VIRGIL – THE GEORGICS

The Georgics which are prescribed are: Rustic Happiness; Orpheus and Eurydice and A Farmer’s Calendar. 

Summary of Rustic Happiness:
 This is from Georgics 2. The poet calls on the muses to inspire him with knowledge of earth and heaven. He wants to know about the movement of the stars, the tides, the moon, earthquakes, the seasons. But, he says, if his nature ties him down, he will be happy with a secure, quiet, “inglorious life”. He wishes for a cottage in a river valley near a wood. He wants to hear songs to Bacchus (god of wine), sung by “Spartan maids”. He wishes to be far away from humanity. He says that the man who studies nature in its quiet state is happy indeed. He is “Fearless of fortune and resigned to Fate!”. He is a lucky man who escapes the bribery of the law court and “purple slavery” and who does not worry about what the people think of him or get involved in family feuds. 

From a long way off he hears of disputes and wars but is not troubled by them. He doesn’t worry about the poor or envy the rich. He loves his home and will not leave it for money, he lives off the land. He stays away from the senate debates and legal shouting matches and from foreign wars and looting. He does not follow luxury and does not hoard his money . He cares not for the great acclaim of fools given to public speakers and does not have a guilty conscience. 

The peasant remains free of all of this and just works hard to keep people in food and things that are necessary. He looks after his family and his “dumb deserving train” with a plentiful crop. Every season has its own work and rest times. In Spring it is time for lambing, in autumn the trees and vines bear fruit and in winter he has time to rest and to enjoy his children and his “faithful bed”. His cattle are ready for milking and his kid goats play-fight in the yard. On holidays he dresses up and pays homage to the gods, with other peasants he lazes around the fire drinking, he takes part in archery contests or wrestling.

It was this kind of life that the Sabines led and so were Romulus and Remus raised. From such an upbringing did Roman greatness sprlng. 

Such was life in the age of Saturn before the making of swords for war, and the sounding of war cries with drums and trumpets, before animals were slaughtered for anything but sacrifice. In the good old days the old god ate herbs and roots when hungry and “gave the Golden Age”.

Summary of Orpheus and Eurydice.

 This is taken from Georgics 4. Poor girl, she never saw the watersnak in the grass, her companions and the tribes lamented and filled the earth with their crying. Orpheus “sick to the heart” sought comfort in his lyre. He sang of “you, sweet wife” from dawn to dark on the lonely shore. He entered the underworld where “fear hangs like a black fog”. He approached the king of Tartarus and the ghosts there who are not touched by human prayer. But they are moved by his music and flock, like millions of birds to hear him. Mothers, heroes, boys and girls laid on the bier by their parents. All around is the dark ooze, reeds and stagnant waters of Cocytus and the Styx. Even the Furies with snakes for hair and the savage Cerberus stop to listen. The wheel of Ixion stops. 

“Eurydice regained” approaches daylight when a moment of madness catches Orpheus who forgets Proserpina’s condition and looks back. “Pardonable you’d say, but death can never pardon”. His labour is lost. Three times thunder peals over Avernus. Eurydice cries out, asking who has doomed her a second time, and she laments as she reaches out to Orpheus and is pulled away. Like a wisp of smoke she is gone.

Orpheus grasps at shadows wanting to say more but it is no use, he could not cross again into the underworld. There was nothing he could do about his wife, twice taken from him. He weeps for seven months and “under the ice-cold stars poured out his dirge”. Like a nightingale who has lost her young to a heartless ploughman sings under a poplar tree, she weeps all night long “loading the acres round with the burden of her lament”.  No love can distract him and he travels through ice and snow and frost bewailing Eurydice and the “wasted bounty of death”. In the end he is torn limb from limb by the Bacchante, angry at his neglect of them. And even then, his severed head, rolling down the River Hebrus cries out “Eurydice” a call echoed by the river banks.

Summary of A Farmer’s Calendar: 

This is from Georgics 1. It depicts in a very romanticised and rose-tinted way of some of the farmer’s work at the darkest time of year. 

It begins with work done at night or at dawn such as cutting stubble in the fields or whittling torches from sticks as the farmer’s wife sings to herself, weaving by winter firelight. 

It is the time of brewing liquor, feasting and resting, midsummer is the time to work hard at harvesting. The winter is like the time the ship is anchored in port and cares are dispelled. 

Now is the time for gathering nuts and berries and for hunting for cranes, stags, deer and hares in the snow and ice. 

Virgil sings of spring and autumn when the wild winds do battle in a stormy sky (military imagery here), floods sweep away the crops and Jove wields his thunderbolt. Man and beast is afraid and mountains are laid low.     

