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Every poet ic  translator  worth our  at tent ion is ,  as  i t  were,  a  secondary ar t is t ,  one who 

at tempts to  employ his  own ar t  in  order to  i l luminate  something in the  or ig inal ,  

something he has grown to  love deeply.   He then is  no t rai tor ,  as  the overused I ta l ian 

saying has i t ,  but  a  hander-on,  a  g iver  of  as  much of  the beloved that  he can give.   I f  

one were to  craf t  a  por trai t  of  a  lovely woman,  i t  would  not  be a  photographic 

image,  but  rather  an  ar t is t ic  render ing of  her  inner  person,  her  soul ,  shining through 

the eyes,  the  face,  the  hands,  the  posture .   All  th is  is  not  to  say that  the painter ,  

much less  the translator ,  may s imply indulge himself  and do as  he p leases .   The 

words of  John the Bapt is t ,  I  bel ieve,  s t i l l  apply:  the poet  I  t ranslate  must  increase,  

and I  must  decrease.   But the manner  in  which those words wil l  be put  in to pract ice 

depends upon what is  seen,  and that  in  turn depends largely upon love.  

Therefore,  when a lover  of  poetry as sensi t ive and in te l l igent  as  C.  S .  Lewis 

provides us  a  translat ion of  Virgi l’s  Aeneid ,  we should  pay at tention,  not  necessari ly  

because i t  is  going to be the best  t ranslat ion according to th is  or  that  cr i ter ion,  but  

because he wil l  inevi tably show us something in the or ig inal  that  we had missed,  or  

that  we had not  seen in  qui te  that  way.   Here is  an example,  f rom Book One.   Juno 

has br ibed the wind god,  Aeolus,  to  le t  loose a  tempest  against  the ships  of  Aeneas 

and the Trojans.   But when the sea god Neptune discovers  i t ,  he threatens the 

rebel l ious winds and calms the ocean.   Virgi l  interrupts  the  scene with h is  f irs t  epic  

s imile ,  one that  c lear ly refers  us  to  the calming of  the fractious Roman state  by 

Caesar  Augustus:  

As when in mighty commonwealths the rascal  crowd 

St ir red  to  rebel l ion ra ises  of t  their  voice aloud,  

And ready to their  mischief  f ind both f i re  and s tone,  

I f  chance some graver  ci t izen,  for  meri ts  known,  

Pass by,  they s tra in to hear  h im and are s i lent  al l ,  

And at  his  words,  corrected,  their  wi ld passions fa l l :  

So fel l  the rage of  waters  when their  father’s  eye 



Looked for th.  

Here Lewis  employs a  f ine run of  a l l i terat ion to  l ink  ideas:  i t  is  because the crowd is  

“rascal”— ignobi le—that  they are roused to  “rebel l ion”—sedi t io—and f ind f i re  and 

s tone “ready.”  But  when the “graver  c i t izen” appears ,  says Lewis,  p icking up 

al l i terat ion to  be found in Virgi l ,  they “strain to  hear  h im and are  s i lent  a l l ,”  with 

the s i lence and the s t rain working together  as  par t  of  a  moral  re turn to  sani ty.   They 

are  “corrected,” Lewis’  choice for  the verb regit ,  “he ru les” –  l i teral ly,  “he s teers  

them r ight .”  

I t’s  a  muscular  and evocat ive rendering,  of the sor t  to  be found qui te  of ten in  the 

recent ly publ ished t ranslat ion.   ( I t  should  be noted that  the work is  f ragmentary;  

Lewis translated  Book One,  the f i rs t  half  of  Book Two,  about 250 l ines  from the 

underworld scenes in  Book Six,  and a  few scattered l ines  elsewhere.)   In  some ways 

– in  i ts  energy,  and in i ts  e levat ion of  the scene to  nat ional  importance – i t  is  

super ior  to ,  say,  that  of  Rober t  Fi tzgerald ,  my choice for  the Aeneid  in  the courses  I  

teach:  

When r io t ing breaks out  in  a  great  c i ty ,  

And the rampaging rabble goes so far  

That  s tones f ly,  and incendiary brands – 

For  anger  can supply that  k ind of  weapon --  

I f  i t  so  happens they look round and see 

Some dedicated public  man,  a  veteran 

Whose record gives h im weight ,  they quiet  down,  

Wil l ing to  s top and l is ten.  

Then he prevai ls  in  speech over  their  fury 

By his  authori ty,  and placates them.  

The Fi tzgerald vers ion sometimes holds  c loser  to  the Lat in :  “s tones f ly”—saxa 

volant—and “anger”— furor—is reta ined as the s in is ter  subject  of  i ts  sentence.   I t  is  

in  general  a  good deal  more precise ,  more inclusive of  a  var iety of  meanings implici t  

in  the Lat in.   I t  is  a lso ,  unfortunately,  smoother ,  even perhaps,  to  i ts  detr iment,  

matter -of-fact .   What  Lewis cal ls  a  “graver  c i t izen,”  Fi tzgerald cal ls ,  employing a  

typical  c ircumlocution,  “some dedicated public  man,”  and both are t rying,  and of  

course fa i l ing,  to  render  an account of  the Lat in pietate ,  with i ts  sweeping range of  

meanings:  pie ty,  duty to  the fa ther,  patr iot ism,  reverence for  ancestors ,  and even,  in 

Virgi l ,  compassion for  poor  suffer ing mankind.  

I  have chosen th is  passage because i t  i l lustrates  at  once both success  and fa i lure ,  the 

love that  sees ,  and the human l imitat ions that  cause us to  over look what  might be 



seen.   The words pietas  and furor ,  in  their  various  forms,  are  le i tmotifs  in  the 

Aeneid .  They become real ly ponderous in  the s ignif icance they gain from their  use in  

one context  af ter  another .   Thus in  the proem to the epic,  Virgi l  wonders  a loud why 

Juno would harass  Aeneas,  the ins ignem pie tate v irum ,  l i teral ly ,  the man who bore 

the banner  of  p iety.   How to  br ing across  the pol i t ical  implicat ions of  the 

word?   Fi tzgerald  cal ls  h im “a man apar t ,  devoted to  h is  mission,”  but  Lewis drops 

the pol i t ical  and considers  the soul  instead,  cal l ing him “a man so good.”   The 

problem is  that  such phrases  cannot,  without  ar t is t ic  b lemish,  be used again,  so that  

when in a  near-rhyme Virgi l  presents  us  la ter  with the imaginary man set t l ing  the 

crowds,  the pietate  gravem .  .  .  v irum ,  Lewis can only focus on the man’s  gravi ty,  

and Fi tzgerald,  upon his  dedicat ion,  and thus we lose the fascinat ing connect ions 

between Aeneas,  Neptune,  and Augustus Caesar ,  and the  implied connect ion between 

Juno and civ i l  insurrection.  

Let  me choose another  word to  i l lustrate  the point :  memor .   I t  l i teral ly  means “to  be 

mindful  of ,”  “remembering,” “mull ing,” “recall ing.”   I t  suggests  persis tence;  in  the 

Aeneid ,  i t  is  used of  Juno,  to  descr ibe a  seething,  never-forget t ing,  brooding,  insul t -

nursing hatred.   So Aeneas is  said to  suffer  saevae memorem Iunonis  ob iram ,  “on 

account of  the savage wrath of  ever-remembering Juno,”  as  I  might put  i t ,  wi th a  

l i t t le  poet ic  l icense.   A few l ines  later ,  Juno is  said to  be veteris  memor .  .  .  bel l i ,  

“ remembering the old  war” a t  Troy,  with other  insul ts  to  her  d igni ty lodged deep in  

her  mind,  alta mente repostum .   Now this  business  of  remembering is  problematic ,  

because when Virgi l  h imself  cal ls  upon the Muses to  br ing the ancient  s tory of  

Aeneas and of  Juno’s  enmity to  mind,  he uses  the verbal  form of  that  same word:  

Musa,  mihi  causas memora :  “recall  to  my mind the causes,  Muse.”  How do our  

t ransla tors  render  these forms of  remembering?   Fi tzgerald t ransla tes the  verb as  

“ tel l” :  “Tel l  me the causes  now, O Muse.”   Juno at tacks Aeneas in  her  “sleepless  

rage,”  a  phrase that  does n icely br ing out  the brooding,  but  that  loses  the sense of  

memory.   When Juno th inks about  the Trojan War,  however ,  Fi tzgerald  says that  she 

holds  i t  “ in  memory.”   Lewis translates the verb as  “say”:  “Say from what s l ighted 

majesty,  O Muse.”   He too loses  the sense of  memory in descr ib ing Juno’s  wrath:  

Aeneas suffers  “for  angry Juno’s  sake.”   But again,  when Juno th inks about the war,  

we encounter  the mull ing and brooding: “[Juno] her  o ld  grudge recal ls ,  /  

Remembering .  .  .”   In  shor t ,  there’s  a  subt le  ar t is t ic  s trand woven through the f i rs t  

th ir ty l ines  of  the poem, a  s trand in the color  of  memory,  and nei ther  translator  f inds 

a  way to show i t  to  us .  

Them’s the breaks,  I  might say.   That’s  why we study the or ig inal  language.   What 

Lewis does for  us ,  Fi tzgerald  does also,  and that  is  to  show us something of  the 

beauty and the complexity of  Virgi l’s  poem.   They do not  show the same th ings;  they 



do not ,  nor  could they,  show al l  that  is  to  be seen.   I t  i s  c lear  that  C.  S.  Lewis 

entered deeply in to  the poet ic  ambience of  the  Aeneid ,  i t s  myster ious l i terary mood,  

and that  he  did his  bes t  to  reveal  the  very s trangeness  of  Virgi l  in  an  English  meter ,  

a lexandr ine couplets ,  that  is  i tself  s t range and haunting.   For  that  we should be 

grateful .  

Anthony Esolen 


