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Virgil remains one of the most important poets in the history of
literature. This emerges in the rich translation history of his poems.
Hardly a European language exists into which at least one of his
poems has not been translated, from Basque to Ukrainian and Dutch
to Turkish. Susanna Braund’s book is the first synthesis and analysis
of this history. It asks when, where, why, by whom, for whom and
how Virgil’s poems were translated into a range of languages.
Chronologically it spans the eleventh- and twelfth-century adapta-
tions of the Aeneid down to present-day translation activity, in which
women are better represented than in earlier eras. The book makes a
major contribution to Western intellectual history. It challenges
classicists and other literary scholars to reassess the features of
Virgil’s poems to which the translators respond and offers a treasure
trove of insights to translation theorists and classicists alike.
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Prelude
A Treasure Trove of Virgil Translations

My research for this project has turned up a veritable treasure trove of
unexpected and sometimes delightful and astonishing curiosities.
I discovered that the neglected Jewish Italian translator Giovanna
Bemporad, as an adolescent schoolgirl in the late 1930s, devoted thirty-six
feverish nights to translating the Aeneid, closeting herself in her family’s
kitchen from evening till morning before going to school. I found
a Ukrainian coin minted in 1998 to commemorate the 200th anniversary
of the travesty translation of the Aeneid by Ivan Kotlyarevsky, in which the
Trojans are transformed into Cossacks; this work remains the foundational
text of Ukrainian literature and has been adapted to modern forms, includ-
ing rock opera and animated movie. I discovered Golden Age Dutch
versions of the Eclogues juxtaposed with one another in friendly rivalry,
produced by two young friends, Jan den Uyl’s straight version in rhymed
couplets, followed by Willem Godschalk van Focquenbroch’s burlesque
version in iambic tetrameters. I delved into the prosopography of the female
addressees of the multi-authored Italian translation of Aeneid 1–6 in
Cinquecento Siena to illuminate the tight family connections between the
male translators and the female dedicatees. I was amazed at the feistiness of
the autodidact Marie de Gournay, the adopted daughter and editor of
Montaigne, who in her translations from the Aeneid took on the hostile
male establishment by explicitly inviting comparison with the translation of
a recently deceased churchman: she incorporated excerpts of his version in
her own translation of Book 2, creating a direct confrontation between, in
her own words, the distaff (‘quenouille’) and the episcopal cross.
I boggled at the Eclogues translation by Urbain Domergue designed to

support orthographic reform in Napoleonic France. I was surprised that
Victor Hugo translated Virgil during his schooldays, starting with Eclogue
1, a translation which irritated his jealous schoolmaster enough to try to
stop him writing, even at night, when he ordered the young Victor to snuff
his candle. One of the many fascinating metrical matters was the oscillating

xv
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fortune of the hexameter as a metre for translating Virgil. The Hungarian
poet Miklós Radnóti, whose influential version of Eclogue 9 was published
just before the outbreak of World War II, asked in one of his original
eclogues, composed in a labour camp just before he was murdered by Nazi
collaborators, ‘Say, is there a country where someone still knows the
hexameter?’
I found out that there is the possibility that Goebbels translated the

Georgics. I came across two translations of the Georgics from outposts of
empire. One was written by the Parisian classicist Paul Auguste Nicolas,
who took a study trip to Tunisia and in 1901 decided to settle there, clearing
the land and becoming the spokesman for French settlers. His translation
of the Georgics, completed under German occupation and published
posthumously in 1948, was designed to demonstrate that to translate
Virgil we need to ‘know agriculture as well as we know Latin’. The other
was written by the English headmaster L. A. S. Jermyn under the ghastly
deprivations of internment in Changi Gaol and Sime Road Camp,
Singapore, between February 1942 and September 1945 and published by
Blackwell in Oxford in 1947.
It even appears possible to link the undertaking and abandonment of an

Aeneid translation project to the colonization of Virginia in the early
seventeenth century: there is reason to think that George Sandys, later
the treasurer of the Virginia Company, translated Aeneid 1 with Dido’s
generous speech of welcome to the Trojans soon after the marriage in 1614

of the Indian princess Pocahontas to the colonist John Rolfe that seemed to
offer so many possibilities, which were soon disappointed. Then there is
the apparently bizarre phenomenon of translations of the Georgics and
Aeneidwritten in Homeric Greek in Novorossiya (modern Ukraine) by the
archbishop Eugenios Voulgaris. His translations, directed at the Greek
families who had fled to Crimea and Ukraine after an unsuccessful uprising
against the Ottomans in 1770, formed part of Catherine the Great’s
ambitious ‘Greek Project’, which aimed to establish a Greco-Slavic
Orthodox community. But these were not the first translations of Virgil
into Homeric Greek: Voulgaris was anticipated by two Oxford Regius
Professors of Greek, John Harpsfield and George Etheridge, who turned
Aeneid 1 and 2 into Homeric Greek in the 1540s and 1550s, and by the
scholars Joseph Scaliger and Daniel Heinsius, who in 1603 set about
publishing side-by-side translations of Virgil’s tenth Eclogue in Doric
Greek. Another surprise was the interest in Virgil translation from
Romantic poets who are usually pigeonholed as Hellenophiles, including
Schiller, Hölderlin, Byron, Shelley and Wordsworth. More remarkable

xvi Prelude
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than surprising was the gorgeous artefact of The Aeneids by polymath and
Arts and Crafts guruWilliamMorris, published in a limited-edition luxury
folio format on handmade paper.
Because my first academic position was at the University of Exeter, I was

already familiar with stories about W. F. Jackson Knight (he taught
Classics there from 1936 to 1964 and I was Warden of the same Hall of
Residence as he had been), author of the first Penguin Classics translation
of the Aeneid. Jackson Knight engaged in spiritualist communications with
Virgil. At first it was his friend T. J. Haarhoff in South Africa, himself the
translator of the Georgics into Afrikaans, who put questions to Virgil, who,
he claimed, visited him every Tuesday evening. In a letter to Jackson
Knight dated 11 March 1964, Haarhoff writes: ‘I will put your questions
to Vergil when I can. He is much interested in your Penguin effort and
praises your industry. He thinks very highly of you. But you must not
worry or overtire yourself. He sends his love and greeting.’ Subsequently
Knight claimed that Virgil started contacting him directly at Exeter,
warning him ‘to go slow and be extra careful with the “second half”’.
I was previously unaware of the phenomenon of translators who chose to

translate the Latin supplement to the Aeneid written by Maffeo Vegio in
1428. This thirteenth book provides a happy conclusion to the poem,
culminating in Aeneas’ removal to heaven. Most of the translators who
tackle the supplement add it to the rest of the poem, but a handful have
published stand-alone versions, including the Quaker Mary Leadbeater’s
translation from early nineteenth-century rural Ireland. One translator
even supplemented the supplement: the Victorian Major Thomas
Seymour Burt furnished materials for a Book 14 based on the early chapters
of Livy’s History of Rome.
These are some of the more startling treasures that came to light as I dug

down and unearthed the translation history of Virgil. There are manymore
in this book and, doubtless, many more to be discovered by other treasure
hunters. I hope they whet your appetite to lay your hands on these
treasures, to hold them to the light and to examine them from all angles.1

1 I am grateful to the series editors for suggesting this Prelude, a term that appealed to me as a musician
and that appropriately has the root ‘play’, given the element of surprise in the examples I selected.
I considered reworkingHomi Bhabha’s ‘UnpackingMy Library Again’, his 1995 adaptation ofWalter
Benjamin’s 1931 essay ‘Unpacking My Library’ (see Benjamin 1968), because at various points my
bookshelves did present some remarkable collocations, but the ‘treasure’motif seems to me to better
convey the idea of the value of these Virgil translations.

Prelude xvii
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