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 only connect Get to grips with intertextuality by tracking some of the sources and descendants of an 
important genre

Twentieth and twenty-first centuries
Poetry
Edward Thomas (1878–1917)
Often associated with poetry of the 
First World War, in which he was 
killed, Thomas’s poems about the 
English countryside also mark him 
out as a pastoral writer. His best-
known poem ‘Adlestrop’ (1917), 
describes an unscheduled stop 
during a train journey, during which 
the birds can be heard singing in the 
countryside. The singing of birds — 
or lack of it — became a recurring 
motif in First World War writing.

W. H. Auden (1907–73) and 
Ted Hughes (1930–98)
Auden often depicted nature in his 
poems as solipsistic and diffident. 
In this respect he was a precursor 
of Hughes, whose poems about 
nature foreground the beauty and 
violence in the natural world (e.g. 
‘Pike’ and ‘Hawk Roosting’). Hughes 
also acknowledged the influence 
of Gerard Manley Hopkins in his 
writing.

Drama
Tom Stoppard, Arcadia
(1993)
While clearly referring to the 
pastoral ideal in its title, Arcadia 
takes a postmodern view of the 
past and our relationship with it. 
The play shifts between two time 
periods set in an English country 
house. The events of 1809–12 are 
interwoven with a present-day 
narrative, with props from both time 
periods gradually mixing on the 
set. Stoppard also deals with issues 
such as entropy, chaos theory and 
landscape gardening.

Jez Butterworth, Jerusalem
(2009)
This play presents a very different 
view of a contemporary pastoral 
life. It takes place on St George’s 
Day in a small Wiltshire village, and 
focuses on the central character, 
drug dealer Johnny ‘Rooster’ 
Byron, and the motley crew of 
characters surrounding him. The
Times described Rooster as ‘King 
Arthur reincarnated as a troll’ and 
categorised the play as ‘debased 
pastoral’. 

Prose fiction
Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead 
Revisited (1945) Revisited (1945) Revisited
This novel presents a nostalgic view 
of pre-Second World War England. 
Waugh later felt that the book 
was too idealised, the rationing 
and pessimism of the time having 
caused him to fill it with ‘a kind 
of gluttony...for the splendours of 
the recent past’. Nevertheless, the 
book moves into darker territory 
as it progresses, with a crisis of 
faith at its centre. Brideshead has 
exerted a great deal of influence: exerted a great deal of influence: 
early sections in both Ian McEwan’s 
Atonement and Alan Hollinghurst’s Atonement and Alan Hollinghurst’s Atonement
The Stranger’s Child develop the The Stranger’s Child develop the The Stranger’s Child
themes of nostalgia and a ‘golden 
age’ before the narratives take a 
darker turn.

Jim Crace, Harvest (2013)Harvest (2013)Harvest
Shortlisted for the 2013 Man Booker 
prize, Harvest is a contemporary Harvest is a contemporary Harvest
example of a pastoral setting, with 
Crace using a tiny English village in 
an unspecified period of the past — 
perhaps the sixteenth or seventeenth 
century — as the setting for his 
examination of relationships and the 
struggle for survival in a rural world 
undergoing brutal changes.
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The Bible and classical texts
Theocritus, Idylls (third century Idylls (third century Idylls BCE)
This Greek poetry includes ‘bucolic’ poems, which celebrate rural life 
through the figures of shepherds and herdsmen. They express the 
pleasures and pains of love, make use of mythological narratives, 
and engage with political uncertainties and the preoccupations of 
daily living. As his editor suggests, ‘European literature would be 
unimaginable without Theocritus’.

Virgil, Georgics (c. 29 c. 29 c. BCE) and Eclogues (Eclogues (Eclogues c. 37 c. 37 c. BCE)
This Roman poet established two major forms of pastoral poetry. 
The Georgics consist of ostensibly agricultural advice to farmers in Georgics consist of ostensibly agricultural advice to farmers in Georgics
poems that engage with ethics, politics and religion. The Eclogues
(introducing Arcadia as a setting) follow Theocritus more closely in 
their lyrical romanticism, while using the pastoral world to comment 
obliquely on contemporary events.

Ovid, Metamorphoses (Metamorphoses (Metamorphoses c. 8 c. 8 c. CE)
While adopting elements of pastoral such as the song contest and 
pastoral lament, Ovid’s apparently idyllic rural locations are permeated 
by violence — his equivalent of Arcadia is an often dark and 
dangerous place.

The Bible
Both the garden of Eden and the depiction of Christ as the shepherd of 
his flock contributed to early modern English pastoral.

Eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries
Eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries
Eighteenth and nineteenth 

Thomas Gray, ‘Elegy Written in a Country 
Churchyard’ (1751)
Gray’s best-known poem echoes Milton and Shakespeare 
in its exploration of mortality and the restricted lives of 
the rural poor.

Oliver Goldsmith, ‘The Deserted Village’ 
(1770)

William Blake, Songs of Innocence and of 
Experience (1789/1794)Experience (1789/1794)Experience
The pastoral world is used to explore children’s 
innocence, the nature of human freedom and their 
inevitable corruption in the adult world.

William Wordsworth, Lyrical Ballads
(1798/1800)
Wordsworth’s pastoral poetry ranges from ‘Lines Written 
a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey’, with its contemplation 
of the effects of nature on the mind, to his Lake District 
poems such as ‘Michael’ and ‘The Pet-Lamb’ which 
reject neoclassical pastoralism in favour of showing the reject neoclassical pastoralism in favour of showing the 
redemptive quality of plain, hard-working lives.

John Clare, Poems Descriptive of Rural Life 
and Scenery and and Scenery and and Scenery The Village Minstrel (1820), The Village Minstrel (1820), The Village Minstrel
The Shepherd’s Calendar (1827), The Shepherd’s Calendar (1827), The Shepherd’s Calendar The Rural 
Muse (1835)Muse (1835)Muse

Elizabeth Gaskell, North and South (1854–55)North and South (1854–55)North and South

Alfred Tennyson, In Memoriam (1850)In Memoriam (1850)In Memoriam

Thomas Hardy, Tess of the d’Urbervilles
(1891)
Hardy’s novel depicts a changing pastoral world amid 
the Industrial Revolution. We see Tess Durbeyfield’s rural 
lifestyle change, with the peaceful harvest scene in the 
early part of the book contrasting with the noise and 
smoke of the infernal threshing machine used later in the 
story.

Stephen Duck, The Thresher’s Labour
(1730)
This Wiltshire farmworker was the first of a number 
of eighteenth-century working-class poets who wrote 
georgics about their own lives. In this one he combines 
simple pastoral with references to classical epic in his 
depiction of farmworkers’ labour.

Sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
Pastoral poetry
Jacopo Sannazaro, Arcadia (1504)Arcadia (1504)Arcadia

Jorge de Montemayor, Diana (1559)Diana (1559)Diana

Edmund Spenser, ‘The Shepheardes Calender’ (1579)
Spenser modelled himself on Virgil by writing his pastoral poem before 
embarking on his great epic The Faerie Queene. This poem combines The Faerie Queene. This poem combines The Faerie Queene
lyrical pastoral laments for love lost or unrequited with stinging satires 
on the Church, corruption and court patronage.on the Church, corruption and court patronage.

Sir Philip Sidney, Old Arcadia (written c. 1580, 
published 1926) and New Arcadia (1590)New Arcadia (1590)New Arcadia
This influential prose romance was drafted in two versions. Old 
Arcadia incorporates verse within its narrative like Sannazaro’s Arcadia incorporates verse within its narrative like Sannazaro’s Arcadia Arcadia
but has a strong comic bent (one of its heroes is disguised as an 
Amazon). The unfinished New Arcadia is a darker, more complex work New Arcadia is a darker, more complex work New Arcadia
that examines the nature of government and has strong epic as well 
as pastoral elements. The Gloucester sub-plot in King Lear is based on King Lear is based on King Lear
one of its stories.

Christopher Marlowe, ‘The Passionate Shepherd 
to his Love’ (1599)
This poem continues the tradition of pastoral love poetry in a delicate 
— if bribery-laden — appeal for sex which generated Sir Walter 
Raleigh’s sardonic riposte ‘The Nymph’s Reply to the Shepherd’, John 
Donne’s ‘The Bait’ and Robert Herrick’s ‘To Phillis’, as well as being 
imitated and parodied by several nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
poets.

Lady Mary Wroth, Urania (1621)Urania (1621)Urania
Sidney’s niece paid tribute to him in her own pastoral romance 
by breaking off at the end mid-sentence like The New Arcadia. 
It was quickly withdrawn when courtiers perceived themselves 
depicted in it under disguised names, and Wroth was attacked 
as a ‘hermaphrodite’ and ‘monster’. Its exploration of gender 
has made it critically important in the study of women’s 
writing. Wroth also wrote a pastoral drama, Love’s Victory.

John Milton, ‘Lycidas’ (1637)
The speaker of this elegy on the death of a former fellow The speaker of this elegy on the death of a former fellow 
student is a shepherd who mourns for his late companion, but 
Milton also uses the poem, like Spenser, to attack clergy who 
fail to feed their ‘hungry sheep’. Paradise Lost has beautiful Paradise Lost has beautiful Paradise Lost
pastoral passages in its description of paradise.

Thomas Tusser, ‘Five Hundreth Points of Good 
Husbandry’ (1573)
In what became the best-selling poem of the Elizabethan 
period, Tusser gave agricultural advice to tenant farmers, 
while also addressing the difficulties they faced and the rural 
labour of women. Tusser was recognised by contemporaries as 
the first English georgic poet.

Pastoral drama
Giovanni Battista Guarini, Il Pastor Fido (1590)Il Pastor Fido (1590)Il Pastor Fido

William Shakespeare, As You Like It (As You Like It (As You Like It c. 1599)c. 1599)c.
Shakespeare both uses and subverts the generic conventions 
of pastoral in this play. His aristocrats are forced to find safety 
in the innocence of the forest, where they find shepherds 
and a shepherdess with the pastoral names of Corin, Silvius 
(Guarini’s hero was Silvio) and Phoebe. But while the latter 
behave as the stereotypical spurned lover and cruel mistress, 
Corin is an altogether more realistic shepherd, anxious about 
his employment and practical about his sheep.

Robert Herrick, Hesperides (1648)Hesperides (1648)Hesperides

Andrew Marvell, ‘The Garden’, 
Upon Appleton House, the Upon Appleton House, the Upon Appleton House
Mower quartet (c. 1650)c. 1650)c.
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