
THEOCRITUS, IDYLL 2 (TRANSLATED BY NEIL HOPKINSON)



Where are my laurel leaves? Bring them, Thestylis. Where are my potions? Circle the bowl with finest scarlet sheep’s wool so that I can bind fast my lover, who is a heavy trouble to me. The wretch has not even come near for twelve days, and he doesn’t know whether I am living or dead: he has not even knocked at my door, he is so cruel. Certainly Love and Aphrodite have gone off somewhere else with his fickle heart. I shall go tomorrow to Timagetus’ wrestling school to see him, and I shall reproach him for treating me so. But for now I shall bind him with fire spells. Cast a fair light, Moon: to you I shall chant softly, goddess, and to Hecate in the underworld, at whom even dogs tremble when she comes among the tombs of the dead and the black blood. Hail, dread Hecate, and keep with me to the end, making these drugs of mine no less powerful than those of Circe or Medea or fair-haired Perimede.


Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

First barley grains are melted in the fire. Scatter them on, Thestylis. Where have your wits flown off to, you wretch? Have I become an object of scorn to you too, then, you vile girl? Scatter it on, and at the same time say, “I scatter the bones of Delphis.”

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

Delphis has caused me distress; against Delphis I burn this laurel. As it crackles loudly when set on fire and from it we do not see even ash remaining, just so may Delphis’ flesh waste in flame.

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

Now I shall burn the bran. You, Artemis, who can move the adamant of Hades9 and anything else as firmly fixed—Thestylis, the dogs are howling for us in the town: the goddess is at the crossroads—clash the bronze quick as you can.

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

Look, still is the sea and still are the breezes;12 but the pain in my heart is not still. The whole of me is burning for the man who made me disgraced—wretch that I am—and no longer a virgin, instead of his wife.

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

As I with the goddess’s aid melt this wax, so may Myndian Delphis melt at once with love. And as this bronze rhombos turns round by the power of Aphrodite, so may he turn to and fro about my door.

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

Three times I pour a libation and three times, lady, I utter these words: whether it is a woman who lies with him or a man, may he have so much forgetfulness of them as they say Theseus on Dia had of Ariadne with her lovely tresses.

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

Hippomanes is a plant which grows among the Arcadians, and in the mountains all the foals and swift horses are mad

for it; just so may I see Delphis, just so may he come to this house from the glossy wrestling school, like a man made mad.

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

From his cloak Delphis lost this fringe, which I now shred and cast into the wild fire.18 Ah, cruel Love, why, like a leech from the marsh, have you fastened on me and drunk all the black blood from my body?

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

Tomorrow I will crush a lizard and take it to him, an evil drink. Thestylis, take these herbs now and knead them over his threshold while it is still night, and say in a whisper, “I knead the bones of Delphis.”

Magic wheel, draw that man to my house.

And now that I am alone, from what point shall I lament my love? Where should I start? Who brought me this trouble? Our Anaxo, daughter of Eubulus, went as a basket

bearer to the grove of Artemis, in whose honor at that time many animals were paraded, and among them a lioness.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

And Theumaridas’ Thracian nurse, now among the blessed, who was a near neighbor, had begged and pleaded with me to see the show; and I most unluckily accompanied her wearing a fair long linen dress and wrapping myself in Clearista’s cloak.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

And when I was already halfway along the road, where Lycon’s place is, I saw Delphis and Eudamippus going along together.26 Their beards were blonder than the gold flower and their chests gleamed much more than you, Moon, because they had just left the fair exercise of the gymnasium.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

And when I saw them I was seized with madness, and my wretched heart was caught with fire, and my beauty wasted

away. I no longer took notice of that procession, and I had no idea how I got home again, but a burning fever shook me, and I lay on my bed ten days and ten nights.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

Often my skin would become as pale as fustic, and all the hair began to fall from my head,29 and only my skin and bones were left. To whose house did I not go? What old enchantress did I leave unvisited? But it was no light matter, and flying time moved on.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

So I gave the slave girl a true account: “Come, Thestylis, find some cure for my hard suffering. Myndian Delphis has me in his power completely. Go and wait by Timagetus’ wrestling school: there he attends, and there he likes to sit.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

“And when you find him alone, nod to him discreetly and say, ‘Simaetha calls you,’ and lead him here.” So I said; and she went and brought sleek-skinned Delphis to my house.

And when I saw him just crossing the threshold of my door with his light foot—

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love—

the whole of me became much colder than snow, and sweat like damp dews ran from my forehead, and I could say nothing, not even as much as children whimper in their sleep, crying to their own dear mother: my fair body became stiff, just like a doll.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

And when he saw me the faithless man fixed his eyes on the ground30 and sat on the bed and, sitting down, said, “Indeed, Simaetha, when you called me to this house of yours you were ahead of me only by as much as I outran the graceful Philinus the other day.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

“I would have come, by sweet Love I would have come with two or three friends as soon as it was night, keeping safe in my lap the apples of Dionysus, and wearing a garland of white poplar on my head, the holy plant of Heracles, wound all round with purple bands.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

“And if you had received me, that would have been pleasant—for I am called nimble and handsome among all the young men—and I would have slept happy if I had only kissed your fair mouth; but if you had rejected me and kept your door closed with a bar, by every means axes and torches would have come against you.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

“But as it is I say thanks are due to Cypris; and, after Cypris, you next have saved me from the fire, lady, by summoning me, quite half-consumed, to this house of yours. Often Love kindles a blaze more fiery than does Hephaestus on Lipari.

Note, lady Moon, whence came my love.

“With dire madness he rouses the girl from her bedroom and makes the bride leave her husband’s bed while it is still warm.” So he spoke. Too swift to believe him, I caught him by the hand and laid him on the soft bed; quickly body warmed to body, our faces grew hotter than before, and we whispered sweetly. The main thing was
done, and we both came to our desire. And until yesterday, at least, he had no cause to complain at me, nor I at him. But today, as the steeds of rosy Dawn were carrying her up from the ocean and galloping skywards, the mother of our piper Philista and of Melixo came to me and told me many things, and in particular that Delphis is in love. She said she did not know for sure whether desire for a man or for a woman occupies him, but just this much, that he was always toasting Love in unmixed wine and that at last he ran off quickly and said that he would go to garland a house. This is what the woman told me, and she tells the truth: in the past he would visit me three or four times a day and would often leave with me his Dorian oil flask, but now it is the twelfth day since I even saw him. Has he some other delight, and forgotten me? Now I shall bind him with my charms; but if he still gives me trouble he shall knock at Death’s door, by the Fates; such evil drugs, I say, I keep in my box, which I learned about, Queen Moon, from an Assyrian stranger.

