
Elegy in a Pastoral Landscape: Propertius 1.18 and Theocritus 2 

 

Previous scholars have discussed connections between Propertius 1.18 and Callimachus 

(Cairns 1969), Propertius 1.18 and the Eclogues (Zetzel 1977, King 1976), and Propertius 1.18 

and Gallus (Ross 1975), but Propertius’ appropriation of Theocritus 2.64-51 at 1.18.5-62 has only 

been noted in passing (Richardson 2006, Hodge 2002, Gow 1952).  To understand the 

appropriation we must first look at the situation of Propertius 1.18, which locates the elegiac 

speaker in a pastoral landscape (Grant 1979). There, no longer a praeceptor amoris, he is as 

ignorant of love as many pastoral lovers.  The speaker, however, indicates his distance from the 

foreign genre of pastoral by depicting an inhospitable landscape and by retaining the familiar 

elegiac trope of servitium amoris. Furthermore, he ultimately establishes the dominance of elegy 

over pastoral at the end of the poem, by having the pastoral landscape that surrounds him 

resound “Cynthia” - both his beloved’s name and a metonym for his own elegiac poetry (Wyke 

1987).   

 

The specific use of Theocritus 2 helps Propertius expand this contest between the elegiac 

and the pastoral poet. Not only does the connection to Theocritus 2 in itself reinforce the 

background of the pastoral landscape, but the resonances Propertius creates between his own 

poem and Theocritus’ also invite a new, anachronistic reading of the older poem. While 

Theocritus 2 is an urban mime similar to others in the Theocritean corpus, the foregrounding of 

love suggests that we read the poem as the antithesis of Propertius 1.18: it portrays a pastoral 

speaker in an anachronistically elegiac context. Furthermore, Theoc. 2.64-5 shows the female 

                                                 
1 Ν�ν δ� μώνα �ο�σα πόθεν τ�ν �ρωτα δακρύσω; / �κ τίνος �ρξωμαι; τίς μοι κακ�ν �γαγε το�το; 
2 “unde tuos primum repetam, mea Cynthia, fastus? / quod mihi das flendi, Cynthia, principium?” 



protagonist of the pastoral poem at her most powerless and self-questioning. Propertius’ 

adaptation of that passage at the beginning of his own poem not only evokes her at that moment, 

but also suggests that, as we read the remainder of Propertius 1.18 and witness the elegist’s own 

successful competition with pastoral, we also consider the gradual rise of the protagonist over the 

course of Theocritus 2 to a position of “controlling subject” (Burton 67). In short, Propertius 

invites us to read Theocritus 2 as a transformation of a pastoral beloved to an elegiac domina and 

as a case of a servitium amoris restored. In this way he grounds his claim for the superiority of 

elegy over pastoral even in a poem by pastoral’s founder. 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Burton, Joan B. Theocritus’s Urban Mimes: Mobility, Gender, and Patronage. Berkeley and Los  

 Angeles: University of California Press, 1995. 

 

Cairns, Francis. “Propertius i. 18 and Callimachus, Acontius and Cydippe.” CR 19.2 (1969):  

 131-134. 

 

Gow, A.S.F. Theocritus: edited with a translation and commentary. 2nd ed. Cambridge: 

 Cambridge University Press, 1952. 

 

Grant, J. N. “Propertius 1.18.” Phoenix 33.1 (1979): 48-58. 

 

Hodge, R.I.V. & R.A. Buttimore. Propertius: Elegies Book I. 1977. London: Bristol Classical  



 Press, 2002. 

 

King, Joy K. “Propertius’ Programmatic Poetry and the Unity of the ‘Monobiblos’.” CJ 71.2  

 (1975-6): 108-124. 

 

Richardson, L. jr., ed. Propertius: Elegies I-IV. 1977. Norman: University of Oklahoma  

 Press, 2006. 

 

Ross, David O. Backgrounds to Augustan Poetry: Gallus, Elegy and Rome. London and New  

 York: Cambridge University Press, 1975. 

 

Wyke, Maria. "Written Women: Propertius' Scripta Puella." JRS 77 (1987): 47-61. 

 

Zetzel, J. E. G. “Review Article: Gallus, Elegy, and Ross.” CP 72.3 (1977): 249-260. 

 


