Simaetha in a Landscape: The Influence of Pastoral on Theocritus’ Second Idyll

Theocritus’ second Idyll holds, at best, a tenuous position among the pastoral poems. In the absence of clear criteria to define pastoral, Idyll 2’s status as a pastoral poem has hinged largely upon the judgment of individual scholars. Perhaps because of the subjectivity inherent in categorizing Theocritus’ poetry, the issue of Idyll 2’s generic status, though often addressed, is rarely explored in detail. In my paper, I will take a new tack regarding Idyll 2’s pastoral status as I argue that the Pharmakeutria offers an inversion of Theocritus’ traditional pastoral poetry that both reveals the fictive limits of pastoral and evidences Theocritus proclivity for generic experimentation.

Though its generic status is subject to debate, Idyll 2 clearly adopts prominent pastoral themes, particularly those of unrequited love and the curative power of song, but presents them in a unique manner. The Idyll’s urban milieu is one such novelty, as is the inversion of typical pastoral gender roles (Griffiths, 266-268). In Idyll 2, a woman, Simaetha (whose name alone associates her with pastoral by recalling the herd animals found in the pastoral poems, e.g. Κισσαίθα, 1.151; Κυμαίθα, 4.45; Κιναίθα, 5.101), laments her mistreatment at the hands of her beloved, Delphis. The Pharmakeutria is the only of Theocritus’ Idylls to present a woman lamenting her unfulfilled passion.  The inversions of gender and scene complement Simaetha’s own attempt to invert the roles of lover and beloved in her relationship with Delphis. The lovesick maiden’s magical rite seeks to draw Delphis to her house, placing him in the role of the excluded lover much like the goatherd of Idyll 3 or the Polyphemus of Idyll 11. Simaetha, then, plays the part of an Amaryllis or Galatea by remaining secluded in her house. That Simaetha attempts to create a pastoral scene is suggested by the terms she uses to describe Delphis in her orders to Thestylis: τήρησον ποτὶ τὰν Τιμαγήτοιο παλαίστραν· / τηνεὶ γὰρ φοιτῇ, τηνεὶ δέ οἱ ἁδὺ καθῆσθαι, 2.97-98 (keep watch at Timagetus’ wrestling school, for there he frequents, there it pleases him to sit). Deictic references to a place fit for sitting are commonplace in the pastoral Idylls (Krevans, 143) but an oddly sedentary activity for one at a wrestling school. The term ἁδὺ, as well, is significant as it recalls the programmatic first word of Idyll 1 (Cairns, 94-95). Simaetha attempts to turn Delphis into a shepherd-poet, but in the course of her lament to Selene, realizes the folly in this. 


By altering the perspective from which we view his urban pastoral, Theocritus deconstructs pastoral and reveals its fictive limits. Simaetha’s desire to be a pastoral beloved is foiled by the harsh reality; her amorous experience does not take place in the imaginative fiction of the pastoral world but rather in the harsh reality of the city. Idyll 2 is instructive for Theocritus’ corpus, then, because its blend of pastoral and mime demonstrates the risks of rigid generic categorization. Far from being annoyances, those points of generic confusion in Theocritus’ poetry more often than not are instructive of his views of genre and poetics.    
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