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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 This dissertation examines three intersections of plants and desire in the pastoral 

literature of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus.  First, the locus amoenus describes a 

pleasing botanical place that can create a narrative frame around depictions of desire or 

can inspire desire itself.  The visuality of the descriptions of loca amoena is then 

compared with examples from Roman landscape wall painting, which provide fictional 

representations of plants that can physically create a space in which desires can be 

inspired, enunciated, or acted upon.  Second, inversions of nature, adynata, in pastoral 

literature offer a way for the herdsmen to imagine an impossible botanically based desire 

being fulfilled when their actual (usually erotic) desire cannot be.  Adynata can be 

expanded to impossible ultra-lush Golden Age imagery.  This imagery reminds the reader 

of the Roman wall paintings at Prima Porta and Oplontis, which are reconsidered as 

adynata.  The final intersection of desire and plants occurs in a pastoral and botanical 

variation on magic, by which the practitioner can attempt to alleviate a desire.  This 

chapter, which culminates in a reevaluation of Idyll 11, shows that although plants and 

desire are intimately linked with magic, the one true way to remedy a desire is to take 

control of one‘s own emotions and not dwell on what is not attainable.  The botanical 

world, then, functions alongside the frustrated desires and within the controlling fictions 
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of loca amoena, adynata, and magic in the pastoral literature of Theocritus, Virgil, and 

Longus. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 Pastoral, unlike other categories of literature, is unique because it asks the reader 

to inhabit the natural, outside world with its subject.  In no other type of literature is the 

natural world foregrounded more.  Because of this, plants and the botanical world gain 

importance and add additional layers of meaning to the pastoral writing of Theocritus, 

Virgil, and Longus. 

 Instead of looking at individual plants in isolation, this dissertation examines three 

broader contexts in which plants appear, namely, loca amoena, adynata, and magic, and 

their relationship with desire in the pastoral writing of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus.
1
  

The loca amoena describe locations which frame the enunciation of desires of characters, 

and adynata in pastoral literature allow the one who desires to imagine a world which he 

can control and in which he can bring about impossible changes.  This imagined world 

can be made to correspond both positively and negatively to the human condition and 

seems to provide a momentary escape from the desires at hand.  Magic echoes the 

escapism found in the adynata by providing a tangible means to attempt to alleviate and 

escape desires.  Thus the major botanical contexts can frame a desire or they can be 

means to imagine and alleviate it. 

 Before moving to the detailed discussion of these topics, it is important to situate 

terms and scholarship that provides the foundation for this dissertation. 

 

                                                 
1
 Within these larger contexts, the individual plants will be discussed, but in the context of how they 

function in the locus amoenus, adynata, or magic.   
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Frustrated Desire 

 Pastoral literature in the broadest sense is about herdsmen and their rustic lives.  

A slightly tighter focus shows that the herdsmen are routinely talking or singing about 

their beloveds, about their desire.  As I will show, these pronouncements are linked with 

the botanical world, but it is important to acknowledge briefly the philosophical and 

literary antecedents that may have informed the pastoral portrayals of desire. 

 In Plato‘s Symposium, Socrates talks Agathon into positing that people desire 

what they do not have, or what they lack.
2
  By this definition, then, desire is naturally and 

inherently a form of frustration.  This description of desire seems to respond to the 

relationships and loves portrayed in the lyric poets, which were frequently asymmetrical 

or unrequited.
3
  Claude Calame writes in The Poetics of Eros in Ancient Greece that the 

―mismatch between the desire of the one afflicted by love and the elusiveness of the one 

who provokes the erotic passion is a feature that pervades all archaic poetry.‖
4
  

Theocritus and Virgil rely on this type of frustrated desire in their portrayal of herdsmen 

in their poetry; unrequited love is a pastoral norm.  Agathon‘s definition and the lyric 

conceptions of desire, however, do not explain mutual desire, which has clearer epic 

antecedents.
5
  In his treatment of Daphnis and Chloe‘s relationship, Longus establishes 

early on the mutuality of their relationship; their love is more akin to that between 

Odysseus and Penelope or Hector and Andromache.  What Daphnis and Chloe both 

                                                 
2
 Plato, Symposium 200a-b.  

3
 Calame 1999, 23-38. 

4
 Calame 1999, 23-24. 

5
 Calame 1999, 39-43.  Calame notes the foregrounding of marital love in the Homeric and Hesiodic texts: 

Paris and Helen, Hector and Andromache, Odysseus and Penelope, and even Odysseus with Circe and 

Calypso. 
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desire is knowledge of the means to physically demonstrate their love; the emotional 

reciprocity is already present.
6
 

 This dissertation explores both types of portrayals of desire: the unfulfilled desire 

depicted by the poets, and the frustrated knowledge of love in Longus.  By comparing the 

botanical contexts in which desire appears, it is easier to understand the nuances the 

desires within those contexts. 

 

The natural world and plant scholarship 

 In this dissertation, I focus on the plants that appear in Theocritus, Virgil, and 

Longus with the belief that plants are not just props or stage decoration, but rather that 

they are cultural markers with associations and connotations that are not always made 

explicit in the texts themselves.
7
  The specific context in which a plant appears—like its 

location in the pastoral space or its relation to other plants that are described, for 

example—can add layers of meaning that amplify a given plant‘s cultural associations.
8
   

 In this dissertation, ―the natural world‖ refers to both the uncultivated woods and 

fields where the herdsmen pasture their animals and also their gardens.  Although the 

gardens in pastoral literature are cultivated and are arguably ―unnatural‖ because of the 

inherent artifice of a garden, pastoral gardens, particularly those found in Longus‘ 

                                                 
6
 Another way of looking at Daphnis and Chloe‘s relationship is that they both lack each other, instead of 

only one lacking (i.e., desiring) the other. 

7
 By plants, I refer to botanical material at large: both herbaceous and woody plants (shrubs and trees) 

along with their respective flowers, fruits, and nuts.  Cf. Theophrastus, Inquiry into Plants 1.3.1. 

8
 What is interesting is that both Theocritus and Virgil may have been influenced by ancient herbals.  

Theocritus is believed to have studied under the Theophrastus (Lindsell 1937).  After Pompey defeated 

King Mithridates of Pontus in 55 BCE, he transferred the illustrated plant books to Rome, and it is possible 

Virgil may have known about these as well (Kuttner 1999, 29).  Dioscurides wrote De Materia Medica in 

the first century CE, and this, perhaps, was also known to Longus, though Longus‘ plant details do not 

reveal a scientific level of description.  See also Singer 1927 1-29. 
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Daphnis and Chloe, are remarkable for their non-productive and decorative quality.  ―The 

natural world‖ does not, then, refer to fields of crops (which are largely absent from the 

pastoral literature of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus), to productive farms, seascapes, or 

to desertscapes.  This limited definition of ―the natural world‖ reflects how this elite 

literature imagines the foreign world of herdsmen.
9
 

 The study of plants in pastoral literature has been quiet for about forty years.  To 

date, there have only been studies on the plants of the pastoral poets—none on Longus.  

A. L. A. Fée wrote two books on plants in pastoral: Flore de Virgile (1826) and Flore de 

Théocrite et des autres bucoliques grecs (1832).  Both of Fée‘s books are encyclopedic 

with entries for each species of plant.  Fée provides a brief description of the plant, 

though his focus is on ascertaining the species of plant being referenced in Theocritus or 

Virgil.
10

  Because nearly two hundred years have passed since Fée wrote, changes in both 

science and philology have made elements of his work less useful.  For the purpose of my 

research, however, his entries provided a starting point for a plant‘s identification, which 

then needed to be confirmed by more modern sources.   

 Kurt Lembach‘s Die Pflanzen bei Theokrit (1970) also has encyclopedic entries 

about the plants of Theocritus.  He divides the plants into classes (fodder, magic plants, 

flowers, etc.) and discusses how the plants function in Theocritus‘ poems.  Although it is 

helpful to see, for example, the common fodder plants listed together and treated in the 

                                                 
9
 Cole 2004, 7-8 outlines three landscapes: the natural world, which was the ―unity of land and water;‖ the 

human landscape, made up of agricultural fields, territories, and cities; and the imagined landscape, which 

is the land of mythical creatures who inhabit both the known and unknowable regions of the world.  These 

landscapes, he notes, ―coexisted and merged with one another.‖  The natural world of pastoral creates a 

unique blend of his natural and human landscapes. 

10
 This interest, I believe, may stem from the relatively newly developed focus on species in the Linnaean 

naming system.  Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778) worked tirelessly to catalog as many plants and animals as 

possible in his lifetime.  Both of Fée‘s works on plants in Theocritus and Virgil postdate Linnaeus‘ death 

by about 50 years. 
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same chapter, the thematic approach to the plants decontextualizes them.  Lembach‘s 

work follows the more general works of both Victor Hehn and Josef Murr.  Hehn 

believed that agricultural domestication arrived into Europe through nomadic people in 

the Steppes; thus, his work, Kulturpflanzen und Haustiere in ihrem Übergang aus Asien 

nach Griechenland und Italien sowie in das übrige Europa : historisch-linguistische 

Studien (1963), is a detailed linguistic study that uses the Greek and Latin lexical corpus 

to discuss the spread of domesticated animals and plants.  Hehn‘s linguistic approach to 

plants and animals does, however, reveal potential etymological links between plants and 

their cultural associations, like laurus being associated with lavo and luo, which 

underscores the purificatory associations of the plant.
11

  Josef Murr‘s approach in Die 

Pflanzenwelt in der griechischen Mythologie (1969) also draws on a wide variety of texts.  

His encyclopedic entries on plants in mythology are useful for the botanical associations 

of the gods, and this approach can contribute to a better understanding of the broader 

cultural associations a plant may have, as well as regional variations.
12

  Peter Berhardt‘s 

recent book, Gods and Goddesses in the Garden: Greco-Roman Mythology and the 

Scientific Names of Plants (2008) takes a scientific approach to the identification of 

plants in mythology.  As a botanist, he wrestles with the issues of common names and 

scientific ones, and how they are both associated with mythology.   

 The only book in English on plants in pastoral is John Sargeaunt‘s, The Trees, 

Shrubs, and Plants of Virgil (1920).  Sargeaunt‘s purpose, however, was primarily to 

                                                 
11

 Hehn 1963, 602. 

12
 Helmut Baumann‘s Greek Wild Flowers (1990) also discusses the intersection of common Greek plants 

and mythology, though he rarely cites his ancient mythological sources. 
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identify the modern examples of the ancient plants and to provide anecdotes about them 

and their places in the modern English garden.  

 What is problematic about these works is that their encyclopedic approaches take 

the plants out of context; there is no analysis of how a grouping of plants could function 

or have importance in a given passage.  I strive to remedy this lacuna in pastoral 

scholarship with this dissertation.  

 In the years since Lembach‘s work, there has been an increased philological and 

archaeological interest in ancient gardens.
13

  Garden scholarship contextualizes the 

natural world in both the public and private sphere and examines how people interacted 

with it.  This type of research was begun by Wilhelmina Jashemski at Pompeii and other 

areas preserved by the eruption of Vesuvius.  Through her work and the work of her 

successor, Italian scholar Annamaria Ciarallo, it has been possible to identify the plants 

and trees that were growing in the private domestic gardens in the city and at the extra-

urban villas.
14

  Now, in addition to the sculpture and wall paintings that decorated the 

gardens, it is possible to get a sense of the interplay of nature and art that could have been 

experienced on a daily basis.  In this way, even a small private garden could become a 

real and physical locus amoenus.  Recent work on gardens by Katherine T. von 

Stackelberg (The Roman Garden: Space, sense, and society [2009]) shows how garden 

space could function—how one might view and experience a public or private garden.  

The experiential quality of gardens is a helpful way to approach pastoral loca amoena, 

which also bring a reader into a sensual experience. 

                                                 
13

 See Motte 1971, Farrar 1998, and Henderson 2004. 

14
 Jashemski 1979, 1999, and 2002; Ciarallo 2001 and 2004. 
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 This dissertation, then, will attempt to remedy some of the gaps in plant 

scholarship by looking at plants contextually through their appearances in loca amoena, 

adynata, and magic.  By considering the role of desire in these botanical contexts, it is 

possible to see how the botanical world becomes closely intertwined with the emotional 

lives of the herdsmen.   

 

Pastoral literature 

 In the title of this dissertation, I use the word ―pastoral‖ to describe the literature 

about the lives of herdsmen.  By focusing specifically on the pastoral literature, I am 

excluding the non-pastoral ―urban‖ Idylls of Theocritus as well as the Aeolic Idylls 28-30, 

the epigrams, and the Syrinx.  I am also excluding Virgil‘s Georgics and Aeneid.  

Throughout this dissertation I will use ―pastoral‖ to describe this literature for the sake of 

consistency, though ―bucolic‖ could easily be substituted.
15

   

 Although English affords two synonymous adjectives, the ancient use of the 

Greek-derived ―bucolic‖ and Latinate ―pastoral‖ was not synonymous.  ―Βνπθνιηθά‖ was 

the original title applied to the works of Theocritus,
16

 though no external evidence exists 

that this is what Theocritus called his collected works, or that he even published them as 

a collection.
17

  Richard Hunter notes that the problem lies in the fact that we understand 

that a ―boukolos‖ is a cowherd, but when the noun is made into a verb, ―βνπθνιηάδεηλ‖ 

(as in Idyll 5.44 and 60 and Idyll 7.36) it does not mean ―to herd cattle‖ but rather it 

                                                 
15

 See Karakasis 2011, 2 note 7.  Rosenmeyer 1969, 8 comments ―The truth of the matter is that the terms 

bucolic, pastoral, Eclogue, and others shift about so much that their usefulness as distinguishing labels has 

become questionable.‖ 

16
 Hunter 1999, 5.  Virgil also adopted this as the title for his collection of poems about herdsmen. 

17
 Hunter 1999, 27. 
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seems to have something to do with singing.
18

  Although the term may be a sort of 

metonymy to refer—with the broadest of strokes—to the traditional lives and songs of 

the herdsmen, the contexts in which the verb appears in the Theocritean corpus offer no 

clarification.  The verb is used in Idyll 5 to describe the amoebaean exchange of couplets 

between two herdsmen, neither of whom is a cowherd, though one herdsman identifies 

himself as a ―bucoliast.‖  In Idyll 7, Simichidas, a city-dweller, suggests to Lykidas (a 

goatherd) at line 36 that they ―bucolicise together (βνπθνιηαζδώκεζζα),‖ which Hunter 

takes to mean ―exchange songs.‖  Later, at line 49, there is the phrase 

―βνπθνιηθᾶο…ἀνηδᾶο‖ which Hunter understands as ―bucolic song‖ or perhaps ―bucolic 

[exchange of] song.‖  Although this seems a straightforward enough translation, it is 

unclear what this actually means, since ―there is no clear sign that the individual songs of 

Lykidas and Simichidas could themselves be called bucolic.‖
19

  Thus, within the 

Theocritean corpus there is a word, ―βνπθνιηθόο‖ which seems to indicate something 

about herdsmen which was unique to Theocritus‘ work.
20

   

 David M. Halperin notes that ―βνπθνιηθόο‖ was initially used as a literary 

descriptor, whereas ―pastoralis‖ was an adjective limited to non-literary descriptions of 

animal husbandry.  He continues that it was only much later, in the Italian Renaissance 

that ―pastoral‖ started to take shape as a literary type.
21

  As a description of a literary 

type, ―pastoral‖ is the literature of herdsmen and their flocks.  Although in English 

                                                 
18

 Hunter 1999, 5-12. 

19
 Hunter 1999, 7. 

20
 Hunter 1999, 5. 

21
 Halperin 1983, 10-13. 



9 

 

bucolic and pastoral are essentially equivalent, if one considers the etymological history 

of the two synonyms, pastoral seems, to me, to provide a clarity that ―bucolic‖ lacks.
22

   

 ―Pastoral‖ is also a literary category.  Current scholarship on pastoral categorizes 

it either by form and content (genre) or content alone (mode).
23

  When Theocritus wrote 

his Idylls, he was not working within an established genre or mode.  In fact, as Kathryn 

Gutzwiller demonstrates, Theocritus blends and foregrounds preexisting depictions of 

herdsmen from Homer, drama, and Plato.
24

  The elements unique to pastoral began to 

formalize the genre by the time the spurious Idylls 8 and 9 were written.
25

  Moschus and 

Bion also help to codify elements of Theocritus‘ work in their poetry, which (loosely) 

approximates the style of Theocritus‘ pastoral poems.
26

  Virgil solidifies pastoral as a 

genre with the Eclogues, even though there was not a formal designation of a pastoral 

genre in ancient scholarship. 

 In his book, The Green Cabinet: Theocritus and the European Pastoral Lyric 

(1969), Thomas Rosenmeyer writes that a genre is determined by its form, with content 

secondary.  By considering only lyric poetry about herdsmen, he studies the pastoral 

genre.
27

  In this way it is possible to discuss Theocritus and Virgil as part of the same 

                                                 
22

 On the pastoral/bucolic debate see also Halperin 1983, 177-189; Alpers 1996, 145-153; and Hunter 1999, 

5-12.  For the most recent review of the debate, see Karakasis 2011, 1-35.  

23
 See Rosenmeyer 1969 for pastoral poetry as a genre and Alpers 1996 for pastoral as a mode. 

24
 Gutzwiller 1991, Chapters 1-3. 

25
 Hubbard 1998, 34-37. 

26
 On the problematic nature of Moschus and Bion being considered ―bucolic‖ poets, see again Hubbard 

1998, 37-41.  

27
 Rosenmeyer uses the term ―lyric‖ to describe pastoral poetry, in contrast to pastoral romances, dramas, or 

operas.  See for example, Rosenmeyer 1969, 9. 



10 

 

literary genre.  With the constraint of form, Longus, as a novelist, is not part of this genre, 

even though he is clearly writing about pastoral subjects.   

 If works of literature are instead defined by content alone, they can be considered 

as a literary mode.  This is what Paul Alpers argues for in his book, What is Pastoral? 

(1996).  By considering writers that follow in the path of Theocritus and Virgil but who 

may stray from dactylic hexameter, Alpers argues that pastoral is a literary mode with a 

―central fiction‖ about herdsmen and their lives.
28

  The pastoral literary mode can 

comfortably accommodate the authors considered in this dissertation, Theocritus, Virgil, 

and Longus, because of their shared ―central fiction‖ about herdsmen, even though they 

span nearly five hundred years and include both poetic and prose forms.  

 Another taxonomic issue arises with the inclusion of Longus and his novel, 

Daphnis and Chloe.  The term ―novel,‖ is problematic because there was no ancient 

designation for these prose fictions: the closest terms were argumentum or fabula in 

Latin, and plasma or drama in Greek.
29

  Bruce MacQueen defines the novel (and the 

genre) very simply: ―an extended prose narrative in which the characters and the plot are 

mostly or entirely invented, imagined, or contrived by the author.‖
30

  Whitmarsh adds 

that most ancient novels also have an erotic plotline ―with a particular emphasis on 

                                                 
28

 Alpers 1996, ix-x. 

29
 Whitmarsh 2008, 3.  ―Novel‖ is based on a seventeenth-century Italian word, novella, which was applied 

to Boccaccio‘s ―new‖ Decameron.  In scholarship today, the term ―romance‖ is also used in place of 

―novel,‖ but this word also comes from non-ancient sources, namely, medieval French descriptions of prose 

or poetry.  See also Holzberg 1995, 8.  MacQueen 1990, 121 calls Daphnis and Chloe a ―pastoral 

romance,‖ but admits that ―romance‖ is now used to describe a particular type of (erotic) novel.   

30
 MacQueen 1990, 121.  See Holzberg 1996, 11-28 for a detailed discussion of the terminology 

surrounding the novel, and an attempt to define the genre. 
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romantic love (or parodies of it) despite obstacles and separations.‖
31

  The key element of 

MacQueen‘s definition is the invented characters; by not relying on historical or 

mythological traditions, the novelists are creating something original by reworking 

preexisting literary motifs.
32

  Unlike the pastoral mode, however, the novel genre is 

limited by form (prose) and less by content.  Longus creates an original work about the 

love story of Daphnis and Chloe, two fictional characters who live on the island of 

Lesbos, who are also herders.  Thus, Longus‘ Daphnis and Chloe can be considered both 

a part of the pastoral mode and the novel genre. 

 So although I am using ―pastoral‖ as an English adjective to specify the type of 

literature I am focusing on, it is still relevant to understand the issues that have arisen 

from using such a term. 

 

Pastoral Writers 

 Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus create a literary chain of allusions and echoes in 

the pastoral mode.  In this section I will briefly introduce the authors and the current state 

of scholarship about them.  Then I will show some of the ways in which it is possible to 

see the chain of influence from Theocritus to Virgil and from Theocritus and Virgil to 

Longus.  The allusions and echoes of the predecessors are important for this study 

because they allow us to see how Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus respond to, imitate, and 

modify what has come before them. 

 

                                                 
31

 Whitmarsh 2008, 3.  On the following page Whitmarsh notes that there seems to be a shift from the 

Greek/Hellenistic pederastic love to heterosexual love. 

32
 Whitmarsh 2008, 3 is careful to note that this does not mean that they lack a style unto themselves.  

MacQueen 1990, 121 comments that novels are, in this way ―novel‖ in the broadest sense of the word. 
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Theocritus 

 Theocritus, the third-century BCE Hellenistic poet, is credited with establishing 

pastoral poetry through the collection of poems known as the Idylls.  They are composed 

of thirty poems written in dactylic hexameter;
33

 the subjects of the Idylls (a term which 

comes from eidyllia ―little pictures‖) are quite varied, ranging from the pastoral to the 

urban, from the mythical to the political.  The diverse range of subjects has caused 

problems in classification of the poems on the whole; this dissertation, however, focuses 

specifically on the pastoral Idylls, especially 1-11.  When pertinent, I also refer to the 

spurious and non-pastoral Idylls, but they are not the focus of this project. 

 These pastoral Idylls feature herdsmen as their main characters, something 

uncommon before Theocritus.  Prior to the Idylls the role of the herdsman was in a 

supporting role, like Homer‘s Eumaeus and Melanthius or messengers in drama.   

Kathryn Gutzwiller writes that the herdsman ―is always and everywhere peripheral, either 

a minor character in the background or an analogue for someone of higher rank; he is 

never, as he will become in the third-century poetry, the figure of focus.‖
34

  Theocritus 

breaks the tradition of the peripheral herdsmen.  His herdsmen are the focus; the subjects 

his herdsmen sing about become common themes for later pastoral writers.   

 The current trend in Theocritean scholarship (and Classical Studies at large) has 

been the publication of handbooks and collected works.  While the key studies of the 

1990‘s aimed to define pastoral (for example Kathryn Gutzwiller‘s Theocritus‘ Pastoral 

Analogies [1991], Paul Alpers‘ What is Pastoral [1996] and Thomas Hubbard‘s Pipes of 

                                                 
33

 Of the thirty Idylls, eight are spurious (Idylls 8, 9, 19, 20, 21, 23, 25, and 27).  See Gow 1952, lxxv-lxxvi, 

and commentary for these poems.  For earlier discussions of authenticity, see Legrand 1968, 1-28. 

34
 Gutzwiller 1991, 79.  See pages 23-79 for a full discussion of the minor role of herdsmen. 
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Pan: intertextuality and literary filiation in the pastoral tradition from Theocritus to 

Milton [1998])
35

, the first decade of the 2000‘s largely has produced collected works and 

companions.  These publications, like the Brill‘s Companion to Greek and Latin 

Pastoral, edited by Marco Fantuzzi and Theodore Papanghelis (2006), bring together the 

influential scholars who study pastoral and provide brief studies (roughly 15-25 pages 

long) on smaller questions.  Other publications are by one or two authors about a larger 

topic and include chapters or sections on Theocritus.  For example, Ricerche sulla Poesia 

Alessandrina II (2007) by Roberto Pretagostini and the collection of previously-published 

articles in On Coming After (2008)
36

 by Richard Hunter both include sections about 

Theocritus in the Hellenistic period and his influence.  Richard Hunter partnered with 

Marco Fantuzzi for Muse e Modelli: la poesia ellenistica da Alessandro Magno ad 

Augusto (2002) which became the English publication Tradition and Innovation in 

Hellenistic Literature (2005).  In Marco Fantuzzi‘s chapter ―Theocritus and the Bucolic 

Genre,‖ Theocritus‘ experimentation with polyeideia (―writing in many literary genres‖) 

is explored.
37

  In Hirten in der nicht-bukolischen Dichtung des Hellenismus (2001), Hans 

Bernsdorff examines the herdsman in Hellenistic literature, comparing non-pastoral 

representations with pastoral (i.e., Theocritean) examples.    

 One monograph published recently is Mark Payne‘s Theocritus and the Invention 

of Fiction (2007).  In it, Payne argues that Theocritus is the first writer that does not stay 

within the traditional literary bounds of mythology and history and instead creates the 

                                                 
35

 Richard Hunter‘s 1999 Cambridge commentary could perhaps be added to this list. 

36
 This book is listed as Hunter 2008b in my bibliography. 

37
 Fantuzzi and Hunter 2005, 133. 
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first fully fictional world.  This fictionalization is ultimately taken up by Longus in 

Daphnis and Chloe.   

 While this recent scholarship contributed to the background information about 

Theocritus, because I am taking an different approach to the text by looking at plants and 

desire, I am most indebted to the commentaries on Theocritus‘s Idylls by A. S. F. Gow 

(1952) and Richard L. Hunter (1999), and (less so) Kenneth Dover (1977)
38

   

 

Virgil 

 Virgil (70-19 BCE) is the first Latin writer to employ the pastoral tradition 

established by Theocritus; there is no evidence for Latin pastoral before the Eclogues.
39

  

Although it is not known if there were other Greek pastoral poets who may have 

influenced him, it seems that Virgil was primarily familiar with Theocritus‘ text.
40

  By 

the time Virgil was writing the Eclogues, there was a canonical book of pastoral poems 

that had been compiled by Artemidorus.
41

  Clausen notes that it began with an epigram: 

Βνπθνιηθαὶ Μνζαη ζπνξάδεο πνθά, λῦλ δ‘ἅκα πᾶζαη 

  Δληὶ κηᾶο κάλδξαο, ἐληὶ κηᾶο άγέιαο. 

 

The bucolic Muses were once scattered, but now are all 

together in one fold, in one flock.
42

 

 

                                                 
38

 None of these commentaries, however, is without faults.  See, for example, Platnauer 1951 on Gow, 

Giangrande 1974 on Dover, and Schmiel 1999 on Hunter. 

39
 Coleman 1977, 14. 

40
 Conte 1994, 264 notes that ―Until the publication of Virgil‘s Bucolics, Theocritus was the least popular 

and the least successful among the great Hellenistic authors read by Romans.‖  Coleman 1977, 14. 

41
 See also Gutzwiller 1996, 119-149 on Theocritean poetry books. 

42
  Palatine Anthology 9.205 from Clausen 1994, xx.   
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This grouping included poems now considered spurious, Idylls 8 and 9, and may have 

been composed of Idylls 1, 3-11, as well as poems by Moschus and Bion, two post-

Theocritean pastoral poets.
43

  Artemidorus‘ publication of the ten poems by Theocritus 

may have been the influence for Virgil‘s book of ten Eclogues.
44

  This ―Theocritean‖ 

collection is important because the two spurious poems are about Daphnis and singing 

contests he has with Menalcas, two common pastoral characters.  These poems also echo 

the opening of Idyll 1, particularly with the anaphora of ―both (ἄκθσ)‖ in Idyll 8.3-4 and 

―sweet (ἁδὺ)‖ in Idyll 9.7-8, and also (badly) attempt to approximate Theocritus‘ style.  

In doing so, the author(s) of these poems helped to concretize what become some of the 

traditional elements of ancient pastoral that are seen in the Eclogues. 

 Virgil‘s Eclogues were published after 39 BCE.  Although Theocritus separated 

political from pastoral, Virgil approached the pastoral world from a different, Roman 

perspective.
45

  Virgil blends the pastoral world with contemporary Roman politics and 

issues: shepherds sing about land confiscations in Eclogue 1; the consulship of Pollio is 

celebrated in Eclogues 3 and 4; and Varus is praised in Eclogue 6.   

 Like Theocritean scholarship, studies on Virgil‘s Eclogues have found their way 

into handbooks and companions.  These collected volumes offer both new material (as 

was discussed above in the Brill‘s Companion to Greek and Latin Pastoral) but also 

                                                 
43

  On the problematic grouping of Theocritus, Moschus, and Bion, see Hubbard 1998, 38.  This is also 

mentioned again by Hubbard 2006, 499-500.  For other theories of the content of Artemidorus‘ collection 

see Gutzwiller 1996. 

44
 Clausen 1994, xx.  Also Coleman 1977, 14. 

45
 Ettin 1984, 58 identifies some of Virgil‘s poems with political elements as ―subgenres‖ of pastoral.  He 

identifies the subgenres as the mourning elegy, the singing contest, the lover‘s complaint, the wooing song, 

―the lover‘s magical spell-weaving, the allegorical praise of a ruler, and rustic satire on contemporary 

affairs.‖  These ―subgenres,‖ however, are simply topics found in the Eclogues, some of which Ettin 

acknowledges have ―few pastoral descendants,‖ and should not, I think, be considered subgenres.   
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collections of key studies in the field as with Katharina Volk‘s Vergil‘s Eclogues (2008).  

The companion draws on articles published from 1975-1999 with the aim of collecting 

some of the articles that influenced the field in the twenty-five years it spans. 

 In the last five years, there have been a few monographs dedicated to Virgil‘s 

Eclogues.  Brian Breed‘s Pastoral Inscriptions: Reading and writing Virgil‘s Eclogues 

(2006) considers the tension between the orality of the characters of the Eclogues, and the 

textuality or literariness of the poems themselves.  Breed‘s analysis of ekphrases in Virgil 

contributes to my reading of the botanical loca amoena that appear in all three authors.
46

  

Timothy Saunders‘ Bucolic Ecology: Virgil's Eclogues and the Environmental Literary 

Tradition (2008) is important to my research because he reasserts the primacy of the 

landscape in pastoral.  Saunders writes that the focus of pastoral scholarship has been too 

invested in the herder, and that pastoral literature (namely, for him, the Eclogues) is also 

about the natural world the herdsmen inhabit.  There have been two books published this 

year about Virgil and the Eclogues.  Song Exchange in Roman Pastoral by Evangelos 

Karakasis (2011) examines how the amoebaean songs of the herdsmen in Virgilian and 

post-Virgilian pastoral writers are on the one hand characteristic of the genre, and on the 

other hand strongly influenced by outside genres, like elegy, comedy, and drama.  

Karakasis‘ close readings of the song exchanges, focusing the lens on typical scenes in 

pastoral mirrors the close readings of botanical passages in this dissertation.  Virgil‘s 

Garden: The Nature of Bucolic Space by Frederick Jones (2011) considers the natural 

world of Virgil, and how various natural markers in the poems function as internal and 

external references.  Jones‘ approach, particularly his comparison of sacro-idyllic art with 

                                                 
46

 Breed 2006, 74-94. 
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the Eclogues, closely approximates my second chapter.  An important difference, 

however, is that Jones only considers the pastoral writing of Virgil, keeping a Roman 

focus, and does not treat Theocritus and Longus as well.  A slightly earlier publication 

that has been important for this dissertation is Michael Lipka‘s 2001 Language in 

Vergil‘s Eclogues.  In it, Lipka studies specific words in the Eclogues and their relation to 

earlier Greek and Latin poets.  This approach helps to contextualize linguistically Virgil 

as a well-read poet who was influenced by a number of poets in addition to Theocritus. 

 

Longus 

 Little is known about the author of Daphnis and Chloe.  J. R. Morgan notes that 

there are attestations of the name Longus in inscriptions in Mytilene, which date from the 

first century CE.
47

  The novel shows evidence that the author had firsthand knowledge of 

the topography and geographical situation of Lesbos, so ―this personal connection was 

one reason for the choice of setting.‖
48

  The novel is dated to the second or third century 

CE.
49

 

 The dating of Daphnis and Chloe places it in the Second Sophistic literary period, 

which is marked by a ―flourishing, energized [Greek] culture reflecting actively, if 

giddily, on its own heritage,‖
50

 an outgrowth of Antonine philhellenism.
51

  One 

                                                 
47

 Morgan 2004, 1. 

48
 Morgan 2004, 1.  See also Mason 1995. 

49
 Hunter 1983, 6-15 examines some of the approaches to dating the text, though none provides a concrete 

date.  Morgan 2004 1-2 also discusses the issues with dating the text.  Both Hunter and Morgan agree with 

the late second or early third century date. 

50
 Whitmarsh 2005, 97. 

51
 Whitmarsh 2004, 146. 



18 

 

characteristic of this Roman-influenced Hellenism is the depolitication of Greek culture, 

represented by the shift to fictional subjects, like novels.
52

  Because the writers of this 

period, including Longus, were looking back to literary antecedents, it created (and 

required) an audience that was ―broadly educated and culturally adept‖
53

 and who was 

capable of ―reforming a cultural identity for itself by re-enacting the glorious past.‖
54

  

The ancient novel also seems to gain popularity during this period because of increased 

levels of both literacy and availability of books.
55

   

 Daphnis and Chloe is written amidst this erudite literary milieu.  Instead of 

poetry, the pastoral mode shifts to a prose novel, but Longus maintains many of the 

hallmarks of the pastoral tradition established by Theocritus and Virgil.  In addition to the 

pastoral influences, the romantic/erotic plot development parallels other novels,
56

 and in 

addition to Theocritus and Virgil, there are allusions to authors as diverse as Sappho, 

Thucydides, and New Comedy.
57

  The inclusion of Daphnis and Chloe is important in 

this dissertation because in studies about pastoral literature, Longus is frequently 

overlooked, or is placed in an ―other‖ category.
58

 

                                                 
52

 Whitmarsh 2004, 147. 

53
 Goldhill 2008, 193. 

54
 Morgan 2008, 219. 

55
 Hunter 2008a, 261. 

56
 Bowie 1999, 56. 

57
 See, for example, Morgan 2008 and Cresci 1999. 

58
 The exception to this is collections like Brill‘s Companion to Greek and Latin Pastoral, where Longus is 

considered in the ancient pastoral tradition.  See, for example, Di Marco 2006, 479-498 and Hubbard 2006, 

499-514. 
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 Even though Longus wrote during the Roman-influenced Hellenism of the second 

sophistic, scholars have long been quick to assert that Longus never read Virgil.
59

  

Instead, authors hypothesize a lost pastoral poem of Philetas, or another lost Greek 

pastoral poet before considering Virgil as a source.
60

  Thomas K. Hubbard, however, in 

his chapter, ―Virgil, Longus, and the Pipes of Pan,‖ in Brill‘s Companion to Greek and 

Latin Pastoral argues that this is simply not the case.
61

  He rightly reads a Virgilian 

influence in the novel.  He further argues that Longus asserts his position in the 

Theocritean and Virgilian tradition in book 2, when Philetas sends his son, Tityrus (cf. 

Eclogue 1.1) to fetch his pan pipes.  While Tityrus is away, Daphnis‘ father, Lamon, 

sings a song he had heard ―from a Sicilian goatherd.‖  After Lamon‘s song, Philetas plays 

his pipes and ultimately hands them over to Daphnis.  Hubbard reads this scene as an 

encapsulation of the literary tradition of Philetas the Greek poet (who some believe may 

have been a bucolic predecessor of Theocritus), Theocritus (the Sicilian goatherd), Virgil 

(Tityrus), and Longus (Daphnis).  By passing the pipes from Philetas to Daphnis, the 

literary tradition extends from Philetas and Theocritus to Longus, with Virgil also playing 

a role.
62

 

 Two commentaries on Daphnis and Chloe were published in last seven years.  J. 

R. Morgan published his Longus: Daphnis and Chloe in 2004, and includes the text, 

translation, and extensive commentary.  Shannon N. Byrne and Edmund P. Cueva‘s 

                                                 
59

Du Quesnay 1979, 60 and Bowie 1985, 81 stress that Greek authors simply would not have read Latin 

authors, regardless of their importance.  Hunter 1983, 80-82 cautiously and offers up the Philetas 

antecedent.  

60
 Bowie 1985, 81-83. 

61
 Hubbard 2006, 499-513. 

62
 Hubbard 2006, 501-507. 
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Longus‘ Daphnis and Chloe is a classroom reader, with a brief introduction, running 

vocabulary and grammatical prompts.  The publication of both commentaries speaks to 

the heightened scholarly interest in the ancient novel, which has otherwise manifested 

itself in companions and collections.  The Ancient Novel and Beyond (2003) edited by 

Stelios Panyotakis, M. Zimmerman, and Wytse Hette Keulan looks at the wide-ranging 

influences ―the novel‖ incorporates as a genre from ancient times through the eighteenth 

century.  In this collection, J. R. Morgan writes a chapter about the role of the narrator in 

Daphnis and Chloe, particularly the tension that is created by some of the ―gullible‖ 

descriptions he includes.  This tension, I will show in Chapter 2, can also be read in the 

descriptions of the seasons.  Tim Whitmarsh edited the articles collected in The 

Cambridge Companion to the Greek and Roman Novel (2008), which looks at ancient 

novels in larger terms, like ―Ancient Readers,‖  ―Time,‖ and ―Body and Text.‖  This 

approach can provide a diachronic perspective on important themes in novels, including 

Daphnis and Chloe.  Because scholarship has been fixated on the literary and historical 

contextualization of the genre, there have been far fewer monographs written specifically 

about Longus.  As a result, Richard Hunter‘s A Study in Daphnis and Chloe (1983) is still 

one of the most important monographs about the text.  As with the other pastoral authors, 

the commentaries were the most helpful for this research, particularly J. R. Morgan‘s. 

 

Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus 

 This dissertation examines some of the major botanical contexts that appear in the 

pastoral literature of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus, but there are smaller, shared 

botanical elements that also link them.  These details reveal connections between 
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Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus within this pastoral mode and show how Theocritus 

influenced Virgil, and how Theocritus and Virgil influenced Longus.
63

 

 First, there is the common use of the name Daphnis.  Daphnis appears in 

Theocritus‘ Idyll 1, and Virgil and Longus both adapt this name into their writing.  

Although Virgil and Longus both allude to Theocritus‘ Daphnis, the story predates 

Theocritus‘ writing.  Gow and Hunter detail the ancient variations of the story in their 

commentaries, but the basic plot is that Daphnis was Sicilian and the son of a nymph.  He 

was exposed under a laurel tree (whence ―Daphnis‖) and was loved by another nymph.  

He inadvertently broke his vow of faithfulness to the nymph when a princess gave him 

wine and seduced him.  As punishment, the nymph to whom he had pledged loyalty 

blinded him.
64

  Daphnis‘ wasting away and death scene in Idyll 1 seems to be the result of 

the nymph no longer loving Daphnis.   

 The cowherd Daphnis also appears in the Eclogues.  Mopsus mentions that it was 

Daphnis who taught the rite of Dionysus (5.29-34), a detail that is accented in Daphnis 

and Chloe, when Longus‘ Daphnis is found to be the son of Dionysophanes‘ (i.e., 

―Dionysus made manifest‖).
65

  Later in Eclogue 5, Mopsus and Menalcas sing about 

Daphnis‘ death and his apotheosis.  Daphnis reappears in 2.26, 3.12, 7.1, 7.7, and 9.46 

                                                 
63

 I am focusing on pastoral literature, and am particularly interested in the major botanical contexts that 

appear in that mode.  This means that other authors who discuss plants and desire are not fully treated here.  

So while other authors appear sporadically in my discussions because of their use of plants, this is not an 

exhaustive project on plants in ancient literature. 

64
 See Gow 1952, 1-2; Hunter 1999, 63-67.  Morgan 2004, 7 notes that the earliest literary treatment of 

Daphnis appears to be Stesichorus in the sixth century BCE. 

65
 Morgan 2004, 6. 
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and 50.  A (but perhaps not the) Daphnis is the lost beloved repeated in the refrain of 

Eclogue 8.
66

   

 In Daphnis and Chloe, the name of the title character alludes to Theocritus‘ Idylls.  

Daphnis, though a goatherd in the novel and not a cowherd, is a talented musician who 

can control his flocks with his pipes.  Daphnis does not die from unrequited love, but in 

Book 1.18, when he has fallen in love with Chloe and does not understand what is 

happening, he exclaims, ―The violets and hyacinths are flowering, but Daphnis is wilting 

(ἀιιὰ ηὰ κὲλ ἴα θαὶ ὁ ὑάθηλζνο ἀλζε, Γάθληο δὲ καξαίλεηαη).‖  This seems to be an 

allusion to Daphnis‘ death in Idyll 1.82 when Priapus asks Daphnis why he is wasting 

(―Γάθλη ηάιαλ, ηί ηὺ ηάθεαη‖).  Like the antecedent mythology of Daphnis the cowherd 

and his nymph, Longus‘ Daphnis has pledged his loyalty to Chloe.  Unlike the cowherd 

Daphnis, however, Chloe never finds out about Lycaneion‘s seduction of Daphnis, and 

they are able to live ―happily ever after.‖ 

 Secondly, in addition to ―Daphnis‖ the three authors repeat and share names of 

characters that are botanically-derived.  Amaryllis plays the role of ―beloved‖ in all three, 

as does Galatea.  In Daphnis and Chloe, Longus relies the most heavily on botanically-

named characters, most of which are unique to his work, but follow in the spirit of 

Theocritus and Virgil.  While Daphnis‘ name is associated with his exposure under the 

laurel tree, the name of his mother, Nape, means ―woodland glen or dell.‖  His father, 

Lamon, has the only un-pastoral name, though Morgan speculates that the name could 

perhaps have been found in Philetas‘ poetry, or it may be a variation on Damon (a 

                                                 
66

 Not surprisingly, ―Daphnis‖ appears in all the Eclogues except for the 3 that are the ―least pastoral,‖ 

namely, the Golden Age-inspired Eclogue 4, the quasi-epic Eclogue 6, and Eclogue 10, in which Virgil 

says farewell to pastoral poetry. 
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herdsman in Virgil) noting ―the two names are all but identical in Greek 

(Λάκσλ/Γάκσλ).‖
67

  Chloe‘s name means ―the first green shoot of plants in spring.‖
68

  

Her parents are Dryas (―oak‖) and Myrtale (―myrtle‖).   

 Finally, all three authors adopt a different tree that they use programmatically.  

Their programmatic trees relate to the way Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus portray desire 

in the pastoral world.  By understanding how the authors rely on these trees in their 

works, it is possible to add another layer of meaning and understanding when they appear 

in the chapters of this dissertation. 

 Theocritus‘ first Idyll opens with Thyrsis speaking to an unnamed goatherd: 

Ἁδύ ηη ηὸ ςηζύξηζκα θαὶ ἁ πίηπο, αἰπόιε, ηήλα, 

ἁ πνηὶ ηαο παγαζη, κειίζδεηαη, ἁδὺ δὲ θαὶ ηύ 

ζπξίζδεο... 

 

Sweet is the whispered music of that pine tree by the 

springs, goatherd, and sweet too your piping.
69

 

 

These opening lines compare the sound of the wind through the pines with the goatherd‘s 

piping (a pastoral element) and establish a frame around a song about desire: Thyrsis will 

be convinced by the goatherd to sing for him about the death of Daphnis, who is wasting 

away from unrequited love, that is, from frustrated desires.  In Thyrsis‘ song, Daphnis, 

indignant about his situation, attempts to command the natural world, saying:  

λῦλ ἴα κὲλ θνξένηηε βάηνη, θνξένηηε δ‘ἄθαλζαη, 

ἁ δὲ θαιὰ λάξθηζζνο ἐπ‘ἀξθεύζνηζη θνκάζαη, 

πάληα δ‘ ἄλαιια γέλνηην, θαὶ ἁ πίηπο ὄρλαο ἐλείθαη, 

Γάθληο ἐπεὶ ζλάζθεη, θαὶ ηὰο θύλαο ὥιαθνο ἕιθνη, 

                                                 
67

 Morgan 2004, 151.   

68
 LSJ sv. λαπή and ριόε. 

69
 Theocritus texts and translations, except where noted, are from Gow 1952.  Some modifications of 

Gow‘s translations have been made. 
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θμ ὀξέσλ ηνὶ ζθπεο ἀεδόζη γαξύζαηλην. 

 

Now brambles bear—and acanthus, you, too—violets, and 

let the fair narcissus bloom on the juniper.  Let all be 

changed, and let the pine bear pears since Daphnis is dying.  

Let the stag worry the hounds, and from the mountains let 

the owls cry to nightingales.
70

 

 

Here, imagining a botanical world made topsy-turvy because of his condition (and his 

believed importance in the world), Daphnis attempts to have control over nature while 

himself being powerless over love and powerless in love.  This passage will be discussed 

in Chapter 3, but the inclusion of the programmatic pine, which stands for the pastoral 

world at large, accentuates the connection between Daphnis, the pastoral world, and 

(unrequited) desire. 

 The pine also appears in Idyll 3 in a goatherd‘s song.  Like Daphnis in Idyll 1, the 

goatherd is also suffering from unrequited love, and this poem presents a tragicomic 

pastoral paraclausithyron situated outside a cave as the goatherd attempts to woo his 

beloved Amaryllis.  During the serenade the goatherd says:  ―I will step aside under the 

pine here and sing (ζεῦκαη πνηὶ ηὰλ πίηπλ ὧδ‘ἀπνθιηλζείο).‖  In his commentary, 

Richard Hunter notes that this pose under the pine may reveal that the pine tree was 

already associated with the production of poetry.  This is strengthened by the opening of 

Idyll 1 when the pine is associated with a herdsman‘s song.
71

 

 The final occurrence of a pitus in Theocritus again involves herdsmen and 

singing.  In Idyll 5, Lacon and Comatas, who seem to have had a pederastic history, 

attempt to find a pleasing location to sing.  The men cannot agree on a single location, 

                                                 
70

 Idyll 1.132-136.  Modified Gow translation.   

71
 Hunter 1999, 121 notes that this ―self-conscious‖ pose under the pine tree ―may suggest that the pine tree 

was already associated with the production of poetry.‖ 
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each refusing to acquiesce to the other.  Lacon describes his spot first and offers a wild 

olive; Comatas offers oaks.  When Lamon offers grass, Comatas offers galing-gale, and 

in place of dripping water, Comatas has two springs of cold water and pine trees that rain 

down cones containing edible seeds.
72

  The responses of the herdsmen are nicely 

balanced, though each response raises the bar of what each herdsman considers 

―pleasant.‖  The responses, moreover, reveal a desire on the part of each of the 

herdsmen—a desire which will be unfulfilled for both of them, because neither will yield 

to the other, and they compete in song from their respective places.  It also seems that in 

their refusal to move to the other‘s location, they are playing out the aftermath of an 

erotic relationship gone sour.  Additionally, the songs they sing are about people they 

individually desire.  Thus, like Idylls 1 and 3, the pine tree appears in the Theocritean 

pastoral landscape alongside personal erotic desires. 

 Virgil‘s Eclogue 1 programmatically opens with Meliboeus addressing Tityrus 

who is under a beech tree: 

Tityre, tu patulae recubans sub tegmine fagi 

silvestrem tenui musam meditaris avena: 

nos patriae finis et dulcia linquimus arva. 

nos patriam fugimus: tu, Tityre, lentus in umbra 

formosam resonare doces Amaryllida silvas. 

 

You, Tityrus, lie under the canopy of a spreading beech, 

wooing the woodland Muse on a slender reed, but we are 

leaving our country‘s bounds and sweet fields.  We are 

outcasts from our country; you, Tityrus, at ease beneath the 

shade, teach the woods to re-echo ―fair Amaryllis.‖
73
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 Gow 1952, 103 note ad loc.  Thomas 1993, 251-254 notes that it is not clear, however, if the pine is 

really a good thing or not – it may be read as a negative aspect of Lamon‘s location, not a positive element 

of Comatas‘.  

73
 Translations of Virgil‘s Eclogues, except where noted, are from Fairclough. 
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These first five lines establish both the programmatic use of the beech and the slightly 

different tone in Virgil‘s pastoral poetry.  Unlike the pines, which sweetly whisper in the 

opening of the Idylls, Virgil‘s pastoral world is marked by beeches.
74

  These opening 

lines, however, both reflect Virgil working in the Theocritean tradition—most obviously 

through a tree in the opening line and Greek names (Tityrus and Amaryllis) that are both 

found in Idyll 3—but also an adaptation to a Roman context.  The beech is native to 

Northern Italy, and according to the commentator Wendell Clausen, did not yet have 

poetic associations like the pine, laurel, or plane tree, and in fact is only found once in 

Latin poetry before the Eclogues in Catullus 64.
75

  There is also an interesting 

homophony between the Latin word for beech, fagus, and the Greek word θαγόο, which 

is a type of oak tree (though sometimes identified as a poplar) mentioned in Idyll 12.8, 

and particularly known for its shade.
76

  This blurring of the Greek and Roman worlds is 

an important adaptation in Virgil‘s pastoral.   

 In the third and fourth lines of the poem, Virgil also introduces through Meliboeus 

a real-world political element, external upheaval and frustration, writing ―nos patriae 

finis et dulcia linquimus arva nos patriam fugimus—but we are leaving our country‘s 

bounds and sweet fields.  We are outcasts from our country.‖  This shift introduces a 

different type of desire: here, a non-erotic desire for the patria is being frustrated.  This 

type of desire is strongly contrasted with Tityrus‘ erotic pastoral desires for Amaryllis 

through a chiasmus of the pronouns tu, nos, nos, tu found in lines 1, 3, and twice in 4.  

                                                 
74

 The repeated use of the letter ―u‖ also aurally connects the opening line with Theocritus‘ ἁδὺ. 

75
 Clausen 1994, 35. 

76
 Lipka 2001, 31. 
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This combination of desires in the opening Eclogue adds a new nuance to pastoral that 

allows for non-pastoral elements to creep into the pastoral world. 

 Virgil‘s Eclogues, however, still work well within Theocritean (and Hellenistic) 

erotic desires.  For example, in the second Eclogue, Corydon sits beneath a beech in the 

opening 

Formosum pastor Corydon ardebat Alexin, 

delicias domini, nec, quid speraret, habebat. 

tantum inter densas, umbrosa cacumina, fagos 

adsidue veniebat.  ibi haec incondita solus 

montibus et silvis studio iactabat inani. 

 

Corydon, the shepherd, was aflame for the fair Alexis, his master‘s 

pet, nor knew he what to hope.  As his one solace, he would day by 

day [assidue] come among the thick beeches with their shady 

summits, and there alone in unavailing passion fling these artless 

strains to the hills and woods. 

 

Corydon echoes the laments of Polyphemus in Idyll 11, but instead of singing to Galatea 

on the rocky cliffs, Corydon yearns for Alexis under a beech tree.  Clausen has pointed 

out the similarities between the description of Corydon‘s lovesickness and Acontius‘ 

desire for Cydippe in Callimachus‘ Aetia.
77

  Like Corydon, Acontius burns for his 

beloved Cydippe, and is seen sitting under oaks or poplars—the Greek θαγόο.  With the 

blurring of distinction between the Latin beech and the Greek θαγόο, Kenney has called 

this ―learned katachresis.‖
78

  Unlike Thyrsis in Idyll 1, however, who is complimented for 

his particular skill in singing, Corydon‘s songs are characterized as ―haec incondita—

                                                 
77

 Clausen 1994, 61. 

78
 Kenney 1983, 50.  Lipka 2002, 133 argues against ―learned katachresis‖ and instead posits that fagus 

denoted two different trees, one of which is the beech, the other is a Greek type of tree ―for which there was 

no Latin equivalent.‖  Earlier, Lipka 2001, 60 called this blurring ―translations with paronomasia.‖  I 

believe that Virgil is intentionally playing with the homophony of the Greek and Latin words to maximize 

the effectiveness of literary allusions and to assert his position in the (burgeoning) pastoral canon by 

adopting a programmatic tree that straddles the Greek and Roman world. 
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these artless strains, these formless things.‖  In contrast, in Eclogue 5.13, Mopsus notes 

that he recently composed some verses and wrote them on beech bark: 

Immo haec, in viridi nuper quae cortice fagi 

carmina descripsi et modulans alterna notavi, 

experiar: tu deinde iubeto certet Amyntas. 

 

No, I will try these verses, which the other day I carved on the 

green beech-bark and set to music, marking words and tune in turn.  

Then you can bid Amyntas compete with me! 

  

Instead of incondita songs, Mopsus‘ song—perhaps a Virgilian variation on the mock 

sophistication of the paraclausithyron of Idyll 3—has strictly planned music and lyrics, 

which he carved into the trunk of the beech tree.  What is key here is that the verses 

Mopsus composed retell the story of Daphnis‘ death from unrequited love and its impact 

on the natural world, which is filled with pathetic fallacies and adynata—

impossibilities—including references to violets and narcissus flowers being replaced by 

thorns and thistles, adapting the combination of prickly plants bearing delicate botanical 

elements from Daphnis‘ death scene in Idyll 1. 

 The other two instances of the beech tree in Virgil‘s Eclogues appear in contexts 

of non-erotic frustrated desire.  In 3.12, Damoetas comments that Menalcas broke 

Daphnis‘ bow and arrows ―by these old beeches (veteres fagos).‖  It seems that 

Menalcas‘ anger derives not from unrequited love, but from the bow and arrows being 

given to Daphnis instead of Menalcas.  Menalcas‘ desire is therefore not an erotic desire, 

but pure frustration based on jealousy.   

 The final occurrence of the beech is in Eclogue 9.9, which begins with a Moeris‘ 

lament about land confiscations.  Lykidas replies: 

certe equidem audieram, qua se subducere colles 
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incipient mollique iugum demittere clivo, 

usque ad aquam et veteres, iam fracta cacumina, fagos 

omnia carminibus vestrum servasse Menalcan. 

 

Yet surely I had heard that, from where the hills begin to rise, then 

sink their ridge in a gentle slope, down to the water and the old 

beeches with their now-shattered tops, your Menalcas had with his 

songs saved all. 

 

 

These ―old beeches‖ which are again ―veteres fagos‖ appear ―fracta,‖ shattered, clear 

echoes of Eclogue 5 (with ad veteres fagos and fregisti).  These real-world elements of 

land confiscation also connect this Eclogue back to the opening of the collection, which 

referenced both a pastoral tree and the land confiscations that caused herdsmen to say 

―nos patriam fugimus.‖  This passage, however, also looks back to Eclogue 2.1-5 with the 

phrases ―cacumina fagos‖ landing in the final two feet of their respective lines.  This self-

referentiality, where cacumina fagos can refer to both political upheaval and erotic 

desires, displays how Virgilian pastoral can both follow a Theocritean model, yet be 

adapted to a Roman context.  

 By adapting the programmatic tree to a Roman context, Virgil establishes the 

mutability of the symbolic nature of the programmatic tree.  Longus, in Daphnis and 

Chloe, takes up the mantle of the programmatic tree in the novel through the repeated 

appearance of an oak tree.  The oak (δξῦο) is first seen in Book 1.12.5, when Daphnis is 

injured after he falls into a trap for a she-wolf.  He and Chloe sit beneath an oak tree, 

tending to his injuries.  It is because of those injuries that Chloe will fall in love with 

Daphnis while seeing him bathe after the wolf trap accident.  The next day, they return to 

the oak tree (1.13.4), which is now called their ―usual oak (ὑπὸ ηῇ δξπῒ ηῇ ζπλήζεη).‖
79
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 Translations from Daphnis and Chloe, except where noted, are from Morgan 2004. 



30 

 

After they are told by Philetas, an old herdsman from the area, that the only remedy for 

love involves kissing, embracing, and lying together, they experiment with the first step 

of the remedy beneath the oak in 2.11.1.  They become so accustomed to this location, 

that when Chloe is abducted by the Methymnians, the tree is the first place Daphnis goes 

to look for her (2.21.2).  When Pan rescues Chloe from the Methymnians, Chloe and 

Daphnis immediately go to the oak tree so Chloe can tell him about the fantastic events 

aboard their ship (2.30.2).  In the fall, they advance to kissing and embracing and lying 

together (clothed) beneath the tree (2.38.3).  The winter keeps them separated, and when 

they resume their relationship in the second spring, the world literally blossoms as they 

continue to use the oak tree as the site of their romantic moments, though they struggle 

with still not understanding what it means to lie together (3.12.2).   

 The last time Daphnis and Chloe are seen together at the oak tree, however, is 

when Lycaneion asks Daphnis to help her find her geese, but with the ulterior motive of 

educating him about sex with what J.R. Morgan has called a ―hands-on tutorial‖ (3.16.1).  

This, then, is the moment when Daphnis and Chloe are no longer equals in innocence.  

Daphnis learns what physical love is from Lycaneion, and Chloe is still completely 

unaware.  The first appearance of Daphnis and Chloe sitting beneath the oak is after 

Daphnis falls into the trap set for the she-wolf, and the last is just before he falls into the 

trap of Lycaneion, whose name means ―little she wolf.‖  The oak seems to represent their 

joint sexual development, or put another way, the oak appears while they both suffer 

from the desire to understand what the physical remedy of love is.  Once Daphnis knows 

about sex, he and Chloe no longer appear under the oak together.   
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 The only time the oak appears after the Lycaneion episode is when (4.15.2) 

Daphnis stands beneath it to demonstrate his herding and piping skills to Kleariste and 

Dionysophanes, the landowners from whom he must get permission to marry Chloe.  The 

performance beneath the oak here is the final step before the dual recognition scenes 

which will ultimately result in the marriage of Daphnis and Chloe.  Their consummated 

marriage at the end of the novel once again puts them in a balanced relationship with 

regard to knowledge of physical love, and the oak does not appear after Daphnis‘ 

performance. 

 Although the oak tree appears in many erotic scenes where Daphnis and Chloe are 

defeated by their own ignorance of sex, it also appears during and after outsiders intrude 

upon their world.  Longus thoroughly blends the associations of the programmatic trees 

in Theocritus and Virgil and his use of the oak in place of the pine or the beech tree 

establishes what seems (to me) a very different type of symbolism.  His repeated use of 

the oak does not establish it so much as a symbol of the pastoral landscape (which is 

instead represented by Daphnis and Chloe themselves) but as a symbol of their joint 

desire for knowledge of physical love. 

 These smaller contexts involving plants—Daphnis, the names, and the 

programmatic treesand their relationship with desire—and the sustained ―central fiction‖ 

about herdsmen create an unbroken literary tradition connecting Theocritus, Virgil, and 

Longus that merits study.  By considering the way that each of the writers describes and 

adapts his natural world it is possible to see how nuanced the ancient natural world could 

be.  This dissertation, then, will show how these nuances relate to portrayals of desire. 
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Overview 

 This dissertation is composed of an introduction and three main chapters. 

 The first main chapter explores the locus amoenus as the setting for frustrated 

desires.  The first section establishes the locus amoenus as a literary trope.  Then, the 

second section considers the locus amoenus as a narrative framing device around 

unrequited desires.  These larger descriptions, which are generally associated with 

descriptions of gardens, festivals, and seasons, are external to the desire, and do not 

impact it.  In contrast, the next sections deal with loca amoena on a smaller scale, when 

they appear in conjunction with both erotic and non-erotic desires.  In these contexts, 

pleasing places are described by a character in order to convince someone to do 

something the singer desires.  This chapter shows, then, how pastoral characters can 

function in a pleasing botanical place, and how those places can represent their desire.  

Furthermore, the use of botanical loca amoena by Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus has 

visual parallels in the wider world that illustrate the desire to create pleasing places.  The 

locus amoenus in Roman wall painting represents and provides a fulfillment of a desire 

for an idyllic natural setting.  The garden room in Livia‘s villa at Prima Porta and the 

garden rooms at Oplontis can be viewed as loca amoena; on a smaller scale, the sacro-

idyllic paintings from Boscoreale can also be loca amoena.  All of the wall paintings 

contribute to a pleasing place in which desires can be acted out. 

 Insofar as the previous chapter establishes that a locus amoenus can represent 

desire, the second chapter examines how the adynaton is a way for the one who desires to 

imagine controlling the natural world in unnatural ways.  This chapter is divided into 

three sections, beginning with a discussion and definition of the adynaton as a rhetorical 
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figure and of an associated rhetorical figure, the pathetic fallacy.  Then, turning to 

Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus, the use of impossible ―golden age‖ imagery is examined.  

Although these descriptions are superficially positive in their abundance, these 

descriptions of more-than-perfect elements, in fact, reveal an unfulfilled desire and 

discontent.  This chapter then reevaluates the Prima Porta garden room and Oplontis 

viridaria.  Beyond creating a pleasing place, these paintings contain impossibly lush and 

fertile images that can also be viewed as positive adynata.  These wall paintings allow the 

impossible to be seen, and are fictional ways humans can imagine controlling nature.  

The longing inherent in the golden age imagery is made even more explicit when adynata 

appear with those suffering from unrequited love.  Here the adynata allow the lovers to 

imagine that they can control the natural world, since they cannot control the ones they 

love.  The botanical adynaton, then, is a way for a desire to be imagined when one‘s 

desires cannot be realized.   

 The final body chapter shows how magic is one way of effectively (and 

sometimes tangibly) alleviating one‘s desire.  Binding spells and Idyll 2 and Eclogue 8 

are discussed first to highlight the importance of symbolism in traditional rituals and 

spells.  Then, the particulars of magic are expanded to the pastoral and botanical world, 

and I examine possible examples of erotic magic in Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus.  

Because apples recur frequently in pastoral literature, their role in amorous contexts and 

the sources for their association with love and desire is then examined.  This chapter 

culminates with a reevaluation of Idyll 11, examining the interconnectedness of magic 

and courtship, and remedies for love.  Unlike most other pastoral songs that contain 
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elements of magic, Polyphemus‘ song seems to grant him genuine relief, even if he does 

not get the one he desires, Galatea.
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Chapter 2:  Setting the Scene: Loca amoena 
 

 

 

 

 A dominant botanical feature of the pastoral writing of Theocritus, Virgil, and 

Longus is the creation of pleasing locations, loca amoena.  The term locus amoenus was 

first coined by Ernst Robert Curtius in his European Literature and the Latin Middle 

Ages.
1
  While the locus amoenus is found in literature that predates pastoral literature, 

Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus seem to use this trope more frequently than what is found 

in other types of literature.  These pleasing places set the scene for desire in pastoral, and 

appear in two contexts: as large-scale framing devices around pronouncements of 

desire—which may in some cases be inspired by the setting itself, and as a part of both 

non-erotic and erotic desires. 

 Roman culture, as Jaś Elsner has noted, was intensely visual.
2
  It is not surprising, 

then, that it is possible to make connections between the literary and visual worlds.  The 

botanical imagery of the loca amoena finds parallels (but not necessarily quotations) in 

Roman wall painting.  Further, the literary loca amoena can be aligned with non-literary 

topia, ―contrived effects of scenery, whether on open terrain, in a cultivated garden, or 

depicted in art.‖
3
  The ―contrived effects‖ of these topia, I assert, are mirrored in the way 

that an author can control the reader‘s gaze in a passage.  A locus amoenus is also 

                                                 
1
 Curtius 1963, 192-199. 

2
 Elsner 1998, 11. 

3
 Bergmann 1991, 50.  These types of topia could all be classified as ―ekphraseis‖ in a basic sense.  Elsner 

2007, 67 notes that it was not until the twentieth century that the term ekphrasis was limited to literary 

descriptions of art. 
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―contrived‖: literary or visual representations of pleasing places can create a fictionalized 

space in which a desire may be fulfilled.
4
   

 This chapter focuses on literary loca amoena, but also examines parallel visual 

examples and their relationship with desire.  The first section considers literary loca 

amoena as narrative frames around depictions of desire.  The visuality of the verbal loca 

amoena is then compared with examples of Roman landscape wall paintings.  This 

second section explores ways in which the artist, like the author, can control the viewer‘s 

gaze, and how nature and art can collaborate to fulfill or contribute to desires.  The last 

section considers loca amoena which are a part of both non-erotic and erotic desires, 

where the pleasing places themselves are offered up or imagined as a way to help fulfill a 

desire.
5
  

 

The locus amoenus as a framing device 

 The broadest category of loca amoena simply describes pleasing places.  In her 

study of loca amoena, Petra Haß calls these general scenes: ―typischen Szenen.‖
 6

  These 

passages interrupt the narrative (sometimes for more than twenty lines) with an 

ekphrastic description of a natural location.   In pastoral literature, these ―typischen 

Szenen‖ create a space for desire.  Before examining pastoral examples, it will be helpful 

                                                 
4
 Thesleff 1981, 31-45 argues that early Greek examples of loca amoena had religious/cultic associations, 

but became secular as Greek literature developed. 

5
 There are a few chronological issues to address for this chapter.  The pastoral literature studied here 

extends from the Hellenistic period into the Roman Imperial Age.  The Roman wall paintings that will be 

examined below date from the late first century BCE and first century CE, from the Augustan through the 

early Flavian period.  It is not my argument that there are quotations of Virgil (or Theocritus) in the wall 

paintings, nor do I think that Virgil‘s pastoral poems were necessarily an impetus for landscape wall 

paintings.  It is also not clear if or how Longus, a writer from the coast of Asia Minor, may have been 

impacted by styles of Roman wall paintings. 

6
 Haß 1998, 1.  
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to see some literary antecedents of the trope.  One of the earliest and most-cited examples 

of an extended locus amoenus appears in the Odyssey.  Calypso‘s island cave is thus 

described: 

… δ‘ἔλδνλ ἀνηδηάνπζ‘ὀπὶ θαιῇ 

ἱζηὸλ ἐπνηρνκέλε ρξπζείῃ θεξθίδ‘ὔθαηλελ. 

ὔιε δὲ ζπένο ἀκθὶ  πεθύθεη ηειεζόσζα, 

θιήζξε η‘αἴγεηξόο ηε θαὶ εὐώδεο θππάξηζζνο.  

ἔλζα δέ η‘ὄξληζεο ηαλπζίπηεξνη εὐλάδνλην,  65 

ζθπέο η‘ἴξεθέο ηε ηαλύγισζζνί ηε θνξλαη 

εἰλάιηαη, ηῇζίλ ηε ζαιάζζηα ἔξγα κέκειελ. 

 δ‘αὐηνῦ ηεηάλπζην πεξὶ ζπείνπο γιαθπξνν 

κεξὶο βώσζα, ηεζήιεη δὲ ζηαθζιῇζη. 

θξῆλαη δ‘ἑμείεο πίζπξεο ῥένλ ὕδαηη ιεπθῶ,  70 

πιεζίαη ἀιιήισλ ηεηξακκέλαη ἄιιπδηο ἄιιε. 

ἀκθὶ δὲ ιεηκλεο καιαθνὶ ἴνπ δὲ ζειίλνπ 

ζήιενλ.  ἔλζα θ‘ἔπεηηα θαὶ ἀζάλαηόο πεξ ἐπειζὼλ 

ζεήζαηην ἰδὼλ θαὶ ηεξθζείε θξεζὶλ ᾗζηλ. 

 

Deep inside she sang, the goddess Calypso, lifting 

Her breathtaking voice as she glided back and forth 

Before her loom, her golden shuttle weaving. 

Thick, luxuriant woods grew round the cave, 

Alders and black poplars, pungent cypress too, 

And there birds roosted, folding their long wings, 

Owls and hawks and the spread-beaked ravens of the sea, 

Black skimmers who make their living off the waves. 

And round the mouth of the cavern trailed a vine 

Laden with clusters, bursting with ripe grapes. 

Four springs in a row, bubbling clear and cold,  

running side-by-side, took channels left and right. 

Soft meadows spreading round were starred with violets, 

Lush with parsley.  Why, even a deathless god 

Who came upon that place would gaze in wonder, 

Heart entranced with pleasure.
7
 

 

                                                 
7
 5.61-74 Translation by Robert Fagles. 
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The description of Calypso‘s island has elements which are pleasing to all five senses.  

The visual aspect dominates: trees provide darkening shade; the green vines contrast with 

the ripe grape clusters; and the clear water from the springs feeds the green parsley 

meadow, which is itself dotted by dark violets.
8
  The description also triggers the other 

senses.  The cypresses are ―pungent‖ and the meadow contains parsley, which releases its 

scent when trampled.  The cool shade from the dense trees, the cold water, and the soft 

meadows engage the tactile sense.  The clear, cold water and the ripe grape clusters play 

on the sense of taste.  Amidst all of this, Calypso sings with her ―breathtaking voice.‖   

Although the island could ―entrance a heart with pleasure,‖ the island—and Calypso—no 

longer interest Odysseus, who spends his days, pining ―on an island, racked with grief (ὁ 

κὲλ ἐλ λήζῳ θεηαη θξαηέξ‘ἄιγεα πἀζρσλ).‖
9
  Here the locus amoenus contains a 

collection of sensory stimuli, but also contrasts the seemingly positive lush, fertile 

location with the wrought and barren emotional state of Odysseus.   

 Sophocles‘ Oedipus at Colonus contains another example of a sensually rich 

locus amoenus.  At lines 668-92, the Chorus describes Colonus‘ natural beauty to the 

blind Oedipus.   They sing: 

εὐίππνπ, μέλε, ηᾶζδε ρώξαο 

ἵθνπ ηὰ θξάηηζηα γᾶο ἔπαπια, 

ηὸλ ἀξγῆηα Κνισλόλ, ἔλζ᾽ 

ἁ ιίγεηα κηλύξεηαη 

ζακίδνπζα κάιηζη᾽ ἀεδὼλ 

ρισξαο ὑπὸ βάζζαηο, 

ηὸλ νἰλσπὸλ ἔρνπζα θηζζὸλ 

θαὶ ηὰλ ἄβαηνλ ζενῦ 

                                                 
8
 Motte 1971, 7-9 notes that the meadows are well-watered spaces, which contributes to their fertility, so 

Calypso‘s island is typical for the combination of spring and meadow. 

9
 Odyssey 5.13. 
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θπιιάδα κπξηόθαξπνλ ἀλήιηνλ 

ἀλήλεκόλ ηε πάλησλ 

ρεηκώλσλ: ἵλ᾽ ὁ βαθρηώηαο 

ἀεὶ Γηόλπζνο ἐκβαηεύεη 

ζεαο ἀκθηπνιλ ηηζήλαηο. 

 

ζάιιεη δ᾽ νὐξαλίαο ὑπ᾽ ἄρλαο 

ὁ θαιιίβνηξπο θαη᾽ ἤκαξ ἀεὶ 

λάξθηζζνο, κεγάιαηλ ζεαλ 

ἀξρανλ ζηεθάλσκ᾽, ὅ ηε 

ρξπζαπγὴο θξόθνο: νὐδ᾽ ἄϋπλνη 

θξῆλαη κηλύζνπζηλ 

Κεθηζνῦ λνκάδεο ῥεέζξσλ, 

ἀιι᾽ αἰὲλ ἐπ᾽ ἢκαηη 

ὠθπηόθνο πεδίσλ ἐπηλίζζεηαη 

ἀθεξάηῳ ζὺλ ὄκβξῳ 

ζηεξλνύρνπ ρζνλόο: νὐδὲ Μνπζᾶλ 

ρνξνί ληλ ἀπεζηύγεζαλ νὐδ᾽ ἁ 

ρξπζάληνο Ἀθξνδίηα. 

 

   Here, stranger, 

here in the land where horses are a glory  

you have reached the noblest home on earth 

Colonus glistening, brilliant in the sun— 

where the nightingale sings on, 

her dying music rising clear, 

hovering always, never leaving, 

down the shadows deepening green 

she haunts the glades, the wine-dark ivy, 

dense and dark the untrodden, sacred wood of god 

rich with laurel and olives never touched by the sun 

untouched by storms that blast from every quarter— 

where the Reveler Dionysus strides the earth forever 

where the wild nymphs are dancing round him 

nymphs who nursed his life. 

 

And here it blooms, fed by dews of heaven 

lovely, clustering, morning-fresh forever, 

narcissus, crown of the Great Goddess 

Mother and Daughter dying 
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into life from dawn of time, 

and the gold crocus bursts like break of day 

and the springs will never sleep, will never fail, 

the fountainhead of Cephisus flowing nomad 

quickening life forever, fresh each day— 

life rising up with the river‘s pure tide 

flowing over the plains, the swelling breast of earth— 

nor can the dancing Muses bear to leave this land 

or the Goddess Aphrodite, the charioteer 

with the golden reins of love.
10

 

 

Here, too, the five senses are stimulated.  Again, there is singing, this time from the 

nightingale instead of Calypso.  The glade into which the nightingale flies contains ivy 

and laurel and olive trees.  In contrast, Calypso‘s island contains a vine with grapes; 

alders, black poplars, and cypresses populate her woods.  Both loca amoena contain 

multiple springs: in the Odyssey, they water the lush meadow; in Oedipus at Colonus, 

they are the ―fountainhead‖ of the Cephisus River.   

 Into this description of Colonus Sophocles has layered mytho-botanical references 

about the narcissus, the first flower the chorus praises.  He writes of the ―narcissus, crown 

of the Great Goddess / Mother and Daughter dying / into life from dawn of time,‖ making 

a clear reference to the Homeric Hymn to Demeter.  In it, Mother Earth (Gaia/Ge) sends 

forth a narcissus flower in a meadow to attract (and distract) Persephone so Hades may 

abduct her:
11

 

λάξθηζζόλ ζ', ὃλ θῦζε δόινλ θαιπθώπηδη θνύξῃ  

Γαα Γηὸο βνπιῇζη ραξηδνκέλε πνιπδέθηῃ  

ζαπκαζηὸλ γαλόσληα, ζέβαο ηό γε πᾶζηλ ἰδέζζαη 

ἀζαλάηνηο ηε ζενο δὲ ζλεηνο ἀλζξώπνηο· 

                                                 
10

 Sophocles Οedipus at Colonus 668-92.  Translation by Robert Fagles. 

11
 Detienne 1977, ix likens the virginal maiden with a wild, uncultivated field, much like the one where 

Persephone is abducted. 
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ηνῦ θαὶ ἀπὸ ῥίδεο ἑθαηὸλ θάξα ἐμεπεθύθεη,  

θὦδ' ἣδηζη' ὀδκή, πᾶο δ' νὐξαλὸο εὐξὺο ὕπεξζε 

γαά ηε πᾶζ' ἐγέιαζζε θαὶ ἁικπξὸλ νἶδκα ζαιάζζεο.  

 

      …and the narcissus, 

Which the earth grew to trap the flower-faced girl, 

By Zeus‘ tactics, for the host of many. 

Gods whose life never ends and mortal people 

Were dazzled by the flower when they saw it. 

From a single root a hundred blossoms flourished  

And smelled so sweet the whole wide sky above it 

Laughed, and the whole earth and the salt sea laughed.
12

 

 

Through the reference to the narcissus flower, Sophocles also alludes to the 

transformation of Narcissus from a young man into the eponymous flower because of his 

own immoderate desire for the image of himself he saw in the water.
13

 The reference to 

Narcissus is strengthened because he was the son of the nymph Liriope and the river god 

Cesiphus, who is also mentioned in this passage.  Thus the springs at Colonus feed two 

generations: they help produce the narcissus flower and also act as a fountainhead for 

Narcissus‘ father, the Cephisus river. 

 These examples from Homer and Sophocles underscore the sensual quality of the 

locus amoenus and its ability to allude to myths and previous texts.
14

  Unlike pastoral, 

which uses the locus amoenus as an entry into desire, these earlier examples of pleasing 

places instead play on different types of tensions.  In the Odyssey, there is the tension 

                                                 
12

 H. Hymn Demeter 2.8-14.  Translation by Sara Ruden.  Richardson (1974, 141) comments on the 

association of flowers, including the narcissus, with the cult of Demeter and Persephone. 

13
 Elsner 2007, 152-176 discusses Roman representations of Narcissus and the typically pastoral setting of 

them.  Jebb 1899, note ad 683 calls the narcissus a ―flower of immenent death‖ because of its associations 

with both Narcissus and Persephone. 

14
 See Haß 1998, 6-9 and 98-115 for a detailed listing and summary of other examples of antecedent loca 

amoena. 
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between the welcoming beauty and fertility of the island and Odysseus‘ emotional state.  

In Oedipus at Colonus, there is a tension between the civil-strife ridden Thebes from 

which Oedipus has been exiled, and the fertile description of Colonus by the Chorus.  

Even the description of the meadow in which Persephone picks the narcissus is 

contrasted with the imminent abduction by Hades.
15

   

  The literary antecedent that seems closest to the use of the locus amoenus trope 

in pastoral is found in the opening to Plato‘s Phaedrus—a dialogue about love.  In the 

opening of the dialogue, Socrates and Phaedrus have walked outside of the city, and are 

looking for a place to sit and talk.  When they find a place, Socrates describes it in detail: 

Νὴ ηὴλ Ἥξαλ, θαιή γε  θαηαγσγή.  ἣ ηε γὰξ πιάηαλνο 

αὕηε κάι‘ἀκθηιαθήο ηε θαὶ ὑςειή, ηνῦ ηε ἄγλνπ ηὸ ὕςνο 

θαὶ ηὸ ζύζθηνλ πάγθαινλ, θαὶ ὡο ἀθκὴλ ἔρεη ηῆο ἄλζεο, ὡο 

ἂλ εὐσδέζηαηνλ παξέρνη ηὸλ ηόπνλ· ἣ ηε αὖ πεγὴ 

ραξηεζηάηε ὑπὸ ηῆο πιαηάλνπ ῥε κάια ςπρξνῦ ὕδαηνο, 

ὥζηε γε ηῶ πνδὶ ηεθκήξαζζαη· Νπκθλ ηέ ηηλσλ θαὶ 

Ἀρειῴνπ ἱεξὸλ ἀπὸ ηλ θνξλ ηε θαὶ ἀγαικάησλ ἔνηθελ 

εἶλαη.  εἰ δ‘ αὖ βνύιεη, ηὸ εὔπλνπλ ηνῦ ηόπνπ ὡο ἀγαπεηὸλ 

θαὶ ζθόδξα δύ· ζεξηλόλ ηε θαὶ ιηγπξὸλ ὑπερε ηῶ ηλ 

ηεηηίγσλ ρνξῶ.  πάλησλ δὲ θνκςόηαηνλ ηὸ ηῆο πόαο, ὅηη ἐλ 

ξέκα πξνζάληεη ἱθαλὴ πέθπθε θαηαθιηλέληη ηὴλ θεθαιὴλ 

παγθάισο ἔρεηλ. 

 

By Hera, it is a charming resting place.  For this plane tree 

is very spreading and lofty, and the tall and shady willow is 

very beautiful, and it is in full bloom, so as to make the 

place most fragrant; then, too, the spring is very pretty as it 

flows under the plane tree, and its water is very cool, to 

judge by my foot.  And it seems to be a sacred place of 

some nymphs and Achelous, judging by the figurines and 

statues.  Then again, if you please, how lovely and 

perfectly charming the breeziness of the place is! and it 

                                                 
15

 Hades, though, has his desire fulfilled in this scene.  In pastoral, abduction (or rape) of the beloved does 

not occur; the means of fulfillment of Hades‘ desire is not paralleled in pastoral. 
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resounds with the shrill summer music of the chorus of 

cicadas.  But the most delightful thing of all is the grass, as 

it grows on the gentle slope, thick enough to be just right 

when you lay your head on it.
16

 

 

Here, too, the senses are engaged, though relaxation and rest are stressed: ―By Hera it is a 

charming resting place (Νὴ ηὴλ Ἥξαλ, θαιή γε  θαηαγσγή).‖  There is the shade of the 

plane tree, the scent of the blossoms on the tree, the coolness of the spring and breeze, 

chirping cicadas, and most importantly, grass thick enough to ―lay your head on it,‖ all 

which contribute to this pleasing restful location.  This location outside of the city is also 

sacred: in these few lines, Hera is invoked, and there are statues of nymphs and 

Achelous.
17

  In this case, Phaedrus and Socrates have already established that they will 

talk about Lysias‘ speech about love.  The pleasing setting frames the dialogue about love 

and desire. 

 Instead of a philosophical dialogue, Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus add the music 

of the herdsmen to their loca amoena.  The songs of the herdsmen become an aural 

element of the locus amoenus, much like birds or chirping cicadas.  In the loca amoena 

which are framing devices, the song of the herdsman typically involves a song about 

someone‘s beloved—about someone who is desired.  In fact, sometimes the herdsmen‘s 

music (human art) can even surpass nature.  Consider, for example, the opening of Idyll 1 

when Thyrsis begins by complimenting an unnamed goatherd: 

Thyrsis:  Ἁδύ ηη ηὸ ςηζύξηζκα θαὶ ἁ πίηπο, αἰπόιε, ηήλα, 

ἁ πνηὶ ηαο παγαζη, κειίζδεηαη, ἁδὺ δὲ θαὶ ηύ 

ζπξίζδεο... 

                                                 
16

 230B-C.  Text and translation from Fowler‘s Loeb edition.   

17
 Pearce 1988, 301.  Pearce has noted that it is common for loca amoena also to be loca sancta.  Cf. 

Shönbeck 1962, 103-111. 
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... 

Goatherd:  ἄδηνλ, ὦ πνηκήλ, ηὸ ηεὸλ κέινο ἠ ηὸ θαηαρέο 

ηῆλ‘ ἀπὸ ηᾶο πέηξαο θαηαιείβεηαη ὑςόζελ ὕδσξ. 

 

T:  Sweet is the whispered music of that pinetree by the 

springs, goatherd, and sweet too your piping. 

… 

G:  Sweeter, shepherd, falls thy song than that stream that 

tumbles plashing from the rocks.
18

 

 

Theocritus opens his collection of poems with a rustic character positing the superiority 

of a fellow herder musician over nature itself, thus elevating art—or at least Thyrsis‘ 

singing ability—over nature.  Then the two herders present each other with a potential 

location where they can sing together.  Thyrsis suggests a location first: 

ιῇο πνηὶ ηᾶλ Νπκθᾶλ, ιῇο, αἰπόιε, ηεδε θαζίμαο, 

ὡο ηὸ θάηαληεο ηνῦην γεώινθνλ αἵ ηε κπξθαη,  

ζπξίζδελ; 

 

In the Nymphs‘ name, goatherd, will you sit down and 

pipe, here, where there is a sloping knoll and the 

tamarisks?
19

   

 

The goatherd rejects this location because piping at noon can stir Pan‘s anger.  Instead, he 

suggests a different place where they may sing instead: 

δεπξ‘ὑπν ηὰλ πηειέαλ ἑζδώκεζα η ηε Πξηήπσ 

θαὶ ηᾶλ θξαλίδσλ θαηελαληίνλ, ᾇπεξ ὁ ζθνο 

ηῆλνο ὁ πνηκεληθὸο θαὶ ηαὶ δξύεο. 

 

Come here then, and let us sit beneath the elm, facing 

Priapus and the springs, where there is a shepherd‘s seat 

and the oaks.
20

 

                                                 
18

 Idyll 1.1-2 and 1.7-8. 

19
 Idyll 1.13-14. 

20
 Idyll1.21-23.  Modified Gow translation.  
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As was seen in the Phaedrus, there is water, shade, and a statue of a god.  In this Idyll, 

these small-scale loca amoena set the scene first for the request by the goatherd for 

Thyrsis to sing, and then for the song by Thyrsis about Daphnis, who is dying from 

unrequited love—the sickness of Eros/eros.
21

  Thus, the locus amoenus at the opening of 

the Idylls sets the scene for a song about desires that Daphnis is unable to fulfill. 

 Although Thyris easily agrees to the other location in Idyll 1, in the fifth Idyll, the 

herdsmen more contentiously suggest locations to each other.  In this poem, Lacon and 

Comatas, who seem to have had a pederastic relationship that ended badly, attempt to 

find a pleasing location where they may sing.  In this passage, Lacon suggests the first 

location for this singing contest, and Comatas replies:  

L: κὴ ζπεῦδ‘· νὐ γάξ ηνη ππξὶ ζάιπεαη.  ἅδηνλ ζῇ 31 

ηεδ‘ ὑπὸ ηὰλ θόηηλνλ θαὶ ηἄιζεα ηαῦηα θαζίμαο. 

ςπρξὸλ ὕδσξ ηνπηεὶ θαηαιείβεηαη· ὧδε πεθύθεη  

πνία, ρἀ ζηηβὰο ἅδε, θαὶ ἀθξίδεο ὧδε ιαιεῦληη. 

... 

C: νὐρ ἑξς ηελεί.  ηνπηεὶ δξύεο, ὧδε θύπεηξνο, 45 

ὧδε θαιὸλ βνκβεῦληη πνηὶ ζκάλεζζη κέιηζζαη, 

ἔλζ‘ὕδαηνο ςπρξ θξᾶλαη δύν, ηαὶ δ‘ἐπὶ δέλδξεη 

ὄξληρεο ιαιαγεῦληη, θαὶ ἁ ζθηὰ νὐδὲλ ὁκνία 

ηᾷ παξὰ ηίλ· βάιιεη δὲ θαὶ ἁ πίηπο ὑςόζε θώλνηο. 

 

L: ἤ κὰλ ἀξλαθίδαο ηε θαὶ εἴξηα ηεδε παηεζεο, 50 

αἴ θ᾽ ἔλζῃο, ὕπλσ καιαθώηεξα: ηαὶ δὲ ηξαγεαη 

ηαὶ παξὰ ηὶλ ὄζδνληη θαθώηεξνλ ἠ ηύ πεξ ὄζδεηο.  

ζηαζ δὲ θξαηῆξα κέγαλ ιεπθνν γάιαθηνο 

ηαο Νύκθαηο, ζηαζ δὲ θαὶ ἁδένο ἄιινλ ἐιαίσ. 

 

C: αἰ δέ θε θαὶ ηὺ κόιῃο, ἁπαιὰλ πηέξηλ ὧδε παηεζεο 55 

θαὶ γιάρσλ᾽ ἀλζεῦζαλ· ὑπεζζεηαη δὲ ρηκαηξᾶλ 

                                                 
21

 Anagnostou-Laoutides and Konstan 2008 have posited that the one that Daphnis loves is, in fact, 

Aphrodite.  This passage will be discussed further in the following chapter. 
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δέξκαηα ηᾶλ παξὰ ηὶλ καιαθώηεξα ηεηξάθηο ἀξλᾶλ. 

ζηαζ δ᾽ ὀθηὼ κὲλ γαπιὼο ηῶ Παλὶ γάιαθηνο, 

ὀθηὼ δὲ ζθαθίδαο κέιηηνο πιέα θεξί᾽ ἐρνίζαο. 

 

L: Not so much hurry; you‘re not on fire.  You‘ll sing more 

pleasantly if you sit here beneath the wild olive and these 

trees.  Here the water drips cool; here is grass and a couch 

for us, and here the grasshoppers chirp. 

… 

C: I‘ll not come there.  Here are oaks and galingale; here 

sweetly hum the bees about the hives.  Here are two springs 

of cold water, and on the tree the birds twitter, and the 

shade‘s beyond comparison with that by you.  And the 

pine, too, from overhead, pelts one with its cones. 

 

L: Come over here, and you shall have lambskins beneath 

your feet, I promise you, and fleeces soft as sleep, while 

your goatskins there stink worse than you do yourself.  And 

I will set for the Nymphs a great bowl of white milk, and 

another too of sweet oil. 

 

C: But if you move here, soft fern shall you have beneath 

your feet and flowering pennyroyal; and you shall lie on 

goatskins four times as soft as the lambskins you have 

there.  And eight pails of milk will I set for Pan, and eight 

bowls with combs full of honey.
22

 

 

At each turn the bar of what each herdsman considers ―pleasant‖ is raised.  The first pair 

of locations consists of trees: Lamon offers a wild olive; Comatas, oaks.  When Lamon 

offers grass, Comatas offers galingale, and in place of dripping water, Comatas has two 

springs of cold water and pine trees that rain down cones containing edible seeds.
23

  

Grasshoppers chirp in one location; birds chirp and bees hum in another.  Then Lamon 

                                                 
22

 Idyll 5.31-34 and 45-59. 

23
 Gow 1952: 103 note ad loc.  Thomas 1993, 251-254 notes that it is not clear, however, if the pine is 

really a good thing or not – it may be read as a negative aspect of Lamon‘s location, not a positive element 

of Comatas‘.  
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offers to put down lambskins and to make a large milk and oil offering to the Nymphs.  

Comatas, not to be outdone, has ferns and pennyroyal and soft goatskins.  Instead of a 

single large bowl as an offering, he offers eight pails of milk with honey combs.  Through 

these descriptions, the two herdsmen identify the constituent elements of a locus 

amoenus, echoing the features presented in the previous passages: shade, water, a soft 

spot, and sounds of nature.  In this passage they have also included a sacred component: 

offerings to Pan and the nymphs.
24

  As in the opening of Idyll 1, the loca amoena which 

precede the singing contest act as a frame which sets the lush botanical scene in which 

they can sing about their erotic desires, past and present from their own pleasing place.  It 

is also possible to believe that for each of the herdsmen in this scene their respective loca 

amoena inspire them to sing about their loves.  The sensual quality of the setting acts as 

an impetus for an enunciation of desire as much as it frames it. 

 Virgil echoes the aurality of Idyll 1 in his first Eclogue when Menalcas describes 

a fellow herdsman, Tityrus, reclining in a tree‘s shade, piping and wooing a Muse, 

teaching nature: 

Tityre, tu patulae recubans sub tegmine fagi 

silvestrem tenui Musam meditaris avena; 

nos patriae finis et dulcia linquimus arva. 

nos patriam fugimus; tu, Tityre, lentus in umbra 

formosam resonare doces Amaryllida silvas. 

 

You, Tityrus, lie under the canopy of a spreading beech, 

wooing the woodland Muse on slender reed, but we are 

leaving our country‘s bounds and sweet fields.  We are 

outcasts from our country; you, Tityrus, at ease beneath the 

shade, teach the woods to re-echo ―fair Amaryllis.‖
25

 

                                                 
24

 Pan and the nymphs are most prevalent in Daphnis and Chloe.   

25
 Eclogue 1.1-5. 
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Clausen also notes in his commentary that Amaryllida silvas creates an ―echo effect‖ that 

plays off of resonare,
26

 and the ―u‖ sounds of opening Virgilian lines echo the upsilons of 

the opening phrase of Theocritus‘ Idyll 1: Ἁδύ ηη ηὸ ςηζύξηζκα θαὶ ἁ πίηπο.  Furthermore, 

this passage establishes a minimalistic locus amoenus at the outset of the Eclogues.  

Tityrus‘ peaceful, pleasing location consists only of a tree.  This locus amoenus contains 

references which will be expanded upon in their songs: Tityrus and Meliboeus will not 

sing about their erotic desires but their non-erotic desire for stability in the confusing era 

of civil wars and land confiscations.  Their songs will be considered in the final section of 

this chapter. 

 The use of a single element, such as a tree, shade, or soft grass as a framing 

device for desires is repeated in all three authors.  In Idyll 3.38, the singer who is trying to 

woo Amaryllis from her cave, sings ―I will step aside under the pine here and sing 

(ζεῦκαη πνηὶ ηὰλ πίηπλ ὧδ‘ἀπνθιηλζείο).‖  In Idyll 6.3-4 Damoetas and Daphnis sing 

about Polyphemus and Galatea while seated by a spring in the midday heat.
27

  And in 

Eclogue 7.1, Daphnis sits beneath a ―whispering ilex‖: forte sub arguta consederat ilice 

Daphnis.   

Daphnis also appears in Eclogue 3 as the victim of Menalcas‘ anger: 

Aut hic ad veteres fagos cum Daphnidos arcum 

fregisti et calamos, quae tu, perverse Menalca, 

et, cum vidisti puero donata, dolebas 

et, si non aliqua nocuisses, mortuus esses.  

 

Or was it when, by these old beeches, you broke Daphnis‘ 

bow and arrows; for you were vexed, spiteful Menalcas, 

                                                 
26

 Clausen 1994, 38 note ad loc. 

27
 ἐπὶ θξάλαλ δέ ηηλ‘ἄκθσ /ἑζδόκελνη ζέξενο κέζῳ ἄκαηη... 
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when you saw them given to the boy, and if you hadn‘t hurt 

him somehow, you‘d have died.
28

 

 

If a locus amoenus can exist with only a tree, then conversely a locus horridus can also 

exist with equally minimal elements.  Because this is the site of a physical fight, and not a 

pleasing, peaceful site, this passage is a locus horridus.
29

  The beech, however, is not 

itself explicitly connected with loca horrida.  The negativity of this passage is intensified 

as it is Daphnis, the famous cowherd, whom Menalcas attacks.
30

   

There is a translation issue in this passage involving the calamos which Menalcas 

broke.  A calamus can rightly be translated as a reed, thus rendering the passage to mean 

that Menalcas broke Daphnis‘ bow and reeds; Virgil himself uses calamos to mean reeds, 

and by extension, Pan-pipe in Eclogue 5.2.  In this interpretation, there is synecdoche 

with arcum, the bow representing a part for the combination of his bow and arrow.  As 

Daphnis was a master musician, this would make sense as an affront to him.  Calamus 

can also be translated as ―an arrow‖ as Fairclough has done here.
31

  Virgil has muddied 

                                                 
28

 Eclogue 3.12-15.  

29
 On the term locus horridus, see, for example, G. Petrone 1988.  Malaspina 1994, 9 notes the use of the 

term ―inamoenus‖ and also that Garber coined the phrase ―locus terribilis.‖  (Garber, K.  1974.  Der locus 

amoenus oder der locus terribilis.  Bild und Funktion der Natur in der deutschen Schäfer- und 

Landlebendichtung des 17. Jahrhunderts.  Köln.)  Malaspina 1994, 15-16 notes that Euripides‘ Bacchae is 

also an example of a locus horridus.  Admittedly, this physical fight in Eclogue 3 is much less intense than 

Pentheus‘ rending by his mother.  One could equally include Persephone‘s abduction scene in a listing of 

loca horrida.  See also Giacomoni 2007.  An important question arises with loca horrida: is the location 

horrible because of the plants, or because of the actions that take place there?  This tension is exemplified 

in the Bacchae, which depicts a terrible act in a pleasing place.  See also Ovid, Ars Amatoria III.687-746, 

where the locus amoenus sets the scene for desire, but results in the death of Procris by Cephalus‘ arrow.  

The locus amoenus is missing in the much longer version found in Metamorphoses 7.672-862. 

30
 It is also notable that Idylls 8 and 9, the spurious Idylls, involve the singing contests of Daphnis and 

Menalcas. 

31
 OLD s.v. calamus 1. a reed or cane; 3. a.) a reed pipe b.) pan pipes; 6. an arrow.  According to the OLD, 

it can also mean a fishing rod, a bird trap, a vine prop, or a stalk or shoot, all which would be appropriate to 

the pastoral world.   
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the distinction here, and though the polysemy may be intentional,
32

 and parallels suggest 

calamos refers to Daphnis‘ pipes.  In every other instance of a beech in the Eclogues, 

music is present.
33

   

 The tension of Eclogue 3 is removed from the fifth Eclogue, when Menalcas 

suggests a shady location to Mopsus, a fellow herder, for their singing and piping.  The 

two spots are minimally described:  

Menalcas: Cur non, Mopse, boni quoniam convenimus ambo 

tu calamos inflare levis, ego dicere versus, 

hic corulis mixtas inter consedimus ulmos? 

 

Mopsus: Tu maior; tibi me est aequom parere, Menalca, 

sive sub incertas Zephyris motantibus umbras, 

sive antro potius succedimus. Aspice ut antrum 

silvestris raris sparsit labrusca racemis. 

 

Menalcas: Mopsus, now that we have met, good men both, 

you at blowing on the slender reeds, I at singing verses—

why don‘t we sit here, where the hazels mix with elms? 

 

Mopus: You are older, Menalcas: it is right for me to defer 

to you, whether we pass beneath the shadows that shift at 

the Zephyrs‘ stirring, or rather into the cave.  See how the 

wild vine with its stray clusters has overrun the cave.
34

 

 

Here, in contrast with Eclogue 3 or Idyll 5, the contentious decision-making process for 

the location of their singing is eliminated.  Mopsus acquiesces to Menalcas‘ suggestion, 

even though his cave may have been even more preferable with the ―overrunning vines.‖  

                                                 
32

 Martindale 1993, 59 seems uncomfortable with this sort of polysemy.  Ovid similarly blurs meanings in 

his Io story, which prompts Martindale to write ―[s]lippages of this kind undermine the security of 

language, reference and meaning.‖ 

33
 In Eclogue 1.1, Tityrus is piping beneath a beech; in 2.3, Corydon sings to Alexis; in 5.13 Mopsus claims 

he wrote a song on beech bark; and in 9.9 Menalcas is rumored to have saved land, including beeches, with 

his songs. 

34
 Eclogue 5.1-7. 
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From their simple, yet pleasing, place they sing about Daphnis‘ death (from unrequited 

love) and eventual apotheosis. 

 The use of a single-element locus amoenus, an oak, is one of two recurring 

botanical themes in Daphnis and Chloe that frame the plot of the title characters‘ sexual 

development.  The oak appears at what Morgan calls ―a recurrent location marking some 

of the novel‘s most intimate moments.‖
35

  At 1.12.5, after Daphnis falls into the wolf trap 

and is rescued by the cowherd Dorkon, Daphnis and Chloe sat ―down against the trunk of 

an oak and looked to see if Daphnis had got blood on any part of his body as a result of 

his fall (θαζίζαληεο ὑπὸ ζηειέρεη δξπὸο ἐζθόπνπλ κή ηη κέξνο ηνῦ ζώκαηνο ὁ Γάθληο 

ᾕκαμε θαηαπεζώλ).‖  By 1.13.4, the oak is described as their ―usual‖ tree: ―When they 

got to the pasture next day, Daphnis sat down under the usual oak and began to play his 

pipe (ηῆο δὲ ἐπηνύζεο ὡο ἥθνλ εἰο ηὴλ λνκήλ, ὁ κὲλ Γάθληο ὑπὸ ηῇ δξπῒ ηῇ ζπλήζεη 

θαζεδόκελνο ἐζύξηηηε).‖
36

  In Longus‘ world, however, the oak tree functions as a 

common denominator among herdsmen in love.
37

  When they meet Philetas, an old 

herdsman who shares the same names as a Greek poet, in Book 2, Philetas recounts how 

he met Eros in his garden and how Eros told him ―…I used to sit beside you while you 

played your Pan-pipe underneath those oaks, then you were in love with Amaryllis 

(παξήκελ ζνη ζπξίηηνληη πξὸο ηαο θεγνο ἐθείλαηο λίθα ἢξαο Ἀκαξπιιίδνο).‖
38

  

                                                 
35

 Morgan 2004: 161 note ad 1.12.5.  The oak was also seen as a singing location in Idylls 1 and 5.   

36
 The oak, however, appears at seven other key moments in the novel: 2.11, 2.21, 2.30, 2.38, 3.12, 3.16, 

and 4.15. 

37
 This interpretation strengthens the idea that the oak represents their erotic relationship. 

38
 Daphnis and Chloe 2.5.3. 
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Although Daphnis and Chloe do not yet realize that they are in love with each other, like 

Philetas and Amaryllis, they take refuge under the oak tree and play their pipes. 

 The other recurring loca amoena are found in the descriptions of the seasons.  As 

a novel, Daphnis and Chloe marks time by the changing of the seasons.  B. P. Reardon 

notes that ―the principle element . . . in the pastoral mechanism is the progression of the 

seasons.‖
39

  The novel explicitly marks the changing of the seasons throughout: 

 

1.9: the first spring when Daphnis and Chloe go out to tend 

their flocks for the first time. 

1.23: ―the end of spring and the beginning of summer, and 

everything was at its best (Ἦξνο ἤλ ἢδε ηέιε θαὶ ζέξνπο 

ἀξρὴ θαὶ πάληα ἐλ ἀθκῇ).‖   

1.28/2.1: the first autumn.  Autumn is named at 1.28, but 

the description of it is ―postponed until the beginning of 

Bk. 2, because, despite the chronology, this episode 

belongs to the protagonists‘ period of innocence.‖
40

 

3.2: the first winter 

3.12: second spring   

3.24-34: second summer 

4.1: second autumn 

 

Although the seasons are important to the progress of the novel, the details of the seasons 

are not explicit. W. Geoffrey Arnott has evaluated Longus‘ approach to the natural world: 

the general term ἄλζνο (flower) occurs twenty-seven or twenty-eight times (―there is 

some doubt over the text at 1.32.2‖), θπηόλ (plant) is referenced thirteen times, and ὄξληο 

                                                 
39

 Reardon 1994, 138.  On page 145 he notes that there is a distinct structure to each season: first a 

description of the season, then the reaction of the lovers to the season, and then the events which arise from 

the season. 

40
 Morgan 2004, 172-173 note ad loc. 
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(bird) twenty-three times.
41

  These generalizations, without specification of what flowers 

are blooming, for example, are best seen in the description of the first spring (1.9): 

Ἦξνο ἤλ ἀξρὴ θαὶ πάληα ἢθκαδελ ἄλζε, ηὰ ἐλ δξπκνο, ηὰ 

ἐλ ιεηκζη, θαὶ ὅζα ὄξεηα.  Βόκβνο ἤλ ἢδε κειηηηλ, ἤρνο 

ὀξλίζσλ κνπζηθλ, ζθηξηῆκαηα πνηκλίσλ ἀξηηγελλήησλ· 

ἄξλεο ἐζθίξησλ ἐλ ηνο ὄξεζηλ, ἐβόκβνπλ ἐλ ηνο ιεηκζηλ 

αἱ κέιηηηαη, ηὰο ιόρκαο θαηῇδνλ ὄξληζεο. 

 

It was the start of spring.  The flowers were all abloom, in 

hedgerow, meadow and mountain.  Now there was buzzing 

of bees, music of songbirds, skipping of new-born sheep; 

the lambs skipped on the mountains, the bees buzzed in the 

meadows, the birds filled the thickets with song. 

 

Longus simply mentions ―flowers‖ and ―birds.‖  And in case the reader was unsure, after 

he notes that ―all the flowers‖ were in bloom, Longus repeats twice in sophistic triads that 

there were bees, birds, and lambs.  Although the seasons mark the progression of time 

and the progression of Daphnis and Chloe‘s knowledge about love, the seasons are 

described in vague terms.  Although the novel is predominantly set in the outside natural 

world, Longus does not bother his readers with the details of it.
42

   

 This description of spring, however, when the natural world comes to life and 

frolicks, inspires Daphnis and Chloe: they play childish pastoral games together and 

quickly become inseparable.  By the time the first summer comes, however, Daphnis and 

Chloe are in love, but do not understand their feelings.  The Longus writes, with more 

detail than his description of the first spring: 

                                                 
41

 Arnott 1994, 200. 

42
 Longus says as much in section 3 of his prologue.  The work he is creating is ―an offering to Love, the 

Nymphs and Pan, a possession to delight all mankind, which will heal the sick and comfort the distressed, 

stir the memory of those who have been in love, and give preparatory instruction to those who have not 

(ἀλάζεκα κὲλ Ἔξσηη θαὶ Νύκθαηο θαὶ Παλί, θηῆκα δὲ ηεξπλὸλ πᾶζηλ ἀλζξώπνηο, ὅ θαὶ λνζνῦληα ἰάζεηαη 

θαὶ ιππνύκελνλ παξακπζήζεηαη, ηὸλ ἐξαζζέληα ἀλακλήζεη, ηὸλ νὐθ ἐξαζζέληα πξνπαηδεύζεη). 
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μέθαε δὲ αὐηνὺο θαὶ  ὥξα ηνῦ ἔηνπο.  Ἦξνο ἤλ ἢδε ηέιε 

θαὶ ζέξνπο ἀξρὴ θαὶ πάληα ἐλ ἀθκῇ· δέλδξα ἐλ θαξπνο, 

πεδία ἐλ ιείνηο· δεα κὲλ ηεηηίγσλ ρή, γιπθεα δὲ ὀπώξαο 

ὀδκή, ηεξπλὴ δὲ πνηκλίσλ βιερή. (2)  Eἴθαζελ ἄλ ηηο θαὶ 

ηνὺο πνηακνὺο ᾂδεηλ ξέκα ῥένληαο, θαὶ ηνὺο ἀλέκνπο 

ζπξίηηεηλ ηαο πίηπζηλ ἐκπλένληαο, θαὶ ηὰ κῆια ἐξληα 

πίπηεηλ ρακαί, θαὶ ηὸλ ἣιηνλ θηιόθαινλ ὄληα πάληαο 

ἀπνδύεηλ.  

 

The season added to the heat they felt.  It was now the end 

of spring, the start of summer, and everything was at its 

best.  The trees were covered in fruit, the fields in crops.  

There was the pleasant sound of cicadas, a sweet fragrance 

of fruits, a delightful bleating of sheep.  (2) One might have 

thought the rivers were softly singing as they flowed, the 

winds were piping as they blew through the pines, the 

apples were dropping to the ground from love, and the sun 

was making everyone take their clothes off because it loved 

beauty so.
43

 

  

In this locus amoenus there seems to be a connection between the setting and its ability to 

help foster desire.  The heat of the summer contributes to their emotional ―heat‖ towards 

each other, even though they still do not know what love is.  Longus also creates a 

crescendo, first simply saying ―everything was at its best (πάληα ἐλ ἀθκῇ).‖  Then he 

describes two elements, the trees and fields, then three: the sound of cicadas, smell of 

fruit, and sound of bleating sheep.  Finally, just as the summer adds heat to their feelings, 

Longus concludes his description of the summer with four elements, the rivers, the winds, 

apples, and the sun. 

 Like Longus‘ careful description of the first summer, Theocritus‘ Idyll 7 is 

remarkable in its detail of a harvest season festival.  Theocritus provides the first (and 

probably most famous) pastoral example of a seasonal locus amoenus at the end of the 

seventh Idyll.  Briefly, in this poem Simichidas is walking with friends to a harvest 
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 Daphnis and Chloe 1.23.1-2.  It is hard not to be reminded of the opening lines of Idyll 1 with a reference 

to the sweet sound of wind through the trees (θαὶ ηνὺο ἀλέκνπο ζπξίηηεηλ ηαο πίηπζηλ ἐκπλένληαο.)   
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festival, and on the way they meet Lykidas, a goatherd.  They exchange songs about 

various desires: Lykidas sings that he is burning from love for Ageanax, and that he prays 

for a safe return for him.  He then imagines his life with Ageanax when he does return, 

and imagines Tityrus singing the song about Daphnis for them.  Simichidas, in turn, sings 

about a friend, Aratus, who is in love with a boy who does not love him back.  When they 

have both finished their songs, they part ways, and Simichidas makes his way to the 

festival.  This is how he describes the farm: 

αὐηὰξ ἐγώλ ηε θαὶ Δὔθξηηνο ἐο Φξαζηδάκσ  

ζηξαθζέληεο ρὠ θαιὸο ᾿Ακύληηρνο ἔλ ηε βαζείαηο 

ἁδείαο ζρνίλνην ρακεπλίζηλ ἐθιίλζεκεο 

ἔλ ηε λενηκάηνηζη γεγαζόηεο νἰλαξένηζη. 

πνιιαὶ δ᾽ ἄκκὶλ ὕπεξζε θαηὰ θξαηὸο δνλένλην 135 

αἴγεηξνη πηειέαη ηε· ηὸ δ᾽ ἐγγύζελ ἱεξὸλ ὕδσξ 

Νπκθᾶλ ἐμ ἄληξνην θαηεηβόκελνλ θειάξπδε. 

ηνὶ δὲ πνηὶ ζθηαξαο ὀξνδακλίζηλ αἰζαιίσλεο 

ηέηηηγεο ιαιαγεῦληεο ἔρνλ πόλνλ· ἁ δ᾽ ὀινιπγώλ 

ηειόζελ ἐλ ππθηλαζη βάησλ ηξύδεζθελ ἀθάλζαηο· 140 

ἄεηδνλ θόξπδνη θαὶ ἀθαλζίδεο, ἔζηελε ηξπγώλ, 

πσηλην μνπζαὶ πεξὶ πίδαθαο ἀκθὶ κέιηζζαη. 

πάλη᾽ ὦζδελ ζέξενο κάια πίνλνο, ὦζδε δ᾽ ὀπώξαο. 

ὄρλαη κὲλ πὰξ πνζζί, παξὰ πιεπξαζη δὲ κᾶια 

δαςηιέσο ἁκλ ἐθπιίλδεην, ηνὶ δ᾽ ἐθέρπλην  145 

ὄξπαθεο βξαβίινηζη θαηαβξίζνληεο ἔξαδε· 

ηεηξάελεο δὲ πίζσλ ἀπειύεην θξαηὸο ἄιεηθαξ. 

… 

ηννλ λέθηαξ ἔπεηζε θαη᾽ αὔιηα πνζζὶ ρνξεῦζαη, 153 

νἷνλ δὴ ηόθα πκα δηεθξαλάζαηε Νύκθαη 

βσκῶ πὰξ Γάκαηξνο ἁισίδνο; ἇο ἐπὶ ζσξῶ  155 

αὖηηο ἐγὼ πάμαηκη κέγα πηύνλ, ἃ δὲ γειάζζαη 

δξάγκαηα θαὶ κάθσλαο ἐλ ἀκθνηέξαηζηλ ἔρνηζα.  

 

[B]ut I [Simichidas] and Eucritus and the fair Amyntas 

turned towards Phrasydamus‘s farm and laid ourselves 

down on deep couches of sweet rush and in the fresh-

stripped vine-leaves.  Many a poplar and elm murmured 
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above our heads, and near at hand the sacred water from the 

cave of the Nymphs fell plashing.  On the shady boughs the 

dusky cicadas were busy with their chatter, and the tree-

frog far off cried in the dense thornbrake.  Larks and 

finches sang, the doves made moan, and bees flitted 

humming about the springs.  All things were fragrant of 

rich harvest and of fruit-time.  Pears at our feet and apples 

at our side were rolling plentifully, and the branches hung 

down to the ground with their burden of sloes [a more bitter 

type of plum].  And the four-year seal was loosened from 

the head of the wine-jars.  . . . such nectar as you Nymphs 

mingled for us to drink that day by the altar of Demeter of 

the Threshing-floor.  On her heap may I plant again the 

great winnowing-shovel while she smiles on us with 

sheaves and poppies in either hand.
44

 

 

The harvest season is depicted at its peak in this passage.  Fruit and grain have been 

harvested, and the animals seem nearly to be celebrating with the humans.  Hunter notes 

the sensual quality in this passage, beginning with ―sounds associated with coolness,‖ 

then the ―persistent sounds of animate nature,‖ to the scents, and then tastes of the wine.  

Beyond that, cicadas, birds, and frogs contribute to an ―improbable orchestra.‖
45

  The 

overabundance of potential sensual stimuli as is seen here becomes typical in the seasonal 

descriptions—particularly the harvest seasons.  

 The improbability of this passage has caught the attention of scholars, even 

causing Pearce to comment, ―It is not immediately clear that this passage has any literary 

significance.‖
46

  Simichidas is going to a festival to celebrate a harvest he has not made 

himself.  The description of the scene, then, is provided by a man who, we learn at the 
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 Idyll 7.131-147; 153-157. 

45
 Hunter 1999, 192 note ad loc. 

46
 Pearce 1988, 291.  (Pearce, does, however, go on to demonstrate the correspondences between 

Simichidas and Socrates in the Phaedrus, thus providing significance.) 
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beginning of the poem, is coming ―ἐθ πόιηνο (from the city)‖
47

 and has a gentleman‘s 

knowledge of the rustic world.  This unfamiliarity with the rustic life may account for 

some of the perceived problems with this passage.  First, the topography of the setting is 

cramped with couches, elms, poplars, bushes, thickets, apples, pears, and sloe trees, 

springs, and caves.  There are cicadas, tree frogs, larks, finches, and turtle doves, and 

bees.  Seemingly everything possible is included in this description.  Simichidas 

describes the singing of the finches and larks, which Gow notes have an ―inconspicuous‖ 

song and are ―elsewhere spoken of with contempt.‖  In turn, the turtle dove ―ἔζηελε,‖ a 

verb which means ―to moan.‖ Gow has much to say about this, commenting that the 

turtle dove is ―proverbial for persistency, but is not praised for beauty.‖  Gow continues 

that ―ἔζηελε‖ had only previously been applied to the sea (Iliad 23.230), and is used to 

describe a donkey in the Wasps at line 180.
48

  Gow defends Simichidas‘ description, 

however, commenting that he ―may merely describe the concert of a fine summer day 

without implying that its components are individually attractive.‖
49

  In contrast, scholars 

like Pearce and Hazitkosta are critics of Simichidas.  Hatzikosta writes,  

…the sham countryman Simichidas, in his bogus love for 

the countryside, mixes inappositely the song of birds and 

insects traditionally liked (bees, etc.) with the song of birds 

and animals which real ‗campagnards‘ did not like and 

which he pretends to like in his overzealous attempt to 

elaborate the bucolic setting.
50
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 Idyll 7.2. 

48
 Gow 1952, 165-166 note ad loc. 

49
 Gow 1952, 166. 

50
 Hatzikosta 1982, 200. 
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Although Simichidas may be an unreliable narrator of country life, Theocritus, I believe, 

is wonderfully and completely in control of this locus amoenus.  Theocritus draws out the 

long, languid quality of the scene with the long ―o‖ and ―u‖ sounds, which is particularly 

evident in line 143: πάλη᾽ ὦζδελ ζέξενο κάια πίνλνο, ὦζδε δ᾽ ὀπώξαο.
51

  Theocritus uses 

the poplars and elms to remind the reader about the beginning of the poem, namely the 

creation of the Burina spring which has the very same types of trees around it (7.6-9).  

The description of the festival scene controls the reader‘s gaze upwards and down again, 

with the visual elements chiastically arranged: 

 Mortal world: Attendees of the festival 

  (A)Low couch: rush and vine    [2 elements] 

   (B)Above: poplar and elm    [2] 

    (C)Nearby: water, cave, nymphs  [3] 

     (D)In the trees: cicadas  [1] 

     (D)In the thornbrake: frogs  [1] 

    (C)Nearby: larks, doves, finches  [3] 

   (B)Above: bees flitting    [1] 

  (A)Low: Pears and sloes     [2] 

 Immortal world: Nymphs and Demeter 

 

In addition to controlling the reader‘s gaze, by beginning the description of the festival 

with the human participants, Theocritus allows the reader to mentally ―join‖ the 

celebration.  The reader is there in the poem as the natural world hums, flits, croaks, and 

sings around him. 

 The way Theocritus controls the reader‘s gaze at the end of Idyll 7 is 

foreshadowed by Lycopeus‘ creation of the Burina spring and the ―shady precinct‖ that 

surrounds it at the beginning of the poem: 

…Βνύξηλαλ ὃο ἐθ πνδὸο ἄλπε θξάλαλ 
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 Jenkyns 1998, 51-52. 
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εὖ ἐλεξεηζακελνο πέηξᾳ γόλπ· ηαὶ δὲ παξ‘αὐηάλ 

αἴγεηξνη πηειέαη ηε ἐύζθηνλ ἄιζνο ὕθαηλνλ 

ρισξνζηλ πεηάινηζη θαηεξεθέεο θνκόσζαη. 

 

[Lycopeus] who set his knee firm against the rock and 

made the spring Burina well beneath his foot; and hard by 

the spring, poplars and elms, with green foliage arched 

luxuriant above, wove a shady precinct.
52

 

 

Here, the gaze is shifted upwards from the rock below Lycopeus‘ foot to the trees and 

arching foliage above.  The verdancy of the vegetation at the beginning of the poem, and 

inclusion of poplars and elms in both loca amoena, will be echoed and amplified by the 

lush description of the harvest festival at the poem‘s conclusion.  Thus in Idyll 7, the 

poem opens with a brief locus amoenus about the creation of the Burina Spring, there are 

two songs about love (desire), and the poem concludes with an expanded locus amoenus.  

The poem provides a fictionalized space—the path from the city to Phrasydamas‘ farm—

which is bookended by loca amoena, and in which erotic desires can be described.  The 

loca amoena contribute to the cohesive visual unity of the poem. 

 The non-pastoral Idyll 13 provides an interesting point of contrast with the 

creation of the spring in Idyll 7.
 53

  In 13, Theocritus describes the spring where Hylas is 

abducted: 

     ηάρα δὲ θξάλαλ ἐλόεζελ 

κέλῳ ἐλ ρώξῳ· πεξὶ δὲ ζξύα πνιιὰ πεθύθεη, 

θπάλεόλ ηε ρειηδόληνλ ρισξόλ η‘ἀδίαληνλ 

θαὶ ζάιινληα ζέιηλα θαὶ εἰιηηελὴο ἄγξσζηηο. 
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 Idyll 7.6-9. 

53
 See also Idyll 22.37ff which contrasts a pleasing location with the deadly boxer, Amycus. 
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Soon in a low-lying place he spied a spring, round which 

grew rushes thick, and dark celadine, green maiden-hair, 

and wild celery luxuriant, and creeping dog‘s tooth.
54

 

 

Here, too, Theocritus controls the direction of the reader‘s ―gaze.‖  In contrast with the 

upward movement in Idyll 7, Idyll 13 draws the reader‘s gaze downward, to the low-lying 

place and the plants surrounding the spring, just as Hylas will be drawn down into the 

water.
55

  The order of the plants mimics this drawing down: rush grows the tallest of the 

five plants, and the last plant, dog‘s tooth grass, is the shortest.
56

  Further, the dog‘s tooth 

grass is described as ―creeping (εἰιηηελὴο)‖ which is a description of its root system and 

the way the plant spreads.
57

  This adjective pulls the reader‘s gaze all the way 

underground, just as Hylas will fall into the water at lines 49-50: ―and headlong into the 

dark pool he fell (θαηήξηπε δ‘ἐο κέιαλ ὕδσξ / ἀζξόνο).‖  At line 33 Theocritus tells us 

that it is already evening (δεηειηλνί), so the pool would have provided a more profound 

contrast to the bright green plants bounding it.
58

  Hunter notes that the creeping quality of 

the roots is also syntactically present: ―[t]he lushness which covers two verbless lines is 

further marked by the absence of a third-foot caesura in 41, as the plants grow over the 
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 Idyll 13.39-42. 

55
 Goldhill 1994, 195-223 notes that Theocritus also controls the reader‘s gaze in Idyll 15, the celebration of 

Adonis. 

56
 Speichert and Speichert 2004, 206. 

57
 Heywood 1985, 285-290 notes that Cynodon dactylon grasses have a ―creeping stem bearing 

adventitious roots and branching (tillering) at ground level.‖  See page 289 for a drawing of the plant.  

Hunter 1999, 278 notes that εἰιηηελὴο is a hapax legomenon.  Alice Lindsell 1937, 80 calls this adjective ―a 

very botanical epithet‖ because it would require first-hand knowledge of (and experience with) the plant. 

58
 Segal 1981, 54 translates δεηειηλνί as night time.  The LSJ offers ―at evening.‖  I think the way the colors 

are described and contrasted with each other would be best seen at evening, at dusk, when colors seem both 

brighter and darker than during the day. 
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normal divisions of the hexameter.‖
59

  Hunter further links the lushness of the Hylas 

scene with associations of female ―‗otherness‘ and sexuality.‖
60

  Here, the vegetation 

grows around the spring in which nymphs live, where Hylas will be abducted.  The 

desires of the nymphs result in Hylas‘ death.   

 The connection between fertility and vegetation can likewise be seen on 

Calypso‘s island, in the meadow of Persephone‘s abduction,
61

 and also in Daphnis and 

Chloe.
62

  In Book 1, when Chloe is exposed as an infant, Dryas, her foster father, finds 

her in a cave: 

Ἵλα ηνῦ ἄληξνπ, ηῆο κεγάιεο πέηξαο, ἤλ ηὸ κεζαίηαηνλ, ἐθ 

πεγῆο ὕδσξ ἀλαβιύδνλ ῥεζξνλ ἐπνίεη ρεόκελνλ, ὥζηε θαὶ 

ιεηκὼλ πάλπ γιαθπξὸο ἐθηέηαην πξὸ ηνῦ ἄληξνπ πνιιῆο 

θαὶ καιαθῆο πόαο ὑπὸ ηῆο λνηίδνο ηξεθνκέλεο. 

 

The mouth of the cave was in the very middle of the rock, 

and from it water came gushing out and flowed away in a 

stream; so there was an expanse of very lush meadow in 

front of the cave, as the moisture made the grass grow thick 

and soft.
63

 

 

By placing Chloe in a cave with a meadow nearby, Longus follows the mythical (and 

literary) tradition whereby maidens are abducted in meadows to be made wives, recalling 

Persephone and Europa.
64

  Helene Foley notes that meadows function in mythology as 
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 Hunter 1999, 277 note ad loc. 
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 Hunter 1999, 277 and Hunter 1996, 61.  Hunter 1996, 28 sees a generic connection between Idylls 6, 11, 

13, and 22, the mythological poems (Polyphemus in 6 and 11, Hylas in 13, and Amycus the boxer in 22). 
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 H. Hymn Demeter 2.4-14. Cf., Europa‘s abduction in Moschus‘ Rape of Europa. 

62
 Mason 1995, 264-265 reviews actual cave formations relative to the cave in which Chloe was found. 

63
 Daphnis and Chloe 1.4.3.  A later description of the cave appears at 2.18, which is also a locus amoenus . 

64
 Richardson 1974, 140-141 and also Segal 1981, 49.  See lines 63ff in Moschus.  Hardin 2000, 15 calls 

the cave ―womblike.‖ 
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liminal sites that mark the sexual transition from maiden to wife:
65

 although Chloe is only 

an infant here and is not being abducted, the meadow outside the cave foreshadows 

Chloe‘s transformation from maiden to wife at the conclusion of the novel when Daphnis 

and Chloe marry and bring their desires to fruition.   

 When Daphnis is exposed, he is found in a thicket, which also seems to allude to 

his sexual maturation and marriage to Chloe at the end of the novel: 

δξπκὸο ἤλ θαὶ ιόρκε βάησλ θαὶ θηηηὸο ἐπηπιαλώκελνο θαὶ 

πόα καιζαθή, θαζ‘ἥο ἔθεηην ηὸ παηδίνλ. 

 

There was a small wood containing a bramble-thicket, 

some wandering ivy, and some soft grass on which the 

baby was lying.
66

   

 

Instead of the fertile spring and meadow, Daphnis is found near a prickly thicket.  The 

contrast of Daphnis and Chloe‘s find-sites is accentuated when brambles and thickets 

appear later in the novel.  Brambles and thickets seem to act as botanical markers to 

indicate sexual predation or aggression.
67

  This idea is supported when Dorkon and 

Lycaneion are attracted to Chloe and Daphnis respectively.  In Book 1, Dorkon attempts 

to court Chloe, but fails because her father thinks Dorkon too lowly for his daughter; 

furthermore, she is already smitten with Daphnis.  Dorkon, angered by these rejections 

and in order to have his way with her, dons a wolf skin.  He hides in a thicket near a 

spring that was covered with brambles, and waits for Chloe to water the sheep and goats 

(1.21.3).  This plot fails because the herding dogs mistake him to be a real wolf, and he is 
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 Foley 1994, 33 note on H.  Hymn Demeter 5-14.  Bremer 1975 makes a similar inference from Euripides‘ 

Hippolytus. 
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 Daphnis and Chloe 1.2.1.  

67
 Brambles and thickets are generally reserved for adynata in Theocritus and Virgil.  See Chapter 3. 
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badly injured.  Longus uses this botanical marker again in Book 3, when a woman named 

Lycaneion (whose name means ―little she-wolf‖) hides in a thicket—just as Dorkon 

had—and watches Daphnis and Chloe struggle unsuccessfully to remedy their love 

(3.15.4).  Seeing them, she decides to teach Daphnis the ways of love, inverting the 

cultural paradigm of a male sexual aggressor or predator.
68

  Because thickets appear with 

all three characters who are sexually aggressive—including Daphnis, who will eventually 

be the ―educated‖ aggressor on their wedding night—they are a botanical marker for 

general sexual aggression.  Brambles, however, only appear with Daphnis and Dorkon, 

and seem here to be markers for male sexual aggression.
69

  In contrast with the locus 

amoenus, the Dorkon and Lycaneion passages in which brambles and thickets appear are 

the opposite of a pleasing place.  Instead they are loca horrida, which attempt to disrupt 

Daphnis and Chloe‘s relationship.  Nevertheless, these loca horrida are also places in 

which desires can be frustrated in Dorkon‘s case, or in Lycaneion‘s case, made real. 

 Longus makes more explicit connections between Daphnis and Chloe‘s 

relationship and the natural world with his use of two domestic gardens.  Unlike his 

seasonal descriptions, Longus is much more specific in his treatment of the plants in 

Philetas‘ garden in Book 2 and Dryas‘ garden in Book 4.  Philetas describes his garden to 

Daphnis and Chloe: 

θῆπόο ἐζηί κνη ηλ ἐκλ ρεηξλ, ὅλ, ἐμ νὗ λέκεηλ δηὰ γῆξαο 

ἐπαπζάκελ ἐμεπνλεζάκελ, ὅζα ὧξαη θύνπζη πάληα ἔρσλ ἐλ 

αὐηῶ θαζ‘ὥξαλ ἑθάζηελ· ἤξνο ῥόδα, θξίλα θαὶ ὑάθηλζνη 

θαὶ ἴα ἀκθόηεξα. ζέξνπο κήθνλεο θαὶ ἀρξάδεο θαὶ κῆια 
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 Hardin 2000, 16 calls Lycaneion a ―sexual exploiter.‖ 

69
 There are three other references to brambles in the novel not associated with sexual aggression: at 1.14.2 

Chloe likens the stings of love to bramble stings.  In 1.9.1 and 3.12.4 there are the birds (innocuously) in 

the thickets. 
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πάληα, λῦλ ἄκπεινη θαὶ ζπθα θαὶ ῥνηαὶ θαὶ κύξηα ρισξά.  

εἰο ηνῦηνλ ηὸλ θῆπνλ ὀξλίζσλ ἀγέιαη ζπλέξρνληαη ηὸ 

ἑσζηλόλ, ηλ κὲλ ἐο ηξνθήλ, ηλ δὲ ἐο ᾠδήλ.  ζπλεξεθὴο 

γὰξ θαὶ θαηάζθηνο θαὶ πεγαο ηξηζὶ θαηάξξπηνο.  ἂλ 

πεξηέιῃ ηηο ηὴλ αἱκαζηὰλ, ἄιζνο ὁξᾶλ νἰήζεηαη. 

 

I have a garden I have made with my own hands.  I have 

been working on it ever since I gave up being a herdsman 

because of my age, and every season it supplies me with all 

the produce of that season.  In spring there are roses, lilies, 

hyacinths, and both kinds of violet, in summer there are 

poppies and pears and all sorts of apples, and now there are 

grapes and figs and pomegranates and the fruit of the green 

myrtle.  Flocks of birds collect in this garden of mine every 

morning, some looking for food and some just wanting to 

sing—for it‘s overhung with trees and full shade and 

watered by three springs.  In fact, if you took away the 

fence, my garden would look exactly like a small wood.
70

 

 

Philetas‘ garden is a controlled version of a natural locus amoenus, with all of the 

constituent elements: year-round flowers and fruits, (unnamed) birds flying and singing, 

shade from the (unnamed) trees, and three springs.  Philetas‘ garden is both decorative 

and productive.  He lists fruit he harvests from it, but there are also purely decorative 

elements as well, and we, the readers, are only told what the garden looked like.  Longus 

does not dwell on the labor involved in tending such a garden. 

 Most importantly, however, it is in this locus amoenus that Philetas finds Eros.  

Desire himself has been bathing and flitting around Philetas‘ garden.  Philetas complains: 

Γπκλὸο ἤλ, κόλνο ἤλ·ἔπαηδεηλ ὡο ἴδηνλ θῆπνλ ηξπγλ.  γὼ 

κὲλ νὖλ ὥξκεζα ἐπ‘αὐηὸλ ὡο ζπιιεςόκελνο, δείζαο κὴ 

ὑπ‘ ἀγεξσρίαο ηὰο κπξξίλαο θαὶ ηἀο ῥνηὰο θαηαθιάζῃ· ὁ δέ 

κε θνύθσο θαὶ ῥᾳδίσο ὑπέθεπγε, πνηὲ κὲλ ηαο ῥνδσληαο 
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ὑπνηξέρσλ, πνηὲ δὲ ηαο κήθσζηλ ὑπνθξππηόκελνο ὥζπεξ 

πέξδηθνο λενηηόο. 

 

[Eros] was naked and he was alone, playing as if he owned 

the garden whose fruit he was picking.  So I rushed to grab 

him, afraid that in his boisterousness he would break down 

my myrtle-bushes and pomegranate trees; but he dodged 

me nimbly and easily, sometimes running under the roses, 

sometimes hiding under the poppies like a partridge chick. 

 

It is here, where Philetas has literally been frustrated by Eros (desire), that Daphnis and 

Chloe will be told about love, and we learn that Eros is looking out for the hero and 

heroine.  From this point on, we know that somehow—even through all of the trials and 

tribulations they may face—there will be a ―happily ever after.‖  While Philetas‘ garden 

does not necessarily inspire Daphnis and Chloe‘s desires for each other—they already 

had feelings for one another just not a name for them—the scene in Philetas‘ garden 

provides them with a new kind of desire: for knowledge of the physical remedies of love. 

 Like the locus amoenus pendants at the beginning and end of Theocritus‘ Idyll 7, 

Longus uses Philetas‘ garden as the introduction to love for Daphnis and Chloe; later in 

Book 4 the condition of Lamon‘s garden is one of the means by which their marriage is 

allowed to proceed.  Daphnis‘ parents tend the land and the herds of Dionysophanes‘ 

estate.  If, when he visits, he is pleased with the way Daphnis and his parents have been 

taking care of his estate, he might be inclined to give permission for Daphnis to marry 

Chloe.  Lamon‘s garden is described extensively at 4.2: 

Ἦλ δὲ ὁ παξάδεηζνο πάγθαιόλ ηη ρξῆκα θαὶ θαηὰ ηνὺο 

βαζηιηθνύο.  ἐθηέηαην κὲλ εἰο ζηαδίνπ κῆθνο, ἔθεηην δὲ ἐλ 

ρώξῳ κεηεώξῳ, ηὸ εὖξνο ἔρσλ πιέζξσλ ηεζζάξσλ· εἴθαζελ 

ἄλ ηηο αὐηὸλ πεδίῳ καθξῶ.  εἶρε δὲ πάληα δέλδξα, κειέαο, 

κπξξίλαο, ὄρλαο θαὶ ῥνηὰο θαὶ ζπθᾶο θαὶ ἐιαίαο·  ἑηέσζη 
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ἄκπεινλ ὑςειήλ, θαὶ ἐπέθεηην ηαο κειέαηο θαὶ ηαο ὄρλαηο 

πεξθάδνπζα, θαζάπεξ πεξὶ ηνῦ θαξπνῦ αὐηαο 

πξνζεξίδνπζα.  ηνζαῦηα ἣκεξα.  ἢζαλ δὲ θαὶ θππάξηηηνη 

θαὶ δάθλαη θαὶ πιάηαλνη θαὶ πίηπο· ηαύηαηο πάζαηο ἀληὶ ηῆο 

ἀκπέινπ θηηηὸο ἐπέθεηην, θαὶ ὁ θόξπκβνο αὐηνῦ κέγαο ὢλ 

θαὶ κειαηλόκελνο βόηξπλ ἐκηκεην.   

 ἔλδνλ ἤλ ηὰ θαξπνθόξα θπηὰ θαζάπεξ 

θξνπξνύκελα· ἔμσζελ πεξηεηζηήθεη ηὰ ἄθαξπα θαζάπεξ 

ζξηγγὸο ρεηξνπνίεηνο, θαὶ ηαῦηα κέληνη ιεπηῆο αἱκαζηᾶο 

πεξηέζεη πεξίβνινο.  ηέηκεην θαὶ δηαθέθξηην πάληα, θαὶ 

ζηέιερνο ζηειέρνπο ἀθεηζηήθεη.  ἐλ κεηεώξῳ δὲ νἱ θιάδνη 

ζπλέπηπηνλ ἀιιήινηο θαὶ ἐπήιιαηηνλ ηὰο θόκαο.  ἐδόθεη 

κέληνη θαὶ  ηνύησλ θύζηο εἶλαη ηέρλεο.  ἤζαλ θαὶ ἀλζλ 

πξαζηαί, ὧλ ηὰ κὲλ ἔθεξελ  γῆ, ηὰ δὲ ἐπνίεη ηέρλε· 

ῥνδσληαὶ θαὶ ὑάθηλζνη θαὶ θξίλα ρεηξὸο ἔξγα, ἰσληὰο θαὶ 

λαξθίζζνπο θαὶ ἀλαγαιιίδαο ἔθεξελ  γῆ.  ζθηά ηε ἤλ 

ζέξνπο θαὶ ἤξνο ἄλζε θαὶ κεηνπώξνπ ηξύγε θαηὰ πᾶζαλ 

πᾶζαλ ὥξαλ ὀπώξα. 

 

This garden was indeed a very beautiful place even by 

comparison with a royal garden.  It was two hundred yards 

long, lay on high ground, and was about a hundred yards 

wide.  It was not unlike a long field.  It contained all sorts 

of trees, apple-trees, myrtles, pear-trees, pomegranate-trees, 

fig-trees, and olives.  On one side there was a tall vine that 

grew over the apple-trees and pear-trees; its grapes were 

turning dark, as if ripening in competition with the apples 

and pears.  So much for the cultivated trees; but there were 

also cypresses and laurels and plane-trees and pines.  All 

these were overgrown, not by vine, but by ivy; and the 

clusters of ivy-berries, where were big and beginning to 

turn black, looked exactly like bunches of grapes. 

 The fruit-trees were in the middle as if for 

protection, and the other trees stood round them, as if to 

wall them in; but these in their turn were encircled by a 

narrow fence.  Each tree grew separate and distinct from all 

its neighbors, and there were spaces between trunk and 

trunk.  But overhead the branches met each other and 

interlaced their foliage; and though it had happened 

naturally this too gave the impression of having been done 
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on purpose.  There were also flowerbeds, in which some of 

the flowers were wild and some cultivated.  The cultivated 

ones were roses, hyacinths and lilies: the wild ones were 

violets, narcissi and pimpernels.  And there was shade in 

the summer, and flowers in the springtime, and fruit in 

autumn, and delight all year round.
71

 

 

Longus seems to be describing a real and plentiful garden, explaining how the trees 

interlaced, and how they were situated with each other.  Here Longus underscores the 

artifice of the seemingly ―natural‖ world in Lamon‘s garden: the trees, though they 

occurred without human tending, appear as though they‘ve been woven ―on purpose.‖
72

  

Furthermore, this description of the garden reminds the reader of the grove of the nymphs 

from the prologue, which inspired the story of Daphnis and Chloe.  As demonstrated with 

Idyll 7 above, the line between nature and artifice is routinely blurred in pastoral.  

 Longus also adds that there were views of the sea and pastures since the garden 

was located on high ground, and at the very center of the garden there was a temple and 

altar to Dionysus.  The altar was surrounded by ivy and vines, and Longus provides an 

ekphrasis within this locus amoenus about the temple paintings.  Inside the temple were 

paintings of Semele, Ariadne, Lycurgus, Pentheus, Indians being conquered, Tyrhennians 

being turned into dolphins, and Dionysus‘ retinue: satyrs, maenads and Pan.
73

 

 Ultimately, even though the garden is ruined by one of Chloe‘s rejected suitors, 

everything falls into place for the marriage of Daphnis and Chloe, and allows their story 
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 Daphnis and Chloe 4.2. 

72
 K. Sara Myers, in her forthcoming chapter, has noted that gardens ―occupy a controversial place‖ 

because they are exactly the locus of artificial and natural.  See also Grimal 1943, 95 and 295. 

73
 Newlands 1987, 55 shows how the two paintings, the one from the prologue and the one from Lamon‘s 

garden mirror each other‘s events. 
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of love to come to a conclusion.
74

  Philetas‘ garden in Book 2 provides the impetus of 

their desire for the knowledge of love when Philetas describes Eros looking out for the 

two herders.  The condition of Lamon‘s garden becomes the vehicle by which Daphnis 

and Chloe might be able to legitimately marry, and then act on their love.  In Longus‘ 

novel, gardens—and the loca amoena they create—not only provide pleasing places, but 

they also frame a fictional space in which Daphnis and Chloe can play out their desires 

for each other. 

 Longus‘ Daphnis and Chloe reflects the interconnectedness of art, nature, and 

desire.  In addition to the art in Lamon‘s garden, Longus tells us, the readers, in the 

prologue that he is setting out to write the story of love (ἱζηνξίαλ ἔξσηνο) which is based 

on a painting he saw while hunting on Lesbos.  He begins the prologue with a description 

of where he found the painting: 

λ Λέζβῳ ζεξλ ἐλ ἄιζεη Νπκθλ ζέακα εἶδνλ θάιιηζηνλ 

ὧλ εἶδνλ, εἰθόλνο γξαθήλ, ἱζηνξίαλ ἔξσηνο.  Καιὸλ κὲλ θαὶ 

ηὸ ἄιζνο, πνιύδελδξνλ, ἀλζεξόλ, θαηάξξπηνλ· κία πεγὴ 

πάληα ἔηξεθε, θαὶ ηὰ ἄλζε θαὶ ηὰ δέλδξα· ἀιι‘   γξαθὴ 

ηεξπλνηέξα, θαὶ ηέρλελ ἔρνπζα πεξηηηὴλ θαὶ ηύρελ 

ἐξσηηθήλ, ὥζηε πνιινὶ θαὶ ηλ μέλσλ θαηὰ θήκελ ᾒεζαλ, 

ηλ κὲλ Νπκθλ ἱθέηαη, ηῆο δὲ εἰθόλνο ζεαηαί. 

 

On Lesbos, while hunting, in a grove of the Nymphs, I saw 

the most beautiful sight I have ever seen, a depiction of an 

image, a history of love.  The grove was beautiful too, thick 

with trees, brilliant with flowers, irrigated by running 

water; a single spring sustained everything, flowers and 

trees alike.  But the picture was more delightful still, 

combining outstanding technique with amorous adventure, 

so that many people, including visitors, drawn by its 
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 The attempted destruction of the garden by Lampis parallels Dorkon‘s attempt to disrupt Daphnis and 

Chloe‘s relationship. 
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renown, came to pray to the Nymphs and look at the 

image.
75

 

 

Besides framing the narrative of the novel, this locus amoenus that is made of both the 

natural and man-made elements creates desire in the narrator: ―I looked and I wondered, 

and a desire seized me to respond to the painting in writing (Ἰδνληα κε θαὶ ζαπκάζαληα 

πόζνο ἔζρελ ἀληηγξάςαη ηῇ γξαθῇ).
76

  This desire (πόζνο) inspires the creation of 

Longus‘ fictional story of Daphnis and Chloe, which itself begins with a locus amoenus 

of the estate on which the story takes place, outside the city of Mitylene in the country 

(1.1).
77

  Furthermore, the prologue from Daphnis and Chloe also shows how visual 

representations can be a form of communication.
78

   

 This section has shown how literary loca amoena can create a frame in which 

desires can be enunciated.  These frames themselves sometimes remain external to the 

desire; they are a pleasing setting where herdsmen can sing about love and desire.  Other 

times, the locus amoenus can also be an inspiration for desire.  Longus‘ prologue shows 

how a pleasing place can simultaneously create a frame around and inspire desire.  

Longus‘ fictional extra-urban estate also corresponds to some of the Roman villas in Italy 

in which painting, nature, and desire all function together. 
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 Daphnis and Chloe Prologue section 1. 

76
 Daphnis and Chloe Prologue section 3.  Weiss 1998, 32 notes that in Homeric and archaic poetry, πόζνο 

is specifically a desire for something not at hand. 

77
 Arguably the way that 1.1 sets the scene for the beginning of the narration is a loose parallel to the 

opening of Plato‘s Phaedrus. 
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 Hölscher, 2004, 7. 
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Loca amoena, wall painting, and desire 

 As has been shown, sometimes the locus amoenus that provides a place for one‘s 

desires can be minimalistic (shade, a tree, a grove, etc.), or like Theocritus‘ seasonal 

descriptions or Longus‘ gardens, they can be quite descriptive and detailed.  Roman wall 

paintings show a similar range of detail.  On the one hand there are sacro-idyllic paintings 

which are small vignettes of a life outside the city with a religious element included, like 

a temple or altar and people worshipping.  On the other hand, there are full-scale 

representations of flowers, plants, and trees that take up whole rooms (like the garden 

room of Livia‘s villa at Prima Porta) or wings of a villa (like Poppaea‘s villa at Oplontis) 

that are explicitly designed to comminucate with the (real) natural world.
 79

  This section 

will examine some examples of both sacro-idyllic and large-scale types of wall paintings 

first with respect to how they parallel—but not necessarily quote—the pastoral writers, 

and then how the paintings relate to desire. 

 Simpler ―sacro-idyllic‖ paintings will be considered first.  Blanckenhagen offers a 

detailed description of what constitutes a ―sacro-idyllic‖ scene: 

Sacro-idyllic landscapes in the strict sense are 

combinations of no more than a few motives: modest 

architecture such as small towers of different shapes, 

aediculae, sacella, scholae, so-called sacred gates, columns 

and pilasters with ornaments fastened to them—but no 

colonnades, porticoes or houses—together with statues and 

votive gifts, altars, parapets, torches, vases, occasionally 

balusters, and always, prominently, trees and groves.  Such 

bucolic scenes are always peopled, mostly with 
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 These landscape paintings are, with the exception of the Polyphemus painting, non-narrative.  In them, 

plants of the lower elevations of the Mediterranean are depicted; the plants from this region are the same 

that are described in pastoral literature.  Because of the way these landscape paintings foreground the 

verdancy of the plants, this examination excludes paintings where the natural world is a background 

element (as in mythological or other narrative paintings) or the exotic landscapes presented in the Nilotic 

landscapes or desertscapes.  



71 

 

worshippers, sometimes with travellers and shepherds with 

their flock.  Rarely if ever do we find compositions that 

contain all of these elements, the rule seems to be selection 

of motives, but there appear always architectural forms, 

trees and people.
80

 

 

The combination of the sacred and the pastoral is fairly common.  In Idyll 1, the goatherd 

respects Pan‘s noontime anger towards piping, and so he sits with Thyrsis across from a 

statue of Priapus instead.
 81

  In Idyll 5, Lacon and Comatas promise to give milk to the 

Nymphs and Pan respectively while in the shade of olives and oaks.  In Daphnis and 

Chloe the title characters dutifully worship the nymphs and Pan.  For example, the cave 

where Chloe was found was sacred to the nymphs and contained images of them: 

Νπκθλ ἄληξνλ ἤλ, πέηξα κεγάιε, ηὰ ἔλδνζελ θνίιε, ηὰ 

ἔμσζελ πεξηθεξήο.  Τὰ ἀγάικαηα ηλ Νπκθλ αὐηλ 

ιίζνηο ἐπεπνίεην... ηὸ πᾶλ ζρῆκα ρνξεία [ἤλ ὀξρνύκελσλ.] 

 

There was a cave sacred to the Nymphs which consisted of 

a great rock, hollow inside and rounded outside.  The 

images of the Nymphs themselves were made of stone.  

…and their whole attitude was suggestive of dancing.
82

 

 

 Sacro-idyllic variations were found in a villa near Boscotrecase which was buried 

by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE.  Two cubicula were decorated with small sacro-

idyllic landscapes.  A cubiculum is typically translated as a ―bedroom,‖ but Eleanor 

Winsor Leach notes that there is a range of functions the so-called cubiculum could have.  
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 Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1990, 10. 

81
 I have thus far only found one representation of an actual musical contest, in Thomas 1995, 185.  There 

is a fragmentary representation of a flute player who is identified as Pan from Magdalensberg in Noricum.  

Kenner 1985, 34ff has identified this scene as one inspired by Theocritus and Virgil. 

82
 Daphnis and Chloe 1.4.1-3.  These nymphs are less sinister of the dancing nymphs of Idyll 13: Segal 

1981, 54. 
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As such, cubicula should perhaps be identified as general ―private‖ rooms where personal 

activities were done, such as studying, sleeping, or reading, though their position in the 

house (usually off atria) simultaneously grants them a semi-public designation.
83

  Three 

sacro-idyllic scenes were found in one of the cubicula in the villa, the so-called ―black 

room.‖
84

  A wide, south-facing door provided the light for this room that was 

predominantly painted black with a dark red dado.  The landscapes, which were painted 

on a black background, are in light colors and were placed in the middle height of the 

wall
85

 [Image 1a].  Although the scenes were painted ―with quick, sketchy brush strokes‖ 

the artists were still mindful of the room‘s interplay with natural light, and the shadows 

fall to the left or right as if the scenes were lit by the sun.
86

   

 The first vignette, from the north wall, shows five people around a two-story 

building with a sloped roof
87

 [Images 1 and 2].  Two trees frame the building, and a third 

tree appears near a small altar.  Blanckenhagen identifies this area as a sacred grove, with 

a sacrifice taking place: one figure is pouring a libation and two others gesture with 

veneration toward a cult figure.
88

  The second vignette from the west wall shows a similar 

scene on a black background, this time with a small cylindrical tower flanked by two 
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 Leach 2004, 47-48. 

84
 The three paintings are collectively in a bad state of preservation.  Two are housed at the New York 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, though Blanckenhagen notes that as of 1962 one was faded and not well-

preserved.  The third landscape is ―presumably in Naples, but no longer to be discovered in the Museum‖ 

and exists now only in illustrations from earlier studies (Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1962, 10). 
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 Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1990, 10. 
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 Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1990, 5. 

87
 Lehmann 1953, 99 argues that these two-story buildings are granaries.  Varro (De Re Rustica 1.13.2) and 

Vitruvius (6.6) both write about the outbuildings of villas.  Vitruvius in particular says granaries, barns, and 

bake houses should be away from the villa in case of fire. 

88
 Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1990, 10. 
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trees [Image 3].  Again, figures dot the foreground, though the poor state of preservation 

makes what they are doing unclear.  The third scene from the east wall shows a shepherd 

approaching a tall sacred gate with a cult statue on top; a tree grows through the gate 

[Image 4].  A statue, or a woman, is in the background beyond the gate to the right, and a 

statue (or a person?) is housed in a covered porch to the left of the gate.  At the far left are 

two female figures and a tripod.  This painting‘s colors have faded badly, which makes 

definite identification of the content problematic.  All three cubiculum paintings, 

however, are clear enough to show both pastoral and sacred elements.  The third painting, 

with the inclusion of a single tree, is reminiscent of Daphnis and Chloe‘s single oak. 

 The second cubiculum with sacro-idyllic landscapes at Boscotrecase is accessed 

through a doorway shared with the first.  This room was painted predominantly red with a 

black dado (reversing the color scheme of the connected cubiculum), though the 

landscapes are on a white ground.  Büttner notes that ―the white-ground landscape scenes 

were integrated into an architectural framework, with the appearance of valuable framed 

paintings.‖
89

  On the north wall, the landscape shows a wall, shrines, trees, and mountains 

in the background in light colors which fade into the white background [Image 5].  An 

island sanctuary is in the foreground, painted in more vivid colors to indicate proximity 

to the viewer.  The topography of the scene and relationship between the foreground and 

background are not clear.  Water appears on one side of an ―island,‖ and a bridge 

connects the island with another piece of land in the far right corner.  It is not clear where 

the water comes from, or if it is even a pond or river.  The bridge is protected on the land 

side by an ithyphallic statue and tree.  The sacro-idyllic scene is in the foreground: goats 
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dot the island, while a herdsman rests near a short column; others seem to be making an 

offering to a statue of a seated god from a bridge.  There are also at least two altars, a tall 

column topped with a statue, a circular tomb,
90

 and the requisite tree.  Small plants are 

scattered around the island, but are too stylized for identification.  This is the first 

painting actually to include a herdsman.  Blanckenhagen has identified the seated divinity 

as Bacchus based on a now-lost Pompeian wall painting that seems to have represented 

nearly the same scene, but from a different angle.
91

  He further identifies the tomb as 

belonging to Persephone, Demeter, Tyche, Cybele, or Isis.
92

  The ithyphallic god is 

clearly Priapus, the god in front of whom Thyrsis sings in Idyll 1.  Furthermore, this is the 

first painting to include a body of water, one of the typical constituent elements of a locus 

amoenus. 

 The wall paintings from the east and west walls both show a rocky foreground 

scene.  In the east wall landscape [Image 6] there is a sacellum with a tree growing 

through it, which is decorated with ―shields, tympana (?), vase, pinax; a herm and 

statuette are on top of the steps.‖
93

  A shield leans against the tree, and two figures 

approach from the background.  A shepherd rests against the sacellum with his dog, and a 

traveller also appears on the right side of the painting, near a tripod on a pedestal.  The 

background is composed of two different scenes; it is hard to align them.  On the left 

there are a series of buildings with a sloped roof (similar to the one seen in north wall of 

                                                 
90

 Blanckenghagen and Alexander 1990, 13. 
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 This identification perhaps makes a connection with Daphnis and Chloe; Dionysus‘ life is represented in 

the paintings of Lamon‘s garden, and the owner of the estate himself is named ―Dionysophanes‖ (i.e., 

―Dionysus made manifest.‖) 
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the first cubiculum [Images 1-2]); on the right there is a colonnade that ends with a tower.  

Beyond the buildings and colonnade cliffs rise up in the distance.  This painting in 

particular seems to highlight the contrast between city and country with a potential 

cityscape in the background.  The third painting, from the west wall of the red room 

cubiculum, is fragmentary [Image 7].  A small tetrastylon encloses a large fig tree, in 

front of which two figures stand.  Statues, altars, and some trees are in the foreground 

scene.  As in the east panel, a traveller rests, and two people (an adult and a child) 

approach the temple from the right.  In the very faded background, a few buildings give 

rise to cliffs further in the distance.   

 The six paintings from the Boscotrecase cubicula, reveal shared elements with the 

literary loca amoena.  First, the sacro-idyllic scenes are pared down to minimal details.  

Like Eclogue 1‘s beech, or the spring in Idyll 6, the paintings have few natural elements, 

but the few that they do contain are able to capture the mood of a locus amoenus.  In the 

same way that literature describes what the reader should see, the visual vignettes on 

monochromatic backgrounds draw the viewer‘s attention specifically to these landscapes.  

It is also possible to see in these two rooms how these seemingly isolated topia were 

integrated into a larger decorative context, considering how the reversed black and red 

room schemes would have been in dialogue with each other, to create a cohesive theme.
94

   

 Because these paintings are located in private (or semi-private) spaces, they also 

create a space in which desires, both erotic and non-erotic alike, can be acted upon.  

Although one‘s own personal domestic space typically represents and provides a space 

and a way to fulfill one‘s desires, these fictionalized sacro-idyllic paintings can ―carry the 
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viewer off into a world of peace and calm.‖
 95

  This ability to carry off a viewer adds an 

element of escapism to the loca amoena.  Even though these visual (and literary) places 

are fictional, they allow someone to imagine being in that space, which is why the 

engagement of the senses in a description of a locus amoenus is so important. 

 It is also possible, however, to read these sacro-idyllic paintings, which 

foreground pietas, as a way of fulfilling a religious inclination.  These scenes foreground 

pietas—be it the pietas of the picture, villa owner, or the viewer.  More notably, however, 

the idea of pietas is foregrounded.  By simply viewing the scaro-idyllic scene you may be 

filled with a sense of pietas.  These miniatures of ―rustic life‖ put no onus on the viewer 

to be reverent, however.  By looking at the painting, one might feel their duty more 

fulfilled, without the actual practicalities of organizing a sacrifice to a rustic god in the 

country.  On the other hand, the paintings might inspire the viewer to carry out their 

religious duties.  These scenes make it clear that the ―country life‖ was simply a 

―temporal ideal, one that they [i.e., villa owners] sought to realize in their estates and 

villas with gardens and attendant agriculture.‖
96

  The paintings thus could invite the 

viewer to escape into the fictional idea of an idyllic rustic world or could inspire the 

viewer to religious obligations. 

 The escapism of the sacro-idyllic scenes is foregrounded in a painting from the 

triclinium at Oplontis [Image 8].
97

  Because of the way the couches were arranged in the 

room (the arrangement is able to be known because of the way the mosaic floor is laid 
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 Zanker 1988, 285. 
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 Büttner 2006, 27, comment on Plate 3. 
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 This painting has faded badly, and does not photograph well.  The best picture of this painting is found in 

Ling 1991, 143. 
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out) one of these sacro-idyllic scenes would have only been visible to someone in what 

Clarke calls the ―circulation space‖ for servers.
98

  This sacro-idyllic scene, which is 

tucked into a corner of a room otherwise decorated with loud second-style architectural 

paintings, could have provided calm and peace, and the image of another place, away 

from one‘s duties. 

 The sacro-idyllic scenes are also important because of the way they focus the 

viewer on a single scene, which itself can be part of a larger painting program.  The wall 

paintings from the cubiculum at Boscoreale, now reconstructed at the New York 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, show wall paintings with more elements of a locus 

amoenus, but also how the natural world could commincate with the fictional painted one 

inside.
99

  The cubiculum comes from a villa on the southeast slope of Vesuvius belonging 

to Publius Fannius Synistor in Boscoreale, which was built around 50 BCE.
100

  At 

Boscoreale the cubiculum is entered from a small antechamber with third style 

architectural paintings.  The rectangular cubiculum also has an off-center window on the 

short side opposite the doorway from the antechamber.   The wall with the window is 

divided into three sections set off by red columns with vegetation growing around them.  

The two side pendants depict mirrored outdoor scenes.  There are fountains in front of a 

cave below a rocky cliff face and birds flit about; a trellis tops the cliffs with vines and 

trees beyond that [Images 9-10].  The images from this wall parallel the general type of 

locus amoenus, with trees, vines, and a water source.  The window provides another 
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 Clarke 1991, 119. 
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 The cubicula from Boscotrecase had the interplay of light in the room, but not, as far as we know, 

specific articulation with the natural world outside.  

100
 De Caro  2010, 4; Bergmann 2010, 14. 
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potential for a vista out onto a ―real‖ locus amoenus: wooden shutters on the window 

would have allowed the room‘s inhabitants to gaze out onto the real landscape.   Looking 

out the window of the cubiculum, one would see Vesuvius rising up, perhaps with the 

vineyards of the slopes visible, like the vines on the trellises inside.  Here, in the 

cubiculum at Boscoreale, the artistic world coordinates with the natural world outside the 

home, while simultaneously evoking the idea of literary loca amoena. 

 The villa at Oplontis takes the idea of a locus amoenus to a completely different 

level, where the whole villa is dedicated to the marriage of art and nature [Image 13].  

The villa, believed to have belonged to Poppaea, Nero‘s wife, was built in the Julio-

Claudian period.
101

  It is located to the west of Pompeii, in an area that was dotted with 

luxury villas.  The house is lavishly painted in second and third style wall paintings, and 

along the eastern side of the villa there is a long pool.  Wilhelmina Jashemski, the pioneer 

in Pompeian garden archaeology, was responsible for excavating the gardens at Oplontis, 

allowing us to understand more precisely the coordination of art and nature on the villa 

grounds.
102

 

 In the excavated areas around the villa, there were walkways with trees that 

coordinated with columned porticoes.  The villa provides ―[s]tunning examples of how 

gardens and painting, exterior and interior, spoke a common language… [and] appear in 

the parallel confections of frescoed rooms and outdoor gardens.‖
103

  For example, in one 

of the interior gardens (room 20, just beyond the main atrium) there are fountains painted 
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 Jashemski 1987, 72. 
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 Jashemski 1987, 71. 
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 Bergmann 2002, 110.  For a modern interpretation of this balance between art and nature, see Bowe and 

Dehart 2011, 23-29 on the creations of the Getty Museum gardens. 
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on the walls and around the garden there is a channel at the base of the parapet walls 

which both caught rainwater and watered the plants in the garden, creating the impression 

that the water was for the painted fountains [Image 11].  ―Illusions of oleander bushes, 

fruit trees, and birds, including a peacock perching on a branch, heighten the sensual 

effects of this expansive, light- and color-filled space located midway within the structure 

between land and sea.‖
104

   

 The east wing of the villa exhibits this combination of nature and art, facing the 

pool with a series of small rooms with walled gardens between them (roughly 

corresponding to rooms 63-97 on the plan [Image 12]).  These rooms have broad interior 

windows in addition to doorways, which allow for long sight lines on the axis of this 

wing.  Room 69 forms a center from which there were framed views through both 

columns and windows that acted like picture windows
105

 [Image 13].  This long sight line 

creates what Bettina Bergmann calls a ―disembodied eye,‖ noting that ―where the eye 

moves, the body cannot follow.‖
106

  This ―disembodied eye‖ is similar to what a reader 

experiences—the mind‘s eye focuses on the descriptions of loca amoena, yet there is no 

way of physically seeing or being in the location that is described.  The rooms along 

these long sight line are decorated with yellow and red panels showing various types of 

fountains, surrounded by green vegetation—strawberry arbutuses, oleander, laurel, and a 

blooming fig or plum tree.  The combination of real and painted gardens highlights the 

―visual play‖
107

 of the wing.  Adding to the lush environment, the yellow panels are 
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  Bergmann 2002, 105.   See Fergola and Pagano 1998, 36 figure 45. 
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 See also Andreae 1996, 25-30 for more color photographs of the botanical wall paintings. 
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 Bergmann 2002, 107. 
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 Mazzoleni 2004, 139. See also Pagán 2006, 17. 
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framed by a deep red border which is also decorated with birds.  A botanical motif also 

appears on the lower register, which is repeated throughout the villa, even away from the 

east wing. 

 Bettina Bergmann, while stressing the close interplay between nature and art in 

the villa at Oplontis, also notes there is also a high level of control over nature and one‘s 

experience in the villa.
108

  While looking out to the east, the villa faced the sea; to the 

west, there would have been a gradual progression from gardens to cultivated vines and 

trees which would give way to untamed wilderness.  Bergmann notes, however, ―Despite 

appearance, though, this was hardly wilderness; invisible to the naked eye, the Roman 

system of centuriation ensured that the ordered landscape continued beyond view.‖
109

  

The walkways outside the villa were bound by hedges, and gardens were bound by walls 

and parapets inside.  In the sprawling villa, many rooms only have one doorway and 

connect with only one other room or hallway, controlling one‘s paths through the 

house.
110

  Τhis parallels the level of control exhibited in the descriptions of loca amoena 

in pastoral literature: just as the authors control the reader‘s gaze, the physical 

arrangement of the villa and art also control the viewer. 

 While most of the rooms are highly decorated with wall paintings, which beg the 

viewer to slow and consider architectural or botanical landscapes, other areas are painted 

with wide black and white stripes which mark off a utilitarian areas of the house [Image 
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difficult to move from section to section because most of the rooms only have a single doorway.   
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14].  Implicit in the stripes is the feeling (perhaps aimed at the servants) to ―keep 

moving.‖
111

  The botanical paintings in the east wing, however, do just the opposite:  

Why not create an orderly, maintenance-free environment, 

where fruit never rots and birds never die?  The depiction 

of living creatures caught in a moment of arrested 

animation engages the viewer in suspense and in the 

protracted observation of signs and time and life: water, 

fresh fruit, birds — resulting in an intensification of taste 

and vision, a visual delectation.  Here is a farm without its 

mess.
112

  (Emphasis added) 

 

Thus, through the control and representations of nature, Poppaea‘s villa creates a sanitary 

estate where only the bounty is seen.
113

  The controlled relationship of the natural and the 

fictional botanical worlds fulfills a desire for a pleasing place that is also an idealized life.  

The idealization of the herdsman‘s life is also found in Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus: 

the ―dirty work‖ of being a herdsman is never mentioned. 

 The idealization of a ―farm without its mess‖ is reflected in an agricultural locus 

amoenus found in Lucretius‘ De Rerum Natura.  In his discussion of the domestication of 

plants and the spread of agriculture, he writes: 
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 Cf. Leach 2004, 54: ―By strolling casually through a series of painted rooms one readily sees that those 

for stationary activity are painted in a manner different from those intended to make a momentary 

impression on persons walking through a room.‖  She goes on to say that programmatic and repetitive 
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 Bergmann 2002, 119.  This is not to imply that this was a sterile estate.  See Dimbleby and Grüger 2002, 
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At specimen sationis et insitionis origo 

ipsa fuit rerum primum natura creatrix, 

arboribus quoniam bacae glandesque caducae 

tempestiva dabant pullorum examina supter; 

unde etiam libitumst stirpis committere ramis 1365 

et nova defodere in terram virgulta per agros. 

inde aliam atque aliam culturam dulcis agelli 

temptabant fructusque feros mansuescere terra 

cernebant indulgendo blandeque colendo. 

inque dies magis in montem succedere silvas  1370 

cogebant infraque locum concedere cultis, 

prata lacus rivos segetes vinetaque laeta 

collibus et campis ut haberent, atque olearum 

caerula distinguens inter plaga currere posset 

per tumulos et convallis camposque profusa;  1375 

ut nunc esse vides vario distincta lepore 

omnia, quae pomis intersita dulcibus ornant 

arbustisque tenent felicibus opsita circum. 

 

For the sowing and grafting of plants the first model was 

provided by creative nature herself.  Berries and acorns, 

lying below the trees from which they had fallen, were seen 

to put forth a swarm of shoots in due season.  From the 

same source men learnt to engraft slips in branches and to 

plant young saplings in the soil of their fields.  After that 

they tried one type of cultivation after another in their 

treasured plot.  They saw wild fruits grow mild in the 

ground with cosseting and humouring.  Day by day they 

kept forcing the woodland to creep further up the hillside, 

surrendering the lower reaches to tillage.  Over the hill and 

plain they extended meadowland and cornland, reservoirs 

and water-courses and laughing vineyards, with the 

distinctive strip of blue-grey olives running between, 

rippling over hump and hollow and along the level ground.  

So the countryside assumed its present aspect of variegated 

beauty, gaily interspersed with luscious orchards and 

marked out by encircling hedges of luxuriant trees.
114
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 5.1361-1378.  Translation by R. E. Latham. 
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It is this kind of demarcation of the fields that one may have seen in the centuriated land 

on the southern slope of Vesuvius, especially looking out the cubiculum window at 

Boscoreale, or in the areas surrounding Oplontis.
115

  For Lucretius, and agricultural 

writers like Varro and Columella, the sight of fertile, productive, tilled land was itself a 

locus amoenus.
116

  As an aside, but also relevant detail, Zanker has noted that landscape 

paintings rarely show Roman peasants at work;
117

 the herdsmen in pastoral literature are 

herding their flocks, but only in a very vague way: we rarely read about their work.  Even 

in Lucretius‘ description of an agricultural locus amoenus the agency of the farmer in the 

evolution of cultivation is diminished.  Lucretius states from the outset that ―creative 

nature herself‖ started agriculture, and men simply learned from her.   

 The villa at Prima Porta likewise shows a simultaneously fertile yet sterile 

representation of the natural world.  The villa belonged to Livia Drusilla, the wife of 

Augustus,
118

 and was situated in the Roman suburb of Prima Porta along the Via 
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 For the centuriated area in Campania, see the impressive Barrington Atlas of the Greek and Roman 
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 Leach 1974, 83 notes that Virgil varies his landscapes, but his poetry may have formed his landscapes 
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the gardens to mediate the period between republic and empire.  ―The trees that were once a reliable 
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political space of the city.‖  Kellum 1994, 217 also notes ―The actual plantings on the Palatine and the 

structure of the Garden Room certainly suggest that the emperoror fully understood the image-making 

potential of the pastoral.‖ 
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 Suetonius notes in Galba 1 that an eagle dropped a hen with a laurel twig in its mouth in Livia‘s lap near 

Prima Porta.  The twig was planted, and the triumphal laurels for the emperors were taken from this laurel 

stock.  This tree also foretold the deaths of emperors by wilting shortly before their deaths.  (Liviae, olim 
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Flaminia about nine miles from Rome.
119

  The garden room in Livia‘s villa, now at the 

Palazzo Massimo alle Terme Museum in Rome, depicts a lush garden on four walls 

[Images 15-16].  Mabel Gabriel notes that unlike the smaller landscape vistas, such as 

those described above, in the garden room, the room itself becomes ―a terrace, or 

possibly a grotto or pergola from which one can look into a fairy garden. . . . Nothing 

detracts from the sensation that one is actually strolling along a path in front of flowers 

and shrubs.‖
120

  The room easily fulfills any sort of escapist desires. 

 The walls depict a season-less garden—everything blooms and fruits 

abundantly.
121

  What is notable, however, is that while there are no divinities represented 

in the paintings, nor such religious elements as columns, shrines, or altars, most of the 

plants that are depicted carry religious/mythic connotations: laurel, myrtle, pomegranates, 

quinces, pine, ivy, oak, cypress, palm, roses, violets, and poppies.
122

  Annamaria Ciarallo 

has also identified plane trees, acanthus, plums, ox-eye daisies (Leucanthemum vulgare), 

the corn marigold (Chrysanthemum segetum), asters, Hart‘s tongue ferns (Phyllitis 

                                                                                                                                                 
post Augusti statim nuptias Veientanum suum revisendi, praetervolans aquila gallinam albam ramulum 

lauri rostro tenentem, ita ut rapuerat, demisit in gremium; cumque nutriri alitem, pangi ramulum 

placuisset, tanta pullorum suboles provenit, ut hodieque ea uilla ad Gallinas vocetur, tale vero lauretum, ut 

triumphaturi Caesares inde laureas decerperent; fuitque mox triumphantibus, illas confestim eodem loco 

pangere; et observatum est, sub cuiusque obitum arborem ab ipso institutam elanguisse.) 
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 cf: The description of Alcinous‘ garden in the Odyssey (8.178-118), whose ―trees will never flag or die, 

neither in winter nor in summer, a harvest all year round.‖ 

122
 Gabriel 1955, 14-15.  With the exception of palms (a symbol of victory), all of these plants are found in 

pastoral literature.  Kellum 1994, 218 has noted that the repeated clumps of ivy and violets together may be 

reminiscent of the belief that violet chaplets could ward off hangovers, represented by the ivy.  

Furthermore, all of the botanical elements found in triumphal crowns are found in the room: oak, laurel, 

myrtle, ivy, and pine.  Cf. Pliny Natural History 15.127f. 



85 

 

scolopendrium) and oleander bushes in the paintings.
123

  By combining this many plants, 

a sort of chaos of abundance emerges, but ―a natural framework‖ for the whole room is 

created from the repetition of tall bushes and trees beyond the ambulatory, echoing the fir 

and oak trees that are set into niches.
124

  Amidst all of the plants, Mabel Gabriel has 

identified sixty-nine representations of birds.
125

  What is most interesting is that all of this 

lush vegetation appears without a water source—there is no fountain or spring pictured—

which is the only element missing from a complete locus amoenus.  

 The actual purpose of this subterranean room is unknown.
126

  There have been 

suggestions that the room was near an exterior garden, and was used when it was too hot 

to be in the actual outdoor garden, and thus provided a shady and cool location for the 

villa owners.
127

  A water channel was also found on one side of the room, which has led 

to speculation that the room may have had a fountain or pool in the center.
128

  More 

recently, it has been posited that the garden room may have led to a household storeroom, 

allowing people in the garden room to look upon the agricultural wealth and abundance 

of the estate.
129

  Whatever the use of the room was, there seems to have been a 
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connection between the real natural world and the fictional one painted to create a very 

pleasing place.   

 These large-scale loca amoena at Oplontis and Prima Porta echo the lushness and 

abundance found in the both the literary seasonal descriptions and the garden 

descriptions.  The fictional spaces created by Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus, which 

provide a place for desires to be enunciated, are equaled by the fictional spaces created on 

the walls of homes.  In addition to creating spaces for desire, there is also an element of 

control at play: authors control the readers through their loca amoena just as the wall 

paintings draw the viewer in and make them pause to look at scenes that can either take 

them away to a sacro-idyllic world or to an ultra-fertile Edenic world.  Like the painting 

in the prologue of Daphnis and Chloe, however, these wall paintings may also act as a 

catalyst for desire. 

 

The locus amoenus as a part of desire 

 In the previous sections loca amoena provided a place where desires could be 

situated.  The desires, however, are separate from the pleasing spots; there is no 

connection between the ilex or the pine under which a herdsman sits and and the beloved 

about whom he sings.  There the locus amoenus could be a frame (or catalyst) with 

varying levels of complexity for the desire.  In contrast, this section looks at situations in 

which the locus amoenus is a part of a desire.  Typically these pleasing places are found 

in the songs to or about the beloved; the place becomes a way for the lover to imagine a 

real world where his desires are fulfilled with his beloved.
130
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 When the lover imagines an impossible imaginary world with inversions of the natural world, it 

becomes an adynaton, which is the topic of the next chapter. 
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 Theocritus and Virgil both include these types of loca amoena in their poetry.  

Because of the reciprocal nature of Daphnis and Chloe‘s relationship, this type of 

pleasing place does not appear.  This section will first look at two examples of non-erotic 

desires that use loca amoena as a way of imagining desires, first in Eclogue 1, and then 

Gallus‘ lament for not writing pastoral poetry in Eclogue 10.  From there, erotic desires 

will be the driving force behind the rest of the passages discussed.  These loca amoena 

will show how desires and the natural world become entwined.   

 The first passage is from Eclogue 1.  In this poem, Meliboeus and Tityrus are 

discussing a new leader whom Tityrus met, and whom he will worship as a god.  At line 

46, Meliboeus comments on how Tityrus will keep his land, which is described as a locus 

amoenus : 

Fortunate senex, ergo tua rura manebunt 

et tibi magna satis, quamvis lapis omnia nudus 

limosoque palus obducat pascua iunco. 

non insueta gravis temptabunt pabula fetas 

nec mala vicini pecoris contagia laedent. 50 

fortunate senex, hic inter flumina nota 

et fontis sacros frigus captabis opacum; 

hinc tibi, quae semper, vicino ab limite saepes 

Hyblaeis apibus florem depasta salicti 

saepe levi somnum suadebit inire susurro; 55 

hinc alta sub rupe canet frondator ad auras, 

nec tamen interea raucae, tua cura, palumbes 

nec gemere aeria cessabit turtur ab ulmo. 

 

Happy old man!  So these lands will still be yours, and 

large enough for you, though bare stones cover all, and the 

marsh cloaks your pastures with slimy rushes.  Still, no 

strange herbage shall try your breeding ewes, no baneful 

infection from a neighbor‘s flock shall harm them.  Happy 

old man!  Here, amid familiar stream and sacred springs, 

you shall enjoy the cooling shade.  On this side, as of old, 

on your neighbour‘s border, the hedge whose willow 

blossoms are sipped by Hybla‘s bees shall often with its 

gentle hum soothe you to slumber; on that, under the 
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towering rock, the woodmans‘s song shall fill the air; while 

still the cooing wood pigeons, your pets, and the turtle dove 

shall cease not their  moaning from the elm tops.
131

 

 

This imagined scene of the fertility and comfort of his own land contains the common 

elements of a locus amoenus: springs, shade, bees buzzing (which will coax Tityrus to 

sleep) and pigeons and turtle doves will also coo around him.  This, for Meliboeus, is the 

best he could dream about; instead he is facing the possibility he will be driven off of his 

land.  Tityrus responds to this description with adynata, impossible situations.  Meliboeus 

responds again in a realistic tone: deer will not pasture in the air as Tityrus has suggested, 

rather foreigners and strangers will be farming his land.
132

  Meliboeus‘ descriptions 

reveal his desires for his own land, and by extension, an end to the land confiscations of 

the mid-first century BCE.
133

 

 Gallus in Eclogue 10 also has a non-erotic desire, though here he is wishing that 

he had written pastoral poetry instead of love elegy.  He laments, imagining his 

unfulfilled pastoral life: 

 

Atque utinam ex vobis unus vestrisque fuissem 35 

aut custos gregis aut maturae vinitor uvae! 

Certe sive mihi Phyllis sive esset Amyntas, 

seu quicumque furor (quid tum, si fuscus Amyntas? 

et nigrae violae sunt et vaccinia nigra), 

mecum inter salices lenta sub vite iaceret. 40 

serta mihi Phyllis legeret, cantaret Amyntas. 

"Hic gelidi fontes, hic mollia prata, Lycori; 

hic nemus; hic ipso tecum consumerer aevo. 
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 This passage could easily be described as a locus horridus given all of the negative associations with the 

scene for Meliboeus. 
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 Coleman 1977, 82 note ad 47-48 comments that Tityrus‘ land does not sound enviable, or even good 

enough to be reassigned, yet Meliboeus still envies him and his ownership. 
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And oh that I had been one of you, the shepherd of a flock 

of yours, or the dresser of your ripened grapes!  Surely, my 

darling, whether it were Phyllis or Amyntas, or whoever it 

were—and what if Amyntas be dark? Violets, too, are 

black and black are hyacinths—my darling would be lying 

at my side among the willows, and under the creeping vine 

above—Phyllis plucking me flowers for a garland, 

Amyntas singing me songs.  Here are the cold springs, 

Lycoris, here the soft meadows, here woodland; here with 

you, only the passage of time would wear me away.
134

 

 

In Gallus‘ imagined world, if he were a member of the pastoral world, he would have his 

choice of girls.  What is interesting here is that willow trees only appear in Virgil, and he 

twice uses them as the site of a potential tryst.
135

  Here there is shade, cool water, fresh-

picked flowers, and Amyntas‘ songs.  And, like Daphnis, in this locus amoenus he would 

waste away (consumerer) with Lycoris.  Not only does he desire this mock pastoral 

world, he even has himself waste away in the style of the most famous pastoral figure, 

Daphnis.  Unlike Daphnis, however, Gallus already has Lycoris, who has been 

transplanted momentarily into the pastoral world. 

 Gallus continues in Eclogue 10 and shifts to a more erotic desire, though still with 

the regret of not having been a pastoralist:  

Certum est in silvis inter spelaea ferarum 

malle pati tenerisque meos incidere Amores 

arboribus: crescent illae, crescetis, Amores. 

 

Well I know the woods, amid wild beasts‘ dens, it is better 

to suffer and carve my love on the young trees.  They will 

grow, and you, my loves, will grow with them.
136

 

 

                                                 
134

 Eclogue 10.35-43.  Coleman 1977, 285 note ad 38 comments that in Gallus‘ mind herdsmen of the 

pastoral world are also vine dressers, revealing that, as a city man, he is perhaps more interested in the wine 

than the watching of the flocks. 

135
 Also at Eclogue 3.65.   

136
 Eclogue 10.52-54. Modified Fairclough translation. 
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Although this is not the most detailed locus amoenus, the woods and the caves are 

common components elsewhere in pastoral.  His erotic desires, while he wanders the 

woods, will grow as the trees on which he has carved the names of his loves grows.  

Continuing the theme of the previous passage, Gallus, in this poem is not that 

discriminating about the loves.  Both the trees and the loves are plural.  The trees equal or 

become his loves, his desires.
137

 

 Gallus‘ mulitiplicity of amores in Eclogue 10 is matched in Eclogue 2 by 

Corydon‘s one-mindedness about Alexis.  Eclogue 2 begins with a description of 

Corydon, which is nearly a locus horridus in lines 3-5: 

tantum inter densas, umbrosa cacumina, fagos 

adsidue veniebat. ibi haec incondita solus 

montibus et silvis studio iactabat inani; 

 

As his one solace, he would day by day come among the 

thick beeches with their shady summits, and there alone in 

unavailing passion fling these artless strains to the hills and 

woods 

 

The scene, with Corydon situated under the beech tree reminds the reader of the opening 

of the first Eclogue.  Unlike Tityrus, who is attempting to woo a woodland Muse, 

Corydon is flinging his artless strains (incondita) helplessly (studio inani).  Here, there is 

a tension reminiscent of Odysseus and Calypso—the beeches should signify a pleasing 

shady place for a herdsman, but Corydon‘s emotional state undermines the pleasance.  

Corydon‘s love for Alexis propels his song, wherein he describes the botanical gifts he 

would give Alexis.  He sings: 

   …tibi lilia plenis 

ecce ferunt Nymphae calathis; tibi candida Nais, 

                                                 
137

 Cf. Acontius and Cydippe, where the inscribed apple ensures the fulfillment of Acontius‘ desire to 

marry Cydippe.  See Nisetich 2001, 141-147. 
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pallentis violas et summa papavera carpens, 

narcissum et florem iungit bene olentis anethi; 

tum casia atque aliis intexens suavibus herbis 

mollia luteola pingit vaccinia caltha. 

ipse ego cana legam tenera lanugine mala 

castaneasque nuces, mea quas Amaryllis amabat; 

addam cerea pruna—honos erit huic quoque pomo— 

et vos, o lauri, carpam et te, proxime myrte, 

sic positae quoniam suavis miscetis odores.  

 

…look—the nymphs are bringing lilies in full baskets for 

you; the radiant nymph, picking pale violets and poppy 

tops, she weaves the narcissus flower with sweet-smelling 

dill; then, braiding cassia with the other sweet herbs 

embellishes the delicate bilberries with yellowy marigolds.  

I myself will collect pale quinces with soft down, and 

chestnuts, which my Amaryllis used to love; I will add 

waxy plums—there will be honor for this fruit also—and 

you, O laurels, I will even pick you, and you, close by 

myrtle, since when you are arranged like this you blend 

your sweet smells.
138

 

 

The abundance of the gifts creates a scene more like the seasonal descriptions in 

Theocritus than a courtship gift.  The elements of a locus amoenus are there; the five 

senses are engaged.  Corydon is singing about flowers, delicate bilberries, the smells of 

myrtle and laurel, and fruits and nuts.  He offers these gifts in order to woo Alexis, yet he 

knows that not even this abundance will attract him.  He knows from the beginning of the 

poem that there was no hope for this desire to be fulfilled (nec quid spererat habebat).
139

 

 This type of frustrated desire also drives Polyphemus to sing to Galatea in Idyll 

11.  Polyphemus, the Cyclops, is in love with a beautiful sea nymph, but she does not 

love him back.  As a part of his song to Galatea, he describes to her the life she, a water 

nymph, could have with him on land.  He proclaims to her the bounty of his herding 

                                                 
138

 Translation is my own. 

139
 Eclogue 2.2. 
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lifestyle: milk, abundant cheeses, piped songs, and the gift of fawns wearing collars.  At 

lines 43-48, he describes his cave: 

 

ηὰλ γιαπθὰλ δὲ ζάιαζζαλ ἔα πνηὶ ρέξζνλ ὀξερζελ· 

ἅδηνλ ἐλ ηὤληξῳ παξ‘ ἐκὶλ ηὰλ λύθηα δηαμεο. 

ἐληὶ δάθλαη ηελεί, ἐληὶ ῥαδηλαὶ θππάξηζζνη, 

ἔζηη κέιαο θηζζόο, ἔζη‘ἄκπεινο ἁ γιπθύθαξπνο, 

ἔζηη ςπρξὸλ ὕδσξ, ηό κνη ἁ πνιπδέλδξενο Αἴηλα 

ιεπθὰο ἐθ ρηόλνο πνηὸλ ἀκβξόζηνλ πξνΐεηη. 

 

Leave the green sea to pulse upon the shore; thou wilt pass the 

night more pleasantly with me.  There are bays, there are slender 

cypresses; there is dark ivy, there is the sweet-fruited vine, there is 

cold water, which wooded Etna puts forth for me from her white 

snowfields, a draught divine. 

 

Virgil‘s Ninth Eclogue echoes this passage with this description of Polyphemus‘ cave 

when he tries to woo Galatea: 

hic ver purpureum, varios hic flumina circum 

fundit humus flores, hic candida populus antro 

imminet et lentae texunt umbracula vites: 

huc ades; insani feriant sine litora fluctus. 

 

Here is rosy spring; here, by the streams, Earth scatters her 

flowers of a thousand hues; here the white poplar bends 

over the cave, and the clinging vines weave shady bowers.  

Come to me; leave the wild waves to lash the shore.
140

 

 

While in both passages Polyphemus begs Galatea to leave the sea and let it wash upon the 

shore with analogous vocabulary, the itemization differs both in content and rhetoric.  

Theocritus‘ list is methodically paired: bays and cypresses; ivy and grape vines; and cold 

water which is both from snow and delicious to drink.  There is also a rising tricolon in 

the description: the trees contain the least adjectival modification (slender), the vines 

slightly more (dark and sweet-fruited) and the water is modified the most.  In Virgil‘s 
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 Eclogue 9.40-43. 



93 

 

version, Polyphemus seems to jump from one item to the next: a season, water, soil, 

flowers, a tree, vines.  But just as Theocritus controls the reader‘s gaze in Idylls 7 and 13, 

Virgil controls the gaze here.  He begins with an abstract concept, spring, then moves to 

water and soil (which are visually low) to flowers (slightly higher) to trees (higher still) 

and vines (amid the trees or above).  Although the two authors choose different trees, 

they both pick famously tragic trees: bay was once Apollo‘s love, Daphne; the cypress 

was once a boy, Cyparissus, who accidentally killed a majestic stag and grieved so much 

that he asked Apollo to be transformed; and Phaethon‘s sisters were turned into poplars 

because of their grief.
141

  Within the attempt to woo Galatea, to fulfill his erotic desires 

for her, he offers a pleasing place, though it is one that a sea nymph might never find 

suitable. 

 The story of Polyphemus‘ unrequited love for Galatea is represented in wall 

paintings from Boscotrecase in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 

York [Image 14].  In this painting, Polyphemus is seated on a rocky mountainous 

shoreline, playing his pipes to Galatea, who is wearing a yellow dress and is seated below 

and to the left of him.  Goats dot the rocky cliff-lined shore.  It seems clear that this is a 

representation of the myth in which Polyphemus is attempting to court Galatea.  

Polyphemus, however, also appears on the right side of the panel, closer to the shore.  

There, he is hurling a rock towards a ship, a gesture which suggests the final events of his 

encounter with Odysseus after his blinding in Book 9 of the Odyssey.  Blanckenhagen 

notes the close correspondence between Idyll 11 and this painting, particularly the ―ugly 
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 The most famous versions of these tales are found in Ovid‘s Metamorphoses: Daphne and Apollo 1.452-

567; Cyparissus 10.106-142; Phaethon‘s sisters 2.340-366.  In Idyll 2.121 there is also a reference to the 

white poplar, which Delphis says is sacred to Herakles. 
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face with a single eyebrow over the single eye (line 33)‖ and his pipe.
142

  The painting 

includes bays and slender cypresses, and a waterfall in the background seems nearly to 

quote the Theocritean passage above.  In lines 60-62 Polyphemus says that he would 

learn to swim, if only some sailor would come by ship—a Theocritean reference to 

Odysseus‘ eventual visit which will result in Polyphemus‘ blinding.  Blanckenhagen 

further writes, ―There can hardly be any doubt that the background scene is the pictorial 

adaptation of this line [i.e., 60-62] of Theocritus.‖
143

  The painting provides a rare 

example of a direct visual quotation from a text in the ancient world.  This painting is 

also important because it provides one of the earliest examples of ―continuous narration‖ 

in a painting.  Continuous narration shows different events of a story in a single painting, 

sometimes with the same character appearing more than once to show different plot 

points in the narrative.
144

  Here, the double representation of Polyphemus, which alludes 

to both the Theocritean and Homeric stories of his life, is continuous narration.
145

  This 

painting provides many levels of loca amoena.  As a painting, it contributes to a pleasing 

domestic space.  As a potential direct visual quotation of Theocritus, Polyphemus‘s cave 

is embedded in the painting just as the the cave description is embedded in his song to 

Galatea.  The Theocritean and Homeric worlds collide with Polyphemus‘ prayer for 

―some sailor‖ to come to his island, a prayer that is ominously fulfilled by the presence of 

the ship offshore. 
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 Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1990, 32. 

143
 Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1990, 32. 

144
 Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1990, 31-32. 

145
 Helbig 1868, 208-212 finds twelve representations of the story of Polyphemus and Galatea, which 

speaks to the story‘s apparent popularity.   
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 In all of these examples from Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus, there are only a 

small collection of characters who actually have their desires fulfilled.  In Idyll 4, there is 

a discussion between two herdsmen about their herds.  Corydon comments that his bull 

naturally goes to the best locations, citing ―Neathus, where all good things grow— 

αἰγίππξνο,
146

 fleabane, and fragrant balm (Νήαηζνλ, ὅπᾳ θαιὰ πάληα θύνληη, / αἰγίππξνο 

θαὶ θλύδα θαὶ εὐώδεο κειίηεηα).‖
147

  Here the combination of plants again can stimulate 

the senses: fleabane has daisy-like flowers and the scent is believed to ward off fleas.  

Aἰγίππξνο is believed to have red flowers based on the fiery puros root in the name.
148

  

Neathus is also the home of ―fragrant balm,‖ which has a lemony scent when crushed.  It 

seems to be implied that these plants are ―good things‖ for a bull to eat, a way to have his 

bullish desires fulfilled, and for readers this description triggers sight and smell.   

In Eclogue 6 Virgil also describes a bull‘s ability to find a pleasing spot.  He 

describes the bull whom Pasiphae loved this way: 

ille, latus niveum molli fultus hyacintho, 

ilice sub nigra pallentis ruminat herbas 

 

He [the bull], pillowing his snowy side on the soft 

hyacinths, under a dark ilex chews the pale grass
149

 

 

Unlike Theocritus‘ list of fodder for bulls, Virgil‘s bull is surrounded by better-known 

plants.
150

  Within these lines, however, Virgil plays with the color contrasts.  First, the 
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 John Raven has (rightly) argued that ―αἰγίπνξνο‖ has been incorrectly identified as ―restharrow‖ by 

William Thiselton-Dyer for the Liddell and Scott Greek Lexicon. (He also advises ―view every entry in 

Liddell and Scott (LSJ) under a Greek plant name with a measure of skepticism.‖)  The plant‘s correct 

identification is unknown.  See Raven 2000, 5-6. 

147
 Idyll 4.24-25. 

148
 Theophrastus HP 2.8.3 notes that goats were to have been fond of it, but this again is an inference from 

the name, ―aigi‖ meaning ―goat.‖ 

149
 Eclogue 6.53-54. 
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animal‘s ―snowy‖ flank contrasts against the hyacinths, which Virgil describes as black 

in Eclogue 10.39 (nigra vaccinia); then, the dark ilex is contrasted with the pale grass.
151

  

Virgil includes relatively common plants in these lines, but adds a complexity to the 

scene with a chiastic construction in both lines: 

N      ADJ     ADJ      N  

Ille, latus niveum molli fultus hyacintho, 

 

N     ADJ    ADJ                    N 

ilice sub nigra pallentis ruminat herbas.
152

 

 

Not only has the bull found a pleasing place, but Pasiphae herself will have her (terrible, 

divinely commanded) desire consummated.  Pasiphae and the bull provide an example of 

the way that desire and even the simplest locus amoenus can intersect.  The bull, which 

becomes a part of the careful botanical description, is the object of affection.   

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has discussed the relationship desire has with pleasing places in the 

pastoral writing of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus.  By first examining instances where 

loca amoena frame desire, but do not otherwise influence it, it is possible to see how the 
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 It could perhaps be argued that Virgil is responding to Theocritus‘ bull passage and reworking it for the 

Roman reader with plants he would be familiar with.  Martindale 1993, 17-18. 

151
 At 10.39 and at 2.18 Virgil uses the term vaccinium to describe the complexions of two beloveds. He is 

echoing this idea from Theocritus‘ Idyll 10.28, in which Bombyca is described as being swarthy like a 

hyacinth.  Longus likewise picks up this trope in 1.16.4.  Vaccinium is considered by some (e.g., Coleman 

1979 note ad 2.18) to be a cognate of ὑάθηλζνο.  Pliny the Elder tells us that vaccinium, however, refers to a 

berry-producing plant, the blueberry or whortle-berry, and his discussion on vaccinia is entirely separate 

from his discussion of hyacinths (Natural History 16.177; hyacinths are discussed in 21.170).  I believe 

what Virgil is doing here is playing with the homophony of the two words, by comparing the complexions 

to the dark berries of vaccinia, and simultaneously echoing the sound of Theocritus‘ hyacinths. What is 

notable is that when Virgil refers to hyacinths elsewhere, as in here in Eclogue 6, or in Eclogue 3.63 when a 

herdsman sings that laurels and hyacinths are pleasing to Apollo, Virgil uses the word hyacinthus.  He also 

uses hyacinthus in Georgics 4.130-137 and 4.183 and Aeneid 11.69. Virgil clearly seems to be punning 

with the use of vaccinia. 

152
 In both lines, the second and penultimate positions are variable. 
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nuances of the botanical descriptions can control the reader‘s gaze.  The authors tell the 

readers what to look at, and in what order.  These loca amoena, which range in 

complexity from the minimalistic to the abundant, find parallels in Roman wall painting.  

Sacro-idyllic paintings from Boscotrecase provide miniature scenes of the rustic life.  

These vignettes function together in two adjoining cubicula to create a a series of 

paintings wherein one imagines new or different desires.  On a grander level, the wall 

paintings from Oplontis and Prima Porta provide fictional superabundance which may 

have commincated with the ―real‖ natural world around it.   Moreover, they, like the 

literary passages create a space in which desires may be realized.  Finally, the last section 

examines other instances of loca amoena which incorporate the pleasing place into a 

desire, be it erotic or non-erotic.  All of these loca amoena, both literary and visual, show 

how the botanical world could provide a space, could set the scene, for desire. 
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Chapter 3:  Imagining Desire: Adynata 

 

 

 

 

 The second major botanical context in Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus is the 

rhetorical figure, the adynaton, inversion of nature.  When the herdsmen of the pastoral 

world cannot realize their immediate desires, they instead imagine a world where they are 

powerful, where they can control nature and bring about inversions or impossible 

situations.  In this fictional world, the natural world can even respond to and reflect their 

emotional state, creating a pathetic fallacy.  These imaginary worlds, however, do not do 

anything to actually remedy the desire.  Instead, they become controlling fictions upon 

which the herdsmen rely emotionally. 

 Botanical adynata reflect a desire to have control when the desire is not otherwise 

able to be fulfilled.  This chapter looks at these botanical adynata and their relationship to 

desire.  Before discussing the pastoral examples, it is necessary to establish and define the 

adynaton as a rhetorical figure.  From there, pastoral adynata will be examined as a way 

of imagining a fulfillment of desires when (typically) erotic ones cannot be fulfilled.  The 

songs of the herdsmen, therefore, become imbued with a believed power to control nature 

at large.  The imagined worlds can also be expanded to large-scale descriptions of 

impossible Golden Ages.  The fantastic Golden Age descriptions, particularly like those 

found in Virgil‘s Eclogue 4, remind the reader again of the lush gardens of Daphnis and 

Chloe and the wall paintings from Oplontis and Livia‘s villa at Prima Porta.  The final 

section of this chapter returns to these wall paintings to reconsider them as adynata. 
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The adynaton as a rhetorical figure 

 Although the adynaton is recognized today as a rhetorical figure or stylistic 

device, it is not among those listed by ancient writers.  Thus, discussions or definitions of 

the term are not found in the rhetorical treatises of the usual suspects: Aristotle, Cicero, 

Quintilian, or the minor Greek or Latin rhetoricians.
1
  When the word adynaton appear in 

scholia or a rhetorical text, it does not have the same meaning as we understand the term 

today, and ancient references to adynata only partially help to understand how the ancient 

concept relates to what we know today.   

 The earliest reference to the term is found in Demetrius of Phaleron‘s (fourth to 

third century BCE) discussion of hyperbole, where he uses the term ―ὑπεξβνιὴ θαηὰ ηὸ 

ἀδύλαηνλ.‖
2
  Later, Fortunatianus (fourth century CE) uses the phrase ―ζρῆκα ἐμ 

ἀδπλάηνπ (figure of an impossibility)‖ in reference to cases that were impossible to 

prosecute, such as prosecuting an infant for adultery because he lay with another 

woman.
3
  Finally, in the fourth to fifth century CE Lactantius Placidus makes a reference 

to an adynaton at Thebaid 7.552 (―ante haec excusso frondescet lancea ferro [sooner will 

this lance come into leaf than shake off its iron.]‖) as a comparatio ab impossibili but this 

term is likewise not found in other rhetorical treatises.
4
  Although these examples are, in 

fact, impossible, they do not contribute to a clear meaning of the term as a rhetorical 

device or literary trope. 

                                                 
1
 Cantor 1930, 32 note 2. 

2
 On Style, 124.  Demetrius then cites the example ―with her head she has smitten the sky (νὐξαλῶ ἐζηήξημε 

θάξε, θαὶ ἐπὶ ρζνλὶ βαίλεη).‖ from Iliad 4.443.   

3
 Rowe 1965, 388; Fortunatianus Ad Rhetoricae 3.1.3. 

4
 Rowe 1965, 388.  Lactantius Placidus Commentarius in Statii Thebaida et Achilleida ad 7.552. 
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 Horace‘s Ars Poetica is notable, however, because it is an ancient source that 

warns against the creation and use of impossible things.  In this epistle to Piso, written 

sometime around or after 13 BCE,
5
 Horace writes: 

Humano capiti ceruicem pictor equinam 

iungere si uelit et uarias inducere plumas 

undique collatis membris, ut turpiter atrum 

desinat in piscem mulier formosa superne, 

spectatum admissi, risum teneatis, amici?   

Credite, Pisones, isti tabulae fore librum  5 

persimilem, cuius, uelut aegri somnia, uanae 

fingentur species, ut nec pes nec caput uni 

reddatur formae. "Pictoribus atque poetis 

quidlibet audendi semper fuit aequa potestas." 10 

Scimus, et hanc ueniam petimusque damusque uicissim, 

sed non ut placidis coeant immitia, non ut 

serpentes auibus geminentur, tigribus agni. 

 

Suppose a painter wished to couple a horse‘s neck with a 

man‘s head, and to lay feathers of every hue on limbs 

gathered here and there, so that a woman, lovely above, 

foully ended in an ugly fish below; would you restrain your 

laughter, my friends, if admitted to a private view?  Believe 

me, dear Pisos, a book will appear uncommonly like that 

picture, if impossible figures are wrought into it—like a 

sick man‘s dreams—with the result that neither head nor 

foot is ascribed to a single shape, and unity is lost. 

―But poets and painters have always had an equal right to 

indulge their whims.‖  Quite so: and this excuse we claim 

for ourselves and grant to others: but not so that harsh may 

mate with gentle, serpents be paired with birds, lambs with 

tigers.
6
 

 

Although it does not mention ―impossibilia‖ (the Latin term for adynata) or ―adynata‖ 

                                                 
5
 Conte 1994, 316.  Conte also notes that this was written under the purview of Augustus, whom Conte 

identifies as the ―primary interlocutor‖ in the discourses on art and literature.  Horace‘s rejection of mixed-

species creations is also interesting because of their popularity in Roman wall painting. 

6
 Horace, Ars Poetica 1-13.  Translation by Edward Henry Blakeney 1936.  The things which Horace is 

describing are, in fact, adynata, but if the figures he describes are transferred to the visual world, they 

become grotesques.  ―Grotesques‖ were named because they were found in the loggia (grotto) of the 

Domus Aurea in the High Italian Renaissance.  Coincidentally, the scholarly interest in grotesques parallels 

interest in the adynaton, though there is little overlap between the literary and visual material.  Both 

became objects of study in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  Chao 2010 contains an 

excellent review of the history of scholarship on grotesques. 
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the passage clearly encapsulates the essence of an adynaton, blending dissimilar natural 

elements to create the impossible.  The combination of disparate (naturally occurring) 

elements is, as will be shown, a common trait in pastoral adynata.  

 Three modern scholars who have studied the adynaton as a rhetorical figure have 

also struggled to agree upon a definition and function of the term.  In 1930, H. V. Cantor 

compiled taxonomic lists of nearly two hundred adynata, but offered little analysis of 

their function in ancient literature.  Through the compilation of the passages, he was able 

to note that adynata appear most frequently in ―personal‖ poetry, namely lyric, elegy, 

epigrams, and pastoral poetry.
7
  He saw the adynaton as a ―species of hyperbole,‖ 

aligning his argument more closely to Demetrius of Phaleron‘s application of the term.
8
  

In 1936, Ernest Dutoit provided a now widely-accepted definition of the term in his 

analysis of adynata: ―le poète, pour représenter un fait ou une action comme impossibles, 

absurdes ou invraisemblables, les met en rapport avec une ou pluseurs impossibilités 

naturelles.‖
9
  Galen Otto Rowe accepted Dutoit‘s basic definition, but also argued that the 

adynaton functions as a type of proverb because ―both [the adynaton and proverb] 

attempt to represent abstract ideas by means of concrete images.‖
10

   

 The adynaton though is itself a larger rhetorical category that may have 

associations with proverbs and hyperbole, but is distinct from them because of the 

emphasis on impossibility.  Hyperbole exaggerates what could be the truth.  For example, 

the hyperbole in the cliché, ―These books weigh a ton!‖ simply stretches the truth about 

                                                 
7
 Cantor 1930, 40. 

8
 Cantor 1930, 32. 

9
 Dutoit 1936, ix.  His understanding is closest to Lactantius Placidus‘ use in the Thebaid. 

10
 Rowe 1965, 396. 
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the weight; it would not be impossible for a pile of books actually to weigh a ton.  

Although hyperbole is not factual, it must stay within the bounds of possibility for the 

exaggeration of the metaphor to work.  Proverbs, for the most part, also contain an 

element of truth in them and are traditional and culture-specific (e.g., ―an apple a day 

keeps the doctor away‖).  In adynata, the inversion of nature or impossibility contains no 

truth or hyperbole: there is no truth in a river running backwards or brambles bearing 

violets. 

 Another reason that the adynaton is a broader category of literary trope is because 

it is easily associated with the ―pathetic fallacy.‖  John Ruskin coined this term in 

Modern Painters (1856) to describe the application of human emotions and sensations to 

inanimate objects.
11

  Like Horace‘s negative opinion of adynata in the Ars Poetica, 

Ruskin is critical of the use of the pathetic fallacy, where the poet grants sentience 

indiscriminately on the grounds that he ―perceives wrongly, because he feels.‖
12

  For 

Ruskin, ―first order‖ poets can recognize the power of nature for what it is: they ―limit 

their expression to the pure fact;‖
13

 in contrast the ―second order‖ of poets perceive 

nature and allow it to have too profound an effect on them, which compels them to write 

about nature falsely (i.e., they create pathetic fallacies).
14

   

 Bernard Dick has examined the role of pathetic fallacies in Theocritus and 

Virgil‘s pastoral poetry.  In contrast to Ruskin‘s critical appraisal of the trope, he believes 

―the pathetic fallacy achieves artistic status when it is subtly worked throughout a poem, 
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 Ruskin 2005, 161-177. 

12
 Ruskin 2005, 168. 

13
 Ruskin 2005, 171. 

14
 Ruskin 2005, 168. 
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entering and leaving unobtrusively, and always standing for something more than mere 

ornament.‖
15

  Dick takes a nuanced view of the ―development of the nature theme, 

particularly the pathetic fallacy,‖ focusing more on Virgil‘s Eclogues because they were 

written, he argues, as a complete book in contrast to the varied forms found in 

Theocritus‘ Idylls.
16

   

 Finally, when nature is inverted, in adynata and pathetic fallacies, there are three 

ways it can respond to the human condition.  Nature can be concordant when it agrees 

with the human condition; nature can be at a variance with the human condition and 

respond negatively through phenomena like drought or pestilence; or nature can be 

completely confused—―topsy turvy‖—and plants combine inappropriately.
17

  The 

general confusion and inversion of nature, as the following sections will show, is a 

manifestation of adynata and of displaced desires. 

 

Adynata and imagined desires 

 All three writers, Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus, use adynata in coordination 

with erotic relationships.  When love goes well, nature seems to celebrate in kind.
18

  

Because of the reciprocity of Daphnis and Chloe‘s relationship, their love is celebrated by 

the natural world through pathetic fallacies.  Longus writes that the first spring-to-

                                                 
15

 Dick 1968, 30. 

16
 Dick 1968, 31. 

17
 Dick 1968, 30.  A ―topsy-turvy‖ is Dick‘s translation for the term from Curtius, who calls it ―die 

verkehrte Welt.‖  In the English translation of Curtius (1963), it is found on page 96.  

18
 The earliest example of this phenomenon is found in Iliad 14, when the earth spontaneously flowers 

when Hera seduces Zeus, and the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite. 
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summer transition added heat to Daphnis and Chloe‘s burgeoning love; their growing 

desire for one another.
19

  He continues, explaining:  

Eἴθαζελ ἄλ ηηο θαὶ ηνὺο πνηακνὺο ᾄδεηλ ξέκα ῥένληαο, θαὶ 

ηνὺο ἀλέκνπο ζπξίηηεηλ ηαο πίηπζηλ ἐκπλένληαο, θαὶ ηὰ 

κῆια ἐξληα πίπηεηλ ρακαί, θαὶ ηὸλ ἣιηνλ θηιόθαινλ ὄληα 

πάληαο ἀπνδύεηλ.  

 

One might have thought the rivers were softly singing as 

they flowed, the winds were piping as they blew through 

the pines, the apples were dropping to the ground from 

love, and the sun was making everyone take their clothes 

off because it loved beauty so.
20

   

 

Longus seems to say here that it would be accurate to ―read‖ the effects of the season as a 

response of the natural world to Daphnis and Chloe and to interpret them as a pathetic 

fallacy.  Daphnis‘ goats also rejoice later at the marriage celebration in Book 4 of 

Daphnis and Chloe, grazing nearby ―as if they were joining in the celebration too (ὥζπεξ 

θαὶ αὐηαὶ θνηλσλνῦζαη ηῆο ἑνξηῆο).‖
21

   

 A similar pathetic fallacy appears at the closing of Idyll 6.  In this poem, 

Damoetas and Daphnis sing about Polyphemus‘ love for Galatea.  They compete against 

each other, but cannot decide who should win because they both sang so well.  In 

response, they kiss and exchange instruments (a pipe and flute).   

αὔιεη Γακνίηαο, ζύξηζδε δὲ Γάθληο ὁ βνύηαο·  

ὤξρεῦη‘ἐλ καιαθᾷ ηαὶ πόξηηεο αὐηίθα πνίᾳ.  

 

Damoetas began to flute and neatherd Daphnis to pipe, and 

straight away, the calves to skip in the soft hay.
22

   

                                                 
19

 1.23.1: μέθαε δὲ αὐηνὺο θαὶ  ὥξα ηνῦ ἔηνπο (The season added to the heat they felt). 

20
 Daphnis and Chloe 1.23.2.  It is hard not to be reminded of the opening lines of Idyll 1 with a reference 

to the sweet sound of wind through the trees (θαὶ ηνὺο ἀλέκνπο ζπξίηηεηλ ηαο πίηπζηλ ἐκπλένληαο.)   

21
 Daphnis and Chloe 4.38.4. 

22
 Idyll 6.44-45. 
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The positive reaction of the animals to the positive physical and emotional scene between 

the herdsmen reflects multiple boundary-crossings:  animals celebrate with humans, and 

humans sing about mythical characters.  This positive pathetic fallacy ―fits with the 

mythological setting, reinforcing the suggestion that in this Idyll the boundary-line 

between every-day reality and the fairy-tale atmosphere of myth has been crossed.‖
23

 

 On the other hand, in pastoral literature, love is more typically unrequited.  The 

unbalanced relationship causes the herdsman in love to imagine a world where he has 

power to control something. In this imagined world, he creates adynata and pathetic 

fallacies.  Theocritus establishes this idea in the first Idyll, and both Virgil and Longus 

inherit the use of the adynaton in unrequited love. 

 Idyll 1 is composed of two parts: the first is an extended ekphrasis of a wooden 

cup that will be given to Thyrsis by a goatherd for his song.  The second part is Thyrsis‘ 

song about Daphnis, the famous cowherd, who is wasting away to death because of 

unrequited love.  The song includes a pathetic fallacy where both wild and domesticated 

animals lament Daphnis‘ state (1.71-72, 74-75): 

ηῆλνλ κὰλ ζεο, ηῆλνλ ιύθνη ὠξύζαλην, 

ηῆλνλ ρὠθ δξπκνν ιέσλ ἔθιαπζε ζαλόληα. 

... 

πνιιαί νἱ πὰξ πνζζὶ βόεο, πνιινὶ δέ ηε ηαῦξνη, 

πνιιαί δὲ δακάιαη θαὶ πόξηηεο ὠδύξαλην. 

 

For him [Daphnis] the jackals howled, for him the wolves; 

for him dead even the lion of the forest made lament. 

… 

Cattle in plenty about his feet, and bulls, many a heifer and 

many a calf lamented. 

 

                                                 
23

 Kegel-Brinkgreve 1990, 17. 
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The pathetic fallacy reveals the heightened emotional tone of Thyrsis‘ song.  Daphnis 

believes himself to be so important and powerful that he is able to induce both predators 

and prey to mourn his passing.
24

   

 Although it is not clear with whom Daphnis is in love,
25

 Lykidas‘ song in Idyll 7 

provides a potential answer: 

ὁ δὲ Τίηπξνο ἐγγύζελ ζε 

ὥο πνθα ηᾶζ Ξελέαο ξάζζαην Γάθληο ὁ βνύηαο, 

ρὠζ ὄξνο ἀκθεπνλεην θαὶ ὡο δξύεο αὐηὸλ ἐζξήλεπλ 

Ἱκέξα αἵηε θύνληη παξ‘ὄρζαηζηλ πνηακνν, 

εὖηε ρηὼλ ὥο ηηο θαηεηάθεην καθξὸλ ὑθ‘Αἷκνλ 

ἠ Ἄζσ ἠ Ῥνδόπαλ ἠ Καύθαζνλ ἐζραηόσληα. 

 

and close at hand Tityrus shall sing how once Daphnis the 

neatheard loved Xenea, and how the hill was sorrowful 

about him and the oaktrees which grow upon the river 

Himeras‘ banks sang his dirge, when he was wasting like 

snow under high Haemus or Athos or Rhodope or remotest 

Caucasus.
26

 

 

Here we learn that Daphnis was in love with Xenea, and animals, trees, and the landscape 

itself also mourn his impending death.  If we return to Idyll 1, in Thyrsis‘ song, Daphnis 

himself later speaks, and rebukes Aphrodite for his state and concludes his speech with a 

series of adynata: 

λῦλ ἴα κὲλ θνξένηηε βάηνη, θνξένηηε δ‘ἄθαλζαη, 

ἁ δὲ θαιὰ λάξθηζζνο ἐπ‘ἀξθεύζνηζη θνκάζαη, 

πάληα δ‘ ἄλαιια γέλνηην, θαὶ ἁ πίηπο ὄρλαο ἐλείθαη, 

Γάθληο ἐπεὶ ζλάζθεη, θαὶ ηὰο θύλαο ὥιαθνο ἕιθνη, 

θμ ὀξέσλ ηνὶ ζθπεο ἀεδόζη γαξύζαηλην. 

 

                                                 
24

 Hunter 1999, 90 also sees the parallel position of mourners on archaic vases in his commentary on line 

74.  

25
 See Zimmerman 1994 for a reading about Daphnis being a Narcissus figure, and Anagnostou-Konstan 

2008 for a reading where Daphnis is in love with Aphrodite herself. 

26
 Idyll 7.72-77. 
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Now brambles bear—and acanthus, you, too—violets, and 

let the fair narcissus bloom on the juniper.  Let all be 

changed, and let the pine bear pears since Daphnis is dying.  

Let the stag worry the hounds, and from the mountains let 

the owls cry to nightingales.
27

 

 

Daphnis‘ heightened emotions call upon nature to become ―topsy-turvy‖ because of his 

impending death from unfulfilled desires.  His personal sense of importance leads him to 

see ―himself and his life as so fundamental to nature that his death…should be marked by 

an overturning of the natural order.‖
28

  If he cannot have his beloved love him back, he 

imagines the natural world will at least acknowledge him and his suffering properly.   

 This passage again reveals the way in which Theocritus manipulates descriptions 

of the natural world.  Within these adynata, Daphnis commands prickly plants to be 

combined with fragile flowers and fruit; this, it seems to Daphnis, would be just as 

natural as his current emotional state.  He first commands brambles and acanthus to bear 

violets.  As was shown in the previous chapter, prickly brambles appear in Daphnis and 

Chloe in dangerous situations, where there is a potential disruption of Daphnis and 

Chloe‘s relationship.
29

  In contrast to the thorny bramble, the delicate violet is associated 

with Aphrodite, who sometimes wears violet crowns.
30

  Ovid, though a later writer than 

Theocritus, presents the story of the creation of the violet in Book 3 of the 

Metamorphoses.  In this story, Clytie is obsessively and unrequitedly in love with Helios.  

She is ultimately transformed into a violet whose flower (her former face) follows Helios 

                                                 
27

 Idyll 1.132-136.  

28
 Hunter 1999, 102 on lines 132-136.  He also notes that the rhyming of lines 132-134, and observes that 

the rhyming is reminiscent of magical spells, which also employ adynata. 

29
 Arguably Dorkon‘s planned rape of Chloe while dressed as a wolf hiding in brambles constitutes an 

adynaton as well.  Rape would be an obvious inversion of the natural courtship ritual.    

30
 See, for example, Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite 6.18; Solon frag. 19.4; Theognis Elegy 2.1304, 1332, and 

1382-1383.  Bacchylides Ode 3.2 links the violet crown with Demeter. 
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through the sky every day.  Daphnis also commands the juniper to bear narcissus, a rough 

tree bearing another fragile flower.  The narcissus flower was created by the 

metamorphosis of Narcissus who wasted away on account of falling in love with his own 

reflection.
31

  Both the violet and narcissus flowers nuance Daphnis‘ deathbed command 

because they are created as a result of immoderate love: Clytie for the Sun, and Narcissus 

for himself.  Unlike Clytie and Narcissus, however, Daphnis will not be transformed in 

order to live eternally.  Instead, he attempts to create symbols of his unrequited love 

(much like the other famous myths of Daphne and Syrinx), creating ―new‖ plants by 

blending preexisting ones together.  This blending of disparate elements becomes 

symbolic of what Daphnis desires: to be blended with and completed by his beloved.
32

   

 The last botanical adynaton of this passage, the pine bearing the pears, breaks 

from both the pattern of the prickly plant bearing a fragile flower and the immoderate 

love motif.  Here, the pine (πίηπο) bears pears, another sharp plant paired with a fragile 

foreign element, but this time a fruit.  The pine recalls the first lines of the Idyll, where it 

acts as the programmatic symbol of the pastoral world: ἁδύ ηη ηὸ ςηζύξηζκα θαὶ ἁ πίηπο, 

αἰπόιε, ηήλα, / ἁ πνηὶ ηαο παγαζη, κειίζδεηαη, ἁδὺ δὲ θαὶ ηύ / ζπξίδεο (Sweet is the 

whispered music of yonder pinetree by the springs, goatherd, and sweet too thy piping).
33

  

Moreover, both the pine and the pear and the pine and the goatherd are juxtaposed in 

their respective lines, and the pine (ἁ πίηπο) is placed in the same metrical position, fully 

                                                 
31

 Ovid Metamorphoses 3.402-510. 

32
 This interpretation shifts to a more Aristophanic reading of love and desire from Plato‘s Symposium 189c 

ff.   

33
 See Hunter 1999, 103 note on 134. It is worth noting that according to Fee 1823, 135, Virgil does not 

refer to the pear in the Εclogues, but in Georgics 4.145 he refers to a ―pyrus edura (durable pear)‖ but this 

is in reference to the quality of the wood, not the fruit. 
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occupying the fourth foot in both lines.  In his fraught emotional state Daphnis invokes 

the very image of the Theocritean pastoral world, and imagines that symbol, the pine, 

being corrupted by pears.  Moreover, the recombination of plants parallels grotesques.  

Chao explains that this phenomenon of blended disparate elements ―embodies the pursuit 

of incompleteness and contradiction which carries within itself an aesthetics of excess, 

namely, an aesthetics that exceeds our sense of order by (con)fusing fantasia and 

mimesis, the central and the peripheral, death and life, and so forth.‖
34

 

 The final two adynata in this passage from Idyll 1 change the frame of reference 

from plants to animals.  For unlike the plants, however, Daphnis does not command 

different animals to join together.  The way that Theocritus presents Daphnis‘ series of 

adynata, and shifts from plants to animals, is, according to Thomas Rosenmeyer, 

indicative of Theocritus‘ use of priamels: ―In Theocritus, there is no sustained curve at 

all, either ascending or descending; it is as if he decided to construct a priamel that would 

frustrate the very idea of the priamel, which is to lead up to an effective and affecting 

terminus by means of crescendo of expectation and understanding.‖
35

  Thus the reader is 

caught off-guard with the addition of animals, though the thought of stags chasing dogs is 

an easily-understood inversion of nature.  The owl and the nightingale pairing, however, 

creates some difficulty.  Unlike the stag and hounds, the owl and the nightingale do not 

have a predator-prey relationship.  Kathryn Gutzwiller suggests that the ―untuneful owls 

                                                 
34

 Chao 2010, 40-41. 

35
 Rosenmeyer 1969, 261.  Rosenmeyer defines ―priamel‖ on page 338, note 22: ―priamel‖ is used ―to 

designate a series of brief statements or propositions which are felt to be based on an underlying pattern, 

and which usually lead up to a terminal proposition of somewhat greater weight.  A catalogue, on the other 

hand, tends to be a series of terms rather than propositions, and usually do not exhibit terminal weighting.‖ 
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are to rival, and presumably drown out, the nightingales,‖
36

 so the tension may lie 

between the ―monotonous‖ owls and the very musical nightingales.
37

   

 Thus, in the last two adynata Theocritus has frustrated our idea of a priamel, and 

the final section does not seem to carry the same weight as the preceding impossible 

situations.  Theocritus, however, is putting these lines (1.132-136) in the voice of a 

rustic—a cowherd—who would have no concept of what Rosenmeyer describes as a 

literary rising or descending rhetorical curve.  Bernard Dick echoes this sentiment, noting 

that Theocritus‘ chief adynaton is ―to compose verses which no analphabetic shepherd 

could ever utter and to achieve an unaffected simplicity in his natural descriptions. He 

must combine the sophistication of the city with the innocence of the country.‖
38

  By 

frustrating our expectation, Theocritus combines nuanced adynata with what seems to be 

a minor inversion of nature (the owl and nightingale).  Daphnis‘ collection of adynata is 

simultaneously erudite with the way the flowers are associated with immoderate love, but 

also superficially simple in how it creates impossibilities.   

 Virgil‘s Eclogue 5 alludes to Theocritus‘ Idyll 1 and describes not only Daphnis‘ 

death, but also his apotheosis.  As was seen in Theocritus‘ version of Daphnis‘ death, 

animals are among the mourners at Daphnis‘ death (5.20-21 and 27-28): 

Exstinctum Nymphae crudeli funere Daphnin 

flebant (vos coryli testes et flumina Nymphis) 

… 

Daphni, tuum Poenos etiam ingemuisse leones 

interitum montesque feri silvaeque loquuntur. 

 

                                                 
36

 Gutzwiller 1991, 100.  Gow 1959, 29 note ad loc comments that although owls and nightingales 

competing is ―contrary to nature, [but] seems an absurd climax to the portents of the previous lines.‖ 

37
 Thompson 1895, 156.  On the singing of nightingales, see Pliny, Natural History 43.81. 

38
 Dick 1968, 31. 
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For Daphnis, cut off by a cruel death, the Nymphs wept—

you hazels and rivers bear witness to the Nymphs 

… 

Daphnis, the wild mountains and woods tell us that even 

African lions moaned over your death.
39

 

 

Lions and nymphs mourn his death as they do in Idyll 1.72.  Later in the same poem, 

fields do, too.  Upon Daphnis‘ death, the fields become weed-ridden, and echoing Idyll 

1.132-136, the violets and narcissus flowers are overrun: 

grandia saepe quibus mandavimus hordea sulcis, 

infelix lolium et steriles nascuntur avenae; 

pro molli viola, pro purpurea narcisso 

carduus et spinus surgit paliurus acutis. 

 

Often, in the furrows, to which we entrusted the big barley 

grains, luckless darnel springs up and a barren oat straws.  

Instead of the soft violet, instead of the gleaming narcissus, 

the thistle rises up and the sharp-spiked thorn.
40

 

 

 Virgil adopts and adapts the death of Daphnis in the tenth Eclogue, which is about 

the elegiac poet, Gallus.  In this poem, Gallus becomes a Daphnis-type figure, suffering 

from unrequited love of Lycoris.  His suffering causes the natural world to respond to his 

condition.   

Quae nemora aut qui vos saltus habuere, puellae 

Naides, indigno cum Gallus amore peribat? 

nam neque Parnasi vobis iuga, nam neque Pindi 

ulla moram fecere, neque Aonie Aganippe. 

illum etiam lauri, etiam flevere myricae, 

pinifer illum etiam sola sub rupe iacentem 

Maenalus, et gelidi fleverent saxa Lycaei. 

 

What groves, what glades were your abode, you virgin 

Naiads, when Gallus was pining with unrequited love?  For 

no heights of Parnassus or of Pindus, no Aonian Aganippe 

                                                 
39

 Eclogue 5.20-21 and 27-28.  Fée 1823, 51 notes that hazel wood was commonly used for the handles of 

implements like axes, pikes, and javelins.  These passages provide an interesting juxtaposition of 

militaristic trees, nymphs, rivers, and Punic lions. 

40
 Eclogue 5.36-39. 
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made you tarry.  For him even the laurels, even the 

tamarisks wept.  For him, as he lay beneath a lonely rock, 

even pine-crowned Maenalus wept, and the crags of cold 

Lycaeus.
41

 

 

The question that begins this passage asking where the nymphs were when they should 

have been mourning Gallus is an echo of Idyll 1.66-67: 

πᾷ πνθ‘ἄξ‘ἠζζ‘ὅθα Γάθληο ἐηάθεην, πᾷ πνθα, Νύκθαη; 

ἤ θαηὰ Πελεη θαιὰ ηέκπεα, ἠ θαηὰ Πίλδσ; 

 

Where were you, Nymphs, where were you when Daphnis 

was wasting?  In the fair vales of Peneius or of Pindus? 

 

From there, the Virgilian passage shifts to an imagined death scene for Gallus, in which 

the natural world mourns his death.  And like Idyll 1, where Hermes, Priapus, and 

Aphrodite visit the dying Daphnis, in Eclogue 10 Silvanus and Pan, two rustic gods, visit 

the dying poet.  By aligning Gallus with Daphnis in this passage, Virgil is creating his 

own figure at whose death it is possible to imagine an impossible natural world.
42

  Even 

for the poet in an unrequited relationship the natural world can respond to his condition. 

 Virgil again echoes the first Idyll in Eclogue 8, when Damon‘s unrequited love for 

Nysa also has an unnatural effect on plants and animals.
43

  Like the adaptation of Gallus 

in Eclogue 10, Damon also becomes a Daphnis-figure, imagining what will happen upon 

his death because of an ―indigno amore.‖
44

  Nysa, we are told, has been given to Mopsus.  

In response, Damon imagines inversions of nature that he believes equal to her not loving 

                                                 
41

 Eclogue 10.9-15. 

42
 The key difference is, of course, that Gallus was a real writer, not a mythological figure. 

43
 Eclogue 8 is one of the most dense Eclogues.  In addition to the allusions to Idylls 1, 2, 3, and 11, the 

opening seems to address an unknown patron, perhaps Pollio, perhaps even Octavian.  See Clausen 1994, 

233-237. 

44
 Eclogue 8.18.  Clausen 1994, 246 notes the same ―indignus amor‖ idea is echoed at Eclogue 10.10. 
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him back.  In the first two adynata, we have the idea of a blended animal, or at least the 

potential for one: 

iungentur iam grypes equis, aevoque sequenti 

cum canibus timidi venient ad pocula dammae. 

 

Griffins now shall mate with mares, and, in the age to 

come, the timid deer shall come with hounds to drink.
45

 

 

Damon continues, imagining  

nunc et ovis ultro fugiat lupus, aurea durae 

mala ferant quercus, narcisso floreat alnus, 

pinguia corticibus sudent electra myricae, 

certent et cycnis ululae, sit Tityrus Orpheus, 

Orpheus in silvis, inter delphinas Arion. 

 

Now let the wolf flee before the sheep, let rugged oaks bear 

golden apples, let alders bloom with daffodils, let tamarisks 

distil rich amber from their bark, let owls, too, vie with 

swans, let Tityrus be an Orpheus in the woods, an Arion 

among the dolphins!
46

 

 

Like Daphnis, Damon imagines a world where he can command impossibilities in the 

natural world because he cannot command Nysa to love him.  Furthermore, Nysa will not 

love him because she is with Mopsus now; and perhaps Damon also envisions his 

impossible world to be as natural as Nysa being with someone else.  The world he 

imagines is wrong because it is wrong that Nysa does not love him.   

 Within these commands to the natural world, there are direct points of contact 

with Theocritus‘ adynata in Idyll 1.  The predator-prey relationship is inverted and oaks 

bear apples.  The tamarisks put forth amber instead of alders or poplars,
47

 and the 

                                                 
45

 Eclogue 8.27-28. 

46
 Eclogue 8.53-59. 

47
 Coleman 1977, 240-241 note ad loc. 
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narcissus here blooms on the alder instead of on the Theocritean juniper.
48

  The swans 

and owls compete with each other, a pairing which provides aviary contrast.  Swans 

reportedly only sing before their death, and the nocturnal screech owl sounds like a 

mourner, giving the aviary element a particularly dark and funereal tone.
49

  The loosely 

chiastic last line of this passage imagines the Virgilian pastoral singer, Tityrus, having the 

same kind of command over his realm as Orpheus has over the woods, and Arion among 

dolphins.   

 Unlike Daphnis and Gallus, however, Damon is not going to waste away.  

Instead, he sings that he will take his own life, or perhaps more accurately, he imagines 

taking his own life as a result of his unrequited desires (8.59-60).  This imagined suicide, 

the absolute inversion of the natural course of a human life, is the grand finale of both his 

song and his adynata.
50

   

 In the Virgilian version of Daphnis‘ mythology, Daphnis is deified after his death.  

In the second half of Eclogue 5, Menalcas sings about Daphnis‘ apotheosis, which also 

has a profoundly positive (but unnatural) effect on the natural world in 60-64: 

nec lupus insidias pecori nec retia cervus 

ulla dolum meditantur; amat bonus otia Daphnis. 

ipsi laetitia voces ad sidera iactant 

intonsi montes; ipsae iam carmina rupes, 

ipsa sonant arbusta… 

 

                                                 
48

 Ross, 1987, 105-108 comments that this passage both echoes Theocritus‘ pine-pear combination, and 

also intentionally violates Varro‘s warning at 1.40.5 of De Re Rustica that oaks will not accept a fruit tree 

graft.  Varro also notes that apple-pear grafts do not work.  Because Varro‘s work was published at nearly 

the same time as the Eclogues, and Virgil includes a pear-apple graft in Book 2.32-34 of the Georgics, Ross 

argues for a potential point of contact between Virgil and Varro.   

49
 Clausen 1994, 241 note ad loc. 

50
  Damon‘s song and imagined suicide also parallels Idyll 3, wherein a goatherd threatens suicide by 

leaping off a cliff into the water because Amaryllis does not love him (Idyll 3. 25-27).  See also Clausen 

1994, 237. 
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The wolf plans no ambush for the flock, and nets no snare 

for the stag; kindly Daphnis loves peace.  The very 

mountains, with woods unshorn, joyously fling their voices 

starward; the very rocks, the very groves ring out… 

 

The world that previously mourned Daphnis‘ death now is imagined to be rejoicing.  This 

pathetic fallacy provides hope for the herdsmen: Daphnis, who wasted away from 

unrequited love, becomes a god, and the natural world celebrates him.  This passage also 

inverts and makes positive Eclogue 2.3-5.  There, Corydon flings his ―artless strains,‖ 

because of his one-sided love for Alexis:  

tantum inter densas, umbrosa cacumina, fagos 

adsidue veniebat.  ibi haec incondite solus 

montibus et silvis studio iactabat inani. 

 

As his one solace, he would, day by day come among the 

thick beeches with their shady summits, and there alone in 

unavailing passion fling these artless strains to the hills and 

woods. 

 

Daphnis, as the champion of unrequited lovers, is redeemed; he becomes a god, and one 

can assume he gains a sense of completeness.  His mythology seems to bolster the idea 

that perhaps all of the suffering of the herdsmen is not for naught: even if the herdsman 

cannot convince his lover, he can at least imagine his songs having power, potentially 

aligning the singer with the likes of godly Daphnis, Apollo, Orpheus, and Linus. 

 In Eclogue 8.59, Damon wishes Tityrus to have command over the pastoral 

world.  The opening of the first Eclogue provides an example of how herdsmen believe 

they can control nature with their songs.  Meliboeus comments to Tityrus: 

Tityre, tu patulae recubans sub tegmine fagi 

silvestrem tenui musam meditaris avena 

nos patriae finis et dulcia linquimus arva; 

nos patriae fugimus: tu, Tityre, lentus in umbra 

formosam resonare doces Amaryllida silvas. 
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You, Tityrus, lie under the canopy of a spreading beech, 

wooing the woodland Muse on slender reed, but we are 

leaving our country‘s bounds and sweet fields.  We are 

outcasts from our country; you, Tityrus, at ease beneath the 

shade, teach the woods to re-echo ―fair Amaryllis.‖
51

 

 

Tityrus is seen in the shade, teaching the woods (his arboreal students) to sing about his 

beloved Amaryllis.  Clausen notes the ―echo-effect‖ of ―Amaryllida silvas,‖ highlighting 

the echoing (resonare) of the forest.
52

  This scene is simultaneously an adynaton and a 

pathetic fallacy: Tityrus expects the trees to learn to respond to his desires.  This scene is 

not that dissimilar to Daphnis‘ commands in Idyll 1.   

 Furthermore, the opening of the Eclogues aligns Virgil and his Hellenistic 

predecessors.  Virgil echoes Theocritus with ―Amaryllis,‖ the beloved from Idyll 3.  Just 

as the inclusion of Amaryllis associates Virgil‘s poetry with Theocritus‘ poems, the 

―slender pipe‖ associates Virgil with Callimachus.  Callimachus‘ Aitia fragment 1.21-24 

Pf. seems to be the inspiration for Eclogue 1.2:  

θαὶ γὰξ ὅηε πξώηηζηνλ ἐκνο ἐπὶ δέιηνλ ἔζεθα 

γνύλαζηλ, Ἀπόιισλ εἴπελ ὅ κνη Λύθηνο· 

‗…..]… ἀνηδέ, ηὸ κὲλ ζύνο ὅηηη πάρηζηνλ 

ζξέςαη, ηὴ]λ Μνῦζαλ δ‘ὠγαζὲ ιεπηαιέελ.‘ 

 

Indeed, the first time I placed a writing tablet on my lap, 

Lykian Apollo said to me: ―Make your sacrifice 

as fat as possible, but keep your Muse slender.‖
53

 

 

This fat sacrifice/slender poetry ideal is repeated in Eclogue 6.3-5: 

 

Cynthius aurem  

vellit et admonuit: ‗pastorem, Tityre pinguis 

pascere oportet ovis, deductum dicere carmen 

 

                                                 
51

 Eclogue 1.1-5. 

52
 Clausen 1994, 39 note ad loc. 

53
 Translation my own. 
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Cynthius [Apollo] plucked my ear and admonished me.  ―Tityrus, 

a shepherd should pasture a fat sheep but a slender song.‖   

 

In this passage from Eclogue 6 Virgil aligns himself with ―Tityrus,‖ which then reminds 

the reader of Eclogue 1.
54

  Virgil then writes that if anyone reads the Eclogue 6 verses, 

the tamarisks and groves will sing of Varus (si quis / captus amore leget, te nostrae, 

Vare, myricae, te nemus omne canet).
55

  Again, Virgil (as Tityrus) anticipates that the 

trees and forests have been correctly taught to sing Varus‘s praises, just as Tityrus 

attempts to teach the woods in Eclogue 1.   

 Eclogue 6 continues in honor of Varus as a narrative poem sung by Silenus.  

Silenus, too, has the power in his poetry to affect nature resulting in a pathetic fallacy; his 

power is even greater than that of Apollo or Orpheus: 

tum vero in numerum Faunosque ferasque videres 

ludere, tum rigidas motare cacumina quercus; 

nec tantum Phoebo gaudet Parnasia rupes, 

nec tantum Rhodope miratur et Ismarus Orphea. 

 

Then indeed you might see Fauns and fierce beasts sporting 

in measured dance, and unbending oaks nodding their 

crests.  Not so does the rock of Parnassus rejoice in 

Phoebus; not so do Rhodope and Ismarus marvel at their 

Orpheus.
56

 

 

Virgil explains at the end of this Eclogue that the education of nature, however, stems 

from Apollo himself, who taught songs to the laurel, and now all the valleys know them 

                                                 
54

 ―Tityrus‖ also appears in Idyll 7.72-77 sings about Daphnis, and how the hill and oak trees lamented his 

death.  Daphnis‘ death and the accompanying adynata are linked through the name ―Tityrus,‖ a name 

which Virgil takes on in his own Callimachus-inspired education from Apollo about poetry.  See also 

Alpers 1979, 102. 

55
 Eclogue 6.9-11.  On the identification of Varus, see Coleman 1977, 177 note ad 7 and Clausen 1994, 181 

note ad 6-7.  Smith 1997, 88 notes that ―Varus‘ appearance in Tityrus‘ world perhaps parallels the 

‗intrusion‘ of another literate poet, Gallus, onto the mythical slopes of Helicon.‖ 

56
 Eclogue 6.27-30.  This passage also contains geographic allusions to Idyll 7.76-77. 
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well enough to fling them to the stars.
57

  This passage, too, reminds the reader of Eclogue 

8.59 which exhorts Tityrus to be an Orpheus or Arion figure.  There is a desire on the part 

of the herdsmen to have god-like power.   

Coleman notes that the sixth is the least pastoral of all the Eclogues.  There are 

few direct echoes of Theocritus, even though there is an abundance of rustic imagery 

which includes flowers, trees, animals, and bees.  ―It does not,‖ he writes ―cohere to form 

a single evocative landscape.‖
58

  It is, however, representative of the Hellenisitic 

aesthetic, even beyond the ―slender muse.‖  Silenus, a satyr, who has just woken up to 

find himself shackled by flower wreaths after a wine-filled night, narrates the story of the 

creation and degradation of man.  Clausen notes that Silenus‘ song about creation is an 

echo of Orpheus‘ creation song in Apollonius of Rhodes‘ Argonautica (1.496-504).
59

  

Thus Eclogue 6, situated in the middle of Virgil‘s Latin/Roman pastoral world, is rife 

with Hellenistic references, and Virgil has also made his non-heroic Silenus a singer in 

line with the likes of Apollo, Linus, Orpheus, Hesiod, and Gallus for his ―slender‖ and 

Callimachean narrative quasi-epic.
60

 

 Even though Virgil consciously alludes to Hellenistic poets in his Eclogues, he is 

not a simple follower of their influence.  In the opening of Eclogue 1, while 

simultaneously announcing that he is in a Theocritean pastoral tradition, Virgil announces 

his break from it: 

Tityre, tu patulae recubans sub tegmine fagi 

                                                 
57

 Eclogue 6.82-86. 

58
 Coleman 1977, 203. 

59
 Clausen 1994, 176. 

60
 See Ross 2008 for the Hesiodic motifs of the poem. 
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silvestrem tenui musam meditaris avena 

nos patriae finis et dulcia linquimus arva; 

nos patriae fugimus: tu, Tityre, lentus in umbra 

formosam resonare doces Amaryllida silvas. 

 

You, Tityrus, lie under the canopy of a spreading beech, 

wooing the woodland Muse on slender reed, but we are 

leaving our country‘s bounds and sweet fields.  We are 

outcasts from our country; you, Tityrus, at ease beneath the 

shade, teach the woods to re-echo ―fair Amaryllis.‖
61

 

 

The inclusion of the political element in the pastoral realm—the land confiscations to 

which Meliboeus refers—increases the distance between Virgil and Theocritus.  Peter 

Bing, while discussing literary antecedents of Callimachus, comments on the liminal state 

of an author to his predecessors:   

it is here [in this liminal state]…that we grasp not just the 

relationship that an author attempts to establish with his 

poetic antecedent, but the distance that separates them both 

in terms of cultural/historical circumstances and in poetic 

aims.
 62 

 

These opening lines of Virgil announce that he is following in the path of his pastoral 

predecessor, Theocritus, with Theocritean character names (Tityrus and Amaryllis), the 

setting with a programmatic tree, and the silvestrem musam.  At the same time, Virgil is 

creating Latin pastoral—and is the first to do so; his tree is the native Italic beech, and his 

herding companion immediately mentions the political climate of Rome and Italy, noting 

that its impact is even felt in the countryside.  Thus Virgil occupies a liminal space 

between the Greek and Latin literary traditions, looking back to the Greek and Hellenistic 

literary tradition and also forward to the Roman world. 

                                                 
61

 Eclogue 1.1-5. 

62
 Bing 2008, 94-95  
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 Later in Eclogue 1, Tityrus tells Meliboeus about his trip to Rome, and that as a 

result of this trip, his land is safe.  He says: 

Ante leves ergo pascentur in aethere cervi, 

Et freta destituent nudos in litore pisces, 

Ante pererratis amborum finibus exsul, 

Aut Ararim Parthus bibet aut Germania Tigrim, 

Quam nostro illius labatur pectore vultus. 

 

Sooner, then, shall the nimble stag graze in air, and the seas 

leave their fish bare on the strand –sooner, each wandering 

over the other‘s frontiers, shall the Parthian in exile drink 

from the Arar, and Germany the Tigris, than that look of 

his shall fade from my heart.
63

 

 

This motif of mixing creatures from the sea and the land is a very old trope, though the 

direct inspiration for this adynaton seems to be Lucretius.
64

 

Denique in aethere non arbor, non aequore in alto 

Nubes esse queunt neque pisces vivere in arvis 

Nec cruor in lignis neque saxis sucus inesse. 

 

Then a tree cannot exist in the upper air, no a cloud in the 

deep sea, nor can fish live in the fields; nor is there blood in 

wood not sap in rocks.
65

 

 

                                                 
63

 Eclogue 1.59-63. 

64
 A fragment of Archilochus shows a similar impossibility fragment 74.7-9.  

 

κεδ‘ἐὰλ δειθζη ζῆξεο ἀληακείςσληαη λνκόλ 

ἐλάιηνλ θαί ζθηλ ζαιάζζεο ρέεληα θύκαηα  

θίιηεξ‘πείπνπ γέλεηαη, ηνζη δ‘ὑιήεηλ ὄξνο 

 

Not even if animals exchange with dolphins the pastures of the sea, and the roar of the ocean 

waves becomes more dear to them than dry land.  (Translation from Coleman 1999) 

 

65
 De Rerum Natura 3.784-786.  Translation my own. 



121 

 

Lipka notes that Virgil makes Lucretius‘ images more vivid.  He uses in aethere instead 

of Lucretius‘ in aere; instead of one landscape, Virgil makes two; and Lucretius‘ 

unspecific vocabulary (esse, vivere) is replaced by ―colourful verbs‖ (pascentur, 

destituent).
66

  Additionally, whereas Lucretius has antithesis, alliteration, and repeated 

negations (non, neque, and nec), Virgil‘s passage has symmetry through anaphora and 

repetition of ―ante‖ which divides the animal inversions from the geographical adynata.
67

  

Because this type of adynaton, where animals are seen displaced from their natural 

habitat, is one of the oldest and most common, it seems to be most closely linked with 

traditional sayings.
68

  Thus, through the adynata and the pathetic fallacies, Virgil asserts 

his position in the pastoral and Latin literary world in Eclogue 1, while also creating 

characters that use the impossible situations to imagine their desires being realized. 

 Because the herdsmen are powerless in their political climate, they imagine a 

world where they have power to control something.  Similarly, when herdsmen are in 

love, they also imagine situations where they have the power to control nature since they 

cannot control the emotions of their beloved.  These imagined situations, however, are 

fairly limited in scale compared to the overabundance that will be seen in the Golden Age 

descriptions of the next section. 

 

Adynata: imagining a Golden Age 

                                                 
66

 Lipka 2001, 69-70.  Putnam 1970, 51-55 offers a negative reading of this passage, claiming that ―both the 

animals and men have been afflicted‖ by Rome‘s wars.  I do not agree with this reading of the Eclogues. 

67
 Dutoit 1936, 68 discusses the theories behind the adynata of the geographical locations. 

68
 Traditional sayings, but not proverbs.  Cf: the English cliché adynaton, ―when pigs fly.‖   
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 The positive response of the natural world to the human condition can be 

expanded to an inversion of nature that is so abundantly positive that it creates an Edenic 

Golden Age.  Theocritus provides a brief example of Golden Age imagery in Idyll 5.  In 

this Idyll, two herdsmen, Comatas and Lacon, engage in a singing contest exchanging 

couplets on various topics.  They sing about gifts they could give their beloveds, and 

complain about pests in their fields (locusts, foxes, and beetles).  Lacon becomes angered 

because Comatas brings up their past history, and both men suggest antidotes for anger, 

Comatas the squill, and Lacon the cyclamen.  Comatas comments, that if cyclamen would 

work: 

C: Ἱκέξα ἀλζ‘ ὕδαηνο ῥείησ γάια, θαὶ ηὺ δέ, Κξᾶζη, 

νἴλῳ πνξθύξνηο, ηὰ δέ ηνη ζία θαξπὸλ ἐλείθαη. 

L: ῥείησ ρἀ Σπβαξηηο ἐκὶλ κέιη, θαὶ ηὸ πόηνξζξνλ 

ἁ παζ ἀλζ‘ ὕδαηνο ηᾷ θάιπηδη θεξία βάςαη. 

 

C: Let Himera run milk instead of water, and Crathis redden
69

 with wine 

and its reeds bear fruit. 

L: And for me let Sybaris flow with honey and at dawn my girl dip 

honeycomb for water in her pitcher.
70

 

 

If, in this fantasy world, there was a botanical remedy for anger, other adynata would be 

equally possible, but the concordant world would still be confused.  Both men name 

springs in Magna Graecia (Southern Italy and Sicily), where the action of the poem takes 

place.
71

  Comatas introduces ―Golden Age‖ imagery of a spring—the Himera—

                                                 
69

 Some ancient sources claim the Crathis river could dye one‘s hair auburn, while other sources claim it 

would turn one‘s hair yellow to white.  The reddening of the river may pick up on some of these anecdotal 

claims. 

70
 Idyll 5.124-127. 

71
 Gow 1952, 94.  Gow 1952, 114 note ad loc remarks that rivers are typically masculine, and here the 

names are feminine, indicating they are springs, not rivers. 
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producing milk.
72

  This spring would ostensibly feed the river Himera, which mourns the 

death of Daphnis in Idyll 7.  Beyond the milk spring, Comatas imagines the Crathis river 

running with wine.  Lacon continues the theme, adding a honey-laden Sybaris with reeds 

which (untypically) bear fruit.  Although this adynaton is only two couplets long, it helps 

to establish honey‘s role in pastoral Golden Age imagery. 

 The herdsmen, Lacon and Comatas, compete from their respective pleasing 

places—their songs are introduced with descriptions of loca amoena discussed in the 

previous chapter.  They are able to imagine springs flowing with milk and honey from 

places which are already pleasing to the senses.  Rosenmeyer, however, does not see the 

Golden Age quality in their imagined worlds: 

They [the herdsmen] are not temperamentally equipped to 

imagine themselves transplanted into a life of beauty and 

inexhaustible cheer.  The answer must be that the men offer 

their adynata because they know they are appropriate to a 

pastoral encounter.  Such wish-dreams are simple, concrete, 

and benighted.  They are, of course, entirely different from 

the fiery remonstrations of dying Daphnis.  But their kind is 

more common; their artless utopianism is more easily built 

into the pastoral otium.
73

 

 

I think the couplets the herdsmen sing undermine Rosenmeyer‘s point.  Not only are they 

currently surrounded by pleasing places (lines 31-59), but they imagine a world that goes 

beyond what they already know.  More than anything, the adynata show that the 

herdsmen have fantastic imaginations, and they can create impossible scenes, worlds, and 

entirely new ages which are hardly ―artless.‖ 

                                                 
72

 Weiss 1998, 55 connects the name of this river with one of the Greek words for desire, himeros. 

73
 Rosenmeyer 1969, 265. 
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 In the Eclogues, there are two poems with Golden Age imagery, Eclogues 3 and 

4.  Both poems involve the consul Pollio, Virgil‘s first patron.  In the third Eclogue, 

Menalcas and Damoetas engage each other in a singing contest with Palaemon judging.  

Although the contest is contentious, for two and a half couplets the two herdsmen 

compliment Pollio, which leads to adynata.  Damoetas begins: 

D.  Qui te, Pollio, amat, veniat quo te quoque gaudet; 

Mella fluant illi, ferat et rubus asper amomum. 

M.Qui Bavium non odit, amet tua carmina, Mevi, 

Atque idem iungat vules et mulgeat hircos. 

 

D.  May he who loves you, Pollio, come where he rejoices 

that you, too, have come! For him may honey flow and the 

bramble bear spices! 

M. Let him who hates not Bavius love your songs, Mevius; 

and let him yoke foxes and milk he-goats!
74

 

 

Damoetus‘ last couplet of the passage clearly echoes Theocritus Idylls 1.132, in which 

Daphnis commands brambles and acanthus to bear violets.  Virgil has altered the 

bramble-flower combination by having the bramble bear amomum.  Amomum is most 

likely cardamom, which bears a flower with three white petals, one of which is much 

larger with violet to magenta-colored streaks.  Cardamom is contrasted against the 

roughness of the bramble in this adynaton, just as the violet is in Idyll 1.  In addition to 

the rough/delicate contrast, Virgil also highlights the domestic/foreign (or 

common/exotic) pairing.  In Eclogue 4.26, Virgil describes amomum as ―Assyrian.‖  

Brambles, on the other hand, are very common throughout Greece and Italy.
75

 

                                                 
74

 Eclogue 3.88-91. 

75
 ―Bramble‖is a generic name for any number of thorny shrubs, are our common blackberry (Rubus 

fructiosis) and raspberry (Rubus idaeus) bushes.  See Sargeaunt 1920, 114; Daubeny 1865, 88; and 

Dioscorides De Materica Medica 4.38 (Gunther 1968). 
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Damoetas also alludes to Idyll 5.126 in which Lamon imagines the Sybaris river flowing 

with honey.  Virgil uses honey as a Golden Age motif; it occurs again in conjunction with 

Pollio in Eclogue 4.30.  Here the adynaton is a positive type: the herdsmen imagine a 

small scale Golden Age, and the natural world responds to Pollio‘s existence by inverting 

nature, creating abundance. 

Menalcas‘ response to Damoetas‘ adynata change the golden-age tone by making 

references to yoking foxes and milking he-goats.  Coleman notes that these expressions 

―may have been traditional metaphors of incompetence in popular speech.‖
76

  Conington, 

in a much earlier commentary, writes ―Here, however, ‗iungere vulpes‘ and ‗mulgere 

hircos‘ appears to be a sort of comic purgatory, opposed to the paradise of v. 89.‖
77

   

Pollio, who inspires Damoetas‘ adynata, is also the inspiration for the most dense 

series of adynata and pathetic fallacies in pastoral in Eclogue 4.  Eclogue 4 was written to 

commemorate the consulship of Gaius Asinius Pollio in 40 BCE and has inspired the 

most scholarship of all the Eclogues.  This Eclogue is steeped with references to the 

Greek and Latin literary traditions.  In the first lines of the poem Virgil writes that he is 

going to change Theocritus‘ pastoral model (Sicelides Musae), and write about a 

politician: 

Sicelides Musae, paulo maiora canamus. 

Non omnis arbusta iuvant humilesque myricae;
78

 

Si canimus silvas, silvae sint consule dignae. 

                                                 
76

 Coleman 123 note ad 91. 

77
 Conington 1881, 48 note ad 90-91. 

78
 This description of tamarisks has given Virgil a bad reputation as a botanist.  Alice Lindsell writes: ―Now 

the tamarisk is never lowly: it is a big bush at the least, and often a small tree: and it does not grow in 

cultivated ground, as Virgil suggests, but in sand or on rocks.‖  (Lindsell 1937, 80)  Stearn 1983, 341, 

however, notes that humilis can be used ―when the stature of a plant is not particularly small, but smaller 

than other kindred species.‖ 
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Sicilian Muses, let us sing a somewhat loftier strain.  Not 

everyone do orchards and the lowly tamarisks delight.  If 

our song is of the woodland, let the woods be worthy of a 

consul. 

 

Although Virgil stays in a pastoral ―strain,‖ he also aligns himself with Hesiod and 

Aratus‘ mythical Golden Ages in the lines that follow: 

Ultima Cumaei venit iam carminis aetas; 

Magnus ab integro saeclorum nascitur ordo. 

Iam redit et Virgo, redeunt Saturnia regna;  

iam nova progenies caelo dimttitur alto. 

 

Now is come the last age of Cumaean song; the great line 

of the centuries begins anew.  Now the Virgin returns, the 

reign of Saturn returns; now a new generation descends 

from heaven on high.
79

 

 

The return of the Virgin (Dikē, according to Aratus‘ Phaenomenon) marks the return of 

the Golden Age, as does the rule of Saturn, who, according to Hesiod‘s Works and Days, 

was the ruler of the first Golden Age.  Hesiod writes that he lives in the terrible Iron Age, 

and Virgil also designates his own age one of iron (ferrea gens, lines 8-9).  It is during 

Pollio‘s consulship that the new age will begin.
80

 

In contrast with the small-scale Theocritean Golden Age in Idyll 5 and Eclogue 3, 

Eclogue 4 provides an overwhelming abundance, forcing nature into confusion, but in the 

                                                 
79

 Eclogue 4.4-7.  Thomas 1982, 100-101 comments that Virgil uses the phrase nascitur ordo in Aeneid 

7.44-45, but in the Aeneid the connection is between Latinus and Saturn.  Virgil strengthens Latinus‘ 

association with Saturn in Book 8 when he provides the lineage for Latinus. 

80
 The next lines talk about the birth of a child.  The identity of the child is unknown for certain, but the 

combination of the ―Virgin‖ and a baby being born whose life would bring a Golden Age led people to 

assert that Virgil was foretelling the birth of Jesus Christ.  For a detailed discussion on the potential identity 

of the child, see Clausen 1994, 150-154.  There has also been scholarship about the Eastern influences on 

the poem.  See Nisbet 2008, 155-188. 
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most concordant way possible.  The enhancement of the natural world begins when the 

infant, whose maturation will parallel the development of the Golden Age, is born: 

At tibi prima, puer, nullo munuscula cultu 

errantis hederas passim cum baccare tellus 

mixtaque ridenti colocasia fundet acantho. 

ipsae lacte domum referent distenta capellae 

ubera, nec magnos metuent armenta leones; 

ipsa tibi blandos fundent cunabula flores. 

occidet et serpens, et fallax herba veneni 

occidet; Assyrium vulgo nascetur amomum. 

At simul heroum laudes et facta parentis 

iam legere et quae sit poteris cognoscere virtus, 

molli paulatim flavescet campus arista 

incultisque rubens pendebit sentibus uva 

et durae quercus sudabunt roscida mella. 

 

    But for you, child, the earth untilled will pour forth its 

first pretty gifts, gadding ivy with foxglove, everywhere, 

and the Egyptian bean blended with the laughing briar 

[acanthus]; unbidden it will pour forth for you a cradle of 

smiling flowers.  Unbidden, the goats will bring home their 

udders swollen with milk, and the cattle will not fear huge 

lions.  The serpent, too, will perish, and perish will the 

plant that hides its poison; Assyrian spice will spring up on 

every soil.  

    But as soon as you can read of the glories of heroes and 

your father‘s deeds, and can know what valour is, slowly 

will the plains yellow with waving corn, on wild brambles 

the purple grape will hang, and the stubborn oak distil 

dewy honey.
81

 

 

Within these adynata of abundance, three motifs stand out.  First, there is a spontaneous 

abundance and fertility.  ―Nullo cultu (spontaneously, without cultivation),‖ there will be 

a proliferation of commonly-found plants such as ivy and foxglove, but also exotic plants 

like (Greek) acanthus, Egyptian beans, and Assyrian spice.
82

  Virgil then shifts from 

simple botanical abundance to the loss of the usual predator-prey relationship between 

                                                 
81

 Eclogue 4.18-30. 

82
 Here, too, Virgil contrasts common and exotic plants. 
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lions and oxen; the snake will die, as will poisonous plants.  Once the transition to this 

sort of Golden Age has begun, it is easy to make elements of the natural world continue 

to do the impossible.  The third motif involves fantastic adynata: the agricultural crops 

(grain and grapes) grow without human tending, the infant‘s cradle will blossom with 

flowers and oak trees will produce honey from their bark.  Unlike Theocritus‘ adynata in 

Idyll 1, which break off and do not proceed as the reader expects, Virgil maintains the 

rhetorical crescendo, beginning with things that are possible (yet hyperbolic) and ending 

with the impossible.  

 As the child matures, the Golden Age motifs continue the movement to the 

Golden Age fantasy.  When the baby becomes a man, there will be no need for travel or 

trade, and  

omnis ferret omnia tellus.
83

 

Non rastros patietur humus, non vinea falcem; 

Robustus quoque iam tauris iuga sovelt arator. 

Nec varios discet mentiri lana colres, 

Ipse sed in pratis aries iam suave rubenti 

Murice, iam corceo mutabit vellera luto; 

Sponte sua sandyx pascentis vestiet agnos. 

 

every land will bear all fruits.  Earth will not suffer the 

harrow, nor the vine the pruning hook; the sturdy 

ploughman, too, will now loose his oxen from the yoke.  

No more will wool be taught to put on varied hues, but of 

himself the ram in the meadows will change his fleece, now 

to sweetly blushing purple, now to a saffron yellow; and 

scarlet shall clothe the grazing lambs at will.
84

 

 

 In creating this Golden Age, Virgil follows Hesiod‘s ―Ages of Man‖ passage in 

Works and Days.  Hesiod‘s Golden Age is created by Greek Cronus (Roman Saturn) and 

                                                 
83

 Lipka 2001, 72 notes the near quotation of Lucretius at 1.1166 (ferre omnes omnia possent).  The 

sentiment, however, seems to be proverbial.  See the ―omnis‖ entry of Otto 1890, 254-5. 

84
 Eclogue 4.39-45. 
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is marked by its lack of labor and abundance.  This race of men is eventually destroyed 

and is replaced by a worse race of the Silver age.  In Hesiod, the Iron Age, the age in 

which he himself lives, will only come to an end when Zeus destroys it.  In contrast, 

Virgil writes that this new age will not involve the wholesale eradication of mankind.  

Instead, this new age develops after a period of Roman civil wars is brought to an end.  

Emily McDermott notes, ―the pessimistic Hesiodic motif was transformed by addition of 

an apocalyptic element: the notion that the Golden Age can be restored, with a cyclic turn 

of the Iron Age.‖
85

  Virgil is imagining an amelioration of the world, reversing the 

process of the decline of ages.
86

   

 The Golden Age imagery concludes with a pathetic fallacy:  

aspice convexo nutantem pondere mundum, 

terrasque tractusque maris caelumque profundum; 

aspice, venture laetentur ut omnia saeclo! 

 

See how the world bows with its massive dome—earth and 

expanse of sea and heaven‘s depth!  See how all things 

rejoice in the age that is at hand!
87

   

 

Virgil‘s new world is not dissimilar to Daphnis‘ in Idyll 1: both have desires, one for 

peace, one for love, and imagine a confused natural world to respond to their desires. 

 Horace‘s Epode 16 provides an interesting counterpoint to Eclogue 4.  The Epode 

is associated with the Eclogue because it also has Golden Age imagery, and because both 
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poems were composed at about the same time.
88

  In Horace‘s version of the post-civil war 

escapist Golden Age, he deems it right to leave—to go ―wherever our feet shall bear us, 

wherever the south and boisterous south-west winds shall call us across the waves (ire 

pedes quocumque ferent, quocumque per undas / Notus vocabit aut proteruus Africus).‖
89

  

It will be acceptable, he continues, to return when the impossible happens: 

simul imis saxa renarint 

      vadis levata, ne redire sit nefas; 

neu conversa domum pigeat dare lintea, quando 

      Padus Matina laverit cacumina, 

in mare seu celsus procurrerit Appenninus 

      novaque monstra iunxerit libidine 

mirus amor, iuvet ut tigris subsidere cervis, 

      adulteretur et columba miluo, 

credula nec ravos timeant armenta leones 

      ametque salsa levis hircus aequora. 

 

Just as soon as rocks are raised  

from the deeps and float, then let it be no sin to return; 

No provocation to set our sails form the passage home 

When the Po shall wash the Matine peaks,  

The Apennine heights jut out in the sea, 

Wonderful love join monsters in novel passion, tigers 

Be pleased to mount deer, doves fornicate with hawks,  

the trusting herd not fear the tawny lion  

and the hairless goat enjoy the briny sea.
90

 

 

This passage shares imagery from both Eclogue 1 and Eclogue 4 with the displaced rocks 

(as with the displaced animals) and the complete loss of the predator-prey relationship.  

Horace continues, though, that people in this self-imposed exile should seek the rich 

islands and farms:  

                                                 
88

 I.e., 40 BCE.  There has been an ongoing debate in the scholarship as to which was composed first.  Most 

scholars seem to agree that the Eclogue was written first, with the argument that Horace is responding to 

the optimism of the Eclogue. See Mankin 1995, 244-245.   

89
 Epode 16.21-22. 

90
 Horace Epode 16.25-34.  Penguin Translation by W. G. Shepherd. 
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    arva beata 

      petamus, arva divites et insulas, 

reddit ubi cererem tellus inarata quotannis 

      et inputata floret usque vinea, 

germinat et numquam fallentis termes olivae 

      suamque pulla ficus ornat arborem, 

mella cava manant ex ilice, montibus altis 

      levis crepante lympha desilit pede. 

illic iniussae veniunt ad mulctra capellae 

      refertque tenta grex amicus ubera 

nec vespertinus circumgemit ursus ovile 

      nec intumescit alta viperis humus; 

 

Let us seek 

The rich islands and farms, the blessed farms, 

Where every year the earth, untilled, yields corn; 

And the vines, unpruned, forever bloom; 

And the never failing sprigs of olive bud; 

And dusky figs adorn their trees; 

And honey drips from the hollow oak; and the stream 

With plashing feet leaps lightly down from the lofty crag; 

And the goats, unbidden, come to the milking-pail; 

And the kindly flock brings home full udders; 

And no bear growls around the sheepfold at dusk;  

and the soil is never tumescent with snakes.
91

 

 

Like Virgil‘s Golden Age adynata, there is no work involved—but unlike Virgil‘s new 

Roman Golden Age, Horace‘s cannot take place in Rome.  Horace comments in the first 

two lines, ―Already another generation is being ground down by civil war.  Rome reels 

from her own might (altera iam teritur bellis civilibus aetas / suis et ipsa Roma viribus 

ruit).  People must abandon Rome; only those leaving will be able to enjoy this 

abundance.
92

  Although Horace‘s Golden Age imagery is composed of adynata, his 

version of the new epoch is much less celebratory, and much more pessimistic than 

Virgil‘s.   

                                                 
91

 Horace Epode 16.41-52. 

92
 Horace Epode 16.63-66.    
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 A political reading of the Virgilian and Horatian utopias bears mentioning.  

Although these poems have been considered emblematic of the Augustan Golden Age 

ideology, Karl Galinsky notes that because these versions of Golden Ages are marked by 

a complete lack of work, they are ―far removed from the realities and the ethos of the 

Augustan age.‖
93

  Instead, he argues, in the Augustan age ―the Golden Age comes to 

connote social order rather than a paradisiacal state of indolence.‖
94

  Eclogue 4 and 

Epode 16, then are the opposite of Augustan ideology, which is more accurately depicted 

in Virgil‘s representation of the Golden Age in the Georgics (1.121-175) where perpetual 

work is required of the farmer.  Galinsky notes, ―The idea that underlies the Augustan 

ethos is that peace and bliss (felicitas) are a threat to energetic human endeavor, the quest 

for excellence, and the maintenance of high morality.‖
95

  This idea was seen in the last 

chapter with the locus amoenus quality centuriation of the tended fields had around 

Oplontis. 

 The Golden Age of Virgil reflects a literary tradition of the descriptions of 

gardens tended by gods more than Augustan ideals, particularly since Augustus was still 

Octavian at the time Eclogue 3 and 4 were written.  The earliest example of an 

impossible garden is found in The Odyssey.  The perpetual abundance and lack of seasons 

makes the description of King Alcinous‘ garden simultaneously a locus amoenus and an 
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 Galinsky 1996, 91. 

94
 Galinsky 1996, 93. 

95
 Galinsky 1996, 138.  See also McDermott 2010, 254.  Zanker 1988, 181, when considering the Ara Pacis 

Augustae, reads the visual adynata in direct connection with Eclogue 4.  ―Grapes, figs, and palmettes 

[grow] out of acanthus branches…garlands bearing all manner of fruit… was meant to characterize the new 

age as a paradise on earth (cf. Vergil‘s Fourth Eclogue).‖ 
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adynaton.  When Odysseus arrives at the island of the Phaeacians, Homer offers a 

description of the gardens there:  

ἔθηνζζελ δ‘αὐιῆο κέγαο ὄξραηνο ἄγρη ζπξάσλ 

ηεηξάγπνο· πεξὶ δ‘ἕξθνο ἐιήιαηαη ἀκθνηέξσζελ.  

ἔλζα δὲ δέλδξεα καθξὰ πεθύθαζη ηειεζόσληα, 

ὄγρλαη θαὶ ῥνηαὶ θαὶ κειέαη ἀγιαόθαξπνη  115 

ζπθέαη ηε γιπθεξαὶ θαὶ ἐιααη ηειεζόσζαη. 

ηάσλ νὔ πνηε θαξπὸο ἀπόιιπηαη νὐδ‘ἀπνιείπεη 

ρείκαηνο νὐδὲ ζέξεπο, ἐπεηήζηνο· ἀιιὰ κάι‘αἰεὶ 

Εεθπξίε πλείνπζα ηὰ κὲλ θύεη, ἄιια δὲ πέζζεη. 

ὄγρλε ἐπ‘ὄγρλῃ γεξάζθεη, κῆινλ δ‘ ἐπὶ κήιῳ,  120 

αὐηὰξ ἐπὶ ζηαθπιῇ ζηαθπιή, ζῦθνλ δ‘ ἐπὶ ζύθῳ. 

ἔλζα δέ νἱ πνιύθαξπνο ἀισὴ ἐξξίδσηαη, 

ηῆο ἕηεξνλ κὲλ ζεηιόπεδνλ ιεπξῶ ἐλὶ ρώξῳ 

ηέξζεηαη ειηῳ, ἑηέξαο δ‘ ἄξα ηε ηξπγόσζηλ, 

ἄιιαο δὲ ηξαπένπζη· πάξνηζε δέ η‘ ὄκθαθέο εἰζηλ.  125 

ἄλζνο ἀθηεζαη, ἕηεξαη δ‘ὑπνπεξθάδνπζηλ. 

ἔλζα δὲ θνζκεηαὶ πξαζηαὶ παξὰ λείαηνλ ὄξρνλ 

παληναη πεθύαζηλ, ἐπεεηαλὸλ γαλόσζαη· 

ἐλ δὲ δύσ θξῆλαη  κέλ η‘ἀλὰ θῆπνλ ἅπαληα 

ζθίδλαηαη,  δ‘ἑηέξσζελ ὑπ‘αὐιῆο νὐδὸλ ἵεζη  130 

πξὸο δόκνλ ὑςειόλ, ὅζελ ὑδξεύνλην πνιηαη. 

ην ἄξ‘ ἐλ Ἀιθηλόνην ζελ ἔζαλ άγιαὰ δξα. 

 

Outside the courtyard, fronting the high gates, 

a magnificent orchard stretches four acres deep 

with a strong fence running round it side-to-side. 

Here luxuriant trees are always in their prime, 

pomegranates and pears, and apples glowing red, 

succulent figs and olives swelling sleek and dark. 

And the yield of all these trees will never flag or die, 

neither in winter nor in summer a harvest all year round 

for the West Wind always breathing through will bring  

some fruits to the bud and others warm to ripeness— 

pear mellowing ripe on pear, apple on apple, 

cluster of grapes on cluster, fig crowded fig. 

And here is a teeming vineyard planted for the kings, 

beyond it an open level bank where the vintage grapes  

lie baking to raisins in the sun while pickers gather others; 

some they trample down in vats, and here in the front rows  

bunches of unripe grapes have hardly shed their blooms 

while others under the sunlight slowly darken purple. 

And there by the last rows are beds of greens, 

bordered and plotted, greens of every kind, 
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glistening fresh, year in, year out.  And last,  

there are two springs, one rippling in channels  

over the whole orchard—the other, flanking it, 

rushes under the palace gates 

to bubble up in front of the lofty roofs 

where the city people come and draw their water. 

       Such 

Were the gifts, the glories showered down by the gods 

On King Alcinous‘ realm.
96

 

 

There are no seasons in the garden, the trees are perpetually fruitful, and the garden 

provides year-round.  This is made possible, we learn, from the intervention of the gods.  

There are echoes of King Alcinous‘ garden in both Philetas‘ and Lamon‘s gardens in 

Daphnis and Chloe.
97

  Philetas, we learn, has Eros bathing in the streams he uses to water 

his garden; Lamon‘s temple to Dionysus and Pan likewise blends sacro-idyllic elements.  

 Virgil, in fact, maintains the divine element of the Eclogue 4 Golden Age.  

Clausen notes that Octavian, having been adopted by Julius Caesar, could declare divine 

lineage, and ostensibly, so could Octavia, his sister.  Mark Antony traced his family‘s 

ancestors back to Hercules.  Both Antony and Octavian could be referred to in the 

description of the child: pacatumque reget patriis virtutibus orbem (and he shall rule the 

world to which his father‘s prowess brought peace).
98

  Thus, even Virgil‘s Golden Age 

comes about through the influence of the divine son of Octavia and Mark Antony, and 

from an overriding desire for peace which will arise from the political pact of Octavian 

and Antony.   
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 Odyssey 8.112-132.  Fagles translation. 
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 Hunter 1983, 72-73.  The gardens of Philetas, Lamon, and Alcinous blend two basic types of gardens as 

outlined by Stephanie Ross.  Ross 1993, 159 writes that there are generally two types of gardens, ―the 
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 In conclusion, although the length and detail of Golden Age adynata can vary, at 

the heart of the scenes lies the connection and intersection of desires and the natural 

world.  Lamon and Comatas imagine a world that would exist if there was a botanical 

remedy for anger in Idyll 5; Virgil establishes political desires as the basis for his 

adynaton in Eclogues 3 and 4.  The abundance of the new ages is simply an amplification 

of the impossible motifs, the adynata. 

 

A reexamination of Roman wall painting 

 The last chapter showed the connection between the abundance of pastoral garden 

descriptions and Roman wall paintings, especially the frescoes at Oplontis and Livia‘s 

villa at Prima Porta.  Although the paintings can provide a pleasing place to situate 

desire, or can themselves stimulate desires, they can also be a realization of otherwise 

completely impossible scenes.   

 Briefly, the east wing at Oplontis (rooms 69-95 on the plan, Image 12) is 

decorated with a series of rooms which have lush botanical paintings.  These rooms face 

the pool, and look to the plane trees and oleander planted beyond that.  Room after room 

in this wing features multiple wall paintings of bird-bath like fountains.  There are 

peacocks and birds on and around the fountains, and perpetually green trees, ivy, and 

oleander painted around each fountain.   

 Like the villa in Oplontis, Livia‘s garden room (Images 15-16) depicts a garden 

that simultaneously contains every season, and is season-less: trees have quinces on them 

and the arbutuses have berries, a late summer or early fall phenomenon; spring violets 

and summer poppies and roses bloom beside each other; as do cypresses, and date palms.  
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All of the nearly twenty-five different kinds of plants are in full bloom at the same time.  

Ann Kuttner has also noted that the abundance of the produce on the plants strongly 

contrasts with the maturity of the plants: young, slender plants produce abundantly.  

Furthermore, she notes, the fruit trees are arranged with firs and oaks, normally 

uncultivated trees of the forest, which ―monumentalizes and estheticizes them.‖
99

  If we 

step back and consider that the Prima Porta Augustus statue was found near this room, 

the ancient viewer would have been able to see the reciprocal relationship between the 

―exterior and interior manifestations of the miraculum of the new era.‖
100

  This idea of a 

new, bountiful, peaceful era naturally looks back to Eclogue 4. 

 In this reconsideration of the botanical wall paintings, Bettina Bergmann‘s 

comments about the wall paintings from the east wing of Oplontis gain a greater weight: 

Why not create an orderly, maintenance-free environment, 

where fruit never rots and birds never die?  The depiction of 

living creatures caught in a moment of arrested animation 

engages the viewer in suspense and in the protracted 

observation of signs and time and life: water, fresh fruit, and 

birds— resulting in an intensification of taste and vision, a 

visual delectation.  Here is a farm without its mess.
101

  

(Emphasis added) 

 

These comments, though directed specifically at the Oplontis villa, hold true for Livia‘s 

garden room as well.  The ―farm without its mess‖—the fiction that makes the rooms 

such pleasing places—also makes them a complete fantasy—an adynaton. 
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 Like Eclogue 4, Alcinous‘ gardens in The Odyssey, or Philetas‘ and Lamon‘s 

gardens in Daphnis and Chloe, the vegetation that is represented in the wall paintings 

represents a completely fictional ideal.  The trees are always green and bearing fruit; the 

flowers are always blooming, and the animals, too, are in their places.
102

  Thus the rooms 

can simultaneously be read as loca amoena and adynata.  The rooms are pleasing 

precisely because they represent the impossible. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has examined the adynata in Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus.  The 

adynata are, like loca amoena, again connected to desire.  These inversions of nature 

permit the singer/poet to have control over nature when he is powerless in his immediate 

desires.  Thus, literary adynata become expressions of fictional control: herdsmen 

imagine a confused world when they cannot make their beloved love them back and 

Virgil imagines a superabundant world with peace that will come out of a period of 

political unrest in Rome.  This control, it must be stressed, is entirely fictional.  Although 

the adynata are imagined, it does not change the situation at hand that the person cannot 

control.  This fictional control is visually echoed in the wall paintings at Oplontis and 

Prima Porta.  These paintings, which fulfill the owners‘ desires, which give control over 

the (artificial, visual) natural world to the owner, provide a space like the loca amoena in 

which desires can be acted out, but more actively can inspire one to act on his or her own 

desires. 

                                                 
102

 Zanker 1988, 181 reads the visual adynata on the Ara Pacis Augustae in direct connection with Eclogue 

4.  ―Grapes, figs, and palmettes [grow] out of acanthus branches; ivy and laurel spiraling between heavy 

volutes; garlands bearing all manner of fruit; all this was meant to characterize the new age as a paradise on 

earth (cf. Vergil‘s Fourth Eclogue).‖ 
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Chapter 4:  Alleviating Desire: Botanical Magic 

 

 

 

 

 The previous two chapters showed that the major botanical contexts in the 

pastoral literature of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus could be used to give desire a 

pleasing place and or could be used to imagine a world in which a person could control 

the natural world when they were otherwise powerless in their immediate desire.  This 

chapter shifts to the alleviation of desire through magic.  Although erotic magic is 

performed to fulfill a desire—typically to make the beloved love the practitioner in 

return—the act of performing magic also has a palliative effect on the practitioner.   

 The desire to influence another through gifts is the basic tenet of the definition of 

magic presented by Christopher Faraone.  He defines magic as ―a set of practical devices 

and rituals used by the Greeks in their day-to-day lives to control or otherwise influence 

supernaturally the forces of nature, animals, or other human beings.‖
1
  The flowers and 

fruits in which the herdsmen abound are mundane ―practical devices,‖ yet the gifts are 

presented to entice the beloved.  The devices (i.e., the plants, flowers, and fruits) are, in 

fact, so mundane that classical scholarship has overlooked their intrinsic role in the 

culture of the Greco-Roman world.
2
  The enunciations of desire in the pastoral world 

overlap with what we know of magic, and readers of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus 

would have picked up on these cues.   

 It will be important to establish first what we know of erotic binding spells, which 

                                                 
1
 Faraone 1999, 16.  This book has been problematic for some reviewers (See R. Hamilton‘s response to E. 

Kadletz‘s review of C. Faraone in BMCR 2000.02.41 at http://bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2000/2000-02-41.html 

and Peter Green‘s dismissive review in The New Republic [2000]). 

2
 Medieval scholarship does not avoid this approach to magic, however.  See, for example, Doggett 2009. 

http://bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2000/2000-02-41.html


139 

 

Faraone notes are typical love spells.
3
  This section will particularly pay close attention to 

the role of symbolic actions and rites, noting that it is symbolism,
4
 not a strict 

orthopraxy,
5
 that is the key to erotic binding spells.  The second section examines Idyll 2 

and Eclogue 8, poems which both depict a woman practicing magic to bring back a lover.  

The women portrayed in these poems use elements of traditional magic outlined in the 

first section with mixed results.  The third section of this chapter connects magic to the 

botanical world of pastoral love.  In this section I argue that plants are substitute elements 

of pastoral binding spells, and the astute reader would have seen the shift of traditional 

magic elements into a rustic context.  The fourth section looks at the function of the most 

common botanical magical element, the apple, and the symbolism it contains in erotic 

contexts.  I conclude this chapter by offering an interpretation of Idyll 11, which depicts 

Polyphemus simultaneously attempting to woo and to love Galatea.  By drawing on 

elements of the previous sections of this chapter, I argue that the poem appears to be a 

rejection of love magic, but yet contains elements of magical spells.  This opens up a 

discussion, then, about the interconnectedness of magic and courtship, but also how one 

can actually remedy desires. 

 

What is known about binding spells  

 Binding spells were used in commercial activities, athletic or public 

                                                 
3
 Faraone 1999, 28: These binding spells may include ―incantations over bound images, tortured animals, 

burning materials, or apples.‖  

4
 Cohen 1977, 117 offers this definition of symbols, which is helpful for how I will use the term 

―symbolism‖: ―By symbols I mean normative forms that stand ambiguously for a multiplicity of meanings, 

evoke emotions and sentiments, and impel men to action.  They usually occur in stylised patterns of 

activities, such as the rituals of religion or the ceremonials of kinship.‖ 

5
 Here I use the term ―orthopraxy‖ in the sense of adherence to a particular series of actions in a specific 

order.   
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performances, amatory curses (with the subcategories of separation and aphrodisiac 

curses), and judicial curses.
6
  For the purposes of this chapter, amatory curses will be of 

most importance.   

 There are two types of binding spells, those that are written down (θαηαδέζκνη in 

Greek, defixiones in Latin for those written on papyrus, and tabellae defixionum for those 

on metal) and those that involve figurines, though the two types can be used in tandem.
7
  

Nearly two thousand examples of written curses tablets have been found, the term 

―tablet‖ being used very generally as spells have been found on any number of surfaces 

such as lead, pottery, stone, papyri, wax, and ceramic.
8
  Though lead tablets are the most 

common because lead was a material that was inexpensive and relatively easy to acquire,
9
 

it seems that the choice of material is of little importance as long as it preserves what is 

written on it.
10

   

 The earliest evidence for written binding spells comes from the beginning of the 

fifth and early fourth centuries BCE in Attica and Sicily.  These early examples list only 

a name, usually in the nominative.  In instances where only an accusative is used, it is 

hypothesized that there was a verbal element where the binding verb was spoken.
11

  

Because it is believed that the binding verb was spoken it may also be true that binding 

                                                 
6
 Faraone 1991, 10. 

7
 Graf 1997a, 3. 

8
 Collins 2008, 65.  For obvious preservation reasons, wax tablets fared worst, but Ovid Amores 3.7.29 

refers to a wax tablet binding spell.  Faraone 1991, 7 notes that some wax figurines did survive in Egypt.   

9
 Gager 1992, 4 and Graf, 1997b, 100.  Graf here further comments that lead is easily inscribed and was an 

early material for letter writing.  It is only later that it is chosen for the ―symbolism inherent in its gray, 

deathless color or heavy weight.‖ 

10
 Graf 1997b, 100. 

11
 Collins 2008, 65.  Collins 2008, 66 also notes the use of a single name could also be connected with the 

use of ostraka, as some binding spells were also found on ostraka.   
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spells were originally purely spoken rituals.  The speech of the Erinyes in Eumenides 306 

is an example of this.
12

  Recent scholarship, however, seems to favor the simultaneous 

development of the ―spoken formula and attendant gesture.‖
13

  Nevertheless, it does seem 

that the spoken aspects of the spell gradually make their way onto the tablets, resulting in 

much longer spells as they developed through the Roman period.
14

  Indeed by that time 

fully written binding spells appear throughout the Mediterranean.
15

   

 Minimally, curse tablets contain the name of the victim to be bound.  The victims 

of the spells frequently are named in the tablets with matrilineal designations.  Whereas a 

patrilineal designation could be questionable, there was little doubt about the 

identification of a mother.  In the case of the binding spell, it was of utmost importance to 

indicate the exact person to be bound by the spell in order to affect the correct person.
16

  

Within the written spells themselves, the letters of the name or the parts of a spell could 

be written forwards or backwards or upside down (or a combination).  This appears not to 

be related to the back-and-forth boustrophedon style of Greek writing, but rather 

expresses a symbolically literary way to bind or twist the person to whom the spell is 

                                                 
12

 Faraone 1985, 150. 

13
 Faraone 1991, 4.  Two additional points: 1) Faraone 1991, 4-5 also mentions a cache of 40 blank tablets 

that were found and led to the conclusion that writing was optional in early binding spells, and that even 

blank tablets could be twisted or punctured with similar effectiveness.  These tablets, however, have since 

gone missing, and there seems to be some debate about their existence.  2) Thomassen 1999, 61 uses the 

analogy of the modern wedding to underscore the importance of the combination of words and gestures 

even today.  It is not enough to say simply ―I do‖ at a wedding, but the ―act of promise is given additional 

emphasis through the solemn exchange of rings.‖  

14
 It is generally accepted now that texts were predominantly read aloud in the ancient and late antique 

periods.  Even written components of spells would be read aloud.  See, for example, Johnson 2010, and cf. 

the myth of Acontius and Cydippe. 

15
 Faraone 1991, 3 and Gager 1992, 7. 

16
 Gager 1992, 14. 
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addressed.
17

   A relatively late (fourth century CE) spell provides a clear example of this 

epigraphical phenomenon: 

esehT   These 

all   all 

I bind   I bind 

sēppirhkrA  Arkhrippēs 
sēteniapE, etc.  Epainetēs, etc.

18
 

 

Here, the names and the pronoun associated with the names of those to be bound are 

written backwards, but the individual letters are not, nor are the words of the spell itself.  

Faraone believes that the use of retrograde inscriptions became a ―petrified‖ tradition, 

and that backwards writing was used as a matter of tradition as the spells themselves 

became more detailed and explicit.
19

 Nonetheless the reversed or inverted writing is 

symbolic of the binding by means of ―twisting up‖ the names of the victim.
20

  This 

epigraphical practice indicates that names in spells no longer function simply as labels, 

but rather that they symbolically ―embodied the person . . . and gave some measure of 

control over them.‖
21

  As we will see below, this type of symbolism is one of the 

trademarks of erotic binding spells. 

 While the early tablets include only a binding verb, as tablets develop over time 

they show spells fully written out with invocations to divinities and the method by which 

                                                 
17

 Ogden 1999, 29, citing M. Delcourt‘s 1957 Héphaistos, ou la legend du magicien (Liege) and M. 

Detienne and J.-P. Vernant‘s 1974 Les Ruses de l‘intelligence: La Métis des grecs (Paris),  writes ―Twisting 

was seen as something inherently magical, and for that reason the Magician-god, Hephaestus, was often 

portrayed with twisted legs.‖  Faraone 1992, 133-135, however, sees the twisted legs as an apotropaic 

feature.The most obvious reason for the twisted legs, however, is the mythology surrounding Hephaestus‘ 

lameness. 

18
 Translated by Collins 2008, 67 from R. Wünsch‘s 1897 Defixionum Tabellae Atticae in IG vol. 3 

(Berlin). 

19
 Faraone 1991, 8. 

20
 Gager 1992, 5. 

21
 Gager 1992, 14. 
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the beloved is to be affected by the spell.  Christopher Faraone has simplified the types of 

binding spells into four basic categories,
22

 which can appear singly or in any 

combination: first, those that contain a ―direct binding formula‖ with the binding verb in 

the first person singular (θαηαδ).  This type is the simplest and appears in the earliest 

examples where there is only a name and a verb, and is seen in the example above 

involving Arkhrippēs and Epainetēs.  Second, a ―prayer formula‖ which employs an 

imperative verb addressed to any of a wide range of divinities.  Hermes, Persephone, and 

Hecate are the most common starting in fifth-century BCE Attica, though other gods, 

abstract divinities (like Γηθή, Justice) and daimones of individuals could also be called 

upon for assistance with spells.  An example from fourth-century BCE Euboea provides 

an example of a combination of the first two types.  This spell appears on one side of a 

flat lead figurine in the shape of a person with short arms and legs: 

θαηαγξάθσ Δἰζηάδα ηὴλ Α<ὐ>ηνθιεάο 

πξὸο ηὸλ ξκῆ ηὸλ θάηνρνλ. 

θάηερε αὐηὴ<λ> παξὰ ζα<π>ηόλ. 

 

θαηαδεζκεύσ Δἰζηάδα πξὸο ηὸλ ξκῆ 

ηὸλ θάηνρνλ· [ρ]εξεο, 

πόδεο Δἰζηάδνο, ζκα ὅινλ. 
 

I register Isias, the daughter of A(u)toclea, before Hermes 

the Restrainer.  Restrain her by your side! 

 

I bind Isias before Hermes the Restrainer, the hands, the 

feet of Isias, the entire body.
23

 

 

The third type is a ―wish formula‖ appearing with the third person optative.  Though this 

may be as simple as ―may X love me,‖ it could also be more explicit. The opening of the 

                                                 
22

 Faraone 1991, 5. 

23
 SGD 64, translation from Faraone 1991, 3.  
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spell below which was found in an Athenian Agora well, contains the wish formula and 

opens with magicae voces, strings of seemingly nonsense magic words or letters—

something like our ―abracadabra‖—and an invocation to a divinity named ―Beptu.‖  The 

goal of this spell is to keep Leosthenes and Peios from Juliana, who is identified through 

her mother, Marcia.   

 

BORPHORBABARPHORBARBARPHORBABARPHORBABAIE Oh 

powerful BEPTU, I deliver to you Leosthenes and Peios, 

who frequent Juliana, to whom Marcia gave birth, so that 

you may chill them and their intentions, in order that they 

may not be able to speak or walk with one another, nor sit 

in Juliana‘s place of business, nor may Leosthenes and 

Peios be able to send messages to Juliana.
24

 

 

Finally, the fourth type, the ―similia similibus formula,‖ functions by analogy.  This can 

be seen at the end of the spell against Leosthenes and Peios: 

Just as these names are cooling off,
25

 so may the names of 

Leosthenes and Peios cool off for Juliana and also their 

soul, their passion, their knowledge, their passion, their 

charm, their mind, their knowledge, and their reasoning.  

May they stand deaf, voiceless, mindless, harmless, with 

Juliana hearing nothing about Leosthenes and Peios and 

they feeling no passion or speaking with Juliana. 

 

The repetition of ―their passion‖ and ―their knowledge‖ within the spell is also a common 

feature in these spells, underscoring the exact outcome the practitioner desires.  Although 

repetition is a common element of spells, is not a necessary component.
26

 

                                                 
24

 Gager 1992, 89.  From SGD 31. Collins 2008, 77 notes the voces magicae are common elements of the 

tablets, and seem not to be any known language, though some have connections to Semitic languages, or 

are a combination of Coptic, Hebrew, and Greek.  Voces magicae could also appear, for example, with 

Latin words written in Greek or Coptic, or any combination of the writing and languages. 

25
 I.e., in the well in which the tablet would be deposited, though Gager 1992, 89 notes that this may have 

sexual overtones. 

26
 For example, PGM XXXVI.361-71.  Frequently in erotic spells the repetition is simply ―quickly, quickly, 

now, now‖ as in PGM XXXII.1-19, PGM XXXVI.69-101 and 102-33.  The name of the god being invoked 

also frequently repeated: Hecate (PGM XXXVI.187-210) Adonai (PGM XXXIIa.1-25). 
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 In addition to these four types of spells, there are other possible additions to the 

erotic binding spells.  Nearly a quarter of all the extant tablets are of an erotic nature, and 

examination of these reveal more similarities among them.
27

  The main goal of such 

spells is to constrain the victim to the practitioner‘s desires.  In order for that to happen, 

frequently the practitioner asks that the victim lose his or her memory, thus breaking 

―social ties and obligations that interfered with erotic relationships (real or fancied) of 

one kind or another.‖
28

  Violence also plays a disturbing role in the tablets: victims of 

curse tablets commonly are to be dragged by the limbs, hair, or soul, to be tormented by 

passion, to be killed with madness, or deprived of sleep or memory.  Gager offers an 

admonition, however, about the violence being a literal desire. These words and the 

piercing of tablets (or as we will also see, figurines), he suggests, are meant in a 

symbolic, non-injurious way because the practitioner clearly does not want the beloved to 

die or waste away or be harmed.
29

  Faraone, however, sees a connection between the 

violence of the spells and the violent nature of Eros/Cupid, who was a ―frighteningly 

demonic figure‖ associated with the Harpies and frequently depicted with torches, 

arrows, and whips.
30

 

 Once the spell was written down and the accompanying rite performed, the tablet 

would be folded or rolled up (if the material would permit rolling) and sometimes pierced 

with a nail before being buried.  In some extant examples, the practitioner included hair 

or a piece of cloth belonging to the victim.  This material, called ―νὐζία‖ is the ―being‖ 
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 Gager 1992, 78. 

28
 Gager 1992, 79. 

29
 Gager 1992, 81. 

30
 Faraone 1999, 45-46.  See also pages 43-55 for a full treatment of this topic. 



146 

 

or the essence of the victim; the inclusion of hair (or clothing, which is less preferable) 

makes the victim symbolically ―present.‖
31

  David Jordan offers some specific examples 

of hair being used in spells: in a third-century CE tablet found in an Athenian agora well, 

the first lines of the spell are lacunose because ―a wad of hair was impressed into the 

surface on being rolled up inside the tablet. Several of the grooves left by the hair and a 

few dark brown strands of the hair itself remain.‖
32

   Hair is also mentioned in the spell 

itself, which identifies the νὐζία as belonging to the intended victim of the spell.  PGM 

CXVII from the first century BCE requires ―two strands of her hair.‖
33

  Jordan also notes 

that other ancient magical texts containing love spells show traces of the inclusion of 

hair: PGM XVI from first-century CE Egypt, PGM XIXa from fourth- or fifth-century 

Hermopolis Magna, and a defixio from Egypt now in the inventory of the Ashmolean 

Museum, which contained human hair, wool threads, and small pieces of gypsum all held 

together with mud.
34

  

 After the tablet was physically bound, the spells were often buried.  The spell, it 

was believed, kept its power indefinitely as long as the text itself remained intact.  

Breaking the tablet on which the spell was written had the power to break the spell.
35

  

Thus, as a result of the precarious nature of the written spell, binding spells were 

commonly buried with the dead, particularly those who died young (ἀώξνη) or violently 

(βηαηνζαλάηνη).  If burial with the dead was not possible, then curse tablets were 
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 Gager 1992, 16. 

32
 Jordan 1985a, 251. 

33
 Winkler 1991, 224. 

34
 Jordan 1985a, 251.  Winkler 1991, 224 adds PGM LXXXIV to the list of spells found with hair. 

35
 Graf 1997b, 99. 
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deposited in wells, springs, rivers, bath-house water tanks, or any location ―towards the 

interior of the earth.‖
36

  These locations would make the tablets simultaneously difficult 

to remove and break and would situate the tablet nearer the underworld divinities 

commonly summoned.  Gager notes that the graves of those who died untimely deaths 

were preferred because it was believed that their souls wandered restlessly until they 

reached their expected lifespan, providing a way for the practitioner to connect with 

other-worldly beings and divinities.
37

  It should be noted, however, that the use of 

divinities associated with the dead (i.e., Hermes, Persephone, and Hecate) and the 

placement of the spells in graves do not imply that the spell intends death for the victim.  

Rather, such spells attempt to harness the energy of the spirits found in and around the 

graves.  John Winkler notes that there have been binding spells with νὐζία found that 

were placed in dry-heat rooms of a public bath.  The heating of the νὐζία could parallel 

the ―heating‖ desired of the victim.
38

 

 The other basic type of binding spells, in addition to those inscribed or written on 

tablets, involves the use of figurines.  The figurines could depict the man or woman who 

was to be bound by the spell.  The figurines developed at about the same time as the 

tablets and the earliest Greek examples date to about 400 BCE and were found in the 

Kerameikos.
39

  Most of the figurines extant today are made of durable materials like clay 

or metals, particularly lead and bronze.  Faraone notes other non-durable materials were 
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 Graf 1997b, 101. 

37
 Gager 1992, 19. 

38
 Winkler 1991, 224. 

39
 There may be an Egyptian antecedent: a Middle Kingdom Egyptian prescription details the process for 

making a wax image of one‘s enemy and burying it in a grave ―for harsh treatment by Osiris‖ (Gager 1992, 

15). It should be noted, however, that Plato writes in Laws 2.933b that waxen figurines (θήξηλα κηκήκαηα 

πεπιαζκέλα) could be found on doors, crossroads, and on relatives‘ graves.  
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used that would have been inexpensive and easy to obtain; for example, a few extant wax 

examples are preserved from Egypt.
40

   The spell noted above, directed at Isias, was 

written on a two-dimensional figure with stubby limbs (like a gingerbread man); three 

dimensional figurines with varying degrees of detail have also been found.  The figurines 

could be labeled with the name of the intended victim, which again emphasizes the 

importance of naming and labeling the victim in these spells.  The figurines also may 

have their hands and/or feet twisted together or their bodies pierced by nails.  Like the 

nails in the tablets, these nails and twisted limbs do not indicate a desire to harm those at 

whom the spell is directed, but enumerate exactly the desires of the practitioner: to bind 

them and to twist up their worlds, so as to love the practitioner.  Indeed there is also a 

wax example from Upper Egypt that shows a male and female figurine entwined in an 

embrace, providing for the divinities a clear example of the intended outcome.  The 

figurines, like the tablets, have been found deposited for the same reasons in hard-to-

disturb locations like cemeteries, wells, and springs.  The figurines sometimes 

accompany tablets, and it seems likely that the separate figurines eventually migrate to 

the written tablet in the form of drawings, which appear as the details of the written spells 

increase.
41

  

 Having outlined what we understand about ancient love magic from the 

archaeological and non-literary record, and the importance of symbolism in each of the 

steps of creating a binding spell, the next step is to examine two poems of Theocritus and 

Virgil that clearly demonstrate the use of magic by fictional characters in a literary 

                                                 
40

 Faraone 1991, 7. 

41
 Gager 1992, 7. 
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context.   

 

Practitioners of magic in Theocritus and Virgil 

 Elements of binding spells are found in the non-pastoral Idyll 2 of Theocritus and 

its echo, Virgil‘s Eclogue 8.
42

  Although some scholars have cautioned that these poems 

are not to be read as ―real‖ spells, they nevertheless contain many of the key components 

of binding spells as we understand them.  Furthermore, the audiences of both Theocritus 

and Virgil would know the types of characters being depicted.  In Idyll 2, Simaetha is 

attempting to bring back her lover, Delphis, by means of a love spell.  Simaetha had had a 

relationship with Delphis, and when she is performing this spell, he has not been to see 

her in eleven days.  The poem is divided into two sections: the spell performed to try to 

bring Delphis back (lines 1-63) and the background story of how their relationship began 

(lines 64-158).  Simaetha‘s spell is reminiscent of an erotic binding spell, and contains 

many elements of what is seen in ―real‖ binding spells, and in this case Simaetha is 

attempting a specific type of spell, an ἀγσγή (a leading away) spell to bring Delphis back 

to her.  Like the repetition that is seen in binding spells, throughout the poem she has two 

repeated refrains.  The first is used during the performance of her spell and is spoken to 

her ―ἴπγμ,‖ a magic implement (sometimes called a wheel, sometimes a bird) that was 

spun as a part of various rituals: ἴπγμ, ἕιθε ηὺ ηῆλνλ ἐκὸλ πνηὶ δκα ηὸλ ἄλδξα (My 

magic wheel, draw to my house the man I love).
43

  The second refrain begins when her 

                                                 
42

 Although the Virgil may have had a collection of only pastoral Theocritean poems without Idyll 2, 

Eclogue 8 seems an argument against this.  See Clausen 1994, 237-238 and Coleman 1977, 253. 

43
 The ἴπγμ first appears in Pindar‘s Pythian 4.213-219 as a bird bound to a wheel and ostensibly spun.  

Tavenner 1933, 109 provides a full discussion of the iunx and rhombus.  See also Detienne 1977, xiii, 

Faraone 1993, Johnston 1995, and Faraone 1999, 55-69. 
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spell breaks off when she begins to recount the history of her relationship with Delphis 

and addresses Selene, the goddess of the moon: θξάδεό κεζ ηὸλ ἔξσζ‘ὅζελ ἵθεην, πόηλα 

Σειάλα (Mark, Lady Moon, whence came my love).  She first employs a combination of 

the similia similibus formula with a wish formula as she commands Thestylis, her slave 

girl, to bind red wool around a cup so as to bind Delphis to her (2.2-3):   

ζηέςνλ ηὰλ θειέβαλ θνηληθέῳ νἱνο ἀώηῳ, 

ὡο ηὸλ ἐκὸλ βαξὺλ εὖληα θίινλ θαηαδήζνκαη ἄλδξα 

 

Wreathe the bowl with fine crimson wool that I may bind a 

spell upon my love, so hard to me. 

 

She then declares that she will bind him with fire spells (2.10), summoning Selene and 

Hecate (a goddess associated with the Underworld and witches) to help her to create a 

spell as potent as those of Medea, Circe, and Perimede.  The fire spell that Simaetha uses 

parallels her own suffering from love, as she declares in line 40 that she herself is ―all 

afire‖ because of Delphis (ἐπὶ ηήλῳ πᾶζα θαηαίζνκαη).  Thus when she burns the barley, 

bay, and bran so that Delphis may also burn (similia similibus again) her goal is to make 

him suffer as she has.  Simaetha also burns wax and while she melts it over the fire she 

chants (2.29) ―ὣο ηάθνηζ‘ ὑπ‘ἔξσηνο (so that he may melt from love).‖  Simaetha then 

offers a triple libation to Artemis
44

 and cries three times that Delphis should forget 

whomever he is sleeping with now (lines 43-44).  This repetition of the number three and 

the desire for Delphis to lose the memory provides a literary echo of the spell against 

Leosthenes and Peios seen above.  Simaetha also prays for Delphis to become as mad as 

the foals do when they eat coltsfoot (lines 48-51).  She then tears and burns a fringe from 

his cloak, the νὐζία symbolically burning the essence of Delphis (lines 53-54).  She then 

                                                 
44

 Within this spell, Simaetha invokes the three aspects of Mother, Maiden, and Crone by summoning 

Selene, Artemis, and Hecate, respectively, and also the realms of heaven, earth, and Hades. 
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orders Thestylis to take magical herbs (ηὰ ζξόλα) and knead them on the threshold while 

saying (line 62) ―ηά Γέιθηδνο ὀζηία κάζζσ (I knead the bones of Delphis).‖  This aspect 

of the spell, in which magical components of a spell are placed where the victim would 

frequent, is reflected in a later example from the early Byzantine period when a binding 

spell was buried under the threshold of the victim‘s house, thereby affecting the victim 

whenever he would pass over it.
45

  Although the Byzantine example is much later, it is 

possible to see in Idyll 2 a parallel use of the threshold as a magically effective location.
46

  

At this point in the poem, the spell breaks off and it is unclear whether Delphis returns to 

Simaetha, and she begins to recount how she met Delphis.  Although Simaetha‘s spell 

exists within a literary context (i.e., Theocritus‘ poem) her spell nonetheless replicates 

aspects of the magical papyri and shows that Theocritus and his learned audience knew 

people like Simaetha (or characters like her), and knew of these sorts of rituals.   

 Idyll 2 serves as the model for Virgil‘s Eclogue 8, in which two shepherds, 

Damon and Alphesiboeus, stage a pastoral singing contest.  Damon sings about his 

unrequited love for Nysa.  Alphesiboeus‘ contribution is a song about an unnamed 

woman who is performing a magical spell to win back her lover.  While Theocritus‘ 

Simaetha lived in the city, Virgil underscores the pastoral element by changing the name 

of the woman‘s assistant (slave?) to the botanical ―Amaryllis‖ in place of Simaetha‘s 

Thestylis, and Virgil has named the missing lover Daphnis, the most famous herdsman, in 
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 Graf 1997b, 101, citing a story from Sophronius, Narratio miraculorum SS Cyri et Ioannis sapientium 

Anargyrorum, 55.  Winkler 1991, 225 provides another example in the Papyri Demoticae Magicae 61.116 

where a wax statue of Osiris was to be buried under the victim‘s door sill, but the power of the statue would 

only become ―awakened‖ during the nocturnal ἀγσγή erotic binding ritual. 

46
 There are also reports that Germanicus was affected by magical materials being placed in the walls and 

floors of his living quarters (Tacitus, Annales, 2.69) as well as Libanius (4
th

 c CE) being affected by a spell 

placed in his lecture room (Libanius, Oratio, 1.248). 
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place of Delphis.
47

  The pastoral world is also implied in the woman‘s repeated refrain: 

ducite ab urbe domum, mea carmina, ducite Daphnin (Bring from the city, my magic 

songs, bring Daphnis home).  This refrain also highlights that, like Simaetha, the woman 

is performing an ἀγσγή (leading away) spell to bring back Daphnis.  The woman begins 

by ordering Amaryllis to wind soft wool around an altar (line 64; cf. the wool around the 

cup in Idyll 2) and she burns herbs (verbenae) and male frankincense.  She notes the 

magical power of songs (carmina), which here clearly carry the connotation of ―spells‖ 

because of their ability to draw down the moon, make snakes burst open, and in the case 

of Circe, transform Ulysses‘ men.  Lines 73-77 are particularly laden with magical 

imagery:  

Terna tibi haec primum triplici diuersa colore 

licia circumdo, terque haec altaria circum 

effigiem duco: numero deus impare gaudet. 

Necte tribus nodis ternos, Amarylli, colores; 

Necte, Amarylli; modo et ―Veneris‖ dic ―vincula necto.‖  

ducite ab urbe domum, mea carmina, ducite Daphnin. 

 

Three threads here I first tie round you, marked with three 

different hues, and three times round this altar I draw your 

image.  In an uneven number heaven [deus] delights.  

Weave, Amaryllis, three hues in three knots; weave them, 

Amaryllis, I beg, and say, ―Chains of love I weave!‖ 

 

 

She winds three threads of different colors around an effigy (a variation of a figurine) of 

Daphnis, and this effigy is carried around the altar three times.  Here, Daphnis‘ image, 

and therefore Daphnis himself, has physically been bound by the threads.  The repeated 

use of three is also magical: Coleman notes that odd numbers, especially prime numbers 

were particularly venerated.  He also points out that the deus who ―rejoices in odd 
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 Again, there are immediate botanical connections between Daphnis‘ name and the plant, laurel, which is 

burned in these literary love rituals. 
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numbers‖ in this instance may be a generic deity or a daimon, but Virgil also uses deus to 

refer to Venus in Aeneid 2.632.
48

  Amaryllis is told twice (in a magical repetition) to 

weave (necte) three colored threads into three knots, and to say that she is binding 

Daphnis with the ―chains of Venus.‖  There are again three uses of the verb nectare, used 

with the three threads (again, an odd number) which can also mean ―to knot or braid or 

weave.‖  This verb is important because three threads that are braided/knotted/or woven 

together have more power (and strength) to bind than the individual threads. 

 The woman also performs a similia similibus burning spell, hardening a clay 

image (representing the woman‘s own erotic burning) and melting a wax image (so 

Daphnis may melt with love) as meal is burned with laurel and pitch.  She twice prays 

that Daphnis be seized by longing (talis amor teneat, lines 85 and 89) for her.  As a 

modification of the threshold spell in Theocritus, she then buries things Daphnis left with 

her (νὐζία, his essence) in her own threshold.
49

  The final step of her spell, which seems 

to indicate the spell‘s efficacy, is not known to be a part of the binding spell tradition: she 

orders Amaryllis to toss embers over her head into a running brook.  When the ashes flare 

up, the unnamed woman takes this as a sign of Daphnis‘ return.  Unlike Idyll 2, then, the 

poem seems to end on a happy note.  

 In addition to providing literary examples of practitioners of magic and 

consumers of magical spells, the two poems by Theocritus and Virgil provide 

information about the type of person who practiced magic.  Simaetha and the anonymous 

woman of Eclogue 8 have commonly been called ―witches‖ or ―sorceresses‖ in 
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 Coleman 1977, 246 note on line 75.  Aeneid 2.632: ―descendo ac ducente deo flammam inter et hostis / 

expedior; I descend and, guided by a god, make my way amid fire and foes.‖ Translation by Fairclough. 

49
 The efficacy of this is unclear.  The power of the νὐζία here seems to be able to summon Daphnis back 

to his own magical ―stuff‖ and, with it placed below her own threshold, to her.  
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scholarship.
50

  These are loaded terms, however.  The modern connotations can lead the 

reader astray and do not seem to apply to these women.  Literary sources reveal there was 

general knowledge that existed among everyday people about both magic and plants, 

which could blur into the realm of knowledge about religion and medicine.  Simaetha and 

the woman from Eclogue 8 are nothing like the wild mythological witches Medea or 

Circe, or even the witches in Lucan or Apuleius.
51

  Rather, a different term needs to be 

applied to people who had first-hand knowledge of plants.  Laine Doggett, in her book on 

medieval love cures, labels these people ―empirics‖ or ―empirical practitioners.‖  

Empirics, then, have magical folk knowledge of plants.  Empirics are differentiated from 

ancient root-cutters (ῥηδνηόκνη), because they were a semiprofessional class of people 

with knowledge of plants.  Root-cutters were associated more with medicine than with 

magic, though in contrast to modern medicine their practices could tend toward the 

magical or irrational.
52

  The root-cutters differ from empirics because of this alignment 

with medical practitioners, among the doctors (ἰαηξνί), drug-sellers (θαξκνθνπιαη), 

midwives, and gymnastic trainers.
53

  Although Simaetha summons Hecate in her spell to 

make hers as powerful as those of Circe, Medea, and Perimede (lines 14-16), she 

nevertheless knows she does not have the same kind of powers they do: 

                                                 
50

 There is a litany of names which were used in the ancient world to identify people who practiced magic.  

See, for example, Graf 1997, 20-60; Dickie 2001, 12-13, and Stratton 2007, 26-38. 

51
 Segal 2002 notes that Medea and Circe are both introduced in Ovid‘s Metamorphoses as milder magic 
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 Scarborough, 1991 138. 
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 Lloyd 1979, 38.  See also Theophrastus, Enquiry into Plants 9.16.8.  In this passage he relies on Thrasyas 

and Alexias, two root cutters for his information on poisons.  Theophrastus comments that Alexias, the 

student of Thrasyas, was θαὶ γὰξ ηῆο ἄιιεο ἰαηξηθῆο ἔκπεηξνο (also skilled in medicine). 
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ραξ‘, θάηα δαζπιῆηη, θαὶ ἐο ηέινο ἄκκηλ ὀπάδεη, 

θάξκαθα ηαῦη‘ἔξδνηζα ρεξείνλα κήηε ηη Κίξθαο 

κήηε ηη Μεδείαο κήηε μαλζᾶο Πεξηκήδαο.  

 

Hail, grim Hecate, and to the end attend me, and make 

these drugs of mine as potent as those of Circe or Medea or 

golden-haired Perimede.
54

 

 

Simaetha calls upon these three ―real‖ witches to help her with her spell, which both 

situates the poem and the spell in a literary realm and also makes the reader mindful that 

Simaetha is no Medea or Circe.  She is not wise with magical knowledge, but rather the 

contrary.  When she was suffering from the symptoms of love before she and Delphis had 

consummated their relationship, she says (90-91): ―θαὶ ἐο ηίλνο νύθ ἐπέξαζα, ἢ πνίαο 

ἔιηπνλ γξαίαο δόκνλ ἃηηο ἐπᾷδελ;‖ Gow translates these lines as ―was there a witch‘s 

house I didn‘t visit, or a spell-chanting hag‘s house I overlooked?‖  Anthony Verity 

translates them ―There wasn‘t a witch‘s house I didn‘t/ Visit, and I pestered the homes of 

spell-chanting hags.‖
55

  Both translators have opted for the word ―witch‖ to translate the 

phrase ―πνίαο…γξαίαο‖ which literally just means an old woman (with knowledge of) 

herbs.  I would argue here that Simaetha is visiting empirics and seeking knowledge from 

them.  By substituting the word ―empiric‖ for witch, the tone of the lines is made less 
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 The identification of Perimede has proven slightly problematic.  Dover 1971, note on 2.15 notes that 

there is an Epean princess named Agamede in Iliad 11.740-741 whom Homer writes is knowledgeable in 

the drugs of the world, and is also described with the adjective ―μαλζή‖: πξεζβπηάηελ δὲ ζύγαηξ‘εἶρε 
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―μαλζή.‖  The name, however, could be a pun on the Greek prefix ―πεξη‖ with the ―κεδε‖ root, which has 
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―with reference to the Medes or Medea.‖ 
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fantastic, and is more in the realm of what seems to be normal in ancient society.  Dover 

writes on this line: 

Simaitha‘s search for old women who cast spells is not a 

manifestation of any special propensity to magic on her 

part, for common Greek practice (taken for granted by the 

Platonic Sokrates, e.g. Rep 427b) looked upon spells 

(ἐπῳδαί) and amulets in the same light as medicines.
56

   

 

Towards the end of the poem, Simaetha notes that she was taught the properties of 

―noxious drugs‖ by an Assyrian stranger (lines 161-162).  These consultations show that 

she was not inherently knowledgeable about magic—she was not an empiric or a witch—

and had to consult others who were skilled in these types of spells to try to remedy her 

own love pangs and to bring Delphis back to her.
57

   

 Because Simaetha is not familiar with magical spells, she combines magical 

techniques that (as far as we know) were not combined.  This combination can be read as 

her frantic effort to bring back Delphis; her ―spell‖ mirrors her own desperation.  As Joan 

Burton has noted, Simaetha wants Delphis to suffer from love as she has: to burn, be 

consumed, and go mad.
58

 The scattered quality of the spell (binding, burning, poison, 

etc.) is also mirrored by her fluctuating intentions: she wants him back, she wants him to 

suffer, and if he does not return, she wants him to die (lines 4-5, 26, 29, 159-160).   

 Likewise, the woman from Eclogue 8 had to seek assistance from someone else. 

She says that she obtained her poison and herbs from a man named Moeris who was able 

                                                 
56

 Dover 1971, 107 n on 91. 

57
 Winkler 1991, 240 note 73 points out that the women in literature who seek help are aided predominantly 

by men.  In Idyll 2, the old women could not help her, but the male Assyrian stranger did.  In Eclogue 8, 

Moeris helps the woman.  In Lucian‘s Dialogues of the Courtesans  4.4-5 there is a Syrian herbalist, and in 

Heliodorus‘ Aethiopika 3.17 there is an Egyptian priest pretending to be a love wizard. 

58
 Burton 1995, 65. 
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to turn himself into a werewolf, draw spirits from graves, and charm sown crops from 

another‘s fields.  Here Virgil has begun with Theocritus as his model, but has moved the 

poem into a Roman context.  The abilities he gives to Moeris are exactly those outlawed 

on the Twelve Tables compiled in 451 BCE which prohibited drawing crops from 

another‘s field.
59

  Although she acquires her herbs and poisons from an ostensible witch, 

this does not make her a witch.  Instead she and Simaetha become (at best) low-level 

empirics with a bit of magical knowledge.  These poems, then, reveal that magical 

knowledge was available to anyone—including women from the city and from the 

pastoral world, and could be acquired from various sources.  Again, though this 

assessment is based on fictional characters in Theocritus and Virgil, these are types of 

people with whom many readers must have been familiar.   

 The relief that magic offered to real consumers and practitioners was the 

transference of feelings into actions.  The erotic binding spells—whose 1200 years of use 

speak to their effectiveness—may have also been effective insofar as they offered a way 

to remove tensions that the one performing the spell felt:
60

 although there is little 

Simaetha or the unnamed woman can do through culturally-accepted activities, magic 

was a possible strategy for bringing back men who were not their husbands.
61

  Erotic 

binding spells were practiced by both men and women to attract their beloveds in both 

homosexual and heterosexual relationships.  The spells show both men and women 

taking their romantic lives into their own hands, and what seems to be an impetus to use 

                                                 
59

 Calpurnius Piso wrote of a case against C. Furius Cresimus for charming his neighbor‘s crops in the 

second century BCE, but Cresimus was acquitted when he demonstrated that it was simply his own hard 

work that made his crops flourish and his neighbor‘s to lag. (Ogden 2008, 44)   

60
 Gager 1992, 23. 

61
 Gager 1992, 21. 
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magic is being in a powerless position.  Like the control the adynata could provide the 

powerless in the previous chapter, anyone who is jilted or pining for another falls into the 

category of one who could use magic to attempt to ameliorate his or her situation.
62

  

Winkler notes that in literary examples of magic the practitioner is more often than not a 

female, but that in the generic magical papyri where there were literally blanks left to fill 

the names of the agent and victim, the practitioner is ―unselfconsciously assumed‖ to be a 

man using a spell to attract a woman.
63

  Thus, it is not surprising that in the pastoral 

literature of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus herdsmen also availed themselves of a 

variation on erotic binding spells.  The pastoral world abounds in flowers, trees, and 

fruits, and the magic that is represented there is a variation on the traditional magic spells.  

 

Pastoral magic variations: prayers and garlands 

 Idyll 2 and Eclogue 8 show that Theocritus, Virgil, and their readers had 

knowledge of magic, but beyond this, the prevalence of magic in every genre of classical 

literature speaks to its commonness in ancient society.
64

  The previous sections have 

shown that magic was practiced by all types of people, regardless of class, gender, or 

position in society.  Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus also embed magic and magical 

elements into their pastoral writing in subtle ways.  The subtlety of these elements has 

caused them largely to be overlooked by modern scholarship, because they do not 

                                                 
62

 Braarvig 1999, 26 writes in his discussion on the dichotomy between religion and magic: ―Usually it is 

the losers, the weak, who resort to magic, people who are angered, but do not have means and power to 

take revenge or have satisfaction in an ordinary way.‖ 

63
 Winkler 1991, 227. 

64
 See, for example, Ogden 2009.  There is no genre that does not provide a literary source for the practice 

of magic in the Greek and Roman worlds. 
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immediately conform to our conceits about ancient magic.
65

  The pastoral variation on 

magic shows the ways it could be manipulated, but still retain elements of traditional 

magic.  Further, the pastoral variations show, in some instances, the (pastoral) empiric 

practitioner at work.   

 In this section, I will look at some of the pastoral poems that involve someone 

wooing another and consider what words and actions each participant employs in his or 

her attempt.  This examination will demonstrate the range of magical possibilities, from 

poems that incorporate only verbal elements of spells, like Idyll 7, to those that offer 

complete pastoral variations on erotic binding spells as is seen in Eclogue 2 and Idyll 3.  

Eclogue 2 and Idyll 3 both reveal the importance of the garland in binding spells, while in 

Idylls 5 and 12 the ephemeral quality of the garlands mimics the ephemeral quality of the 

relationship being sought.  What becomes apparent is that herdsmen of the literary 

pastoral world used plants in much the same symbolic way as the practitioners of magic 

who were on display in Idyll 2 and Eclogue 8.   

 Theocritus‘ Idyll 7 offers the first example of embedded magic.  In Idyll 7, 

Simichidas and his friends encounter a goatherd, Lykidas, while on their way to a festival 

to Demeter.  To pass the time, Simichidas and Lykidas have a singing contest.  Lykidas 

begins the contest by singing about his beloved Ageanax‘s safe return to Mytilene.  

Simichidas‘ response song is about the beloved of his friend, Aratus.  He offers a prayer 

to Pan to grant a safe return to Aratus, in which Marco Fantuzzi and Franco Maltomini 

have noted that there are elements of a magical spell in lines 103-114: 

                                                 
65

 Furthermore, as mentioned in the first chapter, there has been little work done on the plants in pastoral 

literature recently, especially since magic became an important field of study in last quarter of the twentieth 

century.  Because of these factors, a botanical approach to magic has not yet been studied. 
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Τόλ κνη, Πάλ, κόιαο ἐξαηὸλ πέδνλ ὅζηε ιέινγραο, 

ἄθιεηνλ ηήλνην θίιαο ἐο ρεξαο ἐξείζαηο, 

εἴη‘ἔζη‘ἆξα Φηιλνο ὁ καιζαθὸο εἴηε ηηο ἄιινο. 105  

θεἰ κὲλ ηαῦη‘ ἔξδνηο, ὦ Πὰλ θίιε, κήηη ηπ παδεο 

Ἀξθαδηθνὶ ζθίιιαηζηλ ὑπὸ πιεπξάο ηε θαὶ ὤκσο 

ηαλίθα καζηίδνηελ, ὅηε θξέα ηπηζὰ παξείε·  

εἰ δ‘ἄιισο λεύζαηο, θαηὰ κὲλ ρξόα πάλη‘ ὀλύρεζζη 

δαθλόκελνο θλάζαην θαὶ ἐλ θλίδαηζη θαζεύδνηο· 110 
εἴεο δ‘ ἦδσλλ κὲλ ἐλ ὤξεζη ρείκαηη κέζζῳ 

Ἕβξνλ πὰξ πνηακὸλ ηεηξακκέλνο ἐγγύζελ Ἄξθησ, 

ἐλ δὲ ζέξεη ππκάηνηζη παξ‘Αἰζηόπεζζη λνκεύνηο 

πέηξᾳ  ὕπν Βιεκύσλ, ὅζελ νὐθέηη Νεινο ὁξαηόο. 
 

Ah, Pan, to whom has fallen the lovely plain of Homole, 

lay him unsummoned in my dear friend‘s arms, whether it 

be the pampered Philinus or another.  And if you will, dear 

Pan, then never may Arcadian boys flog you with squills 

about the flanks and shoulders when they find scanty meat.  

But if you do not consent so, then may you be bitten and 

with your nails scratch yourself from top to toe; may you 

sleep in nettles, and in midwinter find yourself on the 

mountains of the Edonians, turned toward the river Hebrus, 

hard by the pole.  And in the summer may you herd your 

flock among the furthest Ethiopians beneath the rock of the 

Blemyes from where the Nile is not seen again.
66

 

 

The beginning of this passage is a not uncommon request prayer, first to bring the boy 

back (103-105), with the promise of stopping physical abuse of a statue of Pan (106-108).  

What changes this from a common ―do ut des‖ reciprocal prayer appears in the following 

lines that contain a threat to Pan if he does not fulfill the prayer (108-114).  Fantuzzi and 

Maltomini note that threats of violence towards a divinity appear in defixiones
67

 and they 

find parallels in the magical papyri.
68

  In PGM IV 2329 the practitioner threatens ―Οὐ 

                                                 
66

 Richard Hunter, in his commentary that accompanies Verity‘s 2002 translation, notes on page 98 the 

―radical reversal of pastoral life‖ in this threat.  This could be read as a type of adynaton. 

67
 Fantuzzi and Maltomini 1996, 28. 

68
 Sicherl 1972, 59 notes that only in magical spells are the gods threatened with violence if the prayer is 

fulfilled, and sees this passage instead as a parody of a prayer: ―En efecto, Teócrito ha creando, 

incorporando elementos mágicos, una parodia de suplica con intención humorística.  La súplica a Pan se 

halla en el ámbito de la magia amatoria.‖  On this passage, Gow is silent, though Dover 1971, 159 (on lines 
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γίγλεηαη αὔξηνλ, εἰ κὴ γέλεηαη ὃ βνύινκαη (Tomorrow does not come if my will is not 

done).‖
69

  In PGM IV 2069 the threat is ―εἰ κή, ἑηέξαο θνιάζεηο πξνζδόθα (And if you 

don‘t, expect other chastisements).‖  This is interesting for two reasons: first, Simichidas 

assumes power by threatening Pan, a divinity, to do as he, a mortal, wishes.
70

  Second, 

Pan is also elided into an erotic deity associated with love with the power to bring back a 

lover.  This transition seems to be an important tenet of the pastoral world.  The 

traditional gods of the pastoral world, namely Pan and nymphs, are foregrounded and 

assume responsibilities of the traditional Olympian gods.  The Olympian gods play a 

secondary role in the pastoral life to the nymphs and Pan.
71

  Thus in Idyll 7, a strictly 

pastoral poem, the verbal elements of a magical spell appear without any sort of 

accompanying physical action or gesture. 

 Virgil‘s second Eclogue, however, provides what I think would have been read as 

the clearest example of a pastoral variation on magic.  This Eclogue contains both verbal 

elements and gestures, namely the picking of flowers and weaving of garlands.  In 

pastoral love magic, plants—specifically flowers and herbs—are used as a substitute for 

the ―ingredients‖ of spells.  Eclogue 2 is a monody sung by Corydon who was ―burning 

for lovely Alexis.‖  He sings that he, along with nymphs and a naiad, are gathering gifts 

for Alexis (lines 45-55): 

   …tibi lilia plenis 45 

                                                                                                                                                 
96-127) writes ―Simichidas‘s prayer is notably irreverent; he threatens and curses the god as if Pan were a 

kind of djinn possessing magical powers but serving human masters.‖   

69
 Translation by Betz 1992, 80.  

70
 It is perhaps also notable that Simichidas is a city-dweller, out in the country in order to attend a harvest 

festival.  This snubbing of Pan may be another way to mark Simichidas as ―not rustic.‖ 

71
 This is especially true in Daphnis and Chloe.  Pan and the nymphs feature prominently in the 

development of Daphnis and Chloe‘s relationship. 
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ecce ferunt Nymphae calathis; tibi candida Nais, 

pallentis violas et summa papavera carpens, 

narcissum et florem iungit bene olentis anethi; 

tum casia atque aliis intexens suavibus herbis 

mollia luteola pingit vaccinia caltha.  50 

ipse ego cana legam tenera lanugine mala 

castaneasque nuces, mea quas Amaryllis amabat; 

addam cerea pruna—honos erit huic quoque pomo— 

et vos, o lauri, carpam et te, proxime myrte, 

sic positae quoniam suavis miscetis odores.  

 

…look—the nymphs are bringing lilies in full baskets for 

you, the radiant nymph, picking pale violets and poppy 

tops, she weaves the narcissus flower with sweet-smelling 

dill; then, braiding cassia with the other sweet herbs 

embellishes the delicate bilberries with yellowy marigolds.  

I myself will collect pale quinces with soft down, and 

chestnuts, which my Amaryllis used to love; I will add 

waxy plums—there will be honor for this fruit also—and 

you, O laurels, I will even pick you, and you, close by 

myrtle, since when you are arranged like this you blend 

your sweet smells.
72

 

 

Examination of this passage from Eclogue 2 shows first that the nymphs are involved in 

this amatory vegetal offering but Cupid and Venus are missing.  This, too, is an example 

of the repositioning of the importance of the nymphs.  Corydon here is an empiric: there 

is an initial threefold plucked-flower offering for Alexis: lilies, violets, and poppies.  The 

nymph—acting as an assistant to Corydon in his spell much like Thestylis and 

Amaryllis—makes a garland for him that has five constituent plants: narcissus, dill, 

cassia, bilberry, and marigold.
73

  Corydon himself offers three edible gifts: quinces, 

chestnuts, and plums.
74

  This collection of flowers, fruit, and herbs can be read as a sort 

                                                 
72

 Translation is my own.  Sappho 44.30-34 also mentions the combination of frankincense, cassia, and 

myrrh being burnt at the wedding of Hector and Andromache. 

73
 I read ―with the other sweet smelling herbs‖ as referring to the narcissus and anise, not other plants that 

were included in the garland. 

74
 The only grouping that does not fit with the odd number theme is the laurel and myrtle.  So although the 

last plants break the odd number ―rule,‖ they nevertheless have love and love magic associations. 
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of variation on the love magic ritual in Eclogue 8.  As was seen in Eclogue 8.75, odd 

numbers are pleasing to Aphrodite (numero deus impare gaudet), and here Corydon and 

the nymphs are offering three collections of odd-numbered plants.  The act of weaving 

together a garland, of binding it together, itself is a variation on the erotic binding spell.  

Faraone observes that binding is one of the typical traits of a spell to induce love, which 

may include ―incantations over bound images, tortured animals, burning materials, or 

apples.‖
75

  Just as the unnamed woman in Eclogue 8 orders the three strings to be wound 

around themselves and the altars, and as Simaetha has Thestylis wind red wool around 

the cup in Idyll 2, so the flowers and herbs are wound around each other.  The creation of 

the garland by binding it together in conjunction with the monody by Corydon, replicates 

the incantation pronounced over a bound element.  In the offering to Alexis, laurel and 

myrtle are arranged together (positae) with the garland and fruit.  Both of these plants 

have erotic (and magical) associations: laurel is an ingredient in both love binding spells 

in Idyll 2 and Eclogue 8, and as Virgil points out in Eclogue 7.62: formonsae murtus 

Veneri [gratissima] (Myrtle is most pleasing to lovely Venus).
76

  Finally, Virgil says that 

the laurel and myrtle also ―blend their sweet odors‖ when they are near each other, using 

the verb miscere, which carries sexual overtones.
77

  Unlike Simaetha and the eighth 

Eclogue woman, Corydon knows which plants carry certain erotic associations and how 
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 Faraone 1999, 28.  

76
 The myth of Apollo and Daphne also contributes to a perverse reading that laurel has erotic associations. 

(Ovid Met. 1.452ff)  Calame 1999, 160 notes that Solon frag. 127 contains the wedding scene of Helen and 

Menelaus, in which ―quinces, myrtle leaves, and crowns woven from roses and violets‖ were scattered on 

the wedding procession path.  Bowie and DeHart 2011, 101 note that Aphrodite hid behind a myrtle bush 

when she came ashore at Paphos on Cyprus. 

77
 Adams 1982, 180-181. 
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to bind them together in his attempt to woo Alexis, exemplifying this non-witch category 

of ―empiric.‖   

 In addition to these magical elements, there are also literary allusions to two 

Idylls, both of which contain magic: 2 and 11.  In Eclogue 2.69, Corydon sings ―a, 

Corydon, Corydon, quae te dementia cepit (Ah, Corydon, Corydon, what madness has 

gripped you?).  This echoes Polyphemus in Idyll 11: ―ὦ Κύθισς Κζθισς, πᾷ ηὰο θξέλαο 

ἐθπεπόηαζαη (O Cyclops Cyclops, whither have thy wits wandered?)‖
78

  Simaetha, in her 

spell, also asks her assistant, Thestylis, the same thing ―πᾷ ηὰο θξέλαο ἐθπεπόηαζαη.‖  

Furthermore, at two points in Corydon‘s song (2.10 and 2.43) he mentions a servant girl 

named ―Thestylis.‖  These allusions, along with the binding of plant material, reinforce a 

magical reading of this poem.
79

 

 One of the main concerns about a defixio was that the spell would be broken if it 

was dug up or otherwise disturbed.  The destruction of the tablet or figurine destroyed the 

spell.  The same phenomenon appears with the binding spell garlands.  In Idyll 3 

Theocritus presents a goatherd who is serenading Amaryllis‘ cave in a tragi-comic 

pastoral paraclausithyron (a serenade outside a beloved‘s house).  The goatherd seems to 

know that his love is unreciprocated at the start of his song, hence he does not dare go 

inside the (open) cave to see her.  Nevertheless, he brings ten apples with him, promises 

to bring ten more tomorrow (3.10-11), and wishes he could be a bee so that he could fly 

into her cave to see her (3.12-14), revealing a sliver of hope that she may eventually 

reciprocate.  In his fluctuation of erotic emotions, the goatherd also claims to know Eros 

                                                 
78

 Idyll 11.72. 

79
 The element of immoderate love in Eclogue 2.69 is echoed in Eclogue 6.47, which addresses Pasiphae:  

a, virgo infelix, quae te dementia cepit! 
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is a ―grievous god‖ who was suckled by a lion (3.15).  Similar to what was seen in Idyll 

7, at this point the goatherd prays to Amaryllis but also includes threats: 

  ὦ ηὸ θαιὸλ πνζνξεῦζα, ηὸ πᾶλ ιίζνο, ὦ θπάλνθξπ 

λύκθα, πξόζπηπμαί κε ηὸλ αἰπόινλ, ὣο ηπ θηιήζσ 

ἔζηη θαὶ ἐλ θελενζη θηιήκαζηλ ἁδέα ηέξςηο.  20 

  ηὸλ ζηέθαλνλ ηιαί κε θαη‘αὐηίθα ιεπηὰ πνεζεο, 

ηόλ ηνη ἐγώλ, Ἀκαξπιιὶ θίια, θηζζνν θπιάζζσ,  

ἀκπιέμαο θαιύθεζζη θαὶ εὐόδκνηζη ζειίλνηο. 

  ὤκνη ἐγώλ, ηί πάζσ, ηί ὁ δύζζννο; νὐρ ὑπαθνύεηο. 

  

  O maiden of the fair glances, all of stone, O dark-browed 

maiden, come to my arms, your goatherd‘s arms, that I may 

kiss you.  Even in empty kisses there is sweet delight. 

  You will make me shred my wreath to pieces, the wreath 

of ivy which I twined with rosebuds and fragrant celery, 

and wear for you, dear Amaryllis. 

  Alas, what is to become of me, poor wretch? You‘re not even 

listening.
80

 

 

He first prays to Amaryllis to come to him, and if she does not, he threatens to shred his 

garland.  The rending of the garland (made up of an odd-number of bound plants: ivy, 

and rosebuds, celery) will destroy the love spell he has attempted.  By breaking the bound 

plants, he is breaking the spell he has begun at line 18.  This interpretation is strengthened 

by the fact that Gow noticed the word ―δύζζννο‖ is very rare, and is only found in a 

defixio from the fifth century BCE from Camarina.
81

  Interestingly, Amaryllis‘ disinterest 

is not unknown to the goatherd, as he had learned of it from a woman who ―divines with 

her sieve‖ (ηἀιαζέα θνζθηλόκαληηο).
82

  The contact with Agroeo, the diviner, also shows 

that Theocritus is not placing the goatherd far from the supernatural or magical world.  

                                                 
80

 Idyll 3.18-24. Modified Gow translation. 

81
 Gow 1952, 69 note on 24. 

82
 Idyll 3.31.  It is unclear how the sieves functioned for divination. 
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Thus, reading the rending of the garland as the destruction of a spell seems not too far 

afield. 

 Garlands are, of course, common in antiquity, and are typically associated with 

sympotic activities.
83

  In the unrequited relationships in ancient pastoral literature, 

however, garlands function as ephemeral versions of leaden tablets and figurines.  The 

ephemeral quality of the garland reflects the ephemeral quality of the desired 

relationship.  Unlike the leaden tablets, these physical elements of pastoral magic will not 

last, and will quickly lose all their effectiveness.  The goatherd in Idyll 3 knows 

Amaryllis is not in love with him; Corydon seems to know that Alexis does not love him 

back, as he concludes his song with the assertion that he will find another Alexis.  In the 

examples from Theocritus and Virgil, garlands function in this brief temporal way—they 

are not intended to bring about a lasting result.  In Idyll 7, Lykidas promises (to no one in 

particular) to make a garland of anise, roses, or stock if Ageanax makes it to harbor 

safely.
84

  In Idyll 12, garlands are given as the prize to the victor of the ―best kisser‖ 

contest in Megaria, though the kinds of flowers plaited together are not specified.  The 

pastoral garlands, it seems, represent a relationship that is inherently short-lived—just as 

the garland will die, the relationship will quickly fade: in Eclogue 10, the elegiac poet 

                                                 
83

 Virgil blends the sympotic with the pastoral in Eclogue 6.  Silenus is first seen sleeping off the previous 

night‘s revelries, with his garlands askew on his head.  Nymphs spot him and take the garlands off his head 

and turn them into floral fetters, refusing to release him until he sings to them.  Here garlands are literal 

bonds. 

84
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Gallus laments that Phyllis used to bring him garlands,
85

 but that relationship is in the 

past.
86

   

 Longus‘ Daphnis and Chloe provides another example of the difference between 

the pastoral variation on magic and simple courtship rituals.  In Book 1, Dorkon, a 

cowherd who falls in love with Chloe attempts unsuccessfully to court her by 

―inducements or force (δώξνηο ἠ βίᾳ)‖ bringing her a fawn skin, cheese, apples, and 

garlands (1.15.3).  When these do not work, he also brings her a newborn calf, a wooden 

cup and some mountain birds.  Although these gifts equally can be read as normal 

courtship rituals, or courtship rituals with a bit of magic (apples and garlands), Longus 

plays with the dramatic irony of the situation.  We, the readers, recognize and know what 

Dorkon is doing.  Chloe, on the other hand, is too naïve even to know what love is.  (She 

and Daphnis will be told about it at the beginning of Book 2.)  All that she knows is that 

Dorkon, the cowherd, is giving gifts to Daphnis and to her.  It is impossible for her to 

properly ―read‖ the amatory gifts from Dorkon as anything but gifts.  In addition to the 

gifts for Chloe, Dorkon also gives gifts to Chloe‘s father, Dryas, as a part of his formal 

courtship.  Dryas rejects the gifts, however, believing Chloe to be better than a cowherd‘s 

wife.   

 Chloe‘s naïveté also colors an exchange of a crown of violets she makes for 

Daphnis.  In 3.20, Daphnis returns from the woods where he had been taught the physical 

ways of love by Lycaneion and finds Chloe weaving a crown of violets.
87

  She places the 
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 Eclogue 10.41. 

86
 In Idyll 18.39-40 maiden attendants tell Helen that they will go to the meadows to pick flowers for 

garlands in honor of her marriage to Menelaus.  Coincidentally, all of Helen‘s marriages have an ephemeral 

quality. 

87
 In Idyll 10.29, violets are listed as the flower men prefer for garlands. 
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crown on his head and kisses his head, and they share some dried fruit and bread.  Some 

fishermen then create an echo, which startles Chloe since she had never experienced an 

echo before, and Daphnis (kindly) laughs at her naïveté and then at 3.22.4 places the 

crown on her head.  While this exchange of the bound flowers can be read as a mutual 

binding spell—the crown representing their reciprocal love—Longus is also playing with 

the new power dynamic in their relationship.  Daphnis has been educated about physical 

love, but Chloe is still ignorant.  Longus stresses this difference by describing how Chloe 

put the fruit and bread in Daphnis‘ mouth and ―stole it from his mouth and ate it, like a 

baby bird (ἀπν ηνῦ ζηόκαηνο ἣξπαδε θαὶ νὕησο ἢζζηελ ὥζπεξ λενηηὸο ὄξληζνο).‖
88

  

Daphnis places the crown of violets on her head just before he explains where echoes 

come from through the myth of Pan and Echo.  This also places him in the role of 

―teacher,‖ just as he will be on their wedding night.  Because of this new dynamic, it is 

perhaps more accurate to interpret the garland that Chloe offers to Daphnis as (just) a 

gift: she is still too ignorant of love to understand fully what she is doing.  Daphnis, as the 

more-knowing half of the couple, having taken on the role of parent and instructor, using 

the crown and the story of Echo and Pan as the means to get ―ten more kisses from her 

(παξ‘αὐηῆο ἄιια θηιήκαηα δέθα.)‖
89

  Thus, in giving Chloe the crown of violets, as the 

fully-knowing Daphnis uses a ―practical devices‖—the crown and the story—to elicit 

love (kisses) from Chloe.
90

 

 

                                                 
88

 Morgan 2004 note ad loc writes that this scene ―puts D[aphnis] in the role of the parent bird feeding its 

young, and thus highlights his new maturity against her dependence.‖ 

89
 Daphnis and Chloe 3.22.4. 

90
 Faraone 1999, 16. 
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Apples in pastoral magic 

 I have demonstrated how the pastoral world employs plants in erotic binding 

spells which can be found as simply a song-spell or a combination of song-spell and 

attendant action (particularly picking, weaving together, and giving flowers).  One 

element of botanical magic that deserves special attention is the use of the apple.  Of all 

the botanical references in the pastoral works of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus, apples 

appear the most frequently.  The Greek and Latin words for apple, κήινλ/κάινλ and 

malum, can be translated as ―apple,‖ but also can refer to any sort of round sweet fruit, 

including apples, peaches, quinces, and pomegranates.  This fruit can have mundane uses; 

for example, in pastoral literature apples are used for food, as markers of summer or fall, 

and as a part of a garden in pastoral literature.
91

  Apples were also used as a point of 

comparison with various body parts, particularly the breasts (Idyll 27.49), though the 

face, cheeks, breath, and tears could also be likened to apples.
92

  The majority of the 

references to this fruit, however, involve apples being used in an amorous context.   

 This section will look at the various ways an apple can be used to attract a lover 

as a form of erotic magic.  As an element of erotic magic, apples can be either given to or 

tossed at the beloved.  Once someone is in love, or has been touched by love, apples and 

apple trees can either be neglected or fostered.
93

  What these situations show is that 

because of long-established associations with Aphrodite, the apple acts as the vehicle to 

                                                 
91

 Apples as food: Eclogue 1.83. Apples as seasonal markers: Idyll 7.144; Eclogue 7.54; Longus 1.23, 3.33.  

Apples as elements of a garden: Longus 2.3. 

92
 Apples compared with a face: Longus 1.24; cheeks: Idyll 7.115; breath: Longus 1.25; and tears: Idyll 

14.38. 

93
 In Eclogue 1.37, apples are neglected on trees because of love; in Eclogue 2.58-59 Corydon‘s love for 

Alexis has caused him to neglect his flowers which are now withered and his spring which has been 

muddied by boars.  At line 70, he has left his vines half-pruned because of Alexis. 
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cause desire in the recipient (regardless of gender), whether the apple is given as a gift or 

tossed at the recipient.  It has been argued that these fruits are associated with fertility and 

therefore love, because of the many seeds or pips contained inside the fruit.
94

  In contrast, 

Faraone has argued that ―the use of apples in marriage rites and seduction scenes reveals 

that they were designed to produce sexual desire in the females, not fertility, and as such, 

merit a close discussion as a form of erotic magic.‖
95

  But where do such associations 

with love, fertility, or desire come from? 

 A source seems to be the mythological story of the judgment of Paris.  A brief 

summary of the story: Eris, the goddess of discord, tossed a (golden) apple inscribed with 

the words ―for the fairest‖ at the wedding party of Peleus and Thetis because she was 

angered she had not been invited.  Zeus refuses to make a decision between his wife, 

Hera, daughter Athena, and (sometimes) daughter Aphrodite.  Instead, Paris, a mortal 

shepherd, is forced to judge which of three goddesses is most deserving of the apple.  

Aphrodite wins the apple by promising Paris the most beautiful woman in the world, 

Helen, who is already married to Menelaus, ultimately causing the Trojan War.  This 

story is unusual in that there is no literary record of the story until Lucian‘s Dialogus 

                                                 
94

 See, for example, Foster 1899, Trumpf 1960, Littlewood 1967, and McCartney 1925. 

95
 Faraone 1999, 70.  In his commentary of a review of Faraone‘s Ancient Greek Love Magic, Richard 

Hamilton found problems with Faraone‘s treatment of ―apple-spells‖ because the evidence Faraone 

provides for them are ―a few non-Greek ‗apple-spells‘ all of which involved incantations or magical 

inscriptions as well.‖  For the Augustan-era Greek love spell with apples mentioned by Faraone 1999, 73-

74, see PGM CXXII.1-55.  This spell is also discussed in Daniel and Maltomini 1991, 106-127.  The spell 

claims to be from Heliopolis, and was translated (like many of the ancient spells) from a much earlier 

Egyptian text and includes references to both throwing apples and being hit by them so that a woman 

would not stop loving the practitioner.  Daniel and Maltomini note, however, that formal apples are not 

commonly found in erotic spells of the the magical papyri (114).  Other scholars, however, have accepted 

that apples were an element of love spells: Segal 2002, 8 and Ogden 2009, 112 and 235.  A possible 

argument could be made that apples are such common erotically-charged objects that they do not make 

their way into the papyri.  Instead, we have the mythological stories and anecdotal evidence about the use 

of apple is in literature. 
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Deorum in the second century CE.  There are, however, examples in material culture, 

including an ivory comb from c. 700 BCE, that depict the judgment.
96

  This early 

archaeological evidence of the mythology associates Aphrodite with apples and reveals a 

long-standing association of them with Aphrodite.
97

 

 Longus (believed to be a contemporary of Lucian) includes a reference to the 

judgment story at the end of Book 3 of Daphnis and Chloe: Daphnis has been granted 

permission from Dryas, Chloe‘s father, to marry her and runs to find her to tell her the 

news.  He finds her, and they spot an apple tree that has been stripped bare of all the 

leaves and fruit, except for a single apple on the topmost branch.  Daphnis climbs the tree 

against Chloe‘s advice to pick the apple, and she leaves (3.34.1), ―ἀκειζεζα ὀξγηζζεζα 

(furious at being ignored).‖  Daphnis successfully climbs the tree, picks the fruit, and 

then attends to the angry Chloe.  He tries to reason with her, claiming he could not 

possibly allow such a perfect fruit to fall on the ground to be damaged, or to just rot 

away.  He concludes his speech (3.34.2-3): 

―Τνῦην Ἀθξνδίηε θάιινπο ἔιαβελ ἆζινλ· ηνῦην ἐγώ ζνη δίδσκη 

ληθεηήξηνλ.  κνίνο ἔρεηε ηνῦο [ζνῦο] κάξηπξαο· ἐθελνο ἤλ 

πνηκήλ, αἰπνινο ἐγώ.‖  Ταῦηα εἰπὼλ ἐληίζεζη ηνο θόιπνηο,  δὲ 

ἐγγὺο γελόκελνλ θαηεθίιεζελ... 

 

―This is what Aphrodite won as a prize for beauty, and this is what 

I give you to mark your triumph.  You and she have the same sort 

of person to bear your witness: he was a shepherd, and I am a 

goatherd.‖  And with these words he put it into her bosom, and as 

he drew close she kissed him.
 98 
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 Littlewood 1967, 151.  Also Foster 1899, 44. 

97
 There are many depictions of Aphrodite with apples in ancient art.  It is hard to know if, in the 

representations of Aphrodite where she is holding an apple, this is a direct connection with the judgment of 

Paris, or if it is a more general association (a pretty, sweet fruit).   

98
 Hunter 1983, 75 aligns this scene with the Atalanta and Hippomenes story (discussed below), and well as 

the erotic poetry tradition established by Sappho on Lesbos, where the novel is set.   
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In this passage from Longus, Daphnis makes Chloe Aphrodite to his (notably unnamed) 

Paris.
99

  The apple also serves as an analog for Chloe‘s virginity: Daphnis (who has 

already been educated by Lycaneion about love at this point) will take her virginity at the 

right time, and he will not allow it to be damaged or wasted, just as he does not neglect 

this apple.  The apple, as well as his words, compel Chloe to kiss Daphnis, increasing her 

sexual desire for him even more.  In a reversal of the gender roles, Chloe initiates the kiss 

she gives Daphnis.   

 It is exactly the situation Nape fears in Book 3.  At this point, Dryas and Nape 

have had numerous offers to marry Chloe (3.25.2): 

ἧ κὲλ νὖλ Νάπε ηαο ἐιπίζηλ ἐπαηξνκέλε ζπλεβνύιεπελ ἐθδηδόλαη 

ηὴλ Χιόελ κεδὲ θαηέρεηλ ὄηθνη πξὸο πιένλ ηειηθαύηελ θόξελ, ἡ 

ηάρα κηθξὸλ ὕζηεξνλ λέκνπζα ηὴλ παξζελίαλ ἀπνιέζεη θαὶ ἄλδξα 

πνηήζεηαί ηηλα ηλ πνηκέλσλ ἐπὶ κήινηο ἠ ῥόδνηο... 

 

Nape was elated by the prospects; her advice was to marry Chloe 

off, not to keep a girl of her age at home any longer, when any day 

now she might lose her virginity while out grazing, and make a 

man of one of the shepherds in return for apples or roses. 

 

J. R. Morgan comments that ―Nape has no comprehension of the romantic ethos 

surrounding Daphnis and Chloe: for her it is a natural and morally neutral assumption 

that Chloe is up for casual and promiscuous sex, bought with rural currency [i.e., roses 

and apples].  The only issue is that the suitors are offering hard cash, not worthless 

                                                 
99

 Morgan 2004, 223 comments that perhaps Daphnis does not align himself fully with Paris to avoid ―his 

negative connotations.‖   There are closer parallels, however, to Paris and Daphnis: both were exposed as 

infants and are from a higher social class than herdsmen. 
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trivia.‖
100

  Nape, as a rustic woman herself, understands the power apples and roses can 

have on a girl, thus her fear stems from her daughter being powerless against these erotic 

offerings.  Her concern about Chloe‘s virginity also strengthens the argument that apples 

increase sexual desire in the recipient.  And, at 3.34, Chloe proves her mother right by 

being the instigator of the kiss she gives Daphnis in return for the apple left on the tree.
101

  

Although the financial gain from a proper suitor is an issue for Chloe‘s family, the larger 

issue for Nape is that Chloe is constantly surrounded by fellow herders who would have 

access to the powerful erotic gifts of roses and apples.
102

 

 Another non-pastoral source for evidence of apples being given amatorily is 

found in Athenian marriage laws.  Faraone, citing Plutarch‘s Solon, points out that giving 

apples was a sufficiently common phenomenon to be included in a law concerning the 

marriage of epikleroi, heiresses.
103

  According to sixth century BCE law, epikleroi were 

required to be married off to the nearest relative in their husband‘s family in order that 

the children (and property) would stay in the husband‘s family.
104

  The law from Solon 

dictates that the epikleros was required to eat a quince (literally a ―Cydonion apple‖) 

before having conjugal relations with her new husband, who was required by this law to 

                                                 
100

 Morgan 2004, 217.  Hunter 1983, 3-4 notes that the actual amount of money given to Dryas in order for 

Daphnis to marry Chloe, 6000 drachmas, would have been nearly worthless in the early centuries of the 

empire, even though this amount of money is ―fantastically large‖ for Chloe‘s family. 

101
 At 3.23.5, in exchange for the violet crown and the story of Echo, Chloe also gives Daphnis ―lots and 

lots (πάλπ πνιιά)‖ of kisses. 

102
 Winkler 1991, 233‘s interpretation of ἀγσγαί here may add more nuances to the situation.  He argues 

that the magical spells could be ―very useful for the face-saving needs of families who have actually eluded 

parental control.‖  Here Nape is willing to blame the offering of roses and apples on Chloe‘s willingness to 

give up her virginity.  Likewise, the impotent narrator of Ovid‘s Amores III.7.27-35 blames magic 

(Thessalico…veneno) for his inability to perform. 

103
 Faraone 1999, 71. 

104
 See MacDowell 1978, 95-108 on the laws and (lack of) rights concerning epikleroi. 
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visit the new wife three times a month.
105

  Faraone sees this interaction not as a fertility 

rite, even though the rest of the law is concerned with the production of legitimate heirs, 

but rather as a way to increase the sexual intimacy of the (legally compelled) couple.
106

   

 This interpretation, increasing intimacy between two people by means of apple 

gifts, is easily supported by examples in Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus.  The first 

example of apple gifts appears in Idyll 3.10-11.  In this Idyll a goatherd is trying to woo 

Amaryllis by singing to her outside her cave in a pastoral paraclausithyron.  This Idyll 

was seen above when the goatherd threatens to rend the garland he made for her.  Before 

his song takes the negative turn, however, he proclaims his love through his gifts: 

λίδε ηνη δέθα κᾶια θέξσ· ηελζε θαζεινλ 

ὧ κ‘ ἐθέιεπ θαζειελ ηύ· θαὶ αὔξηνλ ἄιια ηνη νἰζ. 

 

See, ten apples Ι bring thee, gathered from the very place you 

asked me; and tomorrow will I bring you more. 

 

In an echo of this Idyll, Menalcas says nearly the same thing about his love, Amyntas, in 

Eclogue 3.70-71: 

Quod potui, puero silvestri ex arbore lecta 

aurea mala decem misi; cras altera mittam.
107

 

 

I have sent my boy—it was all I could—ten golden apples, picked 

from a tree in the wood.  Tomorrow I will send a second ten. 

                                                 
105

 Plutarch, Solon 20.3 

106
 Faraone 1999, 70-71 and McCartney 1925, 71 both cite a similar custom described by Strabo (15.3.17) 

that in Persia the bride was only allowed to eat apples and camel marrow on her wedding day.  I think in 

the sense of formal weddings, the apple may carry some sense of fertility, but in casual relationships (see  

the Aristophanes passage below) the fertility is not the goal, but rather, intimacy.  That said, intimacy and 

fertility can lead to love, as Euphiletus explains in Lysias 1.6, their relationship and ―bond of affection‖ 

became stronger.  On this case see Carey 1997, 26-36. 

107
 Clausen 1994, 109 note ad loc rightly raises the question ―Did αὔξηνλ ἄιια (κᾶια) suggest ‗aurea 

mala‘?‖  I disagree with his interpretation for what the ―aurea mala (golden apples)‖ could have meant: 

―bright perfect fruit; ten, and ten more tomorrow—an absurd boast, since wildings tend to be blemished 

and misshapen.‖  There is no reason to assume that ―aurea‖ here has to mean ―perfect.‖  It could simply 

refer to apples with yellow-gold skin. 
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What is interesting in these two passages is that the recipients, Amaryllis and Amyntas, 

are completely uninterested in the giver.  Two ideas seem to be at play in these ten-apple 

offerings from the goatherd and Menalcas: first, they are revealing their pastoral wealth 

(and tenacity) by the sheer quantity of apples they are willing to give to their beloved.  

Second, within two days, they will have given twenty apples, which, if one believes in 

the erotic magic properties of apples to increase sexual desire, would mean twenty apples 

worth of increased desire.   

 Let us return to the second Eclogue in which the shepherd Corydon attempts to 

attract Alexis.  In it, he gives Alexis a bountiful gift of flowers, herbs, nuts, quinces, and 

plums (2.51-53): 

ipse ego cana legam tenera lanugine mala 

castaneasque nuces, mea quas Amaryllis amabat; 

addam cerea pruna—honos erit huic quoque pomo—  

 

I myself will collect pale quinces with soft down, and chestnuts, 

which my Amaryllis used to love; I will add waxy plums—there 

will be honor for this fruit also—  

 

Here, Corydon is preparing a gift of apples with soft down (i.e., quinces) for Alexis with 

the hope that he will love him back.  This passage strengthens the amatory context 

because apples and nuts are both components of marriage rituals: apples were an element 

of Greek weddings, and nuts were tossed at or by the groom in Roman weddings.
108

  

What is markedly different, however, is that these apples and nuts are being used in a 

homosexual relationship, strengthening Faraone‘s argument that apples increase desire, 

since fertility in such a relationship is irrelevant.  In his description of the gifts for Alexis, 

Corydon provides a hierarchy of amorous gifts by noting that his inclusion of plums 

                                                 
108

 See, for example, Eclogue 8.30 or Catullus 61.130. 
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grants them ―honor.‖
109

  The plum benefits from being combined with erotically-charged 

botanical elements (quinces and nuts) in order to sway Alexis to Corydon. 

 A final example of Virgilian apple gifts is found in Eclogue 8.  In this Eclogue, 

two shepherds, Damon and Alphesiboeus, have a singing contest.  Alphesiboeus‘ song 

was discussed earlier as an echo of Idyll 2.  Damon‘s song about this love for Nysa 

echoes the unrequited love of Polyphemus for Galatea in Idyll 11.25ff.  Damon sings 

(8.37-41): 

saepibus in nostris parvam te roscida mala 

– dux ego vester eram – vidi cum matre legentem. 

alter ab undecimo tum me iam acceperat annus,  

iam fragilis poteram a terra contingere ramos. 

Ut vidi, ut perii, ut me malus abstulit error! 

 

Within our garden hedge I saw you—I was the guide for both—a 

little child with your mother, gathering dewy apples.  My eleventh 

year ended, the next had just greeted me; from the ground I could 

reach the frail boughs.  In the moment I saw you I lost my heart, 

and a fatal frenzy swept me away. 

 

Here, Damon sees Nysa in the orchard, and at the same time he seems to be providing 

apples for her, since he is tall enough to reach the ―laden branches.‖  The effect of the 

apples, however, is on himself, as he—not she—is struck with the same type of 

maddening love as Simaetha and as will be shown, Atalanta.
 110

  

 In Daphnis and Chloe, the first occurrence of an apple gift is at 1.15.3, when 

Dorkon has fallen in love with Chloe and attempts to court her by ―bribery or force 

(δώξνηο ἠ βίᾳ).‖  Dorkon‘s irreverent approach to love (and Chloe) compels the reader, 

                                                 
109

 In Idyll 5.94-95, acorns are compared to wild apples, and wild apples are deemed preferable because the 

husk of the acorn is meager, and the apple‘s skin is sweet.  In Idyll 12.4, the apple is considered to be 

sweeter than a plum. 

110
 Coleman 1977, 237 notes the echo of Idyll 2.82 and Idyll 3.42. ―The unusual use of ut in two different 

senses indicates that Vergil has both passages very much in mind; the hiatus after perii may also be a 

deliberate imitation of the latter line.‖ 
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who knows Eros has had a hand in the love between Daphnis and Chloe, to want his 

overtures to be ineffective.  Although the apple is among a litany of potential courtship 

gifts (a fawnskin, cheese, a garland, apples, a calf, a wooden bowl, and some mountain 

birds) Chloe‘s ignorance of love and ignorance of the details of courtship preclude the 

gifts from having a magical effect on her.  And, as was discussed above, Nape, Chloe‘s 

mother fears for Chloe‘s virginity lest she be wooed by a herdsman with an apple or rose, 

a fear which is not unfounded when Chloe initiates a kiss to Daphnis when he gives her 

an apple.
111

 

 The other way to attract beloveds is to toss apples towards or at them.  An early 

reference to tossed apples occurs in Hesiod‘s Catalogue of Women, as a part of the story 

of Hippomenes and Atalanta.  Atalanta was to be married to the suitor who was able to 

defeat her in a foot race.  One suitor, Hippomenes, threw apples—sometimes golden 

ones—in order to slow Atalanta and allow him to win the race and her hand in marriage.  

In this fragment from Hesiod, he acts on the advice of Aphrodite: ―And she [i.e., 

Atalanta], quick as a harpy [ . . . ] snatched it.  And he threw the second one to the ground 

with his hand [. . .] swift-footed Atalanta held two apples, and she was near the end of the 

race.  But he threw the third to the ground, and with it he fled death and destruction.‖
112

  

Byzantine-era Theocritean scholia indicate it was Aphrodite who gave Hippomenes the 

apples that he used in this race.
113

  The story of Atalanta and Hippomenes does not 

appear again in extant texts until Theocritus includes them in Idyll 3.40-42: 

Ἱππνκέλεο, ὅθα δὴ ηὰλ παξζέλνλ ἢζειε γᾶκαη, 

                                                 
111

 Daphnis and Chloe Book 3.25 and 3.34. 

112
 Translation of Hesiod frag. 76.18-23 M-W from Faraone 1999, 69. 

113
 Wendell 1967, 289-290. 
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κᾶι‘ ἐλ ρεξζὶλ ἑιὼλ δξόκνλ ἄλπελ·ἁ δ‘ Ἀηαιάληα 

ὡο ἴδελ, ὥο ἐκάλε, ὥο ἐο βαζὺλ ἅιαη‘ἔξσηα. 
 

Hippomenes, when he would wed the maid, took the apples in his 

hand and ran his course; and Atalanta saw, and frenzy seized her 

and deep in love she plunged.
114

 

 

Virgil also mentions this race, though only very briefly in a song sung by Silenus in 

Eclogue 6.61: Tum canit Hesperidum miratam mala puellam. (Then he [Silenus] sings of 

the maid [Atalanta] who marveled at the apples of the Hesperides).
115

   

 Although there is a gap in the references to the myth of Atalanta and Hippomenes 

from Hesiod to Theocritus, there is, however, a fragment of Stesichorus from the sixth 

century about the wedding of Helen which associates weddings with thrown apples: 

πνιιὰ κὲλ Κπδώληα κᾶια πνηεξξίπηνπλ πνηὶ δίθξνλ ἄλθηη, 

πνιιὰ δὲ κπξζίλα θύιια 

θαὶ ῥνδίλνπο ζηεθάλνζο ἴσλ ηε θνξσλίδαο ὄπιαο. 

 

They were throwing many Cydonian apples [quinces] at the 

bride-groom‘s chariot, and many myrtle leaves and crowns 

of roses and garlands of twined violets.
116

 

 

Although this scene is of the mythical wedding of Helen and Menelaus, this passage has 

been interpreted to have some bearing in real ancient Greek weddings.
117

  The apples in 

this scene are almost ironic: although the apples may be increasing sexual desire, it is 

                                                 
114

 Atalanta‘s reaction to the apples from Hippomenes mirrors Simaetha‘s at 2.82.  Cholmeley 1901, 205-

206 discusses Simaetha‘s quick succession of the symptoms of love, linked by the repeated use of ὡο.   

115
 Segal 2002, 8 reads the apples used in Ovid‘s account of the Atalanta myth as ―an obvious instrument of 

love magic.‖ 

116
 Stesichorus Fragment 187.  Translation my own. 

117
 Foster, 1899, 45.  McCartney 1925, 70-71 likens the throwing of apples to throwing rice at modern 

weddings.   
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precisely an apple that will disrupt Helen and Menelaus‘ marriage.
118

 

 Tossing apples at one‘s beloved to indicate non-marital sexual interest first 

appears in Aristophanes‘ Clouds.  In lines 996-997 ―Just Argument‖ warns Pheidippides: 

κήδ‘ εἰο ὀξρεζηξίδνο εἰζαίηηεηλ, ἵλα κὴ πξὸο ηαῦηα θερελὼο 
κήιῳ βιεζεὶο ὑπὸ πνξληδίνπ ηῆο εὐθιείαο ἀπνζξαπζζείο. 

 

And don‘t run after dancing girls, so that as a consequence 

you don‘t, while foolishly gaping, get hit by an apple 

thrown by a prostitute and wreck your good name 

completely.
119

 

 

A scholiast on this passage and later lexicographers note that ―to be hit by an apple‖ 

means ―to become enamored or sexually excited.‖
120

  It is also notable that this early 

instance of apple tossing shows that a female could throw an apple at her love interest, 

becoming the aggressor or pursuer in the relationship, contrary to normative courtship 

rituals.  It is also this type of situation that supports Faraone‘s argument that the apple 

represents intimacy, not fertility. 

 Both Theocritus and Virgil provide examples of females throwing apples at their 

love interests.  In Idyll 5, Lacon and Comatas, two herders who seem to have had a 

pederastic relationship, hold a contentious singing competition.  They alternate singing 

distichs about how superior their current beloved is to the other‘s.  At lines 88-89, 

Comatas remarks: 

βάιιεη θαὶ κάινηζη ηὸλ αἰπόινλ ἁ Κιεαξίζηα 

                                                 
118

 Callimachus‘ Aitia 3 includes the story of Acontius and Cydippe, which describes how Acontius used an 

apple inscribed with an oath to compel Cydippe to marry him.  When she reads aloud the words ―By 

Artemis, I will marry Acontius‖ she commits herself to oath she has spoken. See Nisetich 2001, 141-147. 

119
 Translation from Faraone 1999, 73. 

120
 Faraone 1999, 73, and Littlewood 1967, 154-155.  Foster 1899, 46 writes about this passage: ―We labor 

under the disadvantage, then, of having to investigate a custom which, by the time of our earliest source, 

has already become so stale as to provide this metaphor.‖ 
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ηὰο αἶγαο παξειᾶληα θαὶ ἁδύ ηη πνπππιηάζδεη. 

 

With apples too Clearista pelts the goatherd [Comatas] as he passes 

with his flock, and sweetly she whistles to him.
121

 

 

Likewise, in Idyll 6, an unknown narrator recounts to Aratus another singing competition 

between Damoetas and the famed Daphnis.  Both sing about the ill-fortuned love between 

Polyphemus and Galatea, and in line 6, Daphnis sings: 

βάιιεη ηνη, Πνιύθακε, ηὸ πνίκληνλ ἁ Γαιάηεηα 

κάινηζη, δπζέξσηα θαὶ αἰπόινλ ἄλδξα θαιεῦζα.
122

 

 

Galatea pelts thy flocks with apples, Polyphemus, and calls thee 

cursed in love and goatherd. 

 

Polyphemus, however, does not notice her flirtatious advances, even when she switches 

to pelting his herding dog (9-10): ―πάιηλ ἃδ‘, ἴδε, ηὰλ θύλα βάιιεη, ἃ ηνη ηᾶλ ὀίσλ ἕπεηαη 

ζθνπόο (See, there again she pelts the dog that follows you to watch thy sheep).‖
123

 

 In Virgil‘s third Eclogue, Menalcas and Damoetas also compete in song, much 

like Lamon and Comatas in Idyll 5.  Damoetas‘ sings about his girl, Galatea (64-65): 

Malo me Galatea petit, lasciva puella, 

et fugit ad salices et se cupit ante videri. 

 

Galatea, saucy girl, pelts me with an apple, then runs off to 

the willows—and hopes I saw her first. 

 

Here, Virgil is echoing Idyll 5 and the Polyphemus poems Idylls, 6 and 11 by including 

―Galatea.‖  Littlewood notes that Virgil‘s use of this same motif—of the girl pelting the 
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 It is hard not to recognize the echo of the opening of Idyll 1 where ―ἁδύ‖ is also used adverbially to 

modify aural phenomena: ―Ἁδύ ηη ηὸ ςηζύξηζκα θαὶ ἁ πίηπο, αἰπόιε, ηήλα, / ἁ πνηὶ ηαο παγαζη, κειίζδεηαη, 

ἁδύ δὲ θαὶ ηύ / ζπξίζδεο... (Sweet is the whispered music of yonder pinetree by the spring, goatherd, and 

sweet too thy piping).‖ 
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 Hunter 1999, 250 (note ad loc) notes that the phrase ―δπζέξσηα … αἰπόινλ‖ is ―very likely a near 

contemporary allusion‖ to a verse of Posidippus‘ description of Polyphemus as ―αἰπνιηθὸο δύζεξσο.‖ 

123
 The scholia on these passages do not shed more light on the scenes other than noting that that one would 

throw an apple at their beloved wishing to compel them to love.  Wendell 1967, 173 and 191. 
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male—―follow[s] the Alexandrian poet.‖
124

  This use of the verb petere reveals its 

polysemous nature as the verb can mean ―to attack or assail‖ as well as ―to woo.‖  Thus, 

line 64 could equally be read ―Galatea pelts me with an apple‖ or ―Galatea woos me with 

an apple.‖  Although Virgil is clearly working in a Theocritean mode, he differentiates 

his pastoral world by establishing willows as a location for trysts.  In Eclogue 10, the 

speaker fantasizes about having Amyntas or Phyllis or anyone to ―mecum inter salices 

lenta sub vite iaceret (lie among the willows beneath the pliant vine with me).‖  Neither 

Theocritus nor Longus has similar references to willow trees in their pastoral writing.
125

  

 In contrast to Clearista and the two Galateas, the main characters of Longus‘ 

Daphnis and Chloe toss apples at each other.  Just as they place the crown of violets on 

each other‘s heads in Book 3, there is no ―aggressor‖ in the scene at 1.24.  At this point in 

the novel, they understand they have feelings toward one other, though they have not yet 

been told what love is, nor have they voiced their feelings.  Thus, tossing apples at one 

another is a means to interact on a basic level and is only a small part of their innocent 

activities:   

Ἤδε πνηὲ θαὶ κήινηο ἀιιήινπο ἔβαινλ θαὶ θεθαιὰο ἀιιήισλ 

ἐθόζκεζαλ δηαθξίλαληεο ηὰο θόκαο, θαὶ  κὲλ ἔηθαζελ αὐηνῦ ηὴλ 

θόκελ ὅηη κέιαηλα κύξηνηο, ὁ δὲ κήιῳ ηὸ πξόζσπνλ αὐηῆο ὅηη 

ιεπθὸλ θαὶ ἐλεξεπζὲο ἤλ. 

 

One day they even threw apples at one another, and groomed one 

another‘s heads by combing their hair.  She thought his hair was 

like myrtle-berries, it was so black, and he thought her face was 

like an apple, it was so pink and white. 

 

In contrast to Virgil‘s Galatea who seems to be actively propositioning Damoetas, 
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 Littlewood 1967, 154. 

125
 The closest Theocritus comes is in Idyll 16.79, where he makes a reference to a willow-wicker shield.  

In contrast, Virgil has references to willows at Eclogues 1.54, 1.78, 3.83, 5.16, and 10.40. 
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Daphnis and Chloe are too shy even to voice their thoughts about each other‘s hair and 

face.  David Konstan sees this type of behavior as representing a ―special form of sexual 

reciprocity, in which the couple are not sundered by the apparent violence of phallic 

penetration into active and passive partners, but restrict themselves to the undifferentiated 

practices of kisses, embraces, and cuddling.‖
126

  J. R. Morgan notes that the comparison 

of Chloe‘s face with an apple is reminiscent of Idyll 7.117: ὦ κάινηζηλ Ἔξσηεο 

ἐξεπζνκέλνηζηλ ὁκννη (you Loves as rosy as apples).  On the other hand, it also seems 

instinctive for the two lovers to resort to the natural world for points of comparison: ―it is 

no co-incidence that [Daphnis and Chloe] have lit instinctively on erotic symbols 

common in literature.‖
127

  

 In conclusion, giving apples as gifts and throwing apples at a beloved provide 

ways to increase sexual desire in another, stemming from early associations with 

Aphrodite.  The literary examples of the role of apples provide evidence of magic 

according to the definition of magic by Christopher Faraone: ―a set of practical devices 

[i.e., apples] and rituals [i.e., giving or throwing] used by the Greeks in their day-to-day 

lives to control or otherwise influence supernaturally the forces of nature, animals, or 

other human beings.‖
128

  The examples discussed in this section are all relevant to the use 

of magic to woo another, but what happens when one wants to attract his beloved without 

magic?  Is it possible? 

 

                                                 
126

 Konstan 1994, 89.  Konstan 1994, 85 and note 58 sees these sorts of activities as ―infantile sex-play‖ of 

the Freudian pregenital phase which ―disperse[s] sexuality polymorphously in various regions of the body.‖ 

127
 Morgan 2004, 170 note ad loc.    

128
 Faraone 1999, 16. 
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A reevaluation of Idyll 11 and remedies for desire 

 Idyll 11 is important because it shows not only an intersection of desire and not 

only magic, but also adynata and loca amoena, and how hard it is to avoid magic.  This 

reevaluation of Idyll 11 will first examine Polyphemus‘ song and how magic elements are 

incorporated into it, and how elements like adynata and loca amoena also function within 

the song.  Finally, although Polyphemus shuns magic and sings as a means to cure his 

desires, when Polyphemus‘ song is compared to other pastoral monodies, particularly 

Idyll 3 and Eclogue 2, the relief Polyphemus feels seems to hinge on the very end of his 

song.  At the end of his song, Polyphemus realizes the pastoral tasks he has neglected, 

and commands himself to work and think of other girls besides Galatea, which anticipates 

the precepts of Ovid‘s Remedia Amoris.  The efficacy of his song, which may be 

therapeutic insofar as it is a song with elements of magic, is ultimately curative because 

of his call to action. 

 In Idyll 11, the narrator addresses Nikias, a physician, and explains that there is no 

medicinal cure for love—only the Muses can cure him.  The narrator then uses 

Polyphemus as an example of one who has been cured by the Muses, and describes how 

Polyphemus would repeatedly sing to his beloved Galatea, and how these songs helped 

him.  The reader would recognize the inversion of the Galatea-Polyphemus relationship 

from Idyll 6, where Daphnis describes how she pelts Polyphemus‘ flock and dog with 

apples, but he ignores her, preferring to pipe and flee from her as she pursues him.
129

  

Damoetas picks up the story, and singing as Polyphemus, that Polyphemus not only 

ignored Galatea, but even went so far as to tell her he was married and to train his dogs to 
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 Idyll 6.6-19. 



184 

 

bark at her in order to have Galatea completely surrender to him.
130

 

 In Idyll 11.10-11, the narrator describes Polyphemus‘ approach to love, which 

seems to echo Idyll 6: 

Ἤξαην δ‘νὐ κάινηο νὐδὲ ῥόδῳ νὐδὲ θηθίλλνηο, 

ἀιι‘ὀξζαο καλίαηο, ἁγεην δὲ πάληα πάξεξγα. 

 

He loved not with apples, or roses, or ringlets, but with 

downright frenzy, counting all else but trifles. 

 

Unlike Galatea, Polyphemus refuses to use apples—or roses or ringlets—to woo her. In 

his commentary, Gow interprets these lines as a rejection of love tokens, specifically ones 

that are exchanged between lovers.  This, however, requires special pleading, as Gow 

notes: ―It should however be observed that lovers do not seem to exchange locks of hair 

elsewhere in antiquity, and that the use of hair in various rituals, and the danger from its 

use in magic…may have made such an exchange less natural than it appears to 

moderns.‖
131

  Dover follows Gow‘s line of argument, ―It appears from this passage that a 

curl of hair was sometimes given as a love-token; since it could be used magically, lovers 

would thus put themselves in each other‘s power—but possibly a prudent lover would 

take care to give the girl a bit of someone else‘s hair.‖
132

  In this flippant comment Dover 

glosses over the implications of such a swap.  Apuleius‘ Golden Ass demonstrates this: 

the witch Pamphile (i.e., not an empiric) sends her slave girl to fetch hairs from a 

handsome young Boeotian man.  Because she is unable to get the hair, the slave girl 
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 Idyll 6.21-34. 
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 Gow 1952, 211, note on 10. 
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 Dover 1971, 159, note on 10.  If one gave his beloved someone else‘s hair, any magic practiced with the 

hair would affect the owner of the hair, not the one who gave it.  This could, ostensibly, cause the first 

relationship to end.  This comment, however, does antedate the rise in scholarship on magic in the ancient 

world. 
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substitutes some goat hair.  When Pamphile performs the ἀγσγή spell, however, the hair 

is the critical ingredient: 

Immediately, through this combination of the irresistible 

power of her magic lore and the hidden energy of the 

harnessed deities, the bodies from which the hair was 

crackling and smoking acquired human breath, and were 

able to feel and walk.  They headed for the place to which 

the stench from the hair they had shed led them, and thus 

they took the place of the Boeotian youth barging at the 

doors, in their attempt to gain entrance.
133

 

  

As was discussed in the first section of this chapter, νὐζία, magical stuff, could play an 

important role in traditional binding spells, and Simaetha and the Eclogue 8 woman use 

νὐζία in their binding spells.  Lucian provides more non-pastoral literary evidence for the 

role of hair in love spells in his Dialogues of the Courtesans.  In this text, a witch who 

claims to be able to bring back a lover tells a woman that she needs ―something 

belonging to the man himself, such as clothing or boots or a few of his hairs or anything 

of that sort.‖
134

   

 Although both Gow and Dover rightly connect the ringlets with magic, they 

overlook the possibility of apples and roses having magical aspects.  Even if apples and 

roses are ―love tokens,‖ there is an element of magic to them.  Although love tokens can 

seem like a benign gift, they can also be a way to quantify your love (in the quantity or 

expense of the gift) in order to compel your beloved to love you.  Within ancient culture, 

the rose and apple carried a certain amount of erotic importance; they are a part of the 

―deep culture‖ where people would recognize their symbolism without explicitly 
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 3.18 Translation by P.G. Walsh. 

134
  Dialogues of the Courtesans 4.4, translation by Macleod. 
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realizing it.
135

  For a love token to be recognized as such, both people must share this 

deep culture.  Because love tokens, like roses and apples, are imbued with the erotic 

power, they become elements of magic; the line dividing tokens from magic becomes 

very fine. 

 Like apples and apple-spells, roses also have associations with Aphrodite and 

love, and these associations are seen in Idyll 10.32-35: 

  αἴζε κνη ἤο ὅζζα Κξνζόλ πνθα θαληὶ πεπᾶζζαη· 

ρξύζενη ἀκθόηεξνί θ‘ἀλεθείκαηα ηᾳ Ἀθξνδίηᾳ, 

  ηὼο αὐιὼο κὲλ ἔρνηζα θαὶ ἠ ῥόδνλ ἠ ηύγε κᾶινλ, 

ζρῆκα δ‘ἐγὼ θαὶ θαηλὰο ἐπ‘ ἀκθνηέξνηζηλ ἀκύθιαο. 

 

Would that I had such wealth as Croesus, in the tales, once 

owned.  Then should we both stand in gold as offerings to 

Aphrodite—you with your pipes, and a rosebud or an 

apple, and I with raiment new and new shoes of Amyclae 

on either foot.
136

 

 

 Even within the texts considered already in this chapter, in Idyll 3.22-23, the 

garland the goatherd threatens to rend contains ivy, rosebuds, and celery.  In Idyll 7.63-

64, Lykidas promises a garland of anise, roses, and white stock if the beloved Ageanax 

safely returns home.  In Daphnis and Chloe, Nape reveals that roses and apples are the 

currency of one‘s virginity in the rural world, and roses are also included in Philetas‘ 

garden, which Eros himself is tending (2.4).   

 Thus, recognizing that apples, roses, and ringlets are all elements of erotic magic, 

Idyll 11.10-11 should be read as a rejection not of simple ―love tokens‖ but rather the 

rejection of the physical components of love spells, which could be considered 
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 Shaules 2010, 10 writes ―[Deep culture] refers to shared patterns of knowledge that our mind uses to 

create meaning and navigate our interaction with others.‖  This is a variation on the ―thick description‖ 

found in Geertz 1973, 3-30. 
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 Gow translates ―ῥόδνλ‖ as ―rosebud,‖ though this translation seems to be used to facilitate the poetry in 

English.  A more literal translation would simply be ―a rose.‖ 
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―trifles.‖
137

   

 The narrator then describes in lines 17-18 the ―remedy‖ Polyphemus has 

discovered: 

ἀιιὰ ηὸ θάξκαθνλ εὗξε, θαζεδόκελνο δ‘ἐπὶ πέηξαο 

ὑςήιᾶο ἐο πόληνλ ὁξλ ἄεηδε ηνηαῦηα· 

 

Yet the remedy he found, and seated on some high rock would 

gaze seaward and sing thus… 

 

Theocritus relies on the polysemy of θάξκαθνλ (remedy/spell) in this passage.
138

  The 

song, we learn at the end of the poem, is a remedy, but I argue that the song in lines 19-

79 contains elements of magical spells.  Although the Greek verb that is used typically to 

indicate the singing of a magical spell is the compound ἐπαίδεηλ, the simple form, αἴδεηλ 

can also mean ―to chant.‖
139

  In Idyll 2, Simaetha uses simple speaking verbs to describe 

what she is doing (θαλε θαιόλ [2.11], ιέγε ηαῦηα [2.21]).  Thus, Polyphemus is going to 

sing—or chant—to Galatea. 

 Claude Calame has noted that ―[t]he very activity of producing Greek poetry, 

quite apart from its contents, seems to have created erotic desire and pleasure, and this 

spell-binding power possessed by poetry leads us on to consider the function of the poet‘s 

words of love and how that function related to the circumstances in which the words were 

uttered.‖
140

  The poetry of Polyphemus unavoidably creates an increased desire for 

Galatea while he is simultaneously seeking a remedy for it.
141
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 Hunter, in his commentary in Verity 2002, 90 notes that apples frequently appear in magical contexts.   
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 See also Fantuzzi 1995, 16-18. 
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 LSJ s.v. 1. ἀείδσ. 
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 Calame 1999, 38. 
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 The remedy for love is a common trope in Greek literature.  Winkler 1991, 239 note 54 enumerates 

some of them: in Plato‘s Phaedrus 252A-B and Chariton 6.3.7 the only remedy is to see the beloved.  In his 
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 The performance of magic, however, can provide a remedy in and of itself.  

Richard Kieckhefer notes, ―Many cultural anthropologists see magic not as causally 

efficacious but as symbolically expressive. In this interpretation, magic is not meant to 

work but to express wishes, or to encode in symbols a perception of how things do or 

should work.‖
142

  Winkler agrees with this position, writing: 

Looking at the fuller social context of their performance, we can 

see that agōgai are structured as a system of displacements.  The 

first displacement, presumably of therapeutic value in itself, is the 

intense imaging of the client‘s illness as a thing felt by someone 

else. …An agōgē, too, is the kind of last-ditch therapy made 

necessary by a certain cultural conception of eros, and as such it is 

a therapy that not only proclaims its own extremity but even in a 

certain sense its own impossibility.  For the implied message of the 

rite… [is] that there is no cure for eros except the beloved 

herself.
143

 

 

 Indeed, a close examination of Polyphemus‘ song to Galatea reveals additional 

elements of magic expressing Polyphemus‘ wishes.  In traditional binding spells, it was 

common for the person on whom the spell was being performed to be indicated 

matrilineally.  At line 26, Polyphemus claims he fell in love with Galatea when she was 

picking hyacinths with his own mother, and he was their guide.
144

  Τhis clearly is not the 

right kind of designation and identification.  She should be identified through her own 

mother, but again, he loves her with ―outright madness‖ and this is the closest way he can 

                                                                                                                                                 
Laws (8.836B), eros is the cause ―of a million evils for individuals and whole cities, ‗what herbal drug can 

you cut to liberate these people from so great a danger?‘‖  PGM XXXIV, a fragment of a novel, notes that 

the practitioner can ―command the moon and sun and sea and air, ‗but for eros alone I find no drug.‘‖  

Callimachus, in Epigram 52 (GP 52 = Nisetich 3) agrees with poetry as a cure, but also adds starvation as a 

remedy. 
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 Kieckhefer 1994, 814. 
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 Winkler 1991, 226. 
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 Cf. Eclogue 8.38-41.  This flower-gathering scene can also be read as a variation on Persephone‘s 

abduction by Hades while she was picking flowers with her age mates in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. 
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identify her properly.  And, having seen her then, he has been unable to stop loving her.  

Trying another mode in his song-spell, he orders her to abandon her marine life to live 

with him in his rustic world (11.42-49).  As was seen in the second Idyll and Eclogue 8, 

the spells that can ―lead or draw a person to a house and bedroom‖ are ἀγσγαί spells.
145

  

Polyphemus then attempts to lead her to his cave with things that would be utterly useless 

for a Nereid sea nymph: his cattle, vines, cold water, and an undying fire.  He repeats this 

idea more forcefully at lines 63-66: 

ἐμέλζνηο, Γαιάηεηα, θαὶ ἐμελζνζα ιάζνην, 

ὥζπεξ ἐγὼ λῦλ ὧδε θαζήκελνο, νἴθαδ‘ἀπελζελ· 

πνηκαλεηλ δ‘ἐζέινηο ζὺλ ἐκὶλ ἅκα θαὶ γάι‘ἀκέιγεηλ 

θαὶ ηπξὸλ πᾶμαη ηάκηζνλ δξηκεαλ ἐλεζα. 

 

Come forth, Galatea; and coming, forget, as I do now sitting here, 

to go home again.  Consent to shepherd with me, and to milk, and 

to set cheese with drops of acid rennet. 

 

Polyphemus wants Galatea to forget (in a milder, optative rather than imperative form 

commonly found in spells) to return home,
146

 yet he himself also forgets to return home, 

a result that is not common in magical spells.
147

 

 Moreover, although he has rejected roses in line 10 of the poem, at lines 56-59 he 

fantasizes about having gills so he would be able to swim down to her and deliver to her 

lilies and poppies.
148

  Although the narrator explains that Polyphemus rejects using roses, 
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in his song, he still imagines being able to bring Galatea flowers.  Instead of roses, he 

imagines giving her lilies and poppies, both of which are still erotically charged flowers 

associated with Aphrodite.
149

  Before ending his song, he takes a moment to blame and 

threaten his own mother for this predicament with Galatea, and then prays that she suffer 

as he suffers (11.70-71):  

θαζ ηὰλ θεθαιὰλ θαὶ ηὼο πόδαο ἀκθνηέξσο κεπ 

ζθύζδεηλ, ὡο ἀληαζε, ἐπεὶ θγὼλ ἀληκαη. 

 

I will tell her my head throbs, and both my feet, that she may suffer 

since I too suffer.
150

 

 

Thus, in his attempt to avoid the physical elements of magic, Polyphemus has taken 

refuge with the verbal element of spells: he identifies Galatea matrilineally (though 

wrongly through his own mother), he attempts to lure her to his cave (which is part of a 

separation [ἀγσγή] spell), offers to bring her flowers, and threatens his own mother (a 

minor diety) for his predicament.
151

  

 Just as readers would recognize the inversion of the Polyphemus and Galatea 

stories in Idylls 6 and 11, they would have also picked up allusions to Idyll 2 in 

Polyphemus‘ spell.  Polyphemus says ―Come forth, Galatea; and coming, forget,‖ and 

Theocritus uses a parallel construction describing Delphis on Simaetha‘s bed at 2.113: 

ἕδεη‘ἐπὶ θιηληῆξη θαὶ ἑδόκελνο θάην κῦζνλ (he sat down upon the couch, and, sitting, told 
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 White lilies are associated with Aphrodite because of their pure beauty, and are associated with 

Aphrodite (see, for example, Cypria fragment 6, Idyll 23.30-31, Eclogue 2.45, Propertius 1.20.37, Longus 

2.3.4 and 4.2.6).  Pausanias (2.10.5) writes that the statue of Aphrodite of Kanachos in Sikyon was depicted 
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Alexis in Eclogue 2.47. 
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this story).
152

  Furthermore, to underscore the fact that Polyphemus is actually attempting 

an ἀγσγή magical spell, Theocritus has both unhappy lovers, Polyphemus and Simaetha, 

say ―πᾷ ηὰο θξέλαο ἐθπεπόηαζαη; (whither have thy wits wandered?)‖
153

  These 

references create a link between two Theocritean characters who, according to what we 

know about magic, do not ―get it right.‖
 154

  This shows how Theocritus works within a 

magical framework, but also with two characters who suffer uncontrollably from desire.  

Theocritus depicts Simaetha performing a magic spell to bring Delphis back to her, and 

Polyphemus (unconsciously) including the verbal elements of magic spells to bring 

Galatea back to him.
155

 

 This reading supports two conclusions: first, Polyphemus experiences relief from 

singing his song/spell about Galatea, which is one outcome of the performance of magic 

(and poetry).  Second, the reader, picking up on these magical elements, would recognize 

that magic elements are implicit in courtship, and although Polyphemus is attempting to 

reject magic, as I argue, it is inherent to courtship.  Although Polyphemus rejects what 

might be considered to be ―traditional‖ elements of love magic (apples, roses, and 

ringlets), he still offers flowers to Galatea in his song, which become erotically charged.  

His song also contains the verbal elements of magic (an identification of the beloved, the 

commands to forget one‘s life, to come to the lover, to fulfill the lover‘s wishes, etc.), 

which are also very basic ideas in erotic desires and courtship.  Magic, desire, and 
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courtship, then, are closely related. 

 Besides the flowers, Polyphemus also describes his cave in terms of a locus 

amoenus as a way to attract Galatea: 

ἀιι‘ἀθίθεπζν πνζ‘ἁκέ, θαὶ ἑμεο νὐδὲλ ἔιαζζνλ, 

ηὰλ γιαπθὰλ δὲ ζάιαζζαλ ἔα πνηὶ ρέξζνλ ὀξερζελ· 

ἅδηνλ ἐλ ηὤληξῳ παξ‘ἐκὶλ ηὰλ λύθηα δηαμεο. 

ἐληὶ δάθλαη ηελεί, ἐληὶ ῥαδηλαὶ θππάξηζζνη, 

ἔζηη κέιαο θηζζόο, ἔζη‘ ἄκπεινο ἁ γιπθύθαξπνο, 

ἔζηη ςπρξὸλ ὕδσξ, ηὸ κνη ἁ πνιπδέλδξενο Αἴηλα 

ιεπθᾶο ἐθ ρηόλνο πνηὸλ ἀκβξόζηνλ πξνΐεηη. 

 

Nay, come to me, and you will fare well enough.  Leave the 

green sea to pulse upon the shore; thou wilt pass the night 

more pleasantly in the cave with me.  There are bays and 

slender cypresses; there is dark ivy, and the sweet-fruited 

vine, and cold water, which wooded Etna puts forth for me 

from her white snowfields, a draught divine.
156

 

 

Here, Polyphemus uses the description of his cave both as an offering to convince 

Galatea to love him, but also as a place where he can imagine his desire fulfilled: being 

with Galatea.  The pleasing location is described to Galatea with the expressed purpose to 

compel her to love him.  This passage provides an example of a description of landscape 

which intends to inspire desire. 

 Moreover, in his attempt to court her through his song, Polyphemus offers his sea 

nymph cattle, vines, fawns, bear cubs, fire, and fresh water.  He also wishes he could 

grow gills or learn to swim.
157

  These imagined situations add to the tragicomedy of the 

song, but also provide an example of adynata: Polyphemus imagines a world where land-

based things would be important to a sea nymph, or where a terrestrial monster can 
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become a fish.
 158

  As Winkler noted above, agōgai spells are a type of psychological 

displacement, and in pastoral literature, adynata can similarly act as a displacement for 

unfulfilled desires.
159

  Polyphemus cannot change that she does not love him, but he can 

still imagine their life together.  These adynata are substitutes for his unfulfilled desires.   

 We are told by the narrator, however, that Polyphemus seems better, if not cured, 

because of his song (11.80-81): 

Οὕησ ηνη Πνιύθακνο ἐπνίκαηλελ ηὸλ ἔξσηα 

Μνπζίζδσλ, ῥανλ δὲ δηᾶγ‘ἠ εἰ ρξπζὸλ ἔδσθελ. 

 

Thus did Polyphemus shepherd his love with minstrelsy, 

and fared easier than if he had spent gold. 

 

The reader knows, though, that the song only works on Polyphemus; Galatea does not 

return to Polyphemus because of this song.  This raises a larger question about shepherds‘ 

songs in pastoral literature: where is the efficacy, and how effective are they at relieving 

desire? 

 It is necessary to look to Ovid‘s Remedia Amoris for insight.  At lines 250-252 

Ovid explicitly mentions magic as an old fashioned approach to curing love.  In his 

opinion, magic has become an ineffective way to deal with love.  Instead, he announces 

in line 10 of the Remedia that he is working with reason now; remedies that came before 

were just passion-based (Et quod nunc ratio est, impetus ante fuit).  Ovid‘s basic precept 

for the cure for love is to keep busy. He writes:  

Tam Venus otia amat; qui finem quaeris amoris, 

cedit amor rebus: res age, tutus eris. 
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 The land-based gifts for a sea nymph create a variation on an adynaton like that found in Eclogue 1.59-
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Venus loves inaction; he who seeks an end of love, 

Love yields to action: stay busy, and you will be safe. 

 

The literary pastoral life, which is portrayed as essentially carefree and idle, becomes the 

setting in which both Venus and Cupid can torture a person.  In the Remedia Amoris, 

Ovid suggests that the lover go away to the country, but work the fields, and find pleasure 

in agricultural duties.
160

  Alternatively, he should hunt, travel, or seek urban crowds and 

avoid the places the beloved used to frequent.
161

  Ovid seems here to say that the pastoral 

world (and its magic) creates a terrible situation for the shepherd lovers wanting relief 

from their desires, and Idyll 3 and Eclogue 2 provide test cases. 

 In Idyll 3, an unnamed goatherd sings outside his beloved Amaryllis‘ cave.  While 

he sings, he has entrusted his herd to another herdsman, Tityrus, neglecting his most 

basic responsibility.  In his song for Amaryllis, he not only threatens to rend the garland 

of ivy, roses, and celery (a pastoral variation on magic), but also consults an old diviner 

(θνζθηλόκαληηο) named Agroeo about his relationship with Amaryllis.
162

  The goatherd 

goes on to sing about other relationships as exempla,
163

 but his song ultimately fails him: 

he simply stops and lies down where the wolves will eat him.
164

  

 Likewise, Corydon in Eclogue 2 flings his ―artless strains (haec incondita)‖ at the 

woods and mountains professing his love for Alexis.  As demonstrated in the third 
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section of this chapter, Corydon employs pastoral magic to attempt to attract Alexis.
165

  

We are not told if this song works on Alexis, or what its effect is on Corydon.   

 What sets Corydon apart from the goatherd in Idyll 3 is that towards the end of his 

song, which has allusions to both Idyll 3 and 11, Corydon echoes Polyphemus, who asks 

himself ―πᾷ ηὰο θξέλαο ἐθπεπόηαζαη; (whither have thy wits wandered?)‖
166

 asking 

himself ―Ah, Corydon, Corydon, what madness has gripped you?  (a, Corydon, Corydon, 

quae te dementia cepit!).‖
167

  This question prompts both Polyphemus and Corydon to 

recognize their untended work: Polyphemus realizes he should plait cheese crates, gather 

grasses for lambs, or milk a nearby ewe.
168

  Corydon sings about his unpruned vines, that 

he should perhaps weave something he needs.
169

  By turning their attention away from 

their desperate desires, they begin to follow the Ovidian prescription to stay busy.  After 

realizing their responsibilities, Polyphemus and Corydon both turn their attention to new 

loves.  Polyphemus sings (11.75-78): 

   ηί ηὸλ θεύγνληα δηῴθεηο;  

εὑξεζεο Γαιάηεηαλ ἴζσο θαὶ θαιιίνλ᾽ ἄιιαλ.  

πνιιαὶ ζπκπαίζδελ κε θόξαη ηὰλ λύθηα θέινληαη,  

θηριίδνληη δὲ πᾶζαη, ἐπεί θ᾽ αὐηαο ἐπαθνύζσ. 

 

Why pursue him who flees?  Another and a fairer Galatea 

wilt thou find, maybe.  Many a girl bids me spend the night 

in sport with her, and they all giggle when they see I‘ve 

heard.  

 

Corydon echoes Polyphemus‘ sentiment (2.73):  nvenies alium, sit e hic fastidit, Alexin 
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(You will find another Alexis, if this one scorns you).  These lines reflect Ovid‘s 

recommendation that ―every love is conquered by a new successor (successore novo 

vincitur omnis amor).‖
170

  When the narrator concludes the poem and comments that 

Polyphemus fared well because of his song (11.80-81), it seems because he has 

anticipated the precepts of Ovid.  Not only does Polyphemus get to experience the relief 

of singing about his love and employing magical elements to make his wishes known, he 

also sings about two of the methods Ovid outlines to get over a lost love: work and a new 

love. 

 In contrast, the reader is not told about the outcome of Corydon‘s song, but 

because it contains components similar to those found in Idyll 11, one has to think that 

Corydon was also relieved of his desires.  The goatherd of Idyll 3, however, does not do 

any of the remedial activities, but instead lies down alone to wallow in his emotions.
171

  

Thus it seems that Polyphemus and Ovid hit upon the effectiveness of these songs: not 

dwelling on the beloved. 

 In conclusion, Idyll 11 first provides an example of how difficult it was to avoid 

magic: although Polyphemus attempts to reject the common elements of magic, his song 

is nevertheless dotted with magical formulae and variations on them.  In his song, there 

are also examples of a locus amoenus to attract and entice Galatea, as well as adynata 

wherein he imagines the fulfillment of his desires.  The song, however, ultimately gains 

efficacy, especially in comparison to Idyll 3, when he commands himself to his work and 

other girls, just as Ovid will later prescribe.  Polyphemus, it seems, has hit upon the true 
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cure for love. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has demonstrated that in the literary pastoral world there is a system 

of magic that echoes the tenets and practices of traditional magic, which I believe learned 

readers would have seen.  Pastoral erotic magic involves plants and fruit to attract and 

court a beloved.  This magic, like traditional erotic magic, is not limited to men seeking 

women, but also to women propositioning men, and men seeking men (or boys).  

Botanical magic could be found in the city and the country: the parallels between apple 

magic and Athenian epikleroi laws indicate there were no distinctions in class or location 

as to who could use and benefit from magic.  Magic, however, provides a way for 

practitioners to attempt to alleviate their suffering from unrequited love.  If the 

practitioner is successful, the spell works, and he is loved in return.  Magic was also 

pervasive in courtship, and Polyphemus shows in Idyll 11 both how hard it is to avoid 

magic, and that the palliative effect of magic leads to the one true remedy of desire, 

which is simply to move on. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

 

 This dissertation aims to fill some gaps in the scholarship on pastoral literature.  

First, by considering Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus together, I have looked beyond the 

pastoral genre to the pastoral mode, which allows for a better understanding of how 

Theocritus influenced Virgil, and how Theocritus and Virgil influenced Longus.  Perhaps 

even more important than the influences from one to another author is how an author 

adapts the pastoral tradition to his work.    

 Furthermore, this dissertation has shown how the herdsmen in the pastoral worlds 

of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus interact with the natural world, and how desire is 

situated at that intersection.  Thus each chapter, which considers one of the three major 

botanical contexts, looks at how desire influences or is influenced by the contexts.  The 

relationship between desire and the natural world reveals how these elite writers envision 

the emotional world of the herdsmen.   

 The first chapter provides an overview of important scholarship and definitions, 

beginning with scholarship about plants both in the pastoral world and in the ancient 

world at large.  Then definitions for pastoral as literary mode are discussed, as are the 

generic qualifications of the novel to explain how Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus are 

connected.  After reviewing the current scholarship on the three authors individually, I 

describe how Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus are connected through their use of a 

―Daphnis,‖ repeated botanical names, and their use of programmatic trees.  

 The second chapter considers one of the three major botanical contexts, the locus 

amoenus.   This literary trope, which pauses the narration to describe a pleasing place, is 
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examined as a narrative frame around depictions of desire.  In some contexts, the highly 

sensual locus amoenus descriptions can also inspire desire itself.  The visuality of the 

verbal loca amoena is then compared with examples of Roman landscape wall paintings.  

This second section explores ways in which the artist, like the author, can control the 

viewer‘s gaze, and how nature and art can collaborate to fulfill or contribute to desires.  

Like the literary loca amoena, the visual landscapes can also be a catalyst for desire.  The 

final section of this chapter considers loca amoena that are a part of both non-erotic and 

erotic desires, where the pleasing places themselves are offered up as an inducement to 

the beloved or are imagined to help fulfill a desire. 

 The next chapter looks at how the adynaton, an inversion of nature, imagines a 

world in which desires can be fulfilled, but not the immediate desire.  After establishing 

the adynaton as a rhetorical figure, pastoral adynata are examined as a way of imagining 

a fulfillment of desires when (typically) erotic ones cannot be fulfilled.  The songs of the 

herdsmen, therefore, become imbued with a believed power to control nature at large.  

These imagined worlds lead to a discussion of impossible Golden Age imagery.  The 

fantastic Golden Age descriptions, particularly like those found in Virgil‘s Eclogue 4, 

take the reader to a completely fantastic world, where nothing appears to follow nature.  

These hyper-natural descriptions remind the reader again of the lush gardens of Daphnis 

and Chloe and the wall paintings from Oplontis and Livia‘s villa at Prima Porta.  The 

final section of this chapter returns to these wall paintings to examine them as adynata. 

 The final chapter shows how botanical magic can alleviate desire. The first 

section reviews what we know of magic, paying close attention to the role of the 

symbolic nature of the rites.  The second section examines the two poems that depict a 
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woman practicing magic to bring back a lover, Idyll 2 and Eclogue 8.  The women 

portrayed in these poems use elements of traditional magic outlined in the first section 

with mixed results.  Moreover, I argue that these women are a subcategory of magicians I 

identify as empirics.  Empirics, I believe, were common people—both men and women—

who had some knowledge about plants and magic.  I also argue that because magic was 

very common in the ancient world there is a version of pastoral magic happening in 

Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus.  In this section I argue that plants are substitute elements 

of pastoral binding spells, and the astute reader would have seen the shift of traditional 

magic elements into a rustic context.  The fourth section looks at the function of the most 

common botanical magical element, the apple, and the symbolism it contains in erotic 

contexts.  I concluded this chapter by offering a reinterpretation of Idyll 11 and 

alleviation of desire in pastoral.  By drawing on elements of the previous sections of this 

chapter, I argue that Polyphemus appears to be rejecting love magic, yet cannot escape 

elements of it in his song.  Polyphemus‘ song reveals that although magic intimately 

connected with courtship and although magic and poetry can help to remedy love, two 

important elements help cure love: activity and a new girl. 

 Delmore Schwartz wrote a short story entitled ―In Dreams Begin 

Responsibilities.‖  In the pastoral literature of Theocritus, Virgil, and Longus, the phrase 

would perhaps be more fitting as ―In Desires Begin Responsibilities.‖  Desire, either 

erotic or not, requires a degree responsibility or control to either bring it to fulfillment or 

to remedy it.  Although the loca amoena can seem like inert framing devices, the singers 

and authors both exert control over the scene in the way they describe a location, and 

even by giving names to the plants themselves.  These descriptions, like the wall 



 

201 

 

paintings at Oplontis and Prima Porta, become tightly controlled (fictional) scenes that 

depict what the elite learned audiences would imagine as the pastoral or natural world.  

Likewise, adynata also depend on control: the lack of control the lover feels in a 

relationship is transferred to an imaginary world where the lover can affect impossible 

things.  Although these fictions can allow the lover to imagine control, he nevertheless 

does not actually remedy his desire.  Magic, which is unavoidable in erotic 

circumstances, can be a last resort that grants control to the practitioner to change a 

situation through supernatural means.  Ovid, a non-pastoral author, but a literary ―expert‖ 

on love, and Polyphemus make clear the one true way to remedy unfulfilled desires: the 

one who desires must take control of his own emotions, his own life, and not dwell on 

what is not possible.  The botanical world, then, functions alongside the frustrated desires 

and within these controlling fictions as a way to frame or inspire with loca amoena, to 

imagine adynata, or to alleviate desires through magic.
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Images 

 

 

 

 
 

Image 1:  Boscotrecase Black room, north wall. 
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Image 2:  Boscotrecase detail from Black room, north wall. 
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Image 3:  Boscotrecase detail of Black room, west wall.   (This panel is now lost.) 

 
 

Image 4:  Boscotrecase detail from Black room, east wall.  
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Image 5:  Boscotrecase detail from Red room, north wall. 
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Image 6:  Boscotrecase detail from Red room, east wall. 
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Image 7:  Boscotrecase detail from Red room, west wall. 
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Image 8:  Oplontis Yellow monochrome sacro-idyllic scene from the triclinium.   
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Image 9:  Cubiculum from the villa of Publius Fannius Synistor in Boscoreale.   
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Image 10:  Detail from the cubiculum from the villa of Publius Fannius Synistor in 

Boscoreale.   
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Image 11:  Interior Garden Room from Oplontis.   
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Image 12:  Plan of Oplontis.  
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Image 13:  Oplontis room 87, looking southeast.   
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Image 14:  Servant/domestic quarters at Oplontis. 
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Image 15:  Garden Room from Livia‘s villa at Prima Porta 
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Image 16:  Garden Room from Livia‘s villa at Prima Porta. 
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Image 17:  Polyphemus and Galatea from Boscotrecase. 
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