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Abstract 
This dissertation challenges the notion of pastoral as a rural utopia by exposing 

the violence and danger innate to the bucolic world. The classical tradition has 

historically understood the pastoral world as an idyllic paradise standing in opposition 

to the dangerous city, which it casts as Other. By combining approaches drawn from 

narratology and intertextuality with a lens of critical classical reception, I demonstrate 

the inaccuracy of this dichotomy. I argue instead for a re-conception of the ancient 

pastoral landscape as a dark and dangerous setting that exists on a continuum with the 

urban environment. This dissertation critically reevaluates traditional scholarly 

conceptions in ancient literature by prioritizing non-canonical texts. 

After an introduction, the second chapter argues that sexual and intimate partner 

violence are integral parts of the pastoral world that scholars have overlooked for 

centuries. I explore physical, sexual, and emotional abuse in pseudo-Theocritus, 

Calpurnius Siculus, and Nemesianus to show that the relative safety of the locus amoenus 

in Vergil’s Eclogues is the exception, not the rule. The third chapter confronts one of the 

signature structural elements of pastoral poetry, the song contest. It dissects the 

elements that make up an amoebean exchange to argue that these contests that purport 

to showcase only poetic competition are in fact infused with verbal abuse and physical 

agonism as well. The chapter includes a close reading of Calpurnius’s sixth eclogue, 

which fails to launch the expected contest at all due to an exaggerated profusion of 
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insults that literalizes the metaphor of words as weapons—with violent consequences. 

Thus, violation and violence are woven into the very structure of the pastoral song 

exchange. 

The fourth chapter explores the relationship between danger and didaxis in 

pastoral. By looking at Calpurnius 5 alongside Georgics 3, I argue that Calpurnius uses 

descriptions of danger as narratological tools to justify transitions to the didactic mode. 

Ultimately, however, I conclude that the dangers of the rural landscape are too 

numerous and ingrained for even the most thorough precautions to fully protect against 

them. Thus, by the fifth and final chapter, I maintain that danger is an innate and 

integral part of the pastoral sphere, just as it is presented in the urban sphere. I argue 

that the common binary constructed between city and country in literature is a false one. 

Just as characters travel between the two settings, sometimes in the course of a single 

poem, so do the dangers native to one place migrate back and forth between them. By 

looking at one of Theocritus’s urban mimes alongside his bucolics and Calpurnius’s 

seventh eclogue, I reframe the traditional conception of the pastoral sphere as a safe 

haven. Instead, it is a dystopia with danger, violence, and strife at its very core. 
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1. Introduction  
1.1 The Pastoral Mode 

Conversations about the pastoral often begin with an attempt to define the term. 

Indeed, this is also where many of those conversations end, as the task of delineating the 

boundaries of “pastoral” has proven both insurmountable and all-consuming to 

countless scholars across disciplines. Questions like “How do we define the pastoral 

genre?” lead to “Is pastoral even a genre?”, which can rapidly become “What exactly is 

genre?” Rather than wade into these already-crowded waters, I gravitate towards the 

opinion of Laurel Fulkerson, who writes: “Precisely what constitutes pastoral, or bucolic 

poetry, is a vexed issue, and I have no wish to add to the confusion.”1 Yet in order to 

explore literature that partakes at all in pastoral, it is useful to review the footprints of 

scholars who have trodden this path before.  

Some of the earlier and more well-known works on pastoral focus on definitions 

that are more abstract than structural. William Empson’s 1935 monograph, Some Versions 

of Pastoral, is often “acknowledged to be the most brilliant study of its subject.”2 

Nevertheless, even the book’s most ardent admirers admit its obliqueness when it comes 

to narrowing down a definition of pastoral. Empson’s classification is expansive: he calls 

 

1 Fulkerson 2012, 31. 
2 Alpers 1978, 101. 
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pastoral the “process”—rather than the genre—of “putting the complex into the simple,” 

and he identifies a unifying social force within it that draws connections across class 

boundaries.3 In The Oaten Flute, Renato Poggioli bases his definition on a wide range of 

literature across languages and periods, identifying a unifying psychological attitude 

among them that he argues is key to pastoral. It is, however, starkly opposed to 

Christian writing: “The pastoral of Christendom is as impossible as the tragedy of 

Christianity.”4 Thomas Rosenmeyer takes a more structural stance in The Green Cabinet: 

Theocritus and the European Pastoral Lyric, arguing for the primacy of bucolic, the tradition 

of Theocritus, as separate from pastoral; everything after Theocritus reflects back on 

him. Thus, his view of the pastoral does not hinge upon Vergil’s Eclogues as much as 

those of others might, but his focus still remains on outlining the boundaries of the 

tradition. David Halperin leans into this distinction between bucolic and pastoral in 

Before Pastoral: Theocritus and the Ancient Tradition of Bucolic Poetry, arguing that bucolic 

adapts the life of epic into a more Callimachean mode; notably, he does not discriminate 

between bucolic and non-bucolic poems within the Theocritean corpus. For my 

purposes, I will not distinguish throughout the dissertation between “bucolic” and 

“pastoral,” but will instead use the terms interchangeably, as many scholars before and 

after Rosenmeyer and Halperin do. 

 

3 Empson 1935, 23. 
4 Poggioli 1975, 106. 



 

3 

Nita Krevans sums up the predilection of scholars, led by Empson and Poggioli, 

to focus on definition above all else: “They do represent the general tendency for 

scholars working in the European tradition to frame the problem of defining pastoral as 

the central enterprise in reading pastoral texts—not surprising, perhaps, when analyzing 

a tradition that can surface in anything from a picaresque novel to an epigram.”5 The 

nature of pastoral as a tradition that is hard to pin down and pervasive across different 

types of literature is what leads some scholars to consider it a mode rather than a genre. 

Paul Alpers notably argues this in What is Pastoral?, using Kenneth’s Burke idea of a 

representative anecdote around which a literary mode is structured; in the case of 

pastoral, he argues, the anecdote is the life of the herdsman. Kathryn Gutzwiller 

similarly writes that pastorals, particularly those of Theocritus, are “representations of the 

speech acts of herdsmen, their conversations and songs.”6 I follow this reading of 

pastoral as a mode, though less dependent on the particular figure of the herdsman and 

more on the ethos of the idealized countryside, as I will describe below. Kimberly Huth 

describes this understanding of the pastoral mode: “Pastoral is not simply a literary 

form of place or of ethos but more accurately a mode through which the values of that 

place and the aspects of that ethos are communicated from.”7 For Raymond Williams, 

coming at the issue from the perspective of English literature, the pastoral ethos is 

 

5 Krevans 2006, 127. 
6 Gutzwiller 1991, 5. Emphasis is the author’s. 
7 Huth 2011, 67. 
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composed of a series of dichotomies, all based around the central binary of city/country, 

as the relationships that are mythologized by the pastoral mode. These include 

metropolitan/rural, cultivated/primitive, colonizer/colonized, and the interactions 

between property, production, and labor.8  

Some scholars, however, are keen to look at pastoral more expansively and 

outside even the bounds of a single defining ethos. They focus on texts outside the 

Theocritean and Vergilian tradition and identify them as new approaches to the pastoral 

mode. Tom Geue applies this model to Juvenal’s satires, which he calls “a new type of 

pastoral, forcibly warping the gentle oscillation of the Eclogues book beyond its golden 

proportions.”9 Carole Newlands sees Statius’s Silvae as “a new kind of pastoral, 

reformulated for the social circumstances of the Flavian age.”10 But Newlands, as well as 

other scholars of the past few decades, have steered clear of putting forth their own 

definitions of pastoral: Fulkerson, as well as Marco Fantuzzi and Theodore Papanghelis, 

prefer to summarize the debate rather than throw their own hats into the ring.11 

1.2 Idealizing the Pastoral 

However they choose to define or delimit pastoral, scholars across disciplines 

identify an idealizing quality at its core. Depictions of the countryside, they argue, 

 

8 Williams 1973. 
9 Geue 2015, 785. 
10 Newlands 2002, 36. 
11 Cf. Newlands 2002, 143; Fulkerson 2012, 31n7; Fantuzzi and Papanghelis 2006, xii-xiii. 
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typically refrain from detailing the banal occurrences of everyday country life. As Niall 

Rudd writes, “The pastoral life itself is idealized. Wolves and drought rarely obtrude; 

we hear nothing of endless walking over rough terrain, the discomforts of a shepherd’s 

hut, the strain of tending sick animals in bad weather.”12 Viola Palmieri agrees, noting 

the absence of herdsmen’s activities in these purported herdsmen’s tales: “Indeed, most 

scholars have emphasized the high level of literariness of this idealized cosmos, where 

rustics and herdsmen live in a timeless world where their main occupation is singing 

instead of actual herding.”13  

Paolo Esposito identifies this tendency in Vergilian pastoral in particular: “In 

Vergil’s Eclogues, as was customary since Theocritus, the pastoral world does not display 

its difficult aspects, demanding hard work from the bucolic protagonists, who thus try 

to cover the necessities of life by means of the income from the sale of milk and wool.”14 

In contrast with the characters in the Georgics, he argues that “…the herdsmen described 

in the third Book of the Georgics are real shepherds, while the protagonists of the bucolic 

world are highly idealised herdsmen.”15 Indeed, in the introduction to her 1974 

monograph, Vergil’s Eclogues: Landscapes of Experience, Eleanor Leach describes Vergil’s 

Arcadia specifically as being a distant, non-real world.16 Pastoral authors’ use of 

 

12 Rudd 1996 (1967), 53. 
13 Palmieri 2021, 475.  
14 Esposito 2012, 50. 
15 Esposito 2012, 69. 
16 Leach 1974, 19-22. 
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language is what lends this sense of unreality, according to Terry Gifford: “The reader 

recognizes that the country in a pastoral text is an Arcadia because the language is 

idealized. In other words, pastoral is a discourse, a way of using language that 

constructs a different kind of world from that of realism.”17 Harold Toliver notes that 

this pattern continues in the pastoral tradition after antiquity, and that “Arcadia’s 

dreamlike quality is especially marked from the romantics onward.”18 

Indeed, the pastoral world can seem so dreamily unreal that it feels like nothing 

negative at all can permeate its bounds. This lends it a sense of nostalgia for a time and 

place that never truly existed. As Efrossini Spentzou explains, “In its inherent fragility, 

pastoral undermines the contemporary and manifests nostalgia for a mythic past of 

idealized values.”19 J.R. Morgan elaborates on the feelings of nostalgia: “Post-

Theokritean pastoral became more sentimental and less realistic, answering to the 

increasingly nostalgic idealization of rural life by sophisticated city-dwellers. The 

countryside had become a repository for values of simplicity and integrity felt to be 

absent from the complexity and pressures of urban existence, from which it offered 

imaginative escape.”20  

 

17 Gifford 1990, 45. 
18 Toliver 1971, 13. 
19 Spentzou 2011, 43. 
20 Morgan 2004, 6. 
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Some scholars draw a parallel to the Golden Age that is particularly apropos in 

the context of Vergil’s Eclogues. The Golden Age of Eclogue 4 presents a vision much 

larger than the pastoral world itself, encompassing all of the earth and the heavens on a 

cosmic scale. But even Vergil’s Eclogues themselves are not devoid of darkness: they 

open with Meliboeus’s lament over the land confiscations and deal with themes ranging 

from romantic rejection and jealousy to loss and death. The scholarly tendency to paint 

the Vergilian pastoral as one-dimensionally utopian, though dissipating, is not 

completely gone, as Gregson Davis details in the first chapter of his 2012 monograph 

Parthenope: the Interplay of Ideas in Vergilian Bucolic. 

And yet, Simon Schama situates Vergilian pastoral in “the golden age when the 

fields were in common and plenty was invariable and there was no iron, war, or 

destruction.”21 As recently as 2021, Viola Palimieri argued that reading pastoral gives 

“the impression of looking at a world suspended in time, a timeless Golden Age where 

nothing (but love) can disturb the tranquility of the herdsmen’s life, whose only 

preoccupation is singing of love and nature.”22 

1.3 Love and Pain 

The pain of unrequited love is not only allowed, but openly acknowledged, 

throughout pastoral. Herdsmen use their songs to pine after beloveds who have 

 

21 Schama 1995, 531. 
22 Palmieri 2021, 476-7. 
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spurned them, or spar in amoebean exchanges with romantic rivals. Elegiac authors 

acknowledge that their poetry shares this amor insanus with pastoral literature—but 

even then, in a more idealized way. Schama calls this “thwarted love in settings of 

impossible sweetness,”23 while Poggioli moves even further into the abstract: “The 

pastoral longing is but the wishful dream of a happiness to be gained without effort, of 

an erotic bliss made absolute by its own irresponsibility.”24 Pastoral love is a foil to that 

of elegy, as Fantuzzi observes: “The bucolic environment quite often becomes, for 

Propertius and Ovid, the wishful setting of the ‘road not taken’ by elegiac love, namely 

the idealised happy prehistory or alternative to the urban environment where the 

unhappiness of elegiac poetry was enacted.”25 He alludes to the frequent intertextual 

interactions between elegy and pastoral, calling it a “sort of intergeneric synthesis which 

indicates the pastoral setting of love as an ideally positive, even if consciously utopian, 

setting of eros.”26 Fulkerson agrees that, while love and sex are shared, the darker side of 

amor is unique to elegy: “To take one example of the confusion over the distinctions, or 

lack thereof, between pastoral and elegy, sex is both pastoral and elegiac, but there is a 

very clear sense in which rape or near-rape is an elegiac rather than a pastoral motif; by 

 

23 Schama 1995, 531. 
24 Poggioli 1975, 14. 
25 Fantuzzi 2003, 10. 
26 Fantuzzi 2003, 3. 
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contrast to the violent sex scenes in Propertius and Ovid, nowhere in Theocritus or 

Vergil’s Eclogues is sex coerced.”27 

1.4 Vergil’s Shadow 

While I argue in Chapter 1 that the Theocritean corpus does include coerced 

sex—that is, rape—here I would like to turn to Vergil. The outsized influence that his 

Eclogues have on the entire pastoral tradition has not gone unnoticed by scholars. Carole 

Newlands observes that “Virgil’s Eclogues have generally been seen as providing 

pastoral with its canonical form.”28 Even the idylls of Theocritus, the chronological 

predecessors of Vergil, cannot escape the shadow cast by his Eclogues, a pastoral umbra 

that paradoxically extends its reach backwards in time as well as millennia forwards. 

Gifford points out that “it was Virgil (70-19 BC) who, two centuries later, writing with 

the Idylls very much in mind, created the literary distancing device of Arcadia that has 

become the generic name for the location of all pastoral retreats.”29 Miles argues even 

more directly that “the popularity of Virgil has weighed heavily on Theocritus and the 

study of Theocritus.”30 Yelena Baraz sums up this relationship with the later tradition 

nicely: “There are certain things we think we know about pastoral poetry, basic things 

 

27 Fulkerson 2012, 32. 
28 Newlands 2002, 143.  
29 Gifford 1990, 18. 
30 Miles 2021, 171. 
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that seem to originate in Theocritus, crystallize in Vergil, and then carry over into the 

later tradition of European pastoral.”31 

A consequence of Vergil’s enormous legacy, however, is that his Eclogues become 

the archetype of the pastoral mode. Indeed, one possible working definition for the 

pastoral mode or genre could be “literature that resembles Vergil’s Eclogues”; this is a 

classification that some scholars use, overtly or not, in categorizing texts. As Charles 

Martindale wonders in his chapter in The Cambridge Companion to Virgil, “Can a single 

great work on its own constitute a genre, albeit one that had yet to receive its name?”32 

Genre or not, the Eclogues act as a pastoral measuring stick: the closer to Vergil a text 

gets, the more pastoral it seems. This reverent attitude towards Vergil’s pastoral persists 

to the modern day. Paul Alpers calls the Eclogues “probably the single most important 

document in the history of poetry.”33 Even in 2006, scholars like Roland Meyer held the 

view that “No poet known to us was rash enough to mount a serious challenge to Virgil 

in the pastoral genre in his lifetime.”34 Yet, there is a downside to such adulation, as 

Miles identifies, “The unintended consequence of this is that the poems that do not fit 

this bucolic picture received less attention.”35 Newlands identifies this confirmation bias 

at work when it comes to texts whose content seems Vergilian enough, but whose form 

 

31 Baraz 2015, 91. 
32 Martindale 1997, 174. 
33 Alpers 1979, 1. 
34 Mayer 2006, 451. 
35 Miles 2021, 171. 
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differs. The Eclogues’ canonical status “perhaps inhibits us from seeing pastoral as a 

mode that is highly flexible in form as well as content – there is the pastoral novel or the 

pastoral drama, for instance.”36  

1.5 Calpurnius on the Margins 

This has led texts like Daphnis and Chloe or the Appendix Vergiliana to be 

marginalized in discussions of pastoral—ironically, in the case of the Appendix, given 

that its poems were similar enough to once be considered actual works of Vergil.37 Later 

pastoral poetry, though analogous in form and content to Vergil’s Eclogues, was perhaps 

too close—in chronology, in subject, in structure—to be fairly evaluated. Calpurnius 

Siculus and Nemesianus both wrote collections of pastoral poetry, as did the author of 

the Einsiedeln Eclogues, that have been historically neglected in scholarship, especially 

when one considers that they are one of the nearest descendants of Vergil’s Eclogues. 

When they were read, these authors were often dismissed out of hand for their failure to 

measure up to the incomparable paragon that came before them.  

In the introduction to the 1934 Loeb edition of Minor Latin Poets—the most recent 

Loeb to contain the poetry of Calpurnius Siculus—the editor takes a page out of the 

Fitzwilliam Darcy Book of Backhanded Compliments when describing Calpurnius’s 

Eclogues, the very poems that he has chosen to edit and translate: “Without being in the 

 

36 Newlands 2002, 143. 
37 As Brian Breed argues, the Dirae share “a generic identification with the Eclogues closer than 
any other text prior to Calpurnius” (2012, 5). 
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least deeply poetic, and in spite of the artificiality inherent in pastorals, the eclogues of 

Calpurnius breathe a rural atmosphere which makes them pleasant to read.”38 But 

perhaps Duff was simply following the lead of other scholars of his period. W.F.J. 

Knight’s review of a 1931 Italian language edition by Emmanuele Cesareo, optimistically 

titled “A Vindication of Calpurnius Siculus,” includes the lines: “Some eclogues have 

weak endings…and the construction is sometimes imperfect…Calpurnius, in extending 

his literary form, attempts tasks too hard for him… Ee. III. is the best; V. and VII. are also 

good…; VI. is the worst.”39  

Though it may be tempting to chalk these descriptions up to the tendencies of 

early 20th century philologists, this disparaging attitude towards imperial pastoral 

persists. In a 2006 Brill companion to Greek and Latin pastoral, Roland Meyer calls 

Calpurnius Siculus “manifestly a star of less than the first magnitude.”40 He writes with 

a “lack of pathos,” according to Meyer, and, although he is “good at remodelling the 

generic code… the changes serve no wider purpose. It is not as if he had anything to 

particular to say that required them.” Meyer does appear to rank Calpurnius higher 

than Nemesianus in terms of writing ability, but in doing so manages to insult both 

authors at once: “It is fair to say that he eschews the sort of direct quotation we find in 

Nemesianus; Calpurnius is not so lacklustre as that.” This “direct quotation” that Meyer 

 

38 Duff & Duff 1934, 213. 
39 Knight 1932, 268 
40 Meyer 2006, 462-463. 
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finds tasteless in Nemesianus could no doubt be rebranded as intertextuality; however, 

in an author deemed subpar, it is no better, Meyer considers, than “magpie thefts from 

earlier writers.”41 Even the lowly Einsiedeln Eclogues do not escape critique: “The most 

that critics find to say in favour of these poems,” Meyer writes, “is that they confirm the 

use of pastoral for imperial panegyric.” 

Luckily, there has been a recent flurry of attention to imperial pastoral poetry, 

both in new research and in new scholarly commentaries (albeit none in English).42 In a 

2015 article at the forefront of this swell of scholarship, Yelena Baraz identifies another 

possible explanation for the historical marginalization of imperial pastoral texts—and 

for their newfound popularity:43  

But more importantly, they break up the apparently 
smooth trajectory of the development of pastoral from 
Vergil to the Renaissance. When read closely, they can be 
seen to develop what they find in Vergil and in Theocritus 
in ways that are often different from the directions taken 
by the later European pastoral tradition, in which many 
poets respond to Vergil without taking poetic innovations 
of his Latin successors into account as a major part of the 
tradition. 

 

Tom Geue, too, noticed this trend in 2019, writing that “Calpurnian pastoral is having a 

 

41 Meyer 2006, 464n20. 
42 Recent commentaries include Vinchesi 2014, Becker 2012, and Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino 2008. 
Scholarship from the past five years includes Beron 2020, Paraskeviotis 2020, Geue 2019, Baraz 
2018, Buckler and Hay 2018, Moreno Soldevila 2018, Schmieder 2018, Moreno Soldevila 2017, 
Scarborough 2017. 
43 Baraz 2015, 92. 
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renaissance of late. It’s a similar, familiar old story of ‘silver Latin’: once consigned to the 

dustbin as derivative and wooden, the work of a poetaster incapable of shaking the 

shade of predecessor Vergil, the Eclogues of CS have recently seen an upswing in more 

generous critical treatment.”44 Indeed, as this project was already in full swing, even 

more scholarship has risen to the occasion. In winter 2020, George Paraskeviotis 

published an article on women in Calpurnius Siculus, while 2021 saw the release of 

Brill’s Companion to Theocritus, an imposing, 800-page volume that makes the return of 

pastoral scholarship difficult to deny. 

1.6 The Dating Dilemma 

Before I turn to the task at hand, there is one more recusatio that must be made. 

My readings of Calpurnius Siculus, while informed by the socio-historical context of the 

early empire, do not rely on any particular date or imperial reign under which 

Calpurnius must be writing. Just as the genre question has preoccupied scholars of 

pastoral literature for many decades, so has the dilemma of dating Calpurnius Siculus 

stymied the classicists who read his work. We know so little about Calpurnius the 

historical figure that conclusions cannot be more than conjecture. Karakasis and 

Newlands both provide a useful overview of the scholarship on this subject,45 which can 

be summarized by saying that scholars are still divided over whether Calpurnius lived 

 

44 Geue 2019, 164-165. 
45 Cf. Karakasis 2021, 736ff. and Newlands 2002, 143 and 143n89. 
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and wrote under Nero46 or under the Severan dynasty.47 I will follow the model of 

Newlands and Geue, who emphasize that what matters more than the particular 

emperor is the imperial system writ large. Geue, in fact, calls Calpurnius’s Eclogues 

“timeless pastoral,” since they can slide into any period; Calpurnius thus “serves the 

system of principate by minting a work that fits into all the repeated moments of 

succession, because it assumes that those moments will always be repeated.”48   

1.7 Theoretical Models 

Two main theoretical models govern my analysis throughout this dissertation. 

The first is a model of imperial pastoral poetics in which Calpurnius Siculus participates. 

Calpurnius’s Eclogues take part, I maintain, in what Carole Newlands dubs the “poetics 

of empire.” In her 2002 monograph, Statius’ Silvae and the Poetics of Empire, Newlands 

argues that the Silvae offer “a new version of pastoral for the Flavian age in its recurring 

dialectic within the collection between city and country, court and villa, withdrawal and 

engagement.”49 This dialectic between city and country, which I argue in Chapter 4 

occurs throughout pastoral literature, is unique in Calpurnius because of the imperial 

context. Poems like Eclogue 7 reveal how, as in the Silvae, the ideal landscape is a 

 

46 Keene 1887, Townend 1980, Mayer 1980, Wiseman 1982, Newlands 2002. 
47 Most vigorously supported by Edward Champlin in 1978. 
48 Geue 2019, 165. 
49 Newlands 2002, 37. 
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product of new imperial technology along with the cooperation of nature.50 That is, none 

of the marvels of the city that make up these ambitious imperial building projects could 

exist in such splendor without the involvement of the natural world. There can be no 

pastoral without human intervention, nor can there be an imperial city without natural 

resources. 

Jean-Michael Hulls argues in a 2019 article that Statius and Martial use narratives 

of imperial architecture to construct power for themselves as poets.51 They stress 

overwhelming size: of these building projects, of the built structures themselves, and of 

the power and influence of the emperor. Just as Domitian encodes his ideology within 

his imperial architecture, so do the poets writing under his reign construct their own 

poetic power within the architecture of their literary works. This framework applies to 

Calpurnius as well. Through his descriptions of urban and rural environments, and the 

ways in which the two interact under the empire, Calpurnius both 1) situates himself as 

a poetic mediator in Newlands’s dialectic of imperial pastoral and 2) carves out his own 

realm of poetic power as he interacts with the pastoral tradition in new ways. By 

participating in the broader tradition that is suffused with violence and danger, 

Calpurnius asserts his authorial independence while at the same time invoking the sense 

of nostalgia typical of the pastoral mode.    

 

50 Newlands 2002, 152. 
51 Hulls 2019, 271. 
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The other theoretical model I use is one of critical classical reception. Close 

examination of the scholarly tradition—in the case of pastoral, both within the discipline 

of Classics and in other fields that study literature and art history—is becoming 

increasingly necessary. The sociopolitical situation in the United States throughout the 

past decade has implicated Classics and the humanities in ways that are causing 

scholars to look critically at themselves, at the history of their academic disciplines, and 

at the narratives that dominate the conversation around those disciplines. In a 2017 

article for the late online journal Eidolon, Johanna Hanink coined the term “critical 

classical reception” to describe a method of inquiry that “acknowledges, even if 

implicitly, that Greek and Roman antiquity have played a major role in constructing and 

authorizing racism, colonialism, nationalism, patriarchy, Western-centrism, body 

normativity, and other entrenched, violent societal structures.”52 Throughout this 

dissertation, but particularly in Chapters 1 and 4, I use this interpretive lens to examine 

the narratives that classical scholars authorize and perpetuate about the pastoral world: 

that it is an idyllic countryside free of violence, standing in stark contrast to the 

dangerous city. Though this narrative in itself may seem harmless, another that it 

implies—that sexual violence against women is acceptable and unworthy of attention or 

comment—perpetuates sexism, misogyny, and rape culture. 

 

52 Hanink 2017, “It’s Time to Embrace Critical Classical Reception.” 
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Philology is sometimes revered in a way that assumes objectivity where none can 

be had. The classical tradition was founded and perpetuated, for most of its history, by 

wealthy white men. Thus, it is their perspective that dominates our foundational 

scholarship and forms our pastoral canon—not the perspectives of the victims of the 

violence innate to the pastoral world.  

1.7 Structure of the Dissertation 

This dissertation examines danger and violence in pastoral. Close readings of 

pastoral literature, particularly non-canonical works by imperial authors like Calpurnius 

Siculus, reveal a world that is dystopic when we view it through fresh eyes—from a 

woman’s perspective, for example, or with a critical approach to the scholarly tradition. 

If we focus on the pastoral world outside of Vergil, I argue, we see that ancient pastoral 

literature constructs an environment of continuous violation for its inhabitants. Scholars 

have tended to elide and overlook violence in numerous ways—for example, by 

minimizing the role of intimate partner abuse or physical combat. I reveal, however, that 

episodes of mistreatment are a constitutive element of the pastoral mode. I break down 

the traditional dichotomy of city-as-seat-of-danger versus country-as-safe-haven, 

arguing instead that the dangers of each imagined location migrate back and forth and 

pollute one another. I advocate for a reconception of the ancient pastoral landscape as a 

violent world that exists on a continuum with the urban environment. 
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The dissertation is broken up into four chapters, each examining an area of 

pastoral literature that is, I argue, more dangerous than past scholars have admitted. My 

first chapter argues that the pastoral world is not a refuge from the dangers of the city. 

Rather, sexual and intimate partner violence are integral parts of the pastoral identity 

that have hidden in plain sight from scholars for centuries. I explore physical, sexual, 

and emotional abuse in non-canonical works of pastoral to show that the relative safety 

of the locus amoenus in Vergil’s Eclogues is the exception, not the rule. I focus on three 

scenes that reveal the ugly underbelly of the bucolic world, including physical violence 

and intimate partner abuse (Calpurnius 3), rape (Theocritus 27), and rape by multiple 

assailants (Nemesianus 2). Further, I highlight the reactions to these scenes by modern 

classicists to argue that their adherence to the dominant narrative of the pastoral world 

as an idyllic paradise drives them to overlook, ignore, and minimize the graphic 

violence that sits at its heart. 

My second chapter confronts one of the signature elements of pastoral poetry, 

the song contest. I first lay out the structure of a typical amoebean exchange in pastoral, 

looking at examples from Theocritus, Vergil, and Calpurnius Siculus. Once the formal 

structure is established, I identify and dissect instances in particular scenes to argue that 

these contests that purport to showcase only poetic competition are in fact infused with 

verbal abuse and physical agonism as well. Calpurnius’s sixth eclogue, for example, fails 

to launch the expected contest at all due to an exaggerated profusion of insults that 
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literalizes the metaphor of words as weapons—with violent consequences. Thus, 

violation and violence are woven into the very structure of the pastoral song exchange. 

My third chapter explores the relationship between danger and didaxis in 

pastoral. By looking at Calpurnius 5 alongside Georgics 3, I argue that authors use 

descriptions of danger as narratological tools to justify transitions to the didactic mode—

the two are intertwined and necessitate one another. The syntactical correlation between 

danger and didaxis reveals the symbiotic relationship beneath: didaxis attempts to 

neutralize danger in the pastoral landscape, while danger justifies the presence of the 

didactic mode within pastoral literature. No set of instructions or rules, however, can 

completely protect living creatures from harm. Thus, ultimately didaxis fails to fully 

eradicate the innate danger from pastoral life. 

In the fourth and final chapter, I maintain that danger is an innate and integral 

part of the pastoral sphere, just as it is presented in the urban sphere. I argue that the 

common binary constructed between city and country in literature is a false one. Just as 

characters travel between the two settings—sometimes within the course of a single 

poem—so do the features native to one place migrate back and forth between them. By 

looking at one of Theocritus’s urban mimes (Idyll 15) in contrast with two of his bucolic 

poems (Idylls 3 and 7) and Calpurnius’s seventh eclogue, I reframe the traditional 

conception of the pastoral sphere as a safe haven. Instead, it is a world with danger, 

violence, and strife at its very core. 
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1.8 Texts and Translations 

For the imperial pastoral by Calpurnius Siculus and Nemesianus, and the 

Einsiedeln Eclogues, I use the edition of Duff & Duff as printed in Minor Latin Poets, 

Volumes I & II. For Theocritus, I use Hopkinson, who mostly follows Gow. For Vergil’s 

Eclogues and Georgics, I use Goold. Any deviations from these editions are explained in 

the footnotes. All translations are my own. 
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2. Sexual Violence Against Women  
 

“That love can be achieved and need not be a source of more pain than pleasure is a message to be 
found in Longus but only rarely in Theocritus: one striking exception is the seduction of the 
goatherd girl in Idyll 27 by a cowherd Daphnis.” – Ewen Bowie 2021, p. 765 

 

Literary portrayals of the pastoral world, especially as represented in the 

canonical works by Theocritus and Vergil, have often been considered idyllic, if not 

utopian.  In comparison with the constant toil, danger, and hubbub of the urban 

environment, the countryside appears to present an alternative lifestyle of leisure, safety, 

and serenity. Conventional generic motifs like the description of the locus amoenus and 

the “pathetic fallacy” cast the pastoral realm as otherworldly, bordering on the 

mythological—an Edenic land free from mundane realities.   

In this chapter, I examine three scenes from imperial pastoral poetry in erotic 

contexts that reveal the ugly underbelly of the bucolic world, including physical 

violence and intimate partner abuse (Calpurnius 3), rape (Theocritus 27), and rape by 

multiple assailants (Nemesianus 2). In a bucolic setting that is, on its surface, ethereally 

tranquil, this sort of sexual violence is surprisingly common.  

I argue, however, that these pastoral writers incorporate physical and sexual 

violence into their poetry because they view the literary universe of the pastoral as an 

inherently violent place for its female characters. Since farmers and herdsmen are the 



 

23 

typical singers of pastoral songs, we naturally focalize these songs from their male 

perspective. We can choose, however, to read from the point of view of pastoral women 

instead. As I will demonstrate, this shift in perspective reveals instances of violence and 

abuse that correct the narrative of the pastoral world as predominantly peaceful and 

safe.  

Incidents of sexual violence in pastoral tend to be perpetrated by male actors on 

female victims. For the men involved—and for the majority of classical scholars who 

have studied these texts—the violence itself is minimized, glossed over, or viewed as an 

important coming-of-age ritual for the offenders. Indeed, these two examples show how 

the acts of violation themselves are generative of pastoral song. Reading these instances 

with an eye to the women’s perspectives reveals that they are, in fact, part and parcel of 

the traditional pastoral universe—a space that is not as far removed from danger as is 

commonly supposed. 

2.1 Intimate Partner Violence in Calpurnius Siculus 

When Calpurnius’s third eclogue opens, the herdsman Iollas has lost his heifer, 

and he approaches Lycidas to ask if he has seen it. Lycidas, however, is too distraught 

over his beloved Phyllis to notice a runaway cow. He recounts to Iollas how he saw 

Phyllis with another man, Mopsus; beat her in a fit of rage; and now regrets his actions. 

Iollas switches gears, beginning to console Lycidas and offering to deliver a message to 

Phyllis on his behalf. Lycidas then tries to persuade Phyllis to return to him by 
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reminding her that he is superior to Mopsus in looks and musical talent, and that he can 

better provide for her. He offers to tie up his hands if she is afraid of him, then ends his 

entreaty by threatening to hang himself if she refuses to acquiesce to his desires. Iollas 

then spots a fellow shepherd, Tityrus, returning with his lost heifer, and he determines 

that it must be a good omen for Lycidas and his lovesickness. 

When Iollas first asks Lycidas if he has seen his missing heifer, Lycidas admits 

that he was too consumed by emotion to even pay attention (Calp. 3.7-9): 

L. non satis attendi: nec enim vacat. uror, Iolla, 
uror, et immodice: Lycidan ingrata reliquit 
Phyllis amatque novum post tot mea munera Mopsum. 
 
L. I wasn’t paying enough attention; there’s no time. I 
burn, Iollas, I burn—and excessively: ungrateful Phyllis 
left Lycidas, and, after all my gifts, she loves some new 

Mopsus. 
 

Iollas’s tale of suffering is all but lost on Lycidas, who turns the conversation 

immediately to himself. His repetition of uror connects him to other passionate lovers, 

whose desire is often described as a fire than burns the lover and causes pain1; as we will 

learn throughout the poem, however, it is anger more than love that causes Lycidas to 

burn. His diction in this section shows that his focus is entirely on himself. He begins the 

phrase in l.8-9 with his own name, Lycidan; before we even learn Phyllis’s name, she is 

labeled ingrata. Lycidas similarly withholds the name of Phyllis’s new beloved, Mopsus, 

 

1 In pastoral, cf. Verg. Ecl. 2.68, 8.83; Verg. Georg. 3.215. In epic, Verg. Aen. 4.68; Ov. Met. 1. 496, 
3.464, 7.22, 13.763. In elegy, cf. Prop. 3.9.45; Tib. 1.8.7, 2.4.5; Ov. Am. 1.2.43, 2.19.3, 3.1.20. 
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until the end of the sentence and the line, creating a grammatical progression from 

Lycidas to Mopsus—the new lover literally comes along after all of Lycidas’s gifts (post 

tot mea munera).  

Iollas soon prompts Lycidas for more details: nunc age dic, Lycida: quae noxam 

magna tulere/ iurgia? quis vestro deus intervenit amori?, “Now come, tell me, Lycidas: 

which great quarrel has brought harm? Which god has intervened in your love?” (3.22-

23). This frame reminds us that Lycidas and Phyllis exist within a larger narrative: 

whatever we hear about their relationship, we learn it not from an omniscient narrator, 

but from the mouth of Lycidas speaking to Iollas, who will carve his friend’s message on 

tree bark and hand-deliver it to Phyllis herself. Phyllis, on the other hand, never actually 

appears in the poem outside of Lycidas’s narrative. Everything we know about her is 

colored by Lycidas trying to win her back. 

When we first encounter Phyllis, she is not with Lycidas, but with another man—

Mopsus, presumably another herdsman, since he is depicted fashioning a reed pipe 

(3.26-27): en, sibi cum Mopso calamos intexere cera/ incipit et puero comitata sub ilice cantat, 

“Look, she’s starting to weave reeds together with wax with Mopsus/ and she’s singing 

under the holm oak, attended by him.” Here we see Phyllis participating with Mopsus 

in traditional pastoral activities—weaving reeds into a pipe and singing2—in a typical 

 

2 Cf. Verg. Ecl. 2.31 Pan primum calamos cera coniungere pluris; 8.24 Panaque, qui primus calamos non 
passus inertis; Theoc. Id. 8.21-24.  
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pastoral location—underneath an oak tree.3 The fact that she does so with Mopsus leads 

Lycidas to burn inside. He is doubly betrayed: not only is Phyllis in the company of 

another man, but she dares to perform bucolic behaviors with him. It should be Lycidas 

with her. It should be Lycidas singing and weaving pipes.  

Yet despite what Lycidas’s strong emotional response may imply, Phyllis and 

Mopsus do not initiate any sexual contact that we see. The word order of line 27 builds 

up to an anticlimactic end: we know Phyllis is weaving, she is accompanied by a boy, 

she is under a tree, and the two of them are…singing. The sparsely populated 

countryside is often the locus for sexual acts that are at once public and private; this 

trope, coupled with the misery that Lycidas has already expressed, might lead a reader 

to expect that Phyllis committed an act that Lycidas considers sexually adulterous. If she 

did, however, Lycidas never mentions it. “Weaving reeds and singing” might have 

potential as a sexual innuendo, but neither intexere nor calamos nor cantare has been 

attested elsewhere as such.4 Instead, singing itself is the ultimate betrayal in the pastoral 

world, where this activity conveys an intimacy that is tantamount, in this case, to sexual 

infidelity. 

 

3 This particular tree, the ilex, appears in Vergil’s Eclogues at 6.52, 7.1, and 9.15; in the first two 
instances, characters are described as sitting beneath the tree. It is likely the same type of holm 
oak tree as the Greek δρῦς, which appears in Theocritus Id. 5.45, 5.61, 5.103, 5.117, 7.74, 7.88, 9.19. 
4 None of the words appears in Adams’s The Latin Sexual Vocabulary. 
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Lycidas’s reaction, however, appears shockingly out of place in a bucolic world 

that is often considered “an ideally positive, even if consciously utopian, setting of 

eros”5:     

haec ego cum vidi, fateor, sic intimus arsi, 
ut nihil ulterius tulerim. nam protinus ambas 
diduxi6 tunicas et pectora nuda cecidi.     30 
Alcippen irata petit dixitque: “relicto, 
improbe, te, Lycida, Mopsum tua Phyllis amabit.” 
nunc penes Alcippen manet; ac ne forte negetur,  
a! vereor; nec tam nobis ego Phyllida reddi 
exopto quam cum Mopso iurgetur anhelo.    35 
 
When I saw this, I confess, I burned so much deep down 
that I could bear it no further. At once, I tore apart  
both of her tunics and beat her naked breasts.   30 
Angry, she sought out Alcippe and said: “You jerk, 
Lycidas, your Phyllis is going to leave you and love Mopsus.” 
Now she’s staying with Alcippe; and, oh, I’m scared she’ll maybe 
be denied to me! But I don’t wish for Phyllis to be returned   
to me more than I want her to quarrel with that panting Mopsus. 35 
 

The action Lycidas takes seems jarring in this setting. His use of fateor hints that he 

knows what he is about to say is shameful—it is something he must confess. He tries to 

use a result clause as justification, but his language is so metaphorical and abstract that it 

sheds no real light on his reasoning (if he had any at all). The protinus in line 29 

emphasizes the swiftness and immediacy of Lycidas’s attack. He rips off multiple items 

of Phyllis’s clothing, rendering her naked and vulnerable, before beating her exposed 

 

5 Fantuzzi 2003, 3. 
6 Keene 1887 prefers deduxi, “stripped off” here, rather than diduxi, “tore open.” Both words 
convey that Lycidas removed Phyllis’s garments by force before striking her. 
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chest. He strikes one of the most sexualized parts of a woman’s body only after ensuring 

that it is nude. Thus, Lycidas’s attack takes on a valence of sexual domination.  

Phyllis’s actions in response reflect her understanding of the situation. Before she 

replies or does anything else, she seeks out the care of Alcippe, presumably a friend. 

Only then does she speak angrily to Lycidas, calling him improbe and threatening to 

leave him for Mopsus after all. Lycidas fears losing her (a! vereor)—but by using the 

passive voice here, negetur, he robs Phyllis of her agency once again. He does not fear 

that she will leave him, but rather that she will be denied to him, likely by Mopsus. The 

next lines confirm that this is Lycidas’s main fear: he tells us that he would rather watch 

Phyllis and Mopsus fight than get her back (also phrased in the passive: nec tam nobis ego 

Phyllida reddi/ exopto).7 

Lycidas’s friend Iollas validates his anger by agreeing that Phyllis is the one to 

blame for the conflict (3.35-9): a te coeperunt tua iurgia; tu prior illi/ victas tende manus; decet 

indulgere puellae,/ vel cum prima nocet. si quid mandare iuvabit,/ sedulus iratae contingam 

nuntius aures, “Your disputes began with yourself; extend your defeated hands to her 

first; it’s right to indulge a girl even when she commits the first harm. If it’s pleasing to 

send anything to her while she’s angry, I as your attentive messenger will make sure it 

reaches her ears.” Calpurnius allows Iollas to share his thoughts via direct speech just as 

 

7  cf. Leach 1975: “Unlike most lovers, Lycidas does not mean uror to describe his erotic passion, 
but rather his anger. As he says a moment later, he does not care so much about winning Phyllis 
back as having revenge upon his rival (34-35)” (213). 
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Lycidas does. Even though the speaker shifts between the two, the focalization remains 

through the male perspective. When Iollas refers to Phyllis with the substantive iratae, he 

elides her humanity in favor of her anger—but is it, in fact, her anger at all? Though his 

words may seem more objective than those of Lycidas, since Iollas is not the spurned 

lover in this situation, he too—like the reader—has only heard the story from Lycidas’s 

mouth.8  

Taking his friend up on his offer, Lycidas next sets out trying to persuade Phyllis 

to take him back (Calp. 3.70-80, 86-88): 

quod si dura times etiam nunc verbera, Phylli,   70 
tradimus ecce manus: licet illae vimine torto, 
si libet, et lenta post tergum vite domentur, 
ut mala nocturni religavit bracchia Mopsi 
Tityrus et furem medio suspendit ovili.   
accipe, ne dubites, meruit manus utraque poenas.  75 
his tamen, his isdem manibus tibi saepe palumbes, 
saepe etiam leporem decepta matre paventem 
misimus in gremium; per me tibi lilia prima 
contigerunt primaeque rosae: vixdum bene florem 
degustarat apis, tu cingebare coronis.    80 
……………………………………… 
quod si turpis amor precibus, quod abominor, istis  86 
obstiterit, laqueum miseri nectemus ab illa 
ilice, quae nostros primum violavit amores. 
 
But if you’re scared of harsh beatings even now, Phyllis, 70 
I give you my hands, look: if you want, let them be tied 
behind my back with a twisted twig and slow vine, 

 

8 cf. Ambühl 2021, ““In contrast to the male bucolic singers, girls and young women in the 
bucolic poems do not normally appear as speakers, but usually as objects of song and erotic 
desire” (502). 
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just like when Tityrus bound the evil arms of Mopsus at night 
and hung him as a thief in the middle of the sheepfold. 
Take them, don’t hesitate; each hand earned punishments. 75 
With these hands, though, with these same hands I often sent 
doves into your lap, often a hare frightened after its mother  
was snatched away. Because of me, the first lilies and the first roses 
befell you: the bee had barely tasted the flower 
when you were ringed with crowns.    80 
…………………………………… 
But if hideous love stands in the way of these prayers of mine  
(I pray it doesn’t), I will tie a noose for my miserable self  87 
from that holm oak which first violated our love. 
 

Here Lycidas joins in the elegiac trope of distancing oneself from one’s hands as a way 

of preventing oneself from committing violence against a partner.9 Unlike the elegists, 

though, Lycidas does not speak hypothetically: he has already committed violent acts. 

Instead of blaming his hands or weeping over them, he offers them to Phyllis as security. 

The word manus suggests a double meaning here, as it invokes the power that a father 

has over his daughter until she marries, at which point it transfers over to her husband. 

In this sense, manus is even more representative of power and control over oneself.10 By 

granting Phyllis his manus, Lycidas appears to grant her control over both his hands and 

her own safety.  

But this is where Lycidas’s rhetorical surrender of power ends. His pretense of 

supplication is just that. In line 70, the phrase etiam nunc trivializes Phyllis’s reasonable 

fear of further physical abuse: “You’re scared of me even now?” No clues in the poem 

 

9 This trope also appears at Tib. 1.6.73-74; Ov. Am. 1.7.1-4, 2.5.45-48.  
10 See Ov. Am. 2.5.30, iniciam dominas in mea iura manus! 
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indicate that much time has passed since the violent incident; rather, Lycidas’s 

overflowing emotions suggest that it occurred recently. Indeed, his willingness to relive 

the incident in his narrative suggests the potential for him to perpetrate such violence 

again. 

 Lycidas then offers to tie up his hands behind his own back with branches and 

twigs—materials that come directly from the bucolic landscape. His restraints hold this 

symbolic value more than they provide any promise of security to Phyllis. Though 

Lycidas appears to relinquish control to Phyllis and to the pastoral world as a form of 

repentance, in the very next line, he likens his gesture to Mopsus getting tied up in a 

sheepfold (where presumably he was caught attempting to pilfer sheep). We see a 

metaphorical connection here between lost livestock, who are beaten upon their return, 

and the “lost” Phyllis who, based on past experience, might expect to suffer the same 

punishment were she to return to Lycidas. This hearkens back to earlier lines in the 

poem when Iollas orders a character named Tityrus, presumably a farmhand, to punish 

his missing heifer if he finds it (3.18-21): 

I. non equidem, Lycida, quamvis contemptus, abibo. 
Tityre, quas dixit, salices pete solus et illinc, 
si tamen invenies, deprensam verbere multo    
huc age; sed fractum referas hastile memento. 
 
I. Though I’m scorned by you, Lycidas, I won’t go away. 
Tityrus, find those willows he mentioned by yourself, and 
if you ever find her caught there, lead her here with a lot of beating; 
but remember to bring back the broken cane. 
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The heifer, as it turns out, is a parallel figure to Phyllis, as they are both considered by 

the herdsmen to be escaped property.11 Once returned, the broken cane will serve as a 

reminder to the cow of the violent punishment it must endure if it dares to wander off 

again—just as this poem itself, containing Lycidas’s account of his own violation of 

Phyllis, serves as a traumatizing reminder to her. The very song which he uses to woo 

Phyllis back recalls the reason she left in the first place.  

These contradictions appear as Lycidas continues to plead for Phyllis’s return. In 

the very same sentence, he claims to yield in shame to Phyllis, but then brings up the 

reason why he abused her in the first place: Mopsus (3.71-74, above). Indeed, rather than 

cede any control in their relationship to Phyllis, Lycidas reminds her that he wields the 

power, and he can give it and take it away as he pleases. Right after mentioning Mopsus, 

Lycidas uses an imperative to order Phyllis to take his hands (accipe). Though seemingly 

a gesture of subservience, in fact Lycidas is still demanding control over Phyllis’s body 

and actions.12 Though he attempts to reassure her, his delight in imagining Mopsus 

punished should worry her further. 

 

11 cf. Leach 1975, 213: “Iollas dispatches his servant Tityrus to fetch the heifer, reminding him to 
beat her and bring back the broken stick. In his rage Lycidas had beaten Phyllis and torn off her 
dress. In the minds of the two rustics, cattle and women are similarly perverse and cannot be left 
to follow their natural inclinations in pastoral freedom.” Yet, notably, “Neither cattle nor women 
are beaten in Vergil's Eclogues” (213). 
12 For a similar example, see Ov. Am. 1.7.61-68 and the following commentary by Greene 1999:  
 
ter tamen ante pedes volui procumbere supplex; 
ter formidatas reppulit illa manus. 
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In line 75-78, Lycidas switches strategies. Instead of acknowledging the danger 

lurking in his hands, he launches a brief public relations campaign to rehabilitate their 

image. He reminds Phyllis that his hands—the very same ones she might still, for some 

reason, be afraid of—had given her gifts of small, gentle animals! They even put the 

animals directly into her lap! Violent hands surely could not do such things. But the 

rabbit Lycidas gives her is paventem, frightened, since its mother has been decepta. And 

now it, too, has been snatched away by Lycidas. What seems like a wholesome gift has a 

darker side: it reveals another way Lycidas wields power, this time over the nature and 

animals of the pastoral world. By putting the animals into Phyllis’s lap, Lycidas and 

Calpurnius allude to Catullus’s puella, who famously has a pet sparrow that hops 

around her lap (nec sese a gremio illius movebat,/ sed circumsiliens modo huc modo illuc, 3.8-

9). The subtext here, however, is that the sparrow dies; further, numerous scholars argue 

that the notion of putting a bird into a girl’s lap is a metaphor for the phallus and sexual 

 

 

At tu ne dubita—minuet vindicta dolorem— 
protinus in vultus unguibus ire meos. 
nec nostris oculis nec nostris parce capillis:  65 
quamlibet infirmas adiuvat ira manus; 
neve mei sceleris tam tristia signa supersint, 
pone recompositas in statione comas! 
 
“Although he encourages his mistress to use violence, the tone of that encouragement suggests 
that he doesn't really fear she will actually do it. The use of imperatives (dubita, parce, pone) in his 
message to her emphasizes the amator's continued domination and control over his mistress” 
(417).  
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intercourse.13 What appear on the surface to be harmless gifts, meant to assuage Phyllis’s 

fear, might indeed be more frightening upon closer examination. The same goes for the 

flowers. Lycidas makes sure to mention that the lilies he gives are lilia prima; the roses, 

primae rosae. They are the best flowers, but also the first ones, as confirmed by the next 

line: he has plucked them just after they bloomed, cutting their lifespans short and 

invoking an image often used metaphorically to refer to the loss of virginity.14 

The final lines of the speech are even bleaker, foregoing any attempt to hide 

behind the façade of woodland creatures or fresh flowers. If Phyllis refuses his affection 

and chooses Mopsus over him, Lycidas threatens to hang himself. Phyllis’s love for 

Mopsus is presumably the turpis amor of line 86, but in this eclogue, it is Lycidas’s love 

that is turpis, causing anguish, violence, and potentially death. In line 88, the holm oak is 

the subject of the verb violavit, since Lycidas first spotted Phyllis and Mopsus beneath it; 

however, Lycidas is the one who violated Phyllis.15 In this final plea, Lycidas returns to 

abusing Phyllis by threatening suicide if he does not get what he wants.16 This is a form 

 

13 Cf. Hooper 1985 for a history of scholarship on the sparrow-as-phallus metaphor.  
14 Cat. 11.21-24, 62.39-47; Ov. Met. 3.353-355. 
15 Cf. Theoc. 3.9, Verg. Ecl. 2.7, Tib. 1.3.81 
16 Suicide as a desperate means of ending unrequited love is a common elegiac trope. Cf. Ov. Am. 
2.5.3-4, 3.14.37-40; Prop. 2.8.17-28, 2.9.49-52, 2.14.31-32, 2.17.11-14; Corp. Tib. 3.2.1-8. In pastoral, 
cf. Theoc. Id. 23. See also Navarro Antolín 1997, 6-10.  
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of emotional, rather than physical, abuse, a manipulative attempt to control Phyllis’s 

actions. If she does not accede to his demands, she will feel responsible for his death.17 

When Lycidas finishes his entreaty, he instructs Iollas to deliver it, carved onto a 

piece of bark, to Phyllis. He will not wait for Iollas to return with her response, but 

rather, he says, ipse procul stabo vel acuta carice tectus/ vel propius latitans vicina sepe sub 

horti, “I myself will stand at a distance, either covered by a sharp sedge or hiding closer, 

underneath a nearby garden hedge” (3.94-95). Readers may remember that Lycidas was 

also watching and listening from a distance when he first heard Phyllis and Mopsus 

singing together; we have seen firsthand what sort of tangible consequences occur when 

Lycidas voyeuristically observes Phyllis doing something that he dislikes.  

This is the threat that continuously hangs over the erotic interaction between 

Phyllis and Lycidas. Phyllis exerts the only power she has over him: emotional control. 

She is able to influence Lycidas’s psychological state by participating in bucolic activities 

with another man. We cannot know whether or not she makes Lycidas jealous on 

purpose, since Calpurnius, the author, exerts his own power over his work—and his 

readers—by neglecting to share Phyllis’s perspective. Her emotional control has an 

unintended consequence, however. Lycidas interrupts her power, and her bodily 

 

17 As Navarro Antolín argues, suicide by hanging was considered particularly repugnant and 
lower-class, and therefore more suitable for terrorizing and guilting one’s enemy (1997, 8-9). Yet 
even in a recent commentary, this form of abuse is overlooked. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino 2008 
ad loc mention it in passing, only as “un vaga minaccia di suicidio” (“a vague threat of suicide”) 
in their description of Lycidas’s words as “una vera lettera d’amore” (“a true love letter”). 
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autonomy, by assaulting her; he then uses his authority as a pastoral shepherd-singer to 

control the narrative we hear. John Garthwaite and Beatrice Martin accept this narrative 

as truth in the world of this eclogue: “Though love is cast as a potentially more 

destructive force, the ending [of the poem] is no less positive. For the song, it is 

promised, will undoubtedly restore to its singer the affections of the young girl who has 

been temporarily distracted by another suitor.”18 Their reading of the poem’s ending as 

positive continues to focalize the scenario from the perspective of Lycidas: even if the 

song were to bring Phyllis back to him, would it be a positive situation for her to return 

to her abuser?  

 When Phyllis flees to her friend Alcippe’s house, she makes use of different 

mechanisms of control: like an elegiac puella who locks the door to her quarters, she 

denies Lycidas access to her body. Yet Calpurnius, of course, exercises the ultimate 

control as the author of the poem by granting Lycidas the main voice within it. Though 

we hear his “love” song for Phyllis in the second half of the eclogue, this song could not 

occur were it not for the violation that led to Phyllis leaving. In this scenario, violence 

against a woman is a generative event for the pastoral song of a man.  

2.2 Rape in Pseudo-Theocritus  

In Idyll 27, the woman, Acrotime, has a voice of her own—but, unfortunately, it 

is not too frequently discussed. As Ambühl notes in 2021, however, this poem seems to 

 

18 Garthwaite and Martin 2009, 309-310. 
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be the exception to the pattern of girls and young women remaining silent in bucolic 

poems; in fact, the man and woman characters in Idyll 27 each have equal speaking 

time.19 Yet because the poem is generally accepted to be spurious20, scholars of 

Theocritus—and of bucolic—often skip over it. Neither Hunter’s most recent Cambridge 

commentary nor Dover’s more expansive 1971 Macmillan includes Idyll 27. Thus, the 

most recent English language commentary on the idyll is Gow (1950). The poem consists 

of a dialogue in stichomythia between a young man, Daphnis, and a young woman, 

Acrotime. It opens in medias res, leading many to conclude that the beginning of the 

poem is missing.21 In the extant version, Daphnis and Acrotime discuss marriage, 

though most of the “discussion” consists of harassment and eventually assault. The idyll 

opens as follows (27.1-7): 

A: τὰν πινυτὰν Ἑλέναν Πάρις ἥρπασε βουκόλος ἄλλος. 
D: μᾶλλον ἑκοῖσ’ Ἑλένα τὸν βουκόλον ἔσχε φιλεῦσα. 
A: μὴ καυχῶ, σατυρίσκε· κενὸν τὸ φίλαμα λέγουσιν. 
D: ἔστι καὶ ἐν κενεοῖσι φιλάμασιν ἁδέα τέρψις. 
A: τὸ στόμα μευ πλύνω καὶ ἀποπτύω τὸ φίλαμα.    5 
D: πλύνεις χείλεα σεῖο; δίδου πάλιν, ὄφρα φιλάσω. 
A: καλόν σοι δαμάλας φιλέειν, οὐκ ἄζυγα κώραν. 
 

 

19 Ambühl 2021, 502. 
20 See Gow 485, who notes that the poem is not attributed to Theocritus in antiquity, nor included 
in the ancient collection of Theocritus’s ten eclogues. Nevertheless, the style matches enough that 
it was reasonably inferred to be by Theocritus later. There is no consensus today on who the true 
author might be. 
21 Many believe that the beginning of Idyll 27 is missing in the medieval manuscripts of 
Theocritus, though von Kirstein argues that it is complete how it currently reads (2007, 85). 
Hopkinson 2015, xiv. 27 notes that the idyll is preserved with Stobaeus in manuscripts that 
include other spurious and genuine Theocritus poems. 
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A: Paris, another oxherd, snatched away prudent Helen. 
D: More like Helen willingly kept that oxherd by kissing him. 
A: Don’t brag, little satyr. They say a kiss is empty. 
D: There’s sweet pleasure even in empty kisses. 
A: I’m wiping my mouth and spitting out your kiss.   5 
D: You’re wiping your lips? Give me them again, so I can kiss them. 
A: You should be kissing young heifers, not an unmarried girl. 
 

Scholars immediately set out to convince readers that Acrotime is responding positively 

to Daphnis’s advances. The mythological Helen reference here sets the tone for the rest 

of the idyll. In line 1, the phrase βουκόλος ἄλλος indicates that Acrotime is comparing 

her current situation to the myth: here, Daphnis is the one who kidnaps a woman of 

good sense. Daphnis immediately disagrees, of course, asserting that Helen was at fault. 

We will see echoes of this dynamic throughout the poem. Acrotime’s language changes 

quickly from playfully combative—“Don’t brag, little satyr”—to defiant—“I’m wiping 

my mouth and spitting out your kiss.” This implies that, somewhere in between the 

lines of the poem, Daphnis has kissed her without verbally asking for consent. This is 

the first instance where Acrotime denies consent. Daphnis answers by repeating his 

request in the imperative: δίδου πάλιν, ὄφρα φιλάσω. Acrotime again playfully spurns 

him.  

Thus, we see two denials of consent in the first five lines of the poem. Past 

commentators, however, have read this opening differently. Gow, for example, gleans 

from line 2 that “It would seem from this line that the girl has not only been kissed but 
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has returned the kiss”22; this line, however, speaks only about Helen—and 

hypothetically at that. David Sider, as recently as 2001, writes: “Akrotime rejects 

Daphnis’ advances with words only; she makes no attempt to leave - and words that, 

because she is either dense or prudent, serve only to lead him on…”23 From the 

beginning of the poem, contemporary scholars assume positive agency on the part of 

Acrotime. 

In the following lines, Daphnis makes physical contact with Acrotime, much to 

her displeasure (27.8-15):  

D: μὴ καυχῶ· τάχα γάρ σε παρέρχεται ὡς ὄναρ ἥβη. 
A: εἰ δέ τι γηράσκω τόδε που μέλι καὶ γάλα πίνω. 
D: ἁ σταφυλὶς σταφὶς ἔσται· ὃ νῦν ῥόδον, αὖον ὀλεῖται.      10 
A: μὴ ‘πιβάλῃς τὴν χεῖρα. καὶ εἰσέτι; χεῖλος ἀμύξω. 
D: δεῦρ’ ὑπὸ τὰς κοτίνους, ἵνα σοί τινα μῦθον ἐνίψω. 
A: οὐκ ἐθέλω· καὶ πρίν με παρήπαφες ἁδέι μύθῳ. 
D: δεῦρ’ ὑπὸ τὰς πτελέας ἵν’ ἐμᾶς σύριγγος ἀκούσῃς. 
A: τὴν σαυτοῦ φρένα τέρψον· ὀιζύον οὐδὲν ἀρέσκει.          
 
D: Don’t brag—your youth is passing by quickly, just like a dream. 
A: If I’m getting any older, I’ll be drinking milk and honey. 
D: The grape will be a raisin; what now is a rose will die withered. 10 
A: Don’t reach for my hand! Still going? I’ll tear your lip. 
D: Come here under the wild olive trees, so I can tell you a story. 
A: I don’t want to! You tricked me before with your pleasant story. 
D: Come here under the elms so you can hear my pipe. 
A: Please your own mind. Nothing wretched pleases me. 
 

These rejections are more direct and forceful; yet scholars still read Acrotime being coy. 

Sider notes: “Editors seem to take this last comment as a real threat on her part to bite 

 

22 Gow 1950 ad loc. 
23 Sider 2001, 103. 
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his lips if he lays his lips on hers, but that is merely the surface sense, just below which 

lies the strong hint of the Beisskuß (English lacks such a word), which accompanies 

serious lovemaking, and which could only excite Daphnis more than he already is.”24 

The text, however, shows no indication that we should not take Acrotime’s words at face 

value.  

As the pair continues conversing, the topic turns to marriage (27.23-26): 

A: πολλοί μ’ ἐμνώοντο, νόῳ δ’ ἐμῷ οὔτις ἕαδε. 
D: εἷς καὶ ἐγὼ πολλῶν μνηστὴρ τεὸς ἐνθάδ’ ἱκάνω. 
A: καὶ τί, φίλος, ῥέξαιμι; γάμοι πλήθουσιν ἀνίας. 
D: οὐκ ὀδύνην, οὐκ ἄλγος ἔχει γάμος, ἀλλὰ χορείην. 
 
A: Many men have been pursuing me, but nobody’s charmed me. 
D: So I’ve come here as one suitor among many. 
A: What should I do, friend? Marriages are full of troubles. 
D: Marriage has no grief or distress; it has dancing! 

 

When Acrotime expresses her frustration with her suitors and the entire endeavor of 

marriage, Daphnis simply replies by denying what she says. You are simply wrong, he 

suggests. Marriages have no problems, only dancing! Though Acrotime addresses 

Daphnis as a friend (φίλος), he does not respond by affirming her words, as friends often 

do in stichyomythia. This continues as Acrotime pushes Daphnis to consider her worries 

about marriage (27.27-40): 

A: ναὶ μάν φασι γυναῖκας ἑοὺς τρομέειν παρακοίτας. 
D: μᾶλλον ἀεὶ κρατέουσι. τίνα τρομέουσι γυναῖκες; 
A: ὠδίνειν τρομέω· χαλεπὸν βέλος Εἰληθυίης. 

 

24 Sider 2001, 103-4. 
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D: ἀλλὰ τεὴ βασίλεια μογοστόκος Ἄρτεμίς ἐστιν.  30 
A: ἀλλὰ τεκεῖν τρομέω, μὴ καὶ χρόα καλὸν ὀλέσσω. 
D: ἢν δὲ τέκῃς φίλα τέκνα, νέον φάος ὄψεαι ἥβας. 
A: καὶ τί μοι ἕδνον ἄγεις γάμου ἄξιον, ἢν ἐπινεύσω; 
D: πᾶσαν τὴν ἀγέλαν, πάντ’ ἄλσεα καὶ νομὸν ἑξεῖς. 
A: ὄμνυε μὴ μετὰ λέκτρα λιπὼν ἀέκουσαν ἀπενθεῖν. 35 
D: οὐ μαὐτὸν τὸν Πᾶνα, καὶ ἢν ἐθέλῃς με διῶξαι. 
A: τεύχεις μοι θαλάμους, τεύχεις καὶ δῶμα καὶ αὐλάς; 
D: τεύχω σοι θαλάμους· τὰ δὲ πώεα καλὰ νομεύω. 
A: πατρὶ δὲ γηραλέῳ τίνα μάν, τίνα μῦθον ἐνίψω; 
D: αἰνήσει σέο λέκτρον ἐπὴν ἐμὸν οὔνομ’ ἀκούσῃ. 40 
 
A: They say women tremble before their husbands. 
D: No, they always have the power. Whom do women fear? 
A: I’m afraid of the pain of childbirth. Eileithyia’s arrow is bad. 
D: But Artemis is your queen of birth pangs.    30 
A: But I’m afraid to give birth, in case I ruin my physical beauty. 
D: As the bearer of dear children, you’ll see a new, youthful glow.  
A: And what bride price do you bring me that’s worthy of marriage,  

if I consent?  
D: You’ll have my whole herd, and all my groves and pastures. 
A: Swear not to go away after bed, leaving me against my will. 35 
D: I won’t, by Pan himself, even if you want to chase me. 
A: Will you build me women’s rooms? Will you build a house and 

sheepfolds? 
D: I’ll build you women’s rooms, and I’ll graze your lovely flocks. 
A: What story, what will I tell my old father? 
D: He’ll approve your marriage bed when he hears my name. 40 

 

In these lines, Acrotime expresses legitimate concerns about marriage: wives fearing 

their husbands, the danger of childbirth, the lessening of a woman’s perceived value 

once her body has changed from childbearing. Yet in response to each anxiety, Daphnis 

simply denies what Acrotime says in a way that indicates he has not understood her. 

After she tells him that women fear their husbands, he asks whom women fear. Though 

he echoes the words she uses (γυναῖκας…γυναῖκες, τρομέειν…τρομέουσι), 
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demonstrating that he has heard her, the content of his lines reveals that he is not truly 

listening. When Acrotime expresses fear of Artemis’s arrows, using the cult name 

Eileithyia, Daphnis seems to miss the point by informing her that Artemis is in charge of 

childbirth25; presumably Acrotime knows this, and that is why she fears Artemis in 

particular in this scenario. Indeed, Acrotime uses the same word to express her fear 

three times (τρομέειν…τρομέω…τρομέω) while Daphnis echoes it only once. Even Gow 

acknowledges that, by line 39, the τίνα μάν, τίνα “suggests that she is by now agitated.”26  

Sider, however, does not read Acrotime’s barrage of anxieties and questions as 

an expression of her fear27:  

She not only, in what may be thought of as a prenuptial 
agreement, extracts from Daphnis the terms of the bride 
price (his herds and their pastorage, 34), but also an 
(admittedly unenforceable) agreement to consider her 
beautiful even after she bears children (32), never to leave 
her against her will (35 f.), and to build her a proper bridal 
room, house, and farm (37 f.). Now, and only now, does 
Akrotime allow Daphnis to make love to her. 
 

The language Sider uses here reveals just how manipulative he considers Acrotime. He 

reads her question about a bride price as an “extraction” of money from Daphnis; her 

worries about losing her beauty as a forced commitment to an “admittedly 

unenforceable” promise; her appeal that Daphnis not flee after sex, leaving her 

 

25 Perhaps an early instance of mansplaining?  
26 cf. Eur. Hec. 930. 
27 Sider 2001, 105. 
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unmarriageable, as her saying he could “never” leave her; and her request for a house 

and farm—normal and humble pastoral accommodations—as demanding of “proper” 

lodging. The phrase “now, and only now” reveals Sider’s condescension towards 

Acrotime: he considers her expectations for Daphnis unreasonable, far too much to ask 

in exchange for having sex. 

In the next few lines, we learn Daphnis’s and Acrotime’s names for the first time 

in the poem (27.41-48): 

A: οὔνομα σὸν λέγε τῆνο· καὶ οὔνομα πολλάκι τέρπει. 
D: Δάφνις ἐγώ, Λυκίδας δὲ πατήρ, μήτηρ δὲ Νομαίη. 
A: ἐξ εὐηγενέων· ἀλλ’ οὐ σέθεν εἰμὶ χερείων. 
D: οἶδ’· Ἀκροτίμη ἐσσί, πατὴρ δέ τοί ἐστι Μενάλκας. 
A: δεῖξον ἐμοὶ τεὸν ἄλσος, ὅπῃ σέθεν ἵσταται αὖλις. 45 
D: δεῦρ’ ἴδε πῶς ἀνθεῦσιν ἐμαὶ ῥαδιναὶ κυπάρισσοι. 
A: αἶγες ἐμαί, βόσκεσθε· τὰ βουκόλω ἔργα νοήσω. 
D: ταῦροι, καλὰ νέμεσθ’, ἵνα παρθένῳ ἄλσεα δείξω. 
 
A: Tell me what that name of yours is. Often even a name is delightful. 
D: I am Daphnis, Lycidas is my father, and my mother is Nomaea. 
A: From a well-born family. But I’m not inferior to you. 
D: I know. You’re Acrotime, and your father is Menalcas. 
A: Show me your grove, wherever you spend the night. 45 
D: Look here, how my slender cypresses are blooming. 
A: My goats, graze. I’m going to consider the oxherd’s land. 
D: Bulls, eat well, so I can show this maiden the groves. 

 

After asking Daphnis about a potential bride-price and farm, it follows that Acrotime 

might want to see his land. Douglas Cairns reads these lines, however, as consent for 

sex: “At line 46 of Idyll 27 Akrotime in effect capitulates, and the remainder of the idyll 



 

44 

progresses towards its final scene, the narrated sexual consummation of the pair.”28 But 

there is no indication in the text above that Acrotime is consenting to, or even thinking 

about, sex at all. The λέκτρον that both she and Daphnis reference earlier, as a 

euphemism for sex or metonymy for marriage, makes no appearance here. Instead, she 

refers to Daphnis’s αὖλις, using an uncommon word for “tent” that appears in a military 

context in the Iliad and elsewhere as a location where birds go to roost.29  Even if she 

were “capitulating” now, that would have no bearing on future sexual acts, which we 

witness in the following lines. (27.49-60): 

A: τί ῥέζεις, σατυρίσκε; τί δ’ ἔνδοθεν ἅψαο μαζῶν; 
D: μᾶλα τεὰ πράτιστα τάδε χνοάοντα διδάξω.           50            
A: ναρκῶ, ναὶ τὸν Πᾶνα. τεὴν πάλιν ἔξελε χεῖρα. 
D: θάρσει, κῶρα φίλα. τί μοι ἔτρεμες; ὡς μάλα δειλά. 
A: βάλλεις εἰς ἀμάραν με καὶ εἵματα καλὰ μιαίνεις. 
D: ἀλλ’ ὑπὸ σοὺς πέπλους ἁπαλὸν νάκος ἠνίδε βάλλω. 
A: φεῦ φεῦ, καὶ τὰν μίτραν ἀπέσχισας. ἐς τί δ’ ἔλυσας;    55    
D: τᾷ Παφίᾳ πράτιστον ἐγὼ τόδε δῶρον ὀπάζω. 
A: μίμνε, τάλαν· τάχα τίς τοι ἐπέρχεται· ἦχον ἀκούω. 
D: ἀλλήλαις λαλέουσι τεὸν γάμον αἱ κυπάρισσοι. 
A: ἀμπεχόνην ποίησας ἐμὴν ῥάκος· εἰμὶ δὲ γυμνά. 
D: ἄλλην ἀμπεχόνην τῆς σῆς τοι μείζονα δώσω.   60 
 
A: What are you doing, little satyr? Why did you grab at my breasts 

inside my cloak? 
D: I’ll teach these downy apples of yours for the very first time. 50 
A: I’m numb, by Pan. Take your hand back out of there! 
D: Be brave, dear girl. Why are you trembling at me? How miserable you 

are! 
A: You’re throwing me into a trench and ruining my beautiful clothes. 
D: But look, I’m throwing a soft fleece under your robes. 

 

28 Cairns 2012, 58. 
29 Il. 9.232 ἐγγὺς γὰρ νηῶν καὶ τείχεος αὖλιν ἔθεντο; Od. 22.470, Theoc. Id. 25.18, Arat.1027. 
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A: Oh, alas, you’ve even torn away my girdle. Why did you unfasten it? 
D: I’m granting it as the very first gift to the Paphian goddess. 56 
A: Hold on, wretch! Look you, someone’s coming quick. I hear a sound. 
D: It’s the cypresses chattering together about your wedding. 
A: You’ve made my shawl a tattered rag; I’m naked. 
D: I’ll give you another shawl bigger than yours.   60 
 

In these lines, Acrotime says “no” using direct commands in the imperative: “Take your 

hand out of there” and “Hold on, wretch.” Looking only at the text, this is a rape scene. 

To assume otherwise is to read consent between the lines where none is expressed 

verbally. To conclude that Daphnis does not rape Acrotime, one must find implicit 

consent over and over again, since explicit denials and rejections are so numerous. The 

only thing elided here is the sexual act itself, which Acrotime confirms in line 65: “I came 

there a girl, and I’m going home a woman” (παρθένος ἔνθα βέβηκα, γυνὴ δ’ εἰς οἶκον 

ἀφέρπω). And yet, this scene has elicited comment from numerous modern scholars who 

read it as consensual, or even conclude that Acrotime is the one seducing Daphnis. Gow 

comments that Acrotime “yields to a slight show of force and grants him [Daphnis] her 

favours.”30 Sider has a strong opinion on the matter of consent31:  

The girl is every bit as willing to sleep with Daphnis as he 
is with her…Only in Daphnis’ mind—and in that of 
likeminded male scholars—can Akrotime be said to have 
been “persuaded”. If anyone has been persuaded, it has 
been Daphnis, although “manipulated” would be a better 
word. And rape is totally out of the question. A woman 
being raped was expected to scream, which could serve in 

 

30 Gow 1950 ad loc. 
31 Sider 2001, 105. 
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some possible future trial as a sign of her being forced… 
Indeed, someone may be approaching this young couple; 
at least Akrotime says μίμνε, τάλαν· τάχα τίς τοι ἐπέρχεται· 
ἦχον ἀκούω, which is the very antithesis of what a girl 
being raped should say. 

 
Though none go quite as far as Sider in arguing that Daphnis, not Acrotime, is the one 

being manipulated here, many scholars use language that implies a consensual sexual 

act, rather than a rape. Cairns above calls the episode “narrated sexual 

consummation,”32 and both Bowie and Konstan use the term “seduction.”33 Bowie, in 

fact, reads this vignette as a story that proves “that love can be achieved and need not be 

a source of more pain than pleasure.” Kyriakou follows suit, arguing that “the seduction 

is carried out by a young man who is not self-conceited or devious and not even 

arrogant or prone to self-aggrandizement… [he] seems to be a fairly decent, honest 

fellow.”34  

Even when scholars acknowledge that consent might not be fully and freely 

given, they are reluctant to call this a rape scene. Laurel Fulkerson describes it as “one 

reluctant lover being persuaded by a more ardent one” and “the ‘closest analogue’ to 

rape or near-rape in the pastoral genre,”35 while Hopkinson’s introduction to this idyll in 

 

32 Cairns 2012, 58. 
33 Bowie 2021, 765: “the seduction of the goatherd girl” and Konstan 2021, 531: “[Daphnis] 
seduces a maiden.” 
34 Kyriakou 2018, 146. 
35 Fulkerson 2012, 32. 
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the 2015 Loeb edition reads, “There, reluctantly on her part, they have intercourse.”36 

Ambühl writes that “the dialogue culminates in an uneasy combination of successful 

seduction (from Daphnis’ point of view) and a rape scene involving some violence (from 

the girl’s perspective).”37 Jay Reed was a lone voice as far back as 1997, calling this “a 

pastoral poem in which a youth rapes a maiden”38; clearly, however, his analysis was 

not widely adopted, since Kyriakou rejects it in 2018, arguing that “Daphnis’ success is 

by no means a rape, as Reed (1997) 30, for instance, suggests.”39 Instead, it is “fulfilled 

and fulfilling love.”  

Thus far, these two poems have shown that women in the pastoral world suffer 

violence, whether or not they are able to use their voices. The scholarship reveals what 

happens to a literary tradition when only the dominant narrative is given a voice. 

Acrotime’s words are preserved in multiple manuscripts, but the scholarly tradition 

overlooks what she says, choosing instead to perpetuate the vision of the pastoral world 

from the male perspective—the perspective of her rapist. Here, violence against a 

woman is seduction in the eyes of men. As we move on to explore the Nemesianus 

 

36 Hopkinson 2015, 373. 
37 Ambühl 2021, 502. 
38 Reed 1997, 30. 
39 Kyriakou 2018, 147n56. Indeed, in Kyriakou’s chapter on women in Theocritus in the 2021 
Brill’s Companion, she chooses not to discuss this idyll because of its questionable authorship. She 
discusses only the idylls that are generally considered to be genuine, grouping the women 
characters into two categories: mythological women and love objects. “Theocritean song is, to a 
large extent, a song for and about women,” she argues, “Both a serenade for contemporary ones 
and a hymn for mythological heroines” (644). 
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poem, we will see how the male perspective can turn sexual violence into a coming-of-

age ritual necessary for the development of the pastoral singer-herdsman into an adult. 

2.3 Rape by Multiple Assailants in Nemesianus 

We find another example of intimate partner violence in the second eclogue in 

the corpus of Nemesianus. The poem opens by introducing two young shepherds, Idas 

and Alcon, who both love a maiden named Donace. They overcome her and rape her 

while she is picking flowers; this is described as a coming-of-age moment for them. 

Donace’s parents soon grow wary, and they lock Donace up in their house. The rest of 

the poem chronicles the songs that Idas and Alcon sing to their unavailable beloved. The 

two do not compete with one another for Donace’s affection in alternating songs; rather, 

each boy sings only once without engaging with the content of the other’s song. There is 

no judge or winner. 

The eclogue begins thus (2.1-7): 

Formosam Donacen puer Idas et puer Alcon 
ardebant rudibusque annis incensus uterque 
in Donaces venerem furiosa mente ruebant. 
hanc, cum vicini flores in vallibus horti 
carperet et molli gremium compleret acantho,   5 
invasere simul venerisque imbutus uterque 
tum primum dulci carpebant gaudia furto. 
   
The boy Idas and the boy Alcon were burning for 
beautiful Donace, each inflamed by his undeveloped years,  
and they rushed with frantic mind into desire for Donace. 
While she was picking flowers in the valleys of the  
nearby garden and filling her lap with soft acanthus, 5 
they fell upon her and, each imbued with lust then for the first time, 
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they continued reaping pleasures with their sweet theft. 
 

This brief vignette describes an incredibly violent attack that amounts to a gang rape. 

Nemesianus specifies that the boys assaulted Donace simul, at the same time; the use of 

words like gaudia and dulci suggest that the boys have no qualms over the propriety of 

their actions; even furto here has the valence of “secret love,” as is common in love 

poetry, where the sense of transgression lies more in the privacy of the deeds than in any 

true sense of wrongdoing.40 The sheer ferocity of such an act against Donace is 

exceptional in Latin poetry, let alone in pastoral.41 While rapes occur in other genres like 

elegy and comedy, it is never explicitly stated that more than one person is involved in 

the attack at a time.42 The entire assault encompasses only two lines and narratologically 

functions merely to set the scene for the subsequent love songs. 

Nemesianus makes linguistic choices that focalize the introduction to Poem 2 

through the male gaze and implicitly endorse the boys’ sexual behavior.43 Idas and 

Alcon wield the power in this interaction, both physically and grammatically in the text. 

The first person introduced in the poem is Donace, not Idas or Alcon, but she is 

 

40 cf. Catull. 68.136; Ov. Met. 9.558; Tib. 1.2.34, 3.11.7; Prop. 2.30.28. 
41 “La pérdida de la virginidad de los muchachos es un aspecto totalmente nuevo en la poesía 
pastoril (cf. Calp. II 1: intactam Crocalem), al igual que el embarazo de la muchacha que veremos 
más adelante. Por lo general, la relación entre los amantes no sobrepasa nunca el intercambio de 
besos (cf. Calp. III 57 y VI 85).” Magaña Orué 2001 ad loc.  
42 Nor is there evidence even of consensual sex with more than one male at a time. Certainly, in 
both elegy and pastoral, relationships occur in which two men vie over the same woman, but 
they never come to gang rape; on these “triangular relationships,” see Stanzel 1989. 
43 Cf. Walter 1988, 32n1. 
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introduced as an object. The opening words are formosam Donacen; her beauty literally 

precedes her.44 Donace is again foregrounded in line 3—in fact, the line begins in 

Donaces, representing her as an object of forward motion through word order if not 

syntax. Again, in line 4, hanc opens the line, although the syntactical role of hanc does not 

occur until line 6. Nemesianus uses the same verb, carpo, for Donace picking flowers 

(carperet) as he does for Idas and Alcon raping her (carpebant). Its first use in the literal 

sense of “plucking” or “harvesting” primes the reader to think of a similar translation 

for the second use just two lines later. The resulting euphemism for rape, carpebant 

gaudia, could just as easily be used to describe the flower-picking itself; indeed, Donace 

becomes a flower that Idas and Alcon pluck: beautiful, young, and blooming, but now 

abruptly interrupted in its growth. As Whitmarsh writes, “Flowery meadows are prime 

locations for assaults on young women, and flower-plucking can metaphorically suggest 

defloration.”45 Here, Nemesianus makes a choice to employ this trope to soften a violent 

sexual assault, using language in addition that fits in with the surrounding peaceful 

countryside and focalizes the attack through the eyes of the young boys instead of their 

victim’s. Characterizations of the male aggressors as “lovers” of their female victims 

 

44 Verg. Ecl. 2 opens with a similar line foregrounding the same adjective (Formosum pastor 
Corydon ardebat Alexin) as does Calp. 2 (Intactam Crocalen puer Astacus et puer Idas). For more on 
intertexts, see Stanzel 1989, 184; Radke 1972, 621. For more on this line with regards to genre, see 
Karakasis 2011, 298-299.  
45 Whitmarsh 2019, 11. Cf. also Aesch. Suppl. 663; Pind. Pyth. 9.109-10; Anth. Pal. 7.217.3. 



 

51 

shift the interpretation of the entire scene towards the positive and pleasurable, as 

enhanced by the location in flowery meadows.46  

For a passage so exceptional in Latin literature, it should be surprising that this 

one is so little studied—and yet, at the same time, the lack of attention is in keeping with 

the trends in classical scholarship. For example, Keene’s late-19th century commentary 

describes the scene as participating in the trope of “girls surprised by their lovers while 

gathering flowers.”47 While it might be tempting to attribute this gross euphemism to 

Keene’s era, such whitewashing remains pervasive. Though a few recent studies of 

Nemesianus—and the second eclogue in particular—exist, none makes much of this 

gang rape, choosing instead to minimize and gloss over the violent crime by making it 

seem more palatable. In a 2017 article, Moreno Soldevila refers to action in lines 6-7 as 

both a “violación” and “el sexo en trío” on the very same page; later, she calls the poem 

an “idilio de los tres pastorcitos,” a phrase that puts Donace in the same group of “little 

shepherds” as her rapists and sounds more like the title of a fairy tale than a poem about 

a sexual attack.48 Indeed, Stanzel goes so far as to call the attack a success: “Die beiden 

 

46 “…una bella escena de rapto, todo ello ambientado con flores, huertos y valle… Este motivo 
supone un elemento de distensión que contrasta con la tensión del momento del rapto.” Magaña 
Orué 2001 ad loc. See also Karakasis 2011, 299.  
47 Keene ad loc. 
48 Moreno Soldevila 2017, 21-22. She also refers to the attack as a violación in her 2018 article, p.80.  
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Knaben waren bei der von ihnen verehrten Donace durchaus schon erfolgreich,” “The 

two boys were quite successful with Donace, whom they admired.”49 

In his 2011 chapter on Nemesianus’s second eclogue, Evangelos Karakasis 

describes the action in lines 6-7 as “the untoward event” and the shepherds as 

“simultaneously engaging in sexual intercourse with the puella.”50 Instead of rapists, 

Karakasis deems Idas and Alcon “suitors” and “her two lovers,”51 and he argues that the 

presence of two males suggests the elegiac trope of the “erotic triangle.” Yet further 

down the same page, Karakasis refers to “Donace’s rape” as a “topic of other literary 

genres, mainly of comedy.” So, this uniquely violent occurrence is familiarized in 

whichever way is convenient: if it is being compared to elegy, it is suitors having 

simultaneous intercourse; if it is being compared to comedy, it is rape.  

More complexity is introduced in the following lines, as we learn about the 

ramifications of Donace’s rape (2.8-19): 

hinc amor et pueris iam non puerilia vota: 
quis anni ter quinque hiemes et cura iuventae. 
sed postquam Donacen duri clausere parentes,   10 
quod non tam tenui filo de voce sonaret 
sollicitumque foret pinguis sonus, improba cervix 
suffususque rubor crebro venaeque tumentes, 
tum vero ardentes flammati pectoris aestus 
carminibus dulcique parant relevare querella;   15 
ambo aevo cantuque pares nec dispare forma, 

 

49 Stanzel 1989, 197. 
50 Karakasis 2011, 299-300. 
51 Karakasis 2011, 300.  
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ambo genas leves, intonsi crinibus ambo. 
atque haec sub platano maesti solacia casus 
alternant, Idas calamis et versibus Alcon. 
 
From this time, there was love, and no boyish desires for the boys: 
they were fifteen years old and had the cares of youth. 
But afterwards, Donace’s harsh parents kept her inside, 10 
because she didn’t sound as delicate in the fiber of her voice, 
and its rich sound was worried, her neck was shameless, 
and redness frequently welled up, and her veins were swelling, 
then truly did the boys, burning, prepare to relieve the passions  
of their flaming hearts with songs and a sweet lament; 15 
both equal in age and song, neither different in form, 
both light in cheeks, both uncut in hair. 
And under a plane tree, they alternated these solaces for their 
sad misfortune, Idas on the reeds and Alcon in verses.  
 

In terms of movement and setting here, who is in control? It must be Donace’s parents, 

who clausere Donacen; by doing this, they also exert control over Idas and Alcon, who are 

upset by the situation but helpless to change it. Karakasis and others identify this as an 

example of the elegiac paraclausithyron motif, in which a female beloved is behind closed 

doors and her male lover appeals to her while locked outside.52 As Karakasis writes, “a 

closed door denies the elegiac lover access to his sweetheart”; in this case, however, the 

closed door denies rapists access to their victim. There is no evidence of coyness on the 

part of Donace, and, importantly, the locked door is attributed to her parents, rather 

than Donace herself. Her parents serve both as a safety mechanism and means of 

deflecting blame away from Donace. It is not her fault that the boys cannot see her; it is 

 

52 Karakasis 2011, 300. See also Magaña Orué 2001 ad loc. 
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all because of her strict parents. If Idas and Alcon are to be seen as exclusi amatores, 

Nemesianus puts a dark twist on the common elegiac trope by describing a sexual 

assault that happened before any door was closed. Karakasis also describes this situation 

as parallel to “the motif of the stern father standing in the way of his child’s erotic bliss 

[that] is also central in Roman comedy.”53 No language in the poem indicates any erotic 

pleasure on the part of Donace in the meadow; however, we do see that even modern 

scholars identify the trope of the strict parent at play, removing from Donace any of the 

agency for hiding from her rapists and protecting her own body. 

Nemesianus never reveals Donace’s perspective throughout this poem. If she 

wants to see the boys, she may be kept unwillingly inside, but if she prefers to avoid 

them—as one might suspect, given that they recently raped her—her parents’ rules are 

more or less in keeping with her preference. At the same time, they protect themselves 

and the family from potential shame from others discovering the rape. The problem in 

differentiation comes down to the absence of Donace’s viewpoint. Nemesianus, like 

Calpurnius and Theocritus, exerts his own authorial power by denying any insight into 

the thoughts of the women characters who are victims of assault. Though her parents 

have power over her location and movement, they lack control over Donace’s body. She 

 

53 Karakasis 2011, 301. Stenzel also accepts this premise (197), as does Keene: “Donace’s wildness 
carries her so far that her parents are obliged to put her under close restraint” (38). Though we 
might blame this unfair characterization on the time period in which Keene wrote, there is no 
indication that Donace’s behavior was in any way wild.   
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was alone picking flowers when she was attacked; Idas and Alcon took physical 

possession of her body; and now she is home again, but certain aspects of her body 

displease her parents. They keep Donace inside quod, because of, specific physical traits 

that they notice in her: her voice has changed and become less delicate, her neck and 

veins have grown, and she is frequently blushing. Though scholars debate what exactly 

these physical symptoms indicate,54 the symptoms are the reason why Donace must stay 

inside. Again, we are missing Donace’s perspective here: how does she feel about the 

changes to her physical appearance? Is she in pain?  

The only time we get a glimpse of Donace as an active agent is during Idas’s 

song. Thus, what we see is not truly Donace, but the image of Donace that Idas wants to 

project in his wooing song. Idas sings (2.37-39): 

ille ego sum, Donace, cui dulcia saepe dedisti 
oscula nec medios dubitasti rumpere cantus 
atque inter calamos errantia labra petisti. 
 
I am that man, Donace, to whom you often gave sweet kisses,  
and you didn’t hesitate to interrupt me in the middle of my songs,  
and you sought my lips wandering among the reeds. 
 

 

54 Glaeser argues that the change in voice indicates pregnancy, while Moreno Soldevila 2017 
believes Donace’s parents lock her up specifically to avoid pregnancy. Magaña Orué believes it 
indicates simply lost virginity, citing Ver. Georg. 1.430, si uirgineum suffuderit ore ruborem, and Ov. 
Met. 1.484, uerecundo suffuderat ora rubore. Williams 1986 finds the evidence insufficient for either 
claim, explaining the deepening of the voice as the result of an “excess of emotion.” Cf. also Diog. 
Laert. Vit. Phil. 9.42, where Democritus is portrayed as being so astute as to notice, presumably 
based solely on physical characteristics, that a girl he had seen the day before had been raped 
during the night. 
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Here, Donace is the agent of three active verbs (dedisti, dubitasti…rumpere, petisti). But 

this is Idas’s song and Idas’s focalization. The Donace of whom he sings desires him so 

much that she interrupts him mid-flute performance to kiss him.55 This is a very 

different image of Donace from the one we see in the opening lines of the eclogue, where 

she appears three times in the accusative case as the object of Idas and Alcon’s attack. 

Even if Idas characterizes his love for Donace as mutual, the omniscient narrator who 

opens the poem does not; the narrator uses aggressive transitive verbs to describe the 

boys’ actions (invasere, carpebant…furto) and no verbs at all to describe Donace’s 

response. If Donace did have some previous relationship with Idas and Alcon, we 

cannot tell from the opening lines—and even if she did, this would not excuse their 

assault.  

It is this emphasis on the boys’ actions that makes Donace and her passivity 

almost a foil to the coming-of-age story of Idas and Alcon. In an article on love and age 

in Nemesianus, Moreno Soldevila argues that their love for Donace is a key point in the 

growth and development of Idas and Alcon from boys into young men. This transition is 

marked by specific language throughout the poem. In the opening line, Nemesianus 

specifically notes Idas’s and Alcon’s boyhood (puer Idas et puer Alcon). Their love takes 

place during their undeveloped years (rudibus annis); when they rape Donace, they are 

 

55 There is a common erotic trope of interrupting speech or song with kisses. Cf. Ov. Am. 2.4.26; 
Ov. Epist. 3.128, 13.119-20, 15.44; Ov. Ars. 1.663; Ov. Met. 10.559; Stat. Ach. 1.575-6. See also 
Karakasis 2011, 308-209.  
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simul venerisque imbutus uterque/ tum primum, “each imbued with lust then for the first 

time” (6-7). This phrase indicates that it is specifically their lust for Donace, not simply 

their admiration of her, that marks a pivotal moment in their transition to adulthood. 

We see in line 8 that iam non puerilia vota, “now there are no longer any boyish cares” for 

Idas and Alcon, but instead the cura iuventae. They are no longer boys, but young men. 

The same pattern appears in Roman comedy. Sharon James explores two plays 

by Terence, Hecyra and Eunuchus, that “feature youths whose violent rape of citizen girls 

initiates adult masculinity and proper marriage.”56 She argues that the rape storylines in 

each play serve to interrogate and critique the coming-of-age process for Roman boys, as 

well as Roman ideals of adult masculinity. By taking an aggressive sexual action like 

rape, James writes, the boys reveal that they are “youths of action and force rather than 

passive, complaining lovers”57—and what is worse for a Roman man than to be termed a 

passive lover, a pathicus? Nemesianus provides a similar opportunity for Idas and Alcon 

with this rape plot by including language that emphasizes their youth and passion. 

Though they are seen in the same posture as other bereft pastoral lovers—alone, singing 

to their beloved in order to win her back—they have already “proven” themselves, 

despite their young age, by taking violent sexual action against a woman. 

 

56 James 1998, 31.  
57 James 1998, 35. 
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For Donace, however, there is no comedic happy ending. In Eunuchus and 

Hecyra, as in much of Roman comedy, the girls who are victims of rape end up marrying 

their rapists, resulting in a social reunification. For women who are enslaved or serving 

as sex workers, the marriage might even result in an elevation in social status. But the 

women in comedy have each been raped by one man—one who conveniently wants to 

become their husband. Donace is the victim of two, and the emphasis on their youth 

seems to preclude marriage in the near future. Indeed, if she were to become pregnant 

from the rape, she would not be able to identify which of the two boys was the father. 

Neither Idas nor Alcon expresses any interest in marriage or fatherhood; the very notion 

of marriage rarely arises in pastoral, and nowhere in pastoral poetry.58 Thus, by 

importing this comic trope into pastoral, Nemesianus removes the potential for social 

resolution within the comic world.  

So, what exactly is the purpose of Idas’s and Alcon’s songs? Unlike most of the 

eclogues that feature two men singing in amoebean exchanges, Idas and Alcon do not 

alternate verses; Idas simply sings his entire song first (2.20-54), and Alcon follows (2.55-

87). The songs are almost exactly the same length and hardly distinguishable from one 

another in style or subject; in fact, Idas and Alcon themselves are almost 

indistinguishable. They function as a unit (2.16-17): ambo aevo cantuque pares nec dispare 

forma,/ ambo genas leves, intonsi crinibus ambo. The anaphora of ambo, three times within 

 

58 The exception being the betrothal and wedding of Daphnis and Chloe. 
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just two lines, underscores the similarity between the two.59 Neither takes an 

independent action in the poem, save for one singing right after the other. Even in their 

rape of Donace, Idas and Alcon act simul, at the same time, a strikingly unique situation 

for two men to act in tandem. Yet despite sharing the same skill in song, the same 

appearance, the same age, and the same beloved, we perceive no hints of a rivalry 

between the two. There is no judge announced, and their music is not framed as a 

contest; the narrator instead introduces it as a solacia, an attempt at a remedium amoris.60 

And the boys confirm this distinction: Idas never names Alcon in his song, and only 

twice in 33 lines does Alcon name Idas. When Alcon does mention his companion, he 

relegates him to brief comparisons. In 2.60, he says munera namque dedi, noster quae non 

dedit Idas, “For I gave gifts that our Idas didn’t give,” and in 2.78-9 he asserts that nostro 

formosior Ida/ dicor et hoc ipsum mihi tu iurare solebas, “I am called more handsome than 

our Idas, and you used to swear this very thing to me.” Though he puts down his friend 

on these two occasions, Alcon quickly returns his attention to his own strengths and 

pleas to Donace. He never instructs her to choose him over or instead of his friend, as if 

the two were competing for her affections. 

In the closing lines, we learn that the boys sing until sunset and return their bulls 

to their stalls; no winner is declared. Unlike Theocritus’s Idyll 11, which ends with the 

 

59 Cf. V. Ecl. 7.4–5. 
60 Cf. Stenzel 1989, 198. 
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declaration that Polyphemus’s song has cured him of his lovesickness over Galatea, the 

Nemesian narrator never states whether the music has helped ease Idas’s and Alcon’s 

heartache.  

Donace, however, is a different story. Though she does not take an active role in 

the poem, we as readers know a lot more about her than we do about the typical bucolic 

beloved. She is an important character in the poem—not just a placeholder. She, like 

Phyllis, has relationships outside the erotic sphere. For Donace and Phyllis, family and 

friends—Donace’s parents and Phyllis’s friend Alcippe—serve as an extra layer of 

protection. Though they curtail the women’s independence, in return they provide the 

power that comes with safety. For Phyllis and Donace, the home becomes a fortress, 

giving the women some control over access to themselves: to their bodies, to their 

emotions, and to their presence.  

2.4 Conclusion  

As seen in these three pastoral scenes—the intimate partner violence against Phyllis, the 

rape of Acrotime, and the rape of Donace by multiple assailants—pastoral authors 

incorporate scenes of sexual assault against women into the country setting. Through 

each occurrence, Calpurnius, Theocritus, and Nemesianus reveal that violence against 

women is a central component of pastoral poetry. The sexual violations inform us about 

the nature of pastoral itself, not just the ways in which these three authors diverge from 

the urtext of Latin pastoral, Vergil’s Eclogues.  
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Furthermore, pastoral violence should be understood as part of larger 

conversations about violence and sexual assault by men against women throughout 

Latin literature. Much like physical violations in elegy or Roman comedy, the instances 

in these three poems should be read not as new innovations or aberrations from a 

greater generic pattern, but rather as the type of interaction that occurs frequently, as a 

rule, in pastoral. In this way, sexual danger and safety coexist in the pastoral world, the 

former as a lived experience of women and the latter of men. 

Finally, the particular narratology of these scenes of attack suggests that sexual 

violence itself is the source of pastoral song for the perpetrators. In Calpurnius 3, the 

second half of the poem is almost entirely composed by Lycidas in the hopes of winning 

Phyllis back after his physical attack causes her to flee his company; for Lycidas, the 

experience, though emotionally painful, is pastorally generative. And in Nemesianus 2, 

the majority of the poem is comprised of Idas’s and Alcon’s courtship songs for Donace. 

Their sudden lust for her and the consequent rape is characterized, by Nemesianus as 

well as by modern scholars, as a coming-of-age ritual that allows them to become full-

fledged pastoral singers. Modern readings of Theocritus 27 provide a glimpse into what 

gets covered up when dominant voices control a single scholarly narrative. When 

today’s classicists overlook or whitewash these vignettes as romantic trysts or otherwise 

unremarkable moments, they enforce the notion that the rape and assault of women was 

not only fine and acceptable in antiquity, but it is fine and acceptable now. Each episode 
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of sexual violence enforces the notion that the sexual violation of women, innate in the 

pastoral world, is the very thing that allows this world to be an idyllic locus amoenus of 

leisure and song, both for the men who control it and the scholars who study it.  
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3. Song Contests and Satire 
 
“A pastoral society…is noncompetitive or else converts a limited competition into such games 
and ceremonies as the friendly exchanges of rival singers.” – Harold Toliver 1971, p. 4 

 

In this chapter, I discuss how song contests in pastoral poetry are more infused 

with violence and darkness than we might think. For all of the vagueness and 

argumentation over the definition of pastoral, whether it exists as a genre of its own or 

as a thematic mode, one thing most scholars agree on is that the song contest, a type of 

amoebean exchange, is one of its signature forms.  First, I will explicate the structure of 

song contests and other amoebean exchanges in pastoral poetry, noting examples of 

moments where the form is stricter or more flexible, and what effects differences in form 

have on the poems. All of the extant corpora of pastoral poets include at least one 

amoebean exchange; whether these constitute “official” song “contests” or not is up to 

interpretation, given that the exchanges have varying degrees of competitiveness. 

To speak briefly to terminology: I will use the terms “song exchange” and 

“amoebean exchange” interchangeably to denote a part of a text in which at least two 

characters speak and respond to one another at least twice. Some of these exchanges are 

agonistic; these are “song contests.” In song contests, the notion of competition is 

explicitly labeled, rules and prizes are laid out, and a winner may or may not be 

declared. All contests are exchanges, but not all exchanges are contests. Joseph Reed, in 

2010, discussed the comparative competitiveness of Theocritus’s Idylls and idylls in 
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which competitive elements exist but song exchanges do not. That is, the spirit of 

competition leaks out from within the bounds of the contest. Competitive elements are 

not solely contained within amoebean exchanges, or even within the narratological 

frames that surround them. Sometimes they arise in other idylls or eclogues, making 

them liminal poems, in the same way that amoebean exchanges without any professed 

agonistic element are liminal.  

After going through the general structure of the song exchange in pastoral poetry 

and analyzing salient examples, I will offer a close reading of one amoebean exchange 

that occurs in Calpurnius Siculus’s sixth eclogue. This poem is particularly noteworthy 

because the song exchange itself never actually occurs. After many stops and starts, 

multiple herdsmen and multiple judges attempt to initiate a contest, but, in the end, they 

are thwarted by their own bickering. In order to analyze how closely Eclogue 6 adheres 

to the traditional structure of a song exchange, I first explore other pastoral poems that 

contain these exchanges, including the Theocritean corpus, Vergil, Calpurnius, 

Nemesianus, and the Einsiedeln Eclogues.  

In the past, scholars have dismissed Calpurnius 6 as unfinished or unskilled; as 

recently as 2011, the eclogue has been ignored in discussions of amoebean exchange.1 In 

 

1 Evangelos Karakasis’s 2011 monograph, Song Exchange in Roman Pastoral, not only lacks a 
chapter dedicated to Calpurnius 6, but does not even discuss the poem in the introduction or 
conclusion. Karakasis does analyze this poem in detail in a subsequent 2016 chapter in T. 
Calpurnius Siculus: A Pastoral Poet in Neronian Rome, but its absence in the book specifically 
devoted to song exchanges is notable nonetheless. 
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recent work, however, including a 2018 book chapter by Yelena Baraz, we can see the 

start of a rehabilitation of Eclogue 6. Baraz’s chapter is part of the volume Eris vs. 

Aemulatio: Valuing Competition in Classical Antiquity, which explores the agonistic 

impulse diachronically throughout ancient literature. It is one of a number of volumes 

from the past 15 years that, as the authors write in the introduction, “examine[s] 

competition in broader temporal and spatial contexts and pave[s] ways for a new 

understanding of the dynamics of competition in antiquity.”2 This wave of scholarship 

makes Baraz’s chapter on ancient song contests particularly timely since it suggests a 

new lens for interpreting one form of competition that may have previously been 

considered thoroughly studied and understood. Using this recent work as my starting 

point, I identify satirical and ironic elements in this eclogue and analyze the role 

violence and dark comedy play in satirizing the very structure of the song exchange 

within pastoral poetry. Though these themes persist across time and throughout bucolic 

corpora, they are not typically associated with the prototypical song contest. Thus, I 

conclude by arguing that the reputation of the amoebean exchange as a mostly upbeat 

literary and musical exercise between companions is misguided. Rather, what is framed 

as a friendly competition often becomes the setting for crude or disparaging humor, 

verbal aggression and threats, and even physical violence. These elements are 

impossible to ignore in Calpurnius’s sixth eclogue, making the poem the ideal motivator 

 

2 Damon and Pieper 2018, 3. 
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for a reexamination of the bucolic agon in pastoral more broadly. Upon closer 

inspection, song exchanges are yet another way that the pastoral world is less idyllic 

than it seems. 

3.1 The Structure of Song Exchanges 

There is no single, definitive structure for a song exchange in pastoral, but rather 

several elements that combine in various ways. As Otto Skutsch observed in the early 

1970s, “As far as I am aware, the formal relationship between the singing matches of 

Virgil's eclogues and those of Theocritus' idylls has never been clearly set out”3; neither, 

as it turns out, has the formal structure of singing matches across pastoral more broadly. 

Yet since the 1970s, scholarship’s focus has turned even further away from the 

structuralist lens. While plenty of studies focus on groupings of eclogues or individual 

poems, no large-scale effort has been made to compare the song exchanges throughout 

pastoral poetry in terms of their fundamental elements. In Karakasis’s 2011 monograph, 

Song Exchange in Roman Pastoral, each chapter highlights a specific poem on its own. The 

introduction discusses what we can expect to see in a bucolic agon without providing 

textual examples from the pastoral corpora.4 Thus, in order to make any comment on the 

unusual structure of Calpurnius’s Eclogue 6, I must first lay out the basic units that 

make up a song exchange and how various authors arrange them into poetry. 

 

3 Skutsch 1971, 26.  
4 Karakasis 2011, 51-53. 
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First, some part of the poem must contain alternating song between two 

characters, but everything else is optional to a degree. There is always some 

introductory segment—none of our extant poems drop readers into a song contest in 

medias res—but its speaker, content, and length vary.  

In some cases, the opening lines have a single speaker. The sixth idyll of 

Theocritus opens with a brief, concise introduction by a third-party narrator who is 

addressing a listener, Aratus (6.1-5): 

Δαμοίτας χὠ Δάφνις ὁ βουκόλος εἰς ἕνα χῶρον 
τὰν ἀγέλαν ποκ’, Ἄρατε, συνάγαγον· ἦς δ’ ὃ μὲν αὐτῶν 
πυρρός, ὃ δ’ ἡμιγένειος· ἐπὶ κράναν δέ τιν’ ἄμφω 
ἑσδόμενοι θέρεος μέσῳ ἄματι τοιάδ’ ἄειδον. 
πρᾶτος δ’ ἄρξατο Δάφνις, ἐπεὶ καὶ πρᾶτος ἔρισδεν. 
 
Once, Damoetas and Daphnis the oxherd together led 
their herd to one place, Aratus. One of them was 
red-haired, the other half-bearded. And sitting down 
at a spring in the middle of a summer day, both sang such things. 
Daphnis began first, since he challenged first. 
 

This narrator gives us all the necessary information with little elaboration. As readers, 

we share in the perspective of Aratus, the addressee of the introduction. In just five 

lines, we learn the names of the two participants in the song exchange, how to 

distinguish them, the location of the contest, the time of year, and the singing order. The 

same goes for Idyll 8: Lines 1-5 comprise the entire introduction, narrated by an 

omniscient third party: 

Δάφνιδι τῷ χαρίεντι συνάντετο βουκολέοντι 
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μῆλα νέμων, ὡς φαντί, κατ’ ὤρεα μακρὰ Μενάλκας. 
ἄμφω τώγ’ ἤστην πυρροτρίχω, ἄμφω ἀνάβω, 
ἄμφω συρίσδεν δεδαημένω, ἄμφω ἀείδεν. 
πρᾶτος δ’ ὦν ποτὶ Δάφνιν ἰδὼν ἀγόρευε Μενάλκας·    
 
Menalcas happened upon handsome Daphnis grazing 
his sheep, so they say, in the high mountains of the groves. 
Both of them were red-haired, both young, 
both learned in piping, both in singing. 
Menalcas spoke first when he saw Daphnis. 
 

Here, instead of emphasizing the difference between the competitors through 

descriptions of their hair, the speaker uses hair color to tie Menalcas and Daphnis 

together. The repetition of ἄμφω, four times in just two lines, creates an accumulative 

effect of similarities where they would otherwise not seem as notable—after all, most 

bucolic goatherds are young, and they must know how to pipe and sing in order to 

participate in a song exchange at all. Yet by opening with their most striking similarity—

red hair, which also appears in Idyll 6 and is traditionally associated with slaves—

Theocritus’s narrator manages to create an image of two near-identical, lower-class 

herdsmen who also resemble the herdsman Damoetas. In these two song exchanges, 

therefore, the participants seem almost interchangeable. 

In Vergil’s eighth eclogue, the introduction grows in length and detail, becoming 

more literary through descriptive language and allusion. The narrator who opens 

Eclogue 8 provides a 16-line introduction that begins with an invocation of the pastoral 

muse (8.1-5):  

Pastorum musam Damonis et Alphesiboei, 
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immemor herbarum quos est mirata iuuenca 
certantis, quorum stupefactae carmine lynces, 
et mutata suos requierunt flumina cursus, 
Damonis musam dicemus et Alphesiboei.               5 
 
The pastoral Muse of Damon and Alphesiboeus—  
Whom the cattle, forgetful of their pastures, admired, 
At whose song the lynxes were stunned, 
and the altered rivers quieted their flows— 
Let us tell of this Muse of Damon and Alphesiboeus. 
 

This omniscient narrator foregrounds the pastoral nature of the coming song exchange, 

marking it with adynata to cement its legendary status. His narrative authority lends 

credence and gravity to the account that follows. We see an echo of this perspective at 

the outset of Calpurnius 2. A single speaker introduces the song exchange, and we learn 

at l.9 that he is a separate figure from the judge, whom he identifies as Thyrsis (et 

magnum certamen erat sub iudice Thyrsi, “it was a great contest under the judge Thyrsis”). 

A description of adynata follows, similar to that of Vergil’s Eclogue 8, that includes a line 

hearkening back directly to its Vergilian predecessor: et tenuere suos properantia flumina 

cursus, “rushing rivers held their flows” (2.15). This passage lasts longer than in Vergil—

11 lines to Vergil’s four—and connects this first Calpurnian song exchange with the rest 

of the pastoral tradition.     

The introductory narrator can also serve as a character in the action of the poem. 

In Vergil’s seventh eclogue, the speaker of the opening lines, Meliboeus, doubles as the 

judge of the song contest. He describes an exchange that has already occurred between 

Corydon and Thyrsis, noting that he postponed his business in order to arbitrate in their 
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game, posthabui tamen illorum mea seria ludo (7.17). The same goes for Idyll 9 in the 

Theocritean corpus, where the speaker/judge begins the poem by using the second 

person to address the competitors Daphnis and Menalcas. Like the other Theocritean 

introductions, Idyll 9’s is brief, totaling only six lines, but it establishes the players and 

roles necessary to undertake a song exchange. 

Some amoebean exchanges in pastoral are introduced by two speakers rather 

than one. Vergil’s third eclogue opens with a conversation between Damoetas and 

Menalcas, the two eventual participants. Though they are in tension at times, it is not 

until Menalcas insults Damoetas in line 26 by calling him indocte, “unlearned,” that 

Damoetas proposes a song contest in response, two lines later (vis ergo inter nos quid 

possit uterque vicissim experiamur, “Do you, therefore, want us to see what we both can do 

in turn?”). The introduction to Theocritus’s Idyll 5 has a similarly adversarial tone. 

Komatas and Lacon argue and insult each other for 19 lines before Lacon sardonically 

proposes a song contest: αἴ τοι πιστεύσαιμι, τὰ Δάφνιδος ἄλγε’ ἀροίμαν./ ἀλλ’ ὦν αἴ κα 

λῇς ἔριφον θέμεν, ἔστι μὲν οὐδέν/ ἱερόν, ἀλλά γέ τοι διαείσομαι ἔστε κ’ ἀπείπῃς, “If I 

were to believe you, would that I win the pains of Daphnis! But if you should want to 

offer a kid—it’s not a big sacrifice—I will compete with you in song until you give up” 

(5.20-22).  

But animosity is not a prerequisite for a song contest. In Vergil’s Eclogue 5, 

which also begins with two speakers, Menalcas proposes the exchange right away, with 
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no preamble: Cur non, Mopse, boni quoniam conuenimus ambo/tu calamos inflare leuis, ego 

dicere uersus/ hic corylis mixtas inter consedimus ulmos? “Why don’t we convene, Mopsus, 

since we’re both good—you at blowing thin reeds and I at speaking verses—why don’t 

we sit together here among the elms mixed with hazel trees?” (Verg. Ecl. 5.1-3). The tone 

of the introduction clues us into the level of competition (and vitriol) in the song 

exchange to come. 

 

After the introduction, the rest of the song exchange’s components are moveable: 

they can occur in almost any order, and each one need not be included in each poem, as 

long as a reasonable number of them appear. These elements include an invitation to 

participate, proposal of wagers, invitation to judge, judge’s instructions, proposal of 

location, the amoebean exchange itself, and a final judgment or conclusion. I will discuss 

them in this order, but it is my own arbitrary order and does not imply any proscribed 

pattern, aside from what is logically necessary (ie., a final judgment cannot occur before 

the competition, etc.). 

3.1.1 Invitation to Participate 

The invitation to participate can be short and simple. In Vergil’s third eclogue, it 

is just a single line: Vis ergo inter nos quid possit uterque vicissim, “Do you want us to try 

what each of us can do in turn, together?” Idyll 9 from the Theocritean corpus also 

includes a straightforward invitation, by a narrator to the two singers, though this one is 
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longer and repeated twice: Βουκολιάζεο, Δάφνι· τὺ δ’ ᾠδᾶς ἄρχεο πρᾶτος,/ ᾠδᾶς ἄρχεο, 

Δάφνι, ἐφεψάσθω δὲ Μενάλκας,…/ἐμὶν δὲ τὺ βουκολιάζευ/ ἐκ τόθεν, ἄλλοθε δ’ αὖτις 

ὑποκρίνοιτο Μενάλκας, “Sing your country songs, Daphnis: you begin your song first, 

begin your song, Daphnis, and let Menalcas follow…Sing me your country songs from 

there, and let Menalcas respond from where he is” (9.1-6). This seems to be the only 

instance of a narrator being the one to invite both participants to song; however, once 

Daphnis and Menalcas begin the exchange at 9.7, the narrator never returns, nor does a 

judge appear.  

 

More commonly, narrators tell readers about invitations to song exchanges that 

occurred in past, when they were not directly involved. In Theocritus 6, the narrator 

mentions an invitation to song without explicitly restating it: πρᾶτος δ’ ἄρξατο Δάφνις, 

ἐπεὶ καὶ πρᾶτος ἔρισδεν, “Daphnis first began, since he first made the challenge” (6.5). 

Here the narrator makes a causal connection (ἐπεὶ) between Daphnis making the initial 

invitation to song with Daphnis subsequently being the first singer.  

This sequence of events, however, is not compulsory. Sometimes the challenger 

becomes the first singer without an explicit causal connection. In Vergil’s Eclogue 3, 

Damoetas both initiates the invitation and begins singing, but the decision is made by 

Palaemon, the judge; it is not presented as a logical necessity or rule (incipe, Damoeta; tu 

deinde sequere, Menalca, “begin, Damoetas; then you follow, Menalcas” 3.58). The same 
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goes for Theocritus 5: Lacon invites Comatas to sing, and Lacon eventually begins 

singing first. Yet the invitation occurs at line 21-22, while the song contest does not begin 

until line 75. Theocritus draws no connection between Lacon initiating the exchange and 

Lacon eventually singing first; the poem instead eases into amoebean exchange without 

fanfare. In Theocritus 1, the order flips entirely: the challenger, simply called αἴπολος 

(goatherd), issues an invitation, and the recipient, Thyrsis, accepts the challenge simply 

by beginning to sing; thus, the challenger becomes the second singer rather than the 

first.  

In Idyll 8, Menalcas both invites a singer and begins the song, but the author 

specifies a different reason: Menalcas draws the lot to go first. He issues the invitation at 

8.6-7: μυκητᾶν ἐπίουρε βοῶν Δάφνι, λῇς μοι ἀεῖσαι;/ φαμί τυ νικασεῖν, ὅσσον θέλω αὐτὸς 

ἀείδων, “Daphnis, guardian of bellowing cattle, will you sing with me? I say I’ll defeat 

you, if I sing for as long as I want.” Though the tone of the poem’s opening lines is 

friendly, Menalcas still uses his invitation to assert confidence in his own performance. 

Yet, by using language that is vague and couched in uncertainty—he says (φαμί) he will 

win, but only if he is able to sing exactly as much as he wants (ὅσσον θέλω)—he ensures 

some preservation of dignity upon potential defeat. He can attempt to save face by 

arguing that he was not able to sing ὅσσον θέλει. Though the challenge occurs at line six, 

Menalcas does not begin to sing until 8.33, after the drawing of lots. The process goes as 

follows (8.30-32): 
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πρᾶτος δ’ ὦν ἄειδε λαχὼν ἰυκτὰ Μενάλκας, 
εἶτα δ’ ἀμοιβαίαν ὑπελάμβανε Δάφνις ἀοιδάν 
βουκολικάν· οὕτω δὲ Μενάλκας ἄρξατο πρᾶτος. 
 
After the loud singer Menalcas drew the lot to sing first,  
then Daphnis took up the bucolic song in exchange.  
And thus Menalcas began first. 
 

This three-line segment is neatly framed by the repetition of πρᾶτος… πρᾶτος at the 

beginning and end. Theocritus draws a logical connection here, as does the narrator of 

Idyll 6, but this one is different. Idyll 6’s logic indicates that Daphnis first made the 

challenge of a song contest, and therefore Daphnis began it; Idyll 8, however, uses a 

circumstantial participle with a causal sense, indicating that Menalcas drew the lot to 

sing first (πρᾶτος δ’ ὦν ἄειδε λαχὼν), and thus (οὕτω) he began first. That these two 

different justifications are given within the same corpus indicates that there are multiple 

options for determining who sings first in an amoebean exchange.  

As I mentioned earlier, an explicit invitation is not a necessary component of an 

amoebean exchange. Vergil’s Eclogue 5 lacks a specific invitation to sing, which makes 

sense given that its song exchange is collaborative, rather than competitive. In the case of 

Vergil’s seventh eclogue and Calpurnius’s second, the narrator describes a past song 

contest without mentioning an invitation in his summary. 

3.1.2 Proposal of Wagers 

Some poems combine the invitation to song with the discussion of prizes. This 

occurs in Theocritus 1, where a long introduction full of proposals and rejections of 
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different locations and wagers finally culminates in an invitation that is accepted (1.60-

63): 

τῷ κά τυ μάλα πρόφρων ἀρεσαίμαν 
αἴ κά μοι τύ, φίλος, τὸν ἐφίμερον ὕμνον ἀείσῃς. 
κοὔτι τυ κερτομέω. πόταγ’, ὠγαθέ· τὰν γὰρ ἀοιδάν 
οὔ τί πᾳ εἰς Ἀίδαν γε τὸν ἐκλελάθοντα φυλαξεῖς. 
 
I would very willingly give you the pleasure of owning it, dear friend, 
if you sing your delightful song to me.  
Don’t sneer; come on, good friend. For you won’t  
keep your song at all in Hades, where it makes you forgetful. 

 
The goatherd uses a mixed conditional (αἴ ἀείσῃς… ἀρεσαίμαν) with an aorist 

subjunctive and aorist optative to indicate the uncertainty of the entire situation. After 

such a long disagreement, the goatherd is unsure whether this contest will happen. He 

exhorts Thyrsis (πόταγε) and calls him ὠγαθέ, while also making the threatening joke 

that he will not be able to sing once he is dead. Theocritus 5 has a similarly antagonistic 

opening, but in this poem, much of the quarreling follows the invitation to song. In lines 

21-22, Lacon addresses Comatas: ἀλλ’ ὦν αἴ κα λῇς ἔριφον θέμεν, ἔστι μὲν οὐδέν/ ἱερόν, 

ἀλλά γέ τοι διαείσομαι ἔστε κ’ ἀπείπῃς, “But if you’d like to wager a kid—it’s no 

sacrifice/ —then I’ll contend in singing with you until you give up.” Theocritus also uses 

a conditional statement here, but with a future indicative in the apodosis, indicating 

Lacon’s certainty of competition as long as Comatas promises a specific prize.  

The proposal of wagers frequently occurs in amoebean exchanges with a clear 

competitive element. The first offer is not always accepted, and sometimes competitors 
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make multiple suggestions before settling on prizes that both participants agree are 

appropriate. The prizes are typically either animals, pipes, or some other object of 

bucolic significance or value. Proposed animals include a μόσχος (male calf, Theoc. Id. 

8.14), αἶγα (female goat, Theoc. Id. 1.4-5, 1.25), χίμαρος (he-goat, Theoc. Id. 1.6), τράγος 

(he-goat, Theoc. Id. 1.4, 5.32), ὄιν (sheep, Theoc. Id. 1.11), ἔριφον (kid, Theoc. Id. 5.23), 

ἄρνα (lamb, Theoc. Id. 1.11), εὔβοτον ἀμνὸν (well-fed lamb, Theoc. Id. 5.26), ἰσομάτορα 

ἀμνόν (lamb as big as its mother, Theoc. Id. 8.14), caper (he-goat, Ver. Ecl. 3.22-23), vitula 

(female calf, Ver. Ecl. 3.29); items include a βαθὺ κισσύβιον (deep cup, Theoc. Id. 1.27), 

αἶγά τέ τοι δωσῶ διδυματόκον ἐς τρὶς ἀμέλξαι (the privilege of thrice milking a goat who 

has borne twins, Theoc. Id. 1.25), σύριγγα ἐννεάφωνον (nine-reed pipe, Theoc. Id. 8.18, 

8.21), fistula (pipe, Ver. Ecl. 2.36; Eins. Ecl. 1.8-9),  pocula fagina (beechwood cup, Ver. Ecl. 

3.36-37), cicuta (hemlock pipe, Ver. Ecl. 5.85), pedum (shepherd’s staff, Ver. Ecl. 5.87), 

vellera septem (seven fleeces, Calp. Sic. 2.7), messem horti (harvest of the garden, Calp. Sic. 

2.8).5 

 

In some cases, the initial proposal of a wager comes couched in language that 

implies a negative reception even before the listener speaks. In Vergil’s third eclogue, for 

example, Damoetas makes a comment to this effect (3.29-31): 

 

5 The cicuta and the pedum are both given as gifts at the end of an amoebean exchange, rather than 
wagers at the beginning of one, in Verg. Ecl. 5. 
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…ego hanc vitulam—ne forte recuses, 
bis venit ad mulctram, binos alit ubere fetus—                
depono; tu dic mecum quo pignore certes. 
 
I wager this heifer (don’t object so much,  
she comes twice daily to the milk, and she nourishes two calves): 
tell me with what stake you’ll contend with me. 
 

One can imagine Menalcas making a face or shaking his head to express displeasure 

upon hearing vitulam, and Damoetas preempting his objections by praising the fertility 

of the calf. The repetition of bis…binos emphasizes that a single young cow is doing 

twice what is expected of her when it comes to milking and bearing offspring. While it is 

common for a shepherd to talk up his prize, less frequently does he include an 

acknowledgment of his interlocutor’s negative reaction like ne forte recuses. In this case, 

Damoetas’s preemptive praise is in keeping with the antagonistic language and tone of 

the opening lines of the poem. 

The dialogue in Theocritus 5 is also hostile from the outset. After 19 lines of 

exchanging barbs, Lacon and Comatas begin arguing over the stakes of a potential 

bucolic agon. Though I quoted the first two lines above, I provide them again here in 

more context (5.21-30): 

L: ἀλλ’ ὦν αἴ κα λῇς ἔριφον θέμεν, ἔστι μὲν οὐδέν 
ἱερόν, ἀλλά γέ τοι διαείσομαι ἔστε κ’ ἀπείπῃς. 
K: ὗς ποτ’ Ἀθαναίαν ἔριν ἤρισεν. ἠνίδε κεῖται 
ὥριφος· ἀλλ’ ἄγε καὶ τύ τιν’ εὔβοτον ἀμνὸν ἔρειδε. 
L: καὶ πῶς, ὦ κίναδος τύ, τάδ’ ἔσσεται ἐξ ἴσω ἄμμιν;  25 
τίς τρίχας ἀντ’ ἐρίων ἐποκίξατο; τίς δὲ παρεύσας 
αἰγὸς πρατοτόκοιο κακὰν κύνα δήλετ’ ἀμέλγειν; 
K: ὅστις νικασεῖν τὸν πλατίον ὡς τὺ πεποίθεις, 
σφὰξ βομβέων τέττιγος ἐναντίον. ἀλλὰ γὰρ οὔτι 
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ὥριφος ἰσοπαλής τοι, ἴδ’ ὁ τράγος οὗτος· ἔρισδε.   30 
 
L: But if you’d like to wager a kid—it’s no sacrifice 
 —then I’ll contend in singing with you until you give up  
K: A pig once challenged Athena to a contest. There   
lies a kid; come on, now you wager a well-fed lamb. 
L: And how, you fox, will that be fair for us?    25 
Who shears hair instead of wool? Who wants to milk a gross dog 
instead of a goat who just gave birth to her firstborn? 
K: Whoever is as confident as you that he will defeat his neighbor, 
just like a wasp buzzing at a cicada. But since the kid doesn’t  
seem well-matched to you, look, here’s a he-goat. Sing!  30 
 

Here, Lacon brings up the subject of stakes by suggesting a prize for his opponent to 

offer and takes an aggressive stance by immediately belittling it (ἔστι μὲν οὐδέν ἱερόν). 

Comatas obliges, but he replies with a demand of his own, using two imperatives (ἄγε, 

ἔρειδε) instead of the more polite subjunctive conditional construction of Lacon. Lacon 

then rejects Comatas’s suggestion with an outraged rhetorical question—how is a well-

fed lamb equal to a kid?—and resorts to name-calling by addressing Comatas as a fox 

(κίναδος). The exchanges shows how quickly a “traditional” element of a song contest 

like the proposal of wagers can degenerate into verbal abuse. 

There is also disagreement over stakes in Idyll 8, but without the same vitriol 

between contestants. Menalcas and Daphnis go back and forth between options before 

agreeing on fair prizes (8.11-22): 

M: χρῄσδεις ὦν ἐσιδεῖν; χρῄσδεις καταθεῖναι ἄεθλον; 
D: χρῄσδω τοῦτ’ ἐσιδεῖν, χρῄσδω καταθεῖναι ἄεθλον. 
M: καὶ τί νυ θησεύμεσθ’ ὅ κεν ἁμῖν ἄρκιον εἴη; 
D: μόσχον ἐγὼ θησῶ, τὺ δὲ θὲς ἰσομάτορα ἀμνόν. 
M: οὐ θησῶ ποκα ἀμνόν, ἐπεὶ χαλεπὸς ὁ πατήρ μευ   15 
χἀ μάτηρ, τὰ δὲ μῆλα ποθέσπερα πάντ’ ἀριθμεῦντι. 
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D: ἀλλὰ τί μὰν θησεῖς; τί δὲ τὸ πλέον ἑξεῖ ὁ νικῶν; 
M: σύριγγ’ ἃν ἐπόησα καλὰν ἔχω ἐννεάφωνον, 
λευκὸν κηρὸν ἔχοισαν ἴσον κάτω ἶσον ἄνωθεν· 
ταύταν κατθείην, τὰ δὲ τῶ πατρὸς οὐ καταθησῶ.   20 
D: ἦ μάν τοι κἠγὼ σύριγγ’ ἔχω ἐννεάφωνον, 
λευκὸν κηρὸν ἔχοισαν ἴσον κάτω ἶσον ἄνωθεν.  
 
M: Do you want to see? Do you want to put down a wager? 
D: I want to see; I want to put down a wager. 
M: And what will we wager now that will be enough for us? 
D: I’ll put down a calf; you put a lamb as big as its mother. 
M: I’ll never put down a lamb: my father and mother are strict,  15 
and they count all the flocks each evening. 
D: But what will you wager? What profit will the winner have? 
M: I have a beautiful, nine-note pipe that I made,  
with white wax equal on the bottom and equal on top.  
I would wager that, but I won’t wager what is my father’s.  20 
D: I also have a nine-note pipe  
with white wax equal on the bottom and equal on top. 
 

This poem includes the only example of one participant asking the other if wagers 

should even be made in the first place, and the other agreeing. This courtesy sets a 

contrasting tone from that of Idyll 5. In line 13, Menalcas uses first person plural forms 

to reflect his view that the proposal of wagers is a collaborative process. When he rejects 

Daphnis’s suggestion that he wager a lamb, Daphnis replies with curiosity, rather than 

anger. Despite their initial disagreement, they arrive at a solution quickly. In fact, both 

men have the same type of nine-reed pipe—a detail that highlights their concord—

though it is unclear if Daphnis actually swaps out his wager for the pipe or simply 

mentions that he owns one.  
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Some poems describe a choice, rather than an argument, between multiple 

stakes. In the first Einsiedeln Eclogue, one contestant offers two options to his 

competitor (Eins. 1.5-12): 

Thamyra: praemia si cessant, artis fiducia muta est.    
Ladas: sed nostram durare fidem duo pignora cogent: 
vel caper ille, nota frontem qui pingitur alba, 
vel levis haec et mobilibus circumdata bullis 
fistula, silvicolae munus memorabile Fauni. 
T: sive caprum mavis vel Fauni ponere munus,    10 
elige utrum perdas; sed erit, puto, certius omen 
fistula damnato iam nunc pro pignore dempta. 
 
T. If prizes are lacking, the faith of skill is silent. 
L. But two prizes will compel our faith to persist: 
either that he-goat, painted on his forehead with a white mark, 
or this light pipe with moveable knobs all around,   
a memorable gift of forest-dwelling Faunus. 
T. Whether you prefer to put down the he-goat or Faunus’ gift, 10 
choose which of the two you’d lose; but the pipe will be, I think, a more 
certain omen, now already taken away from the rejected one for a prize. 
 

This passage has a sense of lighthearted competition: Thamyra remarks that prizes are 

necessary to ensure a proper contest and tells Ladas to prepare to lose whatever he 

wagers. He justifies his choice of a pipe over a he-goat by pointing out the metaphorical 

significance of the latter: whoever loses a bucolic agon loses based on his singing ability; 

therefore, a physical pipe is an appropriate prize. Even though Ladas taunts Thamyra 

about his chances of losing, the aggression we see in Verg. Ecl. 3 and Theoc. Id. 8 does 

not arise between these two competitors. They simply partake in a brief discussion 

before settling on their terms. 
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The first idyll of Theocritus contains a much lengthier discussion of wagers as 

well as a choice—but not for the participants. Initially, Thyrsis offers two prize options 

to the unnamed goatherd, depending on what Pan chooses as his preferred offering (1.3-

6): 

…μετὰ Πᾶνα τὸ δεύτερον ἆθλον ἀποισῇ. 
αἴ κα τῆνος ἕλῃ κεραὸν τράγον, αἶγα τὺ λαψῇ· 
αἴ κα δ’ αἶγα λάβῃ τῆνος γέρας, ἐς τὲ καταρρεῖ 
ἁ χίμαρος… 
 
…after Pan you will take second prize. 
If he should choose the horned goat, you will take the she-goat, 
and if he takes the she-goat as his prize,  
the kid comes down to you… 
 

The goatherd responds in kind, deferring to the choice of the Muses (1.9-11): 

αἴ κα ταὶ Μοῖσαι τὰν οἴιδα δῶρον ἄγωνται, 
ἄρνα τὺ σακίταν λαψῇ γέρας· αἰ δέ κ’ ἀρέσκῃ 
τήναις ἄρνα λαβεῖν, τὺ δὲ τὰν ὄιν ὕστερον ἀξῇ. 
 
If the Muses should take the sheep as their gift,  
you will take a weaned lamb for a prize, and if it’s pleasing to them 
to take the lamb, you will take the sheep next. 

 
This is the only example of offerings to the gods or Muses being discussed in the context 

of song contest prizes. The fact that Theocritus includes them at the beginning of the 

poem and never mentions them again makes their appearance here a sort of twist on the 

traditional invocation of deities. The subsequent discussion of wagers that makes no 

mention of these offerings supports this reading: Pan and the Muses are not characters 

in the poem, but rather addressees of prayer. Rather than accept, decline, or even discuss 

these potential prizes, Thyrsis moves on immediately to a proposal of the location, and 



 

82 

we are left waiting to hear what the stakes of the impending song contest will be. When 

the goatherd finally brings up the topic again, he launches into a 33-line ekphrasis 

describing the cup he offers and why it makes such a remarkable prize (1.23-63): 

…αἰ δέ κ’ ἀείσῃς 
ὡς ὅκα τὸν Λιβύαθε ποτὶ Χρόμιν ᾆσας ἐρίσδων, 
αἶγά τέ τοι δωσῶ διδυματόκον ἐς τρὶς ἀμέλξαι,  25 
ἃ δύ’ ἔχοισ’ ἐρίφως ποταμέλγεται ἐς δύο πέλλας, 
καὶ βαθὺ κισσύβιον κεκλυσμένον ἁδέι κηρῷ, 
ἀμφῶες, νεοτευχές, ἔτι γλυφάνοιο ποτόσδον. 
τῶ ποτὶ μὲν χείλη μαρύεται ὑψόθι κισσός, 
κισσὸς ἑλιχρύσῳ κεκονιμένος· ἁ δὲ κατ’ αὐτόν  30 
καρπῷ ἕλιξ εἱλεῖται ἀγαλλομένα κροκόεντι. 
ἔντοσθεν δὲ γυνά, τι θεῶν δαίδαλμα, τέτυκται, 
ἀσκητὰ πέπλῳ τε καὶ ἄμπυκι· 
………………………………. 
αἰπολικὸν θάημα· τέρας κέ τυ θυμὸν ἀτύξαι.  56 
τῶ μὲν ἐγὼ πορθμῆι Καλυδνίῳ αἶγά τ’ ἔδωκα 
ὦνον καὶ τυρόεντα μέγαν λευκοῖο γάλακτος· 
οὐδέ τί πω ποτὶ χεῖλος ἐμὸν θίγεν, ἀλλ’ ἔτι κεῖται 
ἄχραντον. τῷ κά τυ μάλα πρόφρων ἀρεσαίμαν  60 
αἴ κά μοι τύ, φίλος, τὸν ἐφίμερον ὕμνον ἀείσῃς. 
 
If you will sing like you sang when you competed  
against Chromis from Libya, I will give you a goat that 
has borne twins to milk three times; 
even with two kids, she is milked into two pails. 
And I will give you a deep cup washed with sweet wax,  25 
with two handles, newly wrought, still smelling of the chisel.  
Ivy winds high up on the lip,  
ivy sprinkled with gold flowers; and the tendril twists down it, 
exalted by its saffron-colored fruit. 
Inside, a woman is wrought, some work of art of the gods,  30 
adorned with mantle and diadem. 
………………………………. 
A goatherd’s marvel, a wonder to bewilder your heart.      56 
I gave a goat to the Kalydnian ferryman as my fare, 
and a huge cheese of white milk.  
It has never yet touched my lip, but it still lies unused. 
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I would very willingly give you the pleasure of owning it, dear friend, 
if you will sing your delightful song to me.     61 
 

These wagers are unusual for a number of reasons. First, the goatherd offers a prize that 

is not a tangible item: the privilege of milking a goat. Though goats themselves are 

frequent prizes, and they are often described as being valuable for their milk production, 

this goat itself is not up for grabs; rather, the goatherd offers the opportunity to milk her 

three times. He briefly praises her output, commenting that she makes enough milk to 

feed two kids and fill two buckets in addition, again using repetition of δύ’…δύο to 

create a feeling of excess. Then the goatherd offers a second prize in addition, another 

abnormality; typically, a second wager would replace the first. This second prize, βαθὺ 

κισσύβιον, is described in an incredible amount of detail in an ekphrasis that serves as 

the goatherd’s contribution to the song contest, a combination of two of the structural 

elements of an amoebean exchange.6 The goatherd expresses the cup’s value through his 

long description as well as through a financial transaction. He notes that he paid a 

ferryman one goat and one large cheese for the cup: this price itself seems like a suitable 

prize for a song contest as well.  

The extensive focus on stakes in Idyll 1 reveals how individual elements of an 

amoebean exchange can shrink or expand from poem to poem within the constraints of 

 

6 For more on the ekphrasis of the cup, see Payne 2001; Hunter 1999 ad loc., who notes analogs 
between the three scenes on the cup and three scenes on the Shield of Achilles and provides a 
good summary of scholarship on the idyll; Frangeskou 1996; Cairns 1984. 
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the traditional structure. We have seen how the order of these elements is fluid, how 

multiple elements may combine with one another, and how some may be left out 

entirely; now, we see an example of how an author can choose to prioritize certain 

structural elements of the song exchange over others. In the case of this idyll, the focus 

on prizes reveals the flexibility of the form of the bucolic agon even in one of its most 

archetypal and defining instances.  

In some cases, when a narrator is describing a song exchange that occurred in the 

past, he will simply inform readers what the prizes were. In Eclogue 2 by Calpurnius, 

for example, the narrator uses an impersonal form (placet) that provides no clue as to 

who offered or accepted which prizes: placet, hic ne vellera septem,/ ille sui victus ne messem 

vindicet horti, “It is pleasing that this man, if beaten, should give up seven fleeces/ and 

that man the harvest of his garden” (2.7-8). There is no further description or praise of 

the wagers.   

3.1.3 Invitation to Judge 

Either before or after the singers determine prizes, there may be an invitation to 

judge the contest. This typically takes place seemingly by happenstance, as another 

character happens to be walking along when the singers spot him. In Idyll 8 of the 

Theocritean corpus, for example, Menalcas and Daphnis are searching for a judge when 

Daphnis spots one nearby (8.25-29): 

Menalcas: ἀλλὰ τίς ἄμμε κρινεῖ; τίς ἐπάκοος ἔσσεται ἁμέων; 
Daphnis: τῆνόν πως ἐνταῦθα τὸν αἰπόλον, ἤν, καλέσωμες, 
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ᾧ ποτὶ ταῖς ἐρίφοις ὁ κύων ὁ φάλαρος ὑλακτεῖ. 
Χοἰ μὲν παῖδες ἄυσαν, ὁ δ’ αἰπόλος ἦνθ’ ὑπακούσας· 
χοἰ μὲν παῖδες ἀείδεν, ὁ δ’ αἰπόλος ἤθελε κρίνειν. 
 
M: But who will judge us? Who will listen to us? 
D: Look, perhaps we should call that goatherd whose dog,  
the one with the white patch, is barking near the kids. 
The boys shouted, and the goatherd came when he heard them; 
the boys wanted to sing, and the goatherd wanted to judge. 
 

Damoetas uses the deictic ἤν with ἐνταῦθα for dramatic effect, creating a moment of 

entry for a new character as if the scene were occurring on stage. The parallel structure 

of Χοἰ μὲν παῖδες ἄυσαν…χοἰ μὲν παῖδες ἀείδεν tells the reader that both Menalcas and 

Damoetas agree on this goatherd as the judge for their contest. Similarly, in Vergil’s 

third eclogue, Palaemon walks by the two singers, also Menalcas and Damoetas, and 

both men join in exhorting him to arbitrate their competition (3.49-54): 

M: Numquam hodie effugies; veniam quocumque vocaris. 
audiat haec tantum vel qui venit, ecce Palaemon.                 50 
efficiam posthac ne quemquam voce lacessas. 
D: Quin age, si quid habes; in me mora non erit ulla 
nec quemquam fugio. tantum, vicine Palaemon, 
sensibus haec imis—res est non parva—reponas. 
 
M: You’ll never escape today: I will come whenever you call. 
Just let this be heard by whoever comes along—look, Palaemon. 50 
I’ll make it so you never challenge anyone to sing again. 
D: Come on then, if you have it in you: there won’t be any delay in me, 
I don’t run from anyone: only, Palaemon, neighbor, keep this in 
your closest attentions—it’s not a small thing. 
 

This scene, too, has a dramatic feeling: ecce Palaemon falls at the end of the line and 

sentence, as he happens to coincidentally come along the two singers just as they are in 
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need of an arbiter. Though Menalcas and Damoetas are at odds with each other in the 

leadup to their song contest, they do manage to agree on their choice of judge. Damoetas 

even addresses Palaemon as his neighbor (vicine) in the hopes of endearing him to join.  

In Theocritus 5, however, the competitors appeal to their prospective judge not 

as a neighbor, but as a foreigner. Lacon and Comatas disagree on wagers and locations 

for their song contest, but they settle on the judge (5.61-69): 

Lacon: …ἀλλὰ τίς ἄμμε, 
τίς κρινεῖ; αἴθ’ ἔνθοι ποχ’ ὁ βουκόλος ὧδε Λυκώπας. 
Comatas: οὐδὲν ἐγὼ τήνω ποτιδεύομαι· ἀλλὰ τὸν ἄνδρα, 
αἰ λῇς, τὸν δρυτόμον βωστρήσομες, ὃς τὰς ἐρείκας 
τήνας τὰς παρὰ τὶν ξυλοχίζεται· ἔστι δὲ Μόρσων.  65 
L: βωστρέωμες. C: τὺ κάλει νιν. 
L: ἴθ’ ὦ ξένε, μικκὸν ἄκουσον 
τεῖδ’ ἐνθών· ἄμμες γὰρ ἐρίσδομες, ὅστις ἀρείων 
βουκολιαστάς ἐστι… 
 
L: … But who  
will judge us? I wish the oxherd Lycopas would come here! 
C: I don’t need that guy; but, if you want,  
we’ll call out to this man for help, the woodcutter,   
who’s gathering some heather near you. It’s Morson. 65 
L: Let’s call out to him. C: You call him. 
L: Come, stranger, come here, listen a little.  
For we’re competing to see whoever’s the better bucolic singer.  
 

Just as Lacon laments that his preferred arbiter, Lycopas the oxherd, is not present and 

available for their agon, Comatas spots Morson nearby. He tells Lacon to call him, and 

Lacon does so, addressing him as a stranger, ξένε, the opposite of Damoetas calling 

Palaemon his neighbor. Regardless, Morson obliges, just as Palaemon did. Thus, a judge 
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need not have a specific relationship with the singers prior to the song contest in order 

to for them to consider him a suitable arbiter, nor for him to accept the role. 

Not all poems recount the invitation to judge in real time. In Vergil Eclogue 7, the 

arbiter, Meliboeus, narrates the opening of the poem himself, where he tells us the 

course of events as it happened in the past (7.6-17): 

Huc mihi, dum teneras defendo a frigore myrtos, 
uir gregis ipse caper deerrauerat; atque ego Daphnim 
adspicio. Ille ubi me contra uidet: "Ocius" inquit 
“huc ades, o Meliboee; caper tibi saluos et haedi, 
et, si quid cessare potes, requiesce sub umbra.    10 
Huc ipsi potum uenient per prata iuuenci; 
hic uiridis tenera praetexit harundine ripas 
Mincius, eque sacra resonant examina quercu. 
Quid facerem? Neque ego Alcippen, nec Phyllida habebam, 
depulsos a lacte domi quae clauderet agnos,                 15 
et certamen erat, Corydon cum Thyrside, magnum. 
Posthabui tamen illorum mea seria ludo. 
 
While I defend tender myrtles from the cold, 
the head of the herd, the he-goat himself, had wandered there,  
and I saw Daphnis. When he saw me he back, he said: ‘Quickly, 
come here, Meliboeus; your goat and kids are safe,  
and, if you can stop at all, rest under the shade.  10 
The bulls will come here through the meadows themselves to drink, 
Mincius fringes his green banks with a tender reed, 
and the swarms buzz from the sacred oak.’ 
What could I do? I had neither Alcippe nor Phyllis, 
who could close in at home the lambs weaned from milk: 15 
and the contest, Corydon with Thyrsis, was great. 
Nevertheless, I postponed my serious matters for a game. 
 

Meliboeus uses the same visual language to convey happenstance: he caught sight of 

Daphnis (adspicio) and Daphnis of him (ille ubi me contra videt). Daphnis invites 



 

88 

Meliboeus to sit with him in the shade, trying to persuade him by appealing to his 

herdsman’s sensibilities, but never explicitly asks him to judge a song exchange. It is 

clear from context, however, that Meliboeus does serve as arbiter, and it seems he was 

amenable to doing so. Although he asks the rhetorical question Quid facerem? when 

faced with Daphnis’s plea, he acknowledges in the following lines that the certamen was 

great. He characterizes his herding as his serious work (seria) while the amoebean 

exchange is a game (ludo); thus, perhaps he enjoys the break from labor as well as the 

contest itself. 

The first idyll of Theocritus, Eclogues 5 and 8 of Vergil, and Eclogues 2 and 4 of 

Calpurnius do not include an invitation to judge. 

3.1.4 Judge’s Instructions 

Sometimes, judges of song contests give instructions to the competitors, as well 

as exhortations to begin singing. We see an example in Vergil Eclogue 3 (3.55-59): 

Palaemon: Dicite, quandoquidem in molli consedimus herba.                
et nunc omnis ager, nunc omnis parturit arbos, 
nunc frondent silvae, nunc formosissimus annus. 
incipe, Damoeta; tu deinde sequere, Menalca. 
alternis dicetis; amant alterna Camenae. 
 
P: Tell me, now since we’re sitting together in the soft grass. 
And now every field, now every tree produces buds, 
now the forests are leafy, now the year is the most beautiful. 
Begin, Damoetas: then you follow, Menalcas: 
you’ll speak alternately: the Muses love alternation. 
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Palaemon’s orders are clear. He opens his speech with the imperative dicite and explains 

why it is the appropriate time for singing, emphasized by the repetition of nunc four 

times in two lines. He addresses each participant in the vocative, gives an imperative 

command, and tells them their proscribed singing order. He makes sure to specify that 

they must take turns singing (alternis). Similarly, in Calpurnius 4, the judge, Meliboeus, 

pronounces the order of singing (4.74-82): 

M. incipe, nam faveo; sed prospice, ne tibi forte 
tinnula tam fragili respiret fistula buxo, 
quam resonare solet, si quando laudat Alexin.    75 
hos potius, magis hos calamos sectare: canales 
exprime qui dignas cecinerunt consule silvas. 
incipe, ne dubita. venit en et frater Amyntas: 
cantibus iste tuis alterno succinet ore. 
ducite, nec mora sit, vicibusque reducite carmen;    80 
tuque prior, Corydon, tu proximus ibis, Amynta. 
 
M. Begin, for I favor it; but look out, in case by chance 
your ringing pipe breathes in boxwood 
as fragile as it is used to sounding if ever it praises Alexis.   75 
These, rather, follow these reeds more: press 
the pipes that sounded the woods worthy of a consul. 
Begin, don’t hesitate. Look, your brother Amyntas is coming too: 
He will accompany your songs with alternating voice. 
Come on, don’t stall, continue the song one by one.   80 
You first, Corydon, and you’ll go next, Amyntas. 
 

Here, the judge’s words urge the participants to begin the song exchange promptly: 

incipe begins lines 73 and 78, while the more emphatic and circumlocutory ducite, nec 

mora sit begins line 80. Meliboeus tells Corydon to start and Amyntas to follow, using 

another form of alternus to emphasize the responsive nature of the contest. He also 
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recommends which pipe to use, calling for canales rather than tinnula fistula so that the 

strength of song is sufficient. 

The judge in the first Einsiedeln Eclogue speaks mainly to commence the contest 

rather than give elaborate instructions (1.19-21): 

Mi. pergite, io pueri, promissum reddere carmen; 
sic vos cantantes deus adiuvet! incipe, Lada, 
tu prior; alternus Thamyras imponet honorem. 
 
Mi. Go on, boys, recite the promised song: 
let god help you thus while you sing! Begin, Ladas,  
you first: in turn Thamyras will offer his honor. 
 

He also starts with an imperative, pergite, that urges action, and follows it up with incipe 

in the next line. He directs Ladas to start and Thamyras to follow, again using a form of 

alternus to indicate the format of the contest. The one part of his speech that differs from 

the other judges’ instructions is his brief prayer in line 20.  

The judge in Calpurnius 2 also clearly pronounces his instructions, although he 

spends his time discussing prizes and does not justify why the time is opportune for a 

song contest (2.21-26): 

iamque sub annosa medius consederat umbra 
Thyrsis et “o pueri me iudice pignora” dixit 
“irrita sint moneo: satis hoc mercedis habeto, 
si laudem victor, si fert opprobria victus. 
et nunc alternos magis ut distinguere cantus   25 
possitis, ter quisque manus iactate micantes.” 
 
And now, under the aged shade, Thyrsis had sat between them 
and said, “Boys, since I’m the judge, I advise that the prizes 
be worthless. Let this be enough reward: 
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if the victor takes the praise, the loser the shame.  24 
And now, so you can better distinguish between alternating songs,  
each of you raise your hand and wave it three times. 
 

Thyrsis articulates his view that the focus of the contest be not on prizes, but rather on 

the praise (laudem) and shame (opprobria) that will follow the winner and loser. He is the 

only judge to refrain from using imperative verbs of commencement and forms of 

alternus. Instead of dictating the singing order like our other three judges have, Thyrsis 

instructs the two participants to determine their order via a hand-raising exercise—

similar to drawing lots, like we see in Idyll 8. While he still wields power over the 

method of determining the order, he does not unilaterally pronounce the result.  

None of the judges in Theocritean song contests give instructions or speeches to 

begin song exchanges, and not all of Vergil’s or Calpurnius’s do; thus, we see how this 

element is another that can contribute to the structure of an amoebean exchange, but 

need not be present for an exchange to exist. 

3.1.5 Identification of Location 

Sometimes there is a proposal of location and ensuing discussion, but other times 

the location is simply noted with no comment. Location options often include detailed 

descriptions and specific elements like trees, streams or fountains, grass, and shade. The 

loci mentioned in poems with amoebean exchanges include: corylis mixtas inter…ulmos, 

“among elms mixed with hazels trees” (Verg. Ecl. 5.3); ad gelidos fontes et easdem forte sub 

umbras “near cool fountains and under these same shades” (Calp. Sic. 2.5); in molli herba, 
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“in the soft grass” (Verg. Ecl. 2.55); sub arguta…ilice, “under a rustling oak” (Verg. Ecl. 

7.1); ὡς τὸ κάταντες τοῦτο γεώλοφον αἵ τε μυρῖκαι, “here where this mound slopes down 

and the tamarisks are growing” (Theoc. Id. 1.13); δεῦρ’ ὑπὸ τὰν πτελέαν ἑσδώμεθα τῶ τε 

Πριήπω/ καὶ τᾶν κρανίδων κατεναντίον, ᾇπερ ὁ θῶκος, “under the elm, facing Priapus 

and the springs, where that shepherd’s seat is, and the oak trees” (Theoc. Id. 1.21); ὑπὸ 

τὰν κότινον καὶ τἄλσεα ταῦτα, “under the wild olive and these trees” (Theoc. Id. 5.34); 

ἐπὶ κράναν, “near a spring” (Theoc. Id. 6.5); populea…in umbra, “in the poplar shade” 

(Nemes. Ecl. 4.1). 

 

In some poems, we learn the location without conversation or debate. In Eclogue 

3 of Vergil, the judge Palaemon remarks that the contest can begin, since the competitors 

are in molli…herba (3.55). Meliboeus in Vergil’s seventh eclogue describes the location in 

the first line as sub arguta…ilice (7.1). Similarly, in Calpurnius 2, the narrator tells us that 

the competitors sang ad gelidos fontes et easdem forte sub umbras, “near cool fountains 

under these same shades” (2.5), and Theocritus 6, where the narrator says they sat ἐπὶ 

κράναν, “near a spring” (6.3). 

Even the less competitive song exchanges feature discussions of location. Vergil’s 

fifth eclogue opens with a conversation between Menalcus and Mopsus about where 

they should sing (5.1-6): 

Menalcas: Cur non, Mopse, boni quoniam conuenimus ambo 
tu calamos inflare leuis, ego dicere uersus, 
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hic corylis mixtas inter consedimus ulmos? 
Mopsus: Tu maior; tibi me est aequom parere, Menalca, 
siue sub incertas Zephyris motantibus umbras,                5 
siue antro potius succedimus.  
 
ME: Why don’t we, Mopsus, since we’ve met and we’re both skilled, 
you at inflating thin pipes, I at singing verses, 
why don’t we sit here together among the elms mixed with hazel trees? 
MO: You’re older, Menalcas: it’s right for me to obey you,  4 
whether we walk under the shade, stirred by the moving winds, 
or whether we enter a cave. 
 

Menalcas suggests a forested location, and Mopsus replies by acknowledging that he 

will defer to Menalcas due to his age. Yet the men end up not in the original spot 

Menalcas proposes, but in the second example that Mopsus offers, a cave (antrum). Line 

19 indicates the change: Sed tu desine plura, puer; successimus antro, “But say no more, boy: 

we have entered the cave.” Menalcas never mentions this new intended setting for the 

amoebean exchange until he arrives there. 

Sometimes the first proposed location is rejected by one of the competitors. In 

Theocritus 1, Thrysis proposes a location to the unnamed goatherd, asking him (1.12-14): 

λῇς ποτὶ τᾶν Νυμφᾶν, λῇς, αἰπόλε, τεῖδε καθίξας, 
ὡς τὸ κάταντες τοῦτο γεώλοφον αἵ τε μυρῖκαι, 
συρίσδεν;  
 
Do you want, by the Nymphs, do you want to sit down here,  
goatherd, where this mound slopes down and the tamarisks are growing, 
to play your pipe? 
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We do not find out what prompts the goatherd’s reaction—perhaps the lack of water 

and trees, which are present in many of the other contest locations?—but we hear his 

response in l.15-22: 

οὐ θέμις, ὦ ποιμήν, τὸ μεσαμβρινὸν οὐ θέμις ἄμμιν 
συρίσδεν. τὸν Πᾶνα δεδοίκαμες· ἦ γὰρ ἀπ’ ἄγρας 
τανίκα κεκμακὼς ἀμπαύεται· ἔστι δὲ πικρός, 
καί οἱ ἀεὶ δριμεῖα χολὰ ποτὶ ῥινὶ κάθηται. 
…………………………………………. 
δεῦρ’ ὑπὸ τὰν πτελέαν ἑσδώμεθα τῶ τε Πριήπω 
καὶ τᾶν κρανίδων κατεναντίον, ᾇπερ ὁ θῶκος. 
 
It’s not right, shepherd, it’s not right for us to pipe in the middle of the 
day.  
We’re afraid of Pan, for that’s when he’s worn out from hunting  
and takes a rest. He’s bitter,  
and his fierce anger always sits near his nose. 
………………………………………………. 
Let’s sit here under the elm, facing Priapus 
and the springs, where that shepherd’s seat is. 
 

The goatherd objects not to any detail about the location, but rather to the inappropriate 

time of day, citing the anger of the pastoral Pan.7 He then proposes a different location, 

one that presumably provides shade from the sun—and, perhaps, from Pan—and 

includes more elements in common with other locations of amoebean exchanges.  

Theocritus 5’s speakers also debate over the location. After Comatas tries to 

begin the agon, Lacon replies thus (5.31-34): 

μὴ σπεῦδ’· οὐ γάρ τοι πυρὶ θάλπεαι. ἅδιον ᾀσῇ 

 

7 For Pan in the pastoral tradition, cf. Theoc. Id. 4.51, 4.66, 5.16, 5.60, 5.144, 6.23, 7.103, 7.106, 27.23, 
27.38, 27.53; Verg. Ecl. 2.31-2, 4.58-9, 5.59, 8.24, 10.26; Calp. Sic. 4.133; Nemes. 1.5, 1.25, 2.73, 3.2, 
3.10, 3.16, 3.65. 
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τεῖδ’ ὑπὸ τὰν κότινον καὶ τἄλσεα ταῦτα καθίξας. 
ψυχρὸν ὕδωρ τουτεὶ καταλείβεται· ὧδε πεφύκει 
ποία, χἀ στιβὰς ἅδε, καὶ ἀκρίδες ὧδε λαλεῦντι. 
 
Don’t rush; you’re not on fire. You’ll sing more sweetly here,  
sitting under the wild olive tree and these groves.  
In this place, cold water pours down; here grass is growing,  
and a bed of rush, and here the locusts are chattering. 
 

This location has trees and water, grass, and places to sit, but Comatas and Lacon are too 

much at odds right now for one to simply accept the choice of the other. They get to 

quarreling again, and Comatas responds in l.45-49: 

οὐχ ἑρψῶ τηνεί. τουτεὶ δρύες, ὧδε κύπειρος, 
ὧδε καλὸν βομβεῦντι ποτὶ σμάνεσσι μέλισσαι, 
ἔνθ’ ὕδατος ψυχρῶ κρᾶναι δύο, ταὶ δ’ ἐπὶ δένδρει 
ὄρνιχες λαλαγεῦντι, καὶ ἁ σκιὰ οὐδὲν ὁμοία 
τᾷ παρὰ τίν· βάλλει δὲ καὶ ἁ πίτυς ὑψόθε κώνοις. 
 
I’m not going there. The oak trees are here, cyprus is here,  
here the bees buzz beautifully by their hives.  
Two springs of cold water are here, and the birds babble  
in the trees, and the shade is nothing at all like yours;  
and the pine tree throws its cones down from above. 
 

The location Comatas proposes also features trees, water, and bucolic animals, though 

different ones from those that Lacon mentions; the only explicit contrast Comatas draws 

is in line 48, where he says that the shade (σκιὰ) at his spot is not at all like Lacon’s. 

Rather than concede to Comatas, Lacon doubles down on his choice of locus, arguing 

that it will provide lambskins and soft fleeces to rest on (ἦ μὰν ἀρνακίδας τε καὶ εἴρια 

τεῖδε πατησεῖς,/ αἴ κ’ ἔνθῃς, ὕπνω μαλακώτερα· ταὶ δὲ τραγεῖαι, 1.50-51). He even offers 

to add special touches himself: bowls of milk and sweet oil for the Muses (στασῶ δὲ 
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κρατῆρα μέγαν λευκοῖο γάλακτος/ ταῖς Νύμφαις, στασῶ δὲ καὶ ἁδέος ἄλλον ἐλαίω, 1.53-

54). These accoutrements do not appear in the locations in other poems, nor does the 

offer by one of the competitors to provide further amenities. Yet it is not enough to 

persuade Comatas, who answers Lacon’s arguments with his own (1.55-59): 

αἰ δέ κε καὶ τὺ μόλῃς, ἁπαλὰν πτέριν ὧδε πατησεῖς 
καὶ γλάχων’ ἀνθεῦσαν· ὑπεσσεῖται δὲ χιμαιρᾶν 
δέρματα τᾶν παρὰ τὶν μαλακώτερα τετράκις ἀρνᾶν. 
στασῶ δ’ ὀκτὼ μὲν γαυλὼς τῷ Πανὶ γάλακτος, 
ὀκτὼ δὲ σκαφίδας μέλιτος πλέα κηρί’ ἐχοίσας. 
 
But if you come here, you’ll walk on tender fern  
and blooming pennyroyal, and goatskins will be laid down  
four times softer than your lambskins there.  
And I’ll set up eight pails of milk for Pan,  
and eight bowls with combs full of honey. 
 

The structure of Comatas’s speech is parallel to Lacon’s: fern and goatskins top Lacon’s 

fleeces, eight pails of milk are better than Lacon’s single bowl, and honeycombs trump 

sweet oil. Again, none of these elements are present or offered at any of the other 

proposed locations in other poems. We do not know whether Comatas’s speech 

persuades Lacon, or whether he simply gives up the fight over this particular issue, but 

he concedes to Comatas’s choice of locus: αὐτόθε μοι ποτέρισδε καὶ αὐτόθε 

βουκολιάσδευ·/ τὰν σαυτῶ πατέων ἔχε τὰς δρύας, “Compete from where you are, and 

sing your bucolic song from there; walk your own way and keep to the oak trees, 1.60-

61). He quickly moves onto choosing the judge. 
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Out of all the amoebean exchanges, Theocritus 5 includes by far the longest and 

most elaborate debate over the location. This is in keeping with the aggressive, 

antagonistic tone of the entire poem, in which the two participants compete with one 

another even before the official contest begins. In fact, the amoebean exchange itself 

takes up less than half of Idyll 5, though the entire poem reads as competitive. 

Yet rejection of a location in itself is not necessarily an indication of antagonism 

between contestants. In Nemesianus’s fourth eclogue, the two singers, Lycidas and 

Mopsus, sing in the poplar shade (populea…in umbra, 4.1) and to the empty groves 

(desertis silvis, 4.12). Yet, in the intervening time, we learn that their beloveds, about 

whom they sing, have avoided the typical locations for bucolic agons, leading the two 

singers elsewhere (4.7-10): 

hos puer ac Meroe multum lusere furentes, 
dum modo condictas vitant in vallibus ulmos, 
nunc fagos placitas fugiunt promissaque fallunt 
antra nec est animus solitos alludere fontes. 
 
The boy and Meroe played with these raging shepherds; 
now they avoid the elms set up in the valleys; 
now they flee the acceptable beeches, they betray  
the promised cave and don’t think to play by the lonely springs. 
 

Thus, the boys end up singing to empty forests, without the customary water and 

variety of specific trees. Though Lycidas and Mopsus do not end up singing in a location 

common for an amoebean exchange, the list of rejected locations serves to remind 

readers of what some of the shared features of bucolic loci typically are. The young 



 

98 

shepherds, therefore, are all the more futile in their quest for a perfectly pastoral love 

affair. 

In only one poem do the two competitors appear to be competing from separate 

locations—or at least from two spots that are not directly next to one another. This 

occurs in Idyll 9 from the Theocritean corpus, where the narrator tells the characters: 

ἐμὶν δὲ τὺ βουκολιάζευ/ ἐκ τόθεν, ἄλλοθε δ’ αὖτις ὑποκρίνοιτο Μενάλκας, “Sing me your 

bucolic songs/ from there, and let Menalcas respond from where he is,” (9.5-6). The two 

competitors cannot be too far apart in order for the judge to hear them both, but the 

phrase ἐκ τόθεν, ἄλλοθε does indicate that each singer is standing in a distinct spot. 

3.1.6 Final Judgment 

Amoebean exchanges tend to end in one of three ways: a judge announces a 

winner, a judge announces a draw or lack of winner, or there is no pronouncement at all. 

Song exchanges that are not openly competitive tend to have the latter type of ending, 

simply concluding their songs without any declaration on the comparative quality of the 

singers. Two poems end abruptly. Eclogue 8 has no marked ending, cutting off after the 

second singer finishes his song with a final reiteration of his refrain; Nemesianus 4 does 

the same. The rest, however, have some form of closure, whether or not a singer emerges 

victorious from the exchange. 

It is not necessary for a judge to be the one to announce a winner. In Idyll 1, there 

is no judge, but one of the singers, the anonymous goatherd, offers the prize to the other, 
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Thyrsis, indicating that he feels Thyrsis is the winner. It is more typical, however, for a 

judge to have this role. In Eclogue 7 of Vergil, Meliboeus, both the judge of the contest 

and the narrator of the poem in a later time, returns to the present in the final two lines 

to reiterate his conclusion: Haec memini, et uictum frustra contendere Thyrsim./ Ex illo 

Corydon Corydon est tempore nobis, “I remember these lines, and I remember Thyrsis, 

beaten, competing in vain. From that time on, it’s Corydon, Corydon for us” (7.69-70). 

Melibeous gives no reason for choosing Corydon as the victor, leaving contestants and 

readers alike to wonder what gave him such a clear win over Thyrsis.  

Idyll 8 from the Theocritean corpus contains the only amoebean exchange where 

a verdict is reached, but the verdict does not end the poem. The judge is the unnamed 

goatherd, and in l.82-87 he shares his result with the singers: 

“ἁδύ τι τὸ στόμα τοι καὶ ἐφίμερος, ὦ Δάφνι, φωνά· 
κρέσσον μελπομένω τευ ἀκουέμεν ἢ μέλι λείχειν. 
λάσδεο τὰς σύριγγας, ἐνίκασας γὰρ ἀείδων. 
αἰ δέ τι λῇς με καὶ αὐτὸν ἅμ’ αἰπολέοντα διδάξαι,  85 
τήναν τὰν μιτύλαν δωσῶ τὰ δίδακτρά τοι αἶγα, 
ἅτις ὑπὲρ κεφαλᾶς αἰεὶ τὸν ἀμολγέα πληροῖ.” 
 
“Your voice is sweet, Daphnis, and your tone is delightful; 
listening to you singing is better than tasting honey.  
Take the pipes, for you have won the song contest.  
And if you want to teach me too, while I tend my goats,  85 
I will give you that hornless goat as a teacher’s fee,  
the one who always fills the milk pail above the brim.” 
 

This is the only judge we see who explicates the rationale behind his decision: Daphnis 

wins, because his voice is sweet (ἁδύ), its sound is delightful (ἐφίμερος), and listening to 

his songs is more pleasant than eating honey. The goatherd verbally awards Daphnis the 
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pipes as his prize and pronounces his victory in literal terms (ἐνίκασας γὰρ ἀείδων). He 

goes so far as to ask Daphnis for singing lessons—surely a high compliment—offering 

him a goat as payment. In the case of Idyll 8, the poem continues after the judgment long 

enough to give readers a glimpse into the competitors’ reactions (8.88-91): 

ὡς μὲν ὁ παῖς ἐχάρη καὶ ἀνάλατο καὶ πλατάγησε 
νικάσας, οὕτως ἐπὶ ματέρι νεβρὸς ἅλοιτο. 
ὡς δὲ κατεσμύχθη καὶ ἀνετράπετο φρένα λύπᾳ 
ὥτερος, οὕτω καὶ νύμφα δμαθεῖσ’ ἀκάχοιτο. 
 
When he won, the boy rejoiced and jumped and clapped his hands, 
just as a fawn might leap around its mother.  
The other boy was upset and seethed with grief   
in his heart, just as a maiden might grieve when overpowered. 
 

The comparison between winner and loser is stark—and made even starker by the 

metaphors that describe them. Daphnis, in his victory, is compared to a woodland 

animal in the comfort of its family environment, perfect suited to the pastoral landscape. 

Menalcas, on the other hand, becomes a girl who is being forced either into marriage or 

rape, depending on the manuscript reading and interpretation of δμαθεῖσα.8 At most, 

this metaphor invokes sexual violence—but at least, it still evokes emotional turmoil and 

family separation for a young girl. The emotional effects of a seemingly casual, low-

stakes pastoral song contest are more intense than we might imagine. 

 

8 See Gow ad loc. on this manuscript discrepancy. Gow disagrees with the reading of γαμεθεῖσα 
on the basis that the passive aorist of the verb is late, and the form itself does not exist. δμαθεῖσα 
instead from δαμάζω can range in meaning from “tame” to “marry” to “rape,” but always 
includes some idea of unwillingness on the part of the direct object. 
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Some contests end in a draw. In Theocritus 6, the narrator tells us that there was 

no winner, and that the participants exchanged gifts, instead of winning prizes (6.42-46): 

Τόσσ’ εἰπὼν τὸν Δάφνιν ὁ Δαμοίτας ἐφίλησε· 
χὢ μὲν τῷ σύριγγ’, ὃ δὲ τῷ καλὸν αὐλὸν ἔδωκεν. 
αὔλει Δαμοίτας, σύρισδε δὲ Δάφνις ὁ βούτας· 
ὠρχεῦντ’ ἐν μαλακᾷ ταὶ πόρτιες αὐτίκα ποίᾳ.  45 
νίκη μὲν οὐδάλλος, ἀνήσσατοι δ’ ἐγένοντο. 
 
After saying these things, Damoetas kissed Daphnis;  
he gave him a panpipe, and Daphnis gave Damoetas a beautiful flute.  
Damoetas fluted, and Daphnis the herdsman piped;  
right away, the calves danced in the soft grass.   45 
Neither was victorious, and both were undefeated. 
 

The concord between Damoetas and Daphnis is clear. Not only do they exchange pipes 

after they sing, but each immediately plays music on his new pipe. The resulting song is 

melodious enough to cause the cows to dance. This ending is fitting for a less 

competitive bucolic exchange: it lacked a judge, and the gifts fill in for wagers. The same 

goes for Eclogue 5 of Vergil. Since it is also not a professed competition, there is no judge 

or final verdict, but rather an exchange of pastoral gifts—hemlock and a shepherd’s 

crook—between the speakers to end the poem. In Idyll 9, whose narrator is also the 

character who proposes the bucolic agon in the first place, there is also an exchange of 

gifts. The narrator-character tells us that, after Daphnis and Menalcas sang, τοῖς μὲν 

ἐπεπλατάγησα καὶ αὐτίκα δῶρον ἔδωκα, “I applauded them and immediately gave each 

of them a gift” (9.22)—to Daphnis, a shepherd’s staff (κορύναν), and to Menalcas a conch 

shell (στρόμβω).  
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In some bucolic exchanges, the judges announce a draw. In Vergil’s third 

eclogue, for example, the judge speaks the poem’s final lines by announcing that the 

contest has no winner (3.108-111): 

Palaemon: Non nostrum inter vos tantas componere lites: 
et vitula tu dignus et hic et quisquis amores 
aut metuet dulcis aut experietur amaros.                
claudite iam rivos, pueri; sat prata biberunt. 
 
P: It’s not my place to settle such great contests between you: 
you and he are both worthy of the calf, and whoever will fear 
sweet loves or taste bitter ones. 
Now close the streams, boys: the meadows have drunk enough. 
 

Palaemon declares that he cannot or will not determine a winner of the contest, but that 

both singers are worthy (dignus) of the prize of the calf. Because the poem ends right 

after his verdict, we glean none of his reasoning. The ending comes across as abrupt but 

still definitive, as Palaemon sends the boys to seal the ditches and end their day. The 

same goes for Calpurnius’s Eclogue 2. Earlier in this eclogue, Thyrsis, the judge, had 

urged the competitors to sing not for prizes, but for glory; in the end, he does not 

pronounce a winner even for the honor of claiming victory (2.98-100): 

“Este pares et ob hoc concordes vivite; nam vos 
et decor et cantus et amor sociavit et aetas.” 
 
“Be equal, and, because of this, live in harmony; 
for beauty and song and love and youth have united you.” 
 

Thyrsis emphasizes connection and similarity between the two boys with words like 

pares, concordes, and sociavit; neither one has any higher standing than the other. In 
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Calpurnius 4, as well, the judge Meliboeus praises both singers at the end of their 

exchange (4.147-151): 

M. rustica credebam nemorales carmina vobis 
concessisse deos et obesis auribus apta; 
verum, quae paribus modo concinuistis avenis, 
tam liquidum, tam dulce cadunt, ut non ego malim 
quod Paeligna solent examina lambere nectar. 
 
M. I used to think the gods of groves granted you 
rustic songs fit for clunky ears; 
however, what you have sung just now on equal reeds 
is so fluid, and falls so sweetly, that I wouldn’t rather taste 
the nectar that Pelignian swarms like to taste. 
 

He uses the second person plural form concinuistis and the descriptor paribus with avenis 

to again show how the competitors’ songs work in harmony rather than hostility. The 

poem continues, however, for 19 more lines, during which time the singers and the 

judge continue conversing about their songs.  

3.2 Calpurnius 6 

All of these structural elements appear in Calpurnius Siculus’s sixth eclogue—

except for one.9 The amoebean exchange itself never occurs. After numerous stops and 

starts, offered and declined wagers, changes of location, and threats of physical violence, 

the judge throws up his hands and refuses to participate any further, leaving readers 

hanging and perplexed.  

 

9 Cf. Karakasis 2016, 225; 2011, 52-53. 
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In the past, scholars have expressed disdain for this poem and its ending. Many 

felt that the poem must be unfinished, or that Calpurnius lacked the skill necessary to 

conclude it; some argued that the ending must have been lost to the manuscript 

tradition.10 Keene calls it “on the whole the least successful of the poems of 

Calpurnius,”11 while Chytil goes so far as to describe the eclogue as “ein Torso.”12 

Emmanuele Cesareo’s 1931 monograph, La poesia di Calpurnio Siculo, professed to bring 

philological critique to an understudied author and show how Calpurnius was not a 

mere copycat of Vergil. Yet his evaluation of Eclogue 6 was far from encouraging, as he 

described the poem as “rozzo modello in creta degli scultori,” a sculptor’s rough clay 

model, and deemed it the worst in the collection. He argued it must have been written 

prior to Calpurnius 2, a much more traditional song contest.13 Summing up the past 

century’s scholarship on Calpurnius 6, Simon remarks that “Es überrascht also nicht, 

dass Kritiker, ausgehend vom Fehlen des einen definierenden Teils der Hirtendichtung, 

des Wettgesanges, die Ekloge sehr oft für einen misslungenen Versuch, öfters für ein 

abgebrochenes Fragment, einen Torso, bestenfalls für ein schlecht strukturiertes, 

auseinanderfallendes Gedicht hielten.”14  

 

10 See Karakasis 2016, 224n4; Simon 2007, 59-60. 
11 Keene 1887, 132. 
12 Chytil 1894, 10. 
13 Cesareo 1931, 92; 208. See also Knight 1932. 
14 “It is therefore not surprising that, based on the lack of the one defining part of the shepherd's 
poetry, the competition song, critics very often viewed the eclogue as a failed attempt, more often 
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Even as scholars begin to grapple more with Calpurnius 6, it is still sometimes 

seen as incompatible with the pastoral tradition, a rupture of the genre so great that it 

almost no longer fits within its confines. Eclogue 6 is “anti-eclogue” in an “anti-bucolic 

age,”15 or a metapoetic meditation on the futility of attempting to engage with the giants 

of the bucolic genre. Karakasis believes it “seems to operate on the basis of a dichotomy 

between a traditionally pastoral past, where fixed ‘generic rules’ of amoebean 

βουκολιασμὸς hold true, and an unconventional bucolic present, which tends towards a 

‘generic transcendence’, a distanciation from long–established and time–honoured 

pastoral norms.”16 Gibson agrees that the eclogue is incompatible with past bucolic 

poetry, writing that “we could argue that the failure to produce a real song contest 

shows the impossibility on the larger scale of meaningful competition with poetic 

predecessors as well… To this extent the poem's emphasis on the failure of meaningful 

competition could be seen as a meditation on its own failure, and the wider lateness of 

post-Virgilian Latin.”17  

Nevertheless, many scholars would be loath to call Eclogue 6 a failure, and 

appreciation for the poem is growing. Some of more recent scholarly works have 

 

 

as a broken fragment, a torso, at best a poorly structured, falling apart poem.” Simon 2007, 59. 
See Vinchesi 2014, 436 for a breakdown of scholarship that disparages Calpurnius 6. 
15 Gagliardi 1981, 44. 
16 Karakasis 2016, 224. 
17 Gibson 2004, 12. 
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acknowledged that Calpurnius is doing something interesting with genre and form in 

Eclogue 6, though fewer delve deep enough to identify what his innovations are and the 

effects they have on his poetry.18 Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino argue that Calpurnius 

breaks the structural norms of the song exchange consciously, and therefore “il 

componimento non è la risultante di un’arte ancora immatura, frutto di incapacità nella 

soluzione della situazione, come affermano taluni critici ma è la riprova di una sapiente 

tecnica.”19 Vinchesi, too, adopts this language of breaking and rupture, even in her 

positive assessment of the poem: “Il poeta neroniano mette in atto un gioco sapiente di 

scompozisione e ricostituzione di elementi che gli venivano dalla tradizione bucolica, 

dilatando la portata di alcuni a scapito di altri sì da ottenere oggetti stranianti.”20 

In her 2018 chapter, Yelena Baraz picks up on the narrative of Eclogue 6 

functioning to disrupt the tradition of the song exchange. She argues for a linear 

trajectory of development for pastoral exchanges, from Theocritus through Vergil to 

post-Vergilian pastoral, that engages more and more as it progresses with other types of 

competition in the ancient world: forensics, warfare, and athletics.21 These forms of non-

poetic competition are “more openly adversarial” than the song contest, and thus they 

 

18 cf. Simon 2008, 60ff.; Vinchesi 2008, 543ff.; Gagliardi 1984, 33ff.; Amat 53ff. 
19 “…The poem is not the result of an art that is still immature, the result of inability to solve the 
situation, as some critics affirm, but it is the proof of a wise technique.” Di Lorenzo and 
Pellegrino 2008, 16. 
20 “The Neronian poet plays a skillful game of breaking down and reconstituting elements that 
came to him from the bucolic tradition, expanding the reach of some to the detriment of others so 
as to obtain alienating objects.” Vinchesi 2014, 436. 
21 Baraz 2018. 
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influence pastoral exchanges to become increasingly more combative. Calpurnius 

Siculus is the final practitioner, and his sixth eclogue is the final showdown. Baraz 

writes that he “explode[s] the central feature of the bucolic genre he inherited,” in his 

sixth eclogue, rendering the song contest unrevivable by any future writers of pastoral.22 

Davis agrees, calling the poem “essentially anti-pastoral.”23 Leach similarly highlights 

the contrast between Calpurnius 6 and its Theocritean and Vergilian predecessors:24 

Both Theocritus and Vergil wrote poems where song 
contests developed out of personal strife but, however 
covertly abusive the songs themselves, they still 
represented a channeling of raw hostility into the orderly 
structure of an agreed upon form. No such compromise is 
effected here. With its two quarrel scenes separated by a 
long passage describing the stakes and setting for the 
contest, the poem moves from bickering to uneasy truce 
and again into strife leaving an unsettling silence upon the 
pastoral world. 
 

Jay Reed, however, argues that pastoral writers as early as Theocritus himself have been 

rearranging and playing with this “orderly structure.” He comments on a set of three 

song-contest poems—Idylls 5, 6, and 9—calling them innovative even as they are also 

establishing a standard. Idyll 6, he argues “creatively misreads the realia of bucolic 

exchange, particularly as they are represented in the other idylls, reducing them to 

 

22 Baraz 2018, 79. 
23 Davis 1987, 38. 
24 Leach 1975, 220. 
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givens while playing up new elements.”25 He continues, asserting that Idyll 5 plays on 

the trope of prizes: “As in 6 and 9, we are far from the scrappy one-upmanship of other 

bucolic competitions. Each singer already has an identical pipe: the winner will get what 

he already owns… There is no eris, in other words, as 5 knows it. The competitions of all 

three of our poems represent creative reinterpretations of those in other Theocritean 

poems.” Thus, the rules of song contests were being broken long before Calpurnius 

came along, even by the very authors who define those rules in the first place. 

I would therefore like to steer away from the idea that Calpurnius is breaking or 

exploding anything in his creative reimagining of the song exchange. Rather, I follow 

Simon’s characterization of the poem as “nicht so sehr als ein unvollkommener Versuch, 

sondern vielmehr als eine gewagt innovative Parodie themätisch verwandter 

bukolischer Gedichte.”26 Calpurnius Siculus satirizes the song exchange by flipping it on 

its head, scrambling the order of the components, and constantly foiling readers’ 

expectations. By the time they come to the end of the eclogue, only to find there was 

never a song exchange after all, the parodic nature of the poem becomes clear. Such a 

caricature encourages readers and scholars to hearken back to other bucolic exchanges 

and rethink how “traditional” their forms might be. Upon further examination, as we 

 

25 Reed 2010, 241. 
26 “…Not so much an imperfect attempt, but rather a daring, innovative parody of thematically 
related bucolic poems.” Simon 2007, 60.  
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see, it turns out that the satirical, “explosive” elements of Calpurnius 6 have been 

present within the tradition of the pastoral song contest all along. 

 

The strict boundaries that scholarship has defined for the pastoral genre seem to 

leave little room within their confines for a form like satire. Yet, even in Vergil and 

Theocritus, elements of humor—particularly metapoetic humor—play a role in the 

bucolic world. Of Vergil, Van Rooy writes that “his bucolics contain a fairly strong 

element of topical allusion, parody and even outright satire”27 In a study on Theocritus’s 

seventh idyll, Harry Berger describes bucolic pleasures as “intertextual pleasures of 

contrast, allusion, parody, and ironic impersonation.”28 Similarly, pastoral has proven to 

be fodder for the satirists. Zetzel 2002 establishes an intertextual relationship between 

Vergilian pastoral and Horatian satire, both in individual poems and in the structure of 

Horace’s book of Sermones as a whole.29 Van Rooy enumerates specific intertexts from 

the Eclogues in Horace’s Satire 1,30 while Putnam argues that Vergil’s fourth eclogue is 

 

27 Van Rooy 1973, 70. 
28 Berger 1984, 33. 
29 “…It is impossible to believe that Horace wrote that passage [i.e., the dream of Quirinus] 
without the opening of the sixth Eclogue in mind, and it is equally impossible to imagine that he 
shaped his book of satires without reference to the Liber bucolicon.” Zetzel 2002, 45. 
30 Van Rooy 1973. 
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the formative influence behind Hor. Sat. 1.5.31 If pastoral intertexts reveal the bucolic 

influence in satire, can satire, in turn, influence later pastoral?32 

 

Calpurnius’s sixth eclogue opens with Astylus describing an already-completed 

song contest between Nyctilus and Alcon, for which he served as judge. When he 

announces that Alcon won, his interlocutor, Lycidas, expresses disbelief, and the two 

begin to trade clever barbs. Eventually, Lycidas challenges Astylus to a song contest of 

their own. They enlist the passerby Mnasyllus as a judge, describe their wagers, and 

propose locations. Disagreement ensues on all fronts. When the herdsmen finally settle 

upon a suitable location and prizes, they continue to provoke and insult one another 

until Mnasyllus, fed up, resigns his role as judge. Here is where the poem ends; no 

official song exchange ever occurs. A close reading of the eclogue reveals the verbal and 

physical violence suffused throughout, and how Calpurnius utilizes it as a tool for 

satirizing the very concept of the pastoral song exchange. His manipulation of the 

structure of the song contest, however, has precedent in the pastoral tradition. Although 

no other poems omit the song exchange itself, we have seen how individual poems 

make unique choices about which structural elements to include, combine, and 

rearrange in constructing their own amoebean exchanges. Thus, while Calpurnius 6 is 

 

31 Putnam 1996, 310 
32 On finding satire in literary places where we might not expect it, cf. Gellar-Goad 2020 on satire 
in Lucretius. 
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exceptional in some ways, in others it follows its predecessors in its playfulness with the 

components of the agon. 

Astylus begins the poem by summarizing a song contest he has previously 

judged (6.1-5): 

A. Serus ades, Lycida: modo Nyctilus et puer Alcon 
certavere sub his alterno carmine ramis 
iudice me, sed non sine pignore. Nyctilus haedos 
iuncta matre dedit; catulum dedit ille leaenae 
iuravitque genus, sed sustulit omnia victor. 
 
A. You’re late, Lycidas: just now Nyctilus and the boy Alcon  
contended in alternate song under these branches. 
I was the judge, but not without prizes. Nyctilus gave his kids  
as well as their mother; Alcon gave the cub of a lioness, and he 
swore its pedigree, but as victor he took it all. 
 

Astylus takes an immediate adversarial tone, emphasized by serus as the first word in 

the poem. Before we even meet Lycidas, he is being reprimanded. The phrase serus ades 

is colloquial and hearkens back to comedy, where the motif of time rapidly running out 

is often used to humorous effect.33 Karakasis argues that it is not a common trope in 

 

33 Vinchesi 2014 ad loc; Plaut. Amph. 666, Capt. 870. 
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pastoral34, although the notion of arriving slowly (lentus) is marked in both Calpurnius’ 

and Vergil’s Eclogues.35  

The contest that Astylus judged seems to have followed pastoral conventions: 

two young men sang in alternating songs, in a bucolic location (sub his ramis), and 

wagered prizes (haedos and catulum36). Astylus even proclaimed a victor at the end. 

When we look more closely, however, we might question the presence of a lion cub as 

one of the wagers. Lions are not part of the traditional pastoral realm, but often signify 

an element of the exotic—and, certainly, an element of danger. That the lion is 

specifically a cub, however, evokes a parable from Agamemnon in which a man raises a 

baby lion (λέοντος ἶνιν) in his home (Ag. 717-736). Though the animal is gentle at first, as 

it grows, it returns to its feral roots and eventually becomes savage and vicious—in the 

process, slaughtering the flocks (μηλοφόνοισιν) of its household. With this context, the 

lion cub seems an ominous and inappropriate prize for a pastoral singing contest 

 

34 Karakasis ties its use here to generic exploration, arguing that the phrase “May function as a 
marker for the poet’s ‘novel generic aspirations’, and for his desire for a ‘generic re–evaluation’ of 
traditional pastoral trends… On the other hand, the very notion of ‘lateness’ may be viewed as 
part of Calpurnius’ self–fashioning of his ‘generic identity’ with respect to the previous literary 
tradition.” 2016, 226. 
35 Calp. Sic. 7.1, Lentus ab urbe venis, Corydon and Verg. Ecl. 1.4, tu, Tityre, lentus in umbra. See 
Chapter 4 for more on these lines. 
36 Manuscripts G and h read Lacaenae. Heinsius, Giarratano, and Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino 
support this reading—perhaps the pup is not the offspring of a lion, but the Lacaenae, from 
Sparta. Most of the manuscripts, however, as well as Amat and Vinchesi, read leaenae. Wernsdorf 
and Duff read this as the offspring of a dog and a lion, and Verdière as a dog named Lion, but the 
term is used less ambiguously in Ov. Fast. 5.177 catulosque leaenae and Hor. Carm. 3.20.2 catulos 
leaenae. 
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between shepherds; perhaps the loser of the contest would actually be winning, since he 

would not be at risk of losing his flocks—and livelihood—to a barbarian beast. Thus, 

readers’ first encounter with Eclogue 6 provides them with what seems, at first glance, 

to be an archetype of the song exchange; upon closer examination, however, the violent 

danger that is embedded within it becomes clear. As we will see later in the eclogue, this 

past contest ends up serving as a foil to the contest that never occurs.37  

Lycidas responds to this description with an understandably hostile tone. He 

casts doubt on the judge’s verdict, implicitly insulting Astylus himself (6.6-8): 

L. Nyctilon ut cantu rudis exsuperaverit Alcon, 
Astyle, credibile est, si vincat acanthida cornix, 
vocalem superet si dirus aedona bubo. 
 
L. It is only believed that the rookie Alcon beat Nyctilus in song, 
Astylus, if the crow can defeat the goldfinch 
or the ominous owl surpass the vocal nightingale. 
 

Nyctilus’s primary spot in line 6 means it is the word that directly follows victor at the 

end of line 5. Thus, Lycidas affirms his belief in Nyctilus’s superiority over Alcon, whose 

name he holds until the end of the line. His chosen metaphor of birds is appropriately 

pastoral, evoking the song contest in Theocritus’s fifth idyll, where Comatas makes a 

similar comparison between songbirds and birds that are less musically skilled: οὐ 

θεμιτόν, Λάκων, ποτ’ ἀηδόνα κίσσας ἐρίσδειν,/ οὐδ’ ἔποπας κύκνοισι, “It’s not 

customary, Lacon, for jays to compete against the nightingale or hoopoes against swans” 

 

37 cf. Karakasis 2016, 227. 
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(5.136-137).38 The tone, too, matches that of Comatas, who ends his bird simile with the 

barb τὺ δ’, ὦ τάλαν, ἐσσὶ φιλεχθής, “But you, wretch, are in love with quarreling.” This 

intertext suggests a connection to the song exchange in a different way. When Astylus 

offers a scolding serus ades, he extends a tacit invitation to Lycidas to respond in kind. By 

replying with disbelief and an antagonistic tone to match Astylus’s, Lycidas accepts this 

implicit offer and joins in a more hostile, unofficial “song exchange” with Astylus. This 

hostile interchange of poetic lines, not specifically marked as a contest, is similar to what 

we see in the early lines of Verg. Ecl. 3 and Theoc. Id. 5. Verbal antagonism is common in 

poems that contain song competitions. 

Lines 9-18 comprise an argument, in alternating speech, between Astylus and 

Lycidas: 

A. non potiar Petale, qua nunc ego maceror una, 
si magis aut docili calamorum Nyctilus arte   10 
aut cantu magis est quam vultu proximus illi. 
L. iam non decipior: te iudice pallidus alter 
venit et hirsuta spinosior hystrice barbam; 
candidus alter erat levique decentior ovo 
et ridens oculis crinemque simillimus auro,   15 
qui posset dici, si non cantaret, Apollo. 
A. o Lycida, si quis tibi carminis usus inesset, 
tu quoque laudatum nosses Alcona probare. 
 
A. May I never win Petale, because of whom alone I’m now in torment, 
if Nyctilus is next to him either in learned skill    10 
on the pipes or in song any more than in appearance. 
L. I’m not deceived anymore. When you were judge,  

 

38 cf. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrini ad loc.; Karakasis 2016, 227. 
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he came pale with a beard bristlier than a hairy porcupine; 
but the other was bright, more handsome than a smooth egg, 
laughing with his eyes and with hair so similar to gold 15 
that he could be called Apollo if he did not sing. 
A. O Lycidas, if there was any use for you in song, you would  
also know how to praise the esteemed Alcon. 
 

Astylus makes a rhetorical wager fitting for an implicit song exchange: he is so confident 

in his verdict that Alcon rightfully won the previous contest that he stakes his love 

interest on the claim.39 This love interest, Petale, has a name that dates back to the 4th 

century comic epigrams of Antiphanes; more recently, however, it appears in Propertius 

4.7, where Petale is an old woman and former lover of the narrator, now being punished 

for leaving flowers at his grave.40 Coupled with the verb maceror, which occurs 

frequently in the sermo amatorius of comedy (Plautus in particular), Astylus’s speech 

evokes the figure of the comic lover, humorous in his melodrama.41 Lycidas matches his 

turn to the realm of love and beauty, arguing that Alcon only won the song contest 

because he was handsomer than Nyctilus, not better at singing. His iam non decipior 

replies directly to Astylus’s nunc ego maceror to indicate that he will not be taken in by 

any of Astylus’s rhetorical tricks. Indeed, each herdsman’s reply in this back-and-forth 

casts subtle insult at the other’s judgment and skill in song while still moving the 

argument forwards.  
 

39 I agree with Di Lorenzo and Pellegrini’s evaluation that Petale is not the source of conflict 
between Astylus and Lycidas. It would not logically flow from the opening, nor does Lycidas 
respond to Astylus in a way that indicates any concern for Petale. 
40 A.P. 9.245; Prop. 4.7.43; cf. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrini ad loc. 
41 See also Ov. Rem. Am. 283. 
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By lines 19-20, Lycidas, no longer satisfied to trade indirect barbs with Astylus, 

has been pushed to the point of challenging him to an official song contest: vis igitur, 

quoniam nec nobis, improbe, par es,/ ipse tuos iudex calamos committere nostris? “Therefore, 

since you’re not equal to me, wicked man, do you, yourself a judge, want to join your 

reeds with mine?” Lycidas makes the most aggressive move thus far, both by initiating a 

song contest and by directly addressing Astylus with the insulting improbe. His syntax is 

disjointed in these two lines, matching his mood—he is riled up. His description of 

Astylus as ipse iudex further establishes his sarcastic tone, since he has spent the first 20 

lines of the poem undermining Astylus’s ability and performance as iudex.  

In the next line, Lycidas repeats his invitation to compete and proposes a judge, 

both structurally traditional elements of a pastoral exchange: vis conferre manum? veniat 

licet arbiter Alcon, he says, “Do you want to fight? Alcon can come as arbiter if it’s ok.” 

The repetition of vis from line 19 shows his eagerness, and the choice of two verbs with 

cum prefixes, committere and conferre, emphasizes that this is a joint endeavor: no matter 

how much Lycidas wants to compete, if Astylus declines, there will be no contest. 

Lycidas uses the phrase conferre manum, suggestive of epic battles and, as Baraz argues, 

specifically hand-to-hand combat.42 There is an undercurrent of violence that Lycidas 

brings to our attention by using military terminology. It foreshadows the physical blows 

to which the contestants almost come at the end of the poem. 

 

42 Baraz 2018, 91. See Verg. Aen. 9.44, 9.690, 10.876, 12.345, 12.480, 12.678.  
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Lycidas uses his choice of judge to link this song contest to the previous one 

narrated in line 1-5. Why does he select as his new judge the victor of the previous 

contest, Alcon, whom he just spent time disparaging? This is unclear. Vinchesi argues 

that it is an indication of his pompous character, since Alcon would obviously favor 

Astylus after the previous victory; Baraz too thinks it reveals the depths of his self-

confidence. The subjunctive veniat seems to indicate that this is a concession: in the 

hopes of persuading a reluctant Astylus to participate, Lycidas is even willing to agree 

to a judge who is biased towards his opponent. He wants this battle to occur at any cost. 

Rather than reply to the invitation or confirm the selection of arbiter, Astylus 

seems to reply to the improbe insult alone, flinging back an elaborate and harsh retort at 

Lycidas that leads to further verbal sparring (6.22-29): 

A. vincere tu quemquam? vel te certamine quisquam 
dignetur, qui vix stillantes, aride, voces 
rumpis et expellis male singultantia verba? 
L. fingas plura licet: nec enim potes, improbe, vera  25 
exprobrare mihi, sicut tibi multa Lycotas. 
sed quid opus vana consumere tempora lite? 
ecce venit Mnasyllus: erit (nisi forte recusas) 
arbiter inflatis non credulus, improbe, verbis. 
 
A. Can you defeat anyone? Or would anyone deign to compete with you,  
who can scarcely force out trickling sounds dryly 
and poorly eject hiccupping words. 
L. You can make up more stories if you want; for you, wicked man,       25 
can’t reproach me for the truth like Lycotas does so much to you. 
But what’s the use of wasting time in an empty contest? 
Look, Mnasyllus is coming. He’ll be (unless, perhaps, you decline) 
a judge unswayed by inflated words, wicked man. 
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Astylus responds condescendingly to Lycidas’s challenge, realizing that he has the 

upper hand in this scenario since it is up to him whether or not the song contest will 

occur. The use of dignetur matches Lycidas’s sarcastic tone as well as his epic register43; 

Vinchesi calls it “volutamente pungente,” “intentionally pungent.” The following 

description in 23-24, also melodramatic in its diction, continues mocking Lycidas’s turn 

to military imagery by describing his singing in the way that Vergil describes the furious 

speech of Turnus and the screeching of Harpies.44 

After this, Lycidas launches into a personal attack. Any remaining shreds of 

civility have been discarded. He calls Astylus improbe twice more—once at the beginning 

and once at the end of his lines of speech—and accuses him of fabrication (fingas). He 

alludes to a Lycotas, who presumably has criticized Astylus in some way. In line 27, 

Lycidas asks a rhetorical question that serves as yet another reiteration of his challenge 

to an official contest. Despite all their back and forth, Lycidas still views his conversation 

with Astylus as vana lite if it is not a certified pastoral song contest. Luckily for him, 

Mnasyllus is coming along, and it is perfectly conventional to solicit a passerby as a 

judge. Lycidas uses Mnasyllus’s arrival as an excuse once more to coax Astylus into 

competing, using the tried-and-true method of a parenthetical aside, nisi forte recusas, 

that would make Astylus look like a coward should he refuse to participate. He manages 

 

43 Catull. 64.406; Verg. Aen. 1.335, 4.192, 10.732, 10.866, 11.169, 12.464 
44 Verg. Aen. 3.246, 11.377 
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to cram one more oblique insult in: by calling Mnasyllus a judge inflatis non credulus 

verbis, Lycidas implies that Astylus is the opposite. 

Astylus finally acquiesces. Though he asserts that he would rather just leave, he 

then offers a wager, signifying that he will join in the song exchange, and goes on a long 

excursus (6.30-47): 

A. malueram, fateor, vel praedamnatus abire   30 
quam tibi certanti partem committere vocis. 
ne tamen hoc impune feras: en adspicis illum, 
candida qui medius cubat inter lilia, cervum? 
quamvis hunc Petale mea diligat, accipe victor. 
scit frenos et ferre iugum sequiturque vocantem   35 
credulus et mensae non improba porrigit ora. 
adspicis, ut fruticat late caput utque sub ipsis 
cornibus et tereti pendent redimicula collo? 
adspicis, ut niveo frons irretita capistro 
lucet et a dorso, quae totam circuit alvum,   40 
alternat vitreas lateralis cingula bullas? 
cornua subtiles ramosaque tempora molles 
implicuere rosae rutiloque monilia torque 
extrema cervice natant, ubi pendulus apri 
dens sedet et nivea distinguit pectora luna.   45 
hunc, sicutque vides, pignus, Mnasylle, paciscor 
pendere, dum sciat hic se non sine pignore vinci. 
 
A. I admit I’d preferred to leave, even though I’d be condemned 

beforehand,  
instead of than set part of my voice against you in a contest. 
But, so you don’t do this unpunished: look, 
do you see that stag that’s lying among the bright lilies? 
Even though my Petale likes him, the winner can take him. 
He knows how to wear reins and a yoke, he’s trusting   35 
and comes when you call, and he doesn’t shamelessly beg for food.  
Do you see how his head sprouts wide and how 
his collar hangs under his horns themselves and smooth neck? 
Do you see how his brow shines, tangled in its snowy muzzle, 
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and how from his back the side belt, which circles his whole belly, 40 
alternates glass baubles? Roses weave delicately  
around his horns and softly around his branching temples,  
and a collar with a rose gold chain is born from the bottom of his neck,  
where the hanging tooth of a boar sits and sets off his breast  
with a snowy moon. This stag, just as you see him,   45 
is the prize I agree to wager, Mnasyllus,  
so this man can know that he’s not beaten without a prizes. 
 

Astylus casts himself as a victim, saying he will stay to compete despite being 

praedamnatus and even though he will have to sacrifice partem vocis; the use of partem 

here suggests that the effort Astylus must put forth in such a contest does not even 

require the force of his entire voice, but only some of it. He remains so that Lycidas does 

not go unpunished for this (hoc impune), with hoc presumably referring to the entire 

matter at hand and the previous 30 lines of verbal abuse. This phrase echoes lines from 

Roman comedy and lends a playfully threatening tone to Astylus’s speech.45 Astylus 

offers a cervum as his wager, and he launches into a lengthy description of the animal 

that hearkens back both to the description of carved cups in Theocritus 1, as well as to 

the description of a stag in Aeneid 7.483-492.46 Both of these references fit with Astylus’s 

pattern of mocking Lycidas: the intertext with Theocritus satisfies Lycidas’s incessant 

need for their pastoral exchange to become official, while that with the Aeneid mirrors 

Lycidas’s unnecessarily epic tone and battle-focused language.  

 

45 Plaut. Pers. 176: istuc maledictum impune auferes; Ter. Andr. 610: numquam inultum id auferes. cf. 
Vinchesi ad loc. 
46 The description of the stag’s horns and head also connects to Ov. Met. 10.114-115.  
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Though a description of the prize is conventional in a pastoral contest, the choice 

of prize is slightly less so: cervi appear frequently in the bucolic realm, but typically as 

game animals for hunting47 or in sync with nature in adynaton sequences.48 The excursus 

itself is neat and organized—particularly lines 35-40, which have a parallel structure in 

which the syntax of each line runs one word over into the next. Yet this elegance is 

contrasted by repeated p-sounds in lines 44-47 (pendulus… pectora… pignus… paciscor… 

pendere… pignore) that create a spitting, disdainful assonance.49 Lycidas responds with 

sarcasm and a wager of his own (48-58): 

L. terreri, Mnasylle, suo me munere credit: 
adspice, quam timeam! genus est, ut scitis, equarum 
non vulgare mihi; quarum de sanguine ponam  50 
velocem Petason, qui gramina matre relicta 
nunc primum teneris libavit dentibus: illi 
terga sedent, micat acre caput, sine pondere cervix, 
pes levis, adductum latus, excelsissima frons est, 
et tornata brevi substringitur ungula cornu,  55 
ungula, qua viridi sic exsultavit in arvo, 
tangeret ut fragiles, sed non curvaret, aristas: 
hunc dare, si vincar, silvestria numina iuro. 
 
L. He thinks, Mnasyllus, that I’m afraid of his wager.  
Look how scared I am! As you know, I have a family of horses 
that isn’t common; I’ll wager speedy Petasos from their breed, 50 
who has just weaned from his mother, and has now for the first time  
tasted the grass with tender teeth. 
His back is set, his head shakes at the top, his neck is without weight, 
foot light, side contracted, brow very high; 

 

47 Verg. Ecl. 2.29, 7.30. 
48 Theoc. Id. 1.135; Verg. Ecl. 1.59, 5.60. cf. Karakasis 2016, 235. 
49 Vinchesi ad loc. calls the sound “reminiscent of the haughtiness of the speaker.” 
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and his smooth hoof is drawn up below in a short horn,  55 
the hoof with which he exults in a green field so much, 
that he touches, but doesn’t bend, the fragile beards of grain. 
If I’m defeated, I swear by the foresty gods that I’ll give him. 
 

Here Lycidas does not even deign to address Astylus anymore, instead choosing to 

speak about him in the third person, as if he is not there, to Mnasyllus. Lycidas plays on 

his previous suggestion that Astylus is credulus, using the verb credit here to cast doubt 

upon Astylus’s judgment once more. Astylus may believe that Lycidas is afraid, terreri, 

but Lycidas is not. And Lycidas continues to pile on the sarcasm with his exclamation 

adspice, quam timeam! He responds to Astylus’s epic-leaning, but still pastoral, choice of a 

stag as a prize by fully leaning into the mock-elevated, military theme and selecting a 

horse as his own.50  

His specific choice of words in describing the horse allude to Horace’s Satires 

1.2—indeed, as Leach argues, the wagers here are “so foreign to the conventional norm 

as to seem almost a parody of pastoral prizes.”51 In Satires 1.2, the speaker warns the 

reader of those who are taken in or scammed by prostitutes or women who are less 

attractive than they may initially appear. He explains this using the metaphor of buying 

a horse by quod pulcrae clunes, breve quod caput, ardua cervix, “how beautiful its 

hindquarters are, how short its head, how high its neck” (1.2.89). Those traits might 

distract the buyer, he advises, from other flaws and make the horse seem more valuable 

 

50 Verg. Aen. 7.808-809, Verg. Georg. 3.69-88. 
51 Leach 1975, 221. 
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than it truly is. Keeping this context in mind, we can reexamine Lycidas’s description of 

his velocem Petason, who appears to be an actual horse, whose breed he calls non vulgare, 

rather than a stand-in for an unattractive woman. Lycidas specifically points out the 

same three aspects of Petasus that Horace mentions: his terga, caput, and cervix. He 

amusingly tries to fool Astylus by showing off the same three characteristics that Horace 

warns against overvaluing; the irony is that he does this using Horace’s own very own 

words. 

Further, by alluding to the horse in Horace’s Satires, Calpurnius leads us to 

remember what this horse signifies in the satirical generic tradition. The progenitor of 

satire, Lucilius, commonly uses horse imagery, fashioning his own libertas in penning a 

new genre as similar to that of an eques riding a horse across a field. When Horace paints 

himself as riding a trudging mule on his journeys, he alludes, as Kirk Freudenberg 

writes, to “the great gulf that separates Horace from Lucilius not just in terms of 

connections, money, and power, but especially in terms of his being able to say what he 

wants to say.”52 Thus, when Calpurnius brings in a horse as a non-traditional wager in a 

song contest, he sets himself up as a Horace to pastoral’s Theocritus and Vergil: writing 

belatedly (serus), likely less powerful and wealthy, and also less free to define a tradition 

over which such illustrious predecessors have already taken command. Can his voice 

possibly measure up to that of his literary predecessors? 

 

52 Freudenberg 2001, 51; cf. also 59-60. 
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Returning to the eclogue, we finally hear another voice at lines 59-61, and we get 

a brief glimpse of what a normal song exchange would look like. Mnasyllus says: 

M. et vacat et vestros cantus audire iuvabit. 
iudice me sane contendite, si libet: istic 
protinus ecce torum fecere sub ilice Musae. 
 
M. I’m free, and I’d be pleased to listen to your songs. 
Compete, if you will, with me as your judge, if that’s ok. 
Look, there, straight ahead, the Muses made a couch under the holm oak. 
 

He speaks of the pastoral pleasure of hearing songs, agrees to serve as judge, and 

suggests a convenient and suitably bucolic location under the trees. Note the sane in line 

60: Keene points out that the word occurs often with imperatives in the sense of “if you 

will,” thus “Compete, if you will, with me as your judge.” Here, however, I would argue 

that sane also marks impatience, based on its usage “with imperative, in impatient or 

peremptory commands.”53 Mnasyllus wants them to quit dragging their heels and get on 

with it already. Another possibility, less likely but also possible, suggests that sane also 

carries its original meaning “sensible, sane, healthy, reasonable.” Thus, the line also, 

simultaneously, would have the sense of sane as non-concessive adverb—“Compete 

sensibly with me as your judge,” an admonition to Lycidas and Astylus to behave.54  

As has been the pattern so far, Astylus chimes in to express his disagreement and 

Lycidas has yet another response (l. 62-69): 

 

53 OLD s.v. sane 3c. 
54 Soraci supports the non-concessive adverbial reading. Vinchesi takes Baehrens’s emendation of 
me sane to Mnasyllo.  
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A. sed, ne vicini nobis sonus obstrepat amnis, 
gramina linquamus ripamque volubilis undae. 
namque sub exeso raucum mihi pumice lymphae 
respondent et obest arguti glarea rivi.    65 
L. si placet, antra magis vicinaque saxa petamus, 
saxa, quibus viridis stillanti vellere muscus 
dependet scopulisque cavum sinuantibus arcum 
imminet exesa veluti testudine concha. 
 
A. No, let’s leave the grass and the bank of the rolling wave 
so the sound of the nearby stream doesn’t roar at us. 
Because, under the eaten-up pumice, the waters answer me hoarsely, 
and the gravel in the rattling brook is in the way.  65 
L. If you want, let’s look for caves and nearby rocks instead, 
rocks where green moss hangs down with dripping fleece, 
and they hang over the hollowed arch with curving cliffs 
just like an eaten-up tortoise shell. 
 

Astylus is immediately contradictory, opening his statement with sed, ne, warning that 

the sounds of the river might drown out their songs. Surprisingly, Lycidas accepts this 

request without pushback (si placet antra…petamus), but with what Leach calls a “touch 

of mockery.”55 At this point, it seems Lycidas will agree to anything if it means Astylus 

will finally compete with him. Baraz discusses this choice of location in her article on 

sound and silence in Calpurnius Siculus. She notes that this passage parallels Vergil’s 

fifth eclogue, where Menalcas suggests singing under the trees, but the younger Mopsus 

advocates for a cave instead.56 Unlike in Vergil, where Mopsus gives no reason for his 

preference in venue, both Astylus and Lycidas provides reasons why a cave is a suitable 

 

55 Leach 1975, 221. 
56 Baraz 2015, 111-114. 
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location for their circumstances. Baraz argues that this signifies that the relationship 

between nature and song has been “ruptured,” and that nature, “from being an active, 

responsive participant in the creation of poetry and song, has become obstructive.”57  

And this is true for a certain type of nature. But the proposed cave, covered in 

green moss with rocks overhanging its hollow arch, is also a part of nature. If Astylus 

fears that the streams will echo back (respondent) and that gravel (glarea) will obstruct his 

song, certainly a hollow cave echoes louder, and its large rocks (saxa) obstruct more 

fully? If a cave is not the most realistic solution for avoiding echoes and obstructions, 

perhaps a metaphorical reading will help us here. Outdoor echoes resonate and 

dissipate more quickly than those in the enclosed space of a cave. The cave might be 

seen as an archive of sorts, a safe for keeping pastoral songs in so that they last longer.  

A cave can be so secure as to constitute a prison—like the cave of the Cyclops in 

the Odyssey, which was at once the locus of terror and captivity for Odysseus and his 

men (and death for some of them) as well as of cleverness and escape. In Theocritus, as 

well, the cave of Polyphemus has significance. The Cyclops tells the nymph Galatea that 

she should come out of the ocean to stay with him because ἅδιον ἐν τὤντρῳ παρ’ ἐμὶν 

τὰν νύκτα διαξεῖς, “You will spend the night more pleasantly in the cave with me” 

(11.44). To Polyphemus, this cave is a home and, hopefully, a safe, comfortable location 

 

57 Baraz 2015, 113. 
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for a romantic tryst; to Galatea, however, it may seem more akin the prison of the 

Odyssey.  

So far, Astylus and Lycidas have agreed on two things: the cave and the judge. 

The location, though proven suitable for a pastoral song contest by its presence in 

Vergil’s Eclogues, is amusingly unsuitable for Astylus’s particular concerns. As for the 

judge—we shall see as we continue reading. 

When the trio arrives in their cave, Mnasyllus attempts to follow ritual and begin 

the song contest as expected (70-75): 

M. venimus et tacito sonitum mutavimus antro:   
seu residere libet, dabit ecce sedilia tophus, 
ponere seu cubitum, melior viret herba tapetis. 
nunc mihi seposita reddantur carmina lite; 
nam vicibus teneros malim cantetis amores: 
Astyle, tu Petalen, Lycida, tu Phyllida lauda.   
 
M. We’ve arrived, and we changed the sound for a silent cave.  
If you want to sit down, look, the tufa will make a chair; 
if you want to set up a bed, the grass is greener than covers. 
Now, once your quarrel is put aside, let your songs resound to me; 
For I would prefer that you sing tender romances in turns.  
Astylus, you praise Petale, and Lycidas, you praise Phyllis.   
 

Line 70’s juxtaposition of tacito and sonitum emphasizes the contrast between the two 

with humorous irony. Imagine the booming voice of a judge announcing the group’s 

arrival and declaring their space silent while the echoes of the cave reverberate around 

them! Mnasyllus already sounds frustrated, as evidenced by seposita…lite and his list of 

options for sitting. Nobody can now (reasonably) complain about the cave lacking for 
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seating options; it even has herba, so the herdsmen can partake in the more traditional 

pastoral nature, if they would like.58 Mnasyllus is sure to point out that the grass is 

growing melior tapetis, better than covers: what the natural world provides is better than 

what is manmade. He exhorts them in the subjunctive to begin their songs, reddantur 

carmina and politely expresses his preference (malim) that they sing about their teneros 

amores, a perfectly suitable subject. As Karakasis observes, “The traditional immediate 

prerequisites of a bucolic ἀγὼν are thus all in place, with remarkable thoroughness: the 

ideal reader would naturally be expecting the contest to begin any minute now.”59 

But then Lycidas starts up again, and Astylus follows (76-88): 

L. tu modo nos illis (iam nunc, Mnasylle, precamur) 
auribus accipias, quibus hunc et Acanthida nuper 
diceris in silva iudex audisse Thalea. 
A. non equidem possum, cum provocet iste, tacere. 
rumpor enim, Mnasylle: nihil nisi iurgia quaerit.  80 
audiat aut dicat, quoniam cupit; hoc mihi certe 
dulce satis fuerit, Lycidam spectare trementem, 
dum te teste palam sua crimina pallidus audit. 
L. me, puto, vicinus Stimicon, me proximus Aegon 
hos inter frutices tacite risere volentem   85 
oscula cum tenero simulare virilia Mopso. 
A. fortior o utinam nondum Mnasyllus adesset! 
efficerem, ne te quisquam tibi turpior esset. 
 
L. Now already, Mnasyllus, I pray, listen to us with those ears  
with which they say you heard Astylus 
and Acanthis not long ago in the Thalean forest.  

 

58 For more seating suggestions, see Petron. 27.4; Hor. Sat. 4.39; for the sense of a convivium, see 
Vinchesi ad loc. 
59 Karakasis 2016, 244. 
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A. I certainly can’t be quiet when that guy provokes me. 
I’m bursting, Mnasyllus; he’s looking for nothing but a fight. 80 
Let him listen or speak, since that’s what he wants. 
It’ll be sweet enough for me to watch Lycidas trembling, pale, 
when he hears his own crimes out loud with you as witness. 
L. They laughed at me, I think—neighbor Stimicon and neighbor Aegon 
laughed at me secretly in these bushes for wanting   85 
to act out manly kisses with tender Mopsus. 
A. Oh, I wish Mnasyllus weren’t here yet, since he’s stronger than me! 
I’d make it so there was nothing uglier than you. 
 

Lycidas directs a rhetorical question at Mnasyllus that is really for the benefit (or 

detriment) of Astylus, as he reveals through his obsequious tone (iam nunc, Mnasylle, 

precamur) and the mocking nature of the question itself (illis auribus). He brings up this 

contest, we can presume, because Astylus lost, and he hopes for the same verdict here. 

The reference also affirms, however, that Mnasyllus is as properly pastoral a judge as we 

could hope for, since we learn he has experience judging other song contests in the 

woods.60 Astylus is unable to be silent—which is ironic, given that he is the one who 

 

60 Di Lorenzo and Pellegrini ad loc. comment on Lycidas’s malicious intent here: “Licida con 
malizia chiede a Mnasillo di dare un giudizio simile a quello che aveva stabilito la sconfitta di 
Astilo in una recente gara poetic nella selva Talea. Il motivo della sfida nella selva Talea è ispirato 
a Ver. Buc. 6.2, neque erubuit silvas habitare Thalea,”  “Lycidas maliciously asks Mnasyllus to 
give a judgment similar to the one that had established the defeat of Astylus in a recent poetic 
contest in the Talea forest. The reason for the challenge in the Talea forest is inspired by Ver. Buc. 
6.2.” They also point out the irony in naming the forest Talea, which is similar to “Thalea” or 
“related to the Muses.” Vinchesi ad loc. also comments on the humor in the name, arguing that 
“La menzione della musa della commedia e di un genere altrettanto umile e a prevalenza 
dialogico come la pastorale…sembra anzi acquisire una certa pregnanza in un momento in cui il 
confronto sta per giungere a risvolti di vivacità comica,” “The mention of the muse of comedy 
and of an equally humble and predominantly dialogic genre such as the pastoral…seems indeed 
to acquire a certain significance in a moment in which the comparison is about to come to 
implications of comic vivacity.” 
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requested a quieter locale in the first place—and refers to Lycidas disparagingly as iste, 

also courtroom language that refers to one’s opponent. He tells the judge that he is ready 

to burst, using the verb rumpor, which has comic and satirical resonances in Martial and 

Horace,61 because Lycidas nihil nisi iurgia quaerit, “looking for nothing but a fight.” So 

iurgia here, like lite in the previous lines, describes a type of dispute that is different and 

separate from the official song contest. Both are legal terms, and the addition of te teste 

here (along with iste above and impune in l.32) plays on the satirically legal language that 

Astylus uses: he will put Lycidas and his crimes on trial. It is not until the verbal 

sparring ends that the exchange of songs can begin. One is uncouth and unstructured, 

while the other follows conventional rules; one is an almost combat-like battle of 

personal, polemical attacks, while the other is a supposed literary contest between 

equally matched herdsmen, refereed by a suitable arbiter. Yet, as we have seen 

throughout our structural analysis of bucolic exchanges, both official and unofficial 

“contests” frequently occur. 

Astylus takes yet another turn in line 83, when he threatens to reveal Lycidas’s 

crimina, a play on words with the carmina that we see repeated throughout the eclogue 

and that we expect to begin any minute now.62 The setup in lines 81-82 leads the reader 

 

61 Mart. Epig. 9.97.1; Hor. Sat. 2.3.319; cf. Vinchesi ad loc. 
62 Di Lorenzo and Pellegrini ad loc. remark that Astylus, “risentito del ricordo della precedente 
sconfitta poetica, si scaglia con più veemenza contro Licida,” “resentful of the memory of the 
previous poetic defeat, lashes out with more vehemence against Lycidas.” 
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to expect that Astylus is taunting Lycidas about the impending song contest, and that 

Lycidas will be trembling (trementem) when he hears Astylus’s songs out in the open, not 

his own crimes. Now that Astylus has portended the revelation of secret, damaging 

information, Lycidas responds in kind. He sarcastically jokes that it is me, puto…me who 

has become the butt of the joke between Stimicon and Aegon. Of course, it is Astylus 

himself, who is ridiculed by his own friends, the intimacy of whom is emphasized by 

their descriptions as vicinus Stimicon and proximus Aegon. Lycidas alleges that they spied 

from the bushes on Astylus pretending to kiss—unclear if the kisses actually occur—a 

young Mopsus. The revelation is embarrassing for Astylus not because he partook in 

such a sexual activity, but because he was caught in the act by his neighbors.63 

Karakasis argues here that Lycidas tries to undermine Astylus by presenting 

evidence of his homosexuality.64 This is an anachronistic reading of sexuality, however, 

especially given the pastoral context, which frequently features sexual relationships 

between people of the same gender. Homosexual relationships are pursued openly in 

pastoral in the “proper” context of herdsmen’s songs, where the beloved can be either 

male or female almost interchangeably. Corydon pines for the young boy Alexis in 

Vergil’s second eclogue, also alluding to romantic relationships with Amaryllis, a 

woman, and Menalcas, a man, in the same song, while Gallus acknowledges in his song 

 

 
64 Karakasis 2016, 245. 
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in Eclogue 10 that either Phyllis or Amyntas could be his beloved.65 In Theocritus’ 

seventh idyll, a city dweller who travels to the countryside in to participate in a harvest 

festival sings about a homosexual relationship between Aratus and Philinus in the 

context of a pastoral song, even though he may not be a herdsman himself.66 And, in 

Idyll 23, an unnamed man pines after an unnamed youth in a dark pastoral song where 

a spurned lover’s threats of suicide actually come to fruition.67 

Where homosexuality is unexpected in pastoral is in instances where a third 

party happens upon sexual relations between two other men, and either he or a fourth 

man tells this story at a later time. In this voyeuristic context, the man who relates the 

story often uses coarse slang—or “censors” himself by skipping over vulgar words 

entirely, since profane language does not occur in herdsmen’s appeals to either male or 

female beloveds. The storyteller describes the encounter in a mocking tone to induce 

shame or embarrassment in one or both of the participants in the sexual act.68 Karakasis 

argues that “there was no reason either for…the bystanders to make fun of a perfectly 

normal liaison.” But even within the pastoral setting, there is a framework in which 

 

65 Verg. Ecl. 10.37. 
66 Theoc. Id. 7.98-102. 
67 Interestingly, this poem is considered spurious and “non-bucolic” by Coleman, among others, 
even though the song is well within the bounds of a typical herdsman’s song. It is the dark 
element, perhaps, that leads to this separation from the bucolic category—but that is fodder for 
another time. 
68 Vinchesi ad loc. refers to the language in Theocritus as “alla crudezza” or “crude,” and here in 
Calpurnius as “concreto e realistico,” “concrete and realistic,” while Vergil’s is “misurato e 
garbatamente reticente,” “measured and politely reticent.” 
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homosexual relationships are described without comment, and one in which they are 

used as fodder for mockery, or even blackmail.69 

The latter framework of voyeuristic behavior is common in pastoral poems that 

contain song exchanges, since the revelation of this information is often used to provoke 

the opponent. In Vergil, the language is oblique and euphemistic: novimus et qui te 

transversa tuentibus hircis/ et quo—sed faciles Nymphae risere—sacello, “We know what you 

were doing when the goats were watching sideways,/ and (though the Nymphs laughed 

easily) in which sanctuary” (Verg. Ecl. 3.8-9). In Theocritus, however, a similar scene is 

much more explicit. The animals themselves are more clearly voyeurs (Id. 5. 41-43): 

Comatas: ἁνίκ’ ἐπύγιζόν τυ, τὺ δ’ ἄλγεες· αἱ δὲ χίμαιραι 
αἵδε κατεβληχῶντο, καὶ ὁ τράγος αὐτὰς ἐτρύπη. 
Lacon: μὴ βάθιον τήνω πυγίσματος, ὑβέ, ταφείης. 
ἀλλὰ γὰρ ἕρφ’, ὧδ’ ἕρπε, καὶ ὕστατα βουκολιαξῇ. 
 
C: When I was buggering you, and you were in pain;  
these sheep were bleating, and the ram mounted them. 
L: May you not be buried deeper than you buggered me, hunchback!  
But come, come here, and you’ll be singing your last bucolic songs. 
 

The sexual act here is more explicit than just kissing: one of the participants is in pain 

(ἄλγεες), suggesting a lack of consent, or at least a lack of mutual pleasure. Even though 

the witnesses are sheep, the fact that this sex occurs in a visible location means there is 

always a threat of discovery by other people. Because the taunts have a comic tone and 

 

69 Karakasis also characterizes the encounter with Mopsus as secretive because it occurred “in the 
shrubbery”; on the contrary, the word order of lines 85-86 strongly suggest that Stimichon and 
Aegon are in the bushes, not Astylus and Mopsus (2016, 245). 
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resonance,70 the sexual violence is often overlooked: Gow does not mention it at all in his 

commentary, nor is the idyll even included in Hunter’s. Palmieri calls the encounter 

“their past sexual affair, where it is made clear that Lacon is the ‘subdued’ one.”71 She 

notes that this information, no matter how much Lacon tries to respond, means “his 

credibility is demolished.”72 Dover also remarks on the power dynamics invoked by the 

taunt, expressing the event as something rhetorically exaggerated, rather than a violent 

encounter that actually occurred as Comatas purports: “Komatas contrives to represent 

his penetration of Lakon not as an experience agreeable to both of them but as a kind of 

victory of his own, by which he established dominance; Lakon had to put up with the 

discomfort, and is now implicitly compared to the she-goats dominated by the he-goat.” 

Dover minimizes Lacon’s pain, calling it “discomfort,” and calls the act itself 

“penetration of Lakon,” rather than some form of sexual assault or rape.  

Because we receive no further details on the relationship between Lacon and 

Comatas, nor any perspective from Lacon outside of his retort, we cannot know the 

exact nature of the sexual encounter. Yet like the sheep, we as readers are voyeurs as 

well, bearing witness to these questionably ethical sexual encounters. By choosing to 

ignore them, or simply read them as moments of bawdy comic relief, we are making a 

 

70 ἐτρύπη is found in Plaut. Curc. 402 and Priap. 76. See also Call. fr. 689; APl. 243. Forms of ὑβέ 
occur at Ar. Thesm. 489, Mart. 11.43.5, Juv. 9.26 and 10.224. 
71 Palmieri 2021, 478. 
72 Similarly, unfortunately, to how the credibility of rape victims is often questioned and doubted 
today. 
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conscious decision to privilege the idealized version of the pastoral song exchange—and 

the pastoral world itself—over the ambiguously-consensual sexual violence that lies in 

plain sight.  

In response to Lycidas’s threats to reveal this information, Astylus exclaims that 

he wishes the judge were not present so that he could make good on his threat to 

rearrange Lycidas’s face. His o utinam adds a note of hopelessness, augmented by what 

Vinchesi terms “un tono da melodramma buffo,” “a tone of funny melodrama.”73 Were 

it not for the presence of Mnasyllus, the two herdsmen would likely come to blows, 

escalating their song contest into a physical contest—conferre manum, as Lycidas 

challenged earlier.74 This rapid shift is reminiscent of comedy, where verbal fights often 

turn physical with little notice. The cave is no longer silent, and it seems doubtful 

anyone is sitting or reclining on the grass. The progression of insults has steadily risen 

from playful jabs to personal attacks to revelations of secret information, and now, at 

last, to threats of physical violence. 

 Mnasyllus makes his feelings on the situation clear (89-93): 

M. quid furitis, quo vos insania tendere iussit? 
si vicibus certare placet—sed non ego vobis  90 
arbiter: hoc alius possit discernere iudex! 
et venit ecce Micon, venit et vicinus Iollas: 
litibus hi vestris poterunt imponere finem. 
 

 

73 Vinchesi ad loc. 
74 cf. Theoc. Id. 22 and 24. 
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M. Why are you mad? Where did your madness order 
you to reach?  If you want to compete in turn—no, I won’t 90 
be your arbiter: someone else can settle this as judge! 
Look, Micon’s coming, and neighbor Iollas: 
they’ll be able to put an end to your quarrels. 
 

He is stunned and confused as to why herdsmen are so grossly disregarding the rules of 

a song exchange. He asks repeated, quick questions.75 The insania with which he charges 

Astylus and Lycidas has an appropriate context, and it is not this; amor insanus, the 

madness that drives a lover out of his mind, is suitable for elegiac poetry or for lament in 

pastoral song76—not for the preamble to such song. In this setting, the insania amount to 

what Karakasis terms a “generically shocking loss of temper.”77 Mnasyllus tries to give 

the herdsmen one last chance to exchange songs (viribus certare, not lis or iurgia), but he 

cannot even bring himself to finish the sentence. Not only will he not choose a victor, but 

he renounces his role as judge, something no other arbiter in a pastoral song exchange 

has done.78 We do see this occur on the comic stage—for example, in Plautus’s 

Amphitryon, when the two Amphyitryons end up in a dispute79—and this lends more 

humor to this otherwise bleak situation.  

Still, always the proper arbiter, Mnasyllus remains courteous in his language (si 

placet) and identifies Mycon and Iollas as his replacements before abandoning his 
 

75 Verg. Aen. 5.670: quis furor iste novus, quo nunc quo tenditis? 
76 cf. Theoc. Id. 2, 7.56, 7.102, 11.54, 14.31; Verg. Ecl. 2.67, 3.101, 8.23, 8.44, 8.48, 8.86, 10.6 10.22, 
10.44; Calp. Sic. 2.56, 3.7-8; Nemes. 2.1, 2.14-15, 4.66. 
77 cf. Karakasis 2016, 223-4. 
78 cf. Karakasis 2016, 223-4. 
79 Plaut. Amph. 1035ff. cf. Vinchesi ad loc. 
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companions for good. Like Mnasyllus himself, they just happen to be walking by. They 

will be better able to judge litibus vetris, “your quarrels,” Mnasyllus says, careful not to 

call what has been occurring a true song exchange. Finem is the last word of the poem 

and has a somewhat playful finality to it: as readers, we have reached the end, but we 

are left wanting more. Song exchanges are not supposed to end with a cliffhanger: there 

is either a judgment or not, but there must be some sort of conclusion. Instead, we are 

left to wonder what happens next. Do the two new passersby agree to arbitrate, and will 

they be able to launch a successful contest? Will Astylus and Lycidas come to blows? 

Will the contest fizzle and leave us stuck in a perpetual cycle of resigning judges?  

What started out as an unofficial exchange of insults between the two herdsmen 

was on the precipice of becoming an official song contest, but unceasing verbal 

aggression and violence have derailed it. Though this is the only example of such 

discord preventing a song contest from happening entirely, it is not otherwise out of 

step with tradition. Many poems containing amoebean exchanges omit or combine 

structural elements, and some of these also open with antagonistic and verbally abusive 

dialogue between the two herdsmen who later become competitors. Calpurnius 6 uses 

comic and satirical themes and diction to highlight this dysfunction and cruelty, 

encouraging us as readers to look back critically at the preceding pastoral tradition. 

When we do so, we discover that the song exchange is a form that is flexible and 
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mutable in its structure and content, communicating to listeners the pleasant idyll of the 

countryside as well as its dark and violent undercurrents. 



 

139 

4. Danger and Didaxis 
Canthe puer, quos ecce greges a monte remotos 
cernis in aprico decerpere gramina campo, 
hos tibi do senior iuveni pater: ipse tuendos 
accipe. 
 
Canthus, boy, look at those herds you see far away 
From the mountain, plucking grass in the sunny field, 
I give them to you, an older father to a young man: accept them 
And keep them safe. 
 
Calp. Sic. 5.7-10 
 

In this chapter, I explicate the relationship between danger and didaxis in the 

Calpurnian pastoral world—specifically, I argue that the two are intertwined and 

necessitate one another. Calpurnius Siculus uses moments of didaxis as tools for 

assuaging fear and combatting danger, whether it be to crops, to animals, or to human 

beings. Their syntactical relationship demonstrates a symbiotic one: didaxis neutralizes 

danger in the pastoral landscape, while danger justifies the presence of the didactic 

mode within pastoral literature.  

Previous chapters have now established that danger has a constant presence in 

the pastoral world. We have explored instances of sexual and intimate partner violence, 

as well as physical violence and verbal and emotional abuse. These threats have 

pertained to humans—the men and women who inhabit the pastoral landscape—and 

their interactions with one another. But bucolic dangers are not confined to a single 
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species, nor do they derive from a single source. This chapter elucidates some of the 

dangers that the pastoral world has in store for crops and herds, as well as people, and 

the roots of such hazards: weather, famine, disease, injury, old age, other invasive 

species, even lawsuits.  

To protect against these threats, Calpurnius uses didactic speech to lay out 

strategies for avoiding harm. A poetic speaker dictates unique procedures for 

preventing each danger that, if properly followed, will eliminate or reduce the damage 

done. Thus, Calpurnius weaves together danger and didaxis as complementary strands 

in the pastoral tapestry. Both are integral, unavoidable elements in the pastoral sphere. 

By following the rules, inhabitants can quell a rising threat just long enough to survive 

until the next one; however, no protocol will completely protect living creatures from 

harm. Ultimately, didaxis fails to fully eradicate the innate danger from pastoral life. 

4.1 What is Didactic? 

What is didactic? Is it a genre unto itself, and was it so in antiquity? Our 

understanding of the concept dates back to ancient writers themselves, who were split 

on whether didactic constituted a unique category of literature or a mode that appeared 

across genres. Plato famously sorted poetry into three main categories based on its 

speaker, creating a literary structure that many consider one of the early formulations of 
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genre.1 In dithyramb, he argues, the author himself speaks; in drama, characters speak; 

and in epic, a combination of both.2 Aristotle further rejects the common tendency to 

distinguish poetry by meter only, arguing that Homer and Empedocles, though they 

both produce hexameters, ought not to be considered the same.3 Empedocles, in fact, is 

not a poet at all, but rather a φυσιολόγος, an identity apparently incompatible with the 

poetic form.  

Though some scholars cite this moment as the first recognition of didactic poetry 

as an independent genre, Volk disagrees, arguing instead that Aristotle avoids 

acknowledgment of didactic as anything at all4:  

…Our investigation of ancient views of didactic poetry has 
so far yielded the paradoxical result that, while the poems 
that we call didactic did for the most part not attain the 
status of a distinct genre and were lumped together with 
other hexameter texts under the rubric of epic, as soon as 
someone recognized their difference, they were demoted 
from the status of poetry and excluded from the study of 
poetics altogether. 

 
Luckily for us, ancient scholars did not simply accept Aristotle’s dismissal of what we 

consider didactic and remove such literature from future study. The manuscript 

Tractatus coislinianus provides evidence of this study within a treatise on comedy: the 

anonymous author defines a type of poetry that, contra Aristotle, is non-mimetic, called 
 

1 Arist. Poet. 1448a20-4, Pl. Rep. 3. 392c9-394c8.  
2 For a concise summary of this and the subsequent ancient literary criticism, see Sider 2014 and 
Volk 2002, 27-34. 
3 Aristot. Poet. 1447b. 
4 Volk 2002, 30. 
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ποίησις παιδευτική.5 Diomedes, on the other hand, works within the Platonic 

distribution of poetry into three categories, simply including didactic in the narrative 

category under the label didascalice.6 He names Empedocles as an author in this tradition, 

as well as Lucretius, Aratus, and Cicero for their astronomical works, and Vergil for the 

Georgics.  

From this small but disparate sample of ancient scholarship, we can at the very 

least conclude that some awareness of didaxis existed, but that its exact nature was the 

subject of disagreement. Not much has changed. Recent discussions of ancient didactic 

texts are similarly inconclusive about what, exactly, didactic is. According to Volk, 

didactic is its own genre, which can be distinguished based on four criteria that she 

outlines: explicit didactic intent, a teacher-student constellation, poetic self-

consciousness, and poetic simultaneity.7 Glauthier, on the other hand, considers didactic 

a mode, rather than a genre, and differentiates within the mode between practical 

instruction and theoretical advice.8 Cowan deems didactic liminal and impossible to 

distinguish from its surrounding narrative, arguing that “the boundary between didaxis 

and narrative in all texts is a permeable, fluid, and even false one.”9 And for Vesperini, 

 

5 See Volk 2002, 31; Janko 1984, 52ff.  
6 Diomedes Ars Grammatica 31-2.  
7 Volk 2002, 40. 
8 Glauthier 2020, 752. 
9 Cowan 2018, 274. 
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our imposition of modern dichotomies—myth versus science, imaginary versus rational, 

pleasure versus instruction—onto ancient texts is anachronistic and faulty.10  

 

In this chapter, I will be investigating moments of didaxis in Georgics 3 and 

Calpurnius’s fifth eclogue. While the Georgics, for example, are considered a didactic 

work in their entirety, Calpurnius 5 is deemed a single didactic eclogue out of many 

others that do not fit any criteria as such. Thus, for our purposes, didaxis scales up and 

down, growing so as to accommodate a literary work of multiple books like the Georgics 

and shrinking to describe a single line of dialogue spoken in Calpurnius’s Eclogues. It 

makes sense, therefore, to think of didaxis as a mode in this chapter, one that can be 

picked up and put down by authors as they please. This understanding allows for the 

presence of didactic instances across many different genres without throwing the entire 

genre of the text into question. In other words, I use “didactic” throughout this chapter 

in its more general sense of “related to or intending to teach or instruct,” rather than to 

point out or essentially define a specific genre. 

4.2 Calpurnius 5 and Georgics 3 

The fifth eclogue of Calpurnius Siculus is unique within the corpus in its didactic 

nature. In it, the old herdsman Micon acknowledges his age as the impetus for telling his 

foster son, Canthus, how to properly care for the farm and its livestock, presumably 

 

10 Vesperini 2015, particularly 27 and 30-31. 
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when Canthus inherits them someday. After a four-line introduction sets this scene, the 

remaining 137 lines in the eclogue consist of a monologue by Micon, the only speaker in 

the poem. His speech follows the order of the four seasons, beginning with the best 

practices for springtime and concluding with the winter. At the end of the poem, Micon 

reluctantly ceases his speech not because he has finished giving advice, but because 

nighttime approaches.  

Calpurnius 5 has attracted some notice for standing out among the author’s other 

eclogues.11 Some scholars, particularly those from the early- to mid-20th century, are 

dismissive of the poet for trying something new.12 Marchiò’s evaluation is particularly 

negative13: 

Noi vediamo un Calpurnio diverso da quello delle altre sei 
egloghe: un poeta che non sa porre limit al suo imitare, che 
segue pedissequamente il III libro delle Georgiche, 
ripetendo e ripetendosi senza posa; che, allontanatosi 
temporaneamente da un genere come quello della poesia 
pastorale, dove sa pure dir qualche cosa di originale e di 
veramente poetico, di fronte ad un genere che è per lui 
nuovo e richiede ben altre qualità non sa far meglio che 
ricorrere a chi il mondo georgico ha cantato con armonia 
d'immagini e d'accenti. 

 

11 For a brief summary, see Esposito 2012, 55n11. 
12 Ferrara 1905; Verdière 1954, 256. 
13 Marchiò 1957, 313: “We see a Calpurnius different from that of the other six eclogues: a poet 
who does not know how to limit his own imitation, who slavishly followed the third book of the 
Georgics, repeating and repeating himself without pause; who, temporarily departing from a 
genre such as pastoral poetry, where he knows how to say something original and truly poetic, in 
the face of a genre that is new to him and requires very different qualities, does not know better 
than to resort to those who have sung in the world of the Georgics with harmony of images and 
accents.”  
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Though Marchiò believes Calpurnius’s other eclogues hold some value and evidence of 

the author’s literary ability, he considers Eclogue 5 to be so hapless a rupture in the 

corpus that its failure leads to Calpurnius’s subsequent return to pastoral.14 

Others have a more positive evaluation of the poem’s success. Vinchesi writes 

that “L’egloga sperimenta con felice esito l’inserimento di temi georgici nella struttura 

narrative della bucolica.”15 Charles Keene even considers Calpurnius 5 to be a 

descendant of Vergil’s Georgics—particularly Georgics 3—rather than his Eclogues.16 Amat 

agrees with Keene’s interpretation, but gives a bit more credit to Calpurnius for his 

work: “Elle suit l’inspiration de la troisième géorgique, mais sans imitation servile et 

avec beaucoup plus de réalisme…”17 Becker agrees, arguing that Calpurnius brings the 

Georgics into his work not for any deep moral reason, but as a way to signify to the 

erudite reader that he has mastered Vergil’s poetic form not only in the Eclogues, but in 

his didactic work as well.18 Magnelli, on the other hand, sees the relationship between 

pastoral and georgic working in the opposite direction. He argues that “The author is 

 

14 Marchiò 1957, 314. 
15 Vinchesi 2014, 377. “The eclogue successfully experiments with the insertion of georgic themes 
in the narrative structure of bucolic.” 
16 Keene 1969, 117.  
17 Amat 1991, 45. “It follows the inspiration of the third Georgic, but without slavish imitation 
and with much more realism.” 
18 Becker 2012, 19-20. 
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not trying to turn bucolic into georgic, rather to ‘bucolicise’ georgic.”19 The directionality 

is reversed in Magnelli’s point of view, and Calpurnius works by bringing pastoral 

influence into the georgic mode. Leach has a different view of the distinctiveness of 

Eclogue 5. She maintains that the poem is not so different from the rest of the 

Calpurnian corpus after all, pointing out that “it is scarcely true that the prosaic details 

of this poem are alien to the rest of the group. Rather they stand out as a recapitulation 

of that naturalistically convincing picture that Calpurnius has been gradually building 

throughout his book.”20 It ends up, then, as “the fullest immersion in the rustic 

atmosphere” of the collection. Davis agrees that this immersion goes deeper into the 

daily experience of agriculture than typical pastoral does, noting: “Micon sees the world 

(and it is one that he is passing on to his son) as a place of relentless labour.”21 Indeed, it 

is labor and danger that end up interacting in this poem. 

While Calpurnius 5 has drawn scholarly attention, most of this attention has not 

delved deeper than to state the didactic nature of the poem and its relationship with 

Georgics 3. In the close reading of the eclogue that follows, I devote attention to 

determining the function of the didaxis in Calpurnius 5 and its relationship with the 

dangers that Micon describes. I argue that the two are intertwined, with the dangers 

inherent in the pastoral landscape providing justification for the introduction of the 

 

19 Magnelli 2006, 475. 
20 Leach 1975, 208. 
21 Davis 1987, 35. 
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didactic mode. Ultimately, the lack of closure at the end of the poem reveals that 

inhabitants of the pastoral world can never be completely safe from harm.  

 

The poem opens with a four-line introduction that presents the characters, 

establishes that the poem is part of the pastoral tradition, and prepares us for the 

didactic monologue to follow (5.1-4): 

Forte Micon senior Canthusque, Miconis alumnus, 
torrentem patula vitabant ilice solem, 
cum iuveni senior praecepta daturus alumno 
talia verba refert tremulis titubantia labris… 
 
By chance, the older Micon and Canthus, Micon’s foster son, 
Were avoiding the scorching sun in the shade of a holm oak, 
When the older man, about to give advice to his young foster son, 
Spoke such faltering words with trembling lips… 
 

The second line invokes the pastoral trope, established by Theocritus and Vergil, of 

herdsmen escaping the sun by singing in the shade.22 As John Henkel has shown, 

shade—typically umbra, though patula occurs too, as it does here—has a metapoetic 

resonance, representing the other authors in the pastoral tradition whose work 

overshadows that of newer writers.23 We learn in the third line that Micon will soon be 

giving praecepta to his foster son Canthus, who then becomes the addressee for the rest 

 

22 cf. Theoc. Id. 4.21, 5.50, 7.8, 7.138, 12.10, 18.46, 18.48, 22.78; Verg. Ecl. 1.4, 1.83, 2.2, 2.7, 2.66, 5.5, 
5.40, 5.70, 7.10, 7.46, 7.58, 8.14, 9.20, 10.75-76. 
23 Henkel 2014. 
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of the poem.24 Calpurnius highlights the contrast between old and young in their 

relationship with the anaphora of alumnus…alumno and senior…senior in lines 1 and 3. 

As Mitsis maintains, didactic posits an internal address to receive the poet’s instruction 

alongside the reader. “In effect, when we are reading the poem,” he writes, “the poet 

allows us to witness him in a therapeutic session with his addressee.”25 But because 

what follows is not a dialogue, but a single, long speech given by the instructor, it easy 

for readers themselves to assume the role of addressee in later lines, forgetting about 

Canthus’s implied presence. This makes what follows all the more vivid: the dangers 

that much starker, the didaxis so much more urgent. 

In the next section, Micon formally bequeaths his herds of goats to Canthus (5.5-

11): 

“quas errare vides inter dumeta capellas   5 
canaque lascivo concidere gramina morsu, 
Canthe puer, quos ecce greges a monte remotos 
cernis in aprico decerpere gramina campo, 
hos tibi do senior iuveni pater: ipse tuendos 
accipe. iam certe potes insudare labori,   10 
iam pro me gnavam potes exercere iuventam. 
 
“The she-goats whom you see wandering among the thickets 5 
And cutting down the hoary grass with a playful bite, 
Canthus, boy, look at those herds you see far away 
From the mountain, plucking grass in the sunny field, 
I give them to you, an older father to a young man: accept them 
And keep them safe. Now indeed you can sweat over labor, 10 

 

24 Cf. Ov. Ars. 1.17, Aeacidae Chiron, ego sum praeceptor Amoris. Cf. also Becker ad loc. 
25 Mitsis 1993, 123-4. 
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Now you can exercise your active youth instead of me. 
 

This passage includes intertexts not only with pastoral (Verg. Ecl. 1.9: ille meas errare 

boves, ut cernis and EE. 2.26: pecus errat in herba) but also with the Georgics (Verg. Georg. 

3.325: dum mane novum, dum gramine canent).26 Thus, Calpurnius provides another 

indication of didactic influence early on in line 6, shortly before giving his first 

instruction: ipse tuendos accipe. The enjambment of accipe makes this first command even 

more prominent.27  

Micon then continues with his first warning, an illustration of the threat of old 

age, which provides the reasoning for his exhortation to Canthus to learn how to care for 

the farm now, before it is too late (5.12-15): 

adspicis ut nobis aetas iam mille querellas 
afferat et baculum premat inclinata senectus? 
sed qua lege regas et amantes lustra capellas 
et melius pratis errantes mollibus agnas, percipe. 
 
Do you see how my age brings me a thousand little complaints 
now, and how hunched old age leans on its cane? 
But learn by which law you can rule over the she-goats who 
love the groves and the sheep wandering in the soft meadows. 
 

The consonance in mille querellas enhances the accumulative effect. Many years, many 

complaints for Micon. Indeed, he seems to lose his own identity in the second half of the 

 

26 cf. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino ad loc. 
27 cf. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino ad loc.: “Calpurnio si avvale della tecnica iussiva, cara ad Esiodo 
e a Virgilion, nelle parti precettistiche, chew ha la sua tipologia nell'imperativo, disposto in 
enjambement per richiamare l'attenzione del lettore sui diversi precetti.” 
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sentence, where inclinata senectus, hunched old age, leans on its cane. He asks his foster 

son to see him not as his father, but as senectus itself. This foreboding image serves as a 

warning to Canthus, the first of many dangers that Micon will detail to him as 

justification for the praecepta that follow. Becker ad loc. also identifies the justification 

intertwined with imperatives in this opening moment of didaxis: “Die beiden 

Imperative der Komposita von capere umschließen Micons Auftrag und dessen 

Begründung. Dabei leitet accipe die Übergabe der Tiere an den Sohn ein, die nachfolgend 

durch das zunehmende Alter gerechtfertigt und begründet wird, und percipe schileßt die 

mit der Übernahme der Tiere verbundenen Pflichten und Aufgaben ab.”28 

The sed at the beginning of line 14 serves to limit the negative statement: old age 

is miserable, but if you only follow my instructions… But what? Surely Micon does not 

mean to suggest that, if Canthus learns how to productively farm, he will avoid the 

perils of aging; if this were true, Micon himself should not suffer as he does. The 

instruction that follows is not related to preventing or avoiding the threat of aging—the 

two statements simply stand next to each other. Indeed, there is no counsel that can lead 

an aging person to avoid definitively the consequences of old age. Thus, this opening 

warning and exhortation set a hopeless tone for the rest of the poem: no matter how 

 

28 “The two imperatives of the compounds of capere enclose Micon’s commission and his 
justification. Accipe introduces the handing over of the of the animals to the son, which is 
subsequently justified and substantiated by increasing age, and percipe concludes the duties and 
tasks associated with taking over the animals.” 
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much one follows the rules, some suffering is inevitable. Eleanor Leach reads a similar 

negative feeling into Eclogue 529:  

…This anxious recital shows the herdsman's life as a 
constant dedication of energy to making defenses against 
nature. Amidst its perils, the solitary herdsman labors with 
a pathetic dignity. As he tries to transmit his love of 
pastoria virtus to young Canthus, Mycon reveals a world 
where the prospects of youth lead only to weary old age. 

 

But readers could forget Micon’s brief foray into despondency by continuing into the 

properly didactic part of his speech, which is structured around the four seasons. It 

opens here with a bright, expectant description of spring (5.16-23): 

vere novo, cum iam tinnire volucres 
incipient nidosque reversa lutabit hirundo, 
protinus hiberno pecus omne movebis ovili. 
tunc etenim melior vernanti germine silva 
pullat et aestivas reparabilis incohat umbras,  20 
tunc florent saltus viridisque renascitur annus, 
tunc Venus et calidi scintillat fervor amoris 
lascivumque pecus salientes accipit hircos. 
 
In the new spring, when the birds just start to chirp 
and the swallow smears its nests with mud after it returns, 
right away you’ll move the whole herd from its winter sheepfold. 
For then the forest germinates better with blooming seed 
and begins the summer shades as it recovers, 20 
then the glades flower, and the green year is reborn, 
then Venus is there, and the passion of hot love sparkles, 
and the lustful herd welcomes jumping he-goats. 
 

 

29 Leach 1975, 219. 
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Micon delivers a direction in line 18 using the second person future indicative verb 

movebis, directly preceded by another Georgic intertext.30 This is one of three 

constructions, along with imperative commands and jussive subjunctives, that 

Calpurnius employs in this poem to express didactic instruction. Though they are all 

commonly used, the definitive nature of the indicative here implies more of an 

expectation: Micon trusts that Canthus will follow his rules in the future. Micon does 

provide a justification here—but a constructive, rather than destructive, one. He 

connects this task to the following sentence with etenim and proceeds to outline the 

benefits that will come when Canthus moves the flocks from their winter home, using 

the anaphoric tunc…tunc…tunc. The positive adverb melior heightens the optimism in 

Micon’s description. 

But the imagery is about to darken. As Leach observes, “Within each division of 

the calendar is a topical subdivision whereby the opening lines optimistically sketch the 

pleasures and advantages of the season only to be followed by warnings of its dangers 

and the precautions incumbent upon the herdsman.”31 After instructing Canthus to offer 

a sacrifice and to milk the cows on a specific schedule, Micon describes how Canthus 

must pasture his sheep to avoid the dangers of fickle weather (5.39-48): 

te quoque non pudeat, cum serus ovilia vises, 
si qua iacebit ovis partu resoluta recenti,   40 

 

30 Verg. Georg. 4.307: garrula quam tignis nidum suspendat hirundo. 
31 Leach 1975, 218. 
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hanc umeris portare tuis natosque tepenti 
ferre sinu tremulos et nondum stare paratos. 
nec tu longinquas procul a praesepibus herbas 
nec nimis amotae sectabere pabula silvae, 
dum peragit vernum Iovis inconstantia tempus.  45 
veris enim dubitanda fides: modo fronte serena 
blandius arrisit, modo cum caligine nimbos 
intulit et miseras torrentibus abstulit agnas. 
 
And don’t be ashamed, when you see the sheepfold at a late hour, 
if any sheep lie depleted from just giving birth, 
to carry this sheep on your shoulders and to hold her  
trembling offspring, not yet ready to stand, in your warm breast. 
You won’t pursue faraway pastures remote from the stables, 
nor fodder from a forest too far removed, 
while the inconstancy of Jove brings the spring season to a close. 
For the faith of spring must be doubted: one moment it smiles 
charmingly with a peaceful brow, the next with fog it ushers in  
rainclouds and carries away miserable lambs in its torrents. 
 

The syntactical pattern that Calpurnius uses here for his didactic instruction continues to 

appear throughout the poem. First, he provides a circumstance that will trigger the 

following direction; I will refer to this as a cue. Here, there are two cues, marked by cum 

and si: cum ovidia vises and si qua iacebit ovis. Both of these conditions must be met in 

order for the task to be necessary. The task itself is a negative command in the 

subjunctive, non pudeat…ferre…stare. Before he provides any reasoning behind this task, 

Micon first gives another negative command, this time using a future indicative again, 

nec…sectabere, plus dum inconstantia tempus as the cue. The reasoning that follows is tied 

to the tasks by the connective enim and logically applies to both of them: the weather at 

the end of spring is unpredictable, and sudden rains can cause flash floods that can 
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wash away the weaker lambs in the flock. This justification is destructive, not 

constructive like the optimistic description in the beginning of spring. Micon describes 

in vivid terms the danger that will face his flocks if Canthus does not take proper 

action—starting with the admonition, intensified by the gerundive of obligation 

dubitanda, to beware of spring. The adverb blandius characterizes spring as almost 

intentionally deceitful, while the dramatic word choice in miseras torrentibus abstulit 

agnas paints a horrifying picture for a farmer.32 Such a sudden storm puts animals’ lives 

in danger, but it also risks the livelihood of the farmer himself. 

Summer follows spring, and Micon opens his narration of summer tasks with 

tone similar to the optimism of early springtime. As the season progresses, however, so 

do the dangers woven in among the tasks; Leach writes that “the dangers increase with 

late summer and continue unmitigated into winter so that a tone of anxious 

protectiveness takes over the latter part of the recital.”33 We see warning signs emerge as 

Micon recounts how to shear the sheep (5.66-71): 

cum iam tempus erit maturas demere lanas, 
sucida iam tereti constringere vellera iunco, 
hircorumque iubas et olentes caedere barbas, 
ante tamen secerne pecus gregibusque notatis 
consimiles include comis, ne longa minutis,  70 
mollia ne duris coeant, ne candida fuscis. 
 
When it comes time now to shear away the mature wool, 

 

32 Cf. Verg. Georg. 3.351-5; Lucret. DRN. 6.366ff.; Luc. Phars. 5.413-5; Esposito 2012. 
33 Leach 1975, 218. 
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time to tie up the fleeces, full of sap, with smooth rush, and to  
cut the manes of the he-goats and their odorous beards, beforehand, 
however, separate the herd and, once the groups are marked, pen in 
those who are similar in their coats, so that the long-haired don’t go 
with the short, nor the soft with the harsh, nor the light with the dark. 
 

This passage, reminiscent of a similar didactic scene about shearing sheep in Georgics 3,34 

starts off with a series of instructions before a gruesome image is used as a warning to 

justify them. A sequence of three cues opens the didactic moment—cum iam tempus 

erit…iam…et—followed by three dependent infinitives—demere lanas… constringere 

vellera… caedere barbas. The task then follows with three commands, structured as two 

positive imperatives surrounding an ablative absolute: secerne… gregibusque 

notatis…include. This interlocking grammatical structure mirrors the larger interlocking 

structure of the poem itself, with tasks and justifications mixed together. The sentence 

then ends with a justification in the form of a negative result clause, also in a triad: ne 

longa minutis, mollia ne duris coeant, ne candida fuscis. Though Micon explains that the 

sheep cannot mix with those who have different types of wool, he never explains why. 

Readers left wondering, though, may soon be distracted by what follows (5.72-81): 

sed tibi cum vacuas posito velamine costas 
denudavit ovis, circumspice, ne sit acuta 
forpice laesa cutis, tacitum ne pustula virus 
texerit occulto sub vulnere: quae nisi ferro  75 
rumpitur, a! miserum fragili rubigine corpus 
arrodet sanies et putria contrahet ossa. 
providus (hoc moneo) viventia sulphura tecum 

 

34 Verg. Georg. 3.384-403; Esposito 2012, 50. 



 

156 

et scillae caput et virosa bitumina portes, 
vulneribus laturus opem; nec Brutia desit  80 
pix tibi: tu liquido picis unguine terga memento, 
si sint rasa, linas… 
 
But when the sheep is naked, with flanks bare from its  
shaven coat, look over it, so the skin doesn’t get injured by  
a sharp shear, or so an inflamed blister doesn’t cover the silent poison 
under a hidden wound: if it’s not burst with a knife,  75  
Ah! The pus will erode the body, miserable from  
of its fragile sore, and contract its rotten bones. 
Thinking ahead—I advise this—you should bring with you 
living sulfur, and a head of squill, and pungent pitch, 
so you have a remedy for wounds; don’t forget Brutian 80 
pitch: if their backs are shaven, remember you should smear them 
with the liquid oil of pitch… 
 

The matter escalates quickly. What started off as a simple description of shearing has, 

just a few lines later, degenerated into a grotesque image of a sheep so ravaged by 

infection that its body has necrotized down to the bone. The sed in line 72 here marks a 

drastic change in tone and atmosphere, from impassive factual instruction to an 

overflow of emotion and drama. The syntactical structure of the didaxis is not unusual: a 

cue (cum denudavit ovis) followed by a task in the imperative (circumspice) and two direct 

consequences as justification (ne sit laesa cutis; ne pustula texerit). This time, however, the 

justification continues, and the account of the physical threat to the sheep intertwines 

with another directive, quae nisi ferro rumpitur. This didactic phrase is more oblique, 

particularly in its use of the impersonal passive. It may not even register to a reader as a 

direction at first—though, in fact, it is the most important direction of this passage. The 

only way to prevent the sheep from dying and its body from putrefying is by lancing the 
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wound with iron; the earlier instruction is simply to observe whether some injury has 

already occurred, as indicated by the past tenses of laesa and texerit.  

The instructions in this passage are intermingled with descriptions of danger in 

an ABAB pattern. By so amplifying the threat at hand with emotion and vivid imagery, 

Calpurnius adds urgency and gravity to this task in particular. Indeed, the directive verb 

rumpitur is immediately followed by the exclamatory a! and a picture of bodily 

destruction more suited to an epic battle narrative than a didactic speech on farming. Yet 

the disturbing image vanishes just as quickly as it appears. He exhorts Canthus to plan 

ahead (providus), using an aside, hoc moneo, to emphasize the instructions that follow: 

portes (79), nec desit (80), and linas (82). Notably, none of these ointments or herbs helps 

prevent a wound from forming; they can only provide relief after the fact. 

There is didactic precedent for this passage. If we look to Vergil’s Georgics 3, we 

find evidence of an intertext that presages this very danger—but in more moderate 

terms (Verg. Georg. 3.452-456)35: 

non tamen ulla magis praesens fortuna laborum est 
quam si quis ferro potuit rescindere summum 
ulceris os: alitur uitium uiuitque tegendo, 
dum medicas adhibere manus ad uulnera pastor                
abnegat et meliora deos sedet omina poscens. 
 
No help, however, is as effective as immediately 
being able to cut off the topmost head of the ulcer with a knife: 
the evil is nourished and lives by being hidden 

 

35 cf. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino ad loc. 
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when the shepherd refuses to bring his healing hands to the wound, 
and he sits pat, asking the gods for better omens. 

 
Vergil here describes a similar remedy to take for a similar wound infection, and he uses 

a form of the same verb, tegere, to explain what will happen to the hidden wound if it is 

not addressed proactively. Yet while the Georgics mention ulceris os and a vulnera, they 

lack the intense adjectives Calpurnius uses—miserum, putria—and the sudden 

exclamation. Vergil conveys the same information in a milder tone, while Calpurnius 

exaggerates the danger of the situation. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino agree that the 

“membra corrose dalla putredine e delle ossa contratte e debilitate” in Calpurnius 

Siculus are “molto realistica e viva.”36  

The sudden ferocity of the image in Calpurnius grabs the attention of the 

reader—and, presumably, of Canthus, who we imagine is still dutifully listening to his 

father figure. If the audience had begun to settle into Micon’s speech, this jarring 

depiction has the power to unsettle. The description of the dying sheep, like the festering 

wound itself, is hidden deep in the poem. When readers uncover it, a! They must lance 

its head by reading, simultaneously revealing and relieving the extent of the threat at 

hand. The experience impresses upon readers the gravity of completing the preceding 

task: the greater the danger, the more important it is to protect against it. Such episodes 

of darkness and death exist, hidden or covered, throughout the pastoral. On one level, 

 

36 Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino ad loc. 
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moments of didaxis teach the characters living in the bucolic world the steps they must 

take to alleviate harm; on another, metapoetic level, readers bring to light these dangers 

through the very act of reading and learning about them.  

 

Calpurnius continues his instructions by introducing a much more urban threat 

to the sheepfold (lines 5.82-85): 

.... vivi quoque pondera melle 
argenti coquito lentumque bitumen aheno, 
impressurus ovi tua nomina; nam tibi lites 
auferet ingentes lectus possessor in armo. 
 
Also cook a mass of quicksilver in honey,  
and sticky pitch in a bronze vessel, 
when you’re about to stamp your name on your sheep, for the  
owner’s name legible on its arm will help you avoid big lawsuits. 
 

Once he addresses the medicinal care for wounds,37 Micon pivots to another task with 

an unexpected justification, though it is unexpected for a different reason than before. 

The instruction comes first as a jussive future imperative (coquito)38, followed by a cue 

(impressurus), and finally the reasoning (nam possessor auferet lites). Micon’s reasoning 

here is different; most of the previous dangers have been part of the natural world or 

had floral or faunal sources. The switch to a concern about interpersonal conflict—using 

a form of lis, the technical term for a lawsuit—seems jarring.  

 

37 cf. Col. 6.32.2-3. 
38 This form is common in the didactic texts of Cato, Varro, and Georgics 1-3; it is rare in 
Calpurnius. cf. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino ad loc. 
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Branding itself was a common practice, and it has precedent in both pastoral and 

didactic literature. Vergil mentions it briefly in the Georgics, while Columella gives a 

more thorough explanation and justification for the custom.39 Columella describes how 

the branding can serve as a memory aid, helping shepherds keep track of which lambs 

came from which ewe. A brand, for example, would help resolve confusion in the 

opening line of Vergil’s third eclogue: Dic mihi, Damoeta, cuium pecus? An Meliboei? But 

Calpurnius does not mention this use of branding. Instead, he emphasizes the practice 

as proof of ownership to defend against litigation. As Becker argues, “ ‘Streit’, aber vor 

allem Viehdiebstahl war ein großes Problem für die Hirten.”40 In literary terms, 

however, Davis counters that “This is ownership with vengeance, for the idea of law-

suits taking place over possession of property is quite unheard of in earlier pastoral.”41 

While evidence for lawsuits over property exists as far back as the Twelve Tables, the 

disagreements never became a common feature in pastoral literature. Nevertheless, they 

are a threat that Micon deems important enough to warrant instructing Canthus on how 

to avoid them.  

 

39 Verg. Georg. 1.263: aut pecori signum aut numeru impressit acernis; 3.158: continuoque notas et 
nomina gentis inurunt; Col. 11.2.14: His etiam diebus maturi agni et reliqui fetus pecudum, nec diebus 
maiora quadrupedia charactere signari debent; Col 7.9.12 on the benefits of and reasoning behind 
branding: Qui si memoria deficitur, quo minus agnoscat cuiusque progeniem, pice liquida eandem notam 
scrofae et porcis imponat, et sive per literas sive per alias formas unumquemquem fetum cum matre 
distinguat. Nam in maiore numero diversis notis opus est,ne confundatur memoria custodis.  
40 Becker ad loc. “ ‘Dispute,’ but cattle rustling especially was a big problem for shepherds.” 
41 Davis 1987, 37. 
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We have now seen how Micon advises Canthus to deal with infection harming 

his flocks and the potential for lawsuits over them. Sometimes, he warns, it can be the 

animals themselves who are threats to one another (5.86-94): 

nunc etiam, dum siccus ager, dum fervida tellus, 
dum rimosa palus et multo torrida limo 
aestuat et fragiles nimium sol pulverat herbas, 
lurida conveniet succendere galbana septis 
et tua cervino lustrare mapalia fumo.    90 
obfuit ille malis odor anguibus: ipse videbis 
serpentum cecidisse minas: non stringere dentes 
ulla potest uncos, sed inani debilis ore 
marcet et obtuso iacet exarmata veneno. 
 
Now also, while the field is dry, while the earth is burning hot, 
while the marsh is full of cracks, and it burns scorching in copious 
 mud, 
and the sun pulverizes fragile herbs too much, 
it’ll be time to light sallow sap on fire in the enclosures 
and purify your huts with smoke from a deer’s horn. 90 
That smell is off-putting to evil snakes: you yourself 
will see the threats of serpents collapse:  
not one can bare its curved teeth, but it droops, feeble with its  
empty mouth and, its poison blunted, lies disarmed. 
 

This didactic moment includes a vivid, grotesque description similar in tone to that of 

the wounded sheep above. It starts out in the typical syntactical pattern, but with added 

anaphora: four cues prepare Canthus for his task here (nunc etiam dum siccus ager; dum 

fervida tellus; dum rimosa palus; fragiles nimium sol pulverat herbas). Micon follows with two 

positive directives governed by the same main verb, the future indicative impersonal 

conveniet: succendere galbana septis and tua cervino lustrare mapalia fumo. The fumes that 

result from this process deter snakes—and, growing up on a farm, Canthus would know 
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the reason for avoiding them. Micon then gruesomely describes what happens to the 

wayward snake who happens into an area polluted by this smoke.  

Micon emphasizes the visuality of this scene by using the second person future 

with an intensifying reflexive: ipse videbis. Though he is still speaking to Canthus, 

readers hear his exhortation addressed to themselves as well. As Micon narrates the dis-

empowering of the serpent, we glean, through a sort of praeteritio, the very powers that 

the serpent wields.42 Though it is no longer able to bare its crooked fangs, we still picture 

the crooked fangs; though its threats fail, we still imagine their ferocity. The use of 

exarmata to describe the conquered snake reminds us that the snake was previously 

armed.43 Thus, here Micon imports the danger of the snake by stating the ways in which 

it will no longer be dangerous if his advice is followed. The description has an 

apotropaic sense: by itemizing the dangers, Micon methodically works against them. 

Yet despite the terrifying portrait Micon paints, he does not actually explain 

what would happen if Canthus fails to follow his instructions. What danger would the 

presence of snakes, with their crooked teeth and venom, present, and to whom? Does 

their poison threaten humans or other animals, or both? And if so, does it kill or only 

injure? We can find one potential answer in Georgics 3.414-424: 

Disce et odoratam stabulis accendere cedrum 
galbaneoque agitare grauis nidore chelydros.               415 

 

42 cf. Vinchesi ad loc. 
43 This word is used of snakes also in Sil. Ital. 1.401: nec non serpentes diro exarmare veneno Doctus. 
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saepe sub immotis praesepibus aut mala tactu 
uipera delituit caelumque exterrita fugit, 
aut tecto adsuetus coluber succedere et umbrae 
(pestis acerba boum) pecorique aspergere uirus 
fouit humum. cape saxa manu, cape robora, pastor, 420 
tollentemque minas et sibila colla tumentem 
deice! iamque fuga timidum caput abdidit alte, 
cum medii nexus extremaeque agmina caudae 
soluuntur, tardosque trahit sinus ultimus orbis. 
 
Learn how to burn fragrant cedar in your stables 
and drive out harsh water snakes with the fumes of resin.  415 
Often a viper, horrible to touch, hides  
under undisturbed stables and flees the sky, terrified, 
or a snake, accustomed to moving beneath roof and shadow, 
(a bitter annoyance to oxen) and scattering sickness on the herd, 
prefers the ground. Grab rocks in your hand, grab wooden stakes,  420 
shepherd, and throw them down at him raising up in threat, swelling 
in its hissing neck! Now he moved away his timid head deeply  
in flight, while knots in his middle and the gliding of the tip of his tail 
are undone, and his last curve slowly drags away its coils.  
 

We learn here that snakes threaten oxen and sheep, and they do so stealthily: slithering 

under unmoved stalls (immotis praesepibus) and fleeing from the daylight (caelumque 

exterrita fugit). Once they have penetrated to within the stable, they spray their venom. 

The speaker urges the farmer (pastor) to hurl rocks and oak wood at the snake in 

defense. Only once the snake is fleeing does Vergil, like Calpurnius, paint a vivid picture 

of its physical form.   

Yet it is Vergil who elaborates more on snakes, explaining not only how to repel 

them with smoke, but also how one can take up arms against them. Calpurnius’ serpent 

is sufficiently deterred by smoke alone. The Georgics passage, which Calpurnius recalls, 
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reveals that the snake aims its venom at cattle and sheep, posing a danger more to them 

than to the herdsman. But humans in antiquity also feared snakes, and were just as 

susceptible to their venom, as we know from literary evidence as far back as Homer and 

the medical works of Galen.44 Thus, in both authors’ accounts, intense descriptions of the 

snake’s body serve to highlight the danger that the animal poses, thus frightening the 

reader/listener into following the speaker’s advice. The threat at hand justifies the 

didactic moment. 

Aside from infected wounds and formidable serpents, unexplained phenomena 

of the natural world, like weather, also present danger to flocks and humans. Micon 

continues as follows when he reaches his discussion of the winter (5.106-111): 

ne pigeat ramos siccis miscere recentes 
et sucos adhibere novos, ne torrida nimbis 
instet hiemps nimioque gelu nivibusque coactis 
incursare vetet nemus et constringere frondes; 
tu tamen aut leves hederas aut molle salictum  110 
valle premes media. 
 
Don’t be annoyed at mixing fresh branches   
with dry ones and using new sap, so biting winter 
doesn’t impend with too much ice and with clustered snow  
keep you from attacking the grove and binding leaves; 
but you’ll prune the smooth ivy or the soft willow grove 110 
in the middle of the valley. 
 

Micon details these tasks with justifications, but no cues aside from the winter season. 

He uses a double fear clause, giving two negative actions in the impersonal 

 

44 Hom. Il. 3.33-35, 22.93-95; Verg. Aen. 2.379-381, 2.471-475. Galen De theriaca ad Pison. 234. 
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subjunctive—ne pigeat ramos siccis miscere recentes and sucos adhibere novos—followed by 

two apodoses that describe his rationale—ne torrida nimbis/ instet hiemps nimioque gelu 

and nivibusque coactis incursare vetet nemus et constringere frondes. In this case, it is the 

addressee himself, rather than his livestock, who will be directly affected if the advice is 

not followed, as emphasized by the placement of tu at the beginning of line 110. The 

sheep, then, will be harmed indirectly by the winter storm, since it will prevent the 

herdsman from procuring sufficient food for (lines 111-115). Again, Micon uses 

adjectives to accentuate the danger of the situation: the winter is torrida and the ice nimio. 

The worse the oncoming weather, the more urgent it is to act before it arrives. He 

elaborates in the next section (5.116-118): 

praecipue gelidum stipula cum fronde caduca 
sterne solum, ne forte rigor penetrabile corpus 
urat et interno vastet pecuaria morbo. 
 
Most especially, scatter the icy ground with fallen 
straw and foliage, so stiffness doesn’t burn  
your vulnerable body and destroy the herds with an internal disease. 
 

The danger is presented here paradoxically. Scattering foliage on the cold ground 

prevents the stiffness (rigor), presumably from the cold, from burning (urat) the body, 

Micon attests. But how can stiffness burn? How can cold burn? The juxtaposition of 

these seemingly incompatible words creates the sense of danger coming from two 

extremes, from either end of the temperature spectrum. Neither cold nor heat is safe; one 

will freeze and the other will burn. The result of such an incongruence of temperatures 
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is that internal disease might ruin the entire flock. In contrast with the infected wound, 

which affects a single sheep, the disease here reaches the collective herd. Yet, unlike in 

the case of the wound, Micon does not follow up with any description of this disease. In 

fact, only three lines (5.119-121, which we will discuss shortly) follow this passage, and 

they serve to wrap up and conclude the poem. This time, when Calpurnius chooses not 

to provide graphic images of danger, readers can find them in the Georgics instead. 

Vergil spends the entirety of lines 3.440-556 detailing the horrors of the plague that can 

ravage all types of livestock before finally taking the herdsman himself as a victim.45 He 

addresses sheep first: 

Morborum quoque te causas et signa docebo.  440 
turpis ouis temptat scabies, ubi frigidus imber   
altius ad uiuum persedit et horrida cano 
bruma gelu, uel cum tonsis inlotus adhaesit 
sudor, et hirsuti secuerunt corpora uepres…  444 
…non tamen ulla magis praesens fortuna laborum est 452 
quam si quis ferro potuit rescindere summum 
ulceris os…      454 
…quin etiam, ima dolor balantum lapsus ad ossa 457 
cum furit atque artus depascitur arida febris, 
profuit incensos aestus auertere et inter 
ima ferire pedis salientem sanguine uenam,                460 
quam procul aut molli succedere saepius umbrae  464 
uideris aut summas carpentem ignauius herbas                
extremamque sequi, aut medio procumbere campo 
pascentem et serae solam decedere nocti— 

 

45 Hunter 1998, 19: “The last hundred lines of the book follow the nightmarish progress of the 
disease and its unrelieved destruction of man’s toil; the final four bring the disease to man 
himself.”  
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continuo culpam ferro compesce, priusquam 
dira per incautum serpant contagia uulgus.  469 
 
I will also teach about diseases, both their causes and their signs. 440 
Ugly mange tests sheep, when cold rain and winter  
bristling with hoary ice penetrate deeply to the soul, 
or unwashed sweat clings to those who’ve been sheared,  
and hairy thorn bushes have cut their bodies…   444 
… No help, however, is as effective as immediately   452 
being able to cut off the topmost head of the ulcer  
with a knife…        454 
…And further, when pain rages, sunken into the innermost bones 457 
of the bleating sheep, and feeds on the limbs with arid fire, 
it’s beneficial to avert the burning fevers and smite the vein 
throbbing with blood in the depths of the foot…   460 
…But if you see a sheep often going far away in the soft shade, 464 
or one eating the tops of blades of grass lazily, 
or following at the very back, or lying down grazing  
in the middle of the field and returning alone in the late night— 
immediately subdue the mischief with a knife, before 
the dire sickness creeps throughout the incautious crowd.  469 

 
I discussed part of this passage above in connection with Calpurnius’ description of the 

sheep’s infected wound. At that time, Calpurnius seemed the more vivid writer, 

painting a slightly longer and more gruesome picture of the infection and the procedure 

for lancing it. But when we zoom out to include Vergil’s account of disease, the Georgics 

become macabre in their own right. Vergil’s speaker provides advice on how to prevent 

sickness spreading from one sheep to another, but the sacrifice of the sick sheep appears 

inevitable. There is no instruction for how to prevent the disease from taking hold in the 

first place. Vergil expands further, next narrating how the blood of sacrificial victims 
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failed even to wet the knife of the executioner beyond a trickle, then moving onto the 

effects of the sickness on other animals: calves, dogs, horses, and bulls (3.494-517): 

hinc laetis uituli uulgo moriuntur in herbis 
et dulcis animas plena ad praesepia reddunt;                495 
hinc canibus blandis rabies uenit, et quatit aegros 
tussis anhela sues ac faucibus angit obesis. 
labitur infelix studiorum atque immemor herbae 
uictor equus fontisque auertitur et pede terram 
crebra ferit; demissae aures, incertus ibidem   500 
sudor et ille quidem morituris frigidus; aret 
pellis et ad tactum tractanti dura resistit. 
haec ante exitium primis dant signa diebus: 
sin in processu coepit crudescere morbus, 
tum uero ardentes oculi atque attractus ab alto                505 
spiritus, interdum gemitu grauis, imaque longo 
ilia singultu tendunt, it naribus ater 
sanguis, et obsessas fauces premit aspera lingua. 
profuit inserto latices infundere cornu 
Lenaeos; ea uisa salus morientibus una.                 510 
mox erat hoc ipsum exitio, furiisque refecti 
ardebant, ipsique suos iam morte sub aegra 
(di meliora piis, erroremque hostibus illum!) 
discissos nudis laniabant dentibus artus. 
ecce autem duro fumans sub uomere taurus                515 
concidit et mixtum spumis uomit ore cruorem 
extremosque ciet gemitus.  
 
From this time on, calves are dying in the joyful grass 
and they return their sweet spirits to the full stables.  495 
From this time, a madness is coming to the charming dogs 
and then a gasping cough chokes the sick pigs with swollen throats. 
The victorious horse turns away from the fountain and beats 
the earth continuously with his foot; his ears are downturned,  
there’s also an uncertain sweat, and he’s indeed cold with   500 
impending death; his hide is dry and hard to touch, and it resists petting. 
They exhibit these signs in the early days before dying: 
but the disease begins in its process to get worse, 
then the eyes are truly burning and breath is drawn up  
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from deep within, sometimes with a heavy groan,    505 
and the innermost groins strain with  
a long sob, dark blood goes from the nostrils, 
and the bitter tongue presses their besieged throats. 
It’s useful to pour Lenean juice in through an inserted horn; 510 
These things seemed to be the only cure for the dying. 
Soon even this itself brought death, and they burned with 
renewed furies, and they themselves, now under feeble death, 
(may the gods grant betters things to the pious and that delusion 
to enemies!) tore their own angled limbs with bare teeth.  515 
But look, the ox falls smoking under the harsh plow and vomits  
blood mixed with foam from its mouth and stirs its final groans.  
 

In this passage, Vergil foregoes didaxis completely, focusing solely on the overwhelming 

horror of the plague. The descriptions of species after species of sick animal form an 

accumulative effect; we can almost see the multitude of dying and dead livestock 

increasing as we read. At line 510, Vergil explains how some herdsmen attempted to 

provide respite (salus) for their tormented horses, but it fails to relieve their suffering—

and, even if it has worked, it still would only alleviate symptoms, not the disease itself. 

Readers would be forgiven at this point if they forgot the book started out as a didactic 

text about farming at all—so disturbing and Lucretian are the images of suffering from 

disease.46 Vergil goes on to show that this danger trumps all others, so much that it even 

eradicates former threats from this very same book. What once seemed menacing now 

appears helpless at the hands of the plague (3.537-545): 

non lupus insidias explorat ouilia circum 
nec gregibus nocturnus obambulat: acrior illum 

 

46 Hunter ad loc. enumerates the many intertexts with Lucretius.  
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cura domat; timidi dammae ceruique fugaces 
nunc interque canes et circum tecta uagantur.                540 
iam maris immensi prolem et genus omne natantum 
litore in extremo ceu naufraga corpora fluctus 
proluit; insolitae fugiunt in flumina phocae. 
interit et curuis frustra defensa latebris 
uipera et attoniti squamis astantibus hydri.                545 
 
The wolf doesn’t plot tricks around the sheepfolds, 
nor does it walk around at night on account of herds: a sharper 
care tames him; timid deer and fleeing stags 
now wander among dogs and around roofs.   540 
Now a wave washes forth the offspring of the vast sea 
and every type of swimming thing like shipwrecked bodies  
on the furthest shore; unfamiliar seals flee in the stream. 
The viper dies, defended in vain by curved retreats, 
and the water snakes, astonished, with scales upright. 545 
 

The wolf, previously a danger to the flock, is himself subdued and in danger. All kinds 

of serpents unceremoniously die, rendering moot the previous advice about fumes and 

rocks and oak wood. This greatest of dangers nullifies all previous ones, and therefore 

all of the didaxis previously laid out is useless in the face of this plague. Georgics 3 ends 

by showing what would happen to the foolish herdsman who dared to continue his 

normal duties by shearing his now-diseased sheep (3.560-566): 

ne tondere quidem morbo inluuieque peresa 
uellera nec telas possunt attingere putris; 
uerum etiam inuisos si quis temptarat amictus, 
ardentes papulae atque immundus olentia sudor 
membra sequebatur, nec longo deinde moranti               565 
tempore contactos artus sacer ignis edebat. 
 
They couldn’t shear the fleeces, eaten away by disease  
and filth, nor touch the rotting threads;  
for truly, if anyone were to try the hateful clothing, 
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burning pustules and filthy sweat would pursue his 
smelly limbs, and then, without delaying a long time, 565 
the desecrated fire would eat away their polluted limbs. 
 

This is the only description of transmission of a sickness from animal to human in these 

poems. Vergil ends with the danger, rather than the didaxis: do this, and you will 

suffer—the end. Indeed, this pessimistic ending of the third book is part of the reason 

many scholars characterize Book 3 as one of the “dark” books of the Georgics.47 Vergil 

alternates between danger and didaxis, didaxis and danger, throughout the book, only 

to end with an image of the plague devouring a human body with its flames. Readers 

have a direction for avoiding this particular fate—avoid touching the fleece of an 

afflicted sheep—but not for avoiding the pestilence altogether. We can compare this 

with the ending of Calpurnius 5 (119-121), a much shorter passage that acts 

independently from the rest of the didactic-danger structure of the poem. During his 

description of winter, Micon says: 

plura quidem meminisse velim, nam plura supersunt. 
sed iam sera dies cadit et iam sole fugato 
frigidus aestivas impellit Noctifer horas. 
 
Indeed, I’d like to remember more, since there are more left. 
But now the late day falls, and, now that the sun has fled, 
the cold Night-Bearer drives out the summer hours. 
 

 

47 cf. McCarter 2019, 49; Thomas 1988. 
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It seems here that the pastoral tradition is interrupting the didactic. As readers of bucolic 

know, when the sun sets, the herds must be brought home, and the singing must cease.48 

Micon is only following protocol by ending his speech—and yet the ending seems 

abrupt. Micon himself acknowledges that he would continue, if he had the time; instead, 

Canthus and the readers are left feeling a little bit abandoned. If we did not hear all the 

advice Micon had to give, what about all the dangers that are left unspoken? How will 

we avoid them when we have not learned how? The first 115 lines of Eclogue 5 have 

primed us to expect moments of didaxis to come paired with a justification. These 

justifications have often detailed the dangers that herdsmen will face if they choose not 

to follow directions—and indeed, Micon has painted intricate, vibrant pictures of some 

of those dangers. He explains his final task, however, in only three lines, and 

accompanies the justification with no imagery at all. Why is this? 

I argue that Calpurnius stops Micon’s speech here as a way of giving a final piece 

of advice. At the end of a poem that constantly invokes the Georgics, readers who are 

looking for closure might look to Vergil’s text once more. Conveniently, Vergil also 

closes the third book of the Georgics with a warning about disease that could ravage the 

flocks—but the subject matter writ large is where the similarity stops. Vergil’s 

description is lengthy, grotesque, and full of vivid imagery of sickness, death, and 

 

48 cf. Verg. Ecl. 1.79-83, 3.111, 9.59-67, 10.75-77; Calp. Sic. 4.169-170; Nemes. 1.86-87, 2.88-90, 3.65-
68. 
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decaying bodies. It already amplifies the danger at hand—what more could Calpurnius 

add? Thus, when Calpurnius ends his own poem without the expected enumeration of 

danger, readers are left with no choice but to rely on the Vergilian precedent. Through 

the poem, Micon uses increasingly horrific images to convince Canthus of the 

importance of completing his agricultural tasks. These moments of danger serve 

narratologically as the justification for the moments of didaxis that they accompany. 

Readers of Calpurnius 5 tag along for the ride, primed to expect the worst by the time 

they arrive at the poem’s conclusion—but also to look to the Georgics. Imagining the 

disease themselves, readers recall both what they have read so far in this poem, but also 

what they can read at Georgics 3’s striking end. 

In this way, Calpurnius ends his fifth eclogue without clear resolution. We know 

there is more wisdom from Micon, more to-dos on the list, but we are ignorant of what 

they are and what dangers they attempt to prevent. Ultimately, the rhetorical structure 

alternating between danger and didaxis (and vice versa) cannot prevent more threats 

from arising. Though the didaxis must eventually cease—at the close of the poem, or at 

the eventual death of Micon—the danger inherent in the pastoral world never will.
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5. The City-Country Continuum 
 
“If we took a walk similar to this through the outskirts of a modern city—naturally something 
more than an afternoon stroll—I have little doubt that we could agree about the point at which 
the city stopped and the countryside began.” – Nicholas Purcell 1987, p. 189 

 

Thus far, I have argued that we must reconceptualize the pastoral world as a 

place where danger is innate and integral. The second chapter shows how intimate 

partner violence and abuse against women are generative acts in pastoral for men. 

Modern scholars have perpetuated the narrative of a safe, idyllic pastoral landscape over 

the centuries by eliding this violence in their scholarship.1 In the third chapter, I outline 

the structure of the song contest, one of the hallmark components of pastoral poetry, and 

explore how physical combat is a common feature of what is purportedly a purely 

intellectual competition. The fourth chapter explores the relationship between didactic 

and pastoral in Calpurnius Siculus, arguing that danger necessitates and justifies the 

turn to the didactic mode—though, ultimately, didactic is not enough to eliminate the 

hazards inherent in the landscape. 

In this chapter, I deconstruct the dichotomy of city versus country that pits 

pastoral literature against more “urban” genres like comedy, elegy, and satire. Some 

scholars locate the pastoral in a mythical realm separate and inaccessible from the city, 
 

1 See Ch. 2, “Sexual Violence Against Women.” 
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and therefore safe from its labors and dangers; others acknowledge the connection 

between the two but view interactions between city and country as revelations of a 

character’s—or an author’s—bias towards one or the other locale. Instead, I argue that 

the literary world of pastoral exists in the same reality as the literary city. The two 

locations are in constant communication, near one another, and open to movement back 

and forth. I explore this phenomenon in one of Theocritus’ urban mimes, Idyll 15, as 

compared with Idylls 3 and 7, which are characterized as bucolic. I also pay close 

attention to Calpurnius’ Eclogue 7. Just as the characters in these poems travel between 

city and country, so are the dangers native to each place shared between them. City and 

country are not as separate or distinct as we might be led to believe. Thus, this chapter 

reframes the traditional conception of the pastoral sphere as a safe haven from the city, 

as I will document below; instead, interaction between both locations creates a dynamic 

continuum where urban and pastoral literatures coexist. 

 

As Mathilde Skoie observes in her 2006 chapter on city and country in Vergil’s 

Eclogues, although the focus in pastoral scholarship has shifted away from the 

city/country dichotomy, scholars still invoke the binary as a convenient analytical tool 
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for explaining features that seem out of place in one landscape or another.2 20th century 

scholarship, by such authors as Walter Greg, Harold Toliver, Paul Alpers, and Laurence 

Lerner, assumes some sort of innate contrast at the core of pastoral literature. It must be 

rejecting something in order to exist in such a form. Terry Gifford goes so far as to define 

pastoral on the basis of this contrast: “pastoral refers to any literature that describes the 

country with an implicit or explicit contrast to the urban.”3 In a series of two articles and 

a monograph published in three consecutive years from 1973-1975, Eleanor Leach bases 

a number of different arguments on this binary: for Vergil’s Eclogues, that city and 

country “vitally interrelate” and have an interdependence4, but for Calpurnius Siculus, 

that “pastoral has little chance of success in an urban milieu.”5  

Yet despite Leach’s argument that Calpurnius Siculus’ Eclogues display the 

“ultimate contrast of country and city,”6 she articulates clearly that, at least in 

Calpurnius 7, “the corruption of the city is contagious.”7 Even if they are diametrically 

opposed, the urban and the pastoral cannot help but influence one another. Schmieder, 

too, picks up on this thread in Calpurnius, noting that Corydon in Eclogue 7 acts as a 

 

2 Cf. Skoie 299, citing Richard Coleman’s 1977 and Wendell Clausen’s 1994 commentaries, the 
two most recent English language commentaries on the Eclogues, as ones that “take this contrast 
for granted.” 
3 Gifford 1999, 2. 
4 Leach 1974, 72. 
5 Leach 1973, 77. 
6 Leach 1975, 206. 
7 Leach 1973, 84. 
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mediator between urban and bucolic space.8 Rosenmeyer traces the ambiguity back even 

further, arguing that even Vergil pokes fun at the simple city/country binary by adding 

his own nuance.9 Skoie is clear about her disagreement with what she considers an 

artificial dichotomy constructed by scholars of Vergil: “There is no marked opposition 

between city and country in the Eclogues: The city is tied in with the pastoral landscape 

physically through the road, politically through its dependence on Rome’s power, and 

poetically through the style.”10 

When it comes to Theocritus, the entire corpus is organized to keep the city 

separate from the bucolic: the urban mimes (2, 14, 15) are considered separately from 

everything else, including bucolics, hymns, and spurious poems. Some scholars do 

question the validity of these categories. Hutchinson refutes the dichotomy of bucolic 

versus non-bucolic poems11, and Klooster remarks that “the opposition city-country (in 

which the city is compared negatively to the innocence and freedom of the countryside) 

is not strongly present in the Idylls.”12 Gifford, despite considering some city/country 

dichotomy a defining trait of pastoral, argues that it still occupies a linguistically liminal 

space: “Since Theocritus the pastoral has defined itself and declared itself as a literary 

 

8 “…stellt sich so gewissermaßen als Mittler zwischen bukolischem und urbanem Raum…” 
Schmieder 2018, 115. 
9 “…with a degree of sophistication which suggests that he is amusing himself at the expense of 
the shortcomings of the simpler approach, namely the soap-box oratory according to which the 
city is all bad and the country all good.” Rosenmeyer 1969, 214. 
10 Skoie 2006, 320. 
11 Hutchinson 1988, 144-146. 
12 Klooster 2021, 100. 



 

178 

discourse that has retreated from both the sophisticated discourse of the court and the 

illiterate discourse of the real shepherd. Meeting somewhere between the two, pastoral 

discourse is a linguistic borderland that constructs the artifice of Arcadia.”13  

 If the world of pastoral literature does not exist in a mythical literary 

bubble inaccessible to the rest of reality, then where is it located? Mathilde Skoie 

positions Vergil’s Eclogues as follows:14 

…The landscape of the Eclogues is somewhat betwixt and 
between the civilized and the wild, culture and nature. On 
this general level we are between the civilized country and 
the wild country… On a general level therefore, there is no 
pastoral world of the Eclogues separated from another 
‘real’ or urban world. The city is reachable from the 
pastures, the pastures themselves are located between the 
civilized and wild, the landscape includes elements from 
the civilized world, and there is no distinct boundary 
between them. 

 

Readers are reminded of the proximity between city and country, Skoie argues, by 

intellectual elements: the presence of politics in the pastoral landscape is an “urban 

invasion,” while metapoetic references signify urbanity and the Callimachean poetics of 

the Neoterics, a particularly urban milieu.15 Leach also acknowledges the presence of 

urban matters in pastoral literature, but she considers them pollutants, writing that 

 

13 Gifford 1999, 46. 
14 Skoie 2006, 301-2.  
15 Skoie 303; 308ff. 
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“munera sully the innocence of pastoral.”16 Skoie also points out physical connections 

that anchor the pastoral sphere to the real, built world. The “appearance of civilized 

elements”—vines, roads, tombs, shrines—reminds readers that not even the pastoral 

landscape of Vergil’s Eclogues is untouched by human hands. William Thalmann 

observes the same phenomenon at play in Theocritus’ Idylls, noting references in the 

poems to characters who travel to real geographical locations like Olympia, Croton, and 

the temple of Hera at Lacinion.17 These intellectual, physical, and geographical elements 

of the urban environment and of the real, physical world exist within the countryside of 

the pastoral sphere as well.  

5.1 Calpurnius 7 

The accessibility of the city from the pastoral landscape is highlighted in poems 

that depict a character, or characters, traveling between the two locations—either during 

the course of the poem itself, or shortly before it begins. This motif governs Vergil’s first 

eclogue, in which Tityrus returns from Rome and tells his compatriot Meliboeus about 

his experience; Calpurnius Siculus uses the same frame for his seventh and final eclogue. 

In the rest of this chapter, I follow the model of Mathilde Skoie’s unification of city and 

country in Vergil’s Eclogues, but with a wider purview, in order to argue that the urban 

 

16 Leach 1975, 216. 
17 Thalmann 2021, 458-9. 
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space and the countryside influence one other pervasively throughout pastoral literature 

more broadly. 

Calpurnius’ Eclogue 7 opens with Lycotas greeting his friend Corydon and 

relating how much the countryside missed him while he was away at Rome. Corydon 

then recounts his adventure to his friend, complete with vivid descriptions of the 

amphitheater and spectacles he witnessed. Scholars often read this eclogue as a 

thorough rejection of the pastoral mode by Corydon—and, therefore, by Calpurnius 

himself—in favor of the more urbane imperial city. They use specific contrastive 

language to maintain the clear dichotomy of city/country, which is characterized as 

problematic or difficult to interpret or overcome. Karakasis, for example, concludes that 

the “Corydon of Calp. 7 does not return gladly to his bucolic home, for he clearly rates 

his earlier rustic life too low in comparison to city life and its spectacles.”18 Hubaux 

writes that “Cette églogue est un tour de force: Calpurnius a résolu le problème difficile 

de faire entrer les jeux de l’amphithéâtre dans le cadre d’une bergerie.”19 Amat agrees, 

observing how “l'homme des champs, égaré à la ville, devient l'observateur curieux et 

un peu naif des spectacles exceptionnels offerts par le prince.”20 Vinchesi describes a 

 

18 Karakasis 2016, 89. Emphasis mine. 
19 Hubaux 227. “This eclogue is a tour de force: Calpurnius has resolved the difficult problem of 
bringing the games of the amphitheater into the frame of the sheepfold.” Emphasis mine. 
20 Amat 63. “The man of the fields, lost in the city, becomes the curious and slightly naïve 
observer of the exceptional spectacles offered by the prince.” Emphasis mine. 
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change over the course of the poem in which the pastoral world becomes less and less 

esteemed in favor of the city’s grandeur21:  

Il consueto binomio contrastivo ambito agreste-pastorale / 
ambito cittadino è ora mutato di segno per la preferenza 
accordata paesaggio bucolico (i boschi e i pascoli 
ombrosi,le docili mandrie, le gare tra i pastori) emergono 
nel dialogo iniziale per essere progressivamente messe in 
discussione e svuotate di significato al confronto con 
l'imponenza rutilante dell strutture architettoniche della 
citta e con gli spettacoli coinvolgenti e mai visti prima. 

 

By affirming the contrast between city and country in pastoral, scholars solidify the 

existence of the putative disparity. When the two locations are so different and so often 

pitted against one another, it may seem necessary to assume that they are to be regarded 

as intrinsically opposed. If we look closely at the text of Calpurnius 7, however, we can 

see how urban and rural coexist together, their ideas and attributes flowing back and 

forth between the two locations like travelers along the road between them. I argue that 

Corydon does not choose a side or determine that he prefers the city to the country, or 

vice versa; nor does Calpurnius Siculus specifically reject the countryside and the genre 

of pastoral in favor of a more urban setting and style. Rather, Corydon shows how 

elements of the city reach the country, and the country’s features extend back to the city. 
 

21 Vinchesi 477. “The usual contrasting binary of the rural-pastoral space / city space is now 
changed in signification due to the preference accorded to the bucolic landscape (the woods and 
shady pastures, the docile herds, the contests between shepherds) that emerges in the initial 
dialogue, only to be progressively questioned and emptied of meaning when confronted with the 
glittering grandeur of the architectural structures of the city and with the engaging and never-
before-seen spectacles.” 
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The two locations constitute, as Newlands describes it, a dialectical, rather than a 

dichotomous relationship.22 Gifford calls this “the essential paradox of pastoral: that a 

retreat to a place apparently without the anxieties of the town, or the court, or the 

present, actually delivers insights into the culture from which it originates.”23 Corydon’s 

narrative about his trip to the city ends up revealing just as much about his attitude 

towards and place in the pastoral world. 

It is Lycotas, however, who is the first to speak at the opening of Eclogue 7, 

despite never leaving the countryside himself (lines 1-6): 

L. Lentus ab urbe venis, Corydon; vicesima certe 
nox fuit, ut nostrae cupiunt te cernere silvae, 
ut tua maerentes exspectant iubila tauri. 
C. o piger, o duro non mollior axe, Lycota,    
qui veteres fagos nova quam spectacula mavis   5 
cernere, quae patula iuvenis deus edit harena. 
 
L. You’re slow coming back from the city, Corydon 
It’s definitely been 20 nights that our forests have wanted to see you, 
and the grieving bulls have waited for your cries. 
C. O lazy Lycotas, you’re no more flexible than a hard axle, 
You’d rather see old beech trees than the new spectacles 5 
the young god held in the wide arena. 
 

From the start, we witness conflict between the two shepherds that, while mild, sets the 

tone for the poem. Lycotas tells Corydon that he is slow, lentus, in returning from the 

city and blames Corydon for causing the bulls to grieve (maerentes). Corydon responds 

 

22 Newlands 2002, 37; 155-157. 
23 Gifford 1999, 82. 
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by insulting Lycotas, calling him lazy (piger) and harsher than a hard axle.24 Corydon’s 

long stay in the city has already brought conflict to the countryside—which is only 

exacerbated, rather than resolved, upon his return.   

In this opening, Calpurnius echoes the language of the beginning of Verg. Ecl. 1., 

where Tityrus is also called lentus after returning from Rome. The adjective patula 

appears in both passages as well (Verg. Ecl. 1.1-5): 

Tityre, tu patulae recubans sub tegmine fagi 
silvestrem tenui Musam meditaris avena; 
nos patriae fines et dulcia linquimus arva. 
nos patriam fugimus; tu, Tityre, lentus in umbra 
formosam resonare doces Amaryllida silvas.                 5 
 
Tityrus, lying under the cover of the wide-spreading beech tree, 
you’re meditating on the woodland Muse with a thin reed; 
We’re leaving the bounds and sweet fields of our homeland. 
We’re fleeing our homeland; you, Tityrus, lazy in the shade, 
are teaching the forests to echo beautiful Amaryllis.  5 

 

In Vergil, it is the beech tree (fagi), common to the pastoral landscape, that is spreading 

wide (patulae) to create its shade, another hallmark of the bucolic. In Calpurnius, on the 

other hand, Corydon mocks Lycotas for preferring the same variety of trees, calling 

them veteres fagos. The urban arena is the thing that becomes patula. Di Lorenzo and 

Pellegrino write that Corydon “condanna la vita rustica e ritiene ottuso chi vuole 

 

24 As Newlands 1987 notes, “When Corydon addresses Lycotas, he does not show him the respect 
that young men normally grant their elders in pastoral poetry. Instead, he openly expresses his 
intolerance of Lycotas's lack of sophistication” (220). 
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anteporre il paesaggio campestre agli spettacoli cittadini.”25 Yet, a few lines later, they 

observe that the placement of patula just before the caesura “rende bene il senso di 

tranquillità nell’anfiteatro.”26 By employing the vocabulary of his pastoral predecessor, 

Corydon pastoralizes the arena, an element of the urban sphere. Yet in the same 

passage, he both insults his fellow shepherd for preferring the old trees in the 

countryside and admits similarity between the urban arena and those same trees. His 

attitude towards the countryside is equivocal in these opening lines—and likely 

influenced by the rude greeting he receives from his friend upon returning from a long 

trip. Regardless of whether he means it or not, we cannot draw any firm conclusions on 

Corydon’s purported rejection of the countryside based solely on this opening passage.  

Lycotas then prevails upon Corydon to tell him about what he has seen in the 

city; the resulting description takes up the majority of the remainder of the poem. It 

opens as follows (7.23-34): 

C. vidimus in caelum trabibus spectacula textis 
surgere, Tarpeium prope despectantia culmen; 
emensique gradus et clivos lene iacentes  25 
venimus ad sedes, ubi pulla sordida veste 
inter femineas spectabat turba cathedras. 
nam quaecumque patent sub aperto libera caelo, 
aut eques aut nivei loca densavere tribuni. 
qualiter haec patulum concedit vallis in orbem 30 
et sinuata latus resupinis undique silvis 

 

25 Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino ad loc. “…condemns the rustic life and considers obtuse those who 
want to put the rural landscape before the city spectacles.” 
26 Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino ad loc. “…gives a good sense of tranquility in the amphitheater.” 
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inter continuos curvatur concava montes: 
sic ibi planitiem curvae sinus ambit harenae 
et geminis medium se molibus alligat ovum. 
 
C. I saw seats rise into the sky on woven beams, 
nearly looking down on the Tarpeian peak; 
after we had passed the steps and slopes gently laid out,  25 
we came to our seats, where a dingy crowd in filthy clothes 
was watching among the women’s seats. 
For whatever lay spread out unimpeded under the open sky, 
either horses or the ranks of the snowy tribune crowded. 
Just as here the valley allowed a wide-open space on the earth, 30 
its concave curves bent wide among continuous mountains 
with forests lying down on all sides:  
thus, there the lap of the curved arena goes around the plain 
and binds the middle oval with twin masses. 
 

In this passage, and in the rest of the description that follows, Corydon frequently uses 

pastoral language and metaphor to describe the architecture of the city. Lines 30-34 

comprise an extended simile, set off by qualiter…sic, that draws a connection between 

the curved expanses of the countryside and the curve of the arena. Further down, he 

compares the size of a beast’s tusks to that of a plow (et erat [mihi crede, Lycota,/ si qua 

fides] nostro dens longior omnis aratro), “and (believe me, Lycotas, if you have any faith in 

me) each tusk was longer than our plow” (55-56).  

Most scholars interpret Corydon’s use of pastoral language to describe this urban 

scene as further deepening the disjoint between city and country. Indeed, Leach 

maintains that the speech “introduces a sharp division between country and city,”27 

 

27 Leach 1975, 205. 
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while Davis argues that these comparisons indicate “the inadequacy of Corydon’s 

language to cope with his new experiences.”28 Karakasis agrees, adding that Corydon’s 

account has “nothing to do with both earlier pastoral enjoyment and bucolic poetic 

norm.”29 Newlands believes the comparisons argue in favor of the urban: the arena 

“thus emerges as a superior version of the pastoral landscape.”30 Baraz’s argument, 

however, is definitive: “The application of pastoral tropes and pastoral language to the 

description of the amphitheater and the games constitutes Calpurnius’ exit from 

pastoral.”31  

I disagree that these comparisons between city and country are designed to 

divide the two landscapes, or to imply a rejection of the entire pastoral genre. I argue 

instead that such comparisons tie the two settings together. Corydon uses pastoral 

language as a way of familiarizing the unfamiliar. The common pastoral terms and 

images ensure that Lycotas, who has never seen the city sights, is able to comprehend 

Corydon’s description. Employing the language of the countryside allows the 

experience of the city to enter within its rural bounds and reach the ears of the 

herdsmen. Corydon is translating his arena experience for his companion. Rather than 

choosing to align himself only with the city and reject the countryside, othering his 

 

28 Davis 1987, 48. 
29 Karakasis 2016, 98. 
30 Newlands 1987, 221-2. 
31 Baraz 2015, 113. 
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bucolic home and its inhabitants in the process, he chooses a domesticizing strategy in 

his retelling that brings the foreign closer to home. The scholars we have seen, however, 

interpret this strategy as indicating Corydon’s incomprehension of the urban 

environment—and, therefore, incompatibility between the city and his country home. 

They argue that Corydon’s use of pastoral similes betrays a “lack of comprehension”32, 

his “inadequacy to cope with his new urban experience”33, and how “his experience is 

so limited.”34 According to Davis, Corydon “does not possess the vocabulary he needs 

to deal effectively with the world of the city.”35 But which elements of Corydon’s speech 

indicate that he does not understand the sights he sees? 

Davis and others attribute Corydon’s visible awe to his lack of understanding of 

and experience in the city. The following passage, however, indicates otherwise (7.37-

46): 

…stabam defixus et ore patenti 
cunctaque mirabar necdum bona singula noram, 
cum mihi iam senior, lateri qui forte sinistro 
iunctus erat, “quid te stupefactum, rustice,” dixit  40 
“ad tantas miraris opes, qui nescius auri 
sordida tecta, casas et sola mapalia nosti? 
en ego iam tremulus iam vertice canus et ista 
factus in urbe senex stupeo tamen omnia: certe 
vilia sunt nobis, quaecumque prioribus annis  45 
vidimus, et sordet quicquid spectavimus olim.” 

 

32 Davis 1987, 48. 
33 Karakasis 2016, 98. 
34 Newlands 1987, 221. 
35 Davis 1987, 49.  
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I was standing fixated and marveling at everything  
with my mouth agape, when I hadn’t even seen  
all the good stuff, when someone already older than I was, who  
happened to be on my left side, said, “Why are you marveling, 40 
country boy, at such great riches? You, ignorant of gold,  
who knows only huts and houses as common homes? 
But I, an old man now trembling, now white-haired,  
made in that very city, I still marvel at everything: surely  
we consider whatever’s from years past to be cheap,  45 
and whatever we watched once upon a time will seem common.” 
 

Corydon encounters an old man (senex) who grew up in the city and spotted Corydon 

marveling (mirabar) at the sights. The man affirms that he, too, is still in awe of (stupeo) 

everything new and beautiful around him. They share a reaction to the splendor of the 

amphitheater despite being from vastly disparate environments. Leach observes this 

dynamic at play as well, noting that the old man was “laughing, not as one might expect 

at [Corydon’s] unaccustomed pleasure in the spectacle, but rather at his failure to realize 

that such sights are equally dazzling to those who have spent a lifetime in the urban 

world.”36 The old man’s wonder cannot be attributed to inexperience in the city or to 

lack of an appropriate urban vocabulary. This interaction reveals one way that two very 

different men—one young and one old, one from the country and one from the city—

can find common ground. It connects the urban and the pastoral in their reactions to 

imperial splendor and human dominance over the natural environment. 

 

36 Leach 1973, 82. 



 

189 

As Corydon continues his description, he enumerates the wild animals he sees in 

the arena (7.57-68): 

ordine quid referam? vidi genus omne ferarum, 
hic niveos lepores et non sine cornibus apros, 
hic raram silvis etiam, quibus editur, alcen. 
vidimus et tauros, quibus aut cervice levata  60 
deformis scapulis torus eminet aut quibus hirtae 
iactantur per colla iubae, quibus aspera mento 
barba iacet tremulisque rigent palearia setis. 
nec solum nobis silvestria cernere monstra 
contigit: aequoreos ego cum certantibus ursis  65 
spectavi vitulos et equorum nomine dictum, 
sed deforme pecus, quod in illo nascitur amne 
qui sata riparum vernantibus irrigat undis. 
 
Why should I describe it in order? I saw every race of beasts: 
here were snowy rabbits, no less horned boars, 
here was an elk, too, rare even in the woods where it grew up. 
We also saw bulls, either those with swellings projecting on their 60 
raised heads from their deformed shoulder blades, or ones 
with hairy manes tossed across their necks, with rough beards 
lying on their chins and dewlaps stiff with trembling bristles. 
Not only did it happen that we could see woodland monsters, 65 
I saw sea calves competing with bears, and a deformed herd,  
called by the name of horses, that was born in that stream 
that irrigates the plants of the banks with springlike waves. 
 

Corydon’s catalog of creatures reveals more links between the pastoral and the urban 

spheres. He first sees rabbits (lepores) at line 58, which appear alongside other animals in 
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the bucolic setting in Calpurnius and Nemesianus37; so are the boars (apros) he describes 

next at home amongst the pastoral milieu in Vergil’s Eclogues.38 He next lists two types 

of animals unknown to him using the word for “bull” (tauros)—thus borrowing an 

animal familiar to the domestic farm for two unfamiliar species. Lastly, Corydon 

describes a deformed herd of horses as coming from what sounds like a pastoral 

environment: a stream that waters the plants on its banks. Since even modern 

commentators cannot agree on which species of animals these are supposed to be—

Amat even argues that there are no proper terms for them in Latin—we cannot attribute 

 

37 Calp. Sic. 3.48-49 non sic destricta marcescit turdus oliva,/ non lepus, extremas legulus cum sustulit 
uvas, “No thrush thus wastes away when the olive tree is stripped, nor rabbit when the gatherer 
has taken away the final grapes”; 3.76-78 his tamen, his isdem manibus tibi saepe palumbes,/saepe 
etiam leporem decepta matre paventem/ misimus in gremium, “But with these same hands I have often 
put doves in your lap, and also a quivering rabbit stolen from its mother”; Nemes. 2.67-68 
praeterea tenerum leporem geminasque palumbes nuper, quae potui, silvarum praemia misi, “Meanwhile, 
I recently sent what I could of the prizes of the forests: a soft rabbit and twin doves.” 
38 Verg. Ecl. 2.57-58 floribus Austrum/ perditus et liquidis inmissi fontibus apros, “I sent the boars in 
among the watery fountains, the south wind among the flowers” ; 3.75 dum tu sectaris apros, ego 
retia servo, “While you’re chasing boars, I guard the nets”; 5.76-77 Dum iuga montis aper, fluuios 
dum piscis amabit,/ dumque thymo pascentur apes, dum rore cicadae, “While the boar will love the 
ridge of the mountain, the fish its streams, while bees graze on thyme and cicadas on dew…”; 
7.29-30 Saetosi caput hoc apri tibi, Delia, parous/et ramosa Micon uiuacis cornua cerui, “[Micon gave] 
you the head of a bristly boar, Delia”; 10.56 aut acris uenabor apros, “or I will hunt fierce boars.” 
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the metonymic usage of “bull” or “horse” to any lack of intelligence on Corydon’s part, 

unless we all want to label ourselves as country bumpkins.39  

This reminds us: many, if not all, of these animals originally came from a rural 

environment. At the behest of the emperor, presumably, they were captured and 

brought to Rome for entertainment as part of the venatio, a simulated hunt staged in the 

arena for show. Corydon speaks not of gladiators or executions in the arena, though he 

may have witnessed those as well, but of a simulation of a pastoral hunt. Both animals 

and venatio are pastoral elements that have been removed from the countryside and 

transplanted into the urban landscape.40 Now, through Corydon’s vivid storytelling, 

they are being verbally returned to their rustic home. This exchange shows how urban 

and rural are in close contact, and how dependent upon one another these environments 

remain. For Corydon, the spectacles of the city are focused on the visual: it is the sights, 

rather than the sounds or the smells or the tastes, that most impress him. Thus, the city 

borrows exotic-looking animals from a countryside far away for its visual performance 

of the venatio. The pastoral, on the other hand, values sound and song; thus, what 

 

39 Amat ad loc: “Par le terme collectif de taureaux, Calpurnius désigne un certain nombre de bêtes 
sauvages pour lesquelles la langue latine n'a pas de termes propres.” Amat identifies the humped 
animals as perhaps zebus or buffalo. Keene argues for Syrian bulls as described in Pliny 8.45 and 
bison of Pliny 8.15, noting also that “Professor Ridgeway thinks that the humped (torus) bulls are 
‘buffaloes,’ and the shaggy ones (hirtae jubae) the ‘urus.’” He does not inform us who Professor 
Ridgeway is, nor what an urus is. Di Lorenzo and Pellegrino posit “perhaps” the Asiatic zebu or 
the buffalo for the first bull and bison for the second. Vinchesi argues that the first bull is the bos 
Indicus or the zebu, and the second is probably bison.  
40 cf. Fear 1994, 270. 
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Corydon absorbs in the city as a visual experience, he returns to the country as an aural 

one. All of these elements flow back and forth between urban and rural, rural and urban, 

constantly changing and being changed by their environment.  

Corydon describes the venatio further (7.69-72):  
a! trepidi, quotiens sola discedentis harenae 
vidimus inverti, ruptaque voragine terrae 
emersisse feras; et in isdem saepe cavernis 
aurea cum subito creverunt arbuta nimbo. 
 
Ah! We trembled however many times we saw the  
grounds of the arena invert and dissipate, and the beasts 
emerge from the broken chasm of the earth; and often, 
in these same caverns, suddenly golden arbutus trees grew in a cloud. 
 

Sudden appearances of golden trees, sea creatures on land, and horses born in rivers: 

this, Leach points out, is a description of adynata, seeing as “the comfortable order of 

nature is inverted as sharply as when Vergil pictures deer feeding in air.”41 She 

considers the impossible creatures “monstrosities”; however, adynata are one of the 

poetic devices used in pastoral to evoke the golden age.42 Newlands goes further, 

arguing that this section reads as “almost a parody of the idealized description of the 

rural setting that is conventional in pastoral poetry.”43 By using aurea as a descriptor of 

 

41 Leach 1973, 81. 
42 cf. Fear 1994, 273: “Leach notes the use of adynata in the description of the games and sees these 
as bombast. However adynata are precisely one of the poetic devices used to invoke the golden 
age, the most famous example being the coloured sheep of Virgil's fourth eclogue.” 
43 Newlands 1987, 223. 
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the arbutus trees, typically fodder for sheep and goats, Calpurnius alludes directly to the 

myth of the golden age. Newlands concludes44: 

This, then, is the new landscape of urban pastoral: in place 
of a grove and stream used as a place of refreshment and 
of poetic inspiration through communion with nature and 
her deities, Corydon praises a man-made fountain and 
artificial trees intended purely for the pleasure of the eye. 

 

Whether we imbue this chaotic description, as various scholars do, with a positive or 

negative valence, it reveals a complex interaction between the urban and the rural 

spheres. It is not necessary to conclude that Corydon prefers city to country, or that 

Corydon the character does or does not function as a stand-in for Calpurnius Siculus 

himself, in order to recognize that the amphitheater in his description is a melting pot of 

urban and pastoral elements and influences. Indeed, to agree with Schmieder, the 

bucolic space penetrates into the amphitheater linguistically.45 When we zoom back out 

to look at the broader frame of the poem, Corydon’s entire tale linguistically penetrates 

the countryside in return.  

 

44 Newlands 1987, 223. 
45 Schmieder 2018, 125: “In dieser Weise, die in Umkehrung derselben Mechanismen, welche in 
Calp. 7 sprachlich den bukolischen Raum in das Amphitheater eindringen lassen, arbeitet, 
markiert die Beschreibung dieser antra das Eindringen der Bukolik in den Kontext von Räumen 
der Literaturrezeption einerseits und die Anlässe derselben in die Bukolik,” “In this way, the 
reversal of the same mechanisms, which in Calp. 7 linguistically let the bucolic space penetrate 
the amphitheater, works; the description of this cavern marks the penetration of the bucolic into 
the context of spaces of literary reception, on the one hand, and the reasons for this on the other.” 
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At this point in the narrative, Lycotas interjects to express his delight at the story 

and to ask if Corydon saw the emperor (7.73-84). Corydon replies by lamenting that, 

because he was wearing peasant clothes, he could not see the emperor up close: o utinam 

nobis non rustica vestis inesset:/ vidissem propius mea numina!, “O, I wish I hadn’t worn a 

rustic outfit:/ I would have seen my god up close!” (7.79-80). Though some take this line 

to be Corydon’s final rejection of the pastoral world for the city, I argue that it reveals an 

incompatibility not with the entire urban sphere, but with the emperor in particular. 

Corydon’s clothing has not posed a problem in his journey thus far: he entered the 

amphitheater, sat, watched, and enjoyed the entertainment all while presumably 

wearing the same rustic clothing. It is only when it comes to seeing the emperor up close 

(propius, line 80) that Corydon’s clothes interfere; he is still able to catch a glimpse from 

afar (conspeximus ipsum longius, lines 82-83). In particular, Corydon cites his “filth, dingy 

poverty, and buckle with a bent clasp” (sed mihi sordes pullaque paupertas et adunco fibula 

morsu/ obfuerunt, lines 80-82). The first two of these reasons, at least, could plausibly 

apply to the clothing of a poor city dweller as well as a shepherd. Indeed, earlier in his 

speech Corydon had already sat in seats meant for a “dingy crowd in filthy clothes” 

(pulla sordida veste…turba, lines 26-27). Corydon wears his rustic clothes to the urban 

games, but those clothes also have much in common with the clothing of city dwellers of 

similar economic status. 
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Calpurnius’s Eclogue 7 reveals an interactive relationship between the pastoral 

world and the urban sphere. Elements—from language, metaphor, and poetic devices to 

families of animals and plants to the emotional reactions and clothing styles of 

humans—constantly move back and forth from country to city and vice versa. In this 

poem, the elements are mediated by Corydon, the speaker for the majority of the 

eclogue and a traveler whose journey geographically unifies city and country.46 In the 

next two poems, we see further exchange of people and ideas between pastoral and 

urban landscapes—and what can happen when elements of the city make their way to 

the countryside. 

5.2 Theocritus 3 

The third idyll of Theocritus is not considered an urban mime, despite the 

presence of some of the same urban tropes that appear in Idyll 2 and contribute to its 

categorization as such. One of these tropes is the komos, a procession of the drunken 

male guests of a symposium, clad in drinking wreaths and carrying gifts, to the door of a 

man or woman whom one of them is courting. This is frequently paired with a 

paraklausithyron (in Latin elegy called an exclusus amator scene), in which one of the men 

sets up camp outside the beloved’s door and begs for entrance, often remaining on the 

threshold all night while offering gifts and pleading his case. To participate in the 

 

46 Corydon acts, as Schmieder writes, as a mediator between bucolic and urban space (als Mittler 
zwischen bukolischem und urbanem Raum, Schmieder 2018, 115). 
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canonical trope, the beloved must deny entrance; there is sometimes even a guard 

stationed at the door for extra protection. Because of the association with symposia and 

its frequent use in Latin elegy, the komos/paraklausithyron is closely connected with the 

city. 

Theocritus invokes these urban associations immediately in Idyll 3 by opening 

the poem with Κωμάσδω (3.1-7): 

Κωμάσδω ποτὶ τὰν Ἀμαρυλλίδα, ταὶ δέ μοι αἶγες 
βόσκονται κατ’ ὄρος, καὶ ὁ Τίτυρος αὐτὰς ἐλαύνει. 
Τίτυρ’, ἐμὶν τὸ καλὸν πεφιλημένε, βόσκε τὰς αἶγας, 
καὶ ποτὶ τὰν κράναν ἄγε, Τίτυρε· καὶ τὸν ἐνόρχαν, 
τὸν Λιβυκὸν κνάκωνα, φυλάσσεο μή τυ κορύψῃ.   5 
Ὦ χαρίεσσ’ Ἀμαρυλλί, τί μ’ οὐκέτι τοῦτο κατ’ ἄντρον 
παρκύπτοισα καλεῖς, τὸν ἐρωτύλον; ἦ ῥά με μισεῖς; 
 
I’m going to serenade Amaryllis, and my goats are grazing 
on the hill, and Tityrus is herding them. 
Tityrus, my dear beloved friend, feed my goats  
and lead them to the spring, Tityrus; and watch out for the he-goat,  
the tawny Libyan one, so he doesn’t headbutt you.   5 
O charming Amaryllis, why don’t you peep out anymore from your cave  
and call me—me, your sweetheart? Do you hate me? 

 
In the pastoral world, singing and piping are the means by which a man woos a woman. 

The use of Κωμάσδω instead makes an urban mark on Idyll 3 from the very first word. 

Theocritus, however, quickly reminds us that we are in the pastoral world by 

mentioning his goats. Indeed, the komos in this poem takes on characteristics of the 

countryside: the beloved remains inside a cave instead of a house, so there is no real 

doorstep upon which to camp. Hunter notes that this opening is evocative of Greek 

comedy: the first two lines function to set the scene for an “audience,” and lines 3-5 
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could be reasonably addressed to an off-stage Tityrus. To take this connection further, 

Hunter suggests that ἐλαύνει in line 2 could be a sexual double entendre, calling the 

verb a “not uncommon vulgarism” for sex.47 The potential comic allusion here only 

strengthens the urban influence, since comedies were typically set and often performed 

in the city. Once we notice that intrusion of the city, the sexual innuendo becomes more 

likely, since it is characteristic of comedy. Thus, from the start of the idyll, urban 

impropriety functions within the pastoral sphere. 

If the case for innuendo in ἐλαύνει seems too weak, it only takes a few lines to 

reach a clearer intrusion of danger (3.8-11): 

ἦ ῥά γέ τοι σιμὸς καταφαίνομαι ἐγγύθεν ἦμεν, 
νύμφα, καὶ προγένειος; ἀπάγξασθαί με ποησεῖς. 
ἠνίδε τοι δέκα μᾶλα φέρω· τηνῶθε καθεῖλον 
ὧ μ’ ἐκέλευ καθελεῖν τύ· καὶ αὔριον ἄλλα τοι οἰσῶ. 
 
Do I look snub-nosed to you up close, nymph, 
and too beard-forward? You’ll make me hang myself. 
Look, I’m bringing you ten apples; I gathered them there, from the place 
where you told me to gather them, and tomorrow I’ll bring more.  
 

Like Lycidas in Calpurnius Siculus’s third eclogue, the speaker here threatens to hang 

himself if his beloved does not return his affection.48 He directly implicates Amaryllis by 

using the second person singular form ποησεῖς to address her. Threatening suicide later 

became a common tactic for abusers whose targets did not acquiesce to demands; we see 

this in Latin elegy, as discussed in Chapter 1. The lines that follow also have a place in 
 

47 Hunter 1999 ad loc. Cf. Hunter 1983b 127n12. 
48 See Ch. 2.1, “Intimate Partner Violence in Calpurnius Siculus.” 



 

198 

elegy. Apples appear as komastic gifts elsewhere in Propertius, as well as in later 

pastoral49 (though ten is quite a lot).  

Whether threats of self-harm originated in pastoral relationships or in urban ones 

is too difficult and extraneous a question to explore. What we do know is that this 

manipulation tactic appears in both elegy and pastoral, with each borrowing language 

from the other. It reveals how danger moves back and forth between city and country, 

changing and adapting each time. For example, the speaker of Idyll 3 threatens to kill 

himself again in lines 24-26—but in a different, less urban manner: 

ὤμοι ἐγών, τί πάθω, τί ὁ δύσσοος; οὐχ ὑπακούεις. 
τὰν βαίταν ἀποδὺς ἐς κύματα τηνῶ ἁλεῦμαι, 
ὧπερ τὼς θύννως σκοπιάζεται Ὄλπις ὁ γριπεύς· 
 
Oh, what will become of me—I, the wretched one? You’re not listening. 
I’ll take off my cloak and leap into the waves  
at the spot where Olpis the fisherman looks out for tuna. 

 
The speaker here threatens to jump into the sea, specifically at a spot where Olpis fishes 

for tuna. This exact method of self-harm would be logistically difficult in an urban 

environment. Similarly, in line 34, the speaker tells Amaryllis that he keeps a white goat 

who has borne twins (ἦ μάν τοι λευκὰν διδυματόκον αἶγα φυλάσσω) as a gift for her. 

Hunter comments here that the goat represents “a rustic version of the small animals 

 

49 V. Ecl.3.70-1, 2.51-2; Theoc. Id. 2.120, Prop 1.3.24. Unfortunately, we are only able to verify the 
details of this komos as following the typical model by looking at later texts. Nevertheless, the 
komos most likely existed in this period in a similar form to its later Roman counterpart. 
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(hares, cocks, etc.) which are the standard love-gifts of erotic literature and art.”50 The 

poem ends when the speaker loses steam and resigns himself to being stuck outside for 

the night (lines 52-54): “I sing no more. I shall die where I fall, and thus the wolves will 

eat me. May this be as sweet to you as honey in your throat” (οὐκέτ’ ἀείδω, / κεισεῦμαι 

δὲ πεσών, καὶ τοὶ λύκοι ὧδέ μ’ ἔδονται. / ὡς μέλι τοι γλυκὺ τοῦτο κατὰ βρόχθοιο 

γένοιτο). The speaker ends his urban paraklausithyron with the traditional thryalia, 

sleeping outside the door51, but the country intrudes once more—in the form of wolves 

who might prey on him in his sleep. This final statement might read like a capitulation, 

but it includes a less direct, yet still noticeable, threat of suicide as well. The speaker is 

willing to put himself in a situation where he might be killed by wolves. While he does 

not use ποησεῖς this time to implicate Amaryllis, his last words still aim to make her feel 

guilty—he professes that she would be happy to see him eaten alive. Thus, Idyll 3 

features three instances of emotional manipulation in the form of suicide threats, all as 

part of the urban paraklausithyron. In this case, danger has traveled from city to country.   

Scholars acknowledge the urban influence of the komos on this poem. Hunter 

writes that “most of the komastic topoi…are here ‘bucolicised’” and therefore the Idyll 3 

depicts “the transference to the countryside of an essentially urban form.”52 Miles, 

 

50 Hunter ad loc. 
51 Cf. Hunter ad loc, Copley 1942. 
52 Hunter 108-109. 
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Dover, and Burton also agree that urban elements feature in this pastoral poem.53 And 

yet, Idyll 3 is a “bucolic” while Idyll 2 is an “urban mime.” Let us turn now to Idyll 7, 

where not only the tropes, but actual people from the city travel to the pastoral sphere. 

5.3 Theocritus 7 

The bucolic status of Idyll 7 is more openly questioned than that of Idyll 3, but it 

remains grouped with the bucolic poems rather than the urban mimes. As Dover writes, 

“No other poem of Theokritos poses problems of interpretation so numerous and 

interesting as this.”54 The poem takes place on the road between city and country. 

Simichidas and two friends are traveling from Cos to the countryside when they come 

upon a goatherd, Lycidas. A song contest ensues, and Lycidas gives Simichidas his staff 

as a prize. The three city dwellers reach the farm and celebrate a harvest feast. The 

chance encounter occurs thus (7.7-19): 

…ταὶ δὲ παρ’ αὐτάν 
αἴγειροι πτελέαι τε ἐύσκιον ἄλσος ὕφαινον 
χλωροῖσιν πετάλοισι κατηρεφέες κομόωσαι. 
κοὔπω τὰν μεσάταν ὁδὸν ἄνυμες, οὐδὲ τὸ σᾶμα 10 
ἁμῖν τὸ Βρασίλα κατεφαίνετο, καί τιν’ ὁδίταν 
ἐσθλὸν σὺν Μοίσαισι Κυδωνικὸν εὕρομες ἄνδρα, 
οὔνομα μὲν Λυκίδαν, ἦς δ’ αἰπόλος, οὐδέ κέ τίς νιν 
ἠγνοίησεν ἰδών, ἐπεὶ αἰπόλῳ ἔξοχ’ ἐῴκει. 
ἐκ μὲν γὰρ λασίοιο δασύτριχος εἶχε τράγοιο  15 
κνακὸν δέρμ’ ὤμοισι νέας ταμίσοιο ποτόσδον, 
ἀμφὶ δέ οἱ στήθεσσι γέρων ἐσφίγγετο πέπλος 
ζωστῆρι πλακερῷ, ῥοικὰν δ’ ἔχεν ἀγριελαίω. 
δεξιτερᾷ κορύναν… 

 

53 Miles 158, Dover 112, Burton 1995, 29. 
54 Dover 1978, 145. 
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…Nearby,  
black poplars and elms wove a well-shaded grove  
growing long with green foliage vaulted above. 
We had not yet reached the midpoint of our journey,  10 
and the tomb of Brasilas had not yet appeared to us when, thanks  
to the Muses, we came across a good traveler, a Cydonian man.  
His name was Lycidas, and he was a goatherd;  
no one could have mistaken it looking him, since he looked  
especially like a goatherd. Over his shoulders he wore  15 
the tawny skin of a shaggy, thick-haired goat smelling like  
fresh rennet, and around his chest an old cloak was tied with a broad 
belt, and in his right hand he held a crooked club made of wild olive. 
 

Even though the group has not yet reached the countryside, they manage to find a good 

pastoral location for singing along the road.55 Black poplar trees56 and elms57 are 

familiar to the countryside, and a well-shaded (ἐύσκιον) grove is frequently chosen as a 

singing spot. It makes sense that this is where they encounter Lycidas, despite being still 

closer to the city than to his country home. If the coincidental setting does not give away 

Lycidas’s place of origin, then his appearance certainly does. Like the sites of the 

amphitheater in Calpurnius 7, the visual appearance of Lycidas is the focus of his 

description: anyone looking at him (ἰδών) would know he was a goatherd because he 

looked just like one (ἔξοχ’ ἐῴκει). The anaphora of αἰπόλος… αἰπόλῳ at the same place 

in both line 13 and line 14 adds to the emphasis even further. The following lines paint a 

 

55 cf. Verg. Ecl. 9, where the singing contest occurs along the road to town. 
56 White poplar at Theoc. Id. 2.121, 22.43; Verg. Ecl. 9.41. Unspecified color at Verg. Ecl. 7.61, 7.66; 
Nemes. 4.1, 4.23. 
57 Theoc. Id. 1.21, 27.16; Verg. Ecl. 1.58, 2.69, 5.3, 10.67; Calp. Sic. Ecl. 2.59, 3.14; Nemes. 1.31, 3.2, 
4.8, 4.48. 
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stereotypical picture of a goatherd: a man literally wearing a goat skin that smells like 

rennet, a cloak that is old (γέρων), and using a branch of an olive tree as a staff. One 

could imagine why the Corydon of Calpurnius 7 would be denied the chance to see the 

emperor up close if his “rustic attire” looked and smelled like this!  

Lycidas is the first to speak, and he addresses Simichidas by name, implying that 

he already knows him. Their acquaintance is another relationship that links the urban 

environment with the pastoral sphere (7.19-25): 

…καί μ’ ἀτρέμας εἶπε σεσαρώς 
ὄμματι μειδιόωντι, γέλως δέ οἱ εἴχετο χείλευς·  20 
“Σιμιχίδα, πᾷ δὴ τὺ μεσαμέριον πόδας ἕλκεις, 
ἁνίκα δὴ καὶ σαῦρος ἐν αἱμασιαῖσι καθεύδει, 
οὐδ’ ἐπιτυμβίδιοι κορυδαλλίδες ἠλαίνοντι; 
ἦ μετὰ δαῖτ’ ἄκλητος ἐπείγεαι, ἤ τινος ἀστῶν 
λανὸν ἔπι θρῴσκεις; ὥς τοι ποσὶ νισσομένοιο  25 
πᾶσα λίθος πταίοισα ποτ’ ἀρβυλίδεσσιν ἀείδει.” 
 
His eyes smiled and his lip held a laugh,   20 
And, grinning calmly, he said to me,  
“Simichidas, where are you dragging your feet to in the  
middle of the day, when even the lizard is sleeping in the walls  
and the tomb-crested larks aren’t flitting about?  
Are you hurrying to a dinner uninvited,  
or jumping at to some citizen’s wine vat? As your feet go along 25 
all the pebbles are singing as they stumble against your boots.” 
 

Lycidas’s speech leans into stereotypes, both of Lycidas himself as a country bumpkin 

and of Simichidas as a rude, greedy city dweller obsessed with food and socializing. His 

smile and laughter, however, indicate a playful self-awareness and a mocking tone: he 

emphasizes the city/country dichotomy on purpose to poke fun at it. Lycidas elaborates 

on the phrase “middle of the day” (μεσαμέριον) with two full lines, adding details that 
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are common to pastoral descriptions of time, but less so in everyday conversation.58 He 

also chooses particular animals—larks and lizards—familiar to the country landscape 

and pastoral literature (κορυδαλλίδες, σαῦρος).59 In his hypothetical reasons for 

Simichidas’s travel, Lycidas characterizes Simichidas not only as an urban man 

preoccupied with meals and wine, but also as rather boorish—he was not invited 

(ἄκλητος) to the proposed dinner, so his attendance would be against protocol. The 

observation that follows, in which Lycidas comments on the pebbles hitting Simichidas’ 

boots, mocks not only the hurried pace with which Simichidas moves, typical of the 

harried city dweller who is always busy, but also the assumed superiority of urban folk, 

using the epic form νισσομένοιο. Hunter argues that the observation also serves to 

highlight the contrast between city and country inhabitants: “Normally people stumble 

against stones; here the stones ‘totter’ away as Simichidas’ hurrying boots kick against 

them. Lykidas’ reversal both marks Simichidas’ intrusion into an alien world where 

stones, but not Simichidas, belong and reveals his own peculiarly ‘bucolic’ vision.”60 

Simichidas answers in turn, explaining that he is on his way to a harvest feast 

and challenging Lycidas to a song contest, just as commonly occurs in pastoral when 

one herdsman happens upon another in a chance encounter. He remarks that he chose 

 

58 Cf. Theoc. Id. 13.12-17, 16.92-99; Calp. Sic. 2.93-95, 5.120-121. 
59 For lizards in pastoral, see Verg. Ecl. 2.8; Theoc. Id. 7.22. For larks, cf. Theoc. Id. 10.53; this is 
bird whence the name Corydon derives. 
60 Hunter ad loc. 
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his words carefully (ὣς ἐφάμαν ἐπίταδες, 7.42), indicating that he, too, was being tongue 

in cheek; Lycidas understands, as indicated by his continued amusement (ὁ δ’ αἰπόλος 

ἁδὺ γελάσσας, 7.42). Their playful relationship further supports the premise that the two 

men have had a long-distance friendship for some time. After both men sing their songs, 

Lycidas laughs yet again (ἁδὺ γελάσσας ὡς πάρος, 7.128-129) and gives Simichidas his 

crook, a symbol of the countryside that he brought with him, and which he offered as a 

prize at the beginning of the contest. The last 20 lines of the poem describe Simichidas 

and his friends in the countryside enjoying their harvest feast. Thus, at least temporarily, 

Simichidas successfully assumes the role of a bucolic herdsman: initiating and 

participating in a song contest with another herdsman, winning the appropriately 

pastoral prize, and enjoying the pleasures of the locus amoenus. Lycidas, an actual 

inhabitant of the pastoral world, witnesses this effort with an amused acceptance. He 

laughingly welcomes this archetypal figure of the urban environment into the pastoral 

world and, were it not for his traveling boots and lack of a goatskin, one might 

reasonably think upon first glance that Simichidas belongs there.  

Theocritus’ seventh idyll blurs the lines between urban and rural in ways that 

make some scholars uncomfortable. Thalmann writes, “How far Idyll 7 should be 
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considered bucolic is uncertain.”61 Yet others are unbothered enough by Idyll 7 that they 

deem it “Theocritus’s most programmatic poem.”62 At least, since the poem’s setting is 

neither fully city nor fully country, it defies neat categorization63: 

It is, however, precisely in the “in-between” space of a journey that people 

normally kept socially and spatially separate encounter one another, that different life-

trajectories collide, and that identities, usually solidified by people being in particular 

places, become open and more fluid, so that, for example, the urban Simichidas can try 

out being a cowherd and a bucolic poet.    

The road between city and country is a liminal space, and one that readers rarely 

get to see firsthand in pastoral literature. While herdsmen discuss their journeys to the 

city in Vergil’s first eclogue and Calpurnius’ seventh, neither Corydon nor Tityrus takes 

the reader along with him as he travels either towards the city or on the return trip. Idyll 

7 is unique in that it presents the trip in real time, rather than later in a monologue told 

by the traveler to his friends back home. As we will see in the next poem, travel within a 

poem’s bounds can be a metaphorical way of allowing for outside influences to 

penetrate the city limits. 

 

 

61 Thalmann 2021, 460: “It has bucolic elements, Lycidas and his song, which he ‘worked out on 
the mountain’ (7.51). But the narrative is set in the lowlands, and Simichidas and his friends are 
on their way from the city to the agricultural locus amoenus where the poem ends.” 
62 Burton 1995, 29. 
63 Thalmann 2021, 461. 
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5.4 Theocritus 15 

Idyll 15 also includes travel within the bounds of the poem itself. Unlike Idyll 7, 

it is considered an urban mime; like Idyll 7, however, it includes both pastoral and 

urban elements that combine to create a poem that is difficult to pin down.  

The plot follows two women, Praxinoa and Gorgo, as they travel from their 

home in Alexandria to the city center for a religious festival. Though they do not live in 

the pastoral world and are not goatherds by trade, their home is located outside of the 

busiest parts of the urban sphere.64 They are thus somewhat out of place in the 

neighborhood of the palace, overwhelmed by the crowds and the splendor much as 

Corydon is in Calpurnius 7. Thalmann summarizes their journey, which is much shorter 

than that of Corydon or Tityrus, thus:65  

The women walk from a house possibly on the fringe of 
the city through urban space to the palace. Perhaps we are 
to imagine them making their way along one of the wide 
avenues that ran through Alexandria from east to west, 
because this would be the most likely place to encounter a 
contingent of royal cavalry (15.51–52). But we can only 
guess, because there is not a word in the text about the 
physical city itself. 

 

While Calpurnius 7 is comprised mostly of Corydon’s lengthy ekphrasis on the 

amphitheater and the games going on inside, Idyll 15 includes almost no visual 

 

64 Indeed, Davies 1995 describes the location of Praxinoa’s home as “inconveniently remote.” 
65 Thalmann 2021, 464. 
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description of the city. Instead, we rely on the women’s characterizations of the city as a 

busy and dangerous place to paint our own mental images of the scene—and the scene 

changes multiple times. As Krevans points out, “Idyll 15, with its processional plot, 

offers not one but two pairs of opposing backdrops: Praxinoa’s suburban house against 

the Ptolemies’ elegant palace, and Alexandria’s mobbed, noisy streets against the 

secluded, luxuriant bower of Adonis.”66 At the beginning of the poem, Gorgo arrives at 

Praxinoa’s house and expresses her exhaustion at the urban environment (15.4-7): 

ὢ τᾶς ἀλεμάτω ψυχᾶς· μόλις ὔμμιν ἐσώθην, 
Πραξινόα, πολλῶ μὲν ὄχλω, πολλῶν δὲ τεθρίππων· 
παντᾷ κρηπῖδες, παντᾷ χλαμυδηφόροι ἄνδρες· 
ἁ δ’ ὁδὸς ἄτρυτος· τὺ δ’ ἑκαστέρω αἰὲν ἀποικεῖς. 
  
Oh, how flustered I am! I only just managed to get away alive  
from that big crowd and all those chariots, Praxinoa.  
There are hobnailed shoes everywhere, men in cloaks everywhere,  
and the road is endless—you live further and further away. 
 

The city’s dangers are so stark for Gorgo that she can barely save herself (μόλις ἐσώθην). 

She exaggerates in her speech to her friend in order to portray an urban environment 

overflowing with danger, as emphasized by the anaphora and consonance in lines 5-6: 

πολλῶ…πολλῶν… παντᾷ…παντᾷ. She calls the road “endless” (ἄτρυτος) to express the 

distance, both literal and figurative, between the chaos she leaves and the relative peace 

at Praxinoa’s house. The stark contrast she draws sounds like the city/country 

dichotomy, but it is instead only the difference between the inner and outer sections of 

 

66 Krevans 2006, 124. 
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the city. Yet, throughout the poem, the opposition that Theocritus creates make possible, 

as Krevans writes, “the effects of pastoral in a city poem.”67 Despite featuring neither a 

pastoral setting nor characters who live in one, Idyll 15 still exhibits elements of the 

countryside that reveal its influence on the urban sphere. 

Immediately upon the women’s arrival in the palace vicinity, turmoil ensues. 

Praxinoa exclaims “My God, what a crowd! How are we ever to get through this lot? 

They’re like ants—countless, innumerable (ὦ θεοί, ὅσσος ὄχλος. πῶς καὶ πόκα τοῦτο 

περᾶσαι / χρὴ τὸ κακόν; μύρμακες ἀνάριθμοι καὶ ἄμετροι, 15.44-45). She expresses a fear 

of being trampled or run over that is associated with urban environments, particularly 

in later Roman satire68 (15.51-55): 

ἁδίστα Γοργώ, τί γενώμεθα; τοὶ πολεμισταί 
ἵπποι τῶ βασιλῆος. ἄνερ φίλε, μή με πατήσῃς. 
ὀρθὸς ἀνέστα ὁ πυρρός· ἴδ’ ὡς ἄγριος. κυνοθαρσής 
Εὐνόα, οὐ φευξῇ; διαχρησεῖται τὸν ἄγοντα. 
ὠνάθην μεγάλως ὅτι μοι τὸ βρέφος μένει ἔνδον. 
 
Gorgo, darling, what’s to become of us? It’s the king’s horses  
equipped for war. Please, sir, don’t tread on me. That chestnut  
stallion reared up: look, it’s out of control! Aren’t you going to  
get out of the way, Eunoa, you reckless creature?  He’ll be the  
death of the man leading him. Thank goodness baby’s safe at home. 
 

The threat of a stampede by the king’s horses may be uniquely urban, but Praxinoa 

answers by describing a fear more closely tied to the countryside: “I have feared horses 

and cold snakes very much since I was a child” (ἵππον καὶ τὸν ψυχρὸν ὄφιν τὰ μάλιστα 
 

67 Krevans 2006, 124. 
68 cf. Juvenal Sat. 1.3.239-248, 5.15.59-62. 



 

209 

δεδοίκω ἐκ παιδός, 15.67-68). Thus, just when the city seems incomparably dangerous, 

we are reminded that the pastoral sphere has its own dangers as well. Even the urban 

phenomenon of the large crowd of people becomes pastoralized when Praxinoa says 

that it flows (ἐπιρρεῖ), choosing a verb evocative of a stream of water. Further down, she 

compares the pushing and shoving of the crowd to that of pigs (ὠθεῦνθ’ ὥσπερ ὕες), a 

common farm animal.69 

Praxinoa’s pastoral language continues, evoking even the sexual violence 

integral to the pastoral landscape. When her cloak gets ripped in the next line, she 

exclaims, “Oh dear, oh dear, my cloak has been ripped in two already, Gorgo. For God’s 

sake, sir, if you hope to be happy, take care with my cloak” (οἴμοι δειλαία, δίχα μοι τὸ 

θερίστριον ἤδη / ἔσχισται, Γοργοῖ. ποττῶ Διός, εἴ τι γένοιο / εὐδαίμων, ὤνθρωπε, 

φυλάσσεο τὠμπέχονόν μευ, 15.81-83). This line shares verbiage with the rape scene in 

pseudo-Theocritus 27. Acrotime also uses a form of σχίζω (ἀπέσχισας, 27.57) to try to 

keep Daphnis from further ripping her girdle, and both women have their cloaks torn 

apart by men (ἀμπεχόνην ποίησας ἐμὴν ῥάκος, 27.61). The danger of having one’s 

clothing—and body—violated by men exists in both the urban and the pastoral worlds. 

 

69 cf. Theoc. Id. 5.25, see also χοῖρος at 14.20 24.101. Dover notes that ὄχλος here “denotes not 
simply a crowd but the inconveniences, distractions and fatigue which one experiences in a 
crowd, and also ‘bother,’ ‘nuisance’ of all kinds; hence Praxinoa is not saying just ‘What a lot of 
people!’ but expressing a qualitative judgment on the crowd—reinforced by alathews and 
amplified in the words which follow.” 
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Once the women enter the palace, the poem shifts to focus on a performer 

singing a hymn to Adonis. Thalmann points out that the palace, though within the city, 

is country-like in that it acts as a refuge from the danger and bustle outside: “This is an 

enchanted, ritual space, however artificial, that provides a temporary refuge from the 

urban space that encloses it…here is another link between the bucolic and the urban 

poems.”70 The hymn that the woman sings is long, stretching from lines 100-144, and 

provides a place for more explicit praise of the pastoral world. It includes elements of 

nature—gardens (κᾶποι, 113), air-dwelling and earth-dwelling animals (πετεηνὰ καὶ 

ἑρπετὰ, 118), green canopies (χλωραὶ σκιάδες,119), dill (ἀνήθῳ, 119), nightingales 

(ἀηδονιδῆες, 121)—that appear throughout the countryside in literature. The 

exaggerated proliferation of these features turns the scene into a pastoral catalog of 

adynata: ὅσα… εἴδατά ὅσσα… παντοῖα… ὅσσα… πάντ’ (112-118).71  

The combination of pastoral references in Idyll 15 are enough for Krevans to 

argue that the poem is pastoral after all. “What, precisely,” she asks, “prevents a given 

poem in the corpus from being considered ‘pastoral’?”72 She argues that Idyll 15 

contains a shepherd (Adonis in the hymn), a symmetrical song exchange (the women’s 

conversation at the opening), and retreat and simplicity (the palace and the hymn); 

 

70 Thalmann 2021, 467. 
71 Klooster 2021, 109: “There is notable stress on their richness and abundance, to the detriment of 
precision: every kind of fruit, all the cakes that women fashion, every hue, all creatures of the 
earth and the air.” Also cf. Bustos 2019, 163. 
72 Krevans 2006, 120. 
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therefore, it includes the most essential elements of pastoral. Whitehorne goes further, 

arguing that Gorgo and Praxinoa become shepherd figures themselves when they reveal 

their expertise in weaving and textiles.73 The negative phrasing of Krevans’s question 

prompts us to look back at our investigation. “What prevents a poem from being 

considered pastoral?” It is not an urban setting alone, nor city dwelling characters; it is 

not admiration of the city’s sights, though some have argued for that.  

By exploring the ways that urban and pastoral mix in these liminal poems, I 

challenge the idea that any poem or text is prevented from participating in the pastoral 

mode. These four eclogues and idylls have shown that a work of literature can be both 

urban and rural at once. Why not collapse this dichotomy and allow for more expansive 

readings of pastoral as well as comedy, elegy, satire, and other “urban” modes? The 

pastoral is not located in a bubble far away from the real world and the complications 

that come along with it. Nor do interactions between city and country reveal a hidden 

authorial preference for, or choice of, one setting or mode over the other. The literary 

world allows for coexistence between pastoral and urban. The two locations are in 

dialogue, and their elements are in constant flux, allowing movement and change back 

and forth, from one to the other. These four urban-pastoral poems show us that all the 

 

73 “But it now appears that in their covert rivalry which they express through their boastful 
complaints and in-their characterization primarily in terms of the work which they do, Gorgo 
and Praxinoa have a lot more in common with the rustics of the other poems than is generally 
suspected” Whitehorne 1995, 70. 
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features native to each place, dangerous and pleasant, are shared between them. City 

and country are not as separate or distinct as we might have believed. The pastoral 

world is not safe from the city, nor is the urban environment safe from rural influence; 

instead, interaction between both settings creates a dynamic continuum where urban 

and pastoral literatures coexist.
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6. Conclusion 
A preponderance of evidence has by now revealed how pervasive danger and 

violence are throughout pastoral literature. When we look at ancient texts with fresh 

eyes, the proof is in plain sight. It can be difficult to put aside preconceived notions of a 

work as monumental as Vergil’s Eclogues and a mode as wide-ranging as pastoral. This 

is one of the benefits of focusing this exploration around close readings of non-canonical 

texts: it is easier to come to the table with a fresh perspective when one has little 

knowledge of the text’s reputation to begin with—in this case, because of a relative lack 

of scholarship on the eclogues of Calpurnius Siculus and Nemesianus and on the 

spurious and “non-bucolic” idylls of the Theocritean corpus. 

These chapters have combined to reveal the dark side of the pastoral world, the 

dangers innate in a landscape that has a reputation for being an escapist safe haven. 

Nevertheless, one question remains unanswered: why are people still ignoring the 

darkness amidst the trees? When we focus on texts at the margins of the pastoral world, 

we discover an environment of continuous threat and violation for the inhabitants. For 

women, there is the constant threat of attack by men, in the form of intimate partner 

violence, physical assault, and emotional manipulation. The concept of a safe, leisurely 

locus amoenus applies, we have learned, only to men. In fact, violence against women is 

necessary for maintaining this men’s paradise. If he had not driven away Phyllis by 
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beating her, Lycidas would have no reason to woo her back, and no motivation for his 

pastoral song. If Idas and Alcon had not raped Donace, they would have missed this 

chance to come of age and transform from youths into herdsmen to sing their songs 

together. These violent acts themselves are generative and necessary for the 

development of the locus amoenus.  

But herdsmen characters are not the only ones whose lyricism is dependent on 

violence against women. For many modern scholars of Classics, pastoral literature is the 

subject matter of their own songs: research projects, articles, books, dissertations like this 

one. When we elide, minimize, and ignore abuse in our discussions of pastoral texts, we 

send the message that such incidents are not even worthy of comment, their victims 

unworthy of consideration. When we perpetuate the narrative of the countryside as a 

safe, peaceful paradise, we say: A world where women are raped is a utopia. A place 

where women are beaten and attacked is a locus amoenus. The silence and euphemism of 

scholars in response to these literary depictions of violence shows the ugly underbelly of 

our modern discipline of Classics, where abuse has historically been swept under the 

rug and into the shadows. Questioning whether a sexual encounter in a text was rape or 

“seduction” might lead to discomfort for those who would prefer to just assume it was 

the latter and move on. Nevertheless, moving on too quickly prevents us from learning 

new things: about the text, about the pastoral mode, about ancient gender and sexuality, 

and about ourselves. 
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In Chapter 3, I turn to the song contest, one of the hallmarks of pastoral poetry. I 

explicate the various structural elements that make up an amoebean exchange by 

mapping them throughout the corpora of Theocritus, Vergil, Calpurnius Siculus, 

Nemesianus, and the Einsiedeln Eclogues. The bucolic agon purports to feature amicable 

exchanges of poetry and song between friends, but it is in fact full of insults, 

intimidation, lewd references, and verbal and physical violence. The song contest in the 

sixth eclogue of Calpurnius never occurs at all, because two participants almost come to 

blows while deciding on the rules of game, and the judge eventually resigns in disgust. 

The purportedly casual, civilized pastoral song exchange is anything but when abuse 

and violation are woven into its very structure. 

Chapter 4 explores the symbiotic relationship between danger and didaxis in 

pastoral. I argue that danger is used as justification for a turn to the didactic mode, while 

didaxis is in turn seen as a defensive mechanism by which inhabitants of the pastoral 

world can stave off danger. Although the old farmer of Calpurnius’s fifth eclogue tries 

to teach his young inheritor how to avoid the threats of the natural world—weather, 

injury, and disease—there is not enough time. The ending of the poem, evocative of the 

end of Georgics Book III, reveals that no instruction is enough in the pastoral world to 

keep harm at bay forever. Ultimately, didaxis fails to fully eradicate the danger at the 

core of pastoral life. 
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In Chapter 5, I argue against the dichotomy of city versus country that is often 

reinforced when evaluating pastoral literature. Rather than being diametrically opposed, 

the two locations exist on a continuum, literalized in pastoral poetry by the road 

between country and city. People and ideas, both good and bad, travel back and forth 

along this road from urban to rural spaces and vice versa. One cannot escape the 

constant toil and turmoil of the urban environment by running off to the countryside, 

nor can one’s pastoral identity be erased by a journey to town. Danger is an innate and 

integral part of the pastoral sphere, just as it is presented in the urban sphere.  

 

Though this research focuses on the pastoral mode, the approach of critically 

examining the history of scholarship in our discipline has much broader applications. A 

critical lens helps us evaluate concepts of canonicity, the outsized influence of dominant 

voices, and the danger of a single story.1 Opponents of critical classical reception often 

argue that its proponents must hate canonical texts—or hate Classics in general—and 

therefore want to destroy them. Quite the contrary. It is by exploring and questioning 

the history of our discipline that we learn how it can continue to thrive, and by digging 

into the darkness of ancient texts, both canonical and otherwise, that we can glean new 

knowledge about the literature of the ancient world, thousands of years after it was 

written. 

 

1 I use the term as coined by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in 2009. 
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Why do scholars continue to whitewash the darkness of the pastoral world? I can 

think of one reason. I wrote this dissertation almost entirely during the COVID-19 

pandemic, from the anxious comfort of my couch, kitchen table, then couch again. My 

apartment doesn’t get much natural light, so I’ve grown accustomed to gravitating 

towards the front windows, whence I can see the magnolia trees during their early 

spring flowering and their second, midsummer bloom. My parents were in New York 

City, holed up in their apartment as I was in mine, and we might as well have been 

floating in two separate bubbles. The road from New York to North Carolina was, for all 

intents and purposes, closed.  

I was safe in my apartment, reading and writing about goats and blooming trees, 

but the darkness was palpable at every moment. As magnolias blushed behind my 

laptop screen, the Black Lives Matter protests rose and filled the summer. As the waves 

of the pandemic ebbed and flowed, I sat under a blanket watching the SCS Annual 

Meeting and the storming of the U.S. Capitol. COVID continued to spread, each new 

variant filling cities before spilling out into smaller cities and into the countryside. 

During the past few years, I think a lot of people would have loved to believe in a 

peaceful, idyllic safe haven, impermeable to airborne disease particles, down the road 

but always just out of reach.  

The temptation to ignore danger is strong. But engaging with ideas that 

challenge the dominant narratives of our scholarship can make our understanding of the 
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ancient world, its literature, and its people stronger. Although pastoral authors often 

acknowledge their place in the literary tradition by metaphorically and metapoetically 

occupying the shade (umbra) of their predecessors, perhaps it is time for the darkness of 

pastoral to finally be brought to light.  
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