Pastoral Variation: The Use of Love Magic in Theocritus’ Idyll 11

This paper presents a new reading of Idyll 11 by examining Theocritus’ use of botany and magic.  The intersection of magic and plants in pastoral literature has generally been a neglected area of study.  Idylls 2 and 7, however, make it clear that Theocritus (and his audience) knew of traditional magic, and elsewhere he emphasizes the use of specific plants in his representation of erotic binding spells (Idyll 3).  In Idyll 11 Polyphemus claims to renounce “apples, roses, and ringlets,” a passage which has been interpreted by Gow and Dover to be a rejection of love tokens.  Although these items may be love tokens (i.e., items exchanged between lovers), they may also be regarded as elements of love magic by which Polyphemus wishes to control Galatea.  Indeed, Polyphemus’ renunciation of magical objects is followed by a love song that is surely a pastoral variation on a magical spell.  Polyphemus fantasizes about the flowers (especially lilies and poppies) that he might use to woo Galatea, and in an echo of traditional erotic spells (SGD 31), he wishes that she might forget her marine life to join him on land.  The conclusion of this poem suggests that the act of singing the spell is a cure for Polyphemus’ unrequited love.  Thus Idyll 11 creates a paradoxical tension between Polyphemus’ renunciation of magical objects and his continued reliance upon magical song.
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