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INTRODUCTION



ROME

When Publius Vergilius Maro—Virgil in common usage—was born in 70 B.C., the Roman Republic
was in its last days. In 71 it had just finished suppressing the three-year-long revolt of the slaves in
Italy, who, organized by Spartacus, a gladiator, had defeated four Roman armies but were finally
crushed by Marcus Crassus. Crassus celebrated his victory by crucifying six thousand captured slaves
along the Appian Way, the road that ran south from Rome to the Bay of Naples and from there on to
Brundisium. In 67 B.C. Gnaeus Pompeius (Pompey) was given an extraordinary, wide command to
clear the Mediterranean, which the Romans claimed was “our sea”—mare nostrum—of the pirates
who made commerce and travel dangerous. (The young Julius Caesar was captured by pirates and
held for ransom around 70 B.C.; he paid it but came back at once with an armed force and crucified
them all.) In 65 B.C. Catiline conspired against the Republic but was suppressed in 63 through the
action of the consul, Cicero. From 58 to 51 B.C. Julius Caesar added what are now Switzerland,
France, and Belgium to the Roman Empire, creating in the course of these campaigns a superb army
loyal to him rather than to the Republic, while in 53 B.C. Crassus invaded Parthia, a part of modern-
day Iraq, but was killed at Carrhae, where many of his soldiers were taken prisoner and the legions’
standards displayed as trophies of the Parthian victory. From 49 to 45 B.C. there was civil war as
Caesar crossed the Rubicon River into Italy with his victorious army, which defeated Pompey’s
forces in Greece at Pharsalus in 48 B.C. Pompey escaped by sea and took refuge on the shore of
Egypt, the only country on the Mediterranean not yet part of the Roman Empire, but he was killed by
the Alexandrians and his head taken to Alexandria to be given to Caesar when he arrived. Caesar
went on to defeat another republican army in Africa at Thapsus, and in the next year vanquished the
last republican army at Munda in Spain. Back in Rome he appointed himself dictator, a position that
had always been held for a short term in an emergency, for ten years.

But on the Ides of March, 44 B.C., Caesar was assassinated in the Senate House by conspirators
led by Brutus and Cassius. However, Marcus Antonius (Mark Antony), Caesar’s right-hand man in
Gaul as in Rome, and young Octavian, great-nephew and adopted son of Caesar, soon drove the
republicans to Greece and defeated the republican army at Philippi. Brutus and Cassius subsequently
committed suicide. Antony took over the pacification of the eastern half of the Empire, making
Alexandria, where he became the lover of the Hellenistic queen Cleopatra, his base, while Octavian,
making Rome his headquarters, dealt with problems in Spain and the west.

Tension between Antony and Octavian grew steadily over time, in spite of attempts at
reconciliation, and in 31 B.C. Antony and Cleopatra’s fleet was defeated by Octavian and his
admiral, Agrippa, off the Greek promontory of Actium. Antony and Cleopatra committed suicide in
Alexandria rather than walk to execution in Rome in Octavian’s triumph, and Egypt became a Roman
province. Virgil died in 19 B.C. Octavian, who assumed the title of Augustus in 27 B.C., ruled what
was now the Roman Empire until his death in A.D. 14, when he was succeeded peacefully by
Tiberius.

In his comparatively short life Virgil became the supreme Roman poet; his work overshadowed
that of his successors, and his epic poem, the Aeneid, gave Homeric luster to the story of Rome’s
origins and its achievement—the creation of an empire that gave peace and the rule of law to all the



territory surrounding the Mediterranean, to what are now Switzerland, France, and Belgium, and later
to England. Yet when Virgil was born in the village of Andes, near Mantua (Mantova), he, like all the
other Italians living north of the Po River, was not a Roman citizen.

Full Roman citizenship had been gradually conceded over the centuries to individuals and
communities, but in the years 91 to 87 B.C. those communities still excluded fought a successful civil
war against Rome, which ended with the grant of full Roman citizenship to all Italians living south of
the Po River. The territory north of the river continued to be a provincia, ruled by a proconsul from
Rome, with an army. Full Roman citizenship was finally granted to the inhabitants of the area by
Julius Caesar in 49 B.C., when Virgil was already a young man.

Virgil was an Italian long before he became a Roman, and in the second book of the Georgics he
follows a passage celebrating the riches of the East with a hymn of praise for the even greater riches
of Italy:

But neither Media’s land most rich in forests,
The gorgeous Ganges or the gold-flecked Hermus
Could rival Italy . . . the land 1s full

Of teeming fruits and Bacchus’ Massic liquor.
Olives are everywhere and prosperous cattle . . .
And then the cities,

So many noble cities raised by our labors,

So many towns we’ve piled on precipices,

And rivers gliding under ancient walls . . .

Hail, mighty mother of fruits, Saturnian land
And mighty mother of men. . .

The same has bred a vigorous race of men,
Marsians, the Sabine stock, Ligurians

Inured to hardship, Volscians javelin-armed.

(2.136-69, trans. L. P. Wilkinson, et seq.)

And in the Aeneid, Virgil’s poem about the origins of Rome, though his hero, Aeneas, and the Trojan
invaders of Italy are to build the city from which Rome will eventually be founded, there is a constant
and vibrant undertone of sympathy for and identification with the Italians, which becomes a major
theme 1in the story of the Volscian warrior princess Camilla.

Biographical information about Virgil is scant and much of it unreliable, but we learn from
Suetonius’ “Life” of the poet, written probably in the early years of the second century A.D., that
Virgil “was tall . . . with a dark complexion and a rustic appearance” and that “he spoke very slowly
and almost like an uneducated man.” Yet when he read his own poems, his delivery of them “was
sweet and wonderfully effective” (pp. 467-73, trans. J. C. Rolfe, et seq.). And we learn from the
same author that when he read to Augustus and his sister Octavia the second, fourth, and sixth books
of the Aeneid, when he reached in the sixth book the lines about her son Marcellus, who had died
young, she fainted, and it was difficult to revive her. We know too that Virgil and his father somehow



escaped the fate of so many of the landowners in the area that Virgil refers to as Mantua—*“but
Mantua / Stands far too close for comfort to poor Cremona” (Eclogues 9.28, trans. C. Day Lewis, et
seq.)—confiscation of the land to reward the veterans of the armies of Octavian and Mark Antony
after the defeat of Brutus and Cassius at Philippi in 42 B.C. We know this mainly by inference from
Virgil’s first poems, the Eclogues, published around 39 to 38 B.C.



THE ECLOGUES

Like most Roman poems, the Eclogues (a word that means something like “Selections”) have a Greek
model. In this case it is the poems of Theocritus, a resident of the Greek city of Syracuse in Sicily
who, writing in the Doric dialect of the western Greeks, invented a genre of poetry that used the
Homeric hexameter for very un-Homeric themes: the singing contests, love affairs, and rivalries of
shepherds and herdsmen who relieved the boredom of their lonely rural life by competing in song
accompanied by pipes and pursuing their love affairs and rivalries far from the city and the
farmlands, in the hills with their sheep, goats, and cattle. Their names, and the names of their lady
loves—Lycidas, Daphnis, Amaryllis—have become famous through the long tradition of pastoral
poetry that began with Theocritus, flourished in Virgil, and had a splendid rebirth in the Italian
Renaissance and in Elizabethan England; Spenser’s Shepheardes Calender was published in 1579,
and Milton’s Lycidas (written in 1637) 1s a masterpiece of the genre. It reached what might well be
considered its end in the parodic performance of Marie An toinette, queen of France, and her court
ladies playing the role, at the Petit Trianon palace, of simple milkmaids.

Not all of Theocritus’ poems feature shepherds; one of them, for example, 1s a delightful dramatic
sketch of two light-headed, gossipy housewives on their way to the festival of Adonis in Alexandria,
and another is a hymn of praise to Ptolemy II, the ruler of Alexandria and Egypt. Similarly, one of
Virgil’s ten Eclogues, the fourth, has nothing to do with shepherds; it prophesies the birth of a son
who will bring back the Golden Age on earth. Many Christians, from Lactantius on, later took this to
be a prophecy of the birth of Christ, but it seems clear that Virgil was referring to the expectation that
Octavian’s sister, married to Mark Antony and pregnant by him, would bear a son, and that this would
heal the growing breach between the two leaders. But the child turned out to be a daughter, and in any
case, Cleopatra’s hold on Antony was permanent.

But Virgil differs from his model in one significant particular: he makes two of the Eclogues that
are dialogues of shepherds, the first and ninth, reflect the sorrows and passions of the real world of
41 B.C.—the confiscation of land 1n the area north of the river Po, to reward the veterans of the
armies of Octavian and Antony. The first Ec/ogue features Tityrus, who, as a result of a visit to
Rome, has been granted, by a “young man”* whom he will always worship as a god, a favorable
response to his plea: “‘Pasture your cattle, breed from your bulls, as you did of old’” (1.45). But the

speaker, Meliboeus, must go on his sad way,

“To Scythia, bone-dry Africa, the chalky spate of the Oxus,

Even to Britain—that place cut off at the very world’s end . . .
To think of some godless soldier owning my well-farmed fallow,
A foreigner reaping these crops!”

(1.64-71)

And in the ninth Eclogue, Moeris laments his eviction from his land, the day

... that I should have lived to see an outsider



Take over my little farm—a thing I had never feared—
And tell me, “You’re dispossessed, you old tenants,
you’ve got to go.” ”

(9.2-4)

It seems clear from all this that somehow Virgil, or rather Virgil’s father, escaped the fate of
Meliboeus and Moeris. Either his farm was exempt from confiscation or he was given another in
exchange. The “young man” can only have been Octavian, and somehow Asinius Pollio, who is
mentioned in Eclogue 4, and who was a patron of poets and the arts, sensing the young Virgil’s talent,
brought him to Octavian’s notice and secured his future education in the capital of the province,
Mediolanum (Milan), at Rome, and later at Naples and at nearby Herculaneum, where his name
appears on a burned papyrus as a student of Epicurean philosophy. At some point he was brought to
the attention of Maecenas, who was Octavian’s friend and another benefactor of poets. We have from
Virgil’s friend and fellow poet Horace an account of their meeting on the way to Brundisium
(Brindisi) with Maecenas on his mission to Greece to negotiate with Antony in 37 B.C. In his fifth
Satire of the first book, written in hexameter verse, Horace describes the journey from Rome with
Maecenas; at Sinuessa they meet with another group, of which Virgil is part. O qui complexus et
gaudia, “Oh what embraces and joy!” And later at Capua they stay for the night at an inn. Lusum it
Maecenas, writes Horace, “Maecenas goes off to exercise,” dormitum ego Vergiliusque, “and Virgil
and [ to bed” (1.5.43, 48, trans. Knox).

Virgil’s Eclogues were an immediate success and soon gained all the trappings of general
approval-—some of the dialogues of shepherds were performed in theaters, quotations and parodies
abounded. But what made them a landmark in the history of Latin poetry were the music and elegance
of the hexameter verse, the exquisite control of the rhythmic patterns.

The Latin hexameter, modeled on Homer’s, had been used by Latin poets ever since Quintus Ennius
(239-169 B.C.) had adapted it to celebrate in his Annales the history of Rome from the founding by
Aeneas down to his own day. Virgil knew and often used phrases of this poet; he also knew the great
hexameter poem of his older contemporary, Lucretius, whose De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of
Things) celebrated the Epicurean philosophy of which Virgil was a devotee: Virgil’s lines often
show the influence of Lucretius’ poem. But only Virgil’s own poetic genius can explain the lightness,
the dexterity, the rhythmic music of the Ec/ogues, and this is even truer of his next, and most perfect,
poem, the Georgics.



THE GEORGICS

This poem, of more than two thousand lines in four books, was first read to Octavian soon after the
suicides of Antony and Cleopatra in 30 B.C., which made him sole ruler of the Roman world, at
Atella near Naples by Maecenas and Virgil in 29 B.C. It is, like the Eclogues, modeled on a Greek
poem, Hesiod’s Works and Days, but whereas Hesiod writes of farming from firsthand experience,
Virgil has to draw on a prose work written on the subject, the De Re Rustica of Varro, which had
been published in 37-36 B.C. Of Virgil’s four books the first is on field crops, the second on trees,
the third on herds, and the fourth on bees. The only source of sweetness available to the ancient
Western world was honey—hence the importance of bee-keeping. Virgil’s poem, with its devotion to
the land, the crops, and the herds, fits admirably into the old Roman ideal: the Roman farmer is
equally adapted to work on the land and to do the work of a soldier in the legion in time of war. The
model was the legendary figure Cincinnatus, who in 458 B.C. was called from his farm and given
dictatorial power; he rescued the state by defeating the Aequi and, after holding supreme power for
sixteen days, resigned it and returned to his plow. But the Georgics is no more a real manual for the
soldier turned farmer than the Augustan ideal of the Roman soldier-farmer was realistic; as a manual
for farmers the Georgics has huge omissions and as a practical handbook would be as useless as
Augustus’s program of re-creating the Roman farmer-soldier was impractical. Most of Italy was
cultivated by slave labor on land owned by absentee landlords who lived in Rome. The Georgics is a
work of art—as Dryden declared, “the best Poem by the best Poet”—on which Virgil worked for
seven years; he compared his work on it to that of a mother bear licking her cubs into shape.

In the opening lines of the poem, addressed to Maecenas, he announces the subject of the four
books:

What makes the corncrops glad, under which star
To turn the soil, Maecenas, and wed your vines
To elms, the care of cattle, keeping of flocks,

All the experience thrifty bees demand—

Such are the themes of my song.

(1.1-5, trans. Wilkinson)

With an invocation of the country gods, Virgil proceeds to describe the farmer’s life of hard work as
in his model, Hesiod. Later he writes about the weather signs that the farmer must recognize as
prophecies of what is to come, sometimes evil, as he ends the book with memories of the recent civil
wars, of Roman blood shed on the fields of Greece, and with a finale that is a prayer and a dark
vision of the future:

Gods of our fathers, Heroes of our land . . .

Do not prevent at least this youthful prince
From saving a world in ruins . . .

For right and wrong change places; everywhere
So many wars, so many shapes of crime



Confront us; no due honor attends the plow.
The fields, bereft of tillers, are all unkempt . . .
.. . throughout the world

Impious War is raging.

(1.498-511)

Book 2 is concerned with trees and vines, principally with the olive and the wine grape. There is
much good advice here for the farmer, but the book is notable not only for the hymn of praise for Italy
already quoted, but also for its praise of the happy life of the farmer as compared to that of the city
dweller:

How lucky, if they know their happiness,

Are farmers, more than lucky, they for whom,
Far from the clash of arms, the earth herself,
Most fair in dealing, freely lavishes

An easy livelihood . . .

... Peace they have and a life of innocence
Rich in variety; they have for leisure

Their ample acres, caverns, living lakes,

... cattle low, and sleep is soft

Under a tree . . .

(2.458-70)

Book 3 is concerned with the breeding and raising of farm animals: horses and cattle in the first
part and sheep and goats in the later section. After an exordium in which Virgil promises to celebrate
the victories of Octavian, a promise fulfilled in the Aeneid, he proceeds to his subject. His discussion
of farm animals contains the famous lines that apply equally to the human animal:

Life’s earliest years for wretched mortal creatures
Are best, and fly most quickly: soon come on
Diseases, suffering and gloomy age,

Till Death’s unpitying harshness carries them off.

(3.66-68)

Virgil ends this book, as he did Book 1, on a sad note: an account of a plague that struck cattle in the
northern region of the Alps, in which he draws much from Lucretius’ portrayal of the plague that
struck humans in the Athens of Pericles, described in exact detail by Thucydides.

In his introduction to Book 4, about bee-keeping, Virgil assures Maecenas that he will describe

... aworld in miniature,
Gallant commanders and the institutions



Of a whole nation, its character, pursuits,
Communities and warfare.

(4.3-5)

And this theme, of the hive as a community, in harmony or dissension, is a constant in the book.

A great deal of misinformation about bees 1s conveyed to the reader. Bees were not properly
observed in the hive until the invention of the glass observation hive, and until the seventeenth century
it was believed that the leader of the hive was the king, not the queen. But what has made Book 4
famous 1s the end—the long tale of Aristaeus and his bees and of Orpheus and Eurydice.

Virgil first describes the process of bougonia (the Greek word means something like “birth from a
steer”), for re-creating the hive of bees in case the original bees die. A two-year-old steer is brought
to a specially constructed hut that has windows facing in all four directions. The animal is then beaten
to death and the remains left in place through the spring. Suddenly, in the rotting flesh a whole cluster
of bees 1s born. This is not true, but it was widely believed in the ancient world (except by Aristotle)
and appears also in the riddle Samson asked the Philistines to answer: “out of the strong came forth
sweetness” (Judges 14:14).

Virgil’s account of the origin of this method is told through the story of the farmer Aristaeus, whose
hive of bees has died. He goes to his mother, the nymph Cyrene, and she tells him to find out what has
gone wrong from Proteus, the Old Man of the Sea, who “knows / All that has been, is now, and lies in
store” (4.392-93). Aristacus must seize Proteus as he comes out of the water with his seals and hold
him tightly as he changes shape, “for suddenly / He’ll be a bristly boar or a savage tiger / or a scaly
serpent or a lioness” (4.407-8). But he must be held fast until he gives up and resumes his own shape,
and then he will answer questions. (This scene is adapted from Menelaus’ similar interrogation of
Proteus in the Odyssey 4.428-641.)% Aristaeus follows directions faithfully, and finally Proteus, back
in his own shape, tells Aristaeus what is wrong. “Piteous Orpheus / It is that seeks to invoke this
penalty / Against you” (4.454-55). It is revenge for the death of his wife, the nymph Eurydice, who,
fleeing Aristaecus’ advances, ran along the banks of a river where she was killed by a serpent. After
mourning for her, Orpheus decided to seek her in the land of the dead.

And entering the gloomy grove of terror
Approached the shades and their tremendous king . . .
[Orpheus’] music shook them. . .

(4.468-71)

And Virgil goes on to describe the dark kingdom and its denizens in lines that foreshadow his more
detailed description of the Underworld later, in Book 6 of the Aeneid. Orpheus’ music wins him his
Eurydice.

She is allowed to follow him back to the land of the living, but on condition that he does not look
back at her until they reach the light of the upper world. But Orpheus,



... on the very brink of light, alas,
Forgetful, yielding in his will, looked back
At his own Eurydice. . . .

(4.490-91)

And as she reproached him bitterly, she

... suddenly

Out of his sight, like smoke into thin air,

Vanished away . . .

For seven whole months on end, they say, he wept. . .
Alone in the wild . . .

And sang his tale of woe . . .

(4.499-510)

And finally, wandering in Thrace in the north, he was torn to pieces by Bacchantes in their Dionysiac
frenzy, his limbs were scattered far and wide, and his head was thrown into the Hebrus River. And
there,

His head, now severed from his marble neck,
“Eurydice!” the voice and frozen tongue
Still called aloud, “Ah, poor Eurydice!”

(4.523-26)

So Proteus departed and Aristaeus, instructed by his mother Cyrene, made sacrifices to the shade of
Orpheus and to the nymphs, the sisters of Eurydice, and then left for his bougonia for the regeneration
of his bees. And the story of Orpheus and Eurydice, in Virgil’s musical verse, has inspired poetry and
song ever since.

In the final lines of the Georgics, published probably in 29 B.C., two years after the battle of
Actium, which made Octavian master of the Roman world, Virgil tells us that he finished the poem at
Naples (to which he gives its Greek name, Parthenope), while Octavian, soon to be given the title
Augustus, was making a triumphant progress through the East.

This song of the husbandry of crops and beasts
And fruit-trees [ was singing while great Caesar
Was thundering beside the deep Euphrates

In war, victoriously for grateful peoples
Appointing laws and setting his course for Heaven.
I, Virgil, at that time lay in the lap

Of sweet Parthenope, enjoying there

The studies of inglorious ease, who once



Dallied in pastoral verse and with youth’s boldness
Sang of you, Tityrus, lazing under a beech-tree.

(4.559-66)

That last line 1s a quotation, slightly adapted, of the opening line of his first book, the Ec/ogues.



THE AENEID

Near the opening of the third book of the Georgics Virgil speaks of what will be his next work:

Yet soon [ will gird myself to celebrate
The fiery fights of Caesar, make his name
Live in the future . . .

(3.46-47)

This promise would be kept by the writing of his last and most grandly ambitious poem, the Aeneid,
which he never finished to his full satisfaction. After reading Books 2, 4, and 6 to Augustus and
Octavia and completing his work on Book 12, he decided to visit Greece in 19 B.C. and spend three
years on correction and revision. But he met Augustus in Athens on Augustus’ return from the East and
was persuaded to return to Italy with him. However, passing from Athens to Corinth, at Megara Virgil
contracted a fever, which grew worse during the voyage to Brundisium, where he died on September
21. He was buried near Naples, and on his tomb were inscribed verses that he is said to have
composed himself:

Mantua me genuit, Calabri rapuere, tenet nunc
Parthenope. Cecini pascua, rura, duces.

Mantova gave me life, the Calabrians took it away, Naples
holds me now; I sang of pastures, farms, and commanders.

(trans. Knox)

There is a report that he had ordered his literary executors, Varius and Tucca, to destroy the
unfinished manuscript; if so, these orders were immediately canceled by Augustus. Imperfections
remain: some incomplete hexameters, which Virgil would certainly have tidied up, and several minor
contradictions, which he would certainly have dealt with. One passage (2.702-28), which is not in the
oldest manuscripts, was removed, according to the much later commentator Servius, by Varius and
Tucca. (In the most recent editions of Virgil’s text, for example that of Fairclough, revised in 1999-
2000 by George P. Goold, the passage is marked as spurious. Other recent commentators, however,
notably R. G. Austin and R. D. Williams, consider it genuine.) The passage pictures Helen as seeking
sanctuary at the shrine of Vesta, fearing the vengeance of the Trojans for the ruin she has brought on
them, and Aeneas’ angry decision to kill her. This passage contradicts a long and intricate story of
Helen triumphantly welcoming the Greeks and organizing the mutilation and death of Deiphobus, the
Trojan whom she had married after the death of Paris (6.573-623). But however it may complicate
the narrative, and however Virgil might have revised it later, one may still be impressed by its strong
Virgilian style and the effectiveness with which it suits its context, setting the scene for Venus, who
redirects Aeneas’ energies to the rescue of his family. So we have bracketed the passage and kept it



in the translation.

The Aeneid, of course, is based on and often uses characters and incidents from the Homeric epics.
In the /liad Aeneas is an important warrior fighting on the Trojan side. He is the son of the love-
goddess Aphrodite (Venus in the Roman pantheon) and Anchises, and he 1s often rescued from death
at the hands of Greek warriors by divine intervention: from Diomedes by Aphrodite (/liad 5.495-
517), and from Achilles by Poseidon (Neptune) at //iad 20.314-386. On this occasion Poseidon
comments on Aeneas’ piety toward the gods: “He always gave us gifts to warm our hearts, / gifts for
the gods who rule the vaulting skies” (20.345-46). He also says something else about Aeneas:

“He 1s destined to survive.

Yes, so the generation of Dardanus shall not perish. . .
Dardanus, dearest to Zeus of all the sons

That mortal women brought to birth for Father.” (20.349-53)

Dardanus was the founder of the race of Trojan kings, ancestor not only
of Priam and Hector but also of Anchises and Aeneas. And Poseidon goes
on to say: “and now Aeneas will rule the men of Troy in power—/ his
sons’ sons and the sons born in future years”

(20.355-56).

Poseidon’s mention of Aeneas’ insistence on gifts of sacrifice to the gods anticipates the adjective
that Virgil often attaches to him—pius, and its abstract noun pietas. He is called in the early lines of
the poem (1.10) “a man outstanding in his piety,” insignem pietate virum, and in 1.457 he introduces
himself to his mother, Venus (whom he has not yet recognized), with the words “I am pious Aeneas,”
sum pius Aeneas (trans. Knox). The adjective and the abstract noun occur often in the poem and are
attributed to its hero. Virgil’s mastery of the hexameter line rules out the Homeric reason for the
repetition of such modifiers—metrical necessity; in Virgil the frequent reappearance of these words
in connection with the hero has a meaning and an emphasis, though not those of Yeats’s sailor who
told him Aeneas sounded more like a priest than a hero.

The word pius does indeed refer, like its English derivative, to devotion and duty to the Divine;
this 1s the reason cited by Poseidon in the //iad for saving Aeneas from death at the hand of Achilles.
And in the Aeneid he 1s always mindful of the gods, constant in prayer and thanks and dutiful in
sacrifice. But the words pius and pietas have in Latin a wider meaning. Perhaps the best English
equivalent is something like “dutiful,” “mindful of one’s duty”—not only to the gods but also to one’s
family and to one’s country.

Aeneas’ devotion to his family was famous. Book 2 describes how, after realizing that fighting was
no longer of use, that Troy was doomed, he carries his father, Anchises, on his shoulders out of the
burning city, holding his son Ascanius by the hand, with his wife, Creusa, following behind. But she
is lost on the way, and he arrives at the rendezvous outside the city with only his father and son. In
desperation he rushes back into the burning city to find her, but finds only her ghost, which tells him
what his future and his duty are now:

“‘A long exile is your fate . . .



the vast plains of the sea are yours to plow

until you reach Hesperian land, where Lydian Tiber

flows with its smooth march through rich and loamy fields,
a land of hardy people. There great joy and a kingdom

are yours to claim, and a queen to make your wife . . .

And now farewell. Hold dear the son we share,

we love together.””

(2.967-80)

He tries to embrace her only to find

“. .. her phantom
sifting through my fingers,
light as wind, quick as a dream in flight.”

(2.984-86)

But pietas describes another loyalty and duty, besides that to the gods and to the family. It is for the
Roman, to Rome, and in Aeneas’ case, to his mission to found it in Hesperia, the western country,
Italy. And it is noticeable that this adjective is not applied to him when, in love with Dido, in Book 4,
he actually takes part in helping to build her city, Carthage, “founding the city fortifications, / building
homes in Carthage” (4.324-25). Jupiter in heaven, enraged that Aeneas has forgotten his mission,
sends his messenger, Mercury, down to him with the single-word command Naviget! “Let him set
sail!” (4.296). Only when Aeneas realizes he must leave Dido, and suffers from her rage as he makes
his reply to her accusations, only when he leaves for the shore and gives his fleet the order to set sail,
is he called pius again (4.494-95). He has given up her love, and left her to die, as he fulfills his duty
to his son—for as Mercury reminds him, “you owe him Italy’s realm, the land of Rome!” (4.343)—
and his own duty to found the western Troy that is to be.

But pietas is not a virtue confined to Aeneas; it is also an ideal for all Romans. Unlike the Greeks
whom they added to their empire, and admired for their artistic and literary skills, but who never
acted as a united nation, not even when invaded by the forces of the Persian Empire in 480 B.C., the
Romans had a profound sense of national unity, and the talents and virtues necessary for a race of
conquerors and organizers, of empire-builders and rulers. One of the virtues besides pietas that they
admired was gravitas, a profound seriousness in matters political and religious, in which they
distrusted attempts to change; they deferred on these and other matters to auctoritas, the power and
respect won by men of experience, of successful leadership in war and peace. They admired
discipline, the mark of their legionary soldiers who conquered and held for centuries an empire that
included almost the whole of western Europe and much of the Middle East.

Many of these Roman characteristics appear early in Virgil’s poem in the simile that describes
how Neptune restored order to the chaos created by Juno, who had loosed all of the Aeolian winds
against the Trojan fleet:



Just as, all too often,

some huge crowd is seized by a vast uprising,

the rabble runs amok, all slaves to passion,

rocks, firebrands flying. Rage finds them arms

but then, if they chance to see a man among them,

one whose devotion and public service lend him weight [pietate
gravem],

they stand there, stock-still with their ears alert as

he rules their furor with his words and calms their passion.

(1.174-81)

Here pietas, gravitas, and the auctoritas conferred by his public service (meritis) are enough to
calm the mob and restore order.

The continuation of the //iad, the Iliou Persis (The Sack of Troy), exists now only in fragmentary
quotations, but it records Aeneas’ exit from the burning city and his stay with his family and followers
on Mount Ida, near Troy, before departing on his travels to the West. These are mentioned by the
Greek writer Hellanicus of Lesbos as early as the fifth century B.C., and the final object of his travels
was established as Italy perhaps as early as the fifth century but certainly by the third. As the Romans
in that century began to find themselves opposed by Macedonian and Greek powers in the East, the
legend of Rome’s Trojan ancestry became increasingly popular; it was eagerly embraced when in
280 B.C. Pyrrhus of Epirus invaded Italy, claiming descent from Achilles and labeling Rome a
second Troy. He defeated several Roman armies, with increasing losses—hence the phrase Pyrrhic
victory—but finally left Italy in 275 B.C. and was killed soon afterward. In Rome the legend of
Aeneas’ arrival in Italy and the founding by his son Ascanius of Alba Longa, where many centuries
later, Romulus, founder of Rome, would be born, was celebrated in the Annales of Ennius, written in
hexameter verse, which carried on the history of Rome from its founding until Ennius’ own time—the
second century B.C.

The first six books of the Aeneid contain many references to and imitations of incidents and
passages found in the Homeric Odyssey. Aeneas’ stay at Carthage with Dido corresponds to
Odysseus’ stay (much longer and against his will) with the nymph Calypso, and his account of his
wanderings from Troy, told to Dido in Book 3, to Odysseus’ long account of his wanderings told to
the Phaeacians in Books 9 through 12 of the Odyssey. Aeneas encounters and rescues one of
Odysseus’ sailors who has been left behind on the island of the Cyclops, where Aeneas too
encounters Polyphemus and his Cyclopean relatives. The funeral games for Anchises in Book 5 of the
Aeneid are modeled on those for Patroclus in Book 23 of the //iad, except that a ship-race in the
Aeneid replaces a horse race in the /liad. And of course Aeneas visits the land of the dead in Book 6
of the Aeneid to see his father, just as Odysseus goes there to meet his mother in Book 11 of the
Odyssey. Yet these correspondences are of quite different episodes: the stay with Calypso is long and
uneventful, that with Dido is short and tragic; the encounters in the lower world are very different in
length as in nature. And many correspondences in the later books, such as the shield made for
Achilles by Hephaestus and that made for Aeneas by Vulcan are superficial resemblances between



entirely different objects. As for the fact that the last six books of the Aeneid resemble the Iliad more
than the Odyssey, because they deal with war not voyaging, this is not their only resemblance. In both
epics an older man has entrusted to the hero a companion to fight with him and sustain his cause. In
the Iliad Achilles’ father gives him an older companion, Patroclus, and in the Aeneid Evander gives
his young son Pallas to fight at Aeneas’ side. In both cases this man is killed by the enemy chieftain,
and in both cases that killing is avenged by the hero’s killing of the enemy champion, of Hector in the
lliad, and in the last lines of the Aeneid, of Turnus.

The Aeneid 1s to be Rome’s Iliad and Odyssey, and it derives also from Homer its picture of two
different worlds, each with its own passions and actions. One is the world of heaven above, in
Homer the world of Zeus, the supreme god, his wife and sister, Hera, the love-goddess Aphrodite, the
smith-god Hephaestus, the sea-god Poseidon and the others; and below, on earth, the world of
Achilles, Patroclus, Diomedes and of Hector, his wife Andromache, and his father Priam. In the
Aeneid the heavens are the home of Jupiter (or Jove) the supreme god, his wife and sister Juno, the
love-goddess Venus, the smith-god Vulcan, the sea-god Neptune, and the minor gods. They preside
over the world of the heroes—Aeneas, Turnus, Evander, Pallas, and Camilla down below. As in
Homer, the passions and actions of the gods affect the actions and passions of the heroes on earth.

Jupiter knows what the Fates have decreed, what will happen in the end—that Aeneas will reach
Italy and found Lavinium, the beginning of the process that over the centuries will lead to the founding
of Rome. But Juno is bitterly opposed to this vision of the future; she hated Troy while it stood, and
all Trojans since with a vicious aversion, and she is determined that Aeneas will not reach Italy. This
hatred of Trojans has many causes: the fact that their ancestor was Dardanus, the son of Zeus and
Electra, daughter of Atlas—*“the Trojan stock she loathed” (1.35); the fact that Ganymede, a beautiful
boy whose father was Laomedon, a Trojan prince, had been carried up to Olympus by Zeus, who
assumed the shape of an eagle, to be his cupbearer—*‘the honors showered on Ganymede” (1.35)—
and lastly the so-called Judgment of Paris, delivered while Troy still stood secure at peace behind its
walls. Three goddesses, Juno, Athena, and Venus, disputed which was the most beautiful and finally
decided on a beauty contest to be judged by Paris, a son of Priam, king of Troy. As he surveyed their
charms, each one offered him a bribe to win his vote. The virgin goddess Athena offered him success
in war, Juno success in every walk of life, but Venus offered the love and the hand of the most
beautiful woman in the world, Helen, wife of Menelaus, king of Sparta in Greece. He judges Venus
the most beautiful, goes to Sparta, runs off to Troy with Helen, and the ten-year war begins. Juno
never forgot this insult; it is mentioned at the beginning of Virgil’s poem, “the judgment of Paris, the
unjust slight to her beauty” (1.34). And this is one of the reasons why she

drove over endless oceans

Trojans left by the Greeks . . .

Juno kept them far from Latium, forced by the Fates

to wander round the seas of the world, year in, year out.
Such a long hard labor it was to found the Roman people.

(1.37-41)



NARRATIVE

After this line the narrative begins. It is the opening of an epic poem, divided into twelve books
containing roughly ten thousand lines. The story plunges, in Horace’s famous phrase, in medias res,
into the middle of events. Aeneas’ fleet is just off Sicily when Juno arrives, bribes the divine keeper
of the winds, Aeolus, to let them loose in a storm that scatters Aeneas’ fleet and lands him, with only
seven of his ships, on the African shore. But Neptune suddenly realizes that a vast storm has raged
without his permission; he rebukes Aeolus and calms the weather, and the rest of Aeneas’ fleet re-
forms in quiet waters.

On the African shore Aeneas tries to cheer his despondent crews in words that summarize their
hard lot and their final reward promised by Fate:

“A joy it will be one day, perhaps, to remember even this.
Through so many hard straits, so many twists and turns
our course holds firm for Latium. There Fate holds out

a homeland, calm, at peace. There the gods decree

the kingdom of Troy will rise again. Bear up.

Save your strength for better times to come.”

(1.239-44)

Meanwhile there are fresh developments in heaven above. Venus reminds Jupiter of his promises
about Aeneas’ future and complains of Juno’s interference. Why is Aeneas kept away from the Rome
he was promised? Jupiter’s reply is long and favorable: “the fate of your children stands unchanged,”
he reassures her, and “unrolling the scroll of Fate” (1.308-13) he tells her that

“Aeneas will wage

a long, costly war in Italy . . .

and build high city walls for the people there . . .
But his son Ascanius, now that he gains the name
of Iulus . . .

[will] raise up Alba Longa’s mighty ramparts.”

(1.314-25)

There, after three hundred years, the priestess Ilia will bear to the Roman war-god Mars twin sons;
one of them, Romulus, will build Rome’s walls and call his people Romans. Jupiter goes on: “On
them I set no limits, space or time: / [ have granted them power, empire without end” (1.333-34). And
he concludes with a vision of the future, the Roman conquest of Greece, the coming of a Trojan
Caesar, Julius, “a name passed down from Iulus, his great forebear” (1.344). This is Augustus, under
whom “the violent centuries, battles set aside, / [will] grow gentle, kind” (1.348-49).

Below, on earth, Aeneas, who now sets out with one companion, Achates, to explore the territory,



has landed in the area where Dido, an exile from Tyre, is building her new city, Carthage. His
mother, Venus, disguised as a girl huntress, tells him the story of Dido, and he eventually comes to the
city that is being built, to find the rest of his surviving crews being welcomed by the queen. She
realizes who he is and invites him to a banquet, at which, in Books 2 and 3, he tells her the story of
the fall of Troy, his escape with his father and young son, and the long voyage west with his Trojans
toward their destined home. Meanwhile, not without the intervention of Venus, Dido has fallen madly
in love with Aeneas, and on the next day, in Book 4, at a hunt Juno sends down a storm that drives the
pair to take refuge in a cave, where their love 1s consummated. Dido regards this as a marriage, and
Aeneas seems to agree, since he takes part in the building of her new city. But Jupiter soon sends his
messenger, Mercury, to remind Aeneas of his duty, and in spite of Dido’s appeals and denunciations,
he sets sail with his fleet. Dido curses him and all his race and calls for an avenger to arise from her
bones as she commits suicide. In Book 5, Aeneas in Sicily organizes the funeral games for Anchises.
Juno attempts, unsuccessfully, to burn his ships. In a dream he sees his dead father, Anchises, who
tells him he must go to the land of the dead, guided by the Sibyl, to meet him in Elysium, “the
luminous fields where the true / and faithful gather” (5.814-15). His guide to the Underworld will be
the Sibyl whom he will find in Italy. And in Book 6, after his journey with the Sibyl through the
darker regions of the world below, he meets Anchises and is shown a pageant of the great Romans,
who in future days will establish the Roman Empire and the peace of the world.

In Book 7 Aeneas finally reaches the Tiber River, and the second part of the Aeneid starts: the
wandering is over and the wars begin. Virgil invokes the Muse Erato to tell “who were the kings, the
tides and times, how stood / the old Latin state” (7.40-41). He asks the goddess

“inspire your singer, come!

I will tell of horrendous wars

... all Hesperia called to arms . . .
I launch a greater labor.”

(7.45-50)

Erato is the Muse of lyric poetry and love; she seems an unusual Muse to call on for inspiration in a
tale of “horrendous wars.” Calliope, the Muse of epic poetry, might seem more appropriate, but these
wars are waged because of a marriage contested between the two champions, Aeneas and Turnus.
Since there is no Muse specifically associated with war, Erato is the natural choice.

In Book 7 Aeneas establishes a fortified camp on the shore by the river Tiber,

And Aeneas himself lines up

his walls with a shallow trench, he starts to work the site
and rings his first settlement on the coast with mounds,
redoubts and ramparts built like an armed camp.

(7.180-83)

The words used—rfossa, pinnis, aggere, castrorum—identify it with the camps (castra) that in the



future Roman legionary soldiers will build at the end of the day’s march—castra, which will be built
all over Europe and have often left their mark on the names of the cities that occupy those sites—
Lancaster, Manchester, Worcester. From this camp Aeneas sends an embassy to King Latinus, asking
for a grant of land and the hand of his daughter Lavinia in marriage. The king has been warned of such
an approach by visions and seers, and is agreeable. But Juno intervenes again—this is where she
makes her famous proclamation: “if I cannot sway the heavens, I’'ll wake the powers of hell!”
Flectere si nequeo superos, Acheronta movebo (7.365). (Many centuries later these words would
appear on the title page of Sigmund Freud’s book The Interpretation of Dreams, a clear
announcement that he is drawing some sort of analogy between the psychic and the infernal, and the
dark energies of both.) Juno sends the Fury Allecto to rouse against the marriage first Lavinia’s
mother Amata, and then the Rutulian leader Turnus, who presumes that Lavinia will become his bride.
Both are filled with furious rage against the new proposal, and Turnus (and Juno) stir Italy against its
terms. War against the intruders is declared, and Book 7 ends with a long catalog of the Italian forces
and leaders, prominent among them Mezentius, the Etruscan king whose own people (who eventually
fight on the Trojan side) had driven him out because of his cruelty; and Turnus, the leader of the fight
against Aeneas, and the virgin cavalry leader Camilla, the Volscian.

As Book 8 opens, the god of the river Tiber appears to Aeneas in a dream, explains to him that
Evander, whose kingdom lies upriver, is an enemy of the Latins and will help Aeneas. The river-god
himself will help him on his way in his ships. Aeneas chooses a pair of galleys and sets off for
Evander’s town, which is on the site, with its hills, where Rome will one day rise. They are hailed by
Pallas, Evander’s son, and welcomed by the king. He has been celebrating their liberation by
Hercules from the fire-breathing monster Cacus, which lived in a cave on what later, in Roman times,
was named the Aventine hill. And Evander tells the long story of Hercules’ ultimate destruction of
Cacus. He then shows Aeneas all around his kingdom, the places that will in later times be famous,
the future sites of the Capitol—*“they saw herds of cattle . . . / in the Roman Forum and Carinae’s
elegant district” (8.423-24). That night, as they sleep, Venus persuades her husband, the smith-god
Vulcan, to make arms and a shield for Aeneas. Meanwhile Evander tells Aeneas of certain allies for
him—the Etruscans, who have expelled their cruel king, Mezentius, and burn to fight the Rutulian
forces of Turnus but have been told by a seer to await a captain from overseas. Aeneas and Pallas
ride for Etruria with their cavalry, meet the Etruscan forces and, as the “weary troops take rest”
(8.716), Venus gives her son his new arms and shield. And on the shield “There is the story of Italy, /
Rome in all her triumphs” (8.738-39). Across its surface is pictured the whole history of Rome, from
the she-wolf that suckled Romulus and Remus to the battle of Actium, which made Augustus master of
the world. Aeneas

knows nothing of these events but takes delight
in their likeness, lifting onto his shoulders now
the fame and fates of all his children’s children.

(8.856-58)

Back at the seashore Turnus, spurred on by Juno, leads his troops against the Trojan camp, but
unable to breach the walls, attacks with fire the ships of Aeneas, moored by the camp. But these ships



were built outside Troy from trees in a wood sacred to Jupiter’s mother, Cybebe (Cybele), and she
now calls on her son to save them. He changes them into sea-nymphs, and Turnus calls off the attack
on the camp until the next day. One of the Trojans, Nisus, proposes to steal at night through the
sleeping enemy contingents to go and warn Aeneas of the danger to his base, and his young lover,
Euryalus, insists, in spite of Nisus’ protests, on accompanying him. They carry out a wild slaughter
among the sleeping Italians but as they move off, toward the river perhaps, they are intercepted and
killed by a fresh enemy contingent just arriving. The next day Turnus renews the attack on the camp
and even manages to get in alone through a gate that has been opened by overconfident Trojans. He
creates great slaughter among the Trojans as he fights his way to the water and swims to safety.

At the beginning of Book 10, which follows, Jupiter calls together an assembly of the gods at
which both Venus and Juno make their long complaints, but Jupiter declares neutrality. He will leave
the outcome to the champions themselves:

“How each man weaves
his web will bring him to glory or to grief. . .
The Fates will find the way.”

(10.135-38)

The attack on the camp resumes, while far upriver, Aeneas joins the Etruscan leaders, who combine
their fleet with his to sail down to the relief of the Trojan camp. At this point (10.202ff.) Virgil names
and describes the Etruscan leaders, another of those catalogs in which he lovingly recites the various
parts of Italy from which they come . . . Pisa, Caere, Liguria, Mantua—part of that hymn of praise of
Italy that is a main feature of the Aeneid. As Aeneas sails down the river, the nymph Cymodocea, who
had been one of the nymphs that had been changed into a ship outside the camp, warns him that the
camp 1s under attack by Turnus, and as Aeneas comes in sight of it he raises the shield his mother had
made for him, and the signal is greeted with joy and relief by the Trojans in the camp. There follows
a vivid account of an opposed landing and an equally fierce battle afterward “on Italy’s very
doorstep” (10.420), in which, as young Pallas’ troops begin to fall back, he rallies them and kills one
enemy chieftain after another, until Turnus comes to the rescue and routs the Arcadians, killing Pallas
and taking from him as a trophy Pallas’ engraved sword-belt, which will turn out to be his own death
warrant.

Aeneas hears the news and comes on, slaughtering enemy champions right and left as he looks for
Turnus. But Juno obtains from Jupiter a respite, no more, for Turnus, and full of grief she spirits him
out of the fighting to his home. Book 10 ends with an account of the many successful duels of
Mezentius, the Etruscan king fighting on the Latin side. He kills one Trojan champion after another
until he meets Aeneas, who wounds him and then kills his son Lausus, as he comes to his father’s aid.
Aeneas, thinking no doubt of Pallas, is sorry for him, but goes on to kill his father, Mezentius. In Book
11 Aeneas, his camp no longer besieged, proceeds to the burial of the dead. He mourns over the body
of Pallas and sends it off with his arms, his warhorse, and a huge escort, to his father. He gives
envoys from the Latin city permission to bury their dead, and Drances, an enemy of Turnus, announces
his intention to seek peace. Evander mourns over the body of Pallas and sends word to Aeneas that
his “right arm/ . . . owes . . . the life of Turnus / to son and father both™ (11.210-12).



Now, as the Latins bury their dead, the discontent with the war, fanned by Drances, grows and is
increased by bad news that arrives from the city that Diomedes the Greek champion was building in
Italy, and whom the Latin envoys had counted on for support against the enemy he had fought at Troy.
But Diomedes’ answer is negative: he advises them to make peace with Aeneas, whose bravery he
praises. Latinus offers to give the Trojans the territory they ask for, and Drances proposes that the
king give his daughter Lavinia to Aeneas in marriage. Turnus makes a long and furious reply, urging
continuation of the war, and offering, if it comes to that, to fight Aeneas man to man as Drances has
proposed. But the council is interrupted by the news that Aeneas with all his troops is advancing on
the city. The citizens man the walls, and Turnus orders his captains to their stations and rides off
himself to meet, at the head of her cavalry, Camilla the Volscian. He arranges for her to engage the
Trojan cavalry, while he hopes to ambush Aeneas and his troops, who are attacking the city from a
different direction. The rest of Book 11 is mainly concerned with the feats and fate of Camilla, who,
after killing many adversaries, is brought down by the Etruscan Arruns, who has stalked her all over
the battlefield. Her death is avenged by that of Arruns at the hand of the nymph Opis, sent down by the
goddess Diana, who loves Camilla, her devotee. And now, in the last book, Turnus sends the
challenge to Aeneas, to fight him man to man. As all the preparations are made, the dueling ground
paced off, Juno intervenes. She tells Turnus’ sister, Juturna, a river-nymph, “Pluck your brother from
death, if there’s a way, / or drum up war and abort that treaty they conceived” (12.187-88).

And she does. Disguised as Camers, a famous Italian warrior, she begins to stir discontent among
the Rutulians, and soon fighting breaks out. Aeneas, as he vainly tries to stop it, is hit by an arrow and
retreats from the lines. Turnus attacks, the war resumes. Aeneas and his friends try to pull the broken
arrowhead out of the wound; their efforts and those of the old healer lapyx are unsuccessful until
Venus intervenes and supplies lapyx, without his knowledge, with herbs that restore Aeneas to health.
Venus also inspires Aeneas to put Latinus’ city to the torch, and the Trojan attack is successful enough
to cause the queen, Amata, to hang herself as the walls are breached. The news 1s brought to Turnus,
and abandoning his chariot, which, he now realizes, is driven by his sister Juturna the nymph, who is
trying to save him, he comes to meet Aeneas and settle the issue man to man.

As they fight, Venus and Juturna both intervene to help their relatives, and finally Jupiter forbids
any further interference by Juno or her helper. And reluctantly Juno yields. But she makes a request:

“never command the Latins, here on native soil,

to change their age-old name,

to become Trojans, called the kin of Teucer,

alter their language, change their style of dress.

Let Latium endure. Let Alban kings hold sway for all time.
Let Roman stock grow strong with Italian strength.

Troy has fallen—and fallen let her stay—

with the very name of Troy!”

(12.954-61)

And Jupiter grants her wish:



“Latium’s sons will retain their fathers’ words and ways.
Their name till now is the name that shall endure.
Mingling in stock alone, the Trojans will subside.

And I will add the rites and the forms of worship,

make them Latins all, who speak the Latin tongue.”

(12.967-71)

Juno accepts, with joy. But Jupiter must now deal with Juturna. He sends down one of the Furies, who
assumes the form of an owl that flutters in Turnus’ face, screeches, drums Turnus’ shield with its
wings. Juturna recognizes the signal and, lamenting, leaves Turnus to face Aeneas. In the end, Turnus,
helpless, lies at Aeneas’ feet and begs for his life. Turnus’ pleas begin to sway him, when suddenly
he sees “the fateful sword-belt of Pallas, / swept over Turnus’ shoulder . . . like a trophy” and “plants
/ his iron sword hilt-deep in his enemy’s heart” (12.1098-1110).



HISTORY

All this intervention of gods in human affairs to advance their own interests and satisfy their own
passions is Homeric, but what is not Homeric is the constant reference to history, in particular to
Roman history, which is a recurring feature of the Aeneid. The Homeric epics have no historical
background to speak of—as C. S. Lewis puts it, “There is no pretence, indeed no possibility of
pretending, that the world, or even Greece, would have been much altered if Odysseus had never got
home at all” (Preface, p. 26). But the Aeneid is always conscious of history, Roman history, many
centuries of it. Very often this reference is explicit, as in the long list and description of great Romans
not yet born, whose spirits are shown to Aeneas by his father in Elysium in Book 6. But often the
allusion is not explicit, and though it was obvious to Virgil’s Roman readers, it may not be so without
explanation today.

For example, in Book 2, Aeneas’ account to Dido of the sack of Troy by the Greeks, the final
disposition of the corpse of Priam, king of Troy, slaughtered in his palace by Pyrrhus, son of
Achilles, is described by Virgil in these words:

“Such was the fate of Priam. . .

the monarch who once had ruled in all his glory
the many lands of Asia, Asia’s many tribes.

A powerful trunk is lying on the shore.

The head wrenched from the shoulders.

A corpse without a name.”

(2.686-92)

Any Roman who read these lines in the years after Virgil’s poem was published or heard them recited
would at once remember a real and recent ruler over “the many lands of Asia,” whose headless
corpse lay on the shore. It was the corpse of Gnaeus Pompeius (Pompey), who had been ruler of all
the lands of Asia; from 67 to 62 B.C. he had been given a wide and extended command to settle the
Middle East, had defeated the army of Mithridates, king of Pontus, and reorganized the whole area,
adding new provinces to the Empire. But many years later, after his defeat by Caesar at Pharsalus in
48 B.C., his body lay headless on the Egyptian shore.

But this is far from being the only such reference to Roman history. Dido’s last words, in which she
curses Aeneas and predicts eternal war between her people and his, reminded Roman readers of the
three wars the Romans had to fight against the Carthaginians: the Punic Wars, they called them, a
word formed from their name—Poeni—for the settlers from Tyre, who had founded the great
commercial and naval power of Carthage.

As she prepares to kill herself after Aeneas leaves her, Dido curses him, foretelling a sad end for
him and commanding her people to wage endless war on Aeneas’ descendants:
“And you, my Tyrians,
harry with hatred all his line, his race to come . . .



No love between our peoples, ever—no pacts of peace! . . .
Shore clash with shore, sea against sea and sword

against sword—this is my curse—war between all

our peoples, all their children, endless war!”

(4.775-84)

The Phoenicians, inhabitants of two cities, Tyre and Sidon on the Pales tinian coast, were the great
sailors, traders, and explorers of the ancient world. They provided, for example, the fleet that backed
the Persian king Xerxes’ invasion of Greece in 480 B.C. They also, from their colony at Carthage,
founded, probably in the second half of the eighth century B.C., colonies in western Sicily, which
regularly fought against the Greek colonies in the east of that island. And they colonized southern
Spain, from which they exported those metals that were so rare in the eastern Mediterranean area.
Their relations with Rome were friendly at first but soon, as Rome began to intervene in Sicily,
degenerated, and in 264 B.C. the First Punic War began, to end in 241 with a hard-won Roman
victory and the annexation of Sicily as Rome’s first province.

But the Second Punic War (218-201 B.C.) was an entirely different matter; it saw the fulfillment of
another part of Dido’s curse:

“Come rising up from my bones, you avenger still unknown,
to stalk those Trojan settlers, hunt with fire and iron,
now or in time to come, whenever the power is yours.”

(4.779-81)

This was the Carthaginian Hannibal, whose feats are also predicted by Jupiter in Book 10:

“one day when savage Carthage will loose enormous ruin
down on the Roman strongholds, breach and unleash
the Alps against her walls.”

(10.15-17)

Hannibal moved from his base in Spain north to what is now the French coast and then, war elephants
and all, crossed the Alps and came down on Italy. He defeated the Roman troops in one battle after
another, at the Trebia River, at Lake Trasimenus, and in 216 at Cannae he annihilated a superior
Roman force with tactics that were carefully studied by the German general staff in 1914. But though
he remained in Italy until 202, he was unable to break the loyalty of the Latin cities to Rome’s
federation and was gradually confined to a small area in the South of Italy. Meanwhile the Roman
general Scipio took southern Spain from the Carthaginians as Hasdrubal made his way over the Alps
with a relief force to join Hannibal. Hasdrubal’s army was defeated in northern Italy in 207; Scipio
crossed to Africa in 204, and Hannibal was recalled to defend Carthage. He was defeated by Scipio
in 202 B.C. at Zama, and Carthage made peace with Rome on very harsh terms.



But Carthage, with its superb harbor and trading contacts, soon began to revive, and the Roman
senator Cato became famous for ending every speech he made in the Senate, no matter what the
subject under discussion happened to be, with the words: “And furthermore, my opinion is that
Carthage should be destroyed—delendam esse Carthaginem.” Finally, in 149 B.C., the Romans took
his advice; the Third Punic War came to an end in 146 B.C. with the total defeat of Carthage and the
destruction of the city.

But of course it was eventually rebuilt, to become the heart of Rome’s North African province, and
in Virgil’s lifetime the emperor Augustus established a Roman colony on the site, and it flourished as
a commercial and cultural center well into the Christian centuries. St. Augustine as a young man went
to the university there in the fourth century A.D., and it was in Carthage that he fell in love with
Virgil, yet he later ascribed that love to sins of youth. He says of his school days there in his
Confessions: “The singsong One and one makes two, two and two makes four was detestable to me,
but sweet were the visions of absurdity—the wooden horse cargoed with men, Troy in flames, and
Creusa herself ghosting by” (1.1V.22, trans. Garry Wills).



ANCHISES’ PAGEANT

But the most copious rehearsal of Roman history occurs in Book 6, when in Elysium Anchises shows
Aeneas the spirits of the great Romans to come, a pageant of Roman history from the earliest,
legendary times right up to Virgil’s own day. Following the instructions given him by Anchises in a
dream in Sicily, Aeneas sails to Cumae in Italy, to meet the Sibyl who will be his guide for his visit
to the land of the dead. He begs her to take him to his father and receives the famous reply:

“the descent to the Underworld is easy.

Night and day the gates of shadowy Death stand open wide,
but to retrace your steps, to climb back to the upper air—
there the struggle, there the labor lies.”

(6.149-52)

She tells him he must have the golden bough as a gift for the goddess Proserpina. He goes to get it and
soon they are on their way “through gloom and the empty halls of Death’s ghostly realm” (6.308) to
the river Acheron and its ferryman Charon. By the river there is a huge host of souls stretching out
their arms in longing toward the farther bank, but Charon will take only those who have been properly
buried; the others must wait on the bank for a hundred years. Here they see the shade of Palinurus,
Aeneas’ pilot on the way to Italy, who was put to sleep by the god Somnus and fell overboard. He
now lies unburied on the shore, but the Sibyl tells him he will be buried soon by the local people. As
Aeneas and the Sibyl approach Charon, he refuses to take living passengers, but the Sibyl shows him
the bough and he takes them aboard. On the other side they pass the hell-hound Cerberus as the Sibyl
gives him the proverbial “sop,” “slumbrous with honey and drugged seed” (6.483).

Now they see the ghosts of those who died in infancy, of those condemned to death on a false
charge, of suicides, and lastly, in the Fields of Mourning, of those who died of love. And here Aeneas
sees the ghost of Dido. He approaches her, full of remorse, and makes his excuse: “I left your shores,
my Queen, against my will” (6.535), but—in what T. S. Eliot calls “perhaps the most telling snub in
all poetry” (What Is a Classic? p. 62)—she tears herself away, “his enemy forever” (6.548). Next
they meet the “throngs of the great war heroes” who “live apart”—the Trojans who come “crowding
around him” and the Greeks who “turn tail and run” (6.556-69). It is here that he meets the ghost of
Deiphobus and hears the dreadful story of Helen’s treachery and his ghastly death. Soon they reach
the place where the road divides; on the left lies a fortress surrounded by Tartarus’ River of Fire and
guarded by Tisiphone, a Fury. It is the place, the Sibyl tells him, where the great sinners for whom
there is only eternal punishment are confined. Besides the great sinners of the remote, mythical past—
Salmoneus, Ixion, Tityos—are the human sinners, the parricides, the tyrants, the traitors . . . “No,” she
says,

“not if I had a hundred tongues and a hundred mouths
... I could never capture
all the crimes or run through all the torments.”



(6.724-26)

And now they hurry away, and after Aeneas dedicates the golden bough to Proserpina, they come at
last to the Elysian Fields, “the land of joy .../ ... where the blessed make their homes” (6.741-42).
Aeneas sees them exercising or feasting as he goes to meet the ghost of his father, Anchises. There are
the founders of the line of Trojan kings—Ilus, Assaracus and Dardanus—and Aeneas sees also

troops of men

who had suffered wounds, fighting to save their country,

and those who had been pure priests while still alive,

and the faithful poets whose songs were fit for Phoebus;

those who enriched our lives with the newfound arts they forged
and those we remember well for the good they did mankind.

(6.764-69)

In this paradise Aeneas finally meets the ghost of his father, who explains to him the workings of this
spiritual world and in particular the nature of the spirits who throng the banks of the river Lethe, the
river of forgetfulness. They are the souls of those, who after many years of punishment for their sins in
life, are destined to return to the world after drinking the water of the Lethe and forgetting their
previous existence. The spirits he sees are those of the great Romans to come and Anchises will
“reveal them all” (6.878).

The background of this doctrine, of purgatorial suffering followed by rebirth, seems to be a purely
Virgilian invention. It is, as one critic, R. G. Austin, puts it, “a poetic synthesis, blending the Stoic
doctrine of the anima mundi [the spirit or mind of the universe] with Platonic and Orphic-
Pythagorean teaching of rebirth.” He also adds: “The manner is constantly and pointedly Lucretian;
the matter would have excited Lucretius’ disdain” (Sextus, 1977, note 724-51). What this religio-
philosophical mélange enables Virgil to do is to display the future descendants of Aeneas who will
one day rule the world. Virgil’s whole picture of the lower world, with its separation of the great
sinners, for whom there is no forgiveness, from those who, through many years of punishment, win
some kind of redemption, and those who are immediately admitted to heaven, reappears in many ways
in Dante’s Divina Commedia.

The first spirit waiting to be reborn is Silvius, the first king of Alba Longa. He will be of half
Italian blood, the child of Aeneas in his old age by Lavinia. The “tipless spear of honor” (6.879) that
Silvius holds is the Roman award given to a young warrior for his first success in battle. There
follow the names of “brave young men” who will build the towns near Rome, “famous names in the
future, nameless places now”—Nomentum, Gabii, Fidena, Collatia, and many others (6.893-96). Next
comes Romulus, son of the Roman war-god Mars (like him, he wears a helmet with twin plumes),
who is to found Rome, which will one day rule the world. But now Anchises goes across the
centuries to “Caesar and all the line of Iulus,” and Caesar Augustus who “will bring back the Age of
Gold” and “expand his empire past the Garamants and the Indians™ (6.911-17). Anchises now moves
back from the glories of Augustan Rome to the history of Roman kings after Romulus: Numa the



lawgiver, next Tullus, a king “who rouse[s] a stagnant people / . . . back to war again” (6.937-38),
and Ancus who was “too swayed by the breeze of public favor” (6.940). Next the expulsion of the
last Roman king, Tarquin, by Brutus, who reclaims those symbols of power, the fasces—bundles of
rods wrapped around an axe—and as the first consul of the new Republic sets a dreadful example by
executing his own two sons for treason against the new Roman state. Next are the spirits of famous
republican heroes; the Decii, father and son, who each in turn won a battle for Rome with a victorious
but suicidal charge; the Drusi, another great patrician family, which gave Rome many victorious
generals (and incidentally, was the family of Augustus’ wife). Torquatus was another stern Roman
father who executed his son for disobedience. Camillus brought home the standards taken by the
Gauls when they occupied Rome in 387 B.C. Other sources say that he took back from the Gauls not
the standards but the gold they had taken. Virgil obviously preferred his version because it would
remind readers that in 20 B.C. Augustus had recovered from the Parthians (by negotiation, not by
war) the legionary standards lost by Crassus in his ill-fated expedition of 53 B.C.

Anchises makes another historical jump—to 49 B.C., when Julius Caesar was about to cross the
Rubicon and start civil war against Pompey. Anchises points out that they are

“equals now at peace . . .

but if they should reach the light of life, what war

they’ll rouse between them! . . . Caesar,

the bride’s father, marching down from his Alpine ramparts
... Pompey her husband set to oppose him.”

(6.952-56)

Caesar’s daughter had been married to Pompey in a vain attempt to reconcile them; Virgil’s words
recall the contemporary lines of Catullus: socer generque, perdidistis omnia—**Son and father-in-
law, you have ruined everything” (29.24, trans. Knox). Anchises begs them not to start civil war and
particularly appeals to Caesar: “born of my blood, throw down your weapons now!” (6.961).

But after this dramatic outcry Anchises returns to his catalog of Roman conquerors, this time of
some of those who will avenge Troy by subduing Greece: Lucius Mummius, who sacked Corinth in
146 B.C., and Aemilius Paullus, who defeated Perseus, king of Macedon, who claimed descent from
Achilles, at Pydna in 168 B.C. He briefly mentions Cato, known as the Censor, who strongly
disapproved of the new Greek cultural influences on the Romans and insisted on the destruction of
Carthage. Cossus was the second Roman commander to win the spolia opima, the “rich spoils,” an
award given to the general who killed the opposing general in single combat. The Gracchi were a
family that produced many famous Romans, among them the two tribunes who attempted the reform of
the Roman landholding system in favor of the small farmers and were both killed and their movement
suppressed. The elder Scipio defeated Hannibal at Zama, and the younger defeated the Carthaginians
in the battle that was followed by the total destruction of Carthage. More great republican heroes are
invoked as Anchises sweeps on—Fabricius, who conquered Pyrrhus and was known for his austere
integrity, Serranus (the Sower), who was called to the consulship from work on his farm, and the
great family of the Fabii, of whom Anchises mentions only one, Fabius Maximus, the consul who after
the terrible Roman defeat at Cannae denied battle to Hannibal in order to defeat him, harassing him



but always refusing major engagement. He was known as Cunctator, the Delayer—*“the one man /
whose delaying tactics save our Roman state” (6.974-75), a phrase in which Virgil quotes the words
of his forerunner Ennius, adding honor and antiquity to Fabius Maximus’ exploit.

Anchises suddenly changes tone: he gives us no more great Romans for the moment but rather the
moral of all these tales—the Roman character and the Roman mission in the world. But first he tells
us what the Romans are not, listing the achievements of “others,” by which he means the Greeks:

“Others, I have no doubt,

will forge the bronze to breathe with suppler lines,
draw from the block of marble features quick with life,
plead their cases better, chart with their rods the stars
that climb the sky and foretell the times they rise.”

(6.976-80)

But the Roman arts are different:

“But you, Roman, remember, rule with all your power
the peoples of the earth—these will be your arts:

to put your stamp on the works and ways of peace,

to spare the defeated, break the proud in war.”

(6.981-84)

And then Anchises introduces another Roman hero, Marcellus, who won the spolia opima at
Clastidium in 222 B.C. by killing the chief commanding the Insubrian Gauls. And Aeneas, who sees a
handsome but sad young man walking by Marcellus’ side, asks who he is, to receive the answer that
he is also named Marcellus but is destined, after a short but brilliant career, to die young. He is the
son of Octavia, Augustus’ sister, and when he died suddenly, perhaps at age twenty, in 23 B.C. he had
been considered a likely successor to Augustus. “Oh, child of heartbreak! If only you could burst / the
stern decrees of Fate!” (6.1017-18).

There is no more to be seen, and Anchises, after warning Aeneas of hard wars to come in Italy,
ushers his son and the Sibyl out of the land of the dead by the ivory gates along which the dead “send
false dreams up toward the sky” (6.1033). And Aeneas heads for his ships and his waiting men.

The Gate of Ivory is adapted from the Odyssey (19.634-38), where Penelope speaks of the two
gates for our dreams:

“one is made of ivory, the other made of horn.

Those that pass through the ivory cleanly carved

are will-o’-the-wisps, their message bears no fruit.

The dreams that pass through the gates of polished horn
are fraught with truth, for the dreamer who can see them.”



There has been much discussion of the passage in Virgil. Aeneas and the Sibyl are not dreams to start
with; and why must they go out of the land of the dead through the gate of false dreams? The obvious
answer is that since the other party, the shades of noble Romans to come, must go through the Gate of
Horn, which “offers easy passage to all true shades™ (6.1031), Aeneas and the Sibyl must go out
through the Gate of Ivory. But the real question is: why did Virgil use the Odyssean gates of dreams
for the two exits from the land of the dead, one for the living, one for the Roman spirits, back to
temporary oblivion? The answer is suggested by Goold in his revision of Fairclough’s Virgi/ (1999,
note 6.57), where he writes: “By making Aeneas leave by the gate of delusive dreams Virgil
represents his vision of Rome’s destiny as a dream which he is not to remember on his return to the
real world; the poet will have us know that from the beginning of Book 7 his hero has not been
endowed with superhuman knowledge to confront the problems which face him.”

This interpretation is strengthened by the passage in Virgil’s poem that deals with the other display
given to Aeneas of Roman history and Roman heroes and villains to come: the pictures on the shield
that Vulcan at the request of Venus makes for him in Book 8. After the long recital of the pageant of
Roman history right up to Virgil’s own day, that Aeneas sees on the shield, we are told:

He fills with wonder—
he knows nothing of these events but takes delight
in their likeness.

(8.855-57)

Once again, as in Book 6, he has seen the future, but will not remember it.



THE SHIELD OF AENEAS

The vision Aeneas sees, the pictures on the shield, is another image of Rome’s future. The incident is
clearly modeled on the shield of Achilles in the /liad (Book 18.558-709). Both shields were made by
the smith-god at a mother’s request, but they could not be more different. Aeneas’ shield is decorated
with the deeds and names of those who through the ages have brought Rome to its position of world
mastery, but the shield made for Achilles has no names but those drawn from myth, no history; it is a
picture of the world and human life. On it the smith-god Hephaestus makes the earth, sky, and sea, the
sun, moon, and constellations and two cities “filled / with mortal men” (18.572-73). One is at peace
and celebrates a wedding, “choir on choir the wedding song rose high” (18.576). And elsewhere, in
the marketplace a quarrel breaks out and is to be settled by a judge. The other city is attacked and the
horrors of wounding and killing on the battlefield parallel the wedding songs in the city at peace.

The god made also a broad plowland, a king’s estate where harvesters are working, a thriving
vineyard, a herd of longhorn cattle, and a dancing circle on which young boys and girls “danced and
danced” (18.694). And round it all “he forged the Ocean River’s mighty power girdling / round the
outmost rim of the welded indestructible shield” (18.708-9). It is a whole world and it has no history.

On the shield of Aeneas, however, the smith-god forged

. . . the story of Italy,

Rome in all her triumphs . . .

all in order the generations born of Ascanius’ stock
and all the wars they waged.

(8.738-42)

Vulcan forged the mother wolf, with Romulus and Remus, “twin boys at her dugs . . . suckling”
(8.744), and newly built Rome and the Circus games there at which the Romans carried off the Sabine
women to marry them—the so-called Rape of the Sabines—and the reconciliation with the Sabine
tribe afterward. There was Mettus, king of Alba Longa, who broke his word to Tullus, third king of
Rome, who tore him apart as punishment. Then Lars Porsenna, the Etruscan commanding the Romans
to take back their banished king, Tarquin, and attacking the city from across the Tiber. But Cocles
(better known to English-speaking readers by his other name, Horatius) tears the bridge down and
swims to safety, as does the maiden Cloelia, who has been taken as a hostage. Next Manlius, who
when the Gauls invaded Rome by night in 390 B.C. was awakened by the cackling of the sacred geese
and saved the Capitol. And Vulcan forged the Salii, the dancing priests of Mars and the “chaste
matrons . . . [who] led the sacred marches through the city” (8.779-80). And “far apart . . . he forged
the homes of hell” with the great criminal Catiline “dangling from a beetling crag” and “the virtuous
souls, with Cato giving laws” (8.783-85). This 1s not Cato the Censor but his great-grandson, the Cato
who, defeated by Julius Caesar at Utica in Africa, committed suicide rather than live under Caesar’s
dictatorship, after reading Plato’s Phaedo.

But the rest of the shield is devoted to the decisive victory of Augustus at Actium, the naval defeat



of Antony and Cleopatra, their suicides, and the great triumph of Augustus, master of the Roman
world, at Rome. The Roman fleet, led by Augustus on one flank and Agrippa on the other, faces and
defeats Antony, and Cleopatra, “that outrage, that Egyptian wife!” (8.808), who eventually leads the
flight of the Eastern fleet—*"pale / with imminent death” (8.831-32), commits suicide, accompanied
by Antony’s, in Alexandria. And lastly the vision of Augustus’ great triumph in Rome. Augustus The
battle of Actium is shown to the Roman reader as the victory of Italy and the West over the barbarous
tribes of the East.

leading on
the riches of the Orient, troops of every stripe—
... all the might of the East

(8.803-6)

reviews the gifts brought on by the nations of the earth . . .
as the vanquished people move in a long slow file,
their dress, their arms as motley as their tongues.

(8.844-47)

In the Aeneid Virgil combines mythological epic with themes from Roman history. But there is one
field of Roman history where Virgil’s material is mythological rather than historical, and that is his
account of the Etruscans. In Book 8 (5751f.) he describes them as “Lydian people . . ./ brilliant in
war” (8.565-66), who inhabit the city of Agylla (now called Cervetri). They have recently expelled
their king, Mezentius, for his oppression and atrocities, and he has found refuge with Turnus, ‘“his old
friend” (8.580). The Etruscans are eager to fight against him and his allies, but they have been told by
“an aged prophet” that they must “choose leaders from overseas” (8.585-92). They are the perfect
ally for Aeneas; after his meeting with their leader, Tarchon, they sail down the river with Aeneas’
ships to relieve the beleaguered camp and fight with him to the end.

This has little to do with history. About the only detail that may be authentic is the adjective
Lydian, since Lydia in Asia Minor was thought to be the original home of the Etruscans, a belief
mentioned by Herodotus. Their language, recorded in a script based on the Greek alphabet, still
defies attempts to decipher it; the buildings of their many cities, from the Arno to the Tiber and farther
south, have vanished. But we know them from the large tombs, built below ground in the rock, where
the bones of their upper classes rested, with frescoes painted on the walls, and from their treasures,
bronze metalwork and imported painted Greek vases from the great periods of the black- and red-
figure vases, which now, as a result of excavations both legal and illegal, adorn the museums of
Europe and America.

Excavation has also confirmed that Rome too was for some time under Etruscan occupation or
domination, a fact acknowledged by the legends of early Rome and the items of Etruscan origin in
Roman religion and especially divination. Among the early kings of Rome, the fifth and the last were
called Tarquin, an Etruscan name, the second of whom was expelled and whose reimposition was
attempted by Lars Porsenna (an Etruscan name if ever there was one) of Clusium (Chiusi), an
important Etruscan city. The attempt was foiled by Horatius’ stand while the bridge over the Tiber



was destroyed.

Nonetheless, Virgil (who knew less about the Etruscans than we do) gives us in Book 10 (202-60)
a list of the Etruscan chieftains who came “speeding to rescue Troy” (10.259). They all come from
cities that we know were Etruscan—Clusium, Cosae, Populonia, the source of the copper from which
they made the bronze for weapons and statues, the island of Ilva (Elba), their source of iron, and Pisa,
Caere, Pyrgi, and Graviscae. And Virgil includes his own hometown, Mantua. But the catalog of the
Etruscans was another opportunity to do what he does so well—to recall in his lines the glories of the
Italian countryside, its towns and its history, to celebrate Elba, “the Blacksmiths’ inexhaustible island
rife with iron ore” (10.210) or Mantua’s own river, “the Mincius, / son of Father Benacus gowned in
gray-green reeds” (10.248-49).



VIRGIL’S AFTERLIFE

Even before it became generally available as a written text, Virgil’s Aeneid was famous. A younger
poet, Propertius, wrote in elegiac verse an announcement:

Give way, you Roman writers, give way, Greeks.
Something greater than the //iad 1s being born.

(2.34.65-66, trans. Knox)

As copies appeared and multiplied, the 4eneid became the textbook for the Roman school and the
medieval school after that. The Roman satyric poet Juvenal, writing in the second century A.D.,
describes, in Satire 6 (434-35), among the many intolerable wives he catalogs, the one “who as soon
as she’s taken her place at dinner is praising Virgil and forgiving [Dido] on her deathbed” (trans.
Susanna M. Braund, et seq.). In Satire 7 (226-27) he speaks of schoolboys thumbing a Horace that
“gets totally discolored and the soot sticks to your blackened Virgil.” And the poor schoolteacher is
liable to be asked questions that eventually a reader of the Aeneid might be able to answer: who was
“Anchises’ nurse and . . . the name and birthplace of the stepmother of Anchemolus and how long
Acestes lived and how many jars of Sicilian wine he gave to the Trojans” (234-36). And Juvenal is
not alone in his knowledge and citation of Virgil. As J. M. Mackail put it in his edition of the Aeneid,
published in 1930 (two thousand years after Virgil’s birth; it is dedicated, Principi Poetarum Natalii
MM): “The whole of post-Virgilian Latin literature, in prose as well as in poetry, is saturated with
Virgilian quotations, adaptations, and allusions, as much as English literature for the last three
hundred years has been with Shakespeare, and even more” (Introduction, p. 1xx).

But in addition to its literary supremacy, the Aeneid acquired a semi-religious stature. It became an
oracle known as the Sortes Virgilianae, the Virgilian lottery: you took a passage at random and it
foretold your future. Often it was consulted in temples, as it was regarded as an oracle; Hadrian and
other men who became Roman emperors first learned of their future eminence from this source. And
when the English monarch Charles I, barred from London by revolutionary parliamentarians, made
Oxford his headquarters during the civil war, he consulted the Virgilian lottery in the Bodleian
Library and put his finger by chance on Dido’s curse on Aeneas:

“. .. let him be plagued in war by a nation proud in arms, . . .
let him grovel for help and watch his people die

a shameful death! And then, once he has bowed down

to an unjust peace, may he never enjoy his realm

... lethimdie

before his day. . ..”

(4.767-73)

When the Roman world became Christian, Virgil remained as its classic poet, not only because of
the fourth Eclogue, which many Christians regarded as a prophecy of the birth of Christ, but also



because of a recognition of a fellow spirit—anima naturaliter Christiana, a naturally Christian
spirit he was called by Tertullian, the great Christian figure of second century Carthage. And Virgil’s
significance in the European Christian tradition is emphasized by the important part he takes, both in
the many borrowings from his work and also in the prominent role he plays himself in the Divina
Commedia of Dante (1265-1321).

Not only are there striking resemblances between Dante’s account of /nferno, Purgatorio, and
Paradiso and Book 6 of the Aeneid, not only does he choose Virgil as his guide through the first two
countries of the next world, he thanks him also for the gift of bello stilo, which Virgil had given to the
Latin language, and which Dante has re-created for the Italian. And recalls of Virgil’s language occur
at once as he recognizes the figure before him; he addresses him in a reminiscence of his own Aeneid,
“Or se’tu quel Virgilio . . . /che ... ?” (Inferno 1.79-80), “Are you that Virgil who ... ?” Itis a
recall of Dido’s question as she realizes who her visitor must be: “Tune ille Aeneas quem . ..7”
(1.617). And the reminiscences are not just verbal; subject matter and character are borrowed too.
The same Charon ferries spirits across the same river and refuses again to take a living passenger at
first. Minos judges the dead; Cerberus must have his “sop.” And there are even wider resemblances
—the special place in both poems for suicides, and for those who died for love. And on a broader
scale between Elysium and Paradiso, between Purgatorio and Virgil’s “souls” who are “drilled in
punishments, they must pay for their old offenses” (6.854-55), with the difference that in Dante the
souls who have finished purgation drink the water of Lethe and go to Paradise, where in Virgil,
except for those who go to Elysium, they go, after drinking the water of Lethe, back to life in a fresh
incarnation to become the Romans.

And there is one reference to Virgil in Dante that echoes down the centuries to the twentieth. It is
the passage in Canto I of Inferno (106-8, trans. Robert and Jean Hollander):

Di quella umile Italia fia salute
per cui mori la vergine Cammilla,
Eurialo e Turno e Niso di ferute.

“He shall be the salvation of low-lying Italy
for which maiden Camilla, Euryalus,
Turnus, and Nisus died of their wounds.”

Why Italy 1s lowly and who her savior is are matters still disputed by scholars, but the phrase
“umile Italia” 1s obviously a memory of Aeneid 3.522-23: “umilemque videmus / Italiam”—‘and
low-lying we see / Italy” (trans. Knox). It is Aeneas’ first sight of Italy, as indeed it looks still to the
traveler coming from Greece—a low line on the horizon. And the heroes who have laid down their
lives for this Italy fought on both sides. This ter cet of Dante’s, among the most copious of his
references to Virgil’s text, was destined to echo down the ages until its appearance in a remarkable
twentieth-century context in the Italy of Mussolini, who was trying to restore the warlike image of
Roman Italy and make the Mediterranean once more mare nostrum, “our sea.”

In this endeavor he made opponents and enemies whom he silenced and punished in various ways.



One of his critics and opponents, Carlo Levi, was sent into a sort of exile in a small poverty-stricken
town in Calabria, a town so poor that its inhabitants claimed that Christ, on his way through Italy, had
stopped at Eboli, and never reached them. In Levi’s somber and beautiful account of his life there,
published under the title Christ Stopped at Eboli (trs. 1947), he tells how the local Fascist official
came to see him, and asked him why on earth he, an educated, talented man, did not support
Mussolini’s regime, which aimed at restoring Italy to its old eminence as master of the
Mediterranean. His reply was to say that his idea of Italy was different; it was

“Di quella umile Italia . . .
per cui mori la vergine Cammilla,
Eurialo e Turno e Niso di ferute.”

Carlo Levi’s reply brought Virgil through Dante into the realities of the modern world, and to
compare small things to great, I too brought Virgil back to life in Italy some years later. I consulted
the Virgilian lottery in April 1945. The year before, while a captain in the U.S. Army, I had worked
with French partisans behind the lines against German troops in Brittany, and after a leave I was
finally sent to Italy to work with partisans there. No doubt the OSS moguls in Washington figured that
since | had studied Latin at Cambridge I would have no trouble picking up Italian. The partisans this
time were on our side of the lines; things had got too difficult for them in the Po Valley and they had
come through the mountains. The U.S. Army, very short of what the soldiers called “warm bodies,”
since so many of its best units had been called in for the invasion of southern France, armed them and
put them under the command of American officers to hold sections of the mountain line where no
German breakthrough was expected. I had about twelve hundred of them, in various units ranging
from Communist to officers of the crack corps of the Italian army, the Alpini; but they had two things
in common—great courage and still greater hatred of Germans. For several months we held the
sector, which contained the famous Passo dell’ Abettone, then impassable for wheeled vehicles since
the German engineers had blown its sides down. We made frequent long patrols into enemy territory,
sometimes bringing back prisoners for interrogation, sometimes passing civilian agents through the
lines. In April we were given a small role in the final move north that brought about the German
surrender of Italy. The main push was to the left and right of us, where tanks and wheeled vehicles
could move—on the coast road to our left and on our right through the Futa Pass to Bologna. We were
to attack German positions on the heights opposite us, take the town of Fanano, and then go on to
Modena in the valley.

We killed or captured the German troops holding the heights without too many losses, liberated
Fanano, and started north on the road to Modena. As we marched along I could not help thinking that
the legions of Octavian and Mark Antony had marched and countermarched in these regions in 43
B.C. Like them, we had no wheeled transport; like them, we had no communications (our walkie-
talkies had a very short range); like them, we hoisted our weapons onto our shoulders when we
forded the Reno River with the water up to our waists.

Every now and then we met a German machine-gun crew holed up in a building that delayed our
passage. Usually we too occupied a building to house our machine guns and keep the enemy under fire
while we sent out a flanking party to dislodge them. On one of these occasions we occupied a villa



off the road that had evidently been hit by one of our bombers; it had not much roof left and the inside
was a shambles, but it would do. At one point in the sporadic exchanges of fire | handed over the gun
to a sergeant and retreated into the debris of the room to smoke a cigarette. As I looked at the tangled
wreckage on the floor I noticed what looked like a book, and investigation with my foot revealed part
ofits spine, on which I saw, in gold capitals, the letters “MARONIS.” It was a text of Virgil,
published by the Roman Academy “IUSSU BENEDICTI MUSSOLINI” “By Order of Benito
Mussolini.” There were not many Italians who would call him “blessed” now; in fact, a few weeks
later his blood-stained corpse, together with that of his mistress, Clara Petacci, and that of his right-
hand man, Starace, would be hanging upside-down outside a gas station in Milan.

And then I remembered the Sortes Virgilianae. I closed my eyes, opened the book at random and
put my finger on the page. What I got was not so much a prophecy about my own future as a prophecy
for Italy; it was from lines at the end of the first Georgic:

...aworldinruins . ..

For right and wrong change places; everywhere
So many wars, so many shapes of crime
Confront us; no due honor attends the plow.
The fields, bereft of tillers, are all unkempt . . .
.. . throughout the world

Impious War is raging.

(1.500-11)

“A world in ruins.” It was an exact description of the Italy we were fighting in—its railroads and its
ancient buildings shattered by Allied aircraft, its elegant bridges blown into the water by the
retreating Germans, and its fields sown not with seed by the farmers but with mines by the German
engineers.

The fighting stopped; it was time to move on. I tried to get the Virgil into my pack, but it was too
big, and I threw it back to the cluttered floor. But I remember thinking: “If I get out of this alive, I’11
go back to the classics, and Virgil especially.” And I did. My first scholarly article, written when I
was an assistant professor at Yale, was about the imagery of Book 2 of the Aeneid, entitled “The
Serpent and the Flame.”
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BOOK ONE

Safe Haven After Storm

Wars and a man [ sing—an exile driven on by Fate,

he was the first to flee the coast of Troy,

destined to reach Lavinian shores and Italian soil,

yet many blows he took on land and sea from the gods above—
thanks to cruel Juno’s relentless rage—and many losses

he bore 1n battle too, before he could found a city,

bring his gods to Latium, source of the Latin race,

the Alban lords and the high walls of Rome.

Tell me,

Muse, how it all began. Why was Juno outraged?

What could wound the Queen of the Gods with all her power?
Why did she force a man, so famous for his devotion,

to brave such rounds of hardship, bear such trials?

Can such rage inflame the immortals’ hearts?

There was an ancient city held by Tyrian settlers,
Carthage, facing Italy and the Tiber River’s mouth
but far away—a rich city trained and fierce in war.
Juno loved it, they say, beyond all other lands
in the world, even beloved Samos, second best.
Here she kept her armor, here her chariot too,
and Carthage would rule the nations of the earth



if only the Fates were willing. This was Juno’s goal
from the start, and so she nursed her city’s strength.

But she heard a race of men, sprung of Trojan blood,
would one day topple down her Tyrian stronghold,
breed an arrogant people ruling far and wide,

proud in battle, destined to plunder Libya.

So the Fates were spinning out the future . . .

This was Juno’s fear

and the goddess never forgot the old campaign

that she had waged at Troy for her beloved Argos.

No, not even now would the causes of her rage,

her bitter sorrows drop from the goddess’ mind.

They festered deep within her, galled her still:

the Judgment of Paris, the unjust slight to her beauty,

the Trojan stock she loathed, the honors showered on Ganymede
ravished to the skies. Her fury inflamed by all this,

the daughter of Saturn drove over endless oceans
Trojans left by the Greeks and brute Achilles.

Juno kept them far from Latium, forced by the Fates

to wander round the seas of the world, year in, year out.
Such a long hard labor it was to found the Roman people.

Now, with the ridge of Sicily barely out of sight,
they spread sail for the open sea, their spirits buoyant,
their bronze beaks churning the waves to foam as Juno,
nursing deep in her heart the everlasting wound,
said to herself: “Defeated, am I? Give up the fight?
Powerless now to keep that Trojan king from Italy?
Ah but of course—the Fates bar my way.
And yet Minerva could burn the fleet to ash
and drown my Argive crews in the sea, and all for one,
one mad crime of a single man, Ajax, son of Oileus!
She hurled Jove’s all-consuming bolt from the clouds,
she shattered a fleet and whipped the swells with gales.
And then as he gasped his last in flames from his riven chest
she swept him up in a cyclone, impaled the man on a crag.
But I who walk in majesty, I the Queen of the Gods,
the sister and wife of Jove—I must wage a war,
year after year, on just one race of men!
Who will revere the power of Juno after this—
lay gifts on my altar, lift his hands in prayer?”



With such anger seething inside her fiery heart
the goddess reached Aeolia, breeding-ground of storms,
their home swarming with raging gusts from the South.
Here in a vast cave King Aeolus rules the winds,
brawling to break free, howling in full gale force
as he chains them down in their dungeon, shackled fast.
They bluster in protest, roaring round their prison bars
with a mountain above them all, booming with their rage.
But high in his stronghold Aeolus wields his scepter,
soothing their passions, tempering their fury.
Should he fail, surely they’d blow the world away,
hurling the land and sea and deep sky through space.
Fearing this, the almighty Father banished the winds
to that black cavern, piled above them a mountain mass
and imposed on all a king empowered, by binding pact,
to rein them back on command or let them gallop free.

Now Juno made this plea to the Lord of Winds:
“Aeolus, the Father of Gods and King of Men gave you
the power to calm the waves or rouse them with your gales.
A race I loathe is crossing the Tuscan sea, transporting
Troy to Italy, bearing their conquered household gods—
thrash your winds to fury, sink their warships, overwhelm them
or break them apart, scatter their crews, drown them all!
I happen to have some sea-nymphs, fourteen beauties,
Deiopea the finest of all by far . . .
I’11 join you in lasting marriage, call her yours
and for all her years to come she will live with you
and make you the proud father of handsome children.
Such service earns such gifts.”
Aeolus warmed
to Juno’s offer: “Yours is the task, my queen,
to explore your heart’s desires. Mine is the duty
to follow your commands. Yes, thanks to you
I rule this humble little kingdom of mine.
You won me the scepter, Jupiter’s favors too,
and a couch to lounge on, set at the gods’ feasts—
you made me Lord of the Stormwind, King of Cloudbursts.”

With such thanks, swinging his spear around he strikes home
at the mountain’s hollow flank and out charge the winds



through the breach he’d made, like armies on attack

in a blasting whirlwind tearing through the earth.

Down they crash on the sea, the Eastwind, Southwind,
all as one with the Southwest’s squalls in hot pursuit,
heaving up from the ocean depths huge killer-breakers
rolling toward the beaches. The crews are shouting,
cables screeching—suddenly cloudbanks blotting out

the sky, the light of day from the Trojans’ sight

as pitch-black night comes brooding down on the sea
with thunder crashing pole to pole, bolt on bolt

blazing across the heavens—death, everywhere

men facing instant death.

At once Aeneas, limbs limp in the chill of fear,

groans and lifting both his palms toward the stars

cries out: “Three, four times blest, my comrades

lucky to die beneath the soaring walls of Troy—

before their parents’ eyes! If only I’d gone down

under your right hand—Diomedes, strongest Greek afield—
and poured out my life on the battlegrounds of Troy!
Where raging Hector lies, pierced by Achilles’ spear,
where mighty Sarpedon lies, where the Simois River
swallows down and churns beneath its tides so many
shields and helmets and corpses of the brave!”

Flinging cries

as a screaming gust of the Northwind pounds against his sail,
raising waves sky-high. The oars shatter, prow twists round,
taking the breakers broadside on and over Aeneas’ decks
a mountain of water towers, massive, steep.

Some men hang on billowing crests, some as the sea
gapes, glimpse through the waves the bottom waiting,

a surge aswirl with sand.

Three ships the Southwind grips

and spins against those boulders lurking in mid-ocean—
rocks the Italians call the Altars, one great spine
breaking the surface—three the Eastwind sweeps

from open sea on the Syrtes’ reefs, a grim sight,

girding them round with walls of sand.

One ship

that carried the Lycian units led by staunch Orontes—
before Aeneas’ eyes a toppling summit of water

strikes the stern and hurls the helmsman overboard,
pitching him headfirst, twirling his ship three times,

right on the spot till the ravenous whirlpool gulps her down.



Here and there you can sight some sailors bobbing in heavy seas,
strewn in the welter now the weapons, men, stray spars

and treasures saved from Troy.

Now Ilioneus’ sturdy ship,

now brave Achates’, now the galley that carried Abas,
another, aged Aletes, yes, the storm routs them all,

down to the last craft the joints split, beams spring

and the lethal flood pours in.

All the while Neptune

sensed the furor above him, the roaring seas first and

the storm breaking next—his standing waters boiling up
from the sea-bed, churning back. And the mighty god,
stirred to his depths, lifts his head from the crests

and serene in power, gazing out over all his realm,

he sees Aeneas’ squadrons scattered across the ocean,
Trojans overwhelmed by the surf and the wild crashing skies.
Nor did he miss his sister Juno’s cunning wrath at work.
He summons the East- and Westwind, takes them to task:
“What insolence! Trusting so to your lofty birth?

You winds, you dare make heaven and earth a chaos,
raising such a riot of waves without my blessings.
You—what I won’t do! But first I had better set

to rest the flood you ruffled so. Next time, trust me,

you will pay for your crimes with more than just a scolding.
Away with you, quick! And give your king this message:
Power over the sea and ruthless trident is mine,

not his—it’s mine by lot, by destiny. His place,

Eastwind, is the rough rocks where you are all at home.

Let him bluster there and play the king in his court,

let Aeolus rule his bolted dungeon of the winds!”

Quicker than his command he calms the heaving seas,
putting the clouds to rout and bringing back the sun.
Struggling shoulder-to-shoulder, Triton and Cymothoé
hoist and heave the ships from the jagged rocks
as the god himself whisks them up with his trident,
clearing a channel through the deadly reefs, his chariot
skimming over the cresting waves on spinning wheels
to set the seas to rest. Just as, all too often,
some huge crowd is seized by a vast uprising,
the rabble runs amok, all slaves to passion,
rocks, firebrands flying. Rage finds them arms



but then, if they chance to see a man among them,

one whose devotion and public service lend him weight,
they stand there, stock-still with their ears alert as

he rules their furor with his words and calms their passion.
So the crash of the breakers all fell silent once their Father,
gazing over his realm under clear skies, flicks his horses,
giving them free rein, and his eager chariot flies.

Now bone-weary, Aeneas’ shipmates make a run
for the nearest landfall, wheeling prows around
they turn for Libya’s coast. There is a haven shaped
by an island shielding the mouth of a long deep bay, its flanks
breaking the force of combers pounding in from the sea
while drawing them off into calm receding channels.
Both sides of the harbor, rock cliffs tower, crowned
by twin crags that menace the sky, overshadowing
reaches of sheltered water, quiet and secure.
Over them as a backdrop looms a quivering wood,
above themrears a grove, bristling dark with shade,
and fronting the cliff, a cave under hanging rocks
with fresh water inside, seats cut in the native stone,
the home of nymphs. Never a need of cables here to moor
a weathered ship, no anchor with biting flukes to bind her fast.

Aeneas puts in here with a bare seven warships
saved from his whole fleet. How keen their longing
for dry land underfoot as the Trojans disembark,
taking hold of the earth, their last best hope,
and fling their brine-wracked bodies on the sand.
Achates is first to strike a spark from flint,
then works to keep it alive in dry leaves,
cups it around with kindling, feeds it chips
and briskly fans the tinder into flame.

Then, spent as they were from all their toil,

they set out food, the bounty of Ceres, drenched

in sea-salt, Ceres’ utensils too, her mills and troughs,
and bend to parch with fire the grain they had salvaged,
grind it fine on stones.

While they see to their meal

Aeneas scales a crag, straining to scan the sea-reach
far and wide . . . is there any trace of Antheus now,



tossed by the gales, or his warships banked with oars?
Or Capys perhaps, or Caicus’ stern adorned with shields?
Not a ship in sight. But he does spot three stags

roaming the shore, an entire herd behind them

grazing down the glens in a long ranked line.

He halts, grasps his bow and his flying arrows,

the weapons his trusty aide Achates keeps at hand.

First the leaders, antlers branching over their high heads,
he brings them down, then turns on the herd, his shafts
stampeding the rest like rabble into the leafy groves.
Shaft on shaft, no stopping him till he stretches

seven hefty carcasses on the ground—a triumph,

one for each of his ships—and makes for the cove,
divides the kill with his whole crew and then shares out
the wine that good Acestes, princely man, had brimmed
in their casks the day they left Sicilian shores.

The commander’s words relieve their stricken hearts:
“My comrades, hardly strangers to pain before now,
we all have weathered worse. Some god will grant us
an end to this as well. You’ve threaded the rocks
resounding with Scylla’s howling rabid dogs,
and taken the brunt of the Cyclops’ boulders, too.
Call up your courage again. Dismiss your grief and fear.
A joy it will be one day, perhaps, to remember even this.
Through so many hard straits, so many twists and turns
our course holds firm for Latium. There Fate holds out
a homeland, calm, at peace. There the gods decree
the kingdom of Troy will rise again. Bear up.
Save your strength for better times to come.”
Brave words.
Sick with mounting cares he assumes a look of hope
and keeps his anguish buried in his heart.
The men gird up for the game, the coming feast,
they skin the hide from the ribs, lay bare the meat.
Some cut it into quivering strips, impale it on skewers,
some set cauldrons along the beach and fire them to the boil.
Then they renew their strength with food, stretched out
on the beachgrass, fill themselves with seasoned wine
and venison rich and crisp. Their hunger sated,
the tables cleared away, they talk on for hours,
asking after their missing shipmates—wavering now



between hope and fear: what to believe about the rest?
Were the men still alive or just in the last throes,
forever lost to their comrades’ far-flung calls?

Aeneas most of all, devoted to his shipmates,

deep within himself he moans for the losses . . .

now for Orontes, hardy soldier, now for Amycus,

now for the brutal fate that Lycus may have met,

then Gyas and brave Cloanthus, hearts of oak.

Their mourning was over now as Jove from high heaven,
gazing down on the sea, the whitecaps winged with sails,
the lands outspread, the coasts, the nations of the earth,
paused at the zenith of the sky and set his sights
on Libya, that proud kingdom. All at once,
as he took to heart the struggles he beheld,

Venus approached in rare sorrow, tears abrim

in her sparkling eyes, and begged: “Oh you who rule

the lives of men and gods with your everlasting laws

and your lightning bolt of terror, what crime could my Aeneas
commit against you, what dire harm could the Trojans do
that after bearing so many losses, this wide world

is shut to them now? And all because of Italy.

Surely from them the Romans would arise one day

as the years roll on, and leaders would as well,
descended from Teucer’s blood brought back to life,

to rule all lands and seas with boundless power—

you promised! Father, what motive changed your mind?
With that, at least, I consoled myself for Troy’s demise,
that heartrending ruin—weighing fate against fate.

But now after all my Trojans suffered, still

the same disastrous fortune drives them on and on.

What end, great king, do you set to their ordeals?

“Antenor could slip out from under the Greek siege,
then make his passage through the Illyrian gulfs and,
safe through the inlands where the Liburnians rule,
he struggled past the Timavus River’s source.

There, through its nine mouths as the mountain caves
roar back, the river bursts out into full flood,
a thundering surf that overpowers the fields.



Reaching Italy, he erected a city for his people,

a Trojan home called Padua—gave them a Trojan name,
hung up their Trojan arms and there, after long wars,
he lingers on in serene and settled peace.

“But we,

your own children, the ones you swore would hold
the battlements of heaven—now our ships are lost,
appalling! We are abandoned, thanks to the rage

of a single foe, cut off from Italy’s shores.

Is this our reward for reverence,

this the way you give us back our throne?”

The Father of Men and Gods, smiling down on her
with the glance that clears the sky and calms the tempest,
lightly kissing his daughter on the lips, replied:

“Relieve yourself of fear, my lady of Cythera,

the fate of your children stands unchanged, I swear.
You will see your promised city, see Lavinium’s walls
and bear your great-hearted Aeneas up to the stars on high.
Nothing has changed my mind. No, your son, believe me—
since anguish is gnawing at you, I will tell you more,
unrolling the scroll of Fate

to reveal its darkest secrets. Aeneas will wage

a long, costly war in Italy, crush defiant tribes

and build high city walls for his people there

and found the rule of law. Only three summers

will see him govern Latium, three winters pass

in barracks after the Latins have been broken.

But his son Ascanius, now that he gains the name

of Iulus—Ilus he was, while Ilium ruled on high—
will fill out with his own reign thirty sovereign years,
a giant cycle of months revolving round and round,
transferring his rule from its old Lavinian home

to raise up Alba Longa’s mighty ramparts.

There, in turn, for a full three hundred years

the dynasty of Hector will hold sway till Ilia,

a royal priestess great with the brood of Mars,

will bear the god twin sons. Then one, Romulus,
reveling in the tawny pelt of a wolf that nursed him,
will inherit the line and build the walls of Mars

and after his own name, call his people Romans.

On them I set no limits, space or time:



I have granted them power, empire without end.

Even furious Juno, now plaguing the land and sea and sky
with terror: she will mend her ways and hold dear with me
these Romans, lords of the earth, the race arrayed in togas.
This is my pleasure, my decree. Indeed, an age will come,
as the long years slip by, when Assaracus’ royal house
will quell Achilles’ homeland, brilliant Mycenae too,

and enslave their people, rule defeated Argos.

From that noble blood will arise a Trojan Caesar,

his empire bound by the Ocean, his glory by the stars:
Julius, a name passed down from lulus, his great forebear.
And you, in years to come, will welcome him to the skies,
you rest assured—Iladen with plunder of the East,

and he with Aeneas will be invoked in prayer.

Then will the violent centuries, battles set aside,

grow gentle, kind. Vesta and silver-haired Good Faith
and Romulus flanked by brother Remus will make the laws.
The terrible Gates of War with their welded iron bars
will stand bolted shut, and locked inside, the Frenzy

of civil strife will crouch down on his savage weapons,
hands pinioned behind his back with a hundred brazen shackles,
monstrously roaring out from his bloody jaws.”

So

he decrees and speeds the son of Maia down the sky

to make the lands and the new stronghold, Carthage,

open in welcome to the Trojans, not let Dido,

unaware of fate, expel them from her borders.

Down through the vast clear air flies Mercury,

rowing his wings like oars and in a moment

stands on Libya’s shores, obeys commands

and the will of god is done.

The Carthaginians calm their fiery temper

and Queen Dido, above all, takes to heart

a spirit of peace and warm good will to meet

the men of Troy.

But Aeneas, duty-bound,

his mind restless with worries all that night,

reached a firmresolve as the fresh day broke.

Out he goes to explore the strange terrain. . .

what coast had the stormwinds brought him to?

Who lives here? All he sees is wild, untilled—

what men, or what creatures? Then report the news

to all his comrades. So, concealing his ships



in the sheltered woody narrows overarched by rocks
and screened around by trees and trembling shade,
Aeneas moves out, with only Achates at his side,
two steel-tipped javelins balanced in his grip.
Suddenly, in the heart of the woods, his mother
crossed his path. She looked like a young girl,

a Spartan girl decked out in dress and gear

or Thracian Harpalyce tiring out her mares,
outracing the Hebrus River’s rapid tides.

Hung from a shoulder, a bow that fit her grip,

a huntress for all the world, she’d let her curls

go streaming free in the wind, her knees were bare,
her flowing skirts hitched up with a tight knot.

She speaks out first: ““You there, young soldiers,
did you by any chance see one of my sisters?
Which way did she go? Roaming the woods,

a quiver slung from her belt,
wearing a spotted lynx-skin, or in full cry,
hot on the track of some great frothing boar?”

So Venus asked and the son of Venus answered:
“Not one of your sisters have I seen or heard . . .
but how should I greet a young girl like you?
Your face, your features—hardly a mortal’s looks
and the tone of your voice is hardly human either.
Oh a goddess, without a doubt! What, are you
Apollo’s sister? Or one of the breed of Nymphs?
Be kind, whoever you are, relieve our troubled hearts.
Under what skies and onto what coasts of the world
have we been driven? Tell us, please. Castaways,
we know nothing, not the people, not the place—
lost, hurled here by the gales and heavy seas.
Many a victim will fall before your altars,
we’ll slaughter them for you!”
But Venus replied:
“Now there’s an honor I really don’t deserve.
It’s just the style for Tyrian girls to sport
a quiver and high-laced hunting boots in crimson.
What you see is a Punic kingdom, people of Tyre
and Agenor’s town, but the border’s held by Libyans



hard to break in war. Phoenician Dido is in command,
she sailed from Tyre, in flight from her own brother.
Oh it’s a long tale of crime, long, twisting, dark,

but 'l try to trace the high points in their order . . .

“Dido was married to Sychaeus, the richest man in Tyre,
and she, poor girl, was consumed with love for him.
Her father gave her away, wed for the first time,
a virgin still, and these her first solemn rites.
But her brother held power in Tyre—Pygmalion,
a monster, the vilest man alive.
A murderous feud broke out between both men.
Pygmalion, catching Sychaeus off guard at the altar,
slaughtered him in blood. That unholy man, so blind
in his lust for gold he ran him through with a sword,
then hid the crime for months, deaf to his sister’s love,
her heartbreak. Still he mocked her with wicked lies,
with empty hopes. But she had a dream one night.
The true ghost of her husband, not yet buried,
came and lifting his face—ashen, awesome in death—
showed her the cruel altar, the wounds that pierced his chest
and exposed the secret horror that lurked within the house.
He urged her on: ‘Take flight from our homeland, quick!’
And then he revealed an unknown ancient treasure,
an untold weight of silver and gold, a comrade
to speed her on her way.
“Driven by all this,
Dido plans her escape, collects her followers
fired by savage hate of the tyrant or bitter fear.
They seize some galleys set to sail, load them with gold—
the wealth Pygmalion craved—and they bear it overseas
and a woman leads them all. Reaching this haven here,
where now you will see the steep ramparts rising,
the new city of Carthage—the Tyrians purchased land as
large as a bull’s-hide could enclose but cut in strips for size
and called it Byrsa, the Hide, for the spread they’d bought.
But you, who are you? What shores do you come from?
Where are you headed now?”
He answered her questions,
drawing a labored sigh from deep within his chest:
“Goddess, if I’d retrace our story to its start,
if you had time to hear the saga of our ordeals,



before I finished the Evening Star would close

the gates of Olympus, put the day to sleep . . .

From old Troy we come—Troy it’s called, perhaps
you’ve heard the name—sailing over the world’s seas
until, by chance, some whim of the winds, some tempest
drove us onto Libyan shores. I am Aeneas, duty-bound.

I carry aboard my ships the gods of house and home

we seized from enemy hands. My fame goes past the skies.
I seek my homeland—Italy—born as I am from highest Jove.
I launched out on the Phrygian sea with twenty ships,

my goddess mother marking the way, and followed hard
on the course the Fates had charted. A mere seven,
battered by wind and wave, survived the worst.

I myself am a stranger, utterly at a loss,

trekking over this wild Libyan wasteland,

forced from Europe, Asia too, an exile—"

Venus could bear no more of his laments
and broke in on his tale of endless hardship:
“Whoever you are, | scarcely think the Powers hate you:
you enjoy the breath of life, you’ve reached a Tyrian city.
So off you go now. Take this path to the queen’s gates.
I have good news. Your friends are restored to you,
your fleet’s reclaimed. The winds swerved from the North
and drove them safe to port. True, unless my parents
taught me to read the flight of birds for nothing.
Look at those dozen swans triumphant in formation!
The eagle of Jove had just swooped down on them all
from heaven’s heights and scattered them into open sky,
but now you can see them flying trim in their long ranks,
landing or looking down where their friends have landed—
home, cavorting on ruffling wings and wheeling round
the sky in convoy, trumpeting in their glory.
So homeward bound, your ships and hardy shipmates
anchor in port now or approach the harbor’s mouth,
full sail ahead. Now off you go, move on,
wherever the path leads you, steer your steps.”
At that,
as she turned away her neck shone with a rosy glow,
her mane of hair gave off an ambrosial fragrance,
her skirt flowed loose, rippling down to her feet
and her stride alone revealed her as a goddess.



He knew her at once—his mother—

and called after her now as she sped away:

“Why, you too, cruel as the rest? So often

you ridicule your son with your disguises!

Why can’t we clasp hands, embrace each other,
exchange some words, speak out, and tell the truth?”

Reproving her so, he makes his way toward town
but Venus screens the travelers off with a dense mist,
pouring round them a cloak of clouds with all her power,
so no one could see them, no one reach and hold them,
cause them to linger now or ask why they had come.
But she herself, lifting into the air, wings her way
toward Paphos, racing with joy to reach her home again
where her temples stand and a hundred altars steam
with Arabian incense, redolent with the scent
of fresh-cut wreaths.
Meanwhile the two men
are hurrying on their way as the path leads,
now climbing a steep hill arching over the city,
looking down on the facing walls and high towers.
Aeneas marvels at its mass—once a cluster of huts—
he marvels at gates and bustling hum and cobbled streets.
The Tyrians press on with the work, some aligning the walls,
struggling to raise the citadel, trundling stones up slopes;
some picking the building sites and plowing out their boundaries,
others drafting laws, electing judges, a senate held in awe.
Here they’re dredging a harbor, there they lay foundations
deep for a theater, quarrying out of rock great columns
to form a fitting scene for stages still to come.
As hard at their tasks as bees in early summer,
that work the blooming meadows under the sun,
they escort a new brood out, young adults now,
or press the oozing honey into the combs, the nectar
brimming the bulging cells, or gather up the plunder
workers haul back in, or close ranks like an army,
driving the drones, that lazy crew, from home.
The hive seethes with life, exhaling the scent
of honey sweet with thyme.
“How lucky they are,”
Aeneas cries, gazing up at the city’s heights,
“their walls are rising now!” And on he goes,



cloaked in cloud—remarkable—right in their midst
he blends in with the crowds, and no one sees him.

Now deep in the heart of Carthage stood a grove,
lavish with shade, where the Tyrians, making landfall,
still shaken by wind and breakers, first unearthed that sign:
Queen Juno had led their way to the fiery stallion’s head
that signaled power in war and ease in life for ages.

Here Dido of Tyre was building Juno a mighty temple,
rich with gifts and the goddess’ aura of power.

Bronze the threshold crowning a flight of stairs,

the doorposts sheathed in bronze, and the bronze doors
groaned deep on their hinges.

Here in this grove

a strange sight met his eyes and calmed his fears

for the first time. Here, for the first time,

Aeneas dared to hope he had found some haven,

for all his hard straits, to trust in better days.

For awaiting the queen, beneath the great temple now,
exploring its features one by one, amazed at it all,

the city’s splendor, the work of rival workers’ hands

and the vast scale of their labors—all at once he sees,
spread out from first to last, the battles fought at Troy,
the fame of the Trojan War now known throughout the world,
Atreus’ sons and Priam—Achilles, savage to both at once.
Aeneas came to a halt and wept, and “Oh, Achates,”

he cried, “is there anywhere, any place on earth

not filled with our ordeals? There’s Priam, look!

Even here, merit will have its true reward . . .

even here, the world is a world of tears

and the burdens of mortality touch the heart.

Dismiss your fears. Trust me, this fame of ours

will offer us some haven.”

So Aeneas says,

feeding his spirit on empty, lifeless pictures,

groaning low, the tears rivering down his face

as he sees once more the fighters circling Troy.

Here Greeks in flight, routed by Troy’s young ranks,
there Trojans routed by plumed Achilles in his chariot.
Just in range are the snow-white canvas tents of Rhesus—
he knows them at once, and sobs—Rhesus’ men betrayed
in their first slumber, droves of them slaughtered



by Diomedes splattered with their blood, lashing

back to the Greek camp their high-strung teams

before they could ever savor the grass of Troy

or drink at Xanthus’ banks.

Next Aeneas sees

Troilus in flight, his weapons flung aside,

unlucky boy, no match for Achilles’ onslaught—

horses haul him on, tangled behind an empty war-car,
flat on his back, clinging still to the reins, his neck

and hair dragging along the ground, the butt of his javelin
scrawling zigzags in the dust.

And here the Trojan women

are moving toward the temple of Pallas, their deadly foe,
their hair unbound as they bear the robe, their offering,
suppliants grieving, palms beating their breasts

but Pallas turns away, staring at the ground.

And Hector—

three times Achilles has hauled him round the walls of Troy
and now he’s selling his lifeless body off for gold.
Aeneas gives a groan, heaving up from his depths,

he sees the plundered armor, the car, the corpse

of his great friend, and Priam reaching out

with helpless hands . . .

He even sees himself

swept up in the melee, clashing with Greek captains,
sees the troops of the Dawn and swarthy Memnon’s arms.
And Penthesilea leading her Amazons bearing half-moon shields—
she blazes with battle fury out in front of her army,
cinching a golden breastband under her bared breast,

a girl, a warrior queen who dares to battle men.

And now

as Trojan Aeneas, gazing in awe at all the scenes of Troy,
stood there, spellbound, eyes fixed on the war alone,

the queen aglow with beauty approached the temple,
Dido, with massed escorts marching in her wake.

Like Diana urging her dancing troupes along

the Eurotas’ banks or up Mount Cynthus’ ridge

as a thousand mountain-nymphs crowd in behind her,

left and right—with quiver slung from her shoulder,
taller than any other goddess as she goes striding on

and silent Latona thrills with joy too deep for words.
Like Dido now, striding triumphant among her people,
spurring on the work of their kingdom still to come.



And then by Juno’s doors beneath the vaulted dome,
flanked by an honor guard beside her lofty seat,

the queen assumed her throne. Here as she handed down
decrees and laws to her people, sharing labors fairly,
some by lot, some with her sense of justice, Aeneas
suddenly sees his men approaching through the crowds,
Antheus, Sergestus, gallant Cloanthus, other Trojans

the black gales had battered over the seas

and swept to far-flung coasts.

Aeneas, Achates,

both were amazed, both struck with joy and fear.

They yearn to grasp their companions’ hands in haste

but both men are unnerved by the mystery of it all.

So, cloaked in folds of mist, they hide their feelings,
waiting, hoping to see what luck their friends have found.
Where have they left their ships, what coast? Why have they come?
These picked men, still marching in from the whole armada,
pressing toward the temple amid the rising din

to plead for some good will.

Once they had entered,

allowed to appeal before the queen—the eldest,

Prince Ilioneus, calm, composed, spoke out:

“Your majesty, empowered by Jove to found

your new city here and curb rebellious tribes

with your sense of justice—we poor Trojans,

castaways, tossed by storms over all the seas,

we beg you: keep the cursed fire off our ships!

Pity us, god-fearing men! Look on us kindly,

see the state we are in. We have not come

to put your Libyan gods and homes to the sword,

loot them and haul our plunder toward the beach.

No, such pride, such violence has no place

in the hearts of beaten men.

“There 1s a country—

the Greeks called it Hesperia, Land of the West,

an ancient land, mighty in war and rich in soil.
Oenotrians settled it; now we hear their descendants

call their kingdom Italy, after their leader, Italus.
Italy-bound we were when, surging with sudden breakers
stormy Orion drove us against blind shoals and from the South
came vicious gales to scatter us, whelmed by the sea,
across the murderous surf and rocky barrier reefs.

We few escaped and floated toward your coast.



What kind of men are these? What land is this,

that you can tolerate such barbaric ways?

We are denied the sailor’s right to shore—

attacked, forbidden even a footing on your beach.

If you have no use for humankind and mortal armor,

at least respect the gods. They know right from wrong.
They don’t forget.

“We once had a king, Aeneas . . .

none more just, none more devoted to duty, none

more brave in arms. If Fate has saved that man,

if he still draws strength from the air we breathe,

if he’s not laid low, not yet with the heartless shades,
fear not, nor will you once regret the first step

you take to compete with him in kindness.

We have cities too, in the land of Sicily,

arms and a king, Acestes, born of Trojan blood.
Permit us to haul our storm-racked ships ashore,

trim new oars, hew timbers out of your woods, so that,
if we are fated to sail for Italy—king and crews restored—
to Italy, to Latium we will sail with buoyant hearts.
But if we have lost our haven there, if Libyan waters
hold you now, my captain, best of the men of Troy,
and all our hopes for Iulus have been dashed,

at least we can cross back over Sicilian seas,

the straits we came from, homes ready and waiting,
and seek out great Acestes for our king.”

So Ilioneus closed. And with one accord
the Trojans murmured Yes.
Her eyes lowered,
Dido replies with a few choice words of welcome:
“Cast fear to the winds, Trojans, free your minds.
Our kingdom is new. Our hard straits have forced me
to set defenses, station guards along our far frontiers.
Who has not heard of Aeneas’ people, his city, Troy,
her men, her heroes, the flames of that horrendous war?
We are not so dull of mind, we Carthaginians here.
When he yokes his team, the Sun shines down on us as well.
Whatever you choose, great Hesperia—Saturn’s fields—
or the shores of Eryx with Acestes as your king,
I will provide safe passage, escorts and support
to speed you on your way. Or would you rather



settle here in my realm on equal terms with me?
This city I build—it’s yours. Haul ships to shore.
Trojans, Tyrians: they will be all the same to me.

If only the storm that drove you drove your king

and Aeneas were here now! Indeed, I’'ll send out
trusty men to scour the coast of Libya far and wide.
Perhaps he’s shipwrecked, lost in woods or towns.”

Spirits lifting at Dido’s welcome, brave Achates
and captain Aeneas had long chafed to break free
of the mist, and now Achates spurs Aeneas on:
“Son of Venus, what feelings are rising in you now?
You see the coast is clear, our ships and friends restored.
Just one is lost. We saw him drown at sea ourselves.
All else is just as your mother promised.”

He’d barely ended when all at once the mist
around them parted, melting into the open air,
and there Aeneas stood, clear in the light of day,
his head, his shoulders, the man was like a god.
His own mother had breathed her beauty on her son,
a gloss on his flowing hair, and the ruddy glow of youth,
and radiant joy shone in his eyes. His beauty fine
as a craftsman’s hand can add to ivory, or aglow
as silver or Parian marble ringed in glinting gold.

Suddenly, surprising all, he tells the queen:
“Here I am before you, the man you are looking for.
Aeneas the Trojan, plucked from Libya’s heavy seas.
You alone have pitied the long ordeals of Troy—unspeakable—
and here you would share your city and your home with us,
this remnant left by the Greeks. We who have drunk deep
of each and every disaster land and sea can offer.
Stripped of everything, now it’s past our power
to reward you gift for gift, Dido, theirs as well,
whoever may survive of the Dardan people still,
strewn over the wide world now. But may the gods,
if there are Powers who still respect the good and true,
if justice still exists on the face of the earth,
may they and their own sense of right and wrong
bring you your just rewards.



What age has been so blest to give you birth?

What noble parents produced so fine a daughter?

So long as rivers run to the sea, so long as shadows
travel the mountain slopes and the stars range the skies,
your honor, your name, your praise will live forever,
whatever lands may call me to their shores.”

With that,

he extends his right hand toward his friend Ilioneus,
greeting Serestus with his left, and then the others,
gallant Gyas, gallant Cloanthus.

Tyrian Dido marveled,

first at the sight of him, next at all he’d suffered,

then she said aloud: “Born of a goddess, even so

what destiny hunts you down through such ordeals?
What violence lands you on this frightful coast?

Are you that Aeneas whom loving Venus bore

to Dardan Anchises on the Simois’ banks at Troy?
Well I remember . . . Teucer came to Sidon once,
banished from native ground, searching for new realms,
and my father Belus helped him. Belus had sacked Cyprus,
plundered that rich island, ruled with a victor’s hand.
From that day on I have known of Troy’s disaster,
known your name, and all the kings of Greece.

Teucer, your enemy, often sang Troy’s praises,
claiming his own descent from Teucer’s ancient stock.
So come, young soldiers, welcome to our house.

My destiny, harrying me with trials hard as yours,

led me as well, at last, to anchor in this land.
Schooled in suffering, now I learn to comfort

those who suffer too.”

With that greeting

she leads Aeneas into the royal halls, announcing
offerings in the gods’ high temples as she goes.

Not forgetting to send his shipmates on the beaches
twenty bulls and a hundred huge, bristling razorbacks
and a hundred fatted lambs together with their mothers:
gifts to make this day a day of joy.

Within the palace

all is decked with adornments, lavish, regal splendor.
In the central hall they are setting out a banquet,
draping the gorgeous purple, intricately worked,
heaping the board with grand displays of silver

and gold engraved with her fathers’ valiant deeds,



a long, unending series of captains and commands,
traced through a line of heroes since her country’s birth.

Aeneas—a father’s love would give the man no rest—
quickly sends Achates down to the ships to take
the news to Ascanius, bring him back to Carthage.
All his paternal care is focused on his son.
He tells Achates to fetch some gifts as well,
plucked from the ruins of Troy: a gown stiff
with figures stitched in gold, and a woven veil
with yellow sprays of acanthus round the border.
Helen’s glory, gifts she carried out of Mycenae,
fleeing Argos for Troy to seal her wicked marriage—
the marvelous handiwork of Helen’s mother, Leda.
Aeneas adds the scepter Ilione used to bear,
the eldest daughter of Priam; a necklace too,
strung with pearls, and a crown of double bands,
one studded with gems, the other, gold. Achates,
following orders, hurries toward the ships.

But now Venus is mulling over some new schemes,
new intrigues. Altered in face and figure, Cupid
would go in place of the captivating Ascanius,
using his gifts to fire the queen to madness,
weaving a lover’s ardor through her bones.

No doubt Venus fears that treacherous house

and the Tyrians’ forked tongues,

and brutal Juno inflames her anguish too

and her cares keep coming back as night draws on.
So Venus makes an appeal to Love, her winged son:
“You, my son, are my strength, my greatest power—
you alone, my son, can scoff at the lightning bolts
the high and mighty Father hurled against Typhoeus.
Help me, I beg you. I need all your immortal force.
Your brother Aeneas is tossed round every coast on earth,
thanks to Juno’s ruthless hatred, as you well know,
and time and again you’ve grieved to see my grief.
But now Phoenician Dido has him in her clutches,
holding him back with smooth, seductive words,



and I fear the outcome of Juno’s welcome here . . .
She won’t sit tight while Fate is turning on its hinge.
So I plan to forestall her with ruses of my own

and besiege the queen with flames,

and no goddess will change her mood—she’s mine,
my ally-in-arms in my great love for Aeneas.

“Now how can you go about this? Hear my plan.
His dear father has just sent for the young prince—
he means the world to me—and he’s bound for Carthage now,
bearing presents saved from the sea, the flames of Troy.
I’11 Tull him into a deep sleep and hide him far away
on Cythera’s heights or high Idalium, my shrines,
so he cannot learn of my trap or spring it open
while it’s being set. And you with your cunning,
forge his appearance—just one night, no more—put on
the familiar features of the boy, boy that you are,
so when the wine flows free at the royal board
and Dido, lost in joy, cradles you in her lap,
caressing, kissing you gently, you can breathe
your secret fire into her, poison the queen
and she will never know.”
Cupid leaps at once
to his loving mother’s orders. Shedding his wings
he masquerades as Iulus, prancing with his stride.
But now Venus distills a deep, soothing sleep
into Iulus’ limbs, and warming him in her breast
the goddess spirits him off to her high Idalian grove
where beds of marjoram breathe and embrace him with aromatic
flowers and rustling shade.
Now Cupid is on the move,
under her orders, bringing the Tyrians royal gifts,
his spirits high as Achates leads him on.
Arriving, he finds the queen already poised
on a golden throne beneath the sumptuous hangings,
commanding the very center of her palace. Now Aeneas,
the good captain, enters, then the Trojan soldiers,
taking their seats on couches draped in purple.
Servants pour them water to rinse their hands,
quickly serving them bread from baskets, spreading
their laps with linens, napkins clipped and smooth.
In the kitchens are fifty serving-maids assigned



to lay out foods in a long line, course by course,

and honor the household gods by building fires high.

A hundred other maids and a hundred men, all matched in age,
are spreading the feast on trestles, setting out the cups.

And Tyrians join them, bustling through the doors,

filling the hall with joy, to take invited seats

on brocaded couches. They admire Aeneas’ gifts,

admire Tulus now—the glowing face of the god

and the god’s dissembling words—and Helen’s gown

and the veil adorned with a yellow acanthus border.

But above all, tragic Dido, doomed to a plague
about to strike, cannot feast her eyes enough,
thrilled both by the boy and gifts he brings
and the more she looks the more the fire grows.
But once he’s embraced Aeneas, clung to his neck
to sate the deep love of his father, deluded father,
Cupid makes for the queen. Her gaze, her whole heart
1s riveted on him now, and at times she even warms him
snugly in her breast, for how can she know, poor Dido,
what a mighty god is sinking into her, to her grief?
But he, recalling the wishes of his mother Venus,
blots out the memory of Sychaeus bit by bit,
trying to seize with a fresh, living love
a heart at rest for long—Ilong numb to passion.
Then,
with the first lull in the feast, the tables cleared away,
they set out massive bowls and crown the wine with wreaths.
A vast din swells in the palace, voices reverberating
through the echoing halls. They light the lamps,
hung from the coffered ceilings sheathed in gilt,
and blazing torches burn the night away.
The queen calls for a heavy golden bowl,
studded with jewels and brimmed with unmixed wine,
the bowl that Belus and all of Belus’ sons had brimmed,
and the hall falls hushed as Dido lifts a prayer:
“Jupiter, you, they say, are the god who grants
the laws of host and guest. May this day be one
of joy for Tyrians here and exiles come from Troy,
a day our sons will long remember. Bacchus,
giver of bliss, and Juno, generous Juno,
bless us now. And come, my people, celebrate



with all good will this feast that makes us one!”

With that prayer, she poured a libation to the gods,
tipping wine on the board, and tipping it, she was first
to take the bowl, brushing it lightly with her lips,
then gave it to Bitias—Ilaughing, goading him on
and he took the plunge, draining the foaming bowl,
drenching himself in its brimming, overflowing gold,
and the other princes drank in turn. Then lopas,
long-haired bard, strikes up his golden lyre
resounding through the halls. Giant Atlas
had been his teacher once, and now he sings
the wandering moon and laboring sun eclipsed,
the roots of the human race and the wild beasts,
the source of storms and the lightning bolts on high,
Arcturus, the rainy Hyades and the Great and Little Bears,
and why the winter suns so rush to bathe themselves in the sea
and what slows down the nights to a long lingering crawl . . .
And time and again the Tyrians burst into applause
and the Trojans took their lead. So Dido, doomed,
was lengthening out the night by trading tales
as she drank long draughts of love—asking Aeneas
question on question, now about Priam, now Hector,
what armor Memnon, son of the Morning, wore at Troy,
how swift were the horses of Diomedes? How strong was Achilles?

“Wait, come, my guest,” she urges, “tell us your own story,
start to finish—the ambush laid by the Greeks, the pain
your people suffered, the wanderings you have faced.
For now is the seventh summer that has borne you
wandering all the lands and seas on earth.”



BOOK TWO

The Final Hours of Troy

Silence. All fell hushed, their eyes fixed on Aeneas now
as the founder of his people, high on a seat of honor,

set out on his story: “Sorrow, unspeakable sorrow,

my queen, you ask me to bring to life once more,

how the Greeks uprooted Troy in all her power,

our kingdom mourned forever. What horrors I saw,

a tragedy where I played a leading role myself.

Who could tell such things—not even a Myrmidon,

a Dolopian, or comrade of iron-hearted Ulysses—

and still refrain from tears? And now, too,

the dank night is sweeping down from the sky

and the setting stars incline our heads to sleep.

But if you long so deeply to know what we went through,
to hear, in brief, the last great agony of Troy,

much as I shudder at the memory of it all—

I shrank back in grief—1I’1l try to tell it now . . .

“Ground down by the war and driven back by Fate,
the Greek captains had watched the years slip by
until, helped by Minerva’s superhuman skill,
they built that mammoth horse, immense as a mountain,
lining its ribs with ship timbers hewn from pine.

An offering to secure safe passage home, or so
they pretend, and the story spreads through Troy.



But they pick by lot the best, most able-bodied men

and stealthily lock them into the horse’s dark flanks

till the vast hold of the monster’s womb is packed

with soldiers bristling weapons.

“Just in sight of Troy

an island rises, Tenedos, famed in the old songs,
powerful, rich, while Priam’s realm stood fast.

Now it’s only a bay, a treacherous cove for ships.

Well there they sail, hiding out on its lonely coast

while we thought—gone! Sped home on the winds to Greece.
So all Troy breathes free, relieved of her endless sorrow.
We fling open the gates and stream out, elated to see

the Greeks’ abandoned camp, the deserted beachhead.
Here the Dolopians formed ranks—

“Here savage Achilles

pitched his tents—

“Over there the armada moored

and here the familiar killing-fields of battle.

Some gaze wonderstruck at the gift for Pallas,

the virgin never wed—transfixed by the horse,

its looming mass, our doom. Thymoetes leads the way.
‘Drag it inside the walls,” he urges, ‘plant it high

on the city heights!” Inspired by treachery now

or the fate of Troy was moving toward this end.

But Capys with other saner heads who take his side,
suspecting a trap in any gift the Greeks might offer,

tells us: ‘Fling it into the sea or torch the thing to ash

or bore into the depths of its womb where men can hide!’
The common people are split into warring factions.

“But now, out in the lead with a troop of comrades,
down Laocoon runs from the heights in full fury,
calling out from a distance: ‘Poor doomed fools,
have you gone mad, you Trojans?
Youreally believe the enemy’s sailed away?
Or any gift of the Greeks is free of guile?
Is that how well you know Ulysses? Trust me,
either the Greeks are hiding, shut inside those beams,
or the horse is a battle-engine geared to breach our walls,
spy on our homes, come down on our city, overwhelm us—
or some other deception’s lurking deep inside it.
Trojans, never trust that horse. Whatever it s,



I fear the Greeks, especially bearing gifts.’

“In that spirit, with all his might he hurled
a huge spear straight into the monster’s flanks,
the mortised timberwork of its swollen belly.
Quivering, there it stuck, and the stricken womb
came booming back from its depths with echoing groans.
If Fate and our own wits had not gone against us,
surely Laocoon would have driven us on, now,
to rip the Greek lair open with iron spears
and Troy would still be standing—
proud fortress of Priam, you would tower still!

“Suddenly, in the thick of it all, a young soldier,
hands shackled behind his back, with much shouting
Trojan shepherds were haling him toward the king.
They’d come on the man by chance, a total stranger.
He’d given himself up, with one goal in mind:
to open Troy to the Greeks and lay her waste.

He trusted to courage, nerved for either end,

to weave his lies or face his certain death.

Young Trojan recruits, keen to have a look,

came scurrying up from all sides, crowding round,
outdoing each other to make a mockery of the captive.
Now, hear the treachery of the Greeks and learn

from a single crime the nature of the beast . . .
Haggard, helpless, there in our midst he stood,

all eyes riveted on him now, and turning a wary glance
at the lines of Trojan troops he groaned and spoke:
‘Where can I find some refuge, where on land, on sea?
What’s left for me now? A man of so much misery!
Nothing among the Greeks, no place at all. And worse,
I see my Trojan enemies crying for my blood.’

“His groans

convince us, cutting all our show of violence short.
We press him: ‘Tell us where you were born, your family.
What news do you bring? Tell us what you trust to,
such a willing captive.’

““All of it, my king,

I’11 tell you, come what may, the whole true story.
Greek I am, I don’t deny it. No, that first.



Fortune may have made me a man of misery

but, wicked as she is,

she can’t make Sinon a lying fraud as well.

“‘Now,

perhaps you’ve caught some rumor of Palamedes,
Belus’ son, and his shining fame that rings in song.
The Greeks charged him with treason, a trumped-up charge,
an innocent man, and just because he opposed the war
they put him to death, but once he’s robbed of the light,
they mourn him sorely. Now I was his blood kin,

a youngster when my father, a poor man, sent me

off to the war at Troy as Palamedes’ comrade.

Long as he kept his royal status, holding forth

in the councils of the kings, I had some standing too,
some pride of place. But once he left the land of the living,
thanks to the jealous, forked tongue of our Ulysses—
you’re no stranger to &is story—I was shattered,

I dragged out my life in the shadows, grieving,
seething alone, in silence . . .

outraged by my innocent friend’s demise until

I burst out like a madman, swore if I ever returned

in triumph to our native Argos, ever got the chance

I’d take revenge, and my oath provoked a storm of hatred.
That was my first step on the slippery road to ruin.
From then on, Ulysses kept tormenting me, pressing
charge on charge; from then on, he bruited about

his two-edged rumors among the rank and file.

Driven by guilt, he looked for ways to kill me,

he never rested until, making Calchas his henchman—
but why now? Why go over that unforgiving ground again?
Why waste words? If you think all Greeks are one,

if hearing the name Greek 1s enough for you,

it’s high time you made me pay the price.

How that would please the man of Ithaca,

how the sons of Atreus would repay you!’

“Now, of course,

we burn to question him, urge him to explain—

blind to how false the cunning Greeks could be.

All atremble, he carries on with his tale,

lying from the cockles of his heart:

““Time and again

the Greeks had yearned to abandon Troy—bone-tired
from a long hard war—to put it far behind and



beat a clean retreat. Would to god they had.

But time and again, as they were setting sail,

the heavy seas would keep them confined to port

and the Southwind filled their hearts with dread

and worst of all, once this horse, this mass of timber
with locking planks, stood stationed here at last,

the thunderheads rumbled up and down the sky.

So, at our wit’s end, we send Eurypylus off

to question Apollo’s oracle now, and back

he comes from the god’s shrine with these bleak words:
“With blood you appeased the winds, with a virgin’s sacrifice
when you, you Greeks, first sought the shores of Troy.
With blood you must seek fair winds to sail you home,
must sacrifice one more Greek life in return.”

“‘As the word spread, the ranks were struck dumb
and icy fear sent shivers down their spines.
Whom did the god demand? Who’d meet his doom?
Just that moment the Ithacan haled the prophet,
Calchas, into our midst—he’d twist it out of him,
what was the gods’ will? The army rose in uproar.
Even then our soldiers sensed that I was the one,
the target of that Ulysses’ vicious schemes—
they saw it coming, still they held their tongues.
For ten days the seer, silent, closed off in his tent,
refused to say a word or betray a man to death.
But at last, goaded on by Ulysses’ mounting threats
but in fact conniving in their plot, he breaks his silence
and dooms me to the altar. And the army gave consent.
The death that each man dreaded turned to the fate
of one poor soul: a burden they could bear.

““The day of infamy soon came . . .
the sacred rites were all performed for the victim,
the salted meal strewn, the bands tied round my head.
But I broke free of death, I tell you, burst my shackles,
yes, and hid all night in the reeds of a marshy lake,
waiting for them to sail—if only they would sail!
Well, no hope now of seeing the land where I was born
or my sweet children, the father I longed for all these years.
Maybe they’ll wring from them the price for my escape,



avenge my guilt with my loved ones’ blood, poor things.
I beg you, king, by the Powers who know the truth,

by any trust still uncorrupt in the world of men,

pity a man whose torment knows no bounds.

Pity me in my pain.

[ know in my soul I don’t deserve to suffer.’

“He wept and won his life—our pity, too.
Priam takes command, has him freed from the ropes
and chains that bind him fast, and hails him warmly:
‘Whoever you are, from now on, now you’ve lost the Greeks,
put them out of your mind and you’ll be one of us.
But answer my questions. Tell me the whole truth.
Why did they raise up this giant, monstrous horse?
Who conceived it? What’s it for? its purpose?
A gift to the gods? A great engine of battle?’

“He broke off. Sinon, adept at deceit,
with all his Greek cunning lifted his hands,
just freed from their fetters, up to the stars
and prayed: ‘Bear witness, you eternal fires of the sky
and you inviolate will of the gods! Bear witness,
altar and those infernal knives that I escaped
and the sacred bands I wore myself: the victim.
It’s right to break my sworn oath to the Greeks,
it’s right to detest those men and bring to light
all they’re hiding now. No laws of my native land
can bind me here. Just keep your promise, Troy,
and 1f I can save you, you must save me too—
if I reveal the truth and pay you back in full.

““All the hopes of the Greeks, their firm faith
in a war they’d launched themselves
had always hinged on Pallas Athena’s help.
But from the moment that godless Diomedes,
flanked by Ulysses, the mastermind of crime,
attacked and tore the fateful image of Pallas
out of her own hallowed shrine, and cut down



the sentries ringing your city heights and seized

that holy 1image and even dared touch the sacred bands

on the virgin goddess’ head with hands reeking blood—
from that hour on, the high hopes of the Greeks

had trickled away like a slow, ebbing tide . . .

They were broken, beaten men,

the will of the goddess dead set against them.

Omens of this she gave in no uncertain terms.

They’d hardly stood her image up in the Greek camp

when flickering fire shot fromits glaring eyes

and salt sweat ran glistening down its limbs

and three times the goddess herself—a marvel—

blazed forth from the ground, shield clashing, spear brandished.
The prophet spurs them at once to risk escape by sea:
“You cannot root out Troy with your Greek spears unless
you seek new omens in Greece and bring the god back here”—
the image they’d borne across the sea in their curved ships.
So now they’ve sailed away on the wind for home shores,
just to rearm, recruit their gods as allies yet again,

then measure back their course on the high seas and

back they’ll come to attack you all off guard.

““So Calchas read the omens. At his command
they raised this horse, this effigy, all to atone
for the violated image of Pallas, her wounded pride,
her power—and expiate the outrage they had done.
But he made them do the work on a grand scale,
a tremendous mass of interlocking timbers towering
toward the sky, so the horse could not be trundled
through your gates or hauled inside your walls
or guard your people if they revered it well
in the old, ancient way. For if your hands
should violate this great offering to Minerva,
a total disaster—if only god would turn it
against the seer himselfl—will wheel down
on Priam’s empire, Troy, and all your futures.
But if your hands will rear it up, into your city,
then all Asia in arms can invade Greece, can launch
an all-out war right up to the walls of Pelops.
That’s the doom that awaits our sons’ sons.’



“Trapped by his craft, that cunning liar Sinon,
we believed his story. His tears, his treachery seized
the men whom neither Tydeus’ son nor Achilles could defeat,
nor ten long years of war, nor all the thousand ships.

“But a new portent strikes our doomed people
now—a greater omen, far more terrible, fatal,
shakes our senses, blind to what was coming.
Laocoon, the priest of Neptune picked by lot,
was sacrificing a massive bull at the holy altar
when—I cringe to recall it now—Ilook there!
Over the calm deep straits off Tenedos swim
twin, giant serpents, rearing in coils, breasting
the sea-swell side by side, plunging toward the shore,
their heads, their blood-red crests surging over the waves,
their bodies thrashing, backs rolling in coil on mammoth coil
and the wake behind them churns in a roar of foaming spray,
and now, their eyes glittering, shot with blood and fire,
flickering tongues licking their hissing maws, yes, now
they’re about to land. We blanch at the sight, we scatter.
Like troops on attack they’re heading straight for Laocodn—
first each serpent seizes one of his small young sons,
constricting, twisting around him, sinks its fangs
in the tortured limbs, and gorges. Next Laocoon
rushing quick to the rescue, clutching his sword—
they trap him, bind him in huge muscular whorls,
their scaly backs lashing around his midriff twice
and twice around his throat—their heads, their flaring necks
mounting over their victim writhing still, his hands
frantic to wrench apart their knotted trunks,
his priestly bands splattered in filth, black venom
and all the while his horrible screaming fills the skies,
bellowing like some wounded bull struggling to shrug
loose from his neck an axe that’s struck awry,
to lumber clear of the altar . . .
Only the twin snakes escape, sliding off and away
to the heights of Troy where the ruthless goddess
holds her shrine, and there at her feet they hide,
vanishing under Minerva’s great round shield.
“At once,
[ tell you, a stranger fear runs through the harrowed crowd.



Laocoon deserved to pay for his outrage, so they say,
he desecrated the sacred timbers of the horse,

he hurled his wicked lance at the beast’s back.

‘Haul Minerva’s effigy up to her house,” we shout,
‘Offer up our prayers to the power of the goddess!’

We breach our own ramparts, fling our defenses open,
all pitch into the work. Smooth running rollers

we wheel beneath its hoofs, and heavy hempen ropes
we bind around its neck, and teeming with men-at-arms
the huge deadly engine climbs our city walls . . .

And round it boys and unwed girls sing hymns,

thrilled to lay a hand on the dangling ropes

as on and on it comes, gliding into the city,

looming high over the city’s heart.

“Oh my country!

Troy, home of the gods! You great walls of the Dardans
long renowned in war!

“Four times it lurched to a halt

at the very brink of the gates—four times the armor
clashed out from its womb. But we, we forged ahead,
oblivious, blind, insane, we stationed the monster
fraught with doom on the hallowed heights of Troy.
Even now Cassandra revealed the future, opening

lips the gods had ruled no Trojan would believe.

And we, poor fools—on this, our last day—we deck
the shrines of the gods with green holiday garlands

all throughout the city . . . “But all the while

the skies keep wheeling on and night comes sweeping in
from the Ocean Stream, in its mammoth shadow swallowing up
the earth, and the Pole Star, and the treachery of the Greeks.
Dead quiet. The Trojans slept on, strewn throughout
their fortress, weary bodies embraced by slumber.

But the Greek armada was under way now, crossing
over from Tenedos, ships in battle formation

under the moon’s quiet light, their silent ally,

homing in on the berths they know by heart—

when the king’s flagship sends up a signal flare,

the cue for Sinon, saved by the Fates’ unjust decree,
and stealthily loosing the pine bolts of the horse,

he unleashes the Greeks shut up inside its womb.

The horse stands open wide, fighters in high spirits
pouring out of its timbered cavern into the fresh air:

the chiefs, Thessandrus, Sthenelus, ruthless Ulysses



rappeling down a rope they dropped from its side,
and Acamas, Thoas, Neoptolemus, son of Achilles,
captain Machaon, Menelaus, Epeus himself,

the man who built that masterpiece of fraud.

They steal on a city buried deep in sleep and wine,
they butcher the guards, fling wide the gates and hug
their cohorts poised to combine forces. Plot complete.

“This was the hour when rest, that gift of the gods
most heaven-sent, first comes to beleaguered mortals,
creeping over us now . . . when there, look,
I dreamed I saw Prince Hector before my eyes,
my comrade haggard with sorrow, streaming tears,
just as he once was, when dragged behind the chariot,
black with blood and grime, thongs piercing his swollen feet—
what a harrowing sight! What a far cry from the old Hector
home from battle, decked in Achilles’ arms—his trophies—
or fresh from pitching Trojan fire at the Greek ships.
His beard matted now, his hair clotted with blood,
bearing the wounds, so many wounds he suffered
fighting round his native city’s walls . . .
I dreamed I addressed him first, in tears myself
I forced my voice from the depths of all my grief:
‘Oh light of the Trojans—Ilast, best hope of Troy!
What’s held you back so long? How long we’ve waited,
Hector, for you to come, and now from what far shores?
How glad we are to see you, we battle-weary men,
after so many deaths, your people dead and gone,
after your citizens, your city felt such pain.
But what outrage has mutilated your face
so clear and cloudless once? Why these wounds?’

“Wasting no words, no time on empty questions,
heaving a deep groan from his heart he calls out:
‘Escape, son of the goddess, tear yourself from the flames!
The enemy holds our walls. Troy is toppling from her heights.
You have paid your debt to our king and native land.
If one strong arm could have saved Troy, my arm
would have saved the city. Now, into your hands
she entrusts her holy things, her household gods.
Take them with you as comrades in your fortunes.



Seek a city for them, once you have roved the seas,
erect great walls at last to house the gods of Troy!’

“Urging so, with his own hands he carries Vesta forth
from her inner shrine, her image clad in ribbons,
filled with her power, her everlasting fire.
“But now,
chaos—the city begins to reel with cries of grief,
louder, stronger, even though father’s palace
stood well back, screened off by trees, but still
the clash of arms rings clearer, horror on the attack.
I shake off sleep and scrambling up to the pitched roof
I stand there, ears alert, and I hear a roar like fire
assaulting a wheatfield, whipped by a Southwind’s fury,
or mountain torrent in full spate, flattening crops,
leveling all the happy, thriving labor of oxen,
dragging whole trees headlong down in its wake—
and a shepherd perched on a sheer rock outcrop
hears the roar, lost in amazement, struck dumb.
No doubting the good faith of the Greeks now,
their treachery plain as day.
“Already, there,
the grand house of Deiphobus stormed by fire,
crashing in ruins—
“Already his neighbor Ucalegon
up in flames—
“The Sigean straits shimmering back the blaze,
the shouting of fighters soars, the clashing blare of trumpets.
Out of my wits, I seize my arms—what reason for arms?
Just my spirit burning to muster troops for battle,
rush with comrades up to the city’s heights,
fury and rage driving me breakneck on
as it races through my mind
what a noble thing it is to die in arms!
“But now, look,
just slipped out from under the Greek barrage of spears,
Panthus, Othrys’ son, a priest of Apollo’s shrine
on the citadel—hands full of the holy things,
the images of our conquered gods—he’s dragging along
his little grandson, making a wild dash for our doors.
‘Panthus, where’s our stronghold? our last stand?’—
words still on my lips as he groans in answer:



‘The last day has come for the Trojan people,

no escaping this moment. Troy’s no more.

Ilium, gone—our awesome Trojan glory.

Brutal Jupiter hands it all over to Greece,

Greeks are lording over our city up in flames.

The horse stands towering high in the heart of Troy,
disgorging its armed men, with Sinon in his glory,
gloating over us—Sinon fans the fires.

The immense double gates are flung wide open,
Greeks in their thousands mass there, all who ever
sailed from proud Mycenae. Others have choked
the cramped streets, weapons brandished now

in a battle line of naked, glinting steel

tense for the kill. Only the first guards

at the gates put up some show of resistance,
fighting blindly on.’

“Spurred by Panthus’ words and the gods’ will,
into the blaze I dive, into the fray, wherever
the din of combat breaks and war cries fill the sky,
wherever the battle-fury drives me on and now
I’m joined by Rhipeus, Epytus mighty in armor,
rearing up in the moonlight—
Hypanis comes to my side, and Dymas too,
flanked by the young Coroebus, Mygdon’s son.
Late in the day he’d chanced to come to Troy
incensed with a mad, burning love for Cassandra:
son-in-law to our king, #e would rescue Troy. Poor man,
if only he’d marked his bride’s inspired ravings!

“Seeing their close-packed ranks, hot for battle,
I spur them on their way: ‘Men, brave hearts,
though bravery cannot save us—if you’re bent on
following me and risking all to face the worst,
look around you, see how our chances stand.
The gods who shored our empire up have left us,
all have deserted their altars and their shrines.
Yourace to defend a city already lost in flames.
But let us die, go plunging into the thick of battle.
One hope saves the defeated: they know they can’t be saved!’
That fired their hearts with the fury of despair.



“Now

like a wolfpack out for blood on a foggy night,

driven blindly on by relentless, rabid hunger,

leaving cubs behind, waiting, jaws parched—

so through spears, through enemy ranks we plow

to certain death, striking into the city’s heart,

the shielding wings of the darkness beating round us.
Who has words to capture that night’s disaster,

tell that slaughter? What tears could match

our torments now? An ancient city is falling,

a power that ruled for ages, now in ruins.

Everywhere lie the motionless bodies of the dead,
strewn in her streets, her homes and the gods’ shrines
we held in awe. And not only Trojans pay the price in blood—
at times the courage races back in their conquered hearts
and they cut their enemies down in all their triumph.
Everywhere, wrenching grief, everywhere, terror

and a thousand shapes of death.

“And the first Greek

to cross our path? Androgeos leading a horde of troops
and taking us for allies on the march, the fool,

he even gives us a warm salute and calls out:

‘Hurry up, men. Why holding back, why now,

why drag your heels? Troy’s up in flames,

the rest are looting, sacking the city heights.

But you, have you just come from the tall ships?’
Suddenly, getting no password he can trust,

he sensed he’d stumbled into enemy ranks!

Stunned, he recoiled, swallowing back his words

like a man who threads his way through prickly brambles,
pressing his full weight on the ground, and blindly treads
on a lurking snake and back he shrinks in instant fear

as it rears in anger, puffs its blue-black neck.

Just so Androgeos, seeing us, cringes with fear,
recoiling, struggling to flee but we attack,

flinging a ring of steel around his cohorts—

panic takes the Greeks unsure of their ground

and we cut them all to pieces.

Fortune fills our sails in that first clash

and Coroebus, flushed, fired with such success,

exults: ‘Comrades, wherever Fortune points the way,
wherever the first road to safety leads, let’s soldier on.
Exchange shields with the Greeks and wear their emblems.



Call it cunning or courage: who would ask in war?

Our enemies will arm us to the hilt.’

“With that he dons

Androgeos’ crested helmet, his handsome blazoned shield
and straps a Greek sword to his hip, and comrades,
spirits rising, take his lead. Rhipeus, Dymas too

and our corps of young recruits—each fighter

arms himself in the loot that he just seized

and on we forge, blending in with the enemy,

battling time and again under strange gods,

fighting hand-to-hand in the blind dark

and many Greeks we send to the King of Death.

Some scatter back to their ships, making a run

for shore and safety. Others disgrace themselves,

so panicked they clamber back inside the monstrous horse,
burying into the womb they know so well.

“But, oh

how wrong to rely on gods dead set against you!

Watch: the virgin daughter of Priam, Cassandra,

torn from the sacred depths of Minerva’s shrine,

dragged by the hair, raising her burning eyes

to the heavens, just her eyes, so helpless,

shackles kept her from raising her gentle hands.
Coroebus could not bear the sight of it—mad with rage
he flung himself at the Greek lines and met his death.
Closing ranks we charge after him, into the thick of battle
and face our first disaster. Down from the temple roof
come showers of lances hurled by our own comrades there,
duped by the look of our Greek arms, our Greek crests
that launched this grisly slaughter. And worse still,

the Greeks roaring with anger—we had saved Cassandra—
attack us from all sides! Ajax, fiercest of all and

Atreus’ two sons and the whole Dolopian army,

wild as a rampaging whirlwind, gusts clashing,

the West- and the South- and Eastwind riding high

on the rushing horses of the Dawn, and the woods howl
and Nereus, thrashing his savage trident, churns up

the sea exploding in foam from its rocky depths.

And those Greeks we had put to rout, our ruse

in the murky night stampeding them headlong on
throughout the city—back they come, the first

to see that our shields and spears are naked lies,

to mark the words on our lips that jar with theirs.



In a flash, superior numbers overwhelm us.

Coroebus is first to go,

cut down by Peneleus’ right hand he sprawls

at Minerva’s shrine, the goddess, power of armies.
Rhipeus falls too, the most righteous man in Troy,

the most devoted to justice, true, but the gods

had other plans.

“Hypanis, Dymas die as well,

run through by their own men—

“And you, Panthus,

not all your piety, all the sacred bands you wore

as Apollo’s priest could save you as you fell.

Ashes of Ilium, last flames that engulfed my world—

I swear by you that in your last hour I never shrank
from the Greek spears, from any startling hazard of war—
if Fate had struck me down, my sword-arm earned it all.
Now we are swept away, Iphitus, Pelias with me,

one weighed down with age and the other slowed

by a wound Ulysses gave him—heading straight

for Priam’s palace, driven there by the outcries.

“And there, I tell you, a pitched battle flares!
You’d think no other battles could match its fury,
nowhere else in the city were people dying so.
Invincible Mars rears up to meet us face-to-face
with waves of Greeks assaulting the roofs, we see them
choking the gateway, under a tortoise-shell of shields,
and the scaling ladders cling to the steep ramparts—
just at the gates the raiders scramble up the rungs,
shields on their left arms thrust out for defense,
their right hands clutching the gables.
Over against them, Trojans ripping the tiles
and turrets from all their roofs—the end is near,
they can see it now, at the brink of death, desperate
for weapons, some defense, and these, these missiles they send
reeling down on the Greeks’ heads—the gilded beams,
the inlaid glory of all our ancient fathers.
Comrades below, posted in close-packed ranks,
block the entries, swordpoints drawn and poised.
My courage renewed, I rush to relieve the palace,
brace the defenders, bring the defeated strength.



“There was a secret door, a hidden passage
linking the wings of Priam’s house—remote,
far to the rear. Long as our realm still stood,
Andromache, poor woman, would often go this way,
unattended, to Hector’s parents, taking the boy
Astyanax by the hand to see grandfather Priam.
I slipped through the door, up to the jutting roof
where the doomed Trojans were hurling futile spears.
There was a tower soaring high at the peak toward the sky,
our favorite vantage point for surveying all of Troy
and the Greek fleet and camp. We attacked that tower
with iron crowbars, just where the upper-story planks
showed loosening joints—we rocked it, wrenched it free
of its deep moorings and all at once we heaved it toppling
down with a crash, trailing its wake of ruin to grind
the massed Greeks assaulting left and right. But on
came Greek reserves, no letup, the hail of rocks,
the missiles of every kind would never cease.

“There at the very edge of the front gates
springs Pyrrhus, son of Achilles, prancing in arms,
aflash in his shimmering brazen sheath like a snake
buried the whole winter long under frozen turf,
swollen to bursting, fed full on poisonous weeds
and now it springs into light, sloughing its old skin
to glisten sleek 1n its newfound youth, its back slithering,
coiling, its proud chest rearing high to the sun,
its triple tongue flickering through its fangs.
Backing him now comes Periphas, giant fighter,
Automedon too, Achilles’ henchman, charioteer
who bore the great man’s armor—backing Pyrrhus,
the young fighters from Scyros raid the palace,
hurling firebrands at the roofs. Out in the lead,
Pyrrhus seizes a double-axe and batters the rocky sill
and ripping the bronze posts out of their sockets,
hacking the rugged oaken planks of the doors,
makes a breach, a gaping maw, and there, exposed,
the heart of the house, the sweep of the colonnades,
the palace depths of the old kings and Priam lie exposed



and they see the armed sentries bracing at the portals.

“But all in the house 1s turmoil, misery, groans,
the echoing chambers ring with cries of women,
wails of mourning hit the golden stars.
Mothers scatter in panic down the palace halls
and embrace the pillars, cling to them, kiss them hard.
But on he comes, Pyrrhus with all his father’s force,
no bolts, not even the guards can hold him back—
under the ram’s repeated blows the doors cave in,
the doorposts, prised from their sockets, crash flat.
Force makes a breach and the Greeks come storming through,
butcher the sentries, flood the entire place with men-at-arms.
No river so wild, so frothing in spate, bursting its banks
to overpower the dikes, anything in its way, its cresting
tides stampeding in fury down on the fields to sweep
the flocks and stalls across the open plain.
I saw him myself, Pyrrhus crazed with carnage
and Atreus’ two sons just at the threshold—
“I saw
Hecuba with her hundred daughters and daughters-in-law,
saw Priam fouling with blood the altar fires
he himself had blessed.
“Those fifty bridal-chambers
filled with the hope of children’s children still to come,
the pillars proud with trophies, gilded with Eastern gold,
they all come tumbling down—
and the Greeks hold what the raging fire spares.

“Perhaps you wonder how Priam met his end.
When he saw his city stormed and seized, his gates
wrenched apart, the enemy camped in his palace depths,
the old man dons his armor long unused, he clamps it
round his shoulders shaking with age and, all for nothing,
straps his useless sword to his hip, then makes
for the thick of battle, out to meet his death.
At the heart of the house an ample altar stood,
naked under the skies,
an ancient laurel bending over the shrine,
embracing our household gods within its shade.
Here, flocking the altar, Hecuba and her daughters



huddled, blown headlong down like doves by a black storm—
clutching, all for nothing, the figures of their gods.
Seeing Priam decked in the arms he’d worn as a young man,
‘Are you insane?’ she cries, ‘poor husband, what impels you
to strap that sword on now? Where are you rushing?

Too late for such defense, such help. Not even

my own Hector, if 4e came to the rescue now . . .

Come to me, Priam. This altar will shield us all

or else you’ll die with us.’

“With those words,

drawing him toward her there, she made a place

for the old man beside the holy shrine.

“Suddenly,

look, a son of Priam, Polites, just escaped

from slaughter at Pyrrhus’ hands, comes racing in
through spears, through enemy fighters, fleeing down

the long arcades and deserted hallways—badly wounded,
Pyrrhus hot on his heels, a weapon poised for the kill,
about to seize him, about to run him through and pressing
home as Polites reaches his parents and collapses,
vomiting out his lifeblood before their eyes.

At that, Priam, trapped in the grip of death,

not holding back, not checking his words, his rage:
‘You!” he cries, ‘you and your vicious crimes!

If any power on high recoils at such an outrage,

let the gods repay you for all your reckless work,

grant you the thanks, the rich reward you’ve earned.
You’ve made me see my son’s death with my own eyes,
defiled a father’s sight with a son’s lifeblood.

You say you’re Achilles’ son? You lie! Achilles

never treated his enemy Priam so. No, he honored

a suppliant’s rights, he blushed to betray my trust,

he restored my Hector’s bloodless corpse for burial,
sent me safely home to the land I rule!”

“With that

and with all his might the old man flings his spear—

but too impotent now to pierce, it merely grazes

Pyrrhus’ brazen shield that blocks its way

and clings there, dangling limp from the boss,

all for nothing. Pyrrhus shouts back: ‘Well then,

down you go, a messenger to my father, Peleus’ son!
Tell him about my vicious work, how Neoptolemus
degrades his father’s name—don’t you forget.



Now—die!’

“That said, he drags the old man

straight to the altar, quaking, slithering on through

slicks of his son’s blood, and twisting Priam’s hair

in his left hand, his right hand sweeping forth his sword—
a flash of steel—he buries it hilt-deep in the king’s flank.
“Such was the fate of Priam, his death, his lot on earth,
with Troy blazing before his eyes, her ramparts down,
the monarch who once had ruled in all his glory

the many lands of Asia, Asia’s many tribes.

A powerful trunk is lying on the shore.

The head wrenched from the shoulders.

A corpse without a name.

“Then, for the first time

the full horror came home to me at last. I froze.

The thought of my own dear father filled my mind
when I saw the old king gasping out his life

with that raw wound—both men were the same age—
and the thought of my Creusa, alone, abandoned,

our house plundered, our little Iulus’ fate.

I look back—what forces still stood by me?

None. Totally spent in war, they’d all deserted,

down from the roofs they’d flung themselves to earth

or hurled their broken bodies in the flames.

[“So,3

at just that moment [ was the one man left

and then I saw her, clinging to Vesta’s threshold,

hiding in silence, tucked away—Helen of Argos.

Glare of the fires lit my view as I looked down,
scanning the city left and right, and there she was . . .
terrified of the Trojans’ hate, now Troy was overpowered,
terrified of the Greeks’ revenge, her deserted husband’s rage—
that universal Fury, a curse to Troy and her native land
and here she lurked, skulking, a thing of loathing
cowering at the altar: Helen. Out it flared,

the fire inside my soul, my rage ablaze to avenge

our fallen country—pay Helen back, crime for crime.

““So, this woman,’ it struck me now, ‘safe and sound
she’ll look once more on Sparta, her native Greece?
She’ll ride like a queen in triumph with her trophies?
Feast her eyes on her husband, parents, children too?



Her retinue fawning round her, Phrygian ladies, slaves?
That—with Priam put to the sword? And Troy up in flames?
And time and again our Dardan shores have sweated blood?
Not for all the world. No fame, no memory to be won

for punishing a woman: such victory reaps no praise

but to stamp this abomination out as she deserves,

to punish her now, they’ll sing my praise for that.

What joy, to glut my heart with the fires of vengeance,

bring some peace to the ashes of my people!’

“Whirling words—I was swept away by fury now ]
when all of a sudden there my loving mother stood
before my eyes, but I had never seen her so clearly,
her pure radiance shining down upon me through the night,
the goddess in all her glory, just as the gods behold
her build, her awesome beauty. Grasping my hand
she held me back, adding this from her rose-red lips:
‘My son, what grief could incite such blazing anger?
Why such fury? And the love you bore me once,
where has it all gone? Why don’t you look first
where you left your father, Anchises, spent with age?
Do your wife, Creusa, and son Ascanius still survive?
The Greek battalions are swarming round them all,
and if my love had never rushed to the rescue,
flames would have swept them off by now or
enemy sword-blades would have drained their blood.
Think: it’s not that beauty, Helen, you should hate,
not even Paris, the man that you should blame, no,
it’s the gods, the ruthless gods who are tearing down
the wealth of Troy, her toppling crown of towers.

Look around. I’ll sweep it all away, the mist

so murky, dark, and swirling around you now,

it clouds your vision, dulls your mortal sight.

You are my son. Never fear my orders.

Never refuse to bow to my commands.

““There,

yes, where you see the massive ramparts shattered,

blocks wrenched from blocks, the billowing smoke and ash—
it’s Neptune himself, prising loose with his giant trident
the foundation-stones of Troy, he’s making the walls quake,
ripping up the entire city by her roots.

“‘There’s Juno,



cruelest in fury, first to commandeer the Scaean Gates,
sword at her hip and mustering comrades, shock troops
streaming out of the ships.
““Already up on the heights
turn around and look—there’s Pallas holding the fortress,
flaming out of the clouds, her savage Gorgon glaring.
Even Father himself, he’s filling the Greek hearts

with courage, stamina—1Jove in person spurring the gods
to fight the Trojan armies!

“‘Run for your life, my son.

Put an end to your labors. I will never leave you,

I will set you safe at your father’s door.’

“Parting words. She vanished into the dense night.

And now they all come looming up before me,

terrible shapes, the deadly foes of Troy,

the gods gigantic in power.

“Then at last

I saw it all, all Ilium settling into her embers,

Neptune’s Troy, toppling over now from her roots

like a proud, veteran ash on its mountain summit,
chopped by stroke after stroke of the iron axe as
woodsmen fight to bring it down, and over and

over it threatens to fall, its boughs shudder,

its leafy crown quakes and back and forth it sways

till overwhelmed by its wounds, with a long last groan

it goes—torn up from its heights it crashes down

in ruins from its ridge . . .

Venus leading, down from the roof I climb

and win my way through fires and massing foes.

The spears recede, the flames roll back before me.

“At last, gaining the door of father’s ancient house,
my first concern was to find the man, my first wish
to spirit him off, into the high mountain range,
but father, seeing Ilium razed from the earth,
refused to drag his life out now and suffer exile.
‘You,” he argued, ‘you in your prime, untouched by age,
your blood still coursing strong, you hearts of oak,
you are the ones to hurry your escape. Myself,
if the gods on high had wished me to live on,
they would have saved my palace for me here.
Enough—more than enough—that [ have seen



one sack of my city, once survived its capture.

Here I lie, here laid out for death. Come say

your parting salutes and leave my body so.

[ will find my own death, sword in hand:

my enemies keen for spoils will be so kind.

Death without burial? A small price to pay.

For years now, I’ve lingered out my life,

despised by the gods, a dead weight to men,

ever since the Father of Gods and King of Mortals
stormed at me with his bolt and scorched me with its fire.’

“So he said, planted there. Nothing could shake him now.
But we dissolved in tears, my wife, Creusa, Ascanius,
the whole household, begging my father not to pull
our lives down with him, adding his own weight
to the fate that dragged us down.

He still refuses, holds to his resolve,

clings to the spot. And again I rush to arms,

desperate to die myself. Where could I turn?

What were our chances now, at this point?

‘What!” I cried. ‘Did you, my own father,

dream that I could run away and desert you here?

How could such an outrage slip from a father’s lips?
If it please the gods that nothing of our great city

shall survive—if you are bent on adding your own death
to the deaths of Troy and of all your loved ones too,
the doors of the deaths you crave are spread wide open.
Pyrrhus will soon be here, bathed in Priam’s blood,
Pyrrhus who butchers sons in their fathers’ faces,
slaughters fathers at the altar. Was it for this,

my loving mother, you swept me clear of the weapons,
free of the flames? Just to see the enemy camped

in the very heart of our house, to see my son, Ascanius,
see my father, my wife, Creusa, with them, sacrificed,
massacred in each other’s blood?

‘Arms, my comrades,

bring me arms! The last light calls the defeated.

Send me back to the Greeks, let me go back

to fight new battles. Not all of us here

will die today without revenge.’

“Now buckling on

my sword again and working my left arm through



the shieldstrap, grasping it tightly, just as I

was rushing out, right at the doors my wife, Creusa,
look, flung herself at my feet and hugged my knees
and raised our little Tulus up to his father.

‘If you are going off to die,” she begged,

‘then take us with you too,

to face the worst together. But if your battles

teach you to hope in arms, the arms you buckle on,
your first duty should be to guard our house.

Desert us, leave us now—to whom? Whom?

Little Tulus, your father and your wife,

so [ once was called.’

“So Creusa cries,

her wails of anguish echoing through the house
when out of the blue an omen strikes—a marvel!
Now as we held our son between our hands

and both our grieving faces, a tongue of fire,

watch, flares up from the crown of Tulus’ head,

a subtle flame licking his downy hair, feeding
around the boy’s brow, and though it never harmed him,
panicked, we rush to shake the flame from his curls
and smother the holy fire, damp it down with water.
But Father Anchises lifts his eyes to the stars in joy
and stretching his hands toward the sky, sings out:
‘Almighty Jove! If any prayer can persuade you now,
look down on us—that’s all I ask—if our devotion
has earned it, grant us another omen, Father,

seal this first clear sign.’

“No sooner said

than an instant peal of thunder crashes on the left
and down from the sky a shooting star comes gliding,
trailing a flaming torch to irradiate the night

as it comes sweeping down. We watch it sailing
over the topmost palace roofs to bury itself,

still burning bright, in the forests of Mount Ida,
blazing its path with light, leaving a broad furrow,
a fiery wake, and miles around the smoking sulfur fumes.
Won over at last, my father rises to his full height
and prays to the gods and reveres that holy star:
‘No more delay, not now! You gods of my fathers,
now I follow wherever you lead me, I am with you.
Safeguard our house, safeguard my grandson Iulus!
This sign is yours: Troy rests in your power.



I give way, my son. No more refusals.

I will go with you, your comrade.’

“So he yielded

but now the roar of flames grows louder all through Troy
and the seething floods of fire are rolling closer.

‘So come, dear father, climb up onto my shoulders!

I will carry you on my back. This labor of love

will never wear me down. Whatever falls to us now,
we both will share one peril, one path to safety.
Little Iulus, walk beside me, and you, my wife,
follow me at a distance, in my footsteps.

Servants, listen closely . . .

Just past the city walls a grave-mound lies

where an old shrine of forsaken Ceres stands

with an ancient cypress growing close beside it—
our fathers’ reverence kept it green for years.
Coming by many routes, it’s there we meet,

our rendezvous. And you, my father, carry

our hearth-gods now, our fathers’ sacred vessels.

I, just back from the war and fresh from slaughter,

I must not handle the holy things—it’s wrong—

not till I cleanse myself in running springs.’

“With that,

over my broad shoulders and round my neck I spread
a tawny lion’s skin for a cloak, and bowing down,

[ lift my burden up. Little Tulus, clutching

my right hand, keeps pace with tripping steps.

My wife trails on behind. And so we make our way
along the pitch-dark paths, and I who had never flinched
at the hurtling spears or swarming Greek assaults—
now every stir of wind, every whisper of sound
alarms me, anxious both for the child beside me

and burden on my back. And then, nearing the gates,
thinking we’ve all got safely through, I suddenly
seem to catch the steady tramp of marching feet

and father, peering out through the darkness, cries:
‘Run for it now, my boy, you must. They’re closing in,
I can see their glinting shields, their flashing bronze!’

“Then in my panic something strange, some enemy power
robbed me of my senses. Lost, [ was leaving behind
familiar paths, at a run down blind dead ends



when—

“Oh dear god, my wife, Creusa—

torn from me by a brutal fate! What then,

did she stop in her tracks or lose her way?

Or exhausted, sink down to rest? Who knows?

I never set my eyes on her again.

I never looked back, she never crossed my mind—
Creusa, lost—not till we reached that barrow

sacred to ancient Ceres where, with all our people
rallied at last, she alone was missing. Lost

to her friends, her son, her husband—gone forever.
Raving, I blamed them all, the gods, the human race—
what crueler blow did I feel the night that Troy went down?
Ascanius, father Anchises, and all the gods of Troy,
entrusting them to my friends, I hide them well away
in a valley’s shelter, don my burnished gear

and back I go to Troy . . .

my mind steeled to relive the whole disaster,

retrace my route through the whole city now

and put my life in danger one more time.

“First then,

back to the looming walls, the shadowy rear gates

by which I’d left the city, back I go in my tracks,
retracing, straining to find my footsteps in the dark,
with terror at every turn, the very silence makes me cringe.
Then back to my house I go—if only, only she’s gone there—
but the Greeks have flooded in, seized the entire place.
All over now. Devouring fire whipped by the winds
goes churning into the rooftops, flames surging

over them, scorching blasts raging up the sky.

On I go and again I see the palace of Priam

set on the heights, but there in colonnades

deserted now, in the sanctuary of Juno, there

stand the elite watchmen, Phoenix, ruthless Ulysses
guarding all their loot. All the treasures of Troy
hauled from the burning shrines—the sacramental tables,
bowls of solid gold and the holy robes they’d seized
from every quarter—Greeks, piling high the plunder.
Children and trembling mothers rounded up

in a long, endless line.

“Why, I even dared fling

my voice through the dark, my shouts filled the streets
as time and again, overcome with grief I called out



‘Creusa!’ Nothing, no reply, and again ‘Creusa!’

But then as I madly rushed from house to house,

no end in sight, abruptly, right before my eyes

I saw her stricken ghost, my own Creusa’s shade.

But larger than life, the life I’d known so well.

I froze. My hackles bristled, voice choked in my throat,
and my wife spoke out to ease me of my anguish:

‘My dear husband, why so eager to give yourself

to such mad flights of grief? It’s not without

the will of the gods these things have come to pass.
But the gods forbid you to take Creusa with you,
bound from Troy together. The king of lofty Olympus
won’t allow it. A long exile is your fate . . .

the vast plains of the sea are yours to plow

until you reach Hesperian land, where Lydian Tiber
flows with its smooth march through rich and loamy fields,
a land of hardy people. There great joy and a kingdom
are yours to claim, and a queen to make your wife.
Dispel your tears for Creusa whom you loved.

I will never behold the high and mighty pride

of their palaces, the Myrmidons, the Dolopians,

or go as a slave to some Greek matron, no, not I,
daughter of Dardanus that I am, the wife of Venus’ son.
The Great Mother of Gods detains me on these shores.
And now farewell. Hold dear the son we share,

we love together.’

“These were her parting words

and for all my tears—I longed to say so much—
dissolving into the empty air she left me now.

Three times I tried to fling my arms around her neck,
three times I embraced—nothing . . . her phantom
sifting through my fingers,

light as wind, quick as a dream in flight.

“Gone—

and at last the night was over. Back I went to my people
and I was amazed to see what throngs of new companions
had poured in to swell our numbers, mothers, men,

our forces gathered for exile, grieving masses.

They had come together from every quarter,
belongings, spirits ready for me to lead them

over the sea to whatever lands I’d choose.

And now the morning star was mounting above

the high crests of Ida, leading on the day.



The Greeks had taken the city, blocked off every gate.
No hope of rescue now. So I gave way at last and
lifting my father, headed toward the mountains.”



BOOK THREE

Landfalls, Ports of Call

“Now that it pleased the gods to crush the power of Asia
and Priam’s innocent people, now proud Troy had fallen—
Neptune’s city a total ruin smoking on the ground—
signs from the high gods drive us on, exiles now,
searching earth for a home in some neglected land.
We labor to build a fleet—hard by Antandros,

under the heights of Phrygian I[da—knowing nothing.
Where would destiny take us? Where are we to settle?
We muster men for crews. Summer has just begun
when father commands us: ‘Hoist our sails to Fate!’
And I launch out in tears and desert our native land,
the old safe haven, the plains where Troy once stood.
So I take to the open sea, an exile outward bound
with son and comrades, gods of hearth and home

and the great gods themselves.

“Just in the offing

lies the land of Mars, the boundless farmlands tilled
by the Thracian fieldhands, ruled in the old days

by merciless Lycurgus. His realm was a friend

of Troy for years, our household gods in league

so long as our fortunes lasted. Well, here I sail

and begin to build our first walls on the curving shore,
though Fate will block our way—and I give the town



the name of Aenus modeled on my own.

“Now,

making offerings to my mother, Dione’s daughter,

and to the gods who bless new ventures, I was poised,
there on the beach, to slaughter a pure white bull

to Jove above all who rules the Powers on high.
Nearby I chanced on a rise of ground topped off

by thickets bristling dogwood and myrtle spears.

I tried to tear some green shoots from the brush

to make a canopy for the altar with leafy boughs,

when a dreadful, ghastly sight, too strange for words,
strikes my eyes.

“Soon as I tear the first stalk

from its roots and rip it up from the earth . . .

dark blood oozes out and fouls the soil with filth.

Icy shudders rack my limbs—my blood chills with fear.
But again I try, I tear at another stubborn stalk—

I’1l probe this mystery to its hidden roots,

and again the dark blood runs from the torn bark.
Deeply shaken, I pray to the country nymphs

and Father Mars who strides the fields of Thrace:
‘Make this sight a blessing, lift the omen’s weight!’

But now as I pitch at a third stalk, doubling my effort,
knees bracing against the sand, struggling to pry it loose—
shall I tell you or hold my tongue?—I hear it, clearly,

a wrenching groan rising up from the deep mound,

a cry heaving into the air: ‘Why, Aeneas,

why mangle this wretched flesh? Spare the body

buried here—spare your own pure hands, don’t stain them!
[ am no stranger to you. I was born in Troy,

and the blood you see is 0ozing from no tree.

Oh escape from this savage land, I beg you,

flee these grasping shores! I am Polydorus.

Here they impaled me, an iron planting of lances
covered my body—now they sprout in stabbing spears!’

“Then I was awestruck, stunned by doubt and dread.
My hackles bristled, voice choked in my throat.
“This Polydorus:
the doomed Priam had once dispatched him in secret,
bearing a great weight of gold, to be maintained
by the King of Thrace when Priam lost his faith



in Trojan arms and saw his city gripped by siege.

That Thracian, once the power of Troy was shattered,
our Trojan fortunes gone—he joins forces with Agamemnon,
siding with his victorious arms, and breaks all human laws.
He hacks Polydorus down and commandeers the gold.
To what extremes won’t you compel our hearts,

you accursed lust for gold?

When dread has left my bones, I bring this omen

sent by the gods before our chosen Trojan captains,

my father first of all: I had to have their judgment.
With one mind they insist we leave this wicked land
where the bonds of hospitality are so stained—

sail out on the Southwind now!

“And so

we give Polydorus a fresh new burial,

piling masses of earth on his first mound,

raising to all the shades below an altar dark

with the wreaths of grief and dead-black cypress
ringed by Trojan women, hair unbound in mourning.
We ofter up full bowls, foaming with warm milk,

and our cups of hallowed blood. And so we lay

his soul in the grave as our voices raise his name,

the resounding last farewell.

“Then in the first light

when we can trust the waves—a breeze has calmed the surf
and a gentle rustling Southwind makes the rigging sing,
inviting us to sea—my crewmen crowd the beaches,
launch the ships, and out from port we sail,

leaving the land and cities sinking in our wake.
Mid-sea there lies the sacred island of Delos,

loved by the Nereids’ mother, Aegean Neptune too.
Apollo the Archer, finding his birthplace drifting
shore to shore, like a proper son had chained it fast

to Myconos’ steep coast and Gyaros, made it stable,

a home for men that scorns the winds’ assaults.

Here I sail, and here a haven, still, serene,

receives our weary bodies safe and sound . . .
Landing, we just begin to admire Apollo’s city

when King Anius, king of men and priest of the god,
his brow wreathed with the bands and holy laurel leaves,
comes to meet us, spotting a long-lost friend, Anchises.
Clasping our host’s hands, we file toward his palace.
“There,



awed by the shrine of god, built strong of ancient stone,

I begged Apollo: ‘Grant us our own home, god of Thymbra!
Grant us weary men some walls of our own, some sons,

a city that will last. Safeguard this second Troy,

this remnant left by the Greeks and cruel Achilles.

Whom do we follow? Where do we go? Command us,
where do we settle now? Grant us a sign, Father,

flow into our hearts!’

“I had barely spoken

when all at once, everything seemed to tremble,

the gates of the god, Apollo’s laurel-tree,

the entire mountain around us seemed to quake,

the tripod moaned, the sacred shrine swung open.

We flung ourselves on the ground, and a voice sounded out:
‘Sons of Dardanus, hardy souls, your fathers’ land

that gave you birth will take you back again,

restored to her fertile breast.

Search for your ancient mother. There your house,

the line of Aeneas, will rule all parts of the world—

your sons’ sons and all their descendants down the years.’
And Phoebus’ words were met by a ringing burst of joy
mixed with confusion, all our voices rising, asking:
‘Where is this city? Where is the land that Apollo

calls us wanderers to, the land of our return?’

“Then my father, mulling over our old traditions,
answers: ‘Lords of Troy, learn where your best hopes rest.
An island rises in mid-sea—Crete, great Jove’s own land
where the first Mount Ida rears, the cradle of our people.
The Cretans live in a hundred spacious cities, rich domains.
From there—if I recall what I heard—our first father,
Teucer sailed to Troy, Cape Rhoeteum, picked the point
and founded his kingdom on those shores. But Troy
and her soaring ramparts were not standing yet,
the people lived in valleys, deep in lowlands.

From Crete came our Great Mother of Mount Cybelus,
her Corybantes’ clashing cymbals, her grove on Ida,
the sacred binding silence kept for her mystic rites
and the team of lions yoked to our Lady’s chariot.

So come, follow the gods’ commands that lead us on.
Placate the winds, set sail for Cnossus’ country.

It’s no long journey. If only Jove is with us now,



the third dawn will find us beached on the shores of Crete.’

“With that, he slaughtered fitting beasts on the altars:
a bull to Neptune, a bull to you, our noble Apollo,
a black ram to the winter storms, and a white ram
to the Zephyrs fair and warm.
“Rumor flies that Idomeneus,
famous Cretan prince, has fled his father’s kingdom,
an exile, and the shores of Crete are now deserted,
clear of enemies, homes derelict, standing ready
for us to settle. Out of Ortygia’s port we sail,
winging the sea to race on past the Naxos ridge
where the Maenads revel, past the lush green
islands of Donusa and Olearos, Paros, gleaming
white as its marble—through the Cyclades strewn
across the sea and through the straits we speed,
their waters churned to foam by the crowded shorelines,
shipmates racing each other, spurring each other on:
‘On to Crete,’ they’re shouting, ‘back to our fatherland!’
And a rising sternwind surges, drives our vessels on
and at last we’re gliding into the old Curetes’ harbor.
Inspired, I start to build the city walls we crave.
I call it Pergamum, yes, and my people all rejoice
at the old Trojan name. I urge them to cherish
their hearths and homes, erect a citadel strong
to shield them well.
“Our ships were no sooner hauled
onto dry land, our young crewmen busy with weddings,
plowing the fresh soil while I was drafting laws
and assigning homes, when suddenly, no warning,
out of some foul polluted quarter of the skies
a plague struck now, a heartrending scourge
attacking our bodies, rotting trees and crops,
one whole year of death . . .
Men surrendered their own sweet lives
or dragged their decrepit bodies on and on.
And the Dog Star scorched the green fields barren,
the grasses shriveled, blighted crops refused us food.

“‘Double back on the sea-lanes, back to Delos now,
Apollo’s oracle!”—so my father Anchises urges—



‘Pray for the god’s good will and ask him there:
where will they end, our backbreaking labors?
Where can we turn for help from all our toil?

What new course do we set?’

“Night had fallen

and sleep embraced all living things on earth.

But the sacred images of our Trojan household gods,
those I’d saved from the fires that swept through Troy . . .
Now as I lay asleep they seemed to stand before me,
clear before my eyes, so vivid, washed in the light
of the full moon flooding in through deepset windows.
Then the Powers spoke out to ease me of my anguish:
‘All that Apollo will predict if you return to Delos,
he tells you here, of his own free will he sends us
here before your doors. You and your force-at-arms,
we followed you all when Troy was burnt to rubble.
We are the gods, with you at the helm, who crossed
the billowing sea in ships. And one day we shall lift
your children to the stars and exalt your city’s power.
For a destiny so great, great walls you must erect
and never shrink from the long labor of exile, no,
you must leave this home. These are not the shores
Apollo of Delos urged. He never commanded you

to settle here on Crete.

““There 1s a country—

the Greeks called it Hesperia, Land of the West,

an ancient land, mighty in war and rich in soil.
Oenotrians settled it; now we hear their descendants
call their kingdom Italy, after their leader, Italus.
There lies our true home. There Dardanus was born,
there lasius. Fathers, founders of our people.

Rise up now! Rejoice, relay our message, certain
beyond all doubt, to your father full of years.

Seek out the town of Corythus, sail for Italy!

Jove denies you the fields of Dicte: Crete.’

“Thunderstruck by the vision, the gods’ voice—
this was no empty dream, I saw them clear before me,
their features, face-to-face, their hair crowned with wreaths.
At the sight an icy sweat goes rippling down my body,
I tear myself from bed, I raise my hands and voice
in prayer to the skies and tip a pure, unmixed



libation on the hearth. Gladly, the rite performed,

[ unfold the whole event to Anchises, point by point.

He recalls at once the two lines of our race, two parents:
his own error, his late mistake about ancient places.
‘My son,” he says, ‘so pressed by the fate of Troy—
Cassandra alone made such a prophecy to me . . .

Now I recall how she’d reveal our destination,
Hesperia: time and again repeating it by name,

repeating the name of Italy. But who believed

a Trojan expedition could reach Italian shores?

Who was moved by Cassandra’s visions then?

Yield to Apollo now and take the better course—

the god shows the way!’

“So Anchises urges

and all are overjoyed to follow his command.

Leaving a few behind, we launch out from Crete,
deserting another home, and set our sails again,
scudding on buoyant hulls through wastes of ocean.

“As soon

as our ships had reached the high seas, no land in sight,
no longer—water at all points, at all points the sky—
looming over our heads a pitch-dark thunderhead

brings on night and storm, ruffling the swells black.

At once the winds whip up the sea, huge waves heaving,
strewing, flinging us down the sheer abyss, the cloudbanks
swallowing up the daylight, rain-soaked night wipes out the sky
and flash on flash of lightning bursts from the torn clouds—
we’re whirled off course, yawing blind in the big waves.
Even Palinurus, he swears he can’t tell night from day,
scanning the heavens he finds nothing but walls of sea,
the pilot’s bearings lost. For three whole days we rush,
the waves driving us wildly on, the sun blotted out,

for as many nights we’re robbed of stars to steer by.
Then at last, at the fourth dawn—Iandfall, rearing

up into view, some mountains clear in the offing,

a rising curl of smoke. Down come the sails,

the crewmen leap to the oars, no time to lose,

they bend to it, churn the spray and sweep

the clear blue sea.

“So I was saved from the deep,

the shores of the Strophades first to take me in.
Strophades—Greek name for the Turning Islands—

lie in the Great Ionian Sea.



Here grim Celaeno and sister Harpies settled

after Phineus’ doors were locked against them all

and they fled in fear from the tables where they’d gorged.
The Harpies . . . no monsters on earth more cruel,

no scourge more savage, no wrath of the gods has

ever raised its head from the Styx’s waters.

The faces of girls, but birds! A loathsome ooze
discharges from their bellies, talons for hands,

their jaws deathly white with a hunger never sated.

“Gaining that landfall, making port, what do we see
but sleek lusty herds of cattle grazing the plains,
flocks of goats unguarded, cropping grassland?
We charge them with drawn swords, calling out
to the gods, to Jove himself, to share our kill.
Then on the halfmoon bay we build up mounds of turf
and fall to the rich feast. But all of a sudden, watch,
with a ghastly swoop from the hills the Harpies swarm us—
ruffling, clattering wingbeats—ripping our food to bits,
polluting it all with their foul, corrupting claws,
their obscene shrieks bursting from the stench.
Again, in a deep recess under rocky cliffs,
[screened around by trees and trembling shade, |
we deck our tables out, relight the altar-fire
but again, from some new height, some hidden nest
the rout comes screaming at their quarry, flapping round us,
slashing with claw-feet, hook-beaks fouling our meal.
‘To arms!” I command the men,
‘wage all-out war against this brutal crew!’
All hands snap to orders, hiding swords away
in the tall grasses, covering shields as well.
So when they make their roaring swoop along the bay,
Misenus, poised on a lookout, sounds the alarm,
a brazen trumpet blast, and the men attack,
geared for a strange new form of combat, fighting
to hack these vile seabirds down with bloody swords.
But their feathers take no stab-wounds, backs no scars
and swift on their wings they soar toward the heavens,
leaving behind half-eaten prey and trails of filth.

“All but one. Perched on a beetling crag, Celaeno,



prophet of doom—her shrieks erupted from her breast:
‘So, war as well now? Gearing for battle, are you?

You, the sons of Laomedon, as if to atone

for the butchery of our cattle, our young bulls?

You’d force the innocent Harpies from their fathers’ kingdom?
Take what I say to heart and stamp it in your minds:

this prophecy the almighty Father made to Phoebus

and Phoebus made to me, the greatest of the Furies,

and I reveal to you. Italy is the land you seek?

You call on the winds to sweep you there by sea?

To Italy you will go. Permitted to enter port

but never granted a city girded round by ramparts,

not before some terrible hunger and your attack on us—
outrageous slaughter—drive you to gnaw your platters
with your teeth!’

“So Celaeno shrieked

and taking flight, dashed back to the forest.

The blood of my comrades froze with instant dread.

Their morale sank, they lost all heart for war,

pressing me now to pray, to beg for peace, whether

our foes are goddesses, yes, or filthy, lethal birds.

Then father Anchises, stretching his hands toward the sea,
cries out to the Great Powers, pledging them their due rites:
‘Gods, ward off these threats. Gods, beat back disaster!
Be gracious, guard your faithful.””

“We cast off cables and let the sheets run free,
unfurling sail as a Southwind bellies out the canvas.
We launch out on the foaming waves as wind and helmsman
call our course. Now over the high seas we raise up
woody Zacynthos, Dulichium, Same, Neritos’ crags,
past Ithaca’s rocky coast we race, Laertes’ realm,
cursing the land that spawned the vicious Ulysses.
And soon Leucata’s cloudy summit comes into view and
Apollo’s shrine on its rugged headland, dread of sailors.
Exhausted, we land at Actium, trek to the little town.
Anchors run from prows, the sterns line the shore.
“So,
exceeding our hopes, we win our way to solid ground at last.
We cleanse ourselves with the rites we owe to Jove
and make the altars blaze with votive gifts,
then crowd the Actian shore with Trojan games.
My shipmates strip and glistening sleek with oil,
wrestle the old Trojan way, our spirits high—



we’d skimmed past such a flurry of Argive cities,
holding true to our flight through waters held by foes.
Then as the sun rolls round the giant arc of the year,

icy winter arrives and a Northwind roughens up the seas.
Fronting the temple doors, I bolt the brazen shield

great Abas bore, and I engrave the offering

with a verse:

AENEAS DEVOTES THESE ARMS
SEIZED FROM GRECIAN VICTORS.

“Then I command
the crews to embark from harbor, man the thwarts.
And shipmates race each other, thrashing the waves,
plunging along Phaeacia’s mist-enshrouded heights
to lose them far astern, skirting Epirus’ coasts,
sailing into Chaonia’s port and we finally reach
the hilltop town, Buthrotum.
“Here an incredible story
meets our ears: that Helenus, Priam’s son, holds sway
over these Greek towns, that he had won the throne
and wife of Pyrrhus, son of Achilles—Andromache
was wed once more to a man of Trojan stock.
Astonishing! My heart burned with longing,
irresistible longing to see my old friend
and learn about this remarkable twist of fate . . .
Setting out from the harbor, leaving ships and shore
I chanced to see Andromache pouring out libations
to the dead—the ritual foods, the gifts of grief—
in a grove before the city, banked by a stream
the exiles made believe was Simois River. Just now
tipping wine to her husband’s ashes, she implored
Hector’s shade to visit his tomb, an empty mound
of grassy earth, crowned with the double altars
she had blessed, a place to shed her tears.
As she saw me coming, flanked by Trojan troops,
she lost control, afraid of a wonder so extreme.
Watching, rigid, suddenly warmth leaves her bones,
she faints, and after a long pause barely finds
the breath to whisper: ‘That face, it’s really you?
You’re real, a messenger come my way? Son of the goddess—
still alive? Or if the light of life has left you,
where’s my Hector now?’
“Breaking off,



Andromache wept, her wailing filled the grove,
inconsolable. I could scarcely interject a word,
dismayed, I stuttered a few breathless phrases:

‘Alive, yes. Still dragging out my life . . .

through the worst the world can offer. Have no doubt,
what you see is real. Oh what fate has overpowered you,
robbed of such a husband? Or does fortune shine again
on you, Hector’s Andromache, just as you deserve?

Are you still married to Pyrrhus?’

“Eyes lowered,

her voice subdued, she murmured: ‘She was the one,

the happiest one of all, Priam’s virgin daughter

doomed to die at our enemy’s tomb—Achilles—

under the looming walls of Troy. No captive slave
allotted to serve the lust of a conquering hero’s bed!

But I, our home in flames, was shipped over strange seas,
I bowed to the high and mighty pride of Achilles’ son,
produced him a child—in slavery. Then, keen to marry

a Spartan bride, Hermione, granddaughter of Leda,

he turned me over to Helenus, slave to slave.

But Orestes burned with love for his stolen bride,
spurred by the Furies for his crimes, he seized Pyrrhus,
quite off guard, and butchered him at his father’s altar.
At Pyrrhus’ death, part of his kingdom passed to Helenus,
who named the plains Chaonian—all this realm, Chaonia,
after the Trojan Chaon, and built a Trojan fortress,

the Ilian stronghold rising on this ridge.

“‘But you,

what following winds, what Fates have sailed you here?
What god urged you, all unknowing, to our shores?

And what of your son, Ascanius? Still alive,

still breathing the breath of life? Your son,

whom in the old days at Troy . . .

does he still love his mother lost and gone?

Do his father Aeneas and uncle Hector fire his heart
with the old courage, his heroic forebears’ spirit?’

“A torrent of questions—weeping futile tears,
she sobs her long lament as Priam’s warrior son,
Helenus, comes from the walls with full cortege.
Recognizing his kin, he gladly leads us home,



each word of welcome breaking through his tears.
And I as I walk, I recognize a little Troy,

a miniature, mimicking our great Trojan towers,
and a dried-up brook they call the river Xanthus,
and I put my arms around a cutdown Scaean Gate.
And all my Trojans join me,

drinking deep of a Trojan city’s welcome.

The king ushered us into generous colonnades,

in the heart of the court we offered Bacchus wine
and feasted from golden plates, all cups held high.

“Now time wears on, day in, day out, and the breezes
lure our sails, a Southwind rippling in our canvas.
So I approach the prophet-king with questions:
‘Son of Troy and seer of the gods, you know the will
of Phoebus Apollo, know his Clarian tripods and his laurel,
know the stars, the cries of birds, the omens quick on the wing.
Please, tell me—all the signs foretold me a happy voyage,
yes, and the will of all the gods impels me now
to sail for Italy, seek that far-off land.
The Harpy Celaeno alone foretold a monstrous sign,
chanting out the unspeakable—withering wrath to come
and the ghastly pangs of famine. What dangers, tell me,
to steer away from first? What course to set
to master these ordeals?’
“At that, Helenus
first performs a sacrifice, slaughters many bulls.
He prays the gods for peace, he looses the sacred ribbons
round his hallowed head and taking me by the hand
he leads me to your shrine, Apollo, stirred with awe
by your vibrant power, and at once this prophecy
comes singing from the priest’s inspired lips:
‘Son of the goddess, surely proof'is clear,
the highest sanctions shine upon your voyage.
So the King of the Gods has sorted out your fate,
so rolls your life, as the world rolls through its changes.
Now, few out of many truths I will reveal to you,
so you can cross the welcoming seas more safely,
moor secure in a Latian harbor. The Fates
have forbidden Helenus to know the rest.
Saturnian Juno says I may not speak a word . . .



““‘First, that Italian land you think so near—
all unknowing, planning to ease into its harbors—
lies far off. A long wandering path will part you
miles from that shore by a lengthy stretch of coast.
So, first you must bend your oar in Sicilian seas
and cross 1n your ships the salt Italian waves,
the lakes of the Underworld and Aeaea, Circe’s isle,
before you can build your city safe on solid ground.
I will give you a sign. Guard it in your heart.
When at an anxious time by a secret river’s run,
under the oaks along the bank you find a great sow
stretched on her side with thirty pigs just farrowed,
a snow-white mother with snow-white young at her dugs:
that will be the place to found your city, there
your repose from labor lies. No reason to fear
that prophecy, the horror of eating your own platters.
The Fates will find the way. Apollo comes to your call.

“‘But set sail from our land, steer clear of Italy’s coast,
the closest coast to our own, washed by our own seas—
every seaboard town is manned by hostile Greeks.

Here the Narycian Locri built their walls

and troops of Cretan Idomeneus from Lyctos
commandeered the Sallentine level fields.

Here little Petelia built by Philoctetes,

the Meliboean chief, lies safe behind its walls.

Once you have passed them all, moored your ships

on the far shore and set up altars on the beach

to perform your vows, then cloak yourselves in purple,
veil your heads, so while the hallowed fires are burning

in honor of the gods, no enemy presence can break in

and disrupt the omens. Your comrades, you yourself

must hold fast to this sacred rite, this custom.

Your sons’ sons must keep it pure forever.

“‘Now then,

launching out as the wind bears you toward Sicilian shores
and Pelorus’ crowded headlands open up a passage,

steer for the lands to port, the seas to port,

in a long southern sweep around the coast,

but stay clear of the heavy surf to starboard.

These lands, they say, were once an immense unbroken mass
but long ago—such is the power of time to work great change



as the ages pass—some vast convulsion sprang them apart,
a surge of the sea burst in between them, cleaving

Sicily clear of Hesperia’s flanks, dividing lands

and towns into two coasts, rushing between them

down a narrow tiderip.

“‘But now Scylla to starboard

blocks your way, with never-sated Charybdis off to port—
three times a day, into the plunging whirlpool of her abyss
she gulps down floods of sea, then heaves them back in the air,
pelting the stars with spray. Scylla lurks in her blind cave,
thrusting out her mouths and hauling ships on her rocks.
She’s human at first glance, down to the waist a girl

with lovely breasts, but a monster of the deep below,

her body a writhing horror, her belly spawns wolves
flailing with dolphins’ tails. Better to waste time,

skirting Sicily then in a long arc rounding Cape Pachynus,
than once set eyes on gruesome Scylla deep in her cave,
her rocks booming with all her sea-green hounds.
“‘What’s more,

if a prophet has second sight, if Helenus earns your trust
and Apollo fills his soul with truth, one prophecy, one
above all, son of the goddess, I will make to you,

over and over repeat this warning word. Revere

great Juno’s power first in all your prayers,

to Juno chant your vows with a full heart and win

the mighty goddess over with gifts to match your vows.
Only then can you leave Sicilian shores at last,

dispatched to Italy’s coast, a conquering hero.

Once ashore, when you reach the city of Cumae

and Avernus’ haunted lakes and murmuring forests,

there you will see the prophetess in her frenzy,

chanting deep in her rocky cavern, charting the Fates,
committing her vision to words, to signs on leaves.
Whatever verses the seer writes down on leaves

she puts in order, sealed in her cave, left behind.

There they stay, motionless, never slip from sequence.

But the leaves are light—if the door turns on its hinge,

the slightest breath of air will scatter them all about

and she never cares to retrieve them, flitting through her cave,
or restore them to order, join them as verses with a vision.
So visitors may depart, deprived of her advice,

and hate the Sibyl’s haunts.

“‘But never fear delay,



though crewmen press you hard and the course you set
calls out to your sails to take the waves, and you could
fill those sails with good fair winds. Still you must
approach her oracle, beg the seer with prayers

to chant her prophecies, all of her own accord,

unlock her lips and sing with her own voice.

She will reveal to you the Italian tribes,

the wars that you must fight, and the many ways

to shun or shoulder each ordeal that you must meet.
Revere her power and she will grant safe passage.
That far [ may go with my words of warning.

Now sail on. By your own brave work exalt

our Trojan greatness to the skies.’

“Friendly words,

and when he had closed, the prophet ordered presents,
hoards of gold and ivory inlays, brought to our ships,
crowding our holds with a massive weight of silver,
Dodona cauldrons, a breastplate linked with mail

and triple-meshed in gold, a magnificent helmet
peaked with a plumed crest—Neoptolemus’ arms—
and then the gifts of honor for my father.

He adds horses too, pilots to guide our way,

fills out our crews, rearms our fighting comrades.

“Meanwhile Anchises gave the command to spread sail,
no time to waste, we’d lose the good fair winds,
and Apollo’s seer addressed him with deep respect:
‘Anchises, worthy to wed the proudest, Venus herself,
how the gods do love you. Twice they plucked you safe
from the ruins of Troy. Italy waits you now, look,
sail on and make it yours!
But first you must hurry past the coastline here,
the part of Italy that the god unfolds for you
lies far at sea. “Set sail now,” the god commands,
“blest in the dedication of your son.” Enough.
Why waste time with talk when the wind is rising?’

“Andromache grieves no less at our final parting.
She brings out robes shot through with gilded thread
and a Phrygian cloak for Ascanius. Not to be outdone



in kindness, weighing him down with woven gifts

she says: ‘Please take these as well, the work

of my hands, reminders of me to you, dear boy,

and tokens of my love . . .

the love of Hector’s Andromache that never dies.

Take them. The last gifts from your own people.

You are the only image of my Astyanax that’s left.

His eyes, his hands, his features, so like yours—

he would be growing up now, just your age.’

“Turning

to leave, my tears brimmed and I said a last farewell:
‘Live on in your blessings, your destiny’s been won!
But ours calls us on from one ordeal to the next.
You’ve earned your rest at last. No seas to plow,

no questing after Italian fields forever

receding on the horizon. Now you see before you
Xanthus and Troy in replica, built with your own hands,
under better stars, I trust, and less exposed to the Greeks.
If I ever reach the Tiber, the fields on Tiber’s banks,
and see my people secure behind their promised walls,
then of our neighboring kin and kindred cities, both

in Epirus and Hesperia—both have the same founder,
Dardanus, the same fate too—someday we will make
our peoples one, one Troy in heart and soul.

Let this mission challenge all our children.’

“North we sail and skirt Ceraunia’s cliffs
to the narrow straits, the shortest route to Italy,
while the sun sinks and darkness shrouds the hills.
Landing, drawing lots for tomorrow’s stint at the oars,
we stretch out in the lap of welcome land at water’s edge
and scattered along the dry beach refresh ourselves
as sleep comes streaming through our weary bodies.
Night, drawn by the Hours, approaches mid-career
when Palinurus, on the alert, leaps up from bed
to test the winds, his ears keen for the first stir,
scanning the constellations wheeling down the quiet sky,
Arcturus, the rainy Hyades and the Great and Little Bears,
his eyes roving to find Orion geared in gold. And then,
when he sees the entire sky serene, all clear,
he gives the trumpet signal from his stern



and we strike camp at once,
set out on our way and spread our canvas wings.

“The dawn was a red glow now, putting stars to flight
as we glimpse the low-lying hills, dim in the distance . . .
Italy. ‘Italy!’—Achates was first to shout the name—
‘Italy!” comrades cried out too with buoyant hearts.
Father Anchises crowned a great bowl with wreaths,
brimmed it with unmixed wine,
and standing tall in the stern, he prayed the gods:

“You Powers that rule the land and sea and storms,

grant us wind for an easy passage, blow us safe to port!’

As the wind we pray for quickens, a harbor opens wide and
closer till we can see Minerva’s temple on the heights.
Shipmates furl the sails and swing the prows toward land.
The harbor curves like a bow, bent by Eastern combers,
rocky breakwaters foam with the salt surf spray,

the haven’s just behind them. Towering cliffs

fling out their arms like steep twin walls

and the temple rests securely back from shore.

“Here I saw 1t—our first omen: four horses,
snow-white, cropping the grasslands far and wide.
‘War!” Father Anchises calls out, ‘Land of welcome,
that’s what you bring us, true, horses are armed for war,
these pairs of horses threaten war. But then again,
the same beasts are trained to harness as teams
and bow to the yoke, at one with bit and bridle.
There’s hope for peace as well.’

“At once we pray

to the force of Pallas, goddess of clashing armies,
the first to receive our band of happy men.

We stand at the altar, heads under Trojan veils,
and following Helenus’ orders first and foremost,
duly burn our offerings, just as bidden,

to Juno, Queen of Argos.

“No time for delay.

Our rites complete, at once we swing our sails

to the wind on yardarm spars and put astern

this home of Greeks, the fields we dare not trust.
First we sight the Gulf of Tarentum, Hercules’ town,



if the tale is true, then looming over the waves ahead,

Lacinian Juno’s temple, Caulon’s fort on the rugged coast

of Scylaceum, wrecker of ships, then far across the seas,

rising up from the swells, we can see Mount Etna, Sicily,

hear the tremendous groaning of waters, pounding rocks,

the resounding roar of breakers crashing on the shore—

reefs spring up, swirling sand in the sea-surge.

Father Anchises cries out: ‘Surely that’s Charybdis,

those the cliffs that Helenus warned of, craggy deathtraps.

Row for your lives, my shipmates—backs in the oars, now stroke!’

“They snapped to commands, pulled hard, Palinurus first
to swerve his shuddering prow to port for open sea
and the whole fleet swung to port with oars and sails.
Up to the sky an immense billow hoists us, then at once,
as the wave sank down, down we plunge to the pit of hell.
Three times the cliffs roared out from between the hollow caves,
three times we saw the spume exploding to spray the stars.
At last the sun and the wind went down, abandoned us,
broken men, our bearings lost . . . floating adrift
toward the Cyclops’ coast.
“There 1s a harbor
clear of the wind, and spacious, calm, a haven,
but Etna rumbles, hard by, showering deadly scree
and now it heaves into the sky a thundering dark cloud,
a whirlwind pitch-black with smoke and red-hot coals
and it hurls up huge balls of fire that lap the stars—
and now it vomits rocks ripped from the mountain’s bowels
erupting lava into the air, enormous molten boulders,
groaning magma roiling up from its bedrock depths.
They say Enceladus’ body, half-devoured by lightning,
lies crushed under Etna’s mass, the mighty volcano piled
over him, breathing flames from its furnaces blasting open,
and every time the giant rolls on his bone-weary side
all Sicily moans, quakes, shrouds the sky with smoke.
Covered by woods that night we brave out horrors,
unable to see what made such a monstrous uproar.
The stars were extinguished, the high skies black,
the luminous heavens blotted out by a thick cloud cover,
the dead of night had wrapped the moon in mist.
“At last
the day was breaking, the morning star on the rise,



Aurora had just burned off the night’s dank fog,

when suddenly out of the woods the weird shape

of a man, a stranger, all but starved to death,

in wretched condition, emerges, staggers toward us,
hands outstretched to us on the beaches, begging mercy.
We turned, looked back at him . . . his filth appalling,
his beard all tangled, his rags hooked up with thorns.
Still, head to foot a Greek, a man once sent to Troy
equipped with his country’s arms. Soon as he saw

our Dardan dress from afar, our Trojan swords,

he froze in his tracks a moment, gripped by fear,

then breakneck made for the shore with tears and prayers:
‘I beg you, Trojans, beg by the stars, the gods above,

the clear bright air we breathe—sail me off and away!
Anywhere, any land you please, that’s all I want.

I am, I confess, a man from the Greek fleets,

I admit I fought to seize your household gods.

For that, if my crime against you is so wicked,

rip me to bits and fling the bits in the sea,

plunge me into the depths! If die I must,

death at the hands of men will be a joy!’

“With that,

he clutched my knees and kneeling, groveling, clung fast.
We press him hard—who is he? Who are his parents?
What rough fortune has driven him to despair?

Father Anchises, barely pausing, gives the man his hand
and the friendly gesture lifts the stranger’s spirits.
Setting his fears aside, he starts out on his story:

‘I come from Ithaca, my country . . .

unlucky Ulysses’ comrade. Call me Achaemenides.

My father Adamastus was poor, and so I sailed to Troy—
Oh if only our poverty lasted longer! But here

my comrades left me, forgot me—this monstrous cave
of the Cyclops—fleeing in terror from its brutal mouth.
This gruesome house. Gory with its hideous feasts.
Pitch-dark inside. Immense. The giant himself,

his head scrapes the stars! God save our earth

from such a scourge! No looking him in the face,

no trying to reach him with a word. He gorges himself
on the innards and black blood of all his wretched victims.
With my own eyes I’ve seen him snatch a pair of our men
in one massive hand and, sprawling amidst his lair,
crush their bodies on the rocks till the cave’s maw



swam with splashing blood. I’ve seen him gnawing limbs,
oozing dark filth, and the warm flesh twitching still
between his grinding jaws.

“‘But what a price he paid!

Ulysses would not tolerate such an outrage,

always true to himself when i1t’s life-or-death.

Soon as the monster gorged himself to bursting,

buried deep in wine, his neck slumping to one side,
spreading his huge hulk across his cave, dead asleep
but retching chunks of flesh and wine awash with filth—
we prayed to the great gods, drew lots, rushed in a ring
around him there and drilled out with a stabbing spike
his one enormous eye, lodged deep in his grisly brow,
big as a Greek shield or Apollo’s torch, the sun.

So at last we avenged our comrades’ shades—elated.

“‘But you, poor men, run now, run for your lives,
cut your hawsers, sail away! Just as horrible,
huge as Polyphemus here in his rocky cavern,
penning his woolly sheep, milking their udders dry,
there are a hundred more accursed Cyclops, everywhere,
crowding the deep inlets, lumbering over the ridged hills.
Three times now the horns of the moon have filled with light
since I’ve dragged out my lonely days through the woods,
where only the wild things have their dens and lairs,
and watched from a lookout crag for the giant Cyclops,
quaking to hear their rumbling tread, their shouts.
I live on the meager fare the branches offer,
berries and cornel nuts as hard as rocks, and feed
on roots I tear from the earth. As I scanned the horizon,
yours were the first ships that I’d seen come ashore.
I throw myself on your mercy, whoever you may be.
Enough for me to escape that barbarous crew!
Better for you to take this wretched life—
by any death you please.’
“He’d barely finished
when there, up on a ridge we saw him, Polyphemus!
The shepherd among his flock, hauling his massive hulk,
groping toward the shore he knew by heart. The monster,
immense, gargantuan, hideous—blind, his lone eye gone—
clutching a pine-tree trunk to keep his footing firm.
His woolly sheep at his side, his sole pleasure,



his only solace in pain. . .

Soon as the giant gained deep water and offshore swells,

he washed the blood still trickling down from his dug-out socket,
gnashing his teeth, groaning, and wades out in the surf

but the breakers still can’t douse his soaring thighs.

In panic we rush to escape, get clear of his reach,

take aboard the fugitive—he had earned his way—

and we cut our lines, dead quiet, put our backs

in a racing stroke that makes the waters churn.

“He hears us, wheels to follow our splashing oars
but he has no chance to seize us in his clutches,
he’s no match for Ionian tides in his pursuit,
so he gives a tremendous howl] that shakes the sea
and all its waves, all Italy inland shudders in fear
and Etna’s echoing caverns bellow from their depths.
Down from the woods and high hills they lumber in alarm,
the tribe of Cyclops, down to the harbor, crowding the shore,
the brotherhood of Etna! We see them standing there, powerless,
each with his one glaring eye, their heads towering up,
an horrendous muster looming into the vaulting sky
like mountain oaks or cypress heavy with cones
in Jupiter’s soaring woods or Diana’s sacred grove.

“Breakneck on, impelled by the sharp edge of fear,
we shake our sheets out, spread our sails to the wind,
wherever it may blow. But we run counter to Helenus’
warnings not to steer between Scylla and Charybdis—
only a razor-edge between the devil and deep blue sea—
so it’s come about, we must swing back, when look,

a Northwind speeds to our rescue, sweeping South
from the narrow cape of Pelorus, driving us past

the Pantagias’ mouth, that haven of native rock,

past the bay of Megara, Thapsus lying low,

sea-marks pointed out by Achaemenides now,

retracing the shores he once had coasted past

as luckless Ulysses’ shipmate.

“There is an island

fronting the bay of Syracuse—over against Plemyrium’s
headland rocked by breakers—called Ortygia once



by men in the old days. They tell how Alpheus,

the Elean river, forcing his passage undersea

by secret channels, now, Arethusa, mixes streams

at your fountain’s mouth with your Sicilian waters.

We act on command, we worship the Powers of the place,
then sail on past the Helorus’ rich, marshy fields,

then brush by the jutting reefs of craggy Cape Pachynus,
then distant Camerina heaves into view, a town the Fates
will never allow to move, then Gela’s fields and Gela
named for its rushing torrent. Next in the offing

Acragas rears, steep city, once a famous breeder

of fiery steeds, and shows its mighty ramparts.

Next we run with the winds and leave Selinus,

city of palms, astern, then pick our way

by the shoals and hidden spurs of Lilybaecum.

Then, at last, the port of Drepanum takes me in,

a shore that brought no joy.

“Here, after all the blows

of sea and storm I lost my father, my mainstay

in every danger and defeat. Spent as [ was,

you left me here, Anchises, best of fathers,

plucked from so many perils, all for nothing.

Not even Helenus, filled with dreadful warnings,
foresaw such grief for me—not even foul Celaeno.

This was my last ordeal, my long journey’s end.

From here I sailed. God drove me to your shores.”

So Aeneas,

with all eyes fixed on him alone, the founder of his people
recalled his wanderings now, the fates the gods had sent.
He fell hushed at last, his tale complete, at rest.



BOOK FOUR

The Tragic Queen of Carthage

But the queen—too long she has suffered the pain of love,
hour by hour nursing the wound with her lifeblood,
consumed by the fire buried in her heart.

The man’s courage, the sheer pride of his line,

they all come pressing home to her, over and over.

His looks, his words, they pierce her heart and cling—
no peace, no rest for her body, love will give her none.

A new day’s dawn was moving over the earth, Aurora’s torch
cleansing the sky, burning away the dank shade of night
as the restless queen, beside herself, confides now
to the sister of her soul: “Dear Anna, the dreams
that haunt my quaking heart! Who is this stranger
just arrived to lodge in our house—our guest?
How noble his face, his courage, and what a soldier!
I’m sure—I know it’s true—the man is born of the gods.
Fear exposes the lowborn man at once. But, oh, how tossed
he’s been by the blows of fate. What a tale he’s told,
what a bitter bowl of war he’s drunk to the dregs.
If my heart had not been fixed, dead set against
embracing another man in the bonds of marriage—
ever since my first love deceived me, cheated me



by his death—if I were not as sick as [ am

of the bridal bed and torch, this, perhaps,

is my one lapse that might have brought me down.

I confess it, Anna, yes. Ever since my Sychaeus,

my poor husband met his fate, and my own brother

shed his blood and stained our household gods,

this is the only man who’s roused me deeply,

swayed my wavering heart . . .

The signs of the old flame, I know them well.

I pray that the earth gape deep enough to take me down
or the almighty Father blast me with one bolt to the shades,
the pale, glimmering shades in hell, the pit of night,
before I dishonor you, my conscience, break your laws.
He’s carried my love away, the man who wed me first—
may he hold it tight, safeguard it in his grave.”

She broke off, her voice choking with tears
that brimmed and wet her breast.
But Anna answered:
“Dear one, dearer than light to me, your sister,
would you waste away, grieving your youth away, alone,
never to know the joy of children, all the gifts of love?
Do you really believe that’s what the dust desires,
the ghosts in their ashen tombs? Have it your way.
But granted that no one tempted you in the past,
not in your great grief,
no Libyan suitor, and none before in Tyre,
you scorned larbas and other lords of Africa,
sons bred by this fertile earth in all their triumph:
why resist it now, this love that stirs your heart?
Don’t you recall whose lands you settled here,
the men who press around you? On one side
the Gaetulian cities, fighters matchless in battle,
unbridled Numidians—Syrtes, the treacherous Sandbanks.
On the other side an endless desert, parched earth
where the wild Barcan marauders range at will.
Why mention the war that’s boiling up in Tyre,
your brother’s deadly threats? I think, in fact,
the favor of all the gods and Juno’s backing drove
these Trojan ships on the winds that sailed them here.
Think what a city you will see, my sister, what a kingdom
rising high if you marry such a man! With a Trojan army



marching at our side, think how the glory of Carthage
will tower to the clouds! Just ask the gods for pardon,
win them with offerings. Treat your guests like kings.
Weave together some pretext for delay, while winter
spends its rage and drenching Orion whips the sea—
the ships still battered, weather still too wild.”

These were the words that fanned her sister’s fire,
turned her doubts to hopes and dissolved her sense of shame.
And first they visit the altars, make the rounds,
praying the gods for blessings, shrine by shrine.
They slaughter the pick of yearling sheep, the old way,
to Ceres, Giver of Laws, to Apollo, Bacchus who sets us free
and Juno above all, who guards the bonds of marriage.
Dido aglow with beauty holds the bowl in her right hand,
pouring wine between the horns of a pure white cow
or gravely paces before the gods’ fragrant altars,
under their statues’ eyes refreshing her first gifts,
dawn to dusk. And when the victims’ chests are splayed,
Dido, her lips parted, pores over their entrails,
throbbing still, for signs . . .
But, oh, how little they know, the omniscient seers.
What good are prayers and shrines to a person mad with love?
The flame keeps gnawing into her tender marrow hour by hour
and deep in her heart the silent wound lives on.
Dido burns with love—the tragic queen.
She wanders in frenzy through her city streets
like a wounded doe caught all off guard by a hunter
stalking the woods of Crete, who strikes her from afar
and leaves his winging steel in her flesh, and he’s unaware
but she veers in flight through Dicte’s woody glades,
fixed in her side the shaft that takes her life.
And now
Dido leads her guest through the heart of Carthage,
displaying Phoenician power, the city readied for him.
She’d speak her heart but her voice chokes, mid-word.
Now at dusk she calls for the feast to start again,
madly begging to hear again the agony of Troy,
to hang on his lips again, savoring his story.
Then, with the guests gone, and the dimming moon
quenching its light in turn, and the setting stars
inclining heads to sleep—alone in the echoing hall,



distraught, she flings herself on the couch that he left empty.
Lost as he 1s, she’s lost as well, she hears him, sees him

or she holds Ascanius back and dandles him on her lap,
bewitched by the boy’s resemblance to his father,

trying to cheat the love she dare not tell.

The towers of Carthage, half built, rise no more,

and the young men quit their combat drills in arms.

The harbors, the battlements planned to block attack,

all work’s suspended now, the huge, threatening walls
with the soaring cranes that sway across the sky.

Now, no sooner had Jove’s dear wife perceived
that Dido was in the grip of such a scourge—
no thought of pride could stem her passion now—
than Juno approaches Venus and sets a cunning trap:
“What a glittering prize, a triumph you carry home!
You and your boy there, you grand and glorious Powers.
Just look, one woman crushed by the craft of two gods!
I am not blind, you know. For years you’ve looked askance
at the homes of rising Carthage, feared our ramparts.
But where will it end? What good is all our strife?
Come, why don’t we labor now to live in peace?
Eternal peace, sealed with the bonds of marriage.
You have it all, whatever your heart desires—
Dido’s ablaze with love,
drawing the frenzy deep into her bones. So,
let us rule this people in common: joint command.
And let her marry her Phrygian lover, be his slave
and give her Tyrians over to your control,
her dowry in your hands!”
Perceiving at once
that this was all pretense, a ruse to shift
the kingdom of Italy onto Libyan shores,
Venus countered Juno: “Now who’d be so insane
as to shun your offer and strive with you in war?
If only Fortune crowns your proposal with success!
But swayed by the Fates, [ have my doubts. Would Jove
want one city to hold the Tyrians and the Trojan exiles?
Would he sanction the mingling of their peoples,
bless their binding pacts? You are his wife,
with every right to probe him with your prayers.
You lead the way. I’'ll follow.”



“The work is mine,”

imperious Juno carried on, “but how to begin

this pressing matter now and see it through?

I’1l explain in a word or so. Listen closely.

Tomorrow Aeneas and lovesick Dido plan to hunt

the woods together, soon as the day’s first light

climbs high and the Titan’s rays lay bare the earth.

But while the beaters scramble to ring the glens with nets,
I’1l shower down a cloudburst, hail, black driving rain—
I’11 shatter the vaulting sky with claps of thunder.

The huntsmen will scatter, swallowed up in the dark,

and Dido and Troy’s commander will make their way

to the same cave for shelter. And I'1l be there,

if I can count on your own good will in this—

I’1l bind them in lasting marriage, make them one.

Their wedding it will be!”

So Juno appealed

and Venus did not oppose her, nodding in assent

and smiling at all the guile she saw through . . .

Meanwhile Dawn rose up and left her Ocean bed
and soon as her rays have lit the sky, an elite band
of young huntsmen streams out through the gates,
bearing the nets, wide-meshed or tight for traps
and their hunting spears with broad iron heads,
troops of Massylian horsemen galloping hard,
packs of powerful hounds, keen on the scent.
Yet the queen delays, lingering in her chamber
with Carthaginian chiefs expectant at her doors.
And there her proud, mettlesome charger prances
in gold and royal purple, pawing with thunder-hoofs,
champing a foam-flecked bit. At last she comes,
with a great retinue crowding round the queen
who wears a Tyrian cloak with rich embroidered fringe.
Her quiver is gold, her hair drawn up in a golden torque
and a golden buckle clasps her purple robe in folds.
Nor do her Trojan comrades tarry. Out they march,
young lulus flushed with joy.
Aeneas in command, the handsomest of them all,
advancing as her companion joins his troop with hers.
So vivid. Think of Apollo leaving his Lycian haunts



and Xanthus in winter spate, he’s out to visit Delos,
his mother’s isle, and strike up the dance again
while round the altars swirls a growing throng

of Cretans, Dryopians, Agathyrsians with tattoos,
and a drumming roar goes up as the god himself
strides the Cynthian ridge, his streaming hair
braided with pliant laurel leaves entwined

in twists of gold, and arrows clash on his shoulders.
So no less swiftly Aeneas strides forward now

and his face shines with a glory like the god’s.

Once the huntsmen have reached the trackless lairs
aloft in the foothills, suddenly, look, some wild goats
flushed from a ridge come scampering down the slopes
and lower down a herd of stags goes bounding across
the open country, ranks massed in a cloud of dust,
fleeing the high ground. But young Ascanius,
deep in the valley, rides his eager mount
and relishing every stride, outstrips them all,
now goats, now stags, but his heart is racing, praying—
if only they’d send among this feeble, easy game
some frothing wild boar or a lion stalking down
from the heights and tawny in the sun.

Too late.

The skies have begun to rumble, peals of thunder first

and the storm breaking next, a cloudburst pelting hail

and the troops of hunters scatter up and down the plain,
Tyrian comrades, bands of Dardans, Venus’ grandson Iulus
panicking, running for cover, quick, and down the mountain
gulleys erupt in torrents. Dido and Troy’s commander
make their way to the same cave for shelter now.
Primordial Earth and Juno, Queen of Marriage,

give the signal and lightning torches flare

and the high sky bears witness to the wedding,

nymphs on the mountaintops wail out the wedding hymn.
This was the first day of her death, the first of grief,

the cause of it all. From now on, Dido cares no more

for appearances, nor for her reputation, either.

She no longer thinks to keep the affair a secret,

no, she calls it a marriage,

using the word to cloak her sense of guilt.



Straightway Rumor flies through Libya’s great cities,
Rumor, swiftest of all the evils in the world.
She thrives on speed, stronger for every stride,
slight with fear at first, soon soaring into the air
she treads the ground and hides her head in the clouds.
She 1s the last, they say, our Mother Earth produced.
Bursting in rage against the gods, she bore a sister
for Coeus and Enceladus: Rumor, quicksilver afoot
and swift on the wing, a monster, horrific, huge
and under every feather on her body—what a marvel—
an eye that never sleeps and as many tongues as eyes
and as many raucous mouths and ears pricked up for news.
By night she flies aloft, between the earth and sky,
whirring across the dark, never closing her lids
in soothing sleep. By day she keeps her watch,
crouched on a peaked roof or palace turret,
terrorizing the great cities, clinging as fast
to her twisted lies as she clings to words of truth.
Now Rumor i1s in her glory, filling Africa’s ears
with tale on tale of intrigue, bruiting her song
of facts and falsehoods mingled . . .
“Here this Aeneas, born of Trojan blood,
has arrived in Carthage, and lovely Dido deigns
to join the man in wedlock. Even now they warm
the winter, long as it lasts, with obscene desire,
oblivious to their kingdoms, abject thralls of lust.”

Such talk the sordid goddess spreads on the lips of men,
then swerves in her course and heading straight for King larbas,
stokes his heart with hearsay, piling fuel on his fire.

[arbas—son of an African nymph whom Jove had raped—
raised the god a hundred splendid temples across
the king’s wide realm, a hundred altars too,
consecrating the sacred fires
that never died, eternal sentinels of the gods.
The earth was rich with blood of slaughtered herds
and the temple doorways wreathed with riots of flowers.
This Iarbas, driven wild, set ablaze by the bitter rumor,
approached an altar, they say, as the gods hovered round,
and lifting a suppliant’s hands, he poured out prayers to Jove:



“Almighty Jove! Now as the Moors adore you, feasting away
on their gaudy couches, tipping wine in your honor—
do you see this? Or are we all fools, Father,

to dread the bolts you hurl? All aimless then,

your fires high in the clouds that terrify us so?

All empty noise, your peals of grumbling thunder?
That woman, that vagrant! Here in my own land

she founded her paltry city for a pittance.

We tossed her some beach to plow—on my terms—
and then she spurns our offer of marriage, she
embraces Aeneas as lord and master in her realm.

And now this second Paris . . .

leading his troupe of eunuchs, his hair oozing oil,

a Phrygian bonnet tucked up under his chin, he revels
in all that he has filched, while we keep bearing gifts
to your temples—yes, yours—coddling your reputation,
all your hollow show!”

So King larbas appealed,

his hand clutching the altar, and Jove Almighty heard
and turned his gaze on the royal walls of Carthage

and the lovers oblivious now to their good name.

He summons Mercury, gives him marching orders:
“Quick, my son, away! Call up the Zephyrs,

glide on wings of the wind. Find the Dardan captain
who now malingers long in Tyrian Carthage, look,

and pays no heed to the cities Fate decrees are his.
Take my commands through the racing winds and tell him
this is not the man his mother, the lovely goddess, promised,
not for this did she save him twice from Greek attacks.
Never. He would be the one to master an Italy

rife with leaders, shrill with the cries of war,

to sire a people sprung from Teucer’s noble blood

and bring the entire world beneath the rule of law.

If such a glorious destiny cannot fire his spirit,

1f he will not shoulder the task for his own fame,

does the father of Ascanius grudge his son

the walls of Rome? What is he plotting now?

What hope can make him loiter among his foes,

lose sight of Italian offspring still to come

and all the Lavinian fields? Let him set sail!

This is the sum of it. This must be our message.”



Jove had spoken. Mercury made ready at once
to obey the great commands of his almighty father.
First he fastens under his feet the golden sandals,
winged to sweep him over the waves and earth alike
with the rush of gusting winds. Then he seizes the wand
that calls the pallid spirits up from the Underworld
and ushers others down to the grim dark depths,
the wand that lends us sleep or sends it away,
that unseals our eyes in death. Equipped with this,
he spurs the winds and swims through billowing clouds
till in mid-flight he spies the summit and rugged flanks
of Atlas, whose long-enduring peak supports the skies.
Atlas: his pine-covered crown is forever girded
round with black clouds, battered by wind and rain;
driving blizzards cloak his shoulders with snow,
torrents course down from the old Titan’s chin
and shaggy beard that bristles stiff with ice.
Here the god of Cyllene landed first,
banking down to a stop on balanced wings.
From there, headlong down with his full weight
he plunged to the sea as a seahawk skims the waves,
rounding the beaches, rounding cliffs to hunt for fish inshore.
So Mercury of Cyllene flew between the earth and sky
to gain the sandy coast of Libya, cutting the winds
that sweep down from his mother’s father, Atlas.
Soon
as his winged feet touched down on the first huts in sight,
he spots Aeneas founding the city fortifications,
building homes in Carthage. And his sword-hilt
is studded with tawny jasper stars, a cloak
of glowing Tyrian purple drapes his shoulders,
a gift that the wealthy queen had made herself,
weaving into the weft a glinting mesh of gold.
Mercury lashes out at once: “You, so now you lay
foundation stones for the soaring walls of Carthage!
Building her gorgeous city, doting on your wife.
Blind to your own realm, oblivious to your fate!
The King of the Gods, whose power sways earth and sky—
he is the one who sends me down from brilliant Olympus,
bearing commands for you through the racing winds.
What are you plotting now?
Wasting time in Libya—what hope misleads you so?
If such a glorious destiny cannot fire your spirit,



[1f you will not shoulder the task for your own fame, |
at least remember Ascanius rising into his prime,

the hopes you lodge in Tulus, your only heir
you owe him Italy’s realm, the land of Rome
This order still on his lips, the god vanished
from sight into empty air.

Then Aeneas

was truly overwhelmed by the vision, stunned,

his hackles bristle with fear, his voice chokes in his throat.
He yearns to be gone, to desert this land he loves,
thunderstruck by the warnings, Jupiter’s command . . .

But what can he do? What can he dare say now

to the queen in all her fury and win her over?

Where to begin, what opening? Thoughts racing,

here, there, probing his options, turning

to this plan, that plan—torn in two until,

at his wits’ end, this answer seems the best.

He summons Mnestheus, Sergestus, staunch Serestus,

gives them orders: “Fit out the fleet, but not a word.
Muster the crews on shore, all tackle set to sail,

but the cause for our new course, you keep it secret.”

Yet he himself, since Dido who means the world to him
knows nothing, never dreaming such a powerful love

could be uprooted—he will try to approach her,

find the moment to break the news gently,

a way to soften the blow that he must leave.

All shipmates snap to commands,

glad to do his orders.

True, but the queen—

who can delude a lover?—soon caught wind

of a plot afoot, the first to sense the Trojans

are on the move . . . She fears everything now,

even with all secure. Rumor, vicious as ever,

brings her word, already distraught, that Trojans

are rigging out their galleys, gearing to set sail.

She rages in helpless frenzy, blazing through

the entire city, raving like some Maenad

driven wild when the women shake the sacred emblems,
when the cyclic orgy, shouts of “Bacchus!” fire her on

and Cithaeron echoes round with maddened midnight cries.

'7’



At last she assails Aeneas, before he’s said a word:
“So, you traitor, you really believed you’d keep
this a secret, this great outrage? Steal away
in silence from my shores? Can nothing hold you back?
Not our love? Not the pledge once sealed with our right hands?
Not even the thought of Dido doomed to a cruel death?
Why labor to rig your fleet when the winter’s raw,
to risk the deep when the Northwind’s closing in?
You cruel, heartless—Even if you were not
pursuing alien fields and unknown homes,
even if ancient Troy were standing, still,
who’d sail for Troy across such heaving seas?
You’re running away—from me? Oh, [ pray you
by these tears, by the faith in your right hand—
what else have I left myself in all my pain?—
by our wedding vows, the marriage we began,
if I deserve some decency from you now,
if anything mine has ever won your heart,
pity a great house about to fall, I pray you,
if prayers have any place—reject this scheme of yours!
Thanks to you, the African tribes, Numidian warlords
hate me, even my own Tyrians rise against me.
Thanks to you, my sense of honor is gone,
my one and only pathway to the stars,
the renown I once held dear. In whose hands,
my guest, do you leave me here to meet my death?
‘Guest’—that’s all that remains of ‘husband’ now.
But why do I linger on? Until my brother Pygmalion
batters down my walls? Or larbas drags me off, his slave?
If only you’d left a baby in my arms—our child—
before you deserted me! Some little Aeneas
playing about our halls, whose features at least
would bring you back to me in spite of all,
I would not feel so totally devastated,
so destroyed.”
The queen stopped but he,
warned by Jupiter now, his gaze held steady,
fought to master the torment in his heart. At last
he ventured a few words: “I . . . you have done me
so many kindnesses, and you could count them all.
I shall never deny what you deserve, my queen,
never regret my memories of Dido, not while |
can recall myself and draw the breath of life.



I’1l state my case in a few words. [ never dreamed
I’d keep my flight a secret. Don’t imagine that.

Nor did I once extend a bridegroom’s torch

or enter into a marriage pact with you.

If the Fates had left me free to live my life,

to arrange my own affairs of my own free will,
Troy is the city, first of all, that I'd safeguard,
Troy and all that’s left of my people whom I cherish.
The grand palace of Priam would stand once more,
with my own hands I would fortify a second Troy
to house my Trojans in defeat. But not now.
Grynean Apollo’s oracle says that [ must seize

on Italy’s noble land, his Lycian lots say ‘Italy!’
There lies my love, there lies my homeland now.
If you, a Phoenician, fix your eyes on Carthage,

a Libyan stronghold, tell me, why do you grudge
the Trojans their new homes on Italian soil?

What is the crime if we seek far-off kingdoms too?

“My father, Anchises, whenever the darkness shrouds
the earth in its dank shadows, whenever the stars
go flaming up the sky, my father’s anxious ghost
warns me in dreams and fills my heart with fear.
My son Ascanius . . . | feel the wrong I do
to one so dear, robbing him of his kingdom,
lands in the West, his fields decreed by Fate.
And now the messenger of the gods—I swear fit,
by your life and mine—dispatched by Jove himself
has brought me firm commands through the racing winds.
With my own eyes I saw him, clear, in broad daylight,
moving through your gates. With my own ears I drank
his message in. Come, stop inflaming us both
with your appeals. I set sail for Italy—
all against my will.”
Even from the start
of his declaration, she has glared at him askance,
her eyes roving over him, head to foot, with a look
of stony silence . . . till abruptly she cries out
in a blaze of fury: “No goddess was your mother!
No Dardanus sired your line, you traitor, liar, no,
Mount Caucasus fathered you on its flinty, rugged flanks
and the tigers of Hyrcania gave you their dugs to suck!



Why hide it? Why hold back? To suffer greater blows?
Did ke groan when I wept? Even look at me? Never!
Surrender a tear? Pity the one who loves him?

What can I say first? So much to say. Now—

neither mighty Juno nor Saturn’s son, the Father,

gazes down on this with just, impartial eyes.

There’s no faith left on earth!

He was washed up on my shores, helpless, and 1,

I took him in, like a maniac let him share my kingdom,
salvaged his lost fleet, plucked his crews from death.
Oh I am swept by the Furies, gales of fire! Now

it’s Apollo the Prophet, Apollo’s Lycian oracles:
they’re his masters now, and now, to top it off,

the messenger of the gods, dispatched by Jove himself,
comes rushing down the winds with his grim-set commands.
Really! What work for the gods who live on high,
what a concern to ruffle their repose!

I won’t hold you, I won’t even refute you—go!—
strike out for Italy on the winds, your realm across the sea.
I hope, 1 pray, if the just gods still have any power,
wrecked on the rocks mid-sea you’ll drink your bowl
of pain to the dregs, crying out the name of Dido

over and over, and worlds away I’ll hound you then
with pitch-black flames, and when icy death has severed
my body from its breath, then my ghost will stalk you
through the world! You’ll pay, you shameless, ruthless—
and [ will hear of it, yes, the report will reach me
even among the deepest shades of Death!”

She breaks off

in the midst of outbursts, desperate, flinging herself
from the light of day, sweeping out of his sight,
leaving him numb with doubt, with much to fear

and much he means to say.

Catching her as she faints away, her women

bear her back to her marble bridal chamber

and lay her body down upon her bed.

But Aeneas

is driven by duty now. Strongly as he longs

to ease and allay her sorrow, speak to her,

turn away her anguish with reassurance, still,

moaning deeply, heart shattered by his great love,

in spite of all he obeys the gods’ commands

and back he goes to his ships.



Then the Trojans throw themselves in the labor,
launching their tall vessels down along the beach

and the hull rubbed sleek with pitch floats high again.
So keen to be gone, the men drag down from the forest
untrimmed timbers and boughs still green for oars.

You can see them streaming out of the whole city,

men like ants that, wary of winter’s onset, pillage

some huge pile of wheat to store away in their grange
and their army’s long black line goes marching through the field,
trundling their spoils down some cramped, grassy track.
Some put shoulders to giant grains and thrust them on,
some dress the ranks, strictly marshal stragglers,

and the whole trail seethes with labor.

What did you feel then, Dido, seeing this?
How deep were the groans you uttered, gazing now
from the city heights to watch the broad beaches
seething with action, the bay a chaos of outcries
right before your eyes?
Love, you tyrant!
To what extremes won’t you compel our hearts?
Again she resorts to tears, driven to move the man,
or try, with prayers—a suppliant kneeling, humbling
her pride to passion. So if die she must,
she’ll leave no way untried.
“Anna, you see
the hurly-burly all across the beach, the crews
swarming from every quarter? The wind cries for canvas,
the buoyant oarsmen crown their sterns with wreaths.
This terrible sorrow: since I saw it coming, Anna,
I can endure it now. But even so, my sister,
carry out for me one great favor in my pain.
To you alone he used to listen, the traitor,
to you confide his secret feelings. You alone
know how and when to approach him, soothe his moods.
Go, my sister! Plead with my imperious enemy.
Remind him I was never at Aulis, never swore a pact
with the Greeks to rout the Trojan people from the earth!
I sent no fleet to Troy, I never uprooted the ashes
of his father, Anchises, never stirred his shade.
Why does he shut his pitiless ears to my appeals?
Where’s he rushing now? If only he would offer



one last gift to the wretched queen who loves him:

to wait for fair winds, smooth sailing for his flight!

I no longer beg for the long-lost marriage he betrayed,
nor would I ask him now to desert his kingdom, no,
his lovely passion, Latium. All I ask is time,

blank time: some rest from frenzy, breathing room

till my fate can teach my beaten spirit how to grieve.

I beg him—pity your sister, Anna—one last favor,
and if he grants it now, I’ll pay him back,

with interest, when I die.”

So Dido pleads and

so her desolate sister takes him the tale of tears

again and again. But no tears move Aeneas now.

He is deaf to all appeals. He won’t relent.

The Fates bar the way

and heaven blocks his gentle, human ears.

As firm as a sturdy oak grown tough with age

when the Northwinds blasting off the Alps compete,
fighting left and right, to wrench it from the earth,

and the winds scream, the trunk shudders, its leafy crest
showers across the ground but it clings firm to its rock,
its roots stretching as deep into the dark world below
as its crown goes towering toward the gales of heaven—
so firm the hero stands: buffeted left and right

by storms of appeals, he takes the full force

of love and suffering deep in his great heart.

His will stands unmoved. The falling tears are futile.
Then,

terrified by her fate, tragic Dido prays for death,
sickened to see the vaulting sky above her.

And to steel her new resolve to leave the light,

she sees, laying gifts on the altars steaming incense—
shudder to hear it now—the holy water going black
and the wine she pours congeals in bloody filth.

She told no one what she saw, not even her sister.
Worse, there was a marble temple in her palace,

a shrine built for her long-lost love, Sychaeus.
Holding it dear she tended it—marvelous devotion—
draping the snow-white fleece and festal boughs.
Now from its depths she seemed to catch his voice,
the words of her dead husband calling out her name
while night enclosed the earth in its dark shroud,

and over and over a lonely owl perched on the rooftops



drew out its low, throaty call to a long wailing dirge.
And worse yet, the grim predictions of ancient seers
keep terrifying her now with frightful warnings.

Aeneas the hunter, savage in all her nightmares,

drives her mad with panic. She always feels alone,
abandoned, always wandering down some endless road,
not a friend in sight, seeking her own Phoenicians

in some godforsaken land. As frantic as Pentheus
seeing battalions of Furies, twin suns ablaze

and double cities of Thebes before his eyes.

Or Agamemnon’s Orestes hounded off the stage,

fleeing his mother armed with torches, black snakes,
while blocking the doorway coil her Furies of Revenge.

So, driven by madness, beaten down by anguish,
Dido was fixed on dying, working out in her mind
the means, the moment. She approaches her grieving
sister, Anna—masking her plan with a brave face
aglow with hope, and says: “I’ve found a way,
dear heart—rejoice with your sister—either
to bring him back in love for me or free me
of love for him. Close to the bounds of Ocean,
west with the setting sun, lies Ethiopian land,
the end of the earth, where colossal Atlas turns
on his shoulder the heavens studded with flaming stars.
From there, I have heard, a Massylian priestess comes
who tended the temple held by Hesperian daughters.
She’d safeguard the boughs in the sacred grove
and ply the dragon with morsels dripping loops
of 0ozing honey and poppies drowsy with slumber.
With her spells she vows to release the hearts
of those she likes, to inflict raw pain on others—
to stop the rivers in midstream, reverse the stars
in their courses, raise the souls of the dead at night
and make earth shudder and rumble underfoot—you’ll see—
and send the ash trees marching down the mountains.
I swear by the gods, dear Anna, by your sweet life,
I arm myself with magic arts against my will.
“Now go,
build me a pyre in secret, deep inside our courtyard
under the open sky. Pile it high with his arms—
he left them hanging within our bridal chamber—



the traitor, so devoted then! and all his clothes

and crowning it all, the bridal bed that brought my doom.
I must obliterate every trace of the man, the curse,

and the priestess shows the way!”

She says no more

and now as the queen falls silent, pallor sweeps her face.
Still, Anna cannot imagine these outlandish rites
would mask her sister’s death. She can’t conceive

of such a fiery passion. She fears nothing graver

than Dido’s grief at the death of her Sychaeus.

So she does as she is told.

But now the queen,

as soon as the pyre was built beneath the open sky,
towering up with pitch-pine and cut logs of oak—
deep in the heart of her house—she drapes the court
with flowers, crowning the place with wreaths of death,
and to top it off she lays his arms and the sword he left
and an effigy of Aeneas, all on the bed they’d shared,
for well she knows the future. Altars ring the pyre.
Hair loose in the wind, the priestess thunders out

the names of her three hundred gods, Erebus, Chaos
and triple Hecate, Diana the three-faced virgin.

She’d sprinkled water, simulating the springs of hell,
and gathered potent herbs, reaped with bronze sickles
under the moonlight, dripping their milky black poison,
and fetched a love-charm ripped from a foal’s brow,
just born, before the mother could gnaw it off.

And Dido herself, standing before the altar,

holding the sacred grain in reverent hands—

with one foot free of its sandal, robes unbound—
sworn now to die, she calls on the gods to witness,
calls on the stars who know her approaching fate.

And then to any Power above, mindful, evenhanded,
who watches over lovers bound by unequal passion,
Dido says her prayers.

The dead of night,

and weary living creatures throughout the world

are enjoying peaceful sleep. The woods and savage seas
are calm, at rest, and the circling stars are gliding on
in their midnight courses, all the fields lie hushed

and the flocks and gay and gorgeous birds that haunt
the deep clear pools and the thorny country thickets

all lie quiet now, under the silent night, asleep.



But not the tragic queen. . .

torn in spirit, Dido will not dissolve

into sleep—her eyes, her mind won’t yield tonight.

Her torments multiply, over and over her passion

surges back into heaving waves of rage—

she keeps on brooding, obsessions roil her heart:

“And now, what shall I do? Make a mockery of myself,
go back to my old suitors, tempt them to try again?

Beg the Numidians, grovel, plead for a husband—
though time and again I scorned to wed their like?

What then? Trail the Trojan ships, bend to the Trojans’
every last demand? So pleased, are they, with all the help,
the relief I lent them once? And memory of my service past
stands firm in grateful minds! And even if I were willing,
would the Trojans allow me to board their proud ships—
a woman they hate? Poor lost fool, can’t you sense it,
grasp it yet—the treachery of Laomedon’s breed?

What now? Do I take flight alone, consorting

with crews of Trojan oarsmen in their triumph?

Or follow them out with all my troops of Tyrians
thronging the decks? Yes, hard as it was to uproot

them once from Tyre! How can I force them back to sea
once more, command them to spread their sails to the winds?
No, no, die!

You deserve it—

end your pain with the sword!

You, my sister, you were the first, won over by my tears,
to pile these sorrows on my shoulders, mad as I was,

to throw me into my enemy’s arms. If only I’d been free
to live my life, untested in marriage, free of guilt

as some wild beast untouched by pangs like these!

I broke the faith I swore to the ashes of Sychaeus.”

Such terrible grief kept breaking from her heart
as Aeneas slept in peace on his ship’s high stern,
bent on departing now, all tackle set to sail.

And now in his dreams it came again—the god,

his phantom, the same features shining clear.

Like Mercury head to foot, the voice, the glow,

the golden hair, the bloom of youth on his limbs
and his voice rang out with warnings once again:
“Son of the goddess, how can you sleep so soundly



in such a crisis? Can’t you see the dangers closing
around you now? Madman! Can’t you hear the Westwind
ruffling to speed you on? That woman spawns her plots,
mulling over some desperate outrage in her heart,
lashing her surging rage, she’s bent on death.

Why not flee headlong?

Flee headlong while you can! You’ll soon see

the waves a chaos of ships, lethal torches flaring,

the whole coast ablaze, if now a new dawn breaks

and finds you still malingering on these shores.

Up with you now. Enough delay. Woman’s a thing
that’s always changing, shifting like the wind.”

With that he vanished into the black night.

Then, terrified by the sudden phantom,
Aeneas, wrenching himself from sleep, leaps up
and rouses his crews and spurs them headlong on:
“Quick! Up and at it, shipmates, man the thwarts!
Spread canvas fast! A god’s come down from the sky
once more—I’ve just seen him—urging us on
to sever our mooring cables, sail at once!
We follow you, blessed god, whoever you are—
glad at heart we obey your commands once more.
Now help us, stand beside us with all your kindness,
bring us favoring stars in the sky to blaze our way!”

Tearing sword from sheath like a lightning flash,
he hacks the mooring lines with a naked blade.
Gripped by the same desire, all hands pitch in,
they hoist and haul. The shore’s deserted now,
the water’s hidden under the fleet—they bend to it,
churn the spray and sweep the clear blue sea.

By now

early Dawn had risen up from the saffron bed

of Tithonus, scattering fresh light on the world.

But the queen from her high tower, catching sight

of the morning’s white glare, the armada heading out
to sea with sails trimmed to the wind, and certain

the shore and port were empty, stripped of oarsmen—
three, four times over she beat her lovely breast,

she ripped at her golden hair and “Oh, by God,”



she cries, “will the stranger just sail off

and make a mockery of our realm? Will no one

rush to arms, come streaming out of the whole city,
hunt him down, race to the docks and launch the ships?
Go, quick—bring fire!

Hand out weapons!

Bend to the oars!

What am I saying? Where am [? What insanity’s this
that shifts my fixed resolve? Dido, oh poor fool,

is it only now your wicked work strikes home?

It should have then, when you offered him your scepter.
Look at his hand clasp, look at his good faith now—
that man who, they say, carries his fathers’ gods,

who stooped to shoulder his father bent with age!
Couldn’t I have seized him then, ripped him to pieces,
scattered them in the sea? Or slashed his men with steel,
butchered Ascanius, served him up as his father’s feast?
True, the luck of battle might have been at risk—

well, risk away! Whom did I have to fear?

I was about to die. I should have torched their camp
and flooded their decks with fire. The son, the father,
the whole Trojan line—I should have wiped them out,
then hurled myself on the pyre to crown it all!

“You, Sun, whose fires scan all works of the earth,
and you, Juno, the witness, midwife to my agonies—
Hecate greeted by nightly shrieks at city crossroads—
and you, you avenging Furies and gods of dying Dido!
Hear me, turn your power my way, attend my sorrows—
I deserve your mercy—hear my prayers! If that curse
of the earth must reach his haven, labor on to landfall—
if Jove and the Fates command and the boundary stone 1s fixed,
still, let him be plagued in war by a nation proud in arms,
torn from his borders, wrenched from Iulus’ embrace,
let him grovel for help and watch his people die
a shameful death! And then, once he has bowed down
to an unjust peace, may he never enjoy his realm
and the light he yearns for, never, let him die
before his day, unburied on some desolate beach!

“That is my prayer, my final cry—I pour it out



with my own lifeblood. And you, my Tyrians,

harry with hatred all his line, his race to come:

make that offering to my ashes, send it down below.

No love between our peoples, ever, no pacts of peace!
Come rising up from my bones, you avenger still unknown,
to stalk those Trojan settlers, hunt with fire and iron,

now or in time to come, whenever the power is yours.
Shore clash with shore, sea against sea and sword

against sword—this is my curse—war between all

our peoples, all their children, endless war!”

With that, her mind went veering back and forth—
what was the quickest way to break off from the light,
the life she loathed? And so with a few words
she turned to Barce, Sychaeus’ old nurse—her own
was now black ashes deep in her homeland lost forever:
“Dear old nurse, send Anna my sister to me here.

Tell her to hurry, sprinkle herself with river water,

bring the victims marked for the sacrifice I must make.

So let her come. And wrap your brow with the holy bands.
These rites to Jove of the Styx that I have set in motion,

I yearn to consummate them, end the pain of love,

give that cursed Trojan’s pyre to the flames.”

The nurse bustled off with an old crone’s zeal.

But Dido,

trembling, desperate now with the monstrous thing afoot—
her bloodshot eyes rolling, quivering cheeks blotched

and pale with imminent death—goes bursting through

the doors to the inner courtyard, clambers in frenzy

up the soaring pyre and unsheathes a sword, a Trojan sword
she once sought as a gift, but not for such an end.

And next, catching sight of the Trojan’s clothes

and the bed they knew by heart, delaying a moment

for tears, for memory’s sake, the queen lay down

and spoke her final words: “Oh, dear relics,

dear as long as Fate and the gods allowed,

receive my spirit and set me free of pain.

I have lived a life. I’ve journeyed through

the course that Fortune charted for me. And now

I pass to the world below, my ghost in all its glory.

I have founded a noble city, seen my ramparts rise.

I have avenged my husband, punished my blood-brother,



our mortal foe. Happy, all too happy I would have been
if only the Trojan keels had never grazed our coast.”
She presses her face in the bed and cries out:

“I shall die unavenged, but die I will! So—

so—I rejoice to make my way among the shades.

And may that heartless Dardan, far at sea,

drink down deep the sight of our fires here

and bear with him this omen of our death!”

All at once, 1n the midst of her last words,
her women see her doubled over the sword, the blood
foaming over the blade, her hands splattered red.
A scream goes stabbing up to the high roofs,
Rumor raves like a Maenad through the shocked city—
sobs, and grief, and the wails of women ringing out
through homes, and the heavens echo back the keening din—
for all the world as if enemies stormed the walls
and all of Carthage or old Tyre were toppling down
and flames in their fury, wave on mounting wave
were billowing over the roofs of men and gods.

Anna heard and, stunned, breathless with terror,
raced through the crowd, her nails clawing her face,
fists beating her breast, crying out to her sister now
at the edge of death: “Was it all for this, my sister?
You deceived me all along? Is this what your pyre
meant for me—this, your fires—this, your altars?

You deserted me—what shall I grieve for first?

Your friend, your sister, you scorn me now in death?
You should have called me on to the same fate.

The same agony, same sword, the one same hour

had borne us off together. Just to think I built

your pyre with my own hands, implored our fathers’ gods
with my own voice, only to be cut off from you—

how very cruel—when you lay down to die . . .

You have destroyed your life, my sister, mine too,

your people, the lords of Sidon and your new city here.
Please, help me to bathe her wounds in water now,
and if any last, lingering breath still hovers,

let me catch it on my lips.”

With those words



she had climbed the pyre’s topmost steps and now,
clasping her dying sister to her breast, fondling her

she sobbed, stanching the dark blood with her own gown.
Dido, trying to raise her heavy eyes once more, failed—
deep in her heart the wound kept rasping, hissing on.
Three times she tried to struggle up on an elbow,

three times she fell back, writhing on her bed.

Her gaze wavering into the high skies, she looked

for a ray of light and when she glimpsed it, moaned.

Then Juno in all her power, filled with pity
for Dido’s agonizing death, her labor long and hard,
sped Iris down from Olympus to release her spirit
wrestling now in a deathlock with her limbs.
Since she was dying a death not fated or deserved,
no, tormented, before her day, in a blaze of passion—
Proserpina had yet to pluck a golden lock from her head
and commit her life to the Styx and the dark world below.
So Iris, glistening dew, comes skimming down from the sky
on gilded wings, trailing showers of iridescence shimmering
into the sun, and hovering over Dido’s head, declares:
“So commanded, I take this lock as a sacred gift
to the God of Death, and I release you from your body.”

With that, she cut the lock with her hand and all at once
the warmth slipped away, the life dissolved in the winds.



BOOK FIVE

Funeral Games for Anchises

All the while Aeneas, steeled for a mid-sea passage,
held the fleet on course, well on their way now,
plowing the waves blown dark by a Northwind

as he glanced back at the walls of Carthage

set aglow by the fires of tragic Dido’s pyre.

What could light such a conflagration? A mystery—
but the Trojans know the pains of a great love

defiled, and the lengths a woman driven mad can go,
and it leads their hearts down ways of grim foreboding.

Once they had reached the high seas, no land in sight,
no longer—water at all points, at all points the sky—
looming over their heads a pitch-dark thunderhead
brought on night and storm, ruffling the swells black.
Even the pilot Palinurus, high astern at his station,
cries out: “Why such cloudbanks wrapped around the sky?
Father Neptune, what are you whipping up for us now?”
And with that he issues orders:

“Trim your sails!

Bend to your sturdy oars!”—

and setting canvas

aslant to work the wind, he calls out to his captain:



“Great-hearted Aeneas, no, not even if Jove himself
would pledge me with all his power, could I dream
of reaching Italy under skies like these.

The wind’s shifted, surging athwart our beam,
roaring out of the black West, building into clouds!
There’s no fighting it, no making way against it,
we’re too weak. Since Fortune’s got the upper hand,
let’s follow her where she calls and change course.
No long way off, I think, there are friendly shores,
the coast of your brother Eryx, Sicily’s havens,

if I remember rightly and take our bearings

back by the stars I marked when we set out.”

“That’s what the wind demands,” says good Aeneas.
“For long I’ve watched you trying to fight against it,
all for nothing. Shorten sail, change course. What land
could please me more, and where would I rather beach
our battered ships than Sicily? Home that harbors
my Dardan friend Acestes, earth that holds
my father Anchises’ bones.”
At that, they head for port
and a following Westwind bellies out their sails.
The fleet goes skimming over the whitecaps now,
the men rejoicing to wheel their prows around
to a coast they know, at last.
But far away,
high on a mountain lookout, quite amazed to see
the fleet of his old friends coming in, Acestes
rushes down to meet them there—a wild figure
bristling spears and a Libyan she-bear’s hide.
Born of a Trojan mother to the river-god Crinisus,
Acestes, never forgetting his age-old lineage,
gladly welcomes his Trojan friends’ return.
He warms them in with treasures of the field,
he cheers the exhausted men with generous care.
And next,
once day broke in the East and put the stars to flight,
Aeneas summons his crews from down along the beach
and greets them all from a mounded rise of ground:
“Gallant sons of Dardanus, born of the gods’ high blood,
the wheeling year has passed, rounding out its months,
since we committed to earth my godlike father’s bones,



his relics, and sanctified the altars with our tears.
The day has returned, if I am not mistaken, the day
always harsh to my heart, I’ll always hold in honor.
So you gods have willed. Were I passing the hours,
an exile lost in the swirling sands of Carthage

or caught in Greek seas, imprisoned in Mycenae,

[ would still perform my anniversary vows,

carry out our processions grand and grave

and heap the altars high with fitting gifts.

But now, beyond our dreams, here we stand

by the very bones and ashes of my father—not,

I know, without the plan and power of the gods—
borne by the seas we’ve reached this friendly haven.
So come, all of us celebrate our happy, buoyant rites!
Pray for fair winds! And may it please my father,
once my city is built with temples in his name,

that I offer him these rites year in, year out.

“Acestes born in Troy will give you cattle,
two head for every ship. Invite to the feast
our household gods, the gods of our own home
and those our host Acestes worships, too.
Then, if the ninth dawn brings a brilliant day
to the race of men and her rays lay bare the earth,
I shall hold games for all our Trojans. First a race
for our swift ships, then for our fastest man afoot,
and then our best and boldest can step up to win
the javelin-hurl or wing the wind-swift arrow
or dare to fight with bloody rawhide gauntlets.
Come all! See who takes the victory prize, the palm.
A reverent silence, all, and crown your brows with wreaths.”

With that, he binds his own brows with his mother’s myrtle.
So does Helymus, so does Acestes ripe in years, the boy
Ascanius too, and the other young men take his lead.

Leaving the council now with thousands in his wake,
amid his immense cortege, Aeneas gains the tomb
and here he pours libations, each in proper order.
Two bowls of unmixed wine he tips on the ground
and two of fresh milk, two more of hallowed blood,
then scatters crimson flowers with this prayer:



“Hail, my blessed father, hail again! I salute

your ashes, your spirit and your shade—my father

I rescued once, but all for nothing. Not with you

would it be my fate to search for Italy’s shores

and destined fields and, whatever it may be,

the Italian river Tiber.”

At his last words

a serpent slithered up from the shrine’s depths,

drawing its seven huge coils, seven rolling coils

calmly enfolding the tomb, gliding through the altars:

his back blazed with a maze of sea-blue flecks, his scales
with a sheen of gold, shimmering as a rainbow showers
iridescent sunlight arcing down the clouds. Aeneas
stopped, struck by the sight. The snake slowly sweeping
along his length among the bowls and polished goblets
tasted the feast, then back he slid below the tomb,
harmless, slipping away from altars where he’d fed.

With fresh zeal Aeneas resumes his father’s rites,
wondering, is the serpent the genius of the place?
Or his father’s familiar spirit? Bound by custom
he slaughters a pair of yearling sheep, as many swine
and a brace of young steers with their sleek black backs,
then tipping wine from the bowls, he calls his father’s ghost,
set free from Acheron now, the great Anchises’ shade.
The comrades, too, bring on what gifts they can,
their spirits high, loading the altars, killing steers,
while others, setting the bronze cauldrons out in order,
stretch along the grass, holding spits over embers,
broiling cuts of meat.
The longed-for day arrived
as the horses of Phaéthon brought the ninth dawn on
through skies serene and bright. News of the day
and Acestes’ famous name had roused the people
round about, and a happy crowd had thronged the shore,
some to behold Aeneas’ men, some set to compete as well.
And first the trophies are placed on view amid the field:
sacred tripods, leafy crowns and palms, the victors’ prizes,
armor, robes dyed purple, and gold and silver bars.
A trumpet blast rings out from a mound midfield—
let the games begin!
For the first event, enter,



four great ships, well matched with their heavy oars,
picked from the whole armada. Mnestheus commands the Dragon
swift with her eager crew, Mnestheus soon of Italy,
soon from him the Memmian clan would take its name.
Gyas commands the huge Chimaera, a hulk as huge

as a city—Trojans in three tiers drive her on,

churning as one man at three ranked sweeps of oars.
Sergestus, who gives his name to the Sergian house,
rides the tremendous vessel Centaur. Cloanthus

who bred your line, you Roman Cluentius, sails

the bright blue Scylla.

Far out in the offing,

fronting the foaming coastline, looms a rock. At times,
when the winter’s Northwest winds blot out the stars,
it’s all submerged, the breakers thunder it under.

In calm weather, up from the gentle swells it lifts

a quiet, level face, a favorite haunt of cormorants
basking in the sun. Here the good commander Aeneas
staked an ilex, leaves and all, as a turning-post

where crews would know to wheel their ships around
and begin the long pull home. They next draw lots

for starting places, captains stand on the sterns,

their purple-and-gold regalia gleaming far afield.

And the oarsmen don their wreaths of poplar leaves,

oil poured on their naked shoulders makes them glisten.
They crowd the thwarts, their arms tense at the oars,
ears tense for the signal; hearts pounding, racing

with nerves high-strung and a grasping lust for glory.

At last a piercing blare of the trumpet—suddenly all

the ships burst forth from the line, no stopping them now,
the shouts of the sailors hit the skies, the oarsmen’s arms
pull back to their chests as they whip the swells to foam.
Still dead even, they plow their furrows, ripping the sea
wide open with thrashing oars and cleaving triple beaks.
Never so swift the teams in a two-horse chariot race
breaking headlong out of the gates to take the field,

not even when charioteers lay on the rippling reins,
leaning into the whip-stroke, giving the teams full head.
Resounding applause, cries of partisans fill the woods
and the curving bayshore rolls the sound around

and the pelted hillsides volley back the roar.



Amid this din and confusion Gyas darts ahead,
leading the field at the start to race across the surf—
next Cloanthus, better oared but his pine hulk slows him down—
next, at an equal gap, the Dragon and Centaur fight it
out for third, and now the Dragon has it and now
the huge Centaur edges her out, now they’re even,
prow to prow, cleaving the salt sea with long keels.
Soon they’re nearing the rock, swerving into the turn
when Gyas, holding the lead, still victor at mid-course,
shouts out to his helmsman Menoetes: “Where are you heading?
Why so hard to starboard? Hold course! Hug the coast!
Your oars should barely shave that rock to port!

Leave the deep sea to the rest!”

Clear commands

but Menoetes, fearing some hidden reefs, veers

his prow to starboard, to open water, and Gyas

shouts again: “Where now? Still off course!

Head for the rocks, Menoetes!”

And glancing back,

watch, Cloanthus right in his wake—grazing past to port
on an inside track between Gyas’ ship and the booming reefs—
races round into safe water, leaving the mark astern.
Young Gyas blazed in indignation deep to his bones,
tears streamed down his cheeks, he flings to the winds
all care for self-respect and the safety of his crew

and pitches the sluggish Menoetes off the stern,
headlong into the sea and takes the helm himself.

His own pilot now, he spurs his oarsmen, turning

the rudder hard to port and heads for home.

Old Menoetes, dead weight in his sodden clothes,
struggling up at last from the depths to break the surface,
clambered onto the rock and perched there high and dry.
The Trojan crews had laughed when he took the plunge,
then when he floundered round and now they laugh

as he retches spews of brine from his heaving chest.

A happy hope flared up in the last two captains now,
Sergestus and Mnestheus, to pass the flagging Gyas.
Sergestus gains the lead as they near the rock

but not by a whole keel’s length—his prow’s ahead

but the Dragon’s pressing prow overlaps his stern,

so Mnestheus, striding the gangplank, spurs his crew:
“Now put your backs in the oars, you comrades of Hector!
You are the ones I chose, my troops at Troy’s last stand.



Now show the nerve, the heart you showed on Libya’s reefs,
the Ionian Sea, the waves at Malea that attacked us!

It’s not for first place now Mnestheus strives,

not for victory—

Oh, if only—

No, let Neptune

pick the winner he wants but we must not come last,

what shame! Just win that victory—oh, my Trojans,

spare us that disgrace!”

They bend hard to the oars

and pull for all they’re worth, and the bronze hull shivers
under their massive strokes and the deep sweeps by beneath them—
gasping for breath, their chests wracked, mouths parched, sweat
rivering down their backs, but blind chance brings that crew
the prize they yearn for. Wild with striving, Sergestus—
wheeling his prow toward the rock, risking an inside track,
the dangerous straits—crashes into the jutting reefs,
unlucky man. The struck crag shudders, oars slamming
against its riptooth edges split, and the prow driven

onto the rock, hangs there, hoisted into the air.

The crew springs up, shouting, trying to backwater,
unshipping their iron pikes and sharp-tipped punting poles,
they scramble to rescue splintered oars from the surf.
Mnestheus riding high, the higher for his success—

oars at a racing stroke, wind at his beck and call—

shoots into open water, homing down the coast.

Swift as a dove, flushed in fear from a cave

where it nests its darling chicks in crannies,

a sudden burst of wings and out its home it flies,

terrified, off into open fields and next it skims

through the bright, quiet air and never beats a wing.

So Mnestheus, so his Dragon speeds ahead, cleaving

the swells on the homestretch, so she flies along

on her own forward drive.

First he leaves astern

Sergestus struggling still at his beetling rock,

splashing in shallows, crying for help—no use—

as he studies how to race with shattered oars.

Next Mnestheus goes for Gyas, the huge Chimaera
stripped of her helmsman, giving up the lead.

Now nearing the finish, that left one, Cloanthus—
Mnestheus goes for sim all-out, urging his crews

to give it all they’ve got.



Roars of the crowd re-echo,

cheering on his challenge, the air resounds with cries.
One crew, stung by the shame of losing victory now

with glory won, would trade their lives for fame.

But Mnestheus and his crew, fired by their success,

can just about win the day because they think they can.
They were drawing abreast, perhaps they’d seize the prize
if Cloanthus had not flung his arms to the sea and poured
his prayers to the gods and begged them to hear his vows:
“You gods, you lords of the waves I’m racing over here,
I’1l gladly steady a pure white bull at your altars,

there on shore, and pay my vows—scatter its innards
over the salt swell and tip out streams of wine!”

So he prayed, and far in the depths they he