
TRANSLATION AND COMMENTARY ON VERGIL’S AENEID, BOOK VIII, LINES 678-90

Here Augustus Caesar is leading the Italians into battle,
With the senate and the people, the household gods and the great gods.
Standing on the high stern, his radiant temples emit twin flames,			680
And the star of his father appears on his forehead.
Elsewhere, with following winds and the gods,
Agrippa, tall, leads the fleet, his temples shine with the beaked crown of the navy,
A magnificent badge of war. 
And here, with foreign forces and diverse weaponry is Anthony,		685
Victorious over the peoples of the East and the red shore,
Bringing with him Egypt and the forces of the Orient and from distant Bactria,
And following him his Egyptian wife. What a disgrace!
All together they rush forward, and all the surface of the sea
Is churned to foam by the swinging oars and the three-pronged prows of the ships.	690

INTRODUCTION
This commentary aims chiefly to provide a line-by-line linguistic analysis of Book VIII lines 678-90, elucidating the translation, giving broader context and drawing out connections and themes within the text. The main reference sources used were David West’s prose translation of the Aeneid and James O’Hara’s commentary on Virgil’s Aeneid Book VIII. (See Bibliography)
678-90. Book VIII of The Aeneid relates Aeneas’ attempts to seek allies in the coming war with the Rutulians, especially King Evander in Pallanteum, the site of future Rome. His goddess mother Venus asks Vulcan to make him a suit of amour, [just as the goddess Thetis once asked him to do for her son Achilles], including a shield of gold, intricately carved with scenes from the history of the Rome-to-be. The climactic central image depicts the two fleets drawn up for battle at Actium. These lines break down into four discrete parts: lines 678-81 describe Augustus; lines 682-84 describe his commander-in-chief Agrippa; 685-88 describe Anthony, and in lines 689-90 the two fleets advance as combat begins. There are strong parallels in language, imagery and structure between the first two parts, while the third is notably different, thereby further distancing Anthony from Augustus. 
678. Hinc: literally ‘from here’, but ‘here’ is sufficient. This needs to be juxtaposed with the hinc beginning line 685, i.e., ‘Augustus is here, but over here is Anthony’. Agens: the present participle of ago, to lead, with Augustus as the subject; the same verb is used in line 683 to describe Agrippa’s leading, helping to align the two. Augustus…Caesar:  the title is separated from the cognomen for scansion purposes. Interestingly, Octavian did not receive the title Augustus until 27 BC, 4 years after the battle of Actium. In proelia: ‘into battles’, plural, perhaps hinting also at future battles which Augustus would lead. Italos: Augustus is leading not just Aeneas’ Trojans, nor the Romans, but the whole of Italy apparently united behind him. This wasn’t really the case at Actium, as many senators and Roman troops supported Anthony, but the image is powerful propaganda.
679. pater: can mean senator, hence ‘with the senate and the people’, or SPQR, thus imparting civil legitimacy to Augustus’ cause. Penatibus et magnis dis: ‘with the household gods and the great gods’, thus he has divine support as well. The same phrase was used in line 3.12 as Aeneas laments his departure from Troy, creating a subtle linkage between Aeneas and Augustus. This is a line rich in ablatives, as indeed is the whole text with exactly one third of words in the ablative. Note the repeated rhythmic ablative endings – ibus and -is, and also the strong alliteration of ‘p’.
680-1. stans: another present participle, ‘standing’. Celsa in puppi: ‘on the high stern [of his ship]’; another phrase that was used of Aeneas, in line 10.261 as he sailed towards the Rutulian camp. Geminas…… vomunt: the subject of vomunt is laeta tempora: meaning literally ‘happy’ or ‘cheerful temples’, but West’s ‘radiant’ probably can’t be bettered, as it simultaneously conveys happiness and the emission of the flames. Geminas flammas is the object, and means literally ‘twin flames’, the nature of which isn’t clear but appears to be supernatural and recalls other such instances, especially the flames coming from Aeneas’ head (10.270), the flames around Ascanius’ head (2.683-4) Lavinia’s (7.71-80). There has also been speculation that this refers to the legend of Augustus having eyes of fire[footnoteRef:1]. Cui, ‘to him’, i.e. Augusts, a dative of possession.  [1:  Prchlik, I. 2015. The Fiery Eyes of Augustus and the Annales of Nicomachus FlavianusPHILOLOGICA 2/ GRAECOLATINA PRAGENSIA XXV (9-20), available at:	AUC Philologica 2 2015 3909.indd (karolinum.cz) , Accessed 26 April 2023] 

681. sidus patrium: this is presumably a reference to the Julian star (sidus Julium), a comet which actually appeared in 44 BC shortly after the assassination of Augustus’ adopted father Julius Caesar; this is a device used by Vergil, as the comet did not reappear at the battle of Actium, but reinforces the idea of the almost cosmic forces supporting Augustus’. Aperitur: passive of aperio. vertice: ablative of location, ‘on his forehead’.
682. parte alia: ablative of location, ‘elsewhere’: this description of Agrippa also begins with a location marker. Ventis…dis…secundis: Agrippa too is helped by the gods, and by the forces of nature. Note again the effective profusion of ablatives in this line.
683. arduus, high, tall; just as Augustus was high on the stern. Cui: another structural alignment with Augustus.  Belli insigne superbum: ‘a magnificent badge of war’. This is in apposition to what follows, but is better if the order is reversed, as many translators do[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  For example, The Shield of Aeneas. Pantheon Poets. [Online]. Available at:  The shield of Aeneas - Pantheon Poets | Latin Poetry Recited Accessed 26 April 2023.] 

684. tempora…..corona: The subject is tempora, ‘temples’, which was featured in the description of Augustus, and the verb is fulgent. Navali rostrata corona are all accompanying ablatives of description, navali and rostrata are adjectives and corona the noun. Rostrata means ‘beaked’ or ‘curved’ and refers to pointed prows of warships. Corona is a wreath or a crown, such as were awarded to triumphant Roman commanders, and the corona navalis, corona rostrata, for naval victories. This shining may have a more earthly explanation than the flames arising from Augustus’ head (680-1), as these crowns were made of gold and Seneca suggested[footnoteRef:3] that Agrippa had been awarded the golden crown.  [3:  Sen. Ben. 3.32.4] 

685. hinc: ‘here’, but now we move across to the enemy lines of Anthony. ope: power, force, resources. Barbaricus is foreign, rather than the modern ‘barbaric’. Contrasts with the Italians, the gods and civil justifications supporting Augustus and Agrippa. West even suggests the greater theme of East versus West. variisque…armiis: ‘with assorted weapons’. Another line rich in ablatives.
686. victor: Anthony had enjoyed military successes in the east and this line portrays him as a worthy opponent, and by implication Augustus as a worthy winner. populis: ablative plural after ab. Aurora: ‘dawn, the East’. Litore rubro: literally ‘the red shore’; often translated as Red Sea[footnoteRef:4], but actually encompasses a larger area of the Indian Ocean and Arabian Sea, for which we have no single name, hence ‘red shore’ retained.  [4:  For example, Virg. Aen. 8. 686, Williams T. (trans), [online] Available at: P. Vergilius Maro, Aeneid, Book 8, (tufts.edu)] 

686-687. Aegyptum…..vehit:  these lines are governed by the transitive verb vehit, ‘to carry or to bring’, with Anthony as the subject ‘bringing Egypt’. Virisque: potentially an accompanying ablative plural of vir, ‘with men’; however, at least one other text[footnoteRef:5] has viresque, an accusative plural of vis, ‘power, strength’ and a better fit. Orientis: genitive, ‘of the East’, but translated as ‘Orient’ to avoid repetition with ‘East’ in line 686. ultima Bactra is an ablative of separation, ‘from farthest Bactria’. Bactria is in present day north-western Afghanistan, although O’Hara says that Anthony had little connection with Bactria and much of Vergil’s depiction of Actium is ‘poetic fantasy’. Aegyptia coniux: obviously Queen Cleopatra, although Roman poets were disinclined to name her, hence ‘Egyptian wife’. [5:  For example, Virg. Aen. 8 .687. [online] Available at:  P. Vergilius Maro, Aeneid, Book 8 (tufts.edu)] 

687. sequitur…coniux. Cleopatra’s ship was indeed positioned to the rear at the beginning of the battle. Nefas: impious or that which is the opposite of right; another comparison with Augustus, who has the law and the gods on his side, while Anthony has his sinful wife.
689-90. Ruere ‘to rush’ and spumare ‘to turn to foam’ are historic infinitives used here to add immediacy as the narrative switches from description to a sequence of sudden dramatic events and rendered in the present tense in line with rest of the translation. Totum resolves with convulsum and aequor as the neuter nominative of a passive construction and the subject of spumare. Reductis… remis rostrisque tridentibus, the ablative passive construction by means of which the surface of the was churned to foam. And the line ends with this powerful ablative rhythm as the subsequent action intensifies.
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