Summary of Virgil’s Eclogue – The Song of Silenus

The Eclogues, a book of ten separate but inter linked pastoral poems was Virgil’s first published work. The poems are in the form of alternating monologues and dialogues. They are elegant and lyrical and are set in a place called “Arcadia” which seems to be a kind of paradise or utopia of natural loveliness.

The sixth Eclogue tells of the drunken chief satyr, Silenus, playfully held hostage by nymphs and satyrs when they find him asleep. They demand a song and he tells of how the world began, (an early version of the “big bang”theory) and how the world was filled with ocean, land, forest…etc. He refers to the Golden Age of man in the past and goes on to tell of certain myths:

1. Prometheus and his punishment by Jove (Jupiter)

2. The drowning of Hylas (one of the Argonauts)

3. The fall of Phaethon who insisted on driving the sun god’s chariot and went too high too fast. He is mourned by his sisters who were turned into alder (poplar) trees, weeping in a row by the River Po.

4. He sings of the sacred mantle of poetry being passed on to Gallus (a famous poet of his own day) from the great Greek poet Hesiod, a gift of Apollo.

5. Then he mentions the two Scyllas (one transformed into a hideous sea monster with six dogs’ heads devouring sailors who passed and the other transformed into a bird after killing her father)

He sings of the tale of Philomela, who serves up her son to her husband, Tereus, for dinner when she finds out he is also her sister, Procne’s lover. All three are turned into birds, a lapwing, a swallow and a nightingale.

Even when evening comes and the time arrives for the cows to come home, Silenus continues till the stars come out and “sudden night surprised the yet unfinished song”

(Translation by John Dryden 1697)  

