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Peter Jones has been burrowing in the Special Collection of the Library at the University of 

Newcastle upon Tyne, and has unearthed the "Story of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ in 

the Words and Metre of Virgil" by Alexander Ross. Dr. Jones, who is a lecturer in Classics at 

Newcastle (and was, among mighty feats, in charge of the team who got together the J.A.C.T. 

Greek Course, Reading Greek), has sent ID some excerpts and explanations of this little 

work, which runs to over a thousand lines. 

 

Alexander Ross (1591-1654) was born in Aberdeen and entered King's College, Aberdeen, to 

study divinity in 1604. He became master of the free school, Southampton in 1616, a chaplain 

to Charles 1st in 1622, and vicar of Carisbrooke, Isle of Wight. He was steeped in theology, 

history and philosophy and claimed that he was ‘more conversant among the dead than the 

living'. It clearly paid, for he died a very rich man indeed (in his library alone, his executor is 

said to have found £1,000 in gold, mostly between the pages of books). 

 

Virgilius Evangelisans was published in 1634, and dedicated to Charles. In the preface, Ross 

proclaims it a work of his leisure and says that no-one should be surprised that the 'profane' 

should be put to ‘sacred' use in this way, for had not Moses, Daniel and St. Paul all used 

pagan learning to illuminate and enrich true religion? 

 

Here are the opening lines: 

 

Ille ego qui quondam gracili modulatus avena 

carmen, et Aegypto egressus per inhospita saxa 

perque domos Arabum vacuas et inania regna 

deduxi Abramidas; at nunc horrentia Christi 

acta virumque cano, caeli qui primus ab oris 

virginis in laetae gremium descendit, et urbes 

Iudaeae docuit dictis solatus amicis: 

multum ille et terra patria iactatus et alto, 

vi pharisaeorum, saevique Herodis ob iram, 

multa quoque et diro passus sub iudice, donee 

incubuitque cruci, dixitque novissima verba, 

et sacram effudit multo cum sanguine vitam; 

sed tandem patrias victor remeavit ad oras. 

 

And here is a translation based on Dryden's translation of Virgil: 

 

I am the man who tuned my slender reed 

To tell how Abraham did his people lead 



Long since from Egypt's slavery unlawful 

Through desert wastes and wilds: but now Christ's awful 

Acts and the man I sing who left heaven's shore, 

And blessed virgin's womb did not abhor. 

So much kind teaching did Judaea get. 

Long labours both by land and sea Christ met, 

From Pharisaic savagery so great 

And haughty Herod's unrelenting hate; 

And much endured while sentence harsh was passed 

Before he climbed the cross and spoke his last, 

And poured his blood out with his precious life, 

But victor heavenwards flew after the strife… 

 

The Gospel according to St. Luke chapter 5 supplies a 

famous incident to challenge Ross's ingenuity: 

 

Interea Petrus, sociique ad litora tendunt; 

conscenduntque aequor, fugiunt spumantibus undis. 

postquam altum tenuere rates, demittit in aequor 

lina Petrus; nulli apparent in gurgite pisces. 

noctem illam insomnem ducunt, frustraque laborant. 

iamque rubescebat radiis mare, et aethere ab alto 

aurora in roseisfulgebat lutea bigis… 

 

Peter and his companions reach the shore, 

Put out to sea and then, with flashing oar, 

Run o'er the watery deep; their boat at last 

Reaches the ocean's depths. So Peter cast 

His line into the sea; nor her nor there 

Were seen the fish which dwell in ocean's lair. 

Sleepless that night they pass, in vain their care. 

Now when the rosy morn began to rise 

And waved her saffron streamer through the skies. 

 

It is worth while, finally, to trace down the sources in 

Virgil which Ross patched together: 

 

incumbunt pelago pariterque ad litora tendunt Aen. 2.205 

bis denis Phrygium conscendi navibus aequor Aen. 1.381 

tendunt vela Noti: fugimus spumantibus undis Aen. 3.268 

postquam altum tenuere rates nec iam amplius ullae Aen. 3.192 

alta petens, pelagoque alius trahit umida lina Georgics 1.142 

apparent rari nantes in gurgite vasto Aen. 1.118 

…noctem custodia ducit 



insomnem ludo Aen. 9.166-7 

frigidus in Venerem senior, frustraque laborem 

ingratum trahit Georgics 3.97-8 

iamque rubescebat radiis mare et aethere ab alto Aen. 7.25 

Aurora in roseis fulgebat lutea bigis Aen. 7.26 


