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PREFACE

‘Ancient Greek literature’ is not easily defined. There is no difficulty in placing
its starting point in the archaic period, but the choice of closing date is bound
to be arbitrary, since literary production in Greek continued for centuries
after the ancient world ceased to be in any sense classical. No attempt is made
here to deal with Christian literature, which would warrant a volume of its
own, or with the classicizing works of early Byzantine authors; it has seemed
best to close the volume with the end of the period of stable Graeco-Roman
civilization in the third century A.D. Even with this comparatively early ter-
minal date the period covered is a very long one — over a thousand years —
and there is a wealth both of surviving material and of information about the
much larger body of literature now lost. The emphasis of the present survey is
mainly on works that are still extant, have intrinsic literary interest, or have
exercised an influence on later literature. Within this general scheme particular
attention has been paid to texts discovered in recent years: it is an important
feature of ancient Greek literature that it is growing all the time. Quotations in
the original are unevenly distributed: more extensive samples are given of texts
not yet widely available, and more poetry than prose is cited in Greek. The
background of historical events and the development of ideas over so long and
diverse a period have had to be treated only incidentally, in order to keep the
volume within bounds, but the reader who follows its roughly chronological
thread should gain some sense of the changing tastes and literary values of
educated Greeks over the centuries. .

Fuller documentation of the lives and works of the authors discussed is to be
found in the Appendices, where details are given of editions, collections of
fragments, translations and critical studies. The List of Works Cited in the
Text and List of Abbreviations together supply in full the references cited in
abbreviated form in the footnotes.

The spelling of Greek names is an intractable problem, since current English
practice is to use a mixture of transliterated Greek, latinized and anglicized
forms. Latin and English have generally been preferred on grounds of fami-
liarity, but some inconsistency has been unavoidable.

xi
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1

BOOKS AND READERS IN
THE GREEK WORLD

I. FROM THE BEGINNINGS TO ALEXANDRIA

The Greeks, who gave us the names, forms and classic models of tragedy,
comedy, epic, lyric and pastoral poetry, and, in fact, of almost every literary
genre known to the West, did not develop a system of writing adequate for
the recording of literature until late in their history. When, towards the end
of the eighth century B.c., they finally did so, Egyptian literature, religious and
secular, had been transmitted on papyrus scrolls for over two millennia; the
literature of the Mesopotamian civilizations, inscribed on clay tablets, went
back to a similarly remote antiquity. There had, of course, been a period of
literacy, of a very restricted nature, in the great centres of Mycenaean civiliza-
tion; inscribed clay tablets, dating from the last half of the second millennium,
have been found at Pylos, Thebes and Mycenae on the mainland and at Cnossus
in Crete. The script ~ known as Linear B - seems to have been a rough and
ready adaptation for Mycenaean Greek of the Cretan Linear A script (still
undeciphered but almost certainly non-Greek); the new writing system was
used, as far as our evidence goes, mainly for lists of property and simple
bureaucratic and legal records - ‘long lists of names, records of livestock,
grain and other produce, the account books of anonymous clerks’.! No text
of an even faintly literary quality survives. In any case the script’s inefficiency
as an instrument for literary purposes is clear at first glance: it lacks both
economy and clarity. Since it is a syllabary, not an alphabet, the number of
signs to be memorized - eighty-seven — is burdensome. And the script does
not distinguish between the sounds we represent by r and /, it omits initial s
and / as well as m, n, r and s at the end of a syllable — and so on. The signs for
pa-ka-na, for example, represent what in later Greek is phasgana, ka-ko is
chalkos, ku-ru-so chrusos, pe-ma sperma; pa-te may be either pater or pantes.
Obviously, it would be almost impossible to interpret the script without the
possibility of error unless the meaning were indicated by the context, as, in
this case, it is — by easily recognizable ideograms for sword, bronze, gold, etc.

1 Chadwick (1976) ix.
1
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BOOKS AND READERS IN THE GREEK WORLD

Even so, modern scholarly disagreement over interpretation of the signs is far
from rare. When, towards the very end of the second millennium B.c. the
Mycenaean palaces were destroyed by fire, the clay tablets with their strange
markings were buried in the ruins; baked to brick-like hardness by the fire,
they remained hidden until the excavator’s spade uncovered them in the twen-
tieth century. In Greece all memory of this earlier literacy was lost, unless
Homer’s ‘baleful signs’ (the message carried by Bellerophon which said ‘Kill
the bearer’ in /liad 6.168) are a faint reminiscence of it, preserved uncom-
prehendingly by the oral tradition.

When, many centuries later, the Greeks learned how to write again, they
did so by adapting, as before, a script designed for a foreign language: a
Phoenician (North Semitic) system in use in Syria. But this time the adaptation
was a brilliant success: not only did it produce a sign system fully adequate
for Greek sounds, it also improved on the original. The Semitic script did not
indicate vowels; this left much room for misunderstanding and, in any but the
most obvious context, demanded skilled readers and interpreters. To represent
their vowels the Greek adaptors assigned some of the Semitic consonantal
symbols which were, for them, redundant and thus created the first genuine
alphabet: a system of writing which, because of its economy and clarity, could
become a popular medium of communication rather than, what it had always
been in the Near-Eastern civilizations (and almost certainly in Mycenaean
Greece), the exclusive province of trained specialists.” The Phoenician proven-
ance of the script is reflected in legend (Cadmus, king of Tyre, is supposed to
have brought letters to the city of Thebes, which he founded) and the letters
were known to later ages as phoinikeia (Hdt. §.58). But the real as opposed to
the mythical date of its appearance in Greece is problematical. The earliest
extant examples of Greek writing in the new alphabet (or rather, alphabets —
since there were significant local variations) are all incised or painted on pottery
and, although dating of such fragments is largely a matter of inference from
the history of decorative style, there is fairly general agreement that they all
combine to suggest a date in the last half of the eighth century B.c. They come
from all over the Greek world: from Attica, Boeotia, Corinth on the main-
land, from Rhodes in the east and Ischia, off the coast of south Italy, in the
west.2

Since writing on more perishable materials, leather, for example, or papyrus
(if indeed it was available in Greece so early) could not have survived, it is
theoretically possible that writing had been in use in the Greek world much
earlier than the date suggested by these objects; the texts so recorded might
have been longer and more elaborate than the graffiti on pots and could even

1 On the importance of the Greek innovations, see Havelock (1976) 44f.
3 Jeffery (1961) 12f1.; cf. Heubeck (1979), with very full bibliography; Pfohl (1968).

2

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



FROM THE BEGINNINGS TO ALEXANDRIA

have been literary in character. But, although two of the inscriptions, those
from Attica and Ischia, contain hexameter verses (and the Ischian inscription
seems to indicate acquaintance with Homeric epic),’ the scripts themselves
do not encourage such speculation. The letters are crude and unwieldy; the
run of the letters, still following the Semitic model, is from right to left. It also
seems likely that if writing had been available for a considerable period before
the last quarter of the eighth century, potters and sculptors would have made
use of it earlier; the first appearance of lettering on so many objects of such
scattered provenance suggests that the technique became general knowledge
at just about this time.

It is one more paradoxical feature of the Greek literary achievement
that in the late eighth century, when they devised a system of writing
suited to their language, they already possessed a literature. The date at
which the Homeric epics were given the form in which we know them, and
the role which writing may have played in this process, are still matters of
controversy (see pp. 47ff.) but the work of Milman Parry has demonstrated
one thing beyond any doubt: the poems display, in significant proportion,
many of the characteristics of oral, pre-literate composition. The magnificent
architecture of these two great poems is almost certainly, in each case, the
creation of a single poet, whether oral or literate, but a considerable proportion
of the basic material is traditional, the refined product of experimentation by
many generations of oral composers. Before there were books and readers
in Greece, there were poets and audiences. And this is true for types of poetry
other than epic; the so-called Homeric hymns and the didactic poems of Hesiod
show the same signs of oral origin.

In the work of Hesiod, however, a new phenomenon suggests the possibility
that these poems were written down in the lifetime of their author: Hesiod
identifies himself, gives biographical details and expresses personal opinions
on moral and social problems. It is the nature of fully oral poetry that the
singer recreates the song at each performance; he does so as the anonymous
servant of the Muse, who is the repository of age-old knowledge and
the techniques of the oral tradition. Hesiod’s solid presence in his work (the
Theogony begins with an account of his meeting with the Muses on Mount
Helicon and the Works and days is addressed to his lazy, greedy brother Perses)
suggests that he expected the poems to be handed on in the form he had given
them, securely identified as his work. The most reasonable explanation for
such confidence seems to be that the poems were fixed in writing.

For the next great figure in Greek literature, Archilochus of Paros, who was
active in the first half of the seventh century, writing seems assured; the
variety of his metres, the intensely personal tone of many of his poems, the

' Meiggs and Lewis (1969) no. 1.
3
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BOOKS AND READERS IN THE GREEK WORLD

wide range of subject matter and above all the freedom from formula make it
unlikely that his work could have survived the centuries by any other means
than through written copies of the poet’s own manuscripts. And the same
holds, even more strongly, for the poems of Sappho and Alcaeus, who com-
posed on the island of Lesbos around the turn of the sixth century. Some of
their songs could have achieved universal popularity and so have been pre-
served by memory. But writing must have played a role in the transmission
of the complete poems of Sappho, which the Alexandrians arranged in nine
books, the first containing 333 four-line Sapphic stanzas.

This does not mean of course that the work of these poets was ‘published’
nor even that many copies were in existence. The poems were composed for
performance (most of them to musical accompaniment); the written text
must have been intended as a support for the memory of the performer,
whether it was the poet or another. In a cultural milieu where poetry was a
public medium, there would be little incentive to multiply copies. In any case
wide circulation of copies at this early period may not have been possible;
it depended on the availability of a relatively cheap writing material, Egyptian
papyrus. This plant was native to the marshes of Lower Egypt and from the
fibres of its stalk, triangular in cross-section and reaching to ten feet or more
in height,! the Egyptians had for more than a millennium manufactured a
‘paper’ (it is the same word) which was smooth-surfaced, strong, flexible and,
if kept dry, remarkably durable. From the pith of the stalk vertical strips
were peeled or sliced off; a number of these were placed side by side on a hard
surface and a second set superimposed at right angles to the first. Under
pressure, perhaps applied with a wooden mallet, the two surfaces were almost
indissolubly bonded by the natural gum of the plant itself; the edges were then
trimmed to produce sheets (koAAfjuora, kollernata) which varied considerably
in size — extant specimens suggest that for literary texts the norm was some-
where near nine by nine inches, though sheets higher than they are wide
are not at all uncommon. These sheets (usually about twenty of them) were
then made into a roll (x&pTns, chartes) by pasting the lateral edges together
with the fibres running horizontally along the surface; the edge of each
sheet was imposed on its neighbour to the right so that the pen, moving
from the left, would cross the join smoothly. On this inside, protected
surface the scribe would write from the left in vertical columns, their width
determined by the line length in the case of regular verse metres, and usually,
in the case of prose, varying between fifteen and twenty-five letters (see
PL 11).

There is no agreement about the date at which papyrus was introduced into
Greece, but little doubt that it was in common use early in the sixth century.

! Lewis (1974) 221
4
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It is in this century that evidence for close connexions between the two
countries is first attested: the names of the Greek mercenaries carved on the
left leg of the Colossus of Pharaoh Rameses II at Abu Simbel around 590 B.C.;
the establishment, at the end of the seventh century, of a Greek trading station
at Naucratis on the Nile delta.? From this time on, multiplication of copies
must have been much easier but our sources are silent on the subject. For the
whole of the archaic period, down to the early years of the fifth century, there
is no firm evidence for books and their circulation among readers. What few
glimpses we are given refer in fact not to circulation but to unique texts.
Pausanias, in the second century A.D., says that on Mount Helicon he was
shown a copy of Hesiod’s Works and days inscribed on lead and ‘much defaced
by time’ (9.31); Heraclitus of Ephesus, we are told by a late source, dedicated
his ‘book’ in the temple of Artemis (Diog. Laert. 9.6). Nevertheless, when,
in the last quarter of the fifth century, evidence for a book trade does appear in
Athens, the sheer bulk of earlier literary production which was available for
reproduction suggests that these texts had been circulating in a respectable
number of copies. When the Alexandrians came to edit and arrange in ‘books’,
i.e. papyrus rolls, the poetry which had come down to them from the seventh
and sixth centuries B.C., they produced six books of the Spartan choral poet
Alcman, two of the Ionian poet Mimnermus and seven of the Spartan Tyrtaeus,
ten books of Alcaeus and nine of Sappho, seven books of Ibycus of Rhegium
in south Italy, seven books of Anacreon of Teos, five thousand lines, elegiac
and iambic, of Solon of Athens, and no less than twenty-six books of the
Sicilian poet Stesichorus of Himera. This is an argument from survival which
must be balanced against the argument from silence; it suggests that there was
a certain circulation of texts and multiplication of copies in the archaic period.
For otherwise it is hard to understand why more archaic and classical litera-
ture was not already lost without trace (as some in fact was)? when the
Alexandrian scholars began their work of collection, correction and inter-
pretation.

Though the archaic period yields no explicit evidence of books and readers,
there is evidence of the essential precondition for their existence, widespread
literacy. Public inscriptions recording laws, for example, are found all over
the Greek world; Solon’s famous Axones (‘noticeboards’) are known to us
only from the literary tradition, but surviving stones record complicated
legal instructions from Chios which date from the first half of the sixth century
and, from the last quarter, an involved set of legal stipulations about landed

! Meiggs and Lewis (1969) no. 7; Austin (1970) 22-33.

2 Not all of Euripides’ plays, for example, reached Alexandria: satyr plays in particular were
likely to disappear (cf. the Medea hypothesis). The hypothesis to Aristophanes’ Acharnians notes

the loss of Cratinus’ Cheimagomenai, produced in the same year. The Alexandrian formula is ob
om3eTan ‘not preserved’.
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property and many other matters in the script of Ozolian Locris, a remote
and backward area of the Greek world.! Inscriptions on vases became steadily
more elegant, informative and versatile. The Frangois Vase, made in the
early sixth century, identifies, in an exuberant display of literacy, twenty-seven
heroes and hounds of the Calydonian hunt, sixteen of the figures in the scene
showing Theseus at Delos, six of the racers in the games for Patroclus, thirteen
figures in the Centauromachy, thirty divine characters in the procession at
the wedding of Peleus and Thetis and twelve in the return of Hephaestus,
twelve heroes in the death of Troilus — the vase even identifies objects (altar,
pitcher, fountain, chair) as well as announcing the name of potter and painter.
A black-figure Athenian pelike from later in the century shows, in two scenes,
a transaction between an oil dealer and a client whose jar he is filling with oil.
The dealer is given the words ‘Father Zeus, if only I could become wealthy’
and in the facing scene he tells the customer, whose gesture signals dissatis-
faction, ‘now, now it’s too much - it’s run over’.2 In addition to inscriptions
added by the artist we have specimens of private messages scratched on broken
potsherds. Three sixth-century graffiti from the Athenian agora clearly suggest
that writing was a commonplace accomplishment. ‘Put the saw under the
threshold of the garden door’ says one; a second, which gives orders for
bringing some household furniture (plausibly restored as ‘couches’) is remark-
able because it opens with a vocative address, pai, which in normal Athenian
context means ‘slave’; a third says simply ‘ Titas — Olympic victor — pervert’.3
A recent discovery suggests a similar level of common literacy for the same
period at the extreme frontier of Greek expansion: a private letter written in
Milesian dialect on a thin strip of lead which was found near the Greek trading
post of Olbia on the Russian shore of the Black Sea.+

It is not until the fifth century that we begin to hear of a necessary pre-
requisite for general literacy, the existence of elementary schools. These may
well be much older, at least in Athens, where we are told (Aeschines 1.9ff.)
that Solon, archon in 594 B.C., enacted laws governing their operation. But in
the fifth century their existence is established by three casual references to
them, recording, in each case, the violent death of the children: on the island
of Chios (Hdt. 6.27 — 494 B.C.), in the Boeotian town of Mycalessos (Thuc.
7.29 — 413 B.C.) and on the small island of Astypalaea (Pausanias 6.9.6 -
496 B.C.). From a late source (Plutarch, Them. 10) comes the detail that when
the Athenians, in 480, evacuated their families to Trozen, the Trozenians
voted to hire teachers for their children. During the early years of the century
the red-figure vases begin to picture school scenes with boys learning to read

Meiggs and Lewis (1969) nos. 8, 13.
Hirmer and Arias (1962) glsates 40—6; Guarducci (1974) 465—6.

1

2

3 Lang (1976) nos. B, Bz,
4 Chadwick (1973) 35-7.
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or reading; scenes of adults reading also occur but, surprisingly enough in
view of the minor role women play in all our literary accounts of fifth-century
Athens, the figures are usually women. In nearly all cases where the artist
has given any indication of the text which is being read, the book contains
poetry.!

Since we do not possess even one specimen or fragment of a Greek book
written earlier than the late fourth century B.c., it is from these vase paintings
that we have to form our idea of books and reading during the great centuries
of Athenian literature. The books look very much like those which, as we
know from surviving fragments and even rolls, were in common use in
Ptolemaic Egypt two centuries later. This is not surprising since Egypt was
the unique source of processed papyrus and it was presumably exported early
(as we know it was later) in the form of ready-made rolls. From these paintings
it is clear that reading was a communal affair; the solitary reader hardly appears:
books were read aloud. This does not necessarily imply, as it was once fashion-
able to believe, that silent reading was an accomplishment so rare in antiquity
that its exceptional appearance proves the rule,2 but it does emphasize the
fact that, early and late, ancient reading was predominantly reading aloud,
performance in fact — before a smaller audience than at the Dionysia or at
Olympia but still performance. The book, at this early stage of transition from a
fully oral to a fully literate society, serves as a script for recital rather than as
a text for individual study; though now written, literature is still a communal
experience and its direct, powerful impact on the emotions of its audience,
so vividly described in Plato’s Jon (535€), must be kept in mind if we are to
understand the vehement attack on poetry with which Plato ends the Republic.3

The books in the paintings are papyrus rolls as we know them from actual
specimens found in Egypt; the readers unfold the roll with the right hand and
re-roll the portion already read with the left. Naturally the few letters the artist
can paint on what is visible of the scroll are not a realistic representation; the
letters are magnified so as to be legible. Most of the books contain verse,
though one, in a school-scene, has the beginning of what seems to be a mytho-
logical handbook (see Pl. la).4 The letters are a mixture of the local Attic
alphabet and the Ionic alphabet which, increasingly favoured during the fifth
century, was finally adopted for official documents at Athens in the archonship
of Euclides, 403/2 B.C.

Parallel with this artistic representation of reading, the language of the
poets, the only literature we have for the first half of the century, reflects the
increasing importance of the written word. Metaphors from writing and reading

! Immerwahr (1964) and (1973); Beck (1975) plates 9-15, 69—75. Cf. Harvey (1978); Turner

(1965)-
2 Knox (1968). 3 Havelock (1963) 145fT. 4 Immerwahr (1973) 143.
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make their appearance: Pindar (O/. 1o.1ff.) opens a victory ode with a com-
mand to himself to ‘read aloud the Olympic victor’s name ... where it is
written down on my heart’ and Aeschylus writes of the ‘tablets of the mind’
(Aesch. P.V. 789, cf. Soph. fr. 597), and the tablets on which the gods record
human misdeeds (Aesch. Eum. 275, fr. 530 Mette, cf. Eur. fr. §06). And,
though the dramatic time of Aeschylean tragedy is the remote mythic past,
writing is presented as a normal feature of the heroic world. Three of the
Argive champions in the Septern contra Thebas, for example, have writing on
their shield blazons (434, 468, 646-8); the letters proclaim the Argive warriors’
violent threats against the city and, in the longest inscription of all, Polynices’
claim that Justice brings him home. The king of Argos, in the Suppliants
(946£L.), announces the people’s decision to the Egyptian herald as the words
of a ‘free-speaking tongue’ —not ‘written in tablets or sealed within the folds
of papyrus’. And Prometheus, listing his contributions to human civilization,
proudly includes ‘combinations of letters, memory of all things, the Muses’
mother. ..” (460-1). Memory, mother by Zeus of the Muses, whom Hesiod
addresses in the proem of the Theogony and who had personified the vast
resources of formula, theme and myth drawn on by the oral poet, is here
identified with the written word.

In Athens the annual performances of tragedy, and later of comedy, at the
festivals of Dionysus must have stimulated the demand for books. Not every-
one in Athens could attend, and for those who could not as well as for the rest
of the Greek world, which admired Athenian drama as much as it feared
Athenian imperialism, written copies of the plays must have been in demand;
although there is evidence for performances in the Attic demes in the last years
of the fifth century,! theatrical companies travelling outside Attica do not
seem to appear until much later. Circulation of books can be inferred also
from the growing importance of prose writing. Though we have accounts of
Herodotus reading his work aloud to audiences at Athens, the sheer bulk of
the Histories makes it unlikely that this was the only medium in which the
public came to know it. Other types of prose writing, the philosophical
treatise of Anaxagoras, for example, the rhetorical handbooks of the sophists,
the quasi-biographical writings of Ion of Chios and Stesimbrotus,> were not
suitable for oral presentation. The last quarter of the fifth century saw the
production of a work, the History of Thucydides, which was clearly intended
for the reader rather than the hearer; the crabbed syntax of many of the
speeches — the effort of a powerful intellect to express abstract concepts for
which the language was as yet hardly adequate — must have demanded, as it
still does, careful reading and reflection. Thucydides is conscious of the

t DFA 45f%.
2 Momigliano (1971) 3ofl.
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difference; his work, he says, is not a prize-contest piece for an immediate
audience but a possession for ever — ‘he was already thinking of his future
readers’.! In a fragment of Euripides’ Erechtheus (422 B.C.) we find our first
reference to a reader who, unlike those pictured on the vases, is alone. The
soldier yearns for peace, to let his spear lie for spiders to weave their webs
round it, to hang up his shield . .. ‘and may I unroll the voice of the tablets
(BéAtwv T dvamTUcoot yfipwv), the voice wise men give tongue to’
(369 TGF). Clearly he is thinking of reading aloud, but without an audience.

Another solitary reader appears in Aristophanes’ Frogs (52—3): the god
Dionysus tells Heracles that while sailing with the Athenian war-fleet, he
read the Andromeda of Euripides to himself (it had been produced seven years
before). This is the only specific reference to a book-text of a tragedy, though
our text of one Aristophanic comedy, Clouds, is a revised version which was
never performed and seems to have been intended for a reading public.? But
the availability of tragic texts is implied by the chorus’ encouraging words
addressed, later in the Frogs, to the two tragic poets as they prepare to cite
chapter and verse in their mutual criticism. ‘If this is what you are afraid of —
that the audience may suffer from ignorance, so as to miss the fine points of
your arguments — dismiss those fears. That’s not the case any more. For they
are veterans and each one has his book and understands the witticisms’
(1109ff.). Whatever that much-disputed phrase about the book may mean,3
the scene which follows does seem to expect a reading knowledge of tragedy
and certainly demonstrates it for Aristophanes himself; his abundant citation
and parody of Aeschylean and Euripidean drama strongly suggests that he
possessed a collection of texts. From a late source (Athenaeus 3a) comes the
information that Euripides had a book collection; this has been doubted, but
is confirmed by two passages in the Frogs. ‘Euripides’ boasts of his recipe
for rejuvenating tragedy, a recipe which includes a dash of ‘book-juice’
(943) and later, when the rival poets weigh individual lines on a balance,
‘ Aeschylus’ contemptuously offers to pit two lines of his poetry against the
weight of ‘Euripides’ and his whole family — ‘and let him bring his books
with him, too’ (1409). Xenophon tells us of Socrates’ pursuit of a young man
called Euthydemus, who had ‘assembled many writings of poets and the most
celebrated sophists’ and who announces that he will continue to collect books
until he has ‘as many as possible’ (Mem. 4.2.1). All this suggests that books
must have been produced in late fifth-century Athens in some quantity, even
commercially; it is in fact in this period that we first hear (Eupolis fr. 304 K)
of a place ‘where books are for sale’ (it is in the market, among the stalls
dispensing garlic, incense and perfumes) and the word for booksellers

t Pfeiffer 29. 2 Dover (1968a) xcviii.

3 For a thorough (and sceptical) discussion of both passages in the Aristophanic play, see
Woodbury (1976).
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(BrPAioTrddACn) turns up in the texts of comic poets writing around the
turn of the century (Aristomenes fr. 9 K, Theopompus fr. 77 K, Nicophon fr.
19.4 K).

Socrates once heard someone reading from a book by Anaxagoras (Phaedo
97b) and was so excited by what he heard that he ‘seized the books enthusias-
tically and read as fast as he could’ — only to be disappointed with the result.
Years later — when accused, at his trial, for impiety, of teaching the very
doctrine he had found inadequate, he turned on his accuser.

Do you think it is Anaxagoras you are accusing? . . . Do you think the gentlemen
of the jury are illiterate and don’t know that the books of Anaxagoras of Clazo-
menae are packed full of these doctrines? So this is what the young men learn
from me, is it? Things they can buy, sometimes for a drachma at most, in the
orchestra and then laugh at Socrates if he claims they are his own. (4pol. 26d—€)

Even with due allowance made for Socratic irony and the rhetorical compli-
ment to the jurymen’s literary expertise, the words used (&wefpous ypaupdroov)
still suggest easy availability of, and wide acquaintance with, books, and
difficult philosophical books at that. The price at which a copy of Anaxagoras
could sometimes be picked up in the ‘orchestra’ (an area of the market-place,
not the theatre) was once thought impossibly low; a contemporary inscription
gives the price of two ckartai of papyrus (which were once taken to be single
sheets) as two drachmas four obols — more than twice the price of the book.
But an authoritative study of the history of papyrus in antiquity has established
the fact that chartai were not sheets but rolls — so that, if the copy of Anaxagoras
were a small or second-hand volume, ‘the price of the book and that of the
paper would no longer be inconsistent’.!

The book trade was not, however, confined to Athens; the city was an
exporter of books. So much might have been surmised from the fact that it was
the literature produced in Athens, especially tragedy, which was eagerly
sought after by the rest of the Greek world; a random piece of evidence brings
some confirmation. On the dangerous shore of Salmydessus, Xenophon tells
us, where the local Thracians fought each other over the cargo washed up
from wrecked ships, the Greeks found ‘many beds, many small boxes, many
written books and many of the other things that merchants transport in
wooden cases’ (Anab. 7.5.14).

It is in this period that evidence begins to accumulate for the use of books
in education. For what actually went on in the primary schools we have prac-
tically no evidence; what little we have suggests that the boys (girls’ schools
do not seem to have existed) were taught athletics by a paidotribes, music,
performance on the kithara and singing, by a kitharistes and their letters by

! Lewis (1974) 74
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a grammatistes, who then, according to Plato (Protagoras 325€), ‘put down
beside them on the benches the poems of excellent poets to read ... and
learn by heart’. Alcibiades, Plutarch tells us, asked a schoolmaster for his
copy of Homer and beat the man when he found he did not possess one;
another schoolteacher, who claimed to have a copy ‘which he had corrected
himself’, was told that if he had the competence to edit Homer he should be
teaching not boys but young men (4libiades 7). Xenophon gives us a glimpse
of Socrates at a school sitting shoulder to shoulder with a handsome boy as
they both ‘hunted something down in the same book roll’ (Symp. 4.27).
Plato’s Lysis (he appears to be about fourteen years of age) admits to acquain-
tance with ‘the writings of very wise men — those who debate and write about
nature and the universe’ (214b ol Tepl pUoecss Te ki ToU Aoy SicAeydpevol kai
yp&povTes). Xenophon’s Socrates speaks of reading together with young men
‘the precious stores wise men of old have bequeathed to us, writing them down
in books, I unroll (&veAiTTeov) and read through with my friends, and if we find
something good, we extract it’ (kAeyoueda, Mem. 1.6.14).

These schools do not seem to have been state institutions (‘ the children of
the rich” according to Plato’s Protagoras ‘are the earliest to begin study in the
schools and the latest to leave’), nor was elementary education compulsory;
and yet by the closing decades of the fifth century literacy, at varying levels of
competence it is true, seems to have been general in Athens.! Two passages
in Aristophanes suggest that even the poorest citizens, though they might not
study music and poetry under the kitkaristes, somehow learned their letters.
In Aristophanes’ Knights (189ff.) the sausage-seller, acclaimed as perfectly
fitted for high public office by his low birth, ignorance and effrontery, objects
that he has no knowledge of ‘music’ - ‘only my letters, and I don’t know them
too well’. In the Wasps, when Labes the dog is accused of stealing the Sicilian
cheese, his advocate finally admits his guilt but pleads for pardon: ‘Forgive
him. He doesn’t know how to play the kithara.” ‘I wish’ says the judge in
reply ‘he didn’t even know his letters —so he couldn’t have falsified the
account’ (958-60). And there is a scene in Euripides’ (lost) Theseus, imitated
by two other tragic poets, which presented an illiterate herdsman who
described, one by one, the shapes of the letters forming the hero’s name; it
was clearly designed to intrigue and flatter an audience which knew its letters
(Eur. fr. 382, Agathon 4, Theodectas 6 TGF).

At a higher level of education — the training offered by the sophists — books,
very often those written by the teacher, played a part; the great sophist teachers
Protagoras, Gorgias, Prodicus and Hippias wrote prose treatises. A fragment
of a lost Aristophanic comedy announces that someone has been ruined ‘by a
book or by Prodicus ... (fr. 490 K). Prodicus’ book Horae is mentioned in

1 Harvey (1964) and (1966).
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Plato (Symp. 117¢) and the famous allegory of Heracles’ choice between
Virtue and Vice which it contained is reproduced by Socrates, from memory
or so he claims, in Xenophon’s Memorabilia (2.1.21). The long mythical
account of the origins of human civilization which Plato puts into the mouth
of his Protagoras in the dialogue named after him must be based to some extent
on the famous book On primitive conditions (Tepl s &v &pxfj karaoTéoEWS)
which was written by the real man. And his notorious book On the gods,
of which only the uncompromising first sentence survives, was, according
to one tradition, read aloud in the house of Euripides; according to
another, it must have circulated as a written book, for after Protagoras
had been expelled from Athens for impiety ‘his books were burned in the
agora after being collected from their owners by a herald’ (Diog. Laert.
9.52).!

There were also in circulation books of lesser importance. Both Plato
(Symp. 177b) and Isocrates (10.12) mention with contempt a treatise in praise
of salt, evidently a rhetorical showpiece, and Phaedrus, in Plato’s dialogue,
produces a copy of what purports to be Lysias’ cynical plea for the non-lover.
In the same dialogue we hear of rhetorical handbooks (v& y” tv -Tois PipAiois
Tols epl Adywv TéXVns Yeypauuévors 266d) — Socrates goes on to mention those
of Theodorus of Byzantium, Euenus of Paros, Gorgias, Tisias, Prodicus,
Hippias, Polus, Licymnius, Protagoras and Thrasymachus — and later (268c)
of medical treatises, a type of book which, as we learn from Xenophon (Mem.
4.2.10), was fairly common.

With Plato we are, of course, in the fourth century, though the fictional
background of most of the dialogues is the lifetime of Socrates, who was
executed in 399 B.C. Poetry continued to be written and performed, but this
is pre-eminently an age of prose writing, much of it technical and most of it
designed for circulation in book form. The dialogues of Plato, for example,
are the work of an exquisite prose stylist, whose strictures against books, so
forcefully expressed by Socrates in the Phaedrus (274dff.) are hardly consonant
with the care he obviously devoted to his own compositions. Dionysius of
Halicarnassus (De comp. verb. 208) speaks of Plato’s devotion to taking pains
and the way he continued to ‘comb and curl and rework’ his dialogues all his
life (krevizwv kal Boorpuyizwy kai...dvomAékwv...). The story that after
his death there was found a wax tablet with many different versions of the
opening of the Republic may be apocryphal but it rings true for all those who
have admired the severe but graceful simplicity of that opening phrase. That
the dialogues circulated as books in Plato’s lifetime we know from the fact

1 Dover (1976) 34fT. suspects that this story was invented by Demetrius of Phalerum but shows

that ‘the idea of invalidating certain types of written utterance by destruction of the material on
which it was written was established by the time of Protagoras himself”.
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that one of his pupils, Hermodorus, sold copies of them in Sicily; his activities
gave rise to a proverbial phrase ‘Hermodorus trades in tracts’ (Adyoicw
‘EpuéBuopos éutropelerar), which Cicero quotes in a letter to Atticus about the
circulation of his own writings (Ae. 13.21a).!

Plato’s Academy must have had a library; the Alexandrian biographer
Satyrus (Diog. Laert. 3.9) tells us that Plato commissioned his friend and
pupil Dion to buy, for the sum of 100 minas, the three volumes of the Pytha-
gorean philosopher Philolaus. We hear, in Isocrates, of a collection of prophetic
books, which, received as a legacy, set the recipient up in business as a prophet
(Aeginiticus §) and a comic fragment (Alexis 13§ K) introduces us to an unusual
school library. The mythical poet Linus instructs an unlikely pupil - Heracles.
‘Go up and take out any book you like and then you'll read it; take your
time, look over the titles. There’s Orpheus there, Hesiod, tragedy, Choerilus,
Homer, there’s Epicharmus, all kinds of writings ... Heracles, however,
chooses a cookery book, the work of one Simon. With the establishment of
Aristotle’s philosophical school, the Lyceum, we come to the first serious
institutional library, in the modern sense of the word —a tool for research;
this is probably why Strabo (13.608) calls Aristotle ‘the first whom we know
of who collected books’. He is reported to have bought the books of another
philosopher, Speusippus, for the immense sum of three talents (Diog. Laert.
4.5). And evidence of wide reading and frequent consultation of books meets
us at every turn in his writings and in the work of his school. *We ought to
make extracts also from written works’ he says, when discussing the collection
of ‘propositions’ (BAéyew. . .& T&V yeypaupévwy Top. 105b), and the fact
that he did so is clear from his constant citation from earlier writers: the more
than thirty philosophers and poets cited in the Meraphysics, the stream of
quotations from tragic, comic and epic poets, from orators and rhetorical
treatises in the Rhetoric. It is in this work that for the first time we are presented
with critical remarks which refer specifically to the text visualized as a written
page rather than conceived of as something heard; Aristotle evidences Hera-
clitus as an author ‘difficult to punctuate’ (S10oTiot Rher. 1407b) and there
are other passages in which problems raised by word-division, accent and
punctuation are discussed in terms of the written as well as the spoken text
(e.g. Soph. El. 166b, 177b, 178a). There are indications that by the late fourth
century public performance had lost its predominant, almost exclusive position
as the medium of literary communication; Aristotle, for example, says (Poet.
1462a11ff.) that ‘tragedy may produce its effect without movement, just like
epic poetry; for from reading the quality of the play emerges clearly’ (cf. also
1450b18, 1453b6). He even speaks of tragic poets like Chaeremon and dithyram-

! The translation is Shackleton Bailey’s (1966) 213. Incidentally, Cicero’s words imply that
Hermodorus was acting with Plato’s permission.
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bic composers like Licymnius who write with readers in mind (&veayvwoTixof)
and whose books are ‘in wide circulation’ (BaoTézovran). And, of course, the
research activities of Aristotle and his associates, the collection of no less
than 158 constitutions of cities and tribes, of the dramatic records of Athenian
tragedy, as well as of the lists of Olympic and Pythian victors, attest the
existence of what a modern historian of ancient scholarship has called ‘the
stupendous treasures of his collections’.!

Though it is possible, even likely, that Aristotle and his pupils read much
of the material on which they based their research swiftly and silently, it must
not be forgotten that any book which had even the slightest claim to literary
merit was written to be read aloud. This was obviously true of those writers
Aristotle refers to as ‘writing with readers in mind’; the context makes clear
that the difference between reading and performance was simply the absence of
spectacle, movement and gesture — the poems would still in either case be heard.
Even Isocrates, who did not deliver his speeches because, he says, he lacked the
two things which most powerfully affected the Athenian assembly, a loud
voice and a bold front, even Isocrates wrote for the ear, not the eye. He is a
master of euphony (the avoidance of hiatus — of clashing vowels — is one of his
stylistic innovations) and he even went so far as to write into his speeches
passages which look like directions to the readers who were to recite them (e.g.
Antidosis 12).

Clearly the late fourth century was a period in which books were written
and circulated, but we have no information about how or by whom they were
produced: not one aspect of the phenomenon we know as ‘publication’ is
attested. Isocrates, who continued the sophistic tradition of rhetorical teaching,
preferred to circulate written copies of his discourses rather than deliver them;
some of them, in fact, are too long to have been delivered to any but a captive
audience. But he does not mention a ‘publisher’; his words suggest personal
distribution of copies on request (Sia8ovéos Tois Poulopévols AauPdvev,
Panath. 233) —a process which has been compared to a modern scholar’s
distribution of offprints of his articles.2 Nevertheless, his speeches were circu-
lated in quantity, even some he might have liked to recall — the forensic speeches
of his early career. When his son claimed that Isocrates wrote no such speeches
Aristotle replied that ‘plenty of bundles of Isocratean law-court speeches were
carted around by the book-sellers’ (8éopas wévu ToAAds Sikavikdv Adywv
’lookparteicov Tepipépectai. . UTO TGV PuPhiorwAdy Dion. Hal. Isocrates
18).

Once an author circulated copies of his work, it was out of his control; and
the practice, referred to by Xenophon’s Socrates and Aristotle,3 of ‘making

1 Pfeiffer 70. 2 Turner (1952) 19.
3 Cf. Isocr. 2.44, Plato, Laws 811a.

14

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



FROM THE BEGINNINGS TO ALEXANDRIA

extracts’ (&Aéyew) almost certainly meant that it might appear in strange
contexts and truncated or extended form. Some such process may be the
genesis of the collection which has come down to us under the name of
Theognis; it contains, besides passages which may well be the work of the
sixth-century Megarian poet who addresses his remarks to a young man called
Cyrnus, lines which are elsewhere attributed to other poets (Solon, Tyrtaeus),
drinking songs, short hymns to the gods, and gnomic passages on politics
and ethics many of which directly contradict each other. The texts of the
tragic poets ran especially high risks, for the liberties which theatrical companies
will take with a script are notorious, even in modern times. The fourth-
century performers of the classic plays seem to have been so high-handed that
in 330B.C. the Athenian statesman Lycurgus introduced a law to control
their excesses —in Athens, for he could not do it elsewhere. A transcript of
the work of the three great poets was to be deposited in the archives; the city’s
secretary was to read it to the actors and departures from this text
were forbidden (Plut. Pitae dec. or., Lycurgus 841 f). This official copy is pre-
sumably the one which Ptolemy Euergetes I borrowed (and kept) for the
Alexandrian library (see p. 31); and since it was specifically designed as a
substitute for the actors’ copies, the text was presumably that of the book-copies
in commercial circulation.

That there was such circulation is clear enough from our evidence but the
mechanics and economics of the process are unknown. We do not know very
much either about what the books looked like. The arrangement of text on
the papyrus rolls which appear on the vase-paintings is clearly determined
to a large extent by pictorial exigencies, but the vase-paintings in question, all
of them from the fifth century, are almost certainly true to the reality in two
respects: the use of separate capital letters and the absence of word division,
accentuation or punctuation. These are features of inscriptions on stone which
survive for the same period and they are present also in the only fragment of
an ancient book which has been found on Greek soil, the carbonized papyrus
from Derveni, as well as in the fragments of the Persians of Timotheus, the
only literary papyrus of Egyptian provenance which antedates the foundation
of Alexandria (331 B.c.). Both are easily legible, written in the firm strokes
characteristic of the Greek reed pen (the Egyptians used a soft reed for their
hieroglyphic script which was painted rather than drawn); in both the letters
have something of the monumentality of those carved in the marble of Attic
inscriptions. The lyric verse of the Timotheus poem is written as if it were
prose, regardless of metrical units, in columns much wider than those found
in later books; but the columns of the Derveni papyrus, a prose text, are more
regular. This is the upper half of a roll which was burned when it was placed
on a funeral pyre; it contains a prose commentary on an Orphic religious
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poem, a type of book mentioned by Plato (Rep. 364¢) and Euripides (Hipp.
954). The writing is small, neat and easily legible - ‘the hand of a skilled
calligrapher’; dating the hand is a difficult problem since the manuscript is
unique, but archaeological evidence (the date of objects found in neighbouring
tombs) suggests some time in the late fourth century.!

These two specimens are all the evidence we have for the appearance of the
books which were shipped to Alexandria to form the library and to be cata-
logued, edited and explained by the great scholars of the next century. We have
only the vaguest idea how they were produced and distributed; but we do
know that they were available and in quantity. In such quantity, in fact, that
in the third century A.p. Athenaeus of Naucratis could put in the mouth of
one of his loquacious dinner guests the claim, which he could evidently
have made for himself, that he had read and excerpted ‘more than 8co plays
of the so-called Middle Comedy’ —that is to say, the comedies produced
in Athens between the end of the Peloponnesian War (404) and the battle of
Chaeronea (338).

2. THE HELLENISTIC AND IMPERIAL PERIODS

The evidence

For later antiquity there is a profusion of direct evidence. Among the innumer-
able papyri that have come to light in the excavations of the last hundred years
there are Greek texts of all kinds, copied at all periods from the third century
B.C. onwards. Scholars can now tell much more precisely what the books
looked like and how they were made, and with the aid of the many dated
official documents among the finds they can trace the changing style of hand-
writing over the centuries. The papyri also reveal a great deal about the
intellectual level and the tastes of readers, but this is more equivocal evidence
which needs to be treated with caution.

The difficulty arises because the evidence comes overwhelmingly from a
single corner of the Greek-speaking world, Egypt, where climatic conditions
have most favoured the survival of papyrus books. Papyrus decomposes in a
damp atmosphere, but buried in dry sand it will survive for many centuries
in a remarkably good state of preservation. Sometimes whole rolls have been
found in caves or in the remains of houses, stored in jars for safe-keeping, but
much greater numbers of fragmentary texts have been recovered from the
excavation of rubbish mounds and cemeteries. In the mounds the papyri are
simply waste paper; in the cemeteries they are found as cartonnage, the papier-
miché which the Egyptians used in making mummy cases. Outside Egypt
and neighbouring areas, such as the desert round the Dead Sea, the survival

! Kapsomenos (1964) 5. Illustration in Turner (1971) 93.
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of papyri has depended on the much rarer accidents of history. After the
eruption of Vesuvius in A.D.79 a library of philosophical books was sub-
merged under the volcanic ash at Herculaneum and preserved in a carbonized
state. This was a more substantial find than the half-burnt roll at Derveni
in Macedonia (see pp. 15f.), but both are tiny exceptions to the general pattern
of discoveries: Egypt remains the only area for which we have extensive docu-
mentation, and the question that must always be asked is how far it can be
considered typical.

In some respects Egypt was closely comparable with other areas conquered
by Alexander and settled by his Successors: Greek was the language of govern-
ment, trade and education throughout the Ptolemaic and even the Imperial
period, and Greek immigrants formed a quite important part of the population.
But the political organization of the Ptolemies was much more centralized and
bureaucratic than that of the other kingdoms, and Egypt had fewer Greek cities,
the real focus of Greek intellectual life. On the other hand in Alexandria it
could boast the most distinguished of all ancient centres of literature and
scholarship. Another atypical feature is probably the degree of literacy in
Egypt; we know from extensive evidence in the papyri that there were large
numbers of minor officials who could at least read and write stereotyped
documents. Egypt was by tradition a country of scribes, and the Ptolemies’
complex administration increased the need for written records. This no doubt
explains why literacy seems to have been fairly widespread even in the villages
and why the native demotic managed to survive — though not to flourish -
as a written language, whereas in most other areas Greek became the only
language of literacy.!

The provenance of many of the papyri is modest up-country villages and
small towns, where the intellectual climate cannot have been that of sophisti-
cated Alexandria. We do not know how closely the picture we have of provin-
cial Egyptian reading-tastes would be paralleled if the evidence came from, say,
the Peloponnese or Cyprus or Antioch (or how much it would differ in each
of these areas). The papyri must be considered alongside whatever other
historical information is available, such as inscriptions, representations in art,
or the testimonies of ancient writers themselves about such matters as books
and education.

Books and the book trade

At least there is less difficulty in extrapolating from the Egyptian evidence
for the material and make-up of books. It is a known fact that for most of
antiquity the other parts of the Greek world used papyrus as the standard
material for books (see p. 4) and that papyrus had to be imported from

' For the use of Latin in Egypt see Turner (1968) 75.
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Egypt. The roll format was also international, as literary references and vase
paintings and sculpture show. This was no doubt because the papyrus factories
of Egypt exported the papyrus already made into rolls; the process of gluing
together the component sheets (koAAfjuara) was carried out in the factory,
and the roll (x&pTns), not the single sheet, was the unit of sale.” Even for letter
writing the normal practice was to buy a roll and cut pieces from it as they
were needed.

A new development in the make-up of books, the highly significant change
from roll to codex (odpatiov, the modern book form), began taking place
about the second century A.D. and by the end of antiquity the new form had
established itself as the standard vebhicle for literary texts. There was no essential
link between format and material; even if (as seems likely) the idea of the codex
came from the wax or wooden tablet by way of the parchment notebooks which
we know to have been in common use at Rome, there was a period of several
centuries during which papyrus was by far the commonest material for the
new kind of book (see Pl III). The codex form has practical advantages
which to a modern reader are obvious and overwhelming: it is much easier
to handle and consult than the long roll, which must be rewound at each read-
ing, it can be protected by binding, and since the pages are written on both
sides it makes more economical use of the material. Even so, with the exception
of one important branch of non-classical literature, it was slow to establish
itself as the standard format. The exception is the texts of the Christians,
which from the start show a strong preference for the codex form. C. H.
Roberts has suggested that it was in fact first used in Christian circles and only
gradually became accepted as a viable alternative to the roll for ordinary pagan
texts.2 This view is reinforced by the fact that the earliest examples of non-
Christian works in codices are technical texts such as manuals of grammar
and medicine for which an ‘inferior’ format would be acceptable. But the
codex inevitably gained ground, and since it is even better suited to parchment
and paper than to papyrus it became the standard medieval and modern book
form.

Another important change was taking place in later antiquity, a change in
the public’s attitude to the material appropriate for books. The technique
of parchment making was by now well developed, and the potentialities of
parchment as a fine and durable writing material were fully appreciated, at
the latest by the fourth century A.D., as the great surviving biblical codices
testify, and certainly much earlier in some areas.3 The early history of the
* 1 The technical terms are discussed by Lewis (1974) 70-83.

2 Roberts (1954) 169—204 and (1970) 53—9. But see now Roberts and Skeat (1983).

3 At Dura-Europos, a Macedonian settlement on the Euphrates, all the earlier documents

found in the excavations are on parchment, and papyrus does not appear until well into the Roman
period (Welles, Fink and Gilliam (1959) 4).
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industry is notoriously unclear; the story that parchment was invented by
Eumenes of Pergamum in response to an embargo placed on papyrus by the
king of Egypt’,! probably Ptolemy Epiphanes (205/4-181/o0 B.C.), is an obvious
fiction, but some connexion with Pergamum is suggested by the late term for
parchment, Tepyaunvi (first used in Diocletian’s price edict, 7.38 Lauffer).
This came to replace the vaguer Sipfépa ‘skin’, which might connote either
leather, i.e. skin treated with tannin, or parchment, i.e. skin treated with alum
and chalk. Possibly some refinement of the technique was developed
at Pergamum, or perhaps parchment making was simply undertaken on a
larger scale there than elsewhere; it would not be surprising if centres of book
production outside Egypt felt some incentive to perfect a material other than
papyrus. At all events parchment was increasingly esteemed and brought into
use, and papyrus gradually yielded place to it as the material for book texts,
though papyrus continued in common use for documents and was still being
manufactured and exported as late as the tenth century and even beyond.2
The old view that parchment developed because papyrus was an unsuitable
material for use in codex form is becoming less popular nowadays as more
papyrus codices are discovered; the reasons for the change must have been
more complex, though without detailed economic information we cannot
hope to reconstruct them.

So far as we can tell, and admittedly the conclusion depends on a fair amount
of guesswork, the economic organization of the Greek book trade underwent
no fundamental change during the period of antiquity. Certainly the trade
expanded greatly from the late fifth century onwards; and equally certainly
authors could now write with the expectation that there would be a reading
public for their work. But the phenomenon of publishing as a profession seems
not to have existed; at least there is no evidence which even implies it. How
then did authors and books become known, particularly outside their own city?
It is easy to see how anything composed for performance, such as a play, or
an epic poem to celebrate some civic occasion, would have immediate local
publicity which (if favourable) might stimulate a demand for copies; eminent
teachers — philosophers or rhetoricians — will have circulated works among
their friends or pupils which would easily become more widely disseminated;
and for the non-academic author at the beginning of his career one can guess
that the notice of a patron or the distinction of winning a poetry competition
may have been a vital first step towards a wider circulation.

No one, at any rate, seems to have thought of employing a middleman to
promote the sales of a composition in return for a monopoly over its repro-
duction. This is no doubt largely because once a work had been made known

! Pliny, N.H. 13.11, citing Varro. See Turner (1968) 9~10.
2 Lewis (1974) 90—4.
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in even one written copy it was outside its author’s control: there was no
practical or legal means of safeguarding the text or limiting the number of
copies made. Thus the terms é&&156veu and &8oois, which are regularly used
for making a book known to the public, have nothing to do with publication,
in the modern sense. The application of these terms has been well defined
by van Groningen: ‘ They imply the activity not of a publisher or a bookseller,
but of the author himself, who ““abandons” his work to the public; he gives
them the opportunity to read it, to recopy it, to pass it on to others. From that
moment the text goes off at random . . .’! This was clearly a source of frustra-
tion to authors: Diodorus (1.5.2) attempts to warn off those ‘pirates’ who
make books by compiling material from other writers; and Galen ruefully
describes how the working notes he gave his pupils for their private use were
subjected to wholesale distortion and alteration and circulated commercially
as genuine works of the master (19.9—10 Kiihn).

The fact that professionally produced books were in common use shows
that there was money to be made from the trade, but the authors themselves
can hardly have written for direct profit from sales: their financial support
must normally have come from patronage or from the fees they could earn
by giving public readings or lectures, a very important feature of intellectual
life throughout later antiquity. The copyists, on the other hand, were profes-
sional craftsmen whose living depended on writing book hands. Many of
them must have been slaves; and the profession as a whole never achieved
social prestige, except perhaps at the village level where a scribe might be
the only literate member of the community.z The best opportunities for making
profit must have been reserved for the booksellers, who might, for example,
commission multiple copies of a popular text for rapid sale, or use their
commercial talents to inflate the prices of locally rare items.

The papyri show clearly that the professional scribes followed quite stan-
dardized practices in the copying of texts. They evidently computed their
payment by the hundred lines of text, as we can tell from the ‘stichometrical’
letters placed in the margins and the sum total of lines given at the end of
a work.3 The script is usually a formal book hand without abbreviations;
there is some evidence that different rates were charged for handwriting of
different qualities.4 In general the textual accuracy of these professionally
made copies does not seem to have been high: Strabo writing at Rome in the
fust century B.c. complains of the negligence of the commercial copyists there
and at Alexandria (13.1.54), and the papyri tend to bear him out. Some careful
copies survive, with marks indicating that they have been checked against
other texts, but these are in the minority and are more likely to have been

! van Groningen (1963) 2. 2 Cf. Turner (1968) 83, on Egypt.
3 Ohly (1928) passim; Turner (1971) 19. + Ohly (1928) 88—9; Turner (1968) 87-8.
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produced for scholars than for the general public.! Perhaps for the ordinary
market what mattered most was handsomeness of presentation and material
and general legibility ; readers of ancient books may have been as much accus-
tomed to correcting trivial slips as readers of modern newspapers. (It is a
striking fact that throughout antiquity Greek readers unquestioningly accepted
texts without word-division and largely without punctuation.) Dictation
may have been used in some scriptoria as a device for rapid dissemination
when only one exemplar was available;2 but very often copies must have
been made one at a time, as customers commissioned them. It is probably
right to think of copying enterprises as mainly quite small-scale, as most
craftsmen’s establishments were in antiquity.

The relations between copyists and booksellers are not well documented.
Clearly some copyists worked directly for authors, as members of their staff,3
and many must have been employed by the major libraries; others copied
texts at piece-rates for individual customers without the intervention of book-
sellers. But there were certain roles that only the booksellers could fulfil:
they seem to have travelled to areas where library resources were limited,
offering texts that were not available locally;* and they established regular
shops in the great intellectual centres where they could count on an educated
clientele: wherever there were important libraries the stimulus to the trade
must have been considerable. It is difficult to tell from the very inadequate
sources how widespread bookshops were outside these obvious centres, and
since the demand for ordinary necessities like school texts could presumably
often be met by orders placed direct with copyists there is no reason to suppose
that the existence of a school or even of a gymnasium (see p. 25) argues
for a regular bookshop. Many school texts must have been passed from one
generation of pupils to the next, as they still are, and the fewer the book-
shops the greater must have been the scope for an informal second-hand
market. :

There was certainly a trade in books as articles of luxury, to be displayed
rather than read. Lucian (4dv. ind. 7) makes fun of the ignorant book collector
who cares only about the trimmings: the purple vellum wrapper and the gilt
knob. (This was the projecting knob (omphalos) of the roller, made of wood
or bone, on which the more lavish kind of roll was fixed.) The ancient world
seems to have had its share of ‘experts’ who could manufacture fakes: Dio
Chrysostom describes a process ~ burying the rolls in grain — by which newly
produced books were made to look old (21.12) and Lucian mentions the
prestige of so-called autograph copies, laughing at the would-be collector

! Turner (1968) 92~-4. 2 Skeat (1956) passim; Turner (1971) 19-20.

3 Cf. Diog. Laert. 7.36 (Zeno); Norman (1960) 122 (Libanius).

4 Cf. Dion, Hal. Isocr. 18 (cited above, p. 14) and the story of Hermodorus (above, p. 13).
Dziatzko (1899) 976.
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who is willing to believe that Demosthenes copied Thucydides ‘eight times
over’ (Adv. ind. 4). Elsewhere he accuses an enemy of forging the handbook
of Tisias on rhetoric and charging an outrageous price for it (Pseudolog. 30).
Of course, serious and knowledgeable collectors existed too; we know the
names of several authors who wrote guides to the collection and arrangement
of books which must have interested bibliophiles as well as librarians.! Some
ancient books carried illustrations, though our extant papyri yield little direct
evidence. Not surprisingly, certain types of work attracted illustration: tech-
nical treatises on botany or medicine or mathematics, which could be clarified
with the aid of pictures and diagrams, and popular literary genres such as epic,
romance and drama, which offered the illustrator plenty of scenes of action.?
Presumably illustration, however modest, raised the price, and anything
approaching the sumptuous illumination we find in some medieval codices
would put a book into the category of luxury goods.

Little more is known in detail about book prices than about the distribution
of bookshops. The high sums mentioned for special rarities — Lucian says
the pseudo-Tisias fetched 750 drachmas — are no guide to ordinary prices for
ordinary books; and such evidence as we have is too scattered to give more
than the roughest of impressions. There are records of the prices of papyrus
rolls, mainly from Egypt, which suggest that the norm was two to four drach-
mas, the equivalent, as N. Lewis points out,3 of anything from one to five or
six days’ pay at the very lowest point on the economic scale, that of the unskilled
labourer. But the level of afluence rose fairly steeply, and the more prosperous
classes, even at a socially quite modest level, must have been able to take
papyrus for granted as a not particularly expensive commodity. At copying
rates as recorded in Egypt in the second century A.p. a short work, inclusive
of the price of material, might not have cost more than say five or six drachmas.
But how far these would be standard prices outside Egypt we cannot deter-
mine. Evidently some users of papyrus needed to make economies, as we can
tell from the fact that the rolls were sometimes re-used and a second text written
on the verso. Most often this was non-literary matter such as accounts, but
there are famous exceptions: Aristotle’s Constitution of Athens and Euripides’
Hypsipyle both survive as opisthograph texts.

The spread of Greek culture

The interrelated questions of the circulation of books, education, scholarship
and taste cannot be considered without taking into account the remarkable
spread of Greek culture prompted by the conquests of Alexander the Great.

1 Kleberg (1967) 20. # Weitzmann (1959) passim and (1970) esp. 225—30.
3 Lewis (1974) 129-34-
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The implications of this movement were easily as important for the history of
Greek literature as the impact of the Homeric poems themselves. Alexander’s
policy, continued by his Successors, of planting cities all over the East led to
the establishment of Greek, in the modified form of Attic known as the koine
(h xowh Bidexros), as the language of government and culture far beyond its
old boundaries. As a result many non-Greeks came to contribute directly to
the development of Greek literature: Zeno of Citium was probably of Phoeni-
cian origin; Lucian of Samosata was a native Aramaic speaker. Alexander’s
most significant foundation was Alexandria in Egypt, which the Ptolemies
established as an intellectual centre to rival and indeed surpass Athens (in
all branches of learning except philosophy). It was men of letters working at
Alexandria in the third century B.c. who rescued a great deal of past Greek
literature for posterity, laid the foundations of classical scholarship, and
through their own creative output gave the Roman authors some of their most
influential models. Another important long-term effect of Hellenization was
the continuity of ancient and Byzantine education. Because the early Christians
chose Greek as the vehicle for their proselytizing literature there was a strong
reason for the basic character of the ancient educational system to be preserved
into the Byzantine world and with it a demand, however limited, for pagan
texts.

(a) The demand for books. It seems clear that the process of Hellenization
depended to quite a large extent on the easy availability of books. What is
striking about the Greek world in the Hellenistic and Roman periods
is its cultural homogeneity despite its enormous geographical range. Writers
from all over this vast area share the same literary attitudes and quote
the same authors; and a long list could be compiled of distinguished intel-
lectuals who came from quite insignificant cities: Alexander of Cotiaeum,
Metrophanes of Eucarpia, Heraclitus of Rhodiapolis, Strabo of Amasia,
Herodorus of Greek Susa (Seleucia on the Eulaeus).! All this suggests a
uniform educational system and a common stock of literature, at least of *the
classics’.

There is a fair amount of evidence from the Hellenistic period onwards
for the foundation of libraries, and the sort of figures that are quoted for their
holdings support the view that books were plentiful. Quite apart from the
book collecting on a vast scale financed by the early Ptolemies at Alexandria,
where it seems to be no exaggeration to speak of many thousands of rolls,?
or the rival activity at Pergamum, there is epigraphic evidence for more modest
institutions which perhaps can be taken as more typical. An inscription of the

1 Cf. Jones (1940) 283.
3 The evidence is discussed by Pfeiffer 100-2; cf. Blum (1977) cols. 140—4, 1§6-61.
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second century B.C. from Cos records the endowment of a library by several
benefactors, of whom some give sums of 200 drachmas, some give 100 books,
and others give both books and money.! It is true that the term ‘books’
(BipAoi, PipAla) can be misleading, since it more often connotes rolls than whole
works, and a long work would fill a sizable number of rolls, but even when
due allowance is made for inflated totals it seems hardly conceivable that
books were a scarce commodity. No doubt they were to be found in greatest
concentration at major cultural centres (as they still are nowadays): at Athens,
for example, the library of the gymnasium founded by Ptolemy Philadelphus
was officially entitled to receive 100 books (or rolls) from each outgoing year
of ephebes, which can hardly have been typical of ordinary cities.2 But the
very existence of libraries in other places suggests that the demand for books
was widespread, and the evidence of the papyri points the same way.
Even if Egypt was not representative of the Greek world as a whole, the sheer
abundance of written texts found at quite unimportant Egyptian sites
argues for a general availability of reading matter in other areas with some
pretension to Greek culture.

This culture (paideia) was evidently very highly esteemed, by Greeks and
non-Greeks alike, as the essential qualification for positions of prestige and
influence. The status accorded to literary men and intellectuals generally was
high, as we can tell from the proliferation of such people in the Hellenistic
period. Along with social standing might go influence with a royal patron or
even direct responsibility in the role of ambassador ; the Successors of Alexander
all thought it worth while to enlist the support of the intellectuals, and the
pattern was followed by the Roman emperors, most strikingly in the second
century A.D., the ‘grand baroque age’3 when the sophists came fully into their
own. It would no doubt be wrong, though, to suggest that culture was all-
pervasive in the sense that it extended very far beyond the cities or even within
them reached all levels of society. In ‘old Greece’ it was probably more widely
diffused than in the new foundations, and there is evidence from some places
that primary education was provided at the expense of a local benefactor.4
The new cities were interested in higher education, which they subsidized
by paying the salaries of teachers of grammar and rhetoric, but they do not
often seem to have paid for elementary teaching although the lessons might
be held at the civic gymnasium. The very lowest classes, who were too poor
to take advantage of anything that was not completely free, probably had
their only taste of paideia at the theatre, when some leading citizen provided

the show.
It was essentially through the gymnasia and the theatres that the inhabitants

! Robert (1935) 421-5. 2 Delorme (1960) 331-2; Marrou (1965) §72.
3 Bowersock (1969) 16. + Marrou (1965) 176~7, 221.
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of the new cities expressed their consciousness of Greek identity, whether
inherited or adoptive. These were the centres of all the activities most closely
associated with the Greek way of life: physical training, education, compe-
titions in athletics, poetry, music, drama. Education in Greece itself had shown
signs of becoming more institutional from the latter part of the fourth century
onwards,! and thanks to a development at Athens in the 330s there was a
convenient pattern for the new cities to follow, at least for the highest age-
group. This was the new system of training the ephebes, which seems to have
been introduced in response to the great defeat at Chaeronea and was certainly
designed in the first place as a military measure, to improve the quality of
Athenian national service training. It soon developed into something more
broadly educational, though at the same time socially more exclusive: we
hear of the ephebes going to lectures at the philosophical schools and of
professors lecturing at the gymnasium; mention has already been made of
the ephebic contribution to the library. In adopting this system the new cities
put less emphasis on military preparation, but naturally enough took over the
curriculum and educational aims of mainland Greece; enthusiasm for Greek
culture in general was so strong that individuals gave themselves Greek names
and cities looked for heroic figures from Greek myths who could plausibly
be counted as their founders.

The desire to preserve the essential character of Greek culture has been
strikingly illustrated by recent finds at Ai Khanoum in Afghanistan.z The
French excavators of this remote city of the third century B.c. have found
not only a gymnasium but also, in a sanctuary dedicated to the probable
founder of the city, the base of a pillar on which was once inscribed a large
collection of Delphic maxims (there is a parallel text from another Greek city,
Miletopolis in the area of Cyzicus).3 The particular interest of the find is the
dedicatory epigram which records that the maxims were set up by one Clearchus
after he had copied the text at Delphi: ‘these wise sayings of the men of old,
words of the famous, are displayed at holy Pytho; there Clearchus carefully
copied them and has set them up for all to see in the sanctuary of Cineas’.
This shows how closely the new settlers maintained their links with the old
centres, even from a distance of §,000 km or more. L. Robert has identified
Clearchus as the Peripatetic philosopher of that name, pointing to the travelling
habits of men of letters, scientists and performers of all kinds. But even if it
did not boast anyone so distinguished, society in these remote parts was not
so barbarous that it could not appreciate a quite elegant epigram elegantly
inscribed; and the maxims themselves were no doubt regarded as the very
essence of Hellenism.

I Marrou (1965) 163-80. 2 Robert (1968) 421-57.
3 Ed. H. Diels in Dittenberger, Sylloge 1268.
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(6) The educational system. For the detail of the educational system most of
the evidence comes from Egypt, where the sands have preserved vast numbers
of school exercises. There is a remarkable sameness in these texts throughout
the whole period from early Ptolemaic to early Byzantine times; so far as we
can tell from the much patchier evidence relating to other areas this basic
pattern seems to have been common to the whole Greek world.

Apart from athletics, and to a lesser degree music and mathematics, which
were always part of Greek education, the major focus of attention was correct
understanding and correct use of the language. This illustrates the enormous
prestige that was accorded to fluency in Greek; it is worth noting that there
was never any general interest in learning foreign languages, and even Latin
in the Imperial period had a very restricted role in the Greek world. Great
importance was attached to correctness of form: it was not enough for
an educated person to master the current koine; one must also be able to
read classical poetry with its different dialects, and from the end of the first
century B.C. onwards more and more stress was laid on imitation of Attic
authors.!

The procedure for acquiring fluency was laborious, but we may guess so
thorough as to be quite effective. Children spent the first five years being
taught reading and writing by the elementary schoolmaster, the grammat:stes.
He made them learn first the alphabet, then syllables, then whole words, then
scansion and correct syllable division: dozens of papyri and ostraca survive
to illustrate the various copying and dictation exercises that all this involved.?
The texts chosen for the copying exercises were simple but morally instructive:
maxims, fables, little stories about famous people from history or myth. There
is some evidence for girls sharing at least this elementary stage; but we do
not know how widespread the practice was, or what proportion of girls went
on to the more advanced schools.3

These were for pupils between the ages of (roughly) twelve and fifteen,
under the direction of the grammatikos (‘language teacher’ is a less misleading
translation than ‘grammarian’). The emphasis was on reading and composing,
the subject matter mainly poetry, which was studied in an elaborately analytical
way, giving pupils a knowledge of mythology, geography and history as
well as correct understanding of grammar and style. Work on the chosen
authors seems to have been narrow and artificial but relentlessly systematic:
reading aloud and recitation, ‘construes’ of the text (for the dialect, vocabu-
lary and style would differ widely from those of the koine), study of the poet’s

t Browning (1969) 49~-55.

2 Listed by Zalateo (1961); specimens in Milne (1908).
3 Marrou (1965) 174—5.
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allusions so that the pupil could locate every mountain and river, give the
genealogy or exploits of every hero, retail all manner of precise and curious
detail — a preoccupation shared by the writers of later antiquity. These literary
studies were accompanied by lessons in the rudiments of composition and,
after the time of Aristarchus and his pupils (see pp. 32f.), in formal grammar
(morphology but not syntax). The purpose of exercises in composition was
to inculcate correctness and fluency rather than to stimulate original expression.
In the more elementary of these so-called progymnasmata or preparatory
exercises (the rest were the province of the teacher of rhetoric) the pupil was
asked to retell a fable, or write a little narrative based on characters from history
or myth, or take the saying of some famous person and develop it, according
to strictly formal rules, into a short essay — this last was called a ckria
(xpefa).

Such was the crucial training in literary culture which gave a person a
claim to be called Greek. It was more widely influential than the more advanced
and technical teaching of rhetoric and philosophy which came later; like the
Classics as taught in the public schools of Victorian England it was a shared
basis for all educated people. Even though our evidence (school manuals
and exercises) does not suggest that much attention was paid to the ‘judgement
of poems’ (kplots wompéreov) which according to Dionysius Thrax (Ars
grammatica 1) is the finest part of the grammarian’s craft, we can tell from
the writings of the educated ~ from Strabo, Galen, Plutarch, Lucian — that
such intensive reading of the poets did have its effect. Educational theory
might not be able to claim anything more than rather limited moral lessons
or a superficial interest in curious erudition as the benefits of the system,
but the material itself must often have made a more direct and exciting
appeal.

The final stages of education were the special province of the gymnasia,
which regularly maintained teachers of rhetoric (rketores, sophistai)* and
sometimes had resident grammatikoi and philosophers as well (clearly the
teaching of ‘grammar’ might be carried on at a higher level with older pupils:
there was no hard and fast demarcation which ruled it out beyond the age of
fifteen). The ephebes of most cities could expect to be given at least an intro-
duction to rhetoric, but the most serious students would stay on for further
study after the short period of ephebic training. The regular courses given by
the local rhetorician might be supplemented by lectures or performances given
by visiting virtuosi: the line between intellectual and artiste seems to have
been difficult to draw. The heyday of the great rhetoricians was the second
century A.D., when to be a ‘sophist’ was to be a person of the utmost conse-
quence and influence, political as well as intellectual. Particularly notable

1 Bowersock (1969) 12-14 discusses the different nuances of these terms.
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figures could earn very high fees for their public appearances and private
teaching, and their status is reflected in the honours and civic commissions
pressed upon them by their fellow citizens and in the immunities from local
obligations granted by the imperial government.! This is very striking
evidence for the high value set on eloquence and its real importance in public
life.

The surviving handbooks of rhetorical exercises combine with the evidence
of the papyri to illustrate a highly developed and long-lasting system, which
strikes the modern reader as narrow and formalistic, but seems at least to have
been remarkably efficient. From the more elementary types of composition:
fable, narrative and ckria, the student proceeded by the way of maxim, refuta-
tion and confirmation, enkomion (‘Thucydides’, ‘wisdom’), vituperation
(‘Philip’), comparison, speech written in character (‘Niobe after the death of
her children’) and so on, to the most advanced, the introduction of an imaginary
law. Aelius Theon (who wrote in the second century A.D.) in a section of his
Progymnasmata entitled On the training of the young® gives advice to the
teacher on the examples from the classics to choose for each exercise. As one
would expect, he repeatedly cites the orators; he also draws on Herodotus,
Thucydides, Ephorus, Theopompus and Philistus, Xenophon and Plato, and
for the speech in character he recommends using Homer and Menander as
well as Plato’s Socratic dialogues. Reading Theon one can detect the same
principles as have traditionally underlain the teaching of Greek and Latin
‘composition’ in English schools: the end is not merely technical fluency
but also sympathetic contact with the authors and their styles. Both in their
earnest concern for ‘purity’ of style and in their insistence on the use of classical
models the rhetoricians furthered the sense of a common culture which was
founded on the study of the poets. Their stylistic notions could lead to absur-
dities of exaggerated Atticism and may all too often have siifled originality
and experiment, but at least they helped to sustain the cosmopolitan character
of the Greek world through its most important medium, a universal educated
language.

The philosophers had a less pervasive effect on general literary culture,
partly because in the ancient world the study of philosophy beyond the elemen-
tary stages tended to imply a way of life, almost like a religious calling, which
marked a man off from his fellows and might require him to reject the values
implicit in the rest of the educational system. But the scholarly study and
exegesis of the works of the masters that was carried on in the philosophical
schools of Athens (and later at other centres) must have done a great deal
to preserve and protect their doctrines. Moreover, systematic book collecting

! Bowersock (1969) 3off.; Millar (1977) 493ff.
? Prog. 2, Spengel 11 65-72.
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had first developed in the Peripatos under Aristotle and the antiquarian
researches of his school had a great influence on the history of scholarship.

(c) Scholarship. Scholars writing about scholarship are always tempted to
exaggerate its importance; but the particular phase associated with Alexandria
under the patronage of the early Ptolemies can fairly be called decisive for the
survival and interpretation of quite a large proportion of the Greek literature
that remains to us. This is not to claim that the scholars of Alexandria had
much direct effect on literacy or the educational system, or that some major
texts would not have been preserved without them: Homer, at least, was never
in danger of being lost. But time has a filtering effect on literature even in the
era of the printed bbok; it was all the more vital when works circulated only
in manuscript that positive steps be taken to salvage the output of the past,
particularly for the Greeks of the third century B.c. with an astonishingly
creative period of literature behind them. Otherwise there was a grave risk
that some of the more recondite texts would disappear altogether because not
enough people were interested in having them recopied, and even the texts
that did get transmitted were liable to degenerate into ever worsening states
of corruption if nothing more scrupulous than the normal book-copying
procedures were followed. Besides, the older a work became, the more it called
for exegesis, of words or ideas or institutions that had ceased to be current.

The large-scale promotion of book collecting and the development of
scholarship at Alexandria in the third century can be traced to several causes.
Evidently Ptolemy I (Soter) himself was a key figure: he wanted to do as
Greek tyrants and princes had traditionally done and patronize men of letters —
this was one obvious way of giving Alexandria the prestige of a royal capital —
but instead of confining his support to creative writers who would praise his
regime he did something more original. He established! a research centre where
his poets, who were also scholars, could work secure from financial worries and
surrounded by the finest materials for study known to the Greek world. This
was the Museum (76 Mouotiov), formally the cult centre of a religious organiza-
tion, which was dedicated to the Muses and presided over by a priest. In some
respects it could be compared with older institutions called mouseia, shrines
of the Muses at which literary societies met and worshipped, and particularly
with the great philosophical schools of Athens, the Academy and the Peripatos,
each a learned community with a Muses’ shrine;2 but in all essentials it was a
new sort of establishment. Philosophy was not one of its major concerns
(Pergamum was closer to Athens in this respect), although the influence of

! If this is the correct interpretation of Plutarch, Non posse suaviter vivi secundum Epicurum

13.109§d. The alternative is to ascribe the foundation to Ptolemy Philadelphus. Cf. Pfeiffer 96-8;

Fraser (1972) 11 469.
3 Diog. Laert. 4.1, §.51.

29

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



BOOKS AND READERS IN THE GREEK WORLD

Aristotle must certainly be seen in the manifold interests of its scholars —
literary, historical and scientific —and Strabo indeed claims that *Aristotle
taught the kings of Egypt the arrangement of a library’ (13.608). This must
mean that Aristotle’s methods as used by the Peripatetics were applied at
Alexandria when the Library was established,! and it seems reasonable to see
the link as Demetrius of Phalerum, who is known to have been in Ptolemy’s
entourage from 297 and (according to Tzetzes)? had a role to play in the setting
up of the Library; but beyond this our evidence does not go and cannot be
pressed.

Another influence on Alexandrian scholarship in its early days must have
been the tradition represented by the Atthidographers. These were chroniclers of
Athenian history, active in the fourth and third centuries, whose preoccupation
with local events was combined in some cases with an interest in festivals, cult
or antiquities: titles like On the Eleusinian Mysteries (Melanthius) and On
sacrifices (Demon) clearly come into this category. The most significant of
these writers was Philochorus, who died in the 260s; Jacoby gives him a place
of honour as ‘the first scholar of the Atthidographers’ in view of the range and
variety of his titles and the ambitious enterprise implied by such works as
Attic inscriptions.3 He wrote books On the contests in Athens, On Delos, On
d/vination as well as works on literary subjects which recall the interests of
the Peripatetics (On tragedies, On Alcman, for instance). All this finds an
unmistakable echo in Alexandrian scholarship: the style of the Museum must
have been affected at least to some extent by these Athenian traditions.

Important as such ‘academic’ influences were, it seems to have been the
creative poets themselves who gave the new institution its distinctive character.
Among the poets of the late fourth and early third centuries there were a few
who saw that if poetry was to be rescued from the decline of the past century
the great literature of earlier times must be preserved and studied with a new
self-consciousness: the poets must train themselves through a most attentive
study of the masters, but out of this study must come something fresh and
individual. This was a highly significant stage in Greek literary history, the
direct forerunner of Roman ars and imitatio. Philetas of Cos (see pp. 544fF.) is
the most important figure at the beginning of the new movement. He wrote
a book of glosses on rare words, as well as composing elegiac poetry which
was seen by his successors as the first major example of the ‘lean’ (Aerrds)
style that ultimately dominated Hellenistic poetry. Philetas must have been
educated at Cos, a well established intellectual centre with a distinguished
medical school,* but he was drawn into the Alexandrian orbit through his
appointment as tutor to Ptolemy Philadelphus. This connexion between

t Pfeiffer 98-102. 2 Prolegomena de comoedia = CGF 1.19.
3 FGrH 3b, 227. 4 Fraser (1972) 1 343—4.
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scholars, poets and the court continued for several generations: the head of the
Library was normally also tutor in the royal household, and the kings provided
the supply of funds necessary for gathering the essential tools of scholarship,
the books.

The rescue of previous Greek literature could not be left to chance. Galen
records (17a606 Kiihn) that the early Ptolemies systematically sought out
texts from all over the Greek world and even impounded books that arrived
in Alexandria as cargo, had copies made of them and returned the copies,
not the originals, to their owners. He goes on to tell a famous story (17a607):
how the texts of the great Attic tragedians, which were officially kept in the
public record office at Athens as a guard against actors’ interpolations, were
borrowed by ‘Ptolemy’ (i.e. Euergetes I) against an indemnity of fifteen
talents; once safely at Alexandria the originals were kept for the Library,
handsome new copies made for the Athenians, and the indemnity forfeited.
The first task of the scholars was to sort out and identify all this material,
which certainly included a good deal of spurious writing falsely attributed to
famous authors. But even the first generation of scholars working in the 280s
and 270s — Zenodotus, the first librarian and a pupil of Philetas, and the poets
Lycophron and Alexander Aetolus — seem to have gone beyond mere classifi-
cation. They are said to have ‘corrected’ (51pBwoav/SiwpfcdoavTto)! the works
of the comic poets (Lycophron), the tragedians (Alexander) and the epic and
lyric poets (Zenodotus); this suggests that they used their newly gathered
material to produce editions, though we know almost nothing about their
methods or the nature of their textual work; the evidence for Zenodotus’
criticism of Homer is the least shadowy, but still controversial.

For the scholar working on Homer the most pressing need was for some
kind of standardization: there was a very wide discrepancy in the number of
verses from one text to another, and a bewilderingly large number of texts
available from all over the Greek world. Athetesis, the condemnation of spurious
matter, seems to have been one of the first critical procedures applied to the
Homeric text, and Zenodotus probably invented the obelus for this purpose.2
How extensively and on what principles he compared manuscripts cannot be
determined; perhaps after a preliminary scrutiny of the material he chose a
particular existing text to use as the basis of his ‘edition’. The term ‘edition’
conjures up for the modern reader the idea of a large number of identical
copies carrying the editor’s version of a text, complete with apparatus criticus
~ Page’s Aeschylus, for example — but in the ancient context the &8oais (the
same word as for the publication of a new work) might be no more than a

t Tzetzes (n. 36 above); Pfeiffer 105-22; Blum (1977) cols. 161—.

2 Pfeiffer 115. The obelus was a horizontal stroke placed in the left-hand margin to indicate
a suspected verse,
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single copy which the scholar has made available for consultation and anno-
tated with signs indicating his view of particular passages. Perhaps for a start
the notation went no further than the simple use of the obelus to indicate
spurious lines.

As might be expected in such a context, where intellectual activity was
extremely intense and the facilities for advanced work were unrivalled, there
was a continuous succession of gifted scholars and poets drawn by the prestige
of Alexandria, each learning from his predecessors and building on their
work. Three great names must be singled out from successive generations.
Callimachus (c. 305—c. 240B.c.) used the classifying work of the first
‘correctors’ as the basis for his ambitious bibliographical enterprise, greater
even than a catalogue of the Library, which was known as the Pinakes (Tables),
a series of registers of all available Greek authors listed by genre, with essential
biographical data for each entry together with titles of works and notes on
their length and genuineness.! This was far more exhaustive than anything
previously attempted; it laid the foundation for extensive scholarly work, and
although it has not survived it has had an enormous indirect influence on our
knowledge of ancient literature.

Aristophanes of Byzantium (c. 255—. 180B.C.) is credited with a vast
amount of significant textual work — on Homer, Hesiod, many of the drama-
tists, the lyric poets —and also with technical contributions to scholarship
which have had a lasting impact on our texts. He seems to have introduced
the written system of accentuation, the habit of arranging lyric texts according
to metrical cola (previously they had been written out like prose), and the
use of a developed system of critical signs — the obelus, the asteriscus, the
diple and others —to convey his views on doubtful passages in the texts.
He did fundamental work on the lyric poets, establishing terminology, classi-
fication into different types, and metrical analysis, and for the large number
of plays that he edited he provided ‘hypotheses’, prefaces which gave historical
information such as date of first performance as well as brief notes on subject
matter.

Aristarchus (c. 216—c. 144) took the use of critical notation to its logical
conclusion, composing written commentaries (Uopvriuara)? to explain the
reasoning behind his textual recommendations and also to give other sorts of
exegesis: notes on rare words or points of myth or history. The earliest
examples of such commentaries may have been notes taken at lectures: we

¥ Blum (1977) Chapters 4 and 6.

* Pfeiffer 198; Turner (1968) 114-18, 184; (1971) 17. The signs were not always used with the
same significance. In the system as finally developed by Aristarchus the asteriscus & indicated lines

incorrectly repeated elsewhere; the diple > marked anything noteworthy in language or content.
3 Pfeiffer 160—1 notes that Euphronius had anticipated Aristarchus as the author of a written

commentary.
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must certainly allow for oral explication de texte as one of the activities of these
scholars (who were teachers at least to the extent that other scholars were
their pupils). Aristarchus concerned himself mainly with the same range of
authors as Aristophanes, but he broke new ground by writing a commentary on
Herodotus. His work on Homer was particularly celebrated and influential:
luckily we possess a good deal of information about it embedded in the
scholia of a famous medieval manuscript of the //iad, ‘ Venetus A’.t His work
on Homeric usage was an essential foundation for informed judgement of
individual passages; outside his textual studies he made important contri-
butions to lexicography and grammar.

To a modern reader accustomed to tools of scholarship which have been
perfected over centuries of sophisticated study the methods and attitudes of
these scholars may sometimes seem naive or arbitrary, but it would be wrong
not to recognize this as an era of distinguished intellectual activity, rarely
matched in later times. Some of the stimulus to produce work of such ambitious
range must have come from the contact of the men of letters with the scientists
who were their colleagues in the Museum: Eratosthenes, librarian and authority
on Attic comedy who was also a student of chronology, mathematics and
astronomy, exemplifies the close links between the disciplines. This was clearly
a period of great intellectual confidence and creativity, with the excitement
of new discoveries in the air. Apollonius Rhodius, whose poetry is full of
implicit literary and philological comment, also shows that he has responded
to the scientific advances of the time.2

The persecutions of Ptolemy VIII (Euergetes II) after 145 caused a dispersal
of scholars, and although Alexandria remained a major intellectual centre
until the end of antiquity its greatest days were past. Pergamum with its
library, its antiquarian scholarship and its distinguished Stoics was a serious
rival to Alexandria in the second century B.c., and some of the old centres -
Athens and Rhodes, for example — remained important, but in the end the
appeal of Rome as the source of patronage outweighed that of any of the Greek
cities. It was only at Alexandria, however, that there was such a sustained
period of work at a high level on literary texts, and none of the work of the
Imperial period showed the same originality.

It is easy to assess the importance of the Alexandrians for modern scholar-
ship; but how well can we gauge the impact of their work on the ancient world?

In the field of book production the influence of the Library must have been
considerable.3 Here was an institution which required a copying service on an
unprecedentedly large scale; and the size of its collections must have guaranteed

¥ Ven, Mardianus gr. 822 (A). See now Erbse 1 (1969) xiii~xvi.

2 E.g. at 3.761~5. Cf. Solmsen (1961) 195—7.
3 Fraser (1972) 1 472-8.

33

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



BOOKS AND READERS IN THE GREEK WORLD

a regular demand from outsiders for copies of works that were not easy to find
elsewhere. Since Alexandria was also the headquarters of the papyrus trade
any tendency towards standardization which was fostered in the Library (e.g.
in the size of books) could also become regular practice in a wider context.
In the presentation of texts, too, it looks as though several of the conventions
introduced by the Alexandrian scholars were gradually adopted as the norm
when texts were reproduced. We find Aristophanes’ colometry dominating
lyric texts from now on, widespread use in the papyri of the critical notation
and orthography employed by the scholars, and most striking of all the tendency
of Homeric papyri from about the middle of the second century B.c. onwards
to conform to a regular pattern, the so-called ‘vulgate’. Whereas the earlier
texts very often include many lines which have disappeared from later texts,
the vulgate shows a general conformity in the matter of length which is difficult
to explain if it does not represent the influence of Aristarchus and his predeces-
sors. The fact that by contrast the emendations proposed by the scholars had
remarkably little effect on the texts circulating after their time — either in the
papyri or in the medieval manuscripts — need not surprise us: one can under-
stand that the general public and the booksellers who supplied them might
be more interested in a certain standardization of length and layout and conven-
tional signs than in the niceties of textual criticism.!

It has often been pointed out that only a very small amount of Alexandrian
exegetical literature survives and that even in antiquity these scholarly works
do not seem to have had a long life. But this need not mean that they were
not influential. A commentary, being a series of discrete notes, perhaps origina-
ting in a record of oral discussion, did not have the same status as a continuous
literary work and did not demand faithful re-copying in extenso: the form
lends itself easily to excerpting or recasting, as the history of modern commen-
taries shows. The scholia in our extant medieval manuscripts seem, in fact,
to reach back across the centuries to early Alexandrian exegesis. When, for
example, they cite Didymus (c. 65 B.C.—A.D. 10) citing ‘the commentators’
they are preserving traces of the work of this period; and for Homer there is
the more extensive evidence in the scholia of Venetus A. It is easy to imagine
scholars and schoolmasters taking what they needed from whatever commen-
tary was available, so that instead of wholesale recopying of the earliest com-
mentaries there was a continuous process of excerpting, simplification or
adaptation according to different needs. The local distribution of this scholarly
material is worth taking into account; D. A. Russell writing of Plutarch’s
time makes a point which must also be valid for earlier centuries:

Apart from the acknowledged classics, few books existed in many copies. Instead,
we should envisage countless different titles, each circulating in a small range, and

' S. West (1967) 11—18; Reynolds-Wilson (1974) 8-9, 12.
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many more or less duplicating one another. With few exceptions, we can hardly
speak of a standard history or commentary. Quite small local groups would each
have their own. It follows that an individual scholar could only hope to see a few of
the books that he had heard of. .1

(d) The classics. One of the major achievements of the scholars seems to
have been to provide the reading public with an authoritative definition of
‘classical literature’. This no doubt reflected the popular preferences that
assert themselves when literature is exposed to the test of time (even in the
fifth century Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides clearly towered above their
fellow dramatists, as the Frogs demonstrates), but the corpus of ‘best authors’
was given official recognition in the classifications made by the scholars of
Alexandria and perhaps of Pergamum,? and came to exercise a very powerful
effect on Greek culture. Aristophanes of Byzantium is credited with dividing
literature into what modern scholarship calls ‘canons’ (there is no equivalent
Greek term, but we may follow Pfeiffer in using the Suda’s &yxpifévTes ‘the
included’ for the chosen authors (Latin classici)).> So in time the nine lyric
poets became established, the ten orators, the three tragedians, and so on.
The scholars tended to concentrate their work in these selected areas, which in
those days were in any case very extensive (the three tragedians had written
about 300 plays between them); the evidence from the papyri and from quota-
tions suggests that the public increasingly confined their reading to the same
authors and to a decreasing selection within those authors’ works. Naturally
the demand for a work not ‘included’ would fade as fewer and fewer copies
circulated and the text became almost unknown. It is interesting to see that the
definition of classical literature was by no means rigid: some of the major
writers of the third century soon became ‘included’, among them Apollonius
Rhodius and Callimachus, fragments of whose Aetia with a very detailed
running commentary have recently been published from papyri of the third
century B.C.4

The inclusion of new authors must often have been compensated for by
the loss of older ones; and it is not surprising that with so vast a literary heritage
the readers of later antiquity liked their classics in the form of various kinds of
selection or digest or anthology. There are plenty of parallels in the modern
world: how many members of the educated public read, say, Elizabethan
sonneteers except in anthologies; how many of the works of even Shakespeare
are read in schools and generally well known?

We ought to envisage a long and probably rather desultory process of
narrowing down: in the case of tragedy, for example, the number of plays

' Russell (1973) 42-3. 2 Cousin (1935) §65—72. 3 Pfeiffer 203-8.
+ Meillier (1976).
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that were commonly read and performed must have been a good deal smaller
even in the fourth century than the total output of the three tragedians, and
it is easy to see how it would shrink further as time went on. The more famous
and popular plays — Oedipus tyrannus for example, particularly after its
canonization in Aristotle’s Poetics — would be the ones that were most easily
available; and presumably the Alexandrian scholars did not write commen-
taries on the whole corpus, though they possessed most of the texts. School-
masters would naturally set their classes to read works that were well known,
easily come by and supplied with commentaries, thus perpetuating the popular
selection. This looks more plausible than anything more clear-cut, such as a
deliberate choice by a particular individual of the seven surviving plays of
Aeschylus, the seven of Sophocles and the ten ‘select’ plays of Euripides to
form the standard selections for use in schools. So far as we know there was
never any state control of school curricula or any equivalent of modern
examining boards to impose a standard pattern on education: this makes it
all the more likely that the choice of works read in school reflects the choice of
society at large.!

Our extant ‘selections’ may in fact never have been firmly fixed until the '
time when the contents of rolls were being transferred to codices (the third
and fourth centuries A.D.). A codex could accommodate a number of plays
from separate rolls, and it would be natural if the most familiar plays were
grouped together in a single codex. Once the practice of incorporating the
commentary in the same volume had established itself? —and the codex form
lent itself to annotation in the margins — there was a very strong likelihood
that the tradition would become standardized: ‘Aeschylus’ now becomes a
single book.

Survival

A great deal of ancient Greek literature vanished during antiquity itself or in
the course of the Middle Ages; some of it has reappeared dramatically in the
papyrus finds of the last hundred years: Menander, Bacchylides, Callimachus,
Hyperides, Aristotle’s Constitution of Athens. But it was never in danger of
being completely forgotten or destroyed, because the continuity of culture on
which it depended was never wholly severed, and there was no widespread
lapse into barbarism.

The language was one of the most important factors in this story of survival.
Greek has been slow to change in the course of its long history. Unlike Latin
it never broke into a series of separate languages; and from the end of the

! Roberts (1953) 270—1; Barrett (1964) s0-3; Reynolds-Wilson (1974) 46-7.

2 This seems to have been a gradual process stretching over several centuries; cf. Turner (1968)
121—4; Reynolds—Wilson 46.
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Hellenistic period until very recent times Greek-speaking societies have
tended to maintain a classicizing literary language more or less distinct from
ordinary speech. This has made possible a very striking continuity, as R.
Browning points out: ‘From that date [the sixth century B.c.] until the present
day there has been a continuous and uninterrupted literary tradition, main-
tained by schools, by a body of grammatical literature, by the continuous
study of a limited number of literary texts, whose linguistic form came to
differ more and more from that of current speech.’t Homer, in fact, has always
been part of the curriculum in Greek-speaking lands. But why did Virgil
never supplant Homer once the Roman empire had established itself? And why
was Homer not banned by the Christians, who had far more reason to take
exception to him than Plato had?

The answer to the first of these questions is obvious enough from what has
already been said about the value universally set on Greek paideia. The Romans
of the later Republic, for all their belief in the superiority of things Roman,
had absorbed along with Greek literature and philosophy the assumptions on
which Greek education was based. Admittedly they made a literature of their
own out of their response to the Greek, but they never tried to impose their
culture on the Eastern provinces.? This is hardly surprising considering that
the Greek educational system had been established at Rome before Rome had
a fully fledged literature to use for the purpose (see CHCL 11, pp. §—6); Homer
was studied in Roman schools, and those Romans who could afford it finished
their education by studying Greek rhetoric and philosophy. Rome became
as important a centre of the Greek book trade as Athens or Alexandria, and
Roman libraries had large Greek holdings; far from being a threat to Greek
civilization the Roman empire in fact sustained and consolidated it over a very
wide area. There was an exceptional period at the end of the third century a.p.
and in the fourth century when the emperors at Constantinople knew either
very little Greek or none at all, and preferment in the higher reaches of the
civil service, at court, or in a legal career depended on a knowledge of Latin
even in the Greek-speaking East.3 But the pattern did not last and in any case
the demand for Latin never imposed itself at the crucial level of elementary
teaching.

It might have been expected that when the Roman empire became officially
Christian a new educational system would be created, replacing the old authors
with biblical texts and using Christian precepts instead of pagan maxims. After
all, there was a model ready to hand in the Jewish schools, which provided
the faithful with an exclusively Jewish training.+ But nothing of the kind
developed within the Greek-speaking world; only outside it do we find

¥ Browning (1969) 13. 2 Jones (1963) 4; Momigliano (1975) 7-8, 17.
3 Jones (1963) 13. *+ Marrou (1965) 454-5-
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distinctively Christian establishments using Coptic and Syriac as the vehicle
for their teaching.! It is true that as the monastic system grew a special form
of religious education was devised for the children destined for the monas-
teries. But for society at large the old patterns remained, partly perhaps because
they were so efficient, and now that the state had become more elaborately
bureaucratic, particularly since the time of Diocletian, there was a greater
need for trained men for the civil service. Training meant fluency in composi-
tion, and the power of the common culture was so great that no one conceived
of a fluency that would have different stylistic and formal criteria. The early
Fathers might in theory have imitated the Hebrew elements in the Christian
heritage, or at least have fostered a more popular development of the koine;
but they too had been educated in the common culture and wrote for an
audience which shared it.

The Christians certainly disapproved in principle of pagan literature,
but since they found themselves in practice using the pagan educational
system they had to think of ways of making the classics harmless. St Basil,
in his little work addressed to the young on how to profit from pagan authors
(Hom:ly 22), lays great stress on the way these can be used to teach virtue:
the point of the Phaeacian episode in the Odyssey, for example, is to present
Odysseus as a pattern of upright behaviour who converts the Phaeacians from
their decadent ways (5.25—42). In moralizing the classics and particularly in
giving them allegorical interpretation Christian teachers had plenty of pagan
forerunners: allegories of Homer had been well known since at least the fifth
century B.C.

St Basil, like Clement of Alexandria, evidently enjoyed classical literature,
but he was not writing as an apologist of Hellenism so much as offering
practical advice in the interests of a good Christian education. *We must not
admit everything indiscriminately, but only what is useful’ (8.2-3) is his
advice; it was left to later ages, particularly the Italian Renaissance, to inter-
pret his work as a manifesto of humanism. In the early Middle Ages there
seems to have been very little interest outside the context of the schools in
the whole heritage of classical literature; the severe losses that must be dated
to some time between the third or fourth century and the ninth were probably
due more to sheer neglect than to any positively hostile policy. The systematic
burning of books seems to have been reserved for heretical Christian sects,?
and it would not be surprising if after the period of transition in the fourth
century outright paganism never posed a serious threat of the kind that required
such a violent response.

Within the range of ‘included’ authors of antiquity the Byzantine schools

! Marrou (1965) 456-8.
2 Reynolds—Wilson (1974) 44, 220.
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could find plenty of material to meet their needs while shedding some of the
less ‘useful’ authors. Even if there is little trace of wholesale suppression we
can certainly discern changing patterns of taste, most striking in the case of
Menander,! who shrank in the Middle Ages to a series of one-line maxims
taken out of context and preserved in various gnomic anthologies. This was
a poet who in antiquity enjoyed overwhelming popularity and very wide-
spread circulation, as we know from papyri, records of performances, quota-
tions, adaptation by Roman playwrights, mosaics representing scenes from
his plays and the explicit testimony of ancient writers. ‘In the theatre,” says
Plutarch, ‘in the lecture-room, at the dinner-party, his poetry provides read-
ing, study and entertainment for a wider public than that commanded by any
other Greek masterpiece . .."2 Here perhaps is a clue to the disappearance of
Menander from the tradition, his popularity on the stage. The theatre was
regarded by the Christians as a dangerously immoral place; and the world of
hetaerae and illicit liaisons which forms the background to Menander’s plays
cannot have been condoned either (though Plautus and Terence survived in
Latin Christendom: perhaps like Aristophanes they seemed linguistically
more remote and therefore safer). In the end the only acceptable role for
Menander was as author of edifying maxims in company with the sages and
the Fathers.

The converse process can be seen in the rise to popularity of the pseudo-
Homeric Batrachomyomachia or Battle of frogs and mice. This unfunny parody
of epic battle narrative is first mentioned in antiquity by Martial (14.183) and
probably belongs to the Hellenistic period.? It never once turns up in the
papyri, despite the fact that so many Homeric texts survive from the Imperial
period. But in the Middle Ages and particularly in the Renaissance it had a
distinct vogue; about seventy-five manuscripts are extant, of which a dozen
are as early as the eleventh century, and it had the distinction of being
one of the first Greek texts to be put into print. No doubt it was a useful text
in the schoolroom, but even in post-classical times the fact that it was believed
to be genuine Homer must have been what gave it prestige.

Something analogous to the shift in educational attitudes seems to have
taken place in the creative writing of the early Byzantine period. Theology
rather than literature was what now attracted the ablest minds, but radical
as the break was from the content of classical prose and poetry, it did not entail
a parallel change of form. The rhetorical patterns and the poetic dialects of
antiquity persist well into the Byzantine period, so that one finds, for example,
in Book 1 of the Greek Anthology a series of poems on Christian churches,

! Dain (1963), but cf. Reynolds-Wilson (1974) 221.

2 Ar. et Men. comp. 85 4a, tr. Russell (1973) 53.
3 Wolke (1978) 46-70.
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martyrs, figures from the Old Testament and stories from the life of Christ, all
in classical elegiacs and jambics. This kind of composition tells us something
about the taste of the intelligentsia — we should be thinking now of small
concentrations of educated people in a few centres such as Constantinople,
Antioch or Alexandria — and reminds us that this was a crucial factor in the
survival of classical literature. These were after all the people who could
afford to have books copied, and in a world in which the classics were becoming
increasingly alien and remote there was little scope for a popular market.
The nearest thing to widespread demand was presumably whatever was
regularly required by the elementary school teachers, which can hardly have
amounted to much beyond a few extracts from Homer. Secondary schools
would need more texts, but they must have been a good deal more thinly
spread than the elementary schools, and even before the ‘dark age’ from the
mid-seventh to the mid-ninth century the overall numbers of classical books
in circulation must have been pitifully small by comparison with, say, the
second century A.D.!

The abstruseness of some texts no doubt contributed to their dwindling
popularity: the lyric poets, for example, whose work had formerly had a
place in the school curriculum, must have seemed increasingly obscure and
irrelevant; only Pindar’s Epinicians passed into the tradition. Many long
works suffered because once excerpts or epitomes had been made there was
less demand for the original versions: we can see this happening in the case of
Books 6—18 of Polybius. But chance must very often have been the decisive
factor as soon as the extant numbers of any work had become very small. All
kinds of hazard threatened survival: loss or decay through neglect, destruction
by fire, particularly during the upheavals of wartime, as when the Crusaders
sacked Constantinople in 1204. Often we can tell from lacunae in our existing
texts, the beginning of Aeschylus’ Choephori for instance, that part of a book —
a leaf or a whole quire — must have become accidentally detached and lost.
And the other side of the coin, the recovery of rare works, must have been
a matter of chance too, in each of the periods when scholars deliberately
searched out classical texts and had them recopied: in the ninth century, at
the end of the thirteenth century, and again, with the impetus now coming
from Italy, in the fifteenth. So the Hecale of Callimachus probably survived
until the Fourth Crusade but then disappeared, whereas a happy accident
preserved Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriagusae in a single copy.

The fact that revivals of serious interest in classical literature and learning
were possible at all suggests that there was never a complete break in conti-
nuity.? Even in the dark age, when scholarship was dead and higher education

T Wilson (1975) 4-8.
2 Irigoin (1962).
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had lapsed, the pattern of secondary education seems to have persisted: at
least the curriculum of the ninth and tenth centuries (so far as it can be recon-
structed) did not differ significantly from that of the sixth and seventh, and the
most natural explanation is that it continued in being throughout the period.
The function of the schools was essentially to train future civil servants,! who
were needed all the time in the Byzantine administration, whatever the intel-
lectual climate. But if the movement inspired by Leo the Philosopher and
Photius in the ninth century had not come when it did the loss of Greek
literature would undoubtedly have been much greater. During the eighth
century a new kind of script, minuscule, had established itself for book texts in
place of the capitals which had been used since the earliest times. Once this
became standard, as it very rapidly did (it was quicker to write and took up
less space), texts written in the old script must have looked unfamiliar and
therefore have had less chance of being preserved; and since it was expensive
to have a transliteration made no one would order new copies of works that
were not of special interest to him. So the ‘second Hellenism’ (6 SeUrepos
EAAnviouds) of the ninth century was the most crucial event for the survival of
Greek texts.?

Comparatively little has been lost since; the Fourth Crusade wiped out
some rare works, but it was followed at the end of the thirteenth century by a
revival of learning, when scholars once more took an interest in recovering
old texts.3 The impetus of this second ‘renaissance’ had not completely faded
when a demand for Greek books began to come from the West. By one of the
more fortunate accidents of history a very large number of the Greek texts
available in Constantinople had already found their way to Italy before the
Turkish conquest in 1453, a virtual guarantee that they would ultimately reach
the safety of print.

! Lemerle (1969).

2 See Lemerle (1971) passim; Reynolds—Wilson (1974) 51-8, 222.
3 Browning (1960).
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I. THE POET AND THE ORAL TRADITION

What would the world be like if the //iad and Odyssey had utterly perished, or
been preserved only in fragments? The question hardly bears thinking about.
Yet only a fraction of Greek tragedy has survived — why then are we so fortunate
in the case of Homer, who lived and worked some three hundred years earlier
than the great tragedians, long before the era of libraries and a developed book-
trade, probably even before writing itself was seriously applied in Greece to the
composing and recording of works of literature? The main reason is that Homer
was from the beginning the most admired poet of Hellenic and Hellenized
antiquity, and remained so until near its end. He seemed to embody the spirit of
an age of heroes, yet never looked old-fashioned like Aeschylus or morally
dubious like Euripides. Learning his poetry by heart was an essential part of
ordinary education, and that, more than anything, is what saved it from
fragmentation and decay in the first centuries after his death. Once consigned to
writing, the text gradually achieved a standard form. The written versions ran
wild at first, but were slowly reduced to order by scholars and librarians in
Athens, Alexandria and Pergamum from the fifth to the second centuries B.c.!
For hundreds of years even after that, as is shown by the ruins of Graeco-
Roman settlements along the Nile, on the dry escarpments where papyrus books
happen to survive, the /iad and Odyssey were still widely read, more popular
even than the lowbrow and more modern works of Menander. Many of the
papyrus fragments of Homer come from school copies, but many are from
finely-written rolls that were the treasured possession of educated men. Six or
seven hundred years before, closer to the time when the poems were made,
things were not very different. Even the philosophers Plato and Aristotle
dropped quotations from Homer into their lectures and treatises, perpetuating
(and in Plato’s case also criticizing) the traditional idea of him as fountain-head
of wisdom and expert on such diverse matters as medicine, military affairs and
popular morality. If their quotations were not always quite accurate, that was

I Mazon (1948) 7-38; J. A. Davison in Wace and Stubbings (1962) 221—5; Kirk (1962) ch. 14.
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not because the epics were obsolescent or no reasonable texts available. Rather
they were too available for their own good; one carried much of the text in
one’s head and did not bother to unwind the awkward papyrus volumes to
check a reference or an exact context.

This orality of Homer is of prime importance not only as a factor in the
transmission and survival of his work but also in determining its true quality.
For it is imperative to understand about the //iad and Odyssey that they were
composed wholly or substantially without the help of writing, by a poet or
poets who were effectively illiterate, and for audiences that could not (or at
least for literary purposes did not) read. So much can be discovered simply on
internal evidence from the style of the poems, and in particular from their
dependence on a great mass of standardized phrases or ‘formulas’ that could be
fitted together to cover many of the common actions and events of heroic
experience. Both the broad scope of this coverage and its surprising economy
(for there was usually just one phrase for the expression of a single idea within
the limits of a given portion of the hexameter verse) are proof that Homer made
use of a traditional diction, evolved over several generations by a whole sequence
of singers. In other words, his was a special kind and degree of what most poets
employ, an artificial — because a poetical — language. His verses were sung,
with some help from the lyre, and as an aoidos or singer he had to be able to
produce them fluently — not exactly spontaneously, but by a kind of instinctive
yet controlled release of phrases, verses and ideas that he had absorbed from
other singers and made part of his own artistic personality. ‘Memorizing’ and
‘improvising’ are misleading, if much-used, terms for what he and the other
heroic singers did, although his activity entailed elements of both. For the oral
poet has heard many songs in his time; he assimilates their form and substance
and much of their exact expression, adjusting them continuously to his own
special repertory of favourite plots, phrases and motifs. When he sings a song
he has heard before, it tends to emerge always slightly differently, stamped with
his immediate range of theme and vocabulary, lengthened or shortened or
otherwise varied according to audience and circumstance, as well (of course) as
to his personal capacities, ambitions and inclinations.

The consequence is that each singer was at the same time a representative of
the tradition of heroic poetry —and therefore a transmitter — and a unique
shaper of the songs, language and ideas he had acquired from the tradition — and
therefore an innovator. Many singers must have been less than brilliant, and
their innovations would be neutral at best; at worst they would tend to corrupt
the songs learned from others, either by truncating and deforming them or by
relatively tasteless and incompetent elaboration. Other singers would be able to
combine and extend their acquired materials in ways that amounted to important
new creation. Homer must have been one of these; and yet Ais mode of creation
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obviously went far beyond what was normal, or ordinary. It was, in a valid
sense, unique.

This can be clearly demonstrated in at least one respect. For oral poetry
works fairly strictly within certain functional limitations, and one of these is
length — a limitation imposed by what an audience can reasonably absorb and
enjoy on a single occasion. Most oral heroic poems could surely be heard in an
afternoon or evening, or part of one. The singers Phemius and Demodocus who
are shown in action in the Odyssey sing songs that occupy some, but only some,
of the time after the evening meal. We may guess that most ordinary songs
varied from about a hundred verses (the length of the self-contained and appar-
ently unabbreviated song about the unfortunate love-affair of Ares and Aphrodite
that is placed in the mouth of Demodocus in Odyssey 8) to about five or six
hundred verses — the extent, say, of many of the twenty-four books into which
each great epic is divided. This was something like the norm of length, deter-
mined by what an audience would tolerate and a singer could perform. Now
clearly each of the great Homeric epics vastly exceeds this norm: by a factor of
something approaching twenty-four, if it is indeed the case that many of their
single books approximate to the functional length. Therefore Homer (if he may
be allowed for the time being to be the indisputable composer of both) was an
absolutely abnormal oral poet. We know of none other like him. Even his
imitators in the post-oral period, for instance the almost unknown composers of
the ‘Epic Cycle’ who wrote poems designed to fill the gaps or exploit the
omissions of Homer’s narration of the war against Troy and its aftermath,
operated on a far smaller scale. As for possible predecessors, we know of none
by name or repute. At the same time it is certain that many predecessors existed,
precisely the founders and developers of the oral heroic tradition; and we have
no reason to suspect any of them of inordinate scale or ambition. There is every
likelihood that the 7/fiad was the first very long, or monumental, poem and the
Odyssey the second. The Jliad, then, would be Homer’s own invention and
conception, and in elaborating and agglomerating many of the ordinary songs
from his repertoire and making them into a unified whole he would have been
exemplifying a kind of monumental aspiration that seems to have been in the
air in the eighth century B.c., and was paralleled in the appearance at precisely
that period of colossal temples and enormous funerary vases. As for his audi-
ences, they would just have had to tolerate the inconvenience of several per-
formances in sequence, and would perhaps be most likely to do so in response to
a unique reputation and genius — as much as through the provision of some
specially suitable occasion like a religious festival, as has often been supposed.

Virtually all the lesser hexameter poetry vanished into thin air, destroyed in
different ways by mediocrityand by literacy. Everything that was not an f/iad or
Odyssey must have szemed, by comparison, both brash and thin. It was both
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the special réclame of the two great epics and their persistent orality that prob-
ably maintained them until they were first written out in a complete form
(although no doubt with many inaccuracies) for the purposes of the ‘rhapsodic’
contests that became popular as part of the Panathenaic Games in the sixth
century B.C. Yet one of the curious things about Homer is his appearance on the
scene just at the end of the oral period — at the exact epoch in which writing,
through the introduction from the Levant of a practicable alphabetic system in
the ninth or early eighth century B.C., began to spread through Greece. The
earliest alphabetic inscriptions to be found there (as distinct from the vague
and cumbrous syllabic documents of the Mycenaean age) date from shortly
after 750 B.C. and are both brief and informal.! A verse or two of poetry could be
scratched or painted on a perfume-pot or drinking-cup, but it is improbable that
writing was used for the recording, let alone the composing, of anything
resembling continuous literature until almost a century of further development
both of the script itself and of the form and material of books. The first dis-
tinguishable figure of the era of literacy is Archilochus, the warrior-poet of
Paros and Thasos, who referred to an eclipse of the sun in 648 B.c. and certainly
composed his poems in writing, replete though they still were with the diction
of the old epic.2

Itis tempting to wonder whether Homer was able to assemble his complicated
and monumental poems simply because of the recent availability of writing.
The idea cannot be excluded that he somehow made use of written notes or
written lists of themes and episodes. Yet it would be surprising if the new tech-
nique were to be applied so quickly as an essential element of such a massive
undertaking. Scholars differ about this. Those who feel that Homer must have
been literate in some sense (if only by dictating to a literate assistant) are moti-
vated by their conviction that such long and subtle poems could not be composed
by heart and ear alone. Close examination of the techniques of oral diction and
analogous thematic construction suggests that their incredulity could be mis-
placed. But in any event there are important considerations of a different kind
that are regularly overlooked. The primary one seems to be this: that Greece
acquired a fully practicable writing-system uniquely late in its cultural develop-
ment. Admittedly Egyptand Mesopotamia were technically quite advanced when
they developed the art of writing ages before, back in the third millennium B.c.
But the Achaean kingdoms of the second millennium, if they lagged behind in
engineering and building (through the accidents of geography for the most part),
were little less sophisticated in most other cultural matters than their Near-
Eastern contemporaries and neighbours. In politics and religion, indeed, they
clearly outstripped them. Yet they still lacked a script suitable for literature;

! Heubeck (1979) 109ff.; Kirk (1962) 6of.
2 Kirk (1976) 197-9.
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the Linear B syllabary was evidently confined to basic documentary uses,
whereas cuneiform and hieroglyphs had long been used for historical, religious
and even purely artistic literature.

In many respects, obviously, this strange backwardness of the Greeks over
writing, their insistence on clinging to the worst available system —and then
dropping it without immediate replacement — was disadvantageous to them. It
must have been largely responsible, for example, for their historical naivety
down to the time of Thucydides. In respect of poetry, however, it had some
paradoxical merits. For the oral tradition (and such traditions are normally
killed off by widespread literacy) continued and expanded far beyond the stage
at which the requirements of either village or baronial entertainment might still
be quite modest. Admittedly the heroic tradition (already well established, in
all probability, in the late Bronze Age) ran into the ‘Dark Age’ that followed
the Mycenaean collapse, but it was nevertheless still going strong in the new
expansionist era of the tenth, ninth and eighth centuries B.c. — the era of coloniz-
ing and of political, social and economic stabilization. How far the range and
techniques of oral poetry benefited is a matter for speculation. It is a likely guess
that they did so considerably, and that the heroic poetry of the eleventh century
(for example) had been much simpler, and in particular consisted for the most
part of short sentences confined, as in other oral cultures, to the whole verse.
If so, then the ‘Dark Age’ may not have seriously inhibited the development of
relatively sophisticated techniques, like that of the expanded simile, in traditional
poetry.

Even the creation of the monumental poem, more or less without warning,
was now made possible. What had hitherto kept heroic poems short had
presumably been not one but two main causes: not only function but also
tradition itself. The functional desirability of shorter poems still applied, but
tradition had already been broken in many important aspects of the cultural
environment. Oral poetry originates, and is most conservatively maintained,
in a traditional society — but Greek society in the eighth century B.c. was no
longer that. Economic change, colonizing and exploration, the growth of urban
life and the decline of kingship: these and other factors must have seriously
disrupted a traditional way of life that had persisted (with some interruption at
the end of the Bronze and beginning of the Iron Age) for many centuries.
Largely through the failure to develop the technique of writing, traditional
poetical methods survived into an age when traditional restraints on the scope
and form of oral verse had virtually disappeared.

Thus the monumental epic was made feasible through a spirit of cultural
experimentation that was still compelled to operate within the limits of
non-literacy. In an important sense, therefore, the alphabet and Homer are
likely to have been not so much cause and effect as parallel products of the new
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expansionism. A generation or so later the impulse had gone. Writing had spread
too far for the creative oral genius to flourish much longer; one result was the
derivative Cyclic poems and the Homeric Hymns (on which see pp. 110ff.), even
the earliest and best of which, like the Hymn to Demeter or the Hymn to Apollo,
show signs of self-consciousness and laboured imitation. The eighth century
B.C. was exactly the period during which conditions were best for the production
of a monumental epic; and that is the century to which the /liad and Odyssey —
the former near its middle, the latter near its end — most probably belong.?

How can one be so confident over this question of chronology? There is
little enough help to be had from the ancient biographical tradition itself. The
Greeks remained excessively vague about the person of Homer. Admittedly
Herodotus got his date roughly right, for he placed Homer and Hesiod not
more than ten generations before his own time, his source presumably being
some genealogical tradition; yet we cannot expect too much accuracy from
people who, even after Herodotus, persisted in ascribing the poet’s birth to a
river-nymph.2 One consoling feature is that there existed in the Ionian island of
Chios a guild of rhapsodes, or professional reciters, who called themselves the
Homeridae or ‘Descendants of Homer’ and can be traced back into the sixth
and perhaps even the seventh century B.c.3 They failed to convince their con-
temporaries either that Homer was certainly a Chiote or that they had special
rights to the correct text of his poems. Yet the claims of Chios over most of its
ancient competitors are considerable, and the Homerids were perhaps not so
much fraudulent as naive in thinking they could continue to control an oral
tradition in an age of literacy. In any event Homer must have lived before
the mid-seventh century, when we find unmistakable allusions in Callinus,
Semonides and the Hymn to Apollo and when the spread of writing was putting
an end to oral poetry as a living tradition.4 At the other end of the scale he must
have worked after the date of the Trojan War that provided his subject, and
that took place, in one form or another, in the thirteenth century B.c.

The earliest and latest conceivable dates for Homer are, say, 1200 and 650
B.C., but several factors combine to suggest a date closer to the end than to the
beginning or even the middle of this long period: the lifetime of Hesiod, for
instance, who is probably later than Homer but not by much, and who seems to
fit best, by other criteria, into the early seventh century. More specific indicators
are the objects, practices and beliefs described in the Homeric poems themselves.
Admittedly the poems are an artificial amalgam, both in language and in cultural
content, of elements derived from different periods: from the poet’s own time,
from that of his closer predecessors in the oral tradition, and indeed from all the

! Kirk (1962) 282—7. 2 Herodotus 2.53; Certamen 10.
3 Pindar Nem. 2.1f., with scholium; Kirk (1962) 272 and (1976) 140f.; Wade-Gery (1952)
19-21. 4 Kirk (1962) 283; Mazon (1948) 2634.
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centuries back (in theory at least) to the Trojan War itself. If we can identify
some of the latest of these elements then we have an approximate lower limit for
the composition of the poems — provided always that the elements are integral
and not later accretions. A few are probably datable after about goo B.c.: the
pair of throwing-spears as standard armament (conflated in the /liad with the
single Mycenaean thrusting-spear), the use of large tripod-cauldrons (described
among the Phaeacians’ gifts to Odysseus), Phoenician ships trading widely in
the Aegean (in the Odyssey again, prominently in Odysseus’ false tales and
Eumaeus’ account of his childhood). Still fewer elements point to the eighth
century, including perhaps the occasional description of what amounts to
‘hoplite tactics’, that is, fighting in close-packed ranks as opposed to the heroic
system of duel and free-for-all. One or two objects, especially in the Odyssey,
can be paralleled by archaeological finds from the early seventh century and not
from the eighth: for example the gorgon-head as decorative motif. All this
suggests about 700 B.C., or conceivably just a decade or two later for the
Odyssey, as terminus ante quem. The development of language points in the
same direction; for example the w-sound represented by the old letter digamma
had disappeared from spoken Ionic Greek by the seventh century but was still
observed more often than not by the Homeric singers. This is a precarious
criterion, admittedly, for an oral tradition; so is the appearance on vases of
figure-scenes apparently derived from one or other of the poems — they occur
increasingly from about 675 B.c. onward, but that could be the result of new
artistic fashion as much as of the spread of the Homeric epics.

Only a handful of passages prevent one from arguing Homer back into the
late ninth century rather than the middle to late eighth; but those passages look
organic, and in any event thar would be the furthest one could reasonably go.
Naturally, since his poetry was largely traditional, it contained elements that
were created long before that: archaic phraseology (Bofiv &yaBés ‘good at the
war-cry’, &v& TrToAépoio yepupas ‘along the bridges of war’, &v vuicrds &uohyén
‘in the milking-time of night’), archaic names of people and places, archaic
objects (silver-studded swords, a boar’s-tusk helmet— this in an episode
developed relatively late, the night-expedition of //iad 10).! Indeed a fair
amount of both the incident and the expression of each poem could, be derived
from centuries before Homer’s own time. Parts could go back close to the time
of the Trojan War itself, and fragments to an even earlier period of the late
Bronze Age. A recent linguistic argument suggests that the Homeric modes of
separating adverbial and prepositional elements that were later combined into
compound verbs belong to a stage of language anterior to that represented in
the Linear B tablets.? If so, that would take elements of Homer’s language back

! Swérds, eg. Il. 2.45, 14.405; helmet, /. 10.261-71.
2 Horrocks (1981) 148—63.
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more than §00 years before his time — not impossible in an oral tradition, but
unlikely for more than sporadic relics of morphology or syntax. The contribu-
tion of, say, the tenth and ninth centuries B.c. remains even more problematical.
It was probably considerable, presumably larger than that of the late Mycenaean
age. Even so Homer himself, as monumental composer, can plausibly be
credited with everything that accompanies great scale. That may include the
more highly elaborated similes, much of the more complex (and often more
felicitous) language, including the longer and more complicated sentences, and
most of the crucial and elaborate episodes: for example the deaths of Patroclus
and Hector in the /liad and the careful plotting against the suitors in the
Odyssey.

Chios, Smyrna, Colophon, Ephesus: the cities that seriously claimed Homer
for their own were at least all in Ionia, directly across the Aegean from mainland
Greece. Moreover the dialect of the poems is predominantly Ionic (although
there is a substratum of Aeolic forms, from the region just to the north of Ionia,
that were retained for primarily metrical reasons); and there are a few signs in
the /liad of personal knowledge of the country round Troy and of the whole
east-Aegean seaboard.! That all adds up, at any rate for the /liad, to the con-
clusion that Homer was an Ionian singer, that he lived and worked primarily in
Ionia. One is reluctant to conclude anything strikingly different for the Odyssey.
Admittedly its main scene, the island of Ithaca, lies over on the far western side
of Greece, and Telemachus’ journey takes him down into the southern Pelopon-
nese, still a good way from Ionia and Troy. Yet such geographical details as are
provided, for example about the exact position and terrain of Ithaca itself,
contain just that mixture of fact, distortion and fancy that we might expect of a
tale whose elements had been widely diffused - right across the mainland and
to the further side of the Aegean in this case, to be developed and elaborated
there by the Ionian school of singers.2 Moreover the dialect of the poem is no
less strongly Ionic in colouring than that of the //iad. That might conceivably
be the result of literary convention, which ensured that all subsequent epics
should approximate to the dialect of Homer; but such a convention is unlikely
to have worked so strongly within the oral period itself.

The regional affiliations of the two poems raise directly at last the question of
the specific authorship of the 7liad and Odyssey, one that has proved notoriously
beguiling and intractable over the ages — although it is hardly one of the more
productive questions either about the poems or about Homer, whose biography
remains remarkably. bare in any event. Even the purely poetical questions that
might be thought to depend on authorship can be almost as well answered by
the assumption of earlier and later stages in the working life of a single main

1 J1 2.144fF, 459/, 9.5, 13126 ; cf. Kirk (1962) 272f,
2 E.g. Od. 9.21-7, 13.344-51.
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composer as by that of separate composers. At least it seems probable that the
earlier poem was known to the composer of the later one.

More interesting are the differences between the poems themselves, whatever
their external implications. The first task is to distinguish differences that could
be caused merely by different subjects. The predominantly martial poem will
obviously be rich in martial vocabulary and, in spite of occasional scenes by the
ships or in Troy, short of domestic language. The Odyssey, on the other hand,
being a combination of picaresque or fantastic adventure with the peacetime life
of Ithaca, and to a lesser extent of Pylos and Sparta, will be short of martial
language and have much moreabouttravelling, storms at sea, palacelife and so on.
Actually the language, which in broad terms is remarkably consistent between
the two poems, varies in certain detailed respects quite independently of subject,
and this may be significant. The Odyssey has a number of exclusive formulas,
among them the following: xax& PuocoBousiwov ‘pondering evils’, TeTAném
Buucar ‘with steadfast spirit’, peTadAfioon kai épéofai ‘to question and ask’,
xorekAdotn iAdy frop ‘dear heart was broken’, 5Uoetd T HifAios ox16wVTS T¢
m&oo &yuviad ‘the sun set and shadowed were all the streets’. All these occur
five times or more. The last instance, a whole verse, is admittedly inappropriate
to all except the Troy-scenes of the //iad, but the rest are of general application.
One can add the whole verses that occur frequently in the Odyssey but only
rarely in the //lad— and then in parts (like Book 24) that are least traditional and
show some degree of relatively late development: &AN’ &ye por 768 Eerrrd kai
&rperéacs korrdhe€ov ‘but come, tell me this and truthfully declare it’ (thirteen
uses against four) and the famous fjuos &’ fipryéveia pdvn poSoddacturos *Heds
‘when early-born rosy-fingered Dawn appeared’ (twenty uses against two).
Conversely the following among others are exclusive to the Jliad: ¢peevviy vU§
‘dark night’, poipa kparrain ‘mighty destiny’, Sooe k&Auye ‘covered his eyes’,
and (only four times, but useful as one might think for describing Odysseus)
gpeoi mwevkoAipnior ‘with subtle mind’. As expected, there are fewer exclusive
general phrases in the earlier and therefore imitable poem, but some exclusive
Hiadic single words, even though subject-conditioned in varying degrees, are
striking: xpotopeiv ‘to help’ (19 times), Aoryés, Aolyios ‘destruction, destruc-
tive’ (25 times), KAdvos ‘rout’ (28 times), #Akos ‘wound’ (22 times). The
Odyssey can counter with Séomova *mistress’ (10 times) as its most strikingly
exclusive word — again subject-conditioned to some extent, but a conspicuous
absentee from the //iad none the less.

Changes in vocabulary, especially in formular vocabulary, are more suggestive
in an oral than in a literate context. They tend to imply a different repertoire,
and hence a different singer or even a different regional tradition. This last
possibility cannot apply in the Homeric case; the similarities and interdepend-
ence of the two poems are too conspicuous for that. Different singers are a
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stronger possibility, and nothing in particular, except perhaps the phenomenon
of two such great poets so close together, excludes it. Yet we still cannot over~
look ‘Longinus’’ conception of the Odyssey as the work of Homer’s old age
(Subl. 9.13), for the same singer can develop or curtail his formular apparatus to
a limited extent over a period of years, not least with poems of differing tone or
genre.

In general the language and style of the two poems are not dissimilar. It is
important to recognize, nevertheless, that broad stylistic differences do exist
and may be significant. They can be summed up as amounting to a decline in
vigour of expression in the later poem — again, that is not inconsistent with
‘Longinus” judgement. Even more significant, perhaps, is what appears to be a
subtle but important alteration in the view taken of the gods: not so much that
their messenger is Iris in the //iad, Hermes in the Odyssey (although the com-
pleteness of that change is odd in itself) as that the gods of the later poem care
for overall justice among mortals and not simply for the preservation of heroic
decorum and the natural order as in the //iad. The Zeus of the Odyssey begins
(1.28~47) by expressing concern because men blame the gods for evil, whereas it
is really their own fault, and he is periodically envisaged as sending blessings on
the virtuous and punishment on sinners. The seeds of that attitude are admittedly
present in the //iad, but in the later poem they have grown into something more
like a developed theology.! Again, the subject of the Odyssey might be held to
lead more naturally to moral reflection, what with the wicked suitors and the
paradigm of Orestes as avenger. Yet on the whole it seems reasonable to
conclude that the theological presuppositions of the Odyssey are indeed the
more developed, and imply a rather more sophisticated stage of the whole
oral heroic tradition. Its language, even apart from formular vocabulary, is
consistent with that, being slightly freer of archaisms and more generous with
developed forms from the era of monumental composition itself. Other
differences, especially in the redeployment, with slight variation, of basic
characters and themes, will emerge in the pages that follow. On the specific
question of authorship the most probable conclusion is perhaps that the Odyssey
is the product of a separate main composer, although one cannot be certain that
it is not indeed the work of ‘Homer’s’ old age. In any case his name will con-
tinue to be used in the following pages for the monumental composer of each
epic. But what really matters is that two poems of genius, so complementary
and yet so distinct, appeared in the eastern half of Greece at the very dawn of
the full historical age, to impose their stamp on almost every aspect of culture
in the splendid civilization that followed.

! Lloyd-Jones (1971) ch. a.
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2. THE ILIAD

This grand and complex composition, surely the greatest of all epics, can be
treated by the critic on many levels. Present readers will probably have read
much of the poem for themselves, so that a mere paraphrase would be otiose.
Yet in the end it has seemed best to base the discussion on a critical survey of
the poem’s main themes, book by book, and on translated passages chosen to
illustrate the interlocking aspects of action and language. For the basic structure
of the /liad, though straightforward in itself, is often obscured by massive
elaborations and digressions; and one must experience the whole in due order
if the resulting impression is to be unified and monumental rather than merely
chaotic. In the pages that follow the aim is gradually to build up a view not only
of the narrative plan and its implications but also of the qualities of expression,
style and feeling on which any refined appreciation of the poem must depend.

The epic opens with a short invocation to the Muse to sing of the ‘wrath of
Achilles’. That, with its immediate consequences, is to be the central narrative
theme, although in different ways the entire gesze of Troy, and the tensions
inherent in the heroic code itself, are no less important. Prince Achilles’ wrath
is provoked by his quarrel with Agamemnon, leader of the Achaean — the
Greek — forces encamped before Troy. Indirectly it is started by the god
Apollo; he has sent a plague on the besieging army because, as the seer Calchas
reveals, Agamemnon refuses to restore his prize of war, the girl Chryseis, to
her father Chryses who is Apollo’s priest. Already the poem has moved from
its lapidary prologue to the heart of a tense debate among the Achaean leaders;
already it displays the scale and detail of a work that is to be uniquely long and
ambitious. Agamemnon is regally annoyed and insults first Calchas and then,
more dangerously, Achilles who comes to the seer’s defence. Achilles replies in
vicious terms that challenge the honour and authority of the king to whom the
expeditionary force has sworn allegiance — both as elder brother of Menelaus
and so responsible for avenging Helen’s abduction by the Trojan prince Paris,
and as the uniquely powerful ruler of ‘Mycenae of much gold’. In his dis-
affected words to Agamemnon Achilles already reveals the envy and discontent
that were implicit not only in his particular role but also in the whole heroic
scale of values:

‘ Yet my prize never equals yours, whenever the Achaeans sack a populous city
belonging to the Trojans. It is my hands that perform the greater part of
grievous fighting, but if everashare-out is made then your prize is much greater,
and I have to be content with something small to rejoice in when I return to
the ships, exhausted though Iam by fighting. But now I shall go back to Phthia,
since it is obviously better by far to return home with my curved ships. I do not
propose to win affluence and riches for you, here, while I myself suffer dis-
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honour !’ Agamemnon, lord of men, answered him: ‘ Be off, then, if that is your
heart’s wish. I do not ask you to stay for my sake; I have others to pay me
honour, counsellor Zeus most of all. Of all the god-reared kings you are the
most hateful to me; quarrelling, wars and battles are what you always like.
Strong as you may be, it is a god, I imagine, that has made you so. Be off with
your ships and comrades and rule over the Myrmidons; I care nothing for you,
and do not mind if you are in a rage. But I give you this warning: since Phoebus
Apollo wants to take my Chryseis, I shall send her back with my ships and com-
rades; but I shall go in person to your hut and fetch fair-cheeked Briseis, your
prize, so that you can appreciate to the full how much more powerful I am than
you - and anyone else may recoil from claiming to be my equal, and setting
himself up against me as my peer!’ These were his words, and grief came upon
Achilles son of Peleus, and inside his shaggy chest his heart debated two
separate courses; Whether to draw the sharp sword from his thigh and stir up
the others and kill the son of Atreus, or to put a stop to his rage and restrain his
anger. While he pondered this in his heart and mind, and was drawing the great
sword from its scabbard, Athena came from the sky; for white-elbowed goddess
Hera despatched her, because she loved and cared for both men alike in her heart.
And Athena stood behind Peleus’ son and seized him by his brown hair, appear-
ing to him alone. None of the others saw her, but Achilles was amazed, and turn-
ing round he instantly recognized Pallas Athena, and her eyes looked terrible

to him. . . (1.163—200)

Agamemnon is to display a curious lack of confidence later in the poem, but
here he is dangerously assertive of his rights and the honour due to him. He has
been accepted by all the others, for the purposes of the expedition at least, as
supreme basileus or king and Achilles had better not go back on that. For a
bastleus derives his authority direct from Zeus — Zeus who asserts his own power
over the other gods by right of ancestry and sheer strength and who supports an
analogous but infinitely lesser power in human ‘Zeus-reared kings’. The
concept is ultimately derived from ancient Mesopotamia, where kingship was
‘lowered from heaven’ and devolved on the first generation of priest-kings on
earth. Its logic is far from clear in the derivative and slightly confused Greek
version, but the existence of a kind of divine right of kings is most plainly
expressed in Book 2, where Agamemnon’s sceptre, the symbol of kingly office
(and, at the king’s will, of a hero’s right to speak in assembly), is described as
having been made by the smith-god Hephaestus for Zeus, who gave it to the
messenger-god Hermes to pass on to Pelops of Argos; and from Pelops it
descended to his Argive successors, Atreus, Thyestes and then Agamemnon
himself, who was also king of Mycenae (2.100-8).

The gods’ involvement in the human quarrel is confirmed by the intervention
of Athena. Naturally Achilles could not be allowed to kill the great king. That
would have led to anarchy, and in any case the traditional tale made it plain
that Agamemnon lived to sack Troy and be murdered on his return home by
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Clytemnestra. Equally nawrally, it is a god that has to prevent the chaotic
deed — although as it happens Athena acts not as the agent of her father Zeus
protecting the institution of kingship, but rather as the dedicated supporter of
the Achaean army and implacable enemy of Paris (who had earlier offended
her by his famous Judgement) and the other Trojans. No other passage in the
Iliad describes a theophany so starkly. Usually the gods, when they intervene
in human affairs, do so either invisibly or disguised as humans. Here Athena
comes as a goddess, but acts with human tangibility by pulling Achilles’ hair;
she is invisible to the others but concretely and frighteningly deterrent to
Achilles himself (1.193—200). And yet her intervention, although striking, is not
especially stressed. It is just one of many ways (decisions taken in divine
assembly on Olympus being the commonest) in which the singers of the Homeric
tradition express the extreme interest they envisage the gods as taking in human
affairs.

Chryseis is escorted back to her father by ship — the description is an excep-
tionally conventional one, formular almost to the point of staleness —and
Apollo calls off the plague. Agamemnon reacts by depriving Achilles of Briseis,
although he does so by sending heralds to fetch her and not, as he had threatened,
in person. Achilles prays for revenge to his mother, the sea-goddess Thetis;
she appears before him on the sea-shore in another remarkable epiphany and
promises to try and persuade Zeus to favour the Trojans, and so make Achilles’
withdrawal from the fighting all the more disastrous for Agamemnon. Her
supplication of Zeus, his solemn oath of approval as he nods his great brow and
shakes Olympus, and Hera’s rage as she spies on the scene and guesses what it
portends for the Achaeans, bring this exceptionally varied and dramatic book
to a close.

At the beginning of the second book Zeus decides to send a misleading dream
to Agamemnon, promising him imminent victory. Before joining battle the
king has the bizarre idea of testing morale by proposing that his troops give up
and go home — which they instantly try to do, being restrained with the greatest
difficulty by Odysseus and the other leaders. No wonder the bitter and un-
heroic Thersites, ‘the ugliest man to come to Troy’, rails against authority;
but the Achaeans only laugh delightedly as Odysseus lays into him with his
staff — weakness and deformity were proper causes for heroic amusement,
which is partly why the gods themselves had laughed at 1.599f. as they watched
the crippled Hephaestus hobbling around in emulation of young Hebe or
Ganymede. A great march-out from the naval camp is made both vivid and
portentous by a string of no less than six successive similes that illustrate the
gleam of weapons, the noise of thundering feet and hooves, the size of the
Achaean army and the proficiency of its leaders (2.455-83). The march-out is
also the pretext for a long poetical muster of contingents from the different
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regions of Greece — the ‘Catalogue of Ships’, so called by ancient scholars,
which is seemingly based on an old list of the naval forces that assembled at
Aulis at the start of the campaign and carefully records how many ships each
leader had with him. This Achaean catalogue fills no fewer than two hundred
and sixty-six verses (thereby revealing a good deal about the capacity of oral
audiences) and is followed by a list of Trojan allies that is much shorter —a
relief in a way, for it also betrays a certain jejune quality in both artistic and
historical terms.

The flavour of the Achaean catalogue, with its careful recording of sometimes
obscure settlements (which are probably never fictitious, however) and its
imperfect fit here and there with the rest of the poem, is given by the description
of Agamemnon’s contingent centred on Mycenae:!

Those who possessed Mykenai the well-built town

and rich Korinthos and well-built Kleonai

and who dwelt in Orneai and lovely Araithurea

and Sikyon, where Adrastos was once king,

and those who possessed Hyperesia and steep Gonoessa

and Pellene, and who dwelt round Aigion

and all along Aigialos and around broad Helike ~

of their hundred ships Agamemnon was commander,

son of Atreus. With him by far the most numerous and best

host followed; and among them he himself had donned flashing armour,
exulting, and stood out among all the heroes

because he was best and led by far the most numerous host. (2. §69—80)

The plain and factual, if slightly repetitious, style is relieved by the euphony of
the place-names themselves. Their epithets sometimes seem derived from a
different poetical tradition from that of the main poem, and a similar indepen-
dence may account for the eulogy of Agamemnon, which is in sharp contrast
with the ambivalent picture of him elsewhere as indecisive, torn by doubt,
an erratic warrior. At least this extract deals with an important commander and
some well-known cities; others, for example those listing the Thessalian
contingents, contain few familiar names or none at all. And yet they have their
own fascination, not only an antiquarian one but also through the impression
they give of an utterly diverse yet ultimately Panhellenic army.

Book 2 ends with the list of Trojan allies, and Book 3 resumes the general
description of the approaching armies. The book-division, incidentally, is
fairly typical — organic in a way, a convenient enough place for a mild break,
but no necessary indication that Homer himself composed in these book-units,
or that they were not systematized and extended to twenty-four by later scholars

! Here and elsewhere, where it seems appropriate, 1 have varied the translation by dividing it

into verse-lengths corresponding closely with the Greek, and also retained a closer transliteration
of proper names.
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and librarians. The expected clash of armies does not, however, take place. It is
prevented when Paris (whose other name in the poem is Alexandros) runs
ahead of the Trojans and issues a challenge to single combat. The challenge is
instantly accepted by Menelaus, the prince whose wife Paris had enticed away.
Helen herself joins King Priam and the Trojan elders on the wall above the
Scaean gate of the city to watch the ensuing duel. The old men comment on her
almost divine beauty, and the king asks her to identify for him some prominent
Achaeans — a request notoriously more apt to the first than to the tenth year of
fighting, but one that can be accepted in the loose framework of an ambitiously
compendious poem. He begins by enquiring about Agamemnon himself:

‘ Come here, dear child, and sit by me, so that you can see your former husband
and your relations by marriage and your friends — I don’t blame you, but rather
the gods, for bringing grievous war upon me from the Achaeans; and name for
me this mighty man — tell me who this Achaean is, so noble and great. Others
are taller in stature, but I never yet saw with my eyes anyone so handsome or
dignified. He looks like a king.” Helen, divine among women, answered him:
*What reverence and awe I have for you, father-in-law ! I wish I had been content
to die in dishonour, when once I followed your son here and left my marriage-
chamber and relatives and new-born child and delightful friends of my own age.
But that did not happen, and I waste away in tears because of it. But I shall tell
you what you ask and enquire about. This is the son of Atreus, Agamemnon
ruler of broad domains, both good king and strong spearsman, and again,
brother-in-law of my bitch-faced self — if these things ever really happened!’
(3.162-80)

It is important for the /liad that both Priam and Helen should be sympathetic
figures, even though neither can have been entirely so in the ordinary heroic
tradition. This passage serves to establish them as civilized and humane, as well
as to restore, temporarily, the more imposing aspect of Agamemnon. Some of
its plethoric phraseology (‘saw with my eyes’, ‘ask and enquire’) literally
reproduces the Greek. These are formulas, standardized phrases, in this case
probably quite ancient ones deriving from a stage when the diction was not so
highly refined as it came to be by Homer’s time — although he, of course, still
retained much of the traditional language. The concluding phrase, &1 o1’ énv ye,
is also a formula, but a more brilliant one; its literal meaning, ‘if I ever was’,
conveys in so few words the mixture of incredulity and nostalgia with which
Helen suddenly sees her own strange circumstances.

In the remainder of the episode known to the ancients as the ‘ Viewing from
the Walls’ she identifies for Priam first Odysseus, then Ajax and Idomeneus.
Ajax is dismissed in a summary and off-hand way, even though he is an im-
portant and striking figure and Priam had specifically asked about him. Perhaps
this is a rare piece of psychological subtlety (since Homer normally depicts the
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heroic character with broader strokes); for Helen seems to become increasingly
distracted as she searches the battlefield for her own brothers, the Dioscuri, and
concludes that they must either have stayed behind in Greece or be ashamed to
appear among the others on account of their sister. But in reality, as the poet
comments in a famous couplet, ‘ the life-giving earth already held them, back in
Lacedaemon, in their own dear country’ (3.243f.).

Paris and Menelaus now begin their duel in the space left clear for them
between the two seated armies. Paris is soon in great danger, but Aphrodite
snatches him away and hides him in a thick mist, then sets him down in his
bedchamber back in Troy and summons Helen to join him. He is quite beautiful,
she tells Helen, as he sits there on the fine bed, as if fresh from a dance rather
than from the battlefield. But Helen sees through Aphrodite’s disguise — she had
taken the shape of Helen’s old serving-woman — and accuses her of ruthlessly
manipulating her in order to gratify the goddess’s own wishes. ‘ You go and sit
by his side’, she says; ‘abandon the paths of the gods and never again return
with your feet to Olympus, but fuss round him and take care of him till he makes
you his wife — or his slave! As for me, I refuse to rush into his bed; it would be
shameful, and the women of Troy would reproach me for it later. I have a heap
of troubles already in my heart’ (406-12). That is too much for a goddess to
tolerate, even a Homeric one, and Aphrodite warns Helen not to make of her
as violent an enemy as she had formerly been friend and protector. Helen is
afraid, and follows meekly as the goddess leads her to make love with her
paramour — the scene is a brilliant and extraordinary one, not only for its clarity
and concision but also for its violent juxtaposing of love and war, of male
voluptuousness and complacency and female indignation and subjection, and
for its startling suggestion, more Mesopotamian than typically Greek, of the
uses to which gods might put their mortal worshippers.)

In the fourth book another and less mockable goddess, Athena, descends like
a comet to the battlefield and takes the form of a warrior who persuades the
archer Pandarus to shoot at Menelaus and so violate the truce made with solemn
oaths before the duel. He inflicts a bloody but superficial wound which breaches
the agreement and therefore allows the preparations for full-scale fighting to
continue. In a formal and rhetorical episode King Agamemnon rallies his
contingents and dispenses praise and blame to his princes. Rebuke, even if un-
deserved, is part of the heroic posture, but Agamemnon, true to his ambiguous
status in the poem, turns out to be unusually bad at it; Diomedes especially
has to show great patience with his tactlessness. After all the delays, battle is at
last joined. A short generic account of the collision of armies is brought to life
by an elaborate simile, and the poet passes to the first of the long series of
individual encounters that form the constant background and typical material
of the poem:
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.. . Then at once came groaning and boast of men

slaying and slain, and the earth ran with blood.

As when winter torrents running down the mountains

throw together their heavy water into a valley bottom

from great springs, within a hollow gorge,

and from far in the mountains a shepherd hears their roaring,

so as they joined battle was their shouting and toil.

Antilochus was first to take a helmeted Trojan warrior,

a good man among the front fighters, Thalysias’ son Echepolus.
He got in first with a blow to the ridge of the horse-plumed helm
and pierced his forehead, and the bronze spear-point

penetrated the bone; and darkness covered his eyes

and he toppled like a tower in the strong turmoil.

Powerful Elephenor seized him by the feet when he fell,
Chalcodon’s son, leader of the great-hearted Abantes,

and dragged him out from beneath the missiles, keen to hasten
and plunder his armour, but his effort was short-lived;
great-hearted Agenor saw him dragging the body

- saw his flanks showing outside his shield as he bent over -

and struck him with bronze-tipped spear-shaft and loosed his limbs.
So the life-spirit left him, and over him grievous action was wrought
of Trojans and Achaeans. Like wolves

they sprang at each other, and man toppled man. (4.450-72)

The simile of the mountain torrents is typically Homeric in its leisurely develop-
ment of detail, but also in its subtle complexity. The explicit point of comparison
is sheer noise and confusion; of mass fighting on the one hand, thunderous
water on the other. The roar of the torrent comes from far off in the hills, yet is
heard by a man, a solitary shepherd, who makes a poignant link between the
world of raw nature and that of men but who also leads on ingeniously from
mass fighting to the first individual combat of the poem. Admittedly the
Homeric style only rarely needs such devices; usually it moves from scene to
scene with simple directness; but here the simile serves this special purpose as
well as others. The fight itself contains elements that we shall see to be standard
in such individual encounters, although the elements are almost never used
in exactly the same combination. The mortal blow is traced in detail, the
victim’s fall is marked by a striking phrase or simile, he is carefully identified by
patronymic and city. In the present episode there is, as often, a secondary victim
on the other side, and we are told precisely how he made himself vulnerable
and was killed. The sequence is rounded off by a reversion to general
fighting, less abstract than before only in that the Trojans and Achaeans are
now likened to wolves.

The series of individual fights is instantly resumed, first by an encounter whose
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obscure young victim acquires an anecdotal pathos that renders him temporarily
heroic, something more than a routine target for the irresistible Ajax:

Then Telamonian Ajax struck Anthemion’s son,

handsome young Simoeisios, to whom his mother

gave birth by the banks of Simoeis as she came down

from Ida — she had accompanied her parents there to watch over the flocks.
That was why they called him Simoeisios; but he did not pay back
to his dear parents the cost of upbringing, but his lifetime was short,
subdued as he was with the spear by great-hearted Ajax.

For as he first came on, Ajax struck him in the chest by the right
breast, and straight through his shoulder the bronze spear

went, and he fell to the ground in the dust like a poplar

that grows in a broad water-meadow,

smooth, but with branches growing out from its top;

a chariot-maker with shining iron

has cut it down to bend a wheel-rim for a fine chariot

and it lies weathering by the river’s banks.

Such was Anthemion’s son Simoeisios, slain

by Ajax of divine ancestry. . .(4.473-89)

Simoeisios’ unusual name is explicated in progressive and lingering verses.
Not much is disclosed apart from these details of his birth, but they, with the
rustic naturalism of his mother’s going up into the hill country with the family
flocks and the pathetic comment about his frustrated upbringing, make the
occasion a touching one. The fight itself is over almost as soon as begun;
youngsters like Simoeisios make easy victims for great professionals like
Achilles, Hector or Ajax. The wound is simple but immediately fatal, and he
falls, not like a tower this time, but with stronger pathos like a tall and elegant
tree that takes shape before our eyes in an image that is also a little confused (is it
the falling or the fallen tree that matters most?) as detail after detail is added by
the singer with effortless but also relentless virtuosity. And so the man-slaying
continues, more rapid now, for a further sixty verses to the book’s end.

By this point the modern reader is tending to look for relief from the bare
fighting, for some further diversification by speeches at least, or by an episode
at the ships or in the beleaguered city. He will have to wait until the sixth book
for that; meanwhile the fifth opens with Athena inspiring Diomedes to special
deeds of valour and destruction, and the whole of this very long book of over
nine hundred verses continues to explore the theme of fighting, with only the
encounters with gods, Ares and Aphrodite, to provide a lighter tone quite near
the end. For the //iad is as much a massive celebration of heroic struggle as
anything else; and the delays over opening the battle were not because the poet
kept putting off an evil but necessary moment and dwelling on more interesting
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matters, but in part, at least, to make an appropriately portentous preparation
for the central business of warfare.

Diomedes is the dominant figure, but the impression of violent and wide-
spread battle is reinforced by typical encounters between lesser fighters. Here
are two of them:

Meriones slew Phereclus, son of the joiner

Harmonides, who knew how to make all cunning things

with his hands; for he was a special favourite of Pallas Athena;

it was he that made the balanced ships for Alexandros,

the ones that began the trouble, that were an evil for all the Trojans
and for himself, since he paid no heed to the divine decrees.
Meriones pursued and overtook him,

struck him in the right buttock, and the spear-point

went right through under the bone and into the bladder;

and he fell to his knees groaning, and death covered him over.

Then Meges killed Pedaeus, Antenor’s son —

his bastard, but lady Theano carefully brought him up

equally with her own dear children to please her husband.

Phyleus’ son, famed with the spear, came close to him

and struck him with sharp spear on the bone behind the head,

and the bronze cut through, along by the teeth and under the tongue,
and he collapsed in the dust, gripping the cold bronze with his teeth. (5.59—75)

Again these two deaths illustrate several of the standard and recurrent devices
and motifs of the minor battle poetry: the brief but often poignant biographical
detail of the victim or his parents, the graphic and sometimes horrifying descrip-
tion of the wound, the conventional but not entirely monotonous phrases for
the death itself. In these two encounters (as indeed in the one that follows) there
is an additional motif| for in each case the father surpasses his son in interest —
the builder of the fatal ships that carried Paris to Lacedaemon, then the
respected Antenor, an important Trojan prince. Pedaeus’ stepmother, moreover,
is the very Theano that appears as Athena’s priestess in Troy in the next book.
The audience is pretty well acquainted with heroic genealogy, so an allusive
patronymic like ‘Phyleus’ son’ presents no difficulty; it simply adds another
piece of information about Meges, not essential but comforting to have, as well
as permitting the singer to name him in a different part of the verse. As for the
wounds, their description is alarming and heroic, as often, rather than clinically
precise, even though in these two cases the anatomical details, including Pedaeus’
teeth clenching on the spear-point, are just possible. It is an odd fact that the
Cretan princes, of whom Meriones is second to Idomeneus, inflict crueller
deaths than almost any other warrior on either side, as upon Phereclus here -
something that might reflect the special taste of specifically Cretan poems that
were then absorbed into the general heroic repertoire.
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Even the war-god Ares, an almost barbaric import who remained an awkward
appendage to the Olympian family, is wounded by Diomedes in the end. The
wound is healed by Apollo and the blood thickens like curds; undismayed by
his degrading position or Zeus’s obvious dislike he sits by his father’s side
exulting, as complacent among the gods as Paris among mortals. So the fifth
book ends. The sixth continues with no organic break as the fighting in the
plain continues, but Diomedes’ aristeia, his interval of special glory and in-
vincibility, peters out on a recurring note of mild levity when he challenges
the Lycian Glaucus to fight, but then discovers him to be an old family friend.
The tale, with its detailed personal reminiscences and its parody of heroic boast
and counter-boast, is told at length and may be a version of a once-independent
song.

Meanwhile Hector returns to the city to organize prayers to Athena for the
hard-pressed Trojans. Most of this sixth book consists of scenes in Troy
brought about by this convenient, if slightly improbable, device; first with his
mother Hecuba, then with Paris whom Hector rebukes for his slackness, then
with Helen to whom he is kind and understanding, and at greatest length with
his own wife Andromache. She implores him to be prudent, to play safe, not to
risk her and her son as well as himself; Hector replies with full heroic severity,
but also with unusual compassion and vivid imagination:

‘I too am concerned about all this, Andromache; but I am terribly ashamed of
what the Trojans and their wives with trailing gowns will think if I skulk like a
coward away from the fighting. Moreover my own spirit forbids me to do so,
since I have learned to be always valiantand to fight among the first of the Trojans,
winning great glory for my father and myself. Well I know in my heart and mind
that a day will come when holy Ilios is destroyed, and Priam of the strong spear
and all his host. Yet I am not so concerned for the suffering of the Trojans. . .
as I am for you, and the time when one of the bronze-corsleted Achaeans will
lead you away in tears, depriving you of the day of freedom; and you will be in
Argos, working at the loom under another woman’s orders, and carrying water
from some spring, some Messeis or Hypereia, much against your will, but
strong necessity will lie upon you. And some day someone will say as he sees you
weeping, * This is the wife of Hector, who used to be champion among the horse-
rearing Trojans when they were fighting around Ilios.”. . . But may the earth
be poured over my dead body and conceal me, before I hear your cries as you
are dragged away !’ (6.441-65, with omissions)

Shortly afterwards compassion is replaced by sheer domestic tenderness, for as
Hector stretches out to pick up his baby son Astyanax the child is frightened by
his father’s flashing helmet and waving plume and leans back into his nurse’s
bosom, ‘and his dear father and lady mother burst out laughing, and at once
glorious Hector took the helmet from his head and placed it shining on the
ground. . .’ (6.471-3). Stricter heroic standards are restored as Hector prays to
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Zeus for the child to grow up to be even better than his father, ‘and may he
bring back bloody armour after slaying an enemy, and may his mother rejoice
in her heart’ (480f.). The whole scene is an extraordinary mixture of tragic
irony — for the audience knows the child is to be brutally murdered when the
Achaeans break into the city — and heroic cruelty and magnanimity. Hector
shows no weakening of his resolve, but his words and actions illustrate the
terrible confusion at the heart of the heroic ideal: the belief that a warrior’s
honour is paramount, that wife and even son must be risked for it, even if one
recognizes as wrong the public opinion on which heroic honour depends. The
moral balance of the whole epic is affected by the deliberate ambiguity and
destructive undertones of this unusual scene. The note of domesticity is rarely
sounded in this poem; here it is conspicuous, and not only renders Hector
himself more solid as a foil for the stronger but harsher Achilles but also
emphasizes for the listener the life of the beleaguered city and its impend-
ing doom, to give point and poignancy to the battle surging over the plain
below.

Until now everything in the poem has been germane to the development of
the wrath-plot or the purpose of displaying widespread warfare; moreover, there
has been an engrossing variety of episodes, from the quarrel itself to the cata-
logue and march-out and eventual joining of battle, leading to Hector’s brief
return to Troy. Through the seventh and eighth books, by contrast, the
intensity of poetic imagination and the sense of formal unity both decline.
There are magnificent details, even whole scenes, but Book 8 in particular
carries the action almost no further and seems to lack purpose, except as mere
elaboration. It is true that oral poets are always concerned with that, and the
gradual development of a basic narrative is what ultimately led to the great poem
we possess. Even Homer, its monumental composer, must occasionally have
succumbed to elaboration of a more or less routine kind. Pointless embroideries
would usually, no doubt, be censored soon enough — dropped, that is, from the
poet’s working repertory and excluded from the plan of the larger poem to
which that repertory was leading. At any rate the seventh book opens with
Athena and Apollo agreeing, untypically, to stop the general fighting by inspir-
ing Hector to issue a challenge to a duel. This has all happened before, or some-
thing very like it, in Book 3. The present duel is between different principals -
it is Ajax that draws the lot for the privilege of standing up to Hector — and
considerably more elaborate than before. No reference is made to its pre-
decessor or its awkward consequence in the treacherous breaking of the earlier
truce, an omission curious in itself. Yet it is not inconsistent with a probability
that emerges on other grounds: that the second duel is a more detailed and
deliberately different elaboration of the first — or of some simpler archetype of
both.
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The sequence of blow and counter-blow is certainly more ambitious than
elsewhere. Hector throws his spear first (by a common Homeric confusion over
armament, for the single spear should properly be used for thrusting and not
for throwing); it almost but not quite penetrates Ajax’s massive and unique
shield; Ajax in turn pierces Hector’s shield and breast-plate but just fails to
touch flesh as Hector swerves aside; they regain their spears and Hector thrusts
at Ajax, but once again the great shield frustrates the blow. Again Ajax’s spear
penetrates, this time to graze Hector’s neck — he can nevertheless hurl a huge
stone, but Ajax’s shield (seven ox-hides thick, tower-like and faced with
bronze) once again wards off the missile. Ajax replies with an even bigger stone
and lays his opponent flat. Apollo intervenes and sets him on his feet — ‘and they
would have smitten each other at close quarters with swords had the heralds
not come, messengers of Zeus and men, Talthybius and Idaeus, the one
Achaean, the other Trojan. ..’ (7.273—6); and in such bland innocuous terms
the heralds stop the fight. On what excuse? On the ground that ‘night is
already coming on; it is good to obey night’ (282)! It seems an abrypt and
pointless anticlimax, and the exchange of gifts that follows makes the episode
resemble even more closely an almost playful encounter like that of Glaucus
and Diomedes in Book 6, or an event in a warrior’s funeral games like the
contest-in-armour in Book 23; which may indeed be where part of the elabora-
tion originated. Admittedly the heralds have a point when they declare that
Zeus loves both men; and the poet, of course, loves his plot and cannot have the
war brought to a premature end. But he could have arranged things differently
and ended the duel in some other way — even the way adopted in Book 3,
where the losing party is rescued by a god. It is a role that is hinted at for Apollo,
but perhaps at the last moment the poet recoiled from the repetition.

Nothing else in the duel is strikingly unusual. Ajax’s impenetrable shield is
the decisive factor, but in other important combats, too, the dice are loaded,
unfairly by modern standards, against one or other fighter. Yet the dénouement
ts unsatisfactory as it stands, and no amount of stress on the inevitable untidiness
of oral poetry (which is particularly prone, and even more so when it is on a
monumental scale, to minor inconsistencies) can adequately explain the anomaly.
This is not to claim that the episode is an interpolation or post-Homeric
addition, or that its inclusion was the responsibility of any but the main poet.
Rather it seems to demonstrate that the re-use of standard themes, elaborated or
otherwise deliberately varied, can sometimes lead even a great poet into
temporary difficulties. Yet there are fine things, too, in this book. Ancient Nestor,
survivor of an older generation of heroes, indulges at length in one of his
famous reminiscences (‘ Would that I were young as I was when Pylians and
Arcadians fought by swift-flowing Celadon...’, 133f.) when he tells of a
local war in which he killed Ereuthalion, who wielded the unconventional club
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of mace-man Areithous — events and people derived from some minor regional
tradition of heroic, or near-heroic, warfare. It is Nestor’s plan, too, that
dominates the end of the seventh book: to call a truce for the cremation of the
dead and during it to build a great trench, protected by a wall, in front of the
naval camp (327-43; 433—41). This major military obstacle is sometimes over-
looked in the remainder of the poem, and both ancient and modern critics have
been tempted to call it an intrusion. Yet it was probably Homer’s own idea, after
all —or the theme was an ancient one that was only sporadically observed in
the developing tradition. The book ends unusually and vividly with the arrival
of wine-ships from the neighbouring island of Lemnos.

The eighth book opens with a divine assembly at which Zeus bans the gods
from helping either side. On the battlefield Diomedes rescues Nestor in a not
very powerful episode. Hector carries all before him, but Zeus, contrary to his
main purpose of helping the Trojans, accedes to Agamemnon’s prayer for
relief. The archer Teucer has a brief run of success but cannot hit Hector, and
Zeus sets the Trojans on the offensive once more. Hera and Athena prepare to
defy the ban, but are deterred by savage threats from Zeus. Night falls with the
Trojans encamped in the plain threatening the ships, and so rounds off a book
that is replete with divine decision and counter-decision, with rapid changes of
fortune on the battlefield, but is formless and confused in its total effect.

The ninth book, by contrast, provides one of the central pivots of the wrath-
plot. An embassy is despatched to Achilles to convey Agamemnon’s change of
heart and offer lavish gifts, with the intention of inducing Achilles to come to the
rescue of the hard-pressed Achaeans. But he violently rejects the offer —
threatens to leave for home forthwith, but later softens this by declaring that he
will not lift a finger till Hector attacks his headquarters and sets fire to the ships.
This second threat, which is quoted below, foreshadows the series of attacks by
Hector that dominates the central part of the epic. The whole proceedings,
both the preparations for the embassy and the speeches of persuasion and re-
jection that follow, are described with great virtuosity. Agamemnon begins charac-
teristically by publicly urging the immediate abandonment of the expedition
(in a variant of a theme already used of him in Book 2); Diomedes censures
him firmly, though without the provocative insolence that Achilles had dis-
played: ‘Zeus gave you contradictory gifts: he gave you honour above all
others because of your sceptre, but fortitude in battle he gave you not’ (9.37—9) -
let him leave if he wishes, the rest will stay and complete their task. Nestor
tactfully intervenes and suggests a dinner and a council of war for the chieftains;
only then, when Agamemnon has had time to calm down, does he suggest that
the moment has arrived for an apology. The king agrees and suggests generous
compensation: treasure, slaves, his daughter for bride, whole cities. But when
Odysseus repeats all this to Achilles, word for word in the oral manner, he is
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almost swamped by a long speech of rejection that is pathetic and near-hysterical
by turns. Its argument is logical enough: why should he, Achilles, do the lion’s
share of the fighting and see Agamemnon keep all the best prizes? And why
should the king and his brother be allowed to love their women, and not
Achilles to love Briseis and resent her being snatched away out of pique? This
suggestion of romantic attachment for a concubine is in itself rather unheroic,
stimulated, no doubt, by the demands of rhetoric; but the underlying concern
is with t/mé, honour:

My heart is swollen with rage whenever I remember

how the son of Atreus has made me look foolish

among the Argives, as though I were some migrant devoid of honour.
But go off and give him this message:

I shall not for a moment turn my mind to bloody war

until god-like Hector, martial Priam’s son,

reaches the huts and ships of the Myrmidons,

killing Achaeans, and sets the ships ablaze. (9.646-53)

Phoenix tries to moderate his charge’s anger with a parable about the Prayers
healing the damage done by Infatuation, and by the more enthralling cautionary
tale (which looks like a summary version of a complete song) about Meleager,
who took umbrage and withdrew from his martial duties after killing the
Calydonian boar. All is of no avail, and Odysseus and Ajax return alone to
report Achilles’ obduracy to their anxious comrades.

The fulfilment of Achaean fears is delayed by another independent episode
during the same night: the spying expedition in which Odysseus and Diomedes
first seize the Trojan spy Dolon, then slaughter the Thracian king Rhesus,
newly arrived to help the Trojans, and capture his horses. These events occupy
the tenth book, which has often been suspected of being a post-Homeric
addition made, perhaps, by a brilliant and ambitious rhapsode — a professional
reciter — in the seventh century B.c. The suspicion may be unjustified, although
the events of the book, which are not referred to elsewhere in the poem, are
sometimes odd in themselves and are expressed in language that occasionally
seems to lie outside the usual formular repertoire. The behaviour no less than
the clothing of the protagonists is certainly untypical; yet a night patrol does not
call for day-time tactics or indeed apparel, and many readers, at least, find this
book especially dramatic and enjoyable. As for language, we may be surprised
(for example) by the simile at 58, in which Zeus flashes lightning ‘making
either an awful rainstorm or hail or snow. . .or in some place the great mouth of
piercing war’ (¢ Trob1 TrroAépoio péya oTéua revkeSavoio), The oddity here is
confined to a single verse which could be an intrusion; but then Agamemnon is
said to groan as frequently as these lightning-flashes ‘from the bottom of his
heart, and his lungs trembled within’ (tpopéovTo 8¢ of ppéves tv1ds, 10), a unique
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phrase; and a little later he ‘drew many hairs by the roots from his head to Zeus
on high’ (TroAAds &k xepaiis pofeAupvous #EAkeTo Yautds | Uwdo’ édvn Al 15f.),
again a bizarre expression far from the regular epic language for signs of grief.
And yet the following, eleventh book, which is crucial to the main plot and is
certainly by Homer, opens with a no less unique idea whereby Zeus, wishing
to inspire the Achaean chieftains, ‘sent grievous Strife to the swift ships of the
Achaeans holding a portent of war in her hands’ (Tohéporo Tépas peTd xepoiv
&xovoav, 11.3f.). The expression of the idea is admittedly more felicitous than
that of the simile in Book 10, but even so we are reminded that Homer can
sporadically and at any time use language and concepts unparalleled in the rest
of the poem. That is especially so where the general circumstances of the action
are irregular or unusual. Itis only in a normal or regular context that unusual
language and the apparent abandonment of the formular style give good
grounds for suspicion of post-Homeric elaboration.

Book 11 brings a critical change in Achaean fortunes with the wounding of
Agamemnon (after an interval of unusual martial prowess on his part) and then of
Odysseus and Diomedes, and begins a sequence of no less than seven books de-
voted with great severity to the description of tense and desperate fighting. The
delays and diversions over joining battle in the open plain lie far behind. If the
reader had begun to expect that the monotony of hundreds of individual combats
would be constantly relieved for him by viewings from the walls, scenes in Troy,
night expeditions and the like, then his expectations must now fade almost away
as he is driven to understand that warfare, subtly varied but relentless and mas-
sive in effect, is a dominant theme of the poem. It is true that close attention to
language and detail reveals this poetry of warfare as brilliant and enjoyable in its
own way; Homer is a master of variation, and the endless extension of formular
situations brings its own pleasures. Nor is the poetry heartless; the succession
of victories and victims, of turns of fortune as the battle moves to and fro, has its
regular moments of pathos, sympathy, profound insight, even satire. Yet ancient
listeners — ordinary people, surely, to a large extent, and not just an audience
of military-minded aristocrats— must have had special motives and interests toen-
able them to follow attentively and appreciatively over the long hours of singing
that this huge and austere central section required. The cardinal considerations
may be these: that many men (not women) enjoy descriptions of fighting for its
own sake; that this was a national epic in which every village and city in Greece
could share (although it remains odd that the Athenian contingent had such a
feeble role); that the audience must have known something about many of the
families and individuals mentioned, and could appreciate sheer invention when
it occurred; that in any event the poem could only be rendered in separate
sections, over several days or parts of days; and that its remarkable author must
have had a unique reputation, as well as unique gifts, and could thus compel
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attention to material that might have seemed too gargantuan and repetitive
when presented by a lesser singer.

Of course there are still occasional diversions — several lesser ones and one
major one. The wounded chieftains worry and confer behind the fighting, and
that forms a new theme for variation, with much carrying of messages to and
from and within the Achaean camp. The gods are repeatedly revealed in con-
clave, their minds on the progress of the war, either on Olympus or more
frequently now on Mount Ida overlooking the battlefield itself. Poseidon and
Apollo descend to inspire either side; among the human contestants there are
special phases of triumph, for Agamemnon before he is wounded, for Idomeneus
the Cretan leader, for Ajax as he dourly defends the ships, and for Hector almost
throughout. The major diversion is the Deceiving of Zeus in the latter part of
14 and the beginning of 15: Hera, in order to give Poseidon greater freedom to
help the Achaeans, and with the aid of Sleep and the girdle of Aphrodite,
overwhelms Zeus with desire so that he makes love to her and then falls into a
deep slumber. The episode is light-hearted and amusing (as Zeus recites to Hera
a list of his mistresses whose charms she seems to him at that moment to sur-
pass), but also touching and lyrical in tone:

. . .and the son of Kronos took his wife in his arms

and the divine earth made fresh grass grow beneath them,

and dewy lotus and crocus and hyacinth,

thick and soft, which kept them high above the ground.

In that they lay, and clothed themselves in a cloud

that was fair and golden, and glistening drops of dew fell from it.

So the Father slept, quite still, on the ridge of Gargarus

subdued by sleep and love, and held his wife in his arms. (14.346-53)

Meanwhile Poseidon inspires Ajax to wound Hector, and the Trojans are
driven back across the trench; but then Zeus wakes up, is furious at what he sees
and decisively asserts just what is to happen. Apollo is to revive the stunned
Hector and fill the Achaeans with panic, so that

in flight they fall among the well-benched ships

of Peleus’ son Achilles; and he shall send into action his comrade
Patroclus; and glorious Hector shall slay him with the spear

in front of Ilios, once Patroclus has destroyed many young men

~ others, too, but among them my son, divine Sarpedon.

In anger for Patroclus, divine Achilles shall slay Hector. . .(15.63-8)

We are reminded sharply by these words that, despite the occasional unexpected
twist in the action, the general outcome of the war is not the object of suspense
and was perfectly known to the audience. It is the exploration of detail, of exact
motive and circumstance, that maintained the intensity of interest needed to
carry listeners on through the dense concentration of this poetry — that,
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together with the progressive unfolding of the wrath-plot itself, which now
takes a crucial step forward in the sixteenth book, perhaps the finest of the
whole poem.

Book 15 had ended with Hector about to fire the ships. Ajax resists desper-
ately, and then at the opening of 16 Patroclus carries the news to Achilles and
begs to be allowed to join the fighting. Achilles not only consents but even
lends him his own armour; Patroclus marches out with the Myrmidons and
brings swift relief, then surges to the very walls of Troy, borne on against
Achilles’ instructions by triumph and destiny. First he kills Sarpedon, as Zeus
had predicted or rather ordained — he was tempted when the time came to
overrule destiny, but was dissuaded by Hera and the other gods (16.432—58).
The encounter with Sarpedon is told at greater length than any of its pre-
decessors (save for the formal duels of 3 and 7); it is important because it
establishes Patroclus as truly magnificent and renders his own death at Hector’s
hands more awful, but also because the ascending series of tragic and exceptional
deaths — Sarpedon, then Patroclus in 16, finally Hector in 22 — shows the
special art and taste of Homer, the monumental composer, himself.! Each has
significant elements of language and content in common with one or both of
the others; each is an essential component of the monumental wrath-plot.
Sarpedon, admittedly, is only preparatory in this respect, but he introduces a
continuing note of pathos, accentuated by Zeus’ grief and the shower of bloody
rain he sends to do macabre honour to his son before he dies. Patroclus with his
first throw hits Sarpedon’s charioteer, not Sarpedon himself, just as he is later to
hit Hector’s charioteer Cebriones; here is no fighting over the charioteer’s body,
but Cebriones will be the object of a bitter struggle presaging the fight over
Patroclus’ own corpse that will occupy the whole of Book 17. The second
spear-throw mortally wounds Sarpedon, whose concern that his body shall not
be mutilated foreshadows that of Hector later. These three death-scenes are the
only ones in which dying men speak, and the same verse is used in each instance:
‘when he had thus spoken the end of death covered him’. So too the idea of the
release of the psyche or life-spirit is common to all three; with Patroclus and
Hector, and nowhere else, the soul is described as flitting mournfully down to
Hades, but Sarpedon’s body is to be carried to his homeland in Lycia by Sleep
and Death, since as son of a god his soul might be expected to have a special
fate.

The three scenes are closely related, and Homer seems to be developing them
serially until he reaches the great climax of Hector’s death. But the death of
Patroclus is dramatically almost as important; in its preliminaries it is linked
with that of Hector both by its strong pathos and by the fact that a god joins in
on the other side and makes defeat inevitable. Patroclus as he faces Hector is

1 Kirk (1976) 209-17.
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struck from behind and dazed by Apollo, who remains invisible, and then his
armour is stripped from him to render him helpless before a minor assailant and
then Hector (16.787fL.). Hector, too, will be deceived by Athena, who will
disguise herself as his brother Deiphobus and so persuade him to stand up to
Achilles, and then will return Achilles’ spear to him after his first throw has
missed (22.226—77). Here, indeed, divine intervention seems gratuitous, for the
audience knows that, strong as Hector may be, Achilles is the better man. Yet
Homer is not so much interested in skill and physique and the actual exchange
of blows (which are described in a standardized and almost perfunctory way)
as in whether one or other combatant has been made irresistible by an upsurge
of valour and heroic self-confidence that is the direct reflection of divine favour
and even destiny. For Patroclus must die to bring back Achilles to the fight,
and Hector must die to restore Achilles’ bruised honour and make way for the
fall of Troy, itself the punishment for Helen’s abduction and the violation of the
laws of hospitality that were Zeus’s special concern.

A bitter struggle for possession of Patroclus’ body occupies the 761 verses of
the seventeenth book and marks the exceptional importance of his death. The
tenseness of fighting as it surges back and forth, with first one side and then the
other gaining the upper hand, is both emphasized and relieved by similes that
reach a climax as the Achaeans finally prevail:

Thus they eagerly carried the body out of the fighting

toward the hollow ships; and war was stretched over them

like fierce fire that speeds upon a city of men

and, suddenly springing up, sets it burning, and the houses crumble
in a great flame; and the force of the wind makes it roar.

Just so, as they made their way, the unceasing din

of chariots and fighting men beset them;

but like mules that exert mighty strength

and drag from the mountain over a rugged track

either a beam or a great ship’s timber, and their spirit

is worn down by toil and sweat as they make haste,

just so eagerly did they carry the body. And behind them

Ajax and his brother held back the foe, as a wooded promontory
holds back water by projecting into the plain

and restrains the destructive streams even of mighty rivers

and at once directs all their flow into the plain,

baulking them, and the force of their stream makes no impression on it~
just so did Ajax and his brother always hold off in the rear

the Trojan attack. . .(17.735-53)

The almost abstract points of comparison, the naturalism of the scenes of power
or violence in nature or in peacetime life and the piling of one comparison on
another are typical of the Homeric use of developed similes, often imitated but
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never equalled. Each simile stands up to careful consideration in its accurate
observation and brilliant expression, and in the comment it implicitly makes on
the main action. Even the river-and-promontory simile, which seems to be
drawn on and on in an effort to elicit the precise effect from an obdurate
vocabulary, reproduces by its leisurely emphasis the solid and unremitting
resistance of Ajax and Teucer.

Patroclus’ corpse is firmly in Achaean hands, and now at last, at the start of
the eighteenth baok, Achilles learns the bitter news and rolls in the dust in his
agony of heart. His mother Thetis arrives with her nymphs to try and comfort
him; she can at least see to the making of new armour by Hephaestus to replace
that of Achilles that had been wrenched from the body of his friend ; meanwhile
Hera sends Iris to persuade him to paralyse the Trojans with fright by appearing
and shouting terribly by the trench. The poet turns for a significant interval to
show Hector heroically but imprudently rejecting Polydamas’ advice to retreat
within the walls. The last 130 verses of the book are devoted to a splendid
diversion, the description of the armour made by Hephaestus, above all of the
great shield decorated with scenes of peace and war, all depicted in a compressed
but evocative style akin to that of the similes, with dancing and harvesting,
judgement in the market-place, ambushes and, as a sinister echo, the dragging
away of corpses slain in battle.

Before Achilles can return to the fight there must be a formal reconciliation
with King Agamemnon. It occupies much of the nineteenth book and is com-
plemented and a little weakened by an argument about whether or not Achilles
shall take food before going into action. From now until Hector’s death there
is a series of deliberate delays and diversions, comparable with those at the
beginning of the poem, whose purpose is to heighten the audience’s sense of
Achilles’ anger and determination and of the close concern of all the gods with
what is happening. As Achilles drives out in his chariot, his horses, by a rare
mixture of natural and supernatural, predict his death (19.397-424). Then in
Book 20 the gods (apart from Zeus, who is too august for such sport) descend
to the plain and prepare to fight each other in support of Trojans or Achaeans.
The divine battle is abruptly broken off, and Achilles engages Aeneas after
some lengthy and curigusly rhetorical preliminaries; but Aeneas, like Hector a
little later, is divinely whisked out of harm’s way. In the next book, 21, the
Theomachy or Battle of the Gods is resumed, but fizzles out without result;
Poseidon and Apollo see that it is undignified, and an episode that is never
handled with much confidence, and has surely been heavily distorted at some
stage in thé process of composition and development, is gradually allowed
to rest (21.385—514).

Earlier in the twenty-first book, and before the resumption of the interrupted
Theomachy, come two far more powerful scenes. The second is Achilles’ fight
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with the river Scamander who resents being blocked and defiled with the corpses
of his victims, and it is developed by Homer into a chilling and fantastic rour de
force. The first is briefer and more ordinary in that it is simply another killing,
but it brings out to an extraordinary degree the ruthlessness and pathos of
heroic action as the poet focuses on the details of a single hopeless encounter
(21.34-135). Achilles intercepts young Lycaon, one of Priam’s many sons,
whom he had captured not many days before and sent across to Lemnos
to be ransomed. He expresses ironical surprise at seeing him back so soon,
and then as the boy clutches Achilles’ great spear with one hand and his knees,
in a ritual gesture of supplication, with the other, addresses him in these words:

*You fool, do not speak to me of ransom or mention it. Before Patroclus drew
on himself the day of destiny, then it was more congenial to me to spare Trojans,
and I took many alive and despatched them across the sea. But now there is no
one that shall escape death, of those that god casts in my hands before Ilios —
of all the Trojans, but especially Priam’s children. But you, too, friend, must
die now; why do you lament so? Patroclus also died, and he was far better than
you. Do you not see the kind of man I am in beauty and stature ~ son of a valiant
father, and a goddess bore me and was my mother? But death and strong fate
stand over me too; a dawn or evening or midday will come when someone will
take away my life-spirit, too, in war, hitting me either with spear or with arrow
from the bow-string.” So he spoke, and Lycaon’s knees and dear heart were
dissolved. He let go of the spear and sat with both arms spread out, and Achilles
drew his sharp sword and struck him on the collar-bone beside the neck, and
the two-edged sword sank right in, and he lay stretched out, face down on the
earth, and the black blood flowed and wet the earth. (21.99—119)

At the end of 21 Apollo has disguised himself as Agenor and lured Achilles
into chasing him, so allowing the Trojan army to retreat to the safety of the
walls. Only Hector, driven by pride and destiny, remained out there in the plain,
and the twenty-second book, in the great climax of the poem, describes his
death, with the events leading up to it, on a larger scale than any other heroic
encounter. His parents beseech him from the walls, and their despairing words
are given in full. Hector remains adamant, and when Achilles draws near he
tries to steel himself to face him — but fails, and starts running (22.90-144).
Zeus pities him, not least as a faithful and regular sacrificer, but is deterred from
sparing him by Athena in words similar to those used earlier by Hera about
Sarpedon. Three times they circle the walls with Achilles close behind. Some
of the landmarks they pass are described with painful and dramatic realism, like
the hot and cold springs that are mentioned now for the first and last time.
They run like race-horses, although the prize is no casual one but Hector’s life;
Zeus weighs the fates and Hector’s sinks downward (22.208-13). Apollo
abandons the doomed man, and Athena is sent exulting to help Achilles — as if
he really needed it! She does so in two ways, both of them unfair by chivalrous
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standards: she appears at Hector’s side as his brother Deiphobus, so that Hector
thinks he has an ally, and then she gives back Achilles’ spear to him when he
misses with his first throw. Hector’s return shot strikes Achilles’ shield but
bounces off (naturally, since the shield was made by Hephaestus); he calls for
Deiphobus’ spear, but the bogus ally has disappeared and Hector understands
his true predicament:

‘Alas! Assuredly the gods have called me toward death,

for I said that hero Deiphobus was by my side —

but he is within the walls, and I am deceived by Athena.

Now evil death is close by me, no longer distant,

and there is no avoiding it. In the past my safety was of concern

to Zeus and his far-shooting son, who, before,

were eager to protect me; but now destiny has come upon me.

Yet let me not perish without effort and without glory,

but after accomplishing some great deed for future men to hear of.’ (22.297-305)

So Hector draws his sword and rushes at Achilles, who, however, has his
spear back and is thus able to pierce his enemy’s throat almost at leisure. The
‘great deed’ of Hector’s words has amounted to little or nothing in effect, but
it is the words themselves and the spirit behind them that matter most. Dying
though he is, he still can speak; once again he implores Achilles not to maltreat
his body - it is his special obsession — but hears in reply the reiterated cruelty of
the threat to throw him to the dogs and birds. Once again Hector is forced to
recognize the bitter reality, and he faces it with courage and a final threat:

‘I recognize you well as I look upon you, and would never

have persuaded you. Truly your heart in your breast is made of iron.

Now is the time for you to consider whether I may not be a cause of
divine anger against you

on the day when Paris and Phoebus Apollo

destroy you, good fighter though you are, at the Scaean gates.’

As he spoke these words the end of death covered him

and his life-soul sped from his limbs and went toward Hades

groaning over his fate, leaving his manliness and youth.

God-like Achilles addressed him, even though he was dead:

‘Die! My own doom I shall receive at the moment when

Zeus and the other immortal gods wish to accomplish it.” (22.356-66)

With these assertions of inexorability and resignation, of divine control over
men and the future fate of Achilles and of Troy, the martial part of the //iad is
done. Hector’s is the last death in battle of the entire poem; what follows is
concerned with the glorification, through proper burial, of Patroclus and Hector
himself and with the resolution of Achilles’ unnatural anger. But first comes the
mutilation of his enemy’s corpse as Achilles pierces Hector’s ankles and drags
him round the walls behind his chariot in an unparalleled parade of savagery
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that reduces Hecuba and Priam to total despair (22.395—415). In the twenty-
third book Achilles turns to the overdue burial of his friend, whose ghost
appears before him and demands to be released to the world below. Prisoners
are sacrificed at his pyre in another act of pathological barbarism, but after that
the singer turns to gentler pursuits, the funeral games held by Achilles to honour
the dead man. The chariot-race and its consequences are lavishly evoked in over
four hundred verses whose vivid detail and humour brilliantly suggest the
lighter side of the heroic character, and are free from the ponderous touch of
other partly humorous set-pieces — the chastisement of Thersites, the abortive
Theomachy, or even the love of Ares and Aphrodite in the eighth book of the
Odyssey. Subsequent contests in the funeral games are entertaining on a smaller
scale, except for two or three (the fight in armour and the archery-contest in
particular) that must have been elaborated by plodding rhapsodes.

The final, twenty-fourth book turns from Patroclus back to Hector and
resolves the remaining issues, both narrative and moral, of the poem. Achilles is
still periodically dragging the corpse behind his chariot, and the gods as they
see it are affronted; not always Sunday-school characters in Homer, they are
nevertheless determined guardians of the basic rules of order and respect. Zeus
decides that Thetis shall instruct her son to surrender the corpse to King Priam,
and Iris, the gods’ messenger who is also the rainbow, is sent to tell Priam to
set off at dead of night, with a cart and much ransom, for Achilles’ hut. This
strange adventure, which has sometimes been seen as a symbolic representation
of a descent to the world of the dead, becomes less dangerous when he en-
counters Hermes, the god who escorts both travellers and souls, disguised as a
young Myrmidon; he leads the old man across the battlefield and toward
Achilles’ encampment (24.349-447). Achilles receives the king magnanimously
and looks after him (though not without moments of dangerous impatience)
for much of the night in a hut that is now seen almost as a palace. The corpse has
been divinely preserved from decay; it is placed on the cart and driven back to
Troy, where the proper laments are sung for it by the women. A truce is made
for the gathering of wood for the funeral pyre, and * thus they saw to the funeral
of Hector, tamer of horses’, the closing verse of the poem.

It is in many ways an extraordinary ending. The whole book is punctuated
by phraseology that reminds one of the Odyssey rather than the Iliad - partly
because the events are closer to those of the non-martial poem and partly,
perhaps, because these closing episodes, like those of the opening book, were
favourite ones with audiences and singers, including Homer himself, and so
acquired a veneer of more highly developed, or at least slicker, language. The
events of the book, too, have something of the fantastic and mysterious quality
of parts of the Odyssey, with the night journey, the divine young helper in
disguise, the other-worldliness (Odysseus landing in Ithaca), the intimate
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conversations (as in the swineherd’s hut) between Achilles and the old man who
reminds him of his father. Yet all this complexity serves as a perfect culmination
of the whole poem: a pathetic yet noble end to all the fighting, an unsentimental
restitution of Achilles to the more admirable side of hero-hood with the final
obliteration of his destructive wrath, and an overwhelming demonstration of the
respect owed by men to destiny, to death and to the gods.!

3. THE ODYSSEY

The Odyssey belongs to the same epic tradition as the J/iad and shares with it
much in the way of formular language and thematic material. But it is a different
kind of poem, and for this and other reasons it warrants a rather different
treatment — an attempt not to analyse it progressively, but rather to isolate its
methods of construction and its unifying poetical aims. The two approaches
complement each other, and the reader who engages directly with either poem
will find himself applying both at once. If he starts with the Odyssey, he will be
tempted to judge it independently and not in comparison with the Jliad. That
has its advantages, but it remains true that a reasonable understanding of the
Odyssey — which as we saw is likely to be subsequent in composition to the
Iliad — can only come if the other poem is seen as its model in certain formal
respects (for example scale, and the use of speeches and similes), and as an
illustrious predecessor to be emulated or, at times, studiously ignored.

It is helpful, therefore, even if it might seem unimaginative, to consider how
the Odyssey differs from the //iad and in what respects it falls short of it or
surpasses it. Clearly the subjects of the two poems impose their own special
qualities. The /liad is relentlessly martial in tone and detail; it contains, as we
saw, important digressions, some of them with their own peculiarities of
language, but the style as a whole, together with the treatment of situations and
characters, remains severe and dignified, as might be considered appropriate to
a heroic age and a heroic standard of values. The Odyssey, on the other hand,
concerns a time of uneasy peace — the near aftermath of the Trojan War,
admittedly, when some of the heroes have only recently reached home and
when Odysseus himself is still lost and wandering, but when the main issue is
personal, political and economic survival rather than mass fighting, public
heroism, the acquisition of booty or manifest loyalty to friends and class. And
there are other quite different issues that hardly belong at all to a nostalgically
heroic conception of life: issues of love and respect between men and women,
of devotion on the part of son, wife or servants, of hospitality in its less ostenta-
tious forms, of the proper retribution for crime, even of the apportioning of
divine and human responsibility for hardship and misfortune. None of these is

t Griffin (1980) is illuminating on the underlying concerns and emphases of both poems.
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entirely unforeshadowed in the //iad, but none becomes a dominant theme there
as it does in the slightly later poem.

These broader and indeed more abstract topics do not of themselves require
the hard concentrated language of Iliadic combat and endurance. Much of the
formular phraseology remains common to the two poems, but the Odyssey
extends the range of standardized phrases to cover fresh subjects. It also has
several new and conspicuous locutions for common events or sequences, as was
shown on p. 50. Somehow the language of the later poem is not only more
relaxed but also blander and less vivid, more fluent but also occasionally more
flaccid than that of the Z/iad. Direct speech is no less important than before,
but the speeches tend to be less dramatic, more leisurely and wordy, sometimes
rather insipid even when no effect of that kind can have been intended. At their
best, it is true, the conversations of the Odyssey achieve a degree of civilized
subtlety that exceeds anything in the 7/ad. When the gods decide to bring about
Odysseus’ release from the island of Calypso they send Hermes to instruct her,
and as a consequence the nymph, reluctant but resigned, brings up the subject
after dinner with her desirable guest:

But when they had enjoyed food and drink, then Calypso, lady goddess, began
their conversation: ‘Lordly son of Laertes, Odysseus of many devices, so it is
your desire to go home this very moment to your dear native land? Well, I wish
you joy of it. Yet if you knew in your heart how many cares you are destined to
fulfil before you reach your native land, you would stay here with me and keep
to this house and be immortal, even though you long to see your wife for whom
you yearn all your days. Yet I know that I am not her inferior in either body
or stature, since it is in no way fitting for mortal women to vie in body and
appearance with immortal goddesses.” Then in answer Odysseus of many
counsels addressed her: ‘Mistress goddess, do not be angry with me. I, too,
am well aware that prudent Penelope is less than you in appearance and in
stature when one looks upon her; for she is mortal, and you are deathless and
free from old age. But even so I wish and yearn all my days to go home and see
the day of my return. If once again some god strikes me down in the wine-dark
sea, then I shall endure it and keep in my breast a steadfast spirit. For I have
already suffered much grief and toil in waves and war; let this, too, be added to
them.” These were his words, and the sun set and darkness came over them,
and the two of them went into the inner part of the hollow cave and enjoyed
themselves in love and stayed by each other’s side. (5.201-27)

There is so much here that is lightly touched on and yet left inexplicit: the
nymph’s disappointment and surprise, Odysseus’ tact and homesickness and
determination to stick to what is properly human. The poet has already shown
him as tired of Calypso, yet here at the end the passion revives itself as dutiful
affection — well outside the range of normal heroic lust and proprietary interest
in beautiful, efficient and valuable women. There is a quiet philosophy in this
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passage, a resigned insistence on human values, that is not uncommon in the
Odyssey but that strips the gentle verses of taut heroic vigour as surely as it
fills them with an insistent and almost urbane melancholy.

Speeches in the //iad are hurled to and fro like weapons; in the Odyssey they
are the ingredients of strangely placid conversations that surprise us only
occasionally and then, for the most part, through the accidents and limitations
of oral technique. In the opening book, which sets out the position in Odysseus’
palace in Ithaca, with Penelope resigned and beset by suitors and Telemachus
immature and powerless until he is stiffened by the disguised Athena, Penelope
hears the court-singer Phemius as he sings of the return of various heroes from
Troy. She is distressed because it reminds her of her own husband, apparently
lost for ever, and asks the singer to choose another song. She is at once rebuked
by her son, who treats her with a quite unexpected sternness that is the product
(as the audience is meant to feel) of the new grown-up determination the
goddess is instilling into him. That sternness raises the conversation above the
usual unempbhatic level and gives an urgency to the proceedings which, even
with Athena’s presence, they have strikingly lacked so far. Yet the tone of the
boy’s words is somehow odd, too bitter and sneering to be easily understood —
precisely because they are not created for this particular occasion, but adapted
from other contexts and compounded with minor motifs about the technique
and status of singers (a recurring subject in this poem) and the proper place of
women in the home:

‘It is no reproach for this man to sing of the evil doom of the Danaans, for men
assign greater glory to the song that is newest to its hearers. Let your heart and
spirit endure hearing it; for Odysseus was not the only one to lose in the land of
Troy the day of his return, but many other men perished. Go into the house and
see to your own business, the loom and distaff, and tell the servants to get on
with their work. Talking shall be the concern of men — of all of us, but of me
most of all; for a man has the power in the home.’ She was dumbfounded and
went back into the house, for she took to heart her child’s wise saying. She
ascended to the upper storey with her serving-women and then wept for
Odysseus, her dear husband, until grey-eyed Athena cast sweet sleep upon her
eyelids. But the suitors made a din through the shadowy halls, and all of them
desired passionately to sleep by her side in bed. Wise Telemachus began to
address them as follows: ‘Suitors of my mother, you whose arrogance is un-
bridled, now let us take our pleasure at dinner; and let there be no shouting,
since it is fine to listen to a singer such as this one, god-like in his utterance. And
at dawn let us all go to the place of assembly and take our seats, for me to tell
you this message outright - to get out of my halls! Concern yourselves with
different kinds of feast; eat up what belongs to you, taking turns in each other’s
houses! But if this seems to you preferable and better, for one man’s livelihood
to be consumed without payment, then go on and devour it; but I shall call upon
the eternal gods to see if Zeus may in the end grant that works of vengeance come
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to pass. Then would you perish, likewise without payment, in my house.” These
were his words, and they bit their lips with their teeth as they marvelled at how
confidently Telemachus addressed them. (1.350-82)

‘Talking shall be the concern of men’, says Telemachus to his mother here,
adapting Hector’s statement to Andromache in the sixth book of the Zlad
(492f.) that warfare shall be the concern of men. Penelope retires with surprising
meekness, not so much because the poet wants to make her into an enigmatic
figure (which she nevertheless becomes, through similar manipulations, as the
poem progresses) as because the stage must be left clear for a further demonstra-
tion of the young man’s new confidence. But is it part of the poet’s design that
Telemachus should now speak out so spasmodically in an uneasy succession of
threats against the suitors, a plea for better table-manners and renewed praise of
singers before he comes to the real point — that he will give them an important
message the next day? And is his anticipatory summary of this message, with its
apparently mistimed threat of counter-action, a telling sign of passion and
immaturity, or is it the result of a complicated adaptation of motifs and formulas
that slightly outstrip the singer’s complete control at this point? Perhaps the
disjunction is unjustified and both causes are at work simultaneously ; for part at
least of the effect of an impassioned young man is presumably deliberate. But
in this kind of context one can never be entirely sure; for if the Nausicaa-
conversations of Book 6 show how delicate are the effects the poet of the
Odyssey can achieve, there are many other cases where the inherited language
and thematic material prove mildly intransigent, so as to impose a complexity
that was probably not initially intended.

Not only speech but also narrative is generally smoother and less strongly
expressive than in the earlier epic ~ unless what needs expressing is something
outside, or on the edge of, the ordinary range of heroic language and tradition,
like the delicate feelings of a young girl. It is significant that the Odyssey has far
fewer similes than the /liad. Admittedly its action is so complex and varied that
it rarely calls for the diversionary element that similes, in one of their roles, can
supply. When it does drag or falter it is usually because conversation has run
riot (as it does between Odysseus and Eumaeus in the fourteenth book), and
similes can do nothing to help. Where they occur is often in passages of Iliadic
tone, as at the end of Book 21 where Odysseus, still disguised as a beggar, is
handling the great bow that the suitors have failed to string:

But Odysseus of many counsels weighed the great bow and closely examined it.
As when a man expert in the lyre and in singing easily stretches a string about a
new peg, fitting the twisted sheep-gut from both sides, so without effort did
Odysseus stretch the great bow. Then he took it and with his right hand tested
the string, and it gave forth a beautiful singing note like the voice of a swallow.
Great grief came upon the suitors, and all of them changed colour. Zeus
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thundered loudly, revealing signs of what was to come; then much-enduring
noble Odysseus rejoiced, because the son of crooked-counselled Kronos had
sent him a portent; and he took a swift arrow that lay ready uncovered on the
table ~ but the others lay inside the hollow quiver, and the Achaeans were
destined soon to test them. He took the bow by the handgrip and drew the
string in the arrow-notches, there from the seat where he sat, and shot the arrow,
aiming straight ahead, and did not miss any of the axes — the first part of their
shaft — and the arrow with its heavy bronze tip went right through them to the
doorway. He said to Telemachus: ‘ Telemachus, your guest does not bring you
disgrace in your halls, seated though he is; I neither missed the target nor took
time or effort to string the bow. My strength is still firm, and not as the suitors
disparage it to dishonour me.’ (21.404-27)

The details of this scene, with its careful description of the act of drawing the
bow-string (which is not exactly paralleled even in scenes concerning the
archers Teucer and Pandarus in the //iad), and of the row of axes and the shot
itself, are peculiar to the Odyssey, as indeed is the subject of the brilliant simile
that typically concerns a singer once again; but the tone and style are never-
theless Iliadic, and they accord perfectly with the suddenly martial and heroic

subject matter.
Sometimes that kind of Iliadic energy is released in a scene that is not martial
but domestic and almost lyrical, and there the effect, ‘ Odyssean’ now at its best,

is remarkable:

But when Nausicaa was about to turn back home again after yoking the mules
and folding the fair clothes, then grey-eyed goddess Athena had another idea,
that Odysseus should wake up and see the lovely girl, who should lead him to
the town of the Phaeacians. Then the princess threw a ball to one of her attendants;
she missed the attendant but threw it into the deep swirling water, and the
women gave a great shriek, and noble Odysseus awoke and sat up and debated
in his heart and spirit: ‘ Ah me, whose land have I come to this time? Are they
violent and fierce and without justice, or hospitable and with a god-fearing mind?
For afemale cry came about my ears, as though of maidens — nymphs that possess
the steep mountain peaks and streams of rivers and grassy meadows. Or am 1
perhaps close to men with human speech? Come, let me make trial and see for
myself.’ So saying noble Odysseus emerged from the bushes, breaking off with
his thick hand a leafy branch from the dense undergrowth to keep from sight
his bare male genitals. And he went like a mountain-reared lion, confident in his
prowess, that goes through rain and through wind, and his eyes flash out, and
he comes upon the cattle or sheep, or goes after wild deer, and his belly urges
him to make trial of the flocks even to the point of entering a well-made fold.
Just so was Odysseus about to come among the fair-haired girls, naked though
he was, for necessity beset him. Terrifying he appeared to them, befouled with
brine, and they ran in panic in every direction over the jutting headlands.
Alcinous’ daughter was the only one to stand firm, for Athena put courage in
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her mind and took the fear from her limbs. And she stood facing him; and

Odysseus wondered whether to grasp her knees and beseech the lovely girl,

or to stand apart as he was and beseech her with soothing words to point out the

town and give him clothes. (6.110-44)

There is so much here that is typical of the Odyssey: Athena determining the
course of events, the charming accident with the ball, Odysseus’ suspicions and
tactful prudence in a fresh situation of potential danger. Yet as he rushes out
like a ravenous lion he assumes an Iliadic role and posture, and Nausicaa, too,
becomes heroic in her god-given imperturbability; and it is just this tension of
roles and styles that gives the scene its special power and magic.

Yet the Odyssey as a whole is not really a heroic poem, and that tells us much
about its limitations, especially in style and language, when compared with the
Iliad. It has important qualities the //iad does not possess, but if one wants to
understand it properly then its diction, relaxed and at times almost nerveless,
at other times strangely prosaic, has to be taken into account — not least because
it is used in the service of an unusually complex and carefully constructed plot.
An important consideration here is that the oldest parts of the narrative tradition
to have left their mark on the language of Homer were probably martial and
heroic in character. The system of standardized poetical phraseology that
permitted the tradition to spread so widely in time and space grew up in the
first instance to describe the actions, words and interests of aristocratic fighting
men, on the battlefield or on raids or encamped round plunderable cities. This
cannot be proved, but it is some indication that the most archaic-looking
phrases (those for example with clustered Mycenaean elements) tend to be
martial rather than domestic or picaresque in reference. ‘Martial’ is perhaps too
narrow; among these older materials of oral poetry would be descriptions of
seafaring, feasting and sacrifice, concomitants of fighting and the heroic life-
style. Even the scenes behind the lines or in Troy could be based on archaic
materials. Their assumptions and the language used to express them are still
heroic, although one has a sense at this point of brilliant new singers carrying
the old poetical equipment into fresh territories. In the Odyssey the exploration
is carried still further. The scenes of conversation and feasting, of singers at
work and of the finer nuances of encounters between men and women, depend
on a vocabulary and phraseology that, although still formular, are sophisticated
extensions rather than direct descendants of the severer language of strictly
heroic poetry.

It is, of course, a mistake to treat the //iad as a very ancient poem and the
Odyssey as a very modern one. Little more than a generation’s span, if that,
separates them, and they might still be the work of the same main composer.
That cannot be excluded. Yet they are different in essence, the one inclining to
be archaistic and conservative, the other innovative and eclectic. The extension
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of its hero’s (in the modern sense) values from honour, courage, success and
love of showy possessions to resignation, endurance, plotting and humble
disguises; of its lesser characters from minor warriors to magicians, one-eyed
monsters, herdsmen and serving-women; of its locations from camp, battlefield
and besieged city to Peloponnesian palaces, Ithacan countryside and the fantastic
lands of Odysseus’ adventures, does much for the variety of possible feeling
and action, but at the same time stretches the resources and slightly dims the
vigour of the oldest language of poetry. The capacity for adapting formulas to
new uses can be carried almost too far, and the tight concrete phrases and verses
of the /liad tend to become abstract and imprecise in many parts of the Odyssey.
That can be seen even from some of the passages which have been selected for
translation in this account (although their primary function is to illustrate
different and more positive qualities); and particularly from the description of
the islet off the land of the Cyclopes (pp. 83f. below), where the subject is
pastoral and lyrical but the language becomes at times curiously vague and
repetitive, relying too heavily on conventional epithets (or other standardized
devices) for the rich texture such a description needs. It is far superior to most
oral poetry, and indeed most written narrative poetry; most oral poetry tends,
like the Yugoslav, to be redundant and drab; but it falls below the exceptional
standard of the I/iad, whose traditional timbre and constantly varied exploi-
tation of a limited range of actions are particularly well suited by the taut
expressiveness of familiar verse-components.

The widening of the traditional heroic ambience leads to a complementary
result in a different sphere. For those Iliadic characters that recur in the Odyssey
tend to become a little lifeless and indefinite, as if the poet did not quite know
what to make of them. That does not apply to Odysseus himself, whose bravery
and resourcefulness are developed in the later poem into a touching and often
witty amalgam of trickster-like ingenuity and over-confidence. But Nestor,
Menelaus and Helen, as they are described at length in the third and fourth
books when young Telemachus visits them in their palaces at Pylos and Lace-
daemon, turn out to be disappointingly awkward and undramatic. Their chief
interest lies in their accounts of the aftermath of the //iad — the fate of Agamem-
non, the Trojan horse, adventures in Egypt on the way home. Nestor is even
wiser and more fatherly than in the other poem, but his modified prolixity is
matched by that of too many other characters to be (as it was in the //iad) both
idiosyncratic and amusing. Menelaus is proud of his rich palace in an almost
humble and completely unheroic way (4.78-99); his wife Helen, her ambivalent
past glossed over by unconvincing professions of mixed feelings while in Troy,
assumes some of the less dangerous characteristics of Circe as she spikes the
drinks with an anodyne drug (4.219ff.). These are figures that are the product
not of the heroic age of which they are the ostensible survivors, nor even of any
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depressed and diminished successor, but rather of poetic imaginations moving a
little unsurely in what has become an artificial, almost a patchwork landscape.

To counterbalance these weaknesses the Odyssey possesses strong positive
qualities peculiar to itself. The variety of its action, the simple but effective
transitions from place to place, the ingenuity with which the main components
of a complicated plot are interwoven — these required elaborations of planning
greater than those needed for the //iad, skilful and complicated though the man-
oeuvres of the poetic battlefield had to be. Then there are special supernatural
elements beyond the activities of the anthropomorphic gods themselves — who,
although slightly different in character from those of the //iad, for instance in
their heightened moral sensibility and the increased role of the guardian deity,
still belong to the same genre. The 7/iad is almost free of complex omens once
the famous manifestation at Aulis has been recalled by Odysseus in the second
book. The Odyssey is full of them. Along with Odysseus’ fictitious tales and the
songs of Demodocus and Phemius they constitute the characteristic diversion
of this poem, much as the developed simile and Nestor’s reminiscences are
typical diversions of the 7/iad. Sometimes, as with the early appearances of the
fugitive seer Theoclymenus, they are cursory and thin. If the monumental
composer was aiming at a sense of the numinous and mysterious, then he
achieved it more successfully in the fantastic and atmospheric passages to be
mentioned shortly. And yet the idea of gods sending special signs to men —
Odysseus at one point asks for, and gets, two kinds of sign at once, both a divine
clap of thunder and a propitious saying by a human bystander (20.98-121)~
accords well with the magical adventures that are an essential component of the
poem, and even with Athena’s almost doting protection of her favourite
Odysseus. In its turn that protection seems consequently less pantomime-like
when she transforms him back and forth from his own shape to that of a battered
old beggar, or beautifies him at a touch to impress Nausicaa or Penelope. There
are supernatural tricks by gods in the //iad — Poseidon flicks Aeneas through
the air at one point (//. 20.325—9) — but they are rare and alluded to only in
passing. The poets of the Odyssean side of the tradition evidently liked this
sort of thing better, or, a fairer statement perhaps, found it more appropriate
to the aura of fantasy that can surround even the most realistic scenes of the
Odyssey.

This combination of fantasy and naturalism gives the poem one of its most
powerful and unusual qualities. The minute detail of Odysseus shooting a stag
in Circe’s island is closely associated with an odd passage in which he surveys
the landscape from a peak and (as later transpires) is mysteriously lost, so much
so that he cannot distinguish east from west (10.145—97). When he awakes in
Ithaca after being landed there from the Phaeacian ship he finds everything
shrouded in mist by Athena so that he cannot recognize where he is (13.187fL.).
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His subsequent encounter with the goddess is charming and etherial, until she
suddenly discloses the familiar landscape and they settle down at the foot of an
olive-tree, like a couple of peasants, to plan Odysseus’ revenge. And as he sets
off for that last journey home — last, except for the mysterious trip predicted
by Tiresias to the place where men use no salt and mistake an oar for a winnowing-
fan — his Phaeacian hosts carry both gifts and provisions down to the seashore:

But when they came down to the ship and the sea

immediately the illustrious escorts received the things

and stowed them in the hollow ship, all the food and drink.
Then they spread for Odysseus a rug and a sheet

on the platform of the hollow ship, where he might sleep without waking,
at the stern. He himself boarded and lay down

in silence, while they sat each on his thwart

in order, and loosed the stern cable from the pierced stone.
Then they leant forward and churned the sea with their oars,
and sweet sleep descended on Odysseus’ eyelids,

unwaking sleep, sweetest of all, nearest to death.

The ship — as in a plain four-yoked stallions

all leap forward together under the blows of the whip

and rearing high swiftly accomplish their course,

so did the ship’s stern rear up, and behind it the wave

seethed, the great purple wave of the boisterous sea.

And the ship ran on very surely and steadily, nor would a hawk
have kept pace with it, swiftest of flying creatures.

So it ran on swiftly, cleaving the waves of the sea,

carrying a man possessed of god-like intelligence

who earlier had suffered very many griefs in his heart

cleaving his way through wars of men and waves of the sea;
but now he slept without stirring, forgetful of all he had suffered. (13.70-92)

The transition is from the distant and magical country of Scheria back to the
realities of the suitors in Ithaca, and the poet creates an entrancing effect of
timelessness as the hero lies on the stern-platform in the sleep that is almost
indistinguishable from death, while the ship (which in truth needs no rowing,
as the poem reveals elsewhere) cuts majestically through the waves - in un-
mistakable contrast to Odysseus’ earlier struggles with storms and shipwreck.
The close of this remarkable passage, which deliberately recalls the words of the
poem’s prologue, forms a coda to the foreign adventures of the ‘man of many
turns’, and the death-like sleep imposes a kind of sacral interlude between them
and the trials to come in Ithaca.

This particular sense of the mysterious is not entirely novel — one recalls
Priam’s nocturnal journey in the last book of the J/iad, which has, admittedly,
been worked over here and there with the Odyssey in mind — but is sharpened
by the poet’s preoccupation with the idea of place. There is nothing quite like it
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in the Jkad, although its similes can evoke a scene in nature with spectacular
economy and force. The poet of the Odyssey, on the other hand, evidently
enjoyed the elaborate description of palaces (those of Odysseus, Menelaus and
Alcinous), countryside (Scheria, Circe’s island, Ithaca) and seascapes (Odysseus’
shipwrecks, the voyage back from Scheria). In particular he developed the
theme of the locus amoenus or ‘ delightful spot’ that was to become so important
in Latin and European pastoral. Calypso’s cave is beset with verdant trees that
are carefully named, and with water flowing from springs that nourish the wild
vines there (5.63—71). When Odysseus goes to see his father Laertes in the last
book of the Odyssey he finds him tending his garden out in the country, and its
plants and trees are lovingly noted in the course of the complex recognition-
scene (24.241f1.). The shape and feeling of Ithaca itself are conveyed as Odysseus
walks over the rough tracks from the harbour of Phorcys to Eumaeus’ hut,
near Raven Rock and the spring Arethusa, and then back into the city past
another spring surrounded by poplars.! The exotic places he visits in his
wanderings are sometimes dealt with more cursorily, but Circe’s island, as well
as Calypso’s, and the seashore scene with Nausicaa at the river’s mouth are
carefully evoked; and so are the harbours, sanctuary and market-place of the
city of Scheria as Odysseus enters it in disguise.2
Landscape is not a naturally heroic topic — it is too liable to be inhabited by

peasants and other mundane creatures ~ yet the singer of the Odyssey has made
it into an important ingredient of his poem. ‘ The sun set and shadowed were
all the streets’ — even this repeated phrase, peculiar to the Odyssey, suggests a
kind of visual imagination which, if it works sporadically through the whole
heroic tradition, finds its fullest expression in the romantic and mysterious
settings of this poem. Consider the leisurely detail of the description, not so
much of the land of the Cyclopes itself, but rather of the small island that lies
just off its coast where Odysseus and his companions beach their ship in the
depths of night: ‘

From there we sailed onward, grieved in our hearts.

We came to the land of the Cyclopes, overbearing

and lawless, who trusting in the immortal gods

neither plant anything with their hands nor plough

but everything grows for them without sowing or ploughing —

wheat and barley and vines which produce

wine from fine grapes, and rain from Zeus gives them increase.

They have neither laws nor decision-making assemblies

but dwell on the peaks of high mountains

in hollow caves, and they each make laws

for children and wives, and take no heed of each other.

¥ Od. 13.345, 14.1—4; 13.408; 17.204-11.
2 0d. 6.291~4, 7.43-5.
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Then there is an island stretched out beyond the harbour

of the land of the Cyclopes, neither near nor far,

a wooded one. In it live numberless goats,

wild ones; for the tread of human feet does not keep them away
neither do hunters track them down, who suffer hardships

in the thickets as they roam over mountain crests.

Nor is the land given over to flocks or ploughed fields,

but unsown and unploughed for all its days

it is bare of men, but nurtures bleating goats.

For the Cyclopes have no crimson-cheeked ships,

neither are there ship-builders among them who could build
well-benched ships which could produce all those things,

by travelling to the cities of men, that in profusion

men carry to each other across the sea in ships.

Ship-builders would have made that island a prosperous possession;
for it is not a bad one, and would bear all things in season,

for there are meadows by the shores of the grey sea

that are soft and well watered; vines there would never fail.
There is smooth ground for ploughing; they would always reap
a deep harvest in season, since the soil beneath is very fertile.
And there is a safe harbour where there is no need of cable,
neither of casting out anchor-stones nor of tying on stern-ropes,
but only of beaching the ship and remaining for as long as the sailors’
spirit urges them and the winds blow.

But at the head of the harbour runs shining water,

a spring from the foot of a cave, and poplars grow round;

there we sailed in, and some god was leading us

through the dark night. . .(9.105-43)

Sometimes an important episode is marked out at its beginning by an elaborate
description, of armament or locality for instance; but that does not entirely
account for the depiction of the island at such length. The mainland that needed
‘no planting or ploughing’ seems to have triggered off the description of an
ideal landscape awaiting development, but also solitary and therefore a little
mysterious, because undefiled by men. Certainly the verses are cumulated one
upon another almost too casually, and the sense begins to falter with those non-
ships of the Cyclopes. It steadies itself again with the development of the ideal-
harbour theme that recurs elsewhere and must have been a persistent dream of
Homeric audiences and their colonizing predecessors; and the cave seems to
prefigure the cave of the Nymphs at the head of the harbour of Phorcys in
Ithaca, where Odysseus stores his treasure and where likewise a deity leads the
way.

That kind of redeployment and careful variation of themes leads back to a
question that has already been touched on. How can a poem so long and complex
as this have been composed orally, without the aid (except perhaps in a minor
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way) of writing? Part of the answer is undoubtedly given by the observation
that Homeric verses are made to a considerable extent out of standardized
phrases designed to fill the three or four main segments of the hexameter verse.
That gives the clue to the effortless composition of verses and distinct passages;
but how were the passages put together to form such a large and complicated
whole, and in general with such impressive consistency? Here the answer must
be that the large-scale narrative is for the most part composed out of standard-
ized narrative elements analogous to the small-scale formulas or fixed phrase-
units. These larger components are motifs or themes, and they range from
minor sequences of action or concept (as at the beginning of the passage just
quoted, where ‘we sailed on, and then came to another landfall’ is a repeated
motif of the sea-adventures) to broader topics like that of the unknown island
in the same passage, or throwing oneself on the mercy of strangers as in the
passage on pp. 78f., and basic narrative patterns like that of a human loved by a
god or goddess who is rejected by him, as in the Calypso passage on p. 75.
Themes of varying scope and content can of course be detected in the Jliad
also; but the overall action is more restricted there, and the wide proliferation
of themes is less important than the variation of a limited number, notably those
concerned with single combat (including the hurling of weapons that miss or
hit in turn) or the fortunes of massed battle. In the Odyssey the greater com-
plexity and variety of action depend on an even more highly developed deploy-
ment of themes, together with a more sophisticated application of the arts of
repetition and variation — or, to express it more accurately, repetition disguised
by variation. It is by such means that the main poet of the Odyssey was able to
build up his enormous structure, which can now be more easily seen to lie
within the capacities of a single gifted singer — and later, and in a rather different
way, of substantially illiterate reproducers. Determining these means is more
than a merely technical or historical matter, for the poetry can be more exactly
appreciated as the poet’s resources, both in language and in his power to repeat,
extend and vary a limited range of narrative themes, are better understood.
This is the kind of approach (rather than by the establishment of the special
‘oral poetics’ that some critics hanker after) by which we can reach a fuller
appreciation of the shape and construction of the Odyssey.

Above the level of minor motifs, the poem’s major themes can be divided into
several overlapping categories. First, in an arbitrary order, are the folktale
themes. Itis obvious to everyone who reads them that Odysseus’ sea-adventures,
which occupy from the fifth to the twelfth book or nearly a third of the poem,
belong to the genre of popular story-telling known as folktale; and that many of
their narrative ideas (like escaping from a one-eyed or blind giant, or the bag of
winds, or the beautiful princess who helps the hero as Nausicaa helped Odysseus)
are common to different popular traditions the world over. Folktales overlap
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myths and take many forms. Certainly this class of theme operates outside, as
well as within, the strict limits of the sea-adventures. Success against apparently
impossible odds is a conspicuous element of folktales, and is exemplified not
only in Odysseus escaping from the Cyclops but also in his triumph over the
suitors back in the everyday world. A popular folktale figure is the trickster,
and Odysseus, more than Hermes, Sisyphus or Autolycus, is the main Greek
exemplar. Ingenious ideas, like the No-man motif of the Cyclops episode or,
more feebly, that of concealing the death of the suitors by pretending that a
dance is in progress in the palace, are one speciality of the trickster, while
disguise, which plays so prominent a part in the second half of the Odyssey,
is another. The wife beset by suitors when her husband is thought to be dead
is a popular folktale theme; it is often elaborated by the idea of putting off the
suitors by a trick, as Penelope does with the shroud she weaves by day and
unweaves by night, or alternatively by a test (here, of the bow and axes) or a
quest. Finally the husband returns in the nick of time and deals with the suitors
in various ways; this central theme belongs to many different cultures, and is so
popular because it is piquant and dramatic and yet has a footing in real life, as
well as because of its capacity for elaboration by the attachment of various
ingenuity-motifs.

An important way of deploying these folktale themes, which applies to other
types as well, is by repeating them in different forms and with varying degrees
of elaboration. Many of the themes of the Odyssey are used over and over again
in slightly different guises — we can see that most easily in some of the character-
doublets. The good swineherd Eumaeus has a lesser male counterpart in the
good cowherd Philoetius, and a female counterpart in the nurse Eurycleia, who
in turn has a lesser shadow, Eurynome the keeper of the bedchamber. But
Eumaeus also has an opposite counterpart in the form of the evil goatherd
Melantheus, who has a sister of almost the same name, Melantho, who is
equally evil and balances the good female servants, Eurycleia among them.
For the principle of theme-duplication includes that of reversal; so Odysseus
has a guardian angel in Athena and a corresponding divine enemy in Poseidon,
who in turn is briefly paralleled by Helios, the sun, when Odysseus’ companions
slaughter his cattle. The theme of the nymph or goddess who detains the hero
in her island and makes love to him is used first with Calypso and then with
Circe, and the poet applies his arts of variation to make their episodes seem
distinctively different, although they are in fact structurally almost identical.

Another category of Odyssean themes consists of universally dramatic
actions or sequences of action; in a sense this category subsumes the folktale
one, but without laying special stress on fantasy or ingenuity. The surmounting
of apparently insuperable difficulties is such a theme (to put it in its most general
and abstract form), and Odysseus exemplifies it repeatedly. Sometimes it is
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preferable to talk of narrative devices rather than themes, as when the singer
inserts a long diversion at a critical moment (as Eurycleia’s recognition of her
master is tantalizingly interrupted for no less than seventy verses by the tale of
how Odysseus got the revealing scar in the first place, 19.392—466) or turns
unexpectedly to a different scene of action, for example from the palace in Ithaca
back to Telemachus in the Peloponnese. Recognition in the broad sense is
another narrative idea of wide application. It is at the heart of Oedipus tyrannus,
but equally underlies the thoughts and behaviour of Telemachus and Penelope
in their confusion about Odysseus, of Menelaus and Alcinous as they wonder on
different occasions who their unknown guest might be, or of the suitors as they
face the former beggar and discover their destiny.

A third overlapping category contains themes that doubtless came in other
oral poems but were specially developed for the purposes of the Odyssey.
Telling a false tale to keep one’s identity concealed must have been used else-
where, but with Odysseus it is almost a fetish, and his fictitious wanderings as
Cretan refugee, or a Phoenician captive or passenger, become an important
and recurrent element of the poem. Complementing this is the theme of dis-
belief in the face of his claims to know that the ‘real’ Odysseus is on his way
home or already in Ithaca. Eumaeus in the fourteenth book (115-408) and
Penelope in the nineteenth (508ff.) carry caution and incredulity to almost
irritating extremes. Of course they have been misled by false claimants before,
and Penelope’s scepticism is in addition an aspect of the distrust she has to
show toward the suitors; but clearly the singer of the Odyssey found this idea
very much to his taste as a subject for variation and elaboration, and used it in
the service both of suspense and of character-drawing.

Arrival in a strange land is another common theme, one bound to occur in
folktales like the sea-adventures but developed in a special way in the Odyssey,
where arrival in disguise is repeatedly followed by careful attempts to establish
one’s worth and gain status before the final revelation of identity is made. The
theme occurs both when Odysseus reaches the land of the Phaeacians (with
both Nausicaa and her father Alcinous) and in Ithaca itself (with both Eumaeus
and Penelope); but in a truncated form it determines the delay in establishing
Telemachus’ identity when he arrives at the palace of Menelaus and Helen in
the fourth book (20—170) — a scene that cannot be properly understood without
knowledge of this general theme and its overall deployment. In this case it seems
to be shyness rather than cunning that prevents him from saying who he is;
when his father is mentioned he covers his face with his cloak to hide his tears,
and that again is a motif that is re-used, not once but twice, when Odysseus is
obstinately concealing his identity from the Phaeacians. As a final example of
this category, the poet constantly uses the idea of individuals disclosing their
steadfast loyalty to the lost Odysseus by breaking into a lament for him as soon
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as he is mentioned; that happens with Telemachus in the presence of Athena,
and with Eumaeus, Telemachus and Philoetius, each in different ways, in the
presence of the disguised Odysseus himself.*

It is precisely by using and re-using such themes as these that the main
composer of the poem succeeded in constructing an apparently very complex
plot out of a relatively small number of elements constantly varied and re-
deployed. As a further kind of theme-ingredient he had at his disposal the whole
tradition of the fall of Troy and its immediate aftermath — a kernel of historical
fact, probably, remembered with increasing inaccuracy and then elaborated in
prose stories and, soon enough no doubt, in short poems. The poet of the
Odyssey carefully avoids repeating any of the content of the /liad itself, but uses
tales of Odysseus’ spying expedition to Troy, of the city’s fall, of the quarrel of
Ajax and Odysseus and of the varying fortunes of the Achaean survivors as
they return home. Above all, the death of King Agamemnon at the hands of
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus is mentioned in detail both early and late in the
poem (although the context in Book 24 involves one of the rare instances
of post-Homeric elaboration).2 Orestes is repeatedly held up to Telemachus as
an example of youthful steadfastness and determination, just as Odysseus is
warned not to return home openly and risk the fate of Agamemnon. The
exemplum, the cautionary tale, is a recurring motif of the /liad (notably in the
story of the wrath of Meleager told to Achilles, 7. 9.527—6os) as well as the
Odyssey, and was doubtless a common element of much or most oral heroic
poetry.

The practice of thematic variation could be an encouragement to secondary
expansion as well as an aid to large-scale composition in the first place. There
are sections of the Odyssey that are more certainly the result of rhapsodic
elaboration than anything (beyond the occasional single verse) in the /lad.
Odysseus’ journey to the world of the dead in the eleventh book embodies a
probably familiar and traditional theme; but his meeting with Tiresias, his
mother and certain dead companions takes a distinctly peculiar turn when he is
envisaged as strolling in the underworld itself and watching its great sinners
undergoing punishment (Od. 11.§68—600) — and that is preceded by a catalogue
of famous heroines that is highly inappropriate if not definitely suspect
(11.225~329). The underworld theme is used again, once more probably
by an imitator, in the curious ‘Second Nekyia’ that opens Book 24, when the
souls of the dead suitors are led down by Hermes past scenery that is wholly
alien to the usual Homeric view of Hades. But then most of that twenty-fourth
book has evidently been heavily reworked and expanded from a smaller nucleus,
probably by rhapsodes in the seventh or early sixth century 8.c., who unleashed

' Od. 1.158-68, 14.61~71, 16.112~20, 20.18§-210.
¢ Od. 1.35-43, 298-302; 24.19-22, 96 f., 191-202.
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their virtuoso abilities on the most popular parts of the text before it was
recorded complete in writing, at some time in the sixth century, to control the
competitions in recitation at the Panathenaic games.

So much for the mechanics of construction and progressive elaboration.
What can be said of the poem as a whole, considered as a work of the imagination
~ for that, whatever its pre-existing materials and techniques of repetition, it
undoubtedly remains? It can be judged on two levels. On the first and more
superficial one it is clearly a rich and engaging story, fluent and adroit in
expression and rising at times to high poetry. Occasionally the momentum
falters, especially in the conversations and plottings of the second half; but the
skilful varying of basic themes and the combining of folktale adventures with
Trojan memories and special ideas like Telemachus’ trip to the Peloponnese
enable the central plot of Odysseus’ return and vengeance to sustain the weight
of its massive treatment. On a second and deeper level the poem is sharply
focused on its central character, Odysseus. That is what it professes in its
opening words:

Tell me, Muse, of a man, a man of many turns, who underwent many wander-
ings when once he had laid waste Troy’s sacred city; he saw the towns and
learned the mind of many men, and many were the griefs he suffered in his
heart at sea, striving for his own life-soul and his comrades’ return.

His release from Calypso is the first topic to be discussed among the gods,
directly after this prologue, and although he is formally absent from the scene
until the fifth book he is present in everyone’s thoughts and words. Thereafter
he is almost continuously the centre of attention.

‘Seeing the towns and learning the mind of many men’ has sometimes per-
suaded critics that the main composer is claiming Odysseus’ experience to be
both spiritual and intellectual. Actually the expression probably means no more
than that between Troy and Ithaca he visited many places and often had occasion
to ask himself whether the inhabitants were ‘arrogant, wild and unjust or hospit-
able and of god-fearing mind’ (for example at 6.120f.). Yet the poem does, in
the end, reveal things about him that raise him above the level of a determined,
resourceful and picaresque character. Admittedly some of its episodes do no
more than that; whoever was hero of the sea-adventures in earlier versions, or of
simpler tales of the return home of a long-lost king, we can be fairly sure that
his role was simply to succeed — to be heroic but little more. The impression
given by our Odyssey inits entirety is rather different. Is it simply the multiplicity
of his successes that raises him to another plane? Surely not; it is something to
do, rather, with the interplay of the different circumstances in which he finds
himself, together with his responses to them and the effects he thereby has on
others.
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For it is a sign of the strong central conception of the monumental poem that
all its characters (except for a few probable additions in the underworld scenes)
are so powerfully affected by Odysseus. None of them is otiose in this respect,
and none is treated as a mere mechanism for triggering off new events. Tele-
machus’ journey is prompted by his determination to discover his father’s fate,
and his hosts, Nestor and Menelaus, are themselves almost obsessed with
memories of the man. The suitors repeatedly try to convince themselves that
he is dead, and the whole situation in the palace, not least the despondency and
confusion of Telemachus and Penelope, depends on the dilemma created by
Odysseus’ long absence. Calypso ‘the concealer’ is necessary to initiate that
dilemma; Odysseus himself is bored, but she is nonetheless devastated by the
thought of losing him. In rejecting her offer of immortality Odysseus prudently
decides in favour of common sense and humanity; but even being offered the
choice makes him a little more than human, as we should remember when he
finally does return, almost too coolly, to the wife and home and possessions he
had claimed to love beyond all else. The Phaeacians, a half-magical people
related to the gods and remote from ordinary men, are no less strongly affected
by their shipwrecked guest. Nausicaa is fascinated by him, and so in a different
way is her father Alcinous, a model of hospitality but also at times bluff,
bumbling and comically obtuse. The eliciting of Odysseus’ reminiscences is
one purpose of the episode, but another is surely the placing of the hero in a
kind of limbo between the open fantasy of Circe and Calypso and the erratic
but intense realities of Troy and Ithaca. In that limbo he, and the audience with
him, draws together the strands of past and future as the disparate elements of
the plot are cunningly connected.

Once again Odysseus emerges larger than before, not only materially (he had
arrived in Scheria naked, battered, a suppliant, and left with gifts worth more
than his lost share of the booty from Troy) but also — much as one hesitates to
use the expression — spiritually. Odysseus’ spirit is not only his thymos, that
part of him that is the passionate will to survive and that also suffers grief, and
that in Greek literally means ‘breath’ or ‘spirit’; it is also something for which
Greek had no proper expression, the whole of man’s experience reflecting itself
in his personality and behaviour. Are we meant to sense that special aspect of
Odysseus, his experience of most things human and some divine, once he has
regained the familiar landscape of his native island? One wonders — for in some
ways the action of the second half of the poem is too concentrated to let this
side of him appear with great clarity, at least after his revelation of himself to
Eumaeus and Telemachus. Those conversations of the fourteenth and fifteenth
books were the obvious opportunity for the poet to make his point about
Odysseus, if it were a point to be openly made; either then, or when Penelope is
finally permitted to accept him as her husband. The poet certainly did not take
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the first opportunity. Caution, and repeated false tales including hints that
Odysseus is close at hand, are the main elements of those former scenes. As
soon as the hero reveals his identity, and after a brief moment of hugging and
rejoicing, the plotting continues. With Penelope it is almost the same, at least
to begin with. But then, as they go to bed, he summarizes all his hardships and
adventures and outlines Tiresias’ prediction of a last journey to be made and a
peaceful death from the sea (23.248-343).

That, perhaps, is the clue we need. For in most of his behaviour, both before
and after his triumph, he has resembled an ordinary hero, fierce and cruel with
the suitors and disloyal servants, generous and just with his friends. So far,
then, an Iliadic figure. It is in his private demeanour with his wife, in the
emphasis on his wanderings and sufferings, his encounters with divine beings,
his happy but indefinite future, that Odysseus’ role as the man of more than
human experience is underlined. Boastful, erratic, morose and unfaithful he had
been, at one time or another in the twenty years since he left home; but also
brave, resourceful and passionate, a connoisseur of circumstances and of persons,
of women no less than men; above all god-guided by Athena, with the blessing
of all the Olympians save Poseidon (whose anger against Odysseus had been
aroused by the blinding of his son Polyphemus) — not because he was of divine
descent like Aeneas, Achilles or Sarpedon in the 7/iad but because in the last
resort he was polymetis, ‘of many counsels’. Resourcefulness, the ability to
assess and deal with things as they are, were qualities admired and rewarded by
the gods, by Athena above all. In allowing Odysseus to experience grief,
frustration and minor successes without for a moment being distracted from his
ultimate aim, in making him the omnipresent figure who, whether lost or
disguised or completely revealed, brings both truth and fantasy to the heroic
past and the unsettled present, the poet of the Odyssey exhibits the touch of
genius that his traditional materials did not necessarily contain or indicate.

91

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



3
HESIOD

‘Who could speak highly enough of training in the art of writing?’ asks the
historian Diodorus (12.13.2). * By this means alone the dead speak to the living,
and through the written word those who are widely separated in space com-
municate with those remote from them as if they were neighbours.’ The
quarter-millennium from ¢. 730 to ¢. 480 in Greece was a period in which
literacy came to have far-reaching effects on literature, making possible an
infinitely complex network of relationships between authors remote from one
another in time or space or both, and allowing the development of a single
unified literary culture, to which local differences only added richness. For it
is no coincidence that as literacy spread there came a growing consciousness
of national identity, the universal Greekness of all who spoke and wrote the
common tongue. This capital event, the re-invention of writing, was itself,
moreover, only one element among many in the great renaissance of Greece
which came from the rediscovery of the wider world after centuries of isolation
— centuries in which, following the collapse of the literate Mycenaean culture
between 1200 and 1100, all the fine arts and delicate skills of the Bronze Age
had been forgotten and all that remained was the memory of great deeds and
great heroes, enshrined in the traditional forms of oral poetry and chanted to
precarious settlements of refugees on the coastal fringe of Asia Minor.

It makes sense to begin a discussion of the period of Greek literacy with
Hesiod, not because there is any certainty that he was a literate poet — in fact
there is much to be said for the view that he worked in a tradition of formular
oral poetry which was fairly closely akin to Homer’s — but because he was
doing something new and individual which pointed the way that subsequent
Greek poetry was to take. For while Homer keeps his own personality entirely
separate from his poetry and gives no clue to any datable event with which he
might be associated, Hesiod is the first European poet who introduces himself
into his work as an individual with a distinctive role to play. And in Works
and days he takes the important step of abandoning traditional narrative with
its stock of set themes and scenes in favour of a poem with an argument,
perhaps using models from Near-Eastern culture as his inspiration (though
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we cannot be sure that Greek poets had not already taken to composing
wisdom literature of this kind). In combining traditional form and style with
a highly individual ‘tone of voice’ and in extending the range of the poet’s
functions Hesiod set the pattern for what we misleadingly call ‘archaic’ Greek
poetry, the literature of a period of territorial expansion through colonization,
of rapid social change and of sophisticated artistic experiment.

The date of Hesiod’s poetic activity is disputed, but there can be little doubt
that this was some time in the latter part of the eighth century. He tells us
himself! how he won a prize for poetry in a competition in Chalcis at the
funeral games of Amphidamas, a Chalcidian killed in a naval battle in the
Lelantine War. This famous war, which drew so much of Greece into alliance
that it is excepted from Thucydides’ general disparagement of the campaigns
of archaic Greece (1.15.3), was fought between the Euboean cities Chalcis
and Eretria for the possession of the plain of Lelanton which lies between
them. An upper limit for its date should therefore be provided by the presum-
ably amicable colonial enterprises on which the two cities embarked jointly
in Chalcidice and in the west at Pithecusae and Cumae, c. 750. The lower
limit is indicated by the fact that it is said by Aristotle to have been an old-
fashioned cavalry war (Pol. 1289b36—9); it must therefore predate the coming
of hoplites and the tactics of the phalanx, c. 700-680. There is now archaeo-
logical confirmation of this date: the settlement on the ridge of Xeropolis, near
Lefkandi in Euboea at the eastern (Eretrian) end of the plain of Lelanton, was
destroyed without reoccupation shortly before 700, after continuous habitation
since the Late Bronze Age. Amphidamas’ funeral and Hesiod’s victory belong
therefore to the last third of the eighth century.

His father, he tells us, left the Aeolian city of Cyme for mainland Greece:

Your father and mine, foolish Perses, used to go to sea in search of a good
livelihood. One day he came here over a great expanse of sea, leaving Aeolian
Cyme in a black ship. What he fled was not riches, wealth and prosperity, but
evil penury, which Zeus gives to men. And he settled near Helicon in a miser-
able village, Ascra, which is bad in winter and unpleasant in summer, never
any good. (W.D. 633~40)
That Hesiod’s father should have left Asia for the less fertile and apparently
overpopulated mainland is unexplained. But it is to be noticed that the date of
his removal, which must have been about 750 or a little later, falls within the
very period when others, themselves sea-going merchants, were leaving Cyme
to share with Euboeans in the colonization of Cumae in Campania. Hesiod's
father evidently became a farmer, for the poet and his brother fell out over an
agricultural inheritance. The scale of their farming has sometimes been roman-
tically disparaged. In fact the Works and days presupposes yeomen rather than

1 W.D. 654—9 with schol.; Plutarch, Mor. 153f.
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peasants. The farmer does not work alone but can employ a friend (370), as
well as servants (502, 573, 597, 608, 766), has a lively forty-year-old free
labourer to follow the plough and a slave-boy to turn in the seed (441-6,
cf. 469—71), together with a female servant at home (405, 602). Of draught
animals he has plough oxen and mules (405, 607f.). On the other hand he
cannot afford merely to oversee the work of others: he must take his share too
(458—61). For all Hesiod’s harping on poverty (638, cf. 376f.), life at Ascra
cannot have been too uncomfortable.

Three poems survive in Hesiod’s name, together with a host of fragments
of other works attributed to him in antiquity; all are composed in dactylic
hexameters and in the conventional language of epic. Of the three survivors,
one, the Shield of Heracles, is undoubtedly spurious and probably belongs to
the sixth century.! Of the other two, the severest of ancient critics allowed only
the Works and days to Hesiod (cf. Pausanias 9.31.3). But the poet is named in
Theogony 22, and it requires some perversity to interpret the context in such a
way as to deny that the author is here naming himself. Moreover, despite the
general disparity of their subject matter the two poems offer versions of the
Prometheus myth which, as Vernant has shown,? interlock with one another,
and their close relationship in language, metre and prosody sets them apart
from Homer on the one hand and the Skie/d on the other.

If both are indeed the work of Hesiod, the priority of the Theogony is easily
established. For the opening of the Works and days, 1123, appears explicitly
to modify a doctrine of the Theogony: there is not after all only one kind of
Eris (contention), as had been said at Theog. 225f.; there are two, beneficial
competition as well as destructive strife. The same conclusion is suggested
by Hesiod’s treatment of the story of Prometheus and Pandora in the two
poems. In the Theogony we read in detail of the sin of Prometheus and of the
creation and adornment of Pandora (§01-616), whereas in the Works and
days Hesiod passes over the early part of the story in two lines (47f.), and
dwells at length on the subsequent history of Pandora and the jar3 (49-105).
In the Works and days, in fact, Hesiod seems to presuppose knowledge of the
Theogony. The latter may indeed be the very poem to which Hesiod looks
back in W.D. 654fL., the prize-winning entry at Amphidamas’ funeral. For the
competition-piece was a Aymnos, and the prize tripod was dedicated by the
poet to the Muses of Helicon on the very spot where they had inspired him
first. The Theogony, addressed to the Muses of Helicon, describes that first
inspiration (22-35), and is itself characterized as a Aymnos (33, cf. 11, 37, §1).

T Cook (1937) discusses its possible date.

2 Vernant (1980) 184~5.

3 A jar (pithos), not the box familiar in later European tradition, which derives from Erasmus;
of. Panofsky (1962) and West (1978q) on #.D. 94.
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The poem begins with a long invocation of the Muses (1-115), itself of the
nature of a ‘Homeric’ hymn, celebrating their power as well as their piety in
singing of the generations of the gods. They are the daughters of Zeus by
Memory, a parentage which recalls the long tradition of oral recitation, when
a bard’s skill did indeed depend on memory, his own and his forerunners’.
It was they who ‘once taught Hesiod beautiful song, as he tended his sheep
under holy Helicon’ (22—3) and ‘they gave me a staff, plucking a fine branch
of flourishing bay, and breathed in me a divine voice, so that I might sing of
what was to come and what had been. And they commanded me to hymn the
race of the blessed immortals and always to sing of themselves first and last’
(30-4)-

So Hesiod begins his account of creation and of the succession of divinities
who have presided over it since the beginning. Partly a narrative of develop-
ment, partly an account of the theological status guo, it is constructed loosely,
with passages in which some three hundred gods are classified according to
genealogy, interspersed with a number of more leisurely stories. The Creation
itself is given no cause: Chaos, the yawning void, merely ‘came into existence’,
followed by Earth, Tartarus and Eros (Love). From Chaos came Erebus and
Night to become the parents of Aether (the clear upper air) and Day; from
Earth came Heaven (Uranus), Mountains and the Sea. Then creation is filled
with three main lines of descent, from Night, from Earth and Heaven, from
the Sea. The main line is that of Earth and Heaven, leading through the
generations of the Titans and Cronos to Zeus himself. The first extended myth
(154—210) describes the dethronement of Uranus, castrated by Cronos, and
the birth of Aphrodite from his severed genitals; the second (453—506), after
another long section of genealogies, tells the story of Cronos, who determined
to eat the gods, his children, in order to forestall his overthrow by one of them,
but was tricked into swallowing a stone instead of Zeus and was supplanted
in his turn.

By this time Hesiod has lost interest in cosmogony, and says no more of
the way in which things came to be. The remainder of the poem is concerned
to explain the world as it is rather than to identify stages in its development.
So the rise of Zeus is followed by a list of the sons of the Titan Iapetus, which
serves as an introduction to the story of Prometheus and Pandora! and the
invention of woman, and the phenomena of sacrifice and fire (507-616).
Here the scene is broadened again to present a resurgence of the Titans and
their final overthrow by Zeus (617—720). There follows an account of Tartarus,
where Zeus imprisoned them, the haunt of Sleep, Death, Cerberus and Styx
(721-819). This is a prelude to the struggle between Zeus and the monster
Typhoeus, the youngest child of Earth (820-80); when Zeus is victorious he

" For the fundamental significance of this myth see Vernant (1980) 168-8s.
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is elected king of the gods and gives to each of the immortals his or her sphere
(881—5). From this point the poem tails off into an extended series of marriages
and love-affairs, beginning with those of Zeus himself, then those of the other
gods, goddesses, and nymphs, and ending with a transition to the Catalogue
of women, a long poem of which only fragments survive.

In the Theogony there is much that successive editors have regarded as
spurious,! but they disagree fundamentally in their choice of suspect passages,
and it is hard to find safe criteria for judging interpolation in an author like
Hesiod. Both his extant poems show a certain diffuseness, a tendency to be
side-tracked from the matter in hand, which leads one to doubt whether they
ever possessed any logical or rigorous arrangement. Nevertheless it may be
agreed that the end of the Theogony is not as Hesiod left it: we might after all
expect it to close with an invocation of the Muses, as promised at the beginning
(34)- There are some indications that the end of the poem was remodelled in
order to smooth a transition to the Catalogue of women, which follows without
a break in some of the manuscripts.

Herodotus regarded Homer and Hesiod as the founders of Greek theology
(2.53), and the Theogony is the only coherent account of it to have survived
from this early period. To the modern mind Hesiod’s theology is bewildering:
powers of nature are now conceived as geographical entities, as when Heaven’s
children are concealed in a hollow of the Earth (157f.), now made wholly
anthropomorphic, as when Heaven himself suffers castration (178ff.). The
Olympian gods, by contrast, are always anthropomorphic. Homer’s beliefs
were evidently similar. His gods are unfailingly human, but he alludes to the
older powers in making Oceanus and Tethys the progenitors of the gods
(7l. 14.201f.). The creation myths of Homer and Hesiod soon came to seem
unsatisfactory, and impersonal causes were adduced instead - either abstract,
as when Alcman (c. 6oo) explained all in terms of End and Means (Zekmor
and Poros, fr. 5.2.ii; fr. 1.14 schol.), or concrete, as when the sixth-century
Ionian philosophers sought a primary substance among the four elements.
Though the Olympians never lost their simple anthropomorphic nature,
ridiculed as it was by Xenophanes as early as ¢. §30 (cf. frs. 218 10~16 DK), the
ambiguity of Hesiod’s view of the powers of creation remained characteristic
of much Greek religious thought even in the classical period, most obviously
in relation to the powers which were essential to human life, Mother Earth
as well as the river-gods and fountain-nymphs. In Hesiod these divinities rub
shoulders with more abstract powers such as Toil, Famine, Sorrow and the
other children of Strife, as well as with purely fantastic monsters, Chimaera,
Sphinx and so on, any literal belief in whom was certainly abandoned by the
Greeks of later days.

' Cf. Edwards (1971) 4-6.
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Theological notions of such disparate kinds, it is clear, must have reached
Hesiod from more than one tradition, to say nothing of his own invention. To
what extent the cosmogony and theology which are unfolded in this poem
would have appeared novel or exceptional to an eighth-century audience is
hard to say; certainly, despite a general similarity of approach, not all is consis-
tent in detail with Homer, and part of the material of the Teogony in fact
shows close affinities with the theology of Egypt and the Near East. Striking
parallels have been found in Hittite and Babylonian texts for the succession
myth of Uranus—Cronos-Zeus and for Zeus’s fight with Typhoeus.!

Hesiod's second poem, the Works and days, is like the Theogony, a celebration
of the power of Zeus, to whom the Muses are invited to contribute a hymn.
Zeus is the source of justice, and Hesiod will undertake to instruct his brother
Perses in the truth (1—10). Though the instructions and the reflections which
follow are mostly of very general application, Hesiod continually calls his
brother to order with some sharply pointed moral.z The first truth is that there
are two kinds of Contention (Eris): constructive competition and destructive
rivalry (11-26). From this spring two of the poem’s important themes, that
Perses should give up the destructive strife which has marred relations between
the two brothers — here Hesiod takes the opportunity to dilate upon the virtues
of justice — and should instead let the spirit of competition direct him towards
a life of honest labour on the farm. That it is a hard world, with toil and
suffering as man’s appointed lot, is illustrated by two myths. In the first,
Hesiod resumes the story of Pandora, begun in the Theogony — her creation
and adornment, and the jar out of which all evils flew to harass the world
leaving only Hope imprisoned (42—105). It looks like a traditional tale,
slightly clumsy in that no real reason is advanced for Hope’s failure to escape.
But what matters is the ambiguity of Hope’s position: it expresses the essential
ambiguity of human life, in which good and bad, happiness and unhappiness
are inextricably intermingled.3 The motif of the jar as prison is also found at
Iliad §.385~91, where Otus and Ephialtes are held in a bronze jar, but the
closest parallel with Hesiod is at Jliad 24.527ff., where Achilles speaks of the
two pithoi which stand at the entrance to Zeus’s palace, the one containing good
and the other evil, from which the god ladles out to men their combination
of good and bad fortune in life. The second of Hesiod’s myths designed to
illustrate the hardness of life is that of the metallic ages of mankind, a gloomy
tale of degeneration from Cronos’ day, when the men of the golden race lived
like gods without a care in the world, through silver and bronze to Hesiod’s
own race of iron (106-201). Here again we have an evidently traditional tale,

! Details in West (1966) 19—30, 106f., 379f.

2 On the question whether Perses was real or fictitious see West (1978a) 33—40.
3 Vernant (1980) 184~5.
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somewhat crudely adapted. For Hesiod could not square this doctrine of
progressive decline with his picture of the Seven against Thebes or the
Achaeans before Troy. He therefore intercalated an age of heroes or demigods,
non-metallic, between the bronze and the iron. A further, and surely conclusive
indication that this myth is adapted from an alien source is its inconsistency
with the Thzogony, in which the time of Cronos is not at all paradisal, merely a
stage on the road of progress towards the reign of Zeus.

His account of the iron race moves quickly from description of the present
to prophecy of an even grimmer future:

I wish that I had never belonged to the fifth race, but had either died earlier or
been born later. For truly now it is a race of iron. Neither by day will men cease
from toil and woe nor from suffering by night. And the gods will give them
troubles hard to bear. None the less, even they will have some good mixed with
their woes. But Zeus will destroy this race of mortal men too, when they come
to have grey hair at birth. A father will not be in harmony with his children,
nor the children with their father, nor guest with host, nor comrade with comrade,
and a brother will not be dear to his brother as they were in the past. Men will
dishonour their quickly ageing parents and will reproach them with harsh words
of abuse, wicked men who do not understand the vengeance of the gods. They
will not repay their aged parents the cost of their nurture, for might is their right,
and one man will sack another’s city. There will be no respect for the man who
keeps his oath or for the just or the good; instead they will praise the man who
does evil, insolence incarnate. And right and reverence shall depend on might.
The bad man will harm the better, telling lies about him and confirming them with
with an oath. And ugly Envy, that causes uproar and delights in evil, will keep
company with the whole of miserable mankind. Then Aidos and Nemesis' will
wrap their fair bodies in white robes, and go from the earth with its broad paths
to Olympus to join the race of immortals, forsaking men, and bitter sorrows
will be left for mortal men, and there will be no help against evil. (174—201)

Hesiod now develops the theme of Justice, introduced by its opposite
Hybris, the doctrine that might is right, which is embodied in the fable of the
hawk and the nightingale. This, the earliest fable in extant Greek literature,
points the path to be avoided by Perses, and by princes upon the seat of judge-
ment, and the way of Justice to be followed (202—92). It is noteworthy that the
somewhat radical view of the lawlessness and dishonesty of princes developed
here runs counter to the favourable view of princes to be found in the Theogony
(e.g- 80—93). It may be that Hesiod by now was older and wiser; it may be
only that the flattery of princes matched the occasion of Amphidamas’ funeral.
Either way, it raises the question of the kind of occasion for which the Works
and days was composed. Hesiod’s preoccupation with ethics and with the
justice of Zeus is a whole world away from the old aristocratic view of the

T Aidos = ‘shame’, ‘reverence’; Nemesis = ‘awe’, ‘public disapproval’.
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divine right of kings, which is unquestioned in the /Zad and still largely prevails
in the Odyssey, even if the self-condemning behaviour of Penelope’s princely
suitors marks the beginnings of doubt. In particular, it is noteworthy that in
Hesiod’s view injustice leads ultimately to war as the worst of evils (276ff.).
War, of course, is the sport of princes, and in this passage above all Hesiod
turns his back on Homer and the heroic tradition.

From Justice Hesiod turns to the broader theme of work: the attitude as
well as the equipment of the farmer and householder is prescribed in the greatest
detail, a calendar of the yearly round of toil (293—617). This whole section,
the longest part of the poem, is of course invaluable for the insight it gives
into the life and outlook of an ordinary Greek of the eighth century. There.
is no romantic view of country life such as Virgil was to import into his Georgics:
the romantic approach is characteristic not of the countryman but of the city-
dweller, and it is no accident that we first find it in the Hellenistic period, when
truly urbanized society first began to emerge. Hesiod has no illusions about
life on the farm. Here is his account of winter:

Avoid the month of Lenaeon [late January/early February], wretched days, all
fit to flay an ox, and the frosts, which are severe when Boreas blows over the
earth. He blows across horse-breeding Thrace and on the broad sea and stirs
it up, and the earth and woodlands roar. Often he falls upon oaks with their lofty
foliage and thick pines in the mountain glens and brings them down to the
bountiful earth, and then all the immense wood groans. And the beasts shiver
and put their tails between their legs, even the ones whose hide is covered with
fur. But his cold blasts blow through them despite their shaggy breasts. And he
goes even through oxhide and it cannot resist him, and through the thin-haired
goat. But the strength of Boreas does not penetrate the sheep, because their wool
is abundant; yet it makes the old man bent like a wheel. (504-18)

And he goes on to give advice about the kind of boots and jerkin and felt cap
that the farmer should wear against the bitter weather.

Farming, however, is not the only career Hesiod envisages. If, instead, the
life of the merchant seaman seems to offer attractions, as it did to Hesiod’s
father, then words of warning and advice are in place (618—94). Whatever the
means of livelihood, the indispensable basis is the family — even if financial
prudence demands its strict limitation (376f.) — and this necessitates the choice
of a wife. For Hesiod this seems to have been a matter for regret, and in his
misogyny he anticipates Semonides (see pp. 153ff.). In the Theogony the creation
of woman was the worst Zeus could do to plague mankind (570-612), and
Love (Philotes) and Deceit are linked among the children of Night (224). In
the present poem the need to choose a good wife and to treat her well serves
largely as an occasion to warn of the havoc a bad wife can wreak (cf. 373ff.):
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Bring a wife to your house when you are the right age, neither far short of
thirty nor much older: this is the right age for marriage. The woman should
be four years beyond maturity and marry in the fifth. Marry a virgin so that you
can teach her proper conduct, and make a point of choosing someone who lives
near, but take care not to make a marriage that will be a joke to your neighbours.
For there is nothing a man can win that is better than a good wife, and nothing
worse than a bad one — a parasite who scorches her husband without fire, however

strong he is, and brings him to cruel old age. (695—705)

Finally, a few lines on friendship bring this part of the poem to a close (706-23).

The remainder of the Works and days has been thought spurious by many
critics. Interesting as it is to the historian of religion, the detailed list of taboos
it contains (724~G4) has seemed to express a primitive narrowness of vision
at odds with the broad and elevated concept of the justice of all-seeing Zeus.
Yet it is common experience that in unsophisticated societies the most religious
standards of probity in commercial dealings are in no way incompatible with
the most elaborate web of superstition. A similar controversy has been waged
over the last section of the poem ~the Days, in fact (765—828) — which
gives a list of days that are propitious or unpropitious for various under-
takings. But the burden of proof is upon those who would declare the verses
spurious.t '

There is no doubt that as a whole the poem is lacking in that architectonic
quality which strikes every reader of the //iad and Odyssey. Those poems
may sometimes seem to digress, sometimes dwell too long on one scene,
sometimes repeat a theme a little tediously, but that they have a beginning,
middle and end in the full sense of Aristotle’s famous definition no one can
doubt. About the Works and days, on the other hand, doubts have been
expressed since Pausanias in the second century A.D. stated that according to
the Boeotians the text of the poem began with our line 11 (9.31). One modern
critic after another has condemned the end of the poem and even in the middle
the apparatus criticus bristles with such words as suspecta, damnavit, delevit,
proscripsit, seclusit — scholars have for years tried to make a logical discourse
of the poem by cutting, rearranging and rewriting. The trouble is, they are
asking too much of it. They are asking it to be a logical progression (as each
of the Homeric poems is a narrative progression); they are treating it as if it
were a practical handbook on agriculture or a poem about justice, with a
continuous argument. Judged by that criterion it fails to live up to elementary
standards of logic, consistency and structural coherence.

It must be judged, of course, by quite other standards. It is the first attempt
in western literature to compose a large-scale work without the armature of a
given narrative line. It is, in fact, an extraordinarily bold venture. In the

! For a review of the problems sce West (1978a) 346-50.

100

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



HESIOD

Theogony Hesiod had a genealogical line to follow which was itself a sort of
narrative thread; in the Catalogue of women he (or whoever was its author)
simply added one story to another. The alternative title of the poem is "H
Ol (Ehoiat); each fresh episode begins with fi ofou ‘like those women
who ...’ (or the singular §§ oin ‘like that woman who ..."), followed by
the tale of their loves, usually with a god, and the birth of heroes. Such a poem
needed no structure and could obviously go on as long as anyone wanted to
hear it; the episodes could be arranged in any order. But the Works and days
has a purpose: to explain why life is a ceaseless round of labour and to offer
advice which will make that labour profitable and tolerable. And it does this
in a dramatic framework: Hesiod’s quarrel with his brother Perses.

If the Theogony were not so plainly a farrago of Greek and oriental elements,
the oriental character of much of the Works and days might have passed with-
out notice, since it is in so many ways the fountain-head of an essentially
Greek view of life. Yet it too has its antecedents in the east and in Egypt.
The myth of the metallic ages of man, it has been noted, was not of Hesiod’s
own invention; exact parallels are wanting, but the closest analogies are with
Zoroastrian myths.! The poem as a whole has many counterparts in Egypt
and in the Near East, didactic works about life and behaviour which, however,
typically enshrine the advice of a father to his son.2 Hesiod’s variant, the advice
of brother to brother, is perhaps original, and no motive for the change need
be sought beyond the poet’s own circumstances. The Egyptian texts in this
genre extend from the Old Kingdom to the Saite dynasty beyond the lifetime
of Hesiod, and include exhortations to agricultural toil in the context of a
relationship between man and god that is not at all far removed in spirit from
Hesiod’s view of Zeus. Similar texts are found in the Near East, at Ugarit
and elsewhere, and it is clear that the Sumerians (who loved animal fables
similar to Hesiod’s tale of the hawk and the nightingale), Hurrians and Baby-
lonians all succumbed to the human temptation to seek to order the lives of
others. In such a universal theme one must be careful not to rule out coinci-
dence. Argument from such texts as the Instructions of Ninurta to his son, a
Sumerian farmer’s almanac, are particularly dangerous in view of the uniform
demands of agricultural life. Yet there is enough in the Sumerian /nstructions
of Suruppak, the Babylonian Counsels of Wisdom, and the Egyptian Instructions
to locate Hesiod in the mainstream of a current of literature which enjoyed
popularity in the orient (though not enough to identify a particular source or
to establish a date for the arrival of this genre in Greece).

Some features of Hesiod’s poetry may strike a modern reader as curiously
quaint and ‘archaic’, by comparison even with Homer’s. M. L. West has noted

! West (1978a) 172—7.
2 For a survey of Near-Eastern wisdom literature see West (1978a) 3-15.
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the difference between the expansiveness and eloquence of speeches in Homer
and the brief, rather stiff utterances that Hesiod gives his characters: ‘curt
little affairs, devoid of Homeric rhetoric, and quaintly formal’.* So Hesiod’s
story-telling often seems comparatively naive and lacking in Homer’s psycho-
logical depth, while his tendency to repetitiveness, and some tricks of style
like his use of kennings (the ‘boneless one’ = the octopus, &véoTeos, W.D.
524; the ‘five-branched thing’ = the hand, wevrézo10, W.D. 742) may contri-
bute to a certain impression of primitivism. But against this we should set the
energy and vitality of his poetry and the authoritativeness of its tone, some-
times solemn, sometimes almost sardonic. There is an attractive robustness
and absence of sentimentality even in his most idyllic passages, like the descrip-
tion of high summer in his directions for seasonal activities:

When the golden thistle is in flower, and the chirping cicada sits in a tree and
incessantly pours out its shrill song from under its wings in the time of exhaust-
ing summer heat, then goats are fattest and wine sweetest and women most
wanton and men at their feeblest, for Sirius burns their heads and their knees
and their skin is parched in the heat. Then is the right time for the shade of a
rock and Bibline wine and milk bread and late-season goat’s milk, and the meat
of a heifer that has been put out to graze and has not calved, and of firstling kids.
Drink the bright wine sitting in the shade when you have had your fill of food,
turning your face towards the fresh Zephyr, and pour in three parts of water
from a perpetually running, unmuddied spring, and the fourth part of wine.
(W.D. §82—96)?

(This should be read without forgetting 500—3: ‘Hope is not a good companion
for a poor man, who sits around where people meet to chat when he has no
decent livelihood. Tell your servants while it is still midsummer, ‘It won’t
always be summer: build yourselves shelters”.”)

There is real dignity in many passages: in the proem to the Theogony,
or the picture of the just and unjust cities in W.D. (225-47), or the account of
Hecate’s honours in the Theogony, a passage which well illustrates how effective
a rather simple use of repetition can be:

fi 8 Urrokvoapévn “Exé&Tny Téke, Ty Twepl TévTwv
ZeUs Kpovibns Tiunoe, épev 8¢ ol &yAak 8dpa,
uoipav Exew yains Te xal &rpvyértoio BaAdoons:
f} 62 xal doTepdevTos &’ oUpavou Eupope Tifis,
&Bavérors Te 8eoiot TeTipbvn torl pdoTa.

xal y&p viv, &te o Tis EmiyxBoviwv dvBpdtrav
#pBoov lepd KaAd kot vépov IAdoxnTa,

xikAfioxer ‘Exdrny- mwoAAf ¢ ol Eorero i

pela péd’, o wpdopwv ye ek UrobtfeTan elyds-
xai T¢ ol SAPov dmrése, frel Buvanls ye wapeoTv.

1 West (1966) 74.
2 This passage is imitated in the Shield of Heracles 393—7 and by Alcaeus (fr. 347).
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Sgoo y&p lalns Te kal OUpavou eyévovro

kal Tipty EAaxov, TouTwv Exel aloav drdvrwy:

oUbé Tl mv Kpovibns EPifjoarTo oUdé 1° &mnupa

Soo’ Ehayev Titijon pet& Tpotépoior Beolow,

AN Exer s T TrpddTov &’ &pyiis émAeTo Baopds:

oUd’, &T1 pouvoyevils, fiogov Bek Eupope Tpiis,

[kl yépas &v yaln: Te xal oUpavés: 5¢ 8eddoon,)

SN’ ET1 kal oAU pEAAov, el Zeus Tietan alrrv. (411-28)

And she [Asterie] became pregnant and gave birth to Hecate, whom Zeus son of
Cronos honoured above all. He gave her splendid gifts, a portion to have as her
own of the earth and the unharvested sea. She received honour too from the
starry heaven, and she is exceedingly honoured by the immortal gods. For to
this day whenever any mortal offers fine sacrifices and prays according to custom
he calls upon Hecate; and great honour comes easily to him whose prayers the
goddess receives favourably, and she grants him prosperity, for she has the power.
For she has a portion among all those who were born of Earth and Heaven and
obtained honour. The son of Cronos did her no violence and took nothing from
her, of all the privileges that fell to her lot among the Titans, the former race of
gods, but she continues to hold them just as she did when the distribution was
first made. Nor, because she was an only daughter, did the goddess obtain a
smaller share of honour [and privileges on land and in heaven and in the sea),
but much more still, since Zeus honours her.

The individuality and power of Hesiod’s imagination can best be seen from
comparison with a work by one of his imitators, the short epic known as the
Shield of Heracles (Scutum or Aspis), which is transmitted along with Tkeogony
and Works and days in the medieval manuscripts. This is a weak and muddled
account of the fight between Heracles and Cycnus, containing a long ecphrastic
passage, modelled on Homer’s accounts of the shields of Achilles (/7. 18.478-
607) and Agamemnon (//. 11.32—40), in which the shield of Heracles is described.
It wholly lacks the strength and wit of Hesiod and depends for its effects on
sheer accumulation of detail, preferably detail of a sensational kind:

By them stood Achlys [Woe, literally the mist that covers the eyes in death],
gloomy and dreadful, pale, shrivelled, shrunken with hunger, with swollen knees
and long fingernails. Mucus flowed from her nose, and blood dripped from her
cheeks to the ground. She stood grinning horribly, and much dust, damp with
tears, covered her shoulders. (264—70)

This is one of the less derivative passages; other less spine-chilling scenes are
rather clumsily adapted from Homer. The work has no claim to be by Hesiod,
though it shows close familiarity with his genuine work and was designed to
fit into the Catalogue of women: it opens with a section on Heracles’ mother
Alcmena beginning fj oin (see above, p. 101).
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Two main issues of Hesiodic scholarship remain unsettled: his relationship
to Homer and his mode of composition. Although it now seems clear that
Hesiod was active in the latter part of the eighth century, there is no consensus
on the question of the relative dates of Hesiod and the //iad and Odyssey
respectively. All that can be demonstrated is that Hesiod and Homer are very
closely comparable in language and manner: in essence they share the same
dialect, and they have a large proportion of their vocabulary and formulaic
phrases in common, though there are also notable differences,! and some of
Hesiod’s peculiarities of dialect are particularly hard to explain. G. P. Edwards,
on the basis of a close study of Hesiod’s language, arrived at the following
conclusion:

Ionian epic poetry was known on the mainland in the time of Hesiod and was recited
in its Ionic form even by mainlanders. The Homeric poems suggest themselves as the
most obvious representatives of this Ionian tradition, but clearly they need not have
been the only Ionian poetry which Hesiod could have known, nor can we assume that
Hesiod knew them in the form in which they have survived in our written texts. At
the same time, the most economical hypothesis may be that the 7/iad and the Odyssey
already existed and were known on the Greek mainland by Hesiod’s time in a form
recognisably the same as that in which we know them today. . .2

M. L. West, on the other hand, has argued that the Theogony is quite likely
to be ‘the oldest Greek poem we have’;3 on the grounds that both the //iad
and the Odyssey in their present form admit elements that cannot be dated earlier
than ¢. 700 B.C. It is probably too risky to demand such precision from archaeo-
logical evidence, and in the end it may not matter that we cannot precisely
date any of these poems; more important is the growing recognition by modern
scholars that there was a common Ionian tradition of hexameter poetry in
which both poets worked, despite their geographical separation.

Whether Hesiod was an oral or a literate composer is an equally controver-
sial question; but here again there is an important area of agreement, namely
that however Hesiod himself may have proceeded* the tradition in which he
learned his craft was an oral one. It is probably impossible to prove one way
or the other whether he used writing to compose his poetry, but there is perhaps
some force in the consideration that a highly personal poem like the Works
and days, which has no narrative thread to help the reciter, stood a better
chance of surviving if it was committed to writing at a fairly early stage, that
is, during the poet’s lifetime. This is not to suggest that there was such a thing
as a regular reading public at this date: the normal mode of communication

1 West (1966) 77-91 and (1978a) 31f.; Edwards (1971) especially 140-65.
2 Edwards (1971) 202f.

3 West (1966) 46.
4 West (1978a) 40-8 makes some interesting suggestions. Cf. Edwards (1971) 190-3.
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between poets and their audiences was surely that of oral performance, whether
at festivals or at some other kind of social gathering. But the wide acquain-
tance with Works and days that we can demonstrate for the archaic period! is
difficult to account for without supposing that some use was made of written
texts. As with the work of Archilochus and the early elegists and lyric poets,
the possibility of long-term survival must have been enormously enhanced
by the development of writing in Greek society.

I Tyrtaeus 12.43 may be an echo of W.D. 291; Semonides 6 is a reworking of W.D. 70af.;
Alcaeus fr. 347 echoes W.D. §82-9; Ibycus 282 PMG, 18-24 may make use of #.D. 646-6z.
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THE EPIC TRADITION
AFTER HOMER AND HESIOD

I. THE CYCLIC EPICS

Homer and Hesiod, as the sole survivors of the earliest age of Greek literature,
have conveyed such an impression of uniqueness that it requires some effort
to recall that they were by no means without rivals and imitators. The formu-
laic nature of their verse, which implies a common bardic tradition, the recita-
tions of Phemius and Demodocus in the Odyssey, and the occasion of Hesiod’s
competition at Chalcis all suggest that the eighth century was a period of
lively poetic activity. When at Od. 12.70 the good ship Argo is said to be ‘of
interest to all’, that surely alludes to some well-known treatment of the story
of the Argonauts; and the brief résumé of Oedipus’ story at Od. 11.271-80
must recall a more extended treatment elsewhere. We know that many early
epic poems in fact survived from the archaic period alongside the works of
Homer and Hesiod; at some (unknown) stage they were grouped into a
sequence or ‘cycle’ starting at the remotest of beginnings with a Theogony
and a Battle of the Titans and running through the legends of Thebes! and
the Trojan War. They were performed by professional reciters (rhapsodes)
in competitions at festivals, and must have been widely known until at least
well into the fifth century. Probably the term ‘cycle’ was originally used of
most epic narrative poetry, Homeric and non-Homeric alike; it was only after
the time of Aristotle that ‘cyclic’ meant something essentially different
from ‘Homeric’.2

Of this enormous body of verse only a few brief quotations have survived
~a mere 120 or so lines — but we have a helpful summary of the Trojan part
of the Cycle (excerpted from a work of the fifth century a.p.,3 the Chrestomathia
of Proclus). This gives the whole story of the Trojan War, from the initial
plan of Zeus to relieve the earth of excess population down to the death of
Odysseus (and the final bizarre marryings-off: Penelope and Odysseus’ son

* The Theban epics were Oedipodeia, Thebais and Epigoni.

2 Pfeiffer (1968) 43f. and 230.
3 Unless a different Proclus is involved; cf. Severyns (1963).

106

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE CYCLIC EPICS

Telegonus, Circe and Telemachus). The myths themselves must have been
mainly very old, as we can tell from allusive references to them within the
Ifiad and the Odyssey (e.g. Il. 3.243f.: the Dioscuri, cf. Cypria; Od. 4.271-84:
the Wooden Horse, cf. Jliou persis), but it is certain that many of the poems
in the Cycle were composed later than the Homeric epics, probably in the
seventh and sixth centuries, and many authors other than Homer are named
(see Appendix).! According to Proclus the Trojan Cycle comprised Cypria
(11 books); Zliad; Aethiopis (5 books); Little Iliad (4 books); Iliou persis
‘Sack of Troy’ (2 books); Nostoi ‘Homecomings’ (5 books); Odyssey;
Telegonia (2 books). A glance at Proclus’ summary at once suggests the
importance of these epics for later Greek literature. The Cypria, for example,
dealt with the following episodes: the judgement of Paris, the rape of Helen,
the gathering of the Greek host, Achilles on Scyros, Telephus, the quarrel
of Achilles and Agamemnon, Iphigenia at Aulis, Protesilaus. As Aristotle
says in a critique of the formlessness of the cyclic poems, there is material
here for many tragedies (Poet. 1459b1—7), and the same is true of most of
the other works in the Cycle; their influence on lyric poetry, too, and on
the visual arts must have been immense.

If our fragments were less meagre it would no doubt be possible to differen-
tiate more sharply between the individual epics, which must have varied to
some extent in quality and interest, as they did in date. A valuable attempt has
been made by ]. Griffin to characterize the cyclic poems by contrast with the
Iliad and the Odyssey, with strong stress on the idea that the Homeric poems
must have survived because they were better than the rest — more coherent
and more amply detailed, more consistently serious, less sensational and roman-
tic.2 For example, the fantastic seems to have been more freely allowed by
these authors: folk-tale motifs like the invulnerability of a hero (Ajax in the
Aethiopis) or magic objects (Philoctetes’ bow in the Little Iliad, the Palladium
in the Ilou persis) and romantic incidents, like Achilles meeting Helen in the
Cypria (a rendezvous arranged by Thetis and Aphrodite), suggest a very
different tone from the severe world of the Jliad. The cyclic poets seem to have
relished such pathetic and shocking episodes as the sacrifices of Iphigenia
(Cypria) and Polyxena (Zliou persis) and to have been less discreet than Homer
in the use of horrific stories of incest or kin murder. Of course such sensational
material could be handled with great dignity and seriousness, as we know from
plays like 4gamemnon or Oedipus tyrannus, but from what little we have of the
cyclic poems it does not seem likely that most of the authors had adequate
poetic resources; certainly in later antiquity they are dismissed as formless,
conventional, repetitive and flat. Aristotle’s strongly expressed views in the

1 Cf. Griffin (1977) 39 n. 9 for references.
3 Griffin (1977).
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Poetics (1459a30-b16) no doubt set the pattern for later criticism and ensured
that the Cycle was no longer read: ‘after Aristotle, compared with the two
selected poems of Homer, everything “cyclic”” was regarded as inferior, which
meant at least conventional and often trivial’.! However, the tendency to
neglect the cyclic poems may have begun earlier: we find Plato confining his
quotation of epic to the Jliad and the Odyssey.2 But by this time they had
fertilized tragedy and provided the visual artists with an extremely rich and
important body of source material.

Some of the epics composed in early times seem not to have been included
in the Cycle (though our evidence is too meagre for certainty). Eumelus of
Corinth, who was active in the latter part of the eighth century, may have been
the author of the cyclic Battle of the Titans as some sources claim, but the rest
of his work does not seem to have been treated as part of the Cycle. He is an
interesting example of an epic poet who apparently chose and adapted his
material with patriotic ends in view. He equated Corinth, which had no great
past enshrined in legend, with the heroic but unidentifiable Ephyre, account-
ing for the change of name by a typical piece of invented genealogy (fr. 1).
Thus armed with a corpus of mythology which included the tales of Sisyphus
and Bellerophon, he proceeded to annex the Argonautic legend itself for
Corinth under her new guise. To do this he made Aeetes an Ephyrean who
ventured off into the unknown and settled in Colchis (fr. 2) and there received
the Argonauts and Jason, whose adventures included the sowing of the
dragon’s teeth (fr. 9). We do not know the title of Eumelus’ poem or poems:
a later prose summary was entitled Corinthiaca or History of Corinth (Paus.
2.1.1). However named, Eumelus’ work was one of the chief sources on which
Apollonius of Rhodes drew for his Argonautica (see p. §88), and it is in the
scholia on Apollonius that the most notable fragments are preserved. The
whole tenor of Eumelus’ treatment of Ephyre and the Argonautic saga seems
to have been propagandist, evidently designed to enhance the esteem of
Corinth by giving her a rich epic tradition, and perhaps also providing in the
story of Aeetes’ emigration from Corinth an implicit historical argument
which could be used to justify a Corinthian claim to territories on the Black
Sea.

We can tell from the fragments of Eumelus, from what little is recorded
about the work of the Cretan Epimenides, and from the allusive manner of
Apollonius’ epic that the Argonautic story continued to be a favourite subject
for poetry. Another important corpus was the group of poems associated with
Heracles, the most popular and most widely revered of all Greek heroes. Of
these poems the oldest on record was the Capture of Oechalia (Otxcics GAwats)

1 Pfeiffer (1968) 230.
2 Labarbe (1948) 410.
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attributed to Homer himself or to Creophylus, though not, it seems, an original
part of the Cycle. Peisander of Rhodes was the author (in the seventh or sixth
century) of a more ambitious epic on the saga of Heracles which covered his
whole career; this was followed by the much admired Heraclea of the Halicar-
nassian Panyassis, a cousin (or uncle) of Herodotus. Panyassis was active in
the first half of the fifth century, and in the Alexandrian period he was esteemed
as one of the finest epic writers; clearly ancient taste did not equate ‘late’
with ‘bad’ in the manner of modern scholarship.

Not all epic verse was devoted to heroic narrative: the form was clearly
used also for classificatory, catalogue poetry: genealogies of the gods like
Hesiod’s Theogony, or the Theogony that stood at the beginning of the Cycle,
or collections of human biographies like the Catalogue of women (see p. 101).
And although Works and days seems to have been a poem of great originality,
Hesiod was evidently not the only early Greek composer of didactic poetry.
Among works doubtfully attributed to him we hear of the Great works (Megala
erga), presumably another poem about farming, and the Precepts of Chiron,
the advice purportedly given to Achilles by Chiron the Centaur. No doubt
Hesiod, as the greatest poet in this field, attracted attributions of similar poems,
just as Homer was reputed to have composed the Thebais, Epigoni, Cypria,
and Capture of Oechalia, among others. In fact we should think of a large
number of reciters, some of them composers as well, who performed and
thereby helped to preserve a very substantial body of hexameter poetry.

There were also, it seems, attempts at self-parody within the tradition.
Homer himself was credited with a curious piece of levity, the Margites. Its
hero, if that is the word, is an archetypal village-idiot, unable to dig or plough
or even to count beyond five. How, then, would such a simpleton fare amid
the perils of matrimony? Not even knowing whether he was born from his
mother or his father, afraid to sleep with his wife lest she complain to her
mother of his inadequacy, he was at length tricked into it by her, and an
account of their sexual relations evidently provoked great hilarity. A papyrus
fragment, P.Oxy. 2309, may well preserve part of the poem; the scene is a
bedroom equipped with chamberpot, and the action takes place in the ‘black
night’. The whole tale was evidently made more amusingly incongruous
by being put into the mouth of a grave singer of epic in the manner of Homer’s
Demodocus or Phemius (fr. 1):

f1A6¢ Tis els Kohopdova yépwv kal Belos doibds,

Movodwv Bepérrwv kal éknPdrov "AméAiwvos,
eiAnv Exwv tv xepolv ebpboyyov AUpav.

An aged, divine minstrel came to Colophon,
a servant of the Muses and Apollo the far-shooter,
with his own tuneful lyre in his hands.
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In Greek these three lines consist of two epic hexameters followed by an
iambic trimeter, and the ancient metricians indicate that the poem as a whole
consisted of blocks of hexameters alternating with blocks of trimeters in no
discernible pattern. This is also the form of P.Oxy. 2309. A similar mixture of
metres may already be intended in the light-hearted three-line inscription on a
cup of the late eighth century found at Pithecusae,! where two hexameters
are preceded by a line which can be scanned as an iambic trimeter. Although
the attribution of Margites to Homer can be given no weight there is no reason
to treat the poem as a late forgery; it could well belong to the seventh or sixth
century and was widely quoted from the fourth century onwards.?

Another piece of epic parody, the Battle of frogs and mice or Batrachomyo-
machia (which seems to have been a great favourite as a school book in the
middle ages and the Renaissance), is demonstrably later than the archaic
period and most likely to be Hellenistic.3 The main interest of this otherwise
unexciting poem is that it does not seem to have been an isolated phenomenon
but to have belonged to a genre of ‘beast epics’ — we hear of Battles of Cranes,
Spiders and Starlings,* which may all have been in the same burlesque tradition.

2. THE HOMERIC HYMNS

Among the minor works often ascribed to Homer in antiquity were certain
hymns, hexameter poems addressed to various deities. Thus Thucydides
(3.104), citing Homer as the ‘best evidence’ for a historical judgement, quotes
ll.145—50 of the Hymn to Apollo as from ‘the prelude of Apollo’. The term
‘prelude’, prooimion, was a standard one for these hymns and probably implies
that on occasions they were given as a preliminary to a longer epic recitation.
At some time in later antiquity all the hexameter hymns not associated with
other famous hymnodists (especially Orpheus, Musaeus, Olen and Pamphos)
were gathered with those specifically attributed to Homer to form the corpus
of ‘Homeric Hymns’ that has survived from the end of the medieval period.
The truth is, however, that not a single one of these hymns, even the more
imposing ones, can be by Homer, for their language and style are derivative,
‘sub-epic’, and in places clearly Hesiodic. The practice of ascribing to Homer a
whole variety of poems in epic metres began quite early, whether through
ambition, ignorance, piety or a sense of tidiness. It included a poem about
Thebes, the Thebais, as well as unclaimed components of the ‘Epic Cycle’,
those shorter and derivative epics that were designed to fill in gaps left by the
Iliad and Odyssey and of which only plot-summaries and a few uninspired
! Page (1956).
2 Testimonia in Allen (1912), JEG s.v. ‘Homerus’, West (1974) 190.

3 See Wolke (1978) 46—70.
4 Suda s.v. “Ounpos 45, 103.
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fragments survive. So it is not surprising that Thucydides believed the Apolline
hymn to be by Homer, or that other similar works were uncritically regarded
as his. It is more puzzling, perhaps, that Hesiod was not occasionally chosen as
their author, since at Works and days G56f. he claims to have won a contest
with a hymn at the funeral games of Amphidamas in Euboea; and there was a
well-known tradition that he and Homer sang a hymn to Apollo at Delos.

The corpus includes four long hymns (to Demeter, Apollo, Hermes and
Aphrodite), of between 293 and 580 hexameter verses, and twenty-nine short
ones, varying from three verses to fifty-nine in the case of Hymn 7, to Dionysus,
which is probably truncated as it stands and looks relatively early on stylistic
grounds. Hymn 1, also to Dionysus, may once, to judge by its position in
the collection, have been a ‘long” hymn, but only a twenty-one verse fragment,
unimpressive in quality, survives. The long hymns and the short ones differ
radically in intention and quality as well as in length; the latter are cursory
eulogies addressed to a god or goddess with little or no narrative element,
whereas the former narrate in a leisurely manner some central episode from the
deity’s mythical biography (so with the Hymns to Demeter, Hermes and
Aphrodite) or attempt a broader coverage of his main aspects (Hymn to Apollo).
There is another important difference: the long hymns seem to date from
between 650 and 400 B.c. (to give broad but still ultimately conjectural limits),
whereas many of the short ones are likely to be later. Indeed the latter are for
the most part feeble and unimpressive, whatever their date, and it would hardly
be an exaggeration to say that their chief interest is that, whether through
sectarian zeal or through efficient libraries, they managed to survive at all.
In fact even the long ones, judging by ancient references and quotations, seem
to have made a rather slight impact in antiquity itself. Of these the Thucydidean
quotation already noted is by far the most spectacular; otherwise there is a
possible reference to the same hymn in Aristophanes (Birds §574), and Antigonus
of Carystus in the third century B.c. quotes Hymn to Hermes §51. Other direct
quotations are considerably later than that, but several echoes, at least, of the
Hymn to Demeter are to be found among Hellenistic poets with their interest
in the Mysteries." This suggests that the Alexandrian Homerists did not con-
sider the bulk of the corpus to be by Homer. Curiously enough the Hymn to
Demeter, in spite of its relatively early though post-Homeric date, its superior
poetical quality and its intrinsic religious interest, nearly passed into oblivion
in the medieval period and survives only in a single manuscript (the early
fifteenth-century Mosquensis, now in Leiden); whereas the remainder of the
corpus was evidently much favoured by monks and copyists. The ed!tio princeps
by Demetrius Chalcocondyles, which appeared in Florence in 1488, was one
of the earliest Greek texts to be printed.

t Richardson (1974) 68ff.
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The Hymn to Demeter has considerable charm as well as religious and
antiquarian appeal. It opens with the abduction, as she gathers flowers, of the
young Persephone by Hades king of the underworld, who emerges from
beneath the earth with his chariot. Her mother Demeter is heart-broken at the
loss, and when she discovers from Helios, the Sun, that Zeus had condoned the
abduction she abandons Olympus in disgust — the theme is an ancient Meso-
potamian one — and wanders over the earth disguised as an old woman, until
eventually she meets the daughters of King Celeus at Eleusis and is engaged to
nurse the baby prince Demophon. She holds him in the fire each night to
make him immortal, but is discovered by the child’s mother; her identity
revealed, she commands the building of a temple for herself there at Eleusis.
Meanwhile the abandonment of her normal fertility functions has caused a
famine, and Zeus is compelled to order Persephone’s release from the under-
world — where, however, she has been tricked into eating a single pomegranate
seed and so is bound to return to Hades’ realm for a third of each year (the
time when the soil is infertile). But for the moment she is re-united with her
mother and fertility returns to the stricken earth. Demeter instructs the
Eleusinian princes in her rituals, which confer a better lot after death.

Little is revealed, or could be, about the secrets of the Mysteries themselves,
but the Hymn is nevertheless a powerful piece of propaganda for Eleusis and
the cult of the two goddesses. Athens, which took over Eleusis before 550 B.C.,
is not mentioned, which suggests that the poem was composed before this
date. Other omissions, like the absence of reference to Iacchus, to the clan of
Kerykes and to Triptolemus in his role of agrarian hero, are also unlikely to
result from deliberate archaizing, and confirm that the hymn is indeed earlier than
the mid-sixth century. Diction and style, which are still oral or nearly so,
suggest a date toward the end of the seventh century, but here (as always with
these poems) one is largely guessing. In any event the Hymn is no empty or
artificial performance, but a religious document that provides an august
aetiology of the foundation of the cult at Eleusis, as well as being a charter
for the priestly administration of the Mysteries by the main noble families.
In its emphasis on the fertility powers of Demeter and her daughter, specifically
through Persephone’s alternation between Olympus and the world below, it
contrives to suggest a valid escape for initiates from the horrors of contem-

porary eschatology:

And all the broad earth was weighed down with foliage

and flowers; and Demeter made her way and revealed to the law-giving kings
~ to Triptolemus and Diocles, smiter of horses,

and mighty Eumolpus and Celeus leader of the people —

the performance of her sacred rituals, and declared her rites to all of them,

her solemn rites, which are in no way to be transgressed, or learned by others,
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or declaimed; for great reverence for the goddesses restrains the voice.
Blessed among men who dwell on earth is he who has seen these things;
but whosoever is uninitiated into the rituals, and has no share in them,

nevermore
has a similar portion when he is dead, beneath the dank darkness. (472-82)

The Hymn to Apollo is artistically uneven, but only slightly less important
than the Demeter-hymn from a historical and religious point of view. It is
commonly regarded as a blend of two originally separate hymns, one to the
Delian, the other to the Pythian Apollo. The view has been disputed, but in
essence is probably correct.! Verses 1 to 178 tell of the goddess Leto’s search
for a birthplace for Apollo, and of her eventually giving birth to the god in the
infertile little island of Delos. A rather odd prologue, perhaps added after
the main composition was complete, depicts the mature Apollo and the almost
excessive reverence paid him by the other Olympians. At the end of this
portion comes a sphragis or ‘seal’, a kind of signature by the composer, who
declares himself to be a blind man from rugged Chios (172). 177f. are a clearly
terminal formula: ‘But I shall not cease from hymning Apollo of the silver
bow, to whom fair-tressed Leto gave birth.” The three inconsequential verses
that immediately follow in our version connect the god with Lycia, Maeonia
and Miletus as well as with Delos (179-81); their purpose seems to be to widen
his range beyond the cult-place associated with his birth, and to provide a
transition to a distinct episode from which Delos is entirely absent. They are
followed, with no greater coherence, by the beginning, at least, of a loose
description of his progress down from Olympus to Pytho, the later Delphi.
Next the poet asks what aspect of the god he is to sing (207ff.); rejecting the
theme of his female conquests, he decides to relate how he passed through
many places in search of a site for his oracle.

This all looks like the start of a fresh hymn, or at least a separately-composed
episode designed to extend the Delian part. There is an obvious parallel with
the main theme of that part (the search for a site for his birth), which is rein-
forced by the catalogues of places visited in each case (216ff. and 30ff.). Such
themes presumably occurred in other hymns, too, but in the present case there
are signs of deliberate imitation and expansion, with the Delian part providing
the starting-point. For example the rhetorical enquiry about which aspect of
the god to celebrate appears in a simpler form in the Delian section (19-25),
and the more elaborate Pythian version (207ff.) also seems the more contrived.
Other thematic parallels are to be seen in Hera’s wrath (95—101 and 305-55,
the latter an insertion of some kind) and in the barrenness of the chosen site
and the ability of the priests to live off sacrifices (54—60, developed in 529~37).

1 Disputed most recently by West (1975) 161fL.; see further Kirk in Brillante, Cantilena and
Pavese (1981) 163-81.

113

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE EPIC TRADITION AFTER HOMER AND HESIOD

Not even the Delian portion is a consistent and completely coherent composi-
tion; like most sub-epic poetry it uses pre-existing materials quite loosely at
times. Its catalogue of places, for instance, begins as a list of Apollo’s chief
worshippers and turns into a gazetteer of Aegean promontories and islands;
moreover, verse 81, with its mention of an oracle that can surely never have
been an important feature of the early cult on Delos, is probably an intrusion
from the Pythian part. Nevertheless the most probable conclusion is that the
Delian part has provided the idea, and to a certain extent the model, for the
Pythian.

Linguistically the Hymn is fairly homogeneous, except that the Pythian
part observes the effects of the lost letter digamma more scrupulously than
does the Delian.” That in itself suggests separate authorship, and on a simple
view of linguistic and stylistic development could be held to indicate priority
not for the Delian but for the Pythian hymn. But archaizing and imitative
poems, which all the Homeric Hymns are in some degree, do not respond to
this simple view, and the digamma criterion has been shown to be erratic in
other respects also.2 A broader and more important difference in style and
intention appears in the emphatic interest of the Pythian composer in aetiology:
the explanation of the curious ritual involving newly-broken horses at
Poseidon’s sanctuary at Onchestus (230~8); the origin of Apollo’s association
with Telphousa, implied in his traditional epithet Telphousios (244—77 and
375~87); the name of Pytho itself, emphatically connected with the rotting,
puthein, of the corpse of the dragon slain by Apollo at the site of his oracular
shrine (363—74); the explanation of Apollo’s epithet Delphinios and the
establishment of his priesthood, which occupies the last 150 verses of the poem
and involves Apollo turning into a delph:s, dolphin, and in this form diverting
a Cretan ship to Cirrha, the port of Pytho — it being apparently known on the
mainland that the god was worshipped as Delphinios in Crete. Several of
these aetiological excursuses are in a crabbed and prosaic style distinct from the
relaxed and ample expression of the Delian poem, with its simpler structure
and more carefully limited intentions. Whether or not this suggests specifi-
cally priestly intervention, it is hard to believe that the Delian part would not
have a much stronger aetiological tinge if it were the copy, in some sense,
with the Pythian part as model.

There are at least three internal indications of date in the aggregated Hymn.
First, the lively description of the festival at Delos is earlier not only than
Thucydides (who as we saw quotes a part of it), but also than the Persian
Wars, which interrupted this sort of gathering for a generation or so. Second,
the informative scholium on Pindar, Nemeans 2.1 asserts that the blind Chian

1 Janko (1982) examines this and other linguistic characteristics in detail.
2 Allen, Halliday and Sykes (1936) xcviff.; Richardson (1974) s3f. and 334f.
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singer of the Delian hymn was Cynaethus of Chios, a rhapsode who accord-
ing to the same source was the first to perform Homer to the Syracusans in
504 B.C.! Third, the apparent prophecy after the event in verses 540-3 looks
like a further reference to the re-organizing of the cult and games by the
neighbouring states at the end of the First Sacred War in §86 B.c. The reference
at 29§—7 to the stone temple-floor of Trophonius and Agamedes might also
be adduced, since that temple was burned in 5§48 (according to Pausanias
10.5.5); on the other hand deliberate archaizing is more likely with this well-
known event than with the other and less conspicuous instances. Together,
at least, these internal clues may be held to suggest a date later than 586 for
the Pythian part. They do not, however, preclude a somewhat earlier date for
the Delian portion, once we assume that the blind Chiote was not in fact
Cynaethus (who may still have had something to do with the Pythian part)
but, perhaps, the product of a pious effort to credit the hymn to Homer himself.
On stylistic grounds it is tempting to push the Delian hymn back to the
beginning of the sixth century, or less plausibly to the end of the seventh.

The Hymn to Hermes and the Hymn to Aphrodite must be dealt with more
summarily, although they, too, are of interest for the history both of religion
and of literature. The former relates how Hermes was ‘born at dawn, was
playing the lyre at midday and stole far-darting Apollo’s cattle in the evening’
(17£.). By far the greater part of the hymn is devoted to the theft of Apollo’s
cattle by the infant Hermes (68—507). It ends with Zeus and the now mollified
Apollo agreeing on the young god’s future prerogatives, but the tone through-
out is one of ponderous irreverence and rustic humour rather than aetiological
investigation. The language is more crabbed and difficult, containing fewer
purely Homeric elements, than that of the other long hymns; it is notable for
some conspicuous Attic and Boeotian forms. The tale of Apollo’s cattle is at
least as old as Hesiod’s Ekoiai, but the style of humour (in which there is little
that appears genuinely naive) and the obviously literate pastiche suggest as
the general period of composition the late archaic or full classical age — some
time, that is, between the late sixth and early fourth century B.c.

The Hymn to Aphrodite is shorter and structurally simpler, relating as it
does the goddess’ seduction of the young Anchises followed by her prediction
of the birth and future of their child Aeneas. Linguistically it is the most
Homeric of the long hymns — that is to say, of all of them; it is replete with
Homeric verses, half-verses and formulas, very conventionally used, although
like all the long hymns it also shows the influence of the Hesiodic tradition.
Of itself that reveals little about the date of composition, but the sharing of a
few unusual expressions with the Hymn to Demeter, together with at least one
probable doublet-verse at 98 (which is more compatible with rhapsodic than

1 West (1975).
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with more fully literate techniques), suggests a relatively early date, say the
early sixth century. Yet no period down to the end of the fifth century can be
excluded; after that the production of this kind of straightforwardly archaizing
imitation (at least at this relatively high poetical level) becomes improbable.
For the Hymn is quite charming in places, especially in the sexual encounter
itself (particularly 143—75) and in Aphrodite’s description of the fate of
Tithonus, which she adduces as reason for not making her own lover immortal.
This last passage gives a taste of the Hymns at their best and may fittingly
conclude the present brief account:

Again, golden-throned Dawn ravished Tithonus away,
another of your family, and like the immortal gods.

-She went to ask Kronos’ son, of the dark clouds,

for him to be immortal and live for the sum of days,

and Zeus nodded and fulfilled her prayer.

Foolish she was, lady Dawn, for she did not think in her heart
of asking for youth, and stripping off destructive old age.
So Tithonus, for as long as lovely youth possessed him,
rejoiced in early-born, golden-throned Dawn

and dwelt by the streams of Okeanos at the ends of the earth;
but when the first grey hairs poured down

from his beautiful head and noble beard

the lady Dawn kept away from his bed —

but cosseted him still, keeping him in her halls,

with food and ambrosia, and gave him fair clothing.

But when hateful old age hastened fully upon him,

and he could not move or raise up any of his limbs,

this seemed to her in her heart to be the best plan:

she placed him in a chamber and closed the shining doors.
His voice flows on unending, but there is no strength,
such as was present before, in his gnarled limbs. (218-38)
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ELEGY AND IAMBUS

I. ARCHILOCHUS

Archilochus is in many ways the focal point for any discussion of the develop-
ment of literature in the seventh century, since he is the first Greek writer to
take his material almost entirely from what he claims to be his own experience
and emotions, rather than from the stock of tradition.

By a happy coincidence this central figure is also precisely datable. He was
a contemporary of Gyges, king of Lydia ¢. 687-652 (fr. 19).! He alludes to
the destruction of Magnesia by the Cimmerian Treres in or about the latter
year (fr. 20), and seems himself to have been of military age at the time. In
fr. 122 he speaks of the recent wonder of a total eclipse of the sun, which
(despite recent attempts to revive the claims of 711 or §57) must be the eclipse
of 6 April 648.

Archilochus the Parian presents himself as a man of few illusions, a rebel
against the values and assumptions of the aristocratic society in which he found
himself. A plausible explanation of this tension, to which we owe much of the
interest of Archilochus’ work, is to be found in the circumstances of his life.
He came of a notable family. His grandfather (or great-grandfather?) Tellis
had joined in taking the cult of Demeter to Thasos towards the end of the
eighth century, and was to be immortalized in a great painting at Delphi by
the Thasian Polygnotus (Paus. 10.28.3). The poet’s father, Telesicles, also
won distinction, as the founder of the Parian colony on Thasos. But if we may
believe a passage (fr. 295) in which the fifth-century writer Critias is quoted
as criticizing Archilochus for revealing damaging information about himself
in his poetry, his mother was a slave, Enipo, and Archilochus was compelled
by poverty to leave Paros and seek his fortune abroad. So Archilochus went
to Thasos and served there as a soldier - we do not know whether he was
actually a mercenary — and later, back in Paros, he helped to defend the island
against attacks from neighbouring Naxos. In one such engagement he was
killed by a Naxian named Calondas.

! Jacoby (1941) 99. All fragments in this chapter are numbered as in JEG.
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For all we know, Archilochus was a turbulent and even disreputable figure
in his lifetime; but after his death his memory was treated with the religious
veneration the Greeks gave to their writers of genius. There is ample evidence
in the many references to him in later literature that he had achieved the status
of a classic,! fit to be mentioned in the same breath as Homer and Hesiod,
and from a text discovered on Paros in 1949 we now have detailed information
about the kind of hagiography he inspired. The Inscription of Mnesiepes was
set up in the mid-third century B.c. to record how Mnesiepes, on the instruc-
tion of Apollo’s oracle, built a temenos (sacred precinct) for the worship of the
Muses, Apollo, Dionysus and other deities, and in honour of Archilochus.?
‘We call the place the Archilocheion and we set up the altars and we sacrifice
both to the gods and to Archilochus and we pay him honour, as the god
instructed through his oracle.” The text continues with the story of Archilochus’
life and quotations from his works. Much is made of his miraculous meeting
with the Muses, who gave him a lyre; in its essentials the story is reminiscent
of Hesiod’s encounter on Mt Helicon (see above, p. 94), but there is nothing
to suggest that he told it himself.

Archilochus writes so vividly that critics have been inclined to treat his
poetry as essentially autobiographical, on the assumption that the first person
singular will normally refer to the poet himself ‘in real life’. But we have the
clear evidence of Aristotle (RAes. 1418b23ff.) that he sometimes used dramatic
personae — Charon the carpenter in fr. 19, a father speaking about his daughter
in fr. 122 —and in any case, as K. J. Dover has pointed out, it is true of songs
in general, and particularly of songs in pre-literate societies, that the first
person may refer to any personality the composer chooses.? It is characteristic
of songs to deal with the ‘I’ and the here and now, but there is no reason why
they should be confined to the persons and situations of documentary reality.
And M. L. West has argued that it may have been a particular feature of the
type of poetry the ancients called ‘iambus’ to use imaginary characters and
situations.4 Since all the surviving work of Archilochus is in a fragmentary
state it is difficult in many cases to be sure of the dramatic context of the
poems; some of the apparently autobiographical avowals may well have been
made by fictitious characters, and even when ‘Archilochus’ is the speaker
there is no certainty that he was not assuming a role — Archilochus the mer-
cenary soldier, the boon companion, the sexual adventurer, etc. On the other
hand his addressees Glaucus and Pericles appear to have been real people,s
and it would be absurd to claim that a poet composing songs for performance

1 Cf. the list given by Tarditi (1968) 232-8.

2 Text in Lasserre (1958); Tarditi (1968).

3 Dover (1964) 199-212.

4 West (1974) 22-39.

s For the monument on Thasos to Glaucus son of Leptines see Pouilloux (1964) 20f.
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in a small community in which everyone knew everyone else would not exploit
his audience’s knowledge of that society and its relationships. For the literary
critic, the historical questions are not the most important ones; it is possible
to study —and enjoy — Archilochus’ poetry without being able to ascertain
the connexion between the poet’s life and the picture he presents of it in the
poems. But there may be great significance in the fact that he chose to make
the individual’s feelings and experiences the main subject matter of his poetry.
Formally Archilochus is an interesting mixture of the traditional and the
radically new. In diction and phrasing he relies heavily on the epic,? but he also
introduces a range of modern words and idioms, some of them quite earthy,
and while he can hardly have invented his various metres from nothing - it
is surely right to think of a flourishing tradition of popular song behind him -
he seems to have been the major innovator who turned these every-day forms
into an important literary medium. For, like Catullus, Archilochus makes a
serious claim on our attention even when his subject matter is slight and
trivial; his control over language and metre is so powerful that he forces us to
respect his choices. Perhaps there is a special relevance to his times in the
particular gestures he elects to make: the abandonment of grandly heroic
attitudes in favour of a new unsentimental honesty, an iconoclastic and flippant
tone of voice coupled with deep awareness of traditional truths. One of the
most famous fragments () is his claim that he threw away his shield, a provo-
cative rejection of one sort of image of ‘ the hero’, but not in fact alien to some
strands of thought in Homer (Odysseus might well have done the same):2

doTrid ptv Tatwv Tis dydAdetan, fiv Tapd 8&uvan,
Evros dudunTov, xdAArov olk iAWY "
autdv B’ teodwoa. T ot péAer &orlg Exelvn;
tppérew - EEauTis xTigouo o kaxiw.
Some Saian prides himself upon my shield, a splendid piece of equipment, which
I left by a thorn-bush — and I didn’t leave it willingly. But I saved myself. Why
should I mind about that shield? Let it go: I'll get another just as good.

Another piece (fr. 13), one of his most serious and dignified passages, which
is usually cited as an example of the strong epic influence on his elegiac poems,
still shows his distinctive qualities of directness and ‘plain speaking’, what
G. S. Kirk has well described as his ‘passionate and sardonic self-control’:3

kfiBea piv orovéevta TepikAess obré 115 &orddov
peppdusvos Barinis TépyeTon oudt éhig:
Tolous ydp katd kUpa roAugAoioPoio Bardoons
&voev, olbaitfous 8 &up® dduvmis Eyopev
t Page (1964) 125—62.
3 Lloyd-Jones (1971) 38—41; Seidensticker (1978).
3 Kirk (1977) 41. For a similar ethos cf. frs. 11, 16, 17, 128, 131, 132.

119

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ELEGY AND IAMBUS

Trveupovas. GAAK Beol ydp &vnkéoTolot kakolgw 5
@ @A’ tml kparrepiyv TATpo0UVTYVY EBeoav

puaxov. &AAoTe &AAos Exer ToBe viv pdv ks futag
trpbmred’, alparréey 8’ EAkos dvaotévousy,

tEaumis & Ertpous EmapelyeTar. dAAG TéY10Ta
TAfjTe, ywaikelov TévBos &mrwodpevor. 10

No man in all our city, Pericles, will take pleasure in festivities as he mourns
these sad sorrows. Such were the men drowned by the waves of the surging sea;
and our lungs are swollen with grief. But, friend, the gods have given us aremedy
for desperate ills ~ endurance. First one man has trouble and then another:
now we are afflicted and grieve over the bleeding wound, but tomorrow it will
be someone else’s turn. So now endure and put away feminine tears.

The thoughts as well as their expression are all traditional, but the image of
lungs swollen with grief is particularly telling in a context of men drowned
at sea, and the paradox of man’s situation is finely brought out by §—7, in the
contrast between the ‘incurable’ evils that he must suffer and the ‘remedy’
the gods offer for them, which is entirely dependent on man’s own will; the
enjambment of TAfiTe makes the point strongly.

The fragments of Archilochus are arranged by editors according to their
metrical form, the main divisions being elegy, iambic trimeter, trochaic tetra-
meter catalectic, and ‘epodes’ or repeating combinations of various iambic,
trochaic, and dactylic units in which the characteristic pattern is one longer line
followed by one (or two) shorter (e.g. iambic trimeter plus hemiepes, iambic
trimeter plus iambic dimeter).! This is convenient and orderly, but it may
imply greater distinctions between the different metrical patterns than were
felt by Archilochus and his contemporaries. In fact it makes sense to group
all the non-elegiac metres under the general heading ‘iambus’,2 which seems
to have been the ancients’ term for poetry of an informal every-day kind which
was designed essentially to entertain. The occasions on which iambus might
be performed must have overlapped to some extent with those thought appro-
priate for elegy, but the elegists seem to have sought some degree of decorum
in the poems they composed for performance at parties, on campaign, or in
public gatherings; they apparently avoided both obscene language and the
sort of topic that later belonged to the world of comedy - sex, food, violent
abuse of individuals ~all of which are regular ingredients of iambus. In
Archilochus’ rather scanty elegiac fragments we find no obscenity (though
this could be a matter of chance); what we do find is as much wit, vigour and
realism as in his other poems, and the homogeneity of tone and outlook .
throughout his work is more striking than differences corresponding to

t See Metrical Appendix.
* West (1974) 22-39.
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formal variations. Probably there was some difference in performance between
elegy and iambus: elegy was commonly sung to the accompaniment of the
pipe, aulos, whereas the iambic trimeters and trochaic tetrameters would be
recited (or chanted?) and the epodes sung, presumably to an instrument, though
we do not know which. Since for us as modern readers the similarities are
greater than the differences, the poems will be considered by theme rather
than according to formal criteria.

One important persona adopted by Archilochus is that of the professional
soldier, full of the hard-bitten cynicism of his calling. There is little romance
in the profession of a mercenary; he is valued only while the fighting lasts, as
Archilochus tells his friend Glaucus (fr. 1§: elegiacs). He has no time for the
kind of commander whose pride is in his good looks: better a short, bow-legged
figure so long as he has a stout heart (fr. 114: tetrameters). He looks at the
casualty list with a knowing eye: seven dead, a thousand claiming the credit
(fr. 101: tetrameters). For all we know some of the stray remarks quoted from
Archilochus about Paros and Thasos could come from similar contexts: the
tone is equally disenchanted and forthright. ‘Goodbye to Paros and its figs
and seafaring’ (fr. 116); ‘the woes of all the Greeks have come together in
Thasos’ (fr. 102); ‘Thasos, thrice miserable city ...." (fr. 228); ‘it stands
like a donkey’s back, clad in wild forests’ (fr. 21, a view of Thasos).

The soldier must be tough, self-reliant, living for the present: this is the tone
of several fragments which seem to come from songs designed for the military
drinking party. In fr. 2 (elegiacs) he celebrates his self-sufficiency:

In my spear is my kneaded bread, in my spear is my wine of Ismarus, and on my
spear I lean to drink it.

Fr. 4 (again elegiacs) is more boisterous:

Come on, take your cup; go over the swift ship’s benches and wrench off the
lids of the casks, take the red wine off the lees. We shan’t be able to stay sober
on this watch.

But the soldier could also offer exhortations to his comrades in more serious
vein, as in fr. 128 (tetrameters), which though addressed to his own heart
has obvious relevance for his audience. Its advice is ‘nothing too much’ -
neither excessive exhilaration in victory nor excessive grief in defeat: ‘under-
stand the rhythm that controls men’s lives’ (yivwoxe 8 olog puauds dvlpdrtrous
Exer). Another tetrameter fragment (130) expresses the same traditional idea
of mutability, again with Archilochus’ distinctive vigour: ‘often the gods
raise up men prostrated on the black earth by their troubles, and often they
knock flat on their faces men who've stood firm, on a sure footing — and then
there is plenty of trouble for them and they wander, needy and robbed of their
wits’. It may well be that the many fragments which refer to contemporary
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events come from similar poems of advice or exhortation to companions,
pieces like fr. 105, which is quoted as a political allegory:

See, Glaucus. Already the deep sea is troubled with waves, and around the
peaks of Gyrae the cloud stands upright, a storm-signal. From the unexpected-
ness of it, fear seizes me.

Many of the other fragments in tetrameters refer to the conflicts of the times
(cf. 88, 89, 91, 93, 94, 96, 98), but they are too mutilated to give us a clear
knowledge of the details. One common feature is clearly traceable: the poet
is always committed, always expressing feelings and opinions about events,
in a way that will influence an audience. Fr. 20 (iambic trimeters) is typical:
‘I weep for the troubles of the Thasians, not for the Magnesians.’!

Fr. 1 sums up what is most remarkable about Archilochus, the fact that he
presents himself as both man of action and poet: there is no suggestion that
his poetic activity is a mere pastime for his moments of leisure.

elul & Eydd depdmreov piv *Evuaiiioto &vaxros
xal Mouotwv dpardv Sdpov Emorhuevos.

I am a servant of Lord Enyalios [Ares] and I understand the lovely gift of the
Muses.

As Denys Page remarked, ‘a social revolution is epitomised in this couplet’:2
it is inconceivable in Homer that the fighting man and the poet could be one
and the same person. And it is typical that in expressing so novel an idea
Archilochus should use language that is very closely modelled on the epic.
He says very little elsewhere about his role as poet, though perhaps there is a
hint of artistic self-consciousness in fr. 120: ‘I know how to strike up the
dithyramb, the lovely song of Lord Dionysus, when my wits are thunderstruck
with wine.’

Archilochus the lover is another familiar figure in the poems (though ‘lover’
is too narrow a term for this frank celebrant of sex). The fragments on sexual
themes range from the delicate and sensuous (‘she rejoiced in the myrtle
and the fair flower of the rose’, fr. 30, cf. 31) to the coarsely explicit (... as
a Thracian or a Phrygian sucks his barley beer through a tube; and she was
leaning forward, working’, fr. 42; cf. 43, 119, 152, 252). Often his choice of
expression is traditional: desire is the ‘liquefier of the limbs’ as eros is in
Hesiod (Theog. 121) and it ‘overpowers’ him as eros conquered Zeus in the
Hiad (14.315£.): 6AA& * & Avorpertys Syraipe Sépverran Tébos (fr. 196). His de-
scriptions of the physical symptoms of passion owe their phrasing to the epic,
but their intensity foreshadows Sappho’s:

1 For the historical background cf. Jacoby (1941) 104-7.
2 Page (1964) 134.
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SUoTnvos Eyxeipon TéBuwn,
&yuyos, xahemrijior Bedv S5Uvnow Exnm
Tremappévos B’ dorwv. (fr. 193)

I'm a helpless victim of desire, the life gone out of me, pierced through the
bones by the gods’ bitter pains.

Tolos yap ¢AdTNTOS Epuog UTrd kapbiny EAuvobels
oAV Korr” &y AUy dpudroov Exeuey,
Kdyas dx ornBéwv &rohds ppévas. (fr. 191)

For such is the craving for love that has coiled itself up in my heart and dimmed
my eyes, robbing my breast of its tender senses.!

But he is very different, too, from Sappho and the other lyric poets ~ in form
(see p. 202), in range of subject matter and vocabulary, and in his apparently
exclusive concentration on heterosexual activity. The choice of a sexual theme
by Archilochus certainly does not imply a ‘love poem’: some of the verses
seem to come from the sort of entertaining narratives of low-life erotic adven-
ture that we find in Hipponax (see pp. 158fL.), others evidently belong to poems
of violent invective, the lampoons which brought Archilochus his greatest
fame (or notoriety, cf. Pindar, Pyth. 2.54—6, where he is described as ‘fattening
himself on hate and heavy words’).

According to ancient tradition his favourite targets were a Parian called
Lycambes and his daughters, Neobule and her younger sister. The story went
that Lycambes promised Neobule to Archilochus as his wife, but then insulted
him by breaking the contract, and the poet retaliated with abuse so virulent
that the family (or some of them) committed suicide.z The evidence is bafflingly
difficult to assess, and the discovery of a new papyrus fragment which drama-
tizes the seduction of the younger daughter only adds to the complexity of the
problem.3 The best known piece is fr. 172, the opening of a long attack on

Lycambes: wérep AuxduBa, trolov Eppdoco T8¢;

Tls o&s Taptiepe ppévas
fiis 16 mwplv fipfipnoda; viv 52 54 woAls
doroion gafvex yéhws.

Father Lycambes, what’s this you've thought up? Who has relieved you of your
wits, which used to be so sound? Now you’ve made yourself a great laughing-
stock for the townsfolk.

In this poem (probably frs. 172-81) Archilochus used an animal fable, the
story of the fox and the eagle; to abuse the faithlessness of Lycambes, who

! The translation supplies the first person; the Greek does not make clear whose the feelings are.
2 Evidence in West (1974) 26f.; /EG 1, 1§ and 63f.
3 P.Colon. 7511 = SLG 5478, West fr. 196A.
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like the eagle has betrayed a friend and deserves the same hideous retribution.
Evidently the poet shamed the daughters by describing in obscene detail an
orgy in which he claimed they had taken part; some of the extant fragments
(e-g. 48, 49, 51—4) may belong to this poem (or series of poems), but we have
only teasing scraps of papyrus and very short quotations to judge from. The
new fragment, the longest surviving piece of Archilochus, combines abuse of
Neobule with a rather delicate description of how the younger daughter was
seduced; it is difficult to see this as a purely defamatory poem,! though some
degree of insult is clearly intended. An interesting approach to the story of
Lycambes and his daughters has recently been made by M. L. West, who raises
the possibility that they were ‘not living contemporaries of Archilochus but
stock characters in a traditional entertainment’.2 The poet’s freedom to assume
different personae and to create fictitious situations needs always to be remem-
bered; on the other hand we should avoid making the assumption that invective
was never used by Archilochus in a direct and personal way. We know after
all that the victims of Hipponax (and in a later age those of Catullus) were
real enough.
The new fragment deserves quotation in full:3

Tréutrav drooydpevos*
Toov 5¢ Toap]

el 8 v twelyeon xaf e Bupds 18Ua,
Eomiv &v fuetépov

) viv uéy’ tuelpefi 5

koAt Tépava Tapbévos: Soxéw B¢ wfv
elSos &uwpov Exew -
v 81 ou wéve[

TooaUT dpdverr THv &' Eyd dvrapafpéunv:
** Apgruedous Suyarrep 10
toOAfis Te xal [epippovos

yuvaikds, fiv viv yfj ko’ edpdeao’ E[xe,
Tlépyiks elor Befis
ToAAal véorotw &vb[pbay

Tapt§ Té BeTov Xphina: Tév Tis &péoe]r. 1§
T]aUTta 8 ¢ fouying
U7 &v pshavn(

! As Merkelbach thinks it is (1974) 113.

* West (1974) 27. West also suspects (28) that Archilochus’ presentation of himself as a bastard
is similar role playing, noting that the name Enipo (see above, p. 117) ‘with its connotation of
tnmral [‘abuse’] is suspiciously apt for an iambographer’s mother’.

3 Text from SLG; see Appendix for bibliography.
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]y e xal oU oUv Beddr Povheloopey
T]eloopan & pe xéAecn*

TOoAAGY W €[

8p]rywoU & EvepBe kal Truhéwv Umog|
u]f Tt ubyoupe, @fAn:

oxfiow yap & won[pdpous

K]firous. T &) vov yvi01+ NeoPoun|
&]Ahos Gviyp ExéToo-

alal wémepa & [

&v]0os & &mrepplimxe Tapleviiov

kod xépis ff wplv dmrijv-

xpov yap olx[

.. Ins 8t ptrp’ Epnve pawdhis yuvi-
&5] xépaxas &rexe-

ut) ToUr’ dpoit” av|

8] byd> yuvaika T[o]ixirrny Exwv
yel]roon xé&py® Eoopcu-

ToANSY ot Povdo[uon wépos:

ov] utv ydp ofr’ &moros obre SimrAdy,
# 8]t uéd” S€uvépn,

ToAhoUs B¢ Troreltafy

BEJBory” &meos ) TUPAd k&AITHUEpT
omjoubiit Erreryduevos

165 damep ) wfUewv Tixe.’

Too]aUt’ tpmveov’ Tapbivov & tv &vlefow
TnA]ebdeoot Aapdv

e, porlokijt 5[¢ wv

yAai]vm koo, aixév’ dykddns Exwfv,
Selfuam w_ [ ], ubvmw

T5 Qoe viPp[

uog)év te xepolv fmricos Epnyéuny
fimelp Epnve véov

fipns &mhtvois xpoa-

&mav Tle obua xkaAdv dupapdysvos
Aeux]ov dpfika pévog

Savliis bmipoifwv Tpixds.

‘.. .but if you're in a hurry and can’t wait for me
there’s another girl in our house who’s quite ready
to marry, a pretty girl, just right for you.’

That was what she said, but I can talk too.

‘ Daughter of dear Amphimedo,’ I said,

‘(a fine woman she was — pity she’s dead)

there are plenty of kinds of pretty play
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young men and girls can know and not go all the way

— something like that will do. As for marrying,

we'll talk about that again when your mourning

is folded away, god willing. But now

I'll be good, I promise — I do know how.

Don’t be hard, darling. Truly I'll stay

out on the garden-grass, not force the doorway

~ just try. But as for that sister of yours,

someone else can have her. The bloom’s gone — she’s coarse

— the charm too (she had it) — now she’s on heat

the whole time, can’t keep away from it -

damn her, don’t let anyone saddle me with that.

With a wife like she is I shouldn’t half

give the nice neighbours a belly-laugh.

You're all right, darling. You're simple and straight

— she takes her meat off anyone’s plate.

I'ld be afraid if I married her

my children would be like the bitch’s litter

— born blind, and several months too early.’

But I'd talked enough. I laid the girl

down among the flowers. A soft cloak spread,

my arm round her neck, I comforted

her fear. The fawn soon ceased to flee.

Over her breasts my hands moved gently,

the new-formed girlhood she bared for me,

over all her body, the young skin bare;

I spilt my white force, just touching her yellow hair.
(tr. Martin Robertson)

The nearest parallel is fr. 23, another narrative (with reported conversation)
of what appears to be a seduction scene; unfortunately the context here is not

clear in detail.?

The aggressive tone adopted against Lycambes and Neobule is often heard in
Archilochus’ poetry directed against other (or no longer identifiable) targets:
‘The hated babbler prowled about the house’ (fr. 297); ‘I long to fight you,
as a man thirsts to drink’ (fr. 125); ‘One great principle I hold, to requite evil
with terrible evil” (fr. 126); ‘O Lord Apollo, do you also punish the guilty,
destroy them as you know how’ (fr. 26). The papyrus from Cologne that
preserves fr. 196A also contains a short piece which amplifies fr. 188 and
evidently was an important model for Horace (£pod. 8, Odes 1.25 and 4.13).
It is an attack on an ageing woman (who may or may not be Neobule):

oUxt]®’ dudss BaAAers drraddv xpda, k&peetalt Yép idn
Syuwot]s, xaxoU & yripaos kaBanpei
), &’ luepTou &2 Bopdov yAuxus Tuepos Tpoocotrou

! Discussed by West (1974) 118-20.
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Térrw]kev: ) ydp moAAk &Y o” Emijifev
TrveUpjata xepeploov dvipwov () ToAdxis Se[

You don’t bloom any more: your skin isn’t soft, it’s dried up with furrowing
wrinkles, and the. . .of nasty old age overpowers (you), and the sweet allure
has taken a leap and left your once alluring face. Yes, you’ve been the target for
the blasts of winter wind, and often. . .

Friends, too, were attacked, but without knowing the full context we cannot
tell how seriously. Some of these fragments could come from poems of fairly
light-hearted banter, like fr. 124 to Pericles, who is berated for coming to a
party ‘like a man from Mykonos’, uninvited and without a present, but none
the less having plenty to drink: ‘Your belly perverted your mind and your
wits into shameful behaviour.’ Fr. 185, which announces to one Cerycides that
it will tell the story of the fox and the monkey, sounds more threatening, as
though the addressee might have to be identified with the vain and foolish ape.

It would be particularly interesting to know more about the poems in which
the speaker is someone other than ‘ Archilochus’; fr. 19 and fr. 122 are’identi-
fied as such by Aristotle (see above, p. 118), but there could well be others.
As they stand these fragments are cryptic — we have to guess the dramatic
context — but in each the tone is clear enough. In fr. 122, a father’s remarks
about his daughter on the theme of ‘wonders will never cease’, the hyperbole
is witty and striking:

Nothing can be surprising any more or impossible or miraculous, now that Zeus,
father of the Olympians, has made night out of noonday, hiding the bright
sunlight,' and...fear has come upon mankind. After this men can believe
anything, expect anything. Don’t any of you be surprised in future if land beasts
change places with dolphins and go to live in their salty pastures, and get to like
the sounding waves of the sea more than the land, while the dolphins prefer
the mountains.

Fr. 19, which rejects the riches of the great Gyges of Lydia, presents a
perfectly traditional sentiment-on the lines of ‘nothing too much’ and
‘think mortal thoughts’ —but the use of a ‘man in the street’, Charon the
carpenter, as speaker suggests that Archilochus gave it an original twist:

‘ol por T& Miyew ToU TroAvypucou pfhel,
oUb’ elAd cd pe 3fjAos, oUd’ dyalopo

8edov Epya, ueyddns &' ol tpbw Tupawvibos:
&mwémrpobev yép toTiv dpBadudv duddv.’

‘I have no interest in the property of golden Gyges. Envy has never taken hold
of me, and I don’t begrudge what is the work of the gods or have any longing
to be a mighty tyrant. For these things are far beyond my sights.’

! The reference is to the total eclipse of the sun in 648 b.c. (see above p. 117).
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Most scholars believe that Archilochus was a literate composer; but whether
he was or not, more significant is the fact that literacy was established
in Greece by his time (though we have no evidence for actual book pro-
duction so early) and there was therefore more chance that his work could be
recorded and widely disseminated. This is not to suggest that the initial
‘publication’ and much subsequent reiteration of the poems would not be
oral; but it is hard to imagine Archilochus’ being so popular in fifth-century
Athens without the existence of a written tradition at some stage in the inter-
vening generations. It is disappointing (though no surprise) that there was
no place for so fine and important a poet in the Byzantine school curriculum,
but the fact that he was read by the Alexandrian scholars makes possible the
discovery of new texts in the papyri. After what has happened in the last
decade it would be too pessimistic to suggest that we know as much of Archi-
lochus now as we ever shall.

2. EARLY GREEK ELEGY: CALLINUS, TYRTAEUS, MIMNERMUS

The contemporaries of Archilochus whose work has survived confined them-
selves to elegy. The elegiac metre at first glance appears a hybrid, and has been
regarded as an adaptation of the epic in the direction of lyric. Misleadingly
described as an alternation of dactylic hexameters and pentameters to form a
couplet, the metrical unit in fact consists of hexameter followed by two hemiepes
with word division between each of the three elements; and it was the Romans
who abridged the freedom of the earlier Greek poets by insisting that the end
of the unit should coincide with the end of the sentence (see Metrical Appendix).
Distinctions of genre are often clearer musically than metrically. Elegy was
normally accompanied on the pipe, and is therefore quite distinct from the
epic, which was chanted to the deep-voiced cithara, and from lyric, sung to the
lyra or barbitos: of these only the elegy necessarily required two performers.
The use of the pipe on campaign or at a party is known from Homer (/.. 10.13,
18.495), and the earliest elegiac specialists whose work has survived - Callinus,
Tyrtaeus, Mimnermus — composed for precisely such occasions. From our
knowledge of its later development we tend to think of elegy as above all the
vehicle of lamentation and of short commemorative epigrams, funerary,
dedicatory and so on. There is no evidence that these were among its primary
functions at an early date. Archilochus used the form so variously that it may
be doubted whether his occasional use of it in the context of grief (cf. fr. 13)
is of any great significance. For the elegiac epigram our evidence is clear: the
earliest elegiac inscriptions are of the sixth century, and in the seventh both
dedications and commemoration of the dead were, if metrical, most commonly
expressed in continuous hexameters.
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Ancient scholars argued fruitlessly over the inventor of elegy, Archilochus,
Callinus and Tyrtaeus all having their champions.! All that it clear is that the
ancients possessed no earlier elegy than we ourselves possess, for the simple
reason, no doubt, that these were the first elegists whose verses were committed
to writing.

Callinus the Ephesian was an exact contemporary of Archilochus, whose
experience of the Cimmerians and their ‘heavy deeds’ he shared (fr. 54). He
spoke of Magnesia at war with Ephesus before the Cimmerian sack (fr. 3) -
that sack which moved Archilochus less than did the troubles of Thasos
(above, p. 122); and he knew the Cimmerian tribe of the Treres who killed
Gyges and burned Sardis in 652 B.c. His only substantial fragment is of twenty-
one lines. It is a military song which strikes a discordant note amid the feasting,
an appeal to the youth of Ionia to raise themselves from idleness and face the

enemy (fr. 1): ukxpis Téo xarduieiode; ké1’ &Akipov EeTe Bupdy,
& véor; oUb’ albelod” dpgimepixtiovas
&b Anv uebibvres; v elpfivmi 5¢ BokelTe
flodan, &rdp dAepos yaiav &ragav Exer. . .

How long will you go on lounging? When will you show a bold spirit, young

men? Do you not fear the scorn of neighbours round about, in your excessive
idleness? You think you are sitting at peace, when war grips the whole land. . .

There is a lacuna at this point. The text resumes,

. . .and let each man as he dies make one final javelin-cast. For it is honourable
and glorious for a man to fight against the enemy for his land and children and
wedded wife. Death will come whenever the Fates spin their decree. But each
man must go forward with spear upraised and stout heart covered by his shield,
the moment war begins. There is no way a man can escape the destiny of death,
not even if he were a child of immortal ancestors. Often a man avoids the fighting
and the thud of spears, and comes home to meet the death that is his fate. But the
people do not regard him as their special friend or grieve over him. But the
warrior, if anything happens to him, is mourned by great and small. For the
whole people feels grief when a brave man dies, and while he lives he is
reckoned the equal of heroes. For they see him as a tower before their eyes,
since all alone he does the work of many.

It is a stirring piece, evoking the world of Homer in a more straightforward
manner than Archilochus. The appeal is direct and unadorned. The one simile
in the passage, the comparison of a brave man to a tower, was already traditional
(cf. Od. 11.556, of Ajax). In the context of patriotism and self-sacrifice we
think of Hector; and there is a reminiscence of Hector’s words to Andromache
in /1. 6.487ff., that Death awaits the brave man and the coward alike, and of
Sarpedon’s similar remarks to Glaucus in 12.322ff. The diction is as traditional

! Didymus ap. Orion, £r.Mag. p. 57, and schol. on Ar. Birds 217; cf. Horace, 4.P. 77.
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as the sentiments it conveys. The vocabulary is taken almost entirely from the
epic, and the structure is formulaic, of phrases constructed in an Homeric
mould or actually Homeric, some of them slightly adapted to fit the penta-
meter’ line. The whole effect is to remind the Ionians of the heroes whose
descendants they claimed to be, and to induce in them a spirit of emulation
of their famous ancestors. What is remarkable and makes Callinus a poet of
quality is his ability to strike an unmistakable note of freshness and directness
through the use of such wholly traditional and formulaic material.

Across the Aegean, in rich Laconia, Tyrtaeus sang of political and military
themes in elegies no less ‘Homeric’ than those of his contemporary Callinus -
a measure of the extent to which the Ionian epics had by now created among
the Greeks a cultural unity which transcended dialect and ethnic rivalry.
The name of Tyrtaeus’ father, Archembrotus, is preserved; everything else
about the poet’s life is at best deduction from his verses, at worst mere fiction.
The supposed incongruity of Ionic dialect in Dorian Sparta prompted a
rumour of Milesian origin, and Plato (echoed by many later writers) even
claimed him for Athens. But the authoritative tone he adopts in teaching the
Spartan warrior-class its business seems to tell against a foreign origin; and the
occasional Dorisms of his diction — first declension accusatives in -8s, a future
in -eUuev — perhaps betray the accents of one to whom lonic was unac-
customed.

For a hundred years from the latter part of the seventh century Sparta
was to enjoy a heyday of cultivated living which has left its traces in ivory
and gold, in bronze vessels of surprising workmanship, in pottery of the finest
quality, and in the odes of Alcman. This prosperity had been dearly purchased
by Tyrtaeus’ generation, who fought and died to suppress a revolt of the rich
land of Messenia, which, first conquered by their grandfathers in the last third
of the eighth century, had become the foundation of the Spartan economy.
This military crisis about the middle of the seventh century, and the political
discontent to which the loss of Messenian holdings gave rise, inspired the whole
of Tyrtaeus’ poetic production, so far as we can tell from what has survived.
The political crisis took a form which was to become a regular feature of Greek
history: the demand for redistribution of land. Those whose income had fallen
or ceased with the loss of Messenia were driven to the verge of revolution;
their demands were the more pressing among a people uneasily holding down
a population of serfs; and they were, moreover, citizen-warriors of a state
in which political rights were virtually confined to the soldiery. Tyrtaeus
rallied their loyalty by appealing to the divine origin of the existing order, and
at the same time castigated their defeatism and breathed into them the spirit
to fight and recover what had seemed lost.

His poem Eunomia, ‘ Good order’, which survives in only a few fragments,
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seems to have recapitulated the history of Sparta, emphasizing the part played
by divine providence in the development of the Spartan constitution (frs. 1,
2, 4). Perhaps this religious propaganda sufficed, perhaps the successful out-
come of the war and the economic recovery which followed victory removed
the pressure for political change. At any rate, the Spartan constitution survived
the test.

The Messenian revolt can hardly have come as a surprise. Tyrtaeus describes
the bitter twenty-year war which the Spartan king Theopompus waged to
win that rich territory (fr. §) ~no doubt as an example of endurance to be
emulated — and there is no hint of pity in his description of the conditions to
which its inhabitants were reduced (frs. 6-7):

Gorep Svor peydors &yBeot Teipduevos,
Seoroguvoiot gpépovTes &varyxains Uro Avypfis
fimov Tévd’ Soowv xapmdv Spoupa géper.

Seomdras oludzovTes, dudd &roxol e kal alrrof,
€UTé TIv’ oUAopévn polpa xixor Bavdrou.

...like asses weighed down by huge burdens, under bitter compulsion
paying their lords half of all crops their soil produces...groaning at their
masters — themselves and their wives alike — till the terrible fate of death claimed

them.

The rising was inevitable, and Tyrtaeus’ became the voice of repression.

We are fortunate in having three poems called forth by the war which may
be complete, or virtually so, in twenty-two, nineteen and sixteen couplets
respectively. Probably chanted on the march, to a flute accompaniment, they
vividly express the Spartan military ethic, the limited concept of the ‘good
man’ (dviip &yaofés) and of ‘virtue’ (&perf)) which undervalues all but the
steadfast soldier, a concept notorious from its revival in the fifth century.
In Tyrtaeus’ day the concept was new. In Homer men are ‘good’ (&yaBds),
but good at some particular skill - the war-cry, perhaps, or boxing, or healing
(e.g. lliad 2.408, 3.237, 2.732) ~ not simply good in the abstract. Similarly
arete in Homer, as in Hesiod, is the quality of being good at something, in
fact a word generally denoting success. The transformation of a particular
skill into the sole criterion of moral worth was the achievement of Tyrtaeus’
propaganda. He develops the definition in fr. 12. The very reflective nature
of this piece, which contains none of the poet’s usual exhortation to battle,
has led some to think it spurious. But the language and sentiments are entirely
characteristic of Tyrtaeus, and it is absurd to suppose him incapable of com-
posing anything but martial elegies. What makes a man manly? the poet asks.
Not skill at athletics nor the strength of the Cyclopes, not if he were swifter
than the North Wind, fairer than Tithonus, richer than Midas, more kingly
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than Pelops, more eloquent than Adrastus: no matter what, if he has not
courage.

No one is a ‘good man’ in war if he cannot stand the sight of blood and
slaughter, or come up and reach out for the enemy. This is ‘goodness’ (arete),
this is the best and fairest prize among mankind for a young man to win.

The theme is elaborated, the fruits of courage identified in terms of achieve-
ment and reputation — reputation which even makes immortality the recom-
pense for death in action - together with the possibility of survival to enjoy
the deference of young and old, in lines which recall in sharp contrast Callinus’
descriptions of the man who avoids death in battle only to earn the contempt
of all (fr. 1.14-17).

This concept of military virtue inspired the two other more or less complete
poems which have come down to us, poems of exhortation. ‘Be bold, for you
are the race of Heracles the unconquered. Zeus has not yet turned his head
away’ (fr. 11). In this poem a general statement of the advantages of standing
fast, the disadvantages of flight, the shame of a soldier dead from a wound in
the back, leads to a demand for action, the first couplet of which (21-2) is
repeated verbatim in the other poem (fr. 10. 31—2) and paraphrased elsewhere:

One must take up a proper stance, feet apart and both firmly planted on the
ground, and must wait, biting one’s lip.

There follows a compelling picture of the battle, the clash of opposing hoplite
lines (lines 29—34):
Go close and get the enemy, hand to hand, with a wound of your great lance
or your sword. Set foot to foot, push shield on shield, tangle crest in crest,
helmet on helmet, breast on breast, and fight your man, gripping hilt of sword
or long spear.

The other poem (fr. 10) has been regarded by some critics as a combination
of two separate fragments, but it is cited by the fourth-century orator Lycurgus
as a continuous text. It begins with the bleak doctrine that it is a fine thing
for a ‘good man’ to fall and die in the front line, fighting for his country.
Tyrtaeus goes on to contrast the result of failure to fight (lines 3-12):

To abandon one’s city and rich fields for the life of a beggar is the most miserable
thing of all — wandering with dear mother and aged father, little children and
wedded wife. Hateful will be his company to all when he approaches, giving
in to need and wretched poverty : he shames his family, belies his good looks, and
dishonour and disrepute of every kind attend him. So then a displaced person
has no consideration, no respect — neither he nor his descendants to come.

The conclusion is inevitable. ‘ With spirit let us fight for this land and for our
children: let us die and no longer hesitate to give our lives.” The poet then
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turns to address specifically the young men, calling on them to fight stead-
fastly, and not to fly and desert their older comrades who can no longer run
so fast as they. Another vivid picture follows, the sight of an old soldier killed
in battle (lines 21-7):
aloxpdv ydp &1 ToUTo, peTd wpopdyoiot meodvra
kefoBat wpdode viwv &vbpa TaAadTepoy,
fibn Aeukdv Exovra kédpn oAby Te yévelov,
Bupdy &rrotruefovt’ &Axkipov dv xevim,
alparéevt” aldola piAcs év xepolv Exovra— 25
aloyp& T& y' dp8apois xal vepsontodv iBeiv —
kal xpéa yupvwdévra: véoion 8¢ mévt’ tmréoikev,

8¢p’ tpaiis APNs dyAadv &vbos Exny,
&vbpdon utv BnnTods IBely, Epards B¢ yuvan§l
3wds &, kards B’ tv rpopdy oot Tresv. 30

This is indeed shameful, for an older man to lie fallen among the front rank,

out in front of the young men, his hair already white, his beard grey, breathing

out his brave spirit in the dust, clutching his blood-drenched genitals — a shame-

ful sight for the eyes, a reproach — and naked flesh. To the young everything is

becoming as long as they have on them the bright bloom of lovely youth — they

attract the admiration of men and loving glances of women while they live, and
are a fine sight if they die in the front line.
The poem ends with the couplet already quoted from fr. 11 (21-2).

This poem employs the common archaic device of ring-composition;
within it, twice repeated, a general statement with which no one could disagree
— the horror of beggary, the shame of allowing an older man to be killed ~
which is the cue for a call to action. The language is largely that of the epic
tradition. Indeed all of Tyrtaeus’ poems show close knowledge of the vocabu-
lary of the Iliad and Odyssey, with a sprinkling of words otherwise known
from the Homeric Hymns and from Hesiod. That the Ionian Callinus owed a
debt to Homer is not remarkable, though the contrary would have been. The
extent of Homeric influence as far afield as Sparta ought not to surprise, but
it is certainly very striking. For all that, there is one important difference.
There is no aristocratic celebration of battle in Tyrtaeus, only a stern devotion
to duty and an awareness of what misery awaits an individual if his community
is destroyed. His poems are the martial hymn-book of that discipline and
devotion to the state which held Spartan ranks steady in the face of certain
death at Thermopylae and became one of the enduring legends of western
history.

Tyrtaeus and (for all we know) Callinus were amateurs, prompted by
national crisis to use the only medium of propaganda they knew. That alone
is enough to rule them out as inventors of elegy, against the claims of Archi-
lochus the lifelong poet. A generation later another professional of outstanding
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skill was at work, Mimnermus of Colophon.! He lived in the latter part of the
seventh century: the traditional date is confirmed by the knowledge of his
works displayed by others (see below, pp. 136, 153). His oeuvre appears to have
comprised at least two books (many, according to the Suda), containing a
series of separate poems, evidently quite short, as well as a longer production
later entitled Nanno, after a flute-girl whom the poet loved. Mimnermus was
remembered primarily as a love poet (cf. Propertius 1.19.11); but the extant
fragments of Nanno have little to say about love. This may be pure accident,
and several of the fragments (4, 5, 12) could quite easily be associated with a
larger erotic context. But it is more puzzling to find also attributed to Nanno
the earliest surviving account of the Ionian migration, the settlement of
Colophon and Smyrna from Pylos (frs. 9 and 10).

The opening of fr. 5 (a passage which also found its way into the Teognidea,
see p. 137) recalls Sappho’s account of her feelings at the sight of her beloved
(fr. 31 LP) and could possibly have been known to her:

aUTika 1O KaTd pév Ypoifiv péer &omeros 15pds,
Trroipal 8’ Eoopddv &vlos dunAing
Teprrvdv dudds kal kadv - tirl wAbov Geehev elvan
&N’ Shryoxpéviov yiveran doTrep Svap
fipn Twfecoa’ 16 8 &pyahéov kal &uopgov s
yiipas Utrtp kepariis aUriy’ UmepxpéucTant,
ExOpdv dudds kal &ripov, & ' &yvwoTtov Tifel &vbpa,
PA&rrTer B bpBaApols kal véov &upryubév.

A river of sweat floods my flesh, and I tremble at the sight of the flower of
youth, delightful and fair. I wish it would last longer. But precious youth is
fleeting as a dream, and from the start painful and ugly old age hangs over its
head, hateful and dishonoured. It makes a man unrecognizable, and shed over
his eyes and his wits it does them harm.

These lines have an engaging immediacy, but they are not as artless as they
appear at first glance. The rhetorical antithesis of TepTvév dudds kad koAdv (3) and
&xBpdv dudss kal &ripov (7) and the vigorous use of words and images make
this much more than a reworking of Homeric material.

In frs. 11 and 11a Mimnermus gives a version of the story of the Golden
Fleece in which Aeetes’ palace lies on the banks of Ocean, where Helios stores
his rays in a golden chamber. And fr. 12, the lavish and imaginative description
of the golden ‘bed’ in which the Sun travels from west to east, could also be
part of his account of the story of Jason and Medea. All this could have been
told to adorn or diversify the theme of a contemporary love affair, but we have
no certain clues, and a quite different case can be plausibly argued.z Fr. 8,

! Or Smyrna; see Appendix.
2 West (1974) 74-6.
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which is also ascribed to Nanno, tempts the guess that part at least of the poem
dealt directly with a relationship between two people: ‘May there be truth
between you and me, of all things the most just.’

Of the other poems the two best known (frs. 1 and 2) are on identical themes
(and could even be part of a single work). Fr. 1 speaks of the ‘desirable flowers
of youth’, asking ‘What is life, what is joy without golden Aphrodite? May
I die when these things no longer mean anything to me.” The poet goes on to
lament the indignity and deprivation of old age. Fr. 2 is rather more elaborate:

fiuels &, ol& Te pUAAX pUer TroAudvlepos dpn
tapos, &1 aly’ avyfig abfeton Herfov,
Tols TxeAor Trijxuiov &l xpdvov &vleowv ifns
TepTrépeda, Tpds Gecdv elbdTes olre KooV
obT* &yoBév- Kijpes 5t wapeoriikaos péAavat, s
1) utv Exovoa TéAos yripaos &pyaiéov,
) 8’ trépn BavéTolo- plvuva Bt yiveran fifns
xaptds, doov 1° &l yijy kibvorron féAios.
olrrép v &Y TouTo TéAos TTapapelyeTan Gpns,
atrika 6f) TeBvdvan PédTiov § PloTos. 10

Like the leaves which the flowery season of spring puts forth, when stirred to
sudden growth by the sun’s rays, so we enjoy the flowers of youth for a span,
learning neither good nor ill at the hands of the gods. But the black Fates are at
hand, the one with grievous old age as the end, the other with death. The fruiting
of youth is brief, only as long as the sun shines over the earth. But when this
season is ended, then it is better to be dead than to go on living.

And then he enumerates the miseries of old age, the common lot of all mankind,
poverty, childlessness, disease. This poem indicates a mind not only stored
richly with the inheritance of epic formulas (cf. also 6.2 and Tyrtaeus 7.2,
13a.2 and Tyrtaeus 19.7) but inclined also to dwell upon Homeric contexts.
The use of the simile of the leaves, from Jliad 6.146, contributes much to the
effect of the first four lines. Equally Homeric is the ensuing reference to the
two Fates, keres, founded upon /liad 9.411ff., in which Achilles discusses his
own alternative keres, to die gloriously in battle or to survive in obscurity to
a ripe old age. Mimnermus has been criticized for posing false alternatives, in
that old age is not an alternative to death. But the Homeric context, and
indeed Mimnermus’ own, shows that it is death in one’s prime that is meant.
More starkly than Homer, Mimnermus declares that beyond youth nothing
good awaits. Yet the tone is not always gloomy: in fr. 7 the poet’s voice is
jauntier. ‘Please yourself: your fellow citizens have no mercy, and one will
blame you while another praises.’

If the Nanno contained an account of the founding of Colophon and Smyrna,
the poem entitled Smyrneis recalled events within living memory, the defence
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of Smyrna against Gyges of Lydia, c. 680. The elegy began with an invocation
of the Muses, which distinguished the Muses as daughters of Zeus from their
predecessors the children of Earth and Heaven. Little is preserved of the
narrative, but enough to gauge its temper. A Smyrnaean warrior’s charge is
described (fr. 14): ‘Pallas Athena found no fault with the keen strength of his
spirit when he rushed forward with the front line in the bloody battle, forcing
his way against the enemy’s bitter shafts. For never was there among the foe a
better man than he at doing the work of mighty war, as he ran forward, carried*
by the rays of the swift sun.” No prosaic history, this, such as Tyrtaeus or
Solon would have composed, however vividly; for Mimnermus, the life of
battle is still heroic, the gods still watch upon the side-lines.

Mimnermus’ poetry quickly won a wide circulation, as we can tell from
allusions in other writers. The deep pessimism with which he repeated Homer’s
comparison of the life of man to that of leaves whose brief sprouting is soon
ended (fr. 2) perhaps stung a later poet to the more bracing reflection that,
since the comparison holds, one must be unstinting in enjoyment of the good
things of life for as long as possible (‘Simonides’, see p. 157). Mimnermus’
hope for survival in good health to the age of sixty (fr. 6), already perhaps
ambitious in terms of the expectations of his time, seemed unduly modest to
Solon, who would add a further score of years to the term (Solon, fr. 20).
One of his rare and idiosyncratic pieces of mythology, the slaughter of Ismene
by Tydeus (fr. 21, mentioned by no other writer), was illustrated on an early
Corinthian amphora of ¢. 625—600. Nor does his fame seem to have faded in
later centuries: there must be some significance in the fact that Callimachus
singles him out in the famous programmatic prologue to the Aetia (see below,
pp. 553fF.) as a practitioner of the kind of poetry most admired by the avant-
garde.2 It is easy to understand Callimachus’ enthusiasm: here was poetry
that was brilliantly vivid and in its own way elegant and sophisticated.

3. THEOGNIS

Theognis is one of the few Greek poets (and the only poet of the archaic age)
whose work has come down to us not as a small selection made by some antholo-
gist, not in fragments quoted by late authors or on scraps of papyrus, but as a
complete corpus preserved through late antiquity and the Byzantine period.
Unfortunately the corpus is more than complete: we have too much. The text

preserved in the medieval manuscripts consists of some Goo elegiac couplets;

1 The text of this line is uncertain.

2 The interpretation of Aetia fr. 1.10-12 is uncertain, but Callimachus seems either to be praising
all of Mimnermus’ poetry as *small-scale’ (kata lepton — a key phrase in Callimachus’ critical vocabu-
lary) or contrasting his more pleasing ‘small-scale’ poems with a long composition (the Nanno?
the Smyrneis?).
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one manuscript, the oldest and the best, adds another hundred or so under
the superscription ‘Book 2°. The verses are written in unbroken sequence but
there is no overall structure, no logical continuity which holds for very long.
On the contrary, abrupt changes of subject, theme and even person addressed
meet us at every turn; repetition — verbal (e.g. 853—4 = 1038ab, §71-2 =
1104ab, etc.) and thematic (cf. §27-8 with 1131-2, §85—6 with 1075-6, etc.) —
incoherence (e.g. 1128fF.) and outright contradiction (813-14 # 11812, etc.)
are far from uncommon. The conclusion is hard to avoid that we are faced
with a miscellaneous collection of elegiac poems, most of them very short,
some of them incomplete; that they are not all from the same hand is clear
from the fact that many short runs of verse found in ‘ Theognis’ are elsewhere
securely assigned to Solon, Mimnermus and Tyrtaeus. How much more of
the work of these poets lies still unrecognized in the Theognidean corpus we
do not know since we have only fragments of their work ; we shall never know,
either, how many other poets, now anonymous, have been drawn on to swell
the muster.

The so-called second book harps on the same theme throughout — boy-
love; it consists of a series of short units (one or two couplets for the most
part) many of which begin & wad ... ‘Boy ...". But the rest of the miscellany
contains such diverse items as short addresses to divinities (Apollo, Artemis
and the Muses, 1-18), poems addressed by Theognis (named only once, 1. 22)
to Cyrnus, son of Polypas (a fairly solid block, 19—254, with others strung out
through the remainder, including Book 2), poems addressed to other men
(Simonides and Onomacritus, for example, who may be the well-known
figures mentioned elsewhere, but who equally well may not), gnomic moral
exhortations of a general not to say banal character and drinking songs of the
type in favour among the revellers at aristocratic symposia. It looks as if an
original collection of poems by Theognis, addressed to Cyrnus, a much
younger man, has grown over the course of many years of transmission, to its
present shape and size by the addition of parallel (and contrasting) material,
perhaps by the process of excerpting (dAtyew, cf. pp. 14£.).

Exactly when the anthology was fixed in its present form we do not know.
The poets whose work we can identify (Solon, Mimnermus, Tyrtaeus) all
predate the fifth century and (as far as we can tell) fifth-century poets who did
use the elegiac couplet (Ion of Chios, for example, Simonides, Critias) are not
represented.! The latest historical event referred to is the Persian invasion of

! Lines 467-96, 667-82 and 1341~§0 are often assigned, in modem editions, to Euenus of Paros
(active in the latter half of the fifth century). The basis for this attribution is the fact that Aristotle
(Metaph. 1015228) cites 472 (with one word changed) as a line of Euenus; Camerarius assigned
the whole sequence 46796 to Euenus and since these lines are addressed to one Simonides, gave

Euenus the other two passages which contain that name. This structure is obviously shaky; every-
thing depends on Aristotle’s attribution of one line. But that line is not a very original observation
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Greece in 480 B.C.; lines 773-82, an eloquent appeal to Apollo to save Megara,
clearly refer to a present, not a far-off, danger and also deplore Greek disunity
in the face of the invader.

Lord Phoebus, it was youin person who built the towers on our city’s high place,
as a favour to Pelops’ son Alkathoos. Now in person keep the savage army of
the Medes away from this city, so that in gladness, when spring comes on, the
people may bring you glorious animal sacrifices in procession, rejoicing in the
sound of the harp and the lovely banquet, the cries and dance-steps of the hymns
in your honour performed at your altar. Save us, I beseech you —for I am
terrified when 1 see the mad folly and the destructive disunion of the Greek
people. Be gracious to us, Phoebus, and watch over this our city.

These powerful lines are clearly the work of a Megarian poet, but most critics
today agree that they cannot be the work of Theognis, who was probably
a younger contemporary of Solon; their inclusion in a collection which seems
otherwise to have confined itself strictly to poets of the archaic age can be easily
explained: an anthology which went under the name of Theognis of Megara
was the obvious place to put them.

The lines which are addressed to Cyrnus all bear the stamp of a particular
strong personality. We know nothing about him except what we are told in the
poems: that his name was Theognis, his city Megara. His voice is that of an
embittered aristocrat, a loser in the social upheavals of archaic Greece, warning
his beloved Cyrnus against the violence and vulgarity of the lower orders and
later, perhaps in exile, lamenting his poverty and calling for revenge.

A suitable historical context for this poet could be found in almost any
Greek city of the archaic age — in mainland Megara as well as Megara Hyblaea,
its colony in Sicily, to which Plato (Zaws 630a) assigns him. But there is
fairly general agreement today that the mother-city is the more likely candidate.
It suffered in the late seventh century under the regime of a particularly vicious
tyrant, Theagenes, whose overthrow was followed by many decades of political
turbulence; a democracy which seems to have been notorious for its extreme
measures against the wealthy was brought to an end, we are told by Aristotle
(Pol. 1304b34), when its confiscations had driven so many into exile that they
were numerous enough to come back in force and establish an oligarchy.!

Theognis is the first poet in Greek literature to voice concern over the eventual
fate of his productions; in fact he announces that he has taken measures to

protect them.

Cyrnus, as I compose my poems for you, let a seal be placed on the verses;
if stolen they will never pass undetected nor will anyone exchange their present
- ‘For everything forced on one by necessity is painful’ — and even if the lines depend on each
other, Euenus may be quoting Theognis, just as in fr. 1 (West) he quotes a ‘rmahaids Aéyos’.
1 West (19785) collects the ancient evidence for archaic Megara: ‘ Testimonia historica’ pp. 4-6.
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good content for worse - but everyone will say: ‘They are the verses of
Theognis of Megara, a name known to all mankind.’ (19—23)

Unfortunately, we do not know what this ‘seal’ was; the single occurrence of
the poet’s own name could hardly serve to protect the integrity of his text
and even the frequently recurring mention of Cyrnus would not be a barrier
against interpolation. Perhaps a copy of the poem was entrusted under seal to
a temple; we are told that Heraclitus of Ephesus deposited a copy of his book
in the temple of Artemis there. Whatever the ‘seal’ may have been, it was
obviously ineffective; disputes about how much of our present text should be
attributed to Theognis have continued ever since Welcker made the first syste-
matic attempt to separate the grain from the chaff in 1826. A recent editor,
confining himself to those sequences which contain the name Cyrnus and those
which are quoted as the work of Theognis by fourth-century authors (Plato
and Aristotle), prints 306 lines, and although, as he says, the collection may
contain still more genuine verses, this selection constitutes an acceptable
core.' The traditional text opens with four invocations of divine beings, two
addressed to Apollo, one to Artemis, and one to the Muses and Graces
(X&pites). The lines addressed to Artemis are identified by Aristotle as
the work of Theognis (£th. Eud. 1243218); they may well be the prologue
of the original book, for they have a conciseness and a touch of wit—
characteristics of Theognis at his best.

"ApTe Gnpogdvn, Buyatep Aids, fiv "Ayoutuvwv
eload’, &1° & Tpoinv ErAee vnuol Bofiss,
eUyopéveor pot KAUD, xaxds &' &rd ijpas &hoxe:
ool udv ToUTo, Bed, ouikpdv, duol 6¢ péya. (11-14)

Artemis, killer of wild beasts, daughter of Zeus, you whose sanctuary Agamemnon
founded when he was about to sail for Troy in his swift ships, listen to my
prayer and protect me from the evil death-spirits. Goddess, this means little
to you, but much to me.

The form Theognis’ original book may have assumed can be surmised from
aphrase in the Suda entry: ©foyvis. . .Eypayev. . . tpds KUpvov. . . yvwporoylov
&’ teyeiwov kad Ertpas Umobfikas TapoaveTikds. . . Theognis . . . wrote . . . ad-
dressed to Cyrnus ... a collection of maxims in elegiac verse, and other
ethical prescriptions.” This word Umoiiken occurs in a didactic poem ascribed
to Hesiod, the ‘prescriptions of Chiron’ Xipwvos Umrofijken — Chiron the
centaur gives ethical advice to his pupil Achilles. And the cognate verb
Umrofficopan ‘I shall prescribe’ occurs in Theognis’ first announcement that he
will take young Cyrnus’ education in hand.

! West (19785).
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With your interest at heart, Cyrnus, I shall pass on the precepts (Umoffioona)
which, still a child, I learned from good men and true. Be prudent; and do not
try to win honour, prestige or wealth by actions which are shameful and unjust. . .
Do not associate with bad men, but hold fast always to the good — with them
drink and eat, sit with them. .. (27—34)

The end of the sentence makes it crystal-clear what Theognis means by ‘good’
men: ‘... try to please those whose power is great’.

Many of the ‘prescriptions’ are neatly phrased couplets which encapsulate
traditional Greek morality: respect for the gods (1179-80), parents (131-2,
821-2), and strangers (143-4). It was lines like these which earned Theognis
his reputation as a moralist - Isocrates, for example, (4d Nicoclem 43) lists
him among ‘the best advisers for the conduct of human life’ (&plorous ...
oupPolous Té1 Plor TG TGV avBpdtav. . .). But the teacher also urges on
his young pupil the old aristocratic code which enjoined full requital for benefits
and injuries received.

May Zeus grant me this, Cyrnus: to repay my friends who love me and to have
greater power than my enemies, If this were so I would seem like a god among
men — if the destined day of death found me fully paid up. (337-40)

Another version clarifies the veiled menace in the words ‘have greater power
than my enemies’.

May the thing feared by all men who walk the earth happen to me, may the great,
wide, brazen sky fall on my head - if I do not give aid and comfort to those who
love me, and become a torment and great affliction to my enemies. (869—72)

Though he assumes the role of tutor, he does not blithely assume that
education is always effective. ‘It is easier to beget and raise a human being
than to put a sound mind iniit. . . If understanding could be made and implanted
in a man, a son of a good father would never turn out bad — he would be ruled
by his father’s words of wisdom. But by teaching, you will never turn a bad
man to good’ (429-33, 435-8). This pessimistic estimate was apparently just;
Theognis has cause later, at the end of the famous lines which claim that he
has made Cyrnus’ name immortal, to reproach the young pupil whom he
loved for deceit and ingratitude.

ool udv tyd mrép’ ESwka, olv olo’ &’ &refpova wévTov
Twrion, xard yfiv ndoav &eipduevos
Pniblws: Bofvmis 5t xal elAariviion rapéoons
tv wéoais TOAGY kelpevos &v ordpacty, 240
xai ae oUv avAfoxoios AiyueBéyyors vior &vbpes
eUxédopuws tparrol xaAd Te xal Aiyéa
&oovran. kal Stav Svogepfis Umd kelBeor yaing
Piits oAuxwkiTous els "Aidao Sdpous,
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oUbérot’ oUbd Bavdov &rolels KAos, A& peArioEis 245
&ebitov &vlpatota” aldv Exwv Svoua,
KUpve, xaf’ ‘EAAGSa Yiiv oTpwedevos, 5 &wd vijoous. . .

naos §’, Sooiot ptunhe, kal dooopbvoioiv &oi1bt) 51
Eoom bdudss, 8¢p” &v i) Te xal fiéAios.

airrdp Eydov SMyns Tapd oeU oU Tuyydve albols,
&AM’ domrep pikpdv maiba Adyors pw” &rarrdug. (237-47, 251-4)

I have given you wings with which to fly aloft over the boundless sea and the
whole earth effortlessly; at banquets and festivals you will be there, at all of
them, your name on the lips of many, as, to the sound of high-pitched pipes,
handsome lads sing your praises loud and clear in lovely harmony. And when
you go down under the depths of the gloomy earth to the mournful house of
Hades, not even then, not even in death, will you lose your glory; you will be a
theme of men’s song, Cyrnus, your name immortal forever as you range the
mainland of Hellas and the islands. . . For all those now and in time to come who
love to sing you will be there as long as earth and sun shall last. But as for me, you
have not the least consideration for me; you cheat me with words as if I were
a little child.

In style and vocabulary, as this specimen shows, Theognis differs little
from other archaic poets who wrote in elegiac couplets; like them, he is heavily
indebted to Ionian epic. This address to Cyrnus is hardly Homeric in tone and
content; yet, except for the Theognidean coinage oAukwkirTous, the vocabulary
is entirely Homeric. The passage, in fact, is a mosaic of Homeric phrases and
formulas, some unchanged, some subtly varied. The ending of the first line,
for example, &’ &welpova wévTov comes from 1. 1.350; the end of 243 Umwd
keUBea1 yains is a recurrent Homeric formula, like els *AiSao Séuous (244)
Y Te xal €Aios (252) and Pnidicos as a line opening (239). The rest of line 239
echoes //. 10.217 with 8ofvnis substituted for aitnot and the striking phrase
tooopbvoigv &oidt in 251 comes from Od. 8.850. Tyrtaeus could use the
epic language for a situation and in a tone Homer (at least the Homer of the
Iliad) would have recognized ; but Theognis adapts it for a new world of thought
and feeling — the celebration of a young man’s fame and beauty, the reactions
of an aristocrat to social innovation and turbulence.

Cyrnus is to be a theme for song in feasts and festivals but especially in
those aristocratic, male drinking parties we know so well from the vase paint-
ings. Many of the poems of the collection develop themes appropriate for such
gatherings: the joys of wine, of male companionship, the exquisite short season
of youth.

As for us, let us devote our hearts to feast and celebration, while they can still
feel the joy of pleasure’s motions. For glorious youth passes by swift as a thought,
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swifter than the burst of speed shown by horses as they take a chieftain and his
spear to the battle line, galloping furiously as they take their joy in the flatness
of the wheatfields. (983-8)

The love poems which were at some point concentrated in the second book!
(though a few remain in the first) are of course typical of this masculine world
and in the last couplet of Theognis’ claim to have made Cyrnus’ name immortal
there is a clear hint that Theognis sees himself in that love relationship between
older and younger man which was characteristic of such milieux. ‘You cheat
me with words, as if I were a little child.” Elsewhere, using an image common
in Greek erotic poetry, he even begs Cyrnus not to make him fall too deeply
in love: ‘Do not with your violent goading drive me, against my will, under
the yoke, drawing me into excessive love’ (371-2). And a recurrent theme is
the complaint, familiar from other Greek sympotic song, that love and friend-
ship are unstable, the protest against infidelity and, above all, deceit. ‘Don’t
give me words of love as you turn your mind and heart elsewhere . . either
wipe your mind clean and love me, or reject and hate me, picking a quarrel
openly. The man whose one tongue conceals two minds is a dangerous com-
rade, Cyrnus, better your enemy than your friend’ (87—92).

Perfidy, of course, is not confined to love relationships; in the wider world
of commerce and politics it is just as prevalent, and Cyrnus is warned against
it. He must choose the good, not the bad, as friends and these two words,
&ya8ds and koxds, as so often in archaic Greek literature, denote social as well
as moral categories.

Let no man persuade you to love a bad man, Cyrnus; what use to have a base
man as your friend? He will not rescue you from toil and trouble or from ruin
and if he has anything good he will not be willing to share it. (101-4)

The social import of these words comes out clearly in the aristocrat’s protest
against marriages made for money; he views unions between well-born and
nouveaux riches as tantamount to miscegenation.

When it comes to rams, donkeys and horses, Cyrnus, we search for thorough-
breds (ebyevéas) and we get mates of good stock (&yod&v) for them to mount.
But a fine man (806Ads) does not refuse to marry the lowest of the low (xoxiv
xaxol) if she brings him lots of money. And a woman doesn’t spurn the bed of a
low born man (xonoU) if he’s rich; she’d rather have a wealthy man than a good
one (&yofou). Money is what they care about; noble (do®Aés) marries a base man’s
(xaxoU) daughter, the base man (xaxds) the noble’s (kyaBol). Wealth crosses the
breeds. So don’t be surprised, son of Polypas, that the purity of our citizens’ stock
is blurred; for good is being mixed with bad. (183-92)
t It seems fairly certain that the contents of Book 2 were once distributed throughout the
collection, and were extracted to form a separate unit during the Byzantine period.
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One of the most potent solvents of the old aristocratic order was the intro-
duction of coinage, which made possible depths of indebtedness and rapid
accumulations of wealth unknown in the earlier economy; it also brought
into existence a class of newly-rich men who pressed for admission, by marriage,
bribery or political agitation into the hereditary ruling circles. Theognis sees
money as the destructive agent which has shattered the whole heroic mythic
tradition, the sacred book of aristocratic ethics. This trenchant assessment
is made in a poem which deliberately imitates the structure of Tyrtaeus’
celebration of martial courage as the only form of excellence (&perH) — more
to be admired than the strength of the Cyclopes, the speed of Boreas, the
beauty of Tithonus, the wealth of Midas and Cinyras, the kingly power of
Pelops or the honey-sweet tongue of Adrastus (cf. pp. 131f.). Tyrtaeus’ poem
uses the device known as priamel — a series building up towards the climactic
component, martial valour, which far outshines its predecessors. Theognis,
however, begins with a stark declaration of his bitter thesis and names his
highest virtue at once.

In the eyes of most men (A#fe) there is only one form of excellence (&pett):
this one, to be rich. Nothing else, it turns out, is any good (t&v §’éAAwv oUbiv &p’
fiv 8¢ehos) noteven if you had the sober wisdom (awepooivnv) of Rhadamanthys,
not even if you were cleverer than Sisyphus son of Aeolus, who won over Perse-
phone with lying speeches and came back up from Hades by his cunning. . .
not if you could make false things sound true, had, in fact, the skilful tongue of
god-like Nestor, not even if you were faster on your feet than the swift Harpies
or the fast-running sons of Boreas. No, everyone must get this firmly in mind:
money has most power for all men. (699—704, 713-18)

Another bitter poem defines more clearly the upstarts whose wealth prevails
over noble birth in the marriage market; it also gives a vivid impression
of the tense atmosphere of the period, the frustration of the propertied class
in a time of revolution.

Cyrnus, the city is still a city, but the people are changed. Once they knew
nothing of rights or laws; they wore out their goatskins against their flanks
and grazed, like deer, outside the city. And now, Cyrnus, they are the good men
and true (&yafof)! And those who once were noble (¢obAol) are now low. Who
can bear to see it? (§3-8)

The situation is so fluid and confusing that old standards are no sure guide; a
man does not know how to avoid censure.

I cannot read the mind of my fellow citizens, know what is in their thoughts.
Whether I do them good or harm, no matter — I cannot please them. (367-8)

It is a world in which the poet has lost his bearings; he even comes to doubt
the justice of Zeus and the Olympian gods.
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Dear Zeus, I wonder at you. For you rule all, you alone have the great power
and the glory, you know the mind and heart of every man, and your strength,
O Lord, is highest of all. How then. . .can you be so hard of heart, to treat the

wicked and the just man alike? (373-8)

This despairing mood reached its ultimate expression in some lines which
became the classic formulation of Greek pessimism, echoed in Bacchylides
(5.160) and a famous Sophoclean ode (O.C. 1225ff.):

TavTwy puiv pfy puvan EmixBovioov &protov
und’ toBeiv adryds dGtos fierlov,
PUvTa 8 Smrws dxioTa TUAas "Albao Trepfioat
kal keloOan TOAAY yiiv Emaunodusvov. (425—28)
Not to be born is best of all for men, never to see the dazzling rays of the sun.
Once born, to go as fast as may be through the gates of death, and lie under a
heap of earth.
In the unpredictable world of political and social change one can no longer
afford the traditional aristocratic virtue of loyalty.
Bupt, pidous karrd Trévras brloTpegs TokfAov fi8os,
Spytiv ovpudoywy Avtiv’ Ekaotos Exer
TroulTrou dpy v foxe ToAuTASKov, 8s oTl TéTpm,
Ti1 pooopiAfion, Tolos i8elv Epdvn. (213-16)

My heart, in your dealings with all your friends, be versatile of character, vary
according to the mood each one may have. Adopt the temper of the subtly-
coiling octopus, who takes on the appearance of the rock to which he intends to

cling.
But even this pliant attitude will hardly ensure survival in the catastrophe
which Theognis foresees — the tyranny which was all too often the end result
of Greek civil strife.

Kupve, ket wéAig fibe, B545oker B¢ pf) Tékm &vbpa
evBuvTipa Kaxiis UPpros HueTépns. (39-40)

Cyrnus, this city is big with child and I fear it may give birth to a man who

will chastize our wicked pride.
This admission of general responsibility — ‘our wicked pride’ — is an unusually

objective formula for Theognis but it is soon abandoned; the fault lies not
with the citizens or the ‘good’ but with the ‘leaders’, who are of course kako..

For our citizens are still of sound mind, but their leaders are set on a course
towards much mischief — and a fall. No city, Cyrnus, was ever yet ruined by
good men (&yaBof), but when the bad men (kaxoiow) take to insolence (UBpf3ewv),
corrupt the masses (8fiuov) and give judgement in favour of the lawless in order
to win power and private gain, then, you may be sure that the city, though
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it lies deep in tranquillity now, will not enjoy peace for very long — when this is
what the bad men find dear to their heart: profit at the expense of the public
good. For it is from things like this that factions are born and civil murders and
a dictatorship. May this city never choose that way. (41—52)

In another couplet Theognis seems to be issuing a call to action rather than
voicing the usual impotent complaint.!

Cymus, with those friends we have, let us scotch the evil at its source, seek
remedy for this sore before it comes to a head. (1133-4)

But a lament for his lost estates suggests that whether or not he took any
action, Theognis became one of the many casualties of Greek political life,
one of those ‘who told their lies too late | caught in the eternal factions and
reactions | of the city-state’.2 The voice of the migratory crane, on its way to
Africa, was the signal, Hesiod tells us (#7.D. 4481L.), to begin the late autumn
ploughing. But for Theognis it is bitter reminder of his losses.

I heard the voice, son of Polypas, the high-pitched cry of the bird which comes
to tell men: *Plough in season’. And my heart was struck dark with anger, to
think that other men possess my fertile acres now; it is not for me that the mules
pull at the curved yoke. . . (1197-1201)

These lines sound the nostalgic note characteristic of the exile and some
other lines (which contain no mention of Cyrnus) speak of travels to foreign
cities.

For I have been in my time to the land of Sicily, and to the plains of Euboea

with their vines, I have been to Sparta, the glorious town on the reedy Eurotas

river — and everywhere I went I found hearty welcome and friendship. But from

all of it no joy came to my heart; it is true, after all, that there is no place like one’s

homeland. (783-8)

Whether he was in fact exiled or suffered only confiscation we do not know
(though if he went overseas late in life to settle in Sicilian Megara, Plato’s
description of him as a Sicilian becomes more intelligible) but we can be sure
that like most losers in Greek faction fights, he was reduced to poverty. He is
eloquent in his diatribes against it.

Poverty, Cyrnus, brings a good man (&yadév) to his knees more than anything
else, more than grey old age or fever; to get away from it, throw yourself into
the ocean’s hollow deeps or down from precipitous rocks. (173-6)

The loss of his estates and the pain of exile must have been the fuel which
fired a savage prayer for vengeance, a reformulation, in grim terms, of one
aspect of the heroic code he had taught Cyrnus.

T See the note to no. 49 in West (19785).
2 Louis MacNeice, Autumn Journal, London 1939, 1x.
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Olympian Zeus, fulfil at least my prayer in season; grant me some experience of
good to balance the evil. I would wish to die, unless I can find some relief from
sad cares and give back pain for pain. For here stands my fate: I see no vengeance
coming on those men who stripped me of my property and hold it still - I am
the dog that crossed the flooding river in the gorge — he shook everything off.
May it be mine to drink their dark blood. . . (341-9)
As far as we know he never lived to see the day of restoration and revenge.
His enemies were no doubt as unforgiving and unforgetting as he was. And
for all his calls to moderation in the gnomic passages of his poems, he reveals
his true feelings in four lines which sum up the bitter contempt for the common
people which brought him and his fellow aristocrats, in Megara, and elsewhere
to disaster.
Drive the empty-headed vulgar herd with kicks, jab them with sharp goads and
put a galling yoke on their neck; you will not find, among all the men the sun
looks down on, a people that loves a master more than this one. (847—50)

4. SOLON

In Athens, Megara’s next-door neighbour and her rival for the possession of
Salamis, the same social and economic problems faced the old aristocracy, but
Athens was more fortunate in the political outcome. She was saved from the
worst excesses of stasis by a statesman whose reforms prevented civil war and
who was regarded by the later democracy as one of its forerunners. But Solon
was also a poet and his poems present us with an extraordinary phenomenon:
a political leader using poetry as his principal means of communication, to
agitate, to warn, to announce and defend his policies.

As usual, most of his work is lost. Diogenes Laertius tells us that his elegiac
verses totalled 5,000 and that he wrote iambics and epodes as well. No trace
of the epodes remains, but we have some 20 lines of trochaic tetrameter, 47
or so of iambic trimeter, and 219 of the §,000 elegiac lines. This is a pitifully
small remnant; yet it is enough to conjure up an unforgettable personality: a
statesman and poet who is not only the first of an illustrious line of Athenian
writers but also the first Athenian to emerge from the historical obscurity
of illiterate ages. Plutarch’s Athenian Lives begin with Theseus, the mythical
founder of Attic unity; the next in time is Solon — the only historical figure
before the fifth century for whom oral tradition and written documents had
preserved material enough for a biography. Cylon, who made the first attempt
to found an Athenian tyranny, and Draco, who wrote the laws in blood, are
historical figures, but for us they are little more than names; the Solonian
fragments give us glimpses of a many-sided individual and also of the context
in which he lived - that sixth century which in literature, the arts and social
experimentation laid the foundations for Athens’ golden age.
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He was known to later ages as & vopoBérns ‘the Lawgiver’, and Athenian
orators of the fourth century never tire of invoking his name as the criterion
of traditional legality. But his career began with a defiance of the spirit, if not
the letter, of the law. An indecisive war with Megara (late seventh century)
over the possession of the strategically vital island of Salamis had so disgusted
the Athenians that they ceased fighting and decreed the death penalty for any-
one who should speak or write in favour of renewing hostilities. Solon (pretend-
ing insanity and wearing the cap of an invalid on his head) came into the agora
and declaimed his hundred-line elegiac poem, Salamis, a call for winning the
island at all costs. ‘I have come in person, a herald from lovely Salamis,’
it began, ‘delivering a song, a pattern of verse, instead of a speech’ (&vr’ &yopfis,
fr. 1). The burden of his song was reproof, a forcible expression of the igno-
miny that would follow the abandonment of Salamis. If we do not win it,
one of the extant fragments goes on to say, ‘in that case, I would rather change
my homeland, instead of an Athenian be a man from Pholegandros or Sikinnos.
For all too soon this word would be on all mens’ lips: “He is from Attica,
this man, one of the Salamis-losers™’ (fr. 2):

elnv &% 167" tyd Doleydvbpiros i TuavijTns
vl y' *Abnvaiou warpld® &uenpdpevos:

alya yép &v pdris f8e per’ dvbpdroron yévorto:
“’ATTicds oUros &viip, TV ZohapvapeTéwy.’

He turns from reproach to exhortation. ‘Let us go to Salamis, to fight for the
lovely island and cast off the burden of disgrace’ (fr. 3). They did go to Salamis
and, though it was not done overnight, Salamis was won for Athens in the end;
the threat to Eleusis and the harbours of Athens was removed.

This episode (which does not rest on Plutarch’s authority alone, for a passage
in Demosthenes (19.2§2, 255) shows that it was accepted history in the fourth
century B.C.) is a vivid reminder of the fact that in the archaic age poetry was
not a written text to be read but a performance to be watched and heard;
Salamis is poetry in action. Tyrtaeus’ elegies were, in later times, sung to
Spartan troops to raise their morale (and perhaps were composed for this
purpose) but Solon’s performance is not only unofficial, indeed subversive
propaganda, it is also, with its assumed identity (a herald) and disguise (the
cap of the invalid), a fully dramatic performance.

The lines are remarkable also in that they present us with the first reference
to Athens and Attica by an Athenian poet; they are informed by a fierce pride
in the city’s greatness and an assumption that Athenian citizenship imposes
great obligations — the salient features of Pericles’ ideal vision of Athenian
democracy, the Funeral Speech of some two hundred years later.

Not all of Solon’s poetry was addressed to the immediate political situation,
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in fact the longest poem we possess (fr. 13: 76 lines of elegiacs) is a leisurely
reflection on moral issues and the vicissitudes of human life and the justice of
Zeus. In its rather rambling discursiveness it is often reminiscent of Hesiod’s
Works and days and there are correspondences in thought as well as in structure
and style. It is, in form, a prayer to the Muses: the poet asks for prosperity
(8ABov) and good reputation (86§av. . .&yabnv) in the eyes of all men. This
last phrase seems to be defined by the couplet which follows: ‘let them say that
I am honey to him that loves me, bitter gall to him that hates me, respected by
the one, feared by the other.’

elven 8 yAuiv OBe gihors, EyBpoion B¢ mikpdy,
Tolo1 uiv albolov, Tolor bt Bevdv 18eiv. (5—6)

Solon then returns to his first theme, prosperity, which is developed as the real
subject of the poem as a whole. He wants prosperity but not to win it by
injustice (&b5ixws). The wealth given to a man by the gods stands on a firm
foundation and will last, but wealth won by violence and wickedness will be
destroyed by Zeus whose wrath is described in an impressive simile drawn from
the storm winds (of which Zeus is the dispenser). His wrath, however, is not
swift, like ours; punishment may come late, and it may fall on the next genera-
tion of the wrongdoer’s family, or even on their children’s children. There
follows a long and detailed catalogue of the vanity of human wishes, the vain
hopes (koUgaus EAtriol, 36) of mankind, their different ways to wealth —as
sailor, farmer, craftsman, poet, seer, doctor — all beset with uncertainty; only
the seer, if the gods are with him, knows what the future will bring. For it is
Fate (Moipa, 63) which brings good or evil to mankind; the gifts of the im-
mortal gods cannot be avoided. The poem returns to its earlier theme — wealth,
and here the focus seems to move from the individual to the social level:
‘There’s no limit set to wealth for men to see. For those of us who now hold
the greatest resources, struggle to double their possessions; and who could
satisfy them all?’

Not only is the structure loose and the sequence of thought muddy; the
style is careless — I5¢iv used as a line ending three times (6, 22, 24), the colourless
adjective &pyaiéos three times (37, 45, 61). But, outside of the long simile
(18-25) and the catalogue of professions (43—62), the language is less dependent
on Homer than anything seen in elegiac poetry so far and many individual
linguistic traits appear — the use of the adverb wé&vrcs in line 8 (a favourite word
of Solon’s), the first use of an adjective very common in later Attic, pAaUpos
(15)-

There is nothing particularly new in the moral formulation, indeed lines §—6
(see above) remind us forcibly that Solon, descended from the mythical King
Codrus, was of aristocratic stock, for this attitude towards friends and
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enemies is the standard heroic ethic. But Solon, unlike Theognis, realized that
this same personal code of martial honour, elevated to the level of political
programme and blindly followed in the factions of the body politic, was a
recipe for disaster. In a fragmentary elegy (quoted by Demosthenes in a fourth-
century oration) Solon warns his fellow citizens against Avovopin ‘anarchy’,
for so, he tells us, ‘my heart tells me to instruct the Athenians’ (4.30).

fuetépn Bt TOAIs karrd ptv Awds olrrot’ SAetTan
aloav kal poxdpwv Beddv ppévas &bavérwv:
Toln yap uey&buuos triokomros dPpiorréren
TlaAAds *Abnvain xelpas Umrepbev Exer
atrrol B¢ gBelpev peydAnv wéAw depabiniow
&orol PoUrovran Xpriuact TelBduevor. . . (4.1-6)

Our city shall never perish by the destiny of Zeus and the will of the blessed
immortal gods — such is the power of our protector, great-hearted Pallas Athena,
daughter of mighty father, who holds her arm over us. But the citizens them-
selves, in their madness, want to bring to ruin our great city —and all for
money’s sake. . .

The poem gives a graphic description of the evils brought on by the un-
restrained pursuit of riches, the plundering of the city’s wealth by her leaders,
the disregard of justice, the conspiracies of warring factions, with, as the crown-
ing calamity, the lot of the poor - sold into slavery abroad. This is Avovouin,
bad government; its consequences no man, rich or poor, can escape.

So the'communal evil comes home to every man alike, the gates of his house-
court will no longer keep it out; it leaps high over the enclosure wall and finds
its man no matter where — even hidden in the recesses of the bedroom. (4.26—9)

The greed of the rulers and the violence of partisans release forces of destruc-
tion which cannot be controlled; this is what had happened in Megara and was
to happen again, much later, in Corcyra.

Solon’s praise of the opposite state of affairs, Edvopin ‘good government’,
rises, in a highly skilled rhetorical arrangement, to lyrical heights.

Etvopin 8" efxoopa kal &pmia wévr’ &ropaivel,
kal Bapd Tols &bikois &upitionor médas:
Tpayéa Aealvel, Tranver képov, GPpv &uavpol,
avaiver 8’ &rns &vBea pudpeva,
€UB0ver B¢ Bixas oxoAds, Umepfigavd T° Epya
Trpaver - Taver 8 Epya Bixooraoings,
wave § &pyahéns EpiBos xéhov, EoTi B’ U’ odrriis
mhvta kot dvBphdmous &pmiax kal TiIvuT. (4-32-9)

The goddess Good Rule makes everything well-ordered and sound; and often
she puts the wrongdoers in irons. She makes the rough smooth, checks excess,
dims violence ; she withers the flowers of ruinous madness on the stalk, straightens
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crooked judgements, tames the works of insolence, stops the working of
faction. She checks the anger of deadly dissension; under her governance every-
thing in the human world is sound and sensible.

But Solon’s warnings went unheeded and affairs came to the critical stage
which in so many other Greek cities resulted in civil war or tyranny. The
Athenians managed to avoid civil war and, for the moment, tyranny as well;
they appointed Solon archon with full power for one year, to act as SicAAéxng
‘conciliator’ — an office which under various titles had been created in more
than one faction-riven Greek city (Mytilene, for example, see p. 209) as a last
resort. Solon, once in office, told both sides to curb their demands and inaugur-
ated a series of reforms (known as the Seisachtheia — ‘shaking off of burdens”)
which included remission of debts, prohibition of debt-slavery, the return to
Athens of men who had fled abroad because of debt, a code of laws to replace
the fierce punitive code of Draco and many other measures besides. But they
were all compromises; none of them a complete victory for either side.

To the people I gave the portion that was theirs; I took nothing from them in
the way of honour, offered nothing more. As for those who already had power
and were respected for their wealth, I took measures to protect them from out-
rage. I took my stand with my strong shield thrown over both sides; I would
not allow either side an unjust victory. (fr. §)

To the rich, his own class, he counselled moderation: ‘ You who have driven
on to overabundance of all good things, quiet your strong hearts in your
breasts, set your proud mind on moderate aims.’ (fr. 4c). Aristotle, who quotes
these lines, tells us that Solon blamed the rich for the civil discord. But he had
no illusions about the other side; in an account of his actions written after his
year of office he is just as hard on the leaders of the popular party, who had
raised the classic revolutionary cry for a redistribution of the land.

They came to plunder, with high hopes of riches; each one thought he would
find great wealth and that I was coaxing with smooth speech but would reveal a
ruthless mind. Their hopes were liars and now they are angry with me, give me
black looks as if I were an enemy. . . (fr. 34)

He is proud to boast that he disappointed both sides, above all that he dis-
regarded demands from both sides for the punishment of their adversaries.
If someone else had taken the goad in hand, some man of evil intent and grasping
hand, he would not have held the people back. If I had agreed to do what the

people’s opponents wanted or on the other hand to what the people had in mind
for them, this city would have been full of widows. . .(36.20~5)

His loyalty was not to either side but to Athens. Aristotle tells us that the poem
which induced the two factions to give him the supreme authority began with
the lines: ‘I know, and pain builds up in my heart, as I see the oldest land of
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Ionia in decline. ..’ (4a). He went on, Aristotle tells us, ‘to champion each
side against the other, argue their case, and then recommend an end to the
continuing faction-fighting’.

Solon’s love for Athens embraces not only the people but the land itself;
there is a tender note in his famous boast that he removed the mortgage stones
from Attic soil.

ovppapTupofn Tautr’ &v &v Bikm Xpdvou

piTnp ueylorn Baméveoy *OAupmricov

&piora, 'y utAaiva, Tijs &y Trote

Spovs &veThov ToAAayiis ey drars,

Trpoodev 5t Boudsliovoa, viv Eeubipn. (36.3-7)

Let my witness in the court of Time be the great mother of the gods on
Olympus, black Earth; I pulled up the mortgage markers that were fixed in her
far and wide — she was enslaved and now is free. .

He loved the language too, the dialect which stamped a man as Athenian; his
remission of debts brought home men who had been sold abroad or had left
‘by sheer necessity, to escape debt’ and now ‘no longer spoke the Attic tongue,
since they had wandered far and wide’:

yA&ooav oUkér’ 'ATTiklv
lévtas, ds &) ToAAayijt TAavwtvous. (36.10-12)

This is the first mention of that Attic dialect which, because of the unrivalled
greatness of those who later wrote in it, was to become the literary language of
Greece, relegating all other dialects to provincial status and exerting its powerful
influence on writers of Greek all through antiquity and even beyond.

The dialect in which Solon writes is not Attic, however; his language is the
modified Ionic of the elegiac and epic tradition, though he is less closely tied
to Homeric diction than some of his predecessors and he introduced into the
elegiac vocabulary words which later became common in Attic writing (pAciipn
13.15 for example, AarpeUer 13.48). But it is in his iambic poems, trimeter and
tetrameter, that his real originality as a poet stands revealed. The iambic tri-
meter had been employed for violent personal abuse by Archilochus and
Hipponax, for satiric abuse of the whole female sex by Semonides; in all these
cases the identity of the speaker was not necessarily, sometimes not possibly,
that of the poet. But Solon speaks in his own name about his own actions, the
voice of a statesman offering a defence of the measures taken during his year as
ruler of Athens. The long passage preserved by Aristotle (fr. 36) which contains
the lines cited above - the claim to have removed the mortgage stones and the
reference to the Attic dialect — is couched in the metre which later will be used
by the speakers in Attic tragedy; the style and pace of these lines, as a modern
scholar has pointed out, make them an entirely new phenomenon in archaic
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literature. ‘ The flow of the verses. . .rolls on like a great speech in classical
tragedy. . . Even the grammatical structure is different; the sentences are long
and carry one subject after another to completion. . .Surely and steadily, the
discourse presses forward without pause in a consistent and solid stream.’!
Another scholar has claimed that it was Solon who in iambic poems like these
created the model which enabled the epic hero, when he later became the tragic
hero, to speak ‘a language to which the men of the sixth century could respond
in living terms’.2

Solon could vary the tone, however; the solemn dignity of the statesman
could be leavened by sardonic humour, as when, in a tetrameter passage, he
writes a speech for a critic who despised him for not holding on to office at the
end of the year, to establish that tyranny which was the usual solution of the

political dilemma.

Solon was no deep thinker, it seems, but a man lacking in sense, for the gods
offered him blessings and he simply refused. He had the catch inside his big net
but just stood there agape, unable to pull it tight — a failure of spirit as well as
lack of wits. Now I would have been willing — just to hold power, to get wealth
without limit, and be despot of Athens for one single day - I'd have been willing
to be flayed alive 1o make a wineskin, my whole line wiped out. (fr. 33)

The temptation to retain power, and the advice of his friends that he should do
so may have been hard to resist, but his refusal was uncompromising. ‘I spared
the land of my fathers, held my hand back from tyranny and harsh violence. . .’
(fr. 32). Yet he was intelligent enough to know that others would be more am-
bitious than he; the strains in the body politic were relieved, not removed, and
Solon warned his fellow citizens to beware.

From a cloud comes the force of hail and snow,

From the lightning flash the rolling thunder

And from great men comes the city’s destruction.

And the poor, in their ignorance,

Stumble into slavery, under the rule of a despot. (fr. 9)

His warnings were dismissed by the Pisistratid faction as madness and he
replied: ‘ Time will show the Athenians whether I am mad or no; it will not be
long, as the truth comes to plain view’ (fr. 10). And later, with Pisistratus in
the saddle, he reproaches his fellow citizens for not seeing through the classic
manoeuvre of the would-be tyrant, the request for a bodyguard: ‘Do not
attribute any share of these things to the gods; you yourselves built these men
up by assigning them protection. . .’ (fr. 11).

t Frinkel (1975) 226f.

2 Else (1965) 45.
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These and other bitter comments may have been addressed to his fellow
citizens from abroad, for we are told that after his year as archon he left Athens,
so that he would not be the object of pressure to repeal his laws. He seems to
have travelled to Egypt; one line (fr. 28) mentions the Canopic mouth of the
Nile, and Plato, much later, has Critias claim that Solon brought back from
his Egyptian travels the story of Atlantis (7%. 21c). A stay in Cyprus is attested by
six elegiac lines addressed to a king on that island (fr. 19) but there is nothing
in the fragments to support Herodotus’ famous story of his visit to Croesus
of Lydia.

Some of the smaller fragments show us a Solon who was not always obsessed
by affairs of state. Plato quotes a couplet which sounds like a short aristocratic
credo: ‘Happy the man who has loving sons, horses with uncloven hoof,
hunting dogs and a guest from abroad’ (23). Another (25) celebrates the joys of
boy-love and a surprising group of iambic fragments (38-40) deals in consider-
able detail with food. A rather dull elegiac poem (27) divides the life of man up
into ten seven-year periods, with remarks on the virtues of each phase: the
fourth (age 22-8) is the height of physical strength and the seventh and eighth
(age 43~56) the best for ‘mind and tongue’. ‘And if anyone duly reaches the
end of the tenth, it would not be untimely if he came to the end of his days.’
Later, presumably, he saw fit to revise this estimate. In a poem addressed to
Mimnermus of Colophon (see pp. 134 ff.) he takes issue with that poet’s wish to
die at sixty. ‘If you will still take my advice now, erase that line. Don’t take it
ill that I have a better idea than you, revise the line, Mimnermus, and sing this:
when I am eighty let death come for me’ (fr. 20). We do not know whether
he reached that age himself but the insecure dates we are given for his life
suggest that he went most of the way. And of his old age he said, in a line that
has been quoted with admiration ever since: ‘I grow old learning many things’

ynpéoxw 8’ alel ToAAd §i18aoxduevos. (fr. 18)

5. SEMONIDES

Semonides of Amorgos is one of our earliest representatives of a perennial
literary mode — informal, humorous, down-to-earth — which manifests itself
now in lampoon or parody, now in comedy, now in satire. As a writer of
iambics he belongs to the same tradition as Archilochus and Hipponax, but in
later antiquity he was often confused with his distinguished near-namesake, the
lyric poet Simonides of Ceos (see pp. 223ff.).! Modern scholars have been able to
disentangle what remains of the two poets’ work with reasonable confidence,
but a few pieces are likely to remain in doubt, particularly since they shared

t Only Choeroboscus (Et. Magn. 713, 17¢) preserves the correct spelling of his name; in all
our other sources he is called Simonides.
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at least one metre, elegiacs, and many of the fragments are too short to yield
much decisive evidence.

Semonides was probably a Samian who settled in Amorgos and may indeed
have been a leader of colonists on the island, as one of the sources claims;!
otherwise we know nothing about his family or personal circumstances. Even
his date is uncertain, though the latter half of the seventh century seems plaus-
ible. The attitude he strikes in the poems is that of the ‘ordinary man’ (e.g. in
fr. 7, his account of the mare-woman, quoted below), but no doubt that is a
tone of voice dictated by the choice of genre. He is said to have written poems
of invective: Lucian (Pseudolog. 2) mentions the name of his alleged béze noire,
one Orodoecidas,? but the surviving fragments (which may be quite un-
representative) give very few clues. Most of the scraps that have come down to
us were quoted by grammarians to illustrate points of usage, not to characterize
Semonides. Some of these snippets may possibly come from lampoons on
individuals, like fr. 13 on a dung-beetle (‘there flew up to us the creature with
the worst life-style of all beasts”), which could easily be part of an attack on
some offensive enemy, but there is no means of telling. All we can say for
certain is that he frequently wrote in iambics, the appropriate metre for light-
hearted, informal or abusive poetry, and that his style and subject matter are
correspondingly ‘low’, though there is little obvious obscenity in what happens
to survive, and at least one fragment (1) is quite serious and dignified. Food
seems to be a favourite topic (fr. 15 mentions tunny, squid and gudgeon, fr. 23
a ‘wonderful cheese’); so too are animals (heron, buzzard and eel, fr. 9; kite,
fr. 12; pig, fr. 28). In fr. 24 the speaker is a cook, another sure sign of comic
intent in an ancient poet.

His longest and most celebrated piece, fr. 7, clearly belongs to the same mode.
Itis a 118-line fragment on women, preserved for us in the anthology of Stobaeus
(fifth century A.p.). The poem was undoubtedly meant to be funny (though
Stobaeus may not have thought so), and it must be seen as an early example of a
favourite theme in western literature, the attack on women written by men for
men in a male-dominated society.3 It is close to Hesiod in its general attitude
to women (as in the story of Pandora, Theog. 570ff., where women are said to
be a ‘great bane for mortal men, companions not of poverty but of excess’,
cf. W.D. s54ff., 702fL.), but Semonides’ purpose is more obviously to entertain.
He purports to account for women’s natures by telling of their creation from
ten different sources, seven animals, two elements and one insect, in the order
sow, vixen, bitch, earth, sea, donkey, ferret, mare, monkey, bee. All but the bee
are highly unflattering images: the animal associations suggest women who

! Suda tv 363.1 and 360.7, discussed by Lloyd-Jones (1975) 15-18.
1 Or Orodoecides. West (/EG 1) 97, thinks the name is corrupt, but see Lloyd-Jones (1975)

140, 13.
3 Cf. Hodgart (1969) ch. 3; Hipponax 68.
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are lazy, dirty, greedy (sow), unscrupulous and too clever (vixen), inquisitive,
nagging (bitch), inert and stupid (earth), fickle (sea), stubborn, promiscuous
(donkey), lecherous, dishonest (ferret), extravagant and luxurious (mare), ugly,
malevolent (monkey), but there is a good deal of overlapping in the detail given
to the different types, and some of the satirical effect depends precisely on the
vehement and ‘unfair’ exaggeration. The cumulative impression given by the
insistent list — the technique is the same as Juvenal’s - is that a/most e/l feminine
traits are inherently bad: both the dirty sow and her opposite, the elegant mare,
and both the clod-like earth-woman and the mercurial sea-woman, are equally
objectionable.

The description of the mare-woman exemplifies Semonides’ vivid use of
everyday detail, his outspokenness and wit —and his straightforwardness by
comparison with writers of more decadent times:

Thv 8’ Tmrivos &Pphy yanréeoo’ Eyelvarro,

f) SoUAr Epya xal Bunv wepiTpime,

xoUr’ &v wiAns yooetev, oUTe kdoxivov

&peiev, olrre x6TTpOV ¢§ ofkov Pddot,

oUre Tpds vy &oPoAny &Aeoputvn

301", dvérykm &' &vbpa woielran gfAov-

AoUren 8¢ wéong Hubpns &mo piTrov

5fs, &\hoTe Tpls, kal pupors EAelpeTan,

alel B2 xaltnyv txrevioubvny popei

Pabeiav, &vbtpoiow Eoxiaopévnyv.

KaAGV piv Qv Sénua TolaUTn Yuvi)

&Moo, Téd 8 Exovn yiveran xaxdv,

fiv ufh Tis i Toporvwos f oxnrroUyos fit. (57-69)
Another was produced by a dainty mare with a flowing mane. She shirks menial
tasks and anything painful: she wouldn’t put her hand to a mill or lift up a sieve
or throw dung out of the house or sit by the stove dodging the soot. She makes
her husband a friend of Necessity; and she washes the dirt off herself twice,
sometimes three times, every day, and rubs on scents, and always wears her
thick hair well combed and garlanded with flowers. A woman like this is very
nice for other people to look at, but a terrible bane to her husband — unless he’s
a tyrant or a king,

If the mare-woman has a certain charm, the ferret and the monkey conjure
up more repulsive pictures, the woman who is ‘ crazy for sex but makes the man
she has with her sick’ (§3—4), and one who is ‘short in the neck and moves
awkwardly, and has no bottom but is all legs’ — and is a nasty character into the
bargain (75~9). But unlike most of his successors in the genre, Semonides allows
the possibility of good in womankind and ends his list with a picture of the
virtuous bee-woman, devoted wife and mother, beautiful, chaste and sensible.
This interesting if unromantic picture recalls Hesiod, who also thought good

155

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ELEGY AND TAMBUS

women could exist and saw the practical advantages of marriage as well as its
drawbacks (Z4eog. G6o3fl.; W.D. Ggs5fl.), though he too emphasizes the bad
side and in fact uses the bee image to bring out the laziness of women: they are
the drones for whom the men work all day long (ZTkeog. 596ff.). Semonides
moves on from the picture of the bee-woman to some generally condemnatory
sentiments on women as the greatest evil given to men by Zeus (1.96 is closely
echoed by Li1s, the familiar device of ring-composition used to mark off a
section). This passage seems to have been designed as a bridge to a part of the
poem now lost, on disastrous women in legend: the last two lines of our extant
fragment run ‘some have gone to Hades fighting for a woman’ (117~18), and
it seems best to suppose that a series of exempla followed. Helen is the notorious
case, but the myths could supply many more fernmes fatales.

Even in its incomplete state this is a lively and arresting poem. Semonides
has a sharp eye for detail and a suitably knowing and cynical tone, but there is a
lack of density in the writing that makes it intellectually undemanding;
Archilochus, working in a similar medium, achieved altogether more brilliant
effects.

Semonides’ poetry feels close to popular life, though our evidence for that
life is of course very slight. As well as using homely detail he may have in-
corporated beast fables into his verses (e.g. perhaps frs. 9 and 12), and there
may be some link between his notion of women created from animals and a
fable by Aesop about men with the souls of beasts. Perhaps, too, he knew and
drew upon folk-tale;! but it would be quite wrong to set him apart from the
mainstream of archaic literature with its shared values and its all-pervading use
of epic language. Commentators have noted that his pictures of the donkey and
the mare, for example, have links with famous Homeric similes (//iad 11.557ff.;
6.506fT.) as well as with ‘real life’, and his language consistently reveals its debt
to Homer and Hesiod. His tone, salty and unheroic, is particularly reminiscent
of Hesiod; like Alcaeus (fr. 347), he seems to have made a point of reworking a
Hesiodic passage in his own metre:

yuvaikds oUbtv xpfin’ &vijp Anfzetan
taOAfis Guevov oUbt piyrov kaxiis. (fr. 6)

a man carries off no prize better than a good woman or more horrid than a bad

one.

(Cf. Hesiod, #.D. 702f. oU ptv yép T yuvaikds dvip Anizer” &uewvov | Tiis
&yodiis, Tfis 8 oUTe xoxdis o¥ plyrov &Aho ‘for a man carries off no prize better
than the good woman, nor any more horrid than the bad’.)

When he chooses, Semonides can write quite seriously, as in fr. 1 on man’s
helplessness and vulnerability. Here the poet uses themes familiar in Mimnermus,
! Lloyd-Jones (1975) 20—2.
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Solon and the lyric poets — the way man clings to hope, and the many disasters
he is heir to — but there is a characteristic touch of wit in the expression of these
‘great commonplaces’:

Some people wait for another day to come, others for a whole year to pass;
but there’s not a single mortal who doesn’t think that next year he will make
friends with wealth and prosperity. (7-10)

The poem seems to be leading up to an exhortation to enjoy the present
moment, but it has been cut short by the anthologist who quotes it, and breaks
off before the climax.

There is no certainty that any of Semonides’ elegiac work has been preserved,
though he is said to have composed an ‘elegy in two books’. We know nothing
of his alleged history of Samos (&pxcoroyfa Té&v Zapiwv) ; conceivably this was
in elegiacs. One fine poem in this metre has often been attributed to him
because of its closeness in sentiment to fr. 1, although others have preferred on
stylistic grounds to assign it to Simonides. The most recent editor, M. L. West,
cautiously treats it as a ‘doubtful’ fragment (= Simonides fr. 8), typical of the
younger poet’s period, but not certainly identifiable as his. Whoever its author
was, it deserves to be quoted as a felicitous expression of archaic Greek feeling;
its elegance perhaps tells against Semonides, though he would surely have
endorsed its tone and message:

v B¢ 16 xdAMoTov Xios Eermrev &viip-

‘oln mep pUAAwV yever|, Toin 52 xal &vbpddv’-
waupol ywv Bvntéiv olaat eEéusvot

oTtépvots tykaribevro- TépeaT yép ATl ExdoTon
&vbpdiv, fi Te viwv ohBecv EngleTar.

ovmrév & Sppd Tis &vlos Exmr ToAut|parTov fiPns,
xougov &xwv Bupdv TOAN' &réheoTa voel

olrre y&p EAT{S’ Exer ynpaoéusv olrre BaveloBo,
oUb’, Uyitys &rav fiji, epovtis” Exer xaprou.

viirion, ofs Tarrnt kelton véos, oubt Toaov
s xpdvos Eod’ fiPns xal PréTou SAiyos

Bvnrols. &AAG oU TouTa paBdov PréTou ol Tépua
it TGV &yoabdv TAT xapi3duevos.

The finest thing the man of Chios {Homer] said was this: ‘Like the generation
of leaves, so is that of men.” Few mortals taking this in with their ears have
stored it in their hearts; for each man is attended by hope, which grows in
young people’s breasts. And while he has the lovely bloom of youth a mortal
man is light-hearted and full of impossible ideas: he doesn’t expect to grow old
or die, and while he is healthy he has no thought of being ill. They are fools
who think this way and don’t understand that for mortals the time of youth -
and life — is short. So be aware of this and bear up as you near life’s end, in-
dulging yourself with good things.
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6. HIPPONAX

It was presumably the approving references in Plato and Aristotle to Theognis
as a moralist which guaranteed the survival of his book through the Byzantine
era. No such protective label was or possibly could be attached to the work of
Hipponax of Ephesus; even though he was a favourite of the Alexandrian poets
and scholars (who seem to have neglected Theognis entirely) he survives only
in fragments. His abusive tone and unedifying subject matter could hardly
have been expected to win the approval of the Christian fathers, but they were
also displeasing to the last aggressive representative of paganism, the emperor
Julian. He wanted his priests to ‘abstain not only from impure and lascivious
acts but also from speech and reading of the same character. ..No initiate
shall read Archilochus or Hipponax or any of the authors who write the same
kind of thing. ..’ (Ep. 48). The fact that the poet’s Ionic dialect and polyglot
vocabulary were unsuitable for an educational system which emphasized Attic
purity is one more reason why our text of Hipponax, apart from recent papyrus
discoveries, is a miserable collection of fragments, none containing more than six
complete consecutive lines and many only a short phrase or a single word.

Our sources mention two ‘books’; these are probably the books of the
Alexandrian edition. If they were anything like the Jambo: of Callimachus, who
in his introductory poem brings Hipponax back from Hades to give the
Alexandrian /terati a piece of his mind, the contents were separate poems on a
variety of subjects and in a wide range of metres. Our fragments contain
iambic trimeters, trochaic tetrameters, hexameters and a combination of iambic
trimeter with a shorter dactylic line.

Most poets of the archaic period, no matter what their provenance or the
genre in which they worked, were strongly influenced by the Ionian epic
tradition and particularly by its main representative, Homer. The dependence
is most clearly marked in the poems of Hesiod the Boeotian, who composed in
the same hexameter metre as Homer, and in the closely related elegiac couplets
of poets whose origins are as diverse as Ionia (Mimnermus and Callinus), the
Aegean islands (Semonides of Amorgos and Archilochus of Paros) and the
Greek mainland (Tyrtaeus of Sparta, Theognis of Megara and Solon of
Athens). The Lesbian poets, too, though they write in unhomeric metres and
dialect, adapt his themes and techniques, while Archilochus, in his iambic as
well as in his elegiac verse is, as Denys Page put it, ‘seldom for long free from
the influence of the traditional language of the epic’.! Hipponax, however, who
came from one Ionian city, Ephesus, and went to another, Clazomenae, writes
for the most part, to judge from the pathetically few fragments we have left,
as though Homer had never existed. There is one significant exception: a

! Page (1964) 159.
158

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



HIPPONAX

hexameter passage satirizing a glutton which is a ludicrous travesty of Homeric

style:
v MoUcd& por Evpupebovmidbea Tiv rovroxépupsv, -
Tiv &v yaoTpl péyapav, 85 tobler oU xaTd kGopov,
tvveg’, Smrwos ynoidi () kaxdv olrov dAsiTan

PouAfj1 Snuooifnt Tapd 81v’ dAds &Tpuyéroro. (fr. 128)

Muse, sing of Eurymedontiades, sea-swilliry Charybdis,

his belly a sharp-slicing knife, his table manners atrocious;

sing how, condemned by public decree, he will perish obscenely
under a rain of stones, on the beach of the barren salt ocean.

This is the only intelligible hexameter fragment we possess; we have also
some trochaic tetrameters, but the bulk of Hipponax’ extant work is couched
in the metre he may have invented but which in any case he made his trademark:
the ‘limping’ (skazon) or ‘lame’ (ckoliambos) iambic. It is the iambic trimeter
we know from Archilochus, except that it ends with a spondee; the three long
final syllables produce a dragging, breaking effect.

tpol 6t TAoUTos — Eomt ydp Afnv TugAds ~

& Towd’ By oUb&y’ elmey *frmivat,

B{8wui Tor uvias &pyUpou TpifikovTa

xad AN’ &1’ &AAa’ - Belhanos yép Tés gpévas. (fr. 36)

It never happened to me. The god of wealth’s stone blind.
He never came into my house and said to me: ‘Hipponax,
Here’s money for you, thirty minae of pure silver

And a lot more besides.” No, he’s too hard-hearted.

The tone of that fragment is characteristic; with Hipponax we are in an
unheroic, in fact, a very sordid world.

There is a remarkable (and rather suspect) parallel between the biographies
and poetic activity of the two most famous writers of iambics, Hipponax and
Archilochus. Archilochus, spurned by Lycambes, turned his satiric rage against
father and daughters, who, we are told, hanged themselves for shame: Hipponax,
insulted by two sculptors, Bupalus and Athenis of Chios, who made caricatures
of his ugly features, drove them to suicide with his iambic onslaughts. We know
nothing more about Lycambes and his daughters than what Archilochus tells
us, but Bupalus and Athenis are known from other sources; they were active
on the Aegean islands in the middle and late years of the sixth century B.c.
Pliny dismisses the story that they hanged themselves — quod falsum est — and
mentions a statue signed by them on Delos (N.H. 36.5.11-13); Pausanias tells
us there was a statue of the Graces by Bupalus in the art collection of the
Hellenistic kings of Pergamon (9.35.6). Athenis is rarely mentioned in our
fragments (fr. 70.11 and possibly fr. 1); but Bupalus’ name recurs again and
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again (three times in fr. 95, for example). It appears in what was probably the
first line of Hipponax’ book (fr. 1); elsewhere Bupalus is accused of sleeping
with his mother (& unTpoxofmns, fr. 12) and in another fragment Hipponax
imagines a confrontation with him: ‘ Hold my coat; I'll knock Bupalus’ eye out’
AdBPert peo Taludma, kéyw Bourdhwt Tév SpBaudv (fr. 120), a line which
possibly connects with another; ‘For I can swing with left and with right and
I land them on target’ &ugiB€ios yé&p el xoUk duaprdvw kémrwv (fr. 121).

In addition to the two sculptors, a painter, one Mimnes, also figures among
the victims of Hipponactean invective. He is reproved for painting a serpent on
a war ship wrong way round — facing back towards the pilot at the stern instead
of forward towards the enemy.

Mimnes, you lousy pervert, when you paint the serpent on the trireme’s full-
oared side, quit making it run back from the prow-ram to the pilot. What a
disaster it will be and what a sensation - you low-born slave, you scum - if the
snake should bite the pilot on the shin. (fr. 28)

Another figure in this low-life saga (whether it has any basis in fact we do not
know) is a woman whose Homeric and programmatic name is singularly at
odds with her conduct and surroundings. She is associated with some deceitful
scheme of Bupalus in fr. 12 but elsewhere appears in intimate association with
Hipponax. ‘Bending down to me over the lamp Arete. ..’ kiyaoa ydp po
Tpds 1O Axvov *Apfitn (fr. 17) clearly comes from an erotic context and may
be from the same poem in which Hipponax says:

tyd 8¢ Seficor wap’ *ApfiTny
kvegaios A8V pwbich karrnuAiotny. (fr. 16)

At dark I came to Arete’s place, with a heron - lucky sign — on the right hand,

and there I settled in.

A drinking party seems to have ensued, of a vulgarity which reminds one
irresistibly of Frangois Villon and his grosse Margot — en ce bordeau ou tenons

nostre estat. I TIEAAIBos TrivovTes® 0¥ ydp fiv auTiin

KUME, & mails y&p tumeodov karhipale,
#x 5¢ Tiis WéAANS
Emvov: &Aoo’ alrrds, &AhoT "AptfiTh
TpoUTTIVEY. (frs. 13, 14)

. . .drinking from a milk pail since she didn’t have a goblet, a slave had fallen
on it, smashed it...now I would take a drink and then Arete would drain it
dry.
There is another line of dialogue which may fitinto this context: ‘Why did you
go to bed with that rogue Bupalus?’ Tf 1é1 TdAevmi Boutrddwn ouwvolknoas;

(fr. 15).
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Other fragments give us more glimpses of life in the bas-fonds of Clazomenae.
A papyrus fills out two already known fragments to produce an enigmatic but
fascinating description of a quarrel which is interrupted by the appearance of
the god Hermes and followed by what sounds like a legal manoeuvre of some
kind.

.. .beaten up. . .this madness. . .the jaw...crapped on...with gold-blazing
wand. . .near the foot of the bed. . .Hermes followed to Hipponax’ house. ..
the dog stealer. . . hisses like a viper . . . He went right away, with three witnesses
to where the blackguard peddles vino and found his man sweeping out the shop
— no broom, though, he was using the stock of a thorn bush. (fr. 79)

It is not a very comfortable world, this; someone ‘never stops warming his
chilblains by the coal fire’ (fr. 59) and Hipponax prays to Hermes for some

warm clothmg: ‘Epuii, ¢fA’ ‘Eppii, MaiaBeu, KuAAfvie,

trevyopal Tot, k&pTa Ydp Kakdds Pryd

kal BappaAiia. . .
8és yAaivav ‘Iwrdvaxn kal kurraooiokov
kal capParioka xdoxeploka kal xpuoou. . . (fr. 32)

Hermes, dear Hermes, Maia’s son, born on Cyllene, I beseech thee, for I am
damnably cold, my teeth are chattering. . . Grant Hipponax a cloak and a dolman
and alpergatas, fur-lined boots and gold. . .

The foreign words in this translation are an attempt to represent a conspicuous
feature of Hipponax® style: his use of words drawn from the non-Greek
languages of the Ionian hinterland and the orient in general. The ‘vino’ the
blackguard is peddling in the first fragment quoted above is in Hipponax an
Egyptian word &mwv and in the prayer to Hermes the names of the items of
clothing and footgear are all from Anatolian languages. One fragment (125)
uses a word for ‘bread’ — bekos — which we know from a famous story in
Herodotus (2.2) was Phrygian.

Hipponax can even address Zeus with a foreign title, palmys: ‘ Oh Zeus, father
Zeus, shah of the Olympian gods, why haven’t you given me any money. . .?’
(fr. 38). So Hermes is addressed with a title — Kandaules — which Hipponax
specifies as ‘Maeonian’ (fr. 3a) and we hear also of Zeus’s daughter Kubebe
(fr. 127). Such linguistic borrowings were almost certainly typical of the Greek
spoken in the Ionian cities; their appearance in the poems reinforces the vivid
local colour which is one of the charms of these somewhat disreputable frag-
ments — the glimpses (the only ones we are given) into the everyday life of the
Eastern Greek cities. A very corrupt fragment (42) seems to be giving directions
to a traveller going west through Lydia towards Smyrna; he will pass the tombs,
monuments and columns of Lydian kings (Gyges is the only one we can be sure
of). Another fragment (50) speaks of someone ‘who lives by the back of the
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city, in Smyrna, between Roughroad and Cape Decay’ peragl Tpnxéns Te kal
Aempiis éxriis. (Smyrna, weare told by Strabo, who cites these lines, is not the
great city of that name but a part of Ephesus.) One line reminds us that the
prosperity of these cities was based on sea-borne commerce: ‘caulking the
keel with pitch and wax’ émrerra pdABn1 T Tpémiv Tapaxpioas (51), and another
passage that the Asia Minor littoral was one of the reservoirs of supplies for the

slave market: kal Tous coAoikous fiv A&Pwor Tepviot,

Dplyas utv & MiAntov &AgireloovTas. (fr. 27)

. . .and if they catch any barbarians, they put them up for sale: the Phrygians to
work the grain mills in Miletus. . .

The presence of many such slaves in the Ionian cities may account for the
frequent references in the poems to non-Greek people: a woman dressed in a
Koraxian robe (fr. 2), an obscure (and obscene) mention of the Sindoi on the
Black Sea — ‘Sindic slit’ Zivbikév Sidopayua (fr. 2a), a woman speaking Lydian
(fr. 92).

Not all of the characters of these low-life sketches live in the city; we have
one fragment which seems to be the voice of a man reduced to peasant fare by
the profligacy of one of his sons:

For one of them spent whole days at ease at table
swilling down tunafish and cheese in a steady stream
for all the world like a eunuch from Lampsacus

and so ate up the family fortune. I have to dig

rocks on the mountainside, munch medium-sized figs
and barley-wheat loaves — slave fodder. (fr. 26)

Another fragment may be a partial list of what this disgruntled speaker no
longer gets to eat:
.. .not chewing on partridges and hares,

not seasoning the pancakes with sesame,
not dipping the fritters in honey. . . (fr. 26a)

But if eating plays a large role in the Hipponactean world, so does the opposite
process, evacuation; not until Aristophanes do we encounter so varied a
scatological vocabulary again. Fully worthy of Aristophanes is the compound
ueoonyubopmoyéorns (fr. 114c) which is quoted with the explanation: ‘a man
who goes to the toilet often during the meal so that he can fill up again’.
Elsewhere somebody is ‘croaking like a raven in a privy’ (fr. 61) and in fr. 155
somebody is doing something almost indecipherable (but certainly repre-
hensible) ‘like a lizard in a privy’. The Aristophanic verb TiAdw and its com-

pounds turn up frequently (frs. 73.4, 79.6, 86.2).
It is only to be expected that such a poet would be equally uninhibited in
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matters sexual but it is only in recent years that papyrus fragments have
confirmed what the few book fragments with erotic content (mostly lexico-
graphical entries) seemed to suggest — that Hipponax is a grand master of
obscene fiction. One damaged papyrus gives us a tantalizing but lacunose
portrayal of what seems to be a love encounter rudely interrupted.

...on the floor. . .undressing. ..we were biting and kissing. . .looking out
through the door. . .so they wouldn’t catch us. . .naked. ..she was hurrying
things up. . .and I was doing my part. ..

An obscure (and certainly obscene) passage about a sausage is followed by
‘telling Bupalus to go to hell. ..’ and two lines later ‘and just when we were
on the job. ..’ kal &% "l Tois Epyoiowv efxopev . . . (84). Another fragment (92)
manages to combine two of Hipponax’ themes, sex and evacuation, in one wild
scene which may well have been the model for the Oenothea episode in
Petronius’ Satyricon (138). The papyrus, once again, is fragmentary; the right-
hand end of the lines is missing, and interpretation is difficult. But clearly a
woman, who is introduced as ‘speaking Lydian’ Auizouoa, carries out some
magical and obscene rite on the narrator (it includes, besides some obscure
anal operation, beating his genitals with a fig branch); the object, presumably,
is, as in the Satyricon, to restore his lost virility. In Hipponax, however, all this
takes place in a privy (its smell is singled out for mention); the protagonist
gets spattered with excrement and this provokes an invasion of dung-beetles —
they come ‘whirring, more than fifty of them’ - to provide a Rabelaisian
finale.

The fig branch (kp&®n) with which the narrator is stimulated in this passage
turns up in another context, the religious rite of expelling the scapegoat, the
pharmakos. The late Byzantine scholar Tzetzes, who quotes the passages in
question (they amount to ten lines = frs. §—10) tells us that in time of famine
or plague the ‘ancients’ chose ‘the ugliest man of all’ and after various cere-
monies mentioned by Hipponax, burned him and scattered his ashes in the sea.
These last two details, however, are not derived from Hipponax and in fact the
fate of the pharmakos in such ceremonies is still a controversial matter — it may
have been merely a ceremonial expulsion. In any case the Hipponax passages
are not descriptions of the rites but allusions to them, often for purpose of
comparison. ‘ Beating in winter and thrashing with fig branches and squill-stalks,
like a pharmakos . . .figs and cereal and cheese, the sort of things the pharmakos
eats...” One passage — ‘ And on the genitals let the pharmakos, led away, be seven
times thrashed’ ~ recalls the Lydian lady’s formula for restoring virility in the
obscene fragment. What all this has to do with the lives of Hipponax’ characters
we do not know; perhaps they are parts of imprecations against Bupalus and
Athenis, perhaps Hipponax sees himself in the role of victim; in one fragment
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(fr. 37) someone ‘ was giving orders to beat and stone Hipponax® &éAeue BéAAev
kal Agbaw ‘ImrovekTa.

The tone of the fragments is not always abusive or obscene, nor is its back-
ground always sordid. One beautiful line, as clear, melodious and spare as a
line of Sappho, tells of yearning for a girl: ‘If only I had a maiden, fair and soft
of skin’ €f pot yévorto TrapBivos KGAH Te kal Tépeva (fr. 119) ; another (a Homeric
reminiscence for once) has an epic quality:

¢’ &pudrwv Te kal Bptikiov THOAWY
Aeukdiv Féelous kateyyUst *IAfov wipywy
&rmvapiotn ‘Pricos, Alveidv wépus. . . (fr. 72. 5—7)

He came on his chariot and white Thracian horses; but in his sleep, near the
towers of Troy, he was slain, Rhesus, the shah (pa/mys) of the Aeneans. ..

But of course we do not know the context, which may have been decisive for
the effect of these lines. One papyrus fragment (fr. 102), for example, contains
elements which suggest a similar epic tone but soon belies it by adding in-
congruous details. The phrases ‘. . .hydra at Lerna. . . he crushed the crab. ..’
obviously celebrate one of the labours of Heracles but a few lines later we read
the name Kikon, a character known to us from other fragments (4,78,102,118)
as one of the cast of disreputable characters who haunt not the heroic but the
Hipponactean world.

Hipponax remains a mystery. We have lost the matrix of these fascinating
but puzzling fragments; ripped from their frame they leave us in doubt
whether to take them seriously as autobiographical material (unlikely, but it
has been done), as complete fiction (but there is no doubt that Bupalus and
Athenis were real people), as part of a literary adaptation of some ritual of
abuse (a komos or something similar), or as dramatic scripts for some abusive
proto-comic performance. Whatever they were, they are a pungent reminder
of the variety and vitality of archaic Greek literature and of how much we have

lost.
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ARCHAIC CHORAL LYRIC

I. THE NATURE OF EARLY CHORAL POETRY

From Alcman in the seventh century to Timotheus at the beginning of the
fourth, choral lyric remains an important literary form. Performed by citizen
choruses — men, boys, women, or girls — as well as by guilds of professionals,!
these poems were sung by a dancing chorus at public religious festivals or at
important family events like weddings or funerals. Because the festivals in
honour of the gods also celebrated the civic life of the polis, choral song played
a major role in affirming the values and solidarity of the community. The
connexion between music and ethical values, in fact, remains strong through
the archaic and classical periods. Like much of early Greek poetry, choral lyric
is public rather than personal in outlook, expression and orientation. In this
respect it differs from monodic lyric, which is much more an expression of
personal emotion.

The basic forms and sub-genres of choral lyric are already attested in Homer
and doubtless reach back long before the literary evidence.? The Shield of
Achilles in the ll/iad describes a marriage song (hymenaios, Il. 18.491-6), a
harvest song accompanied by dancing (18.569—72), and an elaborate perform-
ance of dance and song by youths and maidens at Cnossus (18.590-606). In the
Odyssey the bard Demodocus sings the famous song about the illicit love of
Ares and Aphrodite while all around him the young Phaeacians dance to its
rhythm (8.262ff.). These passages imply a close interconnexion of music,
dance and poetry in choral lyric. The lament for Hector in /liad 24.720-76
illustrates the threnos or dirge and also reflects its formal structure: a ‘singer’
(aoidos) ‘leads off’ (¢&pyer, EEapxos); he or she is followed by the collective
voice of the chorus joining in some kind of refrain (/. 24.720, 723, 747, 761,
776; cf. also ZI. 18.51 and 314). The formulaic phrase duaipduevan orri kAt
‘answering with lovely voice’ (/. 1.604, Od. 24.60, Hymn to Apollo 1.189) may
also indicate the division of such songs into strophes, that is, stanzas whose set

1 E.g. the Onitadai in Miletus and the Euneidai at Athens: see Schmid-Stihlin 1 1.452.
2 Webster (1970a) 46-55.
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metrical and probably choreographic form is repeated to different words. Only
later, possibly with Stesichorus in the early sixth century, does triadic com-
position develop. This is a more complex stanzaic arrangement, consisting of a
strophe, corresponding antistrophe, and an epode, the last in a related but
slightly varied metre.

Besides the marriage-song, dancing song, dirge and paean (//. 1.472-4,a song
in honour of Apollo), choral lyric also includes the maiden-song (partheneion),
processional song (prosodion), hymn, dithyramb (in honour of Dionysus).
Slightly later and of more secular character arise the enkomion (song in praise
of men, not gods) and skolion (popular song sung at banquets and symposia).!

The division between choral and monodic lyric is convenient, but artificial,
for many poets composed songs of both types. Alcman, chiefly a choral poet,
composed love songs, some of which may have been monodic. The monodists
Sappho, Alcaeus and Anacreon composed choral works: marriage-songs, hymns
and partheneia. The elegist and iambist Archilochus may have composed
dithyrambs (120 7EG) and paeans (121 /EG).2

The numerous local and religious festivals — the Carneia and Hyacinthia at
Sparta, the Adrasteia at Sicyon, the Iolaia at Thebes, the Adonidia on Lesbos —
provided the public occasions for choral song. Choral lyric also played an
important part at the great cosmopolitan celebrations, like those at Delphi and
Olympia or the Delian festival in honour of Apollo vividly described in
the Homeric Hymn to Apollo (146—73). With the Greeks’ typical love of com-
petition, poets and choruses often competed against one another for prizes.

The poet (aoidos) composed both music and words. He also directed a
chorus, led by a chorus-leader (choregos) and varying from seven to fifty
members, which sang and danced the words to an instrumental accompaniment
of lyre and flute. As surviving fragments attest, the richness of festal attire —
robes, jewellery, hair-style, elaborately adorned musical instruments — was an
important feature of the performance (cf. Aleman 1.64ff. PMG; Hymn to Apollo
182—5). Alcman’s poetry makes frequent allusion to the dance-movements of
the singer-performers (e.g. 3.9, 3.70 PMG).

Because archaic choral lyric developed especially in the Dorian-speaking
areas of the Peloponnese and west Greece, its dialect remained Doric, unlike
monody, which followed the poet’s local dialect. There are a few exceptions:
Alcman, our earliest preserved choral poet, composed in his local Laconian
dialect; and some sixth- or early fifth-century Boeotian poets composed in their
own dialects also (PMG 692~4). From Stesichorus on, however, and even in
some poems of Alcman, choral poetry tends to be written in a more or less

! For more detailed discussion of the individual genres see GLP 4—9; Smyth (1900) Intro.
XXUI—CXXX1V.
2 Cf. Ibycus 206 PMG; Anacreon soo, 501, 5ozb PMG. In general GLP ¢f.; Webster (1970a)

63-5, 79-
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conventional literary Doric, which admits many borrowings from the old
Ionic language of Homeric epic and a certain mixture of Aeolic forms, the latter
more frequent in Boeotian Pindar than elsewhere. The dialect, in other words,
was an artificial literary language, a ‘ Kunstsprache’. Its conventional nature
enabled the genre to transcend local or regional boundaries and stress the
Panhellenic aspect of the festivals at Olympia or Delphi.

Despite changes over time and the different spirit and conventions of different
types of cult songs, much in choral lyric remains constant: mythical narrations
of gods or heroes; gnomic reflections on moral behaviour, the limitations of
mortality, the nature of the human condition; comments on the art of song,
predecessors, the poet’s skill; a certain religious aura, even in the secularized
forms of the sixth and fifth centuries.! Expressions of personal feelings, though
not uncommon, tend to be more stylized and less emotional than in monody.
Recent research has shown how misleading it may be to take first-person state-
ments, even when not in the persona of the chorus, as reflections of the poet’s
sentiments.

Mythical narration forms a particularly important part of these poems, not
only as ornament, but also as illustration of moral norms and precepts, often
reinforced by a concluding ethical maxim. The poet could exploit a rich mythic
tradition, confident that an audience brought up on Homer, Hesiod, the Cyclic
epics would grasp and appreciate his allusions to or departures from earlier
versions. Rapidity, selectivity of detail, elaborate compound adjectives,
decorative richness, epithets borrowed or adapted from Homer are the most
constant features of the style. There is also a tendency toward density of syntax,
the isolation of vivid moments of action, powerful and often audacious meta-
phors, tightly phrased and weighty gnomic pronouncements.

The demands of cult and worship did not severely constrain the exuberance of
choral lyric. Here, as elsewhere in Greek art, aesthetic brilliance counted for
more than pious solemnity. Human emotions, pathos, the physical beauty of
men and nature, the city and its legends are generally in the foreground.
Celebration of the gods is a joyous affair; the more movement, colour, sensuous
detail the better. Even in Pindar, the most religious in spirit of those poets, the
religious element is personal and meditative rather than cultic.

The extant poetical fragments and the depiction of choral celebration on vases
and sculpture attest to the concern with the beauty of the singers, the grace of
their dance, the importance of both the vocal and instrumental music, incense,
the altar, the crowd (cf. Hymn to Apollo 152ff.; Sappho 2, 44.24fF, 141, 154
PLF). For us only the bare words survive, and we must make an effort of
imagination to supply the other elements, which were at least of equal import-
ance for the ancient audience.

! See GLP 12f.; Schmid—Stihlin 1 1, 452—7; Frinkel (1975) 159f.
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The poets of early choral lyric are shadowy figures. They are more closely
associated with the history of music than with literature. Much of our informa-
tion about them, in fact, comes from the treatise On music attributed to Plutarch.
Corinth and Sparta are particularly important. Of Eumelus of Corinth, a
contemporary of Archias who founded Syracuse in 734 B.C., we have two lines
in dactylic metre, part of a prosodion (processional song) written for the
Messenians at the Delian festival (fr. 13 £GF, 696 PMG). The practice of
commissioning foreign poets at the great international festivals clearly has a
long history. Figures like Olympus of Phrygia, inventor of the musical scale,
Pamphos and Olen of Lycia, early writers of hymns (cf. Hdt. 4.35) possibly in
hexameter rather than lyric metres, are scarcely more than names.

Terpander of Lesbos is a little more substantial. A few fragments survive, of
doubtful authenticity (697-8 PMG). He is celebrated for converting the older
four-stringed instrument into the seven-stringed cithara or lyre, capable of a
wider and subtler range of melodies. He established the first school of music’
at Sparta, won a victory at the first festival of the Carneia in 676 B.c., and
supposedly invented the skolion (see below, pp. 220f). Still partly in
the realm of myth too is another Lesbian poet, Arion of Methymna, whose
miraculous rescue by a dolphin is recounted by Herodotus (1.23f.). The Suda
and Eusebius agree in placing his florust in the last quarter of the seventh century.
In Corinth, under the tyrant Periander, he seems to have raised dithyrambic
choral song to the level of artistic composition. These early choral songs,
involving satyrs with speaking parts and probably some mythical narration,
are sometimes considered to have been one of the early influences on the
development of tragedy (see below, pp. 2581F.)." The fragments attributed to
him (Diehl vol. 1.5f.) are of doubtful authenticity.

2. ALCMAN

Only with Alcman does early choral lyric have a literary reality. He is the first
choral poet of whom anything substantial is preserved. Both dates and origins
are controversial. Traditional dates vary between early and late seventh century;
recent evidence suggests the end rather than the beginning of the seventh
century (see Appendix). Whether he was a native Laconian or a Lydian has
also been disputed from antiquity on (13a, PMG). Fragment 16, PMG, ‘He
was no rustic fellow nor gauche. ..nor a Thessalian by race nor a shepherd
from Erysiche [in Acarnania], but from lofty Sardis’, was interpreted auto-
biographically, probably wrongly (see Appendix). The bias against believing
that Sparta could have produced a native poet like Alcman may also have
contributed to the notion of Lydian birth (cf. Aelian, Var. Hist. 12.50). Alcman’s

1 See Else (1965) 14-17; Webster (1970a) 68f.; Lesky 225; DTC 10-13, 97-101.,
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use of the local dialect, intense familiarity with local customs, and his burial
near the shrine of Helen in Sparta (Pausanias 3.15.3) favour Spartan or at least
Laconian birth. It is, of course, possible that he was born in Sardis of parents
who were Laconian or emigrated in his early years to Sparta. The question
remains unsolved.

The Sparta of Aleman was a very different place from the austere militaristic
society that it became in later times. In the late seventh and early sixth century
Sparta and Corinth, not Athens, were the cultural centres of mainland Greece.
The British School excavations at the sanctuary of Artemis Orthia near Sparta
have amply documented the vigorous flourishing of the arts there, particularly
between 650 and §50.! The success of the Second Messenian War, whose martial
spirit Tyrtaeus sang, brought a period of prosperity, expansiveness, enjoyment
of life. Alcman’s Sparta was adorned with large temples and statuary in marble,
ivory, bronze and terracotta. The shrine of Artemis Orthia contained numerous
votive offerings of elegant design, elaborate jewellery in gold and silver, and
imports from Egypt and the Near East. The pottery, sculpture and ivory
plaques show the imaginative figures of Orientalizing art: vivid mythical
scenes, inventive geometric designs, and fabulous creatures of all sorts. The
simple elegance, gaiety, bold energy, vigour, and originality of the Laconian
pottery of this time parallel in spirit the poetry of Alcman.

In the later seventh and early sixth century Sparta continued to attract poets
and musicians: besides Alcman we hear of Terpander, Thaletas of Gortyn,
Clonas of Thebes or Tegea, Xenocritus of Locri, Polymnastus of Colophon
and Sacadas of Argos. They sang at festivals like the Carneia, Hyacinthia,
Gymnopaidiai, and others. Even in its more austere period later, Sparta retained
the reputation for brilliant choruses (see Pindar, fr. 199 Snell = 189 Bowra).
Near the end of the fifth century Aristophanes reproduced a Laconian choral
song in Lysistrata of 411 B.c. (1306fL.).

Like the early monodists, Sappho and Alcaeus, but unlike most later choral
poets, Alcman composed in his local dialect; he also borrowed freely from the
common storehouse of epic diction. He probably composed a few poems in
Ionic, possibly as preludes (prooimia) to longer works, a practice vaguely
attested for Terpander and other early lyricists (Ps.-Plut. De mus. 3 and see
below, p. 182). His works were collected into six books of Lyrics (MéAn),and a
puzzling work, KoAvppdoa ‘ The women diving’, now confirmed as a separate
poem by the discovery of the end of Book 6 on P.Oxy. 3209. Its character
remains a problem: guesses range from a poem about Leda to some kind of
marriage-song.

Alcman was especially celebrated for his love-poetry, not all of which was

! See Dawkins (1929) passim; Huxley (1962) 61-3; Forrest (1968) 71-3; Tigerstedt (1965)
39~44; Calame (1977) 11 33ff.; Janni (1965) 25ff.
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necessarily personal. Erotic themes were doubtless prominent in his marriage-
songs or hymenaia, for which he was also famous (see 159 PMG), and in his
partheneia or maiden-songs, as we can see from the extant fragments. Of these
last we have two major examples: his most important surviving work, the
Louvre Partheneion so called from the present location of the papyrus, dis-
covered at Sakkara in 1855 and published at Paris in 1863, and substantial
portions of a second Partheneion from Oxyrhynchus, published in 1957 (fr. 3
P MG). The Oxyrhynchus papyri have also enriched our knowledge of Alcman
with a cosmogonic poem, important scholia on the Louvre Partheneion, and
other fragments. Many short fragments, sometimes only a word or a phrase,
quoted by lexicographers or metricians for their formal anomalies, are tan-
talizing, but mysterious.

The grace, liveliness, and range of Alcman’s choral style are best seen in the
Louvre Partheneion (fr. 1 PMG). This work was composed for a chorus of
Spartan girls, to be sung at a local religious festival whose exact nature is
uncertain.! The goddess to whom the girls offer the song and a pAaros (generally
a sacred tapestry or robe, but here glossed by the scholia as a plough) is called
Aotis and, as her name suggests, may have some connexion with the dawn and
possibly with marriage and fertility. (Attempts to elicit a reference to Artemis
Orthia from &p8plau in line 61 are, for metrical and linguistic reasons, invalid.)
Our ignorance of the cult, the obscurity of many of the allusions, and the
lacunose state of the text leave many problems unsolved. Even so, we have a
good overall picture of the whole work and can appreciate the general limpidity
and richness of Alcman’s style.

The scale of the poem was ample. There were probably ten stanzas of fourteen
lines each, probably not in triadic composition. Thirty-five lines, or two-and-a-
half stanzas have been lost from the beginning. These contained the invocation
and part of a myth. A diacritical sign (a coronis) preserved on the papyrus and
marking the end of the poem indicates the loss of the last four lines. We are also
fortunate to have a number of scholia from Hellenistic commentaries, some in the
margins of the Louvre papyrus, some found later on papyri from Oxyrhynchus.

Our text begins near the end of a myth about the defeat of the sons of
Hippocoon. In other versions of this Laconian legend Heracles has an important
role, restoring the exiled Tyndareus and thus helping to establish the line of
Spartan kingship. There is no trace of Heracles in the preserved fragments, so
that the exact version which Alcman is following is still a matter for speculation.2

I See Calame (1977) 11 103ff.; Bumnett (1964) 30-4; Garvie (1965) 185-7; Gentili (1976) passim ;
Griffiths (1972) 24f1.; Page (1951a) 72—4; Treu (1968a) 28.

2 The presence of Heracles here rests on the indirect evidence of Sosibius ap. Clement Alex.,
Protrepr. 36 with schol. ad loc. Other versions which include Heracles: Apollod. 2.7.3, Diod.
4-33.5f.; Paus. 3.15.4f. See Page (1951a) 30ff.; GLP 40off.; Davison (1968) 148-53; Garvie (1965)
186; Griffiths (1972) 14.
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The mention of ‘Destiny and Resource, Aisa and Poros, eldest of the gods’,
at this point (13f.) suggests that the victory illustrated the triumph of the moral
order, a function of myth familiar from Pindar. The warning against trying to
wed Aphrodite (un5t TnpfTe yaufiv Tav 'AgpobiTav, 17) suggests that the myth
had something to do with marriage, possibly the Tyndarids’ defence of Helen,
their sister, or possibly the Hippocoontids’ rival suit for the future brides of the
Tyndarids. The listing of the fallen Hippocoontids by name shows a fondness
for local detail that we find elsewhere in choral lyric. A second myth, more
briefly told and also extremely fragmentary (22-35), seems to have recounted
the punishment of a crime against the gods, also of an amorous nature, perhaps
committed by the Giants or the Aloadae, Otus and Ephialtes.!

Both myths were rounded off by gnomic statements about respecting the due
limits of the mortal condition:

ut} 15 &vd]pdmreov &5 wpavdy Totfiobuw
unbt 1n]pfiTw yaufiv Tév *Agpoditav

Févacoav. . .
(16-18)
Let no mortal fly to the heavens nor attempt to marry goddess Aphrodite. . .
SAaoTa 5
Fépya éoov ko pnoopévor
fom 15 016V Thots.
(34-6)

Devising evil deeds they suffered unforgettably; there is some requital from the
gods.

As in Pindar and Bacchylides such ‘gnomic bridge-passages’ serve as a tran-
sition to a new subject, in this case the chorus’ playful dispute about the beauty
of two of their members, Agido and Hagesichora, the latter called the chorus-
leader (36—43):

fon1 115 C1%OV TioNg”

& &' Apios, Somis elppuwv

&utpav [5r]otrhéxer

&xAavros tydw 8 &efbeo

'Ay18éds 1O plds- dpd 4°

F* &1 &\ov, Svrrep &

*Ay1bd popTUpeTan

palvnv. ..

There is some requital from the gods. But he is happy who in joy of mind
weaves a day through to its end without lamentation. But my song is Agido’s
radiance. I see her shine as the sun whom Agido summons to shine for us [or,
to whose shining for us Agido bears witness]. . .

! See Page (19514a) 4af.; Janni (1965) 68—71.
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The changefulness of mortal life defines man as ephemeros: even his precarious
happiness must be measured within the limits of the ‘single day’ (cf. Pind. OL 2.
33-8). The poet’s song both describes and exemplifies the necessity of staying
within the norms of mortal life. Here implicitly, as far more explicitly and
programmatically in Pindar, the poet places his art in a large moral framework
and makes poetry itself part of the struggle for order and beauty against what is
aesthetically and morally formless and chaotic. Not only the evil-doing in the
preceding stanza, but also the recognition that mortal life is rarely without
grief form the foil to this sun-like beauty in the festal joy of celebration.

As in choral lyric generally, the structure of the poem tends to be dis-
continuous, but the imagery of light is prominent throughout. If, as seems
highly probable, the song was part of a pannychis, or ‘all night festival’,
performed shortly before dawn, the movement from darkness to light under-
lined by the imagery would also have symbolic value, particularly in a cult
concerned with fertility, marriage, growth and passage to maturity. The
comparison of Agido to the sun may have religious or cultic significance too,
but that does not exclude the note of playful exaggeration which dominates the
next section of the poem, in sharp contrast to the more serious regal and martial
themes of the first two strophes.

The chorus goes on (43-72):

tut 8’ ol tronvijy
oUTe powpficBal viv & ewd yoparyds
oUb’ &udds tiji- Boxel y&p fiuev alra 43
hirrpertdys s drep almig
tv Porols ordoetey lmrrov
Tarydv &eBAopbpov xavaryémoba
Té&v UotreTpibiwv dvelpwv-
1 oy &pfiis; & miv kéAng 5o
'Evetids - & 5t yalva
Tas tuds &veyrds
‘Aynoydpay ravBet
xpuods [&]s dxfiparros:
76 1° dpyUptov mpbowTov, 55
SiapdBav Ti To1 Afyw;
‘Aynoiépa piv alra-
& 8t Sevtépa ed” "Ayi8c 1o petbos
Trrros “IPnvéd1 Kohafalos Spapfyran -
Tat TleAndbes ydp v 6o

SpBplar p&pos pepofoais
wxta 51" &uBpoaiav &te ofipiov

&orpov &unpoutvan pdyovron®

oUTe yép T ToppUpas
160005 képos BOT dpivan, 65
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olrre oixiAog Spdxeov

Taryxpuoitos, oUubt piTpa

Avbia, veavibwv

tavoy[Alepépwv &yahpa,

oU8¢ Tal Navvdds kdpai, 70

AN’ oU[8'] *AptTa cadis,

oUbt ZUAaxis Te kal KAenowopa. . .
But the glorious chorus-leader in no way allows me either to praise or to blame
her (Agido). For she herself (Hagesichora) seems outstanding, just as if one
should set among cattle a well compacted horse, winner of prizes, of ringing
hooves, a horse of winged dreams [or, a horse of dreams which lie beneath
rocks).t
Do you not see her? The one is a Venetic pony; but the hair of my cousin,
Hagesichora, blooms like gold unalloyed. Silver her face. Is my speech clear?
Here she is, Hagesichora herself. But she who is second after Agido in beauty
will run as a Colaxaean horse against an Ibenian. For the Pleiades early in the
morning, rising like the star Sirius through the ambrosial night, fight against us
as we bear the plough [robe?].
Nor is there such an abundance of purple to defend us, nor the dappled snake,
all-gold, nor the Lydian cap, joy of soft-eyed girls, nor Nanno’s tresses, no,
nor Areta the godlike, nor Sylacis nor Cleésisera (can defend us). . .

Agido’s beauty is now balanced by Hagesichora’s. The rivalry has a stylized,
mock-serious character. The agonistic mood may be related to the cult setting.
Some scholars have suggested rival choruses or a bridal serenade like Catullus
61, but there is no clear evidence for either. Cultic function, in any case, does
not preclude playfulness. The repetition of ‘see’ (6pé, 40; dpfiss, §0), thelanguage
of brightness and clarity (54-6, 60—3), the comparison to horses, the playful
military imagery (63, 65) and the comparison to precious metals (54f., cf. 67)
maintain a certain formal unity; but the dominant tone is one of banter, rapid
colloquial interchange, familiarity. The chorus’ reference to Hagesichora as
‘my cousin’ (52) may indicate a relationship of a cultic as well as a familial
nature. The listing of the girls’ names in 7off. is part of this atmosphere of
friendly intimacy. The concreteness of detail, characteristic both of Alcman and
choral lyric generally, both presupposes and celebrates the solidarity of this
society. The girls named by Alcman in other poems are of high social standing:
Timasimbrota, a king’s daughter (5, fr. 2, col. i PMG) and Astymeloisa in
3.73f.; we may assume that these girls too are of good family or noble birth.

The lines on the Pleiades (60—3) are the poem’s most notorious crux.2 The

! ‘Winged dreams’ favoured by Page (1951a) 87; see also Calame (1977) 11 67, with n. 40;
‘dreams under (shady) rocks’: West (1965) 195 and Marzullo (1964) 193f. The ancient lexico-
graphers attest the meaning ‘ winged’ (e.g. £¢.Gen. s.v.; Et. Magn. 783.20ff. The linguistic objections
to this meaning, though serious, are not perhaps decisive.

3 See Page (1951a) 5aff., 75ff. Recent discussion and bibliographical surveys in Gerber (1967/8)
325~ and (197§ /6) 95—7; Puelma (1977) 53f.; Calame (1977) 11 179-86; Gianotti (1978) 257-71.
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scholiast says that the Pleiades (‘doves’) are Agido and Hagesichora, and it is
probably safest to follow that view. An alternative, that ‘Pleiades’ is the name
of a rival chorus, is widely assumed, but has no evidence to support it. The
comparison to Sirius confirms that, whatever else the Pleiades may refer to,
they are also the constellation and form part of the imagery of light in the poem.
The two outstanding members of the chorus are now said to ‘rise like Sirius
through the ambrosial night’ (the last phrase is a Homeric formula), possibly to
contrast their joint beauty with that of the rank and file, the eight gitls listed in
the next stanza. In that case the comparison to the bright and generally baleful
light of Sirius would be part of the tone of playful exaggeration and mock-
combat between chorus and its two leading members. Other interpretations
stress local connexions (one of the Pleiades is the Laconian nymph, Taygeta) or
reference to the season or to the approach of daylight (the girls are racing to
beat the dawn).! Scholarly consensus on the passage is still remote.

The list of the girls’ charms in 64ff. makes clear the erotic colouring of the
playful banter. This is implicit also in the comparison to horses (cf. Anacreon
346, 360, 417 PMG and Ibycus 287 PMG) and in the language of combat.
The references to the chorus-members’ hair, jewellery, and robes also serve to
call attention to the festive brilliance of the present celebration. These erotic
overtones may have some relation to the cult as well, particularly if Aotis is a
goddess of fertility and marriage, like the Spartan Helen, or, if, as some have
suggested, the song formed part of a marriage-celebration or an initiatory ritual
of girls approaching marriageable age.

The erotic elements become stronger as the chorus concludes the listing of
its own members and turns back to Hagesichora (73-7):

oUd’ & AtvnoPp[é]ras dvioloa paoels:
*Agragls [1]¢ uor yévorto
xal ToTtyAfror ®idvAAa 7%
Aapop[é)ta 1’ Epark Te Fiavepls:
&AM ‘Aynoixépa pe Telper.
Nor if you go to the house of Aenesimbrota will you say, ‘May Astaphis be

mine; may Philylla cast her glances at me and Damareta and the lovely
Vianthemis’; but rather will you say, * Hagesichora wears me down’.

Most recent interpreters have welcomed M. L. West’s excellent suggestion that
Aenesimbrota is a dealer in love-charms, a pharmakeutria like the old woman of
Theocritus’ second /dyll.? Vianthemis’ epithet, ¢poarr& ‘lovely’, is obviously
erotic, as are Philylla’s ‘glances’; we may recall the Graces, ¢poyAepépor ‘with

! Erotic associations of ‘Pleiades’: Calame (1977) 11 75ff. and also 86—97; Gentili (1976) 63;
cf. also Puelma (1977) 34f., n. 65. A ‘race with the dawn’ in a night festival or pannychis: Griffiths

(1972) 17ff.; Burnett (1964) 30—4; Gianotti (1978) 268—71.
2 West (1965) 199; see Puelma (1977) 4of.
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lovein their eyes’, earlier (20f.) and the related epithet, lavoyAepdpcov ‘soft-eyed’,
in G9. The erotic sense of Tefpe1, ‘wears me down’, is now confirmed by a new
papyrus fragment of a scholium (schol. B), as well as usage elsewhere in early
Greek poetry (Hesiod fr. 208 M—W; cf. Telestes 805 PMG).
The poet now skilfully brings the ode back to its unifying figures, Hagesichora
(77) and soon Agido (78-101):
ol ydp & {ajAMogupos
‘Aynory[é]p[a] Tap' alrred,
'AyiSoi |, ., aputver 8o
fwothp[i& 7] &’ brauvel.
& Tav [, ]... owl
Btaobe- [or]dv yap &va
xad Téhos* [xo]pooTéTs,
Felwoul «, [E]ycov ptv adré 85
mapotvos pdrav &md Hpdveo Aéhoka
YA tyc[v] 68 Tér wdv 'AdT ndhioTa
FavBévny &pés- wédvwv ydp
&uw lérwp Eyevro®
&€ “Aynoixdp[as] 5¢ vedwiBes 90
fplfivas ¢parr[&fs Emépav-
11 Te ydp onpagdpwr
N L
T[] xuPepvéTan 58 xph
K[fi}v v&i uéhAioT’ drolny: 9§
& 8¢ T&v Znpnv[i]Scov
dorboTépa ufdv ovxi,
ot yép, &vr[l 8 tvbexa
Talbwv Sex{ds &8 delbler
gbtyyetan & [&p’] O[r* i} Z&vbw poaiot 100
kUxvos® & 8 tmptpwt §avBdn kopfoxar. . .
For is not the lovely-ankled Hagesichora present here? She remains beside
Agido and praises our festival: Do you receive their [prayers}], O gods; for in
gods lie accomplishment and fulfilment.
Leader of the chorus, I would speak; yet I myself, a girl, cry in vain, like an owl
from the rafters. Yet it is my desire to be pleasing to Aotis most of all. For to us
she has been the healer of toils, and from Hagesichora have the girls entered upon
(the paths of) lovely peace.
For. . .the trace-horse. . .and in a ship one must especially heed the steersman.
She [Hagesichora], to be sure, is not more songful than the Sirens, for they are
goddesses; but we, ten instead of eleven girls, sing as the swan at the stream of
Xanthus, while she with her desirable yellow hair. . .

The appeal to present vision earlier in the comparison of Agido and Hagesichora
(‘Do you not see’, §0) is now echoed in the appeal to Hagesichora’s visible
presence as Agido returns (78—80). Instead of mock-rivalry for praise between

17§
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girls (cf. 43f.), the praise isnow for the festival itself. The gnomic statement about
the gods (83f.) recalls the generalization about the gods’ ‘requital’ that led into
the rivalry of the two girls at the end of the mythic section (36—40). ‘Singing’
is now re-established as a main theme, and the emphasis falls on Hagesichora’s
superiority in art rather than in beauty. The humour remains, however, in the
self-deprecating simile of the owl, the foil to Hagesichora’s swan in 100f.
Possibly the bird-similes have some connexion with the Pleiades, ‘doves’, in
6off. The homely comparison to the ‘owl from the roofbeam’ contrasts with
the highly poetical language of divine grace (87—9) and the Sirens. The ‘lovely
peace’ that girls have from Hagesichora (9of.) may be part of the erotic colour-
ing or the competitive setting; it may also be an allusion to the tgpos, common
in lyric, of the joyful calm that comes from song.! In any case it forms a strong
ending to the strophe. Despite the fragmentary condition of g2ff. we can still
recognize the rhetorical figure known as the priamel in the lines about obeying
a knowledgeable leader, the transition to another implicit praise of Hagesichora’s
artistry. Physical beauty and choral skill, however, are still being interwoven as
our poem breaks off: Hagesichora has the voice of a swan and the golden hair
of a desirable woman.

The shifting between Hagesichora and the chorus in these lines is confusing,
and the reference to ‘ten girls instead of eleven’ is not entirely clear. The
scholiast says that the chorus was sometimes of ten, sometimes of eleven, and
ten girls have here been named. The rapid colloquial style, the plethora
of connectives, and the companionable acknowledgement of Hagesichora’s
superiority continue the mood of gaiety, familiarity and girlish admiration. The
style moves easily from proverb to mythical allusion, from local detail to
Homeric reminiscence (the swan at the Xanthus, cf. /liad 2.459ff. and 2.877).

Choral lyric, even at this early date, is still far from primitive. Despite the
incompleteness of the text and the difficulties caused by our ignorance of the
goddess, the cult and the context of the song, we can still recognize sophisticated
structural devices like gnomic transitions, verbal echoes and parallelism.2 There
are also rhetorical figures: the developed simile, praeteritio, priamel, adynaton.
Mythical narration is carried to some length, imagery is sustained, and diction
is rich with compound adjectives in such phrases as ‘prize-winning ringing-
hoofed horses’ (47f.), ‘soft-eyed girls’ (G9), ‘love-glancing Graces’ (20f.).
Alcman also enhances the atmosphere of playful exaggeration and mock-rivalry by
using Homeric formulas in new contexts (e.g. the horses in 47-9, the ‘ambrosial
night’ in 62, the swan in 100f.). Both song and singers must manifest the presence
of beauty, symbolized, as in Pindar, by the superlative radiance of gold and the

1 See Pavese (1967) 127. The epinician parallels to rest after toil in athletic contests in GLP 62

are not entirely apt. See also Puelma (1977) 21f. with n. 50.
2 Puelma (1977) passim; Pavese (1967) passim; Rosenmeyer (1966) 353.
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sun. Alcman achieves a wide and rapid variation of tones, from narratives of
heroes and gods to proverbial commonplaces, from gnomic moralizing to
lively personal exchanges in direct address (e.g. 50, ‘Do you not see?’). There
is also a trace of the ‘kenning’ that one finds in Pindar in a phrase like TroixiAos
Bpduewv mayyplotos ‘the dappled all-gold snake’ (66f.), used to describe a
bracelet.

The language itself, however, is clear and straightforward. Sentences tend to
be brief and paratactic. The leaps and abrupt transitions characteristic of the
genre, like the unintroduced proper names, include the audience in an assumed
intimacy and communal spirit. Phrasing is sometimes conventional, like ‘lovely-
ankled Hagesichora’ (78f.), but Alcman is also capable of bold expressions, like
the girls ‘ walking upon the paths of lovely peace’ (Ipfivas dparrds EméPav, 91) or
the happy mortal ‘ weaving the day through to the end’ (duépov Sramiéxe, 38),
framed by two familiar but emphatic and contrasting adjectives, one positive,
one negative (eUppwv and &davTos, 37 and 39). He can use striking contrasts
too, like that between the ‘solid horse’ and the horse ‘of dreams’ (whether
‘winged’ or not) in 47-9. As in Pindar, figures of speech and comparisons tend
to accumulate in progressions, like that from metals to horses to stars in §4-63
or that from owl to Siren to swan in 86~-101. This figurative language some-
times creates sharp juxtapositions of prosaic reality and remoter mythical
elements, as in the horses of 47—9 or the priamel of g2ff. which builds up from
horsemanship to seamanship to the Sirens.

The poet’s concern with his art and the nature of his song has moral as well
as aesthetic significance. Proud of his expertise, he takes himself and his song as
a microcosm of the world-order (cf. 13—23, 35—40), a nascent form of one of
Pindar’s most important themes (cf. PyzA. 1 and below, pp. 228-30). The mood
of levity, perhaps characteristic of partheneia generally, is dominant; but beneath
the lightness and play appears the deep moral seriousness which characterizes
most of Greek choral poetry.

The recently published second partheneion (3 PMG) provides valuable
perspective on the Louvre poem. Here the proem, lost in Partheneion 1, is
partially preserved. The chorus calls on the Olympian Muses who have filled
their hearts with desire for song. The inspiration for the new song takes the
form of an awakening from sleep; it ‘will scatter sweet sleep from the lids’
Umrvov &mrd yAepdpwv okeSaoel yAukuv. . ., 3. 7); we may recall the awakening of
song in the proem of Pindar’s seventh Isthm:an. The chorus then calls attention
to their movements “as the song [?] leads me to come to the dancing place where
most of all I shall toss my yellow hair. . .and my soft feet [may dance]. . .".

Js 8¢ w* &yer wed’ &ydov’ Tuev
&1 uéhiora képuav EJavbav TwvédEw-
.. .&modol wébes. . . (3.8-10 PMG)
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After a gap of some fifty lines (which, on the analogy of Partheneion 1, may
have held a myth), the text resumes with the theme of sleep again, but now
with a mixture of erotic colouring and ritual action that closely parallels the

Louvre Partheneion:
Avowehel Te doWI, TaKEPDTEPS
8" Umrvw kal cavdrw wombipxeTan*
oubt 11 poayndles yAuk,  fva-
*Alo]Tupéroioa ¢ 1’ oUBty &uslPetan
A TO]V TTUAedY” Exoloa 65
[®] 15 alyAd[e]vros dorhip
wpavdd SrmreTis
i xplotov Epvos f &rod[v yir]ov
2P
]. 81Pa Tavaois wo[of] 70
«]ouos voria Kivupa x[&p]is
&l wlapoevikdv xaltaow toder
"AjoTupidoa Katd oTporTéy
] néAnpa Bépewt. ..

Ja 1801’ of Treos e, ov 1ot
&oloov [lo]ic” dmrards xnpds AéBor, 8o
alyé &’ [y [Jxéris kivas yevolpav-
viv 8’ [ |8a walda Pof, Jugpovar. . .
(3.61-74, 79-82 PMG)

.. .and with desire that looses the limbs, but she looks glances more melting
than sleep and death; nor in vain she. . .sweet.

But Astymeloisa makes me no answer ; but, likea star that falls through the radiant
sky orabranch of gold or soft plume, holding the garland. . . she passed onslender
feet; and on the tresses of the girls sits the lovely-haired dewy grace of Cinyras.
Astymeloisa (moves) among the gathering, an object of care to the people. . .
If she should come near and take me by the soft hand, at once would I become

her suppliant.

But now. . .a girl of deep {?] thought. ..

As in the Louvre Partheneion, the chorus of girls are lost in admiration for an
outstanding member of their group. Astymeloisa, like Hagesichora, may be
the chorus-leader, a position suggested also by the pun on her name in 74,
péAnpa Sduwi, ‘a concern to the people’, a double pun, perhaps, if the first word,
melema also alludes to melos ‘song’, which in fact occurs in the proem, xaAdv
Upvioiodv péhos ‘girls hymning lovely song’.

The erotic overtones of this admiration are even more overt than in the
L.ouvre Partheneion. The helplessness of the girl if the object of her love should
take her hand (79f.) recalls the chorus of the longer poem ‘worn down’ with
love for Hagesichora (1.77). The celestial brightness of Astymeloisa’s beauty
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(3.66-8) reminds us also of the sun- and star-imagery of that poem (cf. 1.40-3,
6o0—3). Here too that beauty slips briefly into mythical allusion, the charm of
Cinyras, darling of Aphrodite (3.71f.; cf. 1.96ff.). The love-motif is also treated
with a certain playfulness and perhaps deliberate exaggeration. Lines 61-8 and
79-81 offer a glimpse of the same kind of personal exchange as in the Louvre
Partheneion: the chorus casts itself in the role of a helplessly smitten lover
before an overpoweringly beautiful beloved whom they praise with rather
conventional details of physical grace and images of light and gold. Taken
together, the two poems show a lively freshness, set in a rather stylized frame.
That stylized character may be due to the ritual occasion of the song, possibly
initiatory, possibly involving a goddess of sex, marriage, or fertility, like Helen
or Aphrodite (cf. Cinyras in 3.71).

A very different area of Alcman’s poetry has been revealed by another new
papyrus, also published in 1957, a fragment of a commentary on a cosmogonic
poem (P.Oxy. 2390 = §, fr. 2, col. ii PMG). Only a few of Alcman’s own
words are quoted, but the commentary enables us to restore the general outline.
Alcman seems to have posited the original condition of the world as an un-
differentiated mass, akin to what later philosophers termed UAn, unformed
matter. The goddess Thetis came into being and gave form to this matter as a
craftsman forms metal (cf. 17-19). With this act appear the two ordering
principles, Poros and Tekmor, ‘ Path’ (‘ Resource’) and ‘ Limit’, or, as H. Frinkel
suggests, ‘ Open Possibility” or ‘ Accessibility’ and ‘ Binding Definition’.! With
them the primal matter is differentiated into day and night, light and darkness
(cf. 25f.). The process of differentiation has some affinity with the cosmogonic
process in Hesiod (cf. Theogony 123—5); but the non-anthropomorphic agents,
Poros and Tekmor, are quite unhesiodic and resemble the non-personal, non-
sexualized elements, water, air, fire, in the Milesians Thales and Anaximander.
Thetis’ role is striking. Sea-goddesses elsewhere in early Greek literature, as
Vernant has shown, serve as cosmogonic deities,2 but Aleman may also owe
something to Near-Eastern notions of a ‘waste of waters’ ruled by a female
deity of the deep, like Tiamat in the Babylonian Enuma Elish.3 In any event,
the fragment is a precious piece of evidence for a far more advanced intellectual
atmosphere in seventh-century Sparta than had ever been suspected and a
valuable indication that philosophical speculation and Near-Eastern influences
were not confined to Ionia in the early archaic period. It suggests too the
artificiality of the sharp break sometimes assumed between poets and philos-
ophers or between ‘mythic’ and ‘philosophical’ thought in this formative
period in the intellectual history of early Greece.

The new fragment also enables us to put a number of hitherto unrelated scraps

! West (1967) 2f; Frinkel (1975) 164. See also Penwill (1974) 13-39; West (1963) 154-6.
3 Vernant-Detienne (1974) 136—9. See also Hdt. 4.180.5. 3 West (1967) 3-7.
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of Alcman’s work into perspective. First, we can recognize the same cosmogonic
concerns in the gnomic generalization at the end of the myth in the Louvre
Partheneion (1.13f.), for here Aisa and Poros, ‘Destiny’ and ‘Path’, called
‘the oldest of the gods’, have an important role as embodiments of the moral
order. We can now make better sense of the scholiast’s comment on this passage,
‘By Poros (Alcman) means the same being as that represented by Chaos in
Hesiod’s mythology’, for he is doubtless referring to the cosmogonic function
of Poros in the poem of fragment §. We can also better appreciate Alcman’s
interest elsewhere in connecting his poetry with the mythical beginnings of the
world-order. In one fragment, for instance, he calls the Muses the daughters of
Ouranos and Ge, Sky and Earth (67 PMG) not Zeus and Mnemosyne as in
Hesiod. In another Erse, Dew, a fertilizing principle, appears as daughter of
Zeus and Selene (57 PMG). He calls Akmon the son of Ouranos because of
the sky’s ‘untiring’ (a-kamatos) movement (61 PMG). Tyche, Chance, is the
sister of Eunomia and Peitho, ‘ Lawfulness’ and ‘ Persuasion’, and the daughter
of Prometheia ‘Forethought’ (64).!

From the sparse quotations by late grammarians and metricians it has long
been clear that Alcman treated epic themes, often drawing upon Homeric
language and showing a predilection for dactylic metres. His subjects, mostly
mentioned only by name, include the fall of Troy (68—71 PMG), Heracles
(72), Niobe (75), Tantalus (79) and Odysseus. On the last we have an interesting
line and a half in dactyls telling how ‘ Circe once smeared (with wax) the ears of
the companions of Odysseus, enduring in spirit’ (80 PMG):

xal 1ok’ 'OBuoctios TaAacippovos dat’ Etalpwv
Kipka trarelyaca.

Alcman has modified the Homeric narrative by having Circe actually perform
what she only advises the hero to do in Homer.

That modification of Homeric detail is now substantiated at greater length
by an important new papyrus fragment (P.Oxy. 2443, fr. 1, +3213).2 Where
the papyrus becomes intelligible there is a brief reference to Poseidon and a
description of someone coming to ‘a shrine of the Nereids’:

eo.l.... Jouss, [
Jepacduay novds [
]Je Mooubavos xaf . .
l.os 10
pa, Asukofedv Epatdv Tépevos
& Tpuyedv dvnicov, Exov
5¢ olbas BUw yAukfas.
1-Lloyd-Jones, in West (1963) 156, suggests that fr. 65 PMG, on the prerogatives of the gods,
may come from the same cosmogonic poem as the Poros—Tekmor fragment. Still, we must recognize
the rather light and humorous tone of this fragment; see Campbell (1967) ad /oc. and Perrotta-
Gentili (1965) ad loc. 2 See West (1977) 38f.; Brown (1978) 36-8.
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Tal 5 &7e 51) woTauddt kaAAppuwt

dpdoavt’ tpatdv TeAboon yhpov 1§
xod & wobiiv & yuvenll kad &vbpdow

pidTjora keopiblas T ebvis [Tu]xiiv],

...Noone... (?)

.. .1 took thought alone (?). ..

Poseidon. . . Coming from Trygeai to the lovely grove of the Leucotheai
(= Nereids); and they held two sweet pomegranates,

And, when they prayed to the river of beautiful streams to accomplish lovely
marriage and to have experience of the endearments between men and women
and to enjoy the bed of wedlock. ..

The passage is possibly to be associated with fr. 81 PMG, ZeU wérep, of y&p
tuds wéogein * O father Zeus, may he be my husband’. The scholiast on Odyssey
6.244, who cites this passage, notes that Alcman has substituted several girls
for the single maiden, Nausicaa, who speaks a similar prayer in the Homeric
passage. This situation would suit the new fragment, although the transition
from Odysseus and the sea (if such itis) to the girls’ prayer for marriage is abrupt.
In Homer too, though a single Leucothea helps Odysseus to escape from the
sea, we hear nothing of a ‘grove of Leucotheai’ (glossed by Hesychius and the
Etymologium Magnum as ‘ Nereids’). Difficult too is the long dependent ‘ when-’
clause, uncharacteristic of Alcman’s style. Still, the coincidences seem too great
to be fortuitous. Some of these difficulties would be resolved by supposing the
fragment to be a first-person narrative (cf. ppacduny, 8) by Odysseus of his
landing on the Phaeacians’ island. It is interesting to see Alcman's addition of
the characteristically concrete detail of the ‘sweet pomegranates’. The passage
is further evidence for the knowledge of the Homeric poems on mainland
Greece in the late seventh century. This elaboration of and variation upon
Homeric myth in dactylic metres will be carried farther, as we shall see, in
Stesichorus. ‘

In dactyls too, this time in hexameter, is one of Alcman’s most celebrated
passages (26 PMG):

ol w’ In, wapoevikal peArydpues lapbpuovol,

yvla eépnv Blverrar® PéAe 51 PdAe knpUAos elny,

& 1° bl xUparos &vBos &y’ dAxudvesot roThiTan

vnBets fitop Exwv, &Airéppupos lapds Spvis.
No longer, O maidens, honey-songed, holy-voiced, can my limbs bear me up.
Ah, would that I were the kerylos (male halcyon bird) who skims above the

wave’s bloom (of foam) with the halcyons, fearless of heart, sea-purple sacred
bird.

The passage is an early expression of the nostalgia for ‘escape’ that recurs in
the lyrics of Greek tragedy, especially in Euripides. The note of romantic
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longing and wistfulness, actually rather rare in early Greek poetry, shows us
another side of Alcman, one that easily matches his interest in the passions of
love. The accumulation of compound adjectives in the first line and the bird
imagery are both familiar from the Partheneia. The poet is presumably address-
ing the girls who perform his choral songs, perhaps in a half-playful way, as he
contrasts his age and feebleness with their vigour and beauty. If this is the
situation, it may be compared with that of the maidens in the Delian Hymn to
Apollo 166—73. Other early choral poets, like Terpander and Arion, are said to
have written ‘preludes’ for the cithara in dactylic hexameter, and a similar
context is probably to be imagined for Alcman’s fine lines as well.!

The expressive use of natural phenomena characterizes another famous
fragment (89 PMG):

eU8ouot 8’ dpéwv xopugpal Te kal phpayyes
mpoves Te kal xaphbpat

QUAL T’ tpmréT’ Soax Tpioe péAava yaia
Ofipés T* dpeoxcnon kal yévos pehioodv

xal xvdBah” &v PévBeoot roppupéas dAds:
eUBouo 8’ olwvdv QUAa TovuTrTEpUYWY.

Asleep are the mountains’ peaks and the gulleys and the headlands and the
torrent-beds and the creeping tribes, all that the black earth nurtures, and the
mountain-dwelling beasts and the race of bees and the beasts in the depths of
the darkling sea. Asleep are the tribes of the long-winged birds.

This cosmic sleep may have been the foil to the turmoil in the speaker’s breast,
as in later poets from Theocritus to Goethe.2 Alcman’s lines are remarkable
both for the haunting beauty of sound and for the impression of objective
clarity and inclusiveness. The accumulation of five strong nouns in the first two
lines sets forth the massive, rocky face of nature, softened by the appearance of
the first living creatures and the ‘black earth’ in line 3, and then in rapid
sequence the other living beings, increasingly individualized as the austere
phrasing of the opening changes to a more ornate, though still solemn, grandeur
(‘depths of the darkling sea’, ‘tribes of long-winged birds’). The poet makes a
step-by-step visual survey of all of nature as he traverses the distance from the
peaks of the mountains to the bottom of the sea and then looks back upward
again to the birds.? The polysyndeton and the bareness of adjectives (until the
general and Homeric ‘black earth’, 3) reinforce the impression of largeness and
grandeur. There are more adjectives in the second group of three lines, but they
are all generic, and the generalizing effect is reinforced by the repetition of ¢UAx,
‘tribes’ and yévos, ‘race’ in 3,6 and 4. For all the apparent simplicity and natural-
! See Plut. De mus. 3; Suda, s.v. ‘Arion’; GLP 23; Gerber (1970) 99.

3 Ancient and modern parallels in Perrotta~Gentili (196%) ad loc.
3 Dawson (1966) s9f.
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ness of movement, there is a studied repetition of word and sound in 1 and
6, €UBouot 8’ éptwv...e0bovor &' olwvdv and in ¢UAa T' fpméT’...elAx
TowTrTepUyov in 3 and 6.

We can trace this feeling for the mysterious beauty of nature in the star
similes of the two Partheneia (cf. 1.62f. and 3.66fL.). It is present too, though in
a different setting, in a fragment presumably addressed to a nymph or a
bacchant, possibly in a dithyrambic chorus (56 PMG):

ToAAdna &' &v xopugals Spéav, Sxa
otolan p&bn1 ToAUgavos topTé,

XpUaiov &yyos Exoioa, utyav axigov,

ol& 1e wouuéves &vbpes Exora,

xepol Aebvteov dv y&Aa Beloa

Tupdv tTUpnoas pbyav &rpugpov 'ApyeaigdvTal.

Often on the peaks of mountains when the festival of many torches is pleasing

to the gods, you, holding in your hands a golden vessel, a great tankard, such

as shepherd men have, put into it lioness’s milk and for Hermes Argus-Slayer

made a great whole cheese.

The last line of this fragment illustrates another, quite different quality of
Alcman: a hearty interest in food, often enumerated in loving detail (frs. 19,
20, 56, 95, 96, 98 PMG). ‘All-devouring Alcman’ (& Toaupyos "AAkpév,
17.4 PMG), the poet calls himself playfully in a poem where, as in Catullus 13,
the dinner guest is expected to supply the more substantial part of the meal.
Although on the one hand Alcman can follow conventional epic phraseology
(‘black earth’, ‘ambrosial night’, ‘yellow hair’, etc.), he can also write with a
keen, all-embracing sense of concrete particulars. In almost Aristophanic vein
he can move from delicate, flower-like jewellery (91 PMG) to porridges and
partridges, from sleeping mountains to tables and cheeses (cf. 17, 19, 39, 56,
96 PMG).

Alcman’s wide range and diverse sources of poetic inspiration appear also
from a series of fragments dealing with distant, semi-mythical peoples and
places (frs. 131, 148~57 PMG), somewhat after the manner of Aristeas of
Proconnesos, whose Arimaspeia could conceivably have influenced him.! Two
lines are especially noteworthy for their imaginative and suggestive poetry
(90 PMG): Plrras, 8pos &vltov UAa,
witds peAalvas otépvov.

Rhipean range, mountain blooming with forest, breast of black night.

We may recall the evocative descriptions of mountains in fragments 89 and §6
cited above. Closer to home, Alcman also wrote about the local customs,
history and myths of Sparta. One of his poems included a genealogy of legendary

1 See GLP 27; West (1965) 193f.
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Spartan kings (5, fr. 2, col.i PMG), and the Louvre Partheneion gave a leisurely
enumeration of the slain sons of Hippocoon (1.2—12). Other poems, all lost,
described minor Laconian divinities (62 PMG), localities in Sparta (52, 92
PMG) and the Spartan syssitia or men’s eating-club (98 PMG).

Alcman took a self-conscious pleasure in language. We have noted his puns
on the names of Hagesichora and Astymeloisa (1.84, 3.73f.) and his etymology
of Akmon-akamatos (61). This interest also appears in the curious hexameter
line (107) MoAAaAéywv Svup’ &vdpl, yuvaixi 8¢ Maoixdpna ‘ Say-much the man’s
name, Rejoicing-in-all the woman’s’. The line may be a wry erotic joke about
excessive compliance.! Equally well, it might be a condensed version of the
traditional contrast between the hard-working man, ‘Much-caring’ (TéAN’
&Aéywv), and the beautiful, but idle woman, *Pleasing-to-all’, but useless, like
Hesiod’s Pandora: xdpis 8 émi m&ow &nto ‘and upon all was breathed grace’
Theog. 583; cf. s9off. and W.D. 373f. Beside the occasional ‘kenning’
(cf. 1.66f. above), Alcman also enjoys pithy proverbial statements, like the
‘owl screeching from the roofbeamn’ (1.86f.), ‘neighbour for neighbour is a
big thing’ (123), ‘trial the beginning of learning’ (125), ‘narrow the path,
pitiless Necessity’ (102).

This interest in words has a possibly deeper significance in two short but
important fragments (39 and 40 PMG):

Fémn TéBe kal péhos *AAkudy
eUpe Yeyhwooapévav
xaxkaPidwv dma ouvBipevos.

These words and this song Alcman invented, understanding the tongued

speech of partridges.
Foida & dpvixwv véuws

TAVTOOV.

Of all birds I know the tunes (ways).

Elsewhere keenly interested in birds, Alcman may be serious when he speaks of
deriving his song from them. The first fragment looks like the poet’s sphragis
or personal ‘seal’ and reflects his pride in his art as intellectual discovery, not a
gift of the Muses.2 The fragment also, as Gentili suggests, may reflect the
importance of imitation and mimicking in the oral context of early Greek poetry.3
In many passages Alcman calls upon the Muses for divine inspiration (14, 27,
30, 67; cf. also 28, 43, 59b PMG). He also associates the power of song with the
divine power of love and desire (e.g. 3.1ff.; fr. 27 PMG). The awareness of the
intellectual side of his craft in fr. 39, however, is a small intimation of the self-
1 See GLP 24f.; McKay (1974) 413f.

2 For the implications see Gianotti (1975) 43—7.
3 See Gentili (1971) §9-67.
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conscious artistry which becomes important later in Pindar’s pride in his sopia
or poetic skill.

There is another trace of this poetic self-consciousness in an important new
fragment (4, fr. 1.4~6 PMG = P.Oxy. 2388) in which Alcman seems to be
commenting on his predecessors, who ‘showed to men wondrous new songs,

delicate, full of delight’:

cavpaoTd & &vB[pdirotan

yopupaTa paAooxd

vedyw® E5eifav Tepm|

These lines are among the earliest indications in Greek lyric of a poet directly
criticizing what has gone before. The generosity of Alcman’s judgement is
particularly interesting. The recent Oxyrhynchus fragment that confirms the
existence of the sixth book of poems may also contain a reference to the zgpos
of the poet’s immortality of fame or KAéos (P.Oxy. 3209, fr. 1; cf. Sappho
fr. 55 and 147 PLF; Ibycus fr. 282.47f. PMG).

In antiquity Alecman was famous for his treatment of love. Later writers
characteristically construed as autobiographical professions of desire statements
which were in fact part of the conventions of choral poetry. Thus Athenaeus
(13.600f) interpreted the following fragment to mean that Alcman was madly
in love with the poetess Megalostrata (59b PMG):

ToUTO Fabeadv E8ai1fe Mwodv
8dpov pékaipa Tapotvwv
& Eavd MeyohooTpdra.

This gift of the sweet Muses did yellow-haired Megalostrata, happy among
maidens, show forth.

Indeed, playfulness rather than passion seems to characterize Alcman’s love-
poetry, whether of heterosexual or of homosexual love. Two other verses
which Athenaeus cites in the same context show the gentler rather than the
impassioned side of love (59a):

*Epoos pe 5nUte Kiwrpibos Féxami
yAukUs katelPov kapblav lafver.

Sweet Eros, then, for the Cyprian’s sake, drips down and warms my heart.

Another brief fragment on Eros suggests the playful inventiveness with which
Alcman may have treated male homosexual love (58).!

Although we have lost much of the poetry that would justify Athenaeus’
title, ‘leader in the songs of love’ (13.600f, 59 PMG), fortune has been kinder
in preserving enough to document another epithet conferred on him by a later
poet, ‘graceful Alcman’, Tov xoplevt’ "Ahxpdva (4nth. Pal. 7.19, 159 PMG).

' See Easterling (1974) 37-41.
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3. STESICHORUS

Stesichorus of Himera, regarded in antiquity as the successor to Alcman in
lyric, is best known for his retelling of epic themes in lyric metres. In this
extended lyric narration Stesichorus seems not to have been unique. Sacadas of
Argos, active in Sparta at the end of the seventh century, composed a Sack of
Troy with even more detail than Stesichorus (Athenaeus 13.610¢). Xanthus of
Lydia, another rather shadowy predecessor of Stesichorus, composed an
Oresteia which may have influenced Stesichorus (Athenaeus 12.512f; Aelian,
V.H. 4.26;699—700 P MG). The popularity of mythic subjects on contemporary
vases parallels this interest in casting myths into new and vivid forms.

The sands of Egypt and the patient skill of papyrologists have spectacularly
enhanced our knowledge of Stesichorus’ poetry. Recently published papyri
have added to our knowledge of the Noszoi (209 PMG), the Palinode for Helen
(193), the Oresteia (217), and the Hunt for the Calydonian Boar (222); and the
last ten years have brought to light major fragments of the Geryoneis (s7-87
SLG), The Sack of Troy (s88-132), the Eriphyle (s148-50), and, perhaps most
important, a hitherto unknown poem on the fortunes of the house of Oedipus
and the quarrel of Polynices and Eteocles (P.Lille 73 and 76). These new
discoveries have substantiated the high value which ancient critics placed on
Stesichorus’ work, confirmed his role as a link between epic and lyric narrative,
and demonstrated his importance for the representation of myths in sixth-
century art.! A word of caution, however, is necessary. There is not total
unanimity that all the new Trojan and Theban fragments belong to Stesichorus.
In particular, some metrical features of the Lille Papyrus (below, pp. 197fL.)
diverge from attested Stesichorean practice.? Subject matter and style afford
a high degree of probability, but not absolute certainty.

The biographical tradition gives Stesichorus’ dates as 632/29-556/53 B.C.
(Suda), making him roughly contemporary with Sappho and Alcaeus (see
Suda s.v. ‘Sappho’) and a generation later than Alcman.3 He is associated both
with Locrian Matauros in southern Italy and Himera in Sicily and is said to have
been buried at Catane where his tomb was celebrated for its architecture. Most
ancient writers connect him with Himera, but in Matauros too he would have
encountered that mixture of Doric and Ionic in both language and literature
that stamps his poetry. The synchronization of his death with Simonides’ birth

! See GLP 119ff.; Robertson (1969) passim; Vallet (1958) 28iff. (on the metopes from the
Heraion at the Foce del Sele now in the Paestum museum).

z Parsons (1977) 12. Parsons’s point about the repetitiveness and slackness of the style (p. 7),
however, tends to support rather than weaken the case for Stesichorean authorship.

3 There seems to have been a later ‘Stesichorus’, perhaps even two poets of that name, with
predictable confusion in biography and the attribution of certain works. For the chronology see

Vallet (1958) 257-63; West (1971a) jo2-14, esp. 302-7.
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(556/53) may be taken as signifying a major division between older and newer
styles. Simonides himself cites Stesichorus as an established authority, ranked
with Homer (564 PMG). Eupolis in the Helots of ¢. 424 B.C. joins Stesichorus’
songs with those of Aleman and Simonides as ‘old-fashioned’ (&pxados, fr. 139
CAF = Stesich. 276b PMG).

The new fragments demonstrate Stesichorus’ importance for the develop-
ment of extended lyrical narrative in Bacchylides and odes of Pindar like
Pythian 4. His poems, it appears, were probably more leisurely in their move-
ment and closer to the flow of epic than to the highly selective techniques of
late sixth- and early fifth-century lyric.

The new texts also raise a major problem. How were these poems sung and
performed? Were they choral? The Geryoneis, for example, appears to have
contained at least 1,500 lines, which would make it three and a half times as
long as Pindar’s fourth Pytkian, our longest extant choral ode. This work, on a
rough estimate, would require some four hours to perform, longer than a
chorus could reasonably dance.! The freedom and flexibility of metre
suggest that Stesichorus sang such poems to his own lyre, without choral
accompaniment.z Such poetry, a spin-off of epic or rhapsodic recitation, is
called ‘citharodic’.? Unlike the rhapsode’s work, it is original composition;
unlike the monodist’s, it is narrative and lengthy, not personal and relatively
brief. Sacadas’ Sack of Troy and Xanthus’ Oresteia, mentioned above, would
seem to fall into this same category.

At this point, however, a second problem arises. Stesichorus’ name indicates
some connexion with the chorus; it should mean ‘he who sets up the chorus’.
The Suda, in fact, says that the poet’s real name was Teisias, and ‘he was called
Stesichorus because he first established a chorus of song to the lyre’ (kiBaxpunbics
xopdv Eotnoev). It is possible that ‘ Stesichorus’ was a title like ‘choirmaster’, an
assumption made the more plausible by the reference to ‘Stesichorus’ in the
Marmor Parium at two later dates.* There is, of course, no necessary contradic-
tion between a Stesichorus/Teisias who composed choral poetry similar (say)
to Alcman’s and a Stesichorus/ Teisias who also, possibly at a later point of his
career, developed or perfected the long citharodic narrative poems, blending
lyric metre with epic themes, for which he is celebrated. Still, the fact remains
that the name suggests strong connexions with choral poetry, whereas the new
texts point to poems which, on the face of it, do not look as if they were choral.

Be this as it may, Stesichorus’ work wins high praise from the ancient
critics, mainly for epic rather than strictly lyrical virtues. Horace places his

! Pavese (1972) 243f.; West (19714) 307-9.

2 See Haslam (1974) 33 with n. §3; West (1969 and 1971a) passim.
3 See Pavese (1972) 239, 266f.; West (19712) 313f. Od. 8.2§6-67 suggests that dances might

be performed in accompaniment to rhapsodic narrative poetry. Cf. also DTC 11.
4 See West (19770a) 206; Pavese (1972) 245.
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‘severe Muses’ (graues Camenae) close behind Homer (Odes 4.9.8-11).
Dionysius of Halicarnassus agrees (De comp. verb. 24) and commends his
‘grandeur of subject matter’ (megaloprepeia) and his attention to the ‘character
and rank of his personages’ (Petr. cens. 2.7), qualities which we can now see
amply attested in the new fragments. To ‘Longinus’ he is ‘most Homeric’
(Subl. 13.3). Quintilian places him second to Pindar for his ‘strength of genius’
(ingenio ualidus). He singles out his lofty epic themes of battles and heroes
(maxima bella et clarissimos canentem duces et epici carminis onera lyra sustinentem)
‘singing vast wars and glorious leaders and lifting on his lyre the full weight of
epic song’ (10.1.62), but criticizes his diffuseness:

For he gives his characters their appropriate dignity in action and in speech;
and, if he had exercised restraint, he could have been a close rival to Homer.
But he is 100 abundant and spreads out (redundat atque effunditur), a flaw which,
though worthy of blame, is yet a fault of his very fluency and copiousness.

The leisurely pace of the Geryoneis and the poem on the sons of Oedipus
confirm Quintilian’s judgement. Hermogenes found his abundant use of
adjectives ‘very pleasing’ (0pé8pa #)5Us, 7d. 3.322 Walz).

This descriptive fullness characterizes most of Stesichorus’ poetry. In the
Geryoneis the Centaur Pholus offers Heracles a cup of wine (181 PMG):

oxUpiov 68 AaPcov Stras EupeTpov s TpiAdyuvov
i’ tmoyouevos, Té p& ol apétinke GoAos kepdoas.

Taking a cup-like tankard of three-bottles’ measure, he held it up and drank,
the cup which Pholus mixed and set beside him.

Nearly everything is said twice. Yet the accumulation of modifiers is not with-
out structure. There are four nouns or adjectives and one verbal form in the
first line and just the reverse proportion in the second. The profuseness seems
to serve the narrative better in the account of the remote west where Geryon’s
herdsman, Eurytion, was born (184 PMG):
oxeddv dvmimrépas KAevds "Epubelas
TapTnoool wotapol Trapd wayds &melpovas &pyupopizous
tv xeubuddvi TéTpas.
.. .nearly across from famed Erytheia, by the limitless, silver-rooted streams
of the river Tartessus in the hollow of the rock.

The richness of compound adjectives, a stylistic trait developed even further in
the lyric narrative of Bacchylides, is not only decorative. The continuous
narration in the new fragments, as we shall see, illustrates how this fullness of

detail can also serve to awaken pathos.
In diction Stesichorus is indeed ‘most Homeric’. His language is a literary
Doric, with a strong predilection for Homeric formulas. His heavily dactylic
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metres facilitate the Homeric borrowings. He adapts Homeric phraseology,
however, with considerable freedom and flexibility, as this fragment of the
Nostoi shows (209 PMG):

e[t]ov &[€]alpvas Tépas (Boloa winpa

&be 8¢, ], ‘Erdva puvén mot[l] wad’ *Obuoeiofv-
‘TnMbuory|, , Jris 88° dulv &yyeA[o]s dpavébey

51" albépo[s &r]puytras karéradTo Bad]

]. e goven kexhayyw|
]....s Unerépous Séuous wpogar [ ... ... Jus
].....av us évip

Po]vAais *Ab&vas
]. ms aura Aaxépuza xopdva
].w oU8’ tyd o’ tpU[€lw
Mav]eAémra o iBoioa pidou arr[p]ds uldv. ..’

.. .Helen the bride, suddenly seeing the divine omen, and thus did she speak
to the son of Odysseus: ‘ Telemachus, whatever messenger this is that has come
to us hurtling down through the unharvested aether . . . shrieking . . . (Odysseus?)
appearing in your halls. . .by the counsels of Athena...a screeching crow.
Nor will I keep you back; but Penelope, on seeing you, the son of your dear
father. ..’

Stesichorus is closely following the Homeric scene of Telemachus’ departure
from Sparta in Odyssey 15.113ff. In Homer the gifts come first and in much
more detail (Od. 15.113—29); then, as Telemachus makes a parting speech, the
omen appears (Od. 15.160-3):

&% &pa of elwévn ddrrrato Be§ids Spvis,

alerds dpyhiv xiiva eépwv dviyxeoat mréAwpov,

fiuepov &§ aUfis: ol & lu3ovTes Eovro

dvépes f5¢ yuvarlxes.
Thus as he spoke a bird flew by on the right, an eagle bearing in its claws a huge
white goose, tame, from the yard; and they all followed shouting, the men and
the women.

As all cry out with rejoicing, young Pisistratus asks Menelaus to interpret,
but Helen anticipates him (171-8). Telemachus briefly prays for the fulfilment
of the prophecy and departs (180—4). Stesichorus has obviously greatly condensed
the scene while following the main outline as given in Homer. He puts the omen
earlier and from the first makes Helen the one who sees, describes and expounds
its meaning. The omen itself is different: to the Homeric eagle Stesichorus has
added a lowly crow, borrowing a phrase which occurs in Hesiod (W.D. 747)
but not in Homer. We should note especially the dramatic use of direct dis-
course, a feature of lyric style prominent in Pindar and Bacchylides. An addi-
tional small fragment (col. ii) shows that Stesichorus has changed Menelaus’
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gift of a silver and golden mixing bowl (Od. 15.115—19) to a vessel taken as

booty from Priam’s palace, again a colourful embroidering of Homeric detail.
An even more telling comparison emerges from this recently published

fragment of the death of Geryon from the Geryoneis (s15.14-17 SLG):

&mbve ' &p* auxéva Fap[ubdvoas
tmiképotov, s Sxa wf&]ke[v

&te karraioyUvots’ drraAdv [Séuas
aly’ &mwd gUAAa Badoioa. . .

And Geryon leaned his neck to one side, as when a poppy. . . befouling its soft
body suddenly throwing off its petals. . .

The passage echoes the death of Gorgythion in Jliad 8.306-8:

urikeov & o ETépwoe képn Pddev, A T vl ki
kapmést PpiBoptvn voTintol e elapvijiow-
& ttépwa’ fiuvoe x&pn THANK Papuvbiv.

And as a poppy casts its head to one side, a poppy in a garden, weighed down
with fruit and the rains of the spring, so did he droop to one side his head
weighed down with his helmet.

Stesichorus, it seems, omits the spring rains (kept by a later imitator, Virgil,
Aen. 9.436) and increases pathos by making his flower ‘soft” and ‘defiled’ as it
loses its petals. ‘Blameless Gorgythion’ in Homer is the son of King Priam
and a beautiful mother, ‘in form like the goddesses’ (//. 8.303—5); Stesichorus’
Geryon has three bodies and wings to match, an improvement over the Hesiodic
monster who has only three heads (Z4eogony 287).! The Homeric echo, if
pressed, might seem bizarre; a poppy with ‘soft body’ (if &éuas is the right
supplement) is a potentially grotesque point of comparison for a dying monster.
Stesichorus presumably adopted this Homeric detail as part of his compassionate
portrayal of Geryon. He seems unaware of the possible unsuitability of the
comparison. In the high seriousness of the heroic style a monster exterminated
by Heracles can also be a victim with whom we can sympathize.

The problem of the poppy simile is symptomatic of the dangers and limita-
tions involved in perpetuating the Homeric style. Transferred to a different
structure, the Homeric frame at a certain point seems strained, becomes over-
burdened and cracks. Other poets — Archilochus, Sappho, Alcaeus — turned
Homeric language to new, entirely non-epic situations. At the same time we
must not underestimate the sheer delight which the Greeks of the seventh and
sixth centuries took in these stories for their own sake, as vase-painting and a
monumental representation like the Frangois Vase (¢. §70 B.C.) indicate.
Stesichorus may well have shared his contemporaries’ growing malaise about the

t See GLP 91f.; Robertson (1969) 209.
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epic as the norm for measuring human experience. His recasting not only of the
form, but also of the substance of epic material is an indication of his awareness
that the epic mould was not entirely satisfying.

His boldest innovations appear in his Palinode for Helen. ‘ This tale is not
true’, he recanted, ‘nor did you go in the well-benched ships nor reach the
citadels of Troy’ (192 PMG). He developed the motif, possibly already in
Hesiod’s Catalogue of women, that not Helen herself, but a wraith or eidolon
went to Troy.! As there is now evidence for not one but two Palinodes, it is
probable that Stesichorus told two different versions of the eidolon story, one in
which the real Helen never went anywhere (Dio Chrys. 11.40) and another in
which she was protected by Proteus, as in Euripides’ Helen (193.15ff. PMG).2
The heroine of his original Helen seems to have resembled the figure of
Aeschylus’ 4gamemnon, a dangerous, immoral, licentious woman (190 PMG).
To this poem may also belong a fragment about Aphrodite’s curse on the
daughters of Tyndareus (223 PMG), a story already in Hesiod’s Catalogue
(176 M-W = 93 Rz). In this version, prior to Helen’s marriage with Menelaus
she is abducted by Theseus and bears him a child; the child is none other than
Iphigenia (191 PMG). In his Jliou persis too Stesichorus may have given Helen
a bad character, but the exiguous fragments do not admit of certainty (s104 SLG).
Such a view of Helen was certainly widespread among his Lesbian con-
temporaries (cf. Sappho 16.6-10 and Alcaeus 8 10 PLF).3 The Palinodes, it
has been suggested, made the poet’s amends in Sparta or one of the Dorian
colonies in Magna Graecia where Helen was an important cult-figure. The
revision of the myth may be compared with Pindar’s reworking of the story of
Neoptolemus in Paean 6 and Nemean 7 (see below, p. 232 n. 1).

Stesichorus went blind, the story goes, as a result of Helen’s wrath (presum-
ably at the version of her character in the Helen) ; but he regained his sight when
he sang the Palinode. This tale, already well established in the fourth century
B.C. (cf. Plato, Phdr. 243a; Isocrates, Helen G4), may have arisen from a meta-
phorical statement about darkness and illumination, misunderstood as literal
fact. The Oxyrhynchus commentary which cites the beginnings of the two
Palinodes reports that Stesichorus criticizes Homer in the one and Hesiod in the
other (193 PMG). This detail receives some support from Plato, who contrasts
Homer’s blindness with Stesichorus’ restored vision (Pkdr. 243a = 192 PMG):

For those who err in telling myths there is an ancient purification which Homer
did not perceive, dut Stesickorus did. Deprived of his sight because of his

' Hesoid 358 M—=W = 266 Rzach; but the evidence for this motif as Hesiodic rests only on a
late scholium to Lycophron (Alex. 822), of dubious value: see Sisti (1965) 307f.

* Scholars have remained reluctant to accept the notion of two separate palinodes, but the new
evidence makes this conclusion almost inescapable: see Vallet (1958) 273—7; Sisti (1965) j01-13;
Woodbury (1967), 157~76; Davison (1968), 196—1225 ; Treu (19688) 1254f.; Podlecki (1971) 313-27.

3 See Page (1955) 280f.; Kirkwood (1974) 267 n. 75.
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vilification of Helen, he did not fail to learn this, as Homer did, but, being
musical, discovered the cause and at once wrote, * This tale is not true. ..’

Not only is the relation of the two Palinodes to one another obscure, but there
is also a question whether either was entirely separate from the Helen.! The
way in which the ancients refer to these works, however, suggests separate
poems.

Stesichorus’ narratives are full of colourful detail, and it is not surprising that
vase-painting in the sixth century drew heavily on them. His Cycnus, for
instance, builds a grisly temple from the skulls of his victims (207 PMG).2 He
is probably the first poet to represent Athena leaping ‘shining with arms’ from
the head of Zeus (223 PMG).? He graphically depicted Artemis’ punishment
of Actaeon by having her throw a stag’s skin over him (236 PMG).4 Sympathy
for the defeated, grotesque monster though he be, appears not only in the
Geryoneis; there is probably a touch of compassion in his picture of the Caly-
donian boar, ‘hiding the tip of its snout beneath the ground’, presumably in
terror (221 PMG).

Innovation in genre as well as theme is suggested by the tradition that
Stesichorus sang bucolic songs, like those of the neatherd Daphnis (280, 281
PMG), possibly drawing on the folklore of his native Sicily, but there is a
question of authenticity.5 Popular currents may appear too in a number of
Aesop-like animal fables with a strongly moralizing point. Two on politics are
attested by Aristotle; another, cited at length by Aelian, is more doubtful
(281 PMG).% Two poems dealing with unhappy love, the Calyce and Rhadine
(277, 278 PMG), are also attributed to him; but these stories have the look of a
later age and may well be the work of the fourth-century Stesichorus mentioned
by the Marmor Parium.? The same suspicion attaches to the above-mentioned
Daphnis. On the other hand Stesichorus was celebrated as a poet of erotic
themes (276 PMG). Evidence for these now appears in some of the new
fragments, particularly a longish poem, erotically coloured, to a handsome
youth, attributed by Page to Ibycus, but very possibly the work of Stesichorus
(s166-219 SLG).

The list of Stesichorus’ known works reveals a strong interest in the myth of
Heracles, a favourite subject in Magna Graecia, as that hero’s far-flung adventures
included those distant colonies in the cycles of famous myths.8 The Cerberus,

¥ See GLP 112; Davison (1968) 219. 2 See GLP 81; Dawe (1972) 28-30.

3 See GLP 123-6; Vallet (1958) 279 with n. 2 points out, however, that the motif occurs on a
shield band at Olympia at the end of the seventh century.

+ See GLP 99f.; Nagy (1973) 179f. s See West (1970a) 206; Viirtheim (1919) 73-6.

6 On the Aelian passage Viirtheim (1919) 79 remarks, ‘Dass Stesichoros solch albernes Zeug
geschrieben habe, ist kaum denkbar’: Vallet (1958) 2846 is more sanguine.

7 See West (1970a) 206; GLP 87; Rose (1932) 88—92; Vallet (1958) 285 is more positive.

8 See Vallet (19§8) 263ff.,, who also suggests possible western connexions for the Oresteia
(266f1.) if Stesichorus’ Apollo sent Orestes to the west for purification.
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Cycnus, Geryoneis, possibly the Scylla, all involve Heracles. The Trojan cycle
is represented by his Nostoi, Sack of Troy and Helen; the Theban cycle ir the
Eriphyle and the new poem about Thebes (P.Lille 73, 76). His Oresteia,
Calydonian Boar hunt and Funeral games of Pelias show his interest in other
traditions, both Peloponnesian and north Greek.

Thanks to the recent discoveries, we can see Stesichorus’ imagination at work
over the large part of a whole poem, the Geryoneis.! An already existing frag-
ment, quoted by Athenaeus, told of the Sun’s journey in a golden cup across
Ocean ‘to the depths of dark sacred night to his mother and wedded wife
and dear children’, while Heracles proceeded ‘on foot to a grove shadowy with
laurel trees’ (185 PMG). It is not certain whether Heracles is here entering or
leaving the western lands of his encounter with Geryon. The former view,
maintained by Barrett and Gentili against Page, is somewhat more probable.2
The fantasy-geography, reminiscent of Odyssey 10~12, in any case pervades the
mood of this work. This mythical geography and the ample scope of the poem
are clear from the details about Geryon’s herdsman, Eurytion (184 PMG,
cited above). Eurytion’s mother, one of the Hesperids, took him in infancy
‘over the waves of the deep sea. . . to the most lovely island of the gods, where
the Hesperids have their homes, all-golden’ (s8 SLG). This geographical
expansiveness and insistence on the genealogy of even secondary characters
indicate the poem’s broad scale. A stichometric sign in the papyrus marks line
1300, and this is not the end.

The most important new fragments depict the death of Geryon. Instead of
describing a rousing victory over a terrible monster, Stesichorus shows a
remarkable sympathy for Heracles’ doomed enemy. Geryon delivers a long
speech, possibly to Heracles, which is closely modelled on Sarpedon’s speech
to Glaucus in /liad 12.310—28.3 The epithets introducing the speech (of which
‘immortal’ is fairly certain) serve the function both of ennobling him and of
stressing the contrast with his approaching mortal end (s11.1~12, 16~26 SLG):

TOV
& &mrau[epopevos
Totépa [kpaepds Xpuodopos &-
Bavéroto [yévos kal KaAApdas*

‘pn pot 8d[vaTov Tpopépwv Kpudey- 5
Ta Seblok[e’ dydvopa Bupdv,
unBepeA(

! See especially Page (19732) 138-54; Robertson (1969) 207-21; Webster (1968) 1—9. For an
interesting interpretation of the myth, connecting Geryon with the herdsman of the dead, see
Burkert (1977) 273~83; also Adrados (1978) 266.

2 Gentili (1976) 745f., on the basis of Apollod. 2.5.10.

3 Page favours Menoites as the interlocutor (s11 SLG); Gentili (1976) 747 argues for Heracles
on the analogy of Achilles’ speech to Lycaon in /L 22.
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ol udv y&p yévos &bévaros Tého-
ua kal &yfi[paocs doTe Plov mebéyxev

tv "OAUpTr[en, 10
xptooov[ ¢
Aéyyea 8] 12
al & & oi[Ae xph oruyepdy w0 tml yij- 16
pas [k]éoden,

30[er}v T & ¢papeplorg &réveu-
0e 6[ejésv naxdpeolv,

viv pot oAU k&[AMéY tomi Trabiiv 20
& 11 pépo[ov

xal Svelde[

xal vl yé[ver
&rlow Xpualdo]po[s ujiév:

ulh volro g[fJAev poxdfpe]oot 8efo]i- 25
o1 yltvorro’

Answering him so spoke the mighty son of immortal Chrysaor and Callirhoe:
‘Do not hold chill death before me and try to frighten my manly spirit. ..
But if I am ageless and immortal in race (and partake of?) life on Olympus,
better (to fight than leave behind) shameful reproaches. . .But if, dear friend,
I must come to hateful old age and live among men creatures of a day far from
the blessed gods, better by far is it for me now to suffer whatever is my fated
portion; (not endurable) that the son of Chrysaor should leave behind re-
proaches for his whole race in aftertime. Let this not be pleasing to the blessed

gods. ..’

The Homeric situation and language is adapted with a poignant clarity. Against
the formulaic diction of the heroic ethos Stesichorus sounds a more vibrant
note of pathos in the repetition of ‘blessed gods’ (19, 25), in contrast with the
‘chill death’ facing the speaker.

That pathetic contrast between the concern of loved ones and the firmness of
the doomed warrior is even stronger in the scene between Geryon and his
mother, Callithoe. This scene of warrior and mater dolorosa draws heavily on
the exchanges between Thetis and Achilles in //iad 18 and Hector and Hecuba
in Zliad 22. Unfortunately we have only a few lines of Callirhoe’s entreaty
(s13.1-5 SLG):

tydw [peAd]a kal dhao-
ToTéKos Kol &A[ao]ra Trafoica
MNapudva ywvézopaly,
al oK’ u]év Tv pag[av] E[mréoxebov. . .

I who am unforgettably wretched, in my motherhood, in my suffering, Geryon, 1
supplicate you, if ever I held out my breast to you. . .
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These scenes prepared the way for the pathos of Geryon’s end. Grotesque
monster though he is, Geryon’s situation and suffering are thoroughly human-
ized. We have already noted the poppy-simile of his death (s15. col. ii. 14-17
SLG). The earlier part of this fragment describes how Heracles poisons his
arrows with the Hydra’s venom (éAecévopos odoAoBeipou d8Uvaiow “Ydpas
‘with the agonies of the Hydra, man-destroying, of glittering neck’, col. ii.§f.).
Heracles takes advantage of tricks and guile to kill his foe (AdBpen, col. i.8;
ay&. . .&mkdomddav, col. ii.6f.). The death itself is painful:

&i& &' Eoyioe obpra [kal] SfoT)éa Bal-
povos afcat*
B 5° &vrikpl oxédev olfo]rds tr’ &-
KpOT&TQV KOPUPdY,
tulonve 8 &p” adpaTt Top[uptut
Bdpaxk e kol Ppordevta péhec. (col. ii.8-13)

The arrow split through the flesh and bones, in accordance with the destiny
of the god; and it drove through to the topmost part of the skull and fouled
with dark-red blood the breast-plate and the bloody limbs. . .

The addition, ‘in accordance with the destiny of the god’, keeps pity within the
larger perspective of the divine plan and divine justice. Shortly before the battle,
in fact, the gods met in council to discuss the outcome, and Athena and Poseidon
somehow resolved their conflicting sympathies, possibly with the help of Zeus
(s14 SLG). Unfortunately there is not enough left to determine whether the
issue at stake was just a choice between favourites or some principle of order
and justice. On the analogy of the deaths of Patroclus and Hector in the /liad,
the latter is the more likely.

Geryon’s death formed the climax, but not the end of the poem. After his
victory Heracles returns with Geryon’s stolen cattle and on his journey meets
the Centaur Pholus (181 PMG), possibly the encounter where he wounds
Chiron with the incurable Hydra’s venom. Pausanias mentions Pallanteum
in Arcadia (181 PMG), the probable site of this adventure.

The other numerous papyrus fragments are too small to do more than offer
tantalizing hints. Even with this small fraction of the work, we can still glimpse
its richness of style set off against familiar motifs of heroic poetry, its blend of
vivid action and evocative geographical fantasy, its imaginative plot, its mixture
of traditional phraseology and ‘occasional strokes of almost Pindaric boldness’
(Page), as in the description of the Hydra’s poison cited above.! The new
fragments justify Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ admiration for Stesichorus’
‘grandeur’ of subject and attention to ‘the character and rank of his personages’
(Cens. vet. 2.7).

' Page (1973a) 152,
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Similar in scope, episodic character, and epic borrowings is the IZou persis
or Sack of Troy (s88-132 SLG) of which some fragments have recently been
recovered. To judge by the remains, this poem must have had a leisurely tempo
not unlike that of the Geryoneis. Unity seems not to have been among its
virtues: it related the invention and deployment of the Trojan horse, the
prophecy of Cassandra and her rape by Ajax, the death of Astyanax, Menelaus’
pardon of Helen, and so on.! The existing quotations show us Stesichorus’
innovating spirit. He has Hecuba carried off to Lycia by Apollo (198 PMG)
and presents Athena pitying Epeius, inventor of the wooden horse, as he
performs his lowly task of carrying water for the Atreids (200 PMG):

QIkTIpE Ydp aUTdv Ubwp
alel poptovra Aids koUpa PagiAeUotv.

For the daughter of Zeus pitied him as he was always carrying water for the

kings.

Stesichorus may have drawn this rather unheroic detail from folklore motifs
(divine aid to the clever underdog); we may contrast the very different setting
of Athena’s help to Bellerophon in Pindar’s thirteenth Olympian (66-86).

The new fragments of the Jliou persis show us Stesichorus ‘lifting on his lyre
the full weight of epic song’, as in Quintilian’s phrase. We have a bit of an
energetic debate among the Trojans about bringing the horse within the citadel
and the dramatic appearance of omens from the sky at a crucial moment (s88
SLG). As the Greeks attack from the horse, the city seems helpless and its gods
of no avail (s10§4 SLG). This and a number of other fragments about a battle
for Troy (s133—47 SLG), however, come from a different papyrus (P.Oxy.
2803), and Page assigns them to a separate poem specifically on the Trojan
Horse.?

The Oresteia, in two books, must also have been of considerable length.
Surely we must think here of citharodic recitation rather than choral perform-
ance. The extent of this poem’s influence on the iconography of the myth in
sixth- and fifth-century vase-painting is controversial, but there is little doubt
of its influence on Attic tragedy.3 Agamemnon’s appearance to Clytemnestra
in the form of a snake with bloodied head (219 PMG) may have suggested the
Aeschylean Clytemnestra’s vision of Orestes as a snake drawing blood from
the breast. Stesichorus’ version already contained the nurse and, according to a

! If the late relief sculpture known as the Tadula Iliaca owes its iconography to Stesichorus, as
many believe (cf. 20§ PMG), Stesichorus may have been the first to depict Aeneas leaving Troy
with Anchises on his shoulders, but suspicion on this point, given the later celebrity of the tale, is
justified. Vallet (1958) 270~3, however, believes that this story of Aeneas was included in the
Tliou persis. See also Galinsky (1969) 106-13.

2 Page (19735) 4765 ; contra, West (19718) 262-4.

3 See Davies (1969) passim, esp. 248—51; GLP 116f.; Vallet (1958) 266~70. On Clytemnestra’s
dream in Stesichorus see Devereux (1976) 171-9.
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recent papyrus fragment of a commentary (217 PMG), also the recognition by
the lock of hair and Apollo’s support of Orestes against the Furies, though in a
more purely martial form than in Aeschylus’ Eumenides. As Stesichorus, fol-
lowing Hesiod, identified Iphigenia with ‘the figure now called Hecate’ (215
PMG), his version presumably included the death and transformation of
Iphigenia (cf. also Paus. 1.43.1).

The most sensational find so far is the new fragment about Thebes (P. Lille
73 and 76). The papyrus begins a little after line 200 and ends shortly after line
300 (a stichometric mark for the latter is preserved); the middle portion is
scrappy, but a good deal is preserved, particularly a virtually complete text of a
speech by the Theban queen, perhaps Jocasta. Where the text becomes intel-
ligible, she is desperately trying to find a solution to Tiresias® prophecy that
Oedipus’ two sons will kill one another (lines 26—§6). The brothers seem to
agree to divide Oedipus’ kingdom and the property (60—76). Then, in a more
legible portion of the papyrus, Tiresias is foretelling how Polynices will go to
Argos and marry King Adrastus’ daughter; the result will be ‘grief” (évlos,
112) for himself and the city. Polynices departs to Argos via Cithaeron, Athens,
Corinth and Lerna. Asin the Geryoners Stesichorus does not stint on geographical
detail.

The best preserved section of the text is, fortunately, the queen’s speech. It
may be compared with the speech of Geryon to Menoites and the exchange
between Geryon and his mother in the Geryoneis (above, p. 194). The full
characterization, the pathos, the situation of strong emotions in a mother’s love
for her children are all similar (26-59 = 201-34):!

‘&’ &Ayeon pfy xaherrds Troler peplpvas, 26 = 201
pndé por tfotricw
Tpbgatve EATriSas Papelas.
oUTe ydp aliv dudds
6ol Btoav &bdvaror kat’ alav {pav 30 = 20§
velkog Eumredov PpoTolow
oudté ya udv giadrar’, il 8 &ubpan dv véov &AAov
Oeol Tibeion.
pavtooUvas 8t Teds &vaf ixdepyos "ATéAAwv.
uf} whoos TeAéooa. 35 = 210
al 5¢ e waibag 16écBon U’ &AAGAOIG1 Baptvras
uéporudy tomv, Emexkddoav 58 Molpa(i],
avTtika po1 Bavérrou Téhos oTuyepo[io] yév[orto,
Tplv Troka TauT Eo1belv
&hyeo{c) ToAboTova BakpubevTal-—, 40 = 21§
walbas &vl peyépors
Bavévras fi AV dAofoav.
! The text is that of Haslam (1978) 32f., which is a slightly modified version of Parsons’s (1977).

See also Bollack, Judet de la Combe, and Wismann (1977) passim. Adrados (1978) 274~ assigns
the Lille fragments to the first book of Eriphyle.
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AN &ye Tralbes duols uibors, pfAa [Téxva, Tribeode-
T&nde y&p Uplv Eycdov TéAos wpoga[iveo
TV piv Exovra Bépous vale ma|pd vépaot Alpxas, 45 = 220
Tév 8 &riuev kTedvn

kel xpuodv Exovra pfAov oupmravra [TraTpds,
KhapotraAnbdv & &v

Trp&Tos Adynt &kat Mopav.
ToUTO Ydp & Sokéw

AuThipiov Oppt kaxoU yévoito mréTuofv,
pévTios ppadalot Gefov,
of ye véov KpoviBas yévos Te kal &otv {oadoe
Ké&buov &vaxros,
SuBEAAwV KakdTaTa TTOAUY Xpdvov [& BagiAclon §5 = 230
mémpwran yevi[8]Aan.’
& pét[o] Bia yuvd pibors &y[a]vols dvemroloq,
velkeos dv peyépots Tavo]ioa Taldas,
obv & &ua Teple]olas Tfepaco]ros: ol 8 [¢]rifofvro. .. 59 = 234

P, Lille 73 and 76, ZPE 26 (1977) 7-36

so = 225

‘... Upon (existing) griefs do not set harsh cares nor show forth hard expecta-
tions for me in aftertime.

For not always have the immortal gods established equally for mortals strife
firm-fixed upon the holy earth, no nor love either, but a mind changing to other
moods do the gods set upon men; and do not, O lord far-shooter Apollo,
accomplish all your prophecies.

But if it is my fated portion to see my children slaughtered by one another
and the Fates have spun that out, let me have at once the fulfilment of chill death
before seeing these things, amid griefs full of lamentation, full of tears, my
children dead in the halls or the city taken.

But come, my sons, dear (children), (be persuaded) by my words, for I am
showing you an end (of hostility) in this way: one of you keep the house and
dwell in Thebes, and the other go away possessing the chattels and all the gold
of his dear father, making the choice by lot, whoever first through the Fates
draws the winning lot.

This, 1 think, would be a release for you from evil destiny in accordance with
the thoughts of the divine prophet, if perchance Zeus (may save) the race
afresh and the city of lord Cadmus, postponing for a long time the evil (which)
is fated for the (royal family).’

So she spoke, regal lady, addressing them with gentle words to stop her sons
from strife in the halls. And at the same time Tiresias. . ., and they obeyed. . .

The context of the narrative is rather obscure. The absence of Oedipus is
particularly striking, and we do not know whether he is dead, exiled, or still
alive but without power in Thebes. (The distribution of his property in 45—9
suggests that he is dead, but this is not certain.) We cannot even be sure that
the speaker is Jocasta. In one early tradition the incestuous wife, Jocasta or
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Epikaste, ostensibly childless, commits suicide when she learns that Oedipus is
her son; a second wife, Euryganeia, then bears the children of Oedipus
(Odyssey 11.271-80, Oedipodeia, fr. 1 Allen).! Stesichorus’ emphasis on the
family curse makes it likely that the sons are born from an incestuous union and
that the speaker is therefore Oedipus’ mother-wife, Jocasta or Epikaste. If so,
the situation resembles that of the Phoenissae of Euripides, who also followed a
Stesichorean variant of a myth in the case of Helen. The queen’s intervention
between the quarrelling brothers also resembles the Phoenissae. Her prayer at
lines 38ff. may be a foreshadowing of her suicide, another detail which would
strengthen the resemblance with Euripides and also square with the tradition
of Jocasta’s suicide elsewhere in epic and tragedy. For the sake of convenience
we shall call the queen Jocasta, with the reservation that the identification is
unproven. Here, as with Helen, Stesichorus may be following an unfamiliar
early variant of the story of Oedipus. It may also be that some or all of the
narrative details are his own innovation: making Jocasta the mother of Oedipus’
children, postponing or omitting her suicide, and having her mediate between
the rival brothers.

Jocasta speaks partly in gnomic utterances that recall Homeric situations like
the speech of Priam in Jliad 24.211ff. The gnomic generality adds weight and
dignity to a mother’s intense concern for her children. The passage is heavy
with a brooding sense of the ill-omened destiny of the house which Jocasta
understands all too well but still hopes to avert. Her apostrophe to Apollo not
to fulfil ‘a// his prophecies’ (34f.), her direct address eight lines later to her sons
with the simple waibes (43), her reference to Zeus in §3 all express her anguish
and her hopes somehow to fit the oracles to a ‘release from evil destiny’ (51).
Yet this Jocasta is not just a mother distraught by love and fear, like Hecuba
in Jliad 22, or one bitterly resigned, like Hecuba in /liad 24.209-12. She has
practical proposals to offer, in lucid detail and in sharp antithetical clauses,
Tov pév. . . TdV BE (45f.), and she is emphatic about the mechanism of the lottery
to implement her solution (48f.). This is a strong woman, who well deserves
the heroic epithet 8ia yuvé in §7. Her ‘gentle words’ take effect and end the
quarrel, but there must have been an even greater pathos in the sequel as the
respite proves only temporary and the house falls to its terrible doom after all.

The fullness of detail for which Quintilian criticizes Stesichorus is here not
without its literary effectiveness. The repetitions of the theme of fate and pro-
phecy (34, 37, 52, §6) and of the references to ‘children’ (al8as. . .waiSos. . .
Taibes, 36, 41, 43) hammer home both the mother’s concern and its ultimate
futility. The repetition of the idea of prophecy in 37, ‘If it is fated and the Fates
have spun it out’, and of the words for ‘grief” in 40 all contribute to the intensity
of her suffering. Stesichorus takes her through a complex emotional movement

1 See Gostoli (1978) 23~7.
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as she wishes for death at the idea of ‘seeing’ (15¢08an, taBeiv, 36, 39) her sons
dead, but comes back with practical and energetic measures as she addresses the
living sons in a more positive mood (&AN’ &ye TraiBes, 43), to forestall that image
of those ‘sons dead in the halls’ (raiBas &vi ueyépors | Bavévras, 41f.). Likewise
to her prayer to Apollo not to ‘fulfil’ the doom (TeAéooan, 35) and to her im-
pulsive wish for a ‘fulfilment of chill death’ (8avérou Téhos oTuyepoio, 38) she
opposes a realistic and immediate ‘end’ or * fulfilment’ (T618e yp Uulv &ycov Téhog
wpogaivw, 44) that may bring release from this ‘evil” (cf. also wpégcouve, 28 and
Trpogaivw, 44). Passion calms to a quieter and more hopeful closure; and yet her
‘belief” (8oxéw, 50) that the ‘release from evil destiny’ may be in accordance
with ‘the thoughts of the divine prophet’ (52) leaves open the possibility of
tragic self-delusion.

Taken as a whole the passage is remarkable for its combination of great
emotional power and the dignity of traditional epic diction. There is an
emotional vibrancy that goes beyond epic forms. Even better than the speeches
of Geryon in the Geryoneis, this text reveals Stesichorus’ full mastery of his
technique, handling epic situations and characters with the flexibility and
poignancy of lyric.

The new fragments are particularly interesting for their documentation of the
diverse interests of early sixth-century poets. The epic form of leisurely heroic
narrative continues side-by-side with the monodists’ personal and occasional
short poems on contemporary politics or love-affairs. Stesichorus’ mythical
narratives remind us that the ‘Lyric Age’ of Greece was not all bent on self-
expression and the discovery of the individual. Heroic values and epic themes
remain a constant concern. It would probably be wrong to view this continuity
as the conservatism of the provincial west or as a self-conscious opposition to
new developments.! Rather, Stesichorus’ citharodic narrative points to the
simultaneous coexistence of different literary genres and currents in an age of
great artistic energy and experimentation. It is one of the exciting qualities of
early Greek culture that forms continue to evolve, but the old traditions still
remain strong as points of stability and proud community, unifying but not
suffocating.

Looking ahead from Stesichorus to Simonides, Bacchylides and Pindar, we
can discern many changes: greater departures from epic language, freer and
more complex metrical structures, bolder metaphors, even more emotional
expressiveness, and, so far as the fragmentary state of the evidence allows,
greater artistic self-consciousness on the part of the poet. Yet this distance
between Stesichorus and Bacchylides is, in some ways, less than that between
Homer and Archilochus or between Hesiod and Sappho. The generic similarities
within large-scale choral lyric between 6oo and 450 are perhaps greater than

! For these questions see Treu (19685) 1256.
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the differences. Stesichorus, however, as ‘Longinus’ perceived, is far more
‘Homeric’ than any of his three great successors in choral lyric. In this delight
in objective narrative for its own sake and (so far, at least) the absence or
relative unimportance of reflectiveness on his art, his true successor is
Bacchylides.
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Monody or solo song was the product of sixth-century poets living in the
Aegean islands. The most remarkable were Sappho and Alcaeus of Lesbos and
Anacreon and Ibycus at the court of Polycrates in Samos. The poetry was
distinguished by its metre, dialect and subject matter and by the conditions of
its performance from elegiac and iambic verse on the one hand and choral
lyric on the other. The poets used short stanzas in a variety of metres, and
sang the songs to their own accompaniment on the lyre, presumably repeating
the melody for each stanza. They composed for the most part in their own
dialects, Sappho and Alcaeus in Aeolic,! Anacreon in Ionic, whereas the writers
of choral lyric used an artificial language distinguished by some characteristic
features of the western dialect group. The audience was presumably a small
circle of friends who shared the poet’s literary or political interests or lived at
the court of his patron.

The poetry of Sappho and Alcaeus is the oldest monody to survive, but it
had its antecedents in the earlier music and poetry of Lesbos and in the com-
positions of Archilochus. Seventh-century Lesbos was famous for its musicians
Terpander and Arion (see above, p. 168), and although they wrote poetry of
different types from Sappho and Alcaeus and gained their fame in other parts
of the Greek world, they bear witness to the musical and literary prowess of
the island. Archilochus mentions the Lesbian paean (fr. 121 JEG), and Sappho
calls Lesbian singers superior to those of other lands (fr. 106).2 Archilochus was
influential in a different way: his themes were often amatory, sympotic or
political, and his poetry has the intensity and direct forcefulness that mark the
work of Sappho and Alcaeus. It is only his metres and musical accompaniment
that exclude him from the genre of lyric poetry. Whether it was Sappho or
some other who first sang songs in repeated stanzas we cannot say: perhaps
earlier examples failed to survive because writing was not yet in common use
or because they were inferior to the later poetry.

! For the dialect of the Lesbian poets see Lobel’s introductions (1925, 1927), Page (1955),

Gomme (1957), Hamm (1958).
* The poems and fragments of Sappho and Alcaeus are numbered by the marginal numeration

of PLF, which is used as far as possible by Voigt (1971). The text is not invariably that of PLF.
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Sappho was probably born about 630 in the town of Eresus on the western
shore of Lesbos, but seems to have spent most of her life in Mytilene, the
principal city of the island. She went to Sicily in exile at some time in the period
from Go4/3 to §96/5, and so it is likely that her family or her husband’s family
was involved in the political life of Lesbos; in fr. 71 she appears to speak with
hostility of the noble family of Penthilus into which the statesman Pittacus
rarried. She may refer to her own old age in fr. §8, and Rhodopis, the cour-
an with whom her brother Charaxus became entangled, was said to have
tlourished in the reign of Amasis of Egypt, who came to the throne in §68.
The Suda says that her husband, Cercylas, was a wealthy trader from Andros,
but it has been thought that his odd name and his provenance are due to some
comic writer.! She certainly had a daughter, of whom she speaks with affection
in her poetry.

Love was her main theme, and she often expressed strong homosexual
feelings. Her audience must usually have been her circle of women and girls:
in fr. 160, where she says, ‘I shall now sing these songs beautifully to delight
my companions’, the term for ‘companions’ indicates that they are female. She
may have taught her poetic and musical skills to members of her group: the
Suda lists three ‘pupils’, all from overseas, and a commentator on her poetry
(s261A SLG) says that she educated the best of the local girls and also of those
from Ionia; her reference to ‘the house of those who serve the Muses’ (fr. 150)
suggests some kind of literary association, however informal. Her friends were
singers, and we hear of rival groups. Only a small amount of her work seems
to have been intended for a wider audience: her epithalamia (frs. 27, 30, 103-17,
perhaps 44) must have been written for actual weddings and fr. 140a for the
worship of Adonis. Some Alexandrian scholar allocated her collected poems
to nine books on metrical principles, Book 9 containing epithalamia which were
excluded by their metre from other books. Book 1 alone had 1,320 lines,
i.e. 330 Sapphic stanzas, perhaps 60o—70 poems, but Book 8 was only one-tenth
as long. Only one complete poem, her prayer to Aphrodite, survives, but we
have substantial parts of a dozen others.

The complete poem (1) is preserved in the text of Dionysius of Halicarnassus
(De comp. verb. 173~9) as an example of the ‘polished and exuberant’ style:

TokiAéOpov’ &Bavér’ Agpddita,
wal Alog SBoAdmAoke, AMocopal oe,
uh ¢ &ooor und’ dvicior Sé&pve,
mwérvia, BUpov,

! Six comedies called Sappho are known, the earliest by Ameipsias, the latest by Diphilus; two
plays called Phaon and five The Leucadian may also have dealt with her.
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AN TulB’ BAO’, of TroTa KérTépTa
T&s Epas abbas &iowa THAO

&uss, rérpos bt Sdpov Alroica
XpUotov fiAbes

&py’ UmraoBeufxoa- kéhor &¢ o’ &yov
&xees orpouBor Trepl y&s ueAafvas
Trukva SlvwevTes Trép’ &’ dpbvw olbe-
pos Si&k péoow,

alya 8 EEfkovto® ol 8, & udxaipa,
uaibicioao’ dBavéTwr TpoodTwl
fipe’ 111 SnUte wémovBa kGTTI
Snlre k&Anu,

XOTTL pot pdAtoTta BEAw yéveaBat
povéiar BUpwt® * Tiva Snlre Telbfw
&y 0" &ynv & Fav eirdrara; Tis o', &
Yérg', &Siknor;

xal ydp af gevyer, Tayéws Sidoer-

ol §¢ 8dpa pry) Séxet’, dAA& Bcdoer-

ol 8¢ uhy piAel, Taxéws piifioa

kwUk $hotoa.’ ‘

A0t poi xal viv, xoérrav §¢ AUgov
& ueplpvav, Sooa 5¢ uor Téhegoa
BUuos luéppet, TéAeoov: oU §’ alra
oupuayos Eogo.

Ornate-throned immortal Aphrodite, wile-weaving daughter of Zeus, I entreat
you: do not overpower my heart, mistress, with ache and anguish, but come
here, if ever in the past you heard my voice from afar and acquiesced and came,
leaving your father’s golden house, with chariot yoked: beautiful swift sparrows
whirring fast-beating wings brought you above the dark earth down from heaven
through the mid-air, and soon they arrived; and you, blessed one, with a smile
on your immortal face asked what was the matter with me this time and why 1
was calling this time and what in my maddened heart I most wished to happen
for myself: ‘Whom am I to persuade this time to lead you back to her love?
Who wrongs you, Sappho? If she runs away, soon she shall pursue; if she does
not accept gifts, why, she shall give them instead; if she does not love, soon she
shail love even against her will.” Come to me now again and deliver me from
oppressive anxieties; fulfil all that my heart longs to fulfil, and you yourself be
my fellow-fighter.

10

1§

25

Dionysius commended the smoothness of the composition: ‘Word follows
word inwoven according to certain natural affinities and groupings of the
letters’. He gave no examples, but we can see that Sappho showed a strong
preference for the liquids, /, m and n, and avoided the hard consonant 4 com-
pletely, and that she devoted equal care to the vowel sounds, e.g. a and ¢ in
the first stanza. Alliteration is frequent, but obtrusive only in l. 22, where it
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underlines the antithesis of refusing and giving gifts and emphasizes the
finality of Aphrodite’s answer, as does the rhyming effect of II. 21-3.

Sappho’s poetic skill can be seen also in her handling of the Sapphic stanza,
which seems to have been her favourite. In the sixth stanza, the climax of the
poem, Aphrodite’s promises are emphasized by the strong stops, by the fact
that the stanza is the first to be self-contained, and by the short final line with
its crushing kwix &98\o10a ‘even against her will’. She exploits the structure
of the stanza also at Il. 11—12 to illustrate the swoop of the chariot.

The prayer-form gives a tight structure to the poem: the framework,
similar to that of a Homeric prayer, begins, ‘I beseech you, come to me, if
ever you came before’: Sappho describes the previous coming, and finishes in
l. 25 with ‘Come again now’, a clear example of ring-composition. The verbs
A0’ (5), fiA8ss (8) and &ABe (25) hold the poem together. Sappho’s prayer,
however, takes some interesting turns: the mention of the previous epiphany
of the goddess leads into a leisurely narrative which occupies almost all of
the five central stanzas, finishing with the words of Aphrodite, which move
from indirect to direct question at . 18 and to bluntly direct statement at
1. 21.

Recent criticism has been concentrated on the tone of Sappho’s poem. Page
saw it as an expression of ‘the vanity and impermanence of her passion’,
composed in a spirit of self-mockery; in his view, Aphrodite teased Sappho
with the inconsistency of her passion and indicated that her suffering would
soon pass. But this is not the most obvious interpretation of the poem, and it
does not explain the emphasis which is laid throughout on the divinity and
power of Aphrodite: everything leads up to her final words, ‘even against
her will’; Aphrodite is a goddess, child of Zeus, and she will have her way.
She did not come to laugh and preach on the mutability of love, but smilingly
gave proof of her divinity by helping Sappho.

It is just possible that a second poem (31) is complete: the author of Tepi
Uyous, On the sublime, quotes four stanzas which form a satisfactory whole;
but they are followed by six puzzling words which are almost certainly the
beginning of a fifth stanza:

palfvetal por kijvos foos ooy

Eupev’ Gvnp, 8115 EvdvTids To

lobdver kal wA&olov &by geovel-

oag UtraxoUel

kal yehaloas luépoev, 16 1’ ff pav ]
kapbiav ¢v oThifeoiv dmrrdanoey-

@5 ydp & o’ 16w Ppdxe’, &g pe plvar-

o’ oUbty &1’ elka,

A& Tréut v yAdooa tEayet, Admrov

5" almika ypd1 Up UTadeSpdunkey, 10

20§
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dmrnéreoon 8 oUb® Bv Spnuy’, EmpPpd-

peio1 8 &xovan,

T &xadet u* 16pws kayéeren, Tpdpos 5t

woioav &ypet, xAwpoTépa 8¢ Tolas

&, TeBvérny 8 dAlyw ‘mbeing 15
gadvon” &y’ alfrran,

&AM v TéApaTov, twel | kal whmTat

That man seems to me to be the equal of the gods who sits opposite you and
close by hears your sweet words and lovely laughter: this, I swear, makes my
heart pound in my breast; for when I glance at you for a moment, I can no
longer speak, my tongue (is fixed in silence?), a thin flame at once runs under my
skin, I see nothing with my eyes, my ears hum, sweat flows down me, trembling
seizes me all over, T am paler than grass, and I seem to be not far short of death,
But all can be endured, since. ..

The poem depends for its effect on the list of physical reactions which occupies
Il. 9—16: the directness of these two stanzas is in contrast with the greater
syntactical complexity of the first two. Sappho uses enjambment freely, and
there are scarcely any strong stops in the poem, so that everything leads up to
the climax of . 15—16, climactic whether or not the poem ended there. She
makes little use of imagery, although the expression *thin fire’ and the com-
parison ‘paler than grass’ are striking. Again it is Sappho’s emotional state
that occupies critical attention: Page identified it as jealousy, caused by the
sight of a man, ‘fortunate as the gods’, enjoying the company of a girl she
loves; according to others, Sappho is contrasting the reactions of the man,
‘strong as the gods’, with her own lack of self-control.

Two stanzas of an incomplete poem (16) found on papyrus are among the
finest examples of Sappho’s composition. She begins with a priamel, in which
she lists the views of others only to reject them for her own:

ol utv brmijwv oTpéTov, of && méabwy,
ol 8¢ vawv paio’ &l yav péAcvay
fupeven kéAAoTov, Eyw B¢ xijv’ &1-
Tw TI§ EparTant.

Some say that a host of cavalrymen is the fairest thing on the black earth, some
a host of infantry, others of ships: I say it is what one loves.

In the space of one stanza she sets out the contrast between three other views
and her own, and she unerringly positions the word &poron ‘loves’ at the
end. After the bravado of this opening she reduces the intensity with the
leisurely introduction of her proof: Helen, she says, was the most beautiful
of women, but she left husband, daughter and parents for Paris. The intensity
returns when she speaks of the absent Anactoria, of whom she has been reminded
by the story of Helen:
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1&]s ke PoAholuay Epatédv re Papa

k&pépuyxua Adumpov 1I8nv TpocwTw

fi & AUBwv &ppara kév STAoion

TreoBou]dyevros. 20

Her lovely walk and the bright sparkle of her face I would rather see than those
chariots of the Lydians and infantry in armour.

The chariots and infantry clearly recall the soldiery of the opening stanza,
and the description of the girl is remarkable for the adjective Eportov applied
to her walk — the word has stronger erotic connotations than the English
‘lovely’ — and for the noun &ué&puxua, a rare, melodious word used of flashing
eyes.

Two poems are concerned with absent friends. In one (94) Sappho reminds
the departed girl of their happy times together, and recalls garlands of violets
and roses, perfume, shrines, groves, and soft couches. In the other (96) she
uses the Homeric technique of expanded simile:

. . .(she thought) you like a goddess manifest, and in your song she took most
pleasure. Now she shines among Lydian women, as the rose-fingered moon
surpassing all the stars when the sun has set: it extends its light over salt sea and
flowery fields alike, dew is spread in beauty, roses flourish and delicate chervil
and blossoming clover. Often as she goes to and fro, remembering gentle Atthis
with longing, her tender heart is consumed. . .

Loneliness is the theme of four famous lines (976 PMG), the authorship of
which has been called in question by Lobel and Page among others:

5£Buxe ptv & oceAdvva

kol TTAntabes- péoon 58

wikTes, Trapd &’ EpyeT’ Qpa,

Eyw 8¢ puéva kaTeubow.
The moon has set and the Pleiads; it is midnight; time passes by; and I sleep
alone.

The lines are effective for the graceful rthythm, the simple paratactic structure,
similar to that of the first stanza of fr. 16, the enjambment at the end of the
second line, and above all the directness of the statement.

Writers like Pausanias and Himerius who knew all her work confirm the
impression created by the fragments that most of it was love poetry. Some-
times no more than a brief image survives in the debris: ‘ Love shook my heart,
like the wind falling on oaks on a mountain’ (47), or ‘Once again Love, the
loosener of limbs, shakes me, that sweet-bitter, irresistible creature’ (130).
There are traditional elements here, for example, the epithet AuowiéAns ‘loosener
of limbs’, but yAukimmikpov ‘sweet-bitter’ is astonishing, particularly when
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applied to prreTov, a ‘creature’ or even a ‘monster’. A substantial fragment
(2) takes the form of an invitation to Aphrodite to visit a shrine:

... Come hither, 1 pray, from Crete to this holy temple, where your lovely
apple orchard is, and altars smoking with frankincense. In it cold water gurgles
through the apple branches, the place is all shadowy with roses, and from the
quivering leaves sleep comes down. In it a meadow where horses graze
blossoms with spring flowers, and the breezes blow sweetly. . . There, Cyprian
goddess, take. . .and in gold cups gracefully pour nectar that mingles with our
festivity . . .

In this poem as in others Sappho lingers over detail and in some of her most
melodious lines creates a dream-like picture of an earthly paradise. The
imagery of apples, flowers, gardens and horses is strongly erotic, and all the
senses are involved, sight, smell, touch, hearing, even taste in the mention of
nectar.

Domestic themes of various kinds are found in the fragments. She says of
her daughter in 132, ‘I have a beautiful child who looks like golden flowers,
my darling Cleis, for whom I would not (take) all Lydia or lovely ...” Her
brother distressed her by paying a large sum of money to buy the freedom
of a famous courtesan of Naucratis: Herodotus (2.134—5) says that Sappho
ridiculed him in one of her poems, but we also have parts of a poem (5) in
which she prays for his safety and well-being.

The scraps of epithalamia which have survived vary greatly in tone. Some
are strongly lyrical, for example, the address to Hesperus (104a), or the
comparison of the bride to the hyacinth, trodden underfoot by shepherds
(105c), or to an apple (105a):

ofov Td yAukUpaiov Epelfetar &rpeot b’ Gobuwn,

&xpov &’ dkpotdrwi, AeAdBovto 5 paroSpdirnes:
oV pdv &kAeddBovt’, AN’ oUx EBUvavT’ ErixeoBon.

As the sweet-apple reddens on the bough-top, on the top of the topmost bough;
the apple-gatherers have forgotten it — no, not forgotten it: they could not reach
it,

The boisterous comedy and lyric metre of 110a are in sharp contrast: ‘The
door-keeper’s feet are seven fathoms long, and his sandals are made from five
ox-hides; ten cobblers worked hard to make them.” The humour of 111 is
similar: ‘On high raise up — Hymenaeus! — the roof, you carpenters -
Hymenaeus! The bridegroom is coming, the equal of Ares, much larger than
a large man.” Sappho may be mocking the convention that the bridegroom is
of epic build: elsewhere she compares him to Achilles. At any rate the fondness
for comparison is well attested: bridegrooms are likened to slender saplings
or prize-winning horses, brides to roses. One long papyrus fragment (44)
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describes with lively detail Hector’s return to Troy with his bride,
Andromache, and it may well have been performed at a real wedding.

A few passages refer to her literary skill and to her confidence that it will
bring her immortality, and in 55 she speaks harshly of a woman who has no

such skill: xarddvoroa 8¢ xelont oUsé TroTa pvapoaUva géfev
Eooer’ oUbt wéha elg UoTepov- oU ydp mebéyms Ppdbwv
o & Teplas, &AM’ &pdvns ké&v *Alda Séuwn
portéonis Ted’ dpaiipwv vexvwv bxreroTaptva.

But when you die you will lie there, and afterwards there will never be any
recollection of you or any longing for you, since you have no share in the
roses of Pieria; unseen in the house of Hades also, flown from our midst, you
will go to and fro among the shadowy corpses.

2. ALCAEUS

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, commenting on the style of Alcaeus, says that
often if one removed the metre one would find political rhetoric (/mit. 422),
and Horace, looking for a single epithet for Alcaeus’ songs, called them minaces
‘threatening’ (Odes 4.9.7). The turbulent politics of Lesbos were the immediate
source of inspiration for perhaps half of his surviving poetry. A full generation
before his birth the ruling aristocratic family, the Penthilidae, who traced their
ancestry through Penthilus to Orestes and Agamemnon, were overthrown,
and the tyrants who succeeded them, Melanchrus, Myrsilus and Pittacus, are
all mentioned in the fragments of Alcaeus’ poems.! He himself belonged to a
noble family which competed unsuccessfully for political power in Mytilene;
he was exiled three times, and was finally forgiven by Pittacus. The date of
his birth was ¢. 620 B.c., perhaps as early as 630, and his reference to his ‘grey
chest’ (50) suggests that he did not die young.

One of the longest surviving passages of his poetry (129) gives an idea of
the forceful style attested by ancient critics: Alcaeus, in exile somewhere on
Lesbos, appeals to Zeus, Hera and Dionysus for help:

&yrv’ elvoov
SuUnov oxtBovtes Guuerépas &pas io
dicovoat’, & B¢ TGOVEE pdybwv
&pyohéas Te pUyas P[Uecte-
Tov "Yppaov bt aida meSeAbérw
kfiveov "E[pivwu]s &5 ot &mrduvupey
TépovTes[ 1§
undaua und’ dva Tov tralpwv
&N’ f) Bé&vovTes yav Emiéupsvor
efoea®” U’ &vBpawv of 167" Emix[&v]nv
! For the politics of Lesbos see Page (1955) 149-243, Andrewes (1956) 92-9.

209

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MONODY

fiTaTa KaKKT&VOVTES QUTOIS

8Guov Umre§ yéwv pueobar. 20
xfjveov & laywy oU BieAtEaTo

wpds BUpov &AAG Ppaibiws woow

EuPong &’ dpkioi S&mrrer

TV AW &g, . .

Come, with gracious spirit hear our prayer, and rescue us from these hardships

and from grievous exile; and let their Avenger pursue the son of Hyrrhas, since

once we swore, cutting (a lamb’s throat?), never (to abandon?) any of our
comrades, but either to die at the hands of men who came against us then and to

lie clothed in earth, or else to kill them and rescue the people from their woes. But

Pot-belly did not talk to their hearts; he recklessly trampled the oaths

underfoot and devours our city. . .

Not all of the detail is clear, but it seems that Pittacus, ‘son of Hyrrhas’, had
conspired with Alcaeus and others against Myrsilus and had defected from
the alliance. Alcaeus’ abuse of him is written with a sure touch: the alternatives
of death and victory are neatly set out, two lines to each, in . 17-20, and the
expressions ‘clothed in earth’, ‘trampled the oaths underfoot’, and ‘devours
our city’, are effective. ‘Pot-belly’ is only one of several opprobrious epithets
he applied to Pittacus: Diogenes Laertius lists also oopémous and oéporos
‘splay-footed’, xeipomédns ‘with chapped feet’, yaipn§ ‘boaster’, ydotpwv
‘big-belly’, z0poboptidos ‘diner in the dark’ and &y&ovpros ‘filthy’.

The allegory of the storm-tossed ship of state is found in two fragments:
in one (6) Alcaeus speaks of waves pouring into the ship, and appeals to his
fellows to shore up the ship’s sides and race for a secure harbour. Then,
moving from allegory to reality, he tells them to avoid soft fear, remember
previous hardship, show steadfastness and not disgrace their ancestors by
cowardice. Three stanzas later the word povapyiav ‘monarchy’ appears in the
text and a marginal comment refers to Myrsilus. There is little doubt that
Heraclitus, the Homeric scholar who quotes the opening lines as an example of
allegory, was correct in his interpretation.

Heraclitus quotes the other piece (326) for the same purpose, declaring
that in spite of appearances the poem is about Myrsilus and his tyrannical
conspiracy against the Mytileneans:

&ouwbrnpul Tav &vépwy ardow’

T piv yap EvBev xUua xuAlvBeTan,

1o § EvBev, &upes §° v 1o péooov

vai poptfiupsda otv pehalvan

Xelpwwt pdyBevres peydhowt pdar 5
Tép utv ydp &vtios fotomédav Exel,

Aaigos 82 wav 3é&bnAov fibn,

kal AdciBes péyaran x&T abro,

xéAaiar 8 &ykuppan. . .
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I fail to understand the direction of the winds: one wave rolls in from this side,
another from that, and we in the middle are carried along in company with our
black ship, much distressed in the great storm. The bilge-water covers the
masthold; all the sail lets the light through now, and there are great rents in it;
the anchors are slackening. . .

The lines show Alcaeus’ craftsmanship at its finest: he begins the poem, as
often, with a verb, an unfamiliar one here and impressively long; the word
otéos fits both the storm description and the political allegory, since it can
denote either the set of the winds or civil strife. Alcaeus makes cunning use
use of the Alcaic stanza in ll. 3—4, where the jerky rhythm of the third line
is followed by the rapid movement of the fourth in illustration of the head-
long rush of the ship. Assonance in l. 1 and alliteration in Il. 2 and § are
effective, and the paratactic construction makes for great clarity.

In another long political poem (298 Voigt, 5262 SLG) Alcaeus devotes
several stanzas to the myth of Locrian Ajax, who raped Cassandra in Athena’s
temple when the Greeks captured Troy. Alcaeus appears to tie the myth to
contemporary affairs in his introduction: ‘... we must put (a noose?) on their
necks and (kill them) by stoning,. It would have been far better for the Achaeans
if they had killed the man who did violence to the gods.” After devoting some
nine stanzas to his account of the crime of Ajax, Alcaeus reverts to the politics
of his own day with a mention of Pittacus: presumably it was he and his
associates who, like Ajax, ought to have been stoned for their crimes.

The symposium must have provided the occasion for these poems, and wine
is the theme of many of the surviving fragments. Athenaeus, who quotes most
of our convivial pieces, comments that Alcaeus is found drinking in all seasons
and circumstances. One scrap (367) mentions springtime: ‘I heard the flowery
spring coming ... mix a bowl of the honey-sweet wine as fast as you can.’
The heat of the dogdays is given as the excuse for drinking in several poems,
in one of which (347) Alcaeus recasts lines of Hesiod (W.D. §82-8) in lyric
metre and Lesbian dialect: the detail is Hesiod’s except for the opening flourish,
which may be a popular turn of phrase or a colourful invention:

Tyye TAeipovas ofveor, Td yap &oTpov TeprTéAeTan,
& &' &pa yartma, whvra ¢ Siyaio’ Ud xoUpaTos.

Wet your lungs with wine: the dogstar is coming round, the season is harsh,
everything thirsts under the heat.

A winter poem (338) may have provided inspiration for Horace’s Soracte ode

1.9):
(1.9) Oer piv & ZeUs, & &' dpbve péyos
Xelpwv, ewbyaiow & UB&rawv péat. ..

x&PParAe Tdv xelpwv’, il ptv Tibers
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Tup, v 5t képvais olvov &perbécs
uéAiypov, orrdp &gl kSpoan
udABoxov &upiBdiwy yvdpaAiov. (3-8)

Zeus sends down the rain, a great storm comes from the heavens, flowing
streams are frozen solid . . . Down with the storm | Stoke up the fire, mix the sweet
wine without sparing it, and put a soft pillow about your head.

The short phrases, the placing of the verbs at the beginning of the clauses,
the paratactic structure and the skilful handling of the metre are all typical
features of Alcaeus. They may be seen also in the following: vigorous exhor-

tation (346):
(346) movepey T & MYV’ dppbvopsy; Bdwrulos &ubpor.

ka8 8&eppe kvAixvans ueyddars, &ita, oikidais*
olvov ydp Zeuéhas xal Alos vlog Aadik&beov
&vbpdmroio E5wi’. Eyxee képvars Eva kal SUo
TAfois kKK KepdAas, & &' &répa Tdv drépav kKUAIE
wbfrw...

Let’s drink ! Why do we wait for the lamps? A finger’s breadth of daylight is all
that remains. Take down the great decorated cups, my friend; for the son of
Zeus and Semele gave man wine to make them forget their worries. Pour it in
brim-full, mixing one part of water to two of wine, and let one cup elbow the
next. ..

The first line is remarkable for containing an exhortation, a rhetorical question
and a statement of justification. We cannot say whether the striking phrase
Séactuhos &uépa ‘a finger’s breadth of daylight’ was a commonplace or an
invention of Alcaeus: it was certainly proverbial after his time. The jostling of
the cups is another happy idea, and Alcaeus exploits the Asclepiad rhythm for
an amusing effect in & 8’ &répa Tav &Tépav.

As in the political songs, myth can be pressed into service in a convivial
context: Alcaeus exhorts a companion, Melanippus, to drink on the grounds
that we have only one life to enjoy, and he makes his point by alluding to the
story of Sisyphus, who cheated Death into releasing him from the underworld
but had to return and undergo punishment; such exploits are not for us, he
says, and we must make the most of our youth (384).

We have considerable knowledge of some of the hymns written by Alcaeus,
and it is clear that the loss of the originals is one of the saddest in the field of
Greek lyric poetry. The Homeric Hymns, at least some of which belong
roughly to the same period as Alcaeus, are similar in that they record the
attributes and exploits of individual gods and were intended as entertainment
for a secular audience rather than as religious cult-hymns. The longest Homeric
Hymns, however, run to several hundred lines and use epic metre and tech-
nique, whereas Alcaeus wrote short songs in the same metres and dialect as
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his other poetry. We can gain some impression of their form and scale from a
poem such as Horace’s hymn to Mercury (Odes 1.10), based according to the
commentator Porphyrio on Alcaeus’ hymn to Hermes (308), and from a few
references in ancient writers. The opening of the Hermes hymn survives:

xatpe, KuAAédvas & uédets, o yép pot
6Unos Guvny, TV xopUpato’ &v alirang
Maia yévvaro Kpoviban ufyeioa
TapBaciini.

Greetings, ruler of Cyllene — for it is of you that I wish to sing, you whom
Maia bore on the very mountain-tops, having lain with Cronos’ son, the king
of all.

There are resemblances here to the opening of the Homeric Hymn to Hermes,
but these are probably due simply to the genre, and in any case we cannot say
which poem is the earlier. Alcaeus uses the short fourth line of the Sapphic
stanza to stress the majesty of Hermes’ paternity. He seems to have continued
with references to the midwifery of the Graces and the nursing of the Horae,
material which is not in the Homeric hymn. Pausanias tells us that Alcaeus
described Hermes’ theft of the cattle of Apollo, and Porphyrio adds that in
the poem Hermes capped this by stealing Apollo’s quiver. The poem may have
comprised no more than Horace’s five stanzas.

The hymn to Apollo (307) was given pride of place by the Alexandrian
editor, who made it the first poem of Book 1. Alcaeus used his favourite Alcaic
stanza: Gva§ "AmoAdov, Trai peydAw Alos ‘Lord Apollo, son of great Zeus’.
Scarcely anything else survives of the text, but the sophist Himerius gives a
paraphrase of the contents: Zeus equipped his son with golden headband, lyre
and swan-drawn chariot and sent him to Delphi to declare justice to the
Greeks; but Apollo went instead to the land of the Hyperboreans and spent a
year there before going to Delphi. Himerius describes Alcaeus’ account of the
god’s arrival as follows: ‘what with the blaze of summer and the presence of
Apollo the poet’s lyre also adopts a summer wantonness . . .: nightingales sing
for him the sort of song that one might expect birds to sing in Alcaeus, swallows
too and cicadas, not proclaiming their own fortunes in the world but telling
of the god in all their songs. Castalia flows in poetic fashion with waters of
silver, and Cephisus rises in flood . .." This hymn too, which need not have
been longer than seven stanzas, differs fundamentally from the Homeric Hymn
in its account of Apollo’s coming to Delphi.

The love songs of Alcaeus are lost, but Horace tells us (Odes 1.32.9-12)
that among the themes of his poetry were ¢ Venus and the boy who ever clings
to her, and Lycus, handsome with his black eyes and black hair’. He was thus
one of the first poets to sing of male homosexual love. A tantalizing fragment

213

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MONODY

(10B) formed the opening of a poem in which a girl speaks of her misery:
e SefAav, Eue Taloov koxoTéTwy Tredéyoioov ‘ Wretched me, who share in all
ills!” If Horace’s poem in the same rare Ionic rhythm (Odes 3.12) was based
on it, the girl’s miseries were the tortures of love.

The political faction or Aetaireia must have provided the audience for Alcaeus’
poetry: it seems likely that he sang his verses to his friends and allies at the
symposium at the end of the day. The political poems with their personal
invective are obviously at home in these surroundings: a famous one, echoed
by Horace, begins, ‘Now we must get drunk and drink with all our strength,
since Myrsilus has died’ (332). Alcaeus’ emphasis on friendship (71), broken
promises (67, 129, 306 fr. 9) and deceit (68, 69) suggests a circle in which loyalty
was all-important. The Ajax-fragment indicates that even poems with consider-
able mythological content may have been essentially political. The drinking
itself was not only a means of forgetting military setbacks, betrayals or the
hardships of exile (73, 335): it was seen as an opportunity to test a man’s true
feelings, and fragments such as ‘wine, dear boy, and truth’ (366) and ‘wine
is a peep-hole into a man’ (333) should be seen in this context. The love-poetry
also belongs here: ‘if I am to enjoy the symposium, I request that charming
Menon be invited’ (368). We can add that his companions must have shared
his enthusiasm for poetry, since the very existence of hundreds of elaborate
short poems and hymns is evidence for a willing and informed audience.

3. IBYCUS!

Ibycus belonged like Stesichorus to Magna Graecia: he was born at Rhegium
and was buried there, but he left the west for the court of Polycrates, tyrant
of Samos from c. §33 to ¢. §22. It is not certain that he wrote monody. He is
known to have composed narrative poems on the same themes and in the same
manner as Stesichorus, and the long papyrus fragment which is ascribed to
him (282a) has the triadic structure of choral poetry. But the strongly personal
and erotic nature of the best-known fragments (286, 287) and the fact that
Ibycus’ colleague in Samos was Anacreon, most of whose work is monodic,
leave room for the possibility that some of his work was for solo performance.
Fr. 286 may be regarded as an elaboration of Sappho’s comparison of love

to a gale-force wind:

fip1 utv al e Kubowvian

uoAldes &pbéuevan podv

& morauddv, lva Tapbiveov

k&mos dacrjparros, of T° olvovBibes

aU§éuevan axiepoiow Ug® Epveoiv H

' The poems and fragments of Ibycus and Anacreon are numbered by the marginal numeration
of PMG, but the text sometimes differs.
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olvaptors BaitBorigv, tpol 8 Epos
oUbepiav xarréxorTos dpav.
{ret tmd aveporris pAtycwv
Opnixios popéas &ia-
owv Trapd Kirrpidos &zaéats pavi- 10
aiow Epepvds &BauPis
tyxparins TeBdBev Tivdkooe
duetépas ppévas.

In the spring flourish Cydonian quince-trees, watered from flowing rivers, where
stands the inviolate garden of the Maidens, and vine-blossoms growing under
the shady vine-branches; but for me Love rests at no season: like the Thracian
north wind blazing with lightning, rushing from the Cyprian with parching fits
of madness, dark and shameless, he powerfully shakes my heart from the roots.

Ibycus contrasts the seasonal regularity of nature with his ever-present love
which knows no seasons, and makes a further contrast between the tranquillity
of nature, which he illustrates by the repeated vowel sounds of the first six
lines, and the harshness of love’s attack. The image of karréxorros is apt: Love
‘goes to bed’ at no season. In describing the wind of love Ibycus interweaves
his epithets: peuvds ‘dark’ suggests the clouds carried by the wind, whereas
&Bauprs ‘shameless’ belongs rather to a personified Love.
The imagery of fr. 287 is equally striking:

“Epos aUTt pe xvavéoiow Urrd

PAep&pors Taxép' Suuaot Sepkduevos

xknAfijpaot avrodarrols & &mel-

pa Sixrva Kinrpibos toPdAAet 5
1 udv Tpoptw viv Emepyduevov,

DoTe peptzuyos Trrros debrogpdpos Troti yhpon

&éxwv oUv Sxeop Bools &5 &ulAav Efa.

Again Love, looking at me meltingly from under his dark eyelids, hurls me with
his manifold enchantments into the boundless nets of the Cyprian. How I fear
his onset, as a prize-winning horse still bearing the yoke in his old age goes
unwillingly with swift chariot to the race.

The metaphor of the hunt, in which Eros drives the prey into Aphrodite’s
nets, is smoothly succeeded by the imagery of the racecourse, and there is
humour as well as pathos in the picture of the old horse, successful in earlier
days but now reluctant to compete. In fr. 288 Ibycus addresses a youth in
equally rich language, reminiscent of choral poetry rather than monody:

EupUaie yAoauxéwv Xapitwv 8éhos, (‘Wpav)
kaAAikSpwv peAébnua, ot piv Kimrpig

& 1° &yavoPAépapos TTe-

8> pobtorov &v &vleon Bpbyav.
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Euryalus, offshoot of the blue-eyed Graces, darling of the lovely-haired Horae,
the Cyprian and soft-lidded Persuasion nursed you among rose-blossoms.

No other early Greek poet expressed his love with this hymnal elaboration.
The choral poem written for Polycrates (282a) is insipid by comparison.
The first 35 lines of the fragment tell of the fall of Troy and list Trojans and
Greeks of whom the poet will not or cannot speak; one of the Greek warriors,
we are told, rivalled the Trojan Troilus in beauty; and the poem ends in
Pindaric manner with the assurance that Polycrates will have undying fame,
thanks to the poetic ability and fame of the writer. This puzzling work has
been seen as a sample of the poet’s wares offered to his potential patron, as
a recusatio in which he declares his intention of avoiding epic themes in favour
of love-poetry, and as simple glorification of Polycrates’ son of the same name.
Ibycus may have made his purpose clear in the beginning of the poem, now lost.

4. ANACREON

Anacreon was born in the Ionian city of Teos in Asia Minor, and when
Harpagus, Cyrus’ general, attacked the Greek coastal cities, he sailed with
the rest of the Teians to Thrace, where they founded Abdera c. 540 B.c. He
is next heard of at the court of Polycrates of Samos, whose tyranny is dated
¢. §33—-522, and after the murder of his patron he was taken to Athens by
Hipparchus, son of Pisistratus, who during the tyranny of his brother Hippias
was responsible for cultural affairs. Anacreon may have lived on in Athens
after Hipparchus’ assassination in §14, or he may have gone to Thessaly:
epigrams written for the Thessalian ruler Echecratidas and his wife Dyseris
are attributed to him (frs. 107, 108 Diehl). If he did visit Thessaly, he must have
returned to Athens and may have spent much of his later life there: he is said
to have sung the praises of Critias, grandfather of the Athenian politician of
that name, and to have enjoyed the poetry of Aeschylus. He may have been
born ¢. 570 and died c. 485: he was said to have lived 85 years.

Most of his poetry was concerned with love and wine: Maximus of Tyre
(37.5) summed up its content as ‘the hair of Smerdies and Cleobulus, the
pipes of Bathyllus and Ionian song’, but Cicero (ZTusc. Disp. 4.71) exaggerates
when he says it was all erotic. The symposium must have provided the occasion
for its performance; Critias indeed called him guptrooicv épéhiopa ‘the excite-
ment of the drinking-party’ (Athen. 13.600d). Samian politics appear twice
in the fragments, one satirical poem remains and more is attested, and we hear
also of choral poetry, although nothing remains except a doubtful fragment
of the Maiden-songs.

Anacreon does not write in the rich, sensuous style of Ibycus, but relies
for his effect on careful craftsmanship, elegance and wit. These qualities may
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be seen in his address to a young girl, written in a lilting trochaic rhythm
which contributes much to the gaiety (417):

TédAe Opnixin, i 59 pe Aofdv Supac PAdmovca
vnAbuws pelyers, Soxels 5 u' oUbty elbévan copédy;

ToBi To1, xaAds piv &v To1 TdV XaAwdv EuPédo,
fyvias 8 Exwv orpipoml o’ &uel Tépuara Spduou-

vuv Bt hepdovés Te Pooxecn koUph Te oxipTdoa Taizes:
Sef1dv ydp Imrmomeipnv olx Exels Emenférny.

Thracian filly, why do you look at me out of the corner of your eye and run
pitilessly from me, and suppose that I have no skill? Let me tell you, I could
neatly put a bridle on you and holding the reins turn you round the limits of
the course; as it is, you graze the meadows and play, skipping lightly, for you
have no clever horseman to ride you.

The imagery is common in Greek poetry and is sometimes used coarsely, as
by Aristophanes, sometimes delicately, as here and in Alcman’s Maiden-songs.
Thracian horses were famous, but if the poem was addressed to a Thracian
girl, there would be added point. There is a pleasant touch in the adverb vnAéws
‘pitilessly’, which belongs to the language of epic and is used with mock-
heroic effect.

Another encounter with a girl forms the material for one of Anacreon’s
wittiest poems, in which much is stated and much suggested in very short

space (358): opalpnt Snlré pe mopeupiit

BéAAwv xpuaoxduns “Epws

vijvi TroikidooauPdiwt
oupmalzewv TpoxaelTan

) &', torlv ydp &’ elxriTou

AtoBou, Tiv piv Eufv kduny,

Aeukhy Yép, xarapbpgetat,
Tpds 8 EAANY Tivd Xboxer.

Once again golden-haired Eros hits me with a purple ball and challenges me to
play with the girl with the fancy shoes; but she, coming as she does from Lesbos
with its proud cities, finds fault with my hair, since it is white, and gawps after
another girl.

Anacreon sets the scene of this miniature drama in his first stanza: he has fallen
in love, this time with a girl distinguished by her elaborate footwear; the
description, like ‘the Thracian filly’, no doubt served to identify her for the
audience. The pictorial quality of the stanza is remarkable, each noun being
accompanied by a colour-epithet, so that the whiteness of the poet’s hair is in
contrast. In the second stanza Anacreon misleads his listeners more than once
before revealing the truth of the matter: Lesbos is distinguished by an epic
adjective eUxritov which draws attention to its fine ancient cities, and the
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suggestion is that a girl from such a background might consider Anacreon’s
social status too mean for her; but the reason she actually gives for her rejection
is Anacreon’s age. The sad truth is reserved for the last line of the poem: the
proclivities of Sappho and her friends were not forgotten, and this girl like
them comes from Lesbos. She has eyes only for some other girl, and she
concentrates, open-mouthed in her single-mindedness, on her.! The poem,
which began with bright colours and gay imagery, finishes with mutual fault-
finding and the harsh hiss of the verb yx&oxei.

Love, the ball-player in this poem, has other roles, as boxer (396), dice-
player (398), blacksmith (413). In another poem it is not Love but the beloved
boy himself who is a charioteer (360):

@ Tal wapbéviov PAémwy,

Si3nual oe, oU 8° oU xoeis,

ouk el8as &11 Tijs Euiis
Yuxiis fvioxeves.

Boy with the virgin glance, I pursue you, but you pay no attention, not realizing
that you hold the reins of my soul.

This short stanza is a fine example of Anacreon’s technique: L. 1 is notable for
the alliteration, Il. 2—4 for the rhyme and near-rhyme which tighten the struc-
ture of the stanza. He creates a neat antithesis in . 2 by juxtaposing the pronouns
o, oU. The stanza moves surely to the impressive epic verb fivioxebeis with
its unexpected metaphor.

One poem (357) takes the form of a prayer to Dionysus, who is asked to
advise Cleobulus to accept the singer’s love. Dionysus was not the obvious
addressee for such a prayer, but Anacreon, like Alcaeus, probably sang his
song with a wine-cup before him. There is no sharp distinction between the
erotic and the convivial poetry. One imagines the typical setting as an all-
male drinking-party given by Polycrates or Hipparchus: the content of Ibycus’
poems suggests that Polycrates’ court appreciated poems about homosexual
love,? and Thucydides (G.54.3f1.) tells us that it was homosexual passion that
led to the assassination of Hipparchus.

Anacreon and other poets from the second half of the sixth century onwards
display two attitudes towards wine-drinking. There is still the straightforward
exhortation to unrestrained revelry, but a small group of Anacreon’s poems
preaches moderation: Scythian-style carousal with clatter and shouting is
forbidden in favour of moderate drinking and beautiful hymns (356b); and

t Most recent studies take &\Anv Tiv& to refer to a xéun other than the hair on Anacreon’s head:

see Woodbury (1979a) for full bibliography.
2 Athenaeus, presumably arguing from the content of Anacreon’s poems, says (12.540€) that
Polycrates was ‘passionately devoted to the company of males’; cf. Aelian, V. H. 9.4.
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in elegiac couplets, the usual medium for reflective poetry and prescriptive
writing, he says (fr. eleg. 2 West):
ou p1Atw & kpnTiipt wapdk wAtwr olvoroTézwv
vefxea kal TdAepov Saxpudevta Abyet,
&N’ SoTis Mouatwv Te kal &yAad §dp’ "Appobitns
ouvupioywv tpatiis uviiokeTan euppooUvns.
I don’t love the man who while drinking his wine beside the full mixing-bowl
talks of quarrels and tearful war, but the man who by mixing the splendid gifts
of the Muses and Aphrodite keeps lovely festivity in mind.

Love-song, the poetry for which Anacreon himself was most renowned, is
what the civilized drinker should sing, not poetry on epic themes or Alcaeus’
songs of violent politics.

When Anacreon does choose a political theme, he writes a hymn in his
customary lyric metre (348):

youvouual o’, EAapnBéAe,
Eavih) al Aids, &yplwv
Stowow” "ApTem fnpdiv,
1} kov vuv &l Analou
Slvniot Bpaouxapbicov 5
&vbpidv toxaropdis TOAY
xalpoug’, o y&p &vnuépous
Trowafvers oArfiras.

I beseech you, deer-shooter, fair-haired child of Zeus, Artemis, queen of wild

beasts, who now somewhere by the eddies of the Lethaeus look down on a city

of bold-hearted men and rejoice, since the citizens whom you shepherd are

not untamed.

The poem must have continued with a request that Artemis preserve the
people of Magnesia, the city on the river Lethaeus, near which was a temple of
Artemis Leucophryene. Anacreon speaks of them as courageous and civilized
as a reminder that they are Greeks, citizens of a Greek city (TéAw . . . wohifiras),
although they are at present under Persian rule and Magnesia is the head-
quarters of a Persian satrap. As always, Anacreon writes with a firm touch,
making his point by the alliteration of 1. 8 and the metaphor of the shepherdess,
appropriate for Artemis.

Satirical themes are attested by an isolated line about an effeminate who *did
not marry but got married’ (424), and by the lines, possibly a complete poem,
on the social upstart Artemon (388), who once wore shabby clothes, had
wooden dice in his ears, kept low company and was often in trouble with the

law: vov &' tmBaivel oamiviwy xpuoea gopéwv karépuara

mals (&) Kixns kal oxiabloxny BAepavrivny popel
ywaiflv abrews (Supeptis). (10-12)
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But nowadays the son of Cyce rides in a carriage wearing gold ear-rings, and he
carries an ivory parasol exactly like the ladies.

It is not only Artemon’s social advancement that is satirized but the effeminacy

of his accoutrements.
Solemnity is rare in Anacreon, but in one poem (395) the theme is the

finality of death: oMol v Auly #6n
xpSTagol k&pn Te Asukdv,
xopleooa 8 oUxér’ fifin
wépa, ynpaiéor 8 68dves,
YAukepou 8 oUxéTt TToAASS 5
Prérou xpdvos Aéhermrron
S1& TaUT’ dvaoTaAlzw
faud TapTapov Sedokas*
*Aldew ydp tor Bevds
uuyds, &pyahii & & alrdv 10
xé&rodos kal yd&p Eroluov
kaTafévTi pfy dvapiiven.
My temples are already grey and my head is white; graceful youth is no more
with me, my teeth are old, and no long span of sweet life remains now. So I
often weep in fear of Tartarus: the recess of Hades is grim, and the road down to
it grievous; and it is certain that he who goes down does not come up again.

The short clauses and paratactic structure are an effective medium for this
catalogue of woes, and the chiasmus of ll. 1-2 and the frequent enjambment
prevent any sense of monotony. Word-position is particularly striking in
Il. 3 and 5, where the adjectives xoplesox ‘graceful’ and yAuxepoU ‘sweet’ are
immediately cancelled out by the negative oixéTi ‘no more’. The rare verb
dvaaTaAUzw ‘1 weep’ stands impressively at the beginning of the second half
of the poem, and the repetition of the prefix kerra- in the last two lines emphasizes
the message. Although the thought is gloomy, Anacreon expresses it in his
slight, frivolous anacreontic lines, giving what Kirkwood has called ‘a some-
what macabre air’ to the poem.! Here as elsewhere we find the grace in which
Anacreon took pride: xopievra pv y&p &udw, xaplevta 8 olda Atfou ‘for I sing
graceful songs, and I know how to speak graceful words’ (402c).

5. SKOLIA

Some of the drinking-songs of the monodists were current in fifth-century
Athens under the title ‘skolia’. A fragment from Aristophanes’ Bangueters
(223 K) runs, ‘Take one of the skolia of Alcaeus or Anacreon and sing it
for me’, and in the Wasps the ability to sing skolia is represented as the mark
of the civilized guest at a drinking-party.

¢ Kirkwood (1974) 173.
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Athenaeus preserves a collection of twenty-five ‘Attic skolia’, most of
which must have been composed in Athens in the late sixth or early fifth
century. The majority are in four-line stanzas in aeolic rhythm, and they were
presumably sung to one or two standard tunes. The best-known have a political
content:! the austere lament for comrades who died at Leipsydrion (907)
clearly belongs to Alcmaeonid circles, whereas the Harmodius-song, known
in several versions, may have belonged to factions which refused to give the
Alcmaeonids credit for the establishment of democracy (893):

&v uiprov Khadl Té Elpos popricw
Gomep ‘Apudbios x° *ApioroyeiTwv
&71e TV TUpavvov xTavirny
loovéuous t' "Abfvas roincdny.

I shall carry my sword in a myrtle-branch, as did Harmodius and Aristogeiton
when they killed the tyrant and made Athens a city of equal rights.

Loyal friendship, a favourite topic of Alcaeus, is commended in four songs
(889, 892, 903, 908), and there are prayers to Athens and to Demeter and
Persephone to protect the city (884, 885). The two-line stanzas are more
light-hearted in tone (900):

elfe AUpa koAdy yevolunv Eepavrivn
xal pe kool Taibes péporiev Atovioiov & xopdv.

Oh that I might become a handsome ivory lyre, and that handsome boys might
carry me to the choir of Dionysus.

Athenaeus says that the skolia might be sung in chorus or in succession
round the table or by the best singers present, and he derives the name oxéAix
‘crooked songs’ from their irregular course among the guests. In Aristophanes’
Wasps (1222f.) old Philocleon is asked to ‘take up’ skolia from his fellow-
guests and does so by improvising the second line after being given the first.
Whatever their origin, Athenaeus’ collection had become traditional, by
reason either of their political content or of their high quality as concise
lyric utterance.

t The skolia are numbered by the marginal numeration of PMG.
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CHORAL LYRIC IN THE FIFTH CENTURY

I. INTRODUCTION

The development of monodic lyric in the sixth century toward greater variety,
expressiveness and flexibility in poets like Sappho, Alcaeus, Ibycus and Anacreon
cannot be documented for choral lyric. Whether because of historical accident,
the popularity of monody, or an actual decline in the genre, very little choral
poetry is preserved between Stesichorus and Simonides. We have a few lines of
Lasus of Hermione (702-6 PMG), who is said to have introduced dithyrambic
competitions into Athens under Pisistratus and competed against Simonides
(cf. Aristophanes, Wasps 1410f.).! He also wrote an asigmatic poem, Centaurs
(704 PMG), and a poem on the death of the children of Niobe (706 PMG). A
paean by one Tynnichus of Chalcis, perhaps in the sixth century, won the
admiration of both Aeschylus and Plato (Jon §34d, 707 PMG), but only a small
phrase survives.

Certainly the religious and social occasions for choral poetry did not diminish.
On the contrary, musical performances and competitions continued to hold an
important place in the cultural life of sixth- and fifth-century Greece, both at
public festivals, whether local or Panhellenic, and at the courts and houses of
individual tyrants and nobles, an important source of patronage for travelling
poets. Hymns, paeans, dithyrambs and partheneia continued to be performed
at religious celebrations, while enkomia, dirges, marriage-songs and victory-
odes were commissioned by rulers or nobles for private festivities. Many of
these latter, as we shall see in the case of Pindar, would be public in nature,
a display of munificence affirming the donor’s high standing in the
community.

Helped by the expansion of the great public festivals like the Athenian
Dionysia and Panathenaea in the sixth century and stimulated by the stirring
historical events of the early fifth — the rise of the powerful Sicilian tyrant-states,
the defeat of the Persians and Carthaginians, the resultant affirmation of the

! On Lasus of Hermione see GLP 318; Else (1965) 73f.; DTC 13-15; Privitera (1965) passim.
For choral lyric generally between Alcman and Simonides see Schmid-Stihlin 1. 1, 468f.
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Greek polis and its traditions — choral lyric reached a new flowering in the first
half of the fifth century in the work of Simonides, Pindar and Bacchylides.
Beside the numerous local festivals for which choral poets like Alcman or
Stesichorus composed their songs, the four great international festivals, Olym-
pian, Pythian (at Delphi), Nemean and Isthmian become particularly important
for choral lyric in the fifth century. Athletic victories here were celebrated with
elaborate care, the glory preserved for all time in an imperishable monument of
song. Most of Pindar’s victory odes or epinikia, the largest single body of
choral lyric extant, celebrate victories at these four festivals. Since Hellenistic
times the poems have been divided into four books according to the festival in
question (in the citations below O. = Olympian Odes, P. = Pythian, N, =
Nemean, I. = Isthmian). Commissioned by the victor or his family, these odes
were performed at the festival or, more commonly, at the celebration in the
victor’s home city on his triumphant return. If the victor was a ruler, like Hieron
of Syracuse, Theron of Acragas, or Arcesilaus of Cyrene, the celebrations could
have the status of major state festivals (this seems to have been the case for
Pythian 1 and possibly Pythian 4), and the poet would aim at a grandeur and
solemnity appropriate to the occasion. Though choral lyric in this period
continues to reflect the religious themes and mood of its beginnings, i.e. song
celebrating the gods, there is a more self-conscious interest in literary artistry,
the moral seriousness of poetry, and intellectual, political or aesthetic concerns.

2. SIMONIDES

Simonides of Ceos is a good example of how the humanistic spirit of late sixth-
and early fifth-century choral lyric operates within its religious frame. His long
lifetime (557/6 to 468) witnessed both the flowering of late archaic art and the
turbulence and change that led into the classical period. Widely travelled, at
home in the courts of tyrants as well as in democratic Athens, commissioned to
compose important dedicatory epigrams on the Persian Wars, celebrated for
his wisdom in practical affairs as well as for his skill in his art, Simonides is not
only a major influence on the poetry of Bacchylides (his nephew) and Pindar,
but also has a fair claim to being considered a precursor of the sophistic
enlightenment.

No complete poem survives. The most important fragment is part of an ode
for Scopas of Thessaly (542).! Plato quotes large portions of the poem as a
showpiece of Protagoras’ interpretative skill (Protag. 339a—46d). Because of the
nature of the citation and our ignorance of the genre to which it belongs
(enkomion and dirge are the likeliest possibilities) there are many uncertainties.
The most widely held view (largely supported by the new Oxyrhynchus frag-

! For further discussion see Appendix. The fragments of Simonides are numbered by the
marginal numeration of PMG.
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ment, §41) is that Simonides is criticizing the traditional definition of the
‘good’, ‘noble’, or ‘successful’ man (agathos, esthlos). Such ‘goodness’ or
‘nobility’ depends upon external achievements and possessions (wealth, honour,
prowess in battle) which are too insecure to form a real basis for human
excellence. Instead Simonides stresses intention, justice that benefits the
city, acknowledgement of the fragility of life:

I praise and embrace everyone who willingly does nothing base (aischron), but
with necessity not even the gods fight. . . A man not too helpless (apalamnos)
suffices for me, one who knows the justice that benefits the city, a sound and
healthy man. I will not lay blame, for the generation of fools is limitless.

Everything is noble (kala) with which base deeds (ta aischra) are not mingled.

(542.27—40)

To the heroic absolutes of the aristocratic tradition Simonides opposes a tolerant,
flexible ethic which takes fuller account of the tension between inner probity
and the uncertainty of fortune. For this reason the poem may have appealed to
Protagoras. Pindar too can challenge a patron’s values, as in his admonitions to
Hieron in Pythians 1 and 2. Yet Pindar still identifies with the heroic ethic,
whereas Simonides adopts its vocabulary only to analyse and revalue it, as he
does in the case of words like agathos, kakos, aischros (‘goodly’, ‘mean’,
‘shameful’). His sharply antithetical style expresses this same tension between
the new and the traditional. We may note the contrast between the Homeric
phrasing of “all of us who enjoy the fruit of the wide-seated earth’ (. . .eUpueéos
Soo1 kopmov alvipeda x8ovds) and the almost breezy colloquialism of ‘when I
find him [sc. the faultless man], I'll send you back news’ (¢wi & Upilv ebpcov
doryyeAtw, 24—6).

‘Sadder than the tears of Simonides’ (Catullus 38.8): this proverbial expression
reflects the celebrity of Simonides’ dirges (threnor) and his power of pathos.
Dionysius of Halicarnassus (De comp. verb. 26) quotes a twenty-seven line
fragment describing Danae adrift with her infant son Perseus (§43). Dionysius
admires the fluency and unity of the rhythms, but the passage is equally
remarkable for its fine contrasts between the wild, dark sea and the sleeping
child and between the elaborately described setting (lines 1-12) and the
simplicity of Danae’s opening words (7-9):

@ Thos olov Exw Trévov-
oV 8’ &owoels, yahabnvid
&’ fiBei kvowooers. . .
O my child, what suffering I have. But you sleep and drowse like the tender
infant you are. . .

We find a similar pathos in a two-line fragment (perhaps from a dirge) in which
the followers of the mythical king Lycurgus of Nemea ‘wept at the infant
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child of the violet-crowned (Eurydice) that breathed outits sweet life’ (loorepévou
yAukelav E8ékpuoav | wuxév &momrvéovta yohaBnvdv Tékos, §53). It is this
ability to present basic human situations with affecting simplicity and yet with
just the right admixture of poetic detail that earned Simonides his great acclaim
as a writer of funeral epigrams.

With Simonides the epinician or victory ode comes into its own as a full-
fledged literary form, coinciding with the increasing importance of athletic
contests in the sixth century. Of Simonides’ epinikia, however, only the tiniest
scraps remain (including some recent papyrus finds, §11, 519). The pun on
the ‘shearing’ of Krios, ‘Ram’ (507), and the claim that a victor surpasses even
Polydeuces and Heracles suggest a less solemn and less reverent tone than
Pindar’s.! Simonides also composed choral poems on historical subjects relating
to the Persian Wars, including the Bartle at Artemisium (532—5), Battle at
Salamis (536) and Dirge for the fallen at Thermopylae (531); nine lines of the
last survive. Some recently published scraps of the Oxyrhynchus papyri provide
small additions to our scanty evidence for the Paeans. One fragment seems to
describe the birth of Artemis and Leto’s ‘shout as the august birth-pangs
weighed her down’ (519, fr. 32), a scene with which we can compare two
passages in Pindar (O. 6.43 and M. 1.35).

The extant fragments reveal arich repertory of mythical subjects, ranging from
familiar heroic legends like those of the Argonauts, Theseus, perhaps the sacri-
fice of Iphigenia (544, §50-1, 608), to the fantastic: Talos guarding Crete
(568) or the daughters of Anius who change whatever they touch into wine,
olives, and grain (537). We have a few glimpses of what must have been
brilliant and moving scenes. ‘Longinus’ compares Simonides’ description of
Achilles’ ghost at Troy to the finale of the Oedipus atr Colonus (557); Pindar’s
description of the Muses singing at Achilles’ burial perhaps gives some idea of
what such a scene might be (/. 8.62—6). There survive some splendid verses
describing the birds and fish following the singing Orpheus (567) and a
haunting dactylic passage spoken by a deserted woman like Danae (571):
foyet 8¢ pe Topouptas &Ads &ugiTapacooutvas dpupaydds ‘the roar of the
heaving sea dashing all around holds me’.

Though Simonides uses the compound adjectives and decorative, colourful
epithets that characterize late archaic lyric poetry, he is equally remarkable for
his restraint and balance. Ancient critics admired his ‘sweetness and elegance’
(Cicero, Nat. deor. 1.22) and his ‘smooth and decorative composition’ (Dion.
Hal. De comp. verb. 230; cf. Quintilian 10.1.64). Beside the sensuous details of
passages like 597, ‘ Dark-blue swallow, glorious messenger of sweet-smelling
spring’, or the description of the ‘halcyon days’ (508), there stands the austere
gnomic style of the ode on the dead at Thermopylae (531), with its succession

1 See Page (19518) 140-2.
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of short antithetical clauses and heavy nouns, its sparsity of adjectives and
almost total absence of figurative language. Fragment §21 can illustrate
Dionysius’ praise of Simonides for his ‘choice of words and his accuracy in
combining them’:

&vbpwTros Eov pf ToTe pdomis & T1 ylvetan aliplov

pnd” &vbpa 18w SAProv daoov ypbvov EgoeTan-

axela y&p oUdt TavutrTepUyou puias

oUrws & perdoToos.

Being human never say what will happen tomorrow nor how long a happy man
will remain so. For not even of a long-winged fly is the change so swift.

The only decorative word in the passage is ‘long-winged’ (Tavutrrépuyos.)
Standing out in the otherwise unadorned generalization, it forms a suggestive
‘objective correlative’ for the fragility of the human condition.

The fifth-century choral poets often reflected on their craft and its significance.
Like Pindar, Simonides asserts the power of song over the violent forces of
nature (595 ; cf. Pindar fr. 94b.11—20 Snell). Like Pindar too Simonides quotes
and comments on the earlier poetic tradition (542, 564, §79), and he may have
defended himself against his younger rival (6o2; cf. Pindar, O. 9.48—9). Two
fragments relating to his art are especially interesting: ‘Seeming does violence
even to truth’ (598) and ‘Painting is silent poetry, poetry is painting that
speaks’ (Plut. De glor. Ath. 3.346f). Following a tradition which can be traced
back to Homer, Hesiod and Solon (cf. Odyssey 19.203; Hes. Theog. 27-8,
Solon fr. 29 West), Simonides stresses the power of poetic art to create illusion
or even falsehood, unlike Pindar who solemnly emphasizes Truth (see below).!
Simonides was notorious for charging high fees, but his apparently mercenary
attitude also reflects a different conception of his art: it is the professional
practice of a craft of words, not the inspired gift of the Muses or the gods. In
this secularization of his art he may have helped pave the way for the sophistic

movement.2

3. PINDAR

Pindar is the most brilliant of fifth-century choral poets. He was born near
Thebes, probablyin 518, received some training in Athens, and wrote an early ode
(P. 7) for the Alcmaeonid Megacles in the year of the latter’s ostracism (486).3
The medizing of Thebes in the Persian Wars must have been a strain for one
whose sympathies were so strongly with the Greek values of order, discipline
1 See Detienne (1967) 109ff.; Thayer (1975) 13—19.
2 See Detienne (1967) 105-19; Gentili (1972) 77f.

3 P.Oxy. 2438 adds some new details on Pindar’s life and helps confirm the date of his death.
For a searching critique of the ancient Lives and the biographical data in the scholia see Lefkowitz.

(19756) 7193 and (1978) 460-2.
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and valour in battle. According to an anecdote in the P7ta Thebes fined him a
thousand drachmas (ten thousand in Isocrates, Antid. 166) for composing a
dithyramb for Athens (fr. 76 Snell). A number of passages express his uneasiness
in these years (/. 5.48fT., /. 8.10-16, frs. 109—10 Snell). Possibly these tensions
led to his sojourn in Sicily between 476 and 474, where he composed Olympian 1
for Hieron of Syracuse and Olympians 2 and 3 for Theron of Acragas.

Pindar’s work spans a half-century. He wrote his earliest ode (P. 10) in 498,
his last (P. 8) in 446. The most majestic odes date from the two decades 480—
460: 0. 1-3, 0. 6,7, 13, P. 1~§, P.9, N. 1,9, /. 3—5, I. 8. Among the later odes
N. 7 and 8, 1. 7 (which may not be late), and P. 8, are especially impressive.
The dates of the epinikia, however, are often uncertain. The scholia leave
many undated, and where they do propose a date it is not always reliable.!

Although there are many fragments of lost poems,? especially the Paeans,
the epinikia are Pindar’s most important work and constitute by far the largest
single body of Greek choral poetry to have been read continuously from classical
antiquity to the Byzantine era and from the Renaissance to the present day.
From Horace to Hélderlin and on to Ezra Pound they have strongly influenced
the modern conception of the ‘ode’ and the high style of poetic inspiration.

For the ancient critics Pindar represented the ‘severe’ or ‘rough’ style
(ooTnpd dppovia), difficult because of his bold collocations, abrupt transitions,
loftiness of thought and expression. Horace compares him to a soaring eagle and
a rushing stream (Odes 4.2); ‘Longinus’ likens him to a vast fire (Subl. 33.5).
Athenaeus speaks of ‘the great-voiced Pindar’ (13.564c¢).

Despite the conventional ‘ programme’ which the epinician poet must follow
(praise of the victor and his family, his generosity, ancestors, mention of
previous victories, friendship and obligation between poet and victor),3 he
has still a wide range of flexibility. He can vary ornamental epithets, invocations,
rhythm and metre; he can contract or expand images or myths.

For a hundred and fifty years the major issue of Pindaric scholarship has been
the question of the unity of the ode.¢ Of those who believe that the ode has a
unity there are essentially two camps: the one side finds unity in content, a
unifying thought or idea (Grundgedanke) or a single pervasive image; the other
finds it in external criteria. The latter approach has come to the fore recently in
the work of Bundy and Thummer, who have concerned themselves with the
formal conventions governing the movement of the ode.5 But if unity of

! See Friinkel (1961) 385—97; Lefkowitz (1975a) 173-8s.

2 Fragments are cited from Snell and Maehler (197%). There is a useful discussion of the new

papyrus fragments in Lesky 179208 and in Griffith (1968) 65-83.
3 This aspect of the Pindaric ode has been studied by Schadewaldt (1928); see also Hamilion

(1974), esp. 3-25.
4+ See Young (1964) for an excellent survey of the question, also Kshnken (1971) 1-18, 229-32.
s Bundy (1962); Thummer (1968—9); Hamilton (1974).
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‘thought’ or ‘idea’ is too abstract and conceptual, the formulaic approach of
Bundy is too rigid. The Pindaric epinikion is more than a carefully structured
sequence of encomiastic motifs. Although it clearly utilizes formulaic sequences
and traditional themes and expressions, its unity is organic rather than mechanical.
The progression of thought and meaning in an ode depends not merely on the
‘horizontal’ linear unfolding of certain programmatic topics, but also on a
‘vertical’ metaphorical association of images and symbols and a parallelism
between metaphor and actuality, myth and historical present.

While Norwood’s view that each ode is given its unity by a single symbol is
too narrow and often rather arbitrary,! Pindar does seem to weave myth and
imagery together more or less densely in different odes, developing resonances
between parallel myths or clusters of related images within an ode. In Olympian
1, for example, the parallels and contrasts between Pelops and Tantalus and
between Hieron and Pelops, the imagery of light and darkness, eating and starva-
tion, festivity and isolation, upward and downward movement all interlock into
a complex pattern which cannot be encompassed in a single ‘idea’ or ‘image’,
but is nevertheless vital to the poem’s structure and movement. The themes of
water, gold, light out of darkness in the proem recur in the two mythical
narratives of Pelops and Poseidon (26—7, 71-87). The ‘brilliance’ and ‘far-
shining glory’ of the victor, Hieron, find resonances in Pelops’ cult at Olympia
(compare 14 and 22—4 with go—~5).

The first Pythian provides an especially clear and powerful instance of how
parallelism and contrast interlock within a complex unified structure. The
extended analysis which is offered here is meant to be exemplary rather than
exhaustive.

Written as a kind of coronation hymn for Hieron’s foundation of his new
city Aetna, Pythian 1 moves through a series of ever-expanding analogies
between the political order of well-ruled cities, the aesthetic and moral order of
dance, music and poetry, the governance of the universe by Olympian Zeus and
the physical order of nature. The hymnic invocation to the ‘Golden Lyre,
rightful and joint possession of Apollo and the violet-tressed Muses’ (1-2),
establishes a parallelism between the music and dance of the present moment,
‘the step which begins the festive brilliance” (2), and the music of the gods on
Olympus. Thus the Muses connected generally with the lyre in 1-2 recur in a
more specifically Olympian setting at the end of the antistrophe (13). The lyre
which leads the dance among men (1—4) also calms the violence of Zeus’s
thunder, of the eagle, and of harsh Ares on Olympus (5—13). This symbolical
and emblematic statement of the triumph of order over chaos is then developed
both in myth and in historical reality, both in local and remote settings. Aetna,
mentioned three times in the ode, is simultaneously part of the present festal

! See Norwood (1945) chs. 5~7.
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context, a manifestation of the divine order in the punishment of the monster
Typhon (19b—28), and an expression of political order in Hieron’s new founda-
tion (60-G6). As the ‘heavenly pillar’ (kicov oUpavia, 19b) which confines the
monster, the volcano is also the physical link between Tartarus below (cf. 15)
and Olympus above. It is thus itself a visible sign of an ordered world: the
spatial coherence parallels the moral coherence.

In the large temporal context of historical events this same order finds
realization in the Greek victories over Persian, Carthaginian, and Etruscan foes
(71-80b), the equivalents on the human and political plane to the monstrous
Typhon. They have a closer and more human mythic analogue also in the Greek
defeat of the Trojans, alluded to in the myth of the ailing Philoctetes, a paradigm
for the unwell Hieron (50—7). Hieron’s two great achievements, the founding of
Aetna (60) and the defeat of the Etruscans at Cumae (72), assure the political
order in complementary ways: the former action, in peace, creates a Greek polis
with ‘god-built freedom’ (61); the latter, in war, preserves Greeks from ‘heavy
slavery’ (75). Aetna and Cumae, therefore, embody the order created by Hieron
as king. It is significant that on the mythic plane Aetna and Cumae are also
combined in the cosmic order established by Zeus (17-19), the sceptred king of
gods and men (cf. 6), in his repression of Typhon, symbol of cosmic disorder.
The flaming lava which Aetna hurls into the sea (21-2, 24b) parallels Hieron’s
hurling the Etruscan youth into the sea at Cumae (74) to check hubris (72). The
constraint (cf. ouvéyel, 19b) of Typhon whom the volcano ‘presses down’
(wiézer, 19), on the other hand, contrasts with the soft rise and fall of Zeus’s
eagle asleep on Olympus, lulled by the magic of Apollo’s lyre (6, 8—9). The
slumbering eagle ‘raises his liquid back’ (Uypév véstov alwpsl, 9), whereas the
monster, ‘bound’ in the depths of Tartarus beneath Aetna’s ‘black-leaved
summit and plain’ has his ‘whole back’ (&wov véTov, 28) scratched and torn
by this harsher manifestation of Zeus’s order.

The beautiful description of Aetna as ‘all-year nurse of sharp snow, from
whose depths there belch forth the most holy springs of unapproachable fire’
(20-2), not only incorporates the fearful ‘ wonder’ (26) of a volcanic eruption
into the framework of Olympian order, but also makes explicit the almost
Heraclitean tension of opposites which that order encompasses. Beneath the
physical contrasts of earth and sky (cf. 19b), fire and water, heat and cold (20-2),
darkness and light (23—4) lies a more complex polarity of force and gentleness.
Aetna is the cold snow’s ‘nurse’ (20b), as well as the source of the blazing and
smoking lava (22—3). These fiery streams are ‘most holy’ (21) and are associated
with the Olympian Hephaestus (25): that is, they are a manifestation of fire and
force in the service of order, not the wis consili expers of the monster. Yet in the
proem Zeus’s fire is something to be ‘quenched’ by the peaceful harmony of the
Golden Lyre (5-6). The Lyre also calms the violence of Zeus’s eagle, with his
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dangerously hooked beak (cf. 8), and charms the heart of ‘Ares the violent’
(1r0-11). The Zeus who protects the mountain of Aetna, ‘brow of the fair-
fruited land’ (30), and the Apollo who ‘loves Parnassus’ Castalian spring’
(39b, in contrast to Aetna’s ‘springs’ of fire in 22) exemplify the gentler side of
this Olympian order, just as Hieron’s foundation of Aetna is the gentler side of
the regal and martial force exhibited at Cumae.

The symbolical music of the lyre has these two aspects from the very
beginning: its sound calms and enchants (1-13), but is also a ‘shout’ (40a) which
can affright those ‘whom Zeus holds not in his love’ (13). On the plane of
historical actuality, the ‘harmonious calm’ (cUpgeovos fiouxia, 70) which the poet
invokes for Hieron’s son, Deinomenes, ruler of Aetna, contrasts with the war
cry and groans of the defeated Etruscans at Cumae (&AoAorrés, vauaioTovov, 72).
More distantly, but still in history rather than myth, the allusion to the Sicilian
tyrant Phalaris, notorious for roasting his victims in a bronze bull (95), may
suggest the screams which cruelly simulated the animal’s bellowing. In any
case Phalaris’ ‘evil reputation’ contrasts with the good name of King
Croesus’ ‘kindly excellence’ (93—6). The lyres at festal gatherings refuse
honour to Phalaris (97-8). These lyres take us back to the symbolical Golden
Lyre of the invocation (@éputy§ 1 and @bpuiyyes 97). Here too the present
festal occasion becomes transparent to all those occasions for song whose
task (inter alia) it is to distinguish virtue and evil, celebrate and perpetuate the
fame of the noble and condemn the vicious; hence the close parallel between
the ‘lyres’ which do not receive Phalaris and the ‘Golden Lyre’ which leads
the ‘festive brilliance’ (2) of the present celebration of Hieron (cf. 1—4 and
97-8).

The fire with which the ‘pitiless’ Phalaris roasted his victims (95) also con-
trasts with the metaphorical fire which will flash forth from the anvil of Hieron’s
tongue (86—7) and thus resumes the antithesis between the violent and creative
aspects of Zeus and Aetna’s fire (5f., 21ff.). Likewise the evil fame which ‘holds
down’ Phalaris (kortéxer, 96) echoes the effect of the Golden Lyre which ‘holds
down’ the eagle in sleep (koraoyduevos, 10) and the armed might of Hieron
which forced the Etruscan war cry to stay at home (kot’ olkov. . .&xny, 72), or,
with a different punctuation, ‘to keep its violence at home’. In keeping with
the importance of harmonious or discordant sound in the ode, ‘war cry’ is
virtually personified.

The relation between Croesus and Phalaris, however, reverses the ode’s
consistent opposition of Greek and barbarian. Now the oriental monarch is the
exemplar of ‘kindly excellence’, the Greek of cruel despotism. We have also
moved, with Phalaris, from gold to bronze (1 and 95). The bronze anvil of
Hieron in the metaphor of 86f., therefore, has an ominous resonance in the
behaviour of his Sicilian predecessor (95). Pindar may be hinting at the destruc-
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tive violence inherent in all absolute power, be it Zeus’s thunder or Hieron’s
kingship.

Beginning and ending with music and the importance of a ‘good name’
(99b; cf. 96-8), Pindar also underlines the fact that poetry too has its power.
Its “enchantments’ are also ‘arrows’ (xfjAa in 12 has both meanings), just as the
Muses’ song can both calm and terrify (6ff. and 13f.). In a certain sense all of
Pindar’s odes celebrate the power of poetry as well as the prowess of the victor.
The poet who sings the ‘due measure’ (kairos, 81; cf. §7) and joins together the
‘limits of many things in small compass’ (81f.) holds the balance between poten-
tially dangerous extremes, between destructive and ordering power. He teaches
the kairos of this force which may be released for good or for ill.

Pythian 1 shows Pindar in his most expansive conception of his poetic role.
He moves between present and past, myth and history, Olympus and Tartarus,
Greek and barbarian, to reveal the universal paradigms in which the present
achievement must take its place in order to be fully meaningful. His lyre, like
the king’s sceptre or Zeus’s thunder, unlocks the hidden analogies between the
cosmic, political, moral, and natural order. The poet fashions on earth the
‘harmonious calm’ (70) which the Golden Lyre creates on Olympus.

In praising the victor the poet is not merely glorifying a particular successful
athlete. Through metaphor, gnomic generalization and mythic paradigm the
epinikion seeks to link the present victory with the timeless world of myth and
to place it within the common realm of values, the Werzewelt (to use H. Frinkel’s
term), of aristocratic society.! The ‘purpose’ of the ode, therefore, transcends
its immediate encomiastic function, for it is the poet’s task to relate the victory
to the ultimate issues of life: change, suffering, the gods, the rthythms of nature,
old age and death. The victor exemplifies the highest ideals of discipline, energy,
generosity, beauty, grace. His arete or excellence is not merely a matter of the
competitive virtues or technical skill, but involves the quieter ‘cooperative
virtues’ (Adkins’s term?) of ‘justice’, ‘restraint’, ‘lawfulness’, ‘calm’ (dike,
sophrosyne, eunom:a, hesychia). Through disciplined form and creative effort the
ode, like the victory itself, enacts man’s conquest of ‘darkness’, chaos and death
(cf. O. 1.81—4, N. 7.11-16, P. 8.92-7).

Bundy’s study of the formulaic elements in Pindar has had one important
consequence. References to envy, danger, silence, and the gnomic formulas
which frequently break off the myth and effect a transition to a new topic
(Abbruchsformel) cannot be read as certain allusions to events in the lives of the
victor or the poet. Hence the historical and biographical allegorization of Pindar,
which reached its acme in Wilamowitz’s Pindaros (1922), must be critically re-
examined. Pindar often alludes openly to historical events (P. 1, 1. 5, /. 8 are the
clearest examples) and sometimes to personal experiences (P. 8.56-6o; N. 7 is

! See Frinkel (1962) 55967 (48896 of Engl. tr. 1975). 2 Adkins (1960).
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still a matter of controversy).! But we must now be more cautious about finding
covert allusions to the waning of Theban power and the advance of Athens in
poems like 7. 7, N. 8, P. 8.

Grandeur and sublimity are the hallmarks of Pindar’s style. He states it almost
as a principle of his art to make an impressive beginning (O. 6.1-4). Hence he
opens his odes with monumental architectural or sculptural imagery (O. 6, P. 7,
N. 5) or with a ponderous gnomic statement framed in dynamic antitheses
(O. 1, N. 6) or with a ringing invocation to a place (O. 14, P. 2, P. 12) or a
goddess (‘Kindly Quietude, daughter of Justice, you who make cities of greatest
might and hold the highest keys of councils and of war’, P. 8).

Though Pindar excels in the rich decorative language and florid compound
adjectives of his contemporaries, he is especially effective in his vivid flashes of
detail or touches of pathos: the sons of Boreas ‘their backs ashiver with purple
wings’ (P. 4.182f.); the tears falling from old Aeson’s eyes as he looks upon his
long-lost son, now ‘handsomest of men’ (P. 4.120—4); Alcmena leaping nude
from her bed of childbirth to save her new-born children from Hera’s serpents
while Amphitryon brandishes his great sword (M. 1.50-2); Bellerophon on
Pegasus shooting at the Amazons ‘from the cold bosom of the empty aether’
(O. 13.88). There are wide variations of mood, from the pathos of Polydeuces’
grief over his dying brother in V. 10 to the sensuousness of Zeus’s union with
Aegina in Paean 6 where ‘the mist’s golden tresses covered in shadow the spine
of the land’, or the flamboyant brilliance of the advent of spring in a dithyramb,
where, amid the mingling of roses, violets, flutes and dancing, “at the opening of
the chamber of the crimson-robed Seasons the nectarous flowers usher in sweet-
smelling spring’ (fr. 75 Snell).

Pindar’s myths unfold through a few grand, majestic gestures which stand
out against a backdrop of large, often symbolical elements: sea, sky, or mountain,
darkness or fire. Thus Iamus, like Pelops in O. 1, calls to the god in the night
from the river (O. 6.57—63); fire surrounds Apollo’s rescue of the infant Asclepius
from his mother’s body on the flaming pyre (P. 3.36—46); Ajax drives the sword
through his breast ‘in the late night’ (/. 4.38-40). Even the massive fourth
Pythian, which contains Pindar’s most expansive, ‘Bacchylidean’ narrative,
jumps back and forth between the various stages of the myth, tells prophecy
within prophecy, and emphasizes the vast sweep of time and the succession of
generations (cf. §4—65) rather than the single strand of continuous event.
Sometimes Pindar pulls back abruptly from a myth which he thinks unworthy
of a god or hero, as in the story of the gods eating Pelops (O. 1.51f.) or the tale
of Phocus’ murder by his half-brothers Peleus and Telamon (NV. 5.9-18). A

1 See Lloyd-Jones (1973) 127-37; Kshnken (1971) 37-86. Woodbury’s careful study (19798)

of the historical and geographical bases of the Neoptolemus myth tends to support the scholiasts®
connexion of Paean 6 and Nemean 7.
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number of odes lack a fully developed myth, and in some a weighty gnome or
apophthegm serves as the chief poetical embellishment (e.g. O. 11, N. 6, N. 11).

Pindar’s boldness of metaphor rivals that of his contemporary, Aeschylus.
Occasionally a violent metaphor is almost a kenning. ‘ The fruit of olive in fire-
scorched earth’ carried in ‘all-adorned enclosures of vessels’ describes the oil-
filled amphora won in the Panathenaic games (V. 10.35~6); a cloak won as a
prize is ‘warm medicine against cold breezes’ (O. 9.97). He does not use such
expressions, as a Hellenistic poet might, to demonstrate erudition or to tease
the reader with riddling obscurity. Such metaphors, rather, serve to transfigure
and exalt everything connected with the victory. Pindar’s mixed metaphors have
a similar purpose: they intensify the effect of sensuous concreteness and exuber-
ance by crossing between different realms of experience. Thus they heighten
the festive joy of the occasion and even add a certain playfulness, as in the
enkomion for Theoxenus (fr. 123 Snell).

Pindar is the most concrete of poets. Even what we would consider abstrac-
tions or psychological processes have a physical tangibility: ‘the cloud of
forgetfulness’ (O. 7.45); ‘the leaves of strife’ (/. 8.47); ‘the flowers of lawful-
ness’ (Paean 1.10); ‘hammer-welded necessities’ (fr. 207 Snell). Excellence,
arete, can ‘blossom’ like a flower and (within the same ode) ‘scale a tower’
(or, in another interpretation, ‘fortify a tower’ 7. 5.17 and 44f.); honours are
‘planted’ (Tipal guTeuBé, P. 4.69).

Possibly attacking Simonides’ secular conception of his art (see above, p. 226),
Pindar protests strongly against the idea that he works for hire (Z. 2). He is a
‘prophet of the Muses’ and the servant of Truth, Aletheia, herself the child of
Zeus (O. 10.3—6, Paean 6.6, fr. 205 Snell).! Poetry teaches, confers fame and
gives pleasure. But poetry for him is not all a matter of honey, garlands, sweet
liquids. It has associations also with the mystery of the sea and the violence
of wind (. 7.79, fr. 94b.13ff. Snell), with arrows and the javelin (O. 2.83~3,
P. 1.43—5, N. 7.71f.), with the eagle who seizes his bloody (or tawny) prey in
his claws (V. 3.80—2; cf. V. 5.21). Song can be a healing, medicinal ‘charm’ or
drug (N. 4.1-5), but it is also a dangerous siren luring men to their death
(Paean 8.70-9). In Pythian 12 he traces the origin of flute music to the painful
death-wail of Medusa.? The ‘grace’ or ‘charm’ (ckaris) of song fashions all that
brings joy to mortals (0. 1.30; cf. O. 14.5fL.); yet the shifting play of crafted
words can also obscure the truth with meretricious falsehood (O. 1.28—9; cf. N.
8.25, where we may contrast the ‘variegated falsehood’ that leads to Ajax’ death
with the positive significance of Pindar’s ‘varied art’ or potkilia in N. 8.15). As
a ‘craft’ or ‘skill’ (sopkia, mechane), poetry, like any art, can be misused to
distort the true worth of men and their achievements. The true poet will use his

! See Bowra (1964) ch. 1; Davison (1968) 289-311; Svoboda (1952) 108-20.
2 See Schlesinger (1968) 275~86; Kohnken (1971) 117-53.
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art for truth, not for gain or kerdos: the latter is a concept which Pindar fre-
quently associates with the wily, dangerous aspects of ‘craft’ (cf. N. 7.14~24,
1. 2.5—12, P. 3.4 and 113-14). The poet’s logos serves the gods, life, rebirth;
over against it stand the envy and calumny which cut off the ‘life’ or ‘bloom’
of great achievements or, in mythical terms, bring death to the great Ajax
(. 7.23—32, N. 8.2§—14; contrast /. 4.36—406).

In Pindar the Olympian religion of the early classical period finds its full
majesty of expression. He studiously portrays the gods as dignified and solemn,
maintaining order and suppressing injustice (O. 1, P. 1-3, P. 8), compassionate
(V. 10) and even forgiving (O. 7.45fL.), helpful guardians of civilization and
morality. Pindar celebrates Apollo for his omniscience (P. 3.27-30, P. 9.44-9)
and for the art of healing, music and prophecy (P. 5.63—9), Athena for inventing
the flute (P. 12), Heracles for exploring the sea and land (. 3.23-6) and plant-
ing trees to shade the Olympian games (O. 3). He suppresses or reinterprets
myths which show the gods’ violence, lust, or meanness (O. 1.46fF.; O. 9.35-9).
The loves of Zeus and Apollo are orderly and lead to the foundation of great
cities and families (O. 6, O. 9, P. 9, Paean G).

Yet the gods retain an element of inscrutable force. As the proem of Nemean
6 puts it, sheer power, dynamts, sets the gods apart from mortals in their remote
‘brazen sky’. Anthropomorphic features, like the gods’ loves, remain, but are
often given a new meaning. Zeus and Poseidon are conquered by lust for
Ganymede and Pelops respectively (O. 1.40-5), but the passion of Poseidon
plays a major role in the foundation of rites at Olympia (O. 1.75—96). ‘Eros
gripped’ both Zeus and Poseidon, but they obey the prophecy of ‘wise-
counselling Themis’ (/. 8.29-37). Apollo’s wrath nearly destroys the innocent
along with the guilty, until he reverses his decision and saves the unborn
Asclepius (P. 3.34—42). ‘Golden-throned Hera, queen of the gods’ can imple-
ment her bitter anger against the infant Heracles (&. 1.37—40), but this too is
part of Zeus’s ‘solemn law’ (. 1.72).

Though not a religious innovator, Pindar seems to have been impressed by
the south Italian belief in the afterlife and the purgation and transmigration of
souls. These ideas inspire some of his richest poetry (O. 2; frs. 129-34 Snell;
cf. fr. 94a). Pindar, however, may here be reflecting the beliefs of his Sicilian
patrons rather than his own.! The controversy about what Pindar really believed
may never be settled, but it is clear that at the least he could respond to such
conceptions with deep sympathy.

That sympathy is all the more likely as he seems to have been susceptible to
visionary experiences ( ita Ambrosiana p. 2.1ff. Drachmann) and incorporated
them into his poetry (P. 8.56-6o, frs. 37 and 95 Snell). More important still is
his conviction that the ‘Zeus-given gleam’ (2. 8.96—7) or the *clear light of the

! Good discussion in Bowra (1964) 92ff.; Zuntz (1971) 83-9.
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melodious Graces’ (P. 9.89—90) can illuminate the brevity and darkness of
mortal life. Like Plato, he is concerned with the moments when the present life
becomes transparent to a more lasting reality, the eternal beauty of the gods.
At such moments the Muses or Graces are present among men (N. §.22ff,
P. 3.88f%, 1. 8.61fF.; cf. O. 1.30ff.; O. 14.5ff.). The famous passage at the end of
his last ode comes as close as any single statement can to presenting this vision
of his art (P. 8.95-7):

tépepor: 7l 8¢ nig; T &’ ob mig; oxids Svap

&vBpwmos. SAN® STav adyAa BidoBoTos EAdn,

Aaptrpdv ptyyos EreaTiv &vBpdiv kal pefhixos aldov.

Creatures of the passing day. What is any one? What is any one not? Shadow’s
dream is man. But when the radiance given of Zeus comes, there is a bright light
upon men, and life is sweet.

4. BACCHYLIDES

Until 1897, when F. G. Kenyon published a papyrus containing substantial
portions of fourteen epinikia and six dithyrambs, Bacchylides was little more
than a name. Few discoveries have been more sensational in restoring to us a
virtually unknown poet of high quality. The dates of Bacchylides’ birth and
death are uncertain. Younger than Pindar and nephew of Simonides, he was
born on Ceos perhaps around §10 B.C.! Most of his works seem to fall between
c. 485 and 452, the latest date we can establish (Odes 6 and 7).

Ever since ‘ Longinus’ made his unflattering comparison between the flawless
smoothness of Bacchylides and the all-encompassing blaze of Pindar (Subl. 33.5),
Bacchylides has suffered by comparison with his great contemporary. But it is
perhaps fairer to consider Bacchylides as the successor to Stesichorus’ tradition
of extended lyrical narrative than as the rival of Pindar. He is more concerned
than Pindar with storytelling per se; and the characteristics of oral recitation are
rather more evident in his poetry: his narrative is marked by a graceful leisureli-
ness, a fullness and clarity of detail, and a heavy reliance on ring composition
(verbal repetition which signals the resumption of a theme after a digression
in a kind of da capo effect). The art of the rhapsode, we may recall, flourished
vigorously in Bacchylides’ lifetime.

Bacchylides’ myths are distinguished not only for their fluidity and grace of
movement, but also for their pathos, their high proportion of direct discourse,
and especially for the richness and lushness of their epithets. There is no appreci-
able difference in style between his epinikia and dithyrambs, save that the latter
have a higher proportion of narrative. His virtues appear at their best in Odes 3,

! For the evidence see Severyns (1933) 15-30, who argues unsuccessfully for an earlier birthdate
of §18/17. Apollodorus’ date is 507.
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s and 17, which relate respectively the stories of Croesus on the pyre, Heracles’
encounter with Meleager in Hades, and Minos’ challenge to Theseus. Of special
interest also are Odes 11 (the madness of the daughters of Proetus), 13 (the
Trojan burning of the Greek ships), 15 (Odysseus and Menelaus in Troy to
plead for Helen’s return) and 16 (Deianira’s plan to anoint Heracles’ robe with
the magical philtre of Nessus’ blood). Ode 18 is interesting for its form:
a dialogue between Aegeus and the chorus relates the early deeds of young
Theseus as he approaches Athens.!

Bacchylides’ epinikia share many of the conventions and motifs of Pindar’s.
There are brilliant invocations (5.1ff.), a vivid sense of place (cf. 148.4-8), rich
mythic narration. Both poets dwell on the dangers of envy offset by the value of
the lasting glory which the poet confers (cf. 13.199-225), the generosity of the
victor and his proper display and use of wealth (cf. 3.13f.), the poet’s tie of
friendship or hospitality (philia, xenia) with the victor (3.16, 5.49), the limits of
human happiness. Both poets use similar imagery for the victor’s success:
flowers, growth, bloom, brightness, sweetness.

The scholiasts to Pindar find allusions to a rivalry between him and Bacchy-
lides. The most famous instance is O. 2.86-8: ‘ Wise is he who knows much by
nature; but those who learn, like a pair of raucous ravens, chatter in vain in their
fulness of tongue against Zeus’s divine bird.’? The ‘twin ravens’ are explained
as Simonides and Bacchylides; but, of course, birds do chatter in pairs, and
Hellenistic scholars tend to interpret conventional motifs or metaphors in
biographical terms. In several passages, however, Bacchylides does seem to be
‘imitating’ Pindar, but this imitation is more like creative adaptation of the kind
frequent in ancient poetry, and one must also reckon on the possibility of a
conventional motif used by both poets independently. Pindar’s collocation of
water, gold and sky in the proem to O. 1, for example, which Bacchylides is
thought to imitate in 3.86f., may be such a motif.3 Like Pindar, Bacchylides
draws heavily on the earlier poetic tradition: Homer, Hesiod, the Cypria, the
epic Capture of Oechalia (for Ode 16), Sappho, Alcaeus, Solon, Theognis,
Stesichorus.

Bacchylides has little of Pindar’s brilliant density of metaphor or abrupt
transitions. He generally gives more attention to details of the victory itself,
and he effects more obvious connexions between the mythical paradigm and the
victor. He is a master of the rich sensuous vignette, like ‘ young men, their hair
teemning with flowers’ (6.8—9) or the ‘brilliant moon of the mid-month night’
which outshines the ‘lights of the stars’ (9.27—9), a Sapphic reminiscence. At

! This use of dialogue is sometimes compared, rather inaccurately, with the dialogue between
chorus and chorus-leader in the early dithyramb from which, according to Aristotle, tragic dialogue
arose. For critical discussion see DTC 28f.

2 For the quarrel see Gentili (1958) 24-9.
3 Cf, Simonides 541 P; Wind (1971/2) 9-13.
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his worst, he can be blandly conventional (cf. Ode 10). His open, limpid style
favours simile over metaphor. Pindar offers no simile quite so extensive as the
long Homeric simile of §.6-30 or 13.124-32. His metaphors are milder than
Pindar’s too, but he can also experiment with the striking phrase: T68ev ydp |
Tubpéves B&ARouov EaBAGv  from song bloom the foundations of noble deeds’
(5.198); Bvdpedv Te kdAvppa T&V | Uotepov Epxoutvav ‘a dark veil of things
later to come [destroyed Deianira]’ (16.32~3), an expression which brilliantly
foreshadows the poisoned robe.

Though Bacchylides prefers to trace out the whole line of the narrative rather
than highlight details, as Pindar does, nevertheless his technique is far from
naive or simplistic. Ode 5 exploits a striking collocation of the tales of Meleager
and Heracles; Ode 11 sets the madness of the Proetides in a rich temporal and
spatial framework which encompasses the dynastic quarrels of Argos, the
founding of Tiryns, and the establishment of a cult of Artemis in Arcadia.
Ode 13, the most Homeric of the poems, uses a striking simile of a storm at sea
to effect a skilful transition between the two Aeacid heroes, Achilles and Ajax,
and to strengthen the unifying effect of the marine setting (cf. 13.105, 125-32,
149—50). Ode 17 systematically exploits verbal and thematic repetitions to create
a series of parallels and contrasts between its two mythical events, Minos’ insult
and Theseus’ underwater quest.” In the case of this latter myth, as also in the case
of the story of Croesus on the pyre in Ode 3, there are close parallels between
Bacchylides’ version and contemporaneous vase-painting, a fact which suggests
not only that Bacchylides follows the traditional version of a legend, but also
that he has an eye for its graphic aspects.?

Bacchylides uses direct speech in his myths more abundantly than Pindar;
like Pindar he reserves it for moments of great emotional intensity (cf. §.160~9,
Heracles” weeping at Meleager’s tale of woe). He can use brevity of quotation
to effect. Croesus ends his speech with the clipped, ‘Things once hateful are
now dear; sweetest to die’ (T& mpdafev ExBpd pfAa Bavelv yAUkioTov, 3.47).
There are effective silences, too, like Daedalus’ when Pasiphae reveals her love
for the bull: * When he learned her tale he held back in thought’ (26.14-15).

Bacchylides shares with the other lyric poets a predilection for colour and
light. Of the ninety-odd compound adjectives which occur only in Bacchylides,
a large proportion are compounded of elements denoting these properties
(‘dark-’, ‘crimson-’, ‘shining-’, kuoavo-, powviko-, &yAoo-). Like earlier lyric
poets, Bacchylides borrows a number of epithets directly from Homer, but he
often gives them a new twist. ‘ Rose-fingered’ describes not the Dawn, as always
in Homer, but the daughter of Inachus, Io (poBob&xTulos képa ‘rose-fingered
maid’, 19.18). His Dawn is not ‘rose-fingered’, like Homer's, but ‘of golden
arms’ (ypuoédmayus 'Aws, 5.40).

1 See Stern (1967) 40~7; Segal (1977). 2 See Smith (1898) 267-80.
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These Homeric echoes can sometimes add an epic grandeur or reflective
breadth to the narrative, as in the description of the sack of Sardis (cf. 3.31-2
and 44-6) or the quotation of Homer’s famous comparison of men to leaves at
the beginning of Heracles’ encounter with Meleager in the Underworld (5.64—7).
The frequent borrowings from the Homeric underworld of Odyssey 11 in this
latter passage also evoke the melancholy shadowiness of the Homeric dead and
point up a contrast between the active heroic quality in epithets like ‘gate-
wrecking’, ‘bold-enduring’, ‘spear-brandishing’ and the futility and emptiness
in the setting.!

Bacchylides’ use of the noun-epithet combination, however, is totally
different from Homer’s. Whereas the Homeric epithet generally occurs in
metrically fixed formulas and stresses the generic, universal quality of the object
or person within an established literary tradition, Bacchylides’ epithets high-
light particular details and thereby enhance the emotional vibrancy and the
pathetic contrasts sought by the lyric style. The mood of austerity produced by
the functional repetition of the fixed noun—epithet combination in Homer
becomes in Bacchylides a decorative, individualizing lushness. Yet Bacchylides’
epithets have a thematic as well as a decorative function.? They sometimes
effect contrasts and parallels between related sections of an ode or a myth. In
Ode 3, for example, the ‘bronze-walled court’ and  well-built halls’ of Croesus
(3.30—1, 46, reinforced also by the image of Hieron’s ‘towered wealth’, 13)
create a grandiose architectural foil to Croesus’ near-death on the humbler
‘wooden house’ of his pyre (§UAwov 86uov, 49).

Even where Bacchylides follows Homer closely, the tone is utterly different.
Ode 13, for example, builds the Homeric materials of battle, cloud, sea, shore,
into a rich figurative interplay of light and dark, nearness and distance, human
valour and impersonal natural forces (cf. 62ff., 127, 153, 175ff.). And in the
midst of the martial narrative the brief two-line description of ‘the yellow-
haired woman, Briseis of the lovely limbs’ stands out with a sharpness of detail
that is distinctively lyrical (§av8&s yuvaukds, | Bpionibos luepoyviov, 13.136-7).
Odes 5 and 17 exploit a deliberate movement from heroic themes to a gentler,
more wistful, more personal mood: compassion and marriage in §, the sensuous
richness of the Nereids after the scenes of heroic challenge in 17.

Though Bacchylides calls himself ‘the divine prophet of the violet-eyed
Muses’ (9.3), he exhibits less of Pindar’s deep commitment to his art as a god-
given mission. Indeed, this less intense moral earnestness may have helped
Bacchylides against his rival: Hieron commissioned Bacchylides alone for his
Olympian victory of 468, possibly out of uneasiness with Pindar’s sternness and
insistent warnings on tyranny, violence, outrage in earlier odes (O. 1, P. 1-3).
Bacchylides’ narrative grace probed less deeply and was less threatening.

1 See Lefkowitz (1968) 6of., 84f. 2 See Segal (1976).
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For Bacchylides poetry is a matter of brightness, joy, open exuberance. For
Pindar it is also something dark and mysterious, in touch with strange forces
and hidden powers. It is instructive to juxtapose two descriptions of the Muse:
‘ Like a skilful pilot, O Cleo, ruler of hymns, do you guide now my heart if ever
before you have done so’ (Bacch. 12.1—4). ‘ To weave garlands is easy. Strike
up the tune. The Muse joins together gold and white ivory and the lily-flower
which she lifts from beneath the sea’s dew’ (Pind. N. 7.77-9). Bacchylides’ lines
have a lucid confidence, Pindar’s a poetic depth and a rich allusiveness of diction
and symbol.

It would be mistaken, however, to exaggerate too much the differences be-
tween the two poets. They share a common repertory of motifs, images,
conventions, diction; and they affirm and celebrate the heroic values of an
ancient aristocracy. Both seek to bridge the gap between the fleeting present in
its glorious display of beauty and energy and the eternal world of the gods.
Pindar, however, grasps the contrast between the extremes of mortality and
divinity with greater intensity than Bacchylides and for this reason seems the
more philosophical and meditative, more concerned with ultimate questions of
life and death, transience and permanence. Bacchylides prefers to observe the
gentler play of shadow and sadness over the sensuous surface of his brilliant
world. Pindar’s bolder, more steadfast vision takes in the ‘power set apart’ that
separates men from the gods in their ‘brazen heaven’ (. 6). Bacchylides
characteristically lingers over the freshness of youth and the charm and infatu-
ation of ‘golden Love’ in the dark realm of the insubstantial dead (5.171-5):

Yuyxa mpootpa Mehed-
ypou- ‘Afmov yAwpairyeva
tv Bouaot Aaidveipav,
vijiv & xpuotas
Kirrpibos 8eA§ipppdTou.’

The shade of. . .Meleager addressed him: ‘I left in my halls Deianira, throat
fresh with the green life of youth, still ignorant of golden Aphrodite,
enchantress of mortals.’

§. WOMEN POETS: CORINNA, MYRTIS, TELESILLA, PRAXILLA

We possess fragments of four Boeotian or Peloponnesian poetesses: Corinna of
Tanagra, Myrtis of Anthedon, Telesilla of Argos, Praxilla of Sicyon.! Of these
the most important and the most puzzling is Corinna, whose work is represented
by significant portions of three poems surviving in papyrus fragments (654—5).
These poems, in Boeotian dialect, seem from their orthography to belong to
the third century B.c., and there is no reference to Corinna in any writer earlier

! The fragments are numbered by the marginal numeration of PMG.
239

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



CHORAL LYRIC IN THE FIFTH CENTURY

than the first century B.c. On the other hand a late tradition makes her a
contemporary of Pindar. If the latter is correct she was presumably ignored by
the Alexandrian scholars on account of the provincial character of her language
and subject matter, but was rediscovered and copied for local reasons in Boeotia
in the third century. The alternative is to believe that she actually wrote in
the third century and was much later added as a tenth poet to the Hellenistic
canon of nine. .

Scholars are still divided between the early and the late date, although there is
a tendency, especially in England, to place her late. Not only are the circumstances
of the alleged transcription suspicious, but the reference to secret balloting
(654.i.20f.) suggests familiarity with an institution which, so far as we know,
developed only in Athens around the middle of the fifth century.! Plutarch,
however, reports a celebrated anecdote in which she appears as an older mentor
of Pindar (De glor. Ath. 4.347f), and the Suda has her defeat Pindar five times.
Pausanias saw a painting at Tanagra depicting her being crowned in victory
over Pindar (Paus. 9.22.3). These legends, however, may have arisen when
Boeotia experienced a new period of political and cultural self~consciousness in
the third century. The question of Corinna’s date remains open.

It is not absolutely certain that all of Corinna’s poetry is choral, but references
to choruses of girls in the most recently discovered poem suggests that it prob-
ably is (655.i.2—3 and 11; cf. 690.12).2 In the first part of the so-called Berlin
papyrus, the longest text, Corinna describes a singing contest between the
mountains Helicon and Cithaeron. The latter sings the Hesiodic tale of the
concealment of Zeus from Cronos. He wins, and Helicon, in childish frustration,
hurls a boulder into the air, smashing it into a thousand pieces. On a recent re-
construction, however, the two contestants are mythical heroes, Helicon and
Cithaeron; Helicon hurls himself, not a boulder, down the mountainside; and
from his death Mount Helicon takes his name.3 An aetiological myth of this
sort has a Hellenistic rather than an archaic look.

After a long gap of badly mutilated text the papyrus resumes with a dialogue
between the river god Asopus, grieving for his daughters, and the prophet
Acraiphen, who reassures Asopus about his daughters’ fate and tells the history
of Apollo’s oracular shrine on Mt Ptoon near Thebes. In the third and most
recently discovered fragment (655) Corinna speaks in the first person and tells
of the pleasure she gave her city with her legends of Boeotian heroes like
Cephalus and Orion. She seems to have restricted herself to Boeotian myths.
Even her Orestas (if the few lines remaining can be assigned to her, 690)
seems to have had a Theban setting, probably Orestes’ presence at a spring rite
of Apollo at Thebes.

! See Boegehold (1963) 368 n. 6; Bolling (1956) 285f.; Segal (1975) 1-8.
2 See West (19705) 280, 283; Kirkwood (1974) 192. 3 Ebert (1978) §-12.
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Despite the unfamiliar Boeotian vernacular, Corinna’s style is lucid and
simple. She uses short clauses and paratactic sentences. There are few metaphors
and few tropes of any kind. The narrative has a certain vividness and fresh
charm suggestive of folk poetry. There are touches of humour: the elaborate
voting procedures on Olympus (654.i.19ff.) or possibly the grotesque
anthropomorphization of Mount Helicon ‘held by harsh pains’ as he hurled his
rock, groaning * piteously’. She uses a few compound epithets of the type familiar
from Bacchylides; but apart from AryoupoxwTiAus ‘coaxing in high tones’
(655.5), they are not especially recherché (‘crafty-minded’, ‘gold-shining’,
‘white-robed’). Her metres are simple and regular, a fact which may suggest
archaism or, conversely, the metrical simplification of the later period. Given
the simplicity of Corinna’s style and the restrictions of her material, it is interest-
ing, not to say puzzling, that she could have won five victories (or, with Pausan-
ias, one victory) over her brilliant fellow-Boeotian.

Of Myrtis we have almost nothing. She is best known from a fragment of
Corinna who criticizes her, a woman, for venturing to compete with Pindar
(6642): péupoun 8t xi) Aryoupdv

MoupTi8’ lcovy’ &t1 Bavd gou-
o' Pa Mubépor wodT Epv.

I blame too the clear-voiced Myrtis because born a woman she went to contest

against Pindar.
Like Corinna she too seems to have related local legends like the love of Ochne
for the Tanagran hero Eunostos, a variation on the Potiphar’s wife motif.

Telesilla wrote poems, perhaps choral, for Apollo and Artemis. A lost poem
told the story of Niobe (721). Of Praxilla a little more is preserved. She wrote
a ‘hymn’ to Adonis of which three melodious lines survive and gave rise to the
proverb, ‘sillier than Adonis’ (747). Asked in Hades what he most regretted,
Adonis answered,

kéAAMgTOV Htv By AslTw pos fiedioto,

Selrrepov &oTpa paeive oeAnvaing Te Tpdowov
152 kol dpalovs ouious kal pijAa kal Syyvas.

Loveliest of what I leave behind is the light of the sun

Next the bright stars and the moon’s face

And the ripe cucumbers and apples and pears.
These lines, however, are in dactylic hexameters, not in any of the usual choral
metres. Praxilla also wrote a dithyramb on Achilles, whose sole remaining line
suggests close adherence to Homer: ‘ But never did they (1?) persuade the spirit
within your breast’ (&AA& Tedv oUmote fupdv vl orhfecov Emeifov, 748).
Some bits of proverbial wisdom have also survived (749-50); and, like
Telesilla, she gave her name to a type of metre (717, 754).
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Although the odes of Pindar and Bacchylides mark the end of the great period
of Greek choral poetry as an independent form, it continues to be written to the
end of the fifth century (fragments in PMG, pp. 359-447). The competition
among dithyrambic choruses at the Dionysiac festivals in Athens assured a
steady production of dithyrambs. Most of the scanty fragments that survive,
therefore, are from dithyrambs. There are also scraps of a paean by Sophocles
(737), an epinikion for Alcibiades by Euripides (755), and notices of hymns,
prosodia, enkomia. Ion of Chios, Sophocles’ contemporary, wrote a dithyramb
narrating the death of Antigone (740) in a version quite different from
Sophocles’. Among the earliest pieces are fifteen lines (708) by Pratinas
(A. 500), known chiefly for his satyr plays. This lively fragment (which may
well be from a chorus in a satyr play)! uses outlandish compounds in a way that
anticipates Timotheus at the very end of the century. It complains that the
instrumental accompaniment of the flute players has begun to dominate the
vocal part of the chorus. This predominance of music over words becomes more
marked in the choral lyric of the fifth century, especially the dithyramb, perhaps
under the influence of the tragic performances.

The period from 450 on saw a general loosening of the old forms, both of
music and of verse, and an increasing tendency toward exaggerated diction.
The strict strophic composition of the earlier period (strophe, antistrophe,
epode) gives way to free or ‘loosened’ verse (&mwoAeAupéva). Philoxenus of
Cythera (436/4-380/79) is said to have introduced monodies into the choral
songs of the dithyramb (Plut. De mus. 1142a; Aristophanes, fr. 641 K). In the
comic poet Pherecrates (145 K) Music appears on stage denouncing Melanippides
(f1. c. 440) to Justice for taking the lead in making her ‘looser’ (ycAapwTépav);
and she then goes on to list Cinesias, Phrynis and Timotheus, the worst of all
with his trills and arpeggios like the twisting paths of ants (&u8wv éxTparméAous
Hupunkids, line 23). Aristophanes provides a delicious parody f Cinesias (Birds
1373f1.), suggesting that this etherial bard would find wings especially appropri-
ate to his ‘air-whirling and snow-driven’ poems:

xpéparran piv oUv Evreubev fudsv 4 Téxvn.
TGV SiupapPuwv ydp T& Aaumpd ylyveran
&épiax kal oxdTid ye kal kuavavyta
kal TrTepodévnTa.
Why our whole trade depends upon the clouds;
What are our noblest dithyrambs but things
Of air, and mist, and purple-gleaming depths,
And feathery whirlwings? (Birds 1387—90, tr. Rogers)
1 See Garrod (1920) 129-36, especially 134f.; DTC 17-20, with bibliography; Lloyd-Jones

(1966) 11ff.
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The choral lyrics of late Euripidean tragedy show parallel tendencies and also
drew Aristophanes’ fire in the brilliant parody of the Frogs (1301-63). On the
other hand the new style had its admirers. Aristodemus in Xenophon’s
Memorabilia (1.4.3) puts Melanippides’ excellence in the dithyramb on a par
with the art of Sophocles, Polyclitus, Zeuxis. The comic poet Antiphanes has a
character praise Philoxenus for his inventions of new words and his shifting
rhythms and melodies (207 K). Philoxenus and Timotheus were still popular in
the schools of Arcadia in Polybius’ day (Polyb. 4.20).

Most of these poets seem to have carried on the literary dithyramb as we
have seen it in Bacchylides, Odes 17-20; they relate mythical tales in a decorative
style and with a certain amount of dialogue (e.g. Melanippides 758). Athena
and Marsyas, Persephone, Peleus and Thetis, the Danaids, Asclepius’ re-
surrection of Hippolytus, Endymion are some of the subjects. Licymnius of
Chios wrote on a quasi-historical subject recalling Bacchylides 3, the betrayal
of Sardis to Cyrus by Croesus’ own daughter, Nanis (772).

The most extensive piece of later choral lyric to survive, once more thanks to
the luck of a papyrus discovery, is the Persians of Timotheus (c. 450-360). This
work is a ‘nome’, an ancient form developed by Terpander in the seventh
century, but in Timotheus’ time a rather free composition without strophes and
dominated by the music.! Its style and narrative technique closely resemble the
‘literary” dithyramb of Bacchylides and later.2 But Timotheus’ pomposity and
bombast are a far cry from either the grandeur of Pindar or the grace of Bacchy-
lides. They look forward to the worst traits of Hellenistic poetry. Wine mixed
with water is ‘the blood of Dionysus mixed with the fresh-flowing tears of the
nymphs’ (from the Cyclops, 780). Teeth are ‘the mouth’s light-flashing
children’ (Pers. 91ff.). There are occasional touches of solemnity and pathos:
the lament of the Persian women (100ff., 120ff.) and Xerxes’ heroic decision
(180ff.); but the pidgin Greek of the Persian women (150ff.) sinks to comical
bathos that is hard to imagine in an earlier poet. Yet the abrupt break-off from
the myth (202), the poet’s defence of his own art and closing prayer for the city
(206-28) illustrate the continuity of traditional motifs even in this late and
florid style.

The work of Timotheus and his contemporary, Philoxenus of Cythera, who
wrote a humorous version of the loves of Galatea and Polyphemus that antici-
pates Theocritus, reveals one of the reasons for the decline of choral lyric. The
poet no longer regarded his art with the high seriousness of a Simonides or a
Pindar. Rather than a ‘ prophet of the Muses’ who seeks to interpret the ways of

' See Wilamowitz (1903) 79ff., 89ff.

3 This ‘literary’ dithyramb is a lyrical narrative in honour of gods and heroes, not a poem in

honour of Dionysus, as the term originally implied. All of Bacchylides’ preserved dithyrambs are
of the former, ‘literary’ type except 19, which ends with the birth of Dionysus.
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the gods and to understand the limitations of mortality, the choral poet becomes
merely an entertainer. Aesthetic novelty and ingenuity are demanded rather
than moral depth or religious power; or, as Plato charges in the Laws, taste
formed by aristocratic values has given way to taste formed by the mob and the
‘theatocracy’ (3.700c, 7013, cf. Gorgias 5o1e€).

More than almost any other literary form, choral lyric is bound up with the
values of city and clan in a world where things changed slowly. By 450 the
tyrants and aristocratic families which had commissioned the odes of Pindar
and Bacchylides were gone or endangered, their values threatened by the fast-
rising power of Athenian democracy. By the last quarter of the century the
festivals which provided the occasion for choral song were losing their religious
basis. The power politics of the latter half of the fifth century, the scepticism
and rationalism brought by the sophistic enlightenment, the disruptions of the
Peloponnesian War, and the rapid social and cultural changes which these
movements precipitated were all inimical to the old poetry. With the exception
of Pindar’s very last ode (P. 8), all the significant choral poetry that we have
predates 450. Choral lyric implied a stable community founded on universally
shared religious and moral beliefs, well established rituals and firm traditions.
By the midpoint of the century these old values were no longer unquestioned.
Tragic drama rather than the genre of lyric poetry per se expressed the forces
and tensions of greatest concern to the thinking and feeling men of the day.
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EARLY GREEK PHILOSOPHY

I. PHILOSOPHICAL POETS AND HERACLITUS

Three early Greek philosophers were poets, Xenophanes, Parmenides and
Empedocles. Heraclitus, who lived at about the same time, was a philosopher
whose prose is stylistically unique in Greek literature. These are the earliest
philosophical writers whose work, though fragmentary, has been preserved
in some quantity. It would have been possible for them to express their thought
in a ‘simple and economical’ prose, as Anaximenes, who was older than any
of them, is reputed to have done (Diog. Laert. 2.3). But Anaximenes is one
of the first Greeks who is known to have written a book in prose. His philo-
sophical predecessor at Miletus, Anaximander, did so too, and Theophrastus
commented on the ‘somewhat poetical’ style of his single extant fragment
(DK 12 A 9). There is no reason to suppose that the philosophical poets surprised
their contemporaries by declining to follow a prose tradition of such recent
origin.

Equally, however, their use of verse rather than prose was deliberate. Each
of the philosopher poets must be considered as an individual writer, but it may
be significant that Parmenides and Empedocles (and Xenophanes during his
later years) belonged not to Ionia but to the western Greek world of southern
Italy and Sicily. Parmenides ‘wrote as a philosophical pioneer of the first
water’! and probably confined his recognition of the prose philosophers of
Ionia to critical rejection of their views. The Ionian philosophers (excluding
Xenophanes) differentiated themselves from traditional authorities by writing
in prose. As hexameter poets Xenophanes, Parmenides and Empedocles placed
themselves in a line which had Homer and Hesiod as its illustrious founders.
But to do this was not to express approval of their epic and didactic forerunners.
Xenophanes attacked Homer and Hesiod explicitly for giving men an immoral
account of the gods (fr. 11). The debts of Parmenides and Empedocles to
these poets are formal and stylistic rather than conceptual. In appearing to
imitate Homer and Hesiod, the philosopher poets borrow what suits their

1 Owen (1960) 101.
245

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



EARLY GREEK PHILOSOPHY

needs; the form of their poems tells the reader or hearer to expect a subject
matter of the greatest general significance. The claims they make for its truth
reveal Homer, Hesiod and other poets as possessing a reputation for wisdom
which they do not deserve.

The early writers of Ionian prose cannot have expected a wide readership
for their work. In composing accounts of cosmology they must have written
for an interested minority. The philosopher poets, it is reasonable to think,
were aiming at a larger audience.! Homer and Hesiod held pride of place as
educative writers, and Xenophanes, Parmenides and Empedocles may all be
assumed to challenge their authority. (Nor is it coincidence that Heraclitus, in
his idiosyncratic prose, attacked Homer and Hesiod and also some of his
contemporaries including Xenophanes.) The poetic tradition, moreover,
provided them with an acceptable means of emphasizing their own insight
into the true nature of things. All three poets have their own way of asserting
a wisdom which sets them apart from other men. Xenophanes does so directly
(fr. 2); Parmenides’ poem ostensibly reports the revelation of a goddess, and
Empedocles invokes a muse as his helper. Such motifs do not in the least under-
mine the philosophical significance of the poems. But they give the writer
an additional authority which calls to mind what earlier poets have said.

Xenophanes has been spoken of so far in company with Parmenides and
Empedocles. He is in fact a writer who in many respects belongs in a class by
himself. Some of his statements, and views attributed to him, were unmistak-
ably influenced by the Milesian philosophers and associate him with the Ionian
enlightenment. But Xenophanes also wrote elegies which make social and
moral comments in the manner of Solon and Theognis. He was the inventor of
Silloi, satirical verses, a genre later adopted by Timon of Phlius (see pp. 636f.),
and his activities in southern Italy and Sicily, where he spent much of his later
life, gave rise to the tradition that heinitiated the Eleatic movementin philosophy.

It is not surprising that such a many-sided figure has prompted a host of
different opinions from modern scholars? and misconceptions about him can be
traced back to antiquity. Aristotle, following Plato, tried to make Xenophanes
the progenitor of Eleatic monism and rated him of little account (Meraph.
As 986b22).3 Theophrastus did not consider that his ideas fell under the study
of natural philosophy (Simplicius, PAys. 22.26), and a comment by Diogenes
Laertius (9.18) has sometimes been wrongly interpreted to mean that Xeno-
phanes was a rhapsode who gave public recitations of Homer. Most difficulties
disappear once it is recognized that he lived at a time when no firm boundary
existed between poetry and philosophy. Theological and cosmological specu-

1 Jaeger (1939) 169f. 2 Guthrie (1962) 361f.

3 Reinhardt (1916) was the first scholar who conclusively showed the implausibility of this
tradition. But his attempt to make Xenophanes the follower of Parmenides has been universally

rejected.
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lation was not an invention of ‘philosophers’: it is found as early as Hesiod and
there are traces of it even in Alcman (see above, pp. 179f.).!

Xenophanes’ surviving work is too fragmentary to permit firm generaliza-
tions about the aim and methods of all his poetry. Like other elegists he took
social festivities and behaviour over wine as one of his themes (cf. Ion of
Chios fr. 26, Anacreon fr. eleg. 2 West): his longest poem (fr. 1) combines vivid
and charming description of preparations for a party with rules for host and
guest, including a ban on false and immoral statements about the gods. Criti-
cism of current values appears more prominently in another elegy (fr. 2)
where the rewards accorded to victorious Olympic athletes are contrasted with
the recognition which he, Xenophanes, deserves for his art and its benefits
to his city. In six tart lines he condemns the luxurious tastes of the people of
Colophon before their conquest by the Lydians (fr. 3), and his elegies also
included personal anecdotes (fr. 7 refers to Pythagoras) and autobiography
(fr. 8).

Some if not all of the hexameter lines are fragments from the Silloi. It was
here that Xenophanes revealed his radical theology, and strongly condemned
the Homeric and Hesiodic accounts of the gods (frs. 10-12). He went on to
extend his criticism, it seems, to all existing theological beliefs. In a mock-
serious fashion he argues that if animals had gods they would make them in
their own image (fr. 15), just as Ethiopians worship gods who are black and
snub-nosed, while those of the Thracians have grey eyes and red hair (fr. 16).
No one has any clear view of the gods (fr. 34, cf. fr. 18) but, in spite of this,
Xenophanes advanced a theology quite remarkable for its time. Completely
rejecting the traditional plurality of anthropomorphic gods, he wrote of ‘one
god, greatest among gods and men, unlike mortals in form or thought’ (fr. 23).
This ‘one god’ is completely immobile (fr. 26): he thinks and perceives ‘as
a whole’ and makes ‘all things shake with his thought’ (frs. 24, 25). Later
writers attributed to Xenophanes a spherical god identical with the world,
but we cannot be sure that this was his own view.2

The few cosmological fragments are of much less general interest. Xeno-
phanes regarded earth and water as the source of all living things (frs. 29, 33).
He had views about meteorology (frs. 31-2) but none of the fragments suggests
that his science represented a significant advance on Milesian cosmology.
Like his other work, however, it shows him to have been an acute observer
of the world, who was far ahead of the main currents of thought in his times.3
Xenophanes was not a sceptic in any technical sense, but his comments on the

t Cf. West (1963) 1546 and (1967).

2 Guthrie (1962) 376-83 advances positive arguments against the scepticism of Kirk and Raven
(1957) 170-2 and Jaeger (1947) 43.
fo:si :—sl‘ippolyms (DK 21 a 33) reports that he drew geological inferences from the discovery of
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limitations of human understanding (fr. 34) are an integral part of his critical
and innovative attitudes.

As a poet he is not easy to assess, since much of the surviving material is
severely factual and descriptive. The vocabulary and structure of his verse
call for no particular comment, but rhythmical fluency and lucidity of thought
are notable features of all his lines. The Si/lo/, fragmentary though they are,
show that he could temper his polemic with wit, and as an original genre they
provide further evidence of his independent mind. Whether they included
parody of Homer, as in Timon of Phlius and the Cynics (see pp. 636ft.), it is
not possible to say.

Too little of Xenophanes’ work survives to warrant precise assessments of
his intellectual significance. The poem of Parmenides presents no such problem.
Large sections of it are preserved, and scholars are unanimous in regarding
Parmenides as the outstanding figure in early Greek philosophy. The detailed
interpretation of his arguments is controversial and falls outside the scope of
this survey. But there is no disagreement about their originality and their
remarkable logical coherence.

Parmenides is the first Greek philosopher who presents his views about
the world in a series of formal arguments. In its structure, however, his poem
is not a philosophical treatise but a work which belongs to the epic tradition
of Homer and Hesiod. The Muses met Hesiod on Mount Helicon and told him
what to sing (Theog. 29-35). Parmenides begins his poem with the narrative of
a journey which he made to the gates of the paths of Night and Day on a
horse-drawn chariot escorted by the daughters of the Sun.? On passing through
these doors, whose keys are kept by ‘avenging Justice’, he is warmly greeted
by an unnamed goddess. She tells the poet that he is to learn ‘both the unshaken
heart of well-rounded Truth and the opinions of mortals in which true belief
is not present’ (fr. 1.28—30). The main parts of the poem now follow, in which
the goddess in her own person fulfils her dual revelation.

Parmenides’ journey to the goddess symbolizes the philosopher’s quest for
knowledge. At the beginning of her discourse the goddess continues with the
language of travelling: she proposes to reveal the only two ‘routes’ of ‘enquiry’.
One of these, which the first part of the poem pursues to its destination, is the
‘path of persuasion’, the Way of Truth; the other is a ‘track completely closed
to enquiry’. Taken together the two ways are contradictory. The first is ‘that
it is and that it cannot not be’; the second ‘that it is not and that it must not be’
(fr. 2). Once the validity of the first way has been established, the goddess
uses it (and the consequential exclusion of the second way) to establish charac-

1 The journey has generally been interpreted as ‘into the light’, but several scholars have recently

given strong arguments for treating its destination as the ‘House of Night® through whose gates
both Day and Night emerge alternately; cf. Furley (1973) 1-5.
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teristics of ‘what is’, ungenerated, imperishable, whole, unique, immovable,
without end (the line containing these last four predicates is textually uncertain),
eternally present, all together, one, and continuous (fr. 8.2—6). She calls these
‘signposts’ (semata), and we are to think of them as markers on the Way of
Truth or, in philosophical language, the conclusions of deductive arguments.

Havingconcluded her ‘ reliable account and thought about truth’, the goddess
passes next to a ‘deceptive arrangement of words’ on the subject of mortal
opinions (fr. 8.50—2). This part of the poem is very imperfectly preserved and
its purpose has been much debated. It is certain, however, that Parmenides
made the goddess give an account of the very phenomena whose separate
existence is disproved in the previous part, and prefaced her remarks by reveal-
ing the error from which all acceptance of contrary ‘forms’ (e.g. Night and
Light) proceeds.

As a poet Parmenides has won little praise from most historians of literature.
Their assessments have perhaps paid too little regard to the logical rigour of
his arguments and the strains this imposed on composition in the epic manner.
Mourelatos has shown how very closely Parmenides adhered to the metrical
conventions of Homer and Hesiod.! From an analysis of the poet’s vocabulary
he concludes that less than ten per cent of his language is absent from early
epic and that many of the apparently new words are imitations of epic forms.
But for the most part Parmenides does not read like Homer or Hesiod. This
is due both to his subject matter and, more significantly, to his much greater
use of subordinate clauses, especially those introduced by the inferential
conjunction yép ‘for’. With the exception of the prooemium, which contains
many ornamental phrases and amplification of concrete details, the style of the
poem is subordinated to the logical development of the argument. But this is
not to deny Parmenides’ skill as a poet. He is capable of vivid and original
phrases: mortals are ‘ carried about, deaf and blind alike, bemused, undiscerning
tribes’ (fr. 6.6-7); ‘Justice does not allow what is to be born or to perish,
loosening it in her fetters, but holds it fast’ (fr. 8.13-15). Part of the importance
and achievement of Parmenides is the fact that he developed a wholly new
philosophical methodology within the conventions of traditional poetry.

Through his arguments concerning the nature of ‘what is’ and his uncom-
promising dismissal of the phenomena perceived by the senses, Parmenides
had enormous influence on all philosophers of the next generation. Empedocles
was probably the first of these to offer a complete explanation of the world
which took account of his predecessor’s work, and he is the only other Greek
philosopher of outstanding significance who wrote as a hexameter poet. His
closeness to Parmenides in time and place must have been one of the factors
responsible for this, but his versification is far too accomplished and his feeling

' Mourelatos (1970).
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for language much too sensitive to justify Aristotle’s assertion that Homer and
Empedocles have only ‘metre’ in common (Poet. 1447b18). For an adequate
judgement on Empedocles we must go to another philosopher poet of genius,
Lucretius, who praises the ‘songs of his godlike heart’ (1.731) and whose
whole poem On the nature of things is an imitation of Empedocles as well as
an essay on Epicureanism.

On nature, whether or not it is Empedocles” own title, well describes the
subject of his principal work. Enough of this poem survives for us to see that
it gave a comprehensive account of the world, starting from basic principles
whose behaviour explains the origin and present state of the universe and also
the structure of living things. The basic principles of Empedocles’ universe are
presented as divine beings, the ‘four roots’ of everything — earth, air, fire and
water — and Love and Strife, which act in opposite ways upon and through
them. The use which Empedocles makes of these principles is of the greatest
philosophical and scientific interest, but the manner in which he presents them,
particularly Love and Strife, is not dispassionate but coloured by emotive
and evaluative language. Love is sometimes ‘love’, philotes, but she is also
described as Kypris or Aphrodite, ‘she by whom mortals think friendly
thoughts and accomplish peaceful deeds’(fr. 17.23). Strife too has a variety of
synonymous names; he ‘leapt to take office in the fulfilment of time’ (fr. 30)
and is presented as a grim power of destruction and division. The history of
the universe at its simplest is the combination and separation of the ‘four roots’,
which Love and Strife bring about respectively.

Like Parmenides Empedocles is greatly indebted to Homer in style and
language, and he has affinities with epic which Parmenides does not share. It
is not simply that Empedocles has greater gifts as a poet. His poem, unlike
that of Parmenides, is a dynamic narrative: it tells us what Love and Strife did
and are doing. Empedocles accepted the full reality of movement and this
is reflected in his style.

But within and outside this narrative, which seems to have been his main
theme, Empedocles has a variety of other styles. The poem probably began in
the first person, as an address to a disciple called Pausanias (fr. 1). Such a
beginning associates Empedocles with Hesiod’s address to his brother in Works
and days. The poet appeals for assistance to a muse who is ‘a much remembering
white-armed maiden’ (fr. 3.3), and he has many lines which might be called
methodological, setting out the misunderstandings of ‘mortals’ and laying
down his own fundamental principles.! His narrative is embellished and en-
livened by descriptive phrases and epithets some of which appear to be original —
‘wing-going’ birds (fr. 20.7), ‘water-nurtured’ fish (fr. 2r1.11), ‘gentle-

' Frs. 12-14 and certain other passages are ‘deliberate echoes’ (Guthrie (1965) 158) of
Parmenides.
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thinking’ Love (fr. 35.13), ‘mild-shining’ moon (fr. 40) — while others are
taken from epic or are modelled on epic forms. Like Homer he uses extensive
similes, comparing the mixtures of the four ‘roots’ to the living creatures
represented on temple offerings by painters who have mixed pigments of
different colours (fr. 23). This simile takes up nine lines and Empedocles has
another which is equally elaborate to illustrate respiration, likening the process
to a girl playing with a klepsydra (a kitchen utensil for collecting water, fr.
100). Vivid imagery and acute observation of everyday life are characteristics
of Empedocles’ poetry which particularly attracted Lucretius.

Empedocles accounted for phenomena by postulating four ungenerated
and indestructible ‘roots’, which are under the alternating control of changeless
powers, Love and Strife. Thus he maintained some of Parmenides’ require-
ments for ‘what is’ while abandoning unity and absence of movement. He
also wrote a poem, Purifications (Katharmoi), the main antecedents of which
are ideas about man’s fall from a condition of primal bliss and the means of his
redemption.

It probably began with a remarkable address to the citizens of Acragas
(fr. 112), in which Empedocles describes himself as (or as regarded as) an
‘immortal god, no longer mortal’, who is sought after by thousands as a seer
and healer. Our knowledge of the whole poem is very defective and its relation-
ship to On nature is a problem which has never been finally settled. It seems
likely that the six principles of the *scientific’ poem also provided the structure
of the universe in the Purifications. But here Empedocles’ interest was not to
explain phenomena but to offer an account of the soul’s destiny in concrete,
allegorical terms. The cause of the soul’s exile from happiness is its destruction
of life, and in punishment for this it has to be born and re-born in different
animal (and even vegetable!) forms. Eventually, it seems, the soul regains its
purity and is restored to its original divine condition. The eschatological myth
in Pindar’s second Olympian ode cannot be far in date from Empedocles,
and it is highly likely that the Purifications influenced Plato’s mythical presen-
tations of the soul’s destiny which conclude the Gorgias, Phaedo and Republic.

Neither the style nor the subject matter of Empedocles’ Purifications can
have been entirely his own invention. From the fourth century B.c. until much
later we have considerable evidence of hexameter poetry, much of it jejune
and derivative, which expresses a religious system analogous to Empedocles’.?
It has been supposed that such beliefs formed part of a systematic mystery cult
of Orpheus predating Empedocles,? and whatever the conditions of Orphism
may have actually been, it is reasonable to suppose that Empedocles knew
of a number of religious poems with similar intent to his own. But if the

T Most of the material is collected in Kern (1922).
2 Cf. Lesky 190~3.
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Purifications belongs to a tradition which maintained its own life alongside
prose writing of philosophy, his greater poem On nature had no imitators in
the Greek world. Writers of comedy and tragedy could include philosophical
reflections in their work and have been placed by ancient or modern historians
in lists of philosophical writers (Epicharmus, and Critias the uncle of Plato).
Much later, philosophical poetry was written by Cleanthes the Stoic, Timon
of Phlius the Sceptic, and Crates the Cynic; but the true successor of Empedocles
was Lucretius.

Though not a poet, Heraclitus is most naturally discussed in company with
Xenophanes, Parmenides and Empedocles. He was familiar with the work of
Xenophanes whom he names after Hesiod and Pythagoras as someone whom
‘much learning has not taught intelligence’ (fr. 40). As an Ionian Greek,
almost certainly unacquainted with any other philosophical tradition, Heraclitus
is