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ment back a son’s three tries | At an em-
brace in Elysium”—a clear invocation, in 
words full of their own literary memories, 
of Aeneas as the hero tries and fails to 
embrace the shade of his own father. The 
12 sections of “Route 110” (in The Human 
Chain) “plotted incidents from my own life 
against certain well-known episodes in 
Book VI” (vii–viii), by way of the bus route 
from Belfast to Heaney’s home in County 
Derry. In “Route 110,” the poet buys a 
“used copy of Aeneid VI,” then takes the 
bus ride home, reading of Lake Avernus 
and “Virgil’s happy shades” to the sound of 
“Slim Whitman’s wavering tenor.”

 
Lingering Where It Matters
Aeneid  Vi starts with the hero’s making 
landfall at Cumae, the northern point of the 
Bay of Naples. There the Trojan exile meets 
the Sibyl, prophetess of Apollo, who guides 
him down into the Underworld, directs him 
to the golden bough that will give him ac-
cess, and joins him on his ghostly journey: 
encounters with Charon’s ferry of the dead, 
the hellhound Cerberus, Trojan comrades 
and Greek foes fallen in the war at Troy, the 
shade of Dido who died for love of him, and 
finally to the desired meeting with his father, 
Anchises (replacing the mother visited by 
Homer’s Odysseus). 

The lines of “The Golden Bough” from 
1991, now iambic pentameter like the 
whole book, have been tightened and 
trimmed, overhauled and reordered in a 
process revealed at the end of the preface:

rhythm and metre and lineation, the 
voice and its pacing, the need for a 
diction decorous enough for Virgil 
but not so antique as to sound out 
of tune with a more contemporary 
idiom—all the fleeting, fitful anxiet-
ies that afflict the literary translator.

Virgil’s language is not ornate: “neither 
overblown nor understated,” as a Roman 
contemporary put it. All great poetry is 
modern, that is, readable in the modernity 
of its idiom—whatever the occasional re-
course to high style, to archaism, to tech-
nical language, to neologism. The job of 
the translator is to create poetry out of 
poetry, idiom out of idiom, and Heaney 
has done that job superbly, capturing 
the energy of the original, emptying the 
word-hoard with narrative, description, 
and character speech brilliantly repre-
sented and renewed, always in tune with 
the varying emotional registers of this, the 

most pathetic of the Aeneid’s books. Rare is 
the translation that brings over into true 
poetry, as this one does, the words, the 
tone, the music of the original.

Heaney’s 1,222 lines convey the entirety 
of Virgil’s 908, printed on facing pages—
clearly important for Heaney. The mor-
phological and syntactical compression of 
Latin, relative to English, make this just 
about right (Dryden needed 1247 lines, 
Mandelbaum, 1203). Heaney, like them 
unconstrained by the Latin line, can linger 
where lingering matters, as when Aeneas 
looks his last at the unresponsive shade of 
Dido, in a single, packed line of Latin that 
here becomes almost two: “gazes into the 
distance after her | Gazes through tears, 
and pities her as she goes.” The expansion 
by repetition draws attention as well to 
Virgil’s striking use of the verb prosequor, 
here used in Latin for the first time to mean 
“follow after with the eyes.” Elsewhere, 
memory of a son’s fall, through failure of a 
father’s art, leads to a second failure of art, 
and the falling of the artist’s hands: “Twice 
| Dedalus tried to model your fall in gold, 
twice | His hands, the hands of a father, 
failed him.” The consecutive lines of Virgil 
begin with bis (“twice”), a word effectively 
moved to line-end in the English. In the 
Latin, Virgil’s description ends mid-line, 
mirroring the unfinished artwork, but the 
translation needs two full English lines. 
Virgil in three words gets the horror of the 
father trying and failing to depict the death 
of the son: patriae cecidere manus. He does so 
by placing the adjective (“belonging to a 
father”), which in Latin can have the force 
of a noun, in the emphatic first position. 

Heaney gets the same effect in nine words, 
by doubling “hands” (manus), supplying 
the noun (“of a father”), with the indefi-
nite article universalizing the catastrophe. 
“Fall” and “failed”—cognates in Latin as 
well (casu….cecidere)—get to the heart of the 
noun and verb. This sort of exercise could 
be repeated over and over again through-
out the translation. Or just read it, and 
know you are close to the poet with whom 
Heaney was living these last years. 

English, in Touch with Metaphor
EngliSh  for the most part has lost touch 
with the metaphor in its (frequently Latin) 
etymology, but Heaney’s English nestles up 
to those origins, again keeping a version of 
the Latin in his words. He clearly cares about 
the language and about his representation of 
it. The body of a dead comrade “Lies emp-
tied of life” (iacet exanimum, literally, “breath 
gone out of it”); the cave to the Under-
world is “A deep rough-walled cleft, stone 
jaws agape” (hiatu, often with the meaning 
bodily gape, yawn). Down below we meet 
various personified evils, including “Death 
too, and sleep, | The brother of death,” as al-
ways eschewing the Latinate (consanguineus) 
with the Anglo-Saxon “brother” underscor-
ing the metaphor. And where Heaney finds 
pure metaphor, he translates that, too, as in 
Virgil’s “rowing with wings” for Daedalus, 
or his “prows frill the beach” for the Trojan 
ships on the shore of Italy.

Among many vivid descriptive passages 
are the lines on Charon, the ferryman dear 
to Heaney, as to Dante, Dryden, and Delac-
roix, among many others:

And beside these flowing streams 

W.H. Levit hopes      someone can pro-
vide an exact citation for a statement 
generally attributed to Voltaire: “I was 
never ruined but twice; once when I lost 
a lawsuit and once when I won one.”

“something wrong with the exper-
iment”       (May-June). Mark Davis noted 
the similarity of Professor William Doer-
ing’s comment to “a famous quote attrib-
uted to Einstein, though no one seems to 
be able to confirm it: ‘If the facts don’t fit 

the theory, change the facts.’ If Einstein 
did say it, some say he was joking, while 
others argue he was emphasizing that 
there can be bad experimental data and 
that good theories should not necessar-
ily be discarded because of contradictory 
results from a single experiment.”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail 
to chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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