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 Country Bumpkin or Noble Peasant: Rusticity in Virgil's Eclogue II 

By Genie MacLeod 

 At the time that he was writing his Eclogues, Virgil had a long tradition of pastoral writing from 

which to draw inspiration.  Perhaps the most significant influence on and source text for Virgil was 

Theocritus, the third century Greek poet whom many scholars credit with inventing the pastoral genre 

(Berman 228).  Virgil's engagement with Theocritus demonstrates his knowledge and appreciation of 

Hellenistic culture, a trait that was particularly in vogue among the upper classes in Virgil's day.  One 

of the elements of the pastoral genre most appealing to its civilized and cosmopolitan readership was 

the depiction of a life of ease and simplicity.  The rustic herdsman of the pastoral tradition seemed to do 

nothing but lie in the shade of trees, singing or playing on his pipe, and occasionally tending to his 

flock.  Indeed, the word rusticus, along with its literal meanings of rustic and rural, also meant simple 

and unspoiled.  By the Augustan period, thanks to the short shrift given to rusticity and country folk in 

much of Roman literature – the plays of Plautus, the poetry of Catullus, and the writings Cicero to 

name a few – the word rusticus assumed a pejorative sense of provincial, rough, awkward, or clownish 

(“rusticus”).  The rustic figure in these authors' works was a bumbling fool, uneducated and uncultured.  

This conflict in depiction drew out the dichotomous attitude of the upper classes towards the peasantry.  

Although the physical labour was a sign of virtus, and the noble peasant was seen as the embodiment of 

Roman values, to live off the avails of hard labour was disdained by Roman nobility (Fitzgerald 392).  

Virgil, rather than confine himself to one model, combined elements of both the country bumpkin and 

the noble peasant in his Eclogues.  This is no more evident than in Ecolgue II, in which the rustic 

Corydon delivers a pathetic avowal of love for the disdainful Alexis.  Through his vacillation between 

highly stylized and awkwardly stilted language and his imitation of Theocritus' Idylls for both serious 

and comic ends, Virgil creates a genre-defying pastoral figure wholly his own. 

 Virgil's second Eclogue opens on the shepherd, Corydon, as he wanders aimlessly amid the 
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woods and mountains of his pastoral home and shouts his love for the beautiful Alexis to the trees.  He 

spends the majority of the poem trying to convince an absent Alexis to return his love and join him in 

the countryside.  As this is a love lament, Corydon often uses highly stylized and learned language to 

win over his urbane lover.  Perhaps the most recognizable instance of Corydon's eloquence is his 

comparison of himself to the mythical shepherd-poet Amphion, which yields the line, Amphion 

Dircaeus in Actaeo Aracyntho (Virgil 24).  In this line Virgil not only maps Greek mythology onto an 

otherwise mundane and realistic character, he adopts the syntax of Hellenistic poetry to do so.  As 

many commentators have noted, the line is irregular for Virgil's Latin because of “a weak caesura in the 

third foot without a strong caesura in the fourth to follow; a hiatus between the last two words; and a 

tetrasyllabic ending,” but with almost no adjustment it can be translated into metrically regular Greek 

verse (Jenkyns 33).  Although scholars have not identified a specific source for Virgil's Graecized line, 

a similar line from Propertius, written twenty-five years later, suggests a possible common ancestor 

from the Greek canon (Lee 11).  This line temporarily transforms Corydon from a lowly shepherd into 

a learned and articulate lover.   

 Immediately after Corydon has spoken this line, however, he shatters the illusion of refinement 

with the bumbling and awkward, nec sum adeo informis; nuper me in litore vidi (25).  Unlike the 

careful and compact arrangement of multisyllabic words in the line preceding, line 25 consists of 

monosyllables and plodding spondees.  Moreover,  Corydon's tone falls from a learned mythological 

allusion to an almost childishly indignant insistence upon his pleasing appearance.  He tries to regain 

his sophisticated footing with another mythological self-comparison, this time to Daphnis, the shepherd 

of unparalleled beauty, but the damage has already been done.  The stark contrast between lines 24 and 

25 gives a comedic effect to Corydon's speech, reminding us that as hard as he tries to be Alexis' well-

spoken equal, he cannot sustain such an alien manner of speech, and quickly lapses back into his rustic 

ways.  Corydon's uncouth speech in line 25 taints our reception of his comparisons; The reader doubts 
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whether an uneducated rustic who cannot sustain eloquent speech for two consecutive lines could rival 

the musical prowess of Amphion; Whether a shepherd, his skin likely burnt brown from the sun and 

dirtied from working in the fields, could rival Daphnis in beauty.  The technique of putting 

sophisticated language in the mouth of a lowly peasant is what John Van Sickle describes as “bucolic 

conceit.”  As Charles Martindale suggests in his essay,  “Green Politics: The Eclogues,” by using 

bucolic conceit Virgil allows “[himself] and his friends and his patrons to make their own appearance 

[in the country] without embarrassment alongside the shepherds” (118).  This conclusion also applies to 

Virgil's readership; The cultured and educated reader that the pastoral genre targets need not be 

embarrassed for reading about the lives of peasants, on the contrary they can revel in identifying 

Virgil's sophisticated allusions to Greek authors and style. 

 Another strategy that Corydon adopts in order to win Alexis' affections is to make exaggerated 

claims about the bounty of the countryside.  Corydon insists that he is rich in flocks, dives pecoris, and 

has as many as a thousand lambs, mille meae...agnae, and that milk is so plentiful, lactis abundans, that 

it never fails him, winter or summer, lac mihi non aestate novom, non frigore defit (20-22). These 

claims directly echo the claims that Polyphemus makes when he is trying to woo Galatea in Theocritus' 

Idyll XI.  Virgil models Corydon's claims on Polyphemus' boast of having a thousand sheep in his care 

and having a constant supply of milk and cheese (Theocritus 33-35).  When placed alongside 

Polyphemus' claims, Corydon's seem wildly fanciful since, as Guy Lee points out, not only would the 

lambs Corydon describes as meae agnae belong to his master, and not to him at all, the number he 

gives is preposterous (Lee 10).  Polyphemus, a mythological giant, says that he has a thousand sheep, 

but Corydon, a lowly human shepherd, boasts a thousand lambs alone.  Reasonable extrapolation 

suggests that if Corydon has a thousand lambs his entire flock would be double if not triple that number 

in order to account for the ewes and rams that produced those lambs.  A flock of that size would be a 

handful for a Cyclops, let alone a humble shepherd. 
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 These grand claims are ridiculous not only for their wild exaggeration, but because Corydon's 

imitation of Polyphemus creates an alignment of the two characters that colours the reader's perception 

of Corydon.  It is possible to read the character of Corydon metatextually, such that he possesses an 

awareness of the character of Polyphemus and of Theocritus' Idylls, and tries to use this vague 

knowledge of high literature to his advantage.  Whether Virgil intended Corydon's cataloguing of his 

worldly goods to be metatextual or to be taken at face value, in either interpretation the strategy 

backfires on Corydon.  Despite Theocritus' tender portrayal of the creature, Polyphemus was first and 

foremost an ugly, brutish, one-eyed monster best known to an ancient readership from his savage 

behaviour towards Odysseus in Homer's epic – not exactly a model lover.  Although Corydon only 

mimics Polyphemus in his list of possessions, any Roman reader who recognized the allusion would 

consequently look skeptically on all Corydon's claims, especially his protestations of beauty.  For the 

remainder of the poem the reader will consider Corydon's every statement with the image of the 

monstrously ugly Polyphemus always in mind. 

 Both Theocritus' Idyll XI and Virgil's Eclogue II make light of their protagonists' melodramatic 

situations, but unlike Theocritus, Virgil gives the illusion of allowing his protagonist a fighting chance 

of winning his love.  Even THOUGH Corydon IS A herdsman WE HAVE NO REASON TO DOUBT 

THAT HE IS HANDSOME, APART FROM THE INEVITABLE FLAWS OF SULLIED AND SUN-

DARKENED skin THAT COME WITH THE TERRITORY OF the profession.  Theocritus CLEARLY 

PRESENTS POLYPHEMUS' LOVE LAMENT AS A RIDICULOUS PIECE OF BUFFOONERY, AS 

THE READER cannot POSSIBLY BE INTENDED TO TAKE AS SINCERE a poem about THE 

LOVE-LORN MOANINGS OF A SHAGGY ONE-EYED MONSTER.  Virgil IS MORE SUBTLE IN 

HIS SUBVERSION OF Corydon, AS HE LAVISHES SOPHISTICATED THEOCRITEAN 

ALLUSION ON HIS SHEPHERD, BUT IT IS PRECISELY THIS INterTEXTUAL ALIGNMENT OF 
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CORYDON WITH POLYPHEMUS THAT UNDOES ANY CHANCE OF CORYDON BEING SEEN 

AS Sophisticated. 

 An integral element of the pastoral genre is the description of the locus amoenus.  In Eclogue II 

Corydon paints an image for Alexis of what life would be like if Alexis came to live in the country.  

Corydon imagines them going hunting, tending their flocks, and making music together, but the 

crowning image is Corydon's blissful description of Nymphs and Naiads bringing Alexis baskets 

brimming with lilies, violets, narcissus, and other sweet-smelling flowers as Corydon himself picks 

apples and chestnuts for his love.  This imagined scene of Alexis laden with fragrant flowers and 

receiving Corydon's humble gifts of apples and chestnuts links the supernal with the simplistic, creating 

a perfect locus amoenus.  Corydon elevates the scene even more by calling to the laurel and myrtle 

trees, lauri...murte (54), staples of the pastoral genre and symbols of Apollo and Venus, respectively.  

This idyllic scene comes as a stark contrast, however, to the beginning of Corydon's solicitation to 

Alexis.  In line 28 Corydon beseeches Alexis to live with him in the sordida rura, the lowly 

countryside, in humilis casas, poor huts (28-29).  Sordidus here likely refers to the status of the 

countryside in comparison with the city, but it also carries the literal sense of filthiness (“sordidus”).  

Just as the reader's interpretation of Corydon's claims to beauty and wealth is adversely affected by the 

association with Theocritus' monster, so is our view of this sylvan scene of Nymphs and flowers 

contaminated by the remembrance that the country is a poor and dirty place.  Even Corydon, who 

clearly loves his rustic existence, cannot maintain the fiction that country life is “an endless holiday in a 

world of escape and pleasure” (Leach 431).  

 All of Corydon's arguments hinge on the pleasures of the pastoral world, but reality and self-

awareness consistently creep into his oration.  In line 56 he despairs, Rusticus es, Corydon, pointing to 

this rusticity as the reason why Alexis will never love him.  Continuing with the metatextual 

interpretation proposed earlier, Corydon seems able to see himself as the Roman reader sees him: 
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Despite his assured and even arrogant tone elsewhere in the Eclogue, he now sees the futility of his 

suit.  It is noteworthy that Virgil does not have Corydon concede that he is, in fact, ugly, or that he does 

not actually possess the talent or bounty that he lay claim to earlier.  All it takes to undo the hapless 

shepherd is that one word, rusticus.  Corydon's despair at being rusticus is tragic because his rusticity is 

not a minor character flaw that he can work to correct or improve, rather it is his entire being.  If we are 

to believe, even in part, the claims that Corydon makes, he seems to have attained the highest status he 

can hope to achieve in the pastoral world.  Moreover, he has presented Alexis with what he sees as an 

idyllic lifestyle, and has offered him what Eleanor Winsor Leach describes as the “consummate” gifts 

of the pastoral world (435).  Alexis' rejection, therefore, is not simply a preference of fine cuisine over 

nuts and apples, rather it is a categorical rejection of everything that Corydon is.  Although the 

character of Corydon was born of comic origins, the reader cannot help but sympathize with his 

heartfelt lamentations.  A complex figure whose actions simultaneously invoke admiration, scorn, and 

pity, Corydon is a prime example of Virgil's ability to craft characters and to subvert longstanding 

poetic traditions. 
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