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Dramatis Personae

(Purely fictional names are given in lower case.)

AGRIPPA, Marcus Vipsanius: Octavian’s friend, colleague and principal general.

AHENOBARBUS, Gnaeus Domitius: Republican general and admiral, who later supported Antony.

Albinus, Titus Lutatius: young aristocrat with whose murder Cotta is charged.

ANTONY (Marcus Antonius): Caesar’s lieutenant, triumvir. Later (with Cleopatra) Octavian’s principal opponent.

BARBATUS, Furius: prosecuting lawyer at Cotta’s trial.

BRUTUS, Decimus Junius: Tyrannicide, Republican general, brother of the more famous Marcus.

BRUTUS, Marcus Junius: Tyrannicide. Leader, with Cassius, of the Republican forces in the civil war. Committed suicide after Philippi.

CAESAR, Gaius Julius: warlord, triumvir (with Pompey and Crassus) and eventual dictator. Octavian’s adoptive father. Murdered in the conspiracy of 44 BC and later deified.

CASSIUS (Gaius Cassius Longinus): Tyrannicide. Leader, with Brutus, of the Republican forces in the civil war. Committed suicide after Philippi.

CALVUS, Gaius Licinius: orator and poet admired by Virgil.

CICERO, Marcus Tullius: writer, statesman, and Rome’s finest orator. Opposed Antony and Octavian and was executed on Antony’s orders.

CLEOPATRA: queen of Egypt and, with Antony, Octavian’s principal opponent.

CLODIUS (Publius Clodius Pulcher): demagogue, opponent of Milo, by whom he was murdered.

Cornelia: wife of Proculus, and Valeria’s mother.

Cotta, Marcus: Valeria’s fiancé.

CRASSUS, Marcus Licinius: triumvir, with Pompey and Caesar. Killed at Carrhae.

CYTHERIS: Gallus’s girlfriend.

EPIDIUS: Greek rhetorician. Taught (at different times) both Virgil and Octavian.

Eupolis: Virgil’s secondary-school teacher.

FULVIA: Antony’s first wife.

GALLUS, Gaius Cornelius: poet, soldier and politician. Friend of Virgil and Octavian. Committed suicide after being recalled in disgrace from his Egyptian command.

HORACE (Quintus Horatius Flaccus): friend of Virgil and, after him, the greatest of the Augustan poets.

Latro, Afius: the orator under whom Virgil studied in Milan.

LEPIDUS, Marcus Aemilius: triumvir, with Antony and Octavian. Discredited after Philippi and retired from politics.

MAECENAS, Gaius Cilnius: Octavian’s friend and political/cultural adviser. Patron to Virgil, Horace and other Augustan poets.

MAGIUS: Virgil’s maternal grandfather.

MILO, Titus Annius: right-wing opponent and murderer of the demagogue Clodius.

OCTAVIA: Octavian’s sister and Antony’s second wife.

OCTAVIAN: grand-nephew and adopted son of Caesar, triumvir and eventual first emperor. Given the name ‘Augustus’ by the Senate in 27 BC. He died in AD 14, thirty-five years after Virgil.

PARTHENIUS: Greek poet and critic. Virgil’s friend, host and teacher in Campania.

PHILO, Caesennius: defence counsel at Cotta’s trial.

POLLIO, Gaius Asinius: poet, author, orator, general, politician. Virgil’s first patron.

POMPEY (Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus): Caesar’s erstwhile ally and the Senate’s champion against him in the civil war.

POMPEY, Sextus: son of the above, opponent of Antony and Octavian.

Proculus, Quintus Valerius: Virgil’s ‘second father’, with whom he stays while studying in Rome.

SIRO: Greek Epicurean philosopher, Virgil’s friend and teacher in Campania.

Valeria Procula: Proculus’s daughter.

VARRO, Marcus Terentius: polymath and prolific author. His work on agriculture was a prime source for Virgil’s Georgics.
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Virgil and his Poetry

Several short Lives of Virgil exist, the best and fullest being by the fourth-century AD grammarian Aelius Donatus – probably based on the much earlier (second century AD) historian Suetonius. I have used this Life as the framework (it is no more) for my story.

Virgil was born in Andes, near Mantua – perhaps the modern Pietole – on 15 October 70 BC. His father was, by different accounts, a potter or a servant to the local official Magius, whose daughter he married (the Magii, although they had never held the consulship, were a very respectable family at Rome). He had two brothers, the elder of whom died in boyhood, the younger as a young man. He studied in Cremona, Milan and Rome, speaking in court only once: his speech was so slow and laboured by nature that it almost gave the impression of mental backwardness.

As a very young man, he tried his hand at various poems in the light, clever Alexandrian style, and finally (between 41 BC and 39/38 BC) wrote the Pastorals – we now call them the Eclogues – in honour of Pollio and Gallus, who had regained for him his father’s confiscated farm. They imitate the style of the Idylls of the Greek poet Theocritus (c300 BC-c260 BC), but have a completely unTheocritean social and political slant. The famous Fourth (known as the Messaianic Eclogue) was seized on by later Christian writers as prophesying the birth of Christ, and went far in establishing Virgil’s popularity during the Middle Ages (the Aeneid was used, like the Bible, in bibliomancy). Around this time, Virgil met the young Horace, and although very different in temperament they remained lifelong friends.

With the publication (and success) of the Eclogues, Virgil was taken up by Augustus’s ‘minister of culture’ Maecenas. Under his patronage he began the Georgics (c38 BC) a four-book poem on agriculture which chimed with Augustus’s attempt to revitalise Italian farming. Although it contains a great deal of practical detail – the fourth book is still a standard work for beekeepers – it was probably politically motivated: in style it imitates the didactic, philosophical poem of Lucretius (94 BC–55 BC) On Things as They Are (De Rerum Natura). The Georgics were completed around 31BC (when Actium was fought), and Virgil began his greatest work, the Aeneid.

The Aeneid is what is called a ‘programme poem’, i.e. it has a political purpose which underlies and pervades the straight narrative. Like the Georgics it is written in dactylic hexameters, the elevated, didactic metre reserved for really serious poetry, especially epic. On the surface, it describes the wanderings of the Trojan Aeneas after the fall of Troy and his eventual landing in Italy which led finally to the founding of Rome; however, its contemporary importance was monumental, recalling as it does the Odyssey and Iliad of Homer.

To the Greeks the works of Homer had an almost sacred significance; passages were cited, for example, to settle legal disputes between the city states over who owned what territory, and Homer’s ruling was regarded as final. The Aeneid was intended – by Augustus, at least – to fulfil a similar role in justifying the rightness of his political and social policies. The fact that this was to be done in poetry, not in prose, elevated the justification far above the simply mundane: a common Latin term for ‘poet’ is vates, which can also be translated as ‘priest-prophet’, while carmen has the force, not only of ‘song’ or ‘poem’ but also ‘charm’ or ‘spell’ (poeta and poema are imports from Greek, not the original Latin terms). All this would have given the Aeneid, to Virgil’s contemporaries, a significance far beyond the story itself.

The circumstances of Virgil’s death are as I have described them. He set out for Greece intending a three-year absence to edit the poem, leaving instructions that any ‘Italian’ copies be destroyed. At Piraeus, he was met by Augustus himself, who persuaded him to return immediately with him to Rome. On a sightseeing trip to Megara, Virgil caught a chill, which grew worse on the voyage. He asked for the manuscript to be brought to him so he could burn it, but permission was refused. Virgil died at Brindisi on 21 September 19 BC.

Of the incidents I have manufactured from whole cloth (i.e. those affecting his private life rather than historical events) I should mention the death of his brother Marcus, and his relationship with Proculus and Valeria. I needed the Marcus incident to establish the theme of fratricide, so relevant to Virgil’s time. Valeria’s death (and Proculus’s) echo another contemporary theme, fundamental to the Aeneid: that of furor – mindless, undirected violence totally geared to destruction. Also, according to Donatus, the poet ‘left half his property to Valerius Proculus, his half-brother by a different father’. I have tried to reconcile this with my story by equating Donatus’s Proculus and my Proculus’s son Lucius, who would naturally have inherited the house on the Esquiline if it had not been confiscated.

Finally, a short note on Virgil’s private life. He was almost certainly homosexual – partners quoted are Alexander, one of his slaves, and Cebes, probably also a slave, who wrote poetry – but I have played this down for reasons of plot. Donatus says that ‘his personal conduct was so respectable that at Naples he was given the name Parthenias (Virgin)’; and a consciously chosen sexlessness fits better (I think) with the character I have tried to create.


Childhood: Mantua and
 Cremona (70–54 BC)
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I was born on 15 October in the first consulship of Pompey the Great and Marcus Licinius Crassus in a ditch near Mantua.


I don’t think Mother ever forgave my father that ditch. She certainly would not have forgiven me, if I had not gratified her social ambitions by showing an academic bent.


Why a ditch at all, you ask? Was Virgil’s mother a drab, a no one? Did he even have a father for his mother to forgive?


This was precisely my mother’s point. Such stories tend to stick.


The truth is less dramatic. My father and mother were visiting friends in the village of Andes, just outside Mantua. Mother had wanted to put it off, for obvious reasons, but my father insisted (why I do not know), compromising only over the hire of a litter. The shaking may have had something to do with it, or it may simply have been my proper hour. Whatever the reason, my mother’s waters broke on the way back; and my father, being more at home with delivering ewes than women, hustled her out into the most convenient place away from prying eyes and performed his office of midwife.


At least the ditch was dry. At that time of year, that was a miracle in itself.


Perhaps here I should discount one story of my birth which says more about my mother than about me. Later she was to claim (probably to counteract the ditch story) that in her last month of pregnancy she had dreamt of giving birth to a sprig of bay. The sprig took root, flourished and produced all kinds of berries and flowers. This, although flattering to my poetry, is false. Apart from a passionate craving for pickled cucumbers (so my father told me) her pregnancy was a perfectly normal one. In any event, she did not ‘remember’ the dream until long afterwards.


My parents did not get on well together. Take a cup of Rhodian wine, of no distinction apart from its name. Prink and perfume it with Arabian spices – pepper, saffron and cinnamon. That was my mother. Now take a cup of plain, honest domestic oil from the second pressing, such as a peasant soaks his bread in. That was my father. Mix them. That was my parents’ marriage.


Physically they were completely unlike. My mother was fair-skinned and straight-nosed; my father, brown as a nut, tall but stocky as a Slav. I take after both – my father in build (apart from his broad nose) and my mother in character. Which explains why I look like a countryman but have not the countryman’s self-confidence. Even today I have a genuine horror of being recognised, and the prospect of giving a public reading brings me out in a cold sweat for hours beforehand.


I was the second son of three. My elder brother Marcus . . .


My elder brother. Long dead now, his death a knife in my side. Marcus is the pale ghost that grins at me from the shadows, his hair green with weed. He is my Remus, a reminder of the ancient Roman curse that goes too deep for expiation. I cannot tell you yet about Marcus.


The third son was Gaius. He is dead now, too, but his death brought no guilt, only grief. There were nine years between us, as if he owed his life to the other’s death. I can quite well believe this of my father: although I have no sons myself I understand the desire to see oneself in one’s children. It was his sorrow to lose his own image and be left with a milksop for an heir.


Death. Guilt. Sorrow. You see the dark path that mention of that drowned ghost leads me down? These are no thoughts for a dying man. Away with them.


He is poisoning me.


I saw it in his eyes before we sailed, despite the smile on his lips.


‘It’s only a fever, Virgil.’ (Why are hypochondriacs so dismissive of other men’s illnesses?) ‘And you deserve it for traipsing off to Greece without telling me. What made you think the poem needed three years’ editing, you beetroot?’


It is as artificial as it sounds, this bluff heartiness and rustic eccentricity of language. Like so many of his amiable qualities – his republicanism, his dislike of flattery and, not least, his reverence for the old Roman ways – it serves a very practical purpose. Octavian is nothing if not a pragmatist.


Literally nothing.


Strip the layers from an onion. The bit that is left, that is Octavian.


You are shocked. I am committing lèse majesté. Warlord Octavian is dead, surely; he died eight years ago, by order of the Senate, and First Citizen Augustus rose phoenix-like from his ashes, to grace the Republic he had restored. But Augustus has had many names: Octavius, Octavian, Caesar. The man shifts shape like a Proteus. I have learned. I shall hang on to his reality, and call him Octavian.


Need I make my opinion of him any plainer? The august ruler of the Roman world is a calculating, ruthless, cowardly, hypocritical opportunist with as much moral firmness as a weathercock.


He is also the greatest man Rome has ever produced, and the saviour of his country. Divine honours are no more than his due.


I have surprised you again, this time by my inconsistency; but I am not inconsistent. Consider.


Marius and Sulla. Caesar and Pompey. The Tyrannicides, Antony. Fifty-seven terrible years from the stoning of the Senate’s envoys by the troops at Nola to the victory of Actium. The whole of Italy rolled in blood for almost three generations before we had peace.


Peace.


That is the one great word that straddles all others like a Colossus. Wherever you stand, you have merely to raise your eyes to see its huge hand stretched over you. Peace is the ultimate blessing, and we owe it to Octavian and Octavian alone. If by my poetry I have helped him establish Plato’s Mighty Lie, then the Roman in me has no regrets. He condones even his own death.


Not so the poet. He condones nothing, pardons nothing. If he had done, then I would not be dying now.


Plato was right to exclude us from his perfect state. Our poetry is like a poorly broken horse. We may harness it to the public good, but we cannot curb its rogue desire for truth; and when it shies in spite of us and leaves the highway the charioteer – who is the poet – is smashed to atoms.


I tried. Not for myself, least of all for Octavian, but for Rome and the memory of these fifty-seven years. But I could not, when all was said and done, send my Aeneid down the centuries with a lie in its mouth. I compromised, as far as was safe – as far as I thought was safe; and my scruples destroyed me.


So I ran from them. Ran to Greece – where else would a frightened, confused poet run but to his mother? – intending a three-year absence. Three years, to regain my soul and destroy myself as a Roman. Three years to burn the golden lie from the poem and give it back its integrity.


The news reached Octavian at Pergamon before I set out. He was in Athens before I was. Then a convenient chill at Megara, an unexpected fever and a boat waiting to carry me back to Italy . . .


I have caught my death. The poem still lies, with its tongue if not its heart, and if I am given the chance I will burn it.


I will not be given the chance.


Consider the lowly dung-beetle that the Egyptian calls a scarab.


Its world is the manure-heap. It cuts out a portion of manure larger than itself, which it rolls into a ball. Then it stands on its head and begins to push the ball of manure with its back legs. Over stones and rocks it goes, labouring behind its huge burden, through thorns and mud, pushing and struggling until at last it finds the perfect place. There it digs a hole for the manure-ball and burrows inside, to feast on dung and lay its eggs.


The scarab is motivated purely by self-interest.


You understand the parable, of course. The manure-heap (O perfect symbol!) is the Roman state, the scarab Warlord Octavian, who let nothing stand between him and absolute power. But wait, that is not the end.


Along comes the Egyptian. He looks at the scarab and sees the hand of God. To him it is divine, its efforts divinely inspired. Manure-heap becomes universe, dung, fire, and lo! the sun is rolled across the sky, giving light to the world, and a divine scarab pushes it.


What if the Egyptian is right? I mean, literally right. Then the scarab, born in dung, living in and on dung, becomes an instrument of the gods, and its self-interested labour is exalted and transmogrified far beyond its own conception. Scarab Octavian, with all his imperfections, becomes Divine Augustus. Is this not matter for the poet?


However, let us follow the parable further, and give the scarab a voice.


‘Clearly, poet,’ it says, ‘from the beginning my destiny was a high one, and of inestimable benefit to mankind. Sing it, then, justify the ways of God to Man. But let’s have no mention of the manure-heap or the dung-ball. They are inappropriate to your theme. And – oh, you should also stress my complete altruism, high-mindedness and lack of mortal frailty. That will be more morally instructive to your listeners.’


What is the poet to say? To him the struggling, the backsliding, the dung and the mud are essentials. How can he leave them out, even when they detract from the dignity of his theme? He temporises.


‘Perhaps,’ he says, ‘someone else could do it better.’


‘I don’t want someone else,’ says the scarab. ‘I want you.’


‘But what about the truth? These things – the manure-heap, the dung-ball – they happened. I can’t just ignore them.’


The scarab frowns.


‘Listen,’ it says. ‘Which is more important? The past or the future? You and I have the chance to build a perfect world. People unborn will listen to your poem and say, Yes, that’s right, that’s how things should be, fine and noble and clean and pure. That’s how we want to live. Who are you, poet, to set doubts in their minds? I need you, Virgil. I have the present, but I need you to give me the future. Forget my past. Help me, not for my own sake, but for the sake of Rome.’


What could I say? You see my problem? You see, also, how important my Aeneid is to him, and why he cannot allow me to live?


He is quite right. As am I.


That is our tragedy.


My earliest memories are of clay and fire.


We lived, the four of us, above my grandfather’s pottery shop in Three Taverns Street, near the centre of Mantua. Magius was my mother’s father. He was an important man in the town, a member of the Council, but he had not a trace of snobbishness – witness my parents’ marriage. Father was his steward, his right-hand man, with a nose for business that complemented Magius’s skill as a potter. It was thanks to him that you could find our pots as far afield as Cremona – plain earthenware cooking pots, admittedly, but beautifully shaped: I can still feel the cool curve of them under my hand, and see their burning redness as they sat fat on their racks at the shop door. Magius, as well as being an artist, was a generous man; I am sure that my mother was his gift to my father in exchange for prosperity. My mother knew it, too. It cannot have been a pleasant thought, or helped an already mismatched marriage. My father took it as no more than his due. In his own way, he was as lacking in snobbishness as his master; and his wife’s obvious contempt for the material possessions he later laid at her feet hurt and genuinely puzzled him.


Clay and fire. The primal elements. I remember the feel of the wet clay, its delicious cool formlessness as I clenched my small fist and watched it spurt like red worms between the fingers. I remember my sense of wonder as it was transformed for my delight by the magic hands of kindly giants into men and horses and oxen and given permanence by its passage through the fire. I remember, too, watching with round eyes and bated breath – unmoving, lest I break the spell – the giants take a lump of clay, throw it on the wheel and conjure from it a perfect pot; the formless, under their cunning hands, given form and meaning.


For me, they were the magic demiurges, effortlessly spinning worlds from shapeless matter, and I worshipped them.


I was five when my grandfather died. Him, I can remember only vaguely: a giant with bright brown eyes and a bristly cheek that rubbed my face like pumice. He smelt like his pots, of rich wet clay and charcoal from the kiln (unlike most potters, he had his own in the yard behind the shop), and I can never see him without his grey homespun tunic, spattered with red earth thrown up by the wheel. Yes, Magius still threw his own pots, although he had half a dozen slaves to do it for him. No doubt he also had a tunic of fine white wool and a mantle to match, for his civic duties; but I have no memory of them.


One image, bright and sharp as a cut gemstone, before I turn to true memories: a great wobbling mass of clay spinning on a wheel. My hands around it, wrestling with this amorphous Pelion, striving to impose my order on its chaos. The clay, a wild beast, thumps against my chest, spurts between my clutching fingers, escapes me in a thousand different ways. Tears come, wave upon wave, tears of anger at the clay’s selfish wildness, of frustration at its mindless denial of order . . .


Strong arms behind and around me, a bristly chin on my neck. Huge hands close around mine, pressing with irresistible force, hugging them to the clay. Guiding, controlling, forming . . .


And suddenly the clay loses its wildness, becomes tame, runs smooth as cream between my palms. All is order, rightness.


‘You’ll make a potter yet,’ says my grandfather.
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We left Mantua the year after the old man’s death.


He had no other heirs, my mother being an only child. My father wanted to sell the pottery business and buy a farm – a small one, no more than six or seven acres. Mother objected. She was not averse to the idea of a farm – farming is eminently respectable, more so than trade – but she was horrified at the thought of what my father had in mind. If she was to be buried away in the country, she said, then at least let it be on a decent-sized estate: they had the money (the shop had gone for a large sum and besides my grandfather had been no pauper) and it would allow her to mix with ladies of her own standing. My father laughed.


‘Admire big farms if you like,’ he said, ‘but never buy one, unless you’re rich enough not to dirty your own hands. Big farms swallow money faster than a dog does a pudding.’


Argue as she might, he was adamant. Finally – fortunately – she let him have his way. Business, after all, is a man’s concern.


He took months over the selection. In a way, for him it was a time of metamorphosis. I had always seen my father against an urban backdrop: a neat, dapper figure who talked of accounts and orders and was never far from his abacus and wax tablets. Now, looking over prospective properties, his character, even his appearance, began to alter; as if the townsman were splitting up the back like a pupa and giving birth to a different person.


Of course, that impression was false. My father was a countryman by nature: he had been brought up on a farm, and it was only because of a talent for arithmetic that his father had set him on the way to becoming a steward. Besides, his family was a large one – I had five uncles on my father’s side – and there had been little land to divide.


For my father, then, this ‘back to the land’ was a homecoming, and came as naturally as breathing. He spoke the earth’s language, knew its soul. I remember him, on one of our tours of inspection, stamping across a field in his laced countryman’s boots, myself and my brother trotting behind. Suddenly he stooped, gathered a handful of earth, squeezed it, threw it into the air and caught it again.


‘Too rich,’ he said, showing us the sodden, compact ball in his palm. ‘You see how it hasn’t crumbled? How it sticks to the fingers like pitch? Soil like this holds the moisture too well. It ploughs heavy and breeds rank crops.’


Or again, on another occasion: ‘This is good earth’ (rubbing it between his hands). ‘Not too light, not too heavy. A few acres of this and I could match the best farm in Sicily for corn.’


While we tramped about the fields, getting gloriously filthy, my mother would sit prim-mouthed on her mule, or closeted behind the curtains of her litter – Father insisted that we choose our future home as a family. She turned aside all offers of hospitality from the farmers’ wives, not brusquely (my mother was always polite), but with a gentle firmness that left them in no doubt of the social gap involved.


‘Never forget,’ she told Marcus and me on one occasion, ‘that your grandfather was a magistrate and sat in judgment over people like that.’


‘Did he whip them?’ Marcus asked.


My mother fixed with a stare the loutish farm servant who was gaping at us, until he turned away.


‘Not often enough,’ she said loudly.


If she expected my father to keep a similar distance, she was disappointed. He knew how important hospitality is to country folk, not least where business is concerned; and Marcus and I stuck to him like goose-grass when we could escape our mother’s clutches, in the hope and expectation of some honey-cakes or a handful of raisins.


Not that the hospitality was always disinterested. There is always the farmer who tries to mask his farm’s deficiencies by plying the prospective buyer with good wine – not his own, but passed off as such. I noticed that my father insisted on making his tour first before accepting anything to eat or drink, while taking every opportunity to help himself unasked to an apple from a tree or a few grapes from a vine.


‘Remember,’ he said to us, ‘you should believe the fruit before the farmer. If an apple is sour or tastes like cinders, then however much he tells you otherwise you’ll make no profit.’


After eight months of searching, we bought a farm a few miles from Cremona.


It was a tight little farm, barely six acres. I knew that we would buy it before father told me: I had become an expert in reading him, and I knew the different signs. If the farm turned out not to be what was promised, his tour was genial, uncritical and cursory. The more it pleased him, the less he spoke, except for straight questions; and my mother had a dreary wait in her litter, for which she paid him back later with her sharp tongue.


Our inspection began unpropitiously. For once, we had left Mother behind with an autumn chill. The journey had been a pleasant one at first. Then, all of a sudden, the weather turned colder and a drizzling rain began to fall, stirred up by a gusting southerly wind. Long before we reached the farm, both Marcus and I were at the fractious stage, and as a result no one was in a very good temper when we finally arrived and tethered the mules to a thorn tree.


We had passed through the gate and were approaching the courtyard, my father in front with Marcus, me lagging behind. As I passed the boxwood hedge that bordered the path, I saw something come out from beneath it. I looked, and screamed.


The figure was not much taller than I was: a little old man brown and gnarled and bent as a piece of olive wood. In his hand he carried a raised bill-hook. I had seen him often before: farmers carve him from the stock of a tree-stump and set him up to guard their property against thieves and marauding animals. But this was the first time I had seen him move. I ran towards my father, howling.


My father turned, startled, caught me.


‘What’s got into you, you fool?’ he said. ‘Wipe the snot from your nose and behave yourself!’ Then, turning to the little old man: ‘Forgive my son, sir. Would this be Rufidius’s farm?’


‘It would.’ The small dark eyes were bright with suspicion. ‘Who’re you, and what d’you want?’


My father explained. The little man unbent with an audible creaking, and his seamed face split across in a grin, revealing four teeth like chips of olive wood.


‘I’d best show you round, then,’ he said, shouldering the bill-hook. ‘The master’s not at home, but he won’t mind, I’m sure.’


I was still clinging to the back of my father’s tunic, half hidden beneath his winter cloak. The dark eyes turned on me, and I caught a glint of amusement.


‘What’s your name, boy?’


‘Publius, sir,’ I said. ‘Publius Vergilius.’


‘You have sharp eyes, my Publius.’ The old man’s laugh was like the creaking of a branch in the wind. ‘Be careful they don’t cut you one of these days.’


That was all. He turned his attention to my father, and the tour began. It was almost sunset when we left. My father asked a lot of questions, and nodded gravely at the answers.


I have said that I knew we would buy the property from studying my father, but that is only half true. I had another reason for knowing. To this day I believe (and call me a superstitious fool if you like) that one of the little gods of the place, the guardians of stock and stone and harvest, recognised the farm’s future owners, and came out to welcome us.
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We moved to the farm in early spring.


If I take anything with me into death it will be the memory of that first morning. We had arrived in darkness, Marcus and I muffled in cloaks against the cold, half asleep and querulous. My father had carried me upstairs and put me to bed in the room I shared with my brother. I lay awake for a long time, listening to the unfamiliar rustlings and creakings, too terrified to go to sleep or put my head out from under the blanket in case the things that lived in the dark pounced and carried me off.


The next day – that magical first day – the weather had broken. My bedroom, which the night before had been dark and cold and full of terror, was flooded in golden light shot through with green. Instead of the rumble of carts and the braying of donkeys that I was used to, the world outside my window was filled with birds. The air was fresh as new bread.


I got up quickly and put on my tunic. Downstairs, my mother was in the kitchen mopping up some spilt oil.


‘Where’s Marcus?’ I asked.


She straightened, brushed the hair from her eyes with the back of her hand. I noticed that her mouth was set in a grim line.


‘Your father’s taken him to school in town,’ she said.


‘Can I have some porridge?’


‘Really, Publius, you can see I’ve enough problems at present without making porridge specially for you. Why your father didn’t arrange for a kitchen slave in time for our arrival I don’t know. I’m sure I mentioned it to him enough before we . . .’


But that was no day to listen to my mother’s complaints. Before she could finish, I had taken a piece of bread and a handful of olives from the table and was out and away.


The meadow was the wide eastern edge of our land. It ended in a stand of alder trees by the river, a side-shoot of the Po that sprawled across the plain like a trailing vine, sluggish, fragmented into deep pools edged with reeds. I ran faster and faster, in great bounds, my arms stretched to the breeze like the wings of a hawk, feeling that at any moment I would lift, hurl myself at the sun and burst through it into the shining heavens beyond, where the gods walked.


Instead, I broke through a screen of bracken into a clearing and saw something that stopped me as if I had run into a wall.


Opposite stood a bear. Its back was to me, and its front paws were laden with branches which it was setting carefully across a little stream that flowed down a drainage channel towards the river. I crouched down to watch, my heart pounding, no longer hawk but fieldmouse.


An insect passed – the air was full of them – and I saw it was a bee.


Its last branch set, the bear turned, flowed, changed into a man. I tensed, poised for flight.


‘Here, you!’ the bear-man shouted. ‘Hang on, boy! I won’t hurt you!’


His accent was thick, strange, but at least the words were understandable.


‘You’re one of the new master’s lads,’ he said. ‘Which one are you? Marcus? Or Publius?’


The sound of my name held me like a spell. I waited, unable to move.


‘Hanno.’ The man jerked a thumb at his barrel chest. ‘Hanno the beekeeper.’


So. He was one of our slaves, and not a shape-changer after all! In my relief, I almost forgot to be afraid.


‘Publius,’ I said, rising from the sheltering bracken. ‘I thought you were a bear.’


The man’s face broke into a grin, and he bellowed like autumn thunder. Suddenly he slouched forward. He let his hairy arms swing, shambled a few steps, then sat down heavily on the grass and laughed.


‘Thought I was a bear!’ he said at last. ‘That’s a good ’un!’


‘These are bees, aren’t they?’ I felt myself reddening with embarrassment. ‘And bears like honey.’


He became serious, nodded his huge head.


‘’S true enough. You had cause, I suppose.’


‘What were you doing with the branches?’


‘Eh?’ He looked up. ‘Oh, they’re for the bees. Saves them getting their wings wet when they drink.’


‘I thought bees drank from flowers.’


‘So they do, so they do. But they like a bit of water as well, so long as it’s not stagnant. Bees can’t stand stagnant water. It stinks.’


‘Do bees have noses, then?’


He laughed again.


‘’Course they have! You’ve got a nose, so’ve I. Everything’s got one, ‘less ’n it’s cut off. Why not bees?’


‘What about fish?’ I said.


‘What’d a fish want with a nose? You ever try smelling under water?’


It was my turn to laugh.


‘You’d choke,’ I said.


‘So you would.’ He pinched his nose momentarily with thumb and forefinger, made gulping motions with his mouth, popped his eyes. ‘Thass a fish. Fish don’t smell nothing.’


I was over my shyness now, but still unwilling to leave the safety of the undergrowth.


‘Do your bees sting?’ I asked.


‘Not unless you’re fool enough to touch them.’


‘Can I see inside the hives?’ They were all around us, in the shelter of the trees: crude little huts of stitched bark and withies.


He shook his head.


‘Oh, now, that’s another story. They won’t have that. Not without a bit of smoke.’


‘Smoke?’


‘Thass it. Quietens ’em, makes ’em sleepy. ’S how you get the honey. I’ll show you come summer, ’f you like.’


‘Why not now?’


‘Combs is empty this time of year. Bees don’t fly in cold weather. ’Sides, there’s no flowers growing. They stay at home, same as we do. Bees is smart.’


‘Smart?’


Hanno sat down on a tree-stump, pulled a stalk of grass and chewed on it.


‘You know what they do in wind? When it’s blustery, like?’


I shook my head and sat down beside him.


‘Well, they pick up little bits of stone’ – he held up his hand, first finger and thumb apart – ‘no bigger nor that. Use ’em to fly with.’


‘Why do they do that?’


‘So they won’t be blown about. Like a boat taking on ballast. And something else that’s strange. Bees don’t f . . . don’t have babies.’


‘Don’t they?’


‘No, they don’t. They don’t have, you know, male and female like what usually happens. They get their children from flowers ’n carry them home in their mouths. You find them in the combs, same as the honey, sealed right in.’


My eyes must have been like saucers. Hanno grinned and stood up.


‘Well, I can’t be sitting here yakking all morning,’ he said, ruffling my hair. ‘Your father’ll have my hide, and quite right too. There’s new skeps to make and lots of other things to be done, now spring’s here.’


‘Can I help?’ I said.


‘Maybe. See what your father says.’


That was the beginning of my fascination with bees. It lasted through boyhood and beyond.


Consider the bee.


It has evolved the perfect society. Each knows its proper place and is happy in the role it plays: worker, builder, soldier, caretaker. Bees have no political ambition. They are motivated by no self-interest. Their passions are controlled and directed to one end, which is the good of the state. When that is threatened, they will fight to the death to protect it. They are fanatically loyal. Having chosen a king, they will stand by him to the end, and if he dies or is killed they will lose all desire for life themselves. Significantly, they are sexless. They have eliminated what Sophocles rightly called the insane and savage master.


That is, as my father would have said, the plus side of the account. There is another, darker side.


Do you know how the Egyptians of the Delta breed bees?


If a farmer has lost his swarm through natural disaster or illness, he builds a small hut with a tiled roof and narrow, slitted windows opening obliquely to the four winds. Then he takes a two-year-old calf. He blocks up its mouth and nostrils with straw or rags and then he and his men beat it to death with clubs. They do this carefully, so as to pound the flesh to pulp without breaking the skin. They shut the corpse up within the hut, on a bed of cassia, thyme and broken branches. The calf rots, and from its putrid flesh crawl the living bees.


Even perfect societies, you see, are born of blood and violence. It is the task of the poet to remind men of that fact, however politically unwelcome the reminder may be to the society’s rulers. We cannot divorce ourselves from our own nature by a simple effort of will. The past is always with us: it clings to us stinking, like an importunate beggar.


It is time to tell you about Marcus.
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My brother was two years older than me, and the golden one of the family in all but looks (he took after my father even more than I did). He was everything I was not: brave, adventurous, open, confident; the ideal boy, his father’s pride and his mother’s darling.


I hated him.


I would like to say, We hated each other, but that is arrogating too much worth to myself. I was beneath his notice, except perhaps as a thing to torment.


Wait. I must be careful here. In justifying myself, it is all too easy to blacken him, and that would be false. If I am to exorcise my brother’s ghost I must be truthful, even if truth hurts. Marcus was not cruel, or no more so than any other small boy. If he tormented me, then it was because I invited it by my own cowardice. I was afraid of everything: of pain, darkness, heights and spiders; of climbing trees and jumping into rivers; of rough games and strange boys; of giving the least offence to anyone, child or adult. The very universality of my fear must have tempted him beyond bearing. Nor was he mean-spirited; if anything, I was the mean-spirited one. At the Winter Festival he would bring out his sweets to share, while I ate mine in secret. When he played with other children, he would take me along with him, greasing the social wheels for me as far as he could. It was not his fault that I quickly made excuses and slunk off to brood alone. As for my parents, he sought them out and enjoyed their company, where I avoided them whenever possible.


If Marcus had most of my parents’ love, it was because he deserved it, not because he had stolen it from me.


Truth comes hard, and wounds like a razor-slash. Truth is the source of my guilt, and the reason for its intensity.


That first year passed quickly. Mother saw that my father had been right: the farm may have been small, but everything in it was of the best, and it blossomed under his hand like an opening rose. The weather, too, was on our side. Spring deliquesced with a richness that was almost tangible: you felt that you could take a grip of the air and squeeze it like a she-goat’s udder, drawing out foaming jets of milk. The earth stirred beneath your feet with a sussuration of quickening seed. Buds burst from the branches of the trees and covered them with a spindrift of blossom until the open plain was a seashore lapped by creaming waves. Spring changed to summer, and then came the harvest. Crowned with oak leaves, we called the corn goddess into our barns and sang the harvest hymn, old as time itself. We gathered the grapes and the olives, the apples and the green figs, the honey bursting from the comb, and stored it all away until the jars and bins and lofts creaked with fullness. And when the days grew shorter and colder, herons flew high and the frogs began to croak in the marshes, we barred our doors and prepared for the winter storms.


They came from the south with the swooping fury of eagles. For three days they battered us. The wind shrieked and howled about the roof tiles, rain beat the earth flat and turned the fields into swirling seas of mud. We rode the waters like a ship, tossed back and forth, round and about; plunged from crest to trough, sank, surfaced again, decks awash, rigging gone; and when the winds had spent their force, and the sun broke through the lowering clouds, we crawled from beneath our hatches and found that the world had changed.


‘It could have been worse.’


That was my father, belittling the damage as a true countryman will. The farm looked as if some giant god had stamped it flat and ground it beneath his sandal. The hurdles had gone, or were buried in mud to half their height. Branches torn from trees lay everywhere, and the trees themselves were gashed skeletons stripped of leaves and twigs. The trellised vine had broken free from its moorings against the farmhouse wall, a single tile from the roof making a splash of colour in its topmost branches.


‘It could have been worse,’ my father said again, looking about him. ‘The harvest is in, the animals are safe in their pens. And the repairs will keep us busy till spring.’


‘What about the bees?’ I said.


‘Their hives are sheltered against the worst of the wind. And Hanno will have anchored them with stones.’


‘Shall I go and check?’ said Marcus.


My father turned to him and smiled; the special smile he kept for Marcus, not for me, warm, approving. Paternal.


‘You do that, son,’ he said. ‘I want to have a look at the rest of the vines.’


‘Come on.’ Marcus grabbed my arm. ‘It was your idea.’


We ran towards the river, splashing through the pools that covered most of the meadow, Marcus in front as ever, me trailing behind, shivering at the touch of the cold water on my sandalled feet and bare legs.


‘Wait for me!’ I shouted, and Marcus stopped, turned, grinned.


‘Come on, then, you snail,’ he said. ‘The river’ll be full. We can make boats and sail them to India. Publius, come on!’


Most of the clearing had gone. The little drainage ditch had overflowed its banks and the floodwater had almost reached the doors of the hives – almost, but not quite: Hanno had chosen the site well, at the top of a gentle slope under the sheltering trees. The hives themselves were well protected, as my father had said they would be, each covered with a mat of woven reeds held down by ropes anchored to the ground by heavy stones. I listened, but there was no sound within. The bees were asleep, dreaming of spring.


‘Let’s go down to the river,’ said Marcus.


I had not believed it could be so wide. Brown water poured past us, thick as soup. Dead branches reached up like claws, or were carried spinning, fast as arrows. Along the banks, and in the river itself, was scattered the debris of its human plunder – an osier hurdle, the smashed remnants of a skiff, the drowned carcass of a sheep. The river mesmerised me, held me bewitched; flexed its muscles like a brown god and dared me to wrestle with it.


I felt sick.


‘The whole bank’s gone this side!’ Marcus exulted. ‘Look at that tree!’


It was an elm. When it had been erect it must have been a good eighty feet high. The river had pulled it down, tearing the earth from between its roots, carrying it away and coming back for more, until the tree had slipped sideways and fallen, to lie half submerged along its length, crown to the opposite bank.


‘It’s like a bridge!’ Marcus scrambled towards it, picked up a spar of driftwood and waved it, swordlike. ‘I’m Horatius, defending the Sublician Bridge!’ He clambered among the exposed roots, walked along the smooth trunk and turned to face the Etruscan army. Beneath him the brown god boiled and raged, catching at his sandals with greedy fingers. ‘Come on, Porsenna! Come and taste Roman iron if you dare!’


I did not move.


‘Oh, come on, Publius!’ Marcus grounded his sword. ‘Don’t be a spoilsport, it’s perfectly safe.’ He spun on his heel, crouched; chanted: ‘Publius is a cissy, Publius is a cissy!’

OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
I, VIRGIL

David Wishart





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/img002.jpg
MACEDONIA






