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He is Not Theocritus 

Pablo Neruda, “Body of a Woman, white hills, white thighs,” “Some Beasts,” 

“Letter to Miguel Otero Silva, in Caracas” 

 Though he makes a strong claim that he is “not Theocritus” in his poem “Letter to 

Miguel Otero Silva, in Caracas,” Pablo Neruda excels in his use of natural imagery 

within his poetry (Bly 121). While Theocritus (a Greek pastoral poet) is known for his 

use of natural elements in his poetry, that is as far as the connection reaches. The 

difference between the two poets, and indeed the strength of Neruda’s poetry lies in his 

choice to include natural elements (objects, processes, or beings) as metaphors to 

express unnatural concepts (nations, guerilla warfare, dictatorships, oppression). While 

this technique is evident in the majority of Neruda’s poetry, it is especially clear in two of 

his works. 

 The first stanza of “Body of a Woman, white hills, white thighs” connects the 

ideas of fertility between womanhood, land, and the development of a nation. There is a 

direct correlation between the use of the words “woman,” “hills,” and “thighs” that 

Neruda uses to equate the two concepts as one (Bly 19). This is not dissimilar from the 

idea of “mother” nature, yet it is a “mother” that can conceive “human” creations. When 

Neruda states, “My body, savage and peasant, undermines you / and makes a son leap 

in the bottom of the earth,” he is describing the creation of a state, not just the birth of a 

“son” (Bly 19). The words “savage,” “peasant,” and “undermines” describe human 



Deline 2 
 

classification (savage), social class structure (peasant), and the process of altering the 

natural state of the land into a place where human “civilization” can thrive (undermines) 

(Bly 19). The line “body of my woman, I will live on through your marvelousness” 

signifies a patriotic connection between the narrator and the land. Especially when 

considering the fact that he changes from “body of a woman” to “body of my woman” 

(Bly 19). Yet the undertones of the poem as a whole relate a terrible sadness. The final 

stanza indicates a separation and longing that is not dissimilar from Neruda’s own 

experience with political exile from Chile. In this way, Neruda is able to express his own 

relationship with Chile using the powerful natural imagery of “Dark river beds down 

which the eternal thirst is flowing, / and the fatigue is flowing, and the grief without 

shore” (Bly 19). 

 The imagery of endless oceans of grief, and infinite rivers of grief and 

desire are personifications of abstract concepts. This technique becomes trend in 

Neruda’s “Some Beasts.” The juxtaposition of animalistic beings and human 

instruments of warfare with abstract ideas creates impossible imagery that makes the 

poem decidedly surreal. The “twilight of the iguana” whose “long tongue like a lance” 

introduces the reader to the theme of never-ending warfare that is expressed in the 

poem (Bly 67). The lines evoke the ideas of quick strikes that take place during the 

night. The lines, “It was the night of the alligators, / the pure night, crawling / with snouts 

emerging from ooze, / and out of the sleepy marshes” express a similar image of 

guerilla warriors that use the environment (the marshes) for a strategic advantage (Bly 

67). The “puma [who] runs through the branches / like a forest fire” signifies the wake of 

destruction left behind by war (Bly 67). The iguana, alligators, jaguar, puma and 
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badgers are the bestial representation of the guerilla warfare that has become so 

attached to modern Latin American regions. Yet, it is the snake which foretells his most 

sinister prophecy. Neruda ends the poem with the lines, “And deep in the huge waters / 

the enormous anaconda lies / like the circle around the earth, / ... devouring, religious” 

(Bly 67). This depiction of a devouring snake encircling the earth is a far more direct 

semiotic reference than the others. The snake is a reference to Ouroboros, which 

symbolizes infinity. The message that Neruda is conveying is that the cyclical nature of 

the shift between democratic and military leadership in Latin America is a process that 

is destined to repeat itself, ad infinitum. 
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