Four Translations of "When Human Life...."

Post by “Cassius” of June 30, 2018 at 4:24 PM

| think these side-by-side Latin and alternate translations are helpful. Slight word changes can
lead to significant changes in meaning, and translators tend to add or subtract words
depending on their own view of what a passage "should" mean. Here is perhaps the most
famous passage of all from Lucretius Book 1 -

Munro: "When human life to view lay foully prostrate upon earth crushed down under the
weight of religion, who showed her head from the quarters of heaven with hideous aspect
lowering upon mortals, a man of Greece ventured first to lift up his mortal eyes to her face and
first to withstand her to her face. Him neither story of gods nor thunderbolts nor heaven with
threatening roar could quell: they only chafed the more the eager courage of his soul, filling
him with desire to be the first to burst the fast bars of nature’s portals. Therefore the living
force of his soul gained the day: on he passed far beyond the flaming walls of the world and
traversed throughout in mind and spirit the immeasurable universe; whence he returns a
conqueror to tell us what can, what cannot come into being; in short on what principle each
thing has its powers defined, its deep-set boundary mark. Therefore religion is put underfoot
and trampled upon in turn; us his victory brings level with heaven."

Browne 1743: Indezd mankind, in
wretched bondage held, lay grov-

Munro 1886: When human life to view Bailey 1936: When the life of man  Smith 2001: When all could see that
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eling on the ground, galled with the
yoke of what is called Religion; from
the sky this tyrant shewed her head,
and with grim looks hung over us
poor mortals here below; until a
man of Graece with steady eyes
dared look her in the face, and first
opposed her power, Him not the
fame of Gads nor thunder's roar
kept back, nor threatening tumults
of the sky; but still the more they
roused the active virtue of his as-
piring soul, as he pressed forward
first to break thro’ Nature's scanty
bounds, His mind's quick force pre-
vailed; and 5o he passed by far the
flaming fimits of this world, and
wander'd with his comprehensive
soul o'er all the mighty space; from
thence returned triumphant; told us
what things may have a being, and
what cannct; and how  finite
power is fixed o each; a bound it

down under the weight of religian,
who showed her head from the quar-
ters of heaven with hideous aspect
lowering upon martals, a man of
(Greece ventured first to lft up his
mortal eyes to her face and first to
withstand her to her face. Him neither
story of gods nor thunderbolts nor
heaven with threatening roar could
quell: they only chafed the more the
eager courage of his soul, filling him
with desire to be the first to burst the
fast bars of nature’s portals, Therefore
the fiving force of his soul gained the
day: on he passed far beyond the flam-
ing walls of the world and traversed
throughout in mind and spirit the im-
measurable universe: whence he re-
turns a conqueror to tell us what can,
what cannet come into being; in short
on what principle each thing hasits
powers defined, its deep-set boundary
mark. Therefore religion is put under-

cannot break; and so Religion, which foot and trampled upon in turn; us his

we feared before, by him subdued,

victory brings level with heaven.

earth, crushed by the weight of re-
ligion, which showed her face from
the realms of heaven, lowering upon
mortals with dreadful mien, "twas a
man of Greece who dared first to
raise his mortal eyes to mest her,
and first to stand forth to meet her:
him neither the stories of the gods
for thunderbolts checked, nor the
sky with its revengeful roar, but all
the more spurred the eager daring of
his mind toyearn to be the first to
urst through the close-set bolts
upon the doors of nature. And so it
was that the lively force of his mind
won its way, and he passed on far
beyondthe fery wal of the word,
andin mind and spirit traversed the
boundless whole; whence in victary
he brings us ticings what can come to
be and what cannot, yea and in what
way each thing has its power limited,
and its deepset boundary-stane. And
50 religion in revenge is cast beneath
men's feet and trampled, and victory

ously in the dust, crushed beneath
the grinding weight of superstition,
which from the celestial regions
displayed its face, lowering over
martals with hideous scowl, the first
who dared to lift mortal eyes to
challenge it, the first who ventured
to confront it boldly, was a Gresk,
This man neither the reputation of
the gods nor thunderbolts nar
heaven's menacing rumbles could
daunt; rather all the more they
roused the ardor of his courage and
fniade him long to be the first to
burst the bolts and bars of nature's
gates. And 50 fis mind's might and
vigor prevailed, and on he marched
far beyond the blazing battlements
of the world, in thought and under-
standing journeying all through the
measureless universe; and from this
expedition he returns to us in tri-
umph with his spoils—knowledge of
what can arise and what cannot,
and again by what law each thing

makes us equal to the Gods.

deeply implanted houndary stone.
S0 now the situation is reversed:
superstition is flung down and tram-
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