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[Please Note: The text of this lecture is provided to enable those who attended
the lecture to remind themselves of its contents, and to enable those who were
unable to attend to have some idea of what was said. It should be emphasised
that the text which follows is that of a lecture rather than a finished piece of
published writing. Fuller documentation and substantiation of many of the
points made will be found in the published pieces listed at the end of the text.]

John Dryden (1631-1700) was the greatest English poet of the late seventeenth
century. He was also its principal and most influential translator and its leading
commentator on the art of translation. His most celebrated translations were of
verse (though he also translated a number of prose works), and most (though, as
we shall see, not all) of them were translations of ancient Greek and Roman
poetry.
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The first two decades of Dryden’s writing life, which had begun in
earnest at the Restoration of 1660, had largely been taken up with writing for
the stage. He had also written Annus Mirabilis, a long and showy historical
poem recounting the events of the Third Dutch War and the Great Fire of
London, court panegyrics, and pro-monarchical satires, the last in his capacity
as Poet Laureate and Historiographer Royal to Charles II. Most of his
translations were written in the last two decades of his life, particularly after
1689, when his continuing loyalty to the deposed King James II and refusal to
affirm his allegiance to the new King William III deprived him of his court
positions, and forced him to live off the proceeds of his pen. But his career as a
translator had already been established before his fall from official favour, in
collaboration with the enterprising young publisher Jacob Tonson. From the
early 1680s, Dryden served Tonson as author, editor, and general source of
leadership and inspiration in many collaborative ventures. Tonson, for his part,
shrewdly perceived the potential audience for translated verse, both among
those who knew the translated works in their original languages and were
delighted to see them given new life in their native tongue, and those who were
entirely dependent on translations for their access to foreign literature. The latter
included a significant number of female readers whose upbringing and
education had denied them the experience of classical literature in its original
languages.
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Dryden is sometimes described as a ‘theorist’ of translation. But such a
classification is potentially misleading if it suggests that he was the author of an
original, comprehensive, and static body of doctrine on the subject which was
determined in advance and consistently implemented in his later practice.
Dryden’s writings on translation are more properly thought of as a constantlyevolving set of programmatic statements and reflections, often developing the
work of predecessors, composed over the course of two decades as a working
translator, and deriving their authority as much from the poet’s practice as from
their cogency in the abstract. Dryden’s major statements on translation all occur
in prefaces or dedications attached to particular works or collections: Ovid’s
Epistles (1680), Sylvae (1685), The Satires of Juvenal and Persius (1692, dated
1693), Examen Poeticum (1693), Virgil’s Aeneis (1697), Fables Ancient and
Modern (1700), and The Works of Lucian (1711). Like the rest of his literary
criticism, Dryden’s discussions of translation bear the distinct marks of their
‘occasional’ provenance. Dryden, to be sure, remained broadly true throughout
his translating career to many of the principles set out when introducing his first
work as a translator in 1680. But those principles were continually, and
sometimes radically, modified in response to the challenge of specific tasks, and
in the light of the poet’s deepening thoughts about the nature of literature, of
literary tradition, and of life itself.
Dryden’s prefaces return regularly to a number of large questions about
translation. What kinds of knowledge and experience – scholarly, artistic,
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human – need a translator possess? What degree and kind of fidelity to his
original should he seek? How should he best preserve that original’s distinctive
‘character’ and ‘spirit’? Should he reproduce his author’s vices as well as his
virtues? Should he ‘update’ the manners, customs, and beliefs of his source-text
to make them more accessible to a modern audience? What kinds of pleasure
should a translator seek to give his readers? What part might the activity of
translation play in the larger linguistic and literary culture of the nation?
Dryden’s first, and most famous, discussion of translation was published
before any of his major achievements in the medium itself. In the Preface to
Ovid’s Epistles (1680) the poet proposed his celebrated tripartite division of
translation into ‘metaphrase’ (‘or turning an author word for word, and line by
line, from one language into another’), ‘paraphrase’ (‘or translation with
latitude, where the author is kept in view by the translator so as never to be lost,
but his words are not so strictly followed as his sense, and that, too, is admitted
to be amplified but not altered’) and ‘imitation’ (‘where the translator – if he has
not lost that name – assumes the liberty not only to vary from the words and
sense, but to forsake them both as he sees occasion; and taking only some
general hints from the original, to run division on the ground-work, as he
pleases’). ‘Metaphrase’ and ‘imitation’ are both rejected, the former on the
grounds (already established by Sir John Denham in his influential Preface to
The Destruction of Troy (1656)) that it produces renderings which are both
unidiomatic and obscure, and which thus altogether fail to convey the ‘spirit’ of
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their originals, the latter because it allows the translator so much freedom that
the results are more properly thought of as original compositions than
translations. ‘Paraphrase’, the chosen method of Dryden and his fellowcontributors to Ovid’s Epistles, is offered as an ideal via media between the two
unacceptable extremes. Dryden to be sure, was broadly to adhere to the
‘paraphrastic’ style of translation for the rest of his translating career. But he
was increasingly prepared to incorporate into his translations, at the local level,
elements of ‘metaphrase’ and ‘imitation’ if he felt they were called for by the
particular task at hand. In his translation of Lucretius, for example, he rendered,
in metaphrastic fashion, Lucretius’s vitae pausa – the Roman poet’s phrase for
the lacuna that exists when the structure of atoms composing an individual
human being are dissolved in death – as ‘pause of life’. And in his translations
of Juvenal’s satires and Ovid’s Art of Love, he sometimes, as we shall see,
‘updated’ references in the original, pointing up their application to the modern
world with momentary allusions to contemporary London life – while basically
leaving the poems in their original Roman settings.
An important stimulus to Dryden’s developing thought about translation
in the years immediately following Ovid’s Epistles was provided by Wentworth
Dillon, Fourth Earl of Roscommon (1637-85), whose Essay on Translated
Verse (1684) was the by-product or manifesto of an Academy which
Roscommon had recently established, to encourage the ‘refining our Language,
without abating the force of it’ by enriching the native literary tradition through
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translation. The details of Roscommon’s venture remain obscure, and its dating
controversial, but covert allusions in the Essay seem to indicate that he saw
Dryden as the natural leader of the new generation of translator-poets which his
Academy had sought to encourage. Dryden, for his part, hailed Roscommon’s
Essay enthusiastically in a verse epistle of 1684 and declared in 1685 that
Roscommon’s poem had ‘made him uneasy till [he] tried whether or no [he]
was capable of following [Roscommon’s] rules, and of reducing the speculation
into practice’.
Roscommon’s Essay contains a number of memorable formulations
which anticipate later developments in Dryden’s translating principles and
practice. Roscommon, for example, places particular emphasis on the
translator’s need to combine the scrupulousness of a scholar with the intuitive
responsiveness of a poet in determining the sense of his original:
Take pains the genuine meaning to explore,
There sweat, there strain, tug the laborious oar:
Search every comment, that your care can find,
Some here, some there, may hit the poet’s mind
And elsewhere Roscommon stresses the bond of sympathy, even identification,
that must exist between a successful translator and his original:
Then, seek a poet who your way does bend,
And choose an author as you choose a friend.
United by this sympathetic bond,
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You grow familiar, intimate and fond;
Your thoughts, your words, your styles, your souls agree,
No longer his interpreter, but he.
Empathetic engagement of the kind here desiderated by Roscommon is
clearly evident in Dryden’s next major statement on translation, the style of
which represents an extreme contrast to the cool elegance of the Preface to
Ovid’s Epistles. The Preface to Sylvae (1685) was written in the immediate
afterglow of the intense creative engagement which produced Dryden’s first
translated masterpieces. Its exuberant excitement is immediately apparent.
Dryden has, he says, been recently possessed by a ‘hot fit’ of translation, which
has resulted in a series of versions in which he has, to his delight and surprise,
‘found something that was more pleasing’ than his ‘ordinary productions’.
Dryden’s main emphasis in this Preface is on a translator’s need to convey,
above all, ‘the spirit which animates the whole’ of each of his originals –
Lucretius’ ‘noble pride and positive assertion of his opinions’, Horace’s
‘briskness’ ‘jollity’ and ‘good humour’, etc.. To this end, and buoyed up by
confidence in his own recent achievements, he is prepared to allow a translator
far greater freedom than before. In the Sylvae translations, he says, he has
‘added and omitted’ details from his originals ‘as no Dutch commentator will
forgive me’ – his excuse being that he has, ‘perhaps’, ‘discovered some beauty
yet undiscovered by those pedants, which none but a poet could have found’.
His additions will, he hopes, be thought to be not merely gratuitous
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interventions, but to be ‘secretly in’ his original, or ‘fairly deduced from him’. If
all else fails, he hopes that his own thought ‘is of a piece with his, and that if he
were living, and an Englishman, they are such as he would probably have
written’ – an argument which he had previously, and disapprovingly, attributed
to such ‘libertine’ advocates of ‘imitation’ as Abraham Cowley.
Dryden’s experiences while preparing the translations included in The
Satires of Juvenal and Persius (1692; dated 1693) clearly convinced him that
even further freedoms were legitimate (or, at least, unavoidable) when rendering
such densely allusive, topical, and difficult writers as the Roman satirists. His
method in this volume, he says, has been ‘a kind of paraphrase – or somewhat
yet more loose, betwixt a paraphrase and imitation’, in which he and his
collaborators have even allowed themselves, occasionally, to make Juvenal
‘express the customs and manners of our native country rather than of Rome’.
While such a procedure may not, he realizes, be fully defensible, it might
nevertheless be excused on the grounds that it creates both understanding and
pleasure. An obscure and inelegant literal version of Juvenal, like those of
Barten Holyday and Sir Robert Stapylton, Dryden’s predecessors in this
particular field, can, after all, give an English reader no sense whatever of the
exhilaratingly splenetic wit which is, in Dryden’s judgement, such a distinctive
characteristic of the Roman poet’s writing.
The ‘Dedication of the Aeneis’ (1697) is, of all Dryden’s writings on
translation, the one which dwells most extensively on the problems and
8 © David Hopkins, 2013

difficulties (even, perhaps, in the last resort, the hopelessness) of the translator’s
task, rather than on its delights. In this essay, Dryden shows himself constantly
aware of the supreme challenge involved in finding an English diction and
versification adequate to the task of rendering, in their entirety, the works of a
poet peculiarly renowned for the euphonious elegance, sweetness and
conciseness of his style in Latin – a language which Dryden believes to be
inherently superior to English in its economy, harmoniousness and variety.
The Preface to Fables, Dryden’s last volume, however, marks a striking
return to the exhilarated and exhilarating confidence of the Preface to Sylvae. In
composing the versions from Chaucer, Ovid, Homer, and Boccaccio which
comprise much of this volume, Dryden has, he says, been struck by the patterns
of artistic lineage, consanguinity, and congeniality which link these writers
together, and with himself. As we shall see in more detail later, Dryden’s
reflections on translation have now moved far beyond merely generic, technical,
and circumstantial considerations, to conceive of the translator’s art as a kind of
spiritual ‘transfusion’ or metempsychosis, in which the souls of earlier poets,
like the constituent elements of individual human beings, are able to live on
after death.
Dryden was, by inclination, an ‘occasional’ translator who liked to select
poems and passages which, he said, had ‘affected’ him ‘in the reading’ with a
particular vividness or urgency, or to whose authors he felt he had a ‘soul
congenial’. In this way, his translating activity can be seen, simultaneously, as
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an act of self-surrender and self-exploration, with Dryden (to borrow phrases
used by T.S. Eliot of another great translator-poet, Ezra Pound) ‘giving the
original through himself, and finding himself through the original’. Translation
was an especially apt medium in which Dryden could ‘find himself’ because of
his personal convictions about the mutable, malleable, and permeable nature of
the human mind. In a key prose work, the Dedication to his play Aureng-Zebe
(1676), Dryden quoted a celebrated tag from the Roman dramatist Terence,
which had also been a quoted by one of his favourite prose writers, the French
essayist Montaigne: ‘Homo sum, humani a me nihil alienum puto’ [I am a man,
and consider nothing human to be foreign to me].’ ‘As I am a Man,’ Dryden
continues, ‘I must be changeable… An ill Dream, or a Cloudy day, has power to
change this wretched Creature, who is so proud of a reasonable Soul, and make
him think what he thought not yesterday’. In the light of such beliefs, it is
perhaps not surprising that Dryden was often able to discover, mobilize, and
explore his own artistic personality most fully (and unpredictably) when revoicing the sentiments of others.

* * * * * *

Despite the fame of its Preface, Ovid’s Epistles represents something of a false
start to Dryden’s translating career. In his rendering, for example, of the
imaginary letter of Canace to her brother Macareus, for whom she has
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developed an incestuous passion, Dryden prevents the reader from having any
appreciation of Canace’s emotional state beyond the level of prurient male
fantasy. This comes out most clearly in a passage which is substantially
Dryden’s addition to Ovid’s original. Canace is recalling the moment when she
declared her incestuous passion for her brother. The revealing note is the uneasy
blend of sighing regret and gloating gush with which Dryden has invested
Canace’s words:
Forced at the last, my shameful pain I tell:
And, oh, what followed we both know too well!
‘When half denying, more than half content,
‘Embraces warmed me to a full consent:
‘Then with tumultuous joys my heart did beat,
‘And guilt that made them anxious, made them great.
The weaknesses of Ovid’s Epistles were instantly perceived and shrewdly
parodied, but the volume was, nevertheless, an outstanding commercial success,
and led to the series of miscellanies and volumes of translation (both singly
authored and collaborative) which Jacob Tonson was to produce, with Dryden’s
active assistance, during the 1680s and 90s.
It was in the second of Tonson’s miscellanies, Sylvae (1685), as I have
already suggested, that Dryden published his first unqualifiedly masterly
translations: of passages from Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, and of three Odes
and an Epode by Horace. These works are imbued with the spirit of
11 © David Hopkins, 2013

Epicureanism, a philosophy devoted to the attainment of ataraxia: the peace of
mind achieved by freeing oneself from vain ambition, fruitless desires, and
groundless fears, especially the fear of death. Epicureanism is an emphatically
materialist philosophy: the atoms which compose both body and soul pass into
the void on the death of the individual; the gods, themselves material, take no
part in human affairs, and therefore need neither to be reverenced nor feared.
In the Preface to Sylvae, Dryden, who was at the same time going through
the spiritual process which led to his conversion to Roman Catholicism, is at
pains to dissociate himself from the Roman poet’s mortalism and his
effectively, albeit not strictly, atheistic philosophy. But Dryden’s passionate
recreation of the hectoring vigour of Lucretius’ evangelical tirades shows him to
have been able to achieve, at least in the act of composition, a remarkable
identification with a vehement materialism that was far removed from his own
professed faith-commitments:
We, who are dead and gone, shall bear no part
In all the pleasures, nor shall feel the smart,
Which to that other mortal shall accrue,
Whom of our matter time shall mould anew.
For backward if you look, on that long space
Of ages past, and view the changing face
Of matter, tossed and variously combined
In sundry shapes, ’tis easy for the mind
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From thence t’ infer that seeds of things have been
In the same order as they now are seen:
Which yet our dark remembrance cannot trace,
Because a pause of life, a gaping space
Has come betwixt, where memory lies dead,
And all the wandering motions from the sense are fled.
Dryden’s Lucretius offers an excoriating denunciation of the vain delusions that
beset mankind. His Horace, in contrast, imagines what it might be like to speak
from a position of achieved Epicurean self-possession. In his version of
Horace’s Odes, 3.29, Dryden, after evoking the destructiveness of Fortune’s
activities with a fearless relish, defiantly proclaims the capacity of human
beings to triumph over her assaults:
Enjoy the present smiling hour,
And put it out of Fortune’s power;
The tide of business, like the running stream,
Is sometimes high and sometimes low,
A quiet ebb or a tempestuous flow,
And always in extreme.
Now with a noiseless gentle course
It keeps within the middle bed;
Anon it lifts aloft the head,
And bears down all before it with impetuous force:
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And trunks of trees come rolling down,
Sheep and their folds together drown;
Both house and homestead into seas are borne,
And rocks are from their old foundations torn,
And woods made thin with winds their scattered honours mourn.

Happy the man, and happy he alone,
He, who can call today his own:
He, who secure within, can say
Tomorrow do thy worst, for I have lived to day.
Be fair, or foul, or rain, or shine,
The joys I have possessed, in spite of fate are mine.
Not heaven itself upon the past has power;
But what has been, has been, and I have had my hour.
Dryden’s principal achievement in his contributions to his next major
translating enterprise, The Satires of Juvenal and Persius, was to find a viable
English equivalent for the scurrilously hyperbolic ‘wit’, which, he thought,
characterized the Juvenal’s scoffing denunciations of the human condition, and
which gave Juvenalian satire an exhilarating and ‘purgative’, rather than merely
depressing, effect (‘Juvenal’, he wrote, ‘gives me as much pleasure as I can
bear’). Here, for example, is his rendering of Juvenal’s characteristically
scathing description of the fall of Sejanus, the favourite of the Emperor Tiberius
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who had sought to attain power for himself, until his machinations were
reported to the Emperor, he was denounced by the Senate, and his statue was
torn down ignominiously by the Roman mob:
Down go the titles, and the statue crowned
Is by base hands in the next river drowned;
The guiltless horses, and the chariot wheel
The same effects of vulgar fury feel;
The smith prepares the hammer for the stroke
While the lunged bellows hissing fire provoke
Sejanus, almost first of Roman names,
The great Sejanus crackles in the flames,
Formed in the forge, the pliant brass is laid
On anvils, and of head and limbs are made
Pans, cans, and pisspots, a whole kitchen trade....
Sejanus with a rope is dragged along,
The sport and laughter of the giddy throng.
‘Good Lord,’ they cry, ‘what Ethiop lips he has;
How foul a snout, and what a hanging face!
By heaven, I never could endure his sight!
But say, how came his monstrous crimes to light?
Would you, Dryden’s Juvenal asks his reader,
change thy fate
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To be like him [Sejanus], first minister of state?
The reply is both scathingly scornful and chilling:
I well believe thou wouldst be great as he;
For every man’s a fool to that degree;
All wish the dire prerogative to kill;
Ev’n they would have the power who want the will.
In the third of Tonson’s miscellanies, Examen Poeticum (1693), Dryden
returned to Ovid, of whose Metamorphoses he was now planning a complete,
collaborative version. His version of Ovid’s Book 1 draws heavily on Milton’s
Paradise Lost, a poem which had itself echoed the Metamorphoses in many
places. But Dryden’s engagement with Ovid soon had to be ‘put on hold’ as his
attentions were directed to a project of greater prestige. In 1694 he signed a
contract with Tonson to translate the complete works of Virgil, the only author
whose works he was ever to render in their entirety. The result, The Works of
Virgil eventually appeared in 1697. It was a high-prestige foio volume,
sumptuously produced with copious engraved illustrations, and published by
subscription – its purchasers including most of the Good and the Great in the
land, right across the political spectrum. Dryden imbued his rendering of
virgil’s epic narrative of the Trojan prince Aeneas’ quest to found the city
which would eventually become Rome with profound reflections on empire,
kingship and usurpation, with frequent (though by no means straightforwardly
partisan) allusions to recent events in his own country. His rendering contains
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many fine passages. Dryden responds with particular sensitivity, for example, to
the pathos of Priam’s death at the siege of Troy, to the fate of the young
warriors Nisus and Euryalus, to the frenzied passion of Dido the Cathaginian
queen whom Aeneas has to desert in pursuance of his divinely-appointed
mission, and the to philosophical grandeur of Anchises’ vision of souls in Hades
and of his prophecy of the future rise of Roman imperial power. Dryden’s
Aeneis is by far the most poetically distinguished translation of Virgil’s epic
ever to have appeared in English. But within Virgil’s oeuvre, Dryden seems to
have loved the Georgics, Virgil’s celebration of the rural life of his native Italy,
even more than the Aeneid, describing them as ‘the divinest part of all [Virgil’s]
writings’. The Georgics at any rate gave the country-bred poet ample
opportunities to express his responses to the natural world, as, for example in
his evocation of a young horse:
The fiery courser, when he hears from far
The sprightly trumpets, and the shouts of war,
Pricks up his ears; and, trembling with delight,
Shifts place, and paws, and hopes the promised fight.
On his right shoulder his thick mane reclined,
Ruffles at speed, and dances in the wind.
His horny hoofs are jetty black and round;
His chine is double; starting with a bound
He turns the turf, and shakes the solid ground.
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Fire from his eyes clouds from his nostrils flow:
He bears his rider headlong on the foe.
At the very end of his life, Dryden returned to Ovid, the Roman poet who,
despite Virgil’s greater prestige, seems to been ultimately closer to Dryden’s
heart. In the Preface to his last volume, Fables, Dryden reiterated the age-old
criticisms of Ovid: that he had trivialized his depictions of painful and tragic
situations by prolixity, by a callous impassivity, and by displays of tastelessly
inappropriate verbal wit. As we have seen, his earlier renderings from Ovid’s
Heroides had themselves been vulnerable to such charges. But in the
translations from the Metamorphoses in Fables, Dryden responded with active
relish to Ovid’s verbal mannerisms, his ‘turns on the words and thought’,
apparently conceiving them not merely as tedious rhetorical devices, but as the
rhetorical means for achieving a distinctive perspective on the world: a weirdly
satisfying blend of involvement and distance, pathos and near-humour,
psychological precision and extravagant fancy, discretion and daring. A good
example of Dryden’s creative attention to Ovid’s distinctive style and stance is
to be found in ‘Cinyras and Myrrha’, his rendering of an episode from Book 10
of the Metamorphoses. Myrrha, a Cyprian princess consumed with incestuous
desire for her father, expresses her resentment for the humanity whose laws (in
apparently arbitrary conflict with those of nature), prevent her from succumbing
to her passion:
The father-bull his daughter may bestride,
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The horse may make his mother-mare a bride;
What piety forbids the lusty ram
Or more salacious goat, to rut their dam?
The hen is free to wed the chick she bore,
And make a husband, whom she hatched before;
All creatures else are of a happier kind,



Whom nor ill-natured laws from pleasure bind,



Not thoughts of sin disturb their peace of mind.



But man, a slave of his own making lives;
The fool denies himself what nature gives.
Dryden responds to Ovid’s distinctive handling of the situation, recreating and
enhancing with additions of his own the wordplay by which Ovid allows us to
appreciate the paradoxicality of Myrrha’s plight, as she succumbs to desires
which both seem ‘natural’ and also strike her

only a few lines after the

passage just quoted – profoundly contrary to the ‘sanctions’ which ‘nature has
designed’. In his rendering, Dryden moves beyond the prurience of his earlier
Ovidian versions to maintain a subtle and complex balance of sympathy and
distance, exposing the sophistry of some of Myrrha’s claims, while
simultaneously alerting us to the intractable dilemmas encapsulated in her
plight: incest is part of nature; incest is contrary to nature. His re-creation in
English of Ovid’s distinctive stylistic traits is simultaneously a response to
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Ovid’s distinctive vision – at once distanced and compassionate – of human and
natural phenomena.
In Fables, the voice of Ovid blends and contrasts with those of other
writers, ancient and medieval, in a sequence of interconnected narratives whose
imaginative world is presided over by a series of powerful gods – figures who
embody or concentrate the (often competing) forces, principles or laws which
hold sway both within the breast and mind of man and in the outside world, and
who can ennoble, demean, or baffle humanity at will, imbuing life with wonder
and dignity or divesting it of all apparent meaning, purpose or coherence. In
these poems, Dryden shows himself responsive not only to the paradoxical
dilemma of Ovid’s Myrrha but also to the turbulent wrath of the Homeric
Achilles, to the comic antics of Chaucer’s vainglorious farmyard hero, the cock
Chanticleer, to the bold and dignified speech in which Boccaccio’s Sigismonda
defends her sexual rights before her father Tancred when accused of entering
into a demeaning relationship with his squire Guiscardo, and to the grand vision
of nature’s perpetual flux and renewal celebrated by Chaucer’s Theseus (in the
Knight’s Tale) and Ovid’s Pythagoras.
It is in the last of the poems just mentioned, ‘Of the Pythagorean
Philosophy’, from Book 15 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, that Dryden shows that
he had come to see intimate connections between the medium and message of
his translated verse. In this episode, Ovid offers a speech made by the Greek
philosopher Pythagoras, in which Pythagoras moves from a recommendation of
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vegetarianism to a set of general reflections on the larger processes which
govern human and inanimate life. In rendering Ovid’s evocation of the
autumnal phase of human life,
More than mature, and tending to decay,
When our brown locks repine to mix with odious grey,
Dryden glances wryly at his own sixty-eight-year old person (beautifully
captured in his friend Sir Godfrey Kneller’s portrait of him in old age, now
housed in Trinity College Cambridge). And in his description of nature’s
changes –
Ever in motion; she destroys her old,
And casts new figures in another mould,
– Dryden echoes Andrew Marvell’s evocation, in his ‘Horatian Ode on
Cromwell’s return from Ireland’ of Oliver Cromwell’s destruction, during the
English Civil War, of the old political order, where it is said that Cromwell
Could by industrious valour climb
To ruin the great work of time,
And cast the kingdoms old
Into another mould.
In his rendering of Pythagoras’ description of the passing away of all things,
Dryden glances at the fate of King James II, his former master. James was said
by his enemies to have ‘abdicated’ from the English throne, thus leaving a
‘vacancy’ to be supplied by William III. But he had, in fact, as Dryden knew,
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effectively been deposed in a coup d’état. Dryden points up the fact by punning
on the active and passive connotations of ‘abdicated’ (which can both mean
‘having vacated the throne’ and ‘having been removed from the throne’):
For former things,
Are set aside, like abdicated kings.
But Dryden’s additions to the literal meaning of Ovid’s episode go beyond
merely personal and contemporary allusions. A little earlier in the poem, the
Drydenian/Ovidian Pythagoras had offered a general celebration of the
ceaseless continuity-in-flux that is Nature’s domain:
Thus are their figures never at a stand,
But changed by nature’s innovating hand;
All things are altered, nothing is destroyed,
The shifted scene, for some new show employed.
Then to be born, is to begin to be
Some other thing we were not formerly:
And what we call to die, is not t’ appear,
Or be the thing that formerly we were.
Those very elements which we partake,
Alive, when dead some other body make:
Translated grow, have sense, or can discourse,
But death on deathless substance has no force.
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The sentiments of this passage are clearly connected with some remarks in
Dryden’s Preface to Fables about the ways in which writers of the past might
speak to the future. Up to this point in his career, Dryden’s verse translations
(apart from tinkerings which he made to Sir William Soame’s translation of
Boileau’s L’Art poétique in the 1680s) had all been from the Greek and Roman
classics. But at the very end of his life he had begun to develop an interest in
two medieval writers, the Italian Giovanni Boccaccio and the Middle English
(14th century) English poet Geoffrey Chaucer. Chaucer’s works, though
nowadays regarded as canonical classics, were little read in Dryden’s day, and
were only available in poor editions, printed in antiquated ‘black letter’ (i.e.
gothic) type. In his Fables Dryden made modern translations of three of
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, plus a passage from its Prologue (together with a
rendering of The Flower and the Leaf, a poem then thought to be by Chaucer
but now known to have been written in the later fifteenth century). Dryden
appended the Middle English poems in their original form, printed for the first
time in a modern typeface, so that readers could compare his translations with
their originals. Dryden’s revival of Chaucer was to play a crucial part in
establishing the medieval poet in the mainstream of English poetry. In the
Preface to Fables, Dryden included some famous remarks about the pilgrims in
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales:
We have our forefathers and great grand-dames all before us, as they
were in Chaucer's days; their general characters are still remaining in
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mankind, and even in England, though they are called by other names
than those of monks, and friars, and canons, and lady abbesses, and nuns:
For mankind is ever the same, and nothing lost out of nature, though
every thing is altered.
The connections between these remarks and Pythagoras’ speech will be
immediately apparent. And Dryden’s use of the key word ‘translated’ to
describe the relocation of bodily ‘elements’ after death applies the words of the
Ovidian Pythagoras to the very literary process by which they are being
communicated. Dryden clearly sees in his rendering of Pythagoras’ words both
an affirmation and enactment of the processes of poetic rebirth, renewal, and
succession that are a central preoccupation of his own Preface. In his capacity to
link reflections on his own life and times with processes of the most
transcendent grandeur, in an imaginative recreation of a poem from the remote
past which embodies its own precepts in the ‘long, majestic March’ of its versemusic, Dryden has brought his contemplation of the translator’s art into the
closest possible conjunction with his profoundest meditations on the nature of
poetry, of his own art, of history, of the progress of individual lives, and of life
itself.

Further Reading:
Many of the points raised in this lecture find fuller and more fully documented
expression in the following publications:
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John Dryden (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986)
Writers and their Work: John Dryden (Tavistock: Northcote House/British
Council, 2004)
Conversing with Antiquity: English Poets and the Classics, from Shakespeare to
Pope (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), Chapters 1, 4-9
The Poems of John Dryden, ed. Paul Hammond and David Hopkins, 5 vols,
Longman Annotated English Poets (London: Longman/Pearson, 19952005) [provides detailed illustration of Dryden’s sources and working
methods for his translations]
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