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Translation

678 On this side is Augustus, leading the Italians into battle, with the senators and people, and with the household gods and the great gods.  680 Exalted in the stern he stands, twin flames stream from his joyous temples, and on the crown of his head appears his father’s star.  

682 Elsewhere, with winds and gods favourable, leading his column of ships from on high, is Agrippa, on whose head shines a crown of ships’ beaks, proud symbol of war. 

685 And on the other side, with barbarian riches and arms of varying kinds, is Antony, victor from the peoples of the Dawn and the ruddy shore; he draws behind him Egypt and the powers of the East, and farthest Bactria; and – monstrous! – here follows his Egyptian wife. 

689 All speed on as one, and the whole surface of the sea is churned into foam by the hauling on the oars and the three-pronged beaks.[footnoteRef:1]  [1: 1 Footnotes are in short form; the bibliography contains the full references.
] 




Commentary

The focus of this Commentary is to set the work in its historical, political, and literary context. In terms of history, Book 8 combines both actual events (here, the Battle of Actium, 31 BCE) and a myth of the founding of Rome, the subject of the Aeneid.  In political terms, this passage glorifies a divinely supported Augustus, saviour of Rome in the victory at Actium.[footnoteRef:2]  It also serves as an apologetic for the Trojans’ presence on Italian soil; they appear as aggressors, but Aeneas is portrayed as the founder of the Julian family, justifying Augustus’s rule over all Italy.[footnoteRef:3] The shield of Aeneas may be regarded as a piece of propaganda in which Virgil is conscious of being compromised as an artist.[footnoteRef:4] Virgil has also been seen as writing from personal conviction concerning the evolution of Roman life, and in particular the mutual reinforcement of Greek and Roman traditions.[footnoteRef:5] In literary terms, the work is modelled with deliberation on Homer.  Aeneas’s wanderings are formed on the Odyssey, including his ‘homecoming’ to Pallanteum. This culminates, after the prophesied establishment of Alba by Ascanius (48), in the founding of Rome, prefigured in Evander’s walk with Aeneas (306-61).  [2:  Portrayed here as a ‘final, quasi-apocalyptic triumph’, Watkins, p. 12.]  [3:  West, pp. xxv–xxix.]  [4:  Casali, especially p. 185.]  [5:  Haarhoff, pp. 125, 130, 138.] 


Aeneas’s arms, forged by Vulcan at the urging of Aeneas’s mother Venus, closely parallel those of Achilles in Iliad 18, forged by Hephaestus for Thetis.  This passage focuses on the central detail of the extended ekphrasis of this shield (617–731), in which we see the glory and destiny of Aeneas’s heirs, the Roman nation.

The passage exhibits repetitions and parallels not only with Homer, but also with other passages in this book, and in the work as a whole. It balances in succession Augustus and Agrippa, and then their foe Antony with his wife Cleopatra, as they sail to engagement in battle.  


*

678 Augustus … Caesar  The reader’s eye is drawn to this image on the shield, to be followed by that of Agrippa, and then Antony and his Egyptian queen.  Octavian here bears the title Augustus, although he was not so named until 27 BCE, after the Battle of Actium.[footnoteRef:6]  This title conferred on Octavian divine descent not only from the deified Julius Caesar, but (as Virgil establishes at several points in the Aeneid) also from Venus and Mars.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Putnam, p. 150. ]  [7:  Grebe, pp 57–61.] 


678–79 agens … dis Narrative vividness is introduced by the present tense (agens, stans, uomunt, aperitur).[footnoteRef:8]  Emphasis is brought to Augustus’s role as leader of the entire Italian nation (rather than Rome alone), supported in victory by Rome’s penatibus et magnis dis.  His mythical ancestor Aeneas ‘Penatiger’ brought the penates away from Troy.  Those, though uictos at 11, have been promised a new home by the god of the place, Tiber, who prophesies, the anger of the gods having ceased, the foundation of Alba in the Latin lands (36–65). Also in action on the Roman side are the magnis dis, gods of the Graeco-Roman pantheon. [8:  Putnam, p. 140.] 


680 stans … puppi  Augustus stands in a lofty position on the stern, as we have already seen Pater Aeneas at Pallanteum at 115, though there bearing an olive branch of peace.  In Book 10 261–62 Aeneas is also shown stans celsa in puppi with his bright shield in his hand.

680–81 geminas … uomunt  Augustus blazes in glory. The verb uomunt recalls the destructive flames belched out by the monster Cacus, destroyed by the hero Hercules, prefiguring both Augustus over Antony and Aeneas over Turnus as ultor (201).[footnoteRef:9]  Likewise, at 620 Aeneas has received from Venus a helmet flammasque uomentem.  The theme of twins applies not only to Augustus’s flames, but elswhere in this book to the two sons of Atreus (130), the two snakes killed by Hercules (289), the two dogs of Evander (289), twins Romulus and Remus (631), and the fatal snakes as yet unseen by Cleopatra (697).[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Putnam, p. 162. Casali, p. 187. In historical terms, Loar, pp. 45-6, notes Augustus’s appropriation of Hercules from Antony, including Augustus’s triumphs after Actium.]  [10:  Putnam remarks on the theme of fratricidal strife of Romulus and Remus being renewed and resolved at Actium, p. 22.] 


680–684 parte alia … corona Augustus and Agrippa both display a phenomenon of brilliance from their tempora. For Agrippa this is a victor’s naval crown of ships’ beaks, awarded to him after his defeat of Pompey at Naulochus in 36 BCE. Both men are agens, leaders driving their forces, and both are portrayed as elevated, celsa (680) and arduus (683).

681 patriumque … sidus  Brilliance appears also in Augustus’s father’s star, a comet which first appeared at Julius Caesar’s funeral games. The repeated theme of light in the ekphrasis is considered by Feldherr. It ‘suggests a supernatural presence, the manifestation of divinity generally concealed from human sight’.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Feldherr, p. 302; also p. 291 (Aeneas receiving the armour), p. 292 (connecting events in the narrative), pp. 293–94  (emanating from characters), p. 298 (divine Augustus), and p. 311 (Aeneas’s mother Venus with her Evening Star).] 


685 hinc ope barbarica … Antonius armis   This second hinc opposes Augustus to Antony, who is attended not by the gods or glorious phenomena, but by barbarian opulence.  The variisque armis is a reminder of the assorted weaponry of the Gauls in their assault on the Capitol.[footnoteRef:12] Antony has forsaken the civilising Roman virtues (fides, fortitudo, religio, pietas, iustitia) for foreign ways.[footnoteRef:13] His descent into Hellenistic luxury and decadence is contrasted with the masculinity and austerity of Roman values and devotion to the Olympian gods.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Putnam, p.142.]  [13:  Williams, p. 10.]  [14:  Watkins, p. 9.] 


686 litore rubro The ‘ruddy shore’ is widely rendered as the Red Sea, but may be the Indian Ocean.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Red Sea: Fitzgerald, Knapp, Jackson Knight, West. Indian Ocean: Gransden.] 


687 uirisque Orientis Antony’s power now relies an alien source, and ‘disordered East challenges the Apollonian West’.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Feldherr, p. 305.] 


688 (nefas) Aegyptia coniunx Cleopatra’s name is not to be uttered.[footnoteRef:17] ‘Nefas’ connotes something contrary to divine law, sin, or crime; but also, as applied to a person, a wretch or monster. This has been rendered here as ‘monstrous’ to convey the sense both of an interjection of disgust and an epithet defining Cleopatra. This is apt to associate Augustus with Hercules (the hero vanquishing the monster Cacus earlier in this book), transferring to Augustus Antony’s claim of Herculean ancestry.[footnoteRef:18] Virgil goes on at 698–99 to depict Cleopatra’s monstrous gods in combat with Neptune, Venus, and Minerva. [17:  This suppression invariable among Augustan poets, Chauduri, p. 223.]  [18:  Heckenlively, pp. 661, 662.] 


689–90 una omnes … aequor The fleets speed urgently to engagement.  This book then moves to its conclusion, with the gods intervening on the part of the Romans, and to the triple triumph of Augustus (Dalmatia, Actium, and Alexandria). In the closing lines Aeneas shoulders the burden of the shield and all it portends.
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APPENDIX


Virgil, Aeneid Book VIII, lines 678–90


hinc Augustus agēns Italōs in proelia Caesar
cum patribus populōque, penātibus et magnīs dīs, 
stāns celsa in puppī, geminās cui tempora flammās   680 
laeta vomunt patriumque aperītur vertice sīdus. 
partē aliā ventīs et dīs Agrippa secundīs 
arduus agmen agēns, cui, bellī īnsigne superbum, 
tempora nāvālī fulgent rōstrāta corōna. 
hinc ope barbaricā variīsque Antōnius armīs,            685 
victor ab Aurōrae populīs et lītore rubrō, 
Aegyptum vīrīsque Orientis et ultima sēcum 
Bactra vehit, sequiturque (nefās) Aegyptia coniūnx. 
ūna omnēs ruēre ac tōtum spūmāre reductīs 
convulsum rēmīs rōstrīsque tridentibus aequor.       690


R. A. B. Mynors (macronised by https://alatius.com/macronizer/)
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