TRANSLATION of Virgil, Aeneid 8. 184-199 (Daniel Leitch)

When hunger was banished and a love of eating satisfied, King Evander spoke: “it is not empty superstition ignorant of the old gods, that has imposed upon us these solemn rites, these customary feasts and this altar of great divinity: delivered from savage dangers, Trojan guest, we make and renew deserved honours. Firstly, behold this cliff hanging from the rocks, see how the scattered boulders and deserted mountain dwelling stand in the distance and how the rocks have collapsed into ruin. 
Here there was a cave hollowed out in a recess that the terrible half-human vision, Cacus, used to inhabit, inaccessible to rays of sun; the ground was always warm with recent slaughter and sad, pale faces of men fastened to proud gates were hanging, oozing putrid liquid. Vulcan was father to this monster; spewing black fire from the mouth, dragging around his great bulk.”


COMMENTARY
Postquam exempta fames et amor compressus edendi , rex Evandrus ait :
This section sets the scene for an important episode in Book VIII. Aeneas has arrived at the city of Palatium, and is welcomed as a guest by its King, Evander. Aeneas has by chance arrived when the King and his chiefs are paying homage to Hercules, feasting in the woodlands nearby. Friendship and hospitality have been offered to Aeneas. After their fraught journey, Aeneas and his men have satisfied their hunger, and the woodland setting by the city is idyllic. Hunger, a vital preoccupation of travellers such as Aeneas and his men, has been exempta which I have translated as “banished” following the Fairclough and Goold version. This setting stands in contrast to the gruesome narrative that will now unfold. 
“The satisfaction of hunger comes as a suitable prelude to the macabre description of the cannibalistic Cacus” (Fratantuono & Smith 2018 p309)
It appears that Evander is keen to show that the city, the order of the kingdom, the abundance of food and the apparent peaceful setting was not achieved without struggle or sacrifice. He then begins to describe the origin of these sacred rites in honour of the god, Hercules. They honour the god Hercules for defeating Cacus, a semi-human, fire-breathing thief in monstruous form. However, Virgil builds this up slowly, first emphasising that this is not a mere legend.  

“non haec sollemnia nobis, has ex more dapes, hanc tanti numinis aram vana superstitio veterumque ignara deorum imposuit: saevis, hospes, Troiane, pericilis servati facimus meritosque novamus honores. 
It is not merely due to superstitio that Evander and his people carry out these solemn rites or solemnities (sollemnia). These rites are a duty which has been imposed (imposuit) out of respect for the old gods (veterum…deorum) and as a debt of gratitude to Hercules for defeating Cacus. Here, Virgil has used three demonstratives in quick succession (haec, has, hanc), an example of polyptoton. This repetition creates a rhythmic effect, emphasising the importance of the three elements used to honour Hercules; the solemn rites, the customary feasts and the altar. This altar (the Ara Maxima in the cattle market or Forum Boarium) links the narrative of the Aeneid to a landmark known to the Romans of the time, Virgil’s contemporaries. Virgil is emphasising that this is not just a distant legend, and here and elsewhere in book VIII draws a connection to actual places familiar to all Roman citizens. 
Evander makes it clear that the Arcadians, just like the Trojans,  have also faced many dangers. Following on from Evander’s speech in which he extends the hand of friendship to the newcomers, he seeks to draw more parallels between the two peoples. They have both faced tribulations and, reminding Aeneas that he is their hospes, Evander goes on to explain why they renew these rites and why they are deserved (meritos). Evander is keen to stress that they are renewing these honours (novamus). This is not a one-off celebration, but an annual rite. The celebration and memory of Hercule’s victory have become custom (mores) and as such are worthy of respect and reverence. The quote by Ennius that “The Roman state stands upon its ancient customs and men” (Rutherford 2005, p36) comes to mind in this instance. 

iam primum saxis suspensam hanc aspice rupem,  disiectae procul ut moles deserta que montis stat domus et scopuli ingentem traxere ruinam.
Evander uses the imperative aspice (look, behold), pointing out the dark, craggy rocks. The mood has changed from the preceding festivities to a more serious, gruesome narrative which leads up to the struggle between Hercules and Cacus. It begins with the dark description of Cacus’ lair. This contrasts with the bucolic images of groves and woodlands described so far. It is a rocky cliff, deserted and in ruins, perhaps reminiscent of the ruins and destruction of Troy. Virgil may be drawing a parallel with Aeneas’s past, showing that the idyllic present (Evander’s kingdom) and the glorious future (the city of Rome) have sprung up from destruction and slaughter. The rocks have dragged down ruin and destruction (traxere must be assumed to be an alternative form of traxerunt). 
Cacus’ domus is in a mountain on a cliff. We are struck by how different it is to the civilised dwellings of Evander’s city. This contrasts the barbarism of Cacus to the civilisation of Evander’s people and indeed, the future empire of Rome. Even before we hear about his evil deeds, the place where he lives is described in a haunting way, reminding the reader of Aeneas’ journey into the underworld in book VI.

Hic spelunca fuit vasto summota recessu semihominis Caci facies quam dira tenebat solis inaccessam radiis Semper que recenti caede tepebat humus foribus que adfixa superbis ora virum tristi pendebant pallida tabo. 
Cacus is described as semihominis and dira which we can take as meaning awful, terrible. Interestingly, Fratantuono hints that this description of Cacus as half human is a suggestion by Virgil that there is no room for “biform entities” in the Aeneid and indeed in the future Rome. Although Trojan and Italian have come together in the founding of Rome, the future is of one people, united in a common civilisation. 
“Cacus is a symbol of blended, mixed creation : … hybrid creatures are destroyed in the Aeneid, for there will be no equal union of Trojan and Italian sermo and mores in the future Rome”  (Fratantuono p 315)
Cacus’ dwelling is inaccessible to the rays of sun (solis inaccessam radiis) and is warm (tepebat) with recenti caede. This recent or fresh slaughter was habitual, as illustrated by the use of semper and adds to the barbaric nature of Cacus and his lair. Gruesome details follow as to how faces of men (ora virum) were hanging pale with tabo (virum must be assumed to be an alternative form of virorum).  In my translation, I have found tabo problematic.  It seems to be the ablative singular form of tabum, (corrupt moisture, matter, corruption, putrid gore, etc. – Lewis and Short ) but is often translated as “decay” (Fratantuono and Fairclough and Goold). I have opted to keep the image of oozing bodily liquid, adding to the horror of the heads displayed as trophies. These heads, displayed as grotesque trophies form an antithetical doublet with the glorious trophies which adorn the gates of the temple of Apollo at the end of book 8 (lines 721 -722) (Ripoll 2022). 
In this section, we can see an instance of alliteration, with Virgil using a series of p’s and b’s in line 197 (pendabant pallida tabo), finishing off the grim description with plosives underscoring the sharp violence of the scene. 

Huic monstro Volcanus erat pater illius atros ore vomens ignis magna se mole ferebat. 
In the last sentence of this section, Evander is keen to remind us of Cacus’s origins. The offspring of Vulcan, god of fire, Cacus breathes or indeed vomits or belches fire. The adjective atros describes the fire, adding to the dark, smokiness of the destruction caused.  Fire, or more precisely, smoke, is synonymous with destruction, perhaps echoing the destruction of Troy. He is a great bulk (mole) and carries himself, topping off the image of a monstruous mass. 

This section of book 8 leads us to the battle between Hercules and Cacus. What we have read so far could simply be seen as a battle between good and evil, mirroring the battle between Aeneas and Turnus (Galinsky 1966), or the triumph of Augustan Rome over barbarism. However, it does seem more morally ambiguous than that. As we will read further on, Hercules seems more motivated by a desire to recover his stolen cattle, rather than any moral struggle against tyranny. Moreover, in the lines that follow, we see that Hercules is described as having many of the negative traits of Cacus, such as arrogance and fury.

“But the narrative itself takes care to present Hercules and Cacus as doublets; both are proud, haughty (superbis, 196; superbus 202), fiery (199, 219) and prone to furor (205, 219, 228)”. (Perkell 1999)

It is in this context that this episode of book 8 illustrates more than just a simple battle of good versus evil, lending itself to differing interpretations, just as the character of Aeneas cannot simply be reduced to that of a flawless hero.  Perhaps, to the Roman reader, this shows that “might is right” and the idea that strength and power, whether wielded by Hercules or Aeneas are essential to establish civilisation. Furthermore, this can be interpreted as a clear reference to Augustus and the Pax Augusta, a period of relative peace and stability, achieved through immense struggle and conflict. 
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