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Preface

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


Introduction

What do we owe to Virgil?

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

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

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

It is the word classic that needs to be re-examined, as Frank Kermode argued in The Classic (1975). As he said there, in the very idea of the classic the central statement is terribly entangled with imperialism, with the Roman Empire and its ghost the Catholic Church, sitting crowned upon the tomb thereof, in Rome. Eliot's idea of a mystical core of Europe fed by Virgil was fully stated in What is a Classic? (1944) and more vehemently in Virgil and the Christian World (1951); it was the time of the foundation of the London Virgil Society with Eliot as the first President. Yet Gareth Reeves1 showed more than twenty years ago that Eliot's idea about Virgil dated from 1935, when he came across one of those heroes of anti-Nazism, Theodor Haecker, who worked for a Munich publisher and had just written his remarkable book, Virgil, Father of the West. Eliot published him in Criterion, and Haecker's Virgil book swiftly appeared in English. For Eliot and for Virgil scholars like Wilson Knight, that book was of central importance.2 Haecker died in the last year of the war (he was twice imprisoned), he is not now much read.

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

What is a classic does not, in fact, depend on Virgil. He is not the central figure. We are now loose of any tie to Rome or its nasty heroics. The agrarian enthusiasm of the thirties that inspired Eliot and Haecker and Maurras and Chesterton and Belloc is dated now. There are fashions even in reaction, and that fashion is over. We do not find in the two or three famous lines about amor in the tenth Eclogue a link that can bind together an entire Roman society, still less an imperial one. The idea is gross, it is a bursted balloon, because what about the slaves? Horace owned at least a dozen, and Virgil probably more. In the Rome of the Caesars, slaves were terribly numerous and not well treated.

It is against this background that we must make a serious attempt to assess Virgil, and to notice what his achievements were and were not. Virgil was read all over the empire. But the form in which the Aeneid was then known – for example in the mosaics from south Ham now at Taunton – is that of the merest erotic romance, as if the Aeneid were by a Virgil just as decadent as the great historian Mommsen thought he was. Aeneas with a golden bough, the Aeneid quoted by Juno at the rape of Europa and the quotation of the Book 9 of the Aeneid (473) from Vindolando on Hadrian's Wall may be thought equally frivolous. Even Virgil enthroned among muses from Hadrumetarah in Africa does not dispel the romance in the Aeneid.

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

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

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

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

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

It is open to a Latinist to prefer early Latin, which sounds as if it was hand-carved on granite slabs, but in Virgil's time Latin as supple as Greek was a new invention. The narrative hexameters of Ennius (239–169 BC) are of a heaviness that is often comic. By the time of Ovid (43 BC–17? AD) things had gone almost too far, he was rhetorical and too fluid. In the poet philosopher Lucretius (94?–55 BC), Latin poetry as a medium is still crude and needs cultivation. In spite of his stunning talent one feels that he was born too early. It was the generations of Catullus (84–54 BC), who died young and of Virgil (70–19 BC) and Horace (65–8 BC) in which poetry of original genius most flourished in Latin. And Tibullus (50?–19 BC) and Propertius (about 50–before 2 BC) are enough to show that Virgil and his friends did not have a monopoly as poets.

After the death of Augustus, however, poetry hardly survived. All that Latin contributed later was the choking snarls of Juvenal and the bitter chronicles of Tacitus. Plutarch's Lives of the Roman Emperors could not have been written in Rome. We know, for example, from a most interesting and lucid study of the strikingly regional accents of poets like Lucretius and of Virgil, that he composed his poetry in a strong Northern accent, and was among the last to do so.3 What went wrong with Roman poetry was Roman politics. Without certain minimal conditions, there can be no serious poetry, and after the satires of Juvenal there was none. The performances of Statius and the rest were pitiful. They were ‘A song To keep a drowsy Emperor awake’. How lucky it is for us therefore that we have to deal with the spring season of Roman poetry, since it died in its first summer. Within that brief season there is about Virgil a kind of majesty.

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

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

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

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

R.G. Austin in the introduction to his edition of book one of the Aeneid (1971) is a good example. He notices that the model appears to be Homer's nymph Calypso who detains Odysseus for years in a cave, ‘The parallel is evident, but it is superficial’.4 Austin is almost as lordly with the possibility that the episode was invented by Naevius in an epic poem about the Roman war with Carthage. Naevius (about 260–201 BC) did describe the wanderings of Aeneas and the storm off Africa and the argument in heaven about Aeneas. He may perfectly well have used the passionate affair he imagined Aeneas had with Dido, and its result, to explain the feud between Carthage and Rome. Also, earlier recorders of the legend than Virgil say Dido killed herself on a bonfire to avoid rape by Iarbas King of Libya.

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

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

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

 But now his behaviour seems dire and his fate not worth having. If you are in love with a nice, generous, beautiful lady in the desert, you do not give it up and leave her to suicide, just to become the founder of Rome, do you? So I prefer to think Virgil got his plot from Naevius: that is at least highly probable. And I do not feel happy over Virgil inventing the divine touch on the rudder and Dido's suicide. In the underworld, I think the poet is on Dido's side. (This problem was given an airing by A.S. Pease in his edition (1935) of Book IV and one is free to choose one's point of view.)5

 Protests against Virgil's version of the story were written in his time. One is a Greek epigram in the Palatine Anthology (16, 51)6 which appears also in a Latin version attributed to Ausonius (epig. 118) and in English in Walter Ralegh's History of the World. Ralegh says7


I am that Dido which thou here dost see,

Cunningly framed in beauteous Imagery.

Like this I was, but had not such a soul

As Maro feigned, incestuous and foul.

Aeneas never with his Trojan host

Beheld my face, or landed on this coast.

But flying proud Iarbas' villainy,

Not mov'd by furious love or jealousy

I did with weapon chaste to save my fame,

Make way for death untimely, ere it came.

This was my end; but first I built a Town,

Reveng'd my husband's death, lived with renown.

Why didst thou stir up Virgil, envious Muse,

Falsely my name and honour to abuse?

Readers, believe Historians, and not those

Which to the world Jove's thefts and vice expose.

Poets are liars, and for verse's sake

Will make the Gods of human crimes partake.



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

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

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

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

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

Virgil's own majestic influence came with the Aeneid and for reasons outside poetry. When Dante took Virgil for a guide – as Aeneas takes the Sibyl in the underworld – he followed the sixth book of the Aeneid in the lowest parts of his Inferno. It was probably Dante and not the piety of schoolmasters that bonded Virgil so closely to Christianity in the Italian Renaissance. But, once the bonding had set hard, Virgil really did become the classic in Christian Europe as T.S. Eliot proclaimed him to be. This strange transformation had been all the easier in a







































oebps/images/title.jpg
VIRGIL

A Life

Peter Levi







oebps/images/front_cover.jpg








oebps/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





