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Gobbet:  Vergil Eclogue 2.12-27

Vergil lived from 70 – 19 BC, during a time when the wars of the Republican era then made way for the rule of Augustus. He wrote ten eclogues of triumviral literature between 42-37 BC which was the first of his major works; the others being The Georgics and the Aeneid epic. Vergil was the first to compose Latin pastoral poetry, but, comments Richard Jenkyns[footnoteRef:1] “Vergil himself acknowledged that he was imitating Theocritus, a Greek poet of the third century BC, born in Sicily.” Theocritus wrote Greek Idylls, pastoral poems which idealised the country way of life and country folk. He wrote in hexameter which Vergil then used also for his eclogues. [1:  Jenkyns, 1992, p.152.] 

Where Vergil differs from Theocritus is by his innovative use of bringing in politics to his Latin pastoral genre. This can be evidenced in the way Corydon the shepherd is attempting to woo Alexis from the city to the countryside in Eclogue 2 (ll 61-63): “Let Pallas dwell by herself in the cities she has built: but let my chief delight be the woods!” [footnoteRef:2] Corydon uses every ounce of persuasive imagery to create an idealised image of the countryside against the harsh city inhabited by Alexis. There is also the politics of the class divide hidden in the eclogue: that of Corydon the shepherd and the slave boy Alexis, but also that of the harvesters, Corydon is looking down upon near the eclogues end. In Eclogues 1 and 9 Vergil talks about eviction and land resettlement, where after The Battle of Phillippi in 42 BC, Antony and Octavian throw the people off the land and redistributed it to soldiers. Appian informs us:[footnoteRef:3] “They came to Rome in crowds, young and old, women and children, to the forum and the temples, uttering lamentations, saying that they had done no wrong for which they, Italians, should be driven from their fields and their hearthstones, like people conquered in war.” So-called ‘Green Politics’ is very much at play in Eclogue 2 and the colour itself invokes the countryside, pastoral land and a country way of life. Charles Martindale observes:[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Virgil, 1967, p.15]  [3:  Appian, BC 5.12.]  [4:  Martindale, 1997, p.109.] 

     “ Vergil politicises pastoral space by admitting elements of the wider world, including the   world of high politics into his green one (…) green politics also hints at the modern environmental movement where prescriptions for the good life (…) the rape of nature, might be construed as another modern version of pastoral.”
The Eclogue throughout has Corydon the shepherd in his own imaginative state proclaiming his love for the distant  slave boy Alexis who is not with him, or ever will be. Many of the other poets of Ancient Rome, like Catullus writing about Lesbia were in the vicinity of their intended beloved or had indeed experienced love with them. Thus, Corydon in his words is ‘aflame’ for Alexis. His solitary state roaming around the Sicilian hills with his sheep has rendered him into a form of ‘love madness’. His laments of (l-6)[footnoteRef:5] ‘O cruel Alexis, care you naught for my songs? Have you no pity on me?’ evidently cannot be heard by the absent Alexis and this form of love as madness is also evident in Eclogue Ten where Gallus is pining for Arcadia, (ll.6-9)[footnoteRef:6] ‘Let us tell of Gallus’ anxious loves (…)  What groves , what glades were your abode, ye virgin Naiads when Gallus was pining with a love unrequited?’ Theocritus 11, Cyclops, also opens with a lament about love[footnoteRef:7], ‘ there’s no drug Nicias to cure desire…’ Love sickness and pining is evident in all. [5:  Virgil, 1967, p.11.]  [6:  Virgil, 1967, pp.71-73.]  [7:  Theocritus 11, Cyclops, Diotma Translation.] 

In my opinion I find Corydon and his dramatic language and vivid imagery of the countryside, ‘Come hither lovely boy! See for you the Nymphs bring lilies in heaped-up baskets; for you the fair Naiad, plucking pale violets and poppy heads, blend narcissus and sweet- scented fennel flower...’ rather at odds with his occupation as a lowly uneducated shepherd. My view is echoed by Du Quesnay in his essay ‘From Polyphemus to Corydon’:[footnoteRef:8] “Corydon presents himself and his rustic world in a way that is deliberately reminiscent of the rhetorical praises of the countryside and thus calculated to present an idyllic image to his urbane and urban beloved.” Further, Du Quesnay alludes to the fact Vergil was conscious of the readership of the eclogue,[footnoteRef:9] ‘Corydon and his rustic world appeal to the urbane and urban reader because of their naturalness and their simplicity.’ Yet the language used by Corydon certainly isn’t that of an uneducated shepherd, thus putting him at odds with his occupation. [8:  Du Quesnay, 1979, p.52.]  [9:  Du Quesnay, 1979, p.41.] 

The remedy for Corydon’s sickness seems to be song, but in the end,  it gets him nowhere. His imagination runs riot  as if his will alone is enough to get the absent Alexis to want to be with him in the Sicilian countryside[footnoteRef:10]: ‘I sing as Amphion of Dirce used to sing, when calling home, the herds on Attic Aracynthus”. He pleads that[footnoteRef:11] “Nor am I unsightly” in the hope  Alexis will want him. He puts forward the offer of gifts; quinces, chestnuts and plums. All this says Du Quesnay of Corydon is how[footnoteRef:12] “ lovers frequently address their beloved directly even when he cannot be expected to hear.” All the while he is not actually attending to his sheep but waxing lyrical about his love madness for Alexis. [10:  Virgil, 1967, p.11.]  [11:  Virgil, 1967, p.11.]  [12:  Du Quesnay, 1979, p.53.] 

In the closing lines Corydon realises that Alexis can never be his and laments[footnoteRef:13] “Corydon you are a clown! Alexis cares naught for gifts...” but admits ‘love still burns me’. He seems intent on finding a replacement for Alexis but takes no heed of the fact slaves such as Alexis, are owned by their masters and have no free will of their own. There is a huge contrast between the start and end of the eclogue, from burning desire to despair to a fragile hope as Corydon hopes to find another Alexis. [13:  Virgil, 1967, p.15.] 
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