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Additional notes on the key pastoral texts mentioned on pp. 20–21 of the magazine. 

Sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
Jacopo Sannazaro, Arcadia (1504) 
With its mix of poetry and prose, Arcadia established one of the most popular literary forms of the 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Its melancholy hero leaves the city to take refuge among 
the poetry-writing shepherds of an idealised and elegiac Arcadia. The pattern of a withdrawal from the 
city to the countryside, or a contrast between court corruption and rural innocence, became central to 
much pastoral literature of the period. 

Jorge de Montemayor, Diana (1559) 
The Portuguese Montemayor, writing in Spanish, drew directly on Sannazaro’s work in this bestseller 
about love-lorn shepherds and shepherdesses, who gather to sing songs and tell their own stories — 
an enchantress helps solve their romantic dilemmas. Translated into English in 1582–83, it was a 
major influence on Sidney and used by Shakespeare for The Two Gentlemen of Verona. 

Giovanni Battista Guarini, Il Pastor Fido (1590) 
This major Italian influence (translated into English as The Faithful Shepherd in 1602) introduced the 
genre of pastoral drama, and especially pastoral tragicomedy, to the stages of Europe. Fashionable 
enough in England for Ben Jonson to make a joke about Guarini in Volpone, it was imitated by (among 
others) Shakespeare’s collaborator John Fletcher in The Faithful Shepherdess (1608). 

Robert Herrick, Hesperides (1648) 
This collection by the London-bred royalist vicar with a parish in Devon, while displaying some 
ambivalence towards country life, frequently celebrates rural festivities and the good life of Cavalier 
conviviality. Herrick’s wide-ranging pastoral poetry also touches on the socioeconomics of the peasant 
world, Christianity and politics. 

Andrew Marvell, ‘The Garden’, Upon Appleton House, the Mower quartet 
(c. 1650) 
Among Marvell’s lyric poems, these stand out as some of the finest examples of pastoral of any 
period, using the genre to explore our relationship with the natural world and the meaning of human 
existence as well as the Civil War and contemporary political issues. 
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Eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
Oliver Goldsmith, ‘The Deserted Village’ (1770) 
This poem laments the depopulation of the idealised village of Auburn with its rural virtues, comparing 
it — in typical pastoral style — with the corruption of the city and the terrors of the foreign countries to 
which its former inhabitants have been driven. 

John Clare, Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery and The Village 
Minstrel (1820), The Shepherd’s Calendar (1827), The Rural Muse (1835) 
The fine nature poetry of the self-taught ‘Northamptonshire peasant poet’ draws on sources as varied 
as Milton, eighteenth-century pastoral, the Romantic poets, the Bible and popular ballads in his closely 
attentive descriptions of the natural world, as well as his protests against enclosures of common land. 

Alfred Tennyson, In Memoriam (1850) 
In this poem in memory of his friend Arthur Hallam, Tennyson imitated Milton’s ‘Lycidas’ by casting 
himself as a mourning shepherd, but it also has a strong anti-pastoral element in seeing nature as 
indifferent and brutal. Tennyson’s Lincolnshire dialect poems (influenced by Duck and Clare) 
demonstrate nostalgia for old rural ways without idealising them. 

Elizabeth Gaskell, North and South (1854–55) 
Although Gaskell’s novels are more associated with industrial Manchester, in this one the city — here 
named Milton — is contrasted by the central character, Margaret Hale, with her former home in the 
rural south, which she remembers as a typically idyllic pastoral world. She discovers on a later visit 
that her idealised view of it is a false one. 


