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LAY ABSTRACT

The rape of Hylas is a minor event occurring during the famed expedition of the
Argo. A handsome boy named Hylas, who is the beloved of the mighty hero Heracles,
fetches water during a brief landing on their voyage to Phasis. As Hylas draws water
from a spring, water nymphs abduct him. Heracles, now bereaved, rampages madly in
futile search while the other Argonauts sail on without him. Such are the general details
of the Hylas myth.

This thesis examines two versions of the Hylas myth, the first by Theocritus, a
third century BC Hellenistic poet, and the second by Propertius, a first century BC
Roman poet. My objective is to prove definitively that these two accounts are connected,
with Propertius having modelled his treatment on the rendition provided by Theocritus.
This will be achieved through a thorough literary-critical appreciation, with particular

focus on wit, humour, and narrative.
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ABSTRACT

The Hylas myth, in which the eponymous boy beloved of Heracles is raped by
water nymphs while drawing water from a spring, seems to have been a wildly popular
subject among the literary circles of Augustan Rome. Indeed the rape of Hylas had been
so ubiquitous that Virgil himself could claim that no one was unfamiliar with it (Georgics
3.6: cui non dictus Hylas puer?). Yet despite this declaration, few renditions of the Hylas
myth survive. Propertius 1.20, an Augustan era Latin poem in elegiac couplets, is one
extant version of the rape of Hylas. While the similarities between this poem and
Theocritus Idyll 13, a short Hellenistic hexameter poem composed well before Propertius,
have long been observed by modern scholars, there has been no sustained effort to
connect these two accounts of the Hylas myth conclusively. Instead, what little scholarly
work that has been done on these poems either appraises them in isolation, or seeks a
non-Theocritean template behind Propertius 1.20. With this thesis, | aim to prove
definitively that Theocritus Idyll 13 is the major model for Propertius 1.20. In my first
chapter, | provide a brief overview of the rape of Hylas throughout all of Greek and Latin
literature. In my second chapter, | examine Theocritus Idyll 13 with particular attention to
its wit, humour, and narrative. In my third chapter, | offer a thorough literary-critical
appreciation of Propertius 1.20, establishing links to Idyll 13 wherever possible. Finally,
in my conclusion, | consider the possible influence of other poets and mythographers
upon Propertius, before appraising 1.20 both independently and within the context of the

Propertian Monobiblos.
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CHAPTER I: RAPTUS HYLAS
1.1 The Rape of Hylas in Greek and Latin Literature

The purpose of this thesis is to offer a detailed critical appreciation of Propertius
1.20, especially in connection with Theocritus Idyll 13. However a brief overview of the
rape of Hylas, which is the central action of both poems, will be necessary before this
treatment is undertaken. The primary focus of this chapter will not be limited to a
comparison of the rape in Propertius 1.20 with its treatment in Theocritus Idyll 13, but
will consider in addition other major extant renditions of this event in Greek and Latin
literature by Apollonius Rhodius, Valerius Flaccus, Antoninus Liberalis, Dracontius, and
the author of the Argonautica Orphica. This overview is intended to provide an
understanding of how Propertius 1.20 either conforms with or diverges from other extant
accounts, which will serve as precursory information necessary for the remainder of this
thesis.

The early Hellenistic author Apollonius Rhodius, in 1.1207-1357 of his
Argonautica, offers an early extant sustained treatment of the the rape of Hylas. The
context is that Hylas, with Heracles gone to fashion a new oar for himself after the
Argonauts had landed among the Mysians, has taken a bronze vessel in search of water.
Before the actual rape, Apollonius reveals some background information: Hylas had a
father, Theiodamas,* whom Heracles killed over a ploughing ox, after which Heracles
then raised the young Hylas to be his attendant. This digression goes on for several lines

before Apollonius acknowledges his distraction at 1.1220 and returns to the present

1 Hylas' father varies in different accounts. For a fuller discussion, see n. 11.

1
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narrative. Hylas then arrives at the spring at 1.1221, and the following hexameters
describe the general activities of the nymphs dwelling within before Apollonius focuses
on one nameless nymph smitten by Hylas' beauty in the moonlight. One lengthy yet
rather dry period spanning six hexameters from 1.1234-39 then relates Hylas' abduction
as he leans into the spring with his pitcher before the enamoured nymph pulls him into
the water.

Theocritus, a contemporary so near to Apollonius that there is some debate over
whose treatment of the Hylas episode first circulated,” similarly writes on the rape of
Hylas. Unlike Apollonius, Theocritus offers a rather different treatment of this episode.
Awkward integration of Hylas' lineage into the narrative is entirely foregone; instead,
Heracles becomes a father-figure for Hylas in a simile describing his tutelage, and their
closeness is greatly emphasized in the following lines, which describe how they are never
apart from each other (5-15). The spring is given a detailed description at 39-42 with
particular emphasis on the vegetation of rushes, celadine, maiden-hair, wild celery, and
dog's-tooth. The nymphs are also more animated with their sleepless dances and their
status as fearful goddesses for country-folk, even significantly possessing the names of
Eunica, Malis, and the particularly ominous Nycheia (43-5).® Most strikingly, the
abduction of Hylas in Theocritus is not only swift, with the action confined to the second
half of 47, but remarkably sudden. The narrative sequence of an incurably smitten nymph

abducting Hylas in Apollonius is here broken up and inverted, where Hylas is first seized

2 Gow (1950b), 231-2, prefaces his commentary on Idyll 13 with a concise summary of the relationship
between Apollonius and Theocritus as regards the rape of Hylas.

3 Aside from Theocritus, the only other account in which the nymphs are named is Dracontius Carmina
Profana 2.
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by all the nymphs before it is explained that love had incited them, and the entire event is
crowned with a touching simile likening Hylas' fall into the dark water like that of a
shooting star.

Such are the broad strokes of character, context, and style established by
Apollonius and Theocritus regarding the rape of Hylas. The events following Hylas'
abduction, however, are also treated differently according to both authors. In the
Argonautica, Apollonius writes that it is Polyphemus®* who hears the cry of Hylas from
the spring with great clarity and accuracy, despite there being no explicit mention of
Hylas crying out (1.1240). Heracles is encountered during his searching and Polyphemus
mistakenly informs him that Hylas must have been assaulted by bandits or beasts
(1.1257-60). The two heroes are left behind by the other Argonauts, who after setting sail
are informed by Glaucus of the fates of their three missing crew members: Heracles will
return to Argos to perform his labours, Polyphemus will found a city at Cius among the
Mysians, and a nymph has made Hylas her husband (1. 1315-25). Neither Polyphemus
nor Heracles will discover the fate of Hylas.”

Where Apollonius spends some 125 hexameters on the aftermath of Hylas'
abduction, Theocritus dedicates to this a mere 22. Like Theiodamas, Polyphemus is

entirely omitted from Idyll 13, and the expedition of the Argo is a mere narrative framing

4 A fellow Argonaut, not to be confused with the cyclops of Homer Odyssey 9.166-556. The presence and
significance of Polyphemus varies in different renditions. Apparently, there even existed accounts by
Socrates Argivus and Euphorion where Hylas was the beloved of Polyphemus (schol. Ap. Rhod. 1207b
and schol. Theoc. 13.7 respectively.)

5 Hyginus Fabula 14 and Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.9.19 effectively summarize Argonautica 1.1207-
1357.
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for the rape of Hylas central to this account.® Two remarkable images are also presented
after the ordeal; one of the nymphs comforting Hylas in their laps,” and the other of
Heracles crying out three times while standing right next to the very spring into which
Hylas had been pulled.® The poem ends with Hylas reckoned among the immortal gods
while Heracles is mocked.’

Antoninus Liberalis, active during the later Roman empire, offers a short and dry
Greek prose account of the rape of Hylas within a larger compendium of myths revolving
around the theme of metamorphosis.'® A note prefacing his rendition states that the
Hellenistic author Nicander offered an expanded treatment in the second book of his
Heteroeumena, which in conjunction with a fragment of Nicander indicating how Hylas
turned into an echo (fr. 48, Gow and Scholfield) has offered tantalizing evidence for a
fascinating lost account which Antoninus is heavily abbreviating. That the nymphs turn
Hylas into an echo in order to deceive the raging Heracles is the central metamorphosis of
this version and seems to have been one of many variations throughout this brief
rendition. Other differences include Heracles being elected leader of the Argonauts,

Hylas being an orphaned son of Ceyx,™ Hylas being abducted at the river Ascanius by

6 This frame has led some to classify /dyll 13 as an epyllion, although definitions and opinions vary. See

Crump, 51-4.

Id. 13.53-54. Also cf. Dracontius Carmina Profana 132-139, where the nymphs are given direct speech.

Id. 13.58-60. This image of Hylas and Heracles, close but separated by the water's surface, is

remarkably vivid.

9 Hylas, now the husband of a nymph, presumably becomes immortal in Apollonius, too. ¢f. Ap. Rhod.
1.1324-1325.

10 Antoninus Liberalis 26.

11 Hylas' parentage varies: Hellancius (fr. 131, Fowler) says Theiomenes was Hylas' father; Callimachus
(schol. Ap. Rhod. 1.1212), agreeing with Apollonius and Propertius, says Theodamas; Socrates Argivus
(schol. Theoc. 13.7) says Heracles himself, surely confusing Hylas with Hyllos (the name of his son).
There are other discrepancies, but they are ultimately trivial.

o0

4
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many nymphs,*? Heracles only temporarily searching for Hylas before ultimately
rejoining the expedition, Polyphemus being left behind to search for him, and an ending
reinforcing a ritual aetiology for springtime calls to Hylas by the local people.®

Apollonius Rhodius, Theocritus, and Nicander through Antoninus Liberalis offer
the only three extant full accounts of the rape of Hylas which predate Propertius.
Together, these three renditions would seem to codify the essential elements of the rape
of Hylas, however much the finer details and points of style and technique may depart
from one another. The context of the expedition of the Argo, the landing at Mysia, Hylas
setting out on his own voluntarily to seek water, the abduction of the youth by nymph(s),
a cry being heard and responded to after the ordeal, and a subsequent futile search are all
standard.™* More specific details, however, could vary, as the number and names of the
nymphs (whether one unnamed in Apollonius, three named in Theocritus, or a presumed
unnamed plurality in Nicander) and the specific function of the Argonauts in the myth
(paramount to Apollonius but of minor consequence to Theocritus and Nicander) often
did.

The next extant account of the Hylas episode,™ Propertius 1.20, exemplifies the

individual authorial license over such details. While his rendition conforms to the

12 Ascanius is twice mentioned in Propertius 1.20 (at 4 and 16), perhaps indicating that Propertius was
also looking back to this lost account by Nicander.

13 The lexicographer Hesychius regards Aeschylus' Persians 1055 as alluding to a ritual dirge for a Hylas,
though unnamed, perhaps indicating an aetiology stretching back as far as the fifth century BC.
Philostratus in the third century AD (Heroicus 45.6) also refers to lamentations for Hylas.

14 Antoninus Liberalis' abbreviated account does not explicitly mention that Hylas cries out; however
Heracles notes his disappearance regardless and cries to him as he searches.

15 Virgil Geo. 3.6 (cui non dictus Hylas puer?), believed to have been published in the late 30s/early 20s
BC, indicates that the rape of Hylas had been thoroughly written on by the time Propertius was active.
This verse therefore offers a sobering reminder of the innumerable renditions now lost, as well as
revealing just how popular the story of Hylas' abduction had been.

5
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framework established by his predecessors, he nevertheless offers significant variations.
He reaffirms Hylas as the son of Theiodamas with a patronymic, further excises the
Argonauts from the episode by not recapitulating their presence at its conclusion, omits
Polyphemus entirely, describes the abduction of Hylas by an indefinite plural number of
nymphs, has Hercules respond to a presumed cry only to be met with an echo, and merely
hints at a futile search. Certain elements may align with one author, others with another,
yet all are canonically valid. As regards details central to the rape of Hylas, Propertius
seems to have taken a novel approach in manipulating the expected narrative sequence by
expressing grief over Hylas' abduction before it has even occurred.*® The description of
the spring is also remarkably vivid, forgoing the technical botanical details of Theocritus
in favour of a more general picture of dewy fruit from wild trees and a meadow of white
lilies and purple poppies.’ Hylas even undergoes a nuanced change of personality, from
approaching the spring with keen eagerness in Theocritus to delaying his task with a
boyish distraction in Propertius.*®

After Propertius, the standard features of the rape of Hylas begin to change. While
the general framework remains the same, later accounts seem to have tended towards
including more supernatural elements with a tremendous focus on the activities of the
gods. These innovations are especially apparent in Valerius Flaccus, the next extant
author to have treated the Hylas episode in his Latin epic Argonautica (3.533-610) in the

first century AD. While his account is more similar to the epic stylization of Apollonius

16 1.20.32 expresses grief over an action that occurs at 1.20.45-48. The simple presence of this
interjection, here expressing mock-grief, also seems to have been novel.

17 ¢f. Prop. 1.20.35-38 and /d. 13.39-42.

18 ¢f. Prop. 1.20.39-42 and Id. 13.46-47.



Master’s Thesis — A. Gyorkos; McMaster University - Classics

than to the bucolic impulses of Theocritus, his version still offers a radical departure from
the broader Argonautica cycle with its enormous focus on divine influences. Juno in
particular, the persistent antagonist of Hercules, is here a looming figure throughout his
rendition. Hylas pursues a deer sent by Juno to draw him away from Hercules (3.545).
When Hylas comes to rest at a stream, he ignores the signs of a single nymph lurking
beneath the surface and is pulled into the water before he can cry out for Hercules
(3.555). While the rest of the episode is largely familiar as Hercules is left behind by the
Argonauts (3.600), Valerius offers some striking innovations throughout, primarily by
capitalizing on the greater heavenly and supernatural elements to have Hylas later address
Hercules in a dream (4.22).

Dracontius, a fifth century Christian poet, also retells the Hylas episode in a brief
163 hexameter poem, the second of his Carmina Profana. Similar to Valerius Flaccus,
Dracontius amplifies the influence of the gods; only his version predominantly focuses on
Cupid's actions as commanded by Venus instead of on Juno's vindictive behaviour. As a
result, his initial programmatic statement that he will sing of the fate of Hylas proves
frustrating, given how much space the interplay between Venus and Cupid and then
Cupid among the nymphs occupies. It is only within the last 40 lines that the rape of
Hylas actually occurs: Hylas draws water from a spring, a troupe of nymphs pulls him
under, and Hercules seeks out his companion. However there are considerable
innovations within this space: the nymphs, granted direct speech throughout, seem to

console Hylas effectively;'® Hercules is pitied and informed of what has transpired;

19 Dracontius Carmina Profana 2.132-139
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Dracontius even gives Hercules a substantial closing speech which fleshes out the
relationship between Hylas and Hercules in unprecedented ways, most notably that a
young Hylas was entrusted to Hercules by his unnamed mother to whom he imagines
reporting his abduction.?’ It must also be noted that this is the only extant version of the
Hylas episode which omits any explicit mention of the expedition of the Argo.

The anonymous Argonautica Orphica, an imitation of early Greek hymn and epic
belonging to late antiquity, is the final sustained treatment of the Hylas episode to
survive. The poem essentially functions as a condensed version of the Argonautica from
the perspective of Orpheus. As such, the Hylas episode occupies a mere 28 hexameters
(627-55): the Argonauts land at Mysia, Heracles searches for food, and Hylas wanders off
to a marshy cave. It is here in this waterless realm that Hylas is abducted. Heracles again
searches for Hylas, and abandons the expedition when they are inclined to sail on without
him. Aside from the change of scene, the only element of this account worthy of note is
the motivation of the nymphs for seizing Hylas; a passionate love for Hylas on the part of
the nymphs had been a motivating factor for every other account of his rape.** Here,
however, such a motive is conspicuously absent, instead replaced with granting Hylas
immortality by virtue of his godlike appearance (646).

While extant ancient literature offers no further sustained treatments of the rape of

Hylas, minor references to the figure still appear infrequently.?? These isolated mentions

20 ¢f. 2.147-148 for Heracles informed (unprecedented since it contradicts the ritual aetiology), and 2.152-
163 for Heracles' speech. For these aspects and many others, Dracontius' entire poem is a remarkably
fascinating text.

21 Whether this love is a result of his beautiful appearance or divine inspiration is left unclear.

22 The following is a list of references to Hylas not discussed elsewhere in this section (See “Hylas” in
Pauly-Wissowa v.9 pp.1 110-6 and Roscher v.1 pp. 2792-6): Cephalion, FGrHist Vol. 2A, 438} (#93);

8
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of Hylas independent of any sustained treatment of his rape often occur as a general
allusion to a lost beloved signified by the author. Here, the rape of Hylas is not
particularly central to the author and thus a picture can emerge of how Hylas was
regarded in contemporary thought. In Latin, the action is often described in these brief
and at times tenuous references with some form of rapere.?® In Greek, expressions are
often more evocative, whether Hylas “goes into a spring unseen,” as in Philostratus, or
“the nymphs conceal the the graceful Hylas in jealous streams,” as in Nonnus.?* In some
circumstances, as in Tertullian and Plutarch, Hylas is not explicitly named and the
allusion must be deciphered contextually.? Across these and other extant minor
references, the split between a focus on the lost beloved (Hylas) and the bereaved lover
(Heracles) is generally well balanced. The presence of the nymphs (whether singular or
plural) is more often explicit in the former while instances of the latter tend obscure
Hylas in order to focus on Heracles. In either case, certain elements of the rape of Hylas

are activated or omitted to suit a particular end.

Memnon, FGrHist Vol. 3B, 356ff. (#434); Plinius Secundus Naturalis Historia 5.144; Petronius
Satyricon 85.3.5; Statius Silvae 1.1.199, 1.5.20, 2.1.113, 3.4.40, Thebaid 5.443; Martial, Epigrammata
5.48.5,6.68.7,7.15.1,7.50.7,9.25.7,9.65.13, 10.4.3, 11.43.5; Dionysius, Periegetes 805ff.; Lucian
Navigium 43.a.E, Verae Historae 2.17; IG 14.2131; Clement of Alexandria Protrepticus 2.33;
Philostratus Epistolai Eroticai 8; Solinus 42.2; Arnobius Ad Nationes 4.26; Avienus Descriptio Orbis
Terrae 3.976ft.; Prudentius Contra Symmachum 1.116ft.; Servius In Tria Virgilii Opera Expositio, Ad
Ecl. 6.43, Ad Geo. 3.6, Ad Aen. 11.262; Scholia Bernensia, Ad Bucolica 6.43-4, Ad Georgica 3.6;
Martianus Capella 6.687; Priscianus Periegesis 773ff.; Vatican Mythographers 1.49, 2.199, 3.3.8;
Lactantius Placidus Thebais 5.443, Achilleida 397; Eustathius Periegetes 791.805ft.; Zenobius
Proverbia 6.21; Suda "Yiav kpovyaleiv.
References not included in Pauly-Wissowa: Bassus De Metris, fr. 6.138; Ammianus Macellinus

22.8.5; Ausonius Epigrammata 97, 98.

23 Ovid Ars Amatoria 2.110, Seneca Medea 649, and Martial 5.48.5 all have raptus.

24 Philostratus Heroicus 45.6 and Nonnus Dionysiaca 11.227.

25 Tertullian Ad Nationes 2.14 and Plutarch Bruta Anamalia Ratione Uti 7.

9
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CHAPTER Il: THE RAPE OF HYLAS IN THEOCRITUS IDYLL 13
2.1 Heracles and Hylas, Epic and Bucolic

That Theocritus ostensibly intends Idyll 13 as an erotic epistle to his friend Nicias
is undeniable given that the very first words of the poem unambiguously state that mortal
men are not alone in experiencing love (1-2). This proposition, however, quickly falls
away in favour of a delicate illustration of the intense love Heracles felt for Hylas. After a
sequence introducing and characterizing the relationship of Heracles and Hylas,
Theocritus then offers his rendition of the rape of Hylas and its aftermath, events which
are framed by the expedition of the Argo. While the general subject matter of love
certainly persists throughout the Idyll, Theocritus' motives are far more subtle than the
simple observation which his programmatic statement would claim. The clearest evidence
that this is the case is perhaps to be found both in the complete disappearance of its
addressee after his initial mention, as well as in the absence of any concluding
recapitulation of the central proposition of the poem. These are by no means the only
generic and narrative changes occurring over the course of Idyll 13; however they are
arguably the most distinct and thereby most likely to invite deeper consideration as to
Theocritus' poetic intentions and ambitions. A closer reading will in fact yield numerous
occasions in which Theocritus subverts and undermines traditional epic themes through
humour, wit, irony, and mock-heroic deflation.?® It is my intention to explore in this

chapter not only how and to what end Theocritus uses these techniques, but also his

26 Mastronarde has, to my knowledge, produced the strongest and most comprehensive analysis of these
techniques in /dyll 13, although others, notably Hunter and Gutzwiller, are sensitive to them as well. I
will be contributing to these observations, in addition to referring to them liberally, as necessary.

10
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general narrative treatment of the Heracles and Hylas episode.?’ This will provide the
necessary framework for appreciating Propertius' literary and narrative handling, which
will then be considered in the following chapters of this thesis.

Accounting for only 75 lines but written in hexameters depicting a minor incident
involving a heroic figure during a legendary adventure, Idyll 13 is composed in a form
which is very clearly and quite purposeful transgressing generic custom.”® The traditional
meter of epic is here used to present an unheroic incident in a short narrative form, which
is then further deflated through extensive wit and playfulness. In addition, Theocritus
uses language which often subtly blends lowly bucolic elements with the high heroic
register to heighten this subversive effect. Not only are there extended similes, lengthy
patronymics, and language which quite conspicuously invokes epic poetry, but there is
also rustic language and other idyllic touches which are often used to deflate its epic
themes traditionally associated with the dactylic hexameter and its preferred lofty subject
matter. These techniques, so used in a poem about the effects of love on heroic figures

and thus juxtaposed with themes and language generally inappropriate for its preferred

27 Of the many prevalent interpretations of /dyl/l 13, three readings in particular seem to have received
considerable scholarly favour and debate. The first approaches the text through the lens of mythography
in an effort to trace the origin of the ritual springtime ramble and call to Hylas by the Mysians (Gow
[1950b], 242-3, Hunter 262-3, and Sergent 159-62). The second is favoured by social historians, who
see the abduction of Hylas from Heracles as an allegorical transition of a young man from the
adolescent status as the beloved of a mature male to heterosexual adulthood (Hunter, 262-3, Sergent
155-66). The third preferred reading emerges from diligent literary criticism, which attempts to use the
language of Idyll 13 to reveal the sentiments of its authors regarding genre, character, and contemporary
Alexandrian poetics (Gutziller, 19-28, Mastronarde, and Van Erp Taalman Kip). Certainly there is no
need for any of these readings to preclude the insights offered by alternatives, and in fact many scholars
have gratified all three as well as others in their own estimations. The scope of my thesis, however, only
permits me to indulge in detail that reading which is most relevant, namely one done through literary
criticism.

28 Such poems are occasionally regarded as “epyllia,” and are generally characterized by their selectivity,
sensitivity, and mythological obscurity. Crump, especially 51-4.
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mode of expression, are deliberately used to establish a tension between the heroic and
the bucolic. The result is that love reduces Heracles, traditionally a figure of virtually
unparalleled heroism and might, to a thoroughly risible and unheroic figure. It is the
effects of this tension on its heroic characters, and perhaps its ramifications for
contemporary poetry, which seems to be Theocritus' foremost concern.

I will now present selective literary criticism of Idyll 13, proceeding section by
section according to the main narrative features of the Hylas episode outlined in my first
chapter and focusing on the most striking features of humour, wit, irony, and mock-
heroic deflation. For my purposes, | divide the poem into seven sections: introduction (1-
15), the earlier part of the voyage (16-29), the Argonauts land at Mysia (30-35), Hylas
goes for water (36-47b), Hylas is abducted (47b-54), Heracles rampages after Hylas (55-
71), and conclusion (72-75). | will then offer brief generalizing comments on Theocritus'
narrative and literary treatment of the Hylas episode in anticipation of my following
chapters on Propertius 1.20.

At 1-15, Theocritus introduces the subject matter of his poem. The leading
proposition, that mortals are not alone in experiencing love, is dispatched in the first four
hexameters, with the remainder dedicated both to introducing Heracles and Hylas and to
characterizing their relationship. The register of epic is employed immediately at the first
introduction of Heracles, who is described as the bronze-hearted son of Amphitryon
(CAugpipdwvog 6 yolksokdpdiog vidg, 5), a title which occupies the entire hexameter. The
length and weight of these words alone qualify as epic, but it is the impressive

patronymic and the hapax legomenon yolxsorxdpdoiogc which specifically recall both heroic
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status and traditional Homeric epithets respectively.?’ This introduction is not strictly
restrained to one hexameter, but spills over into the next through a relative clause which
abbreviates his triumph over the Nemean lion (iv 6),%° as if the might and renown of
Heracles were boundless.** However what may well have been a catalogue of
achievements is promptly cut short in the last two feet of the hexameter, where
unexpected love suddenly imposes upon the hero (ijpazo maiddg, 6). Hylas is then
introduced in his own full line with descriptive language establishing a deliberate contrast
to Heracles by means of the distinctly feminine qualities of grace and beauty (zod
yopievroc "Yia, Tob oy mhokouida popedvroc, 7).%% In addition to diverting attention away
from Heracles and towards Hylas, this sudden transition marks a greater interest of the
poet in characterizing their relationship together as opposed to continuing his poem flatly
in typical heroic style.®

This tension between love and heroism will persist throughout the poem; however
the lines following the introduction of Heracles and Hylas effect a somewhat peculiar
mood. The presumed pederastic relationship soon yields to a paternal one, as Heracles is
said to have taught Hylas everything just as a father to his beloved son (8). The ostensible
reason for this instruction is to shape Hylas into a hero celebrated for his excellence (9) in
accordance with Heracles' own will (14) and thereby guide him to true adulthood (15);
however the hexameters separating purpose and objective complicate matters

considerably. Their never being apart, whether day, dawn, or dusk (10-13), is presented

29 Gutzwiller, 9-10, and Van Erp Taalman Kip, 159-60.
30 Itself another Homeric form. ¢f. 1l. 11.480.

31 Gow (1950b), 233, and Hunter, 267.

32 Mastronarde, 276, n.3.

33 Mastronarde, 276, and Hunter, 268.
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as smothering and culminates in the reduction of Hylas to a chirping chick scurrying to
the comfort of its nest and the wings of its mother hen (12-13).>* The irony is that, not
withstanding the snatching of Hylas by the nymphs, this constant closeness may have
otherwise prevented Hylas from reaching the heroic standing Heracles had in mind for
him. This would then serve to explain Theocritus' clever innovation on the formulaic
image of a new day dawning frequently found in Homer, where the prospect of heroism
reaching the heights of Zeus on a new day is frustrated by immediate nightfall and
homely comfort in bucolic imagery.® Theocritus is keenly aware of the incredible
distance between Hylas' current effeminate adolescence and any truly masculine
adulthood. It is fundamentally ridiculous that Hylas will grow into a legendary hero on
par with or even eclipsing his mentor, and so Heracles' assiduous attentions here become
reduced to those of an overbearing lover.*

At 16-29, Theocritus describes the expedition of the Argo. The register of these
lines is lofty and impressive throughout due to its abundance of heroic nomenclature and
its high epic subject matter; however the overall brevity of this section seems indicative
of authorial lack of interest, and in fact it is precisely its distinctly epic tone here which
will amplify the later deflation of such material, especially at 55ff.3" For comparison, two

full books of Apollonius Rhodius' Argonautica are here effectively compressed into a

34 This image perhaps anticipates the final picture of Hylas among the nymphs, who act motherly and
console Hylas with soothing words as he weeps on their laps.

35 Gutzwiller, 21, and Van Erp Taalman Kip, 161-2.

36 Mastronarde, 277.

37 Some brief epic elements in this sequence: 16-18 and 22-24 reference the heroic legends pertaining to
the quest for the golden fleece and the Argo sailing through the Symplegades. There is both a striking
direct mention of Jason (’Idowv Aicovidog, 16-17) and an allusion to all the other great heroes of the
Argo (dpiotijes ... / maody éx moliwv mpoleieyuévor, 17-18). Heracles is described with a bulky epithet
(radagpyos avip,19) and a hexameter spanning matronymic (’AAxunvng viog Midedatidog fipwivyg, 20).
Hunter, 271-3, and Gow (1950b), 235-8.
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breathless nine hexameter period from 16-24,% which contrasts sharply with the mood
and material of the following sentence beginning at 25 in which Theocritus slows the
meter and focuses more on pastoral imagery. The first two spondaic feet of 25 lead off
this new phase of the narrative in a much more measured and deliberative manner than
the predominantly dactylic hexameters which preceded it,* and the imagery of spring
turning into summer and distant fields beckoning lambs to pasture are humble pictures
generally beneath the scope of traditional epic. Furthermore, the inclusion of Heracles
and Hylas within this highly abbreviated account of the Argonautica is striking for both
their explicit mention and central position at 19-21. Whereas Apollonius, for example,
spends over 200 hexameters dutifully cataloguing every hero and attendant involved in
the expedition of the Argo and Heracles and Hylas are little more than two names in a
sprawling list, Theocritus instead singles out Heracles and Hylas and devotes only two
lines to the rest of the heroes.*® As a result, not only does Hylas receive unprecedented
significance among the Argonauts, but such impressive events as the quest for the golden
fleece (16-18) and the Argo speeding through the Symplegades (22-24) become entirely
periphery. Allusions to them are here little more than contextualizing, and in fact will
later prove ironic as Theocritus demonstrates no interest them.

At 30-35, Theocritus describes the arrival of the Argonauts at Mysia, where they
anchor in Propontis after having sailed for three days. Similar to the picture of lambs at

pasture in early summertime which characterized their initial departure at 25-26,

38 Hunter, 271.

39 25 in particular features dactyls in all four variable feet of the hexameter, no doubt reflecting the speed
of the Argo as it passes the Symplegades. The sudden change in metrical pace is indicative of
Theocritus zooming in on the focus of his narrative.

40 ¢f. Ap. Rhod. 1.23-233 and /d. 13.17-18. Heracles and Hylas occur at 1.122-32 in Apollonius' catalogue.
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Theocritus again turns to the pastoral imagery of local country-folk using oxen to plough
broad furrows in order to define the land at which the Argo now arrives (30-31).** Up to
this point in the narrative, Theocritus has so far presented no occasion for these god-
beloved mightiest of heroes to affirm their glorious reputation. In fact their entire
enterprise seems to be undertaken rather leisurely, which is evidenced both by the
complete omission of Pelias, who sends Jason after the golden fleece, and by their
convenient departure under the Pleiades, which herald the ideal time of year for sailing.**
Without any urgency or pressure, the expedition loses its impressive quality. This
deflation is further continued at 32-33, which directly appropriates the Homeric language
of disembarking, dining, and sleeping as the Argonauts set about their camp and supper
after landing.”® An epic styled repose without any suggestion that it is at all deserved
renders this sequence mock-heroic, especially considering how their only explicit labour
so far has been preparing their evening meal (Saiza mévovro, 32).* The following
description of the Argonauts constructing their resting place from the local vegetation
then marks a return to the earlier pastoral imagery. The botanic features of a meadow of
sharp sedge and thick galingale are quite mundane details, and yet they receive two full
hexameters and vivid adjectives (Bodrouov 6&v fabovv T’ étauovro kvmeipov, 35). Such

attention to otherwise minor details simultaneously emphasizes the bucolic sensibilities

41 Theocritus' image here does not readily suggest any sort of toil or struggle in the life of the locals,
which Hunter (274-5) compares to Apollonius' detailed description of their weariness after a long day in
the fields. ¢f. Ap. Rhod. 1.1172-8.

42 Hunter 273-4, and Gow (1950b), 237.

43 Gutzwiller, 24, and Hunter, 275. The treatment of this common scene in Homer (especially Od. 15.499-
500) recalls Theocritus' earlier description of dawn at 11, itself another common Homeric image
(occurring five times in just Od. 9 alone at 152, 170, 307, 437, 520) and similarly tweaked by
Theocritus.

44 The solidarity of the Argonauts dining in pairs and sharing one sleeping-place perhaps also contrasts
sharply with the individualistic heroism of traditional Homeric epic. Hunter, 275.
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of Theocritus and deflates the heroic subject matter of his poem, as the former now
receives unprecedented prominence and the latter is continuously truncated.

At 36-47a, Theocritus describes how Hylas leaves camp to fetch water, which
marks the first appearance of Hylas since his initial boarding of the Argo at 21. In this
sequence, Hylas becomes a curiously nondescript figure in comparison to the lavish
presentation of both the spring and the activities of the nymphs therein. While three and a
half hexameters are dedicated to detailing the spring (39b-42) and three more are used to
describe the nymphs within (43-45), Hylas is only given a single short epithet (Cavfoc,
36)* and is later referred to as simply a young lad (kodpoc, 46 and 53).%° Even the pitcher
Hylas is bringing along to carry the water becomes more strikingly detailed than its
carrier, as wolvyavoéa kpwaooov (46) is a conspicuously bulky word no doubt intended as
a witty jab at Heracles' voracious appetite.*” The immediate result of this constant
backgrounding of Hylas here is that his earlier heroic potential alluded to in 8-15
becomes utterly deflated; even within his own narrative, he can scarcely be said to be the
hero.

Instead of Hylas, it is the nature of the spring and the character of the nymphs
which become the main focuses of Theocritus' attentions. The description of the spring is
particularly remarkable both for its lushness of five distinct types of vegetation (reeds,

maidenhair, celandine, wild celery, and dogstooth grass),*® and for its irony in ascribing

45 LSJ s.v. “favBog.” This epithet is also common to Menelaus in epic poetry (c¢f- Od. 4.31)

46 LSJ s.v. “kodpog.”

47 Hunter, 279.

48 For the most part, these are ordinary plants common in wetlands and marshes. Theocritus' focus on
otherwise unremarkable details continues his promotion of the commonplace over the heroic. Hunter,
239, and Gow (1950b), 277-8.
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to each plant its own vivid adjective ironically contributing a quality Hylas himself would
have been unable to perceive due the pervasive darkness (zepi d¢ Opvo molla wepiket,
KDAVEOY TE YEAIOOVIOV YAWPOV T’ ddiavtov kol Ballovio aédva kai gilitevig dypworig, 40-
42).*° The lack of any verbs in 41-42 and their being in apposition to the grammatically
complete 39b-40 also renders this section as remarkably slow-paced, thereby cultivating a
tense atmosphere in anticipation of the nymphs and their imminent snatching of Hylas.
When finally Theocritus does introduce the nymphs at 43-45, he continues to
ramp up the tension by focusing on their menacing qualities, such as how they are a
constant threat due to their being sleepless (dxoiunror,44)> and their reputation as fearful
goddesses (dervai Oeai dypoicrrauc, 44),°* in order to make their later comic treatment
more striking. Their explicit identification in 45 conscientiously adapts traditional epic
patterning for their formal introduction,®® and the undefined plurality of nymphs in 43-44
is then narrowed to three, each of whom receiving what are not unlikely to be significant
names: Edvika, Molig, and Noyewa. Of the three, names Noyeio in particular is especially
witty.>® While her name is no doubt reflective of the darkness surrounding this phase of

poem, her description as having spring in her eyes (éap 6’ dpowaoa, 45) is particularly

49 Darkness is a major theme of this poem: it is already evening when Hylas sets off (36-39), one of the
nymphs who rape him is named after night (Noyeia, 45) the water of the spring is black (49), Hylas is
compared to a shooting star (50-53) Heracles ranges the country side in the darkness (61-65), and the
Argo sets sail suddenly at midnight (69). Segal, 54-61.

50 Hunter, 278. This is perhaps also intended as a humorous contrast with the heroes of the Argo who are
deeply concerned with sleep. 33-35.

51 Calypso (Od. 7.246) and Circe (Od. 10.136) are famously dervai Oeai. cf. Od. 7.255-7 and 12.448-50 for
how the phrasing here recalls epic. Also note how the attentions of the nymphs once Hylas is abducted
resemble Calypso's attentions to Odysseus, while their character and the narrative around them
beforehand is similar to Circe at Od. 10.133-574: much like Odysseus, Hylas is drawn to an exotic and
menacing low-lying place inhabited by dread goddesses. Gutzwiller, 26, and Van Erp Taalman Kip, 162.

52 Hunter, 278. A hexameter of three names, only the third of which is qualified, is a common formula in
hexameter poetry.

53 For a brief discussion of Edvika, Malig, and Noyera, see Hunter, 278, and Gow (1950b), 240.
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ironic considering both the current time of year (spring has already passed; cf. 25-26),
and how a sleepless goddess peering through the darkness is being juxtaposed with the
sleep-requiring mortal Hylas presently unable to see.

At 47b-54, Theocritus describes the moment of Hylas' abduction and his fate
thereafter. The fully dactylic 46-47a quickens the metrical pace after the heavily spondaic
description of the spring and its nymphs from 39b-45, and the narrative then returns to
the pace established at the moment Hylas left camp for water at 36.>* The action of 47b-
49a is fascinating both for how the nymphs act in unison as all three clasp Hylas by the
hand, and for Theocritus' narrative inversion of presenting the action before explaining its
motivation. Humorously, all three nymphs are eagerly vying for Hylas at 47b and yet no
one of them will emerge with an uncontested claim to Hylas, which is evidenced by the
nymphs collectively consoling and sharing the boy among their laps at 53-54.% Still more
humour is added as a result of Theocritus' narrative playfulness in this section.
Retardation is used twice in quick succession to teasing effect as the results of actions are
deliberately delayed. The first occurrence in 47b-49a has already been noted as the
aftermath of the nymphs latching onto Hylas' hand is put off with a one and a half
hexameter clarification of the reason behind their sudden action. Theocritus then

immediately uses the same technique again at 49b-52, where Hylas' descent into the

54 Hunter, 278, and Gow (1950b), 239, note the remarkable occurrence here of three consecutive spondaic
lines at 42-44. In addition to metrical slowing, the focus on two specific scenes (the spring at 39b-43,
the nymphs at 43-45) had also slowed down the narrative pace. Hylas' notice of the spring is immediate
(tayo 0¢ kpavav évonoev, 39b) following his earlier departure from camp at 36-39a, which is itself a
sequence of similar length to the two above scenes only due to mention of Heracles and Telamon.
Immediate too is the abduction of Hylas at 46-47, if metrical pace here reflects narrative pace. All
variable feet in these lines are dactyls, with the exception of the spondee marking a hard third foot
caesura in 47. Hunter 278-9, and Gow (1950b), 240.

55 Alternatively, Mastronarde (285-7) views the nymphs as mock-solemn throughout, with 53-54 resolving
and justifying their previously ambiguous nature.
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water is enjambed into 50 and taken up again with a striking shooting star simile from 50-
52.%

It is only at 53-54 that Theocritus offers any measure of resolution, as the nymphs
comfort Hylas crying on their laps. In considering the host of possible readings for this
final image of Hylas, the puzzling logistics of how one manages to cry underwater should
not be overlooked, and nor should the undefined reasons for Hylas' tears.>” While it is
possible that Hylas is crying because of his reluctance to oblige willingly these sudden
erotic feminine attentions after being engaged in a pederastic relationship with Heracles
for so long,*® his tears could just as fairly be attributed to the simple fear of death in such
an overwhelmingly stressful situation.”® Regardless, there is perhaps something distinctly
humorous in Hylas receiving yet another custodian, recalling not only the earlier foster
upbringing provided by Heracles at 8-15, but perhaps also his real father from whom
Heracles had originally taken him.%® At any rate, there can be no doubt that this final

image of Hylas, weeping and being comforted on the laps of the nymphs, is a decidedly

56 Hylas' earlier bland characterization from 36, in which Theocritus only describes Hylas as blonde
(&avBog), is perhaps meant to intensify the effect of this simile. Hylas' blonde hair acts as a remarkably
bright and vivid detail in a scenario characterized by darkness and menace, and thereby firmly links his
descent into the black spring to a shooting star illuminating the night sky. Mastronarde, 280.

57 Hunter, 281, suggests that Heracles' mothering is here replaced by the nymphs. A maternal element is
certainly plausible, especially given parallels to Virgil Geo. 4.315-414 in which Aristaeus is depicted as
seeking his mother in her underwater abode. However such a reading does not account for the carnal
motivations explicitly driving the nymphs at 48-49a. Any reconciliation between these two moods
would therefore seem unsatisfactory.

58 If this text is read as the transition of a youth from adolescent homosexual love to heterosexual
adulthood, then there is perhaps humour in viewing Hylas' tears as childishly resisting this sudden
(albeit no less timely and age appropriate) maturity. Otherwise there is no immediate reason as to why
the sexual advances of the nymphs should reduce a young Argive man to tears. Sergent, 155-66.

59 The menacing and mock-solemn details involved in the presentation of the spring , the characterization
of the nymphs, and the rape of Hylas, all cultivate a scenario in which tears would be appropriate.
Although this threatening atmosphere is ironic and becomes humorously deflated here, Hylas' fears
would not so easily be assuaged. Mastronarde 285-7.

60 Given how Apollonius includes a digression on how Theiodamas was Hylas' birth father and how this
account is contemporary with Theocritus, this may be the figure to be recalled.
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unheroic picture intended to be compared with the mighty hero he will never become.
Reference to Hylas as xodpog both immediately before and after his abduction, at 46 and
53 respectively, essentially locks him into stasis; Hylas will forever be a child and his
heroic potential will never be fulfilled.

At 55-71, Theocritus describes Heracles' immediate response to the rape of Hylas.
The abrupt scene change from the nymphs inside the spring to Heracles presumably still
at evening camp near the Argo is made more humorous by the juxtaposition of the
nymphs enjoying the company of Hylas with Heracles being suddenly and inexplicably
disturbed over the boy. Heracles, here named with the most impressive patronymic
featured in the ldyll ("Augizpvawviddag, 55), then takes up his bow and club (56-57),
weapons which, despite being emblematic of the hero, will be of no use whatsoever.®*
Although these verses at least initially recall epic arming sequences in which heroes
equip themselves for battle, their fundamental inappropriateness and eventual uselessness
renders these lines derisive. His following triple shout, for all its impressive volume,
similarly yields no results as the faint voice of Hylas from the water ironically deceives
Heracles (58-60).%% The sheer inanity of a shout from deep underwater being heard on the
surface notwithstanding,® Heracles' comic oafishness is here on full display as he
somehow confuses this thin voice (¢paia ... pawva, 59) for a distant echo, despite his

nearness to the very spring into which Hylas was pulled.

61 Van Erp Taalman Kip, 167. Heracles as part of ancient material culture can typically be identified by the
Nemean lion skin he wears over his head around his shoulders, as well as by his massive cudgel.

62 Hunter, 282-3, Gow (1950b), 242-3, Gutzwiller, 27-8, Van Erp Taalman Kip, 165, and Bramble, 85-6.

63 Similar to how one manages to cry underwater, the effectiveness of Hylas shouting from deep within the
spring should also be pondered. Could any mortal be heard at all from its bottom? Regardless, any
sound that emerges would surely be muffled and scarcely audible, unlike the crisp reverberations
associated with echoes, and thereby Heracles' confusion becomes all the more perplexing.
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As a result of Hylas' disappearance, a maddened Heracles ranges the land.
Theocritus here uses a mocking Homeric simile to ridicule his feeble efforts by likening
his frantic search to that of a lion hunting a whimpering fawn through the mountains (61-
63).% This comparison both associates Heracles with the defeated Nemean beast from
earlier in the poem (6) and reduces his grand heroic status to a comic caricature of the
skinned beast traditionally around his shoulders: while a lion may be able to hasten out of
bed to a superlatively easy meal, Heracles will enjoy nothing of the sort. Such teasing
then becomes fully apparent when Theocritus returns to Heracles to complete the simile,
as the superhero is propelled by his bereavement further and further away from his
beloved across vast swathes of untrodden countryside (64-65).%°

The final hexameters of this sequence return to the frame of the Argonautica after
using the futile wanderings of Heracles to support a generalizing statement of how lovers
are wretched (ayéthior of piréovree, 66).%° The final descriptions of Heracles within these
hexameters strip away any traces of sensitivity and finer feeling perhaps still lingering
from his earlier more tender characterization in the opening sequences and reduce
Heracles to senseless raging (uaivouevog, 71) and wandering (dlmuevog, 66). Unlike the
patient waiting of the Argonauts, who are presented as mindful of their comrade (68-70a),

Heracles's madness has seemingly driven out all regard for the expedition (67b).%” The

64 Hunter, 283-4, Gow (1950b), 243, Mastronarde, 277-8.

65 Mastronarde, 278-279, notes the ridiculous and mocking physical pain Heracles would surely feel from
the untrodden brambles (drpirroiory dravOaig, 64) stinging his feet across his far ranging heroic trek.

66 For the sense of 66-67, how Theocritus momentarily brings back Nicias into the poem, and how
Theocritus transfers to lovers a characteristic usually applied to Eros, see Hunter, 285.

67 These final hexameters in which the Argonauts sail off without Heracles and Hylas raise certain
questions about Theocritus' narrative logic. Foremost among them, if it was not their intention to spend
the night, then why do the Argonauts make camp and fashion a place to sleep at 32-35? Hunter, 285-6,
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quaint explanation that a harsh god has stung his liver (71) then conjures an unusually
visceral and specific image, since Heracles' emotional and mental affliction is ascribed to
a physiological cause.®® Theocritus' subjection of Heracles to a divine whim here, in
addition to his violent emotional reactions and his utter impotence in being unable to
recover Hylas, renders complete the deflation of Heracles to a feeble caricature of his
most risible qualities.

At 72-75, Theocritus concludes his poem by alluding to the aftermath of the
preceding events. Hylas is presumably enjoying immortality and a measure of divinity
among the blessed ones (72) while Heracles not only receives no distinction whatsoever
but is also mocked for abandoning the Argo (73-75). One fi