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A Note on This Telling

A telling, in six books. The passages set apart are Lucretius’s own words, rendered from the Latin. Everything else is the teller’s: the argument retold, and what the teller adds. It ends where the poem ends, in the plague.




Book One




The Invocation


Mother of the people of Aeneas, joy of men and of gods, Venus who gives life: beneath the slow-turning stars of heaven you crowd with living things the sea that carries ships and the lands that bear the grain. Through you every kind of creature is conceived, and rises, and looks upon the light of the sun. From you, goddess, the winds run, from you and your coming the clouds of the sky. For you the earth, clever in all her making, sends up sweet flowers. For you the level waters of the sea are laughing, and the sky, made calm, shines with light poured out.

For as soon as the face of the spring day is opened, and the breeding wind from the west is unbarred and blows strong, first the birds of the air give the sign of you and your coming, their hearts struck through by your force. Then the wild herds go leaping over the glad pastures and swim the rushing rivers. So taken by your charm, each follows you eagerly wherever you go on to lead it. Through seas and mountains and the rivers that tear things away, through the leafy houses of the birds and the greening plains, you strike soft love into every breast, and make each kind, in its longing, carry its generations on.

Since you alone steer the nature of things, and without you nothing comes up into the bright shores of light, nothing is made glad, nothing lovely, I want you as my partner in the verses I am trying to set down on the nature of things for our Memmius, whom you, goddess, have willed at every time to stand out, furnished with every gift. So much the more, goddess, give my words a charm that lasts.

And meanwhile make the savage works of war fall asleep and lie still over every sea and land. For you alone can help mortals with quiet peace, since Mars, mighty in arms, who rules the savage works of war, often throws himself back into your lap, overcome by the wound of love that never heals. And so, looking up, his smooth neck laid back, he feeds his greedy eyes on love, gazing at you, goddess, and his breath, as he lies back, hangs on your lips. Goddess, as he lies on your sacred body, bend over him and around him, and pour sweet words from your lips, and ask, glorious one, for quiet peace for the Romans.

For in our country’s evil hour I cannot do this work with a level mind, nor can the famous son of the Memmii, at such a time, fail the common good.






The Greek Who Looked Up


When human life lay foully before our eyes, crushed to the earth under the weight of religion, which showed its head from the regions of the sky and stood over mortals with its dreadful face, a Greek, a mortal man, was the first who dared to lift his eyes against it, and the first to stand against it.

Neither the tales of the gods, nor the lightning, nor the sky with its threatening growl held him down. They only roused the keen courage of his mind the more, so that he longed to be the first to break the tight bars of nature’s gates. And so the living force of his mind won through. He went out far beyond the flaming walls of the world, and travelled the whole unmeasured universe in mind and spirit.

From there, as victor, he brings back to us what can come to be and what cannot: how each thing has its power bounded, and a boundary-stone set deep. So religion in its turn is thrown under our feet and trampled, and his victory makes us equal to the sky.






The Sacrifice of Iphigenia


In all this I have one fear: that you may think you are setting out on the first lessons of an impious reasoning, and walking the road of crime. It is the other way round. It is religion that has more often given birth to criminal and impious acts.

So it was at Aulis, when the chosen leaders of the Danaans, the first of men, foully stained the altar of the Virgin of the Crossroads with the blood of Iphianassa. The band was wound about her girl’s hair, and its ends fell evenly down each cheek. She saw her father standing in grief before the altar, and near him the attendants hiding the knife, and the people weeping at the sight of her. Dumb with fear, she sank to her knees and reached for the ground.

Nor could it help her, poor girl, at such a time, that she had been the first to give the king the name of father. For she was lifted by the hands of men and led, trembling, to the altar. It was not so that, when the solemn custom of the rites was done, she might go out with the bright wedding song. It was so that she, a pure girl, might fall impurely, at the very hour of marriage, a grieving victim struck down by her father, and the fleet be granted a happy and lucky sailing.

Tantum religio potuit suadere malorum. Such evils religion had the power to urge.






The First Principles


This terror of the mind, then, and this darkness, must be scattered not by the rays of the sun or the bright shafts of the day, but by the look and the reasoning of nature. Her first principle will begin for us here: that nothing is ever born out of nothing by the will of the gods. For fear holds all mortals in its grip because they see many things happen on earth and in the sky whose causes they can in no way see, and they think these come about by the power of the gods. So when we have seen that nothing can be made from nothing, then we shall see more truly what we are after: from what each thing can be made, and in what way all things come to be without the work of gods.



If things came from nothing, then every kind of thing would spring from every kind—nothing would need a seed. Men would rise from the sea, and fish from the land, and birds burst from the sky, and cattle and wild beasts and every kind of creature be born at random in the fields. But we see that each thing grows from its own seed, and each keeps its own kind. The rose comes in spring, the grain in the heat, the grape when autumn calls, each from its own seed, in its own season. This could not be, if things came from nothing.

And nothing is destroyed to nothing. If things could be annihilated, then everything would have vanished long ago, since there has been infinite time for it to happen. But the world holds. Things change their shape; they do not cease.




The Atoms and the Void

Everything is made of two things: matter and the space in which matter moves. Nothing else exists.

The matter is atoms—small, solid, indestructible, eternal, countless. The space is the void—empty, intangible, and absolutely necessary, because if there were no void, nothing could move, since everything would be packed solid against everything else.

You cannot see the atoms. But you can see what they do. The wind is invisible and it drives the ships and tears the clouds and scours the plains. Clothes hung on the shore grow damp, and dry again in the sun, and no one sees the water come or go. The ring on your finger wears thin over the years and you cannot see what takes it away. The sea eats the cliffs. None of this is visible in its working. All of it is real.

So it is with the atoms. They are not seen. They are there. They move through the void, they combine, they separate, and everything you have ever seen—the mountains, the seas, the stars, your own body, your own mind—is a pattern they have made for a while and will unmake.




The Infinite Universe

And the universe has no edge. Suppose there were an edge. Suppose you stood at it and threw a spear. Either the spear flies on—in which case there is something beyond the edge, and that was not the edge. Or something stops it—in which case there is something there, and again that was not the edge. Wherever you place the boundary, the question returns.

So the universe is infinite, and the atoms are infinite in number, and they fall through infinite space forever, and in that infinity there are other worlds. Not one world, made for us, at the center of everything. Countless worlds, in every condition, made and unmade by the same atoms, with no one watching any of them.




Against the Philosophers

Along the way I must clear the ground. There are those who say everything is fire. There are those who say everything is made of one element, or of all four together. And there is one who says each thing is made of tiny pieces of itself: bone of little bones, blood of drops of blood, gold of grains of gold.

Each of them has seen something true and mistaken it for the whole. There are atoms and there is void, and the atoms have shapes, and the shapes determine what they can make.

I am not asking you to take my word. I am asking you to look.




Book Two




The Pleasure of Philosophy


It is sweet, when on the great sea the winds are churning the waters, to watch from the land another’s great labour. Not because anyone’s torment is a joy and a pleasure, but because it is sweet to see what evils you yourself are spared. Sweet, too, to look on the great contests of war drawn up across the plains, with no share of your own in the danger.

But nothing is more delightful than to hold the calm high temples, well walled by the teaching of the wise. From there you can look down on others and see them wandering everywhere, straying, looking for the road of life: competing in talent, contending over birth, straining night and day with outstanding labour to climb to the height of wealth and to be masters of things.

O pitiful minds of men, O blind hearts! In what darkness of life, in what great dangers, this little span of time is spent, whatever it is! Do you not see that nature barks for nothing for herself but this: that pain be kept away from the body, and that the mind enjoy a pleasant feeling, removed from care and fear?






The Motes in the Sunbeam


Of this, as I tell it, an image and likeness is always moving before our eyes. For look closely whenever the sun’s rays are let in and pour their light through the dark places of a house. You will see many tiny bodies mingling in many ways through the empty space, in the very light of the rays, and, as if in everlasting struggle, waging battles and fights, troop against troop, never pausing, driven on by meetings and partings without number. From this you may guess what it is for the first beginnings of things to be tossed forever in the great void: so far as it goes, a small thing can give a likeness of great things, and the tracks of knowing them.






The Shapes of Atoms

The atoms are not all the same shape. Some are smooth and round and slide past each other easily—these make liquids, and light, and the things that flow. Some are hooked and tangled and catch on one another—these make the hard things, the metals, the rocks, the bones. Some are branched, some are rough, some are porous. The variety of everything you have ever touched is the variety of shapes at a scale you cannot see.


For often before the fair shrines of the gods a calf falls, slaughtered beside the altars where the incense burns, breathing out from its breast a warm river of blood. But the mother, bereaved, wandering the green glades, knows the prints pressed into the ground by the cloven hooves, and searches every place with her eyes, to see if she can anywhere catch sight of her lost young. Standing still, she fills the leafy wood with her lament, and goes back again and again to the stall, pierced through with longing for her calf. Not the tender willows, nor the grass growing strong in the dew, nor the rivers gliding brim-full between their banks can delight her mind and turn aside the sudden care. Nor can the sight of other calves in the glad pastures draw her mind away and lighten it. So much does she look for something of her own, something she knows.






The Swerve

And they fall. Forever, through the void, all of them, falling. If they only fell straight down, nothing would ever happen. They would fall parallel, never meeting, and the universe would be an endless rain of atoms that never touches.

But they do not fall straight. At no fixed place, at no fixed time, they swerve—slightly, minutely, just enough to break the line. And where two swerve into each other, a world can begin.

The swerve is small, and I cannot show it to you. It is the only thing in the system that is not necessity. Without the swerve, everything that happens was always going to happen. With it, there is a gap in the chain—and in that gap, in that tiny deviation from the straight line, there is something like freedom. Not just for atoms. For you. When you choose, something in you swerves. If the atoms fell only straight, you could not choose anything at all.

Everything is made of atoms and void. There is nothing else.




The Worlds

Worlds are made and unmade. This world of ours is not eternal. It had a beginning, and it will have an end, and it is not the only one. The atoms are infinite, the void is infinite, and in infinite space, with atoms without number, worlds are made and unmade beyond counting. Ours is one.




Book Three




The Light out of Darkness


You who out of such great darkness were the first to lift so clear a light, lighting up the good things of life: you I follow, glory of the Greek people, and in the marks you pressed I now set the firm prints of my feet. Not so much from longing to rival you as for love, because I long to be like you. For how should a swallow contend with swans? Or what could young goats on their trembling legs do in a race to match the strong force of a horse?

You, father, are the finder of things. You furnish us with a father’s teaching. And from your pages, glorious one, as bees in the flowering glades sip from everything, so we feed on all your golden words: golden, and always most worthy of unending life.






The Wounds of Ambition and the Fear of Death


And then greed, and the blind longing for office, which drive wretched men to cross the bounds of right, and sometimes, as partners and servants of crime, to strain night and day with outstanding labour to climb to the height of wealth: these wounds of life are fed in no small part by the fear of death.

For foul contempt and bitter want seem, as a rule, far from a sweet and steady life, and to be loitering already, as it were, before the gates of death. And so, while men, driven by a false terror, want to flee them far away and put them far off, they pile up a fortune out of civil blood, and greedily double their riches, heaping killing on killing. Cruelly they rejoice at a brother’s sad funeral, and hate and fear the tables of their kin.

In the same way, and from the same fear, envy often wears them down. One man is powerful before their eyes; another is gazed at as he walks in shining honour; and they complain that they themselves are rolling in darkness and mud.






The Soul Is Body

Now the thing you are most afraid of. The soul—the mind, the spirit, whatever you call the part of you that seems to be you—is made of atoms. Finer atoms than the body’s, smaller and more mobile, but atoms. It is not a harmony. It is not a breath that came from somewhere else. It is a part of the body, as the hand and foot are parts of the body.

Watch it. It is born with the body. It grows with the body. It ages with the body. The child’s mind is weak; the old man’s stumbles and fails. The same is true of the body, and it is the same because they are the same kind of thing.

And when the body’s structure comes apart, the soul’s atoms come apart with it. The soul is not a thing that can leave. It is a thing that can dissolve, because it was never anything but a particularly fine arrangement of the same material as everything else.

There is no judgment. There is no reward. There is no punishment. There is only the return. The atoms that made you will go back into the world. They will make other things. But the “you” that is made of them—the pattern, the memory, the name—does not come back. Nothing of that survives. It is not a cycle you will ride. It is a dissolution.




The Fear of Death

You are going to say: if the soul dies, then death is the end, and the end is terrible, and nothing matters.

But look at what you are doing. You are imagining yourself dead, and you are imagining what it is like. There is no one there to have the experience. If there is to be suffering, someone must be there when it comes. And you will not be.

Look back at the eternity that passed before you were born. Does it trouble you? Do you feel any loss for the ages you did not exist? Death is no different. The time after your death is the same as the time before your birth—an eternity you have already experienced without suffering, without grief, without a single wound.

You do not fear the state of being dead. You fear the loss of what you have. You fear the people you love going on without you. You fear the unfinished work, the unwitnessed ending.

It is not nothing. It is not the fear of a future experience, because there is no future experience to fear. It is the fear of an absence. And the absence is not felt by anyone. The suffering you are imagining belongs to the living—to the ones who remain, and to you now, imagining. It does not belong to the dead.


And then, if the nature of things were suddenly to send out a voice, and herself rebuke one of us like this:

‘What is so wrong with you, mortal, that you give yourself over so much to sick grieving? Why do you groan and weep at death? For if the life you have lived till now has been pleasing to you, and all its good things have not run through and been lost without thanks, as if poured into a vessel full of holes, why not go, like a guest who has had his fill of life, and take, you fool, with a level mind, a rest that has no care?

‘But if all you have enjoyed has run out and been lost, and life is a grief to you, why look to add more, only for it to be lost again, badly, and all of it go to nothing without thanks? Why not rather make an end of life and of labour? For there is nothing more that I can devise and find for you that would please you. All things are always the same. If your body is not already withering with the years, and your limbs worn out and slack, all things still remain the same, even if you were to go on outliving every generation, and still more if you were never to die.’

What do we answer, but that nature brings a just charge, and sets out a true case in her words?




Epicurus himself died, when the light of his life had run its course: he who surpassed the human race in mind, and put out all the others as the sun, risen in the sky, puts out the stars.






Book Four




The Images

How do you see? How do you hear? How do you want? Everything gives off images of itself—thin films, patterns of atoms, that travel through the air and strike the eye and the ear. This is why we see what we see and hear what we hear. The images are not the things; they are the shapes of the things, arriving.

This explains the senses, and it also explains their errors. The square tower looks round from far away, not because it is round, but because the image has been worn down in transit. The oar looks bent in the water. Do not trust the interpretation; trust the evidence the senses bring and correct your judgment about it. The senses cannot be refuted by reason, because reason is built on them. If they are wrong, everything is wrong, and there is nothing left to argue with.




The Lover

And then there is love.

The lover cannot see the faults of the beloved. He calls her “my life,” “my only one,” “my joy.” He is wounded by the sight of her. He is consumed by desire, and the desire cannot be satisfied, because it is not a desire for a thing. It is a desire for an image—and the image is not the woman. He wants what he imagines. He cannot have what he imagines. And so he is torn between wanting and not having, and the wound does not close. He is a man pouring water into a vessel that has no bottom.

And even when he has her, the void is not filled. The void is in him. It is the void of the atoms, the void of the universe. No woman can fill it. No man can fill it. The beloved is made of atoms. She will die. Her beauty will fade. Your desire will not save her. Your desire will not save you.

So step back. See her as she is. Love her without the illusion of permanence. Love her for the time you have, and let her go. Do not knot yourself to her. Do not let the wound become part of you.

It is the only love that does not become cruelty. The love that clings will end in grief or in jealousy or in both. The love that releases can be given without fear.


Nor is it by the gods’ doing, nor by the arrows of Venus, that sometimes a woman of no great beauty is loved. For sometimes the woman herself, by what she does, by her gentle ways and the care she takes of her body, makes it easy for you to grow used to sharing your life with her. And beyond this, it is habit that fits love together. For a thing struck often, however lightly, is still overcome in the long run, and gives way. Do you not see how drops of water falling on rocks bore through the rocks in the long run?






Book Five




A God, a God


It must be said: he was a god, a god, famous Memmius, who first found the reasoning of life that is now called wisdom, and who by his art moved life out of such great waves and such great darkness, and set it in so calm a place and so clear a light.






The World Is Not a God

The world is not eternal. It was made. Not by a god—made, as everything is made, by the chance collision of atoms, in infinite time and infinite space, among infinite attempts. It has a beginning. It will have an end. It is not the only world and it is not the best world and it was not made for us.


Then again the child, like a sailor flung up by the savage waves, lies naked on the ground, without speech, in want of every help to life, when first nature has poured him out by labour from his mother’s womb into the shores of light. And he fills the place with mournful wailing, as is only right for one who has so much evil left to pass through in life.



The earth is not a goddess. The sun is not a god. The stars are not gods. They are bodies, made of the same atoms as everything else, following the same laws, indifferent to you.

And the gods—if there are gods, and I do not deny it—do not care. They live apart, in quiet dwellings unlike ours, in perfect peace, needing nothing, doing nothing, unconcerned with us. To think otherwise is to insult them: to imagine that beings of perfect tranquility would trouble themselves with our affairs, with our prayers, with our little wars. They are blessed precisely because they are not involved.




The Beginnings of Things

Once there was no earth, no sea, no sky. Only atoms and void, and then a beginning.

The earth brought forth the first living things—grass, then trees, then animals, then men—and everything that lives now came from that. And men at first were savage. They had no fire, no clothing, no language, no law. They lived in caves and woods, naked, and they lived only as long as the strong could protect themselves and the weak were taken.

Then fire. Then skin for clothing. Then the pairing of man and woman, the household, the first contract of neighbour with neighbour: that no one should harm another, and that the weak should be spared. Then language—not invented by one man and taught, but grown, as children learn to shape sounds for the things they need. Then metals, then farming, then sailing, then cities, then walls, then laws.

And then—always, everywhere—religion. The men of old, looking up at the sky, seeing the stars move and the storms come and the lightning fall, invented gods. They could not understand the causes, so they attributed the causes to beings. They made the gods in their own image: angry, jealous, pleased by gifts, capable of being persuaded. And they called this piety.

But the man who has learned the nature of things looks at the same sky and sees the same beauty and knows that it is not angry. He can be moved by it without being afraid of it. Not the loss of wonder, but the loss of terror.




Book Six




Athens


Athens of the shining name was the first to give the fruits of grain to suffering mortals. She made life new, and passed laws, and first gave life its sweet comforts, when she bore a man of such a heart, who poured out everything from a truthful mouth. And his glory, though he is dead, for the godlike things he found, spread abroad long ago, is carried now up to the sky.






The Wonders of the Sky

I could go on for a long time about the weather. Thunder, lightning, rain, hail, snow, wind, whirlwinds, the motion of the clouds, the rising and setting of the sun, the phases of the moon, the eclipses—all of these can be explained, and none of them requires a god.

And I will tell you what I cannot explain. There are some phenomena for which I can give you several possible causes and cannot tell you which is the true one. I am asking you to stop attributing to the gods what you have not yet explained. Not understanding something is not an argument for a god. It is an argument for looking closer.




The Plague at Athens

There was a plague at Athens.

It began in the far corners of Egypt and it crossed the air and the floating plains and it came at last to Athens and it filled the city with the dead.

The symptoms were these: a burning fever, a redness of the eyes, a throat that swelled and closed, a tongue that bled and grew rough and heavy in the mouth. Then the chest was seized, and the breath came hard, and the body was covered with sores, and the mind was clouded, and the sufferer did not know where he was. Many gave up their lives around the eighth or ninth day. There was no sure common remedy.

The temples were filled with corpses. The gods were no longer held in honor. The rites of burial failed. Relatives fought over the pyres, each striving to bury his own among strangers.

Some fled from the sick. They fled from their own fathers, their own children, terrified of the disease and terrified of death, and they left them to die alone because they could not bear to be near them. And others stayed. They stayed and tended the sick and caught the disease from them, and died of it, and did not flinch, because they could not bring themselves to abandon the people they loved. In the middle of the plague, men still chose. The atoms do not care. Some men did.

And there was a man who had taught that the fear of death is one root of all our evils, and had shown how to loosen it, and had believed—or had written as if he believed—that a man who understood the nature of things could meet death without terror. And then, at the end of his poem, he came to the plague, and the temples filled with corpses, and the rites of burial failed, and the relatives fought over the pyres.

The atoms do not care. The void does not care. The knowledge that the soul is mortal does not make the body’s suffering any less.

And the poem ends here.




Afterword

That is where the surviving poem stops. Whether Lucretius left it unfinished or some part of the text was lost, we cannot know. What we have ends in the middle of the plague, without a cadence.

And that is the most honest thing about it. Everything else in the poem is an argument that can be met. The plague is the thing that the argument cannot meet—and Lucretius, or whoever was writing, did not have time to smooth it over.

I have spent six books telling you that the fear of death is one of the deepest roots of our evils, and that understanding the nature of things can loosen it. And here at the end is a plague, in the city where the argument was supposed to work, and the argument is not working. Men are dying, and some of them are dying well, and some of them are running, and the ones who run and the ones who stay are both made of atoms and both afraid of the same thing.

I am not going to tell you that the argument wins. I am going to tell you what I think Lucretius would have said if the poem had continued—and I want you to hear it as my construction, not as his, because that is what it is. I think he would have said: the argument was never that suffering would stop. The argument was that you could meet it without adding to it the terror of a judgment that is not coming and a future that does not exist. The plague is real. The fever is real. The grief is real. The judgment we fear is not waiting for us beyond death.

Whether that is enough—whether any philosophy is enough for the plague—is not a question the poem answers. It is the question the poem leaves you with.



End of the telling.




Notes to the Telling

Primary sources.


	Lucretius, De Rerum Natura (Latin text, standard line numbering).

	For the plague: Thucydides, History 2.47–54, Lucretius’s source (Greek text).

	For Epicurus’s own words on death: Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus 124–127, in Diogenes Laertius X (Greek text).



Documented.


	Book One.

	The invocation of Venus, mother of Aeneas’s race, under whose power all living things are conceived (1.1–20).

	The poem written for Memmius (1.26–27; 1.42).

	Mars in Venus’s lap, and the prayer for peace for the Romans (1.31–40).

	The Greek man who first dared to lift his eyes against religion, went out beyond the flaming walls of the world, and brought back what can come to be and what cannot (1.62–79).

	The sacrifice of Iphianassa (Iphigenia) at Aulis by the chosen leaders of the Danaans (1.80–101).

	Terror of the mind dispelled not by the rays of the sun but by the aspect and law of nature (1.146–148).

	Nothing is ever made from nothing by divine power (1.150). Fear comes from seeing things whose causes men cannot follow (1.151–158).

	If things came from nothing, men could rise from the sea and fish from the land (1.159–173).

	Each thing from its own seed, in its own season: the rose in spring, the grain in the heat, the grape in autumn (1.174–175).

	Nothing is destroyed into nothing; in infinite time all would have perished (1.215–237).

	Unseen bodies: the wind (1.271–297), the ring worn thin on the finger (1.311–312), and rocks eaten by the brine (1.326).

	Clothes hung on the shore grow damp and dry again, and no one sees the water come or go (1.305–310).

	Without void nothing could move (1.329–345).

	All nature consists of two things, bodies and void (1.419–448).
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	Book Three.

	The praise of Epicurus as father and finder of things, and the bees among the flowers (3.1–13).

	The mind is part of the body, as the hand and foot are; it is not a harmony (3.94–135).

	It is born with the body, grows and ages with it (3.445–458), and is dissolved with it (3.417–829).

	Greed and the blind longing for office are fed in no small part by the fear of death. Men make fortunes out of civil blood, heap slaughter on slaughter, rejoice at a brother’s funeral, and hate and fear the tables of their kin (3.59–77).

	“Death is nothing to us” (3.830).

	If there is to be suffering, someone must be there when it comes (3.862–864).

	Nature’s speech to the man who fears death: the guest who has had his fill of life, the vessel full of holes, and all things always the same (3.931–951).

	The time before our birth was nothing to us, and is a mirror of the time after death (3.972–977).

	“Epicurus himself died” (3.1042–1044). It is the only line of the poem that names him.

	The mourners’ lament: your home will not receive you, nor your wife, nor your children run to you (3.894–899). They do not add that you will feel no longing for them (3.900–901).




	Book Four.

	Images, thin films, that leave the surfaces of things and strike the senses (4.26–215).

	The square tower that looks round from afar (4.353–363), and the oar that looks bent in water (4.436–442).

	The senses cannot be refuted. If they were false, reason, and life itself, would fall (4.469–521).

	Love feeds on images. Desire can no more be satisfied by an image than a sleeper’s thirst by water in a dream (4.1058–1120).

	Lovers call the beloved’s faults by pet names (4.1160–1169).

	Love made by habit, as drops of water bore through stone (4.1278–1287).




	Book Five.

	“He was a god, a god, famous Memmius” (5.8–12).

	The world is mortal and had a beginning (5.235–415).

	Earth, sun and stars are not gods (5.110–145).

	The world was not made for us by the gods; it is too full of faults (5.156–234; 5.195–199). The newborn lies like a sailor flung up by the waves (5.222–227).

	The gods live apart, in quiet dwellings unlike ours (3.18–24; 5.146–155).

	The earth brought forth grass and trees, then living creatures (5.783–836).

	The first men lived like wild beasts, without fire, clothing or law (5.925–1010).

	Huts, skins and fire; the household; and neighbours’ first compact: neither to harm nor be harmed, and that the weak should be pitied (5.1011–1027).

	Language grew from need, not from one man’s invention (5.1028–1090).

	Cities, kings, laws (5.1105–1160); metals (5.1241–1296); sowing and grafting (5.1361–1378).

	Fear of the gods, born of seeing the heavens’ motions without knowing their causes (5.1161–1240). “O unhappy race of men” (5.1194).

	True piety is to look on all things with a mind at peace (5.1198–1203).




	Book Six.

	Athens, which first gave grain and laws to mortals, and gave the world the man whose glory still goes up to the sky (6.1–8).

	Thunder, lightning, clouds and storms explained without gods (6.96–534).

	For some things several causes must be given, one of them true (6.703–711).

	The plague at Athens, from the far borders of Egypt (6.1138–1144).

	The fever, the red eyes, the swollen throat, the rough tongue, the hard breath, the sores, the mind astray (6.1145–1196). Death on the eighth or ninth day (6.1197–1198).

	No sure common remedy (6.1226).

	Those who shunned the sick died alone; those who tended them caught it and died (6.1239–1246).

	The temples of the gods filled with corpses; religion and the gods no longer weighed (6.1267–1271).

	The custom of burial failed. Men laid their dead on others’ pyres and fought, with much blood, rather than abandon the bodies (6.1272–1286).






Quoted or closely paraphrased.

The passages set apart in the text are rendered fresh from the Latin, line for line: - the invocation (1.1–43); - the Greek who looked up (1.62–79); - the sacrifice at Aulis (1.80–101), with the Latin line Tantum religio potuit suadere malorum (1.101); - the terror of the mind, and the first principle (1.146–158); - “It is sweet, when on the great sea the winds are churning the waters” (2.1–19); - the motes in the sunbeam (2.112–124); - the cow and her calf (2.352–366); - the light out of darkness (3.1–13); - the wounds of ambition (3.59–77); - Nature’s speech (3.931–951); - “Epicurus himself died” (3.1042–1044); - love made by habit (4.1278–1287); - “he was a god, a god” (5.8–12); - the newborn like a shipwrecked sailor (5.222–227); - Athens (6.1–8).

Also closely paraphrased: - the symptoms of the plague (6.1145–1198), in part.

Reported.


	That the poem was left unfinished, and was edited after Lucretius’s death by Cicero. This is reported by Jerome, four centuries later, and is doubted.



Invented.


	Everything outside the passages set apart is the teller’s. That includes the teller’s first-person voice and its asides to the listener (“I am not asking you to take my word”).

	“No one watching any of them” (Book One).

	The answer to the fear of death beginning “You do not fear the state of being dead” (Book Three).

	In the lover, the void in the lover as the void of the universe; and the remedy, to love “without the illusion of permanence” and let go (Book Four).

	The gods “do not care” (Book Five).

	“The atoms do not care. Some men did.” (Book Six).

	The man who had taught that the fear of death is a root of evil, coming at the end of his poem to the plague (Book Six).

	The Afterword, including what Lucretius “would have said”, which the Afterword itself marks as the teller’s construction.



Departures from the record.


	Love’s remedy. In Lucretius the remedy is to flee the images, turn the mind elsewhere, and spend desire freely rather than on one person (4.1063–1072). The book ends on love made by habit, like drops wearing away stone (4.1278–1287).

	The leaking vessel that cannot be filled, used here of the lover. In the poem it is the image of the insatiable mind (3.936–937; 3.1003–1010; 6.17–23), as in Nature’s speech in Book Three.



Not established.


	Whether the poem is unfinished, or its ending lost.

	The order of the last lines of Book VI, which editions arrange differently.

	Whether the lines on the gods’ nature at 1.44–49 belong in Book One. They are repeated at 2.646–651, and many editors remove them from Book One.



Outside the telling.


	The rest of the praise of Epicurus at the openings of Books Three, Five and Six (3.14–30; 5.1–7, 5.13–54; 6.9–42).

	Ennius, and the ghost of Homer appearing to him (1.112–126).

	The rest of Nature’s speech (3.952–977).

	The punishments of Hades read as the torments of this life (3.978–1023).

	The others who died before Epicurus in the same passage: kings, Scipio, Homer, Democritus (3.1024–1041).

	The magnet, the Nile, and Avernus (Book Six).



Further reading.


	W. E. Leonard, Of the Nature of Things, a verse translation (1916). It is in the public domain.






Emblem
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Nullum unquam fuit nihil; sed aeternus motus.
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