Pastoral (Elegiac) Mode





Historically, this mode refers to a lost world of simple shepherds leading simple lives, feeling the emotions that we feel, but unfettered by the complexities or corruptions of  modern civilization.





It has evolved to refer to our sense of loss or lament for a simpler and better time: specifically, the Golden Age of ancient Greek poets or the Garden of Eden in the Old Testament. Any type of nostalgic lament for a past time is intrinsically pastoral in sentiment.





Originally the pastoral mode dealt with an idealized form of shepherd life. Now it includes any celebration of rural life, as well as the pastoral symbolism of the Christian Church. Pastoral imagery in Christianity was influenced by the pastoral scenes of the Old and New Testaments: Cain and Abel, David, the Bethlehem shepherds, and the figure of Christ the Good Shepherd who laid down his life for his sheep.





Pastoral themes occur mostly in ancient and classical art works. However, occasionally they can be seen in contemporary production, especially in film. The increasing stresses of urban life make the country vision a theme still available to serious fiction.








Pastoral mode in literature





Classical pastoral literature presents the society of shepherds as an ideal condition, free from the complexity and corruption of city (urban) life. The situation described is usually removed from the realities of actual life. The idea of rural paradise is very prominent throughout Western European literature.





Classical pastoral poetry often depicts “singing matches” between two or more shepherds. The usual themes of these singing contests are love and death.





A variation of this theme in 19th-century Romanticism is the idea that the “natural state” includes only goodness and innocence.








Writers who have used the pastoral convention





Both tradition and themes were largely established by the Greek poet Theocritus (c. 310-250 BC), who created the first examples of pastoral poetry, and developed by Virgil (70-19 BC).





Virgil’s Eclogues exerted a powerful effect on poets of the Renaissance, including Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio in Italy.


Examples of pastoral literature in English poetry:  Edmund Spenser’s “Shepheardes Calender” (16th century), which imitated not only classical models but also the Renaissance poets of France and Italy; John Donne; John Milton (17th century). Pastoral elegy later survives in Shelley and Matthew Arnold.








Literary pastoral genres





Eclogue—a short pastoral poem, usually in dialogue, on the subject of rural life and the society of shepherds, depicting rural life as free from the complexity and corruption of more civilized life. The eclogue first appeared in the Idylls of the Greek poet Theocritus, generally recognized as the inventor of pastoral poetry. The Roman poet Virgil adopted the form for his 10 Eclogues.


	Later used by Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio. Edmund Spenser's series of 12 eclogues, “The Shepheardes Calender” (1579), is considered the first outstanding pastoral poem in English.








Elegy (pastoral elegy)—borrows the classical convention of representing its subject as an idealized shepherd in an idealized pastoral background and follows a rather formal pattern.


	Difference form the eclogue: usually begins with an expression of grief and an invocation to the Muse to aid the poet in expressing his suffering. It usually contains a funeral procession, a description of sympathetic mourning throughout nature, and musings on the unkindness of death. It ends with acceptance, often a very affirmative justification, of nature’s law. The outstanding example of the English pastoral elegy is John Milton’s “Lycidas” (1638), written on the death of Edward King, a college friend. Other notable pastoral elegies are Percy Shelley’s “Adonais” (1821), on the death of the poet John Keats, and Matthew Arnold’s “Thyrsis” (1867), on the death of the poet Arthur Hugh Clough.








