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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The Political System in Rome

Politicians in Rome followed an established ladder of power. At the top sat two chief magistrates, known as consuls. Male citizens of Rome (aged seventeen and above) elected the two consuls each year, and the Senate guided them, while also managing the civic purse and foreign relations. The first consuls had been plucked from the richest families; the first senators’ descendants were the patricians, or aristocrats, of Catullus’ Rome.

Before a man could even think about becoming a consul, he needed to gain some experience. As he approached the age of thirty, a budding patrician politician would strive first to be elected as a quaestor, whose tedious responsibilities involved supervising the treasury. At the end of the year, funds permitting, quaestors became life members of the Senate, and the more appealing prospect of running for the senior magistracies, aedile, praetor, then consul, suddenly became feasible. Beyond the consulship, men could become censors, who routinely examined the membership of the Senate.

The Senatorial magistrates

[image: Image Missing]

Before they could run for the senior magistracies, plebeian candidates, by contrast, could achieve the tribunate. Every year Catullus spent in Rome he would see ten tribunes of the people elected from the plebeian class, scurry off to their own assemblies to consider legislation, and veto measures, and each other, at will.

While the four aediles (two plebeian, two patrician) took charge of public works and entertainment, the eight praetors were as though deputies to the consuls, and oversaw legal matters, such as trials and disputes arising in the provinces. Few could wait until the end of the year, when they had the chance to proceed to a command overseas. The two consuls tended to progress to more senior foreign commands at the end of their year, too.

Men did not belong to political parties: they could change their allegiances at will. Some politicians aligned themselves with the optimates (‘best men’) who championed the Senate’s authority and sought to work with it; others with the populares, who sought a more liberal, reforming approach to policy by appealing to the tribunes to make their voice heard. Populares were often self-interested men who, cunningly veiling their personal ambitions, used the tribunes to propose legislation that would buy them the favour of the common man. The excessive ambition of individual tribunes would contribute to the fall of the Republic, a catastrophe that began less than a decade after Catullus died. A miserable period of civil war and dictatorship would take hold, at the end of which the Romans would bow their heads again to a sole ruler: the future Emperor Augustus.
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IN SEARCH OF CATULLUS
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Since my fate and your determined virtue snatch you

Away from me against my will, though my tired eyes are

Not yet drunk with the dear shape of my son,

I shall not send you rejoicing with a happy heart

Or allow you to carry the signs of good fortune,

But first I shall free my heart of countless laments

(Poem 64, lines 218–24)



CATULLUS COULD HEAR his father in the dining room, conversing with Julius Caesar on the peculiarities of the world. He was used by now to travel-weary men arriving at his home, seeking soft cushions, pickled fish, and pork fattened on the acorns of Verona’s oak trees. As this one tucked into the feast laid out before him, he talked about the wonders of the Black Sea, savage Gauls, and Britons lining the chalk-white cliffs, remote and terrifying giants.

Catullus, who took more pleasure between the sheets than talking at the table with his father’s friends, stepped outside.1 The rain was pounding the streets which streamed and steamed with sewage. The Adige river was flowing quickly on the lap-like curve that held the town. As a boy, Catullus had often crossed its waters and felt the chill they bore from the Alps. He remembered the evening he first witnessed a locked-out lover, sitting in a doorway here on a lowly street. The youth had been crying, trying in vain to write a poem to voice his lament. For some time, Catullus had stood there, watching. Poor boy, his buttocks aching with the damp cold of the doorstep. Would not the door have more to say than the inconsolable youth? The door belonged to the house of a love-poet called Caecilius. Catullus transcribed its words:


It’s not my fault (I hope to impress Caecilius, I am now in

His charge), although they say it is my fault

No one can honestly say I’ve done anything wrong.

It’s true what people tell you – blame the door … [line partly corrupt]

Whenever some crime is discovered

Everyone shouts at me: ‘Door, it’s your fault!’

(Poem 67)



The door was not weeping but lamenting, slammed shut and berated with every misfortune that had passed through it. Catullus captured in the pace of its speech all the urgency and forcefulness a man would expect from one whose words had been stifled for most of its lifetime. With its ear for gossip, the door went on to reveal that, before Caecilius was resident in the house, a ‘virgin’ had moved in and confided in her female slaves. ‘Virgin’, because it transpired that the scamp had a former father-in-law, who lay with her when she discovered his son’s ‘little sword dangling more flaccid than a delicate beet’. In Catullus’ poem, one image was layered upon another, contorting what was masculine, if small, into an effeminate and unedifying vegetable.

The so-called virgin came from fertile Brixia (Brescia), to Verona’s west. ‘Brixia beloved mother of my Verona,’ Catullus exclaimed, reflecting on the Gauls who had travelled between it and his home.2 The Gauls and their many tribes were inclined like geese to migrate whenever the desire took them.3 Lately, Gallic tribes had been flying through Transalpine Gaul, to Verona’s north, endangering Rome’s control over its provinces. So Caesar rested here, at Catullus’ father’s home, wearied by the Gallic War he was now waging. It was 55 BC.

Catullus had come back to Verona, where he reflected nostalgically upon his roots. It was a Roman colony now, but remained in his mind a place of Gauls and Etruscans.4 While the sleeping fields of Brescia evoked his Gallic line, the summers he spent in his family villa on nearby Sirmio (Sirmione), an attractive peninsula on Lake Garda, tended to carry him back into the arms of his ancient ancestors. Whenever its waves shivered in the breeze, he would dream of the Etruscans, the great lords of Italy before the rise of the Romans, and their curious origins in faraway lands.

They had come to Italy to escape a famine that had struck their home in ancient Lydia (near Sart, Turkey). In around 1200 BC, their king had divided the surviving people into two groups, and drawn lots. The more fortunate ones followed his son Tyrrhenus out of Lydia to Smyrna (Izmir), and onwards for distant coasts. In the north and the centre of Italy they scattered, and called themselves ‘tyrrhenians’ after their prince, or ‘tusci’, ‘Etruscans’. Their descendants preferred ‘Umbrians’ and ‘Tuscans’.5

Part Gaul, part Etruscan, Catullus never doubted that he had Asiatic blood, however Italian he looked. His hair was light brown, and he styled it like a man who was afraid of losing it. Combed forward, it formed the beginnings of a fashionable fringe, which tickled the deep olive skin of his forehead. He had a round, boyish characterful face, which a well-meaning woman might tell him was sweet or endearing, but then immediately regret saying anything at all. He was, in sum, shapely, especially about the arms. His waist was thick (Catullus being no stranger to the odd hors d’oeuvre) but his nose was delicate, and gently curving brows met at its arch. He had full lips and a sincere smile, but his most distinctive features had to be his eyes. They were large and brown, though the left one drooped slightly beneath a heavy lid, giving the impression that it was half closed. The portrait, discovered at the site of his family home on Sirmio, had no title to identify it as the poet Catullus, only the clues that lay in the painted plaster. The young man looked contemplative and refined as he grasped a scroll in his left hand, while he drew the fingers of his right with pride across its edges, edges he perhaps ‘polished off not a moment ago with dry pumice stone’ (Poem 1). The distinctive lazy eye was meant to make him recognisable, even years later. He wore the toga of the late Republic with tunic, fringed with a narrow purple band.

Dirt tended to splash against this strip of purple, which proclaimed his status – ‘equestrian’ – to passers-by. They were descended from the cavalry, the equestrians, but less likely by now to be seen on a horse than in a forum, ensuring that they still satisfied the 400,000-sesterce wealth qualification that bought them membership of the elite order. Senators wore thicker purple stripes on their togas, and had at least a million sesterces each, but Catullus knew that his stripe made him more important than ordinary plebeians, who had no purple at all.

Catullus had put on the adult toga at the age of sixteen and indulged in so much sex, and so much poetry – ‘joys which your sweet love encouraged’ he once reminded his brother – that he remained forever nostalgic for those happy, carefree days. He never wrote of their mother, as he did of the mothers of friends:6 she might have died some years before her son enjoyed this ‘pleasant spring’:


From the time the pure toga was first put upon me,

    When the bloom of my youth enjoyed its pleasant spring,

I sported hard enough. I was no stranger to the goddess

    Who mixes sweet bitterness with love’s woe

(Poem 68)



As he pottered around his old home to the sound of slaves clattering plates – a sign that his father’s dinner was coming to an end – Catullus looked back on his youngest days. He remembered his first experiences of love and verse, his life’s spring, as well as the moment that presaged the change in season, the moment he decided to leave Verona to pursue a career as a poet in Rome.

In 62 BC a carriage had pulled into Cisalpine Gaul from which there disembarked a man in his early forties – a brother-in-law of Pompey the Great, Metellus Celer. He had recently completed a senior magistracy at Rome, the praetorship, and been intent on achieving the consulship before the decade was out. His appointment to a new post, governor of Cisalpine Gaul, had come about in return for his help in quelling a terrifying conspiracy in Rome.

A disaffected young patrician politician, Catiline, a former ally of the erstwhile dictator Sulla, had planned with his supporters to murder the most senior members of the Roman Senate, ravage the city with fire, and fling open Rome’s gates to an army of several thousand that had gathered in the north.7 Catiline’s campaign for the consulship of 63 BC had been unsuccessful. Cicero, who had been elected to one of the two seats, foiled his conspiracy and took charge of a full-scale security operation. Determined to save his beloved Republic from extinction, he rounded up some of the chief conspirators – who included rogue senators – and the Senate agreed to put them to death without trial as enemies of the state. Metellus Celer helped Cicero by blocking the plotters’ rampage.

Cicero had hoped to win praise for his swift response. Instead, Metellus



APPENDIX
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Poem 64
Catullus’ Bedspread Poem


They say that pines were born long ago

From the head of Mount Pelion in Thessaly

And swam the sea, its undulating waves

To Phasis, pheasant river, and

The land of Aeetes the king

As young men, plucked from the

Flower of Greek youth in a mission

To steal the golden fleece

Of Colchis

Dared to skim with speeding stern

The salt sea,

Sweeping turquoise waters

With oars upturned like hands.

 

Divine Minerva, her keep a citadel

In the city’s heights

Streamlined the flying chariot to the breeze

Herself, weaving, joining the pines together

To form a curving keel.

She, the ship, inured the innocent sea

To the flight of ships.

No sooner had she torn the capricious membrane

With her beak and with a twist of the oar

Turned the waters white with foam

Than from the whitening whirlpool there emerged

The unpainted faces

Of nymphs glistening in brine and gazing

In wonder at so novel a contraption.

 

On that day and no other men

Watched keen-eyed – they were human –

The naked bodies of nymphs

Rise until their breasts were free of the eddying white.

Then Peleus is said to have burned in love for Thetis.

Then nymph Thetis did not disparage a wedding to a mortal.

Then father Jupiter himself felt that Peleus ought

To be joined to Thetis in matrimony.

 

Heroes, born in the moment most admired

Beyond measure of all Ages, godly race,

Offspring of a noble mother,

Again and again I beseech you.

I shall commemorate you often in my poem,

Especially you, Peleus, stalwart of Thessaly,

Raised to the stars by so prosperous a match. For Jupiter,

Jupiter, father of the gods, gave up his love to you.

Did nymph Thetis bewitch you with her beauty?

Did Tethys truly allow you to wed her grand-daughter

And Ocean, too, her husband

Who envelops the whole world in sea?

 

Dawn came in a moment many times imagined and

All Thessaly flocked to her home as one.

The palace was filled

With the jubilant crowd who held gifts before their faces

And faces expressing joy.

Cieros was deserted, Phthian Tempe left behind,

The houses of Crannon, the walls of Larisa, empty;

They convened at Pharsalus, to Pharsalus and its homes

They flocked. No one tended the fields. The necks

Of bullocks grew soft through inactivity,

No curved scythe cleansed the soil beneath the vine,

No bull stooped beneath the yoke to cleave the earth,

No hook pruned the shade from the leaves of the trees,

Decay and rust overran the abandoned ploughshares.

But the house receded every which way

In regal opulence, and sparkled and glimmered

With gold and silver.

Ivory glinted off thrones, cups dazzled off tables,

The whole household delighted in the lustre of

Royal treasure.

 

Observe the couch at the heart of the palace,

A fine seat for a goddess,

Finished with ivory from India

And spread with purple tinged with the rose-pink

Dye of the murex fish.

This bedspread,

Embroidered with the shapes of men

Who lived long ago, unveils the virtues of heroes

Through the miracle of art.

 

Looking out from it

On the quietly shifting shore of Naxos

Ariadne watches Theseus

Fading with fast fleet and bears at heart

Fears she cannot temper.

Not yet does she believe she is seeing

What she is seeing,

Barely woken from sleep that deceived

To discover she is abandoned

And pitiful and alone on lonely sands.

But the young man is forgetful and fleeing

And pushes the waves away with oars,

Leaving his promises unfulfilled to the tempest that is stirring.

 

From afar atop the seaweed, with sad little eyes,

The daughter of Minos watches, ah she watches,

Him, like a stone sculpture of a bacchante.

She ebbs on currents swollen with pain,

Losing hold

On the fine band on her fair head

And the cloth that envelops her body in a gentle clinch

And the rounded bra that bounds her milky breasts.

All the coverings which have fallen from her body everywhere

The salt waves make sport of at her feet.

But neither headband nor fluttering veils vexed her

When in the fullness of her heart

She was missing you, Theseus,

With her every thought, in the fullness of her heart

Clinging to you, completely lost.

 

Poor girl, how Venus felled her with never-ending grief,

Sowing thorny worries in her heart

From the moment Theseus determined

A departure from the port of Piraeus on Athens’ arced shore

And reached the palace of the unjust king of Crete.

For they say that Athens, plagued by damnation

To pay the penalty for the murder of Androgeos,

Would at one time provide its pick of youths

And glory of maidens as a feast for the Minotaur.

The fledgling city was suffering the consequences

When Theseus chose to yield his own body

For precious Athens so the living dead of Cecrops

Should not be carried to such deaths in Crete.

 

And so he put his trust in a light ship and gentle breeze

And came before haughty Minos

And his magnificent enclosure.

The moment the virgin princess clapped her

Widening eyes upon him –

Her pure little bed was still protecting her in a soft

And motherly embrace, breathing sweetly

Over her the fragrant breath

Of myrtle such as the River Eurotas puts forth

Or the breeze spring plucks from flowers of many colours –

And averted her hot eyes from him only when

Her whole body had caught the flame of love

And she burned deep inside to the depths of her marrow.

 

Wretchedly rousing passions in his cruel heart,

Divine Cupid, weaver of joys with worries among men,

And Venus, ruler of the Golgians and leafy Idalium.

On what waves you inflamed the girl, threw her

From her wits, as she sighed for her fair guest

With breath upon breath.

How huge the fears she carried in her wearied heart.

How many times she paled beyond gleaming gold,

When putting his mind to conquering the savage monster

Theseus sought either death or the fruits of glory.

Promising little gifts to the gods that were not unwelcome

But futile nonetheless, she mouthed vows silently.

 

Like an oak tree or cone-bearing pine with seeping bark

Shaking its branches on the heights of Mount Taurus

Whose twisting trunk a storm uproots in a flash –

And the tree, torn from the roots,

Falls prostrate and far

Breaking whatever lies in its broad path –

So Theseus laid the beast low, conquering its force

While it tossed its horns ineffectually to the empty breeze.

From there and high on glory the stranger retraced his path,

Steering his wandering course with the delicate thread

So the deception of the enclosure should not defeat him

As he departed from meandering turns of the labyrinth.

 

But come, I digress from my primary song,

Recollecting further how the girl departed

From the face of her father, the embrace of her sister,

And finally her mother, who tried wretchedly

To feel happy for her lost daughter, who put above

Them all her sweet love for Theseus;

Or how she came to the foaming shore of Naxos

By boat; or how her partner abandoned her as she

Was buried in sleep, sailing away,

Forgetful through and through.

 

They say that, raging in the passion in her heart,

She would release deeply felt and audible words,

Then climbed the steep mountains in sadness

To extend from there her view over the vast swell

Of sea, then sallied forth into the salt waves

Dancing before her and raising her soft clothes

To bare her calves, uttered in sorrow these final complaints,

Preparing cold little sobs on wet lips:

 

‘Was it for this I was taken from my father’s hearth, traitor,

For you to leave me on an empty shore, traitor, Theseus?

So you leave me, heedless of the gods’ authority,

Forgetful, ah. Do you carry home your perjured vows?

Could nothing alter the intention in your cruel mind?

Could there be no mercy to tempt you to take

Pity on me for all your hardness of heart?

These were not the promises you once made

Me in a warming tone, these are not what you bade

My wretchedness to hope for, but a happy marriage,

Longed-for wedding songs, everything

The wandering breezes have scattered vain.

 

May no woman now believe a man when he makes a promise,

May no woman hope the words of her man are true.

While their minds are desirous, desperate to obtain something,

They are afraid of swearing nothing,

There is nothing they won’t promise.

But as soon as the lust in their desirous minds is sated,

They remember none of their words,

Have no fear of perjury.

 

There’s no doubt I seized you as you tossed

Mid death throes, and more than that I elected to lose

My half-brother rather than fail you,

Deceitful man, in your final hour.

For that I am to be torn apart by beasts and given to birds

As prey – and no mound of earth will be piled upon my corpse.

What kind of lioness bore you beneath a lonely rock,

What sea conceived you and spat you out from its foaming waves,

What Syrtis, what fierce Scylla, what monstrous Charybdis,

You, who offer such returns for your sweet life?

 

If a marriage to me was not in your heart

Because you feared the savage reprimands of your aged father

You might still have led me to your home

To be a slave to you in a joyous labour,

Washing your white feet with pure water,

Spreading your bed with a purple bedspread.

 

But I have been felled by trouble so why pile

Fruitless complaints on the dumb winds which lack

The feelings to hear

My words and respond in kind?

He is almost mid ocean now,

No human shape is visible on dull seaweed.

So far does cruel fate mock me in my desperate

Times and begrudge even ears to my complaints.

 

All-powerful Jupiter, I wish the ships of Cecrops

Had not touched the shores of Cnossos in the first place,

That the traitor, bringing a gruesome tribute to

The ungovernable bull, had not tethered his ship in Crete,

That the evil man did not hide his cruel plans

Behind a handsome exterior

And stay here as a guest in our home.

For where can I take myself now?

What kind of hope can I cling to? I am lost.

Shall I make for the mountains of Ida?

But the savage sea divides, separates me

From them, swirling far and wide.

Or should I expect my father to help me?

Did I not leave him as I pursued a young man

Spattered with my brother’s blood?

Or should I console myself

With the loyalty and love of a husband,

A man who flees, bending heavy oars in the swirling sea?

Worse, I am on a lonely island, a shore with no shelter,

And no way out reveals itself on the circling waves of water.

There is no means of escape, no hope. Everything is silent,

Everything deserted; everything points to death.

 

But my eyes will not fall shut on me in death,

My senses will not leave my wearied body

Until I demand from the gods rich justice for my betrayal

And in my final hour pray for the loyalty of the gods.

 

So Eumenides, punishers and avengers of the crimes

Of men, your forehead, fringed with snaky hair,

Exposing the anger exhaled from your chest,

Here, come here, hear my complaints,

Which I am forced in my wretched helplessness

To pour from the depths of my marrow, blazing,

Blinded by mindless madness.

As these truths are born from the bottom of my heart

Please do not allow my grief to turn to dust,

But with the kind of heart Theseus had when he left me,

Goddesses, may he destroy himself and his family.’

 

After she poured these words from her sad breast,

Troubled, demanding punishment for wicked deeds,

The ruler of the gods

Whose authority goes unchallenged

Nodded his agreement,

At the movement of which the

Earth and choppy seas trembled

And the firmament shook its gleaming stars.

 

But as for Theseus, his mind gripped by murky darkness,

He released from his forgetful heart all the instructions

Which hitherto he was guarding permanently in his mind,

Nor raising the sweet signs to his sad father

Did he show that he had seen the port of Athens safely.

For they say that once, when Aegeus entrusted his son

To the winds as he left the goddess’ walls in his ship,

He embraced the young man and gave him these instructions:

 

‘My only son, dearer to me than life’s length,

Son, whom I am forced to send into an uncertain situation,

Returned to me only recently at the height of my old age,

Since my fate and your determined virtue snatch you

Away from me against my will, though my tired eyes are

Not yet drunk with the dear shape of my son,

I shall not send you rejoicing with a happy heart

Or allow you to carry the signs of good fortune,

But first I shall free my heart of countless laments,

And pour soil over my white hair and defile it with ash,

Then hang dyed sails from my bending mast

So that sails dipped in Iberian rust may proclaim

This grief of mine, this blaze in my head.

 

But if Minerva of sacred Itonus, who agreed to defend our race

And the seat of Erechtheus, allows you to sprinkle your

Right hand with the blood of the bull,

Then see that these commands endure,

Kept safe in your remembering heart –

May no time erase them.

As soon as your eyes light upon our hills

Drop each black cloth from the yards

And let your twisted ropes hoist white sails

So as soon as possible I may see them and know

True happiness in my heart, as the blessed

Hour brings you back to me.’

 

These instructions, which until now Theseus was holding

Constantly in his thoughts, seeped away

Like clouds struck by a blast of wind

From the high summit of a snowy mountain.

But his father, as he sought a view from the top of the citadel,

Spilt a flood of tears from his anxious eyes

As soon as he caught sight of the billowing sails,

And threw himself headlong from the top

Of the cliffs

Assuming Theseus lost to cruel fate.

So savage Theseus entered a household

Decked in mourning for his father’s death

And caught the same sort of grief

He had imposed on the daughter of Minos

Through the neglectfulness of his heart.

 

Then she, watching in her sorrow his ship

Disappearing, drifted from one worry

To another in her wounded heart.

 

But from another part of the cloth

Flew in vigorous Bacchus

With his throng of Satyrs and Silenes from Nysa,

Seeking you, Ariadne, burning in love for you.

His followers were raging all over, out of their wits.

‘Euhoe!’ bacchantes tossing their heads with cries ‘Euhoe!’

One section were shaking sticks with covered tips,

Another were hurling the limbs of a dismembered bullock,

Others were dressing themselves in plaits of snakes,

Others were gathering in worship of sacraments

Concealed in hollow baskets,

Rites which the profane long to hear, but in vain.

Others were patting drums with outstretched palms,

Or causing round cymbal tin to sing and ring,

Many had horns which blew booming booms

And the Phrygian flute shrieked in shrill song.

 

The bedspread, richly embroidered with shapes like these,

Embraced the wedding bed with its own covering.

 

When the youth of Thessaly had gazed at it eagerly

Enough they began to make way for the blessed gods.

Here, just as the shivering West Wind wakes the curving

Waves in the early morning with its gust across the calm sea,

While Aurora rises towards the course of wandering Sun,

And at first the waves progress slowly, hit by a gentle breeze,

And resonate with a ripple of little laughter,

Then as the wind builds up they grow larger and larger,

And reflect the light as they swim away from purple dawn,

So then in the atrium the guests left the royal palace

On wandering feet and made their own way home.

 

The first to arrive after they left was Chiron

From the peak of Pelion, carrying woodland gifts:

All the plains bear, all Thessaly

Grows on her high mountains,

All the flowers the life-giving breeze of the

Warm West Wind nourishes near the stream,

He arranged them all in assorted garlands,

Struck by the pleasant scent of which the household smiled.

 

On his heels Penios the river god came from green Tempe,

Tempe, which hanging woods fringe from above,

[corruption in text] … leaving to celebrate their dancing.

And not without gifts: for he brought tall beeches with

Their roots and straight-trunked laurel sky-reaching

And nodding plane and the pliant sister

Of fire-consumed Phaethon and airy cypress.

He positioned them all around the palace

Intermingled so the hall would grow green

Decked with soft foliage.

 

Ingenious Prometheus followed behind him,

Wearing faded scars of his former punishment,

Which once he paid, his limbs tied

To a rock by chains

 

As he hung from a sheer cliff face.

Then the father of the gods arrived with his blessed wife

And children, leaving in the heavens only you

Phoebus Apollo, with your twin

Who tends the mountains of Idrus:

For you and your sister were united in despising Peleus,

And recoiled from lighting wedding flames for Thetis.

 

After the gods moulded their limbs to white seats

At tables laden generously with all sorts of dishes

With bodies trembling in unsteady gait

The Fates began to sing their prophetic song.

 

A white shawl swamped their trembling body

And covered their ankles with its purple border;

Pink headbands rested upon their white head

And their hands plucked dutifully

At a task that lasts forever.

The left hand was holding a distaff

Wrapped in soft wool. Drawing the threads gently

The right shaped them with upturned fingers,

Twisting them under the thumb and turning

The weighted spindle with smooth handle,

And a tooth was ever plucking to make the weaving

Even, and pieces of wool which obtruded before

From the light threads dangled from their dry withered lips,

And in front of their feet they were guarding

Soft fleeces of shining wool in little twig-lined baskets.

And plucking the fleeces with a voice of precision

They poured forth what was fated in divine song,

Song no age thereafter could allege was false:

 

    ‘Defence of Thessaly, enriching your magnificence with

Virtues great, dearest to Jupiter son of Ops,

Hear what the Sisters reveal to you in happy light,

An accurate oracle: but you, the fates follow,

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

The Evening Star will come to you

Bringing what grooms long for,

Come will the wife beneath a well-omened star

To pour out her heart to you with love to distraction,

Ready to languish with you in sleep you share,

Spreading her gentle arms beneath your strong neck.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

No house has ever sheltered love like this,

No love has joined lovers in such a pact as

Lives in the harmony of Thetis and Peleus.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

Achilles will be born to you, a fearless man,

Known to the enemy not by back but by brave chest,

Ever the victor in the cross-country race,

He will outstrip the fire-quick footsteps of swift deer.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

There’s not a hero who will compare with him in battle

When the Trojan plains grow wet with Greek blood

And Agamemnon, third heir of treacherous Pelops,

Besieges and lays waste to the walls of Troy

In protracted war.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

Time and again mothers will speak of his unequalled virtues

And distinguished deeds at the funerals of their sons

As they release unwashed hair from their white crowns

And bruise aged breasts with weak hands.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

For as a reaper picks thick bundles of corn

Beneath the blazing sun and harvests the blond fields,

So he will lay low the bodies of the Troy-born

With unforgiving iron.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

The River Scamander will witness his great virtues

As it flows in profusion into the rapid Hellespont

And its passage grows narrow through the

Slaughtered bodies that mount up and

Warms its deep waters with indiscriminate blood.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

The final witness will be the booty paid for with death

When a rounded tomb heaped upon

A high rampart receives the white limbs

Of a virgin slain.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

For the moment fate surrenders power

To wearied Greeks, releasing Neptune’s bonds

On the city of Dardanus,

The high tomb will grow wet with Polyxena’s blood,

As like a sacrificial victim falling beneath the ready knife,

She throws down her headless body as her knees give way.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

So come, unite the lovers in the love they have longed for,

May the husband welcome his goddess in happy contract

And the bride be given to her eager husband at last.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

Returning at the rise of dawn her nurse

Will not be able to encircle her neck with yesterday’s ribbon,

Nor her worrying mother, sad for a difficult daughter

Who sleeps alone, lose hope for dear grandchildren.

    Run on, drawing out the weft, run on, spindles.

 

With predictions like these the Fates once sang

From the divinity of their heart a felicitous song for Peleus.

 

For the sky-lying gods used to visit the unblemished

Homes of heroes in the past in person

And show themselves in the assemblies of men

When piety was yet to be broken.

Calling upon the shining temples

When the annual rites of festival days arrived

The father of the gods would watch one hundred

Bulls fall prostrate in sacrifice.

Often wayfaring Bacchus led from the high summit

Of Parnassus his Euhoe-crying, wild-hair flowing

Bacchantes, when all of Delphi rushed from the city at once

To welcome the god, rejoicing, with smoking altars.

Often in the death-dealing struggle of war Mars

Or Minerva, mistress of rapid Triton

Or Nemesis Ramnusian virgin

Stood beside armed soldiers

And gave the bands their encouragement.

 

But after the earth was infected with unspeakable crime

And everyone put justice to flight from his grasping mind,

Brother drenched hands in the blood of brother,

Son ceased to grieve for the death of father and mother,

Father longed for the premature death of his son

So freely he could get purchase on the flower of a new wife,

Mother lay herself down beneath her naïve son,

Wrongful and unafraid of doing sacrilege to her household gods –

All things speakable and unspeakable, muddled together in evil fury,

Have turned the just minds of our gods away from us.

So they do not dignify our assemblies with their presence,

Or even bear to touch the clear light of day.
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