SUMMARIES OF EXCERPTS FROM VIRGIL’S AENEID

THE UNDERWORLD.This is from Book 6 of the Aeneid. Aeneas has requested that he be allowed to visit his dead father, Anchises, in Hades. He is accompanied by the Sibyl (prophetess) into the kingdom of Dis, by a forest pathway in the darkness with just the light of a “wavering moon”. At the entrance they see griefs and cares, diseases, old age and fear, poverty and hunger “that bad counsellor”. They see death and toil, sleep “brother of death” and “soul-corrupting joys”. There also is war “the great murderer” and mad discord (or civil war) with bloody headbands on her serpent hair.

Next they see a huge black knotted elm tree in which false dreams roost behind every leaf. All sorts of monsters such as Scylla, Briareus of 100 arms, the hissing Hydra, the Chimaera and the Gorgons and Harpies are here too. Aeneas is so horrified, he prepares to fight them with his sword but the Sibyl assures him that they are all ghosts. From here is the road to the River Acheron, a flood “of thick and restless slime”. It belches “foul ooze” into the Cocytus where Charon, the filthy, ragged old ferryman is. He has a scraggy beard, fiery eyes and a filthy, torn cloak. He is old, but the old age of the immortals is strong. 

Towards him a huge multitude of souls come flooding, boys and girls, heroes and husbands, as “many as the leaves that fall gently in autumn when the sharp cold comes, or all the birds that flock at the turn of the year over the ocean to the lands of light”. Each one longs to be taken across the river but Charon takes some and leaves others.

The Sibyl explains to Aeneas that these are all unburied souls whom Charon will not take. No one may cross “before that hour that hides their white bones in a quiet tomb” or else they wait here for 100 years before they may cross as they desire.

HERCULES AND CACUS: This is a story told to Aeneas in The Aeneid Book 8 by Evander, who is king of the Arcadians and offering Aeneas help in his war against the Italians. As they are feasting in honour of Hercules, Evander tells him why they have this feast every year. 

He points out to Aeneas a cliff with rocks which have fallen down where a deep cave had been. A horrible half-man half-monster called Cacus, son of Vulcan, lived there. He had eaten men and their faces were nailed to the doors, the place smelled of blood. Cacus had fire streaming from his nose and mouth, “a bulk of moving evil”.

Eventually the people’s avenger, the divine Hercules, arrived. He came with the cattle of Geryon this way and Cacus stole four of the bulls and four of the heifers from the herd. He dragged them by their tails so the tracks would not give him away. As Hercules moved on the cattle in the herd lowed in protest and one heifer answered from the cave. Hercules was raging mad. He grabbed his club and rushed up the mountain. Cacus, for the first time, was scared and bolted himself in to his cave, dropping a giant boulder down to block the doorway. Hercules went mad trying to push it out of the way, he gnashed his teeth, went around the mountain three times  and three times rested, exhausted. 

Above him was a sharp rock where birds of prey nested, he pried that loose and opened the cave of Cacus, the “chambered vault of shadows”. As if the world below was shattered by an earthquake and the souls of the underworld revealed, so was Cacus now visible. He howled and roared as Hercules showered weapons on him.

But Cacus then breathed fire and filled the opening with smoke and flame. Hercules jumped in through the fire and choked Cacus, twisting him into a knot till his eyes bulged out. He dragged him out for all to gaze at, fascinated. “Ever since then we keep this day, rejoicing in honour of our deliverance”.          

