows’, as Ogilby puts it.

Tityrus now introduces a series of impossibilities: Deer will graze in
skies . .. before I forget him. Meliboeus in foreseeing his own fate seems to
take up this extravagance of language. Shall he ever see his cottage again?
The ghastly soldiery has his fields, that is what civil war leads to. Graft your
pears Meliboeus, put vines in rank (73). Are these perhaps the orders of the
new master, to contrast with Augustus’s few words to Tityrus? Meliboeus
will never lie in rock-shade again to see his goats hanging in the mountain
air. I will sing no more songs (77).

Dryden has dropped sweet apples from Tityrus’s evening invitation, and
he muffles the Alpine shadows falling bigger from the high mountains.

This Night, at least, with me forget your Care;
Chestnuts and Curds and Cream shall be your fare:
The Carpet-ground shall be with Leaves o’erspread,
And Boughs shall weave a Cov’ring for your Head.
For see yon sunny Hill the Shade extends

And curling Smoke from Cottages ascends.

They will sleep like that in the forest where they met and where they
still are, somewhere on the edge of the woods maybe. Having passed the
night with its innocent supper, they will separate and Meliboeus will begin
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a lifetime of wandering, perhaps as far as the British islands, who knows?
He is now a true nomad, and the Roman Empire does not set limits to his
wanderings. He will not cross the Alps or the Danube all the same. Now
some will go to the thirsting Africans, / Some to Scythia and the chalky
Oxus / Some to the Britons, a whole world away (64—66). He does not
know really where these places are: scholars are equally at a loss about the
chalky Oxus. Did Virgil think it was chalky, or only Meliboeus? Questions
like that can never be answered in the Eclogues. It is like the question about
the oat-pipe, whether it was a joke or a children’s toy.

Second Eclogue (Corydon)

In the second Eclogue Corydon is in love with Alexis, a slave-boy who is
loved by his master, and that is that. Only among the dense beeches, the
shady crests, he often came alone and flung these artless words to the moun-
tains and forests (3—4). It is like Virgil that he gives us the essential circum-
stances in a line and a half, then the shaded place and the lonely lover, who
will have this poem to himself. The names of Corydon and Alexis and the
twin fires and harvest time occur in an Anthology epigram.

The early biographers say Virgil was homosexual, and loved a slave-boy
that Maecenas or someone similar gave him, and it seems to be true. Yet
this Eclogue is as much fantasy as the others. It is a contrast of coolness
and heat: now even the flocks look for shadows and the cold, now bramble
bushes hide the green lizards. Bits of this are from the Greek love poetry of
the last generations, but the green lizard ‘sleeping in stone walls at noon” has
here been given a bramble bush and his colour and Thestylis, who pounds
up magic herbs in Theocritus, is just ‘pounding up garlic and thyme, smelly
herbs for harvesters weary of the roasting heat’ (10—11). Its strong taste
suits the blazing heat.

But while I trace your steps, the bushes under the punishing sun re-echo
with cicadas (12—13). The poem is a rigmarole, as it were, altering subject
as it chooses, but always returning to the heat and to the pains of love. Was
it not more than enough to suffer the anger and scorn of Amaryllis? And
Menalcas, though he was black and you were white (14—15)?

Suddenly the forest is full of characters, like a Shakespearean Forest of
Arden, but the names do not necessarily mean the same character as figures
with the same name in another poem, or even someone of the same name
in Theocritus. If this indicates a world, then the world is dream-like.
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O lovely boy don’t put your faith in colour,
White box falls, dusky cranberries are picked. (17-18)

You despise me Alexis, you don’t want to know who I am, how rich in
sheep, how overflowing in snowy milk. I have a thousand ewes in the Sicilian
mountains, summer or winter I don’t lack fresh milk (19-21).

So are we in Sicily? No more in this poem perhaps than in another, though
since this Eclogue is supposed to be early, perhaps Virgil still follows an
imaginary setting out of Theocritus (but the shepherds in Virgil are a race
apart, wanderers like the gypsies). Clausen compares a Theocritean boast
from Polyphemus, and suspects irony, but R. Coleman (1977) dismissed
that as preposterous. It sounds like a lie, but why not? The reference to
Theocritus is confirmed by what follows, yet from line after line there drifts
towards us a scent of Anthology epigrams, the same state of mind, the same
flowers. The length of these exquisite poems is set by Theocritus of course,
and so is the jumble of characters like figures glimpsed in a landscape as that
also shifts.

The boasting gets stranger still. T sing the same song Amphion used to
sing (23), and then a line of four exotic names: Dircacan Amphion in Ac-
tacan Aracynthus. The sound pattern is Homeric but adapted by Hellenistic
poets, as Oscar Wilde adapted the painted carnation. Dirce is a spring at
Thebes, and Amphion built the walls with his flute, but Actacan means At-
tic, and Aracynthus was the pretty name of an obscure ridge in the Parnes
range: the entire line may well have been the transliteration of a Greek
verse.

Corydon having got to this climax says he saw himself naked reflected in
the calm sea, and Daphnis is not more beautiful. This comes from a joke
about the Cyclops, but here it is not a joke. Daphnis and the Cyclops both
still insinuate Sicily, and the scene is surely influenced by a painting like
Agrippa’s from Bosco Trecase, of which Clausen’s cover offers a photo-
graph painted it seems in dark pea-soup. To compound the difficulty for
scholars of these charming lines, they contain a syntactic echo of the idiot
engineer Gallus (Courtney, 1993). Nisbet saves the day by pointing out that
Gallus was copying Virgil (ibid.). So early in Virgil’s career a complexity of
confusion is possible, and one may prefer to stick to Dryden:

Nor am I so deform’d, for late I stood

Upon the Margin of the briny Flood:

The Winds were still, and if the Glass be true,
With Daphnis I may vie, though judg’d by you.
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Corydon wants Alexis to live with him in a humble cottage, to hunt the
deer and entertain the goats with music. He praises Pan as the first piper
and assures Alexis that Amyntas longed to learn piping, and Damoetas left
Corydon his seven-jointed pipe when he died. Amyntas liked the kiss, the
roughness of the pipe on the lip. Amyntas’s name is that of a King of Armenia
but in pastoral poetry he is a slave-boy and Damoetas is a Theocritean singer
(Id. 6) who imitates the Cyclops.

Corydon offers two kids for playthings, ‘fleck’d black and white, the
true Arcadian strain’ (40—41), that Thestylis has her eye on, and ends with
a wonderful few lines of flower poetry, flowers of the garden like lilies that
the water-nymphs will bring in baskets:

Pale violets and poppies’ topmost heads,
Narcissus and the sweet scented anise

With Daphne, weaving in sweet herbs to paint
Soft bluebells with the yellow marigold. (47-50)

It is hard to be quite accurate, since the flower-names are not all se-
curely identified, and ancient writers did not bother much about seasons so
noticeable in the north. The poor Cyclops offers ‘snowdrops and poppies’
in Theocritus, which unless the poppies are anemones would never bloom
together. The violets are pale if they are white violets or dying; the blue-
bells might as casily be cranberries, and no doubt that thought introduces
the textures of fruit, the white downy quince, the chestnuts, waxen plums
and the laurel and myrtle to mix their scent. The whole list is vivid and in-
toxicating, made for senses that are surely sharper than ours: it is only ten
lines (45