D Batchelor
Virgil Aeneid 2.203-218
ecce autem gemini a Tenedo tranquilla per alta
(horresco referens) immensis orbibus angues
incumbunt pelago pariterque ad litora tendunt;               205
pectora quorum inter fluctus arrecta iubaeque
sanguineae superant undas, pars cetera pontum
pone legit sinuatque immensa volumine terga.
fit sonitus spumante salo; iamque arva tenebant
ardentisque oculos suffecti sanguine et igni               210
sibila lambebant linguis vibrantibus ora.
diffugimus visu exsangues. illi agmine certo
Laocoonta petunt; et primum parva duorum
corpora natorum serpens amplexus uterque
implicat et miseros morsu depascitur artus;               215
post ipsum auxilio subeuntem ac tela ferentem
corripiunt spirisque ligant ingentibus; et iam
bis medium amplexi, bis collo squamea circum
terga dati superant capite et cervicibus altis.

Independent Translation
But look! through the calm sea from Tenedos twin serpents (my hair stands on end remembering it) leaning into the sea with their immeasurable coils and making for the shore; of which their breasts rise above the waves, and their blood red crests overtop the waves, the rest of their bodies gather the sea behind them and they twist their huge coils behind them.  With the sea salt foaming the serpents appear; and already they are on the land, their eyes burning with blood and fire, hissing, they were licking their mouths with quivering tongues.
We fled, with faces drained of blood.  Those serpents with a certain purpose made straight for Laocoon but first the serpents made for the small bodies of the two boys enfolding and encircling them both, and feeding, biting their pitiable limbs; after this, Laocoon himself came to help carrying a sword and they seized Laocoon and bound him with their huge coils; and now entwined him twice round his middle, their scaly backs circled around his neck twice, with their heads and necks overpowering him from high above.

Commentary
The calm seas seen in ‘tranquilla’ are completely opposed to the horror that is approaching.  Virgil’s use of tranquilla to depict a still, quiet sea only adds to shock of seeing the sudden, unexpected appearance of two giant sea serpents.  That the serpents come from Tenedos rather than from out of the sea is also significant.
Gould and Whiteley pick out Virgil’s inclusion of ‘a’ with Tenedos which was not usual as Tenedos was a small island and considered as one place, so it did not need a preposition (1982: p.58).  Tenedos is a significant place in the Aeneid as this is where the Greek fleet hid when they left a giant wooden horse for the Trojans.  Readers would instantly know that from this island destruction came to the Trojans and in this line, it foreshadows the destruction of Laocoon.  Nothing good comes from the direction of Tenedos.
‘horresco referens’ in line 204 is put in its own bracket to give the author his own voice.  This adds to the horror of the scene as the story is stopped to add a comment by the author on just how terrible and terrifying the serpents’ advance was.
Virgil uses lots of sibilance in the next few lines which refers both to the sea and the hissing of the serpents.  In line 207 we see ‘sanguineaea suerant undas’ which gives a soft s sound as the serpents ride the waves and then in line 209 there is “sonitus spumante salo” Here the ablative absolute is preceded by another word beginning with s which adds to the sibilance in the line echoing the sounds of the sea.  Gould and Whiteley translate this last phrase as “as the sea salt foams” which also includes a lot of s sounds but in the Latin gives a soft foaming sound carried by waves.
Austin notes that 6 different words are used for sea in seven lines (1964: 104).  Virgil likes to vary his vocabulary.  However, this extensive variation may echo the sea in this passage not being very predictable.  Once again, the Trojans have been deceived by this quiet sea, it does not appear to be as calm and empty as it seems.
“diffugimus visu exsangues” is the shortest sentence in this passage.  It’s shortness highlights the terror of the Trojans standing with Laocoon and their immediate flight when the serpents bear down on them.  These three words show how immediately the horror overtook the Trojans and filled them with terror.  This horror is unfounded as the serpents are only interested in Laocoon and his children.
“agmine” in line 212 recalls the columns of an army and thus sets out the direct course of the serpents, they make straight for Laocoon and this shows there is no doubt in their purpose.  Gould and Whiteley render this as a ‘purposeful advance’ giving ‘unswerving’ as an example but that does not see direct enough (1982: p. 59).  Virgil’s use of “agmine” however does not fit with the serpents attack as they aim for Laocoon’s children instead, the “et primum” marks a turning point in the serpents’ advance.  The harshness of the short sounds shows the suddenness of the serpents’ deviation from the priest.
His boys are attacked first and in “parva duorum corpora natorum” the word order is intermingled which adds to the pathos of the scene  (Horsfall, 2008: 196).  The word order could also helps the reader to imagine the snakes coiling rounding the small bodies of the tiny children.  Their tininess is emphasised by the frontloading of parva and adds to the despair and sadness of the scene where the huge serpents prey on the innocent children of the priest.
The attack on the children is made more horrific by the inclusion of “morsu” which adds vivid detail to “depascitur”.  Not only are the serpents feeding on the children but the morsu highlights the actual biting into the children.  This coupled with the miseros directly beforehand highlights the pathos felt for the children who are so pitiable in their terrible fate.  Once the serpents have fed on Laocoon’s children they turn to him.
The use of an anaphora in line 218 “bis … bis” emphasises the two snakes and their coils although Austin is not sure which one Virgil is actually referring to (1964: 106).  The ambiguity works well though with a reader visualising both serpents attacking Laocoon potentially with two sets of coils squeezing him. 
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