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Theocritus and Oral Tradition

James B. Pearce

Certain aspects of the life of the Greek poet Theocritus are fairly well
agreed upon. We know, for instance, that he flourished in the third century
B.C. He was most likely born in Sicily and migrated at a later time to the
Greek island of Cos and from there to Alexandria in Egypt, or he was Coan
by birth and came to be associated with Sicily only later in his life. At any
rate, he appeared in Alexandria at a time in history when this great city was
the cultural center of the Eastern Mediterranean. He became part of the
Alexandrian school, which, coming as it did upon the heels of the golden age
of Greek literature, did what it could to avoid slavish imitation of its
predecessors:

All the Alexandrians had in common one characteristic, showing itself in a
variety of forms, namely avoidance of the trite and commonplace. Hence
all alike sought restlessly for subjects either new or capable of being
treated from some new angle; and all used language which, while retaining
the flavour of antiquity, showed at every turn some novelty of formation,
shade of meaning, or collocation (Rose 1948:317).

In particular they developed new genres such as the epyllion, or little epic,
and epigram, miniature forms instead of the large-scale epic and drama.
They also had a keen regard for form in both language and meter, and
developed a taste for erudition as witnessed in their didactic poems and
mythological allusions. In particular, they avoided large works and strove to
expand upon previously treated material in ways that emphasized
individuals’ emotions or peculiarities.

Theocritus’ greatest contribution to the movement was a group of
poems referred to today as the Idylls, which feature several pastoral poems,
the first ever to appear in literary form, and which earned Theocritus the
title of Father of Pastoral Poetry. We see here the beginnings of a genre that
numbers among its followers such names as Bion and Moschus among
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the Greeks, the Romans Virgil, Calpurnius, and Nemesianus, the Italians
Boccaccio and Petrarch, and such English poets as Spenser, Milton, Shelley,
and Arnold.

This genre, however, seems to have appeared full-blown with
Theocritus out of a literary vacuum, the source used for his pastorals being
shrouded in mystery. A few Theocritean scholars simply dismiss the issue
as unresolvable due to scant evidence. There is, however, general consensus
that the genre was most likely based somewhat upon a preexisting folk
culture of Sicily and the Peloponnesus, more particularly upon the actual
songs of the shepherds of these regions. They especially single out the
tradition of singing contests among the country folk, the remnants of which
are perhaps still to be found today in Greece, Sicily, and parts of mainland
Italy.

Steven Walker (1980) recounts a tradition according to which
Syracuse in Sicily was afflicted by a plague or civil strife that the goddess
Artemis was responsible for bringing to an end. Consequently, in her honor
a festival was instituted, featuring the custom of herdsmen coming to the
theater at Syracuse to perform their singing contests for the public. Walker
goes on to say that perhaps these were witnessed by a young Theocritus
(16): “It is certainly tempting to imagine Theocritus witnessing such
spectacles as a child, and later looking back on his childhood and saying like
Wordsworth in The Prelude: ‘Shepherds were the men that pleased me
first.”” According to A. S. F. Gow (1972: xiv), however, “the gap between
the ritual singing adduced as the origin of Bucolic and the real songs of
peasants on the one hand, and on the other the songs of the bucolic poets, is
profound, nor does our information suffice to bridge it.” In fact most
Theocritean scholars of today would agree that the extent to which
Theocritus borrows from some earlier tradition and what is original in his
poems is quite unclear.

This paper addresses some aspects of this supposed “borrowing,” in
particular the possibility of Theocritus’ being influenced by the motifs of an
oral tradition existing among the shepherds of some Doric-speaking Greek
area.

First of all it should become obvious to the reader of Theocritus that
the poet wanted his songs at least to appear to be directly from the mouths
of his shepherd characters. In fact, most of his Idylls are presented in
dramatic form and the narrated portions employ similar language. Yet
there can be little doubt that what one encounters in the Idylls is not simply
a mimicking of real country songs; on the contrary, most of the contents are
a reflection of Theocritus’ own literary genius. His poems are highly
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literary, even artificially so. They are neither formulaic nor lacking a high
incidence of necessary enjambement. And it may be noted, as has Richard
Janko (1982:31), that Theocritus was aware of epic enjambement
tendencies: “The mock-heroic Idyll 22 of Theocritus is indistinguishable
from real epic in terms of enjambement.” Janko goes on to support this
claim with pertinent statistics. In short, what we have in Theocritus is a
highly literate poet fully steeped in a highly literate tradition. Yet Theocritus
is attempting to compose songs that come forth from the mouths of his
shepherd characters, who are thoroughly steeped in rusticity. Moreover,
Theocritus would only naturally have wanted to give his shepherds’ words a
semblance of authenticity. I contend that he would surely have wanted to,
and indeed did, lend verisimilitude to his rustic scenes by borrowing some
aspects of real shepherd life as well as certain aspects from real shepherd
songs.

Let us also bear in mind that the Alexandrians, as one of their
characteristics, tended to write for a well-educated reader, one familiar with
a wide variety of literary works and well versed in various literary traditions.
This practice is, of course, in extreme contrast to the oral style of song that
would appeal to the non-literate shepherds as they composed their ditties.

As one reads Theocritus’ Idylls, it is not too difficult to determine
what of real country life is reflected there. What remains to be proved is
whether it is logical to assume that to further the verisimilitude there were
borrowings from actual contest songs, that is, topics and motifs, if not actual
wording. The issue then is, which, if any, motifs found in Theocritus have
their roots in an oral tradition and which are original with the poet or
perhaps to what extent he borrowed from the wording or phraseology of real
shepherd songs. I shall elaborate on both these issues later, but first it will
prove beneficial to digress a bit to consider a few mechanical aspects of the
poems.

Theocritus, being from Sicily or Cos, spoke the Doric dialect of
Greek as his native language. Yet the choice of dialect for a work of
literature in Greek antiquity was based on other considerations: “In the
course of literary development . . . dialects came to be characteristic of
certain classes of literature, and, their role once established, the choice of
one or the other usually depended upon this factor rather than upon the
native dialect of the author” (Buck 1928:14). As a matter of fact,
Theocritus himself writes in a number of different dialects within the Idylls.
Those which are pastoral in nature, however, are invariably Doric.
Theocritus of course stands at the beginning of the pastoral genre, that is,



62 JAMES B. PEARCE

there exists no literary precedent concerning choice of dialect. It seems only
natural then that he would use the very dialect of the shepherds about whom
he writes, that is to say, those of Sicily, south Italy, and the area around
Arcadia. The dialect of all these regions is Doric. Yet Doric was considered
by the Alexandrians to be in many respects a non-literary dialect. Perhaps it
was for this very reason that Theocritus felt it to be especially appropriate
for his non-literate shepherds. In his non-pastoral Idyll 15, two Syracusan
women who now lived in Alexandria are criticized for their characteristic
broadening of vowels by an unnamed man in the crowd:

MAN: Will you two wretched turtle doves put a stop to your endless
chatter? [To the crowd] They’ll wear us out with all their drawling.
PRAXINOA: Heavens, where is this fellow from? And what is it to you if
we chatter? Go buy some slaves and order them about. You’re giving
orders to Syracusans now, and I’ll have you know that we are Corinthians
by descent as was Bellerophon. We are speaking a Peloponnesian dialect,
and it is permitted, I presume, for Dorians to speak Doric.

Yet Theocritus’ Doric is a fuller or “salon-Doric.” Perhaps more of his
artificiality is revealed by this hyper-Doric form.

Furthermore, according to R. J. Cholmeley (1913:36), “Theocritus
introduces —even in the mouths of his roughest countrymen—Ilong obsolete
Homeric forms. His language is the Homeric which prevails in the epic and
lyric poetry of Greece. Even in the bucolic idylls there is not only an
admixture of Homeric forms, but a not infrequent reminiscence of Homeric
phrase.” Let us keep this in mind as we attempt to tie the Idylls to an oral
tradition and in particular as we consider the fact that Theocritus chose the
dactylic hexameter for his pastorals, the very metrical form of the Homeric
epic.

Once again, there are strict conventions among the Greeks concerning
their choice of poetic meter just as we have seen with their choice of
dialect. It is fair to say that when a Greek poet considered composing
within a given genre, his choice of meter was predetermined by tradition,
and he would seldom question the issue. His reader would have considered
the wrong choice of meter as in poor taste. Yet once again we must realize
that Theocritus stood at the beginning of a genre. His choice therefore
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could be based on something other than a literary tradition.! It is tempting to
think that his choice of the epic hexameter was influenced in some way by
shepherd songs. Of course the meter of shepherd songs is unknown, but a
few conclusions may be inferred from available data. First of all, we can
safely assume that shepherds may have been familiar with the language of
rhapsodes. Their performances are known to have continued as late as the
time of Sulla, 138-78 B.C., long after the time of Theocritus. One particular
rhapsode, Cynaethus, is said to have recited Homer at Syracuse as early as
504 B.C.2 Furthermore, an acquaintance on the part of shepherds with
Homeric recitations or perhaps even with oral compositional techniques,
could possibly have led them to make a general association between oral,
spontaneous composition and the hexameter verse form. Again it is
tempting to think that if shepherds chose the hexameter for their verse form
as appropriate because of the extemporaneous nature of their contest songs,
it would not be unlikely that Theocritus used the same verse form either in
imitation of the shepherd songs or, more likely, to indicate extemporaneity
in the songs of his Idylls.

Let us also consider Theocritus’ use of contest songs, examining
especially those of Idyll 5. Although this may not be one of the best of
Theocritus’ works, it does serve as his most typical example of the
amoebaean singing exchange. Here we have in literary form an
approximation of the form of actual contest songs, similar in many ways
even to those still sung in contest among country people of that part of the
world today. The amoebaean exchange has many characteristics that can be
found reflected in practically all of Theocritus’ successors in the field of the
pastoral. It is the one format that perhaps most typically represents how
shepherds actually sang for their own amusement in the fields of ancient
Greece. David Halperin refers to “the convention of ‘amoebaean song’
which was destined to become the hallmark of the bucolic poetry of
Theocritus and his imitators” (1983:178). The term amoebaean implies an
exchange in which there are two singers singing in opposition. The one
presents a “lead-off” song on a topic of his own choosing, and therefore it
may or may not be extemporaneous. The “second” singer then would be
expected to respond to the lead-off song in some way; he might give an

I Cf. Rosenmeyer 1969:14: “The gross fact remains that pastoral lyric was at first
composed in the same verse form as epic, and remained faithful to the pattern for over
1700 years.”

2 According to T. W. Allen (1924:66), this performance occurred as early as soon
after the founding of Syracuse, i.e., before 700 B.C.
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opposing view, produce a song on a similar theme, or simply add
information. His real task of course would be to outdo his opponent in some
fashion. The lead-off singer would then begin the second round of the
contest with a theme of his own choosing and the entire process would be
repeated. It is felt by some, however, that if the lead-off singer were in some
manner to build his song upon the previous response, he would “score more
points,” so to speak, with the judge. One sure thing about this technique is
that it required spontaneity at least on the part of the second singer.

For example: Comatas, the lead-off singer in Idyll 5, begins the
contest in line 80 with a claim of love from the Muses, the divine inspirers
of song, and devotion to them on his part. Lacon, the second singer,
responds with a claim of love from Apollo, another divine inspirer of song,
and devotion to Apollo on his part. In the second set of songs (84-87),
Comatas boasts of the fertility of his flock and of the amorous advances of
one; Lacon responds with a boast of the productivity of his flock and of his
amorous adventures with a loved one of his own. These exchanges continue
on topics such as their respective admiration for wild plants and/or their
fruits, gifts proffered to their respective loved ones, warnings addressed to
their respective flocks, and so on for some fourteen amoebic exchanges,
through line 137, all following the basic pattern in which the response songs
are in some way built upon the lead-off songs.

We might also consider Theocritus’ use of the refrain. Once again by
using a stylistic feature, Theocritus establishes it as one of the conventional
characteristics of the genre to be repeated by many of his successors. Yet
this particular characteristic, the refrain, might be considered either related
somehow to the oral pastoral songs preceding Theocritus or at least
constituting an attempt on his part to lend his pastorals an oral flavor.
Certainly the refrain can be used for a variety of other stylistic purposes, but
in addition to these, whether an actual part of the oral tradition or not, the
refrain could lend to the reader of a written tradition a feeling for the oral as
if the refrain were being used as a compositional device whereby the
extemporaneous oral singer paused somewhat to organize his thoughts
before proceeding with the next several lines or stanzas.

So much for mechanical aspects, each of which, incidentally, can be
thought of as a reflection of a preexisting oral form; let us return to our
examination of other ways in which real pastoral life is reflected in
Theocritus’ Idylls. First of all, let us consider the caste system among the
various herdsmen found in the Idylls. According to tradition the herdsmen
occupied distinct social positions depending on the type of animals they
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herded. The most elite were the neatherds (or cowherds) followed in turn by
the shepherds, then the goatherds, and finally the swineherds. By far the
majority of characters found throughout the pastoral genre are shepherds and
goatherds. The herdsman’s ideal, however, found in the character of a
certain Daphnis, is quite naturally supposed to be a neatherd. The
swineherds, on the other hand, are not even found in Theocritus, and they
appear in later pastoralists only on rare occasions and never have speaking
roles. Furthermore, a distinction is clearly made between the goatherd and
other herdsmen above him in the caste system.> Also, the rustics of the
pastoral genre are frequently depicted as being involved in some all-too-
realistic rustic chore, for example milking animals of the flock, making
cheese from the milk thus extracted, herding the flocks to water or shade,
protecting them from disease or predators, and so on.

Quite frequently in the Idylls we read of shepherds meeting in the
fields as by coincidence they drive their respective flocks to the same place,
perhaps in search of shade or water. The tradition is that when real
shepherds met on just such real occasions, in order to while away their spare
time as the flocks drank, rested, or browsed and cropped the grass, they
would recline in some shady precinct and play their rustic musical
instruments and/or sing. This practice in time gave rise to the singing
contest in order to make such encounters more interesting and competitive.
If the records of such contests in the Idylls are accurate, the entire process
involved an exchange of compliments or insults upon their meeting, which
would then precipitate the challenge to a match, a debate over the
suitableness of the environment for singing (choosing a lovely spot
appropriate for their songs), selecting a judge to determine the victor in the
contest, staking of wagers to be won by the victor (frequently involving the
use of various animals from their respective flocks, hand-carved vessels, or
musical pipes), and of course the judge’s decision along with the elation of
the victor and the depression of the loser.

It seems only natural then that Theocritus, in wanting to lend
verisimilitude to his Idylls, would reflect in them not only various aspects
of real shepherds’ lives but, since his readers could be expected to be
sensitive to them, various aspects of their real songs. This activity might
have involved the borrowing of specific words, topics, or motifs but, since
there are practically no indications to the contrary, not necessarily

3 See Idylls 1.56, 1.86, 5.51-52, 6.6-7, and 7.13-14.

4 For examples, see Idyll 5.1-79 and 138-50.
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phraseology of greater length than single words or short phrases. This study
limits itself to Theocritus’ borrowing of motifs; but in order to seek specific
indications of this borrowing, it will first be necessary to establish the
methodology employed for determining what comprises a sufficient basis for
inclusion in the study. The assumption here is that if a motif occurs often
enough in Theocritus’ pastorals, it more than likely was thought by the poet
to be one that typified the genre and therefore was more than likely an actual
part of an oral shepherd song tradition existing in Theocritus’ day.

I have treated here a total of seven poems: Idylls 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and
115 This list coincides with Steven Walker’s list and does not differ
radically from that of other Theocritean scholars (cf. Walker 1980:34).
These seven poems yield a total of 703 lines, that is, an average of ca. 100
lines per poem. This study limits itself to five specific motifs, illustrated
here selectively because of the frequency of their occurrences. Each of these
motifs occurs from ten to twenty-three times for an average of sixteen times
each in the collection of seven poems. Each of the seven poems contains an
average of between eleven and twelve instances of these motifs alone.

Rustic Gifts

Let us consider these more commonly encountered motifs as they
appear in the Idylls. First of all it may be noted that Theocritus makes
frequent allusion to various rustic gifts that are usually being bestowed upon
or offered to a loved one. The herdsman of pastoral literature would attempt
this bestowal with the only gifts he had to offer, and these are sometimes
even amusing in their crudeness. Often such rustic gifts consisted of animals
or flowers. Note the following:

g \ ~ \ v ~ bl
ol xo tal Moloar tav otda ddpov dywvtal,
Govae TV caxnttav had vépac: al 8¢ ®° dpéony

3> Idylls 2 and 10 have not been considered since they are not essentially pastoral
in nature, and Idylls 8 and 9 are generally considered spurious. Of the other poems in the
corpus, only Idylls 20 and 27 are considered pastoral; Idyll 20, however, does not have a
pastoral setting, merely a rustic character bemoaning his treatment at the hands of a “city
girl,” and Idyll 27 is spurious. Lawall’s argument for linking Idyll 2 with Idyll 1 is made
on stylistic grounds, rather than any pastoral nature of Idyll 2 (1967:14-33).
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! bl ~ \ 8\ \ bl 4 k) ~
thvaes &pva Aafelv, TV 3¢ tav v Uotepov GET.

(Id. 1.9-11)

[If the Muses take the ewe as their gift, you would take the stall-
fed lamb as your prize; and if it should please them to take the
lamb, then you would lead off the ewe in turn.]

) A 7 ~ 4 3 \ k) 4

alyd € ToL dwod ddupaténov ¢ Telc apérfal,

o A b4 b 3 ’ 4 3 7 7

& 80 Eyois’ Eptopwe motapédyetar é¢ SVo TéAAaC,
\ \ 4 7 (4 7 ~

xal Badd %ntooVBLov xexhucuévoy adéL x1pd,

GupdES, VEoTeuyés, ETL YAUQAVOLO TTOTGGOOV.

(Id. 1.25-28)

[I shall give to you a she-goat to milk three times, one that has
delivered twins and which, although she has two kids, gives two
pails of milk in addition; and I shall give you a deep two-handled,
ivy-wood cup coated with sweet wax, one newly fashioned and
still fragrant from the chisel.]

b4 b 3 \ A 7 ~ ’
&v9’, ovak, xal tdvde pépeu maxtolo peAlmvouy
Ex nNp® oLPLYYX XahOV Tepl YELAog EALXTAV.

(Id. 1.128-29)

[Come, lord, and take this beautiful honey-breathing panpipe
wreathed with tightly-packed wax around its lip.]

Avide tor déxa paha pépw: ™Vade xadeirov
o @ Exélev nadehelv TO xal adptov dAAa ToL olod.

(Id. 3.10-11)

[Look, I bring you ten apples; I plucked them there where you
bade me pluck them; and tomorrow I shall bring you more.]

3 A \ 4 3 A

7 L&V ToL Aeuxay SLdupaTéXoV alyd QUALGG®,
Ty pe xal a Méppvevos éptdaxic a pehavoypws
altel: nal dwed ol, mel TV pot evdiadpdmTy.

(Id. 3.34-36)

[I am saving a white she-goat for you, one that has borne twins, the
one that Mermnon’s dark-skinned working girl asks me for; and I
shall give it to her since you trifle with me.]
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BATTOX

y& oDpLyE edpdtt maklvetal, &v Tox

b}

et

KOPYAQN
o) v v, o0 Nopgag, énet mott Ilicav agpépmav
ddpov Euol viv Ehetmev: Eyo 8¢ Tig elpl peAuxtde.

(Id. 4.28-30)

[BATTOS: Aegon’s panpipe is sprinkled with mold ever since he
hung it up.

CORYDON: No, by the Nymphs, not that one, since he left it for
me as a gift when he went off to Pisa; I myself am something of a
flute player.]

el xal tov tabpov am’ dpeog aye midbag
tag 6mhdg nhdwx  ApapuAAidL.
(Id. 4.35-36)

[Grabbing the bull by the hooves, he brought it from the mountain
and gave it to Amaryllis.]

KOMATAX
\ ’ 4 \ A ~ ’
Tav motay olpLyya; TV Yde moxa, ddhe ZiBlpta,
éxtdom olpryya; Tt 8 ovxétt oy Kopidwve
GEUEL TOL XoAdUaG aOAOY TOTTUGdEY EyovTL;

AAKQN

Tdv pot Edmxe Adxav . . .

(Id. 5.5-8)

[COMATAS: What panpipe are you talking about? Have you, the
slave of Sibyrtas, ever owned a panpipe? Why is it no longer
enough for you to hiss upon that reed flute of yours along with
Corydon?

LACON: Lycon gave that panpipe to me . . .]

KOMATAX
xAY0 pEY dwod Td mapdéve adtine plooay,
éx tac apxevde xadehwv: tnvel yop éptodet.

AAKQN

k) b 3 \ 3 ~ \ 7 e 7 7
AN éye &g yAdlvay pahaxov méxov, 6mmére mEEm
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Tav otv tav mwéiav, Kpatide Swproopar adtde.

(Id. 5.96-99)

[COMATAS: I shall give a wood pigeon to the maiden soon,
snatching it down from the juniper, for it roosts there.

LACON: But I, whenever I shear the dark ewe, shall myself give
its soft fleece to Crathis for a cloak.]

KOMATAX
gotL 3¢ poL yawhog xumaptootvog, EoTL O¢ npatip,
Eoyov Ipakitéhevs: ta madl 8¢ tadta QuAdcon.

AAKQN
YEPLY 0Tl wVev @Lhomotpviog 66 Adxog &YyEtL,
ov 1@ matdl Stdopt Ta Implo mavTa Stvety.

(Id. 5.104-7)

[COMATAS: I have a milk pail of cypress wood, and I have a
bowl, the work of Praxiteles, but I am saving these for my girl.
LACON: And I have a dog who loves the flock and kills the
wolves, which I give to my boy to chase off all the wild beasts.]

KOMATAX
S 4 3 b ’ [4 ~ S b ’
odx Epap’ CAlximmoag, 6TL pe mpdv odx Eplhnoe
AV dtov xagelols’, xa ol Tav gdooay Edwxa.

AAKQN
G’ éye  Edpndeuvc Fpapar péyar xal yap 6%’ adtd
Tav olpLyy’ dpela, xahdv TL pe xapt’ EplAnoeyv.

(Id. 5.132-35)

[COMATAS: I do not love Alcippe because recently, when I gave
her the wood pigeon, she did not take me by the ears and kiss me.
LACON: But I do love Eumedeus greatly; for when I offered the
panpipe to him, he kissed me very well indeed.]

600’ elmwv tov Aagvty 6 Aapoltag Epthnoe:
Rt \ ~ ’ bl A} \ ~ \ S \ b4
YO wev T@ olpyy’, 6 O TH xahdv adAov Edwxev.

(Id. 6.42-43)

[When he had thus spoken, Damoetas kissed Daphnis; the latter
then bestowed a panpipe upon the former, and the former a
beautiful lute upon the latter.]
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€ _ 1 2 ¥ 3 ’ ’ 4 b ’
Tav tot,” Ega, “xoplvay dwpdtTopat, odvexev oot
~ 3 b k) ’ 7 3 \ b4 2
oy én’ dlaPelq memhaouévov éx Aidg Epvog.

(Id. 7.43-44)

[“This shepherd’s staff,” he said, “I present to you because you are
truly a child of Zeus, fashioned after the truth.”]

. 6 8¢ por 10 AaywBdrov, add yehdooog
a¢ mdpog, éx Motoav Eewvitov dmacev fuev.

(Id. 7.128-29)

[Laughing sweetly as before, he gave to me a shepherd’s crook as
a friendly parting gift from the Muses.]

Y 83 S A 38\ e /8 38\ ’

TeaTo 00 UaAOLG OUOE HOOm OVOE ALKLVVOLG,

k) b bJ ~ ’ (4 ~ \ A A

G 6pdalc paviatg, dyelto d¢ mAvTa TdEEQYA.

(Id. 11.10-11)

[He (Polyphemus) did not conduct his love with apples, nor roses,
nor ringlets of hair, but with downright madness, and he
considered all else as trivia. ]

A 7 14 ’
. Tpdpm O¢ Tou Evdexa veBpac,
TACUG LAVVOPOOMG, XAl ORVUVOE TECORQAG HERTOV.

(Id. 11.40-41)

[I am nursing eleven fawns for you, all of which have collars, and
four bear cubs.]

4 7 N ’ A
. Epepov 8¢ ToL 7 npiva Aeuxd
N A b e \ 3 \ A b 4
7 pareyv’ amahav Eoudpa mhatayave® Eyotoayv.

(Id. 11.56-57)

[. . . and I would bring you either a white lily or a soft red poppy
with its broad petals.]

It can be noted additionally that in five of these instances (1.128-29,
4.28-30, 5.5-8, 5.132-35, and 6.42-43) the gift is specifically the panpipe
(obpryE), which becomes one of the most typical symbols of shepherd
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music specifically and of the pastoral genre in general.

Nymphs

As might be expected, allusions to various denizens of the woods
abound in Theocritus’ Idylls. The Nymphs, representing the divine essence
of various things in nature, e.g., mountains, bodies of water, trees, or
regions, are particularly singled out for reference in song. Sometimes they
are addressed by the poet or a character speaking directly to them:

~ b bl b 3 b 14 A 3 A ~ 7
g mox’ dp’ NoY’, éna Adpvic étaxeto, md moxa, Nopoat;

(Id. 1.66)

[Where were you then when Daphnis was wasting away, where
then, O Nymphs?]

. .Lyoip’, CApéBoioa,
\ \ \ ~ \ \ ’ 4
xal ToTapol Tol yelte xahov xata O¥Boidoc Udwp.

(Id. 1.117-18)

[Farewell, Arethusa and you rivers which pour your sweet water
down Thybris.]

Noppar Kaotarideg Ilapvdorov aimog Eyotoar,
3 A 7 7 4 \ A bl

apd vé ma totévde Do xata Advov &vtpov
xpotfip’ “Hpaxdfjt vépwv éotacato Xipmv;

(Id. 7.148-50)

[Castalian Nymphs, you who hold the height of Parnassus, did the
elderly Chiron serve Heracles such a cup as this in the rocky cave
of Pholus?]

On still other occasions the allusion is to sacrifices or offerings made to the
Nymphs:

0 KpoxOhog pot #daxe, t6 mowxidov, avix’ #duce
toilc Nopgparg tav alya.

(Id. 5.11-12)

[Crocylus gave the spotted (goatskin) to me when he sacrificed the
goat to the Nymphs.]
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0Tac® 8¢ npathpo wEyay AcUxolo YAAAKTOG
tolg Ndpgarg, otacd 3¢ xal adéog dArov Ehalo.

(Id. 5.53-54)

[I shall place a great bowl of white milk for the Nymphs, and also I
shall place another of sweet olive oil.]

. v 8¢, Kopara,
dwpeltar Mépowv tav auvida: xal T 3¢ Ydoag
~ ’ 7 \ 7 b ’ 7
toilc Nopgparg Mdpcwve xadov xpéag adtixa mépdov.

(Id. 5.138-40)

[Morson awards the lamb to you, Comatas, but when you sacrifice
it to the Nymphs, see that you immediately send a good piece of its
flesh to Morson. ]

obTog 6 Aeuxitag 6 xopumtilog, el Ty’ Gyeucels
Ty alydv, QAacod Tu, TELY 1) EuE naAltepfioat
toig Noppatrg tav apvov.

(Id. 5.147-49)

[You there, Whitey, you who butt with your horns, if you mount
any of the she-goats before I have properly sacrificed this lamb to
the Nymphs, I shall beat you.]

And using the term “Nymph” in the form of an oath is common enough:

Mc moti tav Nupeay, Afe, aimére, telde nadilag,
0 TO naTAVTES ToDTO Yewhopov al Te puplxat,
cuptodev;

(Id. 1.12-14)

[By the Nymphs, goatherd, will you sit down here where this
sloping hill is and these tamarisks, and play your pipe?]

S 4 b S 4 3 \ \ ~ k) 7
o) v v, o0 Nopgag, énect mott Ilicav agpépmav
ddpov Euot viv Ehermev.

(Id. 4.29-30)

[No, by the Nymphs, not that (panpipe), since (Aegon) left it for
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me as a gift when he went off to Pisa.]

S A b 7 \ A b 7 7
o0 pav, od tadtag tog Atwvadag, ayadé, Nduoac,
afte pot {haot Te xal eduevéeg terédorey,
ol tev Tav ovptyya Aadev Exiede Kopdtac.

(Id. 5.17-19)

[No, my good fellow, no, by these marsh Nymphs, and may they
prove to be gracious and kind to me, Comatas did not secretly steal
your panpipe from you.]

vat, motl tav Nupeav, Mbpowv @tde, unite Kopdta
0 mAéov LHvng, pAt’ @v toya Tede yaptl.

(Id. 5.770-71)

[Yes, friend Morson, do not, by the Nymphs, be partial to Comatas
nor show favor to this fellow.]

Consider also a variety of other instances:

. &xhvoe diva
tov Motoatg @lhov &vdpa, Tov od Ndpgatowy dmeydd).

(Id. 1.140-41)

[The whirling water swept away the man who was dear to the
Muses and who was not disliked by the Nymphs.]

YAIAXVOVES GTOPEGEDVTL T& UOUATA TAY TE YAAXCGAY
T6v Te véTov Tév T elpov, b¢ Eoyata urio %LVEL,
arxvoves, YAauxols Nrpniol tal Te pailoTa

bJ ’ b ’ 14 7 3 e \ bl

dpviywv Eplhndev, Goog té mep £ dAog dypa.

(Id. 7.57-60)

[Halcyons will calm the waves and the sea and the winds from
south and east, which stir up the most remote seaweed, halcyons,
which are the most beloved of birds to the pale-green Nereids and
for whom there is booty from the sea.]

. TTONAGL P&V AR
Noppar whpe didakav v’ dpea Bounoréovta
gohd, ta mov xal Znvog ént Ypbvov dyaye papo.

(Id. 7.91-93)
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[The Nymphs taught me many other fine things while I was
tending my flocks upon the mountains, which report has carried
perhaps to the very throne of Zeus.]

.10 8 &yyddev lepov Udwp
Nupgav g€ &vtpoto xatetBouevoy xehdpule.

(Id. 7.136-37)

[And from nearby, the sacred water babbled as it trickled down
from the cave of the Nymphs.]

Gpd Yé T THvov TOV moLpéva Tov mot Avdme,
\ \ ’ A} R4 ~ 4
Tov xpatepov [loAdpapov, o¢ dpeor vaag ERadle,
Tolov véntap Emeloe xat’ abhla moool yopedoal,
olov & téxa mapa Stexpavdcate, Ndupopar,
Bopd mop Adpatpos dhnidog;
(Id.7.151-55)

[Was it such nectar that persuaded that shepherd alongside the
River Anapus, the mighty Polyphemus, who hurled mountains at
ships, to dance upon his feet about his cave, as that potion that you
Nymphs then poured forth at the altar of Demeter Arealis?]

When shepherds sang of denizens of the woods, however, in addition
to the Nymphs, the god Pan in particular might be mentioned, not merely
because of his association with woodland areas, but because he was
considered their patron god, the tutelary deity of herdsmen and of their
flocks. As such he even had some of the physical attributes of a goat, such
as budding horns, goat-like legs, and a nature to match. On occasion he is

alluded to or even called upon by a devotee:

~ b by \ \ \ ~ \ A
6Tao®d 8 onTe wev yavias t@ Ilavl yahaxtoc,
by \ \ ’ 7 7 ’rs 3 ’
oxtw O¢ onapldug wéAttog mAEa xmpt’ éyolooag.

(Id. 5.58-59)

[I shall offer eight pails of milk to Pan and eight bowls of honey
including teeming honeycombs.]
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v pot, Ildv, “Opdrag Epatov médov dote Aéhoyyac,
dxdntov THVOLo Qihag &g yelpas Epeloalg,
elt’ &0t dpa DPAivog 6 pardanodg elte Tig dAAog.

b \ ~ b b4 3 \ ’ 4 ~
xel wév tadt’ Epdoig, o oy @ide, prite v maldeg
b \ ’ 4 \ A \ R4
Apxadixol oxthhatoy OO TAELEAS Te ®al GUOG
tavira pactilotev, 8t xpéa tutda Tapeln:
el 87 &Ahwg veloalg, xata wév ypda mavt  Gviyeoot
danvépevos xvdcato xal &v wvidator xadeddors:

g b b ~ \ 3 R4 ’ 7
etng 8° "Hiwvév pév év dpeot yelpatt péooe

"EBpov map motapov tetpapprévos Eyyvdev  “Apxta,
év 8¢ Oéper mupdrotor map’ Aihdmeosor vopedorg
nétpq Umo Bhepdwv, 68ev odxétt Nelhog dpatoc.

(Id. 7.103-14)

[O Pan, you to whose lot fell the beloved plain of Homole, may
you place that lad unbidden into the loving hands of my (friend),
whether it is the delicate Philinus or someone else. And if you
should do this, dear Pan, may the Arcadian boys not flog you on
the ribs and shoulders with squills whenever their portions of meat
are shy; but if you should will it otherwise, may you bite and
scratch yourself all over your body with your nails, and may you
sleep upon nettles; and may you dwell upon the mountains of the
Edoni in mid-winter wandering along the banks of the Hebrus
toward the North Pole, and in summer may you pasture among the
far-off Ethiopians beneath the rock of the Blemyes beyond where
the Nile can no longer be seen.

Some of the allusions in this passage are quite obscure and beyond the scope
of this paper. Several of the problems are addressed by Gow in his
commentary (1952b:157-60). In line with the topic of this paper, I submit
that the obscurities here are as logically ascribed to our lack of knowledge of
the shepherd culture of Theocritus’ day as they are to the erudition of
Alexandrian literature.

Pan is also mentioned in the Idylls because of his association with
piping. He was considered to be an accomplished musician himself and
even the inventor of the syrinx or panpipe, which he first fashioned from the
reeds into which his beloved Syrinx had been transformed in order to avoid
his amorous advances. He was quite naturally then treated as the patron of
the shepherds’ music and is depicted as a piper himself. In Idyll 1.1-3 his
skill is seen as superior:

e 7 \ 7 \ e ’ b 7 4
Ad tv to YuBpLopa ol & mitug, almbhe, THVA,
& moTl Tolg mayaict, pehiodetar, add 8¢ wal TV
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ovptodeg’ peta Ilava 16 dedtepov d&dhrov dmoiot).

[Something sweet, goatherd, is the murmuring of that pine tree,
which makes its music there by the spring, and sweet too is your
piping. You will carry off the second prize after Pan.]

In lines 123-30 he is seen as evidently the appropriate heir of a musician’s
flute:

o Ilav Ilav, eit’ éool nat’ dpea poaxpa Avxalo,

elte oy’ apoimoiels péya Matvahov, EvY’ émt vacov

tav Xwxerdv, ‘Erirac 8¢ Ame flov aimd te oapa

tivo Avxaoviduo, 0 xal paxdeecoLy &ynTov.

b4 b 3 \ A 7 ~ ’
&v9’, ovak, xal tdvde pépeu maxtolo peAlmvouy
Ex ¥xMp® oLELYYA XAAOV Tepl YELAOG EALXTAV

3

7 yap éyav O’ “Epwtog & "Adav Eaxopar #dm.

[Pan, Pan, whether you are on the lofty mountains of Lycaeus or
you are tending mighty Mount Maenalus, come to the island of
Sicily and leave Helice’s peak and the lofty tomb of Arcas, which
is revered even by the blessed gods. . . . Come, O king, and
receive this handsome, honey-scented panpipe, wreathed about its
lip with compact wax, for I am already being drawn by Love into
Hades.]

In lines 15-18 the allusion is to a harsher side of Pan’s nature as the
goatherd responds to a request for him to play upon his pipes:

o0 YépLe, & moludy, To pecapBeLvoy od Yéuig dupey
ovptadev. tov IMava dedoinapec: 7 yop am’ &ypac
Tovino xeEXLAXOS GuToveTaL: E0TL 8¢ mLrpde,

xal ol ael Sprpelo yoha moTl Hui xddnrac.

[It is not permitted, shepherd, not permitted for us to pipe at
midday. We fear Pan; for at that time he rests, being wearied from
the hunt. He is bitter, and there is always a pungent wrath sitting
upon his nostrils.]

In some instances Pan is viewed as the virtual equivalent of the Satyrs and
even referred to in plural form:

3 b R4 ~ 4 7 N ’
eV v’, dvdpome @Liolpa. TO TOL Yévog 7| LaTuplonoLg
gyyvdev 7 Ildveoor xaxoxvapoioty Eptodet.

(Id. 4.62-63)

[Good job, you lecher. Your kind is a close rival of the Satyrs or
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the shaggy-legged Pans.]

Frequently the name of Pan is used in an oath, viz., vai tov Ilave, “by
Pan” (Id. 4.47, 5.141, and 6.21), and its negative form, o0 tov Ilave, “no, by
Pan” (Id. 5.14).

Music of Nature

It can also be observed that musical sounds and musical performances
have a key function in Theocritus’ Idylls. In fact, there are few sounds that
are thought by his rustics to be less than melodious, and these same rustics
seem especially fond of the sounds produced by the countryside itself. Such
allusions to the music of nature abound, and most can easily be divided into
three categories: (1) those dealing with insects, (2) those with birds, and (3)
those with inanimate objects such as trees or water. One must bear in mind,
however, that what seems harsh-sounding in nature to one of urban tastes
may gladden the ears of the Theocritean rustic. Let us first consider the
sounds of insects:

al 8¢ xahov PouBedvtt moTl opdvesot péAtooar.

(Id. 1.107)

and

ode xahov PopPedvtt motl ocpdvecsol péAooal.

(Id. 5.46)

[and (here) the bees buzz pleasantly around the hives.]

. TétTLyog émel Tlva @épTepov ddete.
(Id. 1.148)
[(May you be rewarded) since you sing better than the cicada.]
. al®e yevotpay

e ~ 4 \ b \ bl e ’
& BouPeboa pehtooa xal €¢ TEOV AVTEOV LrOLUaV.

(Id. 3.12-13)

[If only I might become a buzzing bee and come into your cave.]
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\ 4 \ ’ Gl A
Juypeov 8dwp toutel xataetPetar Mde me@lxnet

’ k) \ ¢/ \ k) ’ Gl ~
mota, Y& otfog &de, xal dxptdec dde Aahedvre.

(Id. 5.33-34)

[In this place the cool water drips down; here there is grass
growing and this soft bed, and here the grasshoppers chatter.]

There is room, however, for the intrusion of an unpleasant sound alongside a
pleasant one.

66TLC VIXAGELY TOV MAXTLOV ®¢ TL TeToldete,
ook BouBéwv tétTiyog évavtiov.

(Id. 5.28-29)
[How confident you are that you will defeat your neighbor (in

singing) —a wasp buzzing against a cicada!]

... Bdtpayoc 8¢ mot’ axpiduc d¢ tig Eplode.

(Id.7.41)

[In contest I am as a frog striving against grasshoppers.]

Less commonly encountered is the music of birds:

Mg Gpémv Tol oxdTES GNB6GL YaEUGALYTO.

(Id. 1.136)

[From the mountains may the owls sing to the nightingales.]

bl / A bl k) / ’ bl ’
o0 Jeprtdy, Adxav, mot’ dndéva xtocag pladery,
o0d’ Emomag wbnvoLot.

(Id. 5.136-37)

[It is not right, Lacon, for jays to strive against nightingales nor
hoopoes with swans.]

»al Motoav 8pviyes 8oor motl Xiov aoiddéy
avtio xoxxOlovres étdota woydilovre.

(Id. 7.47-48)

[ ... and the cocks of the Muses, who toil in vain, crowing against
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the Chian bard.]

There are also trees:

“AdY T o PuBlpLopa xal & mitug, almbhe, THvA.

(Id. 1.1)

[Something sweet, goatherd, is the murmuring of that pine tree.]

\ 4 ’ bl \ bl !
. nal ag Splveg adtov E9prveuv.

(Id.7.74)

[ ...and the oaks sang a dirge for him.]

And streams:

&drov, @ morury, O Teoy Lérog 1) TO naTayég
~ bl k) \ ~ 7 ’ 4 7 4
v’ amo tag métpag xatareifetar VPédev Gdwp.

(Id. 1.7-8)

[Your song, shepherd, flows down sweeter than this babbling
water from the rocks above.]

But perhaps the most representative passage, one that incorporates all
of the techniques above is to be found in Idyll 7.135-42:

moAhal 8’ duuiy Umepde nata xpatog dovéovto

g 7 \ b 3 7 e \ 4
alyetpor mredéar e TO 8 Eyyldev Lepov U8mp
Nupgay g€ dvtpoto xatetBopevoy xehdpule.
Tol 8¢ moti oxtapals 6podauvicly aldaAlemveg

7 ~ b4 7 (4 b bJ 4
TtétTiyes hahayedvteg Eyov mévov: & O dhoAuyv
wAéPev &v muxwvaiot Batev teuleoxev axdvdars:
derdov xbpudor xal axavdides, Eoteve TpUYWY,
nwtovto Lovdal mepl midaxag qupl wéAlooor.

[We had many poplars and elms that stirred mightily overhead, and
nearby the sacred water babbled as it poured down from the cave
of the Nymphs. And the swarthy cicadas went about their toil
chattering upon the shady branches; and the tree frog murmured
from afar in the thick thornbushes and brambles; and larks and
finches sang while the turtle dove moaned, and the yellow bees
flitted about the springs.]
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Shepherd as Musician: Piper

It is the characters themselves, however, in Theocritus’ poetry, with
their avid preoccupation with music, who most dramatically reflect the
impact of music upon the pastoral. No herdsman truly has a place in the
genre unless he is also a musician of some accomplishment or, if not a
participant, at least avidly interested in country song. Participation generally
assumes the form of singing or playing the flute or panpipe. Let us first
consider the shepherd as piper:

“AdU TL to YiHlpopa xal & mitug, almbie, THvVA,
& moTl Tolg mayaict, pehiodetar, add 8¢ wal TV
ovptodeg’ peta Ilava 16 devtepov ddhov dmoiot).

(Id. 1.1-3)

[Something sweet, goatherd, is the murmuring of that pine tree,
which makes its music there by the spring, and sweet too is your
piping. You will carry off the second prize after Pan.]

OYPIIX
M moti tav Nupeay, Afg, aimdre, telde nadiag,
0 TO naTAVTEC ToDTO Yewhopov al Te puplxat,
oupladev; tag 8’ alyag &ywv év TAdE VoUevsd.

AITITIOAOX
ob YépLe, & moludy, To pecapBeLvoy o0 Yéuig duply
cuplodev.

(Id. 1.12-16)

[THYRSIS: By the Nymphs, goatherd, will you sit down here
where this sloping hill is and these tamarisks, and play your pipes?
I myself shall tend your goats here.

GOATHERD: It is not permitted, shepherd, not permitted for us to
pipe at midday.]

3 \ 7 b \ A
. &ye 8¢ Tig elpl pehuxtdg,
3 \ \ ’ k) ’ 3 \ \ 4
%ed pev to [adxnag dyxpovopar, b 8¢ ta I[Togpn.

(Id. 4.30-31)
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[I myself am something of a flute player, and I strike up the songs
of Glauce quite well, and quite well those of Pyrrhus.]

%ol O vy o0 modopnoda, Tahay TAAa, dANL xadnoal
adéo cuplodwy.

(ld. 6.8-9)

[Poor, poor wretch, you do not even see (the girl), but you sit
sweetly playing your pipe.]

alhet Aapoltag, olptade 8¢ Adovigc 6 Boltag:
Qeyedvt’ &v pahaxd Tol mTopTLeg adTiXA TTOLY.

(Id. 6.44-45)

[Damoetas played his flute, and Daphnis the neatherd played his
panpipe, and the heifers at once began to dance upon the soft
grass.]

.o Aunida @ide, pavtl tu mdvTe

3
Auev ouptetay wéy’ Umelpoyov &v te vopedorv
&v T’ quatrpeoot.

(Id. 7.27-29)
[Friend Lycidas, everyone says that you are the most eminent

piper, both among the herdsmen and among the reapers.]

adAnoedvt 8¢ pot dVo morpéves, elg pév Ayapvels,
el 0¢ Auxomitac.

(Id.7.71-72)

[Two shepherds will play their pipes for me—one a man of
Acharnae, the other of Lycope.]

ouptladey 8 g odtig émiotapar @de Kuxhdmay.

(Id. 11.38)

[I know how to play the pipe as none of the Cyclopes here (can).]

81
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Shepherd as Musician: Singer

Finally let us consider the shepherd as a singer. Frequently the Idylls
are presented in dramatic form, and singing, when it occurs (as it often
does), comes forth from the mouths of Theocritus’ herdsmen themselves; but
these instances need not be enumerated here. It is also frequently the case,
and should be noted, that herdsmen are alluded to in the poems as being
singers, or that the act of singing on the part of some rustic character is
specifically pointed out:

&drov, @ morury, O Teoy rérog 1) TO naTayéc
~ bl k) \ ~ 7 ’ 4 7 4
v’ amo tag métpag xatareifBetar VPédev Gdwp.

(Id. 1.7-8)

[Your song, shepherd, flows down sweeter than this babbling
water from the rocks above.]

g O yap 07, Olpot, ta Adovidog diye’ deldeg
xol Thg Pouxoiixds Eml T6 mAéov Ixeo poloac.

(Id. 1.19-20)

[But you, Thyrsis, sing of Daphnis and his woes, and in bucolic
song you have come far.]

b 7 b k) ’
.ol 8¢ % aetomng
a¢ 6xa tov ABiade motl Xpduy doag éptadmv

(Id. 1.23-24)
[. . . if you would just sing as you once sang in contest against
Chromis of Libya]
Bupotg 68 OE Altvag, nal Odpotdog ddéa pmvd.

(Id. 1.65)

[This is Thyrsis of Etna, and the voice of Thyrsis is sweet. ]

k) ~ \ \ ’ 7 b k) ’
. goebpat mott Tav Tituv @8 amoxiwvdelc,
xal ®é p° lowg motidot, émel odx adapovtive Eotiv.

(Id. 3.38-39)

[I shall turn aside by the pine tree here and sing, and perhaps she
will look out at me since she is not made of stone.]
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[ 7 7 7 bl A b bl
éoddpevor dépeog péow duatt totad’ deudov.

(Id. 6.4)
[Sitting down at noon on a summer day, they sang such songs as
these.]
) 8 énl Aapoltag dveldiheto xal tad’ &eudev.
(Id. 6.20)
[And after this Damoetas lifted up his voice and sang these words.]
xol yop éye Motodyv namupdy otopa, xARE AEYovTL
TAvTEG GOLdOV &ELOTOV.
(Id. 7.37-38)
[For I am also a distinct voice of the Muses, and everyone says that
I am an outstanding bard.]
G &ye Bouxohxds tayéws dplaped’ aoldac.
(Id. 7.49)
[Come, let us quickly begin our bucolic songs.]
. 6 8¢ Tirupog éyyvdev docl
¢¢ moxa Thg HEevéag Wpacoato Aagvic 6 Boltac.
(Id. 7.72-73)
[From nearby, Titryus will sing how once Daphnis the neatherd

longed after Xenea.]

k) ~ b L4 b b4 \ b 7 b 7 A
goel 8 d¢ mox’ Edexto TOV almbérov edpéa Adpvak
Cwov &bvta naxololy ATacdaAlaloLy AvarToc.

(Id.7.78-79)

[He will sing how once, due to the evil recklessness of the king, a
wide coffer received the goatherd, still alive.]

~ bl o \ b 4 \ \ N 4 \ ’
pwvag eloatey, T 8 Omo Spusly %) Gmo mebratg
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a8V pehiodbuevog xatexéxico, dete Kopara.

(Id. 7.88-89)

[I listened to your voice, godlike Comatas, while you lay beneath
the oaks or beneath the fir trees and made sweet music.]

k) \ \ A z 4 b 3 \ 7
G TO Qdpupanoy edpe, xadeldpevos 8 Emi métpag
OYmAdc &c mévtov 6pav deude Toradta.

(Id. 11.17-18)

[He found a cure; for sitting upon a lofty crag and looking toward
the sea, he sang such words as these.]

’ \ ’ ’ e ~ b \ k) ’
Tiv, T0 @lAov YAUROPLaAoV, dud ®AUauTOV aeldmv
TOAAIXL YUXTOG GOEL.

(Id. 11.39-40)

[It is of you, my dear sweet-apple, and at the same time of myself
that I sing frequently at untimely hours of the night.]

4 7 3 ’ \ b4
oUtew tot [ToAbgapog émotpatvey tov Eporta
novcicodwy, paov 8¢ diay’ ) el ypucov Edwxev.

(Id. 11.80-81)

[So Polyphemus shepherded his love by singing, and he spent his
time better thus than if he spent gold.]

Three further examples are worthy of mention, but because of one
detail or another do not fit happily in the preceding list. Idyll 3 opens with

these words from a goatherd:

This verb kwmavsdw means to celebrate the kw'mo" that may or may not
involve actual singing outside a loved one’s home. Idyll 4 seems to have the

ropdodn motl tav ApapuAiida.

[I am going to Amaryllis’ to serenade her.]

speaker actually break into song at line 32:

2

atvéo tav te Kpbdrova — “Kada méiig & te Zdwuvdog . .. .0 —

[I sing the praises of Croton —‘“Zacynthus is a lovely city . ...”—]
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The term aivéw literally means to praise and does not in itself imply singing.
The interpretation of these lines is problematic in other respects also.
Finally, in Idyll 7.100-1 the allusion is to the historical character Aristis, who
is not a shepherd, but the use of detdewv is similar to those above. Notice
also that the instrument is not the typical pastoral flute:

godnoc avip, péy’ dploTog, 6y 000E xev abTOG deldely
DotBog oLy pdpuLyyL mapa TeELTodeooL peyalpot.

[(Aristis is) a fine man and very noble, whom Apollo himself
would not begrudge to sing with a lyre alongside his tripods.]

Many other motifs could be included in this study that deal with
particularly rustic allusions or that occur less frequently. The use of these
five and the compilation of the above data are merely in an effort to make
the essential point that such an influence upon Theocritus did actually exist.
It is difficult to make convincing arguments for specifics beyond this point
due to a lack of information about Theocritus’ sources in general. In
summary, we may say that if we can accept the premise that a tradition of
oral shepherd songs existed in third-century Greece, at least some of them
being amoebaean contest songs, that were in part orally composed as
indicated by the general extemporaneousness of such songs, and if
Theocritus borrowed other aspects of real shepherds’ lives in order to lend
verisimilitude to his poems, such as their dialect, their caste system, their
method of meeting in the fields and having singing matches, and so on, then
it follows that he most likely also borrowed for the same reason from their
oral songs, if not actual phraseology, at least some of the aspects that best
typified the tradition; and it would also follow that, although the Idylls of
Theocritus are in many ways typically Alexandrian, for example in being the
product of a highly literate school and founded in large part upon the written
poetry of previous generations, there is indeed a significant impact upon his
poetry by a previously existing oral tradition.
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