The Role of Demeter in Theocritus, Idyll 7

Demeter begins and ends Theocritus’ Seventh Idyll. She is there at the start, providing the occasion of the poem, and she is there as the smiling vision of the final lines (155-57). Demeter clearly provides the framework for the poem. Yet, on the surface, the beginning and end of Idyll 7 seem poorly integrated into the whole.  The events of the narrative—other than the festival itself—seem to have little relevance to the goddess. E. L. Bowie puts it well: “What has not been asked is why a festival of the deity of arable farming should have been chosen by Theocritus for the culmination of a poem whose main characters are pastoral and whose principal theme is pastoral poetry” (Bowie 1985). Bowie’s sharp distinction between agricultural and pastoral poetry is open to question, but he is right to highlight the difficulty of reconciling the exterior framework of the Seventh Idyll with the interior dialogue and song contest of Lycidas and Simichidas. If the goddess is such a prominent feature of the beginning and end of Idyll 7, how is she relevant to the rest of the poem? 

This paper demonstrates that Demeter’s relevance to the whole of Idyll 7 is better understood through her connection to iambic poetry, which happens to be an important feature of Simichidas’ song, both stylistically and thematically. Simichidas’ song makes use of imagery and diction familiar from the archaic Greek iambic poets, and, as Gow and Henrichs have shown, also alludes to Archilochus and Hipponax (Gow 1965; Henrichs 1980). Simichidas uses these allusions as a means of attack, thus imitating iambic invective. In addition, those condemned in his song (Pan and Aristis) are held responsible for causing hunger and longing, two faults targeted by Archilochus and Hipponax in their abuse of parasites. This paper further contends that the intended purpose of Simichidas’ iambically tinged song here, namely, to free Aratus from suffering and longing, is very like the purpose granted to iambic poetry in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. Seen in this light, Simichdas’ song invokes a style of poetry closely associated with Demeter, and does so for reasons familiar from the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. Simichidas’ song, part of the interior narrative of Idyll 7, is therefore more closely connected to the exterior frame of the poem than it first seemed. Furthermore, since Simichidas’ song is a direct response to the song of Lycidas, its thematic implications are relevant to the song-contest as a whole. 

I hope that the mysteriously smiling icon of Demeter at the end of the poem may now be seen in a new light: it is the image of a satisfied goddess, as gladdened by the aischrologia of Simichidas on this her festival day as she was when Iambe first cheered her up in the Homeric Hymn. 
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