Beyond the Meadow: Bucolic Influence on Theocritus’ Idyll 14

In Theocritus’ seventh Idyll, Simichidas, often identified with Theocritus himself, famously embarks on a journey from the city into the countryside. While on his way to a rustic celebration, Simichidas undergoes a Hesiodic initiation into bucolic poetry presided over by Lycidas. How closely one should connect the urbanite shepherd-poet Simichidas with Theocritus is unclear, though his song, which mingles bucolic ideals with an urban milieu, is certainly a significant concept for more than just the bucolic poems. Among Theocritus’ urban mimes, scholars have identified bucolic elements in two poems, Idylls 2 and 15 (Krevans). I would like to propose that the third urban mime, Idyll 14, is also influenced by bucolic poetics, which are broadly significant to the Idylls as a whole.      

Though Idyll 14’s rustic symposium is far removed from the shepherd-poets of the bucolic Idylls, the poem is initially evocative of bucolic poetry. Aeschinas’ conversation with Thyonichus at the poem’s beginning reveals his lovesickness, a common affliction in the bucolic poems, yet, surprisingly, the erotic poem, set in the country, confronts the reader with the realities of contemporary, urban society (Stern, Burton). Though many of the erotic elements are conventional, a more direct bucolic influence occurs on several occasions. Both the symposium and Ptolemy are referred to as “sweet” (14.17, 14.61), a programmatic term for the bucolic poems (Cairns). The bucolic value of the term is indispensible for interpreting the relationship between the symposium and Ptolemy. 

Another bucolic example appears at Idyll 14’s conclusion when Aeschinas chooses to find a cure for love since the object of his desire is unattainable. The notion of a cure for lovesickness is a common theme in the bucolics, particularly in Idyll 11, where it is determined that only the Muses can relieve the pain of unrequited love (11.1-3). Again somewhat surprisingly Aeschinas seeks a remedy in military service instead of song, though his future employer, Ptolemy, is described largely in terms relating to his patronage of the arts (14.61). The value of poetry frequently espoused in the bucolic poems thus stands in the background of this realistic mime. 


While analyses of bucolic themes and imagery in the other urban mimes have proven fruitful, the presence of bucolic themes in Idyll 14 has not yet garnered due consideration. Idyll 14 utilizes many conventions of erotic poetry (Stern), but among these conventions are particularly bucolic features that, though less overt, are nonetheless significant for an understanding of the Idyll. The implications of bucolic influence on Idyll 14 would be significant for Theocritean studies. If all the urban mimes contain bucolic references, it would suggest that Theocritus’ bucolic poetry is less a generic experiment than a detailing of his poetics, which are then manifest in other Idylls, particularly, but not necessarily exclusively, the urban mimes. 
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