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In 2002 the senate of Queen’s University,Belfast decided to close its Department Of Classics.Michael Longley,poet,was prominent among those who opposed the decision.He was my colleague at the time upon the Board of Poetry Ireland.I urged the Board to support him by condemning the decision and then by promoting a project which would affirm Ireland’s tradition in the Classics.Our tradition was perhaps the oldest in Western Europe outside that of Italy itself.The Board of Poetry Ireland adopted my proposal that
we translate Catullus into the Irish and English languages.We would call this project “The Irish Catullus” in imitation of a mediaeval translation of The Aeneid into Irish,

Imeathchta Aeniasa,which came to be known in English as The Irish Aeneid.

Two years the project developed under the aegis of The Dublin Branch  of CLE.

Queen’s College,Belfast was founded in 1845 and was established as a University by the

Irish Universities Bill of 1908.In 2006 it had about 24,000 students,3,500 staff and 100,000 graduates throughout the world.Belfast itself was founded on Belfast Lough in

the 17th century and grew as a commercial and industrial centre in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries.

The classical tradition of Ireland dates to the career of Saint Patrick in the fifth century.

His autobiography – Confessio – was written in Latin.The tradition of classics in the
Belfast Lough area is probably older than the foundation of a monastery at Bangor on

the south shore of the Lough by Saint Comgall in the middle of the sixth century.He was

abbot of this teaching monastery for fifty years.Among his pupils was Columbanus who

became learned in Latin there.Columbanus left an oeuvre in Latin behind him from his missionary travels through Europe.With books and manusripts from Bangor he

founded a great library at the monastery of Bobbio which he established in Northern Italy.Much of this was acquired by Saint Charles Borromeo for the great Ambrosiana library of Milan in the 17th century.Most famous among these books is the liturgical
manuscript know as The Antiphon Of Bangor (composed 680-691).

An antiphon was a refrain sung before and after a psalm or canticle.The Antiphonary contains the hymn “Sancti venite,Christi corpus sumite” said to be the oldest Eucharistic 

Hymn in existence.

The monastery at Bangor fell to the Vikings,was revived by Saint Malachy in the twelfth century with limited success and was occupied by Franciscans and Augustinians until the reformation.

The Irish Aeneid,a 14th century translation of Virgil’s epic into Irish,is found in The Book Of Ballymote,named after the town in Sligo where the work was commissioned.This,the

first translation of The Aeneid nto a vernacular language,is attributed to Solamh O’Droma but there may have been an earlier work which he adapted.The Aeneid is re-shaped for a 14th century Irish audience.The material of the poem is pared down.He omits
genealogies and speeches of the Gods.He often inserts well-known passages from Irish literature.Aeneas sometimes sounds like Cuchulain,the hero of Irish mythology,for example when he first appears to Dido.The emotional and sensuous aspects of The Aeneid – the pain of the defeated,the sorrow of parting,jewelry,the beauty of the landscape – these aspects are heightened.Whether one agrees or disagrees with Solamh’s choices is not the point.The idea of reshaping the classic expresses a cultural confidence and independence that Ireland scarcely finds again until James Joyce’s Ulysses in 1922.
Translators were invited to work in the spirit of their mediaval forbear.

Now the work is complete and is being prepared for the printer.Catullus into Irish.Catullus into the English of Ireland.Catullus into the Ulster-Scots of Northern Ireland and the Gaelic of Scotland.Catullus into the English of the streets of Dublin.
In all some eighty writers are involved.Some are classicists.Most are not.All were given a literal translation of Catullus to work from if they needed it.

One  reason for choosing Catullus for this project is that he is young.I needed writing that would appeal to young people.Catullus has a youthful urban idiom which can express the emotions that come from living in a city in a way that is often fresher and more intense than the mode of contemporary writers.I am pleased to tell you that we have many versions of the great poet of Verona,fitted out in the mediaeval Irish way, which

are vital,penetrating,excessive,delightful.Catullus,the flower of Verona,speaks to us.

We hear him in our way.And so the tradition lives.In Aquileia.Verona.Dublin Bobbio.And on the shores of Belfast Lough.
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