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            Praise for Aeneid Book VI

         

         ‘Virgil’s classic was a touchstone to Heaney throughout his life. It is hard to think of a more apt way to mark the end of his own poetic journey than this posthumously published translation, worked on for 30 years, featuring Aeneas’s journey into the underworld.’ Guardian

         ‘With characteristic brilliance, Heaney refuses to let words and images not earn their keep. Some of his felicities he achieves simply by close translation from the Latin … Others he achieves through the imagination and the ear … Heaney has left us with this wonderful new translation of a classic.’ New York Times

         ‘[Heaney] brings the greatest aspect of the Aeneid into the sharpest possible focus. Which is to say: he makes impossible things seem human, and history seem personal.’ Andrew Motion, Spectator

         ‘This Aeneid is also driven by the pitch and the rhythms of the characteristic Heaney speaking voice. The words he uses often have a pleasingly home-spun, home-grounding feel to them … He cleaves beautifully to the concreteness of things … The reader can almost smell them, transported to the world of Aeneas and to Heaneyland too.’ The Economist

         ‘A rich addition to his body of work … he renders it with tact and humility, less concerned with spectacular local effects than with an accumulating gravity.’ Sean O’Brien, Independent

         ‘[Aeneid Book VI] adds enormously to our understanding of Heaney’s rich oeuvre and the way he used his life in his work … The absolute guarantee in that voice. The care for lineation and vowel, the blend of lyric craft with watchful intelligence and deep feeling; the integrity.’ Ruth Padel, Financial Times

         ‘Rare is the translation that brings over into true poetry, as this one does, the words, the tone, the music of the original … just read it, and know you are close to the poet with whom Heaney was living these last years.’ Harvard Magazine‘Throughout, Heaney’s exquisite line placement never misses a beat … poetry as taut, as elegant and as lucid as Virgil’s. In this masterly and near-flawless transformation of Virgil’s original, Heaney could be characterised as Orpheus, the bard whose verse ensures safe passage back from the underworld; one of “those who were dedicated poets | And made songs fit for – Apollo”.’ Josephine Balmer, New Statesman ‘From the mid-1980s … Aeneid VI began to seep towards the centre of Heaney’s writing, though in forms more associated with political unease than imperial triumph … The fact that Heaney’s last published poem should be a translation of Aeneid VI therefore feels almost pre-meditatedly right. The shadow of that work had always been there, wavering and bending with each light cast on the poet by the world outside, and growing to a substantial presence in his last selection of verse … it is a beautiful piece of work.’ Colin Burrows, London Review of Books ‘Every page is a testament to the poet Heaney was … It is moving – in a painfully obvious way – to picture Heaney translating this, thinking about Virgil’s words before his own death. It is a book about the impossibility of which we all dream – a reunion with people loved and lost … But he never loses himself. We are reminded (as Father Michael McGlinchey would have agreed) that Seamus Heaney’s place is at the top of the class.’ Kate Kellaway, Observer

         ‘Here are those great stories anew for us: the entry into the underworld; the meetings with the lost helmsman Palinurus and the mutilated son of Priam, Deiphobus; Dido’s snubbing of Aeneas – and Aeneas’s attempt to embrace his father again: “Three times he tried to reach arms round that neck. | Three times the form, reached for in vain, escaped | Like a breeze between his hands, a dream on wings.”’ David Sexton, Evening Standard 

         ‘As elegant and polished as we might expect from this consummate craftsman.’ Jeremy Noel-Tod, Sunday Times 

         ‘Heaney went back to Book VI when his father was dying and it was the last work he finished before his own death in 2013. That, and a lifetime’s dedication to the crafting of words, gives Heaney’s version a special burnish, unpacking Virgil’s intricately folded language, making it suddenly alive.’ Gillian Reynolds, Telegraph 

         ‘We can only count ourselves lucky to have been gifted this posthumous work by one of the greatest poets of all time.’ The London Magazine 
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      VII
         
            Translator’s Note

         

         This translation of aeneid vi is neither a ‘version’ nor a crib: it is more like classics homework, the result of a lifelong desire to honour the memory of my Latin teacher at St Columb’s College, Father Michael McGlinchey, about whom I wrote briefly in the prefatory note to The Golden Bough (In de Bonnefant and Imprenta de los Trópicos, 1992). The set text for our A level exam in 1957 was Aeneid IX but McGlinchey was forever sighing, ‘Och, boys, I wish it were Book VI.’ Over the years, therefore, I gravitated towards that part of the poem and took special note of it after my father died, since the story it tells is that of Aeneas’ journey to meet the shade of his father Anchises in the land of the dead. But the impulse to go ahead with a rendering of the complete book arrived in 2007, as the result of a sequence of poems written to greet the birth of a first granddaughter.

         VIIIThe autobiographical sequence in twelve sections, published in Human Chain (2010), was entitled ‘Route 110’ and plotted incidents from my own life against certain well-known episodes in Book VI: thus a bus inspector’s direction of passengers to the bus for Route 110 – the one I often took from Belfast to my home in County Derry – paralleled the moment when Charon directs the shades on board his barge to cross the Styx; and a memory of the wake of a drowned neighbour whose body was not retrieved for three days shadowed the case of Aeneas’ drowned, unburied helmsman Palinurus. It was a matter, in other words, of a relatively simple ‘mythic method’ being employed over the twelve sections. The focus this time, however, was not the meeting of the son with the father, but the vision of future Roman generations with which Book VI ends, specifically the moment on the bank of the River Lethe where we are shown the souls of those about to be reborn and return to life on earth.

         ‘Route 110’ also ends with birth and the whole sequence is dedicated to ‘one | Whose long wait on the shaded bank has ended’. And so, elated and inspired by having completed the sequence in thanksgiving for that infant birth, and in memory of the man who first turned my ear and temperament to Virgil, I began work on a complete translation of Book VI. Yet as anyone familiar with this work knows, the beginning and middle of that book are alive with poetic and narrative energy, but not so the ending. By the time the story reaches its climax in IXAnchises’ vision of a glorious Roman race who will issue from Aeneas’ marriage with Lavinia, the translator is likely to have moved from inspiration to grim determination: the roll call of generals and imperial heroes, the allusions to variously famous or obscure historical victories and defeats make this part of the poem something of a test for reader and translator alike. But for the sake of the little one whose ‘earthlight broke’ in late 2006, and the one who sighed for his favourite Virgil in that 1950s classroom, it had to be gone through with.

         Michael McGlinchey created an inner literalist who still hunts for the main verb of a sentence and still, to the best of his ability, disentangles the subordinate clauses, although usually nowadays with the help of a crib from the Loeb Library or the old Penguin Classics. Yet nowadays too that sixth form homunculus must contend with a different supervisor, a writer of verse who has things other than literal accuracy on his mind and in his ear: 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 anxieties that afflict the literary translator.

         
             

         

         seamus heaney

         X

      

   


   
      1
         
            AENEID BOOK VI2

         

      

   


   
      3
          

         
            
               
                  
                     [image: ]

                  

               

               
                  In tears as he speaks, Aeneas loosens out sail

                  And gives the whole fleet its head, so now at last

                  They ride ashore on the waves at Euboean Cumae.

                  There they turn round the ships to face out to sea.

                  Anchors bite deep, craft are held fast, curved

                  Sterns cushion on sand, prows frill the beach.

                  Now a band of young hotbloods vaults quickly out

                  On to the shore of Italia, some after flint

                  For the seedling fire it hides in its veins,

                  10 Some crashing through woodland thickets, the haunts

                  Of wild beasts, pointing amazed at new rivers.

                  But Aeneas, devoted as ever, has taken the road

                  Up towards a fort, the high seat of Apollo,

                  Then on to a place apart, a vast scaresome cavern,

                  The Sibyl’s deep-hidden retreat. There the god breathes

                  Into her, overwhelmingly, knowledge and vision,4

                  Opening her eyes to the future. Before long

                  They pass through the golden precincts and groves

                  Of Diana, the goddess of crossroads.

               

               
                  20 And now they pause on that hill where Dedalus,

                  At the end of his flight, first fluttered to earth:

                  He had risked himself to the sky, away and afloat

                  To the north, through the cold air, unprecedented,

                  Rowing with wings – which he then dedicated

                  To you, Phoebus Apollo, there on the spot

                  Where he landed, and built in your honour

                  A mighty temple, the doors of it decorated

                  With scenes in relief.

                                                         First the death of Androgeos.

                  30 Then the stricken Athenians, doomed to deliver

                  Seven grown-up sons for sacrifice every year.

                  There too stood the empty urn, from which

                  Only now the fatal lots had been drawn.

                  On the opposite leaf, the land of Knossos

                  Rising out of the sea: here was the horn-cruel bull

                  With Pasiphaë under him (a congress

                  Her cunning arranged), whence would be born

                  The Minotaur, crossbreed and offspring

                  Of abominable desire.

                                                         Also shown:

                  40 The bewildering, intricate maze –

                  Never got through until Dedalus, out of pity

                  For infatuated Ariadne,5

                  Guided a prince’s blind footsteps

                  With a payout of thread, past every wrong turn

                  And every dead end he himself had devised

                  And constructed.

                                                In which grand design

                  You too would figure significantly,

                  50 Icarus, had sorrow allowed it. Twice

                  Dedalus tried to model your fall in gold, twice

                  His hands, the hands of a father, failed him.

               

               
                  The Trojans would have kept standing, fascinated

                  By all on display, except that just then Achates,

                  Who’d been sent on ahead, came back accompanied

                  By the Sibyl, Deiphobe, daughter of Glaucus, priestess

                  Of Diana and Phoebus. Who addressed the prince:

                  ‘This is no time to be standing staring here.

                  It would be better now to pick out for sacrifice

                  60 Seven bullocks from a herd that has not been yoked,

                  And an equal number of properly chosen ewes.’

                  Having spoken these words to Aeneas (whose men

                  Are quick to obey her instructions) the priestess

                  Summons the Trojans into her high inner sanctum.

               

               
                  At Cumae, behind the broad cliff, an enormous cave

                  Has been quarried: a hundred entrances, a hundred

                  Wide-open mouths lead in, and out of them scramble

                  A hundred echoing voices, the Sibyl’s responses.

                  They arrived at that threshold and the vestal cried,6

                  70 ‘Now! Now you must ask what your fate is. The god

                  Is here with us! Apollo!’ Her countenance suddenly

                  Paled and convulsed, hair got dishevelled,

                  Breast was aheave, heart beating wilder and wilder.

                  Before their eyes she grows tall, something not mortal

                  Enters, she is changed by the breath of the god

                  Breathing through her. ‘Aeneas of Troy,’ she demands,

                  ‘Your vows and your prayers, why do you wait? Pray,

                  For until you have prayed, the jaws of this cavern

                  Won’t echo or open.’ And there she fell silent.

                  80 The hardy Trojans feel a cold shiver go through them,

                  Their prince from the depths of his heart beseeches

                  The god:

                                  ‘Phoebus, you always had pity for Troy

                  And her troubles, it was you who steadied

                  Paris’s aim and directed the arrow

                  Into Achilles, you who were pilot

                  As I entered sea after sea, skirting the coasts

                  Of distant land masses, remotest Massylia,

                  The sandbanked Syrtian gulfs. Here then at last

                  90 We set foot on Italia that seemed for so long

                  The unreachable: henceforth let Trojan ill fortune

                  Be a thing of the past. For now, all you gods

                  And goddesses, you to whom Troy’s name and fame

                  Gave affront, divine law constrains you

                  To spare us, the last of its relicts. And you,

                  Seeress most holy, to whom the future lies open,

                  Grant what I ask (no more in the end than my fate7

                  Has assigned): home ground for my people

                  In Latium, refuge for our wandering gods

                  100 And all Troy ever held sacred. Then to Phoebus

                  Apollo, and Diana, I will set up a temple

                  In solid marble and inaugurate feast days

                  In the god’s honour. And for you, O all gracious one,

                  A sanctuary will be established, a vault

                  Where I shall preserve divinations from lots

                  And oracles you’ll have vouchsafed to my people;

                  And in your service I shall ordain chosen men.

                  Yet one thing I ask of you: not to inscribe

                  Your visions in verse on the leaves

                  110 In case they go frolicking off

                  In the wind. Chant them yourself, I beseech you.’

                  So saying, Aeneas fell silent.

                                                                 Meanwhile the Sibyl,

                  Resisting possession, storms through the cavern,

                  In the throes of her struggle with Phoebus

                  Apollo. But the more she froths at the mouth

                  And contorts, the more he controls her, commands her

                  And makes her his creature. Then of their own accord

                  Those hundred vast tunnel-mouths gape and give vent

                  120 To the prophetess’s responses:

                                                                    ‘O you who survived,

                  In the end, the sea’s dangers (though worse still await

                  On the land), you and your Trojans will come

                  Into your own in Lavinium: have no fear of that.

                  But the day is one you will rue. I see wars,8

                  Atrocious wars, and the Tiber surging with blood.

                  A second Simois river, a second Xanthus,

                  A second enemy camp lie ahead. And already

                  In Latium a second Achilles comes forth, he too

                  130 The son of a goddess. Nor will Trojans ever be free

                  Of Juno’s harassments, while you, without allies,

                  Dependent, will go through Italia petitioning

                  Cities and peoples. And again the cause of such pain

                  And disaster for Trojans will be as before: a bride

                  Culled in a host country, an outlander groom.

                  But whatever disasters befall, do not flinch.

                  Go all the bolder to face them, follow your fate

                  To the limit. A road will open to safety

                  From the last place you would expect: a city of Greeks.’
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