
Arma virumque cano

Translation Issues



What can you tell me about arma

virumque cano?



Arma virumque cano

• First three words of  Virgil’s Aeneid.

• Refers to Aeneas (the vir, who is the focus of  the first half  of  the Aeneid) and his 
war in Latium (arma, the focus of  the second half  of  the Aeneid).

• The verb cano, ‘I sing’, is first person singular; Virgil is presenting himself  as a bard, 
and as a first-person narrator. It takes two accusatives here, arma and virum.

• Often linked to the Iliad (arma) and the Odyssey (vir).

• Aeneas’ name is not given yet: he’s just a ‘man’, as Odysseus is described as a ‘man’ 
in the first line of  the Odyssey.



P.H. Edwards, The Classical Weekly, 1920

• “What now seems ages ago a youngster opened his Vergil and tried to dig 

out the meaning of  the opening lines of  the Aeneid. Said lines were his 

introduction to Latin poetry. He had read Caesar, and a small amount of  

Latin prose besides, but Arma virumque was like a cold plunge. The reaction 

was tremendous. Why didn’t Vergil say, De armis et viro narraturus sum, if  that 

was what he meant?”



Erich Segal, New York Times 1972

• “It is impossible to duplicate Latin word order in an uninflected language. But this is the least 
of  the problem. There is the matter of  the Homeric substratum, for as Wendell Clausen has 
put it, “In a sense, the Aeneid is a prolonged literary allusion to Homer.” Virgil's reworking of  
familiar Homeric scenes and phrases was meant to strike silent chords, to evoke 
simultaneously in his audience both recognition and awareness of  variation on a theme. The 
result is irony of  the subtlest variety. And this aspect of  the poet's style has not always been 
appreciated.”

• “ For the true intent of  the Aeneid is clear even in its opening words, which stood for 
centuries as the title of  the entire work: arma virumque. The emphasis is squarely on arms. Had 
Virgil wished to stress the man, he could easily have placed virum in a more emphatic metrical 
position. But Virgil knew there are no “humanistic” wars. Arma virumque are not dual subjects 
for epic celebration; they are irreconcilable opposites.”



So how should we translate arma

virumque cano?



Here are a few translations. How have the 

translators addressed the problems?

• ‘Arms, and the man I sing,’ by poet J. Dryden, in rhyming couplets, 1697.

• ‘Arms I sing and the man…’ by H. Rushton Fairclough for the Loeb, 1916.

• ‘To tell about war and the hero…’ by poet C. Day Lewis, verse translation for radio, 1952.

• ‘This is a tale of  arms and of  a man’ by classicist W. F. Jackson Knight, prose translation, 1956.

• ‘I sing of  arms and of  the man’ by classicist D. West for the Penguin prose translation, 1990.

• ‘Wars and a man I sing’ by R. Fagles, Penguin verse translation, 2006.



What do the translators say?

• Jackson Knight: “let Vergil pass on what he has to say with as little impediment as 

possible… not to force it by efforts to translate the untranslatable”.

• Dryden: “I thought fit to steer betwixt the two Extreams, of  Paraphrase, and literal 

Translation: To keep as near my Author as I cou’d, without losing all his Graces, the 

most Eminent of  which, are in the Beauty of  his words”, with the intention “to 

make Virgil speak such English as he would himself  have spoken, if  he had been 

born in England, and in this present age”.

• West: “If  it is dull, it is not a translation of  Virgil”.



But what is the translator’s real agenda?

• Dryden was making political points, through his translation, about monarchy and empire.

• Jackson Knight was a classicist with spiritualist beliefs who checked his translation with Virgil every 
Tuesday evening. He dedicated his translation to a fellow spiritualist, Professor Haarhoff, who had told 
him that Knight was the reincarnation of  Agrippa.

• Day Lewis was Professor of  Poetry. He later became poet laureate, like Dryden. Interestingly, he dedicated 
his translation to Jackson Knight.

• West was championing prose as a medium for translating verse. The only previously successful prose 
translation was Jackson Knight’s; and Virgil had become a proving ground for poets like Day Lewis and 
Dryden. As West pointed out, “A poet’s first concern is with his own poem”.

• Fagles, a Princeton academic, had achieved literary fame by translating Greek literature, particularly 
Homer, into English verse. This was his first published translation of  a Latin work.



Back to Arma virumque cano…

• To translate this, we have to sacrifice something – perhaps literal accuracy, perhaps 
concise expression, perhaps the first-person narrator, or the word order, or the 
emphasis.

• What we choose to sacrifice is determined by our perception of  Virgil, by our stylistic 
requirements and by our own agenda as a translator.

• There’s no such thing as a neutral translation. Every translation is a product of  values 
and experience.

• That’s why translation studies are such an important part of  learning Latin. You should 
approach every translation just as critically as you approach the original text.


